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your apartment, the rise and fall of stock options,
the latest beheading by fanatics in Falluja, the last
American election. For every one of these objects,
you see spewing out of them a different set of pas-
sions, indignations, opinions, as well as a different
set of interested parties and different ways of car-
rying out their partial resolution.

It’s clear that each object – each issue – gener-
ates a different pattern of emotions and disrup-
tions, of disagreements and agreements. There
might be no continuity, no coherence in our opin-
ions, but there is a hidden continuity and a hidden
coherence in what we are attached to. Each object
gathers around itself a different assembly of rele-
vant parties. Each object triggers new occasions to
passionately differ and dispute. Each object may
also offer new ways of achieving closure without
having to agree on much else. In other words,
objects – taken as so many issues – bind all of us in
ways that map out a public space profoundly dif-
ferent from what is usually recognized under the
label of “the political”. It is this space, this hidden
geography that we wish to explore through this
catalog and exhibition.

It’s not unfair to say that political philosophy
has often been the victim of a strong object-avoid-
ance tendency. From Hobbes to Rawls, from

15

Some conjunctions of planets are so ominous,
astrologers used to say, that it seems safer to stay
at home in bed and wait until Heaven sends a
more auspicious message. It’s probably the same
with political conjunctions. They are presently so
hopeless that it seems prudent to stay as far away
as possible from anything political and to wait for
the passing away of all the present leaders, terror-
ists, commentators and buffoons who strut about
the public stage.

Astrology, however, is as precarious an art as
political science; behind the nefarious conjunc-
tions of hapless stars, other much dimmer align-
ments might be worth pondering. With the politi-
cal period triggering such desperation, the time
seems right to shift our attention to other ways of
considering public matters. And “matters” are pre-
cisely what might be put center stage. Yes, public
matters, but how?

While the German Reich has given us two
world wars, the German language has provided us
with the word Realpolitik to describe a positive,
materialist, no-nonsense, interest only, matter-of-
fact way of dealing with naked power relations.
Although this “reality,” at the time of Bismarck,
might have appeared as a welcome change after
the cruel idealisms it aimed to replace, it strikes us
now as deeply unrealistic. In general, to invoke
“realism” when talking about politics is something
one should not do without trembling and shaking.
The beautiful word “reality” has been damned by
the too many crimes committed in its name.

What Is the Res of Res publica?

By the German neologism Dingpolitik, we wish to
designate a risky and tentative set of experiments
in probing just what it could mean for political
thought to turn “things” around and to become
slightly more realistic than has been attempted up
to now. A few years ago, computer scientists
invented the marvelous expression of “object-ori-
ented” software to describe a new way to program
their computers. We wish to use this metaphor to
ask the question: “What would an object-oriented
democracy look like?” 

The general hypothesis is so simple that it
might sound trivial – but being trivial might be
part of what it is to become a “realist” in politics.
We might be more connected to each other by our
worries, our matters of concern, the issues we care
for, than by any other set of values, opinions, atti-
tudes or principles. The experiment is certainly
easy to make. Just go in your head over any set of
contemporary issues: the entry of Turkey into the
European Union, the Islamic veil in France, the
spread of genetically modified organisms in Brazil,
the pollution of the river near your home, the
breaking down of Greenland’s glaciers, the dimin-
ishing return of your pension funds, the closing of
your daughter’s factory, the repairs to be made in

14

* Although I cannot thank all the people whose thoughts
have contributed to this paper without listing this entire cat-
alog, I owe a very special thanks to Noortje Marres, whose
work on Lippmann and Dewey has been central during the
three years of preparation for this show.

1 Ron Suskind, “Without a Doubt”, in: New York Times,
October 17, 2004.

From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik 
or How to Make Things Public
Bruno Latour*

The aide said that guys like me were “in what we call the reality-based community,” which
he defined as people who “believe that solutions emerge from your judicious study of dis-
cernible reality.” I nodded and murmured something about enlightenment principles and
empiricism. He cut me off. “That’s not the way the world really works anymore,” he con-
tinued. ‘We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while 
you’re studying that reality – judiciously, as you will – we’ll act again, creating other new
realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s 
actors […] and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.” Ron Suskind1

C linton’s cat “Socks” or the degree zero of politics, Little Rock Arkansas, November 17, 1992, © AP Photo / Greg G ibson 
■ Che lsea C linton’s cat “Socks” gets the attention of photographers on the sidewalk outside the fenced Arkansas Governor’s
Mansion in Little Rock. “Socks” strolled about a two block area w ith photographers in tow. President-e lect B ill C linton was
working on his transition and preparing for a trip to Washington and a meeting w ith President George H . W. Bush.

Presidential hopefuls US Vice President A l Gore and former 
US Senator B ill Bradley listen to a question December 17,
1999 during an ABC TV N ightline town hall meeting moder-
ated by Ted Koppe l at Danie l  Webster College in Nashua, New
Hampshire. ■ Photo © AFP/E-Lance Media, photo: Luke Frazza
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plex meaning of the emblems representing the
Good and the Bad Government, and have traced
their complex genealogy. But what is most strik-
ing for a contemporary eye is the massive presence
of cities, landscapes, animals, merchants, dancers,
and the ubiquitous rendering of light and space.
The Bad Government is not simply illustrated by
the devilish figure of Discordia but also through
the dark light, the destroyed city, the ravaged
landscape and the suffocating people. The Good
Government is not simply personified by the vari-
ous emblems of Virtue and Concordia but also
through the transparency of light, its well-kept
architecture, its well-tended landscape, its diver-
sity of animals, the ease of its commercial rela-
tions, its thriving arts. Far from being simply a
décor for the emblems, the fresco requests us to
become attentive to a subtle ecology of Good and
Bad Government. And modern visitors, attuned to
the new issues of bad air, hazy lights, destroyed
ecosystems, ruined architecture, abandoned

industry and delocalized trades are certainly ready
to include in their definition of politics a whole
new ecology loaded with things.6 Where has
political philosophy turned its distracted gaze
while so many objects were drawn under its very
nose?

A New Eloquence

In this show, we simply want to pack loads of 
stuff into the empty arenas where naked people
were supposed to assemble simply to talk. Two vi-
gnettes will help us focus on those newly crowded
sites.

The first one is a fable proposed by Peter Sloter-
dijk.7 He imagined that the US Air Force should
have added to its military paraphernalia a “pneu-
matic parliament” that could be parachuted at the
rear of the front, just after the liberating forces of
the Good had defeated the forces of Evil. On hit-
ting the ground, this parliament would unfold and
be inflated just like your rescue dingy is supposed

6 Peter Sloterdijk, Sphären III – Schäume. Plurale Sphärologie,
Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M., 2004.

7 Peter Sloterdijk, this volume, chapter 15.17

Rousseau to Habermas, many procedures have
been devised to assemble the relevant parties, to
authorize them to contract, to check their degree
of representativity, to discover the ideal speech
conditions, to detect the legitimate closure, to
write the good constitution. But when it comes
down to what is at issue, namely the object of con-
cern that brings them together, not a word is
uttered. In a strange way, political science is mute
just at the moment when the objects of concern
should be brought in and made to speak up loudly.
Contrary to what the powerful etymology of their
most cherished word should imply, their res pub-
lica does not seem to be loaded with too many
things. Procedures to authorize and legitimize are
important, but it’s only half of what is needed to
assemble. The other half lies in the issues them-
selves, in the matters that matter, in the res that
creates a public around it. They need to be repre-
sented, authorized, legitimated and brought to
bear inside the relevant assembly.

What we call an “object-oriented democracy”
tries to redress this bias in much of political phil-
osophy, that is, to bring together two different
meanings of the word representation that have
been kept separate in theory although they have
remained always mixed in practice. The first one,
so well known in schools of law and political sci-
ence, designates the ways to gather the legitimate
people around some issue. In this case, a represen-
tation is said to be faithful if the right procedures
have been followed. The second one, well known
in science and in technology, presents or rather
represents what is the object of concern to the eyes
and ears of those who have been assembled
around it. In this case, a representation is said to be
good if the matters at hand have been accurately
portrayed. Realism implies that the same degree of
attention be given to the two aspects of what it is
to represent an issue. The first question draws a
sort of place, sometimes a circle, which might be
called an assembly, a gathering, a meeting, a coun-
cil; the second question brings into this newly cre-
ated locus a topic, a concern, an issue, a topos. But
the two have to be taken together: Who is to be
concerned; What is to be considered?

When Thomas Hobbes instructed his engraver
on how to sketch the famous frontispiece for
Leviathan, he had his mind full of optical

metaphors and illusion machines he had seen in
his travels through Europe.2 A third meaning of
this ambiguous and ubiquitous word “representa-
tion,” the one with which artists are most familiar,
had to be called for to solve, this time visually, the
problem of the composition of the “Body Politik”.
Up to now it has remained a puzzle: How to repre-
sent, and through which medium, the sites where
people meet to discuss their matters of concern?
It’s precisely what we are tackling here. 3 Shapin
and Schaffer might have renewed Hobbes’s prob-
lem even more tellingly when they redrew his
monster for their frontispiece and equipped his left
arm not with the Bishop’s crosier but with Boyle’s
air-pump.4 From now on, the powers of science
are just as important to consider: How do they
assemble, and around which matters of concern? 

But in addition to the visual puzzle of assem-
bling composite bodies, another puzzle should
strike us in those engravings. A simple look at
them clearly proves that the “Body Politik” is not
only made of people! They are thick with things:
clothes, a huge sword, immense castles, large
cultivated fields, crowns, ships, cities and an
immensely complex technology of gathering,
meeting, cohabiting, enlarging, reducing and
focusing. In addition to the throng of little people
summed up in the crowned head of the Leviathan,
there are objects everywhere.

To be crowded with objects that nonetheless
are not really integrated into our definition of pol-
itics is even more tellingly visible in the famous
fresco painted by Lorenzetti in Siena’s city hall.5

Many scholars have deciphered for us the com-

16

2 Horst Bredekamp, Thomas Hobbes Visuelle Strategien. Der
Leviathan: Urbild des modernen Staates. Werkillustrationen
und Portraits, Akademie Verlag, Berlin, 1999; Simon Schaf-
fer, this volume, chapter 3; about Nicéron’s machine: 
Jean-François Nicéron, La perspective curieuse à Paris chez
Pierre Billaine Chez Jean Du Puis rue Saint Jacques à la
Couronne d’Or avec l’Optique et la Catoptrique du RP
Mersenne du mesme ordre Oeuvre très utile aux Peintres,
Architectes, Sculpteurs, Graveures et à tous autres qui se
meslent du Dessein, 1663.

3 Dario Gamboni, this volume, chapter 3.
4 Steven Shapin, Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump.

Hobbes, Boyle and the Experimental Life, Princeton Univer-
sity Press, Princeton, 1985.

5 Quentin Skinner, Ambrogio Lorenzetti: the Artist as Political
Philosopher, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986;
Anne-Marie Brenot, Sienne au XIV siècle dans les fresques de
Lorenzetti: la Cité parfaite, L’Harmattan, Paris, 1999; Gio-
vanni Pavanello, Il Buono et il Cattivo Governo. Rappresen-
tazioni nelle Arti dal Medioevo al Novecento, exhib. cat.,
Fondazione Cini, Marsilio, Venice, 2004, and his paper in
this volume, chapter 2.

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, The E ffects of the Good Government, 1338-1339, fresco (detail), Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Sala de i Nove , ©
Comune di Siena, photo: Foto Lensini Siena
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to do when you fall in the water. Ready to enter
and take your seat, your finger still red from the
indelible ink that proves you have exercised your
voting duty, instant democracy would thus be
delivered! The lesson of this simile is easy to draw.
To imagine a parliament without its material set of
complex instruments, “air-conditioning” pumps,
local ecological requirements, material infrastruc-
ture, and long-held habits is as ludicrous as to try
to parachute such an inflatable parliament into the
middle of Iraq. By contrast, probing an object-ori-
ented democracy is to research what are the mate-
rial conditions that may render the air breatheable
again.

The second vignette is the terrifying one
offered by the now infamous talk former Secretary
of State Colin Powell gave to the United Nations
on February 5, 2003, about the unambiguous and
undisputable fact of the presence of weapons of
mass destructions in Iraq.8 No doubt, the first half
of the representation – namely the assembly of
legitimate speakers and listeners – was well taken
care of. All of those sitting around the UN Secu-

rity Council horseshoe table had a right to be
there. But the same can’t be said of the second
half, namely the representation of the facts of the
matter presented by the Secretary of State. Every
one of the slides was a blatant lie – and the more
that time has passed, the more blatant it has
become. And yet their showing was prefaced by
these words: “My colleagues, every statement I
make today is backed up by sources, solid sources.
These are not assertions. What we are giving you
are facts and conclusions based on solid intelli-
gence” (my emphasis). Never has the difference
between facts and assertions been more abused
than on this day.

To assemble is one thing; to represent to the
eyes and ears of those assembled what is at stake is
another. An object-oriented democracy should be
concerned as much by the procedure to detect the
relevant parties as to the methods to bring into the
center of the debate the proof of what it is to be
debated. This second set of procedures to bring in
the object of worry has several old names: elo-
quence, or more pejorative, rhetoric, or, even more
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derogatory, sophistry. And yet these are just the
labels that we might need to rescue from the dust-
bin of history.9 Mr. Powell tried to distinguish the
rhetoric of assertions from the undisputable power
of facts. He failed miserably. Having no truth, he
had no eloquence either. Can we do better? Can
we trace again the frail conduits through which
truths and proofs are allowed to enter the sphere
of politics?

Unwittingly, the secretary of state put us on a
track where the abyss between assertions and facts
might be a nice “rhetorical” ploy, but it has lost 
its relevance. It would imply, on the one hand, 
that there would be matters-of-fact which some
enlightened people would have unmediated
access to. On the other hand, disputable assertions
would be practically worthless, useful only insofar
as they could feed the subjective passions of inter-
ested crowds. On one side would be the truth and
no mediation, no room for discussion; on the
other side would be opinions, many obscure inter-
mediaries, perhaps some hecklings. Through the
use of this indefatigable cliché, the Pneumatic Par-
liament is now equipped with a huge screen on
which thoroughly transparent facts are displayed.
Those who remain unconvinced prove by their
resistance how irrational they are; they have
unfortunately fallen prey to subjective passions.
And sure enough, having aligned so many “indis-
putable” facts behind his position, since the “dis-
pute” was still going on, Powell had to close it
arbitrarily by a show of unilateral force. Facts and
forces, in spite of so many vibrant declarations,
always walk in tandem.

The problem is that transparent, unmediated,
undisputable facts have recently become rarer and
rarer. To provide complete undisputable proof has
become a rather messy, pesky, risky business. And
to offer a public proof, big enough and certain
enough to convince the whole world of the pres-
ence of a phenomenon or of a looming danger,
seems now almost beyond reach – and always
was.10 The same American administration that
was content with a few blurry slides “proving” the
presence of non-existing weapons in Iraq is happy
to put scare quotes around the proof of much
vaster, better validated, more imminent threats,
such as global climate change, diminishing oil
reserves, increasing inequality. Is it not time to say:

“Mr. Powell, given what you have done with facts,
we would much prefer you to leave them aside
and let us instead compare mere assertions with
one another. Don’t worry, even with such an infe-
rior type of proof we might nonetheless come to a
conclusion, and this one will not be arbitrarily cut
short”?11 Either we should despair of politics and
abandon the hope of providing public proofs alto-
gether, or we should abandon the worn-out cliché
of incontrovertible matters of fact. Could we do
better and manage to really conclude a dispute
with “disputable” assertions? After all, when Aris-
totle – surely not a cultural relativist! –  introduced
the word “rhetoric” it was precisely to mean
proofs, incomplete to be sure but proofs nonethe-
less.12

This is what we wish to attempt: Where mat-
ters-of-fact have failed, let’s try what I have called
matters-of-concern. What we are trying to regis-
ter here in this catalog is a huge sea change in our
conceptions of science, our grasps of facts, our
understanding of objectivity. For too long, objects
have been wrongly portrayed as matters-of-fact.
This is unfair to them, unfair to science, unfair to

8 Full text is available at:
http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2003/17300.htm

9 Barbara Cassin, L’effet sophistique, Gallimard, Paris, 1995,
and her contribution to this volume, chapter 14.

10 Simon Schaffer, this volume, chapter 5.
11 See the complex set of assertions offered by Hans Blix, 

Disarming Iraq, Pantheon Books, New York, 2004.
12 “Enthymem” is the name given to this type of incomplete

proof: Aristotle, Treatise on Rhetorics, Prometheus Books,
New York, 1995.19

The United Nations Security Council meets at the U N headquarters to hear evidence of Iraq’s weapons program presented by 
US Secretary of State Colin Powe ll Wednesday, February 5, 2003, © AP Photo / Richard Drew

A lthing in Thingve llir (fiingve llir), Ice land , photo: Sabine H im-
me lsbach ■ In 930 A .D . chieftains in Ice land gathered in a nat-
ural amphitheater and formed the world’s first parliament, the
A lthing . The meeting place was called Thingve llir (“parliament
plains”), and over the next 300 years representatives jour-
neyed here once a year to e lect leaders, argue cases, and set-
tle disputes.

F
r
o
m
R
e
a
l
p
o
l
i
t
i
k

t
o
D
i
n
g
p
o
l
i
t
i
k

L
a
t
o
u
r



objectivity, unfair to experience. They are much
more interesting, variegated, uncertain, com-
plicated, far reaching, heterogeneous, risky, his-
torical, local, material and networky than the
pathetic version offered for too long by philo-
sophers. Rocks are not simply there to be kicked
at, desks to be thumped at. “Facts are facts are
facts”? Yes, but they are also a lot of other things in
addition.13

For those like Mr. Powell, who have long been
accustomed to getting rid of all opposition by
claiming the superior power of facts, such a sea
change might be met with cries of derision: “rela-
tivism,” “subjectivism,” “irrationalism,” “mere
rhetoric,” “sophistry”! They might see the new life
of facts as so much subtraction. Quite right! It sub-
tracts a lot of their power because it renders their
lives more difficult. Think of that: They might
have to enter into the new arenas for good and
finally make their point to the bitter end. They
might actually have to publicly prove their asser-
tions against other assertions and come to a closure
without thumping and kicking, without alternat-
ing wildly between indisputable facts and indis-
putable shows of terror. We wish to explore in 
this catalog many realist gestures other than just
thumping and kicking. We want to imagine a new
eloquence. Is it asking too much of our public con-
versation? It’s great to be convinced, but it would
be even better to be convinced by some evidence.14

Our notions of politics have been thwarted for
too long by an absurdly unrealistic epistemology.
Accurate facts are hard to come by, and the harder
they are, the more they entail some costly equip-
ment, a longer set of mediations, more delicate
proofs. Transparency and immediacy are bad for
science as well as for politics; they would make
both suffocate.15 What we need is to be able to
bring inside the assemblies divisive issues with
their long retinue of complicated proof-giving

20

13 Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, Toward a History of Epistemic
Thing. Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube, Stanford Uni-
versity Press, Stanford, CA, 1997; Hans-Jörg Rheinberger,
Henning Schmidgen, this volume, chapter 5.

14 It’s a striking feature of the 2004 American election to have
witnessed the drift of the meaning of the word “convinced”
from an objective to a subjective status: one now designates
by it the inner wholesomeness of an interior soul and no
longer the effect on one’s mind of some indirect and risky
evidence: the “convinced” Bush won over the “flip-flopper”
to-be-convinced Kerry.

15 Hanna Rose Shell about Marey’s instrumentarium, this vol-
ume, chapter 5. Peter Galison about the Wall of Science, this
volume, chapter 5.21

Hangar at Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, F lorida, March 7, 2003, photo © N ASA/Getty Images ■ N ASA crash investi-
gators place debris from the Space Shuttle Columbia onto a grid on the floor of a hangar. N ASA is attempting to reassemble debris
from the shuttle to learn what caused Columbia to break-up during reentry. N ASA M ission Control lost contact w ith the Space
Shuttle Columbia during the reentry phase of m ission STS-107 on February 1, 2003 and later learned that the shuttle had broken
up over Texas. Debris from the wreckage drifted hundreds of m iles from central Texas to Louisiana. A ll seven astronauts onboard
the shuttle died in the crash.
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equipment. No unmediated access to agreement;
no unmediated access to the facts of the matter.
After all, we are used to rather arcane procedures
for voting and electing. Why should we suddenly
imagine an eloquence so devoid of means, tools,
tropes, tricks and knacks that it would bring the
facts into the arenas through some uniquely magi-
cal transparent idiom? If politics is earthly, so is
science.

From Objects to Things

It’s to underline this shift from a cheapened notion
of objectivity to costly proofs that we want to
resurrect the word “Ding” and use the neologism
Dingpolitik as a substitute for Realpolitik. The

latter lacks realism when it talks about power rela-
tions as well as when it talks about mere facts. It
does not know how to deal with “indisputability”.
To discover one’s own real naked interest requires
probably the most convoluted and farfetched
inquiry there is. To be brutal is not enough to turn
you into a hard-headed realist.

As every reader of Heidegger knows, or as
every glance at an English dictionary under the
heading “Thing” will certify, the old word
“Thing” or “Ding” designated originally a certain
type of archaic assembly.16 Many parliaments in
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Nordic and Saxon nations still activate the old
root of this etymology: Norwegian congressmen
assemble in the Storting; Icelandic deputies called
the equivalent of “thingmen” gather in the
Althing;17 Isle of Man seniors used to gather
around the Ting;18 the German landscape is dot-
ted with Thingstätten and you can see in many
places the circles of stones where the Thing used
to stand.19 Thus, long before designating an
object thrown out of the political sphere and
standing there objectively and independently, the
Ding or Thing has for many centuries meant the
issue that brings people together because it divides
them. The same etymology lies dormant in the
Latin res, the Greek aitia and the French or Italian
cause. Even the Russian soviet still dreams of
bridges and churches.20

Of all the eroded meanings left by the slow
crawling of political geology, none is stranger to
consider than the Icelandic Althing, since the
ancient “thingmen” – what we would call “con-
gressmen” or MPs – had the amazing idea of
meeting in a desolate and sublime site that hap-
pens to sit smack in the middle of the fault line that
marks the meeting place of the Atlantic and Euro-
pean tectonic plates. Not only do Icelanders man-
age to remind us of the old sense of Ding, but they
also dramatize to the utmost how much these
political questions have also become questions of
nature. Are not all parliaments now divided by the
nature of things as well as by the din of the
crowded Ding? Has the time not come to bring
the res back to the res publica?21 This is why we
have tried to build the provisional and fragile
assembly of our show on as many fault lines from
as many tectonic plates as possible.

The point of reviving this old etymology is that
we don’t assemble because we agree, look alike,
feel good, are socially compatible or wish to fuse
together but because we are brought by divisive
matters of concern into some neutral, isolated
place in order to come to some sort of provisional
makeshift (dis)agreement. If the Ding designates
both those who assemble because they are con-
cerned as well as what causes their concerns and
divisions, it should become the center of our
attention: Back to Things! Is this not a more
engaging political slogan?

But how strange is the shape of the things we

should go back to. They no longer have the clarity,
transparency, obviousness of matters-of-fact; they
are not made of clearly delineated, discrete objects
that would be bathing in some translucent space
like the beautiful anatomical drawings of
Leonardo, or the marvelous wash drawings of
Gaspard Monge, or the clear-cut “isotypes”
devised by Otto Neurath.22 Matters-of-fact now
appear to our eyes as depending on a delicate aes-
thetic of painting, drawing, lighting, gazing, con-
vening, something that has been elaborated over
four centuries and that might be changing now
before our very eyes.23 There has been an aes-
thetic of matters-of-fact, of objects, of Gegen-
stände. Can we devise an aesthetic of matters-of-
concern, of Things? This is one of the (too many!)
topics we wish to explore.24

Gatherings is the translation that Heidegger
used, to talk about those Things, those sites able
to assemble mortals and gods, humans and non-
humans. There is more than a little irony in
extending this meaning to what Heidegger and his
followers loved to hate, namely science, technol-
ogy, commerce, industry and popular culture.25

And yet this is just what we intend to do in this
book: the objects of science and technology, the
aisles of supermarkets, financial institutions, med-
ical establishments, computer networks – even the
catwalks of fashion shows!26 – offer paramount
examples of hybrid forums and agoras, of the
gatherings that have been eating away at the older
realm of pure objects bathing in the clear light of

16 See the Oxford Dictionary: “ORIGIN: Old English, of
Germanic origin: related to German Ding. Early senses
included ‘meeting’ and ‘matter’, ‘concern’ as well as ‘inani-
mate objects’.” Martin Heidegger, What is a thing?, trans. 
W. B. Barton, Jr., Vera Deutsch, Regnery, Chicago, 1968;
Graham Harman, this volume, chapter 4.

17 Gísli Pálsson, this volume, chapter 4.
18 Elizabeth Edwards and Peter James on Benjamin Stone’s

photographs, this volume, chapter 2.
19 Barbara Dölemeyer, this volume, chapter 4.
20 Oleg Kharkhordin, this volume, chapter 4.
21 “When [the res] appears in this function, it is not as a seat

where the unilateral mastery of a subject is exercised […] If
the res is an object, it has this function above all in a debate
or an argument, a common object that opposes and unites
two protagonists within a single relation.” And, further on:
“Its objectivity is ensured by the common agreement whose
place of origin is controversy and judicial debate.” Yan
Thomas, “Res, chose et patrimoine (note sur le rapport
sujet-objet en droit romain)”, in: Archives de philosophie du
droit, 25, 1980, pp. 413-426, here pp. 417f.

22 Frank Hartmann, this volume, chapter 12.
23 Lorraine Daston, Peter Galison, “The Image of Objectivity”,

in: Representation, 40, 1992, pp. 81-128; Lorraine Daston,
this volume, chapter 12. Jessica Riskin, this volume, 
chapter 12.

24 Peter Weibel, this volume, conclusion.
25 Richard Rorty, this volume, chapter 4. Graham Harman,

this volume, chapter 4.
26 Pauline Terreehorst, Gerard deVries, this volume, chapter 11.23

N ASA Crash Investigator, Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, F lorida, March 11, 2003, © photo: AP
Photo/N ASA , Kim Shiflett ■ A member of the space shuttle reconstruction project team holds a piece of
wreckage and tries to locate it on pictures of Columbia taken while the orbiter was in the vehicle assembly
building .
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the modernist gaze. Who could dream of a better
example of hybrid forums than the scale models
used by architects all over the world to assemble
those able to build them at scale 1?27 Or the thin
felt pen used by draughtsmen to imagine new
landscapes?28 When we say “Public matters!” or
“Back to Things!” we are not trying to go back to
the old materialism of Realpolitik, because matter
itself is up for grabs as well. To be materialist now
implies that one enters a labyrinth more intricate
than that built by Daedalus.

In the same fatal month of February 2003,
another stunning example of this shift from object
to things was demonstrated by the explosion of
the shuttle Columbia. “Assembly drawing” is how
engineers call the invention of the blueprint.29 But
the word assembly sounds odd once the shuttle
has exploded and its debris has been gathered in 
a huge hall where inquirers from a specially

designed commission are trying to discover what
happened to the shuttle. They are now provided
with an “exploded view” of a highly complex
technical object. But what has exploded is our
capacity to understand what objects are when
they have become Ding. How sad that we need
catastrophes to remind us that when Columbia
was shown on its launching pad in its complete,
autonomous, objective form that such a view was
even more of a lie than Mr. Powell’s presentation
of the “facts” of WMD. It’s only after the explosion
that everyone realized the shuttle’s complex tech-
nology should have been drawn with the NASA
bureaucracy inside of it in which they, too, would
have to fly.30

The object, the Gegenstand, may remain out-
side of all assemblies but not the Ding. Hence the
question we wish to raise: What are the various
shapes of the assemblies that can make sense of all
those assemblages? Questions we address are to
the three types of representation brought together
in this show: political, scientific and artistic.

Through some amazing quirk of etymology, it
just happens that the same root has given birth to
those twin brothers: the Demon and the Demos –
and those two are more at war with each other
than Eteocles and Polynices ever were.31 The
word “demos” that makes half of the much
vaunted word “demo-cracy” is haunted by the
demon, yes, the devil, because they share the same
Indo-European root da- to divide.32 If the demon
is such a terrible threat, it’s because it divides in
two. If the demos is such a welcome solution, 
it’s because it also divides in two. A paradox? No, 
it’s because we ourselves are so divided by so
many contradictory attachments that we have to
assemble.

We might be familiar with Jesus’ admonition
against Satan’s power,33 but the same power of
division is also what provides the division/divide,
namely the sharing of the same territory. Hence

27 Albena Yaneva, this volume, chapter 9.
28 Emilie Gomart, this volume, chapter 12.
29 Wolfang Lefèvre, Picturing Machines 1400-1700, The MIT

Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004.
30 Wiebe E. Bijker, this volume, chapter 9.
31 Marcel Detienne (ed.), Qui veut prendre la parole?, Le Seuil,

Paris, 2003.
32 Pierre Lévêque, “Repartition et démocratie à propos de la

racine da-”, in: Esprit, 12, 1993, pp. 34-39.
33 “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no

city or house divided against itself will stand; and if Satan
casts out Satan, he is divided against himself; how then will
his kingdom stand?” (Matthew 12: 25-26).

Saint George , San G iorg io Magg iore , Venice , photo: Fonda-
zione C ini

Right page: “ Moyens expéditifs du peuple français pour dé-
meubler un aristocrate” [The French people’s quick measure
of removing an aristocracy], Révolutions de France et de
Brabant, engraving , illustration 52, the Hougton Library,
Harvard University ■ While sacking a noble’s house , the mob
is taking a careful look at what they throw out of the w indows,
creating , involuntarily, a Thing around which they assemble .



the people, the demos, are made up of those who
share the same space and are divided by the same
contradictory worries. How could an object-ori-
ented democracy ignore such a vertiginous uncer-
tainty? When the knife hovers around the cake of
common wealth to be divided in shares, it may
divide and let loose the demon of civil strife, or it
may cut equal shares and let the demos be happily
apportioned. Strangely enough, we are divided
and yet might have to divide, that is to share, even
more. The “demos” is haunted by the demon of
division! No wonder that this show offers, I am
afraid, such a pandemonium. Politics is a branch of
teratology: from Leviathan to devils, from Discor-
dia to Behemoth, and soon a whole array of
ghosts and phantoms. Tricks and treats all the way
down.

No Representation without Re-presen-

tations

Michael Frayn’s play Democracy begins with the
grating noise of a worm, a little annelid that at the
onset is supposed to make the whole decadent
West crumble like a wooden house eaten up by
termites while the sturdy and united DDR emerges
from chaos.34 The same noisy worm is heard
again at the end of the play, but this time it’s the
whole Soviet Bloc that, unexpectedly, lies in dust
while democracy – “the worst form of govern-
ment, except for all the others,” as Churchill
famously said – keeps on munching and worming
along.

A demon haunts politics but it might not be so
much the demon of division – this is what is so
devilish about it – but the demon of unity, totality,
transparency and immediacy. “Down with inter-
mediaries! Enough spin! We are lied to! We have
been betrayed.” Those cries resonate everywhere,
and everyone seems to sigh: “Why are we being so
badly represented?” Columnists, educators, mili-
tants never tire of complaining of a “crisis of repre-
sentation”. They claim that the masses seem no
longer to feel at ease with what its elites are telling
them. Politicians, they say, have become aloof,
unreal, surrealistic, virtual and alien. An abysmal
gap has opened between the “political sphere” and
the “reality that people have to put up with”. If this
gap is yawning under our feet much like the Ice-
landic fault line, surely no Dingpolitik can ignore it.

But it might also be the case that half of such a
crisis is due to what has been sold to the general
public under the name of a faithful, transparent
and accurate representation.35 We are asking from
representation something it cannot possibly give,
namely representation without any re-presenta-
tion, without any provisional assertions, without
any imperfect proof, without any opaque layers of
translations, transmissions, betrayals, without any
complicated machinery of assembly, delegation,
proof, argumentation, negotiation and con-
clusion.

In 2002 in the course of another exhibition
called Iconoclash, many of the same authors tried
to explore the roots of a specific form of Western
fanaticism. If only there was no image – that is, no
mediation – the better our grasp of Beauty, Truth
and Piety would be. We visited the famous icono-
clastic periods from the Byzantine to the Reforma-
tion, from Lenin’s Red Square to Malevich’s Black
Square to which we added the less well-known
struggles among iconoclasts in mathematics,
physics and the other sciences.36 We wanted to
compare with one another the various interfer-
ence patterns created by all those forms of contra-
dictory attitudes toward images. Scientists, artists
and clerks have been multiplying imageries, inter-
mediaries, mediations, representations while tear-
ing them down and resurrecting them with even
more forceful, beautiful, inspired, objective forms.
We reckoned that it was not absurd to explore the
whole Western tradition by following up such a
ubiquitous double bind. Hence the neologism
Iconoclash to point at this ambivalence, this other
demonic division: “Alas, we cannot do anything
without image!” “Fortunately, we cannot do any-
thing without image!”37

Iconoclash was not an iconoclastic show but a
show about iconoclasm; not a critical show but a
show about critique. The urge to debunk was no
longer a resource to feed from, we hoped, but a
topic to be carefully examined. Like the slave who
was asked to remind emperors during their tri-
umphs that they were mere mortals, we had asked
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34 Michael Frayn, Democracy, Methuen Drama, London, 2003.
35 Noortje Marres, this volume, chapter 3.
36 Bruno Latour, Peter Weibel (eds), Iconoclash. Beyond the

Image Wars in Science, Religion, and Art, The MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 2002.

37 The illustration on page 25 has been kindly provided by
Erica Naginski, “The Object of Contempt”, in: Yale French
Studies, No. 101, Fragments of Revolution, 2001, pp. 32-53. 27

The M ercator A tlas, 1609, 2nd edition – republication by Jodocus Hondius, frontispiece , engraving by Gerard M ercator, hand-
colored , 45 x 75 cm , private collection, photo © Bruno Latour
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an angel to come down and suspend in mid-air the
arm that held the hammer, an angel that could
mutter in the ear of the triumphant idol-breakers:
“Beware! Consider what you strike at with so
much glee. Look first at what you might risk
destroying instead!” Once the destructive gesture
was suspended, we discovered that no iconoclast
had ever struck at the right target. Their blows
always drifted sideways. For this reason, even St.
George, we thought, looked more interesting
without his spear.38

Our aim was to move the collective attention,
as the subtitle of the show, “beyond the image
wars in science, religion, and art,” clearly indi-
cated. This “beyond” was drawn, very simply, by
taking into consideration the other half of what
they were all doing: Those we were following
were never simply tearing down idols, burning
fetishes, debunking ideologies, exposing scandals,
breaking down old forms but also were putting
ideas onto pedestals, invoking deities, proving
facts, establishing theories, building institutions,
creating new forms and also destroying unexpect-
edly and unwittingly other things they had not
known that they cherished so much. By bringing
destruction, blunder, plunder and construction
together we hoped to foster a new respect for
mediators.

Obviously, there is something in the way flows
of images create access to Beauty, Truth and Piety
that has been missed by idol-breakers over the
ages. To summarize our attempt in one simile, I
proposed to say that Moses, in addition to being
tongue-twisted, might have also been a little hard
of hearing and that’s why he had understood
“Thou shall not make unto thee any graven
image” when he had been told: “Thou shall not
freeze frame.” If you stick to them, images are dan-
gerous, blasphemous, idolatrous, but they are safe,
innocent, indispensable if you learn how to jump
from one image to the next. “Truth is image, but
there is no image of Truth.”39 This solution might
offer, we thought, a possible cure against funda-
mentalism, that is, the belief that without any rep-
resentation you would be represented even better.

Iconoclash, however, carefully excluded poli-
tics. This was done on purpose. There is no activ-
ity where it is more difficult to pay due respect to
mediators; no calling more despised than that of

politicians; no sphere more inviting for irony,
satire, debunking, derision than the political
sphere; no idols more inviting for destruction than
the Idols of the Forum; no discourse easier to
deconstruct. On political rhetoric, critique has a
field day. By kindergarten, toddlers have already
grown cynical on all political matters. In a show
that was about critique, adding politics would
have skewed the whole project, and visitors would
have left even more iconoclasts than when they
had entered.

But once we have moved beyond the image
wars, once we have regained a good grasp of the
masses of intermediaries necessary to represent
anything, once we have moved back to things,
could we extend the same attention for mediators
to the most despised activity, namely political
spin? Is it possible now to tackle the question of
political representation with care and respect?
Even more extravagant: Is it possible to tackle it
uncritically? Just try to imagine a show about poli-
tics that would not be about debunking, exposing,
revealing or smashing the idols down. Do you
really want to take politics positively? Indeed.

“Disabled Persons of All Countries,

Unite!”

What makes it so difficult to stare straight at the
Gorgonian face of politics is that we seem to
delight in adding to it some even more distorting
traits. Not happy with Frankenstein, we want to
hybridize it with Quasimodo. Monstrous it is, yet
this is not a reason to transform it into a painting
by Hieronymus Bosch. Or rather, Bosch is paint-
ing our own internal Hell, which might not bear
that much of a relation with the specific monsters
of politics.40 What frightens us so much in collec-
tive action, the reason why we delight so much in
despising it, is that we might see reflected in its
distorted mirror our own grimacing faces. Are we
not asking from the assembly something it cannot
possibly deliver, so that talking positively of poli-
tics horrifies us because it’s our limitations that we
are not prepared to accept? If it’s true that repre-
sentations are so indispensable and yet so opaque,
how well prepared are we to handle them? When

38 Jerry Brotton, “Saints Alive. The Iconography of Saint
George”, in: Latour, Weibel (eds), op. cit., p. 155.

39 Marie José Mondzain, “The Holy Shroud. How Invisible
Hands Weave the Undecidable”, ibid., pp. 324-335.

40 Joseph Leo Koerner, “Impossible Objects: Bosch Realism”,
in: Res, 46, 2004, pp. 73-98.29

M embers of the International M edical Congress, London, 1881, photoprint, February, 25, 1882, 47.6 x 72 cm , We llcome Library,
London, photo © We llcome Library, London

Etienne-Louis Boullée , Palais National, plenary hall in section, c . 1792, water-colored pen draw ing , 54 x 138 cm , B ibliothèque
Nationale de France , Paris, Cabinet des estampes, Ha. 56, pl. 12, © BNF
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hearing the call for assembling at the Thing, are we
able to accept that we are radically and basically
unfit to take a seat in it? Do we have the cognitive
equipment required for this? Are we not, on the
whole, totally disabled?

Instead of the radiant citizen standing up and
speaking his mind by using his solid common
sense, as in Rockwell’s famous painting Freedom
of Speech, should we not look for an eloquence
much more indirect, distorted, inconclusive? In
this show, we want to tackle the question of poli-
tics from the point of view of our own weaknesses
instead of projecting them first onto the politicians
themselves. We could say that the blind lead the
blind, the deaf speak eloquently to the deaf, the
crippled are leading marches of dwarfs, or, rather,
to avoid those biased words, let’s say that we are
all politically-challenged. How would it look if we
were chanting this more radical and surely more
realistic slogan: “Disabled persons of all countries,
unite!”?41 After all, was not Demosthenes, as
much as Moses and many other legislators,
speech-impaired?42 Are we not all, when our time
comes to speak up?

The cognitive deficiency of participants has
been hidden for a long time because of the mental
architecture of the dome in which the Body Politik
was supposed to assemble. We were told that all of
us – on entering this dome, this public sphere –
had to leave aside in the cloakroom our own
attachments, passions and weaknesses. Taking 
our seat under the transparent crystal of the 
common good, through the action of some mys-
terious machinery, we would then be collectively
endowed with more acute vision and higher
virtue. At least that was the idea, no matter if 
the machinery was the social contract or some
other metamorphosis: The selfish narrow-minded
worm will re-emerge as a brightly colored collec-
tive butterfly.43

During the Enlightenment, architects took this
virtual reality so literally that they actually drew
and sometimes built those domes, globes and
palaces.44 Later, during the time of revolutions,
other builders gave a shape to this public sphere
that was no longer limited to deputies and con-
gressmen but included the whole people or the
proletariat or the Volk.45 They distributed speech
differently, they imagined another way to com-

pose the body, the procedures were modified,
they arrayed much vaster masses, but it was still
under a dome that they marched and chanted.
From Boullée to Speer, from Pierre-Charles
L’ Enfant to the new Scottish Parliament, from
John Soane to Norman Foster, it seemed possible
for architects to provide a literal rendition of what
it means to assemble in order to produce the com-
mon will.46 Individuals might be corrupted, feeble
or deficient, but above their weak heads there was
a heaven, a sphere, a globe under which they all
sat. Just before the French Revolution, Emmanuel-
Joseph Sieyès imagined a parliament so big – and
so virtual – that it extended to the whole of
France, tiers after tiers, all the way to the farthest
provinces.47

Unfortunately, much like the Tower of Babel,
those “palaces of reason” – to use the name of
many city halls in northern Italy – are no longer
able to house the issues they were supposed to
gather. Commentators on the “events” of May
1968 in France were amused to see that the turbu-
lent demonstrating crowds passed by the National
Assembly without even looking at it, as if its irrele-
vance was so great that it could not even invite
abuses. How irrelevant they might seem now that
the global has become the new name of the Body
Politik. Where would you assemble the global?
Certainly not under golden domes and kitsch fres-
coes where heroic senators and half-naked
Republics are crowned by laurels descending from
clouds. Why are politics always about imitation?
There is Robespierre imitating Cicero, Lenin mim-
icking Robespierre. In the name of the common
good, forests of Greek columns have been erected
across the Western world – while the “mother of
parliaments” in Westminster remained faithful to
the dark, cramped, uncomfortable cave of stalls,
spires and gargoyles. Neo-gothic, neo-classic,
neo-modern or neo-postmodern, those spaces
were all “neo,” that is, trying to imitate some ven-
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erated past.48 But you might need more than imi-
tation to build the new political assemblies. Cover-
ing the Reichstag with a transparent dome – in
effect, fully opaque – as Foster did, doesn’t seem
nearly enough to absorb the new masses that are
entering political arenas. If it’s true that a parlia-
ment is a complex machinery of speech, of hear-
ing, of voting, of dealing, what should be the
shapes adjusted to a Dingpolitik? What would a
political space be that would not be “neo”? What
would a truly contemporary style of assembly
look like?

It’s impossible to answer this question without
gathering techniques of representation in different
types of assemblies. The effect we wish to obtain is
to show that parliaments are only a few of the
machineries of representations among many
others and not necessarily the most relevant or the
best equipped.

It’s likely that fundamentalists will not like our
show: They think they are safer without represen-
tation. They really believe that outside of any
assembly, freed from all those cumbersome, tortu-
ous and opaque techniques, they will see better,
farther, faster and act more decisively. Inspired
directly by the Good, often by their God, they
despise the indirectness of representations. But
realists might appreciate it because if we are all
politically-challenged, if there is no direct access
to the general will, if no transparent dome gives
any global visibility, if, at best, the blind lead the
blind, then any small, even infinitesimal innovation
in the practical ways of representing an issue will
make a small – that is, huge – difference. Not for
the fundamentalist but for the realists.

Ask the blind what difference it makes to have a
white cane or not. Ask the deaf what difference it
makes to be instrumented with a hearing-aid or
not. Ask the crippled, the advantage they see in
having a slightly better-adjusted wheelchair. If we
are all handicapped, or rather politically-chal-
lenged, we need many different prostheses. Each
object exhibited in the show and commented on in
the catalog is such a crutch. We promise nothing
more grandiose than a store of aids for the invalids
who have been repatriated from the political front-
lines – and haven’t we all been badly mauled in
recent years? Politics might be better taken as a
branch of disability studies.

From an Assembly of Assemblies ...

An exhibition cannot do much, but it can explore
new possibilities with a much greater degree of
freedom because it is so good at thought-experi-
ments, or rather Gedankenaustellung. One of
those attempts is to design not one assembly but
rather an assembly of assemblies, so that, much
like at a fair, visitors or readers can compare the
different types of representation. This is what we
have attempted here.

Scientific laboratories, technical institutions,
marketplaces, churches and temples, financial
trading rooms, Internet forums, ecological dis-
putes – without forgetting the very shape of the
museum inside which we gather all those membra
disjecta – are just some of the forums and agoras in
which we speak, vote, decide, are decided upon,
prove, are being convinced. Each has its own
architecture, its own technology of speech, its
complex set of procedures, its definition of free-
dom and domination, its ways of bringing
together those who are concerned – and even
more important, those who are not concerned –
and what concerns them, its expedient way to
obtain closure and come to a decision. Why not
render them comparable to one another?

After all, they have never stopped exchanging
their properties: churches became temples before
becoming city halls;49 heads of state learned from
artists how to create through publicity a public
space;50 it is deep inside monasteries that the
complex voting procedures have been prepared
and constitutions been written;51 while labo-
ratories are migrating to forums, the tasting of
products borrows heavily from the laboratory;52

supermarkets are taking more and more features
that make them look like contested voting
booths;53 but even the most abstruse models of
physics have to borrow heavily from social theo-
ries.54 On the other hand, financial institutions
seem to gather more information technologies
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42 “How then should Pharaoh heed me, a man of impeded

speech.” (Exodus 6: 12) According to Marc Shell (personal
communication) all great statesmen had some speech
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43 Chantal Mouffe, this volume, chapter 13.
44 Jean-Philippe Heurtin, L’espace public parlementaire. Essais
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47 See excerpt, this volume, chapter 13.

48 Christine Riding, Jacqueline Riding, The Houses of Parlia-
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James A. Leith, Space and Revolution: Projects for Monu-
ments, Squares, and Public Buildings in France, 1789-1799,
McGill-Queens University Press, Montreal, 1991.

49 Joseph Leo Koerner, this volume, chapter 7.
50 Lisa Pon, this volume, chapter 12.
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than parliaments.55 The quietest sites of nature
have become some of the most contested and dis-
puted battlegrounds.56 As for the World Wide
Web, it begins by being a mess and slowly imports
all sorts of virtual architectures, but only very few
reproduce the even more virtual space of the ori-
ginal parliaments;57 artistic installations borrow
more and more from scientific demonstrations;58

technical know-how absorbs more and more ele-
ments from law.59 There is no river that flows any-
more from mountain to sea without being as
equipped in speech-making instruments as
humans are through opinion polls.60 Such is the
constant commerce, the ceaseless swapping, the
endless crisscrossing of apparatuses, procedures,
instruments and customs that we have attempted
to weave through this show and this catalog.

To collect such an assembly of assemblies, we
have not tried to build around them an even big-
ger, a more all-encompassing dome. We have not
tried to imagine that they would all be reducible to
the European tradition of parliaments. On the
contrary, we have offered to show how much they
differ from one another by linking them through
the humble and mundane back door of their repre-
sentation machineries. We would like visitors and
readers to move from one to the other by asking
every time the three following questions: How do
they manage to bring in the relevant parties? How
do they manage to bring in the relevant issues?
What change does it make in the way people make
up their mind to be attached to things?

We hope that once this assembly of assemblies
is deployed, that which passes for the political
sphere – namely the parliaments and the offices of
the executive branches – will appear as one type
among many others, perhaps even a rather ill-
equipped type. This approach to presenting the
representation technology of parliamentary life
will not seek to ridicule its antiquated ways or to
criticize the European way of imagining public
space. On the contrary, in the object-oriented
conception, “parliament” is a technical term for
“making things public” among many other forms
of producing voices and connections among peo-
ple. By this comparative visit, we seek to learn
how parliaments – with a small “p” – could be
enlarged or connected or modified or redrawn.61

Instead of saying that “everything is political” by

detecting dark forces hidden beneath all the other
assemblages, we wish on the contrary to locate
the tiny procedures of parliamentary assent and
dissent, in order to see on what practical terms
and through which added labor they could, one
day, become pertinent. In this show, we hope visi-
tors will shop for the materials that might be
needed later for them to build this new Noah’s
Ark: the Parliament of Things. Don’t you hear the
rain pouring relentlessly already? And Noah for
sure was a realist.

... to an Assembly of Dissembling

There might just be another reason than the weak
imagination of architects for not having a well-
designed dome under which to assemble: Getting
together might not be such a universal desire after
all! No matter how wide you stretch it, the politi-
cal horizon might be too small to encompass the
whole Earth. Not only because parliaments are
too tiny, not only because a parliament of parlia-
ments would require the use of many different
machineries now dispersed among different gath-
erings, but because the very idea of a political
assembly might not be shareable in the end. The
urge for political representation might be so much
of a Western obsession that other people might
object to being thus mobilized or called for. And
this objection too has to be registered in our show.

If you read the UNESCO literature, it seems
that the whole world aspires to become one under
the aegis of democracy, transparent representa-
tion and the rule of law. But what if every time this
inflatable parliament was being dropped in, many
other voices were raised: “No politics, please!”
“No representation!” “Not with you,” “No
democracy, thanks,” “Would you please stay as far
away as possible?” “Leave us alone,” “I’d rather
not,” “I prefer my king”.62 What if the disagree-
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ments were not the sort of issues that divide peo-
ple in the normal state of things but were bearing
instead on the very way to assemble at all? What if
we had to imagine not an assembly of assemblies,
not even an assembly of ways of assembling but an
assembly of ways of dissembling? Would not that
be a call for disassembling instead?

And yet this is just what happens when you
begin to listen to other voices. Not because they
are exotic, far fetched, archaic, irrational, but
because they too claim that making things public
might be a much more protracted affair than
entering into the realm of politics – even widely
enlarged. Under the thin veneer of “democracy for
all” will soon appear another crisis of representa-
tion, one much wider and deeper, because it will
strike at the heart of what it is to represent at all.

Listen to the Japanese tradition: The very word
“representation” strikes their ears as quaint and
superficial.63 Listen to the Jivaros: Their highly
complex rhetoric of agonistic encounters aim at
not meeting in the same assembly.64 Listen to the
Jihadists calling for the extension of the Oumma.
The word “demokrata” remains an imported
vocabulary that resonates more like a term of
abuse than any deeply cherished value.65 There are
many other ways to assemble than under the aegis
of a political intent.66 And when highlanders of
Papua New Guinea assemble to vote using a com-
plex procedure imported by helicopter from Aus-
tralian-trained scrutinizers, can we measure how
much they have transformed it?67 Even in our own
lands obsessed by the transparent republic, much
effort is put into doing just the opposite, that is,
into making things secret.68 What if one of the
causes of fundamentalism were that all those other
ways of gathering find themselves, in the end,
badly represented? As if the usual garment of poli-
tics were too narrow for them? As if they never
had room to assemble with the other things they
are attached to, such as their gods, their divinities,
their scruples of conscience. It’s as if the whole
definition of politics inherited from the conflicts
between church and state had to be discussed
again.69

To see politics as a problem of collecting,
where if you don’t manage it properly you disap-
pear into chaos, seems to be the problem of only a
fraction of humanity, for instance, those obsessed

by the link between their cosmic and social
orders.70 And even among those, the idea of poli-
tics as speaking one’s mind in the middle of an
assembly seems to be a rather provincial notion.
According to François Jullien, the Chinese tradi-
tion seems to ignore it entirely.71 The Chinese, at
least in their ancient learned tradition, don’t want
simply to add their differences to other differ-
ences. They are more than happy to take their
seats in the global amphitheater of multicultural-
ism – similarly seated but with a tiny difference of
angle to witness the same spectacle – but wish to
remain indifferent to our own, meaning Western,
ways of being all-encompassing. Differences we
could absorb – we thought we could absorb under
the decaying but still solid dome of the Holy
Roman Empire – but indifferences?

To the possible dismay of political scientists,
the very idea of a political assembly does not
gather much interest. This is where things become
really complicated and thus interesting: How to
devise an assembly of ways of dissembling instead
of sending a convocation to gather under the com-
mon dome of “One Politics Size Fits All”? Can we
enlarge our definition of politics to the point
where it accepts its own suspension? But who can
really be that open-minded?72

And yet, do we have another course of action?
It would be too easy simply to recognize the many
contradictions as if we could be content with the
absence or the demise of all political assemblies, as
if we could abandon for good the task of composi-
tion. There must be some alternative to cheap uni-
versalism (“but surely every human is a political
animal”) and to cheap relativism (“let everyone
gather under their own flag, and if they have no
flag then let them hang themselves!”).

63 Masato Fukushima, this volume, chapter 1.
64 Philippe Descola, this volume, chapter 1.
65 Gilles Kepel, Fitna. Guerre au coeur de l’Islam, Gallimard,

Paris, 2004.
66 Anita Herle, this volume, chapter 2; Amiria Henare, 
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chapter 1.
68 Peter Galison, this volume, chapter 10.
69 Olivier Christin, this volume, chapter 7.
70 Philippe Descola, Par delà la nature et la culture, Gallimard,

Paris, 2005.
71 François Jullien, The Propensity of Things. Toward a History

of Efficacy in China, Zone Books, Cambridge, MA, 1995.
72 Compare Isabelle Stengers’ definition of politics (this vol-

ume, chapter 15) with Ulrich Beck, Der kosmopolitische
Blick, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt, 2004.



That we have to find a way out is forced upon
us by what is called “globalization”: even though
the Jivaros, the Chinese, the Japanese, the faithful
members of the Oumma, the born-again Chris-
tians don’t want to enter under the same dome,
they are still, willingly or unwillingly, connected
by the very expansion of those makeshift assem-
blies we call markets, technologies, science, eco-
logical crises, wars and terrorist networks. In other
words, the many differing assemblages we have
gathered under the roof of ZKM are already con-
necting people no matter how much they don’t
feel assembled by any common politics. The shape
of the dome might be contested, because it does
not allow enough room for differences and indif-
ferences, but that there is something at work that
is called “global” is not in question. It’s simply that
our usual definitions of politics have not caught up
yet with the masses of linkages already estab-
lished.

In this catalog we want to probe further into
this historical paradox. In earlier times, say during
the Enlightenment, there existed a metaphysical
globe, to use Sloterdijk’s expression,73 even
though globalization was barely beginning. But
now that we are indeed globalized, there is no
globe anymore! To take an example, when the car-
tographer Mercator transformed Atlas from a dis-
torted giant supporting the Earth on his shoulder
into a quiet and seated scientist holding the planet
in his hand, this was probably the time when glob-
alization was at its zenith. And yet the world in
1608 was barely known, and people remained far
apart. Still, every new land, every new civilization,
every new difference could be located, situated,
housed without much surprise in the transparent
house of Nature. But now that the world is
known, people are brought together by violent
deeds, even if they wish to differ and not be con-
nected. There is no global anymore to assemble
them. The best proof is that there are people set-
ting up demonstrations against globalization. The
global is up for grabs. Globalization is simultane-
ously at its maximum and the globe at its nadir.
There are lots of blogs but no globe.

And yet, we are all in the same boat, or at least
the same flotilla. To use Neurath’s metaphor, the
question is how to rebuild it while we are cruising
on it. Or rather, how can we make it navigate

when it’s made of a fleet of diverging but already
intertwined barges? In other words, can we over-
come the multiplicity of ways of assembling and
dissembling and yet raise the question of the one
common world? Can we make an assembly out of
all the various assemblages in which we are already
enmeshed?

The Phantom Public

The cry is well known: “The Great Pan is dead!”
Nature, this huge and silent parliament where all
the creatures would be arrayed tier after tier from
the biggest to the smallest, this magnificent
amphitheater offering to the clumsy politicians a
perfect and successful original of what is rational
and what is irrational, this great parliament of
nature has crumbled down much as did the Tower
of Babel.74 Political philosophy has always tried to
prop up its frail intuitions onto the solid and power-
ful pattern of some other science: It seems that
everything from the metaphor of the organism to
that of the brain has been tried. It has been a con-
tinuous undertaking: How to replace the danger-
ous trade of politics by the serious and safe know-
ledge of some better established science? And it
has continuously failed.

A crisscrossing of metaphors from Menenius’s
“Fable of the Members and the Stomach”75 to
contemporary socio-biology and cybernetics76

has tried to fasten the poor assemblies of humans
to the solid reality of nature. All the organs of the
body have been tried out to probe the making up
of the monstrous Body Politik.77 All the animals
have been invoked in turn – ants, bees, sheep,
wolves, bugs, worms, pigs, chimps, baboons – to
establish a firmer ground for the whimsical assem-
blies of humans. And yet to no avail, since there
are many ways to be a body, since sheep don’t
flock,78 wolves are not as cruel as humans,
baboons have an intense social life,79 brains have
no central direction. It seems that nature is no
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longer unified enough to provide a stabilizing
pattern for the traumatic experience of humans
living in society. No doubt, the Body Politik is a
monster – so much so that it’s not even a body.

But which type of monster is it? This is what we
wish to find out. We might have transformed poli-
tics into a monstrous activity because we have
tried to make it exist in a form, borrowed from
nature, that it could not possibly take. “The
answer was not acceptable in the nineteenth cen-
tury, when men, in spite of all their iconoclasm,
were still haunted by the phantom of identity,”
wrote Walter Lippmann in a stunning book called
the Phantom Public.80 In many ways our exhibi-
tion is an effort in teratology, an experiment in try-
ing to pry apart two ghostly figures: the Leviathan
and the Phantom of the Public. (Sorry, there is no
way to talk about politics and to speak of beautiful
shapes, elegant silhouettes, heroic statues, glori-
ous ideals, radiant futures, transparent informa-
tion – except if you want to go through, once
again, the long list of grandiose ceremonies held
by various totalitarianisms which, as we are all
painfully aware, lead to the worst abominations.
The choice is either to speak of monsters early 
on with care and caution, or too late and end up as
a criminal. O Machiavelli, how right you were; 
let us pray that we heed your cautious lessons in
realism.)

According to Lippmann and to the philosopher
John Dewey in response to his book,81 most of
European political philosophy has been obsessed
by the body and the state. The Europeans have
tried to assemble an impossible parliament that
represented really the contradictory wills of the
multitude into one General Will. But this enter-
prise suffered from a cruel lack of realism. Repre-
sentation, conceived in that total, complete and
transparent fashion, cannot possibly be faithful. By
asking from politics something it could not
deliver, Europeans kept generating aborted mon-
sters and ended up discouraging people from
thinking politically. For politics to be able to
absorb more diversity (“the Great Society” in
Dewey’s time and what we now call “Globaliza-
tion”), it has to devise a very specific and new type
of representation. Lippmann calls it a Phantom
because it’s disappointing for those who dream of
unity and totality. Yet strangely enough, it is a

good ghost, the only spirit that could protect us
against the dangers of fundamentalism. Long
before the United States degenerated into its pres-
ent conservative revolution, it had a much more
sturdy and contemporary tradition. Those Ameri-
can philosophers call their tradition pragmatism,
meaning by this word not the cheap realism often
associated with being “pragmatic” but the costly
realism requested by making politics turn toward
pragmata – the Greek name for Things. Now
that’s realism!

In this exhibition, we try the impossible feat of
giving flesh to the Phantom of the Public. We want
to make the visitors feel the difference there is
between expecting from the Body Politik some-
thing it cannot give – and that surely creates a
monster – and being moved by the Phantom Pub-
lic. The idea is to take the word Phantom and to
grant this fragile and provisional concept more
reality – at least more realism – than the phantas-
magorical spheres, globes, common good and
general will that the Leviathan was supposed to
incarnate. In other words, we want to tackle again
the problem of composing one body from the
multitude of bodies – a problem that is reviewed
here by many exhibits – but this time with con-
temporary means and media.

The Phantom designed by Michel Jaffrennou
and Thierry Coduys is an invisible work of art. It’s
activated by the movements of the visitors
throughout the show so that each spectator is
simultaneously an actor in the show and the only
screen on which the whole spectacle is projected.
By moving through the various exhibits, the
visitors will trigger various captors that will be
used as so many inputs to trigger outputs 
which will give a vague and uneasy feeling that 
“something happens” of which the bystanders 
are responsible but in a way that is not directly
traceable. Politics will pass through you as a rather
mysterious flow, just like a phantom. Moreover,
the input/output relation will vary according to
the time of day, the number of people in the show,
the answers given to the various queries, the
cumulative effect of past visitors, the somewhat
invisible presence of the web visitors. At times the
relation will be traceable in a sort of one-to-one
connection (“I did this, and here is what hap-
pened”), but at other instances the whole effect
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will be entirely lost (“I did nothing, and here is
what happened”), while at some other times the
effect will be direct but on some other visitors.
Through this complex, invisible (and expensive!)
work of art rendered possible by the complex
technology infrastructure of ZKM, we hope to
substitute in the mind of the visitor the light spirit
of the Phantom for the crushing weight of the
total Body Politik. Unfortunately, the catalog has
to render through the layout the experience of
what it is to be caught by the passage of this Phan-
tom Public. It’s to the flow of words and images
that we have to confide the task of imitating the
ghostly but spirited figure of politics.

Why do we attach so much importance to the
difference between Body Politik and Phantom? It
is due to the fact that for the new eloquence to
become a habit of thought, we must be able to dis-
tinguish two ways of speaking. To raise a political
question often means to reveal a state of affairs
whose presence was hitherto hidden. But then you
risk falling into the same trap of providing social
explanations and do exactly the opposite of what
is meant here by political flow. You use the same
old repertoire of already-gathered social ties to
“explain” the new associations. Although you
seem to speak about politics you don’t speak polit-
ically. What you are doing is simply the extension
one step further of the same small repertoire of
already standardized forces. You might feel the
pleasure of providing a “powerful explanation,”
but that’s just the problem: You yourself partake in
the expansion of power not the re-composition of
its content. Even though it resembles political talk,
it has not even begun to address the political
endeavor since it has not tried to assemble the can-
didates into a new assembly adjusted to their spe-
cific requirements. “Drunk with power” is an
expression not only fit for generals, presidents,
CEOs, mad scientists and bosses – it can also be
used for those commentators who are confusing
the expansion of powerful explanations with the
composition of the collective. This is why we
might need still another slogan: “Be sober with
power.” In other words, abstain as much as possi-
ble from using the notion of power in case it back-
fires and hits your explanations instead of the tar-
get you are aiming to destroy. No powerful
explanations without checks and balances.

Politics of Time, Politics of Space

Going back to things and speaking positively of
the “phantom of the public,” is this not, in the end,
terribly reactionary? It depends on what we mean
by progressive. Imagine that you have the respon-
sibility of assembling together a set of disorderly
voices, contradictory interests and virulent claims.
Then imagine you are miraculously offered a
chance, just at the time when you despair of
accommodating so many dissenting parties, to get
rid of most of them. Would you not embrace such
a solution as a gift from heaven?

This is exactly what happened when the con-
tradictory interests of people could be differenti-
ated by using the following shibboleths: “Are they
progressive or reactionary? Enlightened or
archaic? In the vanguard or in the rear guard?”
Dissenting voices were still there, but most of
them represented backward, obscurantist or
regressive trends. The cleansing march of progress
was going to render them passé. You could safely
forget two-thirds of them, and so your task of
assembling them was simplified by the same
amount.

In the remaining third, not everything had to be
taken into account either, since most of the posi-
tions were soon made obsolete by the passage of
time. Among the contemporary parties to the dis-
pute, progressive minds had to take into consider-
ation only those few seen as the harbingers of the
future. So, through the magical ordering power of
progress, politics was a cinch, since 90 percent of
the contradictory passions had been spirited away,
left to linger in the limbo of irrationality. By ignor-
ing most of the dissenters, you could reach a solu-
tion that would satisfy everyone, namely those
who made up the liberal or revolutionary avant-
garde. In this way, the arrow of time could safely
thrust forward.

Philosophers define time as a “series of succes-
sions” and space as a “series of simultaneities”.
Undoubtedly, while we filed away everything
under the power of progress, we lived in the time
of succession. Chronos would eat away all that
was archaic and irrational in his own progeny,
sparing only those predestined for a radiant future.

But through a twist of history that neither
reformists nor revolutionaries ever anticipated,
Chronos has suddenly lost his voracious appe-
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80 Noortje Marres, this volume, chapter 3.
81 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, Swallow Press,

Ohio University Press, Athens, OH, 1991 [1927]. 39



tite.82 Strangely enough, we have changed time so
completely that we have shifted from the time of
Time to the time of Simultaneity. Nothing, it
seems, accepts to simply reside in the past, and no
one feels intimidated any more by the adjectives
“irrational,” “backward” or “archaic”. Time, the
bygone time of cataclysmic substitution, has sud-
denly become something that neither the Left nor
the Right seems to have been fully prepared to
encounter: a monstrous time, the time of cohabi-
tation. Everything has become contemporary.

The questions are no longer: “Are you going to
disappear soon?” “Are you the telltale sign of
something new coming to replace everything
else?” “Is this the seventh seal of the Book of
Apocalypse that you are now breaking?” An
entirely new set of questions has now emerged:
“Can we cohabitate with you?” “Is there a way for
all of us to survive together while none of our con-
tradictory claims, interests and passions can be
eliminated?” Revolutionary time, the great Simpli-
ficator, has been replaced by cohabitation time,
the great Complicator. In other words, space has
replaced time as the main ordering principle.

It’s fair to say that the reflexes of politicians, the
passions of militants, the customs of citizens, their
ways to be indignant, the rhetoric of their claims,
the ecology of their interests are not the same in
the time of Time and in the time of Space. No one
seems prepared to ask: What should now be
simultaneously present?

How different, for instance, to deal with reli-
gion if you wait for its slow disappearance into the
faraway land of fairies, or if it explodes before your
very eyes as what makes people live and die now –
now and also tomorrow. What a difference it
makes if nature, instead of being a huge reservoir
of forces and a bottomless repository of waste,
turns suddenly into something that interrupts any
progression: something to which you cannot
appeal and can’t get rid of. “Comment s’en dé-
barrasser?” Ionesco asked during the “Glorious
’30s”.83 It has now become the worry, the Sorge,
the souci of almost everyone in all languages. 
We can get rid of nothing and no one. Ecology 
has probably ruined forever the time of Succes-
sion and has ushered us into the time of Space.
Yes, everything is contemporary. Progress and
succession, revolution and substitution, neither

are part of our operating system any longer.
And yet where is the alternative OS? Who is

busy writing its lines of code? We sort of knew
how to order things in time, but we have no idea
of the space in which to collect ourselves.84 We
have yet to channel new political passions into
new habits of thought, new rhetoric, new ways of
being interested, indignant, mobilized and paci-
fied. Whenever we are faced with an issue, the old
habits still linger and the voice of progress still
shouts: “Don’t worry, all of that will soon disap-
pear; they’re too archaic and irrational.” And the
new voice can only whisper: “You have to cohabit
even with those monsters, because don’t indulge
yourself in the naive belief that they will soon fade
away; space is the series of simultaneities, all of
that has to be taken into account at once.”

This does not mean that there is no progress in
the end, or that no arrow of time can be thrust for-
ward. It means that we slowly proceed from a very
simple-minded form of cohabitation – such as the
evolutionary or revolutionary ones – to a much
fuller one, where more and more elements are
taken into account. There is progress, but it goes
from a mere juxtaposition to an intertwined form
of cohabitation: How many contemporary ele-
ments can you build side by side, generating the
series of simultaneities? Communism might have
been wrong not in the quest for the community
but in the hasty way it imagined what is the Com-
mon World to be shared.

What is Dingpolitik?

Back to things. Back to this fragile and provisional
pandemonium: a show, a catalog. Demon and
demos, as I said earlier, have the same etymology.
If you follow the first division, you multiply the
occasions to differ and to dissemble; if you follow
the second division, you multiply the occasions to
agree, to compose, to assemble, to share. The dif-
ference between the two is as thin as a knife. In
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both cases the Ding will disband – and so will this
exhibit. If the “demon of politics” has taken you
over, a certain pattern will emerge: too much
unity, too much disunity. But if you manage to feel
the passage of the Phantom Public through your
actions, another pattern will emerge: fewer claims
to unity, less belief in disunity. The quest for com-
position has begun again just as in the times of
Father Nicéron.This is at least the effectwewish to
produce on visitors and readers.

So what is Dingpolitik in the end? It is the
degree of realism that is injected when:

a) Politics is no longer limited to humans and in-
corporates the many issues to which they are
attached;

b) Objects become things, that is, when matters
of fact give way to their complicated entangle-
ments and become matters of concern;

c) Assembling is no longer done under the already
existing globe or dome of some earlier tradi-
tion of building virtual parliaments;

d) The inherent limits imposed by speech impair-
ment, cognitive weaknesses and all sorts of

handicaps are no longer denied but prostheses
are accepted instead;

e) It’s no longer limited to properly speaking par-
liaments but extended to the many other
assemblages in search of a rightful assembly;

f) The assembling is done under the provisional
and fragile Phantom Public, which no longer
claims to be equivalent to a Body, a Leviathan
or a State;

g) And, finally, Dingpolitik may become possible
when politics is freed from its obsession with
the time of Succession.
Such is the experiment that we have under-

taken with this show and catalog. Needless to say,
the authors assembled here don’t have to agree
with one another or with this introduction! But
accepting a fragile and provisional roof to probe
one another’s attachment to things? Perhaps.

If fundamentalism is the conviction that media-
tions may be bypassed without cost, then it’s the
ultimate “ding-less” mode of doing politics. In the
end, one question really has interested us: Can
fundamentalism be undone? When will the horse-
men of the apocalypse stop meddling in politics?
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82 Francis Fukuyama (The End of History and the Last Man,
Free Press, New York, 1992) was right in diagnosing the end
of history but wrong to believe it would simplify the politi-
cal tasks ahead: Exactly the opposite happened. Simultane-
ity is much harder to crack than succession because you
can’t get rid of any contradictions.

83 Eugène Ionesco, Amédée ou Comment s’en débarrasser, Gal-
limard, Paris, 1954.

84 Witness how clumsy is the effort of Samuel Huntington
(The Clash of Civilization and the Remaking of World Order,
Simon & Schuster, New York, 1998) to project into geogra-
phy the history that Fukuyama had declared moot. 41
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A thens (Greece), Opening Ceremony of the 2004 O lympic Games, photo © AP Photo, photo:
David J. Phillip ■ A thletes from countries all over the world assemble inside the stadium during
the Opening Ceremony of the 2004 O lympic Games in A thens, Friday, August 13, 2004.
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Jonathan Swift
on the Difficulty 
of Talking with Objects

We next went to the School of Languages, where three Professors sat in Consulta-

tion upon improving that of their own country.

The first Project was to shorten Discourse by cutting Polysyllables into one,

and leaving out Verbs and Participles, because in reality all things imaginable

are but Nouns.

The other Project was a Scheme for entirely abolishing all Words whatsoever;

and this was urged as a great Advantage in point of Health as well as Brevity. For

it is plain, that every Word we speak is in some Degree a Diminution of our Lungs

by Corrosion, and consequently contributes to the shortening of our Lives. An

Expedient was therefore offered, that since Words are only Names for Things, it

would be more convenient for all Men to carry about them, such Things as were nec-

essary to express the particular Business they are to discourse on. And this

Invention would certainly have taken Place, to the great Ease as well as Health of

the Subject, if the Women in conjunction with the Vulgar and Illiterate had not

threatened to raise a Rebellion, unless they might be allowed the Liberty to speak

with their Tongues, after the manner of their Ancestors; such constant irrecon-

cilable Enemies to Science are the Common People. However, many of the most

Learned and Wise adhere to the New Scheme of expressing themselves by Things,

which hath only this Inconvenience attending it, that if a Man’s Business be very

great, and of various kinds, he must be obliged in Proportion to carry a greater

Bundle of Things upon his Back, unless he can afford one or two strong Servants to

attend him. I have often beheld two of those Sages almost sinking under the Weight

of their Packs, like Peddlers among us; who when they met in the Streets would lay

down their Loads, open their Sacks and hold Conversation for an Hour together;

then put up their Implements, help each other to resume their Burdens, and take

their Leave.

But for short Conversations a Man may carry Implements in his Pockets and under

his Arms, enough to supply him, and in his House he cannot be at a loss: Therefore

the Room where Company meet who practice this Art, is full of all Things ready at

Hand, requisite to furnish Matter for this kind of Artificial Converse.

Another great Advantage proposed by this Invention, was that it would serve as

a Universal Language to be understood in all civilized Nations, whose Goods and

Utensils are generally of the same kind, or nearly resembling, so that their Uses

might easily be comprehended. And thus Ambassadors would be qualified to treat

with foreign Princes or Ministers of State to whose Tongues they were utter

Strangers. 

Jonathan Swift, Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World. In four Parts. By Lemuel Gulliver, first

a Surgeon, and then a Captain of Several Ships, Part III, Capter V, 1726

Charles E . Brock, illustration from: Jonathan Sw ift, Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World , by Lemuel Gulliver, Macm illan,
London 1894, p . 230.



Contrary to Aristotle’s assertion, man might not be a political

animal. To assemble together in order to form a Body Politic

might not be a natural and universal reflex. Before we try to

renew the ways we practice politics in our climates, it’s impor-

tant to try to fathom the range and complexity of other types of

assembling in other places and times. Of course, we know that

people can disagree on which position to take inside their repre-

sentative assemblies; they can contest the right of this or that

person to represent them; they often wish to modify the institu-

tional setting of politics. But even further, people might disagree

on what it is to assemble, or even on the very necessity of assem-

bling. If for several centuries Europeans felt that they were

enlightened enough to embrace the whole of humanity within

1 Assembling or Disassembling?

Palavers in Samoa

Agonistic Encounters in the Amazon 

Avoiding Representation in Japan 

Maori Ways of Assembling 

their own definition of politics, they had not considered the

many dissimilar ways of assembling. Our preferred forms of

political activity – representing, arguing, dissenting, being citi-

zens – might not offer much of a common ground. Entire

empires have survived without isolating politics as a specific

sphere of activity. There might be atmospheres of democracy

even in the absence of European-style institutions. So, before we

imagine a possible renewal of the conditions for democracy, it’s

very important to realize the conditions under which some of the

concepts taken to be at the foundation of political assemblies are

able to travel and to be translated. Our first lesson is not to rush,

in trying to spread “politics” everywhere.

Imperial China Rituals 

Papua New Guinea Elections 

Extraterrestrial Diplomacy

 



“Palaver” – word, speech, talk – is, according to
the definition given in the Oxford English Dictio-
nary, a word that emerges from cross-cultural
contact. It first appeared in Europe through the
Old Portuguese paladra used by Portuguese
traders on the coast of West Africa for their talk
with indigenous people of the region. From these
beginnings the word was absorbed into nautical
slang, and from this usage it has entered colloquial
English.

The photographer of these two pictures aptly
applied this word, palaver, as the caption of his
two photographs of an event of cross-cultural
speaking. The history of the word chosen by the
photographer sums up the weight of these photo-
graphs – their cross-cultural speaking, their
involvement with the nautical culture of the Royal
Navy, the political confusion that led to a space of
speaking – a palaver – being created on the quar-
terdeck of a British gunboat on November 18,
1883, and the noise of the event itself.

“The idea struckme that if I could get the fight-
ing men on board, each chief on one side of the
quarter deck and talk to them, we might be able to
make them shake hands & rub noses & so make
the promised peace a little more certain. The two
photos show the scene on the Qr. deck during the
palaver. The two chiefs in the middle surrounded
by their followers.”2

The photographs record a moment in negotia-
tions between two rival factions who were claim-
ing a chiefly title at Tutuila, Samoa, a situation that
had escalated into violence.3 The moment was
orchestrated by the Royal Navy in the person 
of the photographer, Capt. W. A. D. Acland of
Miranda, so that peace by negotiation might be
mediated through the colonial powers. The story
is saturated with speech and counter-speech.

On October 21, 1883, Miranda set sail from the
Royal Navy’s Australia Station based at Sydney.

The ship and her crew, under Acland, were under-
taking a typical voyage of gunboat diplomacy –
sorting out “incidents” of cross-cultural conflict
and tension, policing the exploitative “blackbird-
ing” trade (the recruitment of indentured laborers
for the plantations of Australia and Fiji) and pro-
tecting British interests in a fast-expanding world.
A few weeks into this trip, Acland and his ship
were ordered to Samoa in western Polynesia.

When the ship arrived, the Samoan king,
Malietoa Laupepa, asked Acland, as representative
of the British powers, to act on his behalf and to
intervene in a local dispute that had been causing
concern for some time. The dispute involved the
entitlement and succession to the mauga title.
There had been tension between the two rival
claimants, Mauga Manuma and Mauga Lei, 
for some time, and they had started fighting. 
What made this of more than local concern in a
colonial world was that one claimant, Mauga Lei,
opposed the colonially manipulated kingship of
Malietoa Laupepa.4 Thus the situation had the
potential for destabilizing the interests of the
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Great Powers (the US, Germany and Britain) in
Samoa.

Making it clear that he was acting on the
request of King Malietoa Laupepa and the three
consuls of the Great Powers, and thereby in no
way infringing the power and jurisdiction of the
king, Acland set sail for Pago Pago, Tutuila, on the
evening of November 16. The colonial powers and
the king’s party were preparing for the act of
negotiation. On board ship were the British con-
sul, William B. Churchward, and two senior repre-
sentatives of King Malietoa Laupepa, namely
Seamane, governor of Tuamasanga, the central
district of Upolu, and Lawauti from Malietoa’s
native district of Faasaaleleanga, Savai’i, who was
reputedly one of the finest orators in Samoa.5 The
Reverend Charles Phillips of the London Mission-
ary Society, who had lived at Malua, Upolu, in
Samoa for many years, agreed to act as interpreter.
Following  Miranda was the German dispatch ship
Hyäne, which had just arrived in Samoa, carrying
the German acting-consul, Dr. Stuebel. Having
just come to Samoa, he nevertheless joined the
party because it was considered desirable for the
Great Powers to present a united front in settling
the dispute and, by implication, in showing their
united support for King Malietoa Laupepa.

The stage was thus set for negotiation of
contested spaces, performed through both lan-
guage and the making visible of power. The rival
claimants were first invited on board separately. In
Acland’s words:

“I opened the proceedings by stating that we
had come to stop the fighting. We had on board
the English and German Consuls, as well as mem-
bers of King Malietoa’s Government who would
speak: I am come to support the Consuls, who
wish the Samoan people to be happy, prosperous
and peaceful. The German captain and the Ger-
man Consul said words to the same effect, and 
Mr. Churchward then spoke. After that King
Malietoa’s representatives each made speeches
[…] We retired to enable him [Mauga Lei], to
deliberate with his men. After a time we returned,
and he replied in Samoan, and was answered by
the King’s representatives.”6

Fearing that neither party would adhere to the
peace agreement, Acland recalled both parties 
on board Miranda the following morning, Novem-

ber 18, at 10 a.m., for a formal act of recognition
and reconciliation. The formality and ritual ele-
ments of the meeting were not lost on the
Samoans. If the British gunship is a metaphor for
colonial power, an island of British jurisdiction
floating in the Pacific with its own rituals, then the
Samoans responded accordingly with their own
statements of political power.

The two rival factions appeared at the ship in
battle gear that they were asked to remove, as
Churchward described it: “Some few of the young
bucks were in full war-costume, with their faces
painted black, indication of their having slain a
man.”

On board ship, each party, with the mauga at
its head, was seated at the opposite side on the
quarterdeck of Miranda, the great gun between
them.7 Facing them were the Great Powers, repre-
sented to us today through the position of the
camera and through the Royal Navy sailors who
hover in the background. The rival claimants were
to make agreement formally and publicly, in front
of the colonial powers, and to give up their
firearms.

While the story might suggest a straightfor-
ward exercise of colonial power – indigenous peo-
ple being displaced and dictated to on the deck of
a gunboat – the photographs actually allow us to
see a more complex configuration of the places of
speaking and the way in which power was made
visible by both parties. The photographs enable us
to see and imagine the conditions under which the
speaking was conducted. Acland and the Great
Powers orchestrated the meeting on the quarter-
deck, the space of which in the Royal Navy is itself
a special or ritual space. It is the space for officers,
where hierarchies are played out, where discipline
is meted out, where divine service takes place and
where important visitors are received. Conse-
quently the quarterdeck is a connotated space
where encounters are performed. At this level, it is
very much a colonial space.

However, as I have suggested, there is equally a
Samoan presence, not simply in the Samoans’
physical presence on the quarterdeck and their
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1 For an extended consideration of this event from which
some of this essay is drawn, see Elizabeth Edwards, “Time
and Space on the Quarter Deck: Two Samoan Photographs
by Captain W. Acland,” in: Raw Histories: Photographs,
Anthropology and Museums, Berg, Oxford, 2001,
pp. 107-129; and for a spatially inflected reading “Nego-
tiating Spaces: Some Photographic Incidents in the Western
Pacific 1883-4,” in: Picturing Place: Photography and the Geo-
graphical Imagination, Joan Schwartz, James R. Ryan (eds),
I.B. Tauris, London, 2003, pp. 272-278.

2 Acland to W. Smith, January 28, 1884, Bodleian Library, Uni-
versity of Oxford Acland Ms. D55.f2v. This letter had also
enclosed copies of the photographs.

3 Now American Samoa.
4 Traditionally Samoan political leadership was based not 

on a central sovereign head but on a complex and greatly
varying system of graded chiefships comprising ali’i, chiefs
of personal sanctity, and tulafale, “talking chiefs,” who acted
for the ali’i, and matai household and lineage heads. For a
brief introduction see Richard P. Gilson, Samoa 1830-1900:
The Politics of a Multicultural Community, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Melbourne, 1970, pp. 19-23, 29f.; Malama
Meleisea, The Making of Modern Samoa, University of the
South Pacific, Suva, 1987, pp. 8f.

5 “[P]erhaps the finest orator in Samoa, which is saying a
great deal in a country where all men can speak.” William B.
Churchward, My Consulate in Samoa, R. Bentley & Son,
London, 1887, p. 340.

6 National Archives, UK, Admiralty Office Papers 122/13,
p. 206.

7 Churchward, op. cit., pp. 343f.

A Palaver at Tutuila,Samoa,18831

Two photographs by Captain William A.D. Acland
Elizabeth Edwards
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Captain W.A .D . Acland , M auga Lei and supporters on the quarterdeck of H . M .S. M iranda, 1883, photograph, albumen print, 
15.3 x 20.8 cm , Pitt Rivers Museum , photo © Pitt Rivers Museum , University of Oxford

Captain W.A .D . Acland , M auga M anuma and supporters on the quarterdeck of H . M .S. M iranda, 1883, photograph, albumen print, 
15.3 x 20.8 cm , Pitt Rivers Museum , photo © Pitt Rivers Museum , University of Oxford



traces in the photograph. Very different cultural
realities leak out, even from the heavily controlled
and connotated surface of the colonial photo-
graph. Despite being taken on a British gunboat
and recorded by a British naval officer, with the
world view that that implies, these two photo-
graphs “inadvertently register shadowy traces of
local agency, relationships and settings”.8 The
space of Samoan speaking is clearly articulated,
fracturing or destabilizing the colonial space of the
gunboat. We know from the accounts quoted
above that the Samoans were not silent. Indeed,
Churchward records that the argument between
the rival parties became so furious that the ship’s
bugle was blown to bring order to the situation.9

Nonetheless, rather than being fractured by the
spatial expressions of colonial power, Samoan
social being asserts its own cultural cohesiveness
and destabilizes (perhaps subverts – but maybe
that is too strong a claim) the totality of authorita-
tive space and restores elements of Samoan
agency. This articulation of local agency consti-
tutes a form of counter-narrative within the pho-
tograph, for as Duranti has argued of Samoa, the
role of culture-specific spatial distinctions and
their relation to acts of speech is central to under-
standing the social behaviors of the participants.10

Pre-existing socio-political hierarchy in Samoa is
expressed spatially through precise placing on for-
mal occasions, such as village meetings.11 This
was the correct formation for speaking, which was
a “highly interactional and negotiated process”
through which the “social persona” is literally
placed in the local social hierarchy.12 In these two
photographs, the claimants to the chiefly title, the
maugas, are seated in the center of their respective
groups; over their right shoulders are their orators,
the “talking chiefs,” who can be identified by their
limed hair and the ceremonial flywhisks they carry.
Such men spoke for the chiefs and served as their
chief advisers. They also had a deep knowledge of
Samoan history through which they could illumi-
nate and  illustrate contemporary affairs. As such,
they were men of very substantial power and influ-
ence. These men spoke for the maugas on this
occasion, as they would have customarily done.
While accounts by both Acland and Churchward
suggest their speech, nevertheless their voices on

behalf of the maugas are lost through translators
and the official record.13

These crucial protagonists, the chiefly clai-
mants and their orators, are in an ethnographically
confirmed spatial arrangement of the fono (village
council), and the other men are in broadly semi-
circular array around their respective maugas
(broadly mirroring the shape of a fale, a village
meeting house, a shape, conveniently, not unlike
that of half a quarterdeck). Thus it is not an unrea-
sonable assumption that the rest of the entourage,
or at least the senior men, express hierarchical and
kinship relations.14 Further, although it is danger-
ous to read body language caught in a few
moments of photographic exposure, especially
cross-culturally, what is crucial is that the maugas,
in the center of their groups, display an assertive-
ness and presence (Churchward records that “the
chiefs sat perfectly unmoved in stolid dignity”)
even when the meeting descended into loud dis-
pute.15 This multiple space is reproduced and
reinforced through their central positioning within
the photographic frame (we can see to the edges
of their space); it also suggests an easy authority
within that space. It is such a space that is, accord-
ing to Duranti, the site of the “interaction of
verbal, kinesic and material elements in the setting,
[which] comes to have two dimensions: an
acoustic one and a visual one”.16 Thus a Samoan
statement of authority is reproduced both spa-
tially, through the bearing of the chiefs, and
through speech. It is a moment of theater, as the
performers project themselves to their represen-
ter, Acland, their first audience.
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Consequently, it is possible to argue that the
photographs represent the performance of
Samoan space, where powerful speech could
occur, in the heart of the colonial symbol – the
gunboat. Importantly, there were those in the
colonial party who could read this, even if Acland
could not; this we cannot know, but attendant as
he was on protocols, we can conjecture that his
better-informed colleagues perhaps advised him.
For not only would the Samoan political spaces
have been clear to the two senior Samoans with
the colonial party, Seamane and Lawauti, but
probably also to Phillips, the experienced LMS
missionary. Churchward, as consul, must have
been familiar with formal spatial dynamics of
speaking in Samoan political processes and proce-
dures, for he alludes to “having experience in the
result of the talking men’s orations”.17 Even so,
despite the fact that the photographs promise so
much, we cannot know the full story of this
dynamic situation. Who is the tall Samoan with
limed hair standing behind Mauga Lei’s group?
Lawauti, the great orator? How did the colonial
powers perform their space? Where were they
standing? We do not know if Acland and the con-
suls were standing or seated throughout the
encounter, although we can presume that Acland
stood at some stage to take the photographs. In
Polynesian terms, standing in the presence of two

such senior men would have been seen as a lack of
respect, marking yet another spatial reproduction
of colonial relations and a further contesting of
spatialities. Photographs of other such encounters,
for instance photographs taken on board H.M. S.
Nelson by Augustus Dwyer of the annexation of
Papua New Guinea in 1884, show the colonial
authorities standing.18 It is likely that they did so
in Samoa as well.

In these photographs of “a palaver at Tutuila”
we have a clear “making visible” of the acts and
processes of negotiation, of speaking. They repre-
sent three intersecting and overlapping spaces of
speaking, for in many ways all three parties,
Mauga Manuma’s, Mauga Lei’s and the Great
Powers, are playing the same game. They are rep-
resenting themselves to one another. In this, spa-
tial distinctions and positions must be seen as
“central, rather than complementary to under-
standing of the interpretative frames and social
moves adopted by the actors”.19 While the photo-
graphs assume density only in the written
accounts of speaking, they allow us to understand
the spatial dynamics of speaking, which are invisi-
ble yet are the dynamics that give full meaning to
the encounter. Consequently, it is not merely the
colonial voice that we can “hear” but a Samoan
one, if we are prepared to engage with and think
through the photographs.
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8 Bronwen Douglas, “Inventing natives/negotiating local
identities: postcolonial readings of colonial texts on island
Melanesia,” in: Pacific Answers to Western Hegemony, Jürg
Wassmann (ed.), Berg, Oxford, 1998, p. 70.

9 Churchward, op. cit., p. 346.
10 Alessandro Duranti, “Language and Bodies in Social Space:

Samoan Ceremonial Greetings,” in: American Anthropolo-
gist, 94, 3, 1992, p. 659, original emphasis.

11 Lowell D. Holmes, Samoan Village, Holt, Winston and
Rinehart, New York, 1974. It was also a spatial form being
adopted in local colonial buildings (Churchward, op. cit.,
pp. 61f.).

12 Duranti, op. cit., p. 657.
13 Churchward, op. cit., p. 343.
14 For instance, the man on the left seated behind Mauga

Manuma’s right shoulder, with berries around his neck, was
distinguished for bravery in fighting by having his face
painted black and red, which was washed off before the
meeting (Bodleian Library, Mss.Photogr.b.36 (51)).

15 Churchward, op. cit., p. 346.
16 Duranti, op. cit., p. 644.

17 Churchward, op. cit., p. 346.
18 Narrative of the Expedition of the Australian Squadron to the

south east coast of New Guinea, October to December 1884,
Thomas Richards, Government Printer, Sydney, 1885,
plates 4 and 24.

19 Duranti, op. cit., p. 659.
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supposedly general will into a plurality of antago-
nistic particular ambitions.

The head of each family is sovereign, and it
would be unimaginable for him to submit his
interest to a common good. In fact, he would be
hard-pressed even to imagine such a common
good in the first place. Apart from waging war,
opportunities for families to have contact with one
another are relatively limited. Of course, they do
visit each other – not, however, to establish good
relations or to settle a dispute but rather to plan a
revenge attack or to demand payment of a debt.
The aujmatin ceremonial dialogues that inaugu-
rate these visits attest to their agonistic dimension,
even between the closest of relatives. Highly for-
malized in their delivery and regulated by a strict
system of alternating speakers, these dialogues are
virtuoso rhetorical performances; the only thing
they lack is the intention to persuade. Despite
their length, the ritual dialogues of the Achuar are
as poor in content as they are rich in stylistic orna-
mentation. The point of these verbal exchanges is

not to swap points of view, to convince the other
or negotiate something; rather, they aim to
demonstrate the inner strength of each of the
interlocutors. The aujmatin dialogue is expressive
of the Achuar way of speaking to others – as a
contest aimed at establishing control over a spe-
cific interlocutor, not as a collective deliberation
over topics of common interest.

All the same, it does happen that some Achuar
band together to pursue a common goal. How-
ever, their coalescence takes place in a fortified
house and rarely lasts for more than a few months.
Such gatherings occur only when self-defense
requires a regrouping of forces. The discomfort
they experience in this situation – where they have
to share the intimacy of their domestic space with
others over a long period of time – looms in their
narratives as a true ordeal: Suddenly, they have to
submit their usual freedom of action to the neces-
sities of collective security and try to prevent fric-
tion from developing, a nearly impossible task
given their prickly sense of independence. They
also have to keep a constant eye on the children so
that their quarrels do not degenerate into disputes
between the parents; the latter are always pre-
pared to side with their own kids. The women
must consent to sharing their utensils with each
other and take care not to slight other women’s
abilities. The men, who in principle are all equal to
one another, are highly sensitive to any hint that
might suggest one individual’s superiority over the
others, so they tend therefore to exaggerate the
formality of their daily relations. Even so, grounds
for envy still abound, for exceptional circum-
stances such as these lend themselves to all kinds
of daring exploits; thus, natural differences in
courage or cunning become glaringly apparent.

Spending time in a fortified collective house is a
necessary evil, since feuding spares no one. It is
enough to be related to a suspected murderer and
to live close to him, or visibly to belong to the
entourage of a great-man with whom he is on
good terms, to be accounted a supporter of his
actions and thus to become a target of indiscrimi-
nate vengeance. In times of adversity, such pre-
sumed complicity periodically tightens links that
have slackened among kindred and leads the less
bellicose to seek the security of collective defense
as soon as the situation becomes dangerous. Yet a
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A few years ago, on the occasion of presidential
elections in Ecuador, the Achuar Indians were
notified they had to vote for the first time in their
lives. This implied a three-day walk from their
secluded homeland in the Upper Amazon rainfor-
est to reach the voting office, a small military base
connected to the outside world via light aircraft
only. Most adults did not speak Spanish and had
no knowledge of the institutions, the political par-
ties or the electoral regulations that, between two
coups d’etat, organized political life in Ecuador.
However, voting is compulsory in this country
and the participation of the Achuar in the electoral
process was deemed necessary to integrate these
Indians into the body politic of the nation. The
same was expected of the isolated descendants of
runaway slaves in the Pacific coastal jungle as well
as of the Indians living high up in the mists of the
Andean cordillera. As it turned out, very few
Achuar bothered to vote, and nobody tried to
make them pay the fines that their lack of civic
sense would normally have cost them. What pre-
vented the Achuar from exercising their demo-
cratic right was not the material difficulties
involved or their perplexity at having to choose a
person from a list of completely unknown names
who would then perform all kinds of mysterious
duties. Rather, the real barrier was the amazingly
exotic idea that they themselves constituted ele-
ments of a political entity that transcended their
particular existences. Equally extraordinary for
them was the notion that they were in a position
to take part in a process of delegation whereby
their assemblage would achieve political represen-
tation.

Contrary to the popular images most people
have of public life within traditional societies – the
wisdom filtering from the “council of elders,” the
endless palavers in the shade of a Baobab tree,
benevolent chiefs attuned to the lives of their fel-

lows – the only reason the Achuar get together is
to wage war. Indeed, it would be unimaginable for
them to resolve a dispute except through the use
of force, or at least the threat of it. They do not
particularly care for one another’s company,
either, which is why their houses are scattered
throughout the jungle at a distance of many hours’
walk. They have no chiefs to tell them what to do
or to encourage them to seek consensus: At the
most, they have war-leaders, or “great-men” who
are in charge of setting up transient coalitions in
times of crisis. The Achuar are not organized into
clans nor do they have lineages founded on shared
descent, a common way of arranging groups of
individuals who have the same interests and a
shared identity. In the world of the Achuar, there is
no space reserved for mediation, no desire to dis-
cuss a common destiny and almost no opportu-
nity to conceive of themselves as a political body
extending to the outermost limits of the tribe – to
say nothing of national borders. Factionalism and
the enthusiastic practice of feuding shatter any
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from having attained some kind of special status,
the great-man has simply achieved full realization
of the ideal of virility to which most Achuar men
aspire. Famous and respected for his bravery, mas-
ter of his own destiny, reigning over many wives,
vast gardens and sons-in-law who are indebted to
him, skillful at forging alliances and thereby
extending his influence well beyond the limits of
his own family, he is the very image of a success
that is accessible to every man, rather that an in-
sidious threat to the liberty of others.

Yet the world of the Achuar is populated by a
multitude of collectives that must still be reckoned
with. Each animal species, many kinds of plants
and all sorts of spirits are said to be organized into
tribes, with a social life comparable to that of
humans: They have their houses, their manioc gar-
dens, their shamans and their rituals. However,
the interactions with non-humans follow the same
logic as the interactions with humans: They are
relations between individuals, not between collec-
tives. This is why the Achuar make do without
diplomats: In their dealings with other denizens of
the world, just as in their ritual dialogues, their
relations are always dyadic. To be sure, plants and
animals are treated like persons, but that does not
mean that they are in search of recognition or that
they demand to be represented as such in the
world of human affairs. Doubtless, they intervene
in those affairs, but they do so with no prior con-
sultation, either among themselves or with the
Achuar. One wonders anyway in what kind of
forum or agora non-humans could be represented,
since humans themselves do not see fit to assem-
ble to discuss their problems or settle their dis-
putes. Contrary to the anti-speciesist militants of
late modernity who are motivated by the desire to
see certain animals achieve political representa-
tion, the Achuar actually prefer to give non-
humans the privilege of being like them, that is,
fully autonomous but non-representable.

With this oscillation between the well-tem-
pered anarchy of ordinary times and the factional
solidarity fomented by one man whose authority
remains restricted by circumstances, the Achuar
have instituted a form of political organization
that safeguards the independence of each individ-
ual without bringing about a total dissolution of
social links. It would be an exaggeration to define
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desire for protection is not in itself enough to
bring together people who prefer to live on their
own. The charisma of a great-man is also needed
to get relatives scattered over a neighborhood
zone to coalesce into a veritable faction. It is he
who takes the initiative to gather them all together
in his house and to fortify it at such times as 
he judges a serious clash to be inevitable. The
initial kernel of the faction is composed of direct
dependents – sons, sons-in-law, younger broth-
ers – together with a few other blood relatives and
relatives by marriage of proven loyalty.

Because he is the “master of the house” and the
rest are his guests, and also because everybody
relies on his recognized qualities of military leader-
ship, the great-man is invested with a pre-eminent
role. It is he who organizes the defense of the
fortress, he who settles problems of organization
within it, he who makes plans and organizes raids
and, finally, he who seeks to enter into alliances
with neighboring great-men or, if need be, tries to
find a compromise with the enemy. The vendetta
becomes to a large extent his own personal affair,
even if the initial murder that caused it resulted
from a conflict that did not concern him directly.
Whether or not he fired the fatal shot, his oppo-
nents hold him directly responsible for every death
in their ranks, an imputation that helps to perpet-
uate the fame of figures who become almost
legendary by virtue of the huge death toll attrib-
uted to them. The great-man’s function as a cata-
lyst is also underlined, on the other hand, by the
fact that if he dies in battle, his group disbands
quickly and takes refuge far away from the theater
of operations. 

However, the ascendancy exercised by the
great-man during the war is never converted into
veritable domination over the members of his
entourage. If he shows unmistakable signs of
working solely for his own glory, becoming
engaged for no valid reasons in constant clashes
with new enemies, one by one his partisans will
eventually desert him, wearying of the perpetual
insecurity in which he forces them to live. It is not
by disseminating terror that a great-man secures
enduring allegiance but rather by setting an exam-
ple. He must impress others with displays of
courage and moral strength and above all he must
play skillfully on kinship, assuming toward his rel-

atives a fatherly or elder brotherly manner, as the
case may be, from which he derives authority of a
kind with which they are already familiar. By call-
ing his warriors “my sons” and by being called
“the elder,” through his behavior he helps to efface
the relations of affinity within the kindred gath-
ered round him and to reinforce the idea that it
derives its unity, and even its substance, from ideal
bonds of consanguinity. Without clans and line-
ages to perpetuate through the years a corporate
identity with clearly established social and territo-
rial frontiers, the Achuar tend to think of the rela-
tions between the scattered inhabitants of the
same neighborhood as though they were blood
relationships, even though the ties of solidarity are
actually structured by marriages that are repeated
every generation. This consubstantiality, founded
upon the deliberate amnesia of the links created by
marriage alliances, is expressed through a pro-
found identification with the others whose fate
one is sharing and who, on that account, can no
longer be distinguished from oneself. Thus, a man
announcing the death of a relative killed in combat
will say “So-and-so killed me!” For each new loss
among those closest to me, it is a part of me that
dies, a part that I can only revive by fortifying
myself with vengeance.

The instrument of a family cohesion that
would not exist without him, the great-man him-
self would not be able to exist outside of this
highly codified context of kinship that he comes
to embody, even for a short while. His influence
upon others and his eventual ascendancy are thus
strictly limited by the existing models of authority
within the family: the authority of a father over his
children, a husband over his wives, a father-in-law
over his sons-in-law. For these are the only prece-
dents that can bestow an appearance of legitimacy
upon his temporary exercise of command. The
prominent role that the great-man plays in war
does not mean that he makes a gift of his person to
his endangered fatherland. He is entirely moti-
vated by ambition, but it is an ambition for pres-
tige and admiration that is accepted by one and all
because it is shared by each of them; it is not ambi-
tion for a boundless power which nobody would
be disposed to concede to him. Besides, he himself
would probably be quite incapable of imagining
the nature and significance of such a power. Far
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these libertarian coalitions as democracy; in the
first place because women are barred from the
conduct of external affairs – they are very active in
domestic policy, though – but also because there
simply is no ideal of a res publica or a common-
weal that might transcend individual interests; nor
does there exist any indisputable authority capable
of implementing such a project, not even a place –
real or virtual – where people could assemble to
work out disputes or discuss common projects.
Quite simply, such conditions would run counter
to the maintenance of the sovereignty that each
head of family is recognized to possess.

Yet among the Achuar, as in modern democra-
cies, it is certainly a declared individualism that
provides the basis for the equality of statuses, an
equality that is unquestionably more real among
them than among us. This may come as a surprise
to some. Political philosophy has popularized a
rough opposition between, on the one hand, soci-
eties born in Western Europe from a union
between capitalism and the ideology of the
Enlightenment – wherein the individual, the
source of rights and the proprietor of his own per-
son, is the touchstone upon which the collective
edifice rests – and, on the other, pre-modern soci-
eties, totalities structured by immutable hierar-
chies – in which the individual is absent, or at least
has meaning and existence only as an element in a
greater whole that defines him or her entirely. But
although societies founded on the pre-eminence
of the whole over the parts certainly covered much
of the Earth’s surface before the triumph of parlia-
ments, there are, in contrast, other collectives that
have placed the very highest value of their social
philosophy upon the realization of an individual’s
destiny, freely mastered and within the reach of
every man. The Achuar belong to this latter cate-
gory: Unconcerned to represent themselves as a
political body, forgetful of their past and indiffer-
ent to their future, quite unable to imagine the
possibility of delegating one’s own free will to
people authorized to speak on one’s behalf, mind-
ful of their personal reputation, and quick to
desert those who seek too much commitment
from others, they cannot envisage a world where
one can become a part of a whole, a slave to a pub-
lic commitment or a stakeholder in the res publica.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift, revised by the author
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One of the recent fruits of the so-called science
studies is the fact that researchers have realized the
fundamental importance of small practices, scien-
tific tools and various gadgets in mundane, every-
day activities of laboratories for the production of
scientific knowledge, aside from the theoretical
aspects of science. Now this success seems to have
been extended to form the very leitmotif of this
exhibition, employing not grand theories but
things, tools and apparatuses in different domains
of society as a means of discovering clues for solv-
ing the problem of what is generally called the cri-
sis of representation.

Yet rather than being cajoled by hypnotic rhet-
oric to set foot in this irresistible exhibition, I con-
fess I have almost stumbled, not over the things
that are planned to appear in the show but over the
concepts and rhetoric that form its background.
The following sketch is an attempt to anatomize
what kind of invisible stone was put just at the
entrance, which, just like the malicious and absurd
gatekeeper in Kafka’s novel, keeps me away from
the party inside.

Between the structuralistic dichotomy appear-
ing in this show – grand theories, which are mainly

textual, and small tools and materials, which are
concrete and visible things – there are things that I
am going to highlight that seem almost inconse-
quential yet in fact are far from being insignificant:
literary tricks such as puns, etymologies and con-
ceptual analyses. For instance, the etymological
exegesis of the word thing plays a role of pivotal
importance, which is to be extended to coin a
basic distinction between object out there and
thing in dispute as the leitmotif of the show.

Another conspicuous example is the use of the
term representation. The whole argument starts
from taking for granted the idea of the crisis of
representation, and then it proceeds to seek the
solution by reference to the practical details of

tools and materials. Although the possibility of the
sweeping theoretical solutions to the crisis of rep-
resentation has been rightly questioned, the very
idea of the crisis of representation has not. The
argument, then, develops in line with the concep-
tual ramifications of the term representation in
various domains like politics, law, artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and so on.

Now here is the stumbling block that I have
mentioned: These rhetorical devices, such as ety-
mology and conceptual analysis, take their full
effect only if you share with the audience the same
linguistic heritage, whether it be the Old German
language or the imperial Latin. The rhetoric may
touch the heart of the descendants of these tribal
ancestors or the vanished empire. But the trouble
is that if these are translated into non-European
languages, the aura of the rhetoric evaporates
ephemerally, and people start to wonder what
actually is at stake here.

Between these two rhetorical devices shown
above, thing-etymology is an easier case, as this is
a conventional rhetorical technique newly applied
to the word thing to impress the audience about
the different aspects of things. This kind of etymo-
philosophical display is not unusual in many of the
well-known philosophical texts, but it is also pos-
sible to play with words in other languages, too.
The rhetorical effects produced by it, however,
would be quite different.

For instance, the ordinary Japanese equivalent of
thing is mono, which is an ancient term just like its
counterpart, but its historical ramifications of
meaning are quite different. Originally mono
meant not only an object with shape but every-
thing whose existence we can perceive. So mono
also extends to spiritual, godly existence, as in
mono-noke (spirit). Hayao Miyazaki’s Princess
Mononoke is an example. And mono is also
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On Small Devices of Thought
Concepts, Etymology and the Problem of Translation
Masato Fukushima

Nobuo Sekine , Isô-Daichi [Phase-Mother Earth], 1968, installation, © Nobuo Sekine , photo: Osamu Murai ■ A de facto manifesto
for the Mono-ha [School of Things].
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and if it is in a philosophical sense, like a critique of
representation, it is an ugly neologism, hyôshô
(hyô = show, shô = image), which is scarcely used
in everyday conversation, just like the Husserlian
noesis and noema which, I firmly believe, are
hardly used to buy a chicken nugget, even in
Freiburg.

This exotic show of the translated terms
demonstrates that in the process of translation,
the original web of the term representation in vari-
ous domains is shattered, dissected and replaced
with seemingly mutually unrelated terms, the
interrelation of which is very hard to find for those
who do not know the original term well.

And what is particularly confusing is the case of
AI. In this area, a key term like knowledge repre-
sentation is officially translated as chishiki (knowl-
edge)-hyôgen. But this hyôgen is a very common
term for expression (like hyôgen-shugi, expression-
ism). So if it is re-translated back into English, the
term would become knowledge expression! Imag-

ine, then, a know-it-all philosopher who would
like to talk about the philosophical distinction
between representation and expression; these AI
experts would be totally at a loss, as in AI these are
the same words, hyôgen!3

Now, strictly speaking, the crisis of representa-
tion is virtually untranslatable into Japanese. Of
course as it is usually from the philosophical con-
text that this type of voguish buzzphrase breeds,
its translation will be ordinarily the ugly neolo-
gism of hyôshô, “the crisis of hyôshô”. But this
philosophical version of translation contains no
element of replacing, so probably this would be the
hardest word for politicians and AI experts to
understand what it means.

If a Japanese philosopher wants seriously to
convey the message of the “crisis of representa-
tion,” either he has to enumerate all the possible
translations like “crisis of hyôshô-hyôji-daigi-hyô-
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3 Thus the Japanese dictionary of cognitive science has to
carry two different streams of the translation of “representa-
tion”: one from the tradition of AI (hyôgen), the other from
philosophical argument on representationism (hyôshô-
shugi).

closely related to speech. So the boundary of
mono is vague and extendable to supernaturals
and to speech; thus the boundary of thing, spirit,
and speech can be vague and contestable. So with
this we can concoct another category: from dead
object to the hauntedness of things.1 What is at
stake is not really the disputability of things, but
the hazy boundary between living things and dead
things. As such, the imagined show of mono ver-
sions would be possibly far more tainted with
comparative religious practices all over the world,
which are almost entirely lacking here, a 
sort of a ghostly show of things in the parallel
world based on the ephemeral etymo-philosophy
of mono-ness2.

The more troublesome case is the concept of
representation. It is in fact almost eye-opening for
non-Westerners to observe how this small term,
deriving from repraesentare of Latin, has spread its
ramifications, stretching conceptual capillaries
from philosophy to art, law, politics, and even AI.
And that is why the battle cry of “crisis of repre-
sentation” can have simultaneous echoes in differ-
ent realms of disciplines, from parliamentary poli-
tics to ecological robotics.

But here again the success story of the notion
of the crisis of representation hits home only with
those who share, in this case, its Latin heritage.
The historical connections of this concept will be
eliminated when translated, and the halo of the
sweeping philosophical critique may dwindle
rather quickly. Let’s observe here concretely and in

detail the predicament of the translated concep-
tual network.

Translated into Japanese, the term representa-
tion becomes a lot of different and seemingly
unrelated terms. If it is about a sign or way of
showing something, it is usually translated as hyôji
(hyô = show, ji = point). If it is about politics like
representative democracy, it is daigi (dai = replace,
gi = argue) or daihyô (dai = replace, hyô = show),
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1 The photo shown here is hari-kuyô, literally a memorial
service for needles. This kind of ritual for showing the users’
thankfulness is not confined to needles, however. Things
and tools close to our everyday activities, such as dolls,
brushes, scissors or even mortars, are traditionally given
such specific ritual service. The idea behind this is that the
users owe them a debt of gratitude for their collaboration,

which should be ritually returned.
2 One of the well-known theoretical reflections on the notion

of mono was created by a number of artists called Mono-ha
(School of Things) in the 1970s, questioning the fundamen-
tal relation between the human and material world by mak-
ing use of such things as trees, stones, papers, earth and so
on as material. However, it requires further scrutiny to
determine whether their employment of the concept of
mono is more rooted in the traditional etymological ramifi-
cations of the meaning of mono than simply questioning the
Western notion of object. In fact, their theoretical reflection
seems rather closer to the organizer’s leitmotiv for the
show, from object to things, than the pre-modern reflection
on mono-ness, which is represented in, say, a very well-
known concept of “mono no aware” (the sense of being
affected deeply by things in everyday experience) as the
essence of the Japanese culture, claimed by a nativist
philosopher of pre-modern Japan, Moto’ori Norinaga. As to
Mono-ha, see Shigeo Chiba, “Monoha,” in: The Dictionary
of Art, Jane Turner (ed.), Macmillan publishing company,
London and New York, 21, 1996, p. 892; Edward M.
Gomez, “Mono-ha,” in: Art News, 88, 3, 1989, p. 191. As to
mono no aware, see Harry D. Harootunian, Things seen and
unseen: Discourse and ideology in Tokugawa nativism, The
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1988.

A disorderly session of the Rantoukokkai [D iet], 1954, photo published in: Asahi-Chronicle , weekly magazine for the 20th century,
Tokyo, April 11, 1999, p . 22, © Asahi-Shimbun ■ Crisis of representation in East Asian Style?

Hari-kuyô [Needle Ritual] or a memorial service for worn-out
needles, photo © Goto Wasai School ■ Tools have the ir own
life to be taken care of.

Rodney A . Brooks, Genghis [ant-like robot], 1999, © Rodney A .
Brooks ■ The birth of non-representational robotics? 



gen-” and so on, or he has to authoritatively grant
(and often he indeed would) these ignorant politi-
cians and AI experts a bit of a lengthy lecture on
the conceptual history of the word representation
in Europe and how it is related with this and that
areas. Then you would hear these exhausted-
looking mediocrities complaining, “There are
always eggheaded arguments going on some-
where in Paris, probably near the rue d’Ulm or
Jardins de Luxembourg…”

Now what shall we do to combat this transla-
tional mess? I can think of at least two opposing
attitudes about this situation: one is that of a paci-
fist, the other, a militant. The pacifist attitude is
personified by the non-EU audience: Lamenting
the difficulty of translating these deeply European
terms and arguments into their own languages,
they submissively accept them and try hard to
learn from that. That’s a docile, good pupil’s atti-
tude.

The militant, probably a minor species, would
conclude on the contrary that such an argument,
based on intra-European etymology and concep-
tual boundary, is simply a local, ethnic European
(meaning the European as the ethnic minority of
the globe, in the sense of population at least) phe-
nomenon not extendable to the non-Western con-
text. He would then continue that the failure of
the translation is not the failure of his non-Western
language but intrinsically the heterogeneity (and
even the intra-incommensurability) of the concept
representation itself. Thus even though the phe-
nomena like democracy and the knowledge sys-
tem of AI are both conventionally described with
the term representation, these are fundamentally
mutually unrelated phenomena, and there is no
such unified thing as representation and the crisis
of it!

If you abandon the pacifist’s appeasement pol-
icy to agree with the militant’s claim, the whole
scheme of the show – the comparison of the prac-
tical solutions for the crisis of representation – col-
lapses, because from the beginning there is no
such thing as a unified notion of representation.
Politics and AI are quite different phenomena, as
has been shown in their translation, and the idea of
comparison is ineffective because the conceptual
lynchpin itself is fragile.

But then I wonder if this is really a stumbling block
only for non-EU citizens. Picture an imaginary
meeting between a Japanese politician and an AI
specialist. The former is troubled with the unruly
situation in the Diet, while the latter is thinking
about a new method of more effective program-
ming. Do they understand each other simply
because their problems are rooted in the crisis of
representation? I believe there needs to be a quan-
tum leap from their actual experience to the philo-
sophically sublime notion of representation. For
understanding the real intention of the meeting,
both of them should be indoctrinated as well to
translate their practices into the philosophical jar-
gons barely used in an everyday context.

But then we have to be careful not to underesti-
mate the power of indoctrination. I said I almost
stumbled, but that is an expression for showing a
sense of anxiety; I actually did not stumble,
because I have learned the history of the term rep-
resentation through which I became aware that
both politics and AI share the term, which is
derived from Latin. With such previous indoctri-
nation, even the seemingly disparate equivalent of
daigi (politics) and hyôgen (AI) can be equalized
with the help of the added conceptual bracket like
daigi (representation) = hyôgen (representation).4

This bracketing is just like a mental crutch without
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which we cannot think properly. And this is
exactly what the power of the pedagogy has done
to us. Once you are imprinted with this local net-
work of concepts, your thought cannot be really
free from that. And this coercive pedagogic
process allows the local conceptual network to
survive by limitlessly incorporating, influencing,
disciplining those who are outside the domestic
and international boundary of European intellec-
tual history.

So this is why I cannot be a full-fledged mili-
tant, insisting that the whole scheme of the exhibi-
tion is groundless. The imaginary militancy is to
be replaced with actual anxiety. Anxiety, because
– understanding the effectiveness and the power
of the conceptual network and etymological feat
of analyzing thing and representation within the
European context – after all I feel this is a typical
Eurocentric act of reproducing and renewing
Europeans’ historical heritage, which non-EU citi-
zens have nothing to do with beyond being
docilely indoctrinated or at most being marginally
exhibited at the corner of the show with a small
number of ethnological cases in atonement for
such historical indoctrination.5

But don’t imagine that I want to blow up the
show in Al Qaeda fashion. Rather than being
either a pacifist or a militant, I would like to be a
third kind: an ethnographical observer who poses
an empirical question. Being deeply impressed
with the almost invincible fortress of inherited
conceptual structure of European tradition, which
seems to be too hard to conquer with the ordinary
method of conceptual criticism, this question
should be asked: Can non-European thought
make its appearance without relying on the trans-
lation of exotic concepts but in the forms of
things?

It is true that some things, from futon to Walk-
man, have done a fairly good job in this context,
but even they are far from being recognized as
non-Western thought or even philosophy as such.
So my question is: Do these exhibited things –
tools, photos, audio-visual presentations – have
the power to surmount the limited constraint of
the particular local conceptual systems? Actually
this fundamental question cannot be fully
answered in this show because the initial concep-
tual structure and the rhetorical devices are all

made in Europe. Yet, there is room to observe a
sort of hidden effect of the show, which may liber-
ate the audience from the intra-European etymo-
philosophical guideline, so as to feel and to create
something new and open to non-Western concep-
tual systems not clearly pre-planned nor high-
lighted in the show itself. Not limited to the motto
“from objects to things” but encompassing some-
thing quite different, say, the hauntedness of
things, then boundaries of life and death and
things in between that are inspired by mono, a
conceptual scheme different from European ety-
mology.

If these exhibited things, though benignly
Eurocentric, can indeed create in the minds of the
audience something yet invisible and unpredicted
even by the organizer, then I confess I have a hope
for the future: that these things may have more
power to convey latent non-Western philosophy
than ordinary translation of exotic philosophy
with a capital P. And this hope leads us, in this
show, to an unintended smaller backdoor, leading
not to the provincial European constitution of
things as is advertised by the organizer, but to a
more global, real universal meeting place of
thought yet to come, by the very power of the
exhibition of things. Then, along with my beloved
Turkish friends, who are eager to be a part of the
expanding European Union, I am pleased to come
to the show despite the Kafkaesque gatekeepers in
the shape of parochial conceptual puns and ety-
mologies.
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4 The point here is that the neologism accompanying such
translation cannot be fully understood without tacitly
referring to the original term in parentheses. This double
structure of the translated terms often causes lot of con-
ceptual confusion. Tetsuro Nakaoka, a leading philosopher 
of science and technology in Japan, points out the deep-
rooted confusion evoked by translated concepts such as
technology. Usually the term technology is translated as
gijutsu, like kagaku-gijutsu (science and technology), and
engineering as kôgaku. But this correspondence reverses
when we talk about the department of technology, which is
not department of gijutsu (technology) but of kôgaku (engi-
neering), and an engineer, not kôgaku-sha, but gijutsu-sha!
In a series of debates conducted by Japanese Marxists, the
theoretical distinction between gijutsu and kôgaku was
thought to be fundamental in understanding the essence of
technology, but Nakaoka points out that this distinction in
the context of the Japanese language does not correspond
well to the distinction between technology and engineering.
In this case the assistance of the bracketed original term is
not of much help but is a source of confusion, which shows
the fundamental difficulty of philosophizing with a mass of
translated terminologies where the conceptual networks are
hopelessly fragmented and wordplays or etymological prac-
tices do not work at all from the beginning. See Tetsuro
Nakaoka, “A reflection on Japanese language: technology,”
in: The Process of understanding things: Science and the time
that I lived, Asahi-shinbunsha, Tokyo, 1980, pp. 121-147 (in
Japanese).

5 However, the power of indoctrination and the ensuing
parentheses added to the translated terms do not always
work well. What frequently happens is the free circulation of
such an empty neologism as hyôshô – representation in the
philosophical context – exactly because its meaning is hard
to comprehend. Akira Yanabu, a prominent translation the-
orist, calls this phenomenon the “cassette effect”. According
to Yanabu, a neologism is attractive precisely because it is
semantically empty. Like a good-looking cassette, the term
fascinates its speakers by its sheer appearance as a term,
insinuating that there might be something good in inside,
and its semantic emptiness paradoxically encourages its
users to fill the semantic vacuum by projecting their own
images stimulated by the term itself. And Yanabu believes
this is not a normal process of our linguistic practice
through which new meanings are created. The problem
then is that once this creative cassette effect starts to work
and the transformation of the original meaning advances so
far, it may become one of the most serious obstructions to
inter-cultural theoretical dialogue, as Nakaoka so sharply
points out. See Akira Yanabu, What is translation: Japanese
language and the culture of translation, Hosei University
Press, Tokyo, 1976, chap. 1 (in Japanese).



The Wai 262 “cultural property” claim is a recent
intervention in conceptions of ownership on the
part of the Maori people in New Zealand. It
asserts Maori interests in a range of specific things,
among them products of new technologies that
the law has only recently, or not yet even, decided
may be owned. These interests are claimed on the
grounds that the items concerned are taonga, a
Maori term which may be glossed as “a treasure,
something precious; hence an object of good or
value”. A taongamight equally well be an ancestral
heirloom, the Maori language, or a piece of tradi-
tional knowledge; distinctions between the mate-
rial and the conceptual are not relevant here. Nor
are ideas about animate versus inanimate entities;
a person may be exchanged as a taonga, and
taonga such as greenstone weapons are often held
as ancestors or instantiations of ancestral efficacy.

Maori rights in their taonga are protected
under the terms of the Treaty of Waitangi, the
agreement by which the country was made a
British colony in 1840 but which has never been
fully recognized under New Zealand law. At one
level, therefore, the claim is about gaining legal
recognition for Maori ownership of taonga drawn
from a variety of spheres. Yet more is at stake here
than property rights alone. In asserting the endur-
ing vitality of the concept of taonga, its ability to
generate and encompass new forms, the claimants
are insisting on the persistence and creativity of a
distinctively Maori register of value. More than
just a pre-emptive strike against the commoditiza-
tion of specific objects, the claim may be seen as a

performative statement of Maoriness, an attempt
to continue weaving into the kaupapa or body of
law in New Zealand a distinctly Maori way of
being.

Seen in historical perspective, Wai 262 follows
a series of unexpected commodifications of things
that were not originally conceived as abstractable
from an all-encompassing fabric of relations. First,
in the colonial period, land was appropriated and
sold in transactions that (at least at first) con-
founded Maori notions of economic and social
propriety. More recently, government plans to sell
resources – including fishing quotas, petroleum
rights and the radio spectrum used in telecommu-
nications – took the Maori (and others) by sur-
prise. Each of these commodifications resulted in
claims to the Waitangi Tribunal for a Maori share
of the pie. Now, with Wai 262, it seems that the
Maori are pre-empting the process, getting in
ahead of the lawyers and legislators who would
define how things should be objectified. It is in this
sense that the claim appears as an assertion of dis-
tinctively Maori values and of a mode of objectifi-
cation in which different kinds of things appear.
Yet while people are prepared to accept that the
Maori value rights in resources defined by the
authorities (and the claimants themselves) as “tra-
ditional,” they are less willing to extend to the
Maori the capacity to encompass newness, the
artifacts of technological innovation, within their
relational scheme.
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1 Marilyn Strathern, Property. Substance and Effect, Athlone
Press, London, 1999, p. 177.

2 Maori Marsden, The Woven Universe, Estate of Rev. Maori
Marsden, Wellington, 2003, p. 38.

Wai 262 
A Maori “Cultural Property” Claim
Amiria Henare

A mere pounamu , greenstone hand c lub ,
New Zea land , Cambridge Un iversity
M useum of Archeo logy and Anthro-
po logy, photo © C U M A A

“Ownership gathers things momentarily to a point by locating them in the owner, 
halting endless dissemination, effecting an identity.” Marilyn Strathern1

“There is no specific term in Maori for the word value. […] [T]he Maori idea of value is
incorporated into the […] term “taonga” – a treasure, something precious; hence an 
object of good or value. The object or end valued may be tangible or intangible; material 
or spiritual.” Maori Marsden2
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The matter is complicated by the fact that
many Maori people clearly participate in more
than one register of value, that which produces
commodities as well as that which is peopled by
taonga. The relation between these apparently
incommensurable perspectives is of interest here.
According to many commentators in New
Zealand, the two are inherently opposed: The
more one values commodities, the less Maori one
becomes, as to claim an attachment to the artifacts
of global capitalism is seen as reneging on a com-
mitment to the world of taonga. Yet in Wai 262,
one perspective is encompassed by the other, as
property rights are subsumed in taonga relations.
In this way of seeing, incommensurability no
longer appears as a problem, as taonga and com-
modities are brought into a single generative
sphere. I will now explore this encompassment
and its significance for analyses of cultural
dynamism and change.

During the last century and particularly since
the 1970s, a great deal of Maori energy, like that of
other indigenous peoples, has been devoted to
seeking reparations for land and resources expro-
priated through colonization. In 1975 the Waitangi
Tribunal was established to adjudicate such
claims, which, under its remit, must demonstrate a
specific breach (or breaches) of the Treaty of Wait-
angi, the document signed by Maori leaders and
representatives of the British Crown in 1840. In
Maori, the Treaty promised to uphold the tino
rangatiratanga or absolute authority of Maori
chiefs over their lands, living places, me o ratou
taonga katoa, a phrase often translated as “and all
their valuables”. The definition of this latter clause
has stimulated much legal, historical and public
debate in recent years. Counsel and expert wit-
nesses for the Crown in a number of claims to the
Tribunal have taken a conservative approach,
attempting to restrict the definition of taonga to
include only the kinds of things likely to have been
valued by the Maori in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. The Maori, on the other hand, assert that the
Treaty upholds their tino rangatiratanga over their
taonga, period – not just over things considered
valuable in 1840.

The Wai 262 claim, first submitted to the Tri-
bunal in 1991 by a group of Maori representing six
iwi or tribes, asserts Maori interests in taonga that

include indigenous flora and fauna, genetics and
genetics derivatives, silica sands and cultural
motifs, as well as items identified (by the claimants
and others) as “traditional” objects of value. This
latter category includes the Maori language,
Maori knowledge or matauranga in general and
the knowledge, skilled practice and artifacts of
processes including art, design, carving and weav-
ing. The text of the claim, and evidence submitted
in its support, incorporates conceptual threads
drawn both from British and New Zealand
jurisprudence and from Maori principles and
thinking. Public arguments about the claim seize
on this multiplicity as an apparent paradox at the
heart of the negotiations: If the basis of this and
other Maori claims is an appeal to tradition – the
enduring salience of principles, practices and
beliefs held in common with ancestors – then how
can the Maori claim special rights over things
which are the commodified products of global
capitalism? How, in other words, can they partici-
pate simultaneously in what appear as two distinct
– even antithetical – perspectives, one distinctively
Maori, the other quintessentially Western?

It is not only those averse to post-colonial
reparations who experience this as a contradic-
tion. Anthropologists and historians, among them
a number of Maori scholars, also struggle to rec-
oncile the dynamism and vitality of Maori culture
with assertions that a distinctively “Maori world
view” prevails among the Maori in present-day
New Zealand, the parameters of which were laid
down long before the arrival of European
colonists. Some attempt to resolve this through
theories of strategic essentialism and neo-tradi-
tionalization, sympathetically crafting commensu-
rability out of political expedience and instrumen-
tality. Others are more cynical, accusing the
Tribunal of manufacturing history for present pur-
poses,3 or charging the Maori and their supporters
with cultural fundamentalism. There is a common
thread to all these stories, one which, I argue, con-
cerns objectification.

As noted earlier, all the things claimed in 
Wai 262, including genetic resources, are claimed
as taonga, a concept often glossed as “treasured
ancestral possessions,” but which, I suggest, may
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3 See W.H. Oliver, “The future behind us: The Waitangi
Tribunal’s retrospective utopia,” in: Histories, Power and
Loss: Uses of the Past: A New Zealand commentary, Andrew
Sharp, Paul McHugh (eds), Bridget Williams Books,
Wellington, 2001.

He i-tiki (Maori) pendant, 17.1 x 7.6 cm , Cambridge University Museum of Archeology and Anthropology, photo © CU M A A
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respective tribal rohe, including but not limited to
te reo, matauranga, knowledge systems, laws, cus-
toms and values, whakairo, waahi tapu, biodiver-
sity, natural resources, genetics and genetics deriv-
atives, Maori symbols, images, designs, and their
use and development and associated indigenous,
cultural and customary heritage rights (including
intellectual property and property rights) in rela-
tion to such taonga.‘Taonga’ in this claim refers to
all elements of the claimants’ estates, both mate-
rial and non-material, tangible and intangible.”6

The claim itself thus brings a range of things,
including intellectual property and property rights
in general, into the sphere of taonga, encompass-
ing them under the heading me o ratou taonga
katoa (glossed here as “and all their treasures”).
This is achieved both explicitly, through artic-
ulating this assertion in a combination of English
and Maori terms, and performatively, in asserting
the mana or authority of Maori concepts and
terminology, which are left largely untranslated in
the mainly English text. The Maori are thus not
only insisting upon but demonstrating the
persistent salience and enduring vitality of dis-
tinctively Maori ways of being.

Instead of working from within a single per-
spective, Wai 262 works between registers of value
in a move enabled by the encompassment of one,
that of commodities, by the other, that of taonga.
This is consistent with Maori notions of related-
ness, in that Maoriness encompasses other identi-
ties without obliterating or diluting them; one
may be Maori and Irish, but even a majority Irish
ancestry does not make one any less Maori. The
implications of this for analyses of cultural
dynamism and the articulation of culture-based
claims in post-colonial situations, whether in New
Zealand or the Northwest Coast of Canada, are
significant and wide-ranging. If one can no longer
assume that the effects of colonization necessarily
adulterate ontologies, producing conceptual
hybrids, half-castes and cross-breeds, then it is
necessary to acknowledge perspectives that may
be wholly Maori and also European. The creativity
of taonga does not derive simply from the minds
of individual subjects but from a fabric of relations
peopled both by objects that appear as people and
by people that appear as things.
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6 Wai 262 Second Amended Statement of Claim on behalf of
Ngati Kuri, Te Rarawa and Ngati Wai, October 20, 2001.

be understood as particular kinds of objectifica-
tions – in Marilyn Strathern’s sense, as “persons
and things […] construed as having value”.4 The
term “objectification” is used advisedly here,
building on Strathern’s work and that of James
Leach,5 to describe a process that, while produc-
ing objects of a kind, does not necessarily invoke a
subject, or at least the sort of subject that generally
springs to mind. Yet it is a commonplace in analy-
ses of socio-cultural change, particularly those
dealing with “fourth world” societies or former
colonies, that objectification – of one’s self or
one’s culture – is a practice with a distinctively
Euro-American pedigree. A side effect of rejecting
earlier anthropological tendencies to arrest “prim-
itive” cultures in an eternal ethnographic present –
and of the resultant emphasis on the processual
dynamism of culture – is that any effort to delin-
eate and demarcate elements of culture, to reflect
on them, or foreground their continuities, is
regarded as derivative of that earlier way of think-
ing. It is of course ironic (or perhaps something
more sinister) that such a view has become
endemic in the social sciences and humanities just
as indigenous peoples are attempting to assert
their cultural distinctiveness on a world stage.

The argument that indigenous peoples such as
the Maori are simply borrowing from the concep-
tual toolbox of Western thought for the sake
(however laudable) of self-determination obscures
another possibility: that they are using the lan-
guage of social theory in an attempt to articulate
(perhaps untranslatable) concepts of their own.
There is an idea going around that incorporation
into global capitalism and modernity involves a
net conceptual loss on the part of the less power-
ful, resulting in a tragic though inevitable decline
into inauthenticity, a kind of conceptual misce-
genation. In this sense the very act of incorporat-
ing people into the anthropos – the “family of
mankind” – long regarded as the philosophical
baseline of anthropology, entails deploying a set of
assumptions built on Euro-American notions of
relatedness. A residual biologism remains evident
at the heart of contemporary anthropology, where
assertions of a shared humanity are often based on
the assumption of a universal human subjectivity,
linguistically capable and reproductively isolated.
There are very good reasons for insisting on the

authority of this conception, which is connected
historically to the abolition of slavery, the rights of
women and other moral and political imperatives.
Yet it comes with a degree of hubris about the
power and efficacy of our conceptions over oth-
ers’ conceptions, a sort of philosophical “survival
of the fittest”. The strength of such moral convic-
tions undermines analytic flexibility, preventing us
from taking seriously other peoples’ accounts of
existence. What if there were other processes we
might recognize as objectification in a certain
sense? And what if such processes derived from
quite different ontological assumptions?

The possibility raised here is that the taonga
claimed in Wai 262 are in fact distinctively Maori
kinds of objects with a creativity of their own,
rather than being simply an example of the cre-
ative appropriation by the Maori of European
notions of property and ownership. Whereas it is
common to juxtapose indigenous conceptions of
property with those of the West in order to
emphasize the fluid, relational character of the for-
mer in contrast to the alienating, divisive nature of
the latter, I am interested in why the Maori might
wish to highlight what one might call the object-
like qualities of their taonga, the ways in which
they are relevant to questions of ownership. My
interest derives from the fact that the very different
concepts of taonga and property have been
brought together into a single sphere, in which
one encompasses the other, in the Wai 262 “cul-
tural property” claim.

Let me give an example of this encompassment
in action. Here is a section of the amended Wai
262 Statement of Claim, submitted to the Wait-
angi Tribunal in October 2001 by counsel for
claimants on behalf of the Ngati Kuri, Te Rarawa
and Ngati Wai iwi or tribes. Although the claim is
written mostly in English, most readers will not
understand parts of it as they are given in Maori,
often without translation. I will return to this point
below:

“The [Wai 262] claim relates to te tino rangati-
ratanga of Ngati Kuri, Te Rarawa and Ngati Wai in
respect of indigenous flora and fauna me o ratou
taonga katoa (and all their treasures) within their

68

4 Marilyn Strathern, The Gender of the gift: Problems with
women and problems with society in Melanesia, University of
California Press, Berkeley, 1988, p. 176.

5 E.g. James Leach, Creative Land: Place and procreation on
the Rai Coast of Papua New Guinea, Berghan Books,
Oxford, 2003.

Korowai Maori C loak, 1880s, flax, 152 x 132 cm , Cambridge University Museum of Archeology and Anthropology, photo © CU M A A



The emperors of China placed themselves in the
center of a web of rituals designed to establish and
maintain the realm in its visible and invisible
aspects. The imperial ritual schedule varied in each
dynasty in its details but never in the seriousness
or opulence with which it was carried out.1 In the
eighteenth century, Hongli, who reigned as the
Qianlong emperor of the Qing dynasty from 1736
to 1799, performed the yearly cycle of Grand Sac-
rifices as well as other, less spectacular rituals such
as planting the first seed. His filial obligations
included observing ancestral death anniversaries
with smaller versions of Grand Sacrifices, visiting
his mother daily and arranging the enormously
expensive and complex southern tours for her
delight.2 His hunting expeditions to the Summer
Palaces to the north of the Forbidden City were
likewise carried out with much pomp. He held
audience each day and gave periodic feasts to
celebrate the new year, the success of military
campaigns or the acceptance of gifts from emis-
saries of peripheral domains. He presided over
examinations of officials and was the center of
rites for the presentation and exchange of written
texts. His reign name was on the coin of the realm,
and social time itself was calculated within its
parameters as such-and-such day, month, year of
the Qianlong reign. His city was an intricate
cosmic center reproduced in miniature in dis-
trict magistrates’ headquarters in every corner of 
the realm.

In the wake of the Enlightenment critique of its
own monarchies, Europeans constantly criticized
this “oriental” love of pomp and circumstance.
They mistook the vast commitment to the life of
ritual for a mere waste of time and money, con-
stantly trying to see behind its façade to find the
real politics that it must be hiding.3 They stared
with a fixed, penetrating gaze, trying to see
through the silks, gold, jade, paintings, ministers,

servants, gardens, elephants, banners, temples and
palaces, fabulous foods for feasting and, of course,
the calligraphy that “decorated” plaques and
scrolls. The world of textual production that ani-
mated the emperor and his servants, which
founded and shaped this material display, was, of
course, virtually invisible to them.

Now the situation is reversed. The elephants
are gone, but modern historians staring at the
huge array of texts left by the eighteenth century
imperial mania for editing-projects often repro-
duce that penetrating gaze. We have rarely appre-
ciated the materiality of the texts in front of us, as
we try to see through them and by means of them,
the world that these words and pictures refer to.
But what if these sources never operated in their
own world according to an epistemology of repre-
sentation and reference? What if they do not
merely describe a “really real” world? What if
books themselves, the encyclopedias and hand-
books of the emperor, actually actively helped to
construct that reality? What then?

Take for example the Da Qing Huidan (Assem-
bled Canons of the Great Qing). These dynastic
canonical rules went through five editings, pub-
lished in 1690, 1732, 1764, 1818 and 1899. I use
“editing” here in its original English sense, from
the Latin editus: e meaning “out” and dare mean-
ing “to give” – to bring forth or give out. The
Assembled Canons were tripartite: in each reign
there were the “Assembled Canons” themselves.
These were accompanied by collected volumes of

70 71

their most pertinent exemplifications. Each of
these contained various diagrams and drawings,
and the 1818 edition finally gathered up these illus-
trations to form a separate work, entitled the Da
Qing Huidian Tu (Illustrations for the Assembled
Canons of the Great Qing, hereafter the Illustra-
tions). I have before me a two-volume photo
reprint of the 1899 version of the Illustrations.4

The categories covered include: Li (often trans-
lated “ritual”), music, clothing, processions, mili-
tary paraphernalia, astronomy and geography.
These two reprint volumes present over 2,000
illustrations in 2,641 pages, which each carry four
of the original woodblock print pages. (The origi-
nals totaled 10,564 pages, and this was just one of
the throne’s projects for editing the past into its
present ritual life.) It is one of many handbook
projects for producing the human ritualizing
imperium while mapping the heavens and earth it
claimed to unite.

The Book’s the Thing

Classical studies, or jingxue, flourished in the eigh-
teenth century as never before. A general boom in
publishing buttressed the efforts of throne,
imperium and private scholars. More books were
produced during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
than in all the previous years of Chinese history.
Because woodblock printing required low-skilled
labor and little capital outlay, and because paper
was cheap in China, Qing publishing rested upon
Ming technological advances that kept costs low.
The publishing explosion affected urban elites
while penetrating the countryside as well. Quanti-
tatively, the increase in book production derived
mostly from growing demand for basic textbooks
as education became more available in times of
prosperity. Among the wealthy, however, a net-
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1 This essay recapitulates many of the themes from my book
Of Body and Brush: Grand Sacrifice as Text/Performance in
Eighteenth Century China, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1997.

2 Harold Kahn, “The politics of filiality: Justification for impe-
rial action in eighteenth century China,” in: Journal of Asian
Studies, 26, 2, February 1967, pp. 197-203; Gao Jin [com-
piler], Nanshun shengdian (Splendid canons of the southern
journeys), woodblock edition, preface dated 1771.

3 James Hevia, Cherishing men from afar: Qing guest ritual
and the Macartney embassy of 1793, Duke University Press,
Durham, NC, 1995.

4 The original title is actually Da Qing… or “Great Qing”. In a
gesture of cutting down its entitlement as the dynastic,
these modern Beijing editors removed the first word – just
plain “Qing,” thanks! Qing Huidian Tu (Assembled Canons
of the Great Qing), 2 vols., Zonghua publishing, Beijing,
1991.

“This Is Not a Façade”
Angela Zito

Yin Zhaoyang , Tiananmen Square, 2003, oil on canvas, 210 x 350 cm , © Sigg Collection, Mauensee



work of collectors amassing libraries drove up the
value of rare books tenfold from the seventeenth
to the eighteenth centuries. Thus, both book dis-
tribution and collection reached its pre-1911
apogee in the Qing.5

The throne contributed to this general textual
mania by sponsoring large-scale editing projects,
as imperial printing likewise reached new heights
under the Qing. Projects included the encyclope-
dic Gujin tushu jicheng (Synthesis of Illustrations
and Books Past and Present) under the Kangxi
emperor, who reigned from 1661 to 1722, but it
was from 1736 to 1795, during the reign of the
Qianlong emperor, that court book production
peaked. Many times more titles were printed dur-
ing this 60-year period than during previous
reigns.6

The throne staked a very serious claim to the
prerogatives of chief collector and arbiter of
knowledge in the form of the Siku chuanshu (The
Library of the four treasuries or the Library). This
book-collecting and editing project began with an
initial edict in the winter of 1772 ordering a search
for valuable and rare books. In March of the next
year, the administrative apparatus was created in
Beijing to evaluate the works collected. The proj-
ect eventually involved a staff of more than 700,
who edited over a 22-year period an annotated
catalogue of 10,680 then-extant titles and a huge
compendium that reprinted 3,593 titles in 36,000
volumes.7

For these men, the act of editing texts can be
seen as a centrally meaningful process. That defi-
nition of editing (“to give,” to bring forth or give
out) conveys a nice sense of the avowed purpose
of both editing and ritual in the eighteenth cen-
tury, that is, to manifest, show or display that
which had been hidden – in this case, the wisdom
of the sages. In their own time, these editors pro-
duced the material signs of the order within which
was embodied the substance of the dao and
through which it functioned.

Naturally li

The business of ruling never proceeds easily; it is a
halting process that seeks always to define and
control the sources of its power. As ruling forma-
tions, monarchies of the past share with modern-
day governments by the “people” (be they demo-

cratic or socialist) the necessity to found them-
selves within a declared natural order of people
and things. They become deeply invested in per-
fecting the formal means for producing naturaliz-
ing discourses, those that normalize the contin-
gent into the typical along two axes: peoples’
relations among themselves and with a larger hori-
zon marking human agency’s edge (call it Nature,
Cosmos, Science, God, Dao, or the State). It is
only within these categories of the declared “natu-
ral” or “real” that action is possible and concep-
tions of power and its legitimate use operate. The
notion of “what is” dictates “what is possible”.
The more closely allied rulership and authority
seem to be with everyday common-sense views of
the ways things simply are, the more invisible their
control becomes.8 The events of politics in the
narrow sense (the battles of court factions, the
machinations of priests against the throne, parlia-
mentary infighting over foreign policy, local elec-
tions) are but one visible measure of invisible dis-
courses within which “politics” emerges as a
possible object at all.9
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For Chinese of the eighteenth century, li (usu-
ally translated as propriety, ritual) summarized the
way of being human that was necessary to the cos-
mos, the principle by which the interpenetration
of visible (ming) and invisible (yu) portions of that
world was maintained. For the people living
within the cosmologic hegemony of li, the appro-
priateness of feeling and perception, the coinci-
dence of affective and cognitive fitness generated a
ground of “normality” or “naturalness”. The
Manchu Qing dynasty that ruled China for 267
years labored to make itself an absolute arbiter of
this important formation. Through the patronage
of its editors, the throne tried to position itself to
mediate its texts and performances, and thus the
forms of agency possible in its universe of assem-
bled people and things.

Analyzing how the discourse of li produced the
power of its ritualizing round presents us with a
number of problems. We cannot simply fall back
upon our repertoire of favorite human science
reifications such as “society,” “individual,” “state,”
“representation,” “culture,” “nature,” “body”.
Each of these concepts possesses a rich history of
its own; each has come into being as a means of
thinking within the history of post-Enlighten-
ment, colonizing Europe. Each naturalizes the
concerns of a particular history. Theories of ritual
(or li) that either reify the mind or over-emphasize
the body are useless by virtue of their incomplete-
ness. The skeptical might even wonder if these
opposing reifications of “mental” vs. “perform-
ance” in fact require each other to have any ana-
lytic existence at all. Once we link them in this
fashion, it becomes easier to understand them as
mutually necessary moments in a discourse that,
like all good cosmologies, creates the very objects
it then takes for granted. Following Pierre Bour-
dieu, I would call this discourse, our discourse,
“objectivist”.

By “objectivist” I mean the powerful Cartesian
vision of a world objectified as meaning, available
for representation by all knowing minds, whatever
their color, gender or class. In the objectivist uni-
verse, symbolism is possible because mind and its
meanings are forever separate from the world and
its facts (thus we have invented the sign and its ref-
erent).10 The Cartesian division between mind
reduced-to-knower facing a world-objectified-as-

knowledge separates first, body from mind, and
second, actor from the world.11 The performative
critique of this objectivized dualism at least seeks
to restore the body to the mindful person. But per-
formance-approaches fundamentally do nothing
for the actor divided from the world’s wider con-
text because of the lurking theatrical metaphor:
The actor remains stranded upon a stage. The
non-separation, the conflation, the intimate inter-
penetration of body and mind, meaning and
action, people and things, were precisely an effect
of li.

In other words, material and thoughtful life are
produced simultaneously: The relationships
between words and things, and the practices
whereby those conventions are instituted, imply
subjectivities that will understand and “find”
themselves through those practices. Subjectivity
becomes a product of cosmology. As cosmologi-
cal discourses constitute the grounds on which a
sense of lived reality can be figured, they also facil-
itate the transport of that sense through human
time. Sociologist Paul Connerton proposes that
societies remember in two ways: through inscrip-
tion and through incorporation.12 The former
stores information for retrieval in external sources,
the latter in the sedimented practices of bodily dis-
position and gesture. Cosmology as discourse
installs inscription and incorporation in ways that
mutually produce powerful formations for gener-
ating social life. Thus classification schemes,
genres of writing, conventions and metaphors 
(= meaning) combine with social organizations of
bodies in space (= institutions) to produce such
forms as bio-medicine, education, the judicial-
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5 Shi Meicen, Zhonguo yinshua fazhan shi (A history of Chi-
nese printing), Commercial Press, Taiwan, 1966, p. 131; Eve-
lyn Rawski, “Economic and social foundations of late impe-
rial culture,” in: David Johnson, Evelyn Rawski, Andrew
Nathan (eds), Popular culture in late imperial China, Univer-
sity of California Press, California, 1985, pp. 19ff.; Benjamin
Elman, From philosophy to philology: Intellectual and social
aspects of change in late imperial China, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, 1984, p. 284.

6 Xiao Yishan credits the Qianlong reign with 94 titles, some
of them containing hundreds of volumes: Qingdai tongshi
(Complete history of the Qing dynasty), Commercial Press,
Taiwan, 1963, vol. 2, pp. 32, 62; Shou-jyu Lu Shaw, The
Imperial Printing of Early Ch’ing China, 1644-1805, Chinese
Material Center, Taiwan, 1983, p. 62.

7 Kent Guy, The emperor’s Four Treasuries: Scholars and the
state in the late Ch’ien-lung era, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, 1987; Wu Zhefu, Siku chuanshu huiyao zuanxiu
kao (Analysis of the editing of the supplement to the Library
of the Four Treasuries), Palace Museum, Taipei, 1970, pp.1-4.

8 For example, Foucault’s project on bio-power provides a
genealogy of how modern European discourses of power
and control coalesced around the body itself, coercing it
within definitions and concrete practices that bind by virtue
of their very invisibility. Supposedly grown out of the “natu-
ral” order of things, Foucault delineates how the discourse
upon discipline and sex have themselves helped produce the
order of things modern.

9 In their seminal book, Corrigan and Sayer note: “Their
political power lies rather in the routine regulative function-
ing of state forms themselves, in their day-to-day enforcing,
as much as by what they are as in any particular policies
they carry out, of a particular social order as ‘normality’, the
boundaries of the possible.” Philip Corrigan, Derek Sayer,
The Great Arch: English State Formation as Cultural Revolu-
tion, Basil Blackwell, London, 1989, p. 203.

10 Paul Rabinow states that “Unlike Aristotle, Descartes’ con-
ception of knowing rests on having correct representations
in an internal space, the mind.” See his “Representations as
social facts,” in: Writing Culture: The Politics and Poetics of
Ethnography, James Clifford, George E. Marcus (eds), Uni-
versity of California Press, Berkeley, 1986.

11 On separating the body from the mind see essays in Giving
the Body its Due, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, State University
of New York State Press, New York, 1992; see especially
Albert Johnstone, “The Bodily Nature of the Self or What
Descartes Should Have Conceded Princess Elizabeth of
Bohemia,” pp. 16-47; Robert Romanshyn, “The Human
Body as Historical Body and Cultural Symptom,” pp. 159-
179. On separating the actor from the world, see Pierre
Bourdieu, Outline of a theory of practice, trans. Richard
Nice, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1977;
Catherine Bell, Ritual theory, ritual practice, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, New York, 1992.

12 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge, 1989.



penal system, youth culture, religion, sexuality. Or
the great “cosmosocial” hybrid of the Chinese
imperium, its monarch at the center.

It is this view of the political I wish to extend to
the Qianlong reign, the longest in Chinese history.
The emperor did not rule so long only because of
his extraordinary ego13 but because the projects
he patronized stamped his epoch with a certain
tenor and organized visibly many aspects of the
life of the imperium. Any of the many ways he
invested his time (his Buddhist practice remains
one of the most famously debated issues, argued
to this day between Tibetan and Chinese national-
ists) can be interpreted in narrow, utilitarian fash-
ion as contributing to an “ideology” mystifying
the “real” politics of rule. But to do so would be to
miss the point of the “invisible” ways that the Chi-
nese monarchy organized itself in order to organ-
ize its realm; it would ignore the systematicity,
patterns, conventions and discursive advantages it
enjoyed by virtue of its position as the “Grand Vis-
ibilizer”.

By the Han period (200 BCE-CE 200), the impe-
rial claim to mediate writing and ceremony as fea-
tures of the everyday life of its imperium was well-
staked. The throne had brought the written record
into being, and it had ever since tried to assert a
special power to arbitrate standards of human
expression in the crucial and interpenetrating cate-
gories of li, wen and xiao.

Li organized the ways of being human con-
sidered necessary to the workings of the cosmos
as well as its embedded social order, including
everything from how to dress to how to venerate
ancestors and the gods. Wen, in a narrow sense,
means “text” or “writing” and, more expan-
sively, cosmic patterning; this included activities
such as painting and music that mobilized the
human sensorium beyond the eye. Xiao, filial-
ity, achieved its status as the organizing trope 
for connecting cosmic and social hierarchies
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through polar yin-yang logic by the Han dynasty.
In China the discourses of wen, li and xiao like-

wise organized both incorporation and inscription
in ways that interpenetrated and complexified
their relationship. They overlapped and appeared
in one another’s domains as ritualized inscription
and scripted ritualization, often in the service of 
an ethos of filiality. The categories of inscription
and incorporation have often been opposed in
sociological theorizing, à la Connerton, or imag-
ined in an evolutionary scale, where writing 
replaces speech and record-keeping the rituals 
of mnemonic recitation.14 In Chinese monarchical
ritual practice, they were fruitfully combined 
in novel and powerful ways until the twentieth
century.

The ritualist metaphysic posited an analogical
relation between words and things, signs and ref-
erents, while human subjectivity was organized as
resonant with the larger universe. Within the
imperium, Grand Sacrifices as text/performances
likewise posited a seamless fit between the
emperor’s word and action. The signifying prac-
tice of editing texts imitated as it constituted the
form of its signified. That ritualist view of lan-
guage was akin to Gu Yanwu’s (1613-1682) “ideal
vision of language as a tool to revive the past”.15

Indeed, editorial agendas shared the goal of mani-
festing, showing or making visible that which had
been hidden, obscure and invisible. Text/perform-
ance of li began with classification and continued
to feature this literate claim to control of knowl-
edge as a prominent feature of performance itself.
For the editors of the Library, observation was an
active process that led to a morally satisfying judg-
ment. It pertained to events and to texts equally
and was a central activity in the ritual process of
Grand Sacrifice.

Qing scholars had been preoccupied by the
question of the relationship between classics and
histories at least since the seventeenth century. As
the words of the sages came to preoccupy eigh-
teenth century scholars as written records, writing
itself came to be viewed as a historical act. The
goal of reaching sagehood through editing was
the culmination of a movement that maintained
and even elevated the status of the skills of the
wenren, or literate person. The ritualists among
them, and there were many, specialized in finding

classical models in history – li were thought of as
the means whereby the models of the classics were
reworked and reenacted through each dynasty.
(Remember that books like the Assembled Canons
and its Illustrations were designed to expedite the
reproduction of ritual time in historical time.)

In eighteenth-century China, li in general and rites
of sacrifice in particular mediated the past into the
present. Lu Wenchao’s preface, dated 1763, to Qin
Huitian’s encyclopedic Five Rites begins:

“The intertwining coils of ritual are everywhere
between Heaven and Earth bounded by the uses
of the Five Rites as the completion of the year is
bounded by the Four Seasons and Five Phases. If
we wish to divide them roughly, the Felicitous
Rites (jiali) are closely related to spring; Guest
Rites (binli) to summer; Military Rites (junli) to
autumn, and Funerary Rites (xiungli) to winter.
The Auspicious Rites (jili, rites of sacrifice) flow
through and link the center of the four others, as
the earth is entrusted with the sovereignty of the
Four Seasons.

Heaven is above and earth below. The myriad
things are scattered and differ. When people are
born, as children they know love. As they grow a
bit, they know respect. Is it that the Three Ways of
Heaven, Earth and Man (san cai) having been
established, the li followed?”16

In Lu’s cosmology, the li have a simultaneous
social and extra-human origin. As li intertwine,
pan through the universe, the Five Rites corre-
spond to the Five Seasons. Rites of sacrifice, how-
ever, are the central (zhong) and connecting (guan)
rites. The social origins of li lie in providing the
ground of similarity for correspondence between
seemingly disparate things and people. Lu goes on
to praise the Five Rites because it presents ritual as
a living link between past and present, saying:17

“One studies the Three Ages of the past for the
ritual that future generations will follow […] Pon-
der [these rites], arrange them, research their
transformations, and the dao which cannot
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13 American historian of China Jonathan Spence calls him “a
man who has been praised too much and has thought too
little […] who has played to the gallery in public life, mis-
taken grandeur for substance, sought confirmation and sup-
port for even routine actions”. See The Search for Modern
China, W. W. Norton, New York, 1990, p. 101.

14 Jack Goody, The Interface Between the Written and the Oral,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987.

15 Elman, op. cit., p. 219.
16 Wuli tongkao (Comprehensive investigation of the Five

Rites), Qin Huitian (ed.), original woodblock, 1771, Taiwan
photo-reprint edition, n.d., 1:3 (emphasis by the author). Lu
Wenchao (1717-1796), respected collator and evidential
scholar, produced the definitive edition of the Classic Yili
(Ceremonial rites) in 1795.

17 Qin Huitian, op. cit., 1:4.

Painting of objects for the cortege , painted during the Jiaqing re ign, 1796-1820, detail, in: Zijin cheng d ihou shenghuo (Imperial Life
in the Forbidden C ity), Gugong buowu yuan, Be ijing , 1981, p . 109.
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Cortege pennants, in: Q ing Huid ian Tu (Assembled
Canons of the Great Q ing), Zhonghua publishers, Be ijing ,
1991, 2 vols., here vol. 1, chapter 80, pp . 806f.
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Astrolabes, in: Q ing Huid ian Tu (Assembled Canons of the Great
Q ing), Zhonghua publishers, Be ijing , 1991, 2 vols., here vol. 2,
chapter 138, pp . 130f.78
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Star maps, in: Q ing Huid ian Tu (Assembled Canons of the Great
Q ing), Zhonghua publishing , Be ijing , 1991, 2 vols., here vol.1,
chapter 27, pp . 1170f.80



space only when “it is actuated by the ensemble of
movements deployed within it”.19

Following de Certeau’s formula, we might say
that the palaces and altars of Beijing (in their for-
mal structure as buildings, platforms, gates and
walls) formed a context for action. But if we
understand them as part of the text/performance
of imperial li, the situation becomes more com-
plex. The royal portions of Beijing were the (rela-
tively) enduring architectural complement of the
recurrent ceremonial aspect of kingly ritual. Those
ceremonies, in turn, actualized and made explicit
the principles embodied in the architecture of the
king. Hence, city and sacrifice cannot be expli-
cated separately as “setting” and “action” but
rather should be seen as products of the same rit-

ual process, sensuous embodiments of sagely pro-
ductive power. This ensemble of practices was
imitated by gentry who renovated temples,
mounted projects to restore ritual purity that
began with research groups and themselves per-
formed sacrifices.20

The built city did stand as con-text but quite lit-
erally. It provided the place for the production of

change will manifest itself. The sages created a
clear narrative and of course, much of that is
included here.”

The word used here for “manifest” is zhu,
which also means “to write,” equating writing and
ritually induced transformation. When a new
handbook for actually carrying out the rites of
king and kingdom, a short, script-like work called
Da Qing tongli (Comprehensive Rites of the Great
Qing),18 was commissioned by the Qianlong
emperor, the editors elaborated the preparatory
portion of the rite more than had previous dynas-
ties. In that section of the ceremony, the activities
of looking and ordering were emphasized, activi-
ties that resonated with the editing methods of the
time. Qing scholars, with their obsession about

editing the classics as a way to the dao, enshrined
the terminology of this sacred activity in the
objects and actions of sacrifice itself.

Ritual Places / Textual Spaces

For all the awesome display of material wealth, the
efficacy of the spectacle lay elsewhere than in
kingly magnificence. Not all objects were present,
after all. Indeed, the ensemble of things chosen
implied the constitution of an order. Sacrificial
“spaces” were in fact also “places” in the special
sense that Michel de Certeau uses those terms.
According to de Certeau, a “place is the order in
accord with which elements are distributed in rela-
tionships of co-existence”. A place becomes a

82 83

“
T
h
i
s
I
s
N
o
t
a
F
a
ç
a
d
e
”

Z
i
t
o

18 Da Qing tongli (Comprehensive Rites of the Great Qing).
Chief compiler, Lai Bao, commissioned in the first year of
the Qianlong reign and finished in 1756, 20 years later.
There were two more editions: 1819 and 1824.

19 De Certeau reverses the usual sense of these terms. See The
Practice of Everyday Life, University of California Press,
Berkeley, 1984, p. 117. As Jonathan Z. Smith points out, it
was Kant who first proposed that “It is […] solely from a
human standpoint that we can speak of space.” (Quoted in
To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual, University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1987, p. 27.) Perhaps de Certeau
wishes to bring both space and place into the purview of the
humanly constructed and thus disrupt the Kantian distinc-
tion between nature and culture.

20 Local temple building increased dramatically after the four-
teenth century and gazetteers from the Ming and Qing peri-
ods are replete with references to temple renovation.

Zum-style vesse l for use in sacrifices for
ancestors, in: Q ing Huid ian Tu (Assem-
bled Canons of the Great Q ing),
Zhonghua publishing , Be ijing , 1991, 
2 vols., here vol.1, chapter 25, p . 244.

A ding-style vesse l for food , used in
sacrifices, in: Q ing Huid ian Tu (Assem-
bled Canons of the Great Q ing),
Zhonghua publishing , Be ijing , 1991, 
2 vols., here vol.1, chapter 25, p . 245.



texts and for storing them. De Certeau notes that
writing offers another sense of place. Handbooks
like the Comprehensive Rites provided a combina-
tion of “map” and “tour”. This pair of terms
repeats the relations of place and space within
written texts themselves. The map displays its ele-
ments synchronically, all at once, while the tour
facilitates a journey through those elements and in
relation to them. The ritual city functioned as a
moment in the process of kingly productive
power; in similar fashion the texts of ritual manu-
als combined the map and tour into one neat
package. Text signified performance and perform-
ance incorporated text, thus producing an appro-
priately embodied subject. I will first introduce the
four Grand Sacrifices, then discuss in turn the ritual
city and the place/space of some ritual texts.

The ritual manuals produced in the mid-eigh-
teenth century “spatialized,” as de Certeau would
say, the place of the city we have just discussed;
they narrated it into motion. These texts created
space in doubled fashion, as both “map” and
“tour”. De Certeau describes how the texts’ 

“[…] description oscillates between the terms
of an alternative: either seeing (the knowledge of
an order of places) or going (spatializing activities).
Either it represents a tableau […] or it organizes
movements.”21

The Comprehensive Rites of the Qing made its spe-
cial contribution by narrating the ceremonial to
aid its performance in time. Its companion volume
sitting on my desk, the Illustrations,22 as a collec-
tion of detailed diagrams presented a kind of visu-
alized synopsis of the ritual logic of Grand Sacri-
fice. Both texts pre-figure by their internal
arrangement the logic of the rites they contain,
collapsing neatly any distinction between tour and
map.

The editing choices of the Comprehensive Rites
and the Illustrations prefigured by their own con-
figurations the Sacrifice: They partook of its logic
at the same time that they fixed it. At this level of
signifying practice and of the production of form,
the relationship posited by the text/performance
of Grand Sacrifice between the text and the rest of
the action was one of interconnecting levels of
structural homology. Text/performance therefore
provided a model for the activity of contextualiz-

ing, a metaphor for wholeness and totality in gen-
eral.

The combination of the structure and narrative
sequence of the two texts provided a model for a
hierarchy of encompassment: ranking elements in
relation to an ever-shifting whole. In so doing, the
metaphor for wholeness in general at the level of
ritual form itself yields a very specifically chosen,
carefully edited whole. Certain of its elements are
definitely indicated as more important than others.

Furthermore, the act of writing itself was part
of the described ceremonial procedure. Although
the rite did not involve placing on the altar the
physical texts we have examined (insofar as I
know), it did contain a sequence for the produc-
tion of a text. Two days before the ceremony,
prayer boards (zhuban) were written out. The day
before, they were reviewed; during the ceremony,
incense was burned before them and they were
offered and burned or buried like other offerings.
Nothing else was completely produced, used and
destroyed within the six days of the Grand Sacri-
fice to Heaven narrated by the Comprehensive
Rites. Text, the medium that indicated, described
and contained the rite, was at the same time con-
tained by it. Furthermore, presentation of texts to
the throne was itself ritualized according to the
Comprehensive Rites. For example in chapter 30,
“Edicts: their promulgation and greeting,” the
emperor’s writing was received in the provinces as
though it were the king himself.

Grand Sacrifice began in an exegesis and dis-
cussion of past ritual that culminated in texts that
were both descriptive and prescriptive. Perfor-
mance according to the texts was a re-presenta-
tion of the knowledge of past order coupled with
the power of the emperor to command the objects
and people needed to demonstrate its reality in the
present Qing reign. Text and performance com-
plemented each other, combining in an ever-
changing whole. Only rituals according to the text
were correct.23 Yet the text as a synopsis (a sum-
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marizing visualization) of the study of ritual was
valid only when it also truly described and led to
ritual performance that “accorded to circum-
stance”.24 Models of a Chinese polity that was
eternally fixed in stagnant equilibrium can be dis-
missed. The constant effort to sight change, cite
precedent and re-site ritual practice bespeaks a
sensibility which was fine-tuned to transforma-
tion.

In being so attuned, editors were acting
according to the Chinese cosmological truism that
the dao is never fixed but always in flux. Hence I
would not want to reduce their re-alignment of
elements that had been transformed into a
“merely” rhetorical project of fixing change while
transforming history into cosmology for their
own purposes. For these men, history was a neces-
sary part of cosmology, encompassed by its very
laws. The ritualist metaphysics provided the
vocabulary in which Qing emperors could explain
how it came to be that they had replaced the Ming
upon the throne.

Perfect rites in the present would reflect a per-
fect access to ritual past. Indeed, the editing of rit-
ual texts displayed the process through which
choices of language became a central element in
ordering and re-presenting that past. Through
such choices, the historical record could be subtly
reordered by virtue of its linguistic presence and
privilege upon the sacrificial altars of the
imperium.

In text/performance, the emperor and his edi-
tors thought of themselves as being in the best

positions to see the totality of li. This envisioned
totality determined in advance each imperial act,
and these acts in turn constituted the whole by re-
presenting it in the prescribed manner. In pre-
scribing (= writing in advance), the emperor
shows his own rule to be prescribed.

Grand Sacrifice drew attention to the produc-
tion of text as a privileged part of the world, cre-
ator of the contexts that contained it – much as
the emperor constituted the cosmos that con-
tained him as one of its most essential elements.
We are at the heart of the question of discursive
production. Within the imperium, Grand Sacrifice
as text/performance posited a seamless fit
between the emperor’s word and action. The sig-
nifying practice of the editing of ritual texts imi-
tated as it constituted the form of its signified, an
extreme instance of the ritualist metaphysics’ lin-
guistic optimism discussed previously. Perhaps no
more powerful bid for discursive domination can
be made than the melding of signifier and signi-
fied. For it is in the gap between them that doubt,
hesitation and difference of interpretation reside.

The operations performed during the Period of
Preparation alternated inspecting and judging with
ordering and marking. In the Period of Preparation
emerged the site of interface, of boundary
between an order of intellect and knowledge
(texts) and an order of practical effects (perform-
ance) that showed their inseparability and mutual
necessity for the production of meaning and
agency in the world. Here was enacted a practical
cosmology.
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21 De Certeau, op. cit., pp. 117-122.
22 This very late (1899), and perforce definitive, edition drew

upon past editions of the Canon and a Qianlong period pic-
torial, Huangchao Ligi Tushi (Dynastic Illustrations of Ritual
Objects), 1766.

23 People were present at each of the four Grand Sacrifices to
record the proceeding, especially any errors. On the altar
were the Censorate’s Chief Imperial Archivist of the Left
and an Assistant Chief Imperial Archivist. Off the altar were
four recorders from the Hanlin Academy. Comprehensive
Rites of the Great Qing, 1.18a; 2.14a; 3.8b-9a; 6.4a-b.

24 In 1818, over 60 years after its compilation, the emperor
ordered that the Comprehensive Rites be taken out of stor-
age and reprinted for general distribution. A censor there-
upon pointed out that in the intervening years, “as people
did what was suitable to the occasion, everything from the
various canons of Court Sacrifice to the Regulations for
Examinations has changed and no longer completely tallies
with the original book”. Comprehensive Rites of the Great
Qing, first page of the “Flow of Memorials Preface”.
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Although white people brutalized the 300
Ankave-Anga people of the Suowi Valley in 1938,
until the 1970s the Ankave remained on the side-
lines of Australian supervision as a UN trust terri-
tory. The Australians struggled to bring to heel
this small group of horticulturalists and pig farm-
ers more ready to hide in the huge forest that cov-
ers their mountainous, rugged land than to give in
to foreigners’ orders. Even today, modern life
struggles to invade their barely inhabited, isolated
and undeveloped valleys situated at the intersec-
tion of the Independent State of Papua New
Guinea’s three provinces (Gulf, Eastern High-
lands, Morobe), all of which care little about the
Ankave-Anga’s fate.

The power of rifles, the brutality of the Papuan
police and the speeches of roving administrators
(patrol officers or kiaps in Tok Pisin, Melanesian
pidgin and the country’s lingua franca) definitely
put an end to wars and vendettas almost 40 years
ago. During time spent in distant plantations, a
few dozen Ankave men discovered that humanity
wasn’t restricted to their neighbors, who all (be
they friends or enemies – and formerly, cannibal
enemies) wore grass skirts, cloaks of beaten bark
and body decorations specific to the members of
the 30 local groups to which they attributed, as
they did to themselves, shared origins. Tools of
stone are a distant memory; many years ago,
machetes and steel axes made work easier for the
men responsible for felling trees to clear the way
for gardens. However, the church (Lutheran, as it
happens) barely found any followers: In 25 years,
six chapels have fallen into ruin, and God’s last
servant left the Ankave to their own devices in
1993, after teaching a handful of men to read and
write. And, despite our belief in globalization, a
free-enterprise economy (mekin bisnis, making
business) is still a utopian idea here; the coffee
trees planted at the end of the 1980s only produce

400 or 500 pounds of beans each year. These are
husked by hand or tooth and are then hauled by
columns of timid men and women, obliged to
walk for two to four days and climb 8,500 feet up a
steep, narrow, cold and dangerous path to reach
the neighboring province of Morobe, the nearest
road suitable for vehicles and the Menyamya
administration post.

While waiting for the airstrip and clinic (which
will put an end to the dreadful infant mortality
rate) and the school (which, more than any other
new addition, will affect their way of thinking,
being and doing), the life of the Ankave of Suowi
continues to be governed by various communal,
traditional events that are all occasions for families
to gather together. For their desire to live apart
from neighbors and their fear of invisible cannibal
witches keep the Ankave dispersed throughout
the forest instead of grouped in the settled (but
usually empty) hamlets perched on the promonto-
ries that dominate the valley.

Throughout the year, those who wish to can
gather at any other person’s house to eat a com-
munal meal of tubers (taros or sweet potatoes)
coated with one of the variety of delicious sauces
concocted from the two types of local trees, the
red Pandanus and the Pangium edule. Several times
a year, many families get together to beat drums
night after night. The drums are so many magic
funnels through which the ghosts of the recently
deceased are chased from the world forever. 
Less frequently, every six to 10 years, men initiate
young boys into adulthood, thereby severing the
boys’ bonds with their mothers, while also endow-
ing them with the physical maturity and courage
that will make them warriors.

Until 30 years ago, the Australian administra-
tors sent young male Ankave out of their valley to
work on faraway plantations. The Ankave
returned from their first visits with the idea that,

86

Pierre Lemonnier, Pascale Bonnemère , Démocratie héliportée chez les Ankave de Papouasie Nouvelle-Guinée [Democracy via he li-
copter. E lections at the Ankave country of Papua New Guinea], 2005, 1-channe l video installation, video stills, © Pierre Lemonnier
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beyond the cultural diversity they’d discovered
there, they belonged to wan nesen (one nation): a
community of strangers inhabiting a land named
Papua. After independence in 1975, Prime Minister
Michael Somare transformed the 1,000 local
groups speaking 700 languages into an independ-
ent state freed from Australian supervision. Myste-
riously connected with a powerful Mama Kwin
(Mommy Queen, Elisabeth I I), who some still
described as a powerful mythical creature, “half
woman, half snake!” this nesen was confused with
a Gavman (Government), whose rare representa-
tives (feared policemen and barely credible kiaps)
were taking a long time bringing them the “serv-
ices” that many of their neighbors had somehow
obtained 20 or so years earlier.

One of the manifestations of this unfathomable
Gavman is the organization, every five years, of a
novel communal and public ritual: the ileksen or
taim bilong tromoi vot, the time to “throw my
vote,” that is to say, the election. Every five years,
Papua New Guinea elects members to two kinds
of assemblies: that of 109 national parliament
deputies, headquartered at the capital of Port
Moresby, and that of the 19 provincial chambers.
In this country grossly exploited by multinationals
that plunder its mining (gold, copper), oil and
timber resources, where health and education
services have practically deserted rural zones and
where tribal wars and urban violence discourage
investors and tourists, elections are an opportu-
nity to promise a brighter future. This will be
a future in which funds obtained by elected re-
presentatives won’t only fill the pockets of their
parents or potential voters; no longer will anyone
sell off the country’s resources to foreign compa-
nies who offer to develop them; prisons will cease
to be open doors, and order will be enforced along
the roads where raskols (highway bandits) rule
each night.

A close watch is kept on the country during the
voting period. Alcohol sales are banned for several
weeks. Fights break out, deaths ensue. Ballot
boxes disappear or burn, voters vote several times,
and on the electoral rolls, where computers often
replace the living with the dead, many can’t find
their names listed because they’re either absent or
spelled so badly as to be unrecognizable. How-
ever, the spirit of democracy is lively, and Papua

New Guinea emerges from these weeks of tension
with its head held high every time. Unlike their
cousins from the Indonesian province of West
Papua, the citizens of Papua New Guinea enjoy the
freedom of a democratic regime whose forte is the
organization of elections even in the most remote
areas of a country, where many communities can
only be reached by canoe, foot or helicopter.

For two weeks, electoral teams strive to ensure
that no one is left out of the voting process, taking
ballot boxes deep into every nook and cranny of
mountain or forest. Observers delegated by each
candidate seal the ballot boxes that fill up with
voting slips. One corner of each slip is numbered,
and this is torn off just prior to voting, thereby
guaranteeing that the slips counted are indeed
those that were deposited in specific boxes. In
remote zones, a thin cord and a few branches mark
the boundary of an enclosure where only those
whose names have been called can enter, accom-
panied by a parent or friend if he or she knows
how to mark a cross beside the photograph of the
chosen candidate. No one can campaign near the
open-air polling station, and no electoral poster
can be visible within 70 yards of the enclosure
where the democratic ritual takes place. No one
can vote if his name, after its having been recog-
nized by the assembly when an electoral officer
tries to pronounce it, doesn’t appear on the elec-
toral roll. Voters’ ages are estimated at best; peo-
ple must be 18 to participate at the polls, although
women, even if underage, can vote if they’re
married.

One man out of 10 (and two or three women)
knows how to read, so newspapers remain a rare
commodity and are exclusively used to make
good, long cigarettes. The Ankave have no radio
or TV. So they don’t know what the various par-
ties’ political platforms are. They’re vaguely aware
that their valley is overseen by the Ankave-Swan-
son Census Division of the Gulf Province, but
they’ve never actually seen any representative
from this province, apart from a few policemen.
On the other hand, from time immemorial, mod-
ern life has made its way to them from Menyamya,
where the administration post is located. At first,
modernity came in the guise of “exploratory
patrols” in the 1950s and 1960s, then of punitive
expeditions and Lutheran medical services and
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missionaries. Everyone therefore finds it normal to
participate in the political life of a region where the
Ankave situate the origin of humanity and, more
important, that of their direct ancestors. The 
Gulf administration’s indifference is such that 
no one has found fault with this practice, and 
the names of Suowi Valley’s inhabitants now 
figure, somehow, on the electoral rolls of Morobe
Province.

In 1997, the first helicopter bringing an elec-
toral team was expected at 8:15 on the morning of
June 17. It would transport the ballot boxes back
to the other side of the mountain the following
morning at 9:50 a.m., exactly 25 hours and 35 min-
utes later. Watched over by two policemen (well-
behaved, for once), three administration represen-
tatives (a primary school teacher, a nurse and a
court clerk) explained, several times, the rules of
the democratic game and how to use the voting
slips. This information was immediately trans-
lated, and then reiterated for voters wanting fur-
ther clarification. The voting booth rested on a
table top lacking legs, but each voter (44 women
and 58 men) willingly bent down to carry out his
or her civic duty.

Without the slightest trace of a smile, each did
his utmost to follow this novel ritual’s procedures
as best he could: to pick out his name, despite the
official’s approximate pronunciation of it; receive
a paint mark on a finger; take a voting slip, after
the numbered corner had been torn off; write an
“X” underneath the photographs of the candi-
dates of choice, while concealed by a cardboard
voting booth; fold the slip and put it in a metal bal-
lot box; show the paint-daubed finger to a police-
man, on guard there to prevent him or her from
voting twice.

We may smile at the seriousness with which the
Ankave undertake the ritual, because they’re shy,
conscientious and awkward in a patch of world
unfamiliar to them, in a ritual theater set up for 24
hours; because the modernity of flying machines
clashes with the dress (we sometimes glimpse a
cloak of beaten bark) of these novice voters. But
we certainly don’t smile at the electoral officials’
efforts to explain and apply the rules of democracy
and to insure that the Ankave’s votes are
respected. Even the policemen abandon their tear
gas and smoke grenades to help tear off the sacro-
sanct corners of the voting slips, instead of puffing
on cigarettes while arrogantly strutting their stuff.

As for the Ankave, if they’ve foregone the
pleasure of doing whatever they please in their for-
est to quietly and solemnly gather on this particu-
lar day, it’s because they think that if the distant
member of parliament knows that he owes them
his success, he’ll strive to provide them with the
nurse and primary school teacher that all their
neighbors have been benefiting from for 10, 20 or
40 years. Papuan elections can hinge on as few as
100 votes, so each Ankave vote counts – a lot. For
the Ankave, voting is the procedure to follow in
order to no longer be “treated like pigs and dogs”.
It means electing a powerful man (women cannot
yet run for the parliament) who’ll pay for the
earthworks that they occasionally carry out for
their future airstrip, who’ll send the nurse prom-
ised 20 years ago to their valley, not to mention
the primary school teacher they scarcely dare
dream about. He’ll save the children (one in three
dies before reaching one year), teach them and do
bisnis one day: plant coffee, open a store.

It is, indeed, no laughing matter.
Translation from the French by Sandra Reid
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As we wait for the day when we are able to reach
the stars, there are three ways of making contact
with extraterrestrials, but none of them actually
teaches us how to deal with that contact once it
happens. The first consists of placing oneself
behind a radio-telescope and listening to the sky.
One must have a great deal of patience to do this;
nothing ever happens. The second consists of
investigating sightings of flying saucers. These
investigations usually set off all kinds of fascinat-
ing controversy, but, according to scientists, ufol-
ogy (from UFO, Unidentified Flying Object) is not
a “real” science. The third way is to follow a “con-
tactee,” a person who claims to have been lucky
enough to have met extraterrestrials and to have
been entrusted with a mission and a message to
relay to the world (stop the bomb; make peace;
love one another). Here, too, the process is fasci-
nating, but everyone agrees on the fact of its ille-
gitimacy: It is neither “real” science nor “real”
ufology.

From the very outset then, these three strate-
gies are thought to be completely distinct from
and opposed to one another. Yet, there are two
reasons to think they are not as dissimilar as they
seem. The first reason one could give is not a very
good one, but the second is substantially more rel-
evant, in spite of its having been entirely discred-
ited by the scientific community.

Let us examine the first reason: According to
the protocol established by experts of the SETI
(Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) program,
no distinctions are to be made between the differ-
ent methods or those using them. In other words,
the protocol should be applied to everyone
equally, irrespective of age, gender and so on, and
irrespective of religious or scientific experience,
too. Presented by John Billingham at the Val-
Cenis, France, conference in 1990, the text clearly
specifies that anyone who thinks he or she has

detected a signal from extraterrestrials must fol-
low a particular sequence of steps, from having the
signal confirmed by experts to communicating the
news to the United Nations (a contact such as this
could only be understood in terms of humanity as
a whole). Yet, one only has to read the 10 points of
the protocol to know that in the minds of the peo-
ple who wrote this document, one could never
seriously claim to have received a signal from
outer space without having used a radio-telescope
on an order of magnitude of those in Goldstone,
CA, or Arecibo, Puerto Rico. Put otherwise, it is
hard to imagine that those who chase flying-
saucers with their pocket magnetic-detectors and
their photocopied investigation question-sheets
would be taken seriously and their experiences
analyzed according to the steps laid out in the pro-
tocol – to say nothing of the contactees and their
“extraterrestrial religion”. In fact, one can be quite
sure that the opposite is true: that the people at
SETI spend so much of their time emphasizing the
differences between themselves and the ufologists
that reported sightings are not taken seriously at
all. And, in fact, their stance seems reasonable,
given what some UFO fanatics have to say about
the secrets being kept from us, and given how
dogmatic they must be to launch blanket-damna-
tions of scientists as having closed minds. Thus,
although the protocol presents itself as demo-
cratic, it is written with a particular idea of science
and society in mind, one that excludes non-scien-
tists (and extraterrestrials, a few would say). How-
ever, it is not just the spokespeople at SETI and the
rationalists who would like to see true science
kept separate from false science. The ufologists
have affirmed their commitment to science as well
and have distanced themselves from contact sto-
ries. There, too, confronted with the French
flying-saucer cult-leader, Raël, feverishly commu-
nicating the birth of a clone to the world, who
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Diplomats without Portfolios
The Question of Contact with 
Extraterrestrial Civilizations
Pierre Lagrange

A lbert Robida, Inhabitants from M ars communicating w ith Earth, engraving by Vintraut, from W ilfrid de Fonvie lle ,
“A la Surface de Mars, Fantaisie d’Astronome ,” in: Journal des Voyages, no. 220, February 17, 1901, Collection
Agence Martienne , photo © Collection Agence Martienne ■ Astronomers are situated overlooking a canal on
Mars and in the company of others set about draw ing a sketch of the Earth’s surface , w ith Sil g lued to the eye-
piece of the te lescope , pencil in hand . An exce llent example of Art Deco science-fiction illustration. 
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Frank R. Paul, The M an from M ars, illustration for Fantastic Adventures, no. 1, May 1939, Collection Agence Martienne ,
photo © Collection Agence Martienne ■ Pulp fiction advances a naturalist description of the extraterrestrial. Doubt-
less the most famous Martian, he gave way to numerous adaptations, as we ll as to an attempt at interplanetary
peace during an era in which things on Earth were going in an entire ly different direction … 

Frank R. Paul, The M an from M ars, illustration for Fantastic Adventures, no. 1, May 1939, Collection Agence Martienne ,
photo © Collection Agence Martienne ■ Paul explains that he conce ived of his Martian in such a way that he really
would be able to exist, g iven his planet’s conditions of inhabitability: big , she ll-shaped ears for capturing sound
waves in an atmosphere that is less dense than our own, a upright, te lepathic antenna for extra-sensory communi-
cation, retractable nose and ears (for protection from extreme ly low temperatures), atom ic arm , etc .
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would even think of suggesting that one should
trust such space-gurus?

Yet, once we get past these concrete practices,
we hit upon the second reason for why science
and ufology might not be so different after all: If a
message does reach us, the course of history will,
no doubt, get more or less tangled up in the affair.
People other than bio-astronomers will want to
claim the status of spokesperson, and by their very
nature, the events themselves will force science to
deal with the very marginalization that has long
afflicted the culture of flying saucers.

As the Big Night has not yet taken place, it is, of
course, difficult to describe the outcome of a
contact. That is where descriptions provided by
works of science fiction have proven invaluable.
Let us consider three films. At least two of them
are thought to be among the greatest in film his-
tory: 2001, A Space Odyssey by Stanley Kubrick
(1968) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind by
Steven Spielberg (1977). The third is based on a
novel written by one of the SETI community’s
most prominent spokespeople, Carl Sagan: Con-
tact by Robert Zemeckis (1997). These films all
evoke the premises, the characteristics and the
consequences of contact with extraterrestrial
beings. As such, they also illustrate the way in
which differences between scientific and popular
culture can become blurred; for example, they
indicate the point beyond the limits of the solar
system at which our social categories start to
become irrelevant. To these three examples, we
could add another great sci-fi production: Solaris
by the Polish writer Stanislaw Lem (adapted 
for the screen by the Russian director Andrei
Tarkovsky).

In spite of its “hard science” angle, 2001, A
Space Odyssey appeals to the popular culture of
“paleo-visitation”: The film’s premise is that extra-
terrestrials have visited us in the past and have left
traces of their passage. Close Encounters, despite
the elements of ufology in it, does dramatize the
realities of science. Thus, in a now-classic scene, at
the very moment of contact with extraterrestrials
behind Devil’s Tower in rural Wyoming, we see
the scientists divert their gaze from the scene that
is unfolding before their eyes and check their
instruments to make sure that everything is func-
tioning properly. The scene looks ridiculous and

even absurd for anyone who is not a sociologist of
science. Abandoning the prey for the shadow! But,
even better, the final scenes of 2001, which are
actually supposed to reveal the nature of these
extraterrestrials, are totally baffling – and it is not
uncommon to see spectators leave the theater at
this point in the film. As for Spielberg, he refuses
to show us the inside of the spaceship, possibly
because he had a sense that it would be impossible
for him to represent The Other.

However, it is the film adapted from Carl
Sagan’s novel that is most successful at drawing
out the implications of how utterly incomprehen-
sible any contact with extraterrestrials would be.
Thus, even though the film’s thematization of
contact does somehow demand that a representa-
tion be made, this is done in a half-hearted man-
ner. Of greater importance is the way the film
shows that scientists, faced with such an occur-
rence, would themselves no longer be believed by
the rest of the population, according to the same
line of argument they had used to disprove the
existence of UFOs. After her return from the mis-
sion, Ellie Arroway (played by Jodie Foster) has to
contend with a commission of inquiry taken
straight out of the McCarthy era. Provide us with
proof of what you are describing; oppose the per-
son in charge of the inquiry to the “witness”. The
proof has all been destroyed. The trip itself seems
not to have taken place, since there are so many
discrepancies between the stories of the people
who remained on Earth and those of Ellie
Arroway, who went aboard the machine, which
had been constructed according to the plans sent
by the extraterrestrials. In particular, both the
novel and the film show that, were an event like
this to take place, our attitude would come very
close to a kind of religious faith. Thus, in spite of
her inability to evoke The Other, as Arroway is
leaving the “scientific inquiry,” she discovers a
crowd gathered on the steps of Congress: their
hushed murmurings bear witness to the faith of
those who have seen nothing, as if the only way
out of the crisis were to have faith in the contactee,
the extraterrestrials’ sole spokesperson.

After several generations of sci-fi authors and
of accounts of contacts with other civilizations,
everything that Carl Sagan depicts in his novel
revolves around a situation that is practically
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Edward Valigursky, The U N Delegate from Venus playing the mechanics under the protesting gaze of Krushchev!, iIlustration for
Henri Slesar, “The De legate From Venus,” in: Amazing Science Fiction Stories, October 1958, vol. 32, no. 10, Collection Maison
d’A illeurs / Agence Martienne , photo © Collection Maison d’A illeurs / Agence Martienne



impossible to share, except for the point he makes
about having faith in a messenger. Thus, he agrees
with ufology on two points: that, on the one hand,
were contact with extraterrestrials to take place, it
would be completely unbelievable and that, on the
other, we lack the words we would need to be able
to describe such an occurrence. As Michel Jeury
writes in his ufological novel Les Yeux géants [The
Gigantic Eyes], “the outcome of this story could
never be written using human words”. Ufologists
always seem so surprised by the obvious block
they experience when they are asked to provide
evidence for their claims; similarly, there is no
point in speculating on what might happen after
contact with extraterrestrial life takes place. Like
the contactees, the scientists involved would only
be able to say that the event of contact was evi-

dence of profound changes occurring to all things
spiritual, but nothing more. What is so remarkable
about this is that, once contact occurred, the sci-
entific community (which has emphasized its radi-
cal difference from the popular culture of flying-
saucers, insofar as the latter is not “real” science)
would find itself eliciting exactly the same
incredulity as had its adversaries. All that remains
to be done is to invent Solaristics, the science
described in Lem’s novel that was supposed to
exhaust the possibilities concerning speculation
on other forms of intelligence.

In all these cases, we find ourselves in a situa-
tion that does not offer very many ways to inter-
vene. Faced with an extraterrestrial civilization
today, there are only two possibilities available:
either that civilization is more or less on the same
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level as ours and we thus get involved in an impos-
sible exchange across innumerable and insur-
mountable light years, or it transcends our level
and there is nothing we can do about it.

The situation of the scientists in Contact, in
2001, in Close Encounters or in Solaris reflects the
current state of the debates taking place about
UFOs. In particular, it highlights the strange
inability of those involved to extricate those
debates from discussions revolving around the
question of scientific evidence. Yet, this discussion
is the only one possible. Once contact is made, as
in Sagan’s novel, the only thing that will remain is
the controversy itself, for no one will be able to
share the reality experienced in the spaceship.
Same thing in 2001, where a series of literally inex-
plicable events occurs. And the same thing goes
for Solaris, where the discovery of the living
planet, the name of which gives the novel its title,
generates entire libraries and inaugurates genera-
tions of controversies amongst researchers, who
all have the sole aim of understanding what form

of intelligence is there – but always to no avail.
In spite of the degree to which ufology is said

to participate in an anti-scientific popular culture
(itself a notion that the sociology of science has
gone to great lengths to discredit) and regardless
of how relevant its processes might end up being,
it may very well be that ufology offers the only
way to experiment with a “real life” contact situa-
tion. In other words, if we really were confronted
with visitations from extraterrestrials, a contro-
versy would certainly arise, but it would be exactly
the same kind of controversy as the one that has
been going on since the summer of 1947, when a
private pilot saw nine strange-looking objects and
the term “flying saucers” was coined. And all this
time, we have been waiting for them to make
another move! Should that actually occur, the task
of writing the sequel to this article – on the various
forms of diplomacy between galactic civilizations
– will fall to one of them. If, that is, words allow us
even to come close to what is at stake here …

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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Interplanetary Communication, Collection Agence Martienne , photo © Collection Agence Martienne ■ Artificial aurora bore-
alis as a means of interplanetary communication w ith Mars! Just look at how, during the time of the ir existence , Martian
astronomers could observe them w ith the ir te lescope…  



People gather, yes, but around what? In practice, humans never

assemble among themselves just to speak their minds about

some state of affairs. This is a very “logocentric” and anthropo-

centric idea of political activity, an idea that we have inherited

from a very specific and restricted parliamentary situation.

Instead, it seems that in the various definitions of political assem-

blies, an entire cosmos has always been involved. This set of com-

plex and shifting cosmic connections may have been forgotten

because of an exclusive attention to political “discourse”. And

yet, the presence of a concrete and material world is visible – in

the depiction of the good and bad government by Lorenzetti in

Siena, in the intricate interminglings of art and politics, in the

many conduits through which science has from the start pro-

2 Which Cosmos 
for Which Cosmopolitics?

Lorenzetti’s Fresco of the Good and Bad Government

Maps of Stars for Sun Kings

Soviet Brains for Socialist Heroes

vided patterns for order and authority. A constant stream of

models, emblems and metaphors travels from the well-ordered

world to the well-ordered polity and back. Although the word

“cosmopolitan” is often used to describe a form of civic univer-

sality, it’s probably more appropriate for us to use the word “cos-

mopolitics” to designate a form of politics in which the cosmos is

seriously considered again. This renewed conception of political

anthropology implies no exotic nostalgia, since it takes on the

European tradition itself. It might just happen that this tradition,

which prides itself on its exclusive attention to speech, has

always revolved around quite another center of gravity: a cosmos

that must be well-inhabited and well-designed.

Old and New Things of Northwest Peoples

What’s British in British Democracy?

Writing Books on Politics
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In Sala dei Nove [Room of the Nine] in the Palazzo
Pubblico, Siena, there are two frescoes with uni-
fied themes by the Lorenzetti brothers, who were
contemporaries of Petrarch: Good and Bad Gov-
ernment. In the allegory of Bad Government,
which Ambrogio Lorenzetti painted 1337–1339, we
encounter the figure of Divisio.

In an urban square, in front of the stone city
wall topped with crenellations, sits Divisio, per-
sonified as a female figure. Her robes consist of
two different colored lengths of material, one
black and one white — the heraldic colors of Siena.
On the white material, the word “SI” is written in
black letters and on the black material the word
“NO” is written in white, both words are on the
same level on the bodice. Her head with its flow-
ing blonde hair is inclined a little toward the left
shoulder, which is tensely hunched; the left arm
hangs stiffly. The right arm is bent forward to the
side. Her right hand holds a handsaw between her
slightly open knees. The figure’s pose and facial
expression — wide open mouth and mask-like
open eyes in fearful expectation — indicate what is
happening: The title inscription of “divi-sio” is
being executed as self-mutilation.

Initially one may be tempted to think that for
symmetry’s sake the status of Divisio in Bad Gov-
ernment will correspond to Concordia in Good
Government. In this case Divisio’s significance
would be that of Discordia.

Discord between citizens, which Tyrannia stirs
up and exploits. Discord, however, is not an evil
that results from bad regulation of public affairs,
so that the citizens hold different, irreconcilable
opinions, it is an evil in the sense that they not feel
bound either to the Jus distributiva or to the Jus
comutativa. In Good Government, Concordia
weaves the bands that bind all citizens to the law:
as free human beings — as long as they keep the
peace, as long as they all pull together and feel an

obligation to the same cause; that is, as long as
they are concordi.

Because they are bound to the law, the bands
will pull them up should they infringe it. […]

Divisio, however, is not the same as Discordia,
and the figure’s portrayal makes this clear: under
Tyrannia, citizens are forced to take sides, not
according to law or justice but arbitrarily, accord-
ing to the will of the most powerful, who decree
who is friend and who is foe, who is good and
who is evil, what is true and what is false. Where
arbitrary use of power is the criterion of distinc-
tion and not the law, tyranny rules. (Divisio sits
immediately next to Guerra, which in this case
should be translated as “civil war” in view of
Siena’s history in this period.)

Forcing people to take sides,  Divisio, is a hall-
mark of Tyrannia because it demands the separa-
tion of that which belongs together: it is precisely
the many diverging opinions and interests of the
citizens that fill a commune with life, provided the
conflicting parties are all committed to law and
justice.

Opinions, however, are obviously a to and fro
between “SI” and “NO”, true and false, as every-
one knows who has one. Whosoever brings the
conflict between opinions to a standstill forces the
individual to split themself in two halves. Enforced
Divisio renders the citizen incapable of taking
action because it destroys what the conflict of
opinions is about: to take action even though it is
not certain what is true and what is false. Because
this cannot be established beyond doubt, different
opinions arise. Divisio takes away the ability to act
because it originates from the fiction that the
strong, who decide the conflict of opinions, are
right. This is a “fiction”, because the solution of 
the problem is to deny that there is a problem:
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1 Excerpt from “Petrarca gibt das Beispiel,” in: Bazon Brock,
Ästhetik gegen erzwungene Unmittelbarkeit. Die
Gottsucherbande, Schriften 1978–1986, vol. VIII, DuMont,
Cologne, 1986, pp. 209-212, first published in: Petrarca Preis
1975-1979, Autorenbuchhandlung, Munich, 1980.

Divisionem sententiae postulare 
Self-laceration1

Bazon Brock

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, A llegory of the Good Government, 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, fresco,
detail, © Comune di Siena, photo: Lensini, Siena

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, A llegory of the Bad Government, 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, fresco,
detail, © Comune di Siena, photo: Lensini, Siena



only the dead are exempt from all conflicts.
Incidentally, contemporaries — the Lorenzettis

and particularly Petrarch — put the question as to
how one can be right vis à vis onesself: one cannot
escape the uncertainties of the heart, judgement,
or belief by killing off feelings, opinions, and hopes
that subject one to doubts. Petrarch can tell many
a tale about this as, for example, in his famous
Remediis utriusque fortunae.

Thus the figure that is the counterpart to Divi-
sio is more likely Dialectica, who is assigned to
Good Government by Lorenzetti and depicted on
a “Vierpass” medallion. However, even Petrarch
understood dialectics of the heart to still mean 
a procedure whereby in a formal dispute one 
opinion, one belief, would ultimately emerge as
binding.

Lorenzetti, by contrast, who had direct knowl-
edge of the difficulties involved in Sienese commu-
nal politics, understands dialectics in the Aris-
totelian sense as the motor for differentiating
opinions. According to the Aristotelian principle,
the principle of action does not lie in the created
and formed world but in the actor. The variety of
opinions is necessary in order that the opinion a
citizen complies with when under pressure to
make a decision, always remains just one opinion
and does not become a dogma after Divisio has
been carried out. As rhetor the citizen may not
employ dialectics to reconcile conflicting opin-
ions, but to guarantee that the prevailing opinion
is nothing more than an opinion.

The Sienese ultimately concluded that a head
of government “from outside”, who was not
affected by the citizens’ differences of opinion,
would, as “podesta”, most likely be able to recon-
cile the diverging opinions of individuals and citi-
zens with the decision-making constraints of day-
to-day politics.

Did Lorenzetti have a model for his figure of
Divisio? To my knowledge, he can only have had
written or literary guidelines. Whatever these
guidelines contained, the visual language used to
express the figure of Divisio in this form is extraor-
dinary, if perhaps not unique. The effect she has
on the observer derives from the fact that she
forces her own physiological/psychological state
upon him/her and this is first evoked by contem-
plating Divisio.2

The observer hears the rasping of the saw,
which transmits pain as it bites and tears into flesh
— yet all that the observer sees is a robed figure in
a fresco. That Lorenzetti succeeds in heightening
“the observing contemplation” through activation
of other channels of perception to such an extent
to the point where it is translated into the own
affects of the observer makes him a representative
of the then new revival of the view that it was pos-
sible to elicit effects through images. This was well
known in antiquity; Plato waged a bitter struggle
against the idea because it is out of reach of
thought nor can reason control it. Petrarch senses
its danger, but allows himself to be drawn into it,
as evidenced by his praise of Giotto. 

Around 1300 the idea is rediscovered: Giotto’s
arena frescoes are the proof. Petrarch and Dante
work with this possibility of achieving effects,
although they use words to evoke images in the
imagination and not visual images like painters. In
the plastic arts, artists begin to visualise in their
created objects the effects of the images of their
own imagination3 in such a way that these effects
carry over to the observer.4 The inherent laws of
artistic media are discovered because it is recog-
nized that it is impossible to use artistic means any
which way to translate the imagined images into
paintings or by mere faithful reproduction. It is
necessary to develop procedures of translation
that take the inherent laws of artistic media into
account. The best known example is “perspec-
tive”, which was already recognised as a problem
in the fourteenth century, but was not yet solved.
The inherent laws oblige one to differentiate
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between concepts and opera. In the fourteenth
century concepts to be depicted and pictorial rep-
resentation appear increasingly as differentiation
between concept and contemplation, between
text and image.

However, the texts are also changing — they
become more figurative, particularly in lyric
poetry.This dominance of textual imagery is
already present in Giotto’s model text of the leg-
enda aurea, for the legenda does not present pro-
fessional theology but engages with questions of
salvation in the vernacular. 

In Petrarch’s times literature was still regarded
as superior to painting because literature, and par-
ticularly Petrarch’s poetry, formulated images in
language — painting had yet to develop adequate
forms of expression for these programs. For this
reason Divisio stands not only for the social, polit-
ical, and psychological problems of Petrarch’s
times, to an even greater degree it stands for the
problems of communication, above all problems
of communication associated with linguistic and
pictorial expression.5

“Divisionem sententiae postulare” means in
one sense to differentiate between depiction and
depicted, between symbol and sybolised, between
imagined image and linguistic expression. In
another it means to differentiate between reflec-
tion and action. Petrarch struggled with this prob-
lem of Divisio, because he understood reflection
to be, in fact, action. That is his way of guarantee-
ing the coherence of life. He doubted himself
whether this path would lead very far, which is
why he repeatedly engaged with political and
social conflict situations. He travelled as a mediat-
ing diplomat, justified through his authority as a

poet, that is, authorized by the power of reflection.
That artists are also poets who are engaged in
reflection is something that was only just begin-
ning to occur to people in Petrarch’s times.

Unity of the forms of life signified for Petrarch
also the unity of human possibilities of expression,
which could be postulated because one clearly
recognised that they were independent and
obeyed their own laws.

The acrobats of theological concepts among
the scholastics insisted on Divisio. Indeed, in a
modern sense they already assigned certain lin-
guistic forms of expression to specific professions,
exactly in the spirit of how in the recent past the
sciences sought to restrict themselves to con-
structing concepts formulated in language in order
to concede to the arts mere competence in con-
structing the visual. The importance of Petrarch in
this context is that he actively opposed the
enforced Divisio.

Petrarch saw a danger in becoming bound to
institutions, because institutions— together with
their specific narrow-minded specialists — force a
division between the human ability for realization
and forms of living. For Petrarch, to be a poet — as
expressed in Cicero’s In Praise of Poetry — was not
a profession but an ability given by nature to resist
the division between speaking and thinking,
between action and reflection. He always insisted
on the unity of sapientia and eloquentia; “wise elo-
quence” was his motto — not differentiation
between a domain, in which one is wise, that is,
one reflects, and others, in which as rhetor one
brings people to act in some desired way.

Translated from the German from Gloria Custance
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2 Gonzales-Palacios recounts in Ambrogio Lorenzetti. La Sala
della Pace, Fabbri, Milan 1965, p.6: “… permeato del con-
cetto aristotelico del Bene Cumune che  nella rielaborazione
tomistica era stato divulgato ai primi del Trecento da un
domenciano fiorentino …”.

3 This is a clear expression of laying claim to subjectivity, as
Petrarch did at the time, programmatically, and much more
so than any efforts at autonomy on the part of the artists;
see J. Ritter, Subjectivität, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt am Main,
1974.

4 This applies of course to all types of effect; see, for example,
Lorenzetti’s “Pax” in the Good Government fresco. This
rediscovery in the fourteenth century of the ability to trans-
fer effects from the image to the observer was so success-
fully put into practise by Lorenzetti that it can only be com-
pared with an earlier historical example: Aphrodite on the
eastern pediment of the Parthenon.

5 See Bazon Brock, “Text-Bild-Beziehungen”, in: Bazon
Brock, Ästhetik gegen erzwungene Unmittelbarkeit. Die
Gottsucherbande, Schriften 1978-1986, vol. VII, DuMont,
Cologne, 1986, pp. 167-173.



A mbrog io Lorenzetti, Il Buono e il Cattivo Governo [Good and Bad Government], 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico,
Siena, fresco, © Comune di Siena, photos: Lensini, Siena
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A mbrog io Lorenzetti, The E ffects of the Good Government on the C ity, 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico, Siena,
fresco, detail, © Comune di Siena, photo: Lensini, Siena

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, The E ffects of the Bad Government on the C ity, 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico, Siena,
fresco, detail, © Comune di Siena, photo: Lensini, Siena



The first fully accomplished image of Good and
Bad Government was created in the republican
state of Siena in medieval Italy. From 1338 to 1339
Ambrogio Lorenzetti painted the celebrated ambi-
tious cycle of frescoes on the walls in the Sala dei
Nove in the Palazzo Pubblico, the seat of state
power. The representation of “good” extends over
two walls: on the central wall is the Allegory of
Good Government and on the right-hand wall are
its beneficial Effects. Bad government, on the other
hand, is depicted on the left-hand wall with the
Allegory of Bad Government and including the evil
effects that it inevitably engenders in the city and
countryside. The message is self-evident: Only if
the administration of public affairs is based on
principles of social justice and equality will the
people enjoy the benefits of government. Confir-
mation of the validity of this principle came from
Bernardino da Siena a century after the fresco was
made. According to the former name of the cycle,
Peace and War, he described the work in these
words: “She [Peace] is such a sweet thing, as is this
word ‘peace,’ which is sweet on our lips! And its
opposite ‘war’ is such a brutal thing that it makes
the mouth bitter. Indeed, you have painted it in
your palace, and seeing Peace is joy. Just as seeing
War on the other side is gloom.”1

Condensing on only one wall (the first to be
seen on entering the room) the allegory of Bad
Government and its effects – a vertiginous chain
of atrocities, violence, fires and deaths – the artist
incisively renders the idea of a terrifying reality,
inviting the viewer to turn toward the two walls of
Good Government, which appear as an effective
consoling remedy for the evils just seen. But let us
look a little closer at the image of Bad Govern-
ment: enthroned and surrounded by vices,
Tyranny is given a diabolical ferocious form with
horns and fangs. She is dressed in a gold cloak
embellished with precious stones and holds a gold

cup, while at her feet is a billy goat, the traditional
symbol of lust. Beneath Tyranny, Justice lies
defeated and enchained with her scales broken and
pieces scattered all round. In the sky are three evil
female figures: Avarice, Pride and Vainglory with
their respective attributes. In the city – surrounded
by walls with battlements, stressing the need for
perpetual defense – the houses are being knocked
down and burnt, the palaces are crumbling and
everywhere violence and injustices are perpe-
trated. The leading players in this fresco are fear
and terror, paralyzing any kind of collective civil
life. Finally, the grim hues accentuate the sense of
gloom and general squalor.

When we turn to the wall with Good Govern-
ment and Peace the overall effect is quite different.
At the top of the painting Wisdom soars up into
the sky, while below, Justice weighs merits on her
scales, rewarding the good and punishing the
guilty. Farther to the right, the imposing figure of a
bearded old man looking like a regal judge (in fact
he has a scepter, shield and crown) symbolizes
Siena, as evidenced by his dress, which is black and
white, the city’s traditional colors. Seated around
the old man as wise counselors are the four cardi-
nal virtues, Justice, Prudence, Strength and Tem-
perance joined by – an iconographic novelty –
Magnanimity and Peace. Under their protection,
the city of Siena is joyful and luminous, bathed in
the light of justice and divine wisdom. The people
calmly work in an atmosphere of joy and prosper-
ity. The doors in the wall around Siena are open,
to highlight the absence of fear of enemies or other
ills. The city has fine houses and palaces, and
everyone is busy embellishing it and contributing
to the collective well-being. This is also true in the
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countryside, which stretches to the horizon in a
thrilling and unprecedented vision of landscape.

The covers of the public administration regis-
ters were also adorned with similar images. In
1344 Ambrogio Lorenzetti decorated one such
cover with the personification of The Good Gov-
ernment of Siena, together with the family crests of
all the men in public office at the time. In this case
some of the motifs from the masterpiece in the

Palazzo Pubblico reappear. The old man, seated on
the throne, wears a black and white tunic – the
colors of the city of Siena – and holds a scepter in
his right hand, while in his left is a shield with an
image of the ancient seal of the city – The
Madonna and Child Worshipped by Two Angels.
This is similar in iconographic terms to a small
wood panel from around 1385, also in the Sienese
state archives, entitled the Sovereign Commune-

1 San Bernardino da Siena, Le prediche volgari. Predicazione
del 1425 in Siena, C. Cannarozzi, Florence, 1958, II, p. 266
(“Ella è tanto dolce cosa pur questa parola ‘pace’ che dà una
dolcezza a le labra! el suo opposito ‘guerra’ è una cosa ruida
tanto, che fa inasprire la bocca. Doh, voi l’avete dipenta di
sopra nel vostro palazzo, che a vedere la Pace è una alle-
grezza. E così è una scurità a veder la Guerra dall’altro lato.”)

Good and Bad Government:
Siena and Venice
Giuseppe Pavanello

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, Il Buono e il Cattivo Governo [Good and Bad Government], 1338-1339, Sala de i Nove , Palazzo Pubblico, Siena
view of the entire cycle of frescoes,  © Comune di Siena, photos: Lensini, Siena



110 111

G
o
o
d
a
n
d
B
a
d
G
o
v
e
r
n
m
e
n
t

P
a
v
a
n
e
l
l
o

Lo Stato/Comune è sovrano e regale se il governo è ‘concorde’ [The state is sovere ign when the government is con-
cordant], c . 1385, tempera on wood , 43.8 x 31.5 cm , Archivio di Stato, Siena, photo © Archivio di Stato, Siena

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, Il Buon Governo d i Siena [The Good Government of Siena], 1344, tempera on
wood , 41.8 x 24.7 cm , Archivio di Stato, Siena, photo © Archivio di Stato, Siena ■ This plate deco-
rates the reg ister for the pertitions and expenditures of the local authority of Siena from July until
December 1344. The fam ily crests represent the responsible officials: B indo di Petruccio
Forteguerri, G iovanni di M eo Baldinotti Magnane lli and M ino di Andreoccio.



State. The 10 figures at the foot of the throne rep-
resent the government in office, symbolically
bound by a rope to the commune-state. Another
equally significant panel by Benvenuto di Gio-
vanni depicting Good Government in the Tax
Office (1474) confirms the continuity and success
of this iconography, although the painting is no
longer on the cover of a register but is an inde-
pendent small work to be hung on the walls in the
offices of the magistracies. Here the wise old man
scrupulously administers the public revenue with
the help of two clerks.

Similar iconographies were also found else-
where in Europe, for example in the decoration of
codices. Proof of this comes from two miniatures
in a codex in the Bibliothèque royale, Brussels, by
the so-called Master of the Coronation Book of
Charles V. The subjects are inspired by Aristotle’s
Politics. Six forms of possible government – three
forms of Bad and three forms of Good – are
depicted in parallel bands: from Tyranny (the
worst form of power in absolute terms shows the
horrors to which citizens under bad governments
are inevitably subjected) to Oligarchy, and lastly
Democracy. In all three what dominates is impera-
tive action and order imparted by the rulers.
Among the forms of good government, the best
(not surprisingly, given the patronage of King
Charles V of France) is Monarchy, depicted at the
top of the sheet. Lower down are Aristocracy and
Timocracy (government by property-owners). All
round the sovereign, seated on lower benches, are
counselors, portrayed in various poses and high-
lighting the continuous discussion about the pub-
lic good.

But let us now enter the government palace of
another republic founded in the Middle Ages:
Venice. In the Palazzo Ducale we can identify an
act characterizing the birth of the Venetian
iconography of Good and Bad Government. In
1336 the decision was made to cancel – by painting
a dark drape over it – the Portrait of Doge Marin
Faliero in the series of portraits of doges in the Sala
del Maggior Consiglio. Obscuring the face of the
traitor (beheaded in 1355 for having plotted against
the republic) brings out the full symbolic value
given to those portraits and everything related to
them. We might describe the famous black drape
as a negative “holy face”. While Veronica’s white

veil reflected the image of the Redeemer, this
negation of the despot’s face was meant to be a
warning not to place one’s own interests before
that of the state.

This implicit warning is also found in the holes
for secret denunciations – official instruments of
control that instilled fear by their very existence –
and were part of the “black” iconography of
romantic Venice. One example is the marble slit in
the Museo Correr, Venice, with its unequivocal
inscription: the mouths of truth. These lion’s
mouths with gaping jaws were in fact the open-
ings into which to slip letters of denunciation.
They were placed throughout the city and in the
buildings with the various magistrates’ offices,
enabling the government to exercise control over
the administration of the state.

The Serenissima Republic took great care over
the symbols of its own Good Government, espe-
cially that of itself as Justice. Statues and reliefs
depicting Venice as Justice imposingly adorn gov-
ernment palaces and related buildings. They are
found on the facade of the Palazzo Ducale, the
Bridge of Sighs, the bell tower of San Marco and
the Palazzo dei Dieci Savi at Rialto. But Justice also
rears up on the prow of the Bucintoro, the magnif-
icent ducal vessel used by the doge to enact the
symbolic “Marriage of the Sea,” marking Venice’s
dominion over the Adriatic.

We can also cite some other examples, such as
the figure at the center of the Triptych of Justice by
Jacobello del Fiore, dated 1424, once in the Palazzo
Ducale and now in the Gallerie dell’Accademia. In
this work Justice is flanked by saints Michael and
Gabriel: The former is victorious over all evil, the
latter linked to the legendary date of the founda-
tion of the city, Annunciation Day. Almost 100
years later, Titian was to paint Judith-Justice above
the portal of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, an
emblematic place of Renaissance Venice, as well as
the forge of modern painting.

Coming back to the Palazzo Ducale, a symbolic
Solomon’s royal palace, it is worth examining a lit-
tle-known painting by Antonio Foler (1536-1616)
in the Sala della Quarantia Civil Nuova: Venice
entrusting Justice with the settlement of disputes
and receiving petitions. There is corresponding
painting by Pietro Malombra (1556-1618) in the
Sala della Quarantia Civil Vecchia, representing
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Benvenuto di G iovanni, Il Buon Governo nell’ufficio della Gabella [Good Government in the Tax O ffice], 1474,
tempera on wood , 53 x 33.5 cm , Archivio di Stato, Siena, photo © Archivio di Stato, Siena
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left page
Master of the Coronation
Book of Charles V,
Tyranny, O ligarchy,
Democracy, manuscript,
illustration from: 
Aristotle , Politica, 
Oeconom ica, Paris 1376,
B ibliothèque royale de
Be lg ique , Brusse ls, 
Cabinet des manuscrits,
ms. 11201-02, 1 verso

right page
Master of the Coronation
Book of Charles V, 
Realm , Aristocracy, 
Timocracy, manuscript,
illustration from: 
Aristotle , Politica, 
Oeconom ica, Paris 1376,
B ibliothèque royale de
Be lg ique , Brusse ls,
Cabinet des manuscrits,
ms. 11201-02, 2 recto
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Venice enthroned among the Virtues receiving the
citizens’ petitions. Malombra also painted a large
work of Venice enthroned with Justice chasing out
the Vices, once in the Ufficio dei Signori di Notte al
Criminale (now in the Gallerie dell’Accademia)
and described by Carlo Ridolfi (1648): “Venice
enthroned and distributive Justice chasing out
with the sword Theft, Fraud, Murder, Rape and
other Vices with many people in other places
making petitions to that Queen.”2

There were innumerable figurations linked to
the iconography of good Venetian government
over the centuries. Behind the throne in the Sala
del Maggior Consiglio – a room rich in allegories
and symbols of the city’s government – there is an
enormous and striking painting by Jacopo Tin-
toretto of Paradise. This is a self-celebration by the
aristocratic Venetian ruling classes who used to
gather there. The celestial assembly in the painting
is a kind of mirror image of the terrestrial assembly
beneath. Almost an equivalent of the doge, Christ
symbolically guides the latter in making laws and
administrating justice. Moreover, to ensure that
the new doge, elected each time by the Great
Council, was really the best, the government of
the Republic had conceived and perfected over
time a complex system of procedures with
repeated drawing of lots and secret voting in order
to prevent any kind of electoral fraud in favor of
one candidate rather than another.

Right until the very end of their republic, the
Venetians went to great lengths to parade the
myth of Venetian government. For example, in the
late eighteenth century two monochromes by
Giandomenico Tiepolo in the Sala del Senato, near
the ducal throne, depict Cicero accusing Catiline
and Demosthenes accusing Aeschines (1775): These
themes foreshadow the decorations in nineteenth-
century parliaments. They are also found in
Jacopo Guarana’s frescoes in the banquet room
(yet another Apotheosis of Venice), and on the ceil-
ings in the Chiesetta (1767) and Antechiesetta
(1774). In the first of these two works, Venice begs
St. Mark to intercede in favor of the prosperity of
the state, while in the second there is a further
exaltation of Venetian government depicted in a
group of allegories: The Council beside Military
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2 Carlo Ridolfi, Le maraviglie dell’arte, Venice, 1648, p. 156
(“Venetia in trono, e la Giustitia distributiva, che fuga con
ispada il Furto, la Fraude, l’Homicidio, lo Stupro, e altri vizij,
con molti in altra parte, che ricorrono supplichevoli a quella
Regina.”)

Teodoro Viero, Ord ine dell’elezione e sonti per la creazione del Ser.mo D .D . Lodovico M anin doge d i Venezia, Seguita li 9 marzo
1789, [Scheme of the Dodge’s e lection], 17-18th century, engraving , 46 x 64 cm , Museo Correr, Venice , ms. C icogna 3057|3,
photo © Museo Correr, Venice



Valor, who is with Peace, allude – together with
the crouching lion and arms laid on the ground –
to the Republic’s vocation for non-belligerence.

We mentioned that the subjects in Gian-
domenico Tiepolo’s monochromes foreshadowed
themes illustrated in the decorations of parliamen-
tary buildings. One such example is a scene in the
decoration of the Sala Gialla in Palazzo Madama,
Rome, seat of the Senate, painted by Cesare Mac-
cari from 1882 to 1888. Inspired by one of the most
emblematic episodes in ancient Republican Rome,

the subject is again Cicero accusing Catiline. This
episode occurred in the Roman Senate in 63 BCE:
Cicero launched an attack against Lucius Sergius
Catiline, accused of being a rebel and traitor to the
homeland, and depicted in physical and psycho-
logical isolation. The allusion to that memorable
oration was intended to be a warning for the pres-
ent, providing the senators of the Italian state with
an enlightening example of love for the Patria, to
which their own political actions should comply.

Translated from the Italian by David Kerr
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Venetian chise ler, c . 17th century, letter drop for secret denunciation, marble , 57 x 55 cm , 
Museo Correr, Venice , CI XXV 1064, photo © Museo Correr, Venice

View into the Sala de l Magg ior Consig lio, Palazzo Ducale , Venice , w ith Jacopo Tintoretto, Il Parad iso, oil on canvas, 154 x 350 cm ,
photo © C ivici Muse i di Venezia, photo: Fotoflash Mario

Domenico Tintoretto, Ritratto del doge Andrea Dandolo e iscrizione in ricordo dell’esecuzione capitale del doge M arin Faliero
[Portrait of Doge Andrea Dandolo and inscription to remember the decapitation of Doge Marin Faliero], oil on canvas, 120 x 300 m ,
Palazzo Ducale , Venice , Sala de l Magg ior Consig lio



Seats of power, from the Areopagus to the Reichs-
tag, embody visions of ideal order. A culture proj-
ects into the skies its model of social perfection.
Councils, courts, diets and assemblies are sup-
posed, somehow, to bring something of this celes-
tial structure down to earth. The architecture of
utopia tries to achieve this astonishing task. As
vicious political and religious conflict spread
through central Europe in the early seventeenth
century, the visionary social utopias of Tommaso
Campanella’s City of the Sun (1623) and Francis
Bacon’s New Atlantis (1626) had their plans delib-
erately laid out in imitation of the pattern of the
heavens. In the very center of these visionary cities
sat astronomers and geographers, cartographers
and administrators, discharging simultaneously
the work of government and knowledge. Thus at
exactly the same moment, the pattern of the heav-
ens was remodeled to match the vision of earthly
believers.1

This was when some clever lawyers, medics,
mathematicians and artists based in the southern
German city of Augsburg got together to change
the heavens’ map. They used the most up-to-date
techniques of cartography, projection and printing
to produce completely new charts of the stars in
the night sky. There is a very long tradition of
looking, in times of trouble, to the heavens for
consolation and inspiration. This was certainly a
time of troubles. Augsburg was the greatest
Protestant city in the German lands, surrounded
by Catholic forces, under threat of violent military
conquest and economic collapse. Noblemen and
their armies rallied at the free city of Augsburg in
the spring of 1624 to plan for war. By summer
1629, the Protestant religion was banned in the
city. Its ministers were expelled, and 8,000 citizens
went into exile forever. It seemed impossible to
bring together in a single vision all the different
powers warring for authority: emperors, kings,

bishops, councillors and subjects. Where were the
right borders to be drawn? How could all fit
alongside one another in harmony and peace?2

In the case of the heavens, the high-tech sci-
ences of Augsburg’s calculators could help them
pull off this impossible trick. On elegantly
designed sheets of paper, they set out the position
of each star, organized in carefully defined constel-
lations. They drew gorgeous images of how the
unmoving celestial lights were arranged in their
proper territories. Even more amazingly, they
reclaimed the heavens from paganism and showed
how these heavenly regions matched Christian
revelation. Old constellations and zodiacal signs
were swept away, and the signs of scripture put up
there in their place. When religious and political
representation failed catastrophically in their city,
they projected an ideal holy order into outer
space.

Star constellations were ancient, sanctioned by
millennia of use. As tales of the political system
aimed to hold order together by associating it with
the emblems of the body, so the constellations
projected into the heavens an astonishing range of
beasts, body parts and heroic deeds. Back in sec-
ond-century Alexandria, Ptolemy had assigned
hundreds of stars to 48 constellations, with the 12
of the zodiac in pride of place. But more recent
Europeans had no maps with which to chart these
great divisions. The very first printed star chart
was made in Nuremberg in 1515, a collaboration
between a couple of local mathematicians who
drew the coordinates and placed the stars accord-
ing to their distance from the ecliptic, the apparent
path of the sun across the sky. The great artist
Albrecht Dürer drew the shapes of the constella-
tions and cut the woodblocks with which the map
was printed.3 This chart was the outcome of at
least seven decades of hard astronomical and
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mathematical work. But it did not offer pictures of
the night sky as anyone in Nuremberg could ever
see it. Instead, Renaissance mathematics and art-
fulness collaborated to make a picture of the heav-
ens as they could never be seen, but as they should
be, in perfect order.

Imagine standing outside the sphere of stars,
looking back at our world from high above the
ecliptic pole. In this external, impossibly godly
view, the stars and their constellations are seen
from behind. And they are placed in an ingen-
iously reordered space: the space of stars and con-
stellations peeled off the great globe on which
they are arranged, then geometrically projected
onto a two-dimensional and flattened surface,

then redrawn and printed. Thus the stars’ popula-
tions and geography could be mastered, their scale
modified, reproduced and disseminated. Artists
often exploited such a viewpoint. A spectacular
case is Raphael’s remarkable use in his work for
Pope Julius II in the Vatican in 1509 of an astro-
nomical perspective on the constellations
regarded from outside the heavenly spheres.4

Their territories were figured in glorious shapes, of
beasts and heroes, mythic emblems drawn from
this culture’s fantastic pasts. The pagan emblems
of the constellations were of course not seen at
night, but they were ways of remembering, then
grasping, the hosts of heaven.

These enterprises of star mapping required
ingenious historical interpretation and vigilant dis-
ciplinary memory. This memory was embodied,
often eponymously, in hardware: notebooks, cor-
respondence, charts, marble inscriptions, ivory
and brass scales. Southern German masters, col-
laborators of bankers and merchants, professors
and printers, were acknowledged experts in the
manufacture and use of such hardware. Such prac-
titioners aimed to turn mutable phenomena into
fixed objects capable of being stored, compared,
exchanged and exploited in a global network
whose nodes were the privileged sites of accumu-
lation and the manifold (although often tempo-
rary) bases of observation and calculation. Precise
celestial knowledge became a crucial tool of Euro-
peans’ power, a sign of its legitimacy and a ration-
ale for its exercise.

It is no coincidence that the new star-maps
appeared at exactly the same time as the radical
change in the world-map engineered by European
navigators and mathematicians. From the late fif-
teenth century, Europeans voyaged to the New
World and there claimed ownership of lands and
seas. They exhibited a range of proofs to define
possession. Portuguese mariners, indebted to the
practical skills of Islamic and Jewish mathemati-
cians, made observations of the stars to prove their
title. Dutch cartographers working for the great
trading companies mapped out new territories as

1 Horst Bredekamp, The lure of antiquity and the cult of the
machine, Markus Weiner, Princeton, 1995, p. 58.

2 Cicely Veronica Wedgwood, The Thirty Years War, Double-
day Anchor Books, New York, 1961, pp. 190f., 233-238.

3 Edmund Weiss, “Albrecht Dürers geographische,
astronomische und astrologische Tafeln,” in: Jahrbuch der
Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des Allerhöchsten Kaiser-
hauses, 7, 1888, pp. 207-220; Deborah J.Warner, The sky
explored: celestial cartography 1500-1800, Alan Liss, New
York, 1979, pp. 71-75.

4 Samuel Y. Edgerton, The heritage of Giotto’s geometry: art
and science on the eve of the Scientific Revolution, Cornell
University Press, Ithaca, 1991, pp. 196-207.

Sky, Heaven and the Seat of Power
Simon Schaffer

Johann Bayer, Uranometria, title page , engraving by
A lexander Mair, published by Christoph Mangus, Augsburg ,
1603, University Library Cambridge Se l.1.23, by perm ission
of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library ■ Under the
Platonic motto, ”Let none ignorant of geometry enter here ,”
stand A tlas and Hercules, here described as astronomy‘s
oldest master and student, and a view of the city of Augs-
burg as capital of a new ste llar astronomy.
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part of their demonstration of ownership. Por-
tuguese and Dutch mariners then told of new stars
and new heavens unseen by their compatriots
back home. Voyages into the Pacific convinced
their investors with a magnificent globe built for
Nuremberg financiers by the mathematician Mar-
tin Behaim.5 There were already very sophisti-
cated ways of defining the population of the heav-
ens common among peoples living in the southern
oceans. Europeans ignored them, sneered at them
and chose instead to find the symbols of Christian
and imperial power already there among the stars,
as though their conquests had been sanctioned
and prefigured by celestial grace.

Mathematical instruments and New World
marvels became signs of status to be shown and
exploited. In 1533 the Nuremberg men manufac-
tured the first printed celestial globe; that same
year the court artist Hans Holbein incorporated
Behaim’s globe alongside a starry equivalent in his
celebrated painting of a pair of erudite ambassa-
dors. Knowledge of the celestial spaces was put
into a vision that subversively juxtaposed the arti-
sans’ practical mastery of seas and skies with the
devout’s understanding of the heavens. In these
new kinds of images, perspective could be used to
fit vast spaces into smaller manageable forms; the
ingenious projection techniques, as in the new star
charts, could also be used to extend the picture
space so that cunning cartographers had even
more room in which to exercise their powers.6

A catastrophic century later and about 60 miles
south, the ingenious citizens of Augsburg used
these techniques to help restore their world. They
started by accumulating in their workrooms the
mass of new knowledge, which they wanted to
turn into a novel kind of heavenly theater. New
constellations were to be made, using stars
unknown to Ptolemy, identified by the teamwork
of Tycho Brahe’s great observatory at Uraniborg,
seen with the newfangled spyglasses manufac-
tured in the Netherlands and northern Italy and
reported by Portuguese and Dutch mariners in the
southern seas. The program started in 1603 with
the work of an Augsburg lawyer, Johann Bayer.
Bayer had close links with cosmologists and anti-
quarians elsewhere in Europe, including the math-
ematical practitioners of London. He produced
maps of each of the 48 Ptolemaic constellations as

they would look from Earth, using Tycho’s best
data. Then he added a new map of the southern
skies, collating reliable information from recent
oceanic voyages, and a pair of charts of the whole
of the northern and southern skies centered on the
ecliptic pole. An ingenious local engraver, Alexan-
der Mair, made these charts into print. For the first
time, the stars in each constellation were listed in
order of brightness, their order marked with
Greek letters. This was a true atlas, with readers
able to find and mark the position of every star.
Overlaid on all this precision were stunningly
designed figures of the constellations themselves,
a magnificent attempt to reconcile classical icono-
graphy with the newest technology. Bayer dedi-
cated the project to the councillors of Augsburg,
for whom he acted as legal advisor; as a reward, 
he was given a substantial cash honorarium by 
the city.7

One of Bayer’s chief patrons was the Augsburg
banker Mark Welser, financier for the Jesuits and
astronomical correspondent of Galileo himself.
Welser was yet another victim of the troubles; as
the German economic order collapsed, he killed
himself. While such political, religious and finan-
cial catastrophe threatened their city, Bayer and
his colleagues labored to overhaul his first atlas. A
fellow lawyer, Julius Schiller, worked closely with
Bayer to correct the positions of the stars. They
managed to produce the best star atlas of the age.
The two lawyers recruited a team of experts to
help. They joined with the ingenious young Stras-
bourg astronomer Jakob Bartsch, future son-in-
law of the great cosmologist Johannes Kepler.
Bartsch made some important charts of the con-
stellations in 1624. Several constellations were
added to the Ptolemaic list, and Bartsch decided to
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explain their scriptural meanings. The same pas-
sion took over the Augsburg group. They would
get rid of these old pagan maps and make a new
Christian world in the heavens. Schiller consulted
Jesuit priests and university professors, local
physicians and engravers. The Tübingen oriental-
ist Wilhelm Schickard, expert on the Biblical sig-
nificance of the constellations, supplied advice on
names. When Schiller died in 1627, Bartsch took
over the tough job of seeing the work through the
press.8

The carefully labeled and annotated imagery of
the Augsburg Christianized constellation maps
recalls contemporary technical descriptions of
ingenious machines and devices. Such images
often showed complex devices in parts, with their
sections painstakingly labeled for study. Then
such charts were used for moral teachings. A close

comparison, for example, can be made with a
remarkable Jesuit project inspired by the skills of
Renaissance machine books and completed in
1593 by the Spanish priest Jeronimo Nadal and the
Antwerp publisher Christoph Plantin. It produced
carefully staged and minutely annotated scenes
from scripture as aids to pious meditation and to
conversion. Indeed, Nadal’s scenes soon joined
Jesuit star charts and astronomical plans as part of
a campaign of Christian conversion in China in the
early seventeenth century.9

In the new “starry Christian heavens,” as the
Augsburg astronomers called it, the sun became
Christ and the 12 signs of the zodiac turned into
the Twelve Apostles. The Milky Way was baptized

5 Patricia Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe’s Conquest
of the New World 1492-1640, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 1995; Anthony Pagden, European Encounters
with the New World, Yale University Press, New Haven,
1993, pp. 51-87; Stephen Greenblatt, Marvellous Possessions:
the Wonder of the New World, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1991, pp. 59-63.

6 Bruno Latour, “Opening one eye while closing the other:
a note on some religious paintings,” in: Picturing power:

visual depiction and social relations, Gordon Fyfe, John Law
(eds), Routledge, London, 1988, pp. 15-38.

7 Johann Bayer, Uranometria, omnium asterismorum conti-
nens schemata, Christophorus Mangus, Augsburg, 1603,
sig. a; W.T. Lynn, “Johann Bayer,” in: The Observatory, 25,
1902, pp. 406f.; Franz Babinger, “Johannes Bayer, der
Begründer der neuzeitlichen Sternbrennung,” in: Archiv für
die Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften und der Technik, 5,
1915, pp. 108-113; Warner, op. cit., pp. 18f.

8 Warner, op. cit., pp. 229-232; Peter Whitfield, The Map-
ping of the Heavens, The British Library, London, 1995,
pp. 89-93.

9 Thomas Buser, “Jerome Nadal and early Jesuit art in Rome,” 
in: Art Bulletin, 57, 1976, pp. 37-51; Edgerton, op. cit., 
pp. 254-262.

Julius Schiller, Coelum stellatum Christianum , conste llation 3, page 33, engraving , designed by Matthias Kager, engraved by
Lucas Kilian, published by Andreas Apergerus, Augsburg ,1627, University Library Cambridge 6000.a.18, by perm ission of the
Syndics of Cambridge University Library ■ The conste llation of Draco, the Dragon defeated by Hercules and A tlas, is replaced
in Schiller‘s Christianized heavens by the new conste llation of the Holy Innocents.
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Andreas Ce llarius, Harmonia macrocosm ica, pages 160-161, detail, published by Jan Jansson, A msterdam , 1661,
University Library Cambridge Qq .1.279 (A A), by perm ission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library 
■ In Ce llarius‘ view of the entire hem isphere of the Christian heavens, the old northern Crown is replaced by 
the Crown of Thorns, and the huntsman Boötes becomes Saint Sylvester, the pope to whom the Emperor
Constantine allegedly gave power over the entire Western world .

the “path of the blessed”. While northern stars
were used to represent the New Testament, newly
identified constellations in the southern sky were
to be associated with the first revelation: The
Southern Crown became Solomon’s diadem, the
exotic Toucan turned into the archangel Raphael.
The whole was set as it would appear from heaven,
the spectator gazing down on this Christian uni-
verse from its pole. For those who preferred to see
this new map as it would look from Earth, the
Augsburg team also made a set of counterproofs, a
concave Christian heaven, representing the most
accurate (and simultaneously the most pious)
vision of the new world above us.10

The Augsburg project failed. Though the new
atlas was the best available to European
astronomers, they did not adopt its pious constel-
lations. Many seventeenth-century celestial car-
tographers projected their favored political order
into the heavens. In England, the royal physician
Charles Scarborough concocted a new constella-
tion, “the heart of Charles, King and Martyr,” to
commemorate the executed Charles I in the skies
near the Great Bear. When the young astronomer
Edmond Halley produced a new chart of the
southern skies in 1678, he dedicated it to King
Charles I and inserted a constellation named
“Charles’ oak,” to signify the tree where the
refugee monarch had hid from Cromwell’s soldiers
back in 1651. In France, the Jesuit Ignace Pardies
found a new and patriotic constellation, the Lily,
to fit north of Aries and mark the triumph of Louis
XIV’s royal power in heaven as on Earth. In Louis’
own place of Versailles, the Venetian geographer-
priest Vincenzo Coronelli designed two vast
globes, one carrying all the stars and planets just as
they had been overhead at the monarch’s birth.
The aim was to put at the center of royal power an
image of royal dominance over heavens and earth.
The most ambitious political scheme for the heav-
ens was that of the Jena mathematics professor,
crusading propagandist and social reformer Erhard
Weigel, who sought in 1688 to replace all the con-
stellations with the arms of every ruling house of
Europe.11 It seemed as if utopian politics might
completely engross the skies.

The Christian heavens manufactured in
wartime Augsburg did have one significant kind 
of afterlife. In 1660 the Amsterdam printer Jan

Janssen released a magnificent new book of heav-
enly imagery, entitled Harmonia universalis and
dedicated, aptly, to the newly restored English
monarch, Charles II. This astonishing collection of
almost 30 large plates of astronomical systems and
star maps, accompanied by a long account of each
model of the world and the principles of celestial
science, was written by a local schoolteacher,
Andreas Cellarius. Cellarius was an elderly immi-
grant to the Netherlands from the Rhineland, who
had worked on this massive astronomical project
for almost two decades.12And there, alongside the
schemes of Ptolemy and Copernicus and the old
pagan star charts, sat the Christianized heavens,
gathered for the first time into an impressive map
of the whole of the sky.13

Cellarius’ views were often reprinted, dissemi-
nating the Augsburg vision of a pious world. His
book consigned these seventeenth-century visions
to history and art; astronomers preferred to find
their own powerful secular messengers in the
heavens. There are southern constellations with
names such as the Quadrant, the Clock, the
Microscope, the Telescope and the Air Pump, ele-
vated into the skies by astronomers of the French
Enlightenment.14 Though the Augsburgers’ vision
was never firmly incorporated into the disciplinary
program of stellar astronomy, it stays tantalizingly
symbolic of a political and religious utopia, a
glimpse of how good order was and is projected
into the skies above us.

10 Julius Schiller, Coelum stellatum christianum, Andreas
Apergerus, Augsburg, 1627; Ernst Zinner, “Verschiedene 
Ausgaben von Schillers Coelum Stellatum Christianum,” in:
Vierteljahrsschrift der astronomischen Gesellschaft, 72, 1937,
pp. 64-68.

11 Warner, op. cit., pp. 107, 150, 196; Whitfield, op. cit., p. 89;
Hermann Schüling, Erhard Weigel (1625-1699): Materialien
zur Erforschung seines Wirkens, Universitätsbibliothek,
Giessen, 1970; Monique Pelletier, “Les globes de Marly:
chef’s d’oeuvre de Coronelli,” in: Revue de la Bibliothèque
Nationale, 47, 1993, pp. 46-91

12 Rob H. van Gent, “De hemelatlas van Andreas Cellarius: het
meesterwerk van een vergeten Hollandse kosmograaf,” in:
Caert-Thressor, 19, 2000, pp. 9-25.

13 Andreas Cellarius, Harmonia macrocosmica seu Atlas univer-
salis et novus, Jan Jansson, Amsterdam, 1660, pp. 160-169.

14 Nicolas Lacaille, Coelum australe stelliferum, Guerin and
Delatour, Paris, 1763; David S. Evans, Lacaille: astronomer,
traveler, Pachart, Tucson, 1992.
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In the autumn of 1927, 10 years after the Russian
October Revolution, the Brain Research Institute
was officially opened in Moscow. Here, housed in
the former palace of a wealthy merchant, Lenin’s
brain was examined three years after his death,
using the latest methods in neuroanatomy. The
institute’s director, Berlin brain scientist Oskar
Vogt, was appointed by the Russian government
to undertake the examination. At the grand open-
ing, Vogt gave a sensational lecture regarding his
examination results. Pravda wrote that Vogt had
found a thickened third cerebral cortex layer on
Lenin’s brain, which he attributed to the remark-
able size and number of the localized pyramid
cells. As these cells also showed many fibrous con-
nections to other cells on the cerebral cortex,
Lenin’s associative skills were obviously highly
developed. However provisional these results
were, they certainly suited the developing Lenin
cult by putting the admiration for the leader of the
revolution on a supposedly scientifically proven
foundation. This result, Pravda concluded, was
“an important contribution to the materialistic
explanation of the psyche in general”.1

The Bolsheviks as well as Oskar Vogt himself
were absolutely sure that harnessing brain re-
search could only work if the brain were declared
to be a public matter. Vogt began writing articles
for newspapers. In Berlin’s Communist Party
newspaper, the Rote Fahne (Red Flag), Nikolai
Semaschko, Russian Secretary of Health, left no
doubt that researching Lenin’s brain would help
the victory of materialism “in the area where meta-
physics and dualism are still strong”.2 The fight
against metaphysics also meant fighting for
eugenic breeding of the New Soviet Man, which
was a great matter of concern for the Communist
Party in the 1920s. The Brain Research Institute
was supposed to contribute to that endeavor. The
examination of Lenin’s brain was only the scien-

tific and ideological tip of the iceberg; more brains
of renowned revolutionaries and other significant
Russian public figures as well as “brains from the
various nations of the Soviet Union” were col-
lected and examined.3

The linking of elite and so-called racial brain
research, brain anatomy based on the comparison
of individual and ethnic characteristics, melted
seamlessly with the vision of the new communist
man, which was primarily developed by Leon
Trotsky. In a synthesis of pedagogical and psycho-
physiological elements, this human was supposed
to be bred to be a “higher social-biological type,” a
“super human” in order to lift the “average human
type […] to the level of Aristotle, Goethe and
Marx”. Trotsky dreamed this scientific practice up
as a conglomerate of reflexology, psychoanalysis
and psychotechnology, but these breeding ideas
represented the bio-political nerve of the commu-
nist utopia for some years.4

The shift from brain research to brain politics
was not an isolated case in the Soviet Union in the
second half of the 1920s: In 1925-1926 film direc-
tor Vsevolod Pudovkin made a documentary
propaganda film about Ivan Pavlov’s reflexology
that also dealt with the blending of brain and
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higher breeding ideas with Marxist utopia.5 The
connection of hagiography and bio-politics, how-
ever, led to one of the most bizarre occurrences in
the history of elite brain research, the so-called
Pantheon of Brains. The Moscow Brain Institute,
near Red Square, was meant to be both a research
facility and a mix of museum and Bolshevik Val-
halla: a secular memorial room (which should, like
the nearby Lenin Mausoleum, attract the masses)
plus a site that was scientific through and through,
presenting brain research as the leading science of
the Soviet social utopia. When a visitor in one

room saw the plaster cast of Lenin’s brain he could
be sure that, a few rooms farther, the real brain
was being anatomically examined layer by layer.

The idea of opening a public pantheon came
from Vladimir Bechterev, who had been one of the
most renowned European brain scientists long
before the October Revolution. At the beginning
of the twentieth century he had founded a psycho-
neurological clinic just outside the center of 
St. Petersburg, focused on the “general research of
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1 Pravda, no. 261, November 15, 1927, p. 7. Cited after the
German translation in Jochen Richter, Rasse – Elite – Pathos.
Eine Chronik zur medizinischen Biographie Lenins und zur
Geschichte der Elitegehirnforschung in Dokumenten, Centau-
rus, Herbolzheim, 2000, p. 187f.

2 Nikolai Semaschko, “Die Erforschung von Lenins Gehirn,”
in: Die Rote Fahne (The Red Flag), no. 279, November 27,
1927, first insert (trans. Uli Nickel). For details see Michael
Hagner, Geniale Gehirne, Zur Geschichte der Elitegehirn-
forschung, Wallstein, Göttingen, 2004, pp. 249-264.

3 Oskar Vogt, Undated manuscript on the program of the
Moscow Institute [around 1925 or 1926], Cécile and Oskar
Vogt-Archiv, Heinrich Heine University Düsseldorf, Akte
276 (I, J) (trans. Uli Nickel). On the attempts to build an
institute for investigating geniuses see Irina Sirotkina, Diag-
nosing Literary Genius. A Cultural History of Psychiatry in
Russia, 1880-1930, Johns Hopkins University Press, Balti-
more, 2002.

4 Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution, University of
Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, 1968, pp. 255f.

5 Margarete Vöhringer, Michael Hagner, “Vsevolod Pudov-
kins Mechanik des Gehirns – Film als psychophysiolo-
gisches Experiment,” in: Bildwelten des Wissens. Kunst-
historisches Jahrbuch für Bildkritik, vol. 2/1, Akademie
Verlag, Berlin, 2004, pp. 82-92.

The Pantheon of Brains
Michael Hagner

Lenin’s brain, published in: Fritz Kahn, Das Leben des M enschen, vol. 4, Kosmos Verlag , Stuttgart, 1929



personality, its education and hygiene of the men-
tal sphere as well as the studies of prophylaxis and
the healing of nervous and mental illnesses”.
Bechterev also was interested in the brains of
important men: In 1909 he had already published
an anatomical study of Dimitry Mendeleyev’s
brain, in which he certified the famous chemist as
having a “deluxe model of convolutions of the
brain” which allowed a “distinct sharpness and
vividness in his thinking”.6 The idea of connecting
elite brain research and brain politics had been
established before the October Revolution, but
only with the new political situation did the time
seem to have come, even for a senior brain scien-
tist like Bechterev, to convert the ideas into reality
in grand style.

As the Neue Zürcher Zeitung wrote in the issue
of July 24, 1927, Bechterev had originally planned
an “all-Russian Pantheon” in Leningrad, the city
where he had been living for decades, which had
fallen behind Moscow after the October Revolu-
tion. “But this Pantheon,” wrote Bechterev, “must
not be similar to the Parisian Pantheon, which
houses the coffins of a few people and hasn’t got
any scientific value, this Pantheon must be a living
institution for scientific research and enlighten-
ment.”7 By emphasizing the educational aspect of
such a place he showed his latent guilty con-
science, as Bechterev knew how easily the impres-
sion could arise that this was just a place where the

hero cult of bourgeois societies was imitated. Just
as Vladimir Tatlin wanted to surpass the Eiffel
Tower with his famous Monument to the Third
International, the Pantheon of Brains was to
demonstrate the superiority of socialist progres-
sion over bourgeois decadence. Compared to the
Lenin Mausoleum, which was entirely dedicated
to the cult of the man, the Pantheon seemed to
have an advantage. It was able to suggest by evi-
dence that the Bolshevist revolutionaries even
after their deaths were not lost to science and indi-
rectly continued to work for the new society by
publicly displaying the most precious part of their
bodies. Usefulness and memorial cult were two
sides of the same bio-political medal.

Given that Lenin’s brain had been examined in
the institute managed by Vogt, it seemed under-
standable to build the Pantheon in Moscow rather
than in Leningrad. One further aspect has to be
considered. In 1927 Bechterev suddenly died
under circumstances that still haven’t been
entirely explained. While attending a congress in
Moscow, he was ordered to the Kremlin by Stalin
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to examine the future absolute dictator. Bechterev
diagnosed paranoia and carelessly told this to
Stalin’s personal physician. A week later Bechterev
was dead, allegedly of food poisoning after a din-
ner in Moscow. Stalin’s revenge even made a
sarcastic neurological point, as Bechterev’s brain
didn’t return to Leningrad but was dispatched to
the Moscow Brain Research Institute. From then
on, brain scientists and party leaders were not
squeamish when it came to taking possession of
elite brains. When Vladimir Majakovski commit-
ted suicide, his brain, much to the horror of his
relatives, was removed on his deathbed in a light-
ning operation before his body was released 
for burial.8

In November 1929 Vogt gave another lecture
in the Pantheon of the Brain Research State Insti-
tute where he coined the term “association ath-
lete” to describe Lenin, meaning, in terms of asso-
ciation psychology, that Lenin was immensely
gifted at associating and combining many hetero-
geneous ideas.9 The lecture caused international
media attention, with the Pantheon receiving
much wider recognition. The Düsseldorfer Nach-
richten’s correspondent described it in these
terms: “The thirteen brains, each one in a glass
case, are aligned along the wall of a large room
that might have been the ballroom when the
palace was still owned by a rich merchant in
Moscow. Above each case is the name of the man

whose head the brain was extracted from, there
are also some notes on his career; in some cases
even photographs of the man and also enlarged
photographs of cross sections of the grey brain
matter. The glass cases are placed on wooden con-
tainers, containing some of the person’s works,
medical records, case histories, etc.” 10 Vogt had
mentioned those 13 brains by name in his lecture.
In addition to Lenin’s brain, the collection at that
time contained several brains of scientists, artists
and politicians.

The glass cases, of course, displayed only
copies of the brains; the real things were anatomi-
cally examined a few rooms down the hallway.
But the connection between the brain and mental
brilliance became obvious, nonetheless. Although
Lenin’s brain was the main attraction, the Pan-
theon was dedicated to revolutionaries still living,
and some cases were still empty, waiting to be
filled. The absurdity of these empty cases would
be proved only a few years later when Stalin, in the
infamous show trials, eliminated several revolu-
tionary comrades. Honored party members were
declared persona non grata, executed and extin-
guished from Soviet history. The Moscow brain
researchers, though, didn’t get into the precarious
position of having to decide whom to display in
the Brain Pantheon. Sometime around 1930, only
months after its glorious opening, it was closed.

From contemporary sources the immediate
cause for the closure cannot be clearly established,
but the motives become obvious even without
concrete archival documentation. First, after Stalin
finally took over power he focused the people’s
cult exclusively on Lenin and himself. A memorial
room for a whole group of Bolsheviks would
simply have undermined this intention. Second,
after 1930, eugenics no longer played a major role
in the Soviet Union. The brain represented the
human as being primarily a biological being and
only secondarily a social one. Stalin, however,
planned more radically than had the Bolsheviks 
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6 Wladimir Bechterew, “Selbstdarstellung,” in: Die Medizin
der Gegenwart in Selbstdarstellungen, Louis R. Grote (ed.)
vol. 6, Meiner, Leipzig, 1927, p. 4; Wladimir v. Bechterew,
Richard Weinberg, “Das Gehirn des Chemikers D. J.
Mendelejew,” in: Anatomische und entwicklungsgeschicht-
liche Monographien, first issue, Engelmann, Leipzig, 1909,
p. 15.

7 WJ, “Ein Pantheon der Gehirne in Moskau,” in: Neue
Zürcher Zeitung, July 24, 1927, p. 7; Vladimir Bechterev,
“Über das Pantheon,” in: Wochenblatt der WOKS, 1928,
no. 2, p. 5.

8 Monika Spivak, Posmertnaja diagnostika genial’nosti:
Eduard Bagrickij, Andrej Belyj, Vladimir Majakovskij v
kollekcii Instituta mozga (materialy iz archiva G. I. Polja-
kova), Agraf, Moscow, 2001.

9 Oskar Vogt, “1. Bericht über die Arbeiten des Moskauer
Staatsinstituts für Hirnforschung,” in: Journal für Psycholo-
gie und Neurologie, 40, 1930, pp. 108-118.

10 DN, “Im Pantheon der Gehirne. Ein Besuch im Moskauer
Institut für Gehirnforschung – Lenins graue Substanz in
31000 Teilchen zerschnitten,” in: Düsseldorfer Nachrichten,
December 3, 1929 (trans. Uli Nickel).

Brains in containers in the Moscow Institute for Brain Research,
stills taken from a documentary film 

Plaster cast of Lenin’s brainPlaster cast of Stalin’s brain



in the 1920s to elevate the social above the bio-
logical.11 Third, the Brain Research Institute
developed more and more into a place where not
only the brains of prominent artistic, political and
scientific figures were collected but also those of
political dissidents and dispelled people. Over
time the institute turned into a unique repository
of skulls from Russia’s twentieth-century history.
Apart from the previously mentioned public fig-
ures, the institute houses the brains of the symbol-
ist Andrej Belyj (reposing there due to Boris
Pasternak’s intervention), Maxim Gorki, Konstan-
tin Stanislavsky, Sergei Eisenstein, Ivan Pavlov and
Clara Zetkin, as well as Stalin’s brain and even the

brain of the nuclear physicist and dissident Andrei
Sakharov, who died in 1989. Worldwide, there are
a number of anatomical collections containing the
brains of distinguished people: in Göttingen,
Stockholm, Paris, Düsseldorf, Philadelphia, Ithaca
and Tokyo. None, however, has gathered together
so many celebrities as has the Moscow collection.
Research also continued, although the examina-
tion of Lenin’s brain was brought to a temporary
conclusion in 1936, but somehow today nobody in
the Moscow Institute seems to want to know too
much about it.
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After the brain ceased to be a propaganda
instrument for communism, the Pantheon was
surrendered to a dialectic that is not uncommon in
dictatorships: serving the public in what had been
a cult room was now eliminated in favor of total
secrecy; the place was treated as if it had never
existed. If we didn’t have eye-witness reports from
1929, there would be no evidence of the Pan-
theon’s existence. As far as I know, there is not a
single photograph of this room. Therefore there is
no answer to the question as to how the right half
of Lenin’s brain had been displayed, the left half of
his brain having been damaged by several strokes.
To develop a Lenin cult, using brain material of an
infirm Lenin would have been out of the question.
The displays of the Pantheon – plaster casts, glass
cases and documents about the relevant public fig-
ures – probably remain today, safely locked away
and barred to outsiders in the Moscow Brain
Research Institute. After the closure of the Pan-
theon and Oskar Vogt’s fall from grace, work on
elite brains was continued but in secret. The 1936
report of the conclusive results of the work on
Lenin’s brain was kept strictly confidential. Some
documents about elite brains were later published
in Russian, but in principle nothing has changed
the highly secretive attitude of the Moscow Brain
Research Institute regarding its past.12

There has been one exception: During the
months of turmoil surrounding the Soviet Union’s
breakdown at the beginning of the 1990s, a film

team was able to gain access to the Brain Research
Institute. The film doesn’t show anything of the
former Pantheon, but it provides an insight into
Room 19 where the elite brains are stored. A view
of the shelves shows standard glass containers
with the floating brains inside. A technical assis-
tant holds the plaster cast of Lenin’s brain in front
of the camera with only the intact half visible. Even
in 1991, the damaged part of his brain was not
shown. As the assistant presents Stalin’s brain, the
reporter gets a little uneasy as this brain was
responsible for hisfather’s murder. This is the
moment when it becomes obvious that the
Moscow Pantheon is an undeniable part of the
Soviet Union’s history, and it is probably only a
matter of time until it returns to the public domain
again.

It is not in Moscow but in St. Petersburg that
the traces of elite brain research can be followed.
In the psycho-neurological clinic founded by
Bechterev and still operating, a splendid museum
room reminds us of the clinic founder’s scientific
and organizational achievements. In a corner at
the far end of the exhibition rotunda is a glass cab-
inet housing three objects: a laurel wreath that
belonged to Bechterev, his death mask and a plas-
ter cast of his brain. The symbolic (the laurel
wreath), the imaginative (the death mask) and the
real (the brain) could not be more precisely
aligned.

Translated from the German by Uli Nickel
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11 Hans-Walther Schmuhl, “Rassenhygiene in Deutschland –
Eugenik in der Sowjetunion: Ein Vergleich,” in: Im Dschun-
gel der Macht. Intellektuelle Professionen unter Stalin und
Hitler, Dietrich Beyrau (ed.), Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
Göttingen, 2000, pp. 371f.

12 S. Blinkov, G. Poliakov, “The Activities of the Moscow
Brain Institute,” in: Acta Medica URSS 1, 1938, pp. 674-679.
For further information see Richter, op. cit., pp. 89-98;
Spivak, op. cit. The secret report on Lenin’s brain by Semjon
Sarkissow is published in German translation in Richter, 
op. cit., pp. 302-307.

Plaster cast of V ladim ir Bechterev’s brain, published in: M ichae l Hagner, Geniale Gehirne , Wallste in, Göttingen, 2004, photo:
Margarete Vöhringer



If “things” are central to negotiations over what
matters, then precious objects have long been
things within the distinct cultural contexts of the
Northwest Coast peoples of Canada and the
United States. From the raising of totem poles to
the monumental artworks that dominate the halls
and lounges of Vancouver International Airport,
Northwest Coast objects play a central role in
negotiating meanings, practices and status within
particular local contexts, as well as between mem-
bers of indigenous groups, the dominant settler
society and global networks.

For over 100 years, Northwest Coast peoples
have given social theorists rich resources for think-
ing through things.1 The Northwest Coast pot-
latch, occasions when hosts claim and substanti-
ate their political status through the accumulation,
display and distribution of objects, was central to
Mauss’ classic analysis Essai sur le don (1925),
translated into English as The Gift (1954). Mauss
rightly challenged the notion of the free gift,
demonstrating how the movement of things
marks status and implies reciprocal obligations.
He also explored the spirit of the gift itself, draw-
ing on the Maori notion of taonga, which encom-
passes both tangible and intangible treasures.2

A potlatch creates an assembly of things: a
gathering of guests with high-ranking chiefs occu-
pying key positions; the bringing together of sig-
nificant resources and skills, drawing on the host’s
kin and carefully maintained alliances; and the dis-
play and giving as gifts of objects that distinctly
proclaim status, lineage, ownership, rights and
responsibilities through ingeniously staged
dynamic performances. Such dramatic objects
may fix potentially fluid and sometimes contested
relationships in apparently stable things. But at
least as often they are designed to mark shifting
transformations between social categories as well
as between human, natural and supernatural

worlds. We might think that it is people in motion
who fix the meaning of things, but here one sees
that the movement of things also helps to position
people in terms of status, rights and entitlements.

These things that move are eloquent about
their agency. Totem poles, masks, feast spoons,
bowls and fine-art prints embody in both sub-
stance and form the power of these transforma-
tions. Elaborate masks worn at potlatches and
other ceremonial occasions accentuate carefully
manipulated theatrical effects. New entities may
be incorporated into a pantheon of familiar char-
acters. Rotating eyes or interchangeable mouth-
pieces emphasize shifting characteristics. The
articulated “transformation masks” open up to
reveal hidden attributes, a nesting of connections
between people and things. Even the bowls and
utensils of sumptuous feasts display crest designs
that represent a tangible connection between the
lineage and associated economic resources con-
sumed during feasting. Relations between differ-
ent groups are asserted and confirmed through a
series of staged transformations that involve prop-
erties being exchanged, just as in the potlatch
itself. A clear example is the intricately carved han-
dle of a feast spoon composed of a series of
detailed figures depicting a bear gradually trans-
forming into a frog and culminating in a little frog
between the ears of a bear at the base of the spoon.
The significance of these associations is high-
lighted on the reverse of the handle. There one
sees the naked backsides, legs and heels of crouch-
ing human figures behind each animal transforma-
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Transforming Things
Art and Politics on the Northwest Coast
Anita Herle

1 Franz Boas, Primitive Art, H. Aschehoug and Co., Oslo,
1927; Claude Lévi-Strauss, La voie des masques, Plon, Paris,
1979; Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Way of the Masks, trans.
Sylvia Modelski, Douglas and McIntyre, Vancouver and
Toronto, 1982; Marcel Mauss, “Essai sur le don: Forme et
raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques,” in: Soci-
ologie et Anthropologie, Presses Universitaires de France,
Paris, 1950 [first published 1925]; Marcel Mauss, The Gift:
The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies,
trans. Ian Cunnison, London, 1954.

2 See Amiria Henare, this volume, chapter 1.

Unknown Tsimshian artist, Northwest Coast
Mask, 19th century, painted human mask
w ith strips of leather and copper appliqué ,
31 x 24 x 15 cm , Cambridge University
Museum of Archeology and Anthropology,
photo © CU M A A ■ The rotating eyes are
manipulated by a lever on the reverse . 
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Mode l Totem Pole , late 19th or early
20th century, arg illite , 32 x 8 x 7 cm ,
Cambridge University Museum of
Archeology and Anthropology, photo 
© CU M A A ■ This expertly carved
arg illite totem pole accurate ly repro-
duces details of the larger wooden
poles, show ing the interm ing ling of
crest designs. The pole depicts a beaver
at the top , wearing a “potlatch” hat and
holding a portrait mask w ith the cross-
hatching of a beaver’s tail. A t the bot-
tom of the pole an upside-down human
figure emerges from a bear.  

Robert Davidson (Haida), Bear Hugging the World , 1986, silkscreen print on paper, 33 x 23 cm , Cambridge University Museum of
Archeology and Anthropology, collected by G illian Crow ther, photo © CU M A A ■ The card show ing a bear holding a g lobe containing
another image of a bear was produced and used as an invitation to a potlatch in Masset in October 1986, hosted by the artist. 
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tion. These are not simply enticing designs used to
embellish the festivities, but the skilled techniques
and instruments of representation. They highlight
the relative positions of those assembled, posi-
tions that are competitively created and reinforced
through their assemblage.

Potlatches typically, although not exclusively,
accompany the raising of totem poles, distinctive
Northwest Coast monumental sculptures that
embody histories and lineages associated with
particular individuals, families and communities.
Powerful assertions of identity, status and
alliances, these poles continue to be erected in
association with family homes, indigenous cul-
tural centers, schools and churches as well as at
mainstream museums and public and state build-
ings. The physical act of raising a pole involves the
sustained and coordinated labor of scores of peo-
ple to carry the extremely heavy poles, often over
20 meters in length, and hoist them into position

with ropes. As with other potlatch occasions,
through the very act of participation and the
acceptance of food and gifts, the assembled guests
witness and thereby affirm the claims of the
host(s).

These objects and practices are not remnants of
some distant exoticized past. Quite the contrary.
Similar things continue to play central roles in
negotiations within indigenous communities on
the Northwest Coast, now commonly described
as First Nations People within Canada. For the
First Nations of the Northwest Coast, things are
crucial in asserting and articulating their engage-
ment with the wider world. Here, “how objects
are or should be perceived and by whom is at the
crux of the argument in the field of inter-cultural
relations”.3 Assertions of individual and commu-
nity prowess encompass the globe, as explicitly
expressed by Robert Davidson’s silkscreen print of

3 Charlotte Townsend-Gault, “Art, Argument and Anger on
the Northwest Coast,” in: Contesting Art: Art, Politics and
Identity in the Modern World, Jeremy MacClancey (ed.),
Berg, Oxford, 1997, p. 145.
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The Haida contingent from Lootas at the Hote l de Ville , Paris,
we lcomed by Jaques Chirac , former mayor of Paris, photo:
Carey Linde



Bear Hugging the World, composed as an invita-
tion and a gift for a potlatch given by the artist. 

The potency of these objects is further height-
ened by their ubiquitous presence as part of the
so-called renaissance of Northwest Coast art.
Outstanding artists reinforce their standing in
their home communities, stage major exhibitions
in international art galleries and command soaring
prices for their work. The skill and recognition of
the more gifted artists may compete with internal
social distinctions. Local community centers as
well as museums, galleries, world’s fairs, interna-
tional art markets and government embassies are
key arenas for the presentation of valued things.

The making and siting of artistic things is
always a political act on the Northwest Coast. It is
a crucial component of an ongoing struggle for

increased autonomy, land rights and economic
control over key resources, issues that are at the
center of everyday politics in British Columbia.
Monumental sculptures may become powerful
players in acts of confrontation or reconciliation
with the dominant society. Two impressive wel-
come figures flank the stairs leading to the
entrance of the iconic building of the Museum of
Anthropology (MOA) at the University of British
Columbia in Vancouver. Both figures are accom-
panied by detailed information plaques describing
their creation and movement. One of the figures, a
7-meter carving by Nuu-chah-nulth artist Joe
David, was originally created to protest against
logging operations on Meares Island, where David
was born. In 1984 the figure was raised at the Gen-
eral Assembly of the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal
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Joe David (Nuu-chah-nulth), We lcome figure , 1980s, Museum
of Anthropology, University of British Columbia, Vancouver,
Canada, photo: Anita Herle ■ Monumental carving orig inally
created to protest against logg ing operations on M eares
Island , where David was born.  

Susan Point (Musqueam), Coast Salish, We lcome F igure ,
1990s, Museum of Anthropology, University of British Colum-
bia, Vancouver, Canada, photo: Anita Herle ■ The artist is from
the Musqueam community whose traditional lands the uni-
versity now occupies. 

Feast Spoon, 19th century, 25 x 6 x 3 cm , steamed mountain goat horn, front and reverse , Cambridge Uni-
versity Museum of Archeology and Anthropology , photo © CU M A A ■ The intricate ly carved handle has
numerous detailed figures depicting a bear transform ing into a frog w ith human figures behind each animal
transformation.

Tsimshian Bow l, 1860s, northwest coast of North A merica, wooden bow l, 14.5 x 8.4 x 4.8 cm , collection 
W. Hepburn, 1862, Cambridge University Museum of Archeology and Anthropology, photo © CU M A A ,
photo: Thomas Zierlewagen



Council and then raised a second time in front of
the British Columbia Parliament Buildings at a
Meares Island protest rally. Finally, in 1992 it was
raised in front of MOA in an apparent act of recon-
ciliation to “welcome all visitors”. The second fig-
ure is by Susan Point, an artist from the Musqueam
Nation on whose hereditary lands the Museum
stands. Commissioned by the Royal Bank Finan-
cial Group to mark the centenary of banking in
British Columbia, it was unveiled in 1997 in the
presence of senior representatives from the bank,
the university and the Musqueam community.
The figure “acknowledges the estimated 10,000
years that the ancestors of the Musqueam people
have lived on these lands and through the present

generation represents the continuum into the
future”. While the image at the base of the figure
“welcomes people from around the world,” the
figure itself holds a fisher, “which has the ability to
carry power in positive or negative form,” thus
emphasizing the potency of the image and its abil-
ity to shift meanings and alliances.

Northwest Coast things are not confined to the
context of provincial politics but have global cir-
culation. Success in art markets has given local
artists and their artworks international status,
which is an active and powerful political resource.
Well-versed in competitive exchange and experts
at stage management, Northwest Coast leaders
are adept at forging distant alliances and reclaim-
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C larissa Hudson (Tling it), Run World Run, 2002, print from a collage , Tling it World Series, lim ited edition, 48 x 33 cm , Cambridge
University Museum of Archeology and Anthropology, photo © CU M A A ■ The Tling it are the most northern  N W C group . The print
features a characteristically N W C figure running around a spiraling pattern composed of intertw ining details from a Northwest
Coast button blanket w ith European derived maps of the reg ion. The design was produced in conjunction w ith the Vancouver
International Marathon.
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ing the debts owed by anthropologists. In 1989 Bill
Reid, the most internationally famous Haida
carver, was invited to show some of his work in an
American indigenous exhibition at the Musée de
l’Homme in honor of Claude Lévi-Strauss.4 Reid
agreed on the condition that the exhibition
include his 15-meter canoe, carved from an enor-
mous cedar log and painted with distinctive form-
line designs. The canoe, assertively named Lootas
(Wave-Eater), had been made by Reid and local
assistants in Skidegate a few years earlier and
exhibited at the 1986 World Expo in Vancouver.
Later that year, a crew of Haida paddled the canoe
over 700 kilometers from Vancouver to Haida
Gwaii (identified on some maps as the Queen
Charlotte Islands). In keeping with a long-estab-
lished Northwest Coast practice of claiming and
asserting status through performative display, this
impressive canoe was shipped to Rouen, France,
and a team of Haida paddled Lootas up the Seine,
picking up Lévi-Strauss in Paris and continuing to
the Museum. The Haida delegation, wearing but-
ton blankets and other ceremonial regalia that
emphasized their position as important and dis-
tinctive foreign dignitaries, were welcomed by
Jacques Chirac, then mayor of Paris, with a recep-
tion in the Hotel de Ville. Back in Haida Gwaii, a
well-thumbed photograph album chronicling this
remarkable event is kept in the building that
houses Lootas. Local Haida participants vividly
describe the event and the hospitality of their
French hosts. Lootas continues to be a powerful

reminder and assertion of Haida vigor as well as an
embodiment of Reid’s skill as an artist and media-
tor between worlds. 

The interplay between indigenous and settler
worlds on the Northwest Coast is depicted in a
series of collages (themselves a type of assem-
blage) by the Tlingit artist Clarissa Hudson. Run
World Run, produced in conjunction with the
Vancouver International Marathon, features a
characteristically NWC figure racing around a spi-
raling pattern composed of intertwining details
from a Northwest Coast button blanket with
European-derived maps of the region. Button
blankets, symbols of wealth worn at potlatches
and other ceremonial occasions, carry crest
designs that identify the wearers with their matri-
lineal clan and thereby with associated tangible
and intangible resources. Hudson highlights a
multiplicity of views through her technique of
zooming in and out from the close details of the
button blanket to the distant views of the Euro-
pean-derived maps that were so crucial to explo-
ration and colonial expansion. While remaining
firmly connected to local things (the figure’s foot-
prints remain on the borders of the blanket), these
very things are used as powerful agents in negotia-
tions with outsiders, enabling the people of the
Northwest Coast to successfully transverse
between indigenous and global systems. Indeed,
Northwest Coast things are central to the local
appropriation and transformation of worldwide
networks of contemporary political economy.

4 Doris Shadbolt, Bill Reid, Douglas and McIntyre, Vancouver
and Toronto, 1998, pp. 181-184.
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Writing in 1905, Michael MacDonagh described
the Houses of Parliament as a “historic temple of
British liberties”: a democratic institution that
“with its sacred memories and heart-stirring asso-
ciations” had been “the scene of glorious achieve-
ments in oratory and statesmanship, the place
where questions affecting the well-being of the
community are determined, and the field upon
which the great and exciting duel between parties
as fought at close quarters”.1 Despite his assertion
that Parliament was “the greatest Legislature of
the world,” MacDonagh noted that “Conser-
vatism or opposition to change” had always been
a characteristic of its regulations and customs. The
electorate at home therefore had “only been able
to gratify its natural curiosity with regard to the
national legislature from outside” through the
pages of Hansard and the reports of the political
correspondents. No one had previously been
allowed “to unveil their mysteries from inside,”
and, in accordance with this tradition, members
had chosen “rigorously to exclude the camera
from its precincts”.2 All that changed in 1895
when Sir Benjamin Stone (1838-1914) was elected
as the Conservative and Unionist Member of 
Parliament (MP) for East Birmingham. Although 
a regular attendee at the House of Commons,
Stone failed to make any kind of impression on the
political life of the nation.3 He did, however,
achieve a certain fame both in and beyond Parlia-
ment as “The Photographer-MP”4 due to his 
self-appointed task of documenting the spaces of
the Houses of Parliament, its members, important
visitors and the customs of the Palace of West-
minster.5

Stone was “a product of the confidence of Vic-
torian England, and of the industrial power and
wealth of the new industrial city”.6 Born the son
of a glass manufacturer in Aston, Birmingham, in
1838 (the year of Queen Victoria’s coronation),

Stone entered his father’s business after complet-
ing his education. He went on to become director
and to establish a wide range of other commercial
interests in the paper, glass and quarrying indus-
tries. He became involved in local politics and was
knighted in 1892 for his political activities. Three
years later, following his election to Parliament, he
moved from the local political stage to the
national one.7 Especially important here is Stone’s
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“Our Government as Nation”
Sir Benjamin Stone’s Parliamentary Pictures
Elizabeth Edwards, Peter James
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involvement with the photographic survey move-
ment and the ill-fated National Photographic
Record Association (1897-1910). Now, with the
privileged access of an MP, Stone could extend his
survey and record work to Parliament. Underpin-
ning all survey photography was a sense of the
destabilizing threats of modernity; the photogra-
phers aimed to record the foundational traditions
and monuments of the nation, which were per-
ceived as being in danger of disappearing in the
face of progress.8

Parliament stood for the solid foundation of
British values and was thus central to Stone’s
agendas. The Parliament that he photographed
was, however, a profoundly connotated space,
and his photographs reinforce the sense of calm
control, steeped in tradition, that lay at the very
heart of Empire. It has been argued that through
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
Englishness was defined by “appeals to the iden-
tity-endowing properties of place”.9 Indeed, the
commentator, Ford Madox Ford, argued that
Englishness could be acquired by virtue of having

come into contact with English soil and English
customs. “It is not – the whole of Anglo-Saxon-
dom – a matter of race but one quite, simply, of
place and of spirit, the spirit of being born in the
environment.”10 This position echoed that of John
Ruskin, for whom inviolable English space was
represented through architecture, in that architec-
ture became the nation’s memory house. Such a
past so expressed had a redemptive quality but
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1 Michael MacDonagh, “Introduction,” in: Sir Benjamin
Stone’s Pictures, Records of National Life and History, Parlia-
mentary Scenes and Portraits, London, Cassell & Co., 1905,
p. iii.

2 Ibid., p. i.
3 In his essay “The Photographer-MP: Selections from the

Diaries of Sir Benjamin Stone, 1897-1909,” in: West Mid-
lands Studies, vol. 18, winter 1985, pp. 32-38, the political his-
torian Stephen Roberts reveals that the sum totality of
Stone’s parliamentary activities was the introduction of “a
Private Members Bill to deal with the possession of stolen
property in January 1897 – which got no further than a sec-
ond reading,” and sitting on the Petroleum Committee in
the 1895-1900 Parliament.

4 Stone was also variously dubbed “The Knight of the Cam-
era,” “Sir Snapshot” and “The Survey King” by writers of
the day.

5 Comparison between the impact of his political and photo-
graphic activity in the Palace of Westminster led one writer
to suggest that “the only Parliamentary scenes he was
responsible for were those reflected by his camera”. An Old
Fogey, “Sir J. B. Stone,” in: Searchlight, vol. 1, no. 4, Febru-
ary 13, 1913, p. 7.

6 Colin Ford, Sir Benjamin Stone, 1838-1914, Victorian people,
places and things surveyed by a master photographer,
National Portrait Gallery, London, 1974, p. 3. For further
biographic information see Bill Jay, Customs and Faces: The
Photographs of Sir Benjamin Stone, St. Martin, London,
1972; Barry Lane, Sir Benjamin Stone Photographer, Arts
Council of Great Britain, London, 1974; Bill Jay, “Sir Ben-
jamin Stone,” in: Album, no. 1, 1970, pp. 2-10.

7 Stone’s interests stretched far beyond commerce and poli-
tics. He was involved in many learned, cultural and philan-
thropic foundations and built up notable collections of geo-
logical, botanical and natural history specimens. His
considerable business income also enabled him to travel
extensively at a time when it was very much the prerogative
of the rich. But it was his lifelong interest and involvement
as first a collector and then a maker of photographic records
that made Stone a household name during his lifetime.
Archibald Eyre (“Sir Benjamin Stone and His Sitters,” in:
The Strand Magazine, April 1910, p. 449) suggested that

photography was “not a hobby but a passion” for Stone. He
was “by nature and conviction” “a preserver of the past”
who recognized that while man himself was mortal, “the
outer semblance of mortality – the pageant of life – may be
made to endure through photography,” and that “Truth –
so far as the lens is capable of revealing truth” was Stone’s
motto and aim as a photographer.

8 For an account of the photographic survey movement see
Peter James, “Evolution of the Photographic Survey Move-
ment c. 1890-1910,” in: History of Photography, 12, 3, 1988,
pp. 205-218. For the National Photographic Record Associa-
tion see Elizabeth Edwards, “Photography. ‘Englishness’
and Collective Memory,” in: Locating Memory: Photo-
graphic Acts, Annette Kuhn, Kirsten McAllister (eds), Trans-
action Publishers, New Brunswick, NJ, forthcoming.

9 Ian Baucom, Out of Place: Englishness, Empire and the Loca-
tion of Identity, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ,
1999, p. 4.

10 Ford Madox Ford, The Spirit of the People, Alston Rivers,
London, 1907, p. 43.

Sir Benjam in Stone , The House of Commons sitting in Comm ittee . The Rt. Hon. Jesse Collings in the chair.
August 5th 1903, photograph, platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library 



also a concern for the future. As it “belongs as
much to those who are to come after us, and
whose names are already written in the book of
creation, as to us, we have no right, by any thing
that we do or neglect, to involve them of benefits
which it was in our power to bequeath”.11

Thus what thrived in this environment and was
nurtured by it were the ancient buildings steeped
in the comings and goings of English people and
customs, of which the Houses of Parliament were
central in national consciousness. But Stone was
also interested in the traditions and places from
which parliamentary values emerged. As such he
photographed the Tynwald on the Isle of Man;
this parliament’s Viking origin might be seen to
represent one of the strands of British identity.
Photographs of the Tynwald, just like those of Par-
liament, map the spaces of speaking and negotia-
tion and justice. Both are presented as sites satu-
rated in tradition and the power of tradition,
places that bestowed and secured British identity
and memory. Survey photographs, and the way in
which they could be viewed and absorbed repeat-

edly, were understood as reinforcing those values.
Dissemination of Stone’s photographs thus repre-
sents the traces of the values, characteristics and
principles of the nation’s authentic spaces. They
offer a constant reminder that the seat of demo-
cratic and just government evolved from freedom
under the law of the peoples of “this sceptred isle”.

The very architecture of the Houses of Parlia-
ment speaks to these values.

Despite the general historicism of nineteenth
century English architecture, the use of this archi-
tectural style cannot be reduced to a sentimental
medievalism but is about authority and principle.
There was semantic depth written in architecture
through both constructional and functional mean-
ings.12 The architectural style of the Houses of
Parliament, which is the focus of so many of
Stone’s photographs, was imbued with national
value and articulation of past and present great-
ness by its architect, Charles Barry, and by August
W. Pugin, who was responsible for the Gothic fit-
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tings. In the Seven Lamps of Architecture John
Ruskin wrote:

“In public buildings the historical purpose
should be still more definite. It is one of the advan-
tages of Gothic architecture, – I use the word
Gothic in the most extended sense as meaning
broadly opposed to classical, – that admits to the
richness of record altogether unlimited. Its minute
and multitudinous sculptural decorations afford
means of expressing, either symbolically or liter-
ally, all that need to be known of national feeling
or achievement.”13

As such it was an aesthetic identity that created
the sites of free speech, democracy and freedom
under the law. It is also significant that the style
seen to embody these values was chosen for the
rebuilding of the Houses after the fire in 1834 that
had destroyed the previous Parliament building;
the rebuilding came two years after the Reform
Act of 1832, the first of the nineteenth-century
electoral reform bills that extended the political
franchise down the social hierarchy.

It was this sense of change in the face of moder-

nity, combined with Stone’s positivistic view and
photography and his brand of conservative poli-
tics, that make his photographs of the Houses of
Parliament an amalgamation of historical space,
architecture, function and tradition, emblematic of
the nation. They represent the values and tradi-
tions that were perceived as being deep in the
spaces of the nation and that shape the values of
paternalistic democracy, justice and freedom.
Stone’s photographs of the Houses of Parliament
need to be seen in this context. The sense of the
body politic resonates through them.

The rhetoric around Stone’s photographs
makes such an historical consciousness very clear.
According to MacDonagh, Stone built up his col-
lection “as a means to a well-defined end – to leave
to posterity a permanent pictorial record of con-
temporary life, to portray for the benefit of future
generations the manners and customs, the festi-
vals and pageants, the historic buildings and places
of our own time”.14 Indeed, such was the encyclo-
pedic scope of Stone’s enterprise that another
writer suggested: “There is hardly a gigantic build-
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11 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Dover, New
York, 1989 [1848], pp. 185f.

12 Chris Brookes, Signs of the Times: Symbolic Realism in the
Mid-Victorian World, George Allen & Unwin, London,
1984, p. 152.

13 Ruskin, op. cit., p. 182.
14 MacDonagh, op. cit., p. i.

Sir Benjam in Stone , The Speaker’s Procession. House of Commons. July 1906, photograph, platinum print,
B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library

Sir Benjam in Stone , The King’s M arshalmen. A t the opening of Parliament. February 16th 1909, photograph,
platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library
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Reginald Palgrave F.D . C lerk of the House of Commons. 1897

The Rt. Honourable Joseph Chamberlain. Taken at the House 
of Commons. 1900

Sir Chandos Leigh. K.C .B . Counsel to the Speaker of the House
of Commons c 1901

The Lord Chancellor Earl of Salisbury & Adm iral Leyque . “L’En-
tente” Visit of French naval officers to Houses of Parliament,
August 12th 1905

Francis R. Gossett Esq . Deputy Sergeant at Arms, House of
Commons, 1897

Lionel Earle Esq . Colonial O ffice . House of Commons
July 20th1909

Sir Benjam in Stone , photographs, platinum prints,
B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library



ing, a leaning tower, a mighty waterfall, an historic
battlefield, a roaring torrent or a seismic mountain
on the earth’s surface at which he has not leveled
his camera.” Furthermore, “wherever there is a
medieval ceremony in course of enaction; an his-
toric edifice tottering beneath the pick of a house-
breaker; a mighty army, in all the gilt and panoply
of peace, swaggering to and fro for the satisfaction
of an Emperor; a great ocean liner thundering
forth on her maiden voyage, there may be seen the
form of Sir Benjamin Stone, with his head beneath
the velvet and his hand upon the cap of his
lenses”.15

However, despite the laudatory rhetoric,
Stone’s attempts to photograph and give public
access to photographs of Parliament were not nec-
essarily unhindered. In an article, “History by
Camera,” published in 1904, George F. Parker (for-
mer United States consul in Stone’s home city of
Birmingham) wrote that “finding himself in Parlia-
ment, it soon became evident that this was to be
the open sesame to opportunity”.16 That oppor-

tunity was: first, unique access to make and add
important material to his photographic history of
Britain; second, to promote interest and participa-
tion in schemes of record and survey photogra-
phy,17 and, finally, to make public the workings of
the Palace of Westminster through lantern-slide
illustrated lectures, exhibitions and eventually a
publication. Although entries in Stone’s Parlia-
mentary Diaries suggest this was a simple under-

148 149

taking,18 an interview published in The Strand
Magazine in 191019 revealed that Stone had had to
write to a host of parliamentary officials – includ-
ing the Lord Great Chamberlain, the First Com-
missioner of Works, The Speaker of the House,
the Sergeant-at-Arms, two police inspectors
(many of whom would subsequently become the
subjects of his photographs) among others –
before “Parliamentary red tape […] untied itself,
and Parliamentary officialdom […] unlocked all its
doors,” allowing him to roam freely and photo-
graph throughout virtually every corner of West-
minster. It perhaps appears odd to us today that an
establishment figure and a member of Parliament
was forced through such a bureaucratic labyrinth
in order to undertake such a worthy and impor-
tant task. However, a report of a conversation
with his first sitter – the then-Home Secretary, Sir
Matthew Ridley White – reveals the extent to
which Stone was sailing into uncharted territory:

“What have you got there, Stone?” he asked his
fellow MP.

“A camera,” was the reply. 
“What! A photographic camera?”
“Exactly. It is the only kind I use.”
“But my dear Stone, such a thing is absolutely

unprecedented within the precincts of Parliament.
What do you propose to do with it?”20

Undaunted by this kind of response, Stone,
aided by his photographic assistant, Mercer, went
on to expose over 2,000 glass-plate negatives in
and around the Palace of Westminster between
1895 and 1905. Although Stone gained unique and
privileged access to most areas and activities with
the Houses of Parliament, there remained some
activities, such as photographing the House of
Commons in session, that he was not permitted to
make public. Nonetheless the photographs are
infused with a sense of the power of the institu-
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15 Frederick Annesley, “Men of the Moment, Sir Benjamin
Stone M.P.,” undated press cutting, c. 1900; Stone’s collec-
tion, held at Birmingham Central Library, comprises 22,000
prints, 17,000 negatives, 600 stereographs, 50 albums of
collected prints, 50 albums of press cuttings, the Parliamen-
tary Diaries and Stone’s original print and negative indexes.
It also includes a wide variety of published works relating to
Stone’s interests and career.

16 George F. Parker, “History by Camera, with examples of
photographic records from the exhibit to be made in the
Louisiana Purchase Exposition of the work of Sir Benjamin
Stone,” in: The Century Magazine, May 1904, p. 137.

17 Stone subsequently recalled (The Strand Magazine, April
1910, p. 451) that “I rather took upon myself to make an
effort to show what could be done, and the value of such an
undertaking by personally taking a series of photographs of
Westminster, the Houses of Parliament, the Tower of Lon-
don, and other objects of interest of such magnitude as
those.”

18 Sample entries from these diaries held as part of the Sir Ben-
jamin Stone Collection at Birmingham Central Library sim-
ply note: “To the House early with camera. Took the
Speaker’s Chair, the Lobby & the Crypt Arch.” (May 11,
1897); “Early to the House. Took many photographs of
members…” (May 21, 1897); and “Went up the clock tower
and took views all round…” ( July 14, 1897).

19 Eyre, op. cit., pp. 449-457.
20 Ibid., p. 450.

Sir Benjam in Stone , Visit of the President and members of the Russian Duma to the Houses of Parliament.
Luncheon Party. Mr. Asquith, Mr. Balfour, and the other members meeting them . June 22nd 1909, photo-
graph, platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library

Sir Benjam in Stone , “Guy Faw kes” search party at the opening of Parliament. February 6th 1911, photograph,
platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library



Sir Benjam in Stone , Isle of M an 1900. Read ing the Law on Tynwald Day on Tynwald Mount. July 5th 1900,
1900, photograph, platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library
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Isle of M an, The Tynwald H ill St John’s, 1900

Isle of M an 1900. Tynwald Day. From the Church to Tynwald H ill Isle of M an 1900. Tynwald Day July 5th 1900. Troops saluting the Governor on his arrival at St. John’s Church

Isle of M an 1900. M embers of the House of Keys. Tyn-
wald Day July 5th. Sub Caption: “Observe the ground
strewed w ith Rushes”

Sir Benjam in Stone , photographs, 
platinum prints, B irm ingham Central Library,
© B irm ingham Central Library
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tion. For although the other parliamentary photo-
graphs enjoyed wide public dissemination, their
intention was to legitimate and demonstrate the
power of the machinery of government, not to
present a radical destabilization. Both the visual
and textual rhetorics surrounding the photo-
graphs are intensely conservative. The positioning
of the viewer in relation to the photographs is sig-
nificant here. Parliament is presented as a tableau
to which the viewer is given access. Only occa-
sionally is the viewer actually positioned in the
seat of power. For example, in the photograph of
the view from the Speaker’s Chair, the viewer is
positioned in the seat of power of free speech in
the cradle of European democracy. Like this pho-
tograph, many of the photographs are devoid of
people, yet there are reminders of their recent
presence – the glass of water, the coat on a hook
and a hat placed carelessly on a shelf. There is a
sense of a lingering power in the quiet, empty
auratic space. The viewer is implicated as a partici-
pant in these values. Thus photographs of the
Houses of Parliament were part of a broader artic-
ulation of values, which would have “an important
bearing on the earlier history of our country, and
indicate in a remarkable manner, the true source of
many an epoch-making incident in the story of
British freedom and progress”.21

The dissemination is, as we have suggested, an
important function of these photographs, for they
are intended not only to record and give access
but to communicate the historical authority of
Parliament. In addition to the prints made for his
own extensive collection, Stone deposited a set of
some 2,034 prints in the House of Commons
Library. But it was through his lantern-slide shows
that the parliamentary photographs were widely
seen and especially through the publication of a
selection of 96 images with accompanying text in
1905 when Cassell and Company issued, first in
parts by subscription and then in two bound vol-
umes, Sir Benjamin Stone’s Pictures, Records of
National Life and History, the second volume
comprising his Parliamentary Scenes and Portraits.
In his introductory essay, MacDonagh declared
that within its pages were reproduced “some of
the rarest and most interesting features, incidents
and personages of Parliament”. Stone’s ethnogra-
phy again positions the Parliament, especially the
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House of Commons, socially and historically as
the manifestation of tradition and values. He care-
fully records structures and the spaces of debate
and negotiation, the institutional processes and
the social actors – from members of Parliament
and peers of the realm to officials and servants.
While Stone sees Parliament as an integrated
whole, there are also hierarchies of description
linked to power and vocality within the structure.
Members of Parliament are named and presented
as individualized portraits, while officials and ser-
vants appear as “functions,” which together create
the machinery of democracy.

Although MacDonagh noted that Stone’s
images were “notably representative of the vary-
ing types of the nation’s legislators, of the chief
officers of both Houses, of the architectural beau-
ties of the Palace of Westminster, of the strange
and notable visitors from far-off lands,” he con-
cluded by suggesting that the most “marked char-
acteristic” was that it was an “all-round Collec-
tion, of compelling and permanent interest, from
which it is possible to gain that intimate acquain-
tance with the life and usages of Parliament which
cannot adequately be obtained from the newspa-
per reports”. Going through this collection should
therefore prove “not only a delight, but a les-
son”.22As such, the photographs might be seen as
the core of Stone’s broader survey agendas of
national historical consciousness.

With a shifting political and social environment
in the late nineteenth century, the reinforcement
and legitimation of national structures and
national pasts became increasingly pressing.
Stone’s project to make Parliament visible for
future generations can be seen as part of this larger
agenda. However, ultimately his photographs are
concerned not with the opening up of places of
speaking but with a categorical statement of the
unassailable power of those spaces. The images
are deeply conservative – politically, intellectually
and photographically. The statements made
through the authority of the photograph confirm
and legitimate the power of Parliament, a satu-
rated auratic space of nation, “Our Government as
Nation”.23

Sir Benjam in Stone , Isle of M an 1900. The Governor (Lord Henniker) the B ishop of Sodon? [Text is unclear]
& M an. The Deemster &c attend ing the ceremonies at St John’s on Tynwald Court Day. July 5th 1900, photo-
graph, platinum print, B irm ingham Central Library, © B irm ingham Central Library

21 “Afternoon Tea with Sir Benjamin Stone and the National
Photographic Record Association,” in: Amateur Photo-
grapher, 31, March 9, 1900, p. 183.

22 MacDonagh, op. cit., p. i.
23 Report of a lecture by Stone to Birmingham Photographic

Society, in: Amateur Photographer, 26, October 22, 1897, p.
348.
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When a state is a good state, when the officers of the

public genuinely serve the public interests, this

reflex effect is of great importance. It renders the

desirable associations solider and more coherent; indi-

rectly it clarifies their aims and purges their activi-

ties. It places a discount upon injurious groupings and

renders their tenure of life precarious. In performing

these services, it gives the individual members of val-

ued associations greater liberty and security: It

relieves them of hampering conditions which if they had

to cope with personally would absorb their energies in

mere negative struggle against evils. It enables indi-

John Dewey on the 
Pragmatist Good Government

vidual members to count with reasonable certainty upon

what others will do, and thus facilitate mutually help-

ful cooperations. It creates respect for others and for

one’s self. A measure of the goodness of a state is the

degree in which it relieves individuals from the waste

of negative struggle and needless conflict and confers

upon him positive assurance and reinforcement in what he

undertakes. This is a great service, and there is no

call to be niggardly in acknowledging the transforma-

tions of group and personal actions which states have

historically effected. 

John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems [1927], Ohio University Press, Athens, OH, 1954, pp. 71f.



Henri Mager, A big crowd at Tananarive , Mada-
gascar, 1896, photograph, Collection Lefébure ,
© Collection Lefébure ■ Kabary (public assem-
bly around the throne) of Queen Ranavalo III
taken in November 1896 in Tananarive .



in biological metaphors. There exists, we are told, a body

politic. But it’s also possible to stress other traditions that con-

sider the political assembly not as a body but rather as a phan-

tom – as a shifting and barely visible tracing of the unintended

consequences of collective action. What if politics were made of

a multitude of issues, much as a digital image is made of pixels?

The phantom public would then look very different from the

body politic. It’s fascinating to see new media try to tackle once

again the same question that early engravers and natural

philosophers did; in each case, the artistic solution possesses the

same degree of complexity as the political assembling that it

tries to represent.

How to Draw a Digital Phantom 

How to Map ZKM 

Music, Too, Is About Composition 

From Masses to Crowds in Eastern Europe 

In spite of centuries of social theory, of economics, of psycho-

logy, the problem remains: When we assemble, how is it pos-

sible that we form a collective person, a corporate body, a super-

organism – a being that is sometimes more, and sometimes less,

than the sum of its parts? This problem of composition is not

only theoretical but also artistic: Through which devices and

visual tricks, through which original media, with which

metaphors, in which language can you produce the simulta-

neous presence of those that are assembled and of the bizarre new

entity that is generated out of their assembling? From the early

fable of the members and the stomach, through the powerful

myth of the invisible hand, all the way to the modern notion of

“organization,” this problem of composition has been described

3 The Problem of Composition

Visual Puzzles of Collective Bodies 

Nicéron’s Visual Machines 

Lippmann and Dewey’s Public 

Menenius Fable 

 



Waysof Visualizing a Collective Entity

One way of “making things public” is to make
them appear publicly, to represent them in public.
In her classical study of the concept of representa-
tion, Hanna Fenichel Pitkin notes that European
jurists began in the thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries to use the term for the personification of
public life: A community is not a real person but a
“represented” one (persona non vera sed repraesen-
tata). To put it the other way around, by means of
the fiction of representation a community can be
seen as a person.1 Seen is here more than a
metaphor of cognition: It was at first images and
inanimate objects that could represent abstrac-
tions, before real persons came to fulfill the same
function. Such persons were first and foremost
rulers: the pope and the cardinals who “represent”
Christ and the apostles and thereby the church;
the prince or emperor who, in a conception
derived from Roman law, acts for the people,
stands in their place and looks after their welfare.
These ideas are bound up with the development of
institutions and of reflection about them. The rela-
tionship between community and “representa-
tive” was one of symbolical embodiment or even
mystical union before it moved towards delega-
tion and political agency, in relation to the chang-
ing role of the English Parliament during the
period of the Civil War and the Protectorate and
Commonwealth, when the assembly of knights
and burgesses even came to pass judgment on the
ruler in the name of the nation.

The images representing communities can be
of various kinds. There is the effigy of the ruler,
which could “make him present” in a literal sense
and enjoyed the highest respect and protection.
There is the (generally female) “personification,”
as in the depiction of a fictitious person standing
for the community; personifications can be inte-
grated into a scene and combined in interactions,

in which case one speaks of an allegory. And there
is the abstract or abstracted symbolism of coats of
arms, flags and the like. These types and other
motifs such as attributes, scenes, buildings and
landscapes, patron saints and ancestor figures can
be and often are combined so as to express com-
plex statements about the current or ideal situa-
tion and organization of a given community. A
good example is provided by the title page of a his-
tory book published in Amsterdam at the height
of the power of the United Provinces [fig. 1].2 The
young-looking personification Hollandia sits on a
throne with at her feet the Belgian lion, a heraldic
symbol of the nation holding the arrows that refer
to the necessary union of the provinces. At the
bottom, one witnesses a meeting of the parlia-
ment, the States-General. Left and right of the
throne, the Dutch armies on land and sea are
shown as the guarantors of the state’s independ-
ence. Most important, Hollandia holds a medal-
lion bearing the features of the young prince,
William III of Orange, future stathouder (province
governor under the Spanish king, chief of the exec-
utive under the Republic). Her agency is further
expressed by the fact that she can hang his effigy
either on the (left) side of those who “first
oppressed” the nation, Nero and Phillip of Bur-
gundy, or on the (right) side of those who “first
restored” it, Claudius Civilis and William I of
Orange. This programmatic representation of the
state thus stages a competition between the vari-
ous ways of representing the community or res
publica, the result of which asserts the republican
primacy of the people and its elected representa-
tives over the dynastic succession of rulers, in the
name of freedom and sovereignty (the liberty cap
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that Hollandia holds in her right hand) and, in the
last resort, in the open arena of public opinion,
where posterity passes its judgment.

Composite Portraiture and the State in

Early Modern Europe

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw a
convergence of political and philosophical experi-
ments with visual and artistic ones. The latter
developed in the context of a new awareness of
the spectators’ participation – heightened by the
controversy around the religious functions and
ontology of images – and of an increased capacity
to manipulate response by an “illusionistic” depic-
tion of visual appearances. A self-referential mode
of representation is the multiple image obeying a

“double mimesis,” for instance in composite por-
traits or figures.3 Of all the techniques employed
in the representation of communities, this is the
one that will interest us here especially, because by
organizing the visual co-existence of individual
elements and the unit subsuming them, it allows
thematization of their reciprocal relationships.

The North Italian painter Giuseppe Arcim-
boldo provided the most influential model for
such double images with his composite heads.
Arcimboldo worked for the Habsburg court in
Prague, and his portrait of Emperor Rudolf II as
the Roman god of seasons, Vertumnus [fig. 2],
reveals the political dimension of this visual con-
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1 Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, The Concept of Representation, Uni-
versity of California Press, Berkeley, 1967, pp. 241-252.

2 See Martin Warnke, “Die Demokratie zwischen Vorbildern
und Zerrbildern,” in: Zeichen der Freiheit. Das Bild der
Republik in der Kunst des 16. bis 20. Jahrhunderts, Dario
Gamboni, Georg Germann (eds), exhib. cat., Bernisches
Historisches Museum and Kunstmuseum Bern, Stämpfli,
Bern, 1991, pp. 75-97.

3 See Dario Gamboni, Potential Images: Ambiguity and Inde-
terminacy in Modern Art, Reaktion, London, 2002; Felix
Thürlemann, “L’aquarelle de Dürer ‘fenedier klawsen’. La
double mimesis dans l’analyse picturale d’un lieu géo-
graphique,” in: Revue de l’art, 137, 2002-2003, pp. 9-18.

Composing the Body Politic
Composite Images and Political 
Representation,1651-2004
Dario Gamboni

F ig . 1. Holland ia w ith the Symbol of Liberty and the Portrait of the Prince of Orange W illiam III, title page of Philipp von Zesen, Leo
Belgicus, A msterdam , 1660, Herzog August B ibliothek, Wolfenbütte l, photo © Herzog August B ibliothek, Wolfenbütte l

F ig . 2. G iuseppe Arcimboldo, Vertumnus – Rudolf II, c . 1590, oil on canvas, 70.5 x 57.5 cm , Skoklosters Slott, Sweden, photo ©
Skoklosters Slott, Sweden



ceit. The effigy of the sovereign is literally com-
posed of flowers, fruit and vegetables from all sea-
sons and grown in all parts of Europe under all
signs of the zodiac. It therefore expresses a corre-
spondence between the human microcosm, the
body politic, the natural macrocosm and divine
order; it claims that under a rule that extends uni-
versally along both temporal and spatial axes, the
Golden Age has been reinstated.4 Other ways of
combining several aspects or readings of images
included anamorphoses and paintings executed
on non-flat supports, called in German Riefel-
bilder, Treppenbilder, Harfenbilder or Lamellen-
bilder.5 These could combine, for instance, images
of Christ and the Virgin [fig. 3] when seen alterna-
tively from one side and from the other.

It is telling that what has been named the first
theory of the state and of political representation
in the modern sense, Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan,
or The Matter, Forme, And Power of A Common-
Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil (London, 1651),
was partly inspired by such images and accompa-
nied by one, the frontispiece now attributed to the
French Protestant engraver and theoretician of
perspective Abraham Bosse [fig. 4].6 Like the
slightly later title-page of Philipp von Zesen’s Leo

Belgicus, this artistically superior engraving com-
bines several modes of representation. Left and
right of the title are symbols of the temporal and
the ecclesiastical power, including, respectively, a
battle and a disputing assembly. The upper part of
the page is entirely devoted to one single scene
combining a landscape, a personification with
attributes and an effigy of the sovereign. The ele-
ments and their combination are all exceptional.
The personification, who holds the temporal
sword and the pastoral staff, is male and is itself a
composite figure: Its torso and arms are made up
of a multitude of tiny citizens, men and women,
looking toward and converging on the crowned
head, whose face – contrary to Arcimboldo’s
inventions – is undivided and looks straight at the
spectator.

Only the upper part of the personification is
seen, as if rising from behind the horizon, and the
position of its arms and projected shadow strongly
suggest a movement forward. Indeed, the scene
corresponds to the passage of Hobbes’ text
describing the “generation of the Leviathan”.7 It is
the moment when all men agree among them-
selves to give up their right of self-government to
one man or assembly of men authorized to act in
their name, thereby becoming “united in one per-
son”. This persona repraesentata, however, can be
a real person, and Hobbes combines the notion of
social contract or “covenant” with that of absolute
power, since the authorization given is irrevocable
and unlimited: “And he that carrieth this person, is
called sovereign , and said to have sovereign
power; and everyone besides, his subject .”8 The
traumatic experience of the Civil War had been
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crucial in the formation of this theory, and the
abstract figure bears features reminiscent of the
Prince of Wales, already proclaimed King Charles
II by the Stuart court in exile. In a hand-drawn ver-
sion of the frontispiece [fig. 5] included in a manu-
script of the book dedicated by Hobbes to Charles
II, the torso and arms of the giant are made up of
heads only, directed centrifugally as if the genera-
tion of the Leviathan being now completed, all
wills were contained within his sovereign power.

The element of terror, which the text presents
explicitly, explains the emotional ambivalence of
the image. According to Hobbes, this threat is
necessary to put an end to the natural condition of
mankind “which is called war; and such a war, as is
of every man, against every man”.9 The necessity
for the frontispiece itself is also bound up with
specific aspects of Hobbes’ thought. The compos-
ite body has to do with the already existing
anthropomorphic theory of the “Body Politic,”
but beyond the community of the citizens assem-
bled as “commonwealth,” it represents the deci-
sive moment when multiplicity is replaced with
unity, a unity that is infinitely greater than the sum
of its parts and therefore bears its own face. Horst
Bredekamp, who has analyzed this image in great
depth, also considers that it is necessary to keep
the Leviathan alive after its foundation and corre-
sponds to Hobbes’ thoughts about the relation-
ships between language, memory and images.10

The contradictions and limits of Hobbes’ notion
of political representation – seen from the per-
spective of later developments – also call for the
image and especially the composite image: Being
unaccountable to those who have abdicated their
wills in his favor once and for all, Hobbes’ sover-
eign is closer to representation of a controlled del-
egation of agency in the symbolical and visual
sense than in the political one. It is the upper part
of the frontispiece, with its appearance of appari-
tion, that best solves the problem confronted by
Hobbes: “For it is the unity of the representer, not
the unity of the represented, that maketh the per-
son one.” In other words, the unity of the com-
monwealth is not only made visible but actually
sealed by the Leviathan, and monarchy is better fit
to “bear the person of the people” than aristocracy
or democracy because “in monarchy, the private
interest is the same with the public”.11

Bredekamp has explored the visual, scientific
and philosophical models that may have inspired
Hobbes and Bosse, and Simon Schaffer has
emphasized the special relevance of Jean-François
Nicéron’s anamorphoses.12 These were a spectac-
ular application of optics that made appear before
the spectator’s eye, through a “multiplying glass,”
a portrait (for instance of the sovereign) composed
of fragments from several images. These could be,
for instance, portraits of his ancestors (in which
case the semantic relation was one of lineage and
succession) or portraits of his enemies (in which
case the fragmentation and re-integration signified
their subjugation). The formal resemblance
between this “artificial magic of marvelous effects”
and the apparition of the composite Leviathan is
obvious; in addition, Bredekamp has shown that
Hobbes opposed the enlarged image seen through
a magnifying glass (a simile of human perception
misled by passions such as jealousy) to the higher
form of understanding represented by the synthe-
sis of selected elements operated thanks to the
multiplying glass.13

Less direct antecedents include the lifelike effi-
gies of the king [fig. 6], used as substitutes after his
death in order to bridge the dangerous period of
the interregnum, and also the “double-decker
tombs” [fig. 7] that, since the beginning of the fif-
teenth century, had juxtaposed two effigies of the
deceased, one alive in the dignity of his office, the
other dead and naked or even decaying.14 Both
types of images attempted to distinguish between
the mortality of the individual and the continuity
of the institution, an endeavor famously expressed
by the theory of “the king’s two bodies” and made
all the more pressing for Hobbes by the Civil War
and the execution of Charles I.15 The Leviathan is
a “mortal God,” but its composite nature, diamet-
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4 See Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, “Les allégories et leurs sig-
nifiations,” in: L’effet Arcimboldo. Les transformations du
visage au seizième et au vingtième siècle, exhib. cat., Palazzo
Grassi, Venice, Le Chemin Vert, Paris, 1987, pp. 89-109.

5 See Jurgis Baltrusaitis, Anamorphoses ou magie artificielle des
effets merveilleux, Olivier Perrin, Paris, 1969; Thomas Eser,
Schiefe Bilder. Die Zimmernsche Anamorphose und andere
Augenspiele aus den Sammlungen des Germanischen
Nationalmuseums, exhib. cat., Germanisches Nationalmu-
seum, Nuremberg, 1998.

6 See Horst Bredekamp, “Politische Zeit. Die zwei Körper von
Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan,” in: Geschichtskörper. Zur
Aktualität von Ernst H. Kantorowicz, Wolfgang Ernst, Cor-
nelia Visman (eds), Fink, Munich, 1998, pp. 105-118; Horst
Bredekamp, Thomas Hobbes’ visuelle Strategien. Der
Leviathan: Das Urbild des modernen Staates. Werkillustratio-
nen und Portraits, Akademie Verlag, Berlin, 1999.

7 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Oxford University Press,
Oxford and New York, 1996, p. 114 (chap. 17, § 13).

8 Ibid.

9 Ibid., p. 84 (chap. 13, § 8).
10 Bredekamp, 1999, op. cit., p. 131.
11 Hobbes, op. cit., p. 124 (chap. 19, § 4).
12 Ibid., especially pp. 83-91; Simon Schaffer, “The Devices of

Iconoclasm,” in: Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in
Science, Religion, and Art, Bruno Latour, Peter Weibel (eds),
exhib. cat., ZKM, Karlsruhe, The MIT Press, Cambridge,
MA, 2002, pp. 498-515; Simon Schaffer’s essay in the pres-
ent publication, chapter 3.

13 Bredekamp, 1999, op. cit., pp. 89f.
14 Ibid., pp. 97-106.
15 See Ernst Kantorowicz, Die zwei Körper des Königs. Eine

Studie zur politischen Theologie des Mittelalters, Deutscher
Taschenbuch Verlag, Munich, 1990 [first edition 1957];
Bredekamp, 1998, art. cit.; Bredekamp, 1999, op. cit., 
pp. 106ff.

F ig . 3. C ircle of Guido Reni (attr.), Riefelbild M ary/Jesus,
1st half of the 17th century, 33.5 x 26.5 x 2.5 cm , Collection
Werner Nekes, photo © Werner Nekes



167

Some of these resonances can be illustrated by
looking at the motif of the giant in the political
iconography of the French Revolution and its
aftermaths. The revolutionaries had to deface, dis-
qualify and dispel the effigy of the sovereign by all
means, including the beheading of the actual king,
in order to destroy the symbolical order of the
ancien régime. This meant breaking the continuity
of its institutions and replacing its cyclical time
with the arrow of progress, the revolution of celes-
tial bodies with the Revolution.16 Heroes and

“martyrs” could serve as figures of identification
but, given the political instability, the main sup-
ports of community (re)building had to be abstract
symbols and allegories. Most important were the
female personification of the nation, nicknamed
Marianne, and the male personification of the peo-
ple as Hercules, for which pre-revolutionary
antecedents existed. Gigantic statues of this
revived Hercules gallicus were planned but never
erected. In Dupré’s drawing [fig. 8], an Egyptian
statue and the nudity of the semi-god refer to
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16 See Bruno Latour’s introduction to the present publication.

rically opposed to the individual body’s decompo-
sition in death, aims by gathering and welding the
individuals together to reach a higher form of
duration in the context of a lasting interregnum.

Artists as Political Theorists and the

Ambivalences of Representation

In images as well as in language, difference in size
is the most common metaphor used to express
hierarchies of status, rank or importance. Com-
bined with the composite nature of its body, the

Leviathan’s gigantism attempts to reconcile the
affirmation of its sovereign supremacy over the
people with the idea that this power ultimately
derives from them. But despite the crystallization
offered by the image, this reconciliation remains
unstable. The fact that the giant visualizing a col-
lective entity by a cumulative aggrandizement of
the little individuals can (or even, in Hobbes’ the-
ory, must) turn against them represents a funda-
mental visual ambivalence with broad resonances
in political theory and history.

166

F ig . 4. Abraham Bosse (attr.),
frontispiece to Thomas Hobbes’
Leviathan, or The M atter, Forme ,
And Power of A Common-Wealth
Ecclesiasticall and C ivil, Crooke ,
London, 1651, 24.1 x 15.7 cm ,
British Library, London, photo ©
British Library, London

F ig . 5. Abraham Bosse (attr.),
frontispiece to Thomas
Hobbes’ Leviathan, or The
M atter, Forme , And Power of 
A Common-Wealth Ecclesiasti-
call and C ivil, (manuscript), 
pen draw ing w ith washed ink
on parchment, 24.1 x 15.9 cm ,
British Library, London, MS
Egerton 1910, photo © British
Library, London
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in the context of fights for national emancipation,
as in Honoré Daumier’s comment on the Risorgi-
mento as an awakening of the Italian Gulliver 
[fig. 11]. 

Napoleon having reinstated a propagandistic
use of the effigy of the sovereign together with
absolutist power, it is logical to find his features
also employed against his rule. One critic at least
resorted to a composite portrait [fig. 12].17 This
anonymous image published in England combines
several visual analogies and metaphors referring to
the war between the emperor and his opponents:
The hat is the “maimed and crouching French
eagle” (according to the original caption), the
upper torso a map of Germany, the epaulet the
clutching hand of the anti-French alliance drawing

a spider web farther east and the collar is printed in
blood red. But the key conceit is Napoleon’s head,
composed of “the corpses of the victims of his
folly and ambition”; their nudity evokes the bodies
stripped on battlefields and helps blend them with
the face. We have seen that Goya, more or less
contemporaneously, reversed the meaning of the
Leviathan’s gigantism: Here, it is the meaning of
its composite nature that is inverted. While the
collective Leviathan can legitimately stand and act
for the citizens who (fully clothed) willingly com-
pose its body, the “ogre of Europe” has swallowed
up unwilling peoples to aggrandize his own indi-
vidual ego. The fact that, contrary to the
Leviathan, he has no face of his own may suggest
that his victims are back to haunt him and will

Nature, following Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s under-
standing of the state of nature as conducive to the
contrat social rather than to civil war. Hercules
treads on emblems of monarchy lying at his feet
and carries in his right hand a globe topped by per-
sonifications of Liberty, carrying a liberty cap, and
Equality, holding a level, which ensures that no
one will stand higher than anyone else. But Her-
cules himself stands on top of the world, repre-
sented by the orb, and rules it with his club, the
shadow of which extends his own.

Dupré may not have realized the potentially
ominous dimension of his well-intended allegory,
but it derived logically from its universalistic claim.
This dark side came to the fore in another image,
when the First Republic had turned empire and the
French liberators acted as oppressors, to the dis-
may of enlightened Spanish liberals like Francisco
de Goya. His Colossus [fig. 9] is sitting on the
horizon while tiny figures of common people can
be seen (better in the painting of the same subject)
fleeing in the heart of night in a featureless land-
scape. His attention seems to have been awak-
ened, and he is turning his head towards us; one
understands that he will rise and turn, and that the
power he will exert matches or surpasses that of
the Leviathan. Goya certainly knew Hobbes’ and
Bosse’s frontispiece, but his giant carries no
crown, sword or staff – no more than a Phrygian
cap, a club and allegories. His muscular body is
not composed of obedient subjects but seems to
gather the brute force of the night itself. Does he
represent the French armies about to crush the
tiny commoners, or does he call for a gathering of
the Spanish people, rising up like one body to
expel the occupiers? The absence of attributes and
a caption that could resolve the ambiguity further
emphasizes the demise of reason in the face of the
disasters of war. But in an undated and untitled
drawing of Figures Climbing on Lying Giant [fig.
10], the enthusiastic gestures of the climbers sug-
gest that Goya’s sympathies lay more with the Lil-
liputians than with Gulliver. If this conclusion is
applicable to his Colossus, then Goya may have
exposed as tyranny not only the imperialistic lean-
ings of the French Hercules but also the uncondi-
tional abdication of individual wills that gives birth
to the Leviathan. This radical reversal, however,
would not prevent positive uses of the giant motif
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17 Reproduced in: Julian Rothenstein, Mel Gooding, The Play-
ful Eye, Redstone Press, London, 1999.

F ig . 6. M annequin of Charles II, 17th century, wax head and
hands, stuffed body over wood and iron core , hair, garments,
etc ., Undercroft Museum , Westm inster Abbey, London, photo
© Dean and Chapter of Westm inster

F ig . 8. Augustin Dupré , The French
People as Hercules, 1790s, black chalk
on paper, 45.5 x 35.6 cm , Musée Carna-
valet, Paris, photo © Musée Carnavalet,
Paris

F ig . 7. Conrad M e it, Tomb of Philibert le Beau of Savoy, 1530s,
alabaster, Royal monastery of Brou, Bourg-en-Bresse

F ig . 9. Francisco de Goya y Lucientes,
Colossus, c . 1818, burnished aquatint,
28.5 x 21.01 cm , Morat-Institut für
Kunst und Kunstw issenschaft, Fre iburg ,
photo: Franz Wamhof 



contribute to his demise. Early modern visual
inventions provided a model for this negative
composite portrait of the ruler as well as for the
positive one: an anonymous seventeenth-century
painting à la Arcimboldo depicts King Herod with
a face and neck made of the bodies of the innocent
children [fig. 13]. The absence of further attributes
and the painterly evocation of the double flesh
suggest the horror of his deed more effectively
than the anti-Napoleon broadsheet, but beyond
its narrative content the panel possesses on the
level of political theory a relevance that can pair it
with Arcimboldo’s portrait of Rudolf I I as Ver-
tumnus. While the latter combines the products of
a fruitful earth into a representation of the legiti-
mate prince and of Good Government, the former
shows a despot destroying his subjects most in
need of his protection, even ingesting them as
Chronos did his children. It must be added that
Nicéron, in one of his anamorphoses, had com-
bined the two opposed readings of the composite
portrait of the sovereign, when – in expectation of
military conquest – images of Turkish rulers gave
way to the effigy of Louis XIII.

A major difference between Arcimboldo’s
works and anonymous broadsheets has to do with
genre and status. In the course of the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries, double mimesis had dis-
appeared from court art and been relegated to the
popular realm of caricature. Serious painters,
increasingly expected to express their own politi-
cal opinions rather than serve a patron, had to find
ways more compatible with the naturalistic ideal
of a plausible rendering of the visible world. A
remarkable case in point is Johann Peter Hasen-
clever’s Workers and City Council [fig. 14],18

which blends history painting (devoted to the nar-
ration of noble deeds transmitted by tradition) and
genre painting (dealing with the recurrent activi-
ties of common people depicted as types rather
than individuals). It was painted in 1848-1849,
while the “spring of peoples” attempted in all of
Europe to put an end to the restoration of the
ancien régime. The scene takes place in the city
hall of an unidentified German town, into which
the population in revolt has sent delegates. The
knight’s armor used as a hat rack on the left shows
the distance separating the bourgeois councilors
from the feudal past, but their subservience to the
absolutist regime is made clear by the baroque set-
ting and the presence of a bust of the king of Prus-
sia on the right. The feelings of astonishment, out-
rage and fear with which they react to this
unprecedented situation demonstrate how far
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they are from representing in any sense the wills of
those who occupy the square under their window;
the proud and dignified countenance of the impro-
vised spokesman, on the other hand, suggests a
more adequate form of political representation.

Sculpture, for material reasons more tightly
bound to patronage, participated more fully in the
official representation of political institutions,
especially under the middle-class regimes estab-
lished during the second half of the nineteenth
century. Statues erected in public spaces, initially
limited to images of the prince and of religious fig-
ures, progressively came to include all sorts of alle-
gorical, historical or mythic personages, military,
political and even cultural heroes and, eventually
anyone whom an ad hoc committee was capable
of imposing. The resulting inflation of monuments
led to accusations of “statuomania” and a lasting
disqualification of the genre. But this development
had democratic traits and has been defined as a
“lowering of the figurative qualification,” the
amount of financial or social capital necessary to
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18 See Gamboni, Germann (eds), op. cit., pp. 565f.; Agnete von
Specht, Streik. Realität und Mythos, exhib. cat., Deutsches
Historisches Museum, Berlin, 1992, pp. 28ff.

F ig . 10. Francisco de
Goya, Personajes
trepando sobre un
gigante acostado [F ig-
ures C limbing on Lying
G iant], c .1815-1824, 
red wash on paper, 
23.4 x 32.8 cm , Museo
de l Prado, Madrid , inv.
201, photo © Museo de l
Prado, Madrid

F ig . 11. Honoré Daum ier, Le réveil de l’Italie [The Awakening of
Italy], 1859, lithograph, 22.2 x 28 cm , Sturzenegger-Stiftung ,
Museum zu A llerhe iligen Schaffhausen, inv. C St-St 5310,
photo © Museum zu A llerhe iligen Schaffhausen

F ig . 12. Anonym , Napoleon, c . 1810, detail from an anti-
Napoleon broadsheet published by R. Ackermann, London, 
© R. Ackermann, London

F ig . 13. Anonym , Herod , 17th century, oil on wood , 45.6 x 34
cm , Tiroler Museum Ferdinandeum , Innsbruck, photo © Tiroler
Museum Ferdinandeum , Innsbruck



be made an object of public visual representa-
tion.19 Some artists even attempted to take it
upon themselves to waive this qualification alto-
gether, and monuments to Work, the Worker or
Workers became a self-appointed (and generally
unrealized) task for several major sculptors of the
fin-de-siècle.

The representation needs of young and com-
paratively liberal regimes could coincide more eas-
ily with the ambitions of innovative artists. After
Italy’s successful fight for independence and unity,
the poet and statesman Massimo d’Azeglio
observed, “Italy exists, but there aren’t any Italians
yet.”20 This new identity required identification

figures, which were provided visually by monu-
ments to national heroes. The Swiss sculptor
Vincenzo Vela created many of them (the gather-
ing of their plaster models in his studio cum
gallery [fig. 15] was called a “Pantheon” of the
Risorgimento) until his anti-classical naturalism
ceased to fit a growing expectation of decorum. In
his submission to the competition for a monu-
ment to Daniele Manin [fig. 16], leader of the 1848
revolution in Venice, Vela found a way to justify
visually and narratively the raising of the great
man by evoking the moment when he was freed
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from an Austrian jail and elected president of 
the short-lived Republic of St. Mark. Vela’s repre-
sentation of the Venetian people by a sailor and an
arsenalotto (worker in the government dockyard),
however, was found undignified and tenden-
tious.21

The low cultural status of caricature allowed
for a greater artistic and political freedom, so that
it became one of the most inventive arenas of pub-
lic discourse. Self-referentiality belongs to the
genre as much as irreverence, and it can be cynical
as well as militant. In an illustration for a collection
of cabaret songs published under the Third
Republic, the “French character” is represented as
a small child who tosses away a figure of the
Republic after having grown tired of monarchy
[fig. 17]. Allegories and dignitaries are thus
reduced to mere dolls, and far from eliciting belief
like the statue of Jupiter in La Fontaine’s fable22,
they can only hope to entertain for a while. Fran-
tisek Kupka used a related metaphor by showing
royalty, czar and kaiser as puppets [fig. 18]. The

Republic seems better treated since she is alive,
playing drum in front of the stage, but the real
master of the show is the puppeteer, to whom the
issue of the radical journal L’Assiette au Beurre (in
which this drawing was published) is devoted:
Money. On another plate [fig. 19], it is shown arbi-
trating the cyclic oscillation between opposed
forms of government that the previous caricaturist
had attributed to a fickle and immature national
temperament; the poor, acclaiming the momen-
tary rise of the Republic, fall prey to an illusion.
Kupka’s cover for the issue [fig. 20], finally, is a
powerful indictment that brings to mind Hobbes’
and Bosse’s Leviathan; indeed, in the terms of
classical political theory, it could be deemed an
allegory of plutocracy. The giant is now an ugly
monster, rising out of a marsh in which hungry
people drown; its sun-like belly is full of coins, not
citizens. It is shown in the act of crowning itself
and tolerates as a jester the lonely protester, who
may represent the artist, the journal and the
empathic reader.
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19 See Philippe Dujardin, “Représentation, procédés et procé-
dures de symbolization,” in: La Représentation, François
d’Arcy (ed.), Economica, Paris, 1985 (“cens de figurabilité”).

20 Horst W. Janson, Nineteenth-Century Sculpture, Abrams,
New York, 1985, p. 176.

21 Nancy Scott, “Politics on a Pedestal,” in: Art Journal, 38, 3,
1979, pp. 190-196.

22 See Latour, Weibel (eds), op. cit., p. 33.

F ig . 14. Johann Peter Hasenclever,
Arbeiter und Stadtrat [Workers and C ity
Council] (second version), 1848/1849, oil
on canvas, 89 x 131 cm , Berg isches
Museum , Schloß Burg an der Wupper,
Solingen, photo © Schloß Burg an der
Wupper, Solingen 

F ig . 15. A . Bonamore , Vincenzo Vela’s
Museum in Ligornetto, wood engraving by
Barberis, printed in: Ö ffentliche Zeitung
der Schweizerischen Landes-Ausstellung
1883, Zurich, 1883, Schwe izerische Lan-
desbibliothek, photo © Schwe izerische
Landesbibliothek

F ig . 16. Anonym , Vincenzo Vela’s “ Modello” for the Monument
to Daniele M anin in Venice, 1870-1872, photograph, Museo
Ve la, Ligornetto, inv. V.32, photo © Museo Ve la, Ligornetto

F ig . 17. Jules A lexandre Grün, The French Character, illustra-
tion for Henri Dreyfus – called Fursy, in: Chansons rosses, Paris,
1899



A contemporaneous German cartoon [fig. 21]
comments brilliantly on the social hierarchy
implicit in the uneven legitimacy of terms defining
a collective gathering, in other words the unequal
degree to which different social groups can claim
to represent the body politic: The aggressive and
grammatically masculine mob or rabble – les
classes dangereuses – is confronted by the police
force; the feminine, socially mixed crowd is easily
contained while passively watching a military pag-
eant. The old notables, parading with their decora-
tions under the equestrian statue of the emperor,
are entitled to stand for the neutral people. The
irony of this comment exposes the political
(mis)use of such verbal representations and calls
for a more adequate terminology. The positive,
even heroic connotations of the undistinguished
expression “the masses” in Socialist and Marxist
vocabulary is visualized in a print [fig. 22] by the
Mexican muralist José Clemente Orozco, one of
the many twentieth-century artists emulating cari-
cature in their search for a language that could
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F ig . 18. Frantisek Kupka, Le Théâtre des M arionnettes [The
Puppet Theater], cartoon in: L’Assiette au Beurre, 41, January
11, 1902, © Frantisek Kupka, VG B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

F ig . 19. Frantisek Kupka, Balançoires que tout ça [Sw ings A ll
That], cartoon in: L’Assiette au Beurre , 41, January 11, 1902, 
© Frantisek Kupka, VG B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

F ig . 20. Frantisek Kupka, L’Argent [Money], cover of L’Assiette
au Beurre , 41, January 11, 1902, © Frantisek Kupka, VG B ild-
Kunst, Bonn 2005

F ig . 21. Bruno Paul, Der – D ie – Das (Der Pöbel – D ie M enge – Das Volk) [The Rabble – The Crowd – The People], cartoon in: Simpli-
cissimus, 1897, ink, 180 x 145 cm , Staatliche Graphische Samm lung , Munich, inv. 1413-1415, photo © Bruno Paul, VG B ild-Kunst,
Bonn 2005, photo: Franz Wamhof



speak of and to the working classes. It shows a
Leviathan without a head but with a thousand
mouths and eyes, hands and feet, and waving
flags. Its very absence of inner organization, spe-
cialization or delegation appears to be a strength
in the face of an implicit enemy, and the value of
its organic undifferentiated unity appears by con-
trast with a later work, The Bent Ones, in which
isolated bodies sheepishly hide their heads and
offer their bottoms to a dark standing threat,
unaware of their own number.

Melting-Pots and Great Men in the Age

of Representative Democracy and Its

Enemies

A positive use of the Arcimboldo-type composite
portrait reappeared in 1898 on the cover of the US
humor magazine Judge, thanks to its art editor, the
political cartoonist Grant Hamilton [fig. 23]. It
shows the face of “Uncle Sam” (a popular, male

personification of the nation or the federal govern-
ment) made of 19 symmetrically disposed figures
representing for the most part (as made clear by
inscriptions) ethnic groups. Under white hair
delineating the symbolic eagle and the figure of
Liberty with Phrygian cap, we find from top to
bottom and left to right representatives of the
German and the English, the Greek and the Turk
conveniently separated by the Indian; the eyes
with black pupils formed by the Negro and the
Hawaiian; the Italian and the Hebrew as ears; the
Chinese and the Swede (as cheeks); the Irish unit-
ing tip of the nose, mouth and chin, and a female
Quaker as goatee. One could comment at length
on this topology and what it suggests about the
history and composition of the American people.
The central place granted to the Indian and the
Quaker, for example, correspond to the impor-
tance of the native inhabitants and the Puritans in
the national mythology; American common sense
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is clearly attributed to well-fed and comfortably
installed Anglo-Saxons, while the Irish fulfill sen-
sory functions, and the sly-looking Italian and Jew
must be content with marginal positions. Racial
integration, finally, has proven more elusive than
the solution found for blending the dark skins into
the white face. The title of the drawing, Uncle Sam
is a Man of Strong Features, evokes the pseudo-sci-
ence of physiognomy and late nineteenth-century
attempts to read character and identify types.
Above all, it expresses a conception of the nation,
in which communities of origin or religion can
blend while retaining their identities, that has
become even more controversial now that the
wave of immigration has extended to the whole
Western world. Historically, this Uncle Sam is
indirectly connected to the past of political abso-
lutism and religious persecution fled by the Pilgrim
Fathers and to which the Leviathan responded in
another way: On American soil, the body politic
has become the melting pot, to use the expression
launched in 1908 in a play created in Washington
by Israel Zangwill, a Jew from England.23

In 1946, the German artist and journalist John
Heartfield used the modern technique of pho-
tomontage to give a more straightforward image
of the American melting pot [fig. 24], in which the
steel industry pours into the new Midwestern
cities individual and collective images of immi-
grant workers. Photography also made it possible
to realize with living bodies composite images of
the type Arcimboldo, Bosse and their followers
had painted or drawn. A young English-born
commercial photographer named Arthur S. Mole
thus took advantage of the mobilization and patri-
otic mood during World War I to create and sell
“living emblems” in the US.24 Together with his
partner, John D. Thomas, he traveled from one
military camp to another and posed large numbers
of men for giant group photographs representing
the Liberty Bell, the Statue of Liberty, the US
Shield or the Marine Corps emblem. In one case
[fig. 25], 21,000 officers and soldiers at Camp
Sherman in Chillicothe, Ohio, composed an effigy
of the head of state and of the armed forces (no
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23 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/
longterm/meltingpot/melt0222.htm (02/01/2005).

24 See Oliver Jensen, America’s Yesterdays: Images of our Lost
Past Discovered in the Photographic Archives of the Library of
Congress, American Heritage, New York, 1978, pp. 248f.;
http://www.illusionsofeden.org/photographermole/html
(18/03/2003).

F ig . 23. Grant Ham ilton, Uncle Sam is a M an of Strong Features,
cover of Judge , 35, 893, November 26, 1898, E llis Island
Museum , New York, photo © E llis Island Museum , New York

F ig . 24. John Heartfie ld , American M elting Pot, 1946, photo-
montage , 62.7 x 50.6 cm , Stiftung Archiv der Akadem ie der
Künste , Kunstsamm lung , © Stiftung Archiv der Akadem ie der
Künste , photo: Roman März

F ig . 22. José C lemente Orozco, The M asses, 1935, lithography, 56.5 x 43 cm , Museo de Arte Carrillo G ill, M exico, photo © Museo
de Arte Carrillo G ill, M exico



pun intended but the verbal manifestation of an
anthropological root of such images), President
Woodrow Wilson, who further authorized the
enterprise by dedicating and signing the reproduc-
tion. A Democrat who later introduced suffrage
for women and the direct election of senators,
Wilson had apparently no qualms about military
discipline helping to conjure a “living” effigy of his
public persona.

One reason may have been that in the United
States, as opposed to the United Provinces or
France for example, no internecine fight between
monarchists and republicans had ever made the
display of the president’s image a contentious
affair. The most spectacular demonstration of a
readiness to make it even the object of a civic cult
is Mount Rushmore National Memorial in South
Dakota [fig. 26], the result of local ingenuity in
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attracting visitors and of the sculptor Gutzon Bor-
glum’s insistence that his skill and time not be
wasted on immortalizing regional heroes but
devoted to “a subject national in nature and time-
less in its relevance to history”.25 Borglum sug-
gested carving portraits of presidents Washington,
Jefferson, Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt; based
on historical significance and contribution to 
US territorial expansion, and their combination

suggested institutional continuity.26 Borglum
even stated the aim of expressing “a power that
reflects the gods who inspired them and suggests
the gods they have become,” thus going beyond
the equation of American politics, nature and
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25 http://www.americanparknetwork.com/parkinfo/ru/his-
tory/carve.html ((03/01/2005).

26 Inclusion in this selection can still be regarded as desirable,
as demonstrated by the fact that the Ronald Reagan Legacy
Project, founded in 1997, is currently raising funds to add
the late president’s features onto Mount Rushmore (The Art
Newspaper, 149, July-August 2004, p. 2).

left
F ig . 25. Mole & Thomas,
Woodrow W ilson (21,000
O fficers and M en, Camp
Sherman, Chillicothe ,
Ohio), 1938, ge latin silver
print, 33.02 x 25.4 cm ,
San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art, photo 
© San Francisco Museum
of Modern Art

left
F ig . 26. Gutzon Borg lum ,
Washington, Jefferson, 
Theodore Rooseve lt 
and Lincoln, 1927-1941,
mountainside portraits,
Mount Rushmore , South
Dakota

right
F ig . 27. Anonym , The
Emperor of Japan and
Naval O fficers and M en 
on the F lagship Nagato,
1929, photograph



Photography, Types and Identities

We have seen that photography proposed new
ways of making composite images by posing “liv-
ing emblems” or combining pictures in a montage.
Another technique consisted of superimposing on
the same sensitized plate, by successive exposures,
a series of images taken from nature or from
reproductions, so as to blend them into one and
reveal their common features. This technique
belongs to the development of scientific and para-
scientific uses of photography as prosthesis for
human vision and is related to attempts to identify
individuals and “types” for purposes of social and
political control. “Composite portraiture” was
invented and promoted from 1878 on by the Eng-
lish physiologist, anthropologist and mathemati-
cian Francis Galton, who explained that its effect
was “to bring into evidence all the traits in which
there is agreement, and to leave but a ghost of a
trace of individual peculiarities”.29

It is related in more than one respect to
Nicéron’s dioptrical anamorphoses. Galton sug-
gested various uses for his invention, gathered on

a plate of his 1883 book Inquiries into Human Fac-
ulty and its Development [fig. 30]: extracting from
recorded effigies a “truer likeness” of a historical
figure; visualizing the common features of people
belonging to the same family, the same profes-
sional group, afflicted by the same disease or cate-
gorized in the same “criminal type”. He had to
admit that the heuristic value of his method was
limited, but the fascination he felt and propagated
was tied to the indexical character of photogra-
phy, which one of its inventors had called “the
pencil of nature”.30 If a statistical average could be
promoted to the status of “type” (originally a
printing and molding device), it is because the
result of a cumulative imprint was referred back to
an efficient cause and to a formal one, a model or
an essence. Making it normatively a final cause
was then only a short step, which Galton took
himself by affirming that the image of “health”
obtained by combining the portraits of officers
and privates of the Royal Engineers who objec-

“Manifest Destiny” to connect a twentieth-cen-
tury democracy with the ancient apotheosis of
kings and emperors.

Mount Rushmore National Memorial was
carved from 1927 to 1941, a period during which
identification with a leader was used in increas-
ingly anti-democratic and destructive ways. An
anonymous photograph [fig. 27] commemorates
the emperor of Japan’s visit to the flagship Nagato
in 1929, at a time when the economic crisis and
overpopulation problems fueled an expansionist
policy that led to the invasion of Manchuria and

the alliance with Nazi Germany and fascist Italy.27

The emperor is seated center front, surrounded by
naval officers and men, and the document demon-
strates the relative inferiority of photography as a
visual means of aggrandizing individuals, but the
anthropomorphic tower of the ship swarming
with silhouettes provides an ominous militaristic
surrogate for the Leviathan. Four years later, a
German cartoonist used the metaphor of sculp-
ture to define the Nazi understanding of nation
building [fig. 28]. Faced with the confusing work
produced by a “degenerate” artist (a fray that
could illustrate the state of nature according to
Hobbes), the Führer returns it to clay and forms 
an image of the ideal Aryan male ready for com-
bat. This model giant does not rise when citizens
delegate their wills to the commonwealth but
when the people (das Volk) becomes raw matter in
the hands of “the sculptor of Germany” – more
like the Jewish golem, ironically, than the
Leviathan.

Giant statues and personality cults have
accompanied authoritarian and totalitarian
regimes to this day. Parades, another loyalty- and
fear-inducing representation tool, have sometimes
contributed “living” composite portraits when the
colors worn or carried by participants form a rec-
ognizable image from a distance. In 2000 in North
Korea, 25,000 people thus created a frieze of fist-
raising soldiers out of cards held up at a spectacle
in Pyongyang attended by the US Secretary of
State, Madeleine Albright, and North Korea’s
leader Kim Jong II [fig. 29]. The temporary trans-
mutation of these card-bearers into fictional over-
sized heroes, together with thousands of soldiers
marching in lock step and “more than a thousand
children […] performing gymnastics in exact for-
mations” were meant to demonstrate the degree
of control exerted on the people and their identifi-
cation with the leader.28 The inherent fragility of
such a control was humorously exploited in a
recent advertising film by an insurance company
showing a young man who fails to wake up in time
to attend a parade, with the result that when all
participants marching before the tribune put on
top of their head cards composing a huge portrait
of the Great Leader, a black hole appears in his
teeth and the glorification turns into a defacing.
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27 See Japan Photographers Association, A Century of Japanese
Photography, Pantheon Books, New York, 1980, p. 118.

28 Jane Perlez, “Albright Greeted with a Fanfare by North
Korea,” in: New York Times, October 24, 2000, pp. A1, A8.

29 Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Devel-
opment, MacMillan, New York, 1883, p. 10.

30 William Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature, Longman,
Briwn, Green, & Longmans, London, 1844.

F ig . 30. Francis Galton, Composite Por-
traits, c . 1883, albumen print, 23 x 16.1
cm , plate from F. Galton, Inquiries into
Human Faculty and its Development, New
York, 1883, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin,
photo © Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin 

F ig . 31. Arthur Batut, 50 Portraits of Inhabitants of Labruguière w ith the Type-Portrait
Obtained from Them , c . 1887, photograph(s), Musée Arthur Batut, Labruguière (Tarn,
France), photo © Musée Arthur Batut, Labruguière 

F ig . 29. Movie advertisement for the insurance company Delta
Lloyd , 2003, video still, © De lta Lloyd

F ig . 28. Oskar Garvens, The Sculptor of Germany, cartoon, in:
Jugend , 1933



tively shared “the bodily and mental qualifications
required for selection into their select corps, and
their generally British descent,” probably gave “a
clue to the direction in which the stock of the Eng-
lish race might most easily be improved”.31

“Criminal types” showed the opposite direction,
and composite portraiture could become a tool of
eugenics, which Galton defined as an endeavor
“to encourage as far as practicable the breed of
those who conform most nearly to the central
type, and to restrain as far as may be the breed of
those who deviate widely from it”.32

Users of Galton’s technique therefore tended
to concentrate on relatively homogeneous groups
or communities, like the Frenchman Arthur Batut
who published a book entitled Photography
Applied to Researching and Reproducing the Type
of a Family, a Tribe or a Race and produced “type-
portraits” of the inhabitants of isolated French and
Spanish villages [fig. 31]. They gave birth to
mechanical “ghosts” that shared with Hobbes’
Leviathan the character of apparition but lacked
the crucial element of assent. The “communities”
blended by Galton and his followers were united
by fate, not choice, and their members were inti-
mated to conform to their shared essence and to
improve the group by reproducing offspring closer
to the common origin. They never claimed to con-
jure an image of the body politic, but their com-
posite portraits were nonetheless deeply political.

An explicitly political agenda, on the other
hand, was pursued in the opposite direction by the
American artist Nancy Burson, who contributed
one century after Galton to the updating of com-
posite portraiture in the age of digital images with
what came to be called “morphing”.33 A 1983-
1985 male face entitled Mankind is racially mixed
from “Oriental, Caucasian, and Black, weighted
according to current [US] population statistics,”
and 5 Vogue Models [fig. 32] does not reveal the
essence of female beauty but exposes the social
ideal according to which fashion models are
selected and to which they are made to conform.
Warhead I [fig. 33], made of “55% Reagan, 45%
Brezhnev, less than 1% each of Thatcher, Mitter-
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rand, and Deng,” is a worthy heir to Herod and
Napoleon, but, by composing a group effigy of the
tyrant out of the perpetrators rather than their vic-
tims, it suggests that rulers belong to a sort of
“criminal type” and that the “war of every man
against every man” is a matter of the states. More
recently, Burson has challenged perceptions of
“differences or separateness” by creating “androgy-
nous portraits of real people” and, in connection
with the development of genetics, by visualizing
the fact that “there is no gene for race”. Rejecting
the exclusivist traits of Galton’s composite por-
traits and the identity politics of Uncle Sam’s melt-
ing pot, her aim is to allow “viewers to see beyond
superficial […] differences to our common
humanity”34 and thus help build a worldwide
community.

This irenic intention is shared by Mike Mike, a
younger artist raised in apartheid-era South Africa
and currently living in Istanbul, who is creating a
series of digital composite portraits entitled The
Face of Tomorrow [fig. 34]. He explains that by
comparing the relative physical uniformity found
in Istanbul, a formerly cosmopolitan city, with the
diversity of London, he realized that the future of
the metropolis might also be a greater homogene-
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31 Galton, op. cit., p. 14.
32 Ibid., pp. 14f.
33 See Robert A. Sobieszek, Ghost in the Shell: Photography 

and the Human Soul, 1850-2000, exhib. cat., Los Angeles
County Museum of Art, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA,
1999, pp. 126ff.; http://www.nancyburson.com
(03/01/2005). 34 http://www.nancyburson.com/state.html (03/01/2005).

F ig . 34. M ike M ike , The Face of Tomorrow: Istanbul, two com-
posites and 25 individual portraits, 2004, © M ike M ike

F ig . 35. Paul Pfe iffer, Long Count (Shook up the World),
2000/2001, dig ital videoloop , LCD monitor, DVD player,  
15.2 x 17.8 x 152.4 cm , b/w, no sound , 3 m in loop , courtesy
Samm lung Goetz and carlier | gebauer, The Project, N .Y. ,
Thomas Dane LTD London, © Paul Pfe iffer, photo: carlier |
gebauer

F ig . 33. Nancy Burson, Warhead I, 1982, composite image , 
© Nancy Burson

F ig . 32. Nancy Burson, 5 Vogue Models, 1989 (printed 1999),
ge latin-silver print, 23.5 x 21.6 cm , Los Ange les County
Museum of Art, Ralph M . Parsons Found , © Nancy Burson



ity.35 He thus started to explore “human identity
as affected by the forces of globalization” and to
create composite portraits of the “typical” inhabi-
tant of various cities by photographing in each of
them “the first one hundred people he can con-
vince to take part in his project”. He thus regains
Hobbes’ element of assent, but his project is
marred by a naïve or desultory attitude toward
issues of social geography and statistical represen-
tation. The “typical Londoner,” for instance, was
shot outside the Tate Modern where “the art
gallery environment meant that people immedi-
ately understood the concept and were willing to
participate,” and the central Vondel Park stood for
Amsterdam; Mike admits that both locations
yielded disappointing results in terms of represen-
tativity but adds that his work “is not about delib-
erately seeking out diversity or difference for its

own sake, it is simply about recording what is
there”. As a result, his implicit assumptions are
mechanically revealed by the effect of sponta-
neous protocols: The project attracts those who
can recognize themselves in it, and the “face of
tomorrow” is young, separated into male and
female, good-looking, optimistic and – as Mike
observes about his Londoner – “striking in its
familiarity”. A more complex and ambiguous use
of computer technology is exemplified by the
Hawaiian-born Paul Pfeiffer, who comments on
“the role that mass media play in shaping con-
sciousness” by removing the bodies of players
from the transmission of sports events. In the case
of The Long Count [fig. 35], it is Cassius Clay aka
Muhammad Ali, the telegenic and contentious
identification figure who paid a high price for
protesting racial discrimination and American mili-
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tarism, whose body is replaced by the spectators
watching him. With his disappearance, a ghostly
Hercules rises up, made of the Lilliputians who
project themselves in him (or his adversary).

Modern Art and Singularity

From the late nineteenth century on, with the
rejection of the naturalistic imperative, “high” art
reconnected with “double mimesis” and increas-
ingly took advantage of the models of medieval
and Renaissance art, caricature, popular imagery
and non-Western visual cultures to “represent the
invisible”. Surrealism made it a program, and Sal-
vador Dalí turned multiple images into a signature
style. His 1938 painting Spain [fig. 36] is a compos-
ite personification, in which the figure of the
nation appears midst a barren landscape formed
by tiny characters engaged in fights. A fully
depicted forearm and feet help locate the “invisi-
ble” figure, and her naked breasts are emphasized
by two mounted combatants connected by a
lance, whose round heads form the nipples. The
inchoate state of the female giant, particularly in
the head, not only serves as a demonstration of the
mystery and magic of double mimesis but also
informs the allegory as a whole: Spain is vanishing
as much as appearing; it is shown in the act of
decomposing produced by a war “of every man
against every man,” the raging Civil War. Dalí’s
allegory takes place in an artistic and political
genealogy that includes the Leviathan and Goya’s
Colossus. Beyond the current political situation,
his increasingly reactionary positions tended to
agree with Hobbes’ pessimistic view of the state of
nature, and in 1960 he gave an iconic interpreta-
tion of the DNA structure in which the double
helix is formed of groups of four men, each point-
ing a rifle at the next one’s head, so that at the core
of human nature and its reproduction process,
equilibrium seems to rest on a molecular balance
of terror.36

Despite a considerable variety of political opin-
ions, twentieth-century Western artists were
mostly wary of collective entities and treated offi-
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35 http://www.faceoftomorrow.com (03/01/2005).

36 Salvador Dalí, Galacidalacidesoxyribonucleicacid, 1963, oil
on canvas, 305 x 345 cm, Boston Bank of New England
(Robert Descharnes, Gilles Néret, Salvador Dalí 1904-1989,
L’œuvre peint, vol. II, 1946-1989, Taschen, Cologne, 2004,
p. 548 no. 1223); see Elena Guardiola, Josep-Eladi Baños,
“Salvador Dalí I l’AND: en el cinquantè aniversari de la
doble helix,” in: Annals de Medicina, 86, 2, April-June 2003
(http://www.acmcb.es/pages/academ/vidaacad/publica/ann
als/2003/A2/sense2.htm).

F ig . 36. Salvador Dalí, España [Spain], 1938, oil on canvas,
91.8 x 60.2 cm , Boymans-van Beuningen Museum Rotterdam ,
photo © Boymans-van Beuningen Museum Rotterdam and
Foundation Gala-Salvator Dalí / VG-B ildkunst, Bonn 2005

F ig . 37. Marce l Duchamp , A llégorie de genre [Genre A llegory
(George Washington)], 1943, assemblage: cardboard , gauze ,
nails, iodine , and g ilt stars, 53.2 x 40.5 cm , André Breton,
private collection, Paris, © Succession Marce l Duchamp , 
VG B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005, photo: Galeria Schwarz 

F ig . 38. Lamellenbild w ith Three Portraits of Czech Statesman,
c .1946-1948, three b/w photographs (two of them cut in
strips) in frame w ith stand for table decoration, 
15.3 x 10.6 cm , Graphische Samm lung , Germanisches
Nationalmuseum Nuremberg , photo © Germanisches
Nationalmuseum , Nuremberg



“Nine Malic Molds,” carefully defined in prepara-
tory drawings such as Cemetery of Uniforms and
Liveries [No. 2] [fig. 39]. These figures, reminiscent
of the chess pieces Duchamp used so much, are
abstract because they represent types, as their var-
ious names make clear, not individuals. Earlier
indications can be found in sketches made by
Duchamp in 1904-1905 of men wearing uniforms
or engaged in specific trades, such as a gas man, a
policeman, a knife grinder, a coachman, or a sous-
préfet (government official).40 The Molds, onanis-
tic characters doomed to failure in their attempt to
reach the Bride, are molded by their occupation,
by tradition and repetition. Wax sealing had

already been used as a metaphor for group con-
formity and the imitation of models (albeit in a
positive sense) in the Middle Ages,41 and
Duchamp seems to have been obsessed with its
variants such as imprinting and molding. Their
negative relationship to individual identity and
freedom is expressed in a lecture he delivered in
1960 at Hofstra University, in which he hailed
artists as agents of ego worship and – referring to
Max Stirner’s 1844 classic of anarchist individual-
ism, The Ego and His Own – claimed that “under
the disguise of a member of the human race,” indi-

cial iconographies with irony or at least ambiguity,
if at all. Marcel Duchamp once participated in a
contest organized in 1943 by Vogue magazine for a
cover portrait of George Washington. He entitled
his contribution Genre Allegory [fig. 37] and
indeed, this assemblage does not attempt to evoke
the features of Washington the man but combines
his coin-like profile with two other symbols of the
state, the flag and a map of the country. Combin-
ing means here conflating, and this composite alle-
gory identifies the first president of the United
States with the land, on an even broader scale than
Borglum’s Mount Rushmore giant bust. The fact
that the jury discarded this witty visual puzzle has
generally been explained by Duchamp’s use of
gauze soaked with iodine, a material evocative of
the war the US had entered.37 Although Washing-
ton had been a general himself, this further associ-
ation was probably found disrespectful and
unpalatable, a fact that indirectly relates Genre
Allegory to such visual indictments as Herod,
Napoleon, and Warhead I.

Duchamp had already connected multiple
images and American presidential effigies by
including – although not visualizing – in The Bride
Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (1915-1923) a
“Wilson-Lincoln system (i.e. like the portraits
which seen from the left show Wilson seen from
the right show Lincoln)”.38 Stephen Jay Gould and

Rhonda Roland Shearer see this as a proof that
Duchamp had read Nicéron’s La perspective
curieuse but have looked in vain for an object
corresponding to his description.39 However,
Woodrow Wilson, who was in office during
Duchamp’s first stays in the US and most of his
work on the Large Glass, had been at least the
object of a “living” composite portrait, and other
cases of twentieth-century political pictures of the
Riefelbild or Lamellenbild type have been pre-
served. One example [fig. 38] combines photo-
graphic portraits of three Czech statesmen, the
first president of Czechoslovakia Tomás Garrigue
Masaryk (from the front); his son, foreign minister
Jan Masaryk (from the right); and the last presi-
dent, Edvard Benes (from the left); since Benes
resigned and Masaryk Jr. killed himself during the
Communist coup in 1948, this evocation of
national, institutional and family continuity may
have had from the start a memorial character.

A visible element of the Large Glass is the
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37 Arturo Schwarz, The Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp,
revised and expanded paperback edition, Delano Greenidge,
New York, 2000, p. 769, no. 490.

38 La Mariée mise à nu par ses Célibataires, même, Rrose
Sélavy, Paris, 1934, transcribed in Marcel Duchamp,
Duchamp du signe. Ecrits, Michel Sanouillet, Elmer Peterson
(eds), Paris, Flammarion, 1975, p. 93.

39 Stephen Jay Gould, Rhonda Roland Shearer, “Drawing the
Maxim from the Minim: The Unrecognized Source of
Niceron’s Influence Upon Duchamp,” in: tout-fait: The
Marcel Duchamp Studies Online Journal, 1, 3, Dec. 2000
(http://www.toutfait.com).

40 See Schwarz, op. cit., nos. 40, 56, 58-73, 81-85.
41 Thomas Dale, “The Portrait as Printed Image and the Con-

cept of the Individual in the Middle Ages,” paper presented
at the postgraduate seminar Le portrait: La représentation de
l’individu, University of Geneva, December 2-3, 2004.

F ig . 39. Marce l Duchamp ,
C imétière des uniformes et
livrées [Cemetery of Uniforms
and Liveries], 1914, pencil,
ink, watercolor on paper, 
66 x 100 cm , Yale University
Art Gallery, New Heaven,
Connecticut, g ift of Katherine
S. Dre ier for the Collection
Société Anonyme , 1948, 
© Succession Marce l
Duchamp , VG B ild-Kunst,
Bonn 2005

F ig . 40. Zhuang Hui, M embers of the cleaning company, October 13, 1997, b/w photograph, edition 6/20, 18.5 x 112 cm , courtesy
Galerie Urs M e ile , Sw itzerland , © Zhuang Hui, photo: Galerie Urs M e ile

F ig . 42. Zhuang Hui, A ll children and teachers of Q ibao kindergarden of the company Yituon, Luoyang, March 17, 1997, b/w photo-
graph, 19.5 x 77.5 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee , © Zhuang Hui

F ig . 41. Zhuang Hui, Shi Huo team of the city Bei Ye , Shinan, Henan province, November 5, 1996, b/w photograph, 20 x 108 cm ,
Sigg Collection, Mauensee , © Zhuang Hui



viduals are absolutely distinct and unique.42

Duchamp’s abstractions of a priest, a department-
store delivery boy, a gendarme and the like in
Cemetery of Uniforms and Liveries are thus not
attempts at reaching Galton-like “types” but criti-
cal rejections of any such normative “molding” in
the name of the individual. In a text contempora-
neous with his work on the Large Glass, Duchamp

suggested losing “the possibility of recognizing
two similar things” and becoming incapable of
“transporting the memory imprint” from one to
the next. The posthumous Notes show that this
cognitive, philosophical and social rejection of
supra-individual identity is one of the essential
motives of his invention of the ready-made: elect-
ing and promoting to the status of work of art a
mass-produced object magnifies (and is justified
by) the “infra thin” difference separating it from its
identical twins, a difference that represents the
irreducible uniqueness of the individual. One note
makes the “infra thin” depend on the highest pre-
cision in mass-producing two objects “from the
same mold”; another one admits that two humans
are not an example of such identity but warns
against the tendency leading “from generic group-
ing (two trees, two boats) to the more ‘pressed’
identicals”.43

Like countless aspects of his work, Duchamp’s
interrogation of the paradox of “identity” as differ-
ence and equation has only gained in topicality
since. Photography in particular is being used to
question the relationship between individual and
group, imitation and self-definition, in a time
when institutional continuities are problematic
and both appearances and representations have
become increasingly malleable and open to
manipulation. The Chinese photographer Zhuang
Hui made in 1996-1997 a series of panoramic
group portraits [fig. 40-42] of schoolchildren,
cleaners, soldiers and so forth that could be seen
as celebrating, exposing or already mourning a
social order in which coherence and strength are
guaranteed by equality and uniformity. There is no
emperor sitting center front, but the artist, who
claims to “want to repudiate the forces of society,”
has introduced himself at one end, in accord with
his concept that “subjects are objects in and of
themselves”.44 The Musée de l’Elysée in Lausanne
has recently organized an exhibition of pictures 
of the human face by “a new generation of
artists/photographers” said to have broken “with
the faith in face value” of portraiture as a credible
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42 Marcel Duchamp, “Should the Artist Go to College?,” Hof-
stra University, Hempstead, New York, May 13, 1960; ms
Duchamp Archives, Philadelphia Museum of Art, trans. in
Duchamp, op. cit., pp. 236-239 (the original text remains to
my knowledge unpublished).

43 Marcel Duchamp, Notes, Paris, Flammarion, 1999, pp. 24
(§ 18), 33 (§ 35).

44 Quoted by Ai Wei Wei, Beijing, 1997 (http://www.galerie-
meile.ch/ZhuangHui/zhuanghu.htm, 28/04/2004).

F ig . 43. Charles Fréger, Series M ajorettes, 1999-2001, 15 of
156 photographs, c-print, edition of 5, 58 x 45 cm , courtesy
Galerie Poller, Frankfurt a. M ., © Charles Fréger

F ig . 44. Vik Muniz, Ind ividuals (from series Pictures of Chocolate), 1997-1998, photograph, 152 x 121.9 cm , Collection Progressive
Corporation, C leve land , Ohio, © Vik Muniz, VG B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005
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celebrities “from confetti-sized bits of paper
punched out from magazines,” explaining that his
failure to make a seamless likeness of his subjects
mimicked our “mental inability to piece together
those bits of information” provided by the media
about falsely familiar personalities.47 The “giants”
of public life, including politicians, may be models,
but the blocks of which they are built belong to a
communication based on consumption rather
than participation.

A visual and verbal metaphor for a standardized
individual deprived of agency, the pawn, was com-
posed in 1991 by the California artist Paul Kos
from thousands of chess pieces [fig. 46]. They sug-
gest the centripetal movement of iron filings
attracted by a magnet, out of which the giant red
pawn would emerge like the rising Leviathan – but
it could also be a centrifugal movement evoking
the agonistic entropy of a civil war. The artist has
stated that the chess pieces represent for him “the
military, the church, and the state, all instruments
of power,”48 so that their arrangement in pawn
shape must imply that they obey a higher power –
the economic one perhaps, not mentioned in Kos’
list? Ten years later, the Seoul-born artist Do-Ho
Suh, who had relocated to the US after fulfilling
his term of mandatory service in the South Korean
military, created a more specifically martial and
impressive contemporary Leviathan with an
installation entitled Some/One [fig. 47]. It consists
of a room, the floor of which is covered with mili-
tary dog tags that rise in the center to form a
larger-than-life suit of armor. The articulation of
the tags resembles an exoskeleton, and the general
shape suggests the ceremonial garb of a sovereign.
The fact that this train extends to the walls means
that once having entered the room, the visitor is
involved and drawn towards the figure, whose
raised arms and brilliance evoke a ghost-like, awe-
inspiring presence. The armor composed of thou-
sands of soldiers’ identification tags brings first to
mind the top-down coherence of a military struc-
ture, and the punning title Some/One mimics the
transformation of many into one. In an interview,
the artist related this work to his military service,
which he described as “a process of dehumaniza-

47 Interview between Vik Muniz and Danilo Echer,
http://www.vikmuniz.net/main.html (28/04/2004); the
celebrities depicted are “movie stars, popular singers, litera-
ture laureates, presidents, sport legends, flower sellers, man-
icurists, and waiters”.

48 http://www.nyu.edu/greyart/exhibits/kos/Koshome.htm
(07/01/2005).

expression of the essence of a fixed identity.45

This argument probably overvalues the “faith” in
question, as the history of composite portraits
shows, since it is made of images explicitly given
and received as man-made, fragile but desirable (or
dangerous) fictions. Among the participants 
in this show, Valérie Belin juxtaposed models’
faces with those of mannequins, throwing an
“uncanny” light on beauty akin to that of 5 Vogue
Models by Nancy Burson (another participant).
Like Galton, Charles Fréger uses a constant proto-
col to shoot young members of specific social
groups such as majorettes [fig. 43], legionnaires,
sumo wrestlers and others under the Duchampian
generic title Photographic and Uniform Portraits.

Vik Muniz, a connoisseur of multiple images and
creator of “meta-illusions,” has given the ironic
title Individuals [fig. 44] to a reproduction of the
picture of a crowd by means of liquid chocolate, in
which the material used makes the enthusiastic
spectators of some unseen event appear to coa-
lesce into an undifferentiated soup;46 contrary to
Orozco’s militant Masses, their capacity to act
does not seem to gain from this merging. In a
recent series entitled Pictures of Magazines [fig. 45],
Muniz made composite portraits of Brazilian
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45 About Face Portrait – Photography and the Death of the Por-
trait (Je t’envisage. La disparition du portrait), Hayward
Gallery, London, 2004. See William Ewing, “Making Faces.
The Portrait is Dead, Long Live the Face,” in: Next Level, 4,
2003 (http://www.elysee.ch/articles/article52.html).

46 Vik Muniz: Seeing is Believing, exhib. cat., International Cen-
ter of Photography, New York, Arena Editions, Santa Fe,
1998, pp. 16, 125.

F ig . 46. Paul Kos, Pawn, 1991, 2,500 magnetic chess pieces,
stee l and wood , 299.7 x 223.5 x 29.2 cm , courtesy of the artist
and Gallery Paule Ang lim , © Paul Kos, photo: Gallery Paule
Ang lim
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F ig . 45. Vik Muniz, Joao I 
(Pictures of M agazine , Portraits),
2003, chromogenic print, 240 x 190
cm , courtesy Galerie XIPPAS, Paris,
© Vik Muniz, VG B ild-Kunst, Bonn
2005
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With the availability of Silvers’ and similar soft-
ware, composite images have mushroomed
worldwide and been employed to, among other
aims, attack publicly and to literally “de-face” self-
appointed and elected leaders, in a technologically
updated version of the “images of infamy” of early
modern Europe.53 Revealingly, this political use
has come to the fore in the wake of the attack on
the World Trade Center and the Iraq War, when
the strategic impact of images of conflict, initiated
in the American Civil War, has taken new forms
and proportions due to the ease of production,
manipulation and diffusion of digital images. One
year after 9/11, Le Monde published on its front
page a “photomosaic” of Osama Bin Laden’s face
[fig. 48] composed of photographs of leaders, ter-
rorists and scenes of destruction. This multiple
image accompanied an article entitled “Bin
Laden’s Shadow on the World,” in which the Al-
Khaida leader was said to “incarnate the hate of
the West and obsess the main states of the
planet”.54 It was thus closer to the tyrants’ heads
made of their victims but not identical with them,
since the connection between the two levels of the
image was meant to express Bin Laden’s impact
on world politics and his capacity to embody an
idea for friends and foes alike, rather than the suf-
fering caused by his actions alone. A simpler
approach was taken since by Daphi Dotan, an
Israeli-born art student from the UK, who dis-
played on Union Square in New York under the
title Facing Terror a picture of Bin Laden assem-
bled from 2,528 photographs of victims of the 9/11
attacks.55 Primarily interested in the reactions of
the passers-by – and, one surmises, of the media –
the artist observed that “at first people seemed
shocked, but their faces softened when they saw
that the work was made from victims’ faces,” indi-
cating that the denouncing intention of the con-
nection had been perceived and had annulled the
aggrandizing effect of the public display of a large
effigy.

Whereas displaying the features of an arch-ter-
rorist could recall images of infamy and “Most
Wanted” posters, the composite portrait entitled
War President [fig. 49] posted on April 4, 2004, on
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53 See David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the
History and Theory of Response, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago and London, 1989, pp. 246-263.

54 “L’ombre de Ben Laden sur le monde,” in: Le Monde, Sep-
tember 11, 2002, p. 1.

55 “The Art Newspaper, 149, July-August 2004, p. 2.

tion” meant to initiate young male Koreans into a
“militaristic, very hierarchical” society, yet also to
be a positive, important part of their identity and
his own.49 The similarities between the experience
of seeing Bosse’s Leviathan and Suh’s Some/One
are obvious, but the latter takes advantage of its
three-dimensionality to stage differently the tem-
poral process of its perception. As one turns
around the figure, one discovers that it had been
approached from the back and that the front
opens onto a mirror. The artist underlines the
importance of this moment when “you see the
reflection of yourself inside the piece” and “truly
become a part” of it.50 This recalls Bosse’s version
of his frontispiece hand-drawn for Charles I I, in
which the Leviathan’s torso is made of heads look-
ing toward the spectator. But only the prince may
have recognized himself in the Leviathan’s face,
whereas Suh’s hollow giant includes all and
crowns no one.

A Web of Images of Fame and Infamy

After photomontage and morphing, a new devel-
opment in digital imaging has brought a renewal
of Arcimboldo-type composite portraiture, with
the technical ease of computerized automatism.
Robert Silvers, a graduate student at the M IT

Media Lab in Cambridge, MA, began in 1995 writ-
ing software to make mosaics out of photographs.
One of the “photomosaics” created by Silvers re-
composes a portrait of Abraham Lincoln by
Mathew Brady out of photographs from the
American Civil War [fig. 50]. Brady had devoted
his photographic work to preserving “the faces of
the historic men and mothers” of his country and
was responsible for documenting for the first time
a large-scale military conflict and bringing home
to his compatriots, as the New York Times then
commented, “the terrible reality and earnestness
of war”.51 The existence of photographic records
for both Lincoln and the Civil War does not pre-
scribe a meaning for their combination, but the
president’s historical role and reputation plead
against aligning with Herod, Napoleon or War-
head I a composite portrait in which Silvers has
incorporated military leaders, not only victims,
and even a picture of Lincoln’s future assassin.52
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49 “Some/One & the Korean Military,” in: Art:21 Art in the
Twenty-First Century, PBS, 2003, http://www.pbs.org/
art21/artists/suh/clip2.html (07/01/2005).

50 Ibid.
51 http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/cwphtml/cwbrady.html

(08/01/2005).
52 Michael Hawley (ed.), Robert Silvers: Photomosaics, Henry

Holt, New York, 1997, p. 12. This photomosaic is explained
to have been made “with Civil War photographs from the
American Memory Project to help the Library of Congress
celebrate its new National Digital Library” and thus in a
patriotic context.

F ig . 48. Anonym , B in Laden’s Shadow on the World , front page
of Le Monde , September 11, 2002, Paris

F ig . 49. Joe , War President, 2004, dig ital image posted on the
Internet, © Joe

F ig . 47. Do-Ho Suh, Some/ One , 2001, stainless stee l m ilitary dog tags, nicke l plated copper sheets, stee l structure , g lass fiber 
re inforced resin, rubber sheets, variable dimensions, figure: 205 x 320 cm , edition 3, courtesy of the artist and Lehmann Maupin
Gallery, New York, © Do-Ho Suh, photo: Lehmann Maupin Gallery, New York
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the Internet amounted to a crimen lesae majestatis,
all the more as the author signing “Joe” was a sub-
ject of the president thus indicted and not of an
enemy power as in the case of Napoleon. 56 The
face was composed of photographs of the Ameri-
can service men and women who had died in Iraq
but did not include any non-American victims,
showing this attack to be primarily an internal
affair, an episode in a civil war of pictures. But the
worldwide impact of American politics and the
global reach of the Internet gave it an international
echo. “Joe” had cleverly commented on his image
that it was in itself ambiguous and that “a mosaic
of George Washington composed of images of the
American dead from the revolution” would not be
viewed as an indictment. Shortly after, the British
tabloid Daily Mail published a portrait of Tony
Blair composed of photographs of the British serv-
ice personnel who had died in international opera-
tions since his election, but entitled it Faces We
Must Never Forget and claimed that it “illustrate[d]
seven years of sacrifice by Britain’s brave sol-
diers”.57 A relative ambiguity was maintained here
intentionally to gain both on the patriotic and the
critical sides.

The resemblance between such images and Vik
Muniz’s Pictures of Magazines, despite the latter’s
handmade character, is not accidental; the faces of
politicians belong to the media like those of other
“celebrities,” sharing their familiarity and instabil-
ity. If the relationship between “head of state” and
“body politic” is so problematic and can be ques-
tioned by any journalist or Internet user, it is also
because political representation has moved very
far away from Hobbes’ definitive and uncondi-
tional delegation of wills. The “commonwealth”
or res publica needs to be re-composed con-
stantly, and the current circulation of composite
images expresses it in its way. But with their self-

referentiality and multiple mimesis, these images
call for more representation, not less. Monique
Canto-Sperber and Paul Ricoeur recently wrote
that “the people does not speak with one voice,
except in a tyrannical regime,” and that although a
myth, the “general will” is necessary “to constitute
a people united enough to agree to the will of the
majority”.58
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56 “See the website American Leftist (http://amleft.blogspot.
com/archives/2004_04_01_amleft_archive.html#10811208
7436221697).

57 “Daily Mail, April 22, 2004, pp. 1, 24f.
58 “Monique Canto-Sperber, Paul Ricoeur, “Référendums:

chances et risques,” in: Le Monde, November 19, 2004,
p. 21.

F ig . 51. Brothers Moosbrugger, A llegory of the Parish, parish
house in Trogen, Sw itzerland , c . 1763, stucco work on the ce il-
ing , photo © Kantonsbibliothek Appenze ll A . Rh., Trogen
■ O ldest depiction of a rural parish in Trogen.

left page
F ig . 50. Robert Silvers, Lincoln, c . 1994-1997, dig ital image
(photomosaic), National D ig ital Library of the Library of Con-
gress, Washington, DC , courtesy of Fabien Fryns Fine Art,
Spain, © Robert Silvers, photo: Franz Wamhof



Representation in politics and in pictures fits
together. The aim is to show how many different
things can be brought together simultaneously
and seen as one. How can anything reliably stand
for a messy mass of constituents? A strange kind
of double vision seems required. You have to see
each member of the group in its own right. At the
same time, you have to see the group itself as a sin-
gular thing. If there were a way of pulling off this
optical trick, there might at least be a way of mak-
ing a visible, reliable commonwealth.

There was thus a political challenge for ingen-
ious opticians. Concoct a device that artfully con-
vinces its users that they can see many and one in
the same view. Then use the device to make the
commonwealth and its members co-present.
Many games like this have been played in the long
history of optical artistry. Some of them are judged
virtual reality, paradoxes of vision that simultane-
ously announce their artifice while successfully
simulating nature. Virtual realities and their poli-
tics are not the monopoly of silicon-based soci-
eties. In the optically advanced milieus of Baroque
Europe, artful reorganization of vision accompa-
nied ingenious technical explorations of the poli-
tics of perception.1 European mastery of land and
sea relied on elegant techniques that could reliably
preserve the layout of objects while shifting them
into a form and size that allowed them to be dom-
inated and manipulated. New methods of printing
and engraving, of perspective mapping and glass
technology, could bring distant objects near, make
tiny objects large and reliably transfer the shapes
of things from one place to another. These were
indispensable resources for navigators, surveyors,
rulers and artists.

But such methods could also be used to exploit
the seductions of double vision. Instead of con-
serving an object’s form when it was shifted
around so that it could then be easily mastered, it

was also possible to use the same techniques so
that when the spectator shifted, different figures
could be made visible. In the anamorphoses made
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, things
were manufactured that completely changed their
appearance when the spectator’s position
changed, or when the spectator gazed at them
through an artfully figured mirror or lens. There
was no place where all the versions of the image
were simultaneously apparent. It became possible
to represent the problem of representation.2

The multiplying glass was an especially seduc-
tive optical device, already well-known at the start
of the seventeenth century. The technique was to
craft a crystal lens with several facets, so that any-
one looking through the glass at one thing would
see many. For this reason, such glasses were
known as “spectacles for the avaricious, or for the
poor, since for a solitary coin on the table sixteen,
twenty-four, thirty-two and more can be seen,
according to how many more facets there are”.
Moralists used multiplying glasses to damn the sin
of greed. More ingenious artisans used them,
instead, to show political, prophetic and divine les-
sons about the truth of representation.3

It occurred to some optical experts that the
facets of a multiplying glass could be used not to
turn one sign into many but to turn many objects
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1 Stuart Clark, “Demons, natural magic and the virtually real,” 
in: Paracelsian Moments: science, medicine and astrology in 
early modern Europe, Gerhild Scholz Williams, Charles D.
Gunnoe (eds), Truman State University Press, Kirksville,
2002, pp. 223-245, on pp. 225-231.

2 Rosalie Colie, Paradoxia epidemica: the Renaissance tradition
of paradox, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1966,
pp. 288f., 305-316; Jurgis Baltrusaitis, Anamorphic art,
Abrams, New York, 1977, pp. 37-60; Martin Kemp, 
The science of art, Yale University Press, London, 1992,
pp. 167-190; Horst Bredekamp, Thomas Hobbes Visuelle
Strategien. Der Leviathan: Urbild des modernen Staates.
Werkillustrationen und Portraits, Akademie Verlag, Berlin,
1999, pp. 95ff.

3 Jean Dubreuil, La perspective pratique, 3 vols., Dezallier,
Paris, 1679, second edition, vol. 3, sig. Zz; Frances Terpak,
Devices of wonder: from the world in a box to images on a
screen, Getty Publications, Los Angeles, 2000, p. 185.

Seeing Double
How to Make Up a Phantom Body Politic
Simon Schaffer

Jean Dubreuil, La perspective pratique ,
2nd edition, Dezallier, Paris, 1679, vol.3,
p .159, photo © Syndics of Cambridge
University Library ■ A Jesuit artist
explains how to see double . 
Above: the artist, gazing through the
crystal, marks onto a brightly-lit screen
the places where he sees the projected
edges of the crystal. The result was
called the “artificial plane” .
Be low: the cross-section of a faceted
crystal taken from a multiplying g lass. 

O livier Vallet, Seeing Double, 2005,
reconstruction of Jean-François
N icéron’s optical instrument, described
in: Thaumaturgus opticus, 1646,
110 x40 x 40, photo: Franz Wamhof
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into one. Not surprisingly, the most adept optical
technicians in the cunning arts of multiplication
and deception were Catholic priests, those most
concerned with the sacramental gaze, with the
puzzles of how bread could turn into flesh and
how three might be one. The powerful gaze
through which the faithful contemplated the mys-
teries of religion depended on the notion that see-
ing was a form of close encounter with the object.
Dioptrics made trouble for this notion. During the
Reformation, fights raged about whether appari-
tions, specters, ghosts and marvels were due to
nature, or human trickery or evil agents. Good
eyes could see through the deceits to which all
eyes were subject. Optical representation became
a political and religious battlefield.4

Several clerics were especially fascinated by an
optical device that could turn a group of pictures
into a single image simply by one’s gazing through
a glass. Jesuit natural philosophers were unusually
devoted to the practical culture of optical marvels,
since they reckoned it might allow the devout
viewer access to a concealed divine order beneath
the illusions of sense. The first to try the specific

technique of representing many images as one
paradoxical unity with a multiplying crystal was,
reportedly, a young Jesuit priest, Charles du Lieu,
a college teacher at Lyon. His technique “was
found so wonderful that everyone wanted to see
the experiment done by this first workman”.5

Here’s the recipe: First get hold of a faceted
crystal from a multiplying glass and stick it inside a
cylindrical tube. Then draw on a piece of paper an
exact plan of the crystal. If, for example, the crys-
tal has twelve facets, then draw a geometrical fig-
ure divided into its twelve contiguous sections.
Describe on this figure the image you want to see
when you look through the crystal in the tube.
The priests called this “the natural plane, because
what is described there in nature is what one
wants to make visible through the glass”. Now
comes the clever bit. You’ll need a very brightly-lit,
vertical, blank board. Look at the board through
the tube and mark on the board just where you
seem to see the edges of each facet. You’ll end up
with a dozen exactly-shaped geometrical figures
marked across the board. This decomposed pat-
tern was called “the artificial plane”. Then all you
have to do is copy each bit of the natural plane
onto the corresponding section of the artificial
one. You’ll end up with a weirdly cut-up version of
your original image. But look through the tube,
and you’ll see just the natural image you want, art-
fully recomposed from its phantom elements.
What had been divided has magically reunited,
artifice turned into an image of nature. To make
the trick complete, hide the artifice. “It would be
even worse to see a face cut up in pieces and its
separated parts distributed here and there in disor-
der and confusion. That’s why, to make the arti-
fice more wonderful, when the board is seen
directly without the glass, it must represent a well
ordered painting, different from what’s seen
through the glass.” Draw a dozen pictures on the
board, entirely concealing the lines of the artificial
plane but leaving all its shapes undisturbed.
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4 Bob Scribner, “Popular Piety and Modes of Visual Percep-
tion in Late Medieval and Reformation Germany,” in: Jour-
nal of Religious History, 15, 1989, pp. 448-469, on pp. 463f.;
Stuart Clark, “The Reformation of the Eyes: Apparitions
and Optics in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe,”
in: Journal of Religious History, 27, 2003, pp. 143-160.

5 Dubreuil, op. cit., sig. Zz. For du Lieu see Jean-François
Nicéron, La perspective curieuse, Langlois, Paris, 1652,
second edition, p. 174; Noel Malcolm, “The title page of
Leviathan, seen in a curious perspective,” in: The Seven-
teenth Century, 13, 1998, pp. 124-155, on p. 138.

Joseph Moxon, Practical Perspective, Joseph Moxon, London,
1670, figure 60, University Library Cambridge M .14.63, photo
© the Syndics of Cambridge University Library ■ King Charles I
depicted on the cross-section of a faceted crystal when gazing
at an artfully decomposed and concealed image of the mar-
tyred monarch.

Jean-François N icéron, La perspective curieuse, Lang lois, Paris, 1652, figures 64-68 on table 48, University Library
Cambridge M .8.9, photo © the Syndics of Cambridge University Library ■ N icéron’s dioptric scheme , on show in a Paris
convent library, shows how the rulers of Turkey w ill subm it to France . Above: the artificial plane , w ith images of Turkish
sultans surrounding Murad IV; be low: the natural plane , w ith a portrait of Louis XIII, and a plan of the faceted crystal
through which the king’s image would appear.



Without the tube, these pictures would be all you
could see. With the tube and its cunningly formed
crystal, the dozen images would turn into one.6

The seventeenth-century handbooks that set
out this recipe were struck by its improvised qual-
ity. This was ingenious art, not rigorous mathe-
matics. “There hath as yet not been any Geomet-
rick Rule found for the assigning a place on the
Plain,” explained an eminent London mathemati-
cal practitioner. Part of the problem was the
faceted crystal. French priests grumbled that it was
impossible to get regular glasses with even sides
and good shapes: “We are obliged to make up
with judgment and machination for that which
cannot follow the rigour of a geometrical demon-
stration.”7 This was exactly when the Jesuit-
trained René Descartes, close colleague of several
artisans and philosophers involved in such optical
techniques, sought to reduce the behavior of light
and glass to rigorous geometrical demonstration.
One of the masters of the manipulation of the
multiplying glass, the Parisian priest Jean-François
Nicéron, proposed using Descartes’ theory of
lenses to organize the optical trick.8 Yet the syn-
thesis of a new image from many with a faceted
crystal escaped such analysis. It joined a series of
paradoxical techniques that made it very plausible
that sight could be conned. Some Catholic theolo-
gians, for example, were impressed that their opti-
cal experts could produce images that seemed
strange when seen directly but that were restored
whole when looked at through glass or a narrow

aperture. So they wondered what might be
achieved by the forces of evil. Nicéron explained
that those ignorant of opticians’ ingenuity might
well think the effects illusory, magical or diaboli-
cal. Authority in optics got mixed up with author-
ity in the world.9

The cunning theater of artificial and natural
planes required an apt choice of telling imagery.
The priests used the multiplying glass to manipu-
late the most important signs of their culture: the
Eucharist and the saints, noble descent and Chris-
tian victory. As recent historians have shown, in
Paris in the 1640s the Jesuit Charles du Lieu may
have made such a device for the chancellor of
France. The artificial plane carried images of the
great man’s ancestors, the natural plane a portrait
of the chancellor himself. A contemporary English
visitor described the device for the exiled Prince
Charles, immediately drawing the political moral
that “the Body Politick is composed of many natu-
rall ones, and how each of these, intire in it self,
and consisting of head, eyes, hands and the like, is
a head, an eye, or a hand in the other: as also that
mens Privates cannot be preserved if the Publick
be destroyed.”10 Later in the century, when the
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prince returned from exile as restored monarch,
loyal London artists made very similar devices
both of his martyred father Charles I and the new
king himself.11 The iconography of the multiply-
ing glass was put to very effective work in making
the phantom political body real.

In France, the priests were at least as ideologi-
cally inventive. One Jesuit optician proposed an
image of the young monarch Louis XIV mar-
velously composed of angelic bearers of the arms
of France with his royal parents in the center, “for
they produced the King who is seen entirely alone
through the glass”. Sacred marvels occupied pride
of place. One scheme involved a circle of 14 past
popes around a portrait of Christ. Through the
glass, this lineage turned into an image of the then-
pope, Urban VIII. A spectator might, for example,
see how the name of Jesus could be made from the
four Jesuit saints or from the Host surrounded by
angels; witness how the prophets who foresaw the
Incarnation could be wondrously transformed
into the Virgin; or see the valley of dead bones
transformed under Ezekiel’s aegis into a whole
skeleton.12

Best-known of such devices was an image
made by Nicéron, close colleague of the eminent
natural philosopher Marin Mersenne at their Paris
base in the Minim convent on the Place Royale.
The convent was barely 25 years old, already hous-
ing a vast library and a meeting-place for scholars
such as Descartes, some of whose optical work
was pursued there. In about 1636, the young
Nicéron consulted contemporary prophecies of
the imminent victory of the French monarchy over
the Ottoman Turks. Pamphlets and cheap
almanacs circulating in Paris delightedly reported
that the thousandth year after the Hegira would
see the collapse of Islamic power. The Chant du
coq françois où sont rapportées les prophéties (1621)
announced that the Turks themselves believed a
vision according to which the French king Louis
XI I I would expel them from Constantinople,
while the Couronne mystique ou armes de piété
(1624) echoed the claim that Muslims already saw
that their empire was about to fall before French
arms. As the bicentenary of the fall of Constan-
tinople to the Turks approached, these crusading
views spread through Paris. French pamphlets of
1633 and 1637 insisted that the Turks, under their

newly aggressive ruler Murad IV, still knew of the
imminent French victory. In 1632 the Frankfurt
printers reissued a remarkably illustrated biogra-
phical account of the Turkish empire by the
emblem-maker Jean-Jacques Boissard, including a
definitive prophecy of the Turks’ defeat.13 This
provided a fine theme for Nicéron’s dioptric wiz-
ardry. In the convent library he used Boissard’s
portrait gallery to construct an image of a dozen
Turkish rulers surrounding Murad IV, which on
inspection through the glass would be trans-
formed into a portrait of Louis XI I I. “We con-
struct it such that the several emperors in this pic-
ture pay homage to the King, by each contributing
some part of him to make his image, just as if they
strip themselves bare to honour his triumph.” It
was as if cloistered optics could make millennial
prophecy come true by embodying good order in
artful vision.14

Nicéron was obviously rather proud of this
achievement. He even found an appropriate ana-
gram for his own name “Frater Ioannes Franciscus
Niceronus” in the distributive and prophetic trick:
“Rarus Feriens Turcas Annon Conficies?”
(“Brother Jean-François Nicéron, what have you
put together out of these widely scattered
Turks?”) He published an account of his Turkish
trick in a remarkable work on optical magic in
1638. Three years later he constructed an appro-
priately altered version for the Tuscan court in Flo-
rence, with five sultans’ heads mutated into the
portrait of the Grand Duke. Nicéron died,
exhausted by ecclesiastical service, in 1646, but his
dioptrical recipes survived in a new posthumous
edition, managed through the press by the emi-
nent mathematician Gilles Personne de Roberval
and incorporating optical works by Mersenne.15

Recent attention has enthusiastically returned to
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recipe see Dubreuil, op. cit., pp. 158-161; Joseph Moxon,
Practical perspective, or perspective made easie, Moxon, Lon-
don, 1670,
pp. 65f.

7 Moxon, op. cit., p. 65; Nicéron, op. cit., p. 175.
8 Nicéron, op. cit., p. 190.
9 Lyle Massey, “Anamorphosis through Descartes or per-
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11 Moxon, op. cit., pp. 65f., figures 57 and 60.
12 Dubreuil, op. cit., pp. 161-165; Nicéron, op. cit., pp. 189f.;
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Abraham Bosse (attr.), frontispiece to
Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan (manu-
script), pen draw ing w ith washed ink 
on parchment, 24.1 x 15.9 cm , British
Library, London, MS Egerton 1910,
photo © British Library ■ In the manu-
script version of Leviathan (1651) des-
tined for the King , the citizens making
up the artificial man Leviathan gaze out
at the spectator. In this political vision,
artificial and natural planes are made 
to coincide .



Nicéron’s project, finding there the sources of a
host of Baroque optical devices and even of Mar-
cel Duchamp’s modernist initiatives in reformed
perspective. Thanks to the remarkable detective
scholarship of the historian Noel Malcolm, we
also now know of the most striking political effect
of Nicéron’s dioptric ingenuity.16

Soon after Nicéron put up his image of Christ-
ian triumph over Turkish power in the library of
the convent on the Place Royale, Thomas Hobbes
became a regular visitor there. This was exactly
when the exiled English philosopher was most
closely devoted to optical work, and to debates
with Mersenne on his program. This close
encounter with a potent image of double vision in
politics and optics thus suggests an immediate
source for the most celebrated icon of Hobbes’
image of political order, the title page of Leviathan
(1651). The title page of Hobbes’ book, an emblem
both potent and ambiguous, was an unusually
deliberate optical construction. Behind and along-
side Leviathan is a range of crystalline phantoms,
visual games that playfully manipulate the specta-
tor so that a gathering of many different things can
seemingly turn into one. This was the kind of les-
son, so Prince Charles was told, that could be
learnt from the optical games of du Lieu and of
Nicéron. Especially suggestive, if Nicéron’s Turks
lurk behind Leviathan’s subjects, is the fact that an
earlier manuscript version of the famous
Leviathan title page, designed specially for presen-

tation to Prince Charles himself, shows the citizens
of the commonwealth facing outwards towards
the spectator. This is just how the elements of the
artificial plane would be organized in a dioptric
panel.17

In Hobbes’ commonwealth, the “Governor
must be one or else there must needs follow Fac-
tion and Civil war”. Order would hold if and only
if all saw this one thing rightly. In the order of the
artificial man, the state represents its members and
is seen by them to do so. But this order was threat-
ened because men were afraid of what they could
not see – ghosts, spirits, phantoms. The common-
wealth’s enemies “make men see double and mis-
take their Lawfull Soveraign”.18 So Leviathan had
to replace a bad way of seeing double by a virtuous
way of seeing double. The bad form was the dou-
ble vision of charmers and priests with their
spooks and spirits. In the virtuous way of seeing,
citizens would regard themselves as making the
state. But at exactly the same time, they had to see
the state as a terrifying and visible power. This was
no longer a glass for the poor, but a way of making
the state. Optical priestcraft had to be understood,
absorbed, then surpassed. The natural plane and
the artificial plane of optical and political order
had to be seen as one, simultaneously, with-
out glass or distortion. Dioptric representation 
was decisive for this enterprise. Then Leviathan 
could dispense with the phantom to make up 
the polity.19
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Synopsis: The Radical Software Group’s Carni-
vore project is a surveillance tool that listens to the
Internet traffic (e-mail, web surfing) on a given
local network and serves this data stream over the
net to a variety of interfaces called “clients”. These
clients – created by a number of computational
artists and designers from around the world – are
each designed to animate, diagnose or interpret
the network traffic in various ways. JJ is one such
client, a software agent that uses facial expressions
to visualize the emotional content of network traf-
fic.

While many visualizations rely on charts or
graphs to convey numeric data, other visualization
research has leveraged certain affordances of
human cognition in order to represent informa-
tion in a more qualitatively readable way. One
important example of this is the work of Hermann
Chernoff, who pioneered the use of cartoon faces
as a tool for portraying high-dimensional multi-
variate data. Chernoff’s research demonstrated
that our intuitive and highly sensitive ability to
interpret facial expressions could be incorporated
into unusually legible visualizations of complex
information.

JJ is an autonomous software agent who dis-
plays facial expressions appropriate to the emo-
tional content of the words that are presented to
him. Implemented as a Carnivore client, JJ literally
“puts a face” on the information transmitted
through his host network, in order to provide a
data visualization of the network’s “emotional
content”. JJ operates according to a mapping
established between two well-known psychologi-
cal data bases: (A) Ekman and Friesen’s set of “uni-
versal facial expressions” – the set of face photo-
graphs that have been shown to embody basic
cross-cultural human emotions (anger, fear, sur-

prise, disgust, sadness and pleasure) – and (B) the
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) dic-
tionary by Pennebaker, Francis and Booth, which
categorizes the “emotional associations” of sev-
eral thousand common English words and pro-
vides an efficient and effective method for evaluat-
ing the various affective components present in
oral and written speech samples.

JJ scans his host network for text packets, read-
ing each packet one word at a time. When JJ finds
a word that matches a term in the LIWC diction-
ary, his emotional state (represented as an array of
affective activation levels) is updated in response
to that word’s emotional associations. JJ then dis-
plays a (morphed) mixture of facial expressions,
weighted according to the current intensity of his
different emotions. Considered cumulatively, JJ’s
expressions reflect the overall “mood” of his infor-
mation environment in an extremely simple, yet
direct and unmistakable way.

At present, JJ’s emotional responses conform
to those of the statistical “everyman”: for exam-
ple, if JJ sees a word commonly associated with
disgust, then he will present a “disgust” face. An
alternate version of JJ could permit his user to
modify these associations and thus modify JJ’s
apparent personality. Thus, for example, a “per-
verted” JJ might appear happy when he hears a dis-
gusting word, while a “repressed” JJ might appear
angry.
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Golan Levin

Golan Levin, JJ , 2002, web-based project, based on Carnivore
C lient software , stills, © Golan Levin
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the table to talk, to play, to confess, to share food,
needs, ideas. We pass things to one another
around the table, leave money on it, hold hands
across it, spread our newspapers over it. Imagine
there were no table between us; how could we
begin to talk to each other? And we also get up
from the table and leave. From different sides. As
we walk away from the table, it still orients the
paths we take.

The things on a table are also sheaves of re-
lations, gatherings of concern and partings of
ways. As we pick them up, push them to one
another, move them around the table, they weave
together the intricate crossings of our gathering at
the table. They collect and release our stories as
they move towards us, away from us and towards
others.

Lost, gathered and lost again. Anamorphosis is
a little trick: Something that went missing turns up
in an unexpected place, apparently intact,
unchanged. But it brings with it the history it has
accrued along the way – not least the history of
anamorphosis itself, a story of secrets, ocular toys
and optical illusions. Above all, the illusion of a
meeting in time and space between a found revela-
tion and a lost original. Catoptric anamorphosis,
however, relying on mirrors rather than lenses,
disowns any such originality. The image assumes
the moment when physical scene and mirroring
object coexist for the time of exposure. The image
is what it is only in the moment of its public mak-
ing and making public.

Our gaze, too, is negotiated in this momentary
gathering. For we do not only see what we bar-

gained for. Our negotiations at the table have
repercussions in the world around us. The paths
taken by things open up new assemblies in oblique
and adjacent spaces. The shadows of unimagined
consequences bear down on us and address us
anew. The thing is not an object of contemplation;
it has eyes of its own, a history, an agenda, of
which our own miniature negotiations in time and
space are only a part.

The divergent paths, then, of a would-be lost
reflection, gathered together on the thing, the pro-
ductive moment of assembly, as it moves from
hand to hand across the table it explores, while at
the same time opening realms of time and space
and consequence beyond.

What Stories Does the Thing thus Bring

Together?

Anecdotes mostly. An-ek-dota. Stories that were
meant to remain unpublished, but, like the
anamorphic image itself, have come to light in an
unexpected place. Stories sustained in the dia-
logues of people drawn together and held apart by
the public-making table. Confessions: political,
domestic, fanatical, familial. The trivia of self-defi-
nition, the pathos of revelation, claims that insist
on refutation, questions that reduce another to
silence. Conversations that have a life of their own.
We thought we were telling each other different
versions of the same story. But the thing is, we are
telling different stories.

Surfaces

In the middle of the installation space stands a
table. On the table is the projected image of
another table. On this virtual tabletop stands a real
object: a mug with a reflecting surface. When the
mug is moved, the projected tabletop warps into
an unrecognizable anamorphic image. Panoramic
virtual realities appear on the mug’s reflecting sur-
face. As the mug is used to explore the real surface
of the table, it reflects the virtual world that the
table brings together: people talking, eating,
drinking, playing. The mug can be used to bring
these exchanges closer: The images grow bigger,
and localized conversations can be clearly heard.
At the same time, the path of the mug opens up
new clearings of vision on the walls. The surface of
darkness around the table is partially erased, and
entirely new images momentarily come to light.

Reflections

Things also make us public. For what is a thing if
not, as Heidegger reminds us, an assembly, a gath-
ering of relations that have bearing upon us.

As an assemblage, a sheaf of relations that
come together then go again their separate ways,

the table occupies a special place among things. It
is a born negotiator: It draws us together; it holds
us apart. Alone at a table, I am never entirely
alone. There is always the potential of company,
the breaking of bread with another. We come to

Reflections on a Table
Richard Aczel, Márton Fernezelyi, 
Robert Koch, Zoltan Szegedy-Maszak

Richard Acze l, Marton Ferneze lyi, Robert Koch, Zoltan
Szegedy-Maszak, Reflections on a Table, 2005, interactive
installation, installation view ZKM , © the artists, photo: Franz
Wamhof 



Menenius Either you must

Confess yourselves wondrous malicious

Or be accused of folly. I shall tell you

A pretty tale. It may be you have heard it,

But, since it serves my purpose, I will venture

To stale’t a little more.

First Citizen Well, I’ll hear it, sir. 

Yet you must not think to fob off our disgrace 

with a tale. But, an’t please you, deliver.

Menenius

There was a time when all the body’s members,

Rebelled against the belly, thus accused it:

That only like a gulf it did remain

I’th’ midst o’th’ body, idle and unactive,

Still cupboarding the viand, never bearing

Like labour with the rest; 

where th’other instruments

Did see and hear, devise, instruct, walk, feel,

And, mutually participate, did minister

Unto the appetite and affection common

Of the whole body. The belly answered –

First Citizen

Well, sir, what answer made the belly?

Menenius

Sir, I shall tell you. With a kind of smile,

Which ne’er came from the lungs, but even thus –

For look you, I may make the belly smile

As well as speak – it tauntingly replied

To th’ discontented members,the mutinous parts

That envied his receipt; even so most fitly

As you malign our senators for that

They are not such as you.

First Citizen Your belly’s answer – what?

The kingly crownèd head, the vigilant eye,

The counsellor heart, the arm our soldier,

Our steed the leg, the tongue our trumpeter,

With other muniments and petty helps

Is this our fabric, if that they –

Menenius What then?

Fore me, this fellow speaks! What then? What then?

First Citizen

Should by the cormorant belly be restrained,

Who is the sink o’th’ body –

Menenius Well, what then?

First Citizen

The former agents, if they did complain,

What could the belly answer?

Menenius I will tell you,

If you’ll bestow a small of what you have little –

Patience – a while, you’st hear the belly’s answer.
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First Citizen

You’re long about it.

Menenius Note me this, good friend:

Your most grave belly was deliberate,

Not rash like his accusers, and thus answered:

‘True is it, my incorporate friends,’ quoth he,

‘That I receive the general food at first

Which you do live upon, and fit it is,

Because I am the storehouse and the shop

Of the whole body. But, if you do remember,

I send it through the rivers of your blood

Even to the court, the heart, to th’ seat 

o’th’ brain;

And through the cranks and offices of man

The strongest nerves and small inferior veins

From me receive that natural competency

Whereby they live. And though that all at once’–

You, my good friends, this says the belly, mark me –

First Citizen

Ay, sir, well, well.

Menenius ‘Though all at once cannot

See what I do deliver out to each,

Yet I can make my audit up that all

From me do back receive the flour of all

And leave me but the bran.’ What say you to’t?

First Citizen

It was an answer. How apply you this?

Menenius

The senators of Rome are this good belly,

And you the mutinous members. For examine

Their counsels and their cares, digest things

rightly

Touching the weal o’th’ common, you shall find

No public benefit which you receive

But it proceeds or comes from them to you,

And no way from yourselves. What do you think,

You, the great toe of this assembly?

First Citizen

I the great toe? Why the great toe?

Menenius

For that, being one o’th’ lowest, basest, poorest,

Of this most wise rebellion, thou goest foremost.

Thou rascal, that art worst in blood to run,

Lead’st first to win some vantage.

But make you ready your stiff bats and clubs.

Rome and her rats are at the point of battle.

The one side must have bale.
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William Shakespeare
on the Parable of the
Members and the Belly

William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Coriolanus,

c. 1607-1609, act 1, scene 1, 85-161



To begin with, it should be admitted that we are
pretty clueless about the role of objects in demo-
cratic politics. The reason for this is simple but
also rather overwhelming: Objects, the practical
things that politics is about, aren’t really supposed
to play any significant role in democracy. As
someone once cried out during an intellectual get-
together: Everyone knows that democracy is all
about subjects! Of course it is true that democracy
in many respects is first and foremost about peo-
ple. It is about their will, their opinions and prefer-
ences, their rights, and other such attributes of
human beings. It’s about people discovering their
needs, desires and insights, so that they may take
charge of their own lives. It’s about subjects mas-
tering their own fate. At the very least, it is about
the possibility that people may be faithfully repre-
sented by some other people, so that they may
decide over their own fate by proxy. Accordingly,
to even raise the question of the role of objects in
democracy may be considered an absurdity. Or
worse, a distraction that will lure us away from
what democracy is really about.

However, it may now be more necessary than
ever to raise this question. This is the proposition
of two American pragmatist thinkers of the early
twentieth century, Walter Lippmann and John
Dewey. In the 1920s, Lippmann and Dewey devel-
oped the argument that, with the rise of the tech-
nological society in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the equation between democracy and
the expression of human subjectivity breaks
down. Walter Lippmann, then a young promising
journalist, set the stage in two books, Public Opin-
ion and The Phantom Public. In these books he
argued that in societies with factories, railways,
the radio and the daily press, modern democratic
ideals had become unworkable. After the rise of
new technologies of manufacturing, transporta-
tion and communication, public affairs had

become so complicated, Lippmann observed, that
it could no longer be assumed that citizens had the
competence to decide about these matters. John
Dewey, then already the most famous of all Amer-
ican philosophers,1 addressed the threat that Lipp-
mann’s argument posed to the democratic ideal.
In his only book on political theory, The Public
and Its Problems, Dewey undertook a great task
befitting a great philosopher: He reconceptualized
democratic politics, showing that it can very well
accommodate the complex public affairs high-
lighted by Lippmann. In doing so, Dewey, too,
posited that today democratic politics requires
sustained attention to the issues that it is con-
cerned with. In the complicated environment
opened up by the technological society, the ques-
tion of the object of politics can no longer be
bracketed, as happens when it is said that democ-
racy is all about subjects.

This is also to say, fortunately, that according
to Lippmann and Dewey, the idea of an object-ori-
ented democratic politics is not as absurd as it
sounds. For them, it is not self-evident that the
appearance of complex issues in the twentieth
century would make democracy impossible, as is
often argued. Probably the most familiar argument
about the complexity of contemporary life is that
it endangers democracy, because in this environ-
ment experts may easily acquire lots of power.
The experts can now present themselves as the
only ones capable of grasping these matters and
thus, as the main actors, should be consulted by
decision-makers in figuring out what to do. While
Dewey, especially, did worry about this threat,
both Lippmann and Dewey showed that there is
no reason to believe that complex affairs cannot
be dealt with democratically. But to see this
requires an understanding of political democracy
different from the usual one. Accepting this chal-
lenge, Lippmann and Dewey arrived at the argu-
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Issues Spark a Public into Being
A Key But Often Forgotten Point 

of the Lippmann-Dewey Debate
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ment that complex issues actually enable public
involvement in politics.

This is the proposition that I want to explore
here, to see how it can be put to use to describe
the role of the objects of politics in current demo-
cratic practices. Of course, we should keep in
mind that Lippmann and Dewey developed their
arguments almost a century ago, and some of their
observations may require an update, as we will
see. On the other hand, our actuality resembles to
an amazingly high degree the one described by
these two thinkers. Where Lippmann and Dewey
say “train,” we can say “plane”. Where they say
“typewriter,” we say “computer”. Where they say
“radio,” we can say “wireless” (although that is the
word Lippmann and Dewey used to describe the
radio). Our technological societies look very
much like theirs, to the point that contemporary
historians have now begun to redescribe events of
the beginning of the twentieth century in terms of
today’s catchwords: “globalization” and “commu-
nications and information revolution”.2 More-
over, if there is one thing that there is no lack of
today, it is complex issues. We have “biotechnol-
ogy” and “AIDS,” to name just two of the knowl-
edge-intensive, distributed, entangled affairs we
currently have to deal it. Especially to the degree
that much contemporary writing on democracy
remains silent on the role of the objects of politics
in making democratic politics happen, the propo-
sitions of Lippmann and Dewey may be of good
use to us. They provide key arguments as to how
the objects of politics can be attended to as part of
democratic politics, without the entry of the
object leading to the exit of the democratic sub-
ject, as in the rise of a technocracy. Rather, they
show how objects of politics have played a crucial
role in democratic politics all along, that publics
are called into being by issues.

Zeroing In on the Object of Democratic

Politics

How did Lippmann and Dewey come to pay spe-
cial attention to the role of objects in democratic
politics? As a biographer of John Dewey, Robert
Westbrook, has shown, Lippmann must be cred-
ited with the discovery of the problem that the
objects of politics pose to democracy in a techno-
logical society. Dewey took over this problem’s

definition from Lippmann, “while rejecting his
solutions to it”.3 So let’s first turn to Lippmann’s
argument. It begins with the observation that in
technological societies, merely determining the
object of public debate and/or decision-making by
the government frequently turns out to be prob-
lematic. Here the “what of politics,” to use the
phrase of the Dutch philosopher Annemarie Mol,
is not a self-evidence that can be assumed to be
known by everyone. And it may be dangerous to
assume that it is. Lippmann’s Public Opinion
opens with an example that highlights this.

“There is an island in the ocean where in 1914 a
few Englishmen, Frenchmen, and Germans lived.
No cable reaches the island, and the British mail
steamer comes by but once in sixty days. In Sep-
tember it had not yet come, and the islanders were
still talking about the latest newspaper which told
about the approaching trial of Madame Caillaux
for the shooting of Gaston Calmette. It was, there-
fore, with more than usual eagerness that the
whole colony assembled at the quay on a day in
mid-September to hear from the captain what the
verdict had been. They learned that for over six
weeks now those of them who were English and
those of them who were French had been fighting
in behalf of the sanctity of treaties against those of
them who were Germans. For six strange weeks
they had acted as if they were friends when in fact
they were enemies.”4

Lippmann goes on to point out that most of
the population of Europe found itself in a similar
situation. People in Europe, too, found themselves
at a distance from events in which their lives were
nevertheless caught up. Their knowledge of what
sparked World War I was as indirect as that of the
islanders, mediated by reports that took a while to
reach them. Their conversations also were ori-
ented to a mediated environment (and not just
their verbal exchanges: Lippmann stresses that
“men were making goods that they would not be
able to ship, buying goods that they weren’t able
to import”.5 Moreover, in the case of World War I
it was not just “the people” who could easily be
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deceived as to the current state of affairs; the pro-
tagonists in the war were in a very similar situa-
tion. Indeed, the events of the war itself, Lipp-
mann points out, can to a significant degree be
understood as the outcome of actions that were
oriented toward mediated objects (made up of
reports from the front, communiqués by the
enemy and the like) – objects that in hindsight
turned out to be partly fictitious.

Lippmann had covered World War I as a jour-
nalist. But after the war he found that the confu-
sion that arises from engagement with mediated
objects could not simply be put down to the
famous “fog of war”. Peacetime politics, Lipp-
mann observed, were permeated by an all too sim-
ilar fogginess. The absence of war didn’t change
the fact that the readers of newspapers and the
decision-makers in Washington had to deal with a
complex, mediated environment, whether it was a
strike in a Pittsburgh steel factory, the publication
of “the latest Geological Survey, which makes
mining resources evident,” or the question of
diplomatic relations with “the Far East”.6 In these
cases it could not be assumed that the object of
politics was known by those involved in public
debate or political decision-making. This led Lipp-
mann to make the following drastic inference: If it
cannot be assumed that those involved in the
debate have a good grasp of the objects of debate,
then it cannot be expected that the opinions and
preferences that they form about these affairs are
pertinent. But in a democracy these opinions and
preferences are precisely supposed to inform deci-
sion-making. The object of politics thus emerges
as a problem for democracy.

A second observation that led Lippmann (and
Dewey, too) to focus on the role of the objects of
politics in the enactment of democracy was that
modern conceptions of democracy have no place
for the type of complex, mediated objects that
Lippmann observed in his time. To the contrary,
what Lippmann calls “the matrix of modern
democracy” makes it seem that this form of gov-
ernment can only thrive where the objects of poli-
tics are familiar to all. As Dewey puts it in his
review of Public Opinion, Lippmann found that
modern democracy exhibited “an aversion to for-
eign entanglements”.7 How so? In Public Opinion,
Lippmann presents his own particular version of

the history of the founding of modern democracy
to explain this.

The modern democratic ideal, Lippmann
points out, was designed in the eighteenth century
to counter the aristocratic prejudice that only
some men were fit to govern. To combat that
assumption, founding fathers of democracy like
Thomas Jefferson came to posit that “every man is
an administrator and legislator by nature”.8 Lipp-
mann calls this the idea of spontaneous democ-
racy, the notion that the desire and competence to
manage one’s own affairs are present in each man
and only need to well up from inside for the natu-
ral governor in men to come out. But it quickly
became clear that for men to perform the role of
natural governors and to prove naturally capable
of managing their own affairs, one condition had
to be in place: The scene of action had to be con-
fined to the world known by these men. As Lipp-
mann puts it in his own inimitable way:

“The democratic tradition is […] always trying
to see a world where people are exclusively con-
cerned with affairs of which the causes and effects
all operate within the region they inhabit. Never
has democracy been able to conceive itself in the
context of a wide and unpredictable environment
[…] And although democrats recognize that they
are in contact with external affairs, they see quite
surely that every contact outside the self-con-
tained group is a threat to democracy as originally
conceived. That is a wise fear. If democracy is to
be spontaneous, the interests of democracy must
remain simple, intelligible and easily managed.
[…] The environment must be confined within
the range of every man’s direct and certain knowl-
edge.”9

“Jefferson was right in thinking that a group of
independent farmers comes nearer to fulfilling the
requirements of spontaneous democracy than any
other human society. But if you are to preserve the
ideal, you must fence off these ideal communities
from the abominations of the world. If the farmers
are to manage their own affairs, they must confine
affairs to those they are accustomed to managing.
Jefferson drew all the logical conclusions. He dis-
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approved of manufacture, of foreign commerce,
and a navy, of intangible forms of property.”10

Modern democracy requires a small, enclosed
community for it to work, a bit like the one on “an
island in the ocean” that Lippmann described in
the opening sentences of Public Opinion (except it
didn’t quite work there). This can be read as an
explanation of the often-noted fact that it is
especially hard to bring matters of foreign policy
under democratic control. But, interestingly,
Lippmann doesn’t explain this difficulty in terms
of the need for secrecy in these matters, the com-
plexity of inter-state relations or the great size 
of “enlarged” political communities, as is more
customary. Instead he highlights the fact that
modern democracy has no place for unfamiliar,
strange, entangled objects of concern. Or at least
its theory doesn’t.

Information Is Not the Problem

Taking stock of these observations and con-
siderations, Lippmann and Dewey could have
concluded that the problem of democracy in a
technological society is essentially a problem of
information. The reasoning would then be that in
a context in which the objects of politics are com-
plex and mediated in nature, the quality of infor-
mation about public affairs becomes the key issue
for democracy. As long as publicly available infor-
mation is not accurate and not up to date, citizens
will not be able to form pertinent opinions about
these issues. Second, Lippmann and Dewey could
have concluded that complexity is the problem for
democracy in a technological age. The argument
would then be that if citizens are to be able to form
pertinent opinions about public affairs, ways must
be found to translate the complicated issues of
technological societies into more “digestible”
problems that are readily understandable. The
great task ahead, if democracy is to survive in the
technological age, would then be to simplify mat-
ters. The challenge for democrats would be to
develop techniques to organize information about
public affairs in such a way that citizens may
become familiar with these issues. Indeed, Lipp-
mann and Dewey did make proposals that go in
this direction. Dewey, especially, spent a great
deal of time thinking about techniques for infor-
mation-provision and communication that could

effectively disclose to the general public the
increasingly complex issues of the day.

However, Lippmann and Dewey did not accept
the diagnoses that say the problem of democracy
in a technological society is a problem of the qual-
ity, organization and presentation of information.
Had they done so, they would have lost from view
the question of the role of the objects of politics in
democracy as soon as they had glimpsed it. The
great originality of the arguments developed by
Lippmann and Dewey is that they did not go
down this road: They rejected the idea that high-
quality information is a necessary condition for
democracy, and they equally rejected the idea that
democracy requires simple problem-definitions.

Lippmann and Dewey did not spend their time
trying to figure out how the assumption that the
citizen is competent about public affairs – that he
or she is familiar with them and understands them
– could somehow be made to apply in the con-
temporary situation. Instead they began question-
ing this assumption. That is, they did not so much
look for ways to make the democratic practices of
their day “fit” with the modern concept of democ-
racy, for instance by adding “adequate informa-
tion” as a necessary condition for democracy.
They held that there is something wrong with this
concept. Lippmann and Dewey began developing
the argument that “foreign entanglements,” far
from constituting an obstacle to democratic poli-
tics, actually play an absolutely key role in getting
people involved in politics. The emergence of a
strange, unfamiliar, complex issue, they posited, is
an enabling condition for democratic politics. In
the sequel to Public Opinion that Lippmann wrote
a few years later, The Phantom Public, he main-
tained:

“Yet it is in controversies of this kind, the hard-
est controversies to disentangle, that the public is
called in to judge. Where the facts are most
obscure, where precedents are lacking, where nov-
elty and confusion pervade everything, the public
in all its unfitness is compelled to make its most
important decisions. The hardest problems are
problems which institutions cannot handle. They
are the public’s problems.”11

Lippmann thus completely turns the tables on
modern democracy. He proposes that precisely
those problems that in the modern view cannot be
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solved democratically, the strange and unfamiliar
ones, are the most suitable candidates for a demo-
cratic solution. The emergence of problems that
are complex (“hard to disentangle”) and about
which information is lacking (“the facts are
obscure”) is what opens up the opportunity for
public involvement in politics. Simple and familiar
issues have become, in Lippmann’s view, the least
important, the least suitable and least interesting
type of problems, if the point is to engage in dem-
ocratic politics. Why? Because simple, “manage-
able” problems can be expected to be taken care of
by existing institutions and by the social group-
ings that encounter them. For “foreign entangle-
ments,” this is not the case. They require some-
thing else if they are to be taken care of: a public.

No Issue, No Public

How did Lippmann and Dewey sustain this
strange argument that democratic politics thrives
when there is not enough good information avail-
able and when the problems are too complex for
anyone to understand them fully? They did so by
zeroing in on the specific circumstances under
which a public comes to be involved in politics.
They posited that this happens when existing
institutions and communities prove incapable of
settling an issue. What sets public involvement in
politics apart from “mere politics” is that a public
can adopt an affair when currently available
instances are failing to address it in a satisfactory
way. When issues risk being deserted by the agen-
cies that should attend to them, the public steps in
as a caretaker of these affairs. According to Lipp-
mann and Dewey, the specificity of the public thus
resides in the fact that it may adopt problems that
no one else is taking care of. This is how Lipp-
mann put it in The Phantom Public:

“Government consists of a body of officials,
some elected, some appointed, who handle pro-
fessionally, and in the first instance, problems
which come to public opinion spasmodically and
on appeal. Where the parties directly responsible
do not work out an adjustment, public officials
intervene. When the officials fail, public opinion is
brought to bear on the issue.”12

According to Lippmann, it is thus the failure of
existing social groupings and institutions to settle
an issue that sparks public involvement in politics.

It is the absence of a community or institution to
deal with the issue that makes public involvement
in politics a necessity. Because if the public doesn’t
adopt the issue, no one will.

In The Public and Its Problems, John Dewey
elaborates on this claim of Lippmann. In Dewey’s
account, it is not just the inability of those directly
involved and of institutions to deal with issues that
makes room for public involvement in politics. It is
not just that when established instances fail to deal
with a problem, a public springs up from some
mysterious elsewhere to push for a settlement of
the issue, to ensure that problems are solved.
Dewey proposes that the specificity of the public
also resides in the special way in which it is impli-
cated in issues:
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“The public consists of all those who are
affected by the indirect consequences of transac-
tions, to such an extent that it is deemed necessary
to have those consequences systematically cared
for. […] Since those who are indirectly affected are
not direct participants in the transaction in ques-
tion, it is necessary that certain persons be set
apart to represent them, and see to it that their
interests are conserved and protected.”13

Dewey thus defines a public as a grouping of
actors who are affected by human actions but who
do not have direct influence on those actions.
Lacking such influence, these indirectly affected
actors must get organized into a public if they are
to address the problems ensuing from these
actions.

Dewey, just like Lippmann, sees the need for
public involvement in politics as arising when
those directly involved in an affair fail to deal with
a problem: “Consequences have to be cared for,
looked out for. This supervision and regulation
cannot be affected by the primary groupings
themselves. […] Consequently special agencies
and measures must be formed if they are to be
attended to; or else some existing group must take
on new functions.”14

But Dewey adds, crucially, that the public that
thus gets involved is then caught up in the affair:

“When a family connection, a church, a trade
union, a business corporation, or an educational
institution conducts itself so as to affect large
numbers outside of itself, those who are affected

I
s
s
u
e
s
S
p
a
r
k
a
P
u
b
l
i
c
i
n
t
o
B
e
i
n
g

M
a
r
r
e
s

12 Ibid., p. 63.

13 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, Swallow Press,
Ohio University Press, Athens, OH, 1991 [1927], p. 15f.

14 Ibid., p. 27.

Walter Lippmann, Franklin D . Rooseve lt and Frank A lpine , a labor official, at a labor re lations board session in Washington, D .C .,
1917, in: Ronald Stee l, Walter Lippmann and the American Century, The A tlantic Monthly Press, Little , Brown and Company,
Boston and Toronto, 1980.



form a public which endeavors to act through suit-
able structures…”15

This is also to say that according to Dewey a
very wide range of human actions may lead to the
emergence of a public. Dewey posits that it
includes all actions “whose consequences extend
beyond those […] directly concerned,” “so that
they may affect the welfare of many others”. In
that case, Dewey says, “the act acquires a public
capacity”.16 This we could say is Dewey’s defi-
nition of a public affair. When such an affair
emerges, a public must get involved in politics if its
effects on people’s lives are to be addressed. It is
the emergence of an issue that sparks public
involvement in politics. Dewey says it literally:
“[T]he essence of the consequences which call a
public into being is the fact that they expand
beyond those directly engaged in producing
them.”17

Lippmann says it in plain language: “The work
of the world goes on continually without con-
scious direction from public opinion. At certain
junctures, problems arise. It is only with the crisis
of some of these problems that public opinion is
concerned. And its object in dealing with a crisis is
to allay that crisis.”18

Not a Social Community

The definition of a public provided by Lippmann
and Dewey is obviously completely different from
the modern definition of the democratic commu-
nity that was discussed above. For one, the
Deweyan-Lippmannian public is precisely not a
social community. They propose that democratic
politics is called for when no social community
exists to take care of an issue. In these cases, if the
issue is to be addressed, those who are jointly
implicated in the issue must organize a commu-
nity. What the members of a public share is that
they are all affected by a particular affair, but they
do not already belong to the same community:
This is why they must form a political community,
if the issue that affects them is to be dealt with
(“those who are affected form a public”). It also
follows that according to Lippmann and Dewey,
those cases in which the communal mode of prob-
lem-solving works – when “parties directly
responsible” for a problem “work out an adjust-
ment” among themselves – are precisely the situa-

tions in which no public involvement is necessary.
As long as a social grouping successfully manages
its own affairs, these affairs are not really the pub-
lic’s business. John Dewey attaches great impor-
tance to community in much of his writing. A
healthy society for him is in many respects a com-
munal society. But he makes it clear that the
publics that get involved in politics must not be
taken for a social community. He points out that
one of the principal merits of his concept of demo-
cratic politics is that it “has warned us against
identifying the community and its interests with
[…] the politically organized community”.19

One way to understand the Deweyan public is
to characterize it as a community of strangers. A
public, we then say, consists of actors who are
jointly implicated in an issue but who do not
belong to the same social world; this is why they
must get organized into a political community if
they are to address the issue in question.20 Think
of committed vegetarians in Europe and then of
globally operating agribusinesses in Kansas, who
decide to stick a pig’s gene in their tomatoes.
These two groupings are unlikely to share many
social affiliations. There is probably little overlap
in terms of the food, places, phrases, movies, gods,
clothes and books that they feel at home with. But
they are jointly implicated in the issue of geneti-
cally modified (GM) food – the vegetarians
because they would not be vegetarians if they
ended up eating tomatoes with pig in them, the
industrial farmers because this, after all, is their
business. Another example is the issue of access to
AIDS drugs: What do the employees of pharma-
ceutical companies in the North have in common
with H IV-positive people in sub-Saharan Africa?
Probably not much. Except that whether these
patients will receive treatment and whether they
will live depends on whether cheap AIDS drugs
become available. And this in turn depends on
whether the pharmaceuticals will accept the
changes in international trade regulations required
by a reduction of the prices of AIDS drugs.21
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That the Deweyan public is made up of
strangers is also to say that it is not, initially, a
sociable public. When Dewey says “public,” it
would be a mistake to imagine a leisurely and
rewarding get-together of people sharing a
lifestyle and a commitment to the same formats
for performing a debate. Dewey’s account of dem-
ocratic politics precisely draws attention to the sit-
uation in which social forms of democracy (I mean
social as in “to socialize”) prove insufficient. If the
complicated issues of technological societies are
to be addressed, something else is required: an
engagement with rather more alien characters,
with whom it may easily seem impossible to
socialize.

The Resources of the Public

How could a set of strangers, who do not belong
to the same community and who consequently do
not have at their disposal a set of shared practices
or institutions, possibly assure that an affair is
dealt with? How could such a comparatively
resourceless cast of characters be capable of ensur-
ing settlement of an issue, when available institu-
tions and communities are not?

The solution that Dewey proposed is quite
straightforward but very ambitious. For him, the
principal way in which a public can make sure that
an issue is dealt with is by acquiring the resources
to do so. The task of a public is thus no less than to
assemble an institutional arrangement that will
allow them to settle the affair. As Dewey put it, the
public must get “organized by means of officials
and material agencies to care for the extensive and
enduring consequences of transactions”.22 The
enormity of this task is clear from the slogan that
Dewey described it with: “the discovery of the
state”. Where a public is confronted with the fail-
ure of existing institutional arrangements to deal
with the issue that called this public into being,
then the public must “re-make the state”.23

Dewey does admit that this is a huge undertaking:
“It demands power to perceive and recognize

the consequences of behavior of individuals joined
in groups and to trace them to their source and
origin. It involves selection of persons to serve as
representatives of the interests created by these
perceived consequences and to define the func-
tions which they shall possess and employ. It

requires institution of a government such that
those having the renown and power which goes
with the exercise of these functions shall employ
them for the public and not turn them to their pri-
vate benefit.”24

At this point, however, our explorations must
depart from the argument of Dewey. He relied on
a number of assumptions that we at this time can-
not make. First, Dewey assumed that there was, or
should be, one state that would address the issue.
But we have the multiplicity of states to deal with.
For our part, we cannot avoid asking: Which
state? Which institution? Which instance is to be
singled out by the public to address affairs? For
each issue, there are a multitude of possible
addressees: the Dutch government, the World
Trade Organization, the European Directorate-
General on the Environment, the American Com-
merce Department and the like. Second, for us it is
not really possible to assume that a public would
display the type of unity that Dewey’s recipe for
the settlement of issues supposes. Faced with con-
troversies over issues like GM food and AIDS
drugs, we can’t ignore that actors are antagonisti-
cally implicated in the issue. Farmers in Kansas and
vegetarians in Europe, people with H IV in sub-
Saharan Africa and the employees of pharmaceuti-
cal companies in the North: They are involved in a
dispute. They disagree about such fundamentals
as whether GM food or AIDS drugs qualify as pub-
lic affairs – issues that are to be subjected to
scrutiny and concern by the broader public. They
disagree as to which institution should attend to
the affair, let alone how. When issues call publics
into being, those that are implicated had better be
prepared to disagree. And in many cases, the issue
will come down to a choice for or against a given
issue: Is GM a problem or not? Must AIDS drugs
be made affordable for the developing countries,
or not?

Accordingly, Dewey’s argument requires fur-
ther elaboration. For example, we can add that the
emergence of a public affair must also be under-
stood as an opportunity for disagreement. When
an issue arises, general and vague differences of
opinion between ecologists and industrial farmers,
between proponents of public health arrange-
ments and free-marketers, for instance, may now
be transformed into a focused dispute over a
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specific matter. Also, we can point out that the
merit of a public’s involvement in an issue is that it
may identify the appropriate addressee for an
issue. To return to the public controversy over
access to AIDS drugs that erupted a few years
back, new instances came to be singled out as the
appropriate ones to deal with the issue. Over the
course of the controversy, affected communities
in developing countries, the governments of the
South and the World Health Organization were
identified as the agencies best equipped to tackle
the problem of access to drugs. Previously, the
issue was (not being) dealt with by, among others,
the World Trade Organization, which put in place
regulations that prevented a drop in drug prices,
and by South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki,
who famously doubted that the disease was really
spreading in South Africa.

As a last point we can add that even if it is
important, as Dewey says, that a public finds the
resources to deal with the issue, the public also has
other interesting features. Why would a public be
capable of ensuring that an issue is addressed,
while existing institutions and communities are
not? One reason could be that a public is a partly
imaginary entity, a phantom as Lippmann put it.
In calling the public by this name, Lippmann was
following the Danish philosopher Søren
Kierkegaard, who famously declared that after the
rise of the press, the public was no longer primarily
represented by “men of excellence,” but had taken
on the form of an abstract creature:

“The Press is an abstraction (since a newspaper
is not a concrete part of the nation and only in an
abstract sense an individual) which in conjunction
with the passionless and reflective character of the
age produces an abstract phantom: a public which
in its turn is really the leveling power.”25

“In antiquity the individual in the crowd had no
significance whatsoever; the man of excellence
stood for them all. The trend today is in the direc-
tion of mathematical equality, so that in all classes
about so and so many uniformly make one indi-
vidual.”26

“For leveling to take place, a phantom must
first be raised, the spirit of leveling, a monstrous
abstraction, an all-encompassing something that
is nothing, a mirage – and this phantom is the
public.”27

In the nihilistic spirit, the exposure of the
phantom-like character of the public is taken to
reveal that it is nothing and can do nothing. For
Kierkegaard, the phantom qualified as the oppo-
site of agency. Lippmann followed Kierkegaard in
judging this ghostly creature negatively, albeit for
different reasons. But for Lippmann the point was
to expose the heroic entity in which modern
democrats had invested so much of their faith –
that collective being endowed with the amazing
features of inclusivity, generality, sovereignty – as
something that belongs to the realm of fantasy.
But we don’t have to follow Kierkegaard and Lipp-
mann in this. For our part, we have learnt to appre-
ciate that agency is likely to be distributed in
nature, and, accordingly, that it is often hard to
grasp just what the sources of agency are that
make a particular event happen. In this way, we
may come to appreciate that ungraspability may
be an aspect of agency and also that the agency of
rather ungraspable entities may make things hap-
pen that perhaps wouldn’t happen otherwise. We
then say that what makes a public such a special
agent is that when specific actors get organized
into one, they may evoke the anonymous, collec-
tive, virtual, somewhat mysterious creature we
call public. And maybe it is precisely in this capac-
ity of a phantom that a public may generate that
virtual, somewhat mysterious thing called “pres-
sure,” which can then be directed at specific
instances, to induce shifts in their habits, policies,
regulations, commitments.

Conclusion

There are many more points on which we could
consider amending the arguments of Lippmann
and Dewey. But this doesn’t change the fact that it
was these two pragmatist thinkers of the early
twentieth century who first developed the auda-
cious proposition that democratic politics is about
addressing public affairs. Issues call a public into
being, and public involvement in politics stands in
the service of these issues. The public adopts prob-
lems that no one is taking care of, so as to identify
an addressee for these issues that may take care of
them. In making this argument, Lippmann and
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Dewey ended up attributing a crucial role to the
objects of politics in democratic politics. They
argued that implication in an affair is what sparks
public involvement in politics. As Lippmann put it
in his fearless way: “Men do not desire self-gov-
ernment for its own sake. They desire it for the
sake of results. This is why the impulse at self-gov-
ernment is always strongest as a protest against
bad conditions.”28

The great merit of Dewey’s and Lippmann’s
work is that they showed that a politics that
revolves around the problems that people are
actually implicated in can be a democratic politics.

According to many understandings of democ-
racy, it is taboo to accept that people would desire
democracy for the sake of concrete results.
According to such an understanding, to accept
this would risk democracy’s being reduced to a
secondary concern. If results are the point, then
technocrats could possibly do just as good a job as
democrats. Accordingly, in many recent theoreti-
cal debates about democracy, it is not results but
the “process” through which they are achieved
that takes center stage: Democracy is then about
the particular procedures that will enable people
to transform themselves into full-blown citizens,
with articulate opinions based on sound evidence
and supported by good reasons. Public involve-
ment in politics that is valued for its own sake then
appears as the only true democracy.

Both Lippmann and Dewey opposed this argu-
ment. Dewey did the most to get away from it. For
Dewey, democratic politics could not make sense
if the content of politics (the contingent but vital
problems addressed and the settlement sought for
them) was left out. Dewey could embrace the con-
tent of politics as wholeheartedly as he did, in
accounting for democratic politics, because of his
radical reconceptualization of “the public”.

As was discussed above, he argued that content
was the only way that a public gets pulled into pol-
itics. The indirect consequences of action that
people are affected by calls a public into being. A
public for Dewey cannot be understood as some-
thing radically distinct from the individuals that
people are, apart from their being members of a
public. Nor does the public deal, according to
Dewey, with matters that are radically distinct
from the things that people have to deal with as

part of daily life. For Dewey, the distinguishing
feature of issues that call publics into being is their
distributed nature. It is the spread of the effects of
a given action throughout the world that turns a
given problem into an object of democratic poli-
tics and turns actors into members of a public.

“The line between private and public is to be
drawn on the basis of the extent and scope of the
consequences of acts which are so important as to
need control.”29

Second, Dewey showed that it is absurd to
assume that the political passions so revered by
democrats can be isolated from the issues at stake
in politics. The “vibes” characteristic of political
citizenship, the deeply felt conviction that one is
participating in a common interest, in a common
desire for a common good: These passions,
Dewey argued, are evoked by virtue of being
implicated in an issue.

“[…] widely distributed consequences […],
when they are perceived, create a common inter-
est and the need of special agencies to take care 
of it.”30

From this standpoint, the idea is an absurdity
that non-democratic forces might easily take over
if democratic politics were to be dedicated to
achieving results (the settlement of affairs). Issues
precisely stimulate the democratic vibe. Acknowl-
edging the role that the problems that affect peo-
ple play in bringing politics about does not mean
the end of democracy, but its beginning. The
appearance of the objects of politics on the scene
of democratic politics does not necessarily mean
the exit of the democratic subject. Instead of wor-
rying that the complicated issues of today make
democracy impossible, we should try to figure out
by what amazing means today’s issues may bring
out the passions of the public.

I would like to thank Bruno Latour and Gerard de Vries for 
challenging me to take Walter Lippmann seriously and for some-
how getting me to figure out how to respect John Dewey. I want
to thank Emilie Gomart for the space she provided for me to get
more specific in my readings of their texts and to have trust 
in them.

I
s
s
u
e
s
S
p
a
r
k
a
P
u
b
l
i
c
i
n
t
o
B
e
i
n
g

M
a
r
r
e
s

25 Søren Kierkegaard, “Two ages: the age of revolution and
the present age. A literary review,” in: Kierkegaard’s writings
XIV, trans. Howard Vincent Hong, Edna Hatlestad Hong
(eds), Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1978, p. 64.

26 Ibid., p. 84.
27 Ibid., p. 90.

28 Lippmann, 1997 [1922], op. cit., p. 193.
29 Dewey, 1991 [1927], op. cit., p. 15.
30 Ibid., p. 54.
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speak, the composite effects of all the others. But
not in any clear-cut and easily recognizable way.
No, depending on many variables – the time of the
day, the number of other visitors, where and who
they are, the cumulative effect of earlier visitors
during the previous days, the varying pressures of
Internet visitors – the effects will vary and each
visitor will feel that he or she is part of a com-
pletely different story. Ideally, no two visitors
should have visited the same show. If you stay
more than an hour, you will have been seized by
another collective experience.

This is the key conceptual aspect about which
we have tried to respect scrupulously the curators’
brief: how to find a way to envelop the whole
exhibition, that is, to produce a virtual architec-
ture for the show, without giving the impression
that politics is about a huge Body “inside which”
everything happens. So the only way to avoid tak-
ing the Phantom for a Body or for a State or for a
fixed feature was to take the notion of the phan-
tom literally. We had to find the exact level of
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This Phantom is a strange work of art, no question
about that. To implement it in the setting of an
exhibition is near to mission impossible. The
strangest thing about it is that it’s impalpable! We
have managed to produce the quasi-invisible work
of art. You could say: “This is ludicrous, so much
work for effects that might be totally lost on the
visitor.” Right, but is this not also what politics
represents for too many people? They might have
spent their whole lives without having ever felt
how deeply implicated they have always been in
the unwanted consequences of many others’
actions. Our Phantom is just the same: You might
visit the show without realizing that you are caus-
ing many unwanted effects, far away, or that you
have yourself fallen prey to many unintended con-
sequences of other visitors’ behaviors. Fortu-
nately, a slightly more alert citizen might be puz-
zled by lots of strange things happening during his
or her visit. He or she should feel that there is
some sort of elastic and resilient existence at work
there, one as difficult to detect as a ghost. And
that’s fine with us: Being puzzled about the effects
of our work of art is just what the Phantom is all
about.

This however is no regular spectacle; it’s not
like a play in a theater, where people sit expecting
to watch something on the stage without being
able to move or to participate – except by being
bored or excited, by applauding or heckling. In
our case the visitor is entirely free to spend an
hour, 10 minutes or the whole day, to turn right or
left, to be attentive for a long time or zip through
exhibits at lighting speed. Also, he or she may talk
to other visitors, move around with them, decide
to gather in this place instead of that one, start
noisy demonstrations or enter into private chats.
This is what makes our Phantom so original and,
of course, so difficult to implement: There is no
stage, no control over the placement of visitors, no

precise schedule. A play, a film, a video are very
carefully calibrated; they have a rhythm, a clock-
like mechanism. Here, for Making Things Public,
we have to devise an entirely new rhythm that
depends, minute after minute, on the visitors’ own
attitudes through the whole 2,500 square meters
of the show. At every moment, the compound
behavior of the Phantom depends on the visitors’
number, their spread across the space, their inter-
actions with one another and with the exhibits.
Many surprising things happen in the whole 3-D
space, but it’s not a show; rather, it’s a combina-
tion of an art exhibition and a play that has no per-
formers other than the visitors themselves! This is
also why it looks so strikingly like politics. Politics
is often a spectacle, that’s true, a big show, but one
in which we are all simultaneously the only per-
formers and of which we are the only witnesses.
This is what we have tried to capture through the
powerful means of videos and digital arts.

The visitors are not only the actors in that
show but, more extraordinary, they are also the
only stage and only screen, the only projection
surface! We could of course have imagined a sim-
pler procedure where the visitors would have trig-
gered inputs through many sensors but where
their collective outputs would have been projected
somewhere, for instance on a big screen outside
the ZKM building. There exist many devices that
do this, some of which are actually shown in this
catalog, like the stock-exchange tickers in many
brokers’ offices, the census statistics, the daily
news on television. But we wanted something
closer to politics. We wanted to devise a work of
art that would be different from the domes,
globes, frescoes and collective paintings that are
visible in so many parliaments around the world.
So we tried to use the visitor not only as the only
input-trigger but also as the only output-target.
The visitor receives on his or her own skin, so to
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Mission Impossible
Giving Flesh to the Phantom Public
Michel Jaffrennou, Thierry Coduys 

“flesh,” of consistency it should have to still let it
“pass through” the visitors. This is why we have
tried to stick to the strange idea of making the vis-
itors at once the only inputs and the sole outputs
of this work of art.

No matter how impalpable the Phantom is, it
relies on complex and expensive hardware and
software and on an immense amount of work and
ingenuity from about a dozen different disciplines
and fields of technical expertise. We can’t enter
into the whole machinery, but suffice to say we
have attempted to sandwich each visitor – whose
identity is known in principle by the little Radio
Frequency Identification (RFID) that is inserted
into his ticket – into one series of distributed
inputs and one series of distributed outputs. While
the inputs series includes RFID, different sensors
and microphones, the output loops include the
lighting system, message displays, Liquid Crystal
Display (LCD) screens and loudspeakers and
video projectors (we had to abandon mobile
phones, SMS and Personal Digital Assistants).

M iche l Jaffrennou, Thierry Coduys, The Phantom Public, 2005, schemes of the project, © M iche l Jaffrennou
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the Body Politic. If one of the aims of any exhibi-
tion is to transform complex arguments into
deeply felt forms of life, it was, for artists like us, a
unique occasion to test how far one can go in that
direction.

There is one trick, of course, and this is quite
expected in a show entirely devoted to the deploy-
ment of the instruments and equipment necessary
for forming an opinion and taking a stand. We are
not trying to hide behind a curtain what activates
the Phantom. No puppets without strings. In our
case the trick is that we are the masters of the set
of rules that transforms inputs into outputs (in
practice a huge spread sheet that has been trans-
formed, thanks to a Pure Data (PD) interface, into
the pilot of a vast array of sensors and actuators).
However, to say that we are “mastering” this set
of rules is an overstatement. We are not mastering
our Phantom more than a puppeteer is mastering
his or her puppets. We are launching a series of
rules that might have some traceable conse-
quences – or might not. In watching, puzzled,
some of the effects generated by our black box, we
are actually imitating rather closely some of the
most puzzling features of political production. If
it’s true that the blind lead the blind, our Phantom,
too, is born in darkness.

This risky situation is all the more thrilling
because our Phantom is in many ways replicating
some of the older art forms that are present in the
exhibition, for instance the engravings giving a
face to the Body Politic collected by Dario Gam-
boni in this chapter. It’s very moving for us to try

to build the Phantom with extremely complicated
sensors and software and then to see how seven-
teenth-century artists tackled the same visual puz-
zles with nothing more than paper and pencil.
Today the techniques have enormously multiplied,
but the conceptual and artistic conundrums of col-
lective behavior remain as opaque as before.

During the two years we have worked with the
curators for this unusual show, we had to tackle
the same questions they had to deal with in assem-
bling the show itself. Many exhibits – on econom-
ics, on voting machines, on religious assemblies,
on statistics – are actually raising the same difficul-
ties as our own software: how to compose so
many inputs without losing track of them? Many
times, we felt that we were not building a work of
art but actually tackling a problem just as compli-
cated as the ones economists and politicians have
been trying to solve for ages. It’s as if we were
working not on a scale model, not a mere illustra-
tion, but at a 1 to 1 scale and on the real thing. All
along we have been conscious of adding another
reflexive loop to this intricate exhibition. One of
the curators kept telling us that we could not pos-
sibly succeed but that if we failed we would be giv-
ing a more realistic picture of politics because it,
too, is a failure often enough! As visitors can now
judge for themselves, there is no way to make a
phantom alive without being frightened by its
unexpected behavior …
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This equipment is what will allow the visitors to
interact with one another through the shifting
medium of the Phantom. More important than the
material infrastructure is its extremely complex
software platform. We could not, of course, sim-
ply count visitors and play tricks on them; the aim
was not a circus. We had to be able to mimic, as
closely as possible, highly contrasted “states” of
political atmospheres.

Given the enormous problem of development
that so many inputs and so many outputs gener-
ated, we had to limit the exploration of those
states to only a few. Sometimes the actions of visi-
tors are easy to trace but only locally. At other
times, the consequences are spread haphazardly.
This gives the visitor a strange impression, as if he
or she were inside a vibrating milieu of shifting
consistency. Sometimes it weighs very heavily as a
sort of suffocating presence; at other times, on the
contrary, it “breathes,” easily allowing participants
to connect with others and to express themselves
with greater freedom. These variations depend in
turn on a lot of atmospheric and ecological condi-
tions such as the climate in Karlsruhe, the time of
the day and the “mood” of the Phantom. Some-
times it is possible to trace one’s action through-
out its consequences; at other times the origins of
collective actions should remain thoroughly puz-
zling. This characteristic is crucial for capturing
many of the political aspects of the Phantom and
for getting away from the somewhat naive belief
that our views are simply represented (or, on the
contrary, simply ignored) by our representatives.

Politics is never that simple – nor is our Phantom!
This is what has always interested us in the use

of new digital technologies for renewing art forms.
Neither of us is obsessed by technology for tech-
nology’s sake. Michel has always been interested
in the ways videos and digital media allow the pro-
duction of unique pieces enabling every viewer to
have access to different versions of a story. He has
directed enormously complex plays, mixing
videos, virtual realities and real performers all in
one show.1 But more recently he has used the
power of the web and of digital effects  to produce
totally improbable art forms such as a dragon that
travels through the web and is very much a prefig-
uration of The Phantom Public. Thierry, while
investing great energy in devising and manufactur-
ing wearables, sensors and softwares, is mainly
interested in equipping dancers, singers, actors, all
sorts of artists with new ways to interact with one
another.2 The aim is to invent a new art form in
which the technology is not there as a showcase
for hype but instead to capture new life forms. It’s
very exciting to try to give flesh to the Phantom in
ZKM, a place well known for bringing together
art and new media.

If we succeed we will have provided the visitors
with their first chance to experience physically by
their own exploratory behavior the various states
and atmospheres of a deeply renewed definition of
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1 For example, Michel Jaffrennou created the Electronic Video
Circus video show, Musée National d’Art moderne, Centre
Pompidou, Paris, 1984; the Videoperette video show, Grande
Halle de la Villette, Paris, 1989; Via Kaboul, multimedia
show with forty musicians from Central Asia, English
National Opera, London, 2004.

2 See www.la-kitchen.fr

M iche l Jaffrennou, Thierry Coduys, The Phantom Public, 2005, schemes of the project, © M iche l Jaffrennou



M iche l Jaffrennou and Thierry Coduys, The Phantom Public, 2005, interactive , virtual,
variable scenography, based on the behavior of the visitors of the exhibition, installation
views ZKM , © M iche l Jaffrennou, Thierry Coduys and La kitchen, photos: Franz Wamhof



About.

As a complex institution dealing with art and tech-
nology production and research, ZKM is consti-
tuted by simultaneous and multiple flows of infor-
mation among its departments and institutes on a
daily basis. These dense networks of invisible
interrelations and work flow are constantly chang-
ing according to ongoing projects (publications,
websites, the organization of an exhibition and the
like) as the different sections of the institution
coordinate their tasks in specific areas to fulfill a
common goal. These networks consist of ele-
ments scattered throughout the ZKM building in
offices and among staff members, but the net-
works’ always changing “spatial” organization
largely differs from the actual disposition of
departments, institutes and staff in the physical,
architectonic space of the building. These net-
works, the blood running through the institution’s
veins, can be traced through the multiple commu-
nication channels that support them: the internal
e-mail system, the telephones and the mere physi-
cal displacement of staff members, registered by
magnetic locks separating different areas of the
building.

When confronting these two parallel dimen-
sions, the changing space of communication, rela-
tion and distance among different parts of the
institution and the actual physical space that
houses it, both are modified. InterSections/ZKM
consists of seeing what happens to the physical
space when measured in terms of the interrelation-
ships it supports. A visual representation of the
ZKM building gets constantly distorted, twisted
and split as its different departments, staff and sec-
tions get closer or farther in the space of commu-
nication.

ZKM consists of two kinds of physical spaces,
exhibition and production: The first has a public
orientation and comprises exhibition, information
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InterSections/ZKM. A Project
Ismael Celis

Three leve ls of the ZKM building .

The colored nodes represent different
sections of the institution. Straight
threads link them , depicting the com-
municative re lation between these
sections at a g iven period of time .

When the mode l of the building is put
under the forces of its communication
networks, it gets distorted , as its indi-
vidual sections tend to get closer to
some others.

Ismae l Ce lis, screenshots of a 3D 
working mode l, 2005, © Ismae l Ce lis  
■ Schematic representation of a simple
architectural volume progressive ly dis-
torted by a communication channe l
between two distant areas (colored).



and the shop and the second, the part unseen by
the public, dedicated to research, production and
administration. The latter of these two spaces is
responsible for the first.

The visible part of the project (for example, the
representation of the building as being distorted,
transformed, as data are applied as a physical
force) should be presented in the public area, thus
making visible the functioning of the institution
and its relation with its cultural production. The
institution exhibits itself in its own exhibition
space. What is exhibited is not only a “piece” but
the process that generates exhibitions and other
cultural productions. It also represents the relation
between these two spaces, or the general state of
the institution as an organism.

The project deals as well with networks repre-
sentation and automated data recovery and pro-
cess, using the technological infrastructure already
existing in the building. It should be possible to
access it through the World Wide Web.

InterSections/ZKM is not intended to under-
mine the individual privacy of people working at
ZKM, which includes a number of institutions
responsible for research and publication in specific
areas. Only minimum information is required for
the InterSections/ZKM system to work: which
department e-mailed another, whether or not
some Institute for Media and Economics’ staff
member was detected on the Net Development
area, for example. No names or personal informa-
tion, no details on the content of each piece of
information is needed.

Technically, it would only require information
about the IP addresses of the emitting and receiv-
ing computers, in the case of e-mails, and each IP
would be assigned to a physical area of the ZKM
building, as well as the department or institute it is
being used in.

Complementary information, such as the cal-
endar of projects the institution is currently devel-
oping and which departments are involved in
them, should be helpful in defining and expressing
visually the kind of information flowing through
the building.

ZKM cooperates with many other centers and
institutions. It is possible to trace these external
links over time and apply them to the architectural
space under the same logic sketched above. These
links “to the outside” are the places where the
institution "opens” to the world, in addition to
ZKM’s shop and Mediathek, from which the flow
of knowledge and internal activity finds its way
out of the institution. This could be properly visu-
alized in the project I am proposing.

I am interested in exploring the graphic capa-
bilities of computerized databases in terms of
information management, design and representa-
tion. According to this premise, the visual model
of the building and the way it is transformed and
modified should be of a modular nature, in direct
relationship with the back-end processes that
make the system work. It should contain the min-
imum of effects and unnecessary visual informa-
tion, although the final design will be partly subor-
dinated to new issues that could come up during
the process.

Precedents.

InterSections/ZKM is related to the fields of algo-
rithmic architecture1 and information design.
These include research on generating public space
by means of algorithmically manipulating user or
environmental data in order to project architec-
tural volumes in a way that is far from traditional
aesthetic decision-making and that opens a differ-
ent paradigm to the very concept of an architec-
tural “project,” as well as the role of the author in
space design.2 The idea of visually representing
patterns and nuances of complex, multi-threaded
data has been also applied to the representation of
speech and the social interaction of large groups of
individuals.3
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1 Michael Hensel, Achim Menges, Michael Weinstock, Emer-
gence: Morphogenetic Design Strategies, John Wiley and Sons
Limited, Chichester, 2004.

2 Alessandro Ludovico, Interview with Marcos Novak, Neural
Magazine, 2001, http://www.neural.it/english/marcosno-
vak.htm; Dennis Dollens, De lo digital a lo analógico, Editor-
ial Gustavo Gili S.A., Barcelona, 2002; Ali Rahim, Contem-
porary Techniques in Architecture, John Wiley and Sons
Limited, Chichester, 2002.

3 Ben Fry, Organic information design,
http://acg.media.mit.edu/people/fry/thesis/;
Judith Donath, Karrie Karahalios, Fernanda Viégas, Visualiz-
ing Conversation, MIT Media Lab, http://smg.media.mit.
edu/papers/VisualConv/VisualizeConv.pdf

Ismae l Ce lis, screenshot of a 3D working mode l, 2005, © Ismae l Ce lis ■ This sequence
shows the real time , dynam ic manipulation of a simplified mode l of ZKM’s second floor.
A t this stage the program fetches simulated , random ly generated e-mail messages
among departments and uses them to decrease , increase and attract the volumes.



The challenge was enormous. The avant-garde
composers had to innovate, to create something
new, to produce something unheard of, in the
name of history, of progress, of human intelli-
gence. Arnold Schönberg had shown the way after
10 years of silence, by concluding that tonal music
had become rigid in Wagnerian chromatics and
Brucknerian fortresses and by inventing an anti-
dote: the dodecaphonic system, which he took
over from the Austrian teacher Josef Matthias
Hauer (1883-1959) and perfected. Using a series of
12 tones of the chromatic total as the basis, Schön-
berg got rid of three centuries of the history of
music. His opus in 1923 pronounces the judgment:
no more melody, no more harmony, no more
tonal constraints. Music was finally liberated from
its tonal gangrene. This seduced the post-war gen-
eration. They made of it the historical turning-
point that permitted them, in their turn, to answer
the obligatory challenge that motivates all avant-
gardes: to innovate, to create something new, to
produce something unheard of, in the name of his-
tory, progress and human intelligence. But what
does one liberate, when one “liberates music”?1

A world of sounds? A syntax? A practice? Can
one “liberate sounds” without liberating those
who make them? Up to what point can a com-
poser delegate to a small group of interpreters the
responsibility for creating a work of music?

Pierre Boulez, 1: “Liberate Music”

The rules of Schönberg left Olivier Messiaen
(1908-1992) unsatisfied. Why should one be inter-
ested only in the pitch of tones? On his return
from the prisoner-of-war camps, he tried in his
Modes de valeur et d’intensité for piano (1949-1950)
to extend the serial principle to other sound
parameters (rhythm, timbre, intensity). This
approach appealed to his students. In August 1951,
Pierre Boulez (born in 1925) wrote to John Cage: “I

focused all my attention this year on the enlarge-
ment and homogeneity of the serial field.”2 And in
a famous article published in April 1952 in La revue
musicale,3 Boulez attacked his teacher of twelve-
tone technique at the conservatory, René Lei-
bowitz: “Any musician who does not feel – and we
don’t say understand, but feel – the necessity of
the dodecaphonic language, is useless. Because
his entire work places itself beyond the necessities
of his epoch.”4 For Boulez, the liberation of music
can be achieved only at the price of a strict
axiomatic demand that imposes the elaboration of
“a numeral structure a priori, which John Cage
calls prismatic, but which we would rather call a
crystallized structure.”5 This multi-serial deter-
minism functions as a guarantee that “music” will
not be caught up by tonal language. This emanci-
pation has its corollary: the disappearance of the
personal coefficient at the moment of public per-
formance of the work. To liberate music does not
mean liberating the interpreter.

Iannis Xenakis: “The Independence 

of Sounds”

Iannis Xenakis (1922-2001) reacted forcefully
against this “almost absolute determinism of serial
music”.6 In 1955, he published in the first issue of
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Gravesaner Blätter a denunciation of this auditory
and ideological nonsense:

“What one hears is in reality but a heap of notes
on different registers. This enormous complexity
makes it impossible to follow the entanglement of
lines when you hear it, and has the macroscopic
result of an unreasonable and random dispersion
of sounds across the entire tonal spectrum. The
result is the contradiction between the linear poly-
phonic system and the audible result, which is sur-
face, mass. This inherent contradiction of
polyphony will disappear when the independence
of sound is total. In fact, when the linear combina-
tions and their polyphonic superposition no
longer function, what will count will be the statis-
tical average of isolated states and the transforma-
tion of its elements at a given moment. The
macroscopic effect could then be controlled by the
average of movements of the objects chosen by us.
It results in the introduction of the notion of prob-
ability, which implies, in this case, the combina-
tory calculation.”7

One should not “liberate music” with the help
of a multi-serial determinism but rely on combina-
tory calculation, in order to treat each sound for
what it is and not according to the place it occu-
pies in relation to all the others in a “system”.

For the Greek mathematician it was important
to give a reasoned support to art, “less perishable
than the impulse of the moment, thus more seri-

ous, more worthy of the lofty fight which human
intelligence fights in other domains”.8 “The quan-
tity of intelligence devoted to sonority must be the
real criterion of validity of this or that kind of
music.”9 Combinatory calculation, especially sto-
chastic, will be its best ally.

Xenakis inaugurated this procedure in 1955
with Metastasis and perfected it in Pithoprakta
(1957) and Achorripsis (1958). But beware, coinci-
dence is not improvisation. Neither is coincidence
accidental. Coincidence is what permits composi-
tion with musical parameters by liberating every
sound of its serial determinism. Coincidence stops
the moment the score is composed. It is within the
power of the composer but not within that of the
interpreter. To delegate to an interpreter the
power to return independence to sounds would
mean giving up one’s role as composer. And
Xenakis castigates this “principle of improvisation
which is fashionable among the neo-serials [who
write] scores in which certain sound combinations
are selected freely by the interpreter”. According
to him, this is nonsense, because in such a case
substitution of authors occurs. “I would like to ask
a question,” he continues: “Supposing this score is
placed in front of an interpreter who is an incom-
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1 “Libérez la musique,” title of an article by Pierre Boulez in
the revue Preuves, second trimester 1972, p. 133-138,
reprinted in: Pierre Boulez, Points de repère, Christian Bour-
geois (ed.), Editions du Seuil, Paris, 1985, pp. 541-546. See
also Joan Peyser, To Boulez and Beyond. Music in Europe
since the rite of Spring, Watson-Guptill, New York, 1999;
Célestin Deliège, Cinquante ans de modernité musicale. De
Darmstadt à l’Ircam: Contribution historiographique à une
musicologie critique, Pierre Mardaga, Sprimont, 2003.

2 Boulez, 1985, op. cit., p. 137 (trans. Marlies Salazar).
3 “Eventuellement…,” in: La revue musicale, 212, April 1952,

pp. 117-148. The article is reprinted in Pierre Boulez, Relevés
d’apprenti, Editions du Seuil, Paris, 1966, pp. 147-182.

4 Pierre Boulez, Penser la musique aujourd’hui, Denoël-
Gonthier, Paris, 1963, p. 149 (trans. Marlies Salazar). See also
Georgina Born, Rationalizing Culture: Ircam, Boulez, and
the Institutionalization of the Musical Avant-Garde, Univer-
sity of California Press, Berkeley, CA, 1995.

5 Ibid., p. 177.

6 Iannis Xenakis, Musiques formelles, Editions Stock, Paris,
1981, p. 18 [first edition La Revue Musicale, 253-254, 1963].
See also Makis Solomos, Iannis Xenakis, P.O. Editions,
Mercuès, 1996.

7 Ibid. (trans. Marlies Salazar).
8 Ibid., p. 9.
9 Ibid., p. 10.

Freedom for Music!
Intuition and the Rule
Denis Laborde

Iannis Xenakis (1922-2001), explain-
ing his principles of musical compo-
sition during a workshop , Centre
Acanthes, De lphi (Greece), 1985,
photo: Denis Laborde



parable specialist of Chopin. Wouldn’t the result
be modulated by the style and writing of Chopin,
as one used to write recently free cadences of con-
certos? Thus, this is from the composer’s view-
point without interest.” 10

Thus, coincidence interested Xenakis only in
its axiomatic form. But in this form it does not
change anything in the structure of the work. It is
an over-defined score that the composer gives to
his friend Claude Helffer, who deciphers Herma
(1961) and spends “hours and hours, during his
vacation, at a silent piano, trying to understand,
trying to place his fingers, which is most diabolic,

because Xenakis is not a pianist and doesn’t even
try to know what is pianistic or not: The spirit
blows where it wants, and the fingers will do what
they can.”11 Although he submits the process of
elaboration of this score to a probabilistic logic,
Iannis Xenakis fixes a final state: He writes the
score that Claude Helffer will interpret to the let-
ter in the name of the independence of sounds.
The principle of delegation has its limits, of which
the lofty struggle of the composer allows no trans-
gression.
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John Cage: “The Increasingly 

Concrete  Liberation of Sounds”

This is exactly what this is about: the implication
of the composer in this fight, and what his place
will be in the history of our civilization. John Cage
himself, postmodern among the postmoderns,
does not fear seeing himself at the origin of a revo-
lution: “If contemporary music continues to
change in the direction in which I am changing it,
we will arrive at the increasingly concrete libera-
tion of sounds.”12 Like intransigent Nomothet,
every composer feels himself in charge of the des-
tiny of sounds and works at their emancipation.
But at the end of this process, the score is elevated
to a self-explanatory totality: the authoritarian
programming of the behavior of the instrumental-
ist at the moment of its realization.

In 1952, John Cage (1912-1992) changed per-
spective and invited the interpreter to an adven-
ture. Whereas in Music of changes (1951) even the
coincidental still happened exclusively on the level
of the composition,13 in Williams Mix (1952) he
relied on the interpreter and soon transformed his
compositions into happenings. Here, freedom was
close to a “poetry of simultaneousness”.14 Cage is
not the only one to adopt a different direction.
And here are two of the tendencies castigated
above by Xenakis: First, the composer inserts vari-
able sequences into a continuous discourse –
Sequenza VI by Luciano Berio (1966), Lys de
Madrigaux by Maurice Ohana (1976), Trois
choeurs à capella by Felix Ibarrondo (1983), Con-
tinuum by Kazimierz Serocki (1966). Second, the
composer offers the musician a choice among
several pathways: Troisième Sonate by Pierre
Boulez (1957), Klavierstück (1956) or Zyklus (1959)
by Karlheinz Stockhausen, Archipels by André
Boucourechliev, Jeu 6 (1962) dedicated by Roman
Haubenstock-Ramati to Les Percussions de Stras-
bourg. In this case, the composition is an open
work, which the interpreters adapt in different
ways, each one becoming “the active center of an
inexhaustible network of relations, within which
he elaborates his own form, without being deter-
mined by a necessity deriving from the organiza-
tion of the work”.15 Solfeggio loses influence; the
work is open to ambiguity. Here is a form of direct
democracy, which tempted Stockhausen (born in
1928) for a while. 

Karlheinz Stockhausen: 

“Liberate Intuition”

The Pièces pour piano, which he composed
between 1954 and 1962, gave the interpreter no
leeway. In 1964, he loosened his grip and in Plus
Minus for two groups of seven string instruments,
he proposed multiple realizations of the score. It is
up to the interpreter to choose between several
paths to follow. With Kurzwellen (1968), a piece
for six instrumentalists, two filters, four switch-
boards with loudspeakers and four short-wave
radios, the freedom for the interpreter increases.
The instructions consist only of some signals, to
which the interpreter has to react while he is play-
ing, so that his interpretation is a reaction to the
intuition of the moment:

“From composition to composition, I have
tried to make decisions without following any
general musical logic. One could notice a change
in the first pieces, where I have created a space and
a time for intuitive interpreters at the moment of
realization. A space and a time, which allows the
intuitive, and not only the rational, to be real-
ized.”16 Thus the demand of the composer moves
from the composition to the attitude of the inter-
preter. The musicians are invited to do some
preparatory intellectual exercises before playing.
Their whole lives have to be adapted to this kind
of intuitive music. They must remain conscious of
their responsibility.17 To put it bluntly: “They may
not drink beer five minutes before playing.”18 It’s
up to each of them to accept this challenge. Even
more so since Stockhausen doesn’t stop at that.
Looking for “other qualitative prescriptions,”19 he
meets the prescriptions of John Cage, of Earle
Brown in December 52 and of Morton Feldman in
Intersection I II (1954) and composes scores with-
out musical notation. Aus den sieben Tagen (May
1968) marks the outer limit of this experimenta-
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10 Ibid., p. 52.
11 Claude Helffer, “Sur Herma et autres,” in: Regards sur Iannis

Xenakis, Editions Stock, Paris, 1981, p. 195f. (trans. Marlies
Salazar).

12 John Cage, Silence, Denoël, Paris, 1970, p. 115.
13 He makes a rough draft of sounds, noises, pauses, volumes

and durations, then lets “coincidence” decide how they
relate to each other by throwing a coin. The resulting com-
binations are then put down in a previously elaborated
scheme. The score is finished.

14 Daniel Charles et al., John Cage, Revue d’esthétique, 
13-14-15, Ed. Privat, Toulouse, 1987/1988.

15 Umberto Eco, L’oeuvre ouverte, Editions du Seuil, Paris,
1965, p. 18.

16 Karlheinz Stockhausen, “Plaidoyer de l’intuition,” in: The
World of Music, 2, 1970, p. 6 (trans. Marlies Salazar).

17 Ibid., p. 8.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid., p. 7.

C laude He lffer (1922-2004), working on
the public presentation of Iannis
Xenakis’ works, Centre Acanthes,
De lphi (Greece), 1985, photo: Denis
Laborde

John Cage and Karlhe inz Stockhausen, 
1958, © John Cage Trust



tion. It is a suite of seven musical pieces, the dura-
tion of which is not limited. Here is the score of
the first piece:

“Play a sound, play it until you feel that you
have to stop / and so forth / stop when you feel
that you have to stop / but whether you play or
you stop / always listen to the others / play rather
when people listen / don’t prepare.”20

The staff lines and the notes, rhythm and
tempi, the whole encumbering solfeggio, are dis-
carded as outdated utensils, supplanted by a com-
manding text … an act which had unexpected
consequences.

For in Paris, at the National Library, such a
score created problems of classification. Where to
place Aus den sieben Tagen? Worried, the head of
the music department wrote to the publisher Otto
Harassowitz in Wiesbaden, who had published the
work: “p.s. Concerning Aus den sieben Tagen by
Stockhausen, does this work comprise any music?
Our edition consists only of literary texts.”

The publisher asked the composer for informa-
tion:

“There is no musical notation for this work,
which must be interpreted only according to the
explanations given by Mr. Stockhausen in the edi-
tion you have.”

And that is why, in the file “Stockhausen” at
the National Library, Aus den Sieben Tagen is clas-
sified among the “literary texts” and not among
the “musical works”.21 And one can still listen to
the recording made by the group Musique Vivante
in 1969 of Fais voile vers le soleil and Liaison, two
of the seven pieces of the cycle Aus den sieben
Tagen.22 Eleven musicians and engineers partici-
pated in this recording, among them Diego Mas-
son (musical direction) and Karlheinz Stockhausen
(filters and potentiometers), under the piercing
fish-eye of Pierre Boulez …

Pierre Boulez, 2: “The Invasion 

of a Free Dimension”

… a Pierre Boulez, who himself was tempted by
this coincidence. In 1958, he composed three
improvisations on sonnets by Mallarmé, sur-
rounded by two instrumental pieces: Pli selon Pli
and Portrait de Mallarmé:

“The problem of composing comes from the
dialectic, which arises from the simultaneous pres-

ence of a fixed text and a mobile text. Two things
permit the visual realization of this play between
freedom and discipline: the movements of the
conductor and the score. When one conducts a
musical piece, there are movements that are per-
formed in a traditional way, the corresponding
passages in the score are also written down in a
traditional way. But there are also movements of
the conductor, so to speak, in an empty space, sig-
nals directed to the instrumentalist, telling him:
‘free way’. The instrumentalist can then play at his
own tempo. The corresponding passages are
printed in small notes on his score, as one in earlier
times noted ornamentations. The maximum time
at his disposal for these passages is indicated by
arrows.”23

Boulez was not at all interested in what consti-
tutes improvisation: this absence of delay between
composition and interpretation that places
improvisation on the side of spontaneousness, of
unreflected action, of the innate. Here, improvisa-
tion is the “intrusion (Einbruch) of a free dimen-
sion into music,”24 but it is written down by the
composer in the labyrinth of graphic reason.

Be (relatively) free for some seconds, the com-
poser seems to say to the musician, but don’t for-
get that musical performance is “a collective game
regulated with precision, and which cannot be
transgressed”.25 And even if the composer cannot
intervene in the course of action during the public
presentation of the work, he commands the serv-
ices of the conductor, who has become his accom-
plice and whose arms conducting the orchestra
are the relay of the pen of the composer, who has
put order in the world of sounds. The interpreter
must therefore remember that improvisation
“does not replace invention. […] Instrumentalists
are not supermen, and the answer they give to the
phenomenon of invention is generally an act of
manipulated memory. They remember what they
have already played, manipulate it, transform
it.”26 In any case, a long work of reflection is nec-
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essary, says Boulez, because every creator raises
questions that escape the normal person. That’s
why a composer must take seriously the prescrip-
tive work, which he has to do. There is no hammer
without a master.

Get Rid of the Composer!

This is encouraging dissidence in the territory of
musical practice where one makes of improvisa-
tion a culture of opposition, a cult of divergence, a
practice of resistance. There we meet the jazz
pianist Friedrich Gulda, who insists on teaching
“liberation by improvisation,”27 because there is
no doubt for any militant of improvisation that
“real freedom exists at the extreme in improvisa-
tion,”28 but that one should not look for it in the
institutions of high-art music. It is “a culture of
opposition, even of resistance against the loss of
identity”.29 Improvisation is supposed to be a pas-
sage, “a bridge to history, which allows [one] to
get hold of the past, to decipher it, to interrogate
it, to look at the future, to look for contemporary
echoes, to find ways to invent the future,”30 and
everybody knows very well that utopia is the real-
ity of tomorrow. It is thus not in the language of
the composer that one should look for freedom, it
is in the movements of the interpreter who impro-
vises. Michel Portal claims emphatically: “Impro-
visation is above all a need for freedom of action,
of spontaneousness, of the unknown; it is thus a
way of life in music.”31Could one doubt any more

that it is the way towards human emancipation?
Bernard Lubat does not doubt anymore. And on
the banks of the Uzeste, in fantastic and jazzy Gas-
cony, he makes of improvisation “a kind of
secrecy, of resistance”.32 That is where one should
discuss freedom, on the territory of musical activ-
ity: under the tents of alternative festivals, in sub-
urban music schools, in inventive community cen-
ters. Because there is no liberation of music
possible without the liberation of musicians …
what the percussionist Jean-Pierre Drouet, co-
founder of ATEM of Bagnolet with Georges
Aperghis, states openly: One improvises to “liber-
ate oneself from this kind of heavy presence of the
composer”.33 But what does one get rid of, when
one gets rid of the composer?

Translated from the French by Marlies Salazar
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20 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Aus den sieben Tagen, Universal Edi-
tion, Vienna, 1968, p. 1.

21 Correspondence inserted in the score kept in the Depart-
ment of Music of the National Library in Paris, cote 8 Vm
piece 997.

22 Harmonia Mundi, ref. 190.795.
23 Boulez, 1985, op. cit., p. 144 (trans. Marlies Salazar).
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Pierre Boulez, Par Volonté et par hasard. Entretiens avec

Célestin Deliège, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1975, p. 150 (trans.
Marlies Salazar).

27 Friedrich Gulda, “Libération par improvisation,” in: The
World of Music, 3, 1971, p. 42.

28 Raffi Ourgandjian, “L’improvisation source de culture,” in:
Marsyas, 12, 1989, p. 28.

29 Yves Sportis, Free jazz, Encyclopédie jazz Hot/L’instant,
Paris, 1990, p. 8. See also Jean Jamin, “Fausse Erreur,” in:
L’Homme, 146, 1998, pp. 249-263.

30 Jacques Siron, La Partition intérieure, Jazz, musiques impro-
visées, Edition Outre Mesure, Paris, 1992, p. 18 (trans. Mar-
lies Salazar).

31 In Denis Levaillant, L’Improvisation musicale. Essai sur la
puissance du jeu, Jean-Claude Lattès, Paris, 1981, p. 59 (trans.
Marlies Salazar).

32 Ibid., p. 267.
33 In Alain Gerber, “L’improvisation instrumentale,” in:

Musique et vie quotidienne. Essai de sociologie d’une nouvelle
culture, Paul Beaud, Alfred Willener, Maison Mame, Paris,
1973, p. 200.

Karlhe inz Stockhausen at the sem inar
“Aus den sieben Tagen,” Böllenfalltor
(Germany), 1969, photo: Archiv der
Stockhausen-Stiftung für Musik, Kürten



From Direct to Directed Knowledge

“All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is
profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with
sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his
relations with his kind.”1 Marx’s famous Manifesto
words prophesied the end of the bourgeois class,
the bourgeois life-style and the bourgeois world
order. Marx’s image of melting belongs to the her-
itage of literary and cultural modernism, as it cap-
tured visionary grandeur, vague apocalypse,
destructive nihilism and the flow of life – all quali-
ties that constitute the palette of the modernist
imagination.2 Furthermore, it is hard to miss in
this particular sentence a type of modernist faith in
direct knowledge, one-to-one representation, or
in the myth of it. Marx believed that when the
mysterious and obfuscating ways of “ideology”
were removed once and for all, the masses would
simply have direct access to knowledge about
their conditions of life.

Soon after the October Revolution – as close
an approximation of Marx’s “melting” as history
has turned up so far – Lenin held that the proletar-
ian masses needed to be educated and socialized
quickly and by any means available. Prior to the
revolution, agitation was meant to enhance the
political consciousness of the workers; Lenin
believed agitation had to be conducted regarding
every specific instance of oppression. But after the
October Revolution, political education, or the
political consciousness, could only equal persua-
sion and nonnegotiable acceptance of the new
order. One of Leninism’s defining characteristics
was the idea that the intellectual elite had a crucial
role when it came to the proletariat’s class con-
sciousness. This, or Lenin’s pedagogical appetite,
was manifested after the revolution in the drafting
of various decrees and laws that involved the
employment of radio, television and theater for
the ideological education of the vast rural popula-

tion of Russia. The masses needed to be repre-
sented to themselves in their full (though medi-
ated) force. Hence, the People’s Commissariat of
Enlightenment was promptly created by the Cen-
tral Committee of the Bolshevik Party in October
1917 and was immediately given a practical task of
great proportions: a “Plan for Monumental Propa-
ganda”. Lenin saw his plan, launched in April
1918, as an interpretation of Tomasso Cam-
panella’s Renaissance thesis Civitas Solis. Cam-
panella’s vision of an ideal town, whose frescoed
walls would provide instruction and arouse civic
feelings, inspired Lenin to call for temporary
inscriptions, slogans and evaluations of historical
events.3 Lenin’s fascinating blueprint for mass
enlightenment included a special heading about
May Day parades and annual celebrations of the
Revolution. The chief apostle and manager of the
People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment and
Lenin’s right hand in all matters of culture, Anatoly
Lunacharsky, explained why celebrations were
necessary: “In order for the masses to make them-
selves felt, they must outwardly manifest them-
selves, and this is possible only when, to use Robe-
spierre’s phrase, they are their own spectacle.”4
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These first steps in the formalized process of
enlightening the masses are important, for they had
great consequences for years to come in all of the
states that constituted the Eastern Bloc.5 Quickly,
Marx’s direct knowledge became Lenin’s directed
knowledge, which nonetheless was directly per-
formed, and the idea was directly embodied by the
masses.6

For years the May Day parades, other parades,
the revolutionary celebrations, the sports specta-
cles (spartakiads) in stadiums and even the sta-
dium celebrations of the Fearless Leader’s birthday
were an emblem of socialist life.7 These choreo-
graphed ideological supergraphics were per-
formed by well-trained, handsome young people
all over the Eastern Bloc. It is no surprise that this
has been seen as a particularly socialist type of
practice (and space) in recent studies of life under
communism.8

In one sense, to see this space and practice as
disciplinarian would be entirely correct. In order
to perform the star or the party acronym, the
socialist young men and women had to submit to
a regime of collective physical exercise. Moreover,
this complex event had to have a tone and a
mood. And on top of its mass presence and per-
formance, its mass distribution was ensured in
films and newsreels, in which the familiar voice-
over accompanied the dazzling kaleidoscopic
images. But to see these performances as merely
or simplistically disciplinarian would fail to explain
the genuinely excited and blissful expressions of
both the participants and the observers; one sees
this over and over in documentations of socialist
parades, whether you look in the special media
archive in Moscow or among the weekly news-
reels produced by Film News (Filmske Novosti) in
Belgrade. This observation is not meant to dimin-
ish the importance of the strong grip of an entire
series of state apparatuses involved in producing
the deep structure of everyday life in the Eastern
Bloc. It is meant to highlight the aesthetic enjoy-
ment these events may have elicited.9 If we dis-
miss the very personal aesthetic effect of commu-
nist parades, we will miss something that was at
the core of this type of assembly. Parades were
assemblies of sorts, and, in opposition to more
onerous disciplinary methods, parades were a
relief. They were public, they were in the streets

and they indeed managed to communicate or to
represent a collective to itself, even as the people
participated in a shameless simulation of socialist
society.

The parade filled the streets, regardless of
whether we were able to trace its origin to some
ur-religious, liturgical source or if we saw it as a
perfectly modern mass ornament or both. Year
after year this river of spectacle ran through streets
crowded with observers. Its temporal-symbolic
syntax was not unlike that of an ancient Chinese
scroll: Even though “events” in it flowed and
metamorphosed, every once in a while the
“emperor” and the emblems of his ideology would
appear and reappear in that flow, unchanged,
ideal, projective, and ultimately omnipresent.

Having begun as re-enactments of the Revolu-
tion and the May Day spectacles in the Soviet
Union, a series of embellished self-presentations
of the masses marked the territory of Eastern
European cities after World War I I. The public,
whose participation in political processes had
been dramatically curtailed, was presented with
the possibility of participating in parades. Thus,
these parades had to carry out the gigantic sym-
bolic task of representing participation. The public
in this case was not a vibrant participatory and
political public, but some of the mechanics of mul-
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1 See Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, W.W. Norton
and Company, New York, London, 1988, p. 58.

2 In 1980, using The Communist Manifesto to frame his view
of cultural modernity, Marshall Berman found in these lines
a modernism not unlike Artaud’s, Gertrude Stein’s, Kafka’s
or Joyce’s. For Berman, Marx’s play between euphoric liter-
ary imagination and sober scientific materialism provided a
cue to examine his work as an example of veritable aesthetic
modernism. See Marshall Berman, All that is solid melts into
air: the experience of modernity, Simon and Schuster, New
York, 1982.

3 The City of the Sun is not however a naive story solely
about the education of the masses; it is primarily an organi-
zational matrix, based on vague ideas about freedom and
equality, which are expressed in the uniform clothing, in
group kitchens, in military tactics and in the “speaking
walls” of the city.

4 Quoted in Vladimir Tolstoy, Irina Bibikova, Catherine
Cooke (eds), Street Art of the Revolution: Festivals and
Celebrations in Russia 1918-33, Thames and Hudson Ltd.,
London, 1990, p. 24.

5 Historical time when it comes to changes on the scale of the
society and the lessons absorbed by the collective body.

6 The storming of the Winter Palace was the conceptual basis
of the Soviet spectacle. The historical accounts of this event
don’t usually render it as a very spectacular one, but it has
been reenacted numerous times as well as filmed by Sergei
Eisenstein. Historian Richard Stites found accounts of a
quarter of a million people participating in the third re-
enactment of the October Revolution. Regardless of
whether the actual numbers are true or not, it is a fact that
far more people participated in the Revolution after the fact
than in the 1917 event itself. And that was precisely the
point of the re-enactments, a type of embodied historical
knowledge.

7 Even though in many cases parades and stadium spectacles
were primarily a product of the machine era and its particu-
lar version of mechanized masses, their ubiquity and their
persistence in the communist-socialist world turned them
into hallmark symbols of the socialist experiment in general.

8 The introduction to a recent book, Socialist Spaces, the con-
tent of which deals with various aspects of life under com-
munism, points to parades as one of the special practices the
logic of which was shared to a large extent by the various
countries of the former Eastern Bloc. See David Crowley,
Susan Emily Reid, Socialist Spaces: Sites of Everyday Life in
the Eastern Bloc, Berg, Oxford and New York, 2002.

9 For surely their records elicit aesthetic pleasure. We rarely
wish to admit it, as if we would be permanently endangered
by their power if we did.

Classes, Masses, Crowds
Representing the Collective Body
and the Myth of Direct Knowledge
Ana Miljacki
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May Day parade in Be lgrade , 1964, film stills from a special
edition of F ilm News (F ilmske Novosti), © F ilmske Novosti,
Be lgrade  ■ According to the F ilm News archive this was the
last May Day parade that took place on the streets of Be lgrade .
A fter 1964 and until Tito died , the street parade was trans-
formed into a yearly stadium ce lebration. The parade took
place in front of the former Yugoslav Parliament. 
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March 9, 1991, demonstration in Be lgrade , te levision broad-
casting material, film stills, material courtesy of Studio B Te le-
vision, © Studio B , Be lgrade ■ This demonstration was met by
a violent reaction of the M ilošev ić reg ime , and followed by a
student protest. The first demonstration, presented here , took
place on the Republic Square . 

Poludeli Ljud i /Belgrade Follies, YU 1997, documentary on the
1996/1997 protest in Be lgrade , director: Goran M arkov i ć,
producer: B92, film stills, material courtesy of B92, © B92, 
Be lgrade ■ The event shown here occurred on December 24,
1996. 
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F ilm stills from raw footage of the October 5, 2000 protest in
Be lgrade , material courtesy of B92, © B92, Be lgrade ■ This
footage was broadcast raw on te levision. The event involved
an attack on the building of the Former Yugoslavian Parlia-
ment. 

Ana M iljacki, C lasses, M asses, Crowds – Representing the 
Collective Body and the Myth of D irect Know ledge, 2005, 
installation views ZKM , © the artist, photos: Franz Wamhof



tiplicity were at work every time the masses were
organized to occupy Red Square, Wenceslas
Square or Republic Square.10 Perhaps it would not
be too far fetched to say that some aspect of the
modernist belief in direct knowledge was not
entirely misplaced when it came to the lavish
communist parades. Perhaps Siegfried Kracauer’s
idea that the masses could (and needed to) reason
their way by means of the mass ornaments they
participated in producing was, in fact, a good
description of what happened to the communist
attempts to manipulate the self-image of the
proletarian masses.11 They eventually saw them-
selves as a mass and as a collectivity … enacting 
happiness.

Back from Directed to Direct Knowledge

It is no surprise to find that a whole century after
Marx’s manifesto the proletariat was multitasking
as subject and representation in Guy Debord’s
writings on the spectacle.12 The historically inau-
gural moment of the modern spectacle, according
to Debord’s modernist thesis, occurred with the
development of “a radical opposition” between
the image of the working class and the working
class itself. In Debord’s definition, the spectacle
emerges precisely in the move from direct to
directed knowledge; having placed great value on
direct knowledge, he could only get increasingly
discouraged by all subsequent historical develop-
ments. Regardless of Debord’s personal pes-

simism, the fact that the communist world was
steeped in something like the proto-culture and
logic of the simulacrum required every resistance
to communist regimes to play out on the battle-
field of representation.

The protests, the uprisings and eventually the
soft revolutions of 1989 and the 1990s that took
place in the former Eastern Bloc all occurred in the
very same arena that had been regularly occupied
by communist parades. In many cases, the partici-
pants in both the parades and the protests were
the same, if only figuratively; they were the public,
the masses in both instances. The value of the
uprisings – in Hungary in 1956, Prague 1968 and
all the others in the Eastern Bloc including Bel-
grade’s protests in the 1990s – was derived once
again from the very assumption of direct represen-
tation. Crowds on the streets were a direct evi-
dence of dissatisfaction. They were on the streets
in order to speak in their own name, claiming back
the oldest medium for collective representation:
the city.
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Whether it was articulated as a need for repre-
sentation or as a desire to “live within truth,”
whether it was blamed on the regimes or on the
willingness of citizens to participate in its schemes,
the renewed conceptualization of “direct knowl-
edge” began well before the fall of the Berlin Wall.
It was at the core of all dissident activity for a
decade before 1989.13 By shifting the terrain of its
conflict with the regime from a head-on violent
encounter toward the sphere of spectacle, to what
Guy Debord defined as the zone of the radical
opposition of reality and its representation, pro-
testers across the Eastern Bloc disturbed the
axiomatic relationship between the violence of the
regime and its own denial of it. The message of all
Eastern European versions of soft revolutions was
about truth and the direct knowledge of truth, and
the very tactics of the protests had to engage the
simulacral logic of the communist world’s use of
media. This, of course, did not mean simply
opposing media; it meant using and coopting
mass media and their logic in order to ensure the
geographic reach of the protests and in order to
direct the way that the masses and the interna-
tional community would understand the massive
displays of dissatisfaction. We could say that the
very choreographed events that drew their con-
ceptual power from involving direct representa-
tion managed to succeed largely thanks to televi-
sion broadcasting – in the cities where events were
taking place, across the region and around the

world. Andrei Ujica and Harun Farocki’s
Videograms of a Revolution is perhaps the most
stunning document about the effect of television
on the Eastern European revolutions.14 Not only
did their film capture the general mood in Roma-
nia and the importance of taking over the control
of television, but it also highlighted the value that
direct knowledge seemed to have during the
Romanian revolution.15

Newsreel and Real-Time: Belgrade

For each of the eras outlined here – the first
period, which immediately followed the establish-
ment of the rule of the proletariat in the Soviet
Union, and the second, which immediately pre-
ceded the fall of communism in Europe – there
exists a corresponding broadcasting technology, a
genre best suited to it, and, more important, a
mood of that genre: newsreels and real-time tele-
vision broadcasting.16 The self-congratulating,
energized and synthetic voice-over of the commu-
nist newsreels is almost hilarious in retrospect, but
it is comparable to the euphoric tone of “embed-
ded” broadcast journalists today.

The last May Day parade on the streets of Bel-
grade (before these celebrations were moved to
the stadium and incorporated the Youth Day with
Tito’s birthday) took place in 1961. The documen-
tary of this event starts off slowly, surveying the
sleepy city and its preparations for the parade. The
most important route passes by the parliament of
Yugoslavia and a podium for Tito and his
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10 Wenceslas Square in Prague, Red Square in Moscow and
Republic Square in Belgrade have each been sites of parades
and protests. Both of these rely on a sheer expression of
multiplicity, power in numbers, which is what I am calling
mechanics of multiplicity. In Revolt of the Masses José
OrtegaYGasset claimed: “The concept of the multitude is
quantitative and visual.” José Ortega Y Gasset, Revolt of 
the Masses, W.W. Norton and Company, New York and
London, 1932.

11 See Siegfried Kracauer, “The Mass Ornament,” in: The Mass
Ornament, Thomas Levin (ed.), Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1995.

12 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books, 
New York, 1995.

13 In order to explain the concept of living within a lie, and
thus also the possibility of living within truth, Vaclav Havel
tells a story about an anonymous shopkeeper who simply
goes along with the regime’s expectation and places a party
slogan in his window, thus furthering the image of the
regime. Everyone involved knows, however, that the ideo-
logical meaning of the slogan only provides an illusion of
identity and that via the act of placing the slogan about
workers in his window the shopkeeper participates in the
pretense that no one is pretending. Havel finds similar acts
of individuals to be quite natural given the situation, hence
pretense turns out to be the pervasive mode of being.

14 In 1992 Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica produced a docu-
mentary using only television and amateur video footage of
the Romanian 1989 revolution, Videograms of a Revolution,
Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica, Germany/Romania, 1992.

15 The best example of this is perhaps the image of the corpses
of Ceausescu and his wife, accompanied by hardly any com-
mentary.

16 Since the era of the rule of proletariat in Eastern Bloc after
World War II also meant the rule of the Soviet Union in the
region, it is no surprise that most of the logic of this rule was
duplicated. Forced proletarianization in both contexts
required mass enlightenment techniques.

Harun Farocki, Andre i U jica, Videogramme einer Revolution
[Videograms of a Revolution], BRD 1991/1992, 16 mm film ,
color, 107 m in, film stills, © Harun Farocki 



entourage. Some of Tito’s entourage captured in
the newsreel fell out of favor soon after the cele-
bration, but the documentary presents all of them
as proud and important. The newsreel assures us
that the entire city is giddy about the event, eager
to watch its young people salute their spiritual
leader and commander-in-chief. Film News, the
agency that produced the newsreel, was estab-
lished on October 20, 1944, the day Belgrade was
liberated from fascist occupation. The film com-
pany turned into a federal public agency later –
one of its crews always available to record Tito’s
glamorous life – and quickly became one of the
regime’s most important fabricators and broad-
casters of five-year plan achievements, progress
and collectivity. Its vision was total, unified and
carefully choreographed.17 But by the time the era
of protests slowly rolled in, television had
squeezed out the medium of the newsreel and
almost completely and definitively taken all the
attention away from it. For the most part, this only
meant that the propaganda material became more
intimately related to its audiences. Surely people
could laugh at it in their living rooms, but they
were also exposed to it more consistently and
more relentlessly.

Belgrade’s protests missed the momentum of
the 1989 uprisings and the spectacular energy of
the destruction of the Berlin Wall. Instead, they
highlighted the fact that the narrative of commu-
nism in Yugoslavia was historically and struc-
turally different than the stories of most Eastern
European countries, even though one would not
know it by analyzing the May Day parades across
the region. Still, the important difference between
Yugoslavia and other Eastern European countries
(with their successful revolutions in the late 1980s
and early 1990s) perhaps had to do with the lack
of a clearly defined oppressor. It was not the Soviet
Union and the local politicians endorsed by it that
the Belgrade protests were aimed at. The country
was falling apart internally as pan-Yugoslavianism
was replaced by rampant nationalisms and as mul-
tiple heirs of Tito’s absolute power showed their
inability to redefine the political and bureaucratic
structure at the highest level of leadership. The
main target of the Belgrade protests in the 1990s
was the inwardmanifestation of Milosevi ́c’s rule.18 

Among other things this meant that his com-

plete control of state media, the issue that pow-
ered the first large uprising against his regime in
1991, was instrumental during the four-month-
long protest in 1996/1997, and finally had a spec-
tacular ending in the takeover of the state televi-
sion on October 5, 2000.

During the 1980s television had been critical
for Milosevi ́c and had helped his nationalistic cam-
paign tremendously. But a decade later the hege-
mony of state-run media was called into question.
The effort to expose the truth about day-to-day
life in Serbia was the motor of the 1996/1997
protest. Various Serbian writers have described the
Belgrade protest tactics in that winter of
1996/1997 as carnivalistic in nature, and not with-
out reason.19

Every concrete instance, every micro-event
that constituted the 1996/1997 protest entailed a
spectacular subversion of power. The rigid, pre-
dictable official media with its old rhetoric was
ridiculed on a daily basis as it blatantly underre-
ported the size and intelligence of the protest.
Yearning to see their effect on media, residents
responded by recording foreign news (using their
satellite access to Canal+, Rai Uno, CNN) and cir-
culating the VHS tapes. Their appearance on TV
screens around the world was taken as proof that
the people of Belgrade and hence of the nation
were involved in an event of historical importance.
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Having lived through the NATO bombing and
having seen the real-time missile footage that had
rendered the residents as abstract targets, the pro-
testers that took to the streets after the October
2000 presidential elections were far more somber
in demeanor than those in the 1990s. The event
was fast, charged with danger and ultimately cul-
minated in a serious attack on state-run media.
B92 was an independent radio station that had
played a major role during the 1996/1997 protest
and subsequently produced a number of docu-
mentaries on it. The station had not yet fully
begun its television broadcasts, but in response to
the events on the ground, it simply placed its raw
footage on the air without any commentary. Thus,
the television broadcasts of the October 2000 rev-
olution in Belgrade, not unlike the film by Andrei
Ujica and Harun Farocki on the Romanian revolu-
tion in 1989, were clumsy, unmediated, fresh. This
is not to say that the broadcasts of the Belgrade

revolution were naive, for they were not, but to
say that their unmediated aspect demanded
respect. Seeing and knowing reality at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century is not, of course,
simply a matter of removing the veil of ideology in
a single gesture, not even in theory.20 Social repro-
duction through various mass media has, in the
last century, displaced the importance of the
Marxist type of production as the organizing prin-
ciple of society. However, “direct knowledge” has
remained one of the most important tropes when
it comes to social reproduction and media. In fact,
in the age of real-time, direct image and instant
message, claims about truth are simply too facile.
And thus the issue lately has not been whether
there is a discrepancy between reality and its rep-
resentation, or that representation itself might be
reality, but how uncomfortable we are with the
way we have been represented and with the hege-
mony of the narrative served to us as a mirror.21
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17 And this is why today the Film News archive is one of the
most fascinating cross-sections of the social life of the
Yugoslavian masses under Tito.

18 For an excellent introductory discussion of Tito’s breakup
with Stalin, and more importantly for an in depth analysis of
the rise of the civil society and the events of 1989 in Eastern
Europe, see Vladimir Tismaneanu, Reinventing Politics;
Eastern Europe from Stalin to Havel, The Free Press, New
York, 1992.

19 From the questions regarding the role of photography to
those about the aesthetic value of the street performances, a
whole series of essays in Walking on the Spot (= Setnja u
mestu: gradanski protest u Srbiji, 17.11.1996-20.3.1997, Radio
B92, Belgrade, 1997) deals with the spectacular and carnival-
istic aspects of the 1996/1997 winter. More recently a spe-
cial issue of the popular Serbian weekly Reporter, subtitled
“Serbia on the Street,” published in April 2000 and recap-
ping the past decade of Miloš evi ć’s rule and the struggle
against it, also dealt with the carnival-like nature of the
1996/1997 protest. In the meantime, the biweekly Republika,
founded in March 1989 by the members of the Union for
Yugoslav Democratic Initiative and subtitled “The Voice of
Citizens’ self-liberation; Against the terror of fear, hate and
violence,” published a number of articles on the 1996/97
protest that proposed interpretations of the carnivalistic,
humorous and sometimes frivolous aspects of this event and
its political importance. See particularly the issue of Repub-
lika, July 31, 1998, pp. 192f.

20 Already in Jean Baudrillard’s early work on the consumer
society, he argued that the Marxist critique of political econ-
omy needed to be reworked to include some kind of theory
of the sign in order to reflect the most important changes in
the logic of capitalism itself. His critique of Marxism went
so far as to propose that by placing production at the center
of its model Marxist thought naturalized capitalism. On top
of that, all the major modernist narratives in Baudrillard’s
mind operated through the logic of representation – ideas
represent reality and truth, or at least reality represents real-
ity. Thus in response to the modernist narrative in which the
subject (even the mass subject) is constantly trying to dis-
cern the nature of his reality, to acquire knowledge of it and
use it to navigate the real, Baudrillard proposes that society
has entered the era of simulation and simulacra, an era that
loosely corresponds to Jameson’s postmodernism.

21 This may be what was at stake in the 2004 US presidential
debates. It is not that an average American really had infor-
mation at his disposal to claim that he had been lied to, but
the rhetoric of fear, its blatant instrumentalization for politi-
cal and economic purposes, its presence in all media for the
large part of Bush’s presidency seen against the various
other narratives offered globally might have been seen as
motivating Americans toward change.



Koichiro O taki, [The RED carpet], 2002, photograph, © 2005
Koichiro O taki ■ Mass game he ld on the occasion of the 90th
birthday of Kim Il Sung , former president of the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, and the 60th birthday of Kim Jong
Il in 2002. A t the same time as this mass game was he ld in
North Korea, in South Korea, enthusiasm for World Cup Soc-
cer dyed the whole country in red as this is the color of the
“red devils,” the fans of the South Korean soccer team .
A lthough interpretation of the color red is different in North
and South Korea, the fact that both Korean races synchronized
w ith each other by publicly displaying the color red seems
impressive and ironical.
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NATURE (the Art whereby God hath made and governes the

World) is by the Art of man, as in many other things,

so in this also imitated, that it can make an Artifi-

cial Animal. For seeing life is but a motion of Limbs,

the begining whereof is in some principall part

within; why may we not say, that all Automata (Engines

that move themselves by springs and wheeles as doth a

watch) have an artificiall life? For what is the Heart,

but a Spring;and the Nerves,but so many Strings; and the

Joynts, but so many Wheeles, giving motion to the whole

Body, such as was intended by the Artificer? Art goes

yet further, imitating that Rationall and most excel-

lent worke of Nature, Man. For by Art is created that

great LEVIATHAN called a COMMON-WEALTH, or STATE (in

latine CIVITAS) which is but an Artificiall Man;

though of greater stature and strength than the Natu-

rall, for whose protection and defence it was

intended; and in which, the Soveraignty is an Artifi-

Thomas Hobbes 
on Leviathan

ciall Soul, as giving life and motion to the whole

body; The Magistrates, and other Officers of Judicature

and Execution, artificiall Joynts; Reward and Punish-

ment (by which fastned to the seate of the Soveraignty,

every joynt and member is moved to performe his duty)

are the Nerves, that do the same in the Body Naturall;

The Wealth and Riches of all the particular members,

are the Strength; Salus Populi (the peoples safety)

its Businesse; Counsellors, by whom all things need-

full for it to know, are suggested unto it, are the

Memory; Equity and Lawes, an artificiall Reason and

Will; Concord, Health; Sedition, Sicknesse; and Civill

war, Death. Lastly, the Pacts and Convenants, by which

the parts of this Body Politique were at first made,

set together, and united, resemble that Fiat, or the Let

us make man, pronounced by God in the Creation.

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, or The Matter, Forme, And Power of A Common Wealth Ecclesiasticall

and Civil, 1651



back to some archaic foundation against the movement of mod-

ern life but precisely for the opposite reason: because the

“objects” that had been thrown out of assemblies by the tradi-

tion of political philosophy are now back inside them. There is

thus a crucial interest in shifting the center of gravity of politics

from an assembly of people to an assembly of matters of con-

cern. After all, the prestigious phrase Res publica includes the

word res, thing, and the pragmatic tradition has centered

around pragmata, that is, things once again. Whether in Latin or

in Greek, the same question is raised: What would politics look

like if it became a politics of things?

The Novgorod Bridge Is Also a Thing

What Is the Chinese Word for Objects?

The Pragmata of Pragmatism 

What is a thing? First of all it is an assembly. In many languages,

especially the European ones, the word “thing” originally meant

a gathering around a disputed state of affairs. This etymology

has been used and abused, especially by Heidegger, who

opposed it to “object” – that which is thrown out of any human

group, as in the dream of scientific mastery, the domination of

a world of objects completely separated from human desires

and conflicts. And yet, once we reopen the question of compo-

sition and representation, once we bring the cosmos back into

politics, there is some wisdom in rejuvenating the old meaning

of things. Yes, politics is also Dingpolitik, not because it goes

4 From Objects to Things

New and Old Icelandic Things

The German Landscape of Thingstätten

Heidegger’s Word Plays around Things
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The Icelandic fling denotes a (nice) object, assem-
bly, county, court, gathering, festivity, love affair
and sexual organ. Somehow, many of these
nuances, if not all, allude to reproduction – of soci-
eties, boundaries, genealogies, families and human
bodies. Soon after the settlement of Iceland, the
word thing and related concepts developed com-
plex meanings and associations in many lan-
guages. In Iceland in the ninth century, a parlia-
ment – al-thing or Alfl ing – was established, the
general assembly often seen as a unique and early
form of democratic national government, if not
the original one. This essay focuses on a digital
“thing” or virtual assembly, the so-called Book of
Icelanders, an extensive computerized database on
Icelandic family histories that was made available
on the web in January 2003. I argue that digital
genealogies, a by-product of experimental bio-
medical projects, can be usefully regarded as
machines. Not only have they proved to be a pow-
erful navigational aid in the cartography of the
human genome, much as global positioning sys-
tem (GPS) technology and remote sensing are
essential for modern travelers and explorers, but
they are also powerful vehicles for generating con-
nections and histories and for changing or rein-
forcing existing notions of kinship, citizenship and
belonging, through the virtual assembly of the
web.

The standard dictionary definition of
“machine” (from the Latin noun machina corre-
sponding to the verb machinare, “to plot”) is “any
contrivance for the conversion and direction of
motion; an apparatus for doing some kind of
work”.2 While machines are constructed by
humans for specific purposes, they sometimes
seem to acquire autonomous, self-generating

powers, constituting society, “plotting” its course.
Much as viruses and other subjects of experimen-
tal biology “have taken researchers to unantici-
pated destinations,”3 machines sometimes open
up new vistas and avenues. Both the Alfl ing and
the Book of Icelanders, as we will see, had their
own impact on the contexts in which they
emerged.

Things

Iceland was settled from Scandinavia and the
British Isles around 874. According to a medieval
Icelandic document, the Book of the Icelanders by
Ari the Learned, the Icelandic Alfl ing was estab-
lished in 930. Every year, for two weeks around
the summer solstice, delegates from all parts of the
country met at a place called Thingvellir (“the
ground for things”) in the southwestern part of the
country. Thingvellir is now a national park, a key
site of Icelandic national identity and a geological
wonderland, situated at the Mid-Atlantic Ridge
separating the North American Plate from the
Eurasian Plate. Recently, it was nominated as a
UNESCO World Heritage site.

The establishment of the Alfl ing signified the
beginning of the so-called Commonwealth Period,
which lasted until 1262. While the assembly is
often seen as one of the earliest forms of demo-
cratic national government, this is an exaggeration
since the Norse established similar governing sys-
tems elsewhere prior to the settlement of Iceland.
Moreover, the Alfl ing was not founded by a
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1 David Rothenberg, Hand’s End: Technology and the Limits
of Nature, University of California Press, Berkeley, 1993.

2 Aald Hornborg, The Power of the Machine: Global Inequali-
ties of Economy, Technology, and Environment, Altamira,
Walnut Creek, 2001, p. 121.

3 Angela N. H. Creager, The Life of a Virus: Tobacco Mosaic
Virus as an Experimental Model, 1930-1965, University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 2002, p. 325.

Of Althings!
Gísli Pálsson

Can we see nothing more than machines anymore in the world around us?
David Rothenberg1

The A lthing of the Commonwealth Period , © Gunnar Karlsson, published in: Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years:  H istory of a
M arginal Society, C . Hurst & Co, London, 2000



land, family trees were probably constructed and
maintained as part of claims about ownership of
land. Initially, the European genealogical tree was
adopted by agrarian elites for documenting social
honor, the symbolic and social capital on which
political alliances were based. In societies of
estates, honor was frequently claimed with refer-
ence to properties of the human body, the
essences of families and lineages. “My lineage, my
branch, my name, my coat of arms,” as Connerton
emphasizes, “all these terms […] allude to some-
thing that is distinctly and directly corporeal:
blood.”6 The genealogical tree, however, is neces-
sarily an historical artifact and, indeed, it has taken
many forms. For one thing, its visual represen-
tation exhibits more diversity than the popular ref-
erence to the key metaphor of tree may suggest.7

Not only have the use and layout of family trees
taken various forms, but they are also embedded
in different projects, cultures and property
regimes, much like the living organisms we call
trees.8

Klapisch-Zuber9 shows how the Middle Ages
inherited a series of figurative representations
from classic antiquity, all of which combined to
construct an elaborate language of genealogy.
While we tend to take that language for granted,
in fact it was the result of complex experimenting
with visual tools and organizing metaphors.10

After 1550, the imagery of the family tree was spec-

tacularly successful. Europeans were obsessed
with genealogical details and their visual tree-like
representation. In due course, as Tassy explores,11

the family tree was transformed into an abstract
diagram where the trunk has more or less disap-
peared; only the end points, the leaves, are clearly
visible.

The family tree continues its evolutionary
course. In the age of molecular biology, bioinfor-
matics and digital design, the abstract diagram is
the focus of intensive visual experimenting for the
purpose of economizing and packing information
into an appealing and readable form. Some dia-
grams take the form of a circle, others are more
like a horseshoe and still others are more like trees
proper, unfolding from left to right, from bottom
up, or upside down. Some are narrow and egocen-
tric while others are fairly inclusive, and so on. In
many countries, large-scale medical databases are
being constructed for the purpose of exploring the
potential genetic roots of common diseases as
well as for monitoring and managing public
health; inevitably, family histories play an impor-
tant role in such databases. In a digital form, they
may become efficient machines for exploring the
temporality and distribution of disease. The con-
struction of pedigrees, indeed, is a widespread
commodity industry in the Euro-American con-
text, a critical component in the mapping of genes
and bodies in the era of modern biomedicine. The
pages of many scientific journals are teeming with
family trees. At the same time, family trees have
become public goods.

The Book of Icelanders

Along with the company Frisk Software, the
biotech firm deCODE genetics has constructed a

nation; “it is more likely that it served the unin-
tended purpose of creating an ethnic community
with a strong resemblance to a nation.”4 Never-
theless, it represents an interesting case, partly
because our knowledge of its politics is relatively
rich, thanks to the literature of medieval Iceland.
Several kinds of historical records on the politics
of the Commonwealth Period have survived into
the modern age, including the Book of the
Icelanders, the Book of Settlement (Landnámabók,
written around 1125), and, last but not least, the
so-called family sagas (Íslendingasögur) and the
Sturlunga saga describing the battles and tensions
leading to the collapse of the Icelandic Common-
wealth.

What kind of society do the sagas describe and
how did the assembly work? Formally, the whole
country was subject to the general assembly, the
Alfl ing. Generally, women had no direct political
role to play, nor did servants and slaves. In prac-
tice, the legal institution of the Alfl ing was prima-
rily an arena for testing political relations between
local leaders and their supporters. During the
Commonwealth Period, power was vested in par-
ticular local leaders, go› ar (singular go› i). While
go› ar occupied a formal position and there was a
fixed number of political units or go› or› in the
country (36 at first, 39 later on), the bond between
a go› i and his followers, thingmenn (singular
thingma›ur), was both personal and temporary.

The political and economic role of the go› ar
was a central one. They would organize local
assemblies on legal matters and set prices on
imported goods. Most importantly, the go› ar
took an active part in settling disputes. In fact,
most disputes were solved peacefully, by arbitra-
tion. In the absence of a centralized executive
institution, it was often a major problem to resolve
minor conflicts that eventually might escalate into
massive warfare. While the go› ar were able as a
third party to take a relatively neutral position in
conflicts, in matters involving their own thing-
menn they could not afford not to take sides. A
go› i’s power largely depended on his ability to
assemble a group of local farmers as potential
fighters, in the case of armed conflicts involving
other go› ar. The go› i was also dependent on his
thingmenn in an economic sense. Collecting taxes
from his followers, he was able to meet the costs

of luxurious consumption, including items such as
grain (for brewing), clothes, wood and weapons.
Such consumption was important for a go› i’s
image and reputation. In return for the support of
his thingmenn, the go› i provided protection in
petty quarrels, for instance over witchcraft accusa-
tions and thefts of livestock.

There were considerable social and political
changes from the earlier to the later years of the
Commonwealth Period. Not only were there
important ecological and demographic changes
and, as a result, mounting pressure on the land,
but access to resources was increasingly deter-
mined by the political maneuvers and battles of
competing go› ar. According to Sturlunga saga,
the battles between contesting leaders involved an
ever-larger number of men: No fewer than 2,000
fought in the biggest one, in the year 1238. To
increase the number of his followers, each go› i
had to maximize his power at the expense of his
competitors. Feasts and gifts, a measure of the
generosity of the go› i, and the display of
imported luxury goods were an additional burden
to his household, at a time of economic decline.
The only way to meet the costs involved was to
collect taxes, hire additional labor, and seek fur-
ther support from followers. Eventually, the Com-
monwealth collapsed due to internal pressure, and
Iceland entered the domain of the Norwegian
king.

The political regime of the Commonwealth
shares many of the characteristics of the social for-
mations of big men and chiefs described by
anthropologists working in other parts of the
world, including Melanesia and Amazonia. Lack-
ing executive power and penalized by internal
competition and perennial demand for gift giving,
they are typically transitory and unstable. A mod-
ern example on a vastly expanded scale is the
United Nations, with its precarious role and
uncertain future, in the absence of an effective
means for settling international crises and dis-
putes.

Other Things, Namely Family Trees

One of the early means of tracking time was that
of the imagery of the tree.5 In Commonwealth Ice-
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4 Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years: History of a Marginal
Society, C. Hurst & Co., London, 2000, p. 21.

5 Pascal Tassy, L’arbre à remonter le temps: Les rencontres de la
systématique et de l’évolution, Christian Bourgois Editeur,
Paris, 1991.

6 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge, 1989, p. 86.

7 Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, “The Genesis of the Family
Tree,” in: I Tatti Studies: Essays in the Renaissance, 1991, 4, 1,
pp. 105-129; Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, L’Ombre des
ancêtres: Essai sur l’imaginaire médiéval de la parenté,
Fayard, Paris, 2000.

8 Laura Rival, “Trees, from Symbols of Life and Regeneration
to Political Artifacts,” in: The Social Life of Trees: Anthropo-
logical Perspectives on Tree Symbolism, Laura Rival (ed.),
Berg, Oxford, 1998, pp. 1-36.

9 See note 7.
10 Klapisch-Zuber, 2000, op. cit., p. 339.
11 Tassy, op. cit., p. 306.
12 Gísli Pálsson, “The Life of Family Trees and the Book of

Icelanders,” in: Medical Anthropology, 2002, 21, 3/4,
pp. 337-367.

An asthma pedigree w ith 11 generations, © deCO DE genetics 



digital Book of Icelanders12 that records approxi-
mately 700,000 people, the majority of the total
number of people living in Iceland since the Norse
settlement. Often, the Book designers have had to
socially construct the information they have, in
the light of their understanding of Icelandic his-
tory, culture and the nature of the sources at their
disposal; they have had to make inferences, for
instance, about births, marriages, deaths and
family connections. Fridrik Skúlason, the chief
mechanic of the genealogical database, has likened
his task to “working out a puzzle the size of a foot-
ball stadium, with half of the pieces missing and
the rest damaged and randomly scattered,” a
gigantic enterprise indeed. The genealogical
machine takes two forms.

Machine 1: The Biomedical Project

One version of the Book of Icelanders is only avail-
able to the biomedical company deCODE genet-
ics. In this version, no names are included, only
numbers or IDs that allow for the combination of
different datasets on a limited basis for particular
research purposes. A complex process of encryp-
tion, surveillance and monitoring has been
designed to prevent any illegitimate use of the
data. Such a database, it is argued, combined with
genetic and medical data, provides an invaluable
historical dimension to the search for genes with
mutations and other potential causes of common
diseases.

Current work at deCODE genetics typically
begins with a contract with one or more physi-
cians specializing in a particular disease with a
potentially genetic basis.13 In their practice over
the years, the physicians have constructed a list of
patients with the particular symptoms in question.
This list is passed on in an encrypted form to a
research team within the company, which, in turn,
runs the information provided through its com-
puters, juxtaposing or comparing patients’ lists
and genealogical records by means of specialized
software developed by the company. The aim is to
trace the genes responsible for the apparent fact
that the disease in question occurs in families.

One kind of genealogical imagery associated
with the Book of Icelanders presents pedigrees as a
circular outward progression; this is the informal
logo of deCODE genetics, the asthma pedigree

reproduced on company T-shirts and web pages.
Apart from its visual appeal, this circular image
may serve, consciously or not, to foster a sense of
unity and belonging. The reference in the deCode
project to the “circle” of the community and the
Book of Icelanders, therefore, indirectly suggests a
rather narrow genetic notion of citizenship. In
public perception, some Icelanders are less equal
than others, namely, “recent immigrants” or “late-
comers” (nýbúar, in current jargon), whose
genetic and genealogical roots lie elsewhere.14

Metaphorically speaking, in reference to the
notion of the Book of Life in Christian eschatol-
ogy, recent immigrants may be thrown into a lake
of fire; while they live and work in Iceland, they do
not really “belong” from the point of view of the
majority.

When combined with medical and genetic
records, the genealogical database is a highly valu-
able resource, an essential part of the broader bio-
medical machine. Indeed, the genealogical com-
ponent is doing a reasonably good job. While the
scientific breakthroughs repeatedly promised by
deCODE genetics and its main corporate finan-
cier, Hoffman La Roche, have been slow to
appear, some of the results of the deCode project
are impressive. Thus, a recent study reports map-
ping a gene that predisposes a person carrying it to
myocardial infarction and stroke.15 Among other
successes of the deCode project are the mapping
of Parkinson’s disease, schizophrenia and
osteoarthritis and the demonstration of a strong
familial component to longevity.

Machine 2: Kinship Goes Online

Since January 2003, the Book of Icelanders has
been available free of charge on the worldwide
web.16 Those who are interested in exploring the
database have to request a password, and as long
as they have an Icelandic security number they are
provided with access by mail a few days later. This
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version, of course, includes personal names; there
is no encryption. It enables Icelanders to trace
their family histories and to explore their
genealogical connection to almost any other Ice-
lander living or dead.

The responses to the genealogies on the web
were overwhelming.17 In a few weeks, 100,000
Icelanders (a substantial proportion of the total
population of 280,000) requested a password,
exploring their relations with neighbors, col-
leagues and friends.18 Soon the database became a
party game. Currently, 146,000 Icelanders have
acquired a password. Newspaper reports and dis-
cussions on the web indicate that families actively
search for genealogical connections at informal
social occasions. Sometimes young people play-
fully explore connections with each other at drink-
ing parties, theorizing about potential spouses and
good matches. Also there are reports about people
checking on connections at work, to establish rap-
port at meetings and to facilitate some kind of col-
laboration.

Much of the media coverage of the Book of Ice-
landers plays with humor. On April’s Fools’ Day
2003, one of the local newspapers made up a story
that the database had shown that a certain Lord
Dillon turned out to have Icelandic blood in his
veins; that day, about 300 users logged on to the

database to see if they were related to Lord Dillon.
Sometimes, however, when browsing their web of
kin, users sadly discover that they have a closer
connection than they would like to admit with
well-known crooks and criminals. In some cases,
users’ discoveries turn out to be quite shattering.
One woman was shocked to discover that she had
a half-brother in her town.19 She knew that at
some point her mother had given birth to a boy,
but she had been told that he had been stillborn.

While the original fascination with the Book of
Icelanders has slackened, figures supplied by
deCODE genetics show that public use of the
database is maintained at a somewhat surprisingly
high level. The frequency of visits to the web
reached its peak of almost 18,000 log-ins per day
around three weeks after the launching of the
Book of Icelanders. In the following weeks, it
slowed down until it reached the stable level of
about 1,000 log-ins per day during weekends and
1,500 on weekdays.

The current version of the Book of Icelanders
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13 Gísli Pálsson, “Decoding Relatedness and Disease: The Ice-
landic Biogenetic Project,” in: From Molecular Genetics to
Genomics: The Mapping Cultures of Twentieth Century
Genetics, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, Jean-Paul Gaudilliére
(eds), Routledge, London, 2004.

14 Gísli Pálsson, Kristín E. Har›ardóttir, “For Whom the Cell
Tolls: Debates About Biomedicine,” in: Current Anthropol-
ogy, 2002, 43, 2, pp. 271-301.

15 Anna Helgadóttir et al., “The gene encoding 5-lipoxygenase
activating protein confers risk of myocardial infarction 
and stroke,” in: Nature Genetics, 36, March 1, 2004,
pp. 233-239, http://www. nature.com/naturegenetics

16 The Book of Icelanders: http://www.islendingabok.is

17 Gísli Pálsson, “The Web of Kin: An Online Genealogical
Machine,” in: Genealogy Beyond Kinship: Sequence, Trans-
mission, and Essence in Ethnography and Social Theory, San-
dra Bamford, James Leach (eds), Berghahn Books, Oxford,
forthcoming.

18 DV, “Ættarhöf›inginn” [“The tribal chief”], Reykjavik, Feb-
ruary 13, 2003.

19 Morgunbla›i›, “Ljóstra›upp um hli›arspor í
Íslendingabók” (“Disclosures on infidelity in the Book of
Icelanders”), Reykjavik, March 15, 2003.

Operating the genealog ical machine: number of visits (log-ins per day), © deCO DE genetics



would not have been brought into being had it not
been for the genealogical enthusiasm of Icelandic
scribes and collectors through the centuries and
the gene talk of the modern age, but once in exis-
tence it had important repercussions. The launch-
ing of the Book on the web encouraged Icelanders
to think that they are all fairly closely related, sug-
gesting an imagined community based on kinship
ties. Most Icelanders are, in fact, related through
an ancestor seven or eight generations back. But if
the imagined community of Icelanders turns out
to be a huge extended family, then kinship and
belonging seem bound to change. The implica-
tions are contradictory, and only the future will
tell which way things are going. Given that most
people are related through a common ancestor
only several generations back, there are virtually
no non-relatives, apart from relatively few immi-
grants whose parents represent other cultures,
nations or populations. If practically everyone
turns out to be fairly closely related to everyone
else, the notion of “relatives” becomes a bit too
broad to have much significance. During the
nationalist era, the notion of the integrated
extended family easily made sense, uniting Ice-
landers against a common “enemy”. Now, in the
era of globalization and multiculturalism, such an
idea seems to disappear into thin air.

Fine-Tuning the Machine

Following the launching of the Book of Icelanders
on the web, the public responded enthusiastically
by sending corrections, complaints and additions
to the company responsible for updating and
maintaining the database. In a few months, the
company received thousands of e-mail messages
from users of the database. These messages pro-
vide a fascinating window into Icelandic kinship.

Many comments expressed the enthusiasm of
grateful users of the database:

“Gosh, this is really exciting!!! Now we finally
have a point of departure. I got thinking of this
when I was having my hair done. On both sides
were women saying ‘Listen, my son-in-law turns
out to be your husband’s cousin,’ etc. Suddenly all
sewing circles and cocktail parties have been
turned into family reunions. I have no doubt that
this has increased solidarity among us. This is
wonderfully specially Icelandic. Again, congratu-

lations!”
Some of the comments were written in a

humorous style, sometimes with a sarcastic
undertone, correcting sensitive information about
paternity, marriage and cohabitation:

“I don’t know this woman. And, in any case, I
am not married to her. But if this, indeed, were the
case, by all means don’t tell anyone about it.”

“The other day I was browsing through in-
formation on myself. My spouse was listed as my
partner, and when I clicked on him the name 
of his former G I RLFRIEN D since college days
appeared. Today we are married and the only
thing that my husband and his former girlfriend
have in common is a dog that was executed in
1998. So, I don’t see any point in listing this
woman there, at least not as part of my informa-
tion. […] I am not going to explain to my children
who this woman is; she has never been part of our
life. THANK YOU.”

A few comments underline serious concerns
about belonging and exclusion from the commu-
nity of Icelanders. Some people who, due to some
error or lack of information, were not “connected”
to their parents in the database, have expressed
their existential anxiety, as if the lack of digital
connection forced them into exile or nonexis-
tence:

“I registered for the Book of Icelanders and
according to the records I have no parents! Am I a
clone? […] I have enjoyed telling my friends that I
am a clone composed of all the best material that
the human race has to offer. […] But it would be
good if you could fix the error so that I can con-
vince myself that I actually do exist.”

Judging from such comments, being included
and connected in the database is equivalent to a
declaration of citizenship.

Many of the comments and corrections are fed
simultaneously into the database on the web to
amplify public understanding of kinship and
belonging. Often, however, this is problematic due
to conflicting positions and demands. The most
sensitive comments involve illegitimacy and the
children of single parents.20 One controversial
issue involved a man who had a child outside mar-
riage. The child’s mother requested that the father
be linked to his child in the Book of Icelanders. The
wife of the biological father, however, insists that
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this information not be published as the children
she has with her husband remain unaware of his
infidelity.

Some of the corrections by the users of the
database on the web, corrections involving genetic
kinship, are obviously relevant for the encrypted
version used in the biomedical project. Gradually,
these corrections are incorporated into new “edi-
tions” of the Book of Icelanders. Occasionally, the
staff members of deCODE genetics discover a
mismatch in their anonymous database, a contra-
diction between genetics and family trees. In that
case, the records are simply ignored, as they are
useless for genetic purposes. Since, however, these
corrections relate to the encrypted version and no
one knows the names or identities of the persons
involved, they obviously cannot be introduced on
the web even if one wanted to.

Drilling into the Past

The genealogical machine represented by the
Book of Icelanders has an aura of science fiction,
combining elements of the cumbersome hyper-
text of late-medieval ancestral albums and the rhi-
zomatous kinship of Artificial Life21 – and yet it is
part of the everyday world of Icelanders. Digital
genealogies, I have suggested, can be usefully
regarded as machines, generating connections,
questions and answers for social, commercial and
managerial purposes as well as epistemological
ones. The encrypted version of the Book of Ice-
landers generates a vast amount of information on
useful “hunting” grounds, the causes of diseases
and their eventual treatment and management.
The other version, the genealogical search-engine
available on the web, easily establishes connec-
tions that would otherwise remain hidden, man-
aging histories and identities, personal, familial
and national.

A recent study of photocopier repair-techni-
cians emphasizes the triangular relationship and
negotiation among technicians, customers and
machines. The problems that technicians come
across are “most fundamentally breakdowns of
the interaction between customers and their
machines, which may or may not include a mal-
function or failure of some machine component.
Diagnosis requires negotiation with both cus-
tomers and machines, first to assess the break-

down and determine the problem and then to pro-
duce an acceptable solution.”22 Running the digi-
tal machine represented by the Book of Icelanders
requires similar negotiation. Frisk Software rightly
claims that through the enthusiastic cooperation
of the Icelandic public the company has effectively
“hired” a substantial part of the population for free
to correct and finalize the genealogical database.
The public, then, has been both busily fine-tuning
the machine – ensuring that it runs smoothly and
accurately – and, at the same time, reflecting upon
relatedness and redefining community.

For the spokespersons of deCode’s project, a
relatively homogeneous population such as the
Icelandic one with good medical records for pre-
cise phenotypic identification is the ideal experi-
mental site for biomedical research. In their
scheme, genealogies represent a powerful
machine. As Latour has argued, “Whenever we
learn something about the management of humans,
we shift that knowledge to nonhumans and endow
them with more and more organizational proper-
ties […]: industry shifts to nonhumans the man-
agement of people learned in the imperial
machine.”23 Much as ice-core isotopic records
from Greenland extracted through the application
of heavy machinery give some hints regarding the
past climate of Iceland, the building up of a
detailed account of environmental change that
extends hundreds of years into the past,24 drilling
into the past by means of a digital “thing” or
assembly, the genealogical machine of the Book of
Icelanders, helps to establish social connections
and reinvent family histories as well as to speed up
the search for mutant genes and to manage the
body politic.
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20 Ibid.

21 Stefan Helmreich, “Kinship in Hypertext: Transubstantiat-
ing Fatherhood and Information Flow in Artificial Life,” in:
Relative Values: Reconfiguring Kinship Studies, Sarah
Franklin, Susan McKinnon (eds), Duke University Press,
Durham, NC, 2001, pp. 115-143.

22 Julian E. Orr, Talking about Machines: An Ethnography of a
Modern Job, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1996, p. 3.

23 Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of 
Science Studies, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1999,
pp. 207f. (emphasis in the original).

24 Astrid E. J. Ogilvie, Gísli Pálsson, “Mood, Magic, and
Metaphor: Allusions to Weather and Climate in the Sagas of
Icelanders,” in: Weather, Climate, Culture, Sarah Strauss,
Benjamin S. Orlove (eds), Berg, Oxford, 2003.
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Larger gatherings took place in open fields, called
March fields or May fields. Later documents men-
tion, for example, the court held on Leutkircher
Heath. The Märkerding, which was an annual
gathering of the members of the Hohemark Wald-
genossenschaft (Hohemark association of forest
users) in the Taunus Mountains, took place each
year on Catherine’s Day, November 25; in later
years, it was moved to springtime for the better
weather. The gathering took place in a meadow, a
clear space near the town of Oberursel.2 However,
courts also met on mountains or hills such as the
Landberg near Heppenheim (Bergstrasse) [fig. 2]. 
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2 Weistum der Hohemark 1401; cf. Friedrich Scharff, “Das
Recht in der hohen Mark,” in: AFGK, Archiv für Frankfurts
Geschichte und Kunst, NF 3, Frankfurt am Main, 1865, pp.
255-482; here p. 345ff.

Since ancient times, important matters relating to
life within a community – whether in a town or vil-
lage or at the court of a sovereign or high dignitary
– have been discussed or negotiated at specially
designated places. Such matters included the dis-
pensing of laws, the settling of disputes and a legal
court or judges imposing penalties for infringe-
ment of the law. Matters that concerned the whole
community were debated in public. Already in Old
High German, the terms Ding, Thing and Thin
also comprised the meanings of general assembly,
court of law, jurisdiction, proceedings or trial and
site of the court – among others.1 The focus of
this paper is to look at the actual places and sites
where these public gatherings were held, whose
common characteristic was that they involved
meeting outdoors. It was the ancient custom of
Germanic tribes to hold the Thing, the meeting of
the legislative body, in the open air. However, due
to the lack of written records, the exact location of
only a very few such sites is known and evidenced.

Places that were used “to make things public”
were sometimes naturally occurring sites with fea-
tures such as megaliths, great trees, large water
meadows or fields, clearings or springs; some-
times they were places that were specially con-
structed for the express purpose of holding legal
courts. For these sites associated with the law,
continuity through the ages is frequently
observed. For example, in medieval times, legisla-
tive assemblies were often held at prehistoric cult
stones or ancient burial mounds. Perhaps one of
the reasons for choosing these sites was their
prominent geographical position. Large stones,
like the Gollenstein near Blieskastel on the Saar
River [fig. 1] or the Langer Stein near Langenstein
in Hesse were probably such old court sites that
utilized even older cult sites.
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* Illustrations credited to “Frölich” are part of the photograph
collection of Karl Frölich (1877-1953), a legal historian at the
University of Giessen in Hessen. Frölich photographed part
of his collection on large glass plates, which the library of
the Max Planck Institute of European Legal History in
Frankfurt am Main has scanned to preserve them and make
them available to researchers. Some of the photographic
plates of the Frölich Collection are held by Prof. Dr. Gerhard
Dilcher, Frankfurt am Main, and others are in Munich at the
Leopold Wenger Institute. Additional negatives and prints
from the collection are held with Karl Frölich’s papers in the
archive of the Justus Liebig University in Giessen.

1 Ekkehard Kaufmann, “Ding,” in: Handwörterbuch zur
deutschen Rechtsgeschichte, Schmidt, Berlin, 1971-1998,
vol. 1, column 742ff.

Thing Site,
Tie, Ting Place 
Venues for the 

Administration of Law

Barbara Dölemeyer

F ig . 1. The Gollenste in near B lieskaste l, black-and-white photo-
graph, Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich*

F ig . 2. The Landberg near Heppenhe im , black-and-white photograph, Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich

On sites where Things were held and courts
convened, the trees that stood there were shaped
into special forms to provide a kind of roof. This is
how “trained” and “pleached” trees originated
[see fig. 3, 4]; usually they were lindens (lime
trees), but some were oaks or elms, according to
the region. The oldest known examples of these
law-court lindens are around 1,000 years old.
Sometimes wooden supports or stone pillars were
used to prop up the branches. In this way, natural
shelters like halls were created.
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(court hut) or Gerichtslaube (court arbor).5

Near Falkenstein Castle in the Harz Mountains
is the Rügegerichtshütte of Volkmannrode [fig. 9],
which it is possible to visit. Next to the court
building stands a centuries-old linden tree. The
court is first mentioned in a document of 1489,
although by that date the village of Volkmannrode
had already been abandoned by its inhabitants.
Nevertheless, the court continued to meet at the
traditional place. The building consists of an
enclosed section and an open porch. 

The location of this rural court in an aban-
doned village (Wüstung) draws attention to an
interesting fact in legal history. Villages were often
abandoned by their inhabitants, not only because
of wars or epidemics but also because nearby set-
tlements grew into towns whose local rulers had a
considerable interest in attracting people to settle
there. Villages in the immediate vicinity of the
larger settlement were then abandoned, but often
their churches continued to be used for a long
time afterwards, for example, as parish churches
for other villages nearby. Of significance for legal

history is the fact that the places for judicial busi-
ness (court site, Thing site) near these churches
also continued in use for a long time. Examples
are: Landstein Church near Altweilnau in Taunus
[fig. 10] and the court linden trees in Niederstedter
Field and Mittelstedter Field [see fig. 11], all that
remains of the abandoned villages of Nieder-
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5 Examples of a Gerichtslaube still exist in Freiburg im Breis-
gau, in Lüneburg and in Potsdam-Babelsberg Park where the
Gerichtslaube stands that used to be next to Berlin’s town
hall. It was moved to its new location in 1871.

From time to time dances were also held under
these giant trees or on platforms in the trees. In
former times, assembly, law-court and festivities
were all held in one and the same place, a practice
that continued in the buildings that were erected
later.

Frequently such sites were enclosed by a bor-
der, and inside its parameter were stone tables and
benches for the judge or finder of justice. In North
Hesse and Thuringia there are still many village
court sites at village greens where the old court
linden with judge’s bench and table have survived,
often surrounded by a circular or square border
[fig. 5, 6]. In Northwest Germany, the site for a
rural assembly was known as a Tie,3 which was
usually the green in the middle of the village 
[fig. 7, 8].

Whereas courts originally met at places in the
open air, later there was a trend toward sites that
were at least partially covered for protection
against the weather, thus enabling the court to
meet in summer and winter. In a capitulary of 809
CE, Charlemagne allowed courts to be held under
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F ig . 5. Kraichen, site where the court of the shire of Kraichen in the Wetterau met, stone benches and table from the 15th century,
black-and-white photograph, Collection Kurt Frölich, photo  © Collection Kurt Frölich

F ig . 3. Pleached linden in H ilgershausen, black-and-white photograph, Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich

a roof if the weather was bad.4 In later years,
courts were held in specially erected structures,
which were either half-open or entirely closed
buildings. The names of such buildings differed
according to region, for example, Gerichtshütte

F ig . 4. Trained linden in Grüningen near G iessen, in front of the
old schoolhouse , black-and-white photograph, Barbara Döle-
meyer

F ig . 6. Contemporary view of the Kraichen, photo: Barbara
Dölemeyer

3 Ruth Schmidt-Wiegand, “Tie,” in: Handwörterbuch, op. cit.,
vol. 5, column 228f.

4 Heiner Lück, “Ein frühneuzeitlicher Gerichtsbau in der
Heimat des Sachsenspiegels: Die Rügegerichtshütte zu
Volkmannrode,” in: Festgabe zum 65. Geburtstag von Clau-
dio Soliva, Clausdieter Schott, Eva Petrig Schuler (eds),
Schulthess, Zürich, 1994, p. 147-159; here p. 154.
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stedten and Mittelstedten, which once lay be-
tween Bad Homburg v.d. Höhe and Oberursel.6

Both villages were associated with the Hohe-
mark forest fellowship. Niederstedten,7 first men-
tioned in 1263, was probably destroyed during the
Smalkaldic War around 1546-1547. Its village lin-
den tree or court linden still exists, and its location
is shown on an old boundary map [fig. 12]. The
site of the court was also next to the church under
the linden, and after the village had been laid waste
and the church had decayed, all that remained was
the linden tree, which is estimated to be around
500 years old. Thus, if you know your history, you
may discover sites where law and justice were
administered in former times if you see the lonely
ruins of a church or a court linden tree standing
alone in the landscape.

Volkmannrode is a prominent example of a
place for the administration of law remaining in
use at the traditional site long after the original set-
tlement disappeared. It is also an example of the
transition of courts from open places and half-
open structures to enclosed buildings, as the exte-
rior of the Rügegerichtshütte demonstrates. Fur-
ther examples documenting this transition are the
buildings known as Gerichtskretscham in Saxony
and Silesia [fig. 13, 14], where court sessions were
held and which were often connected with utility
buildings.

A Gerichtslaube [fig. 15] was either a detached
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6 Cf. Reinhard Michel, “Von den ältesten Gemarkungskarten
im östlichen Taunus,” in: Oberursel Taunus: 1200 Jahre
Oberursel, 791–1991, Oberursel, 1991, p. 47; Alt-Nassau
22, no. 8, 1918, p. 18.

7 Karl Frölich, “Rechtsgeschichtliche Probleme der Wüstungs-
forschung, bes. im hessischen Raume,” in: Nachrichten der
Giessener Hochschulgesellschaft, 13, Schmitz, Giessen, 1939,
pp. 93-122; here p. 112.

F ig . 12. An old boundary map of
M itte lstedten shows the aban-
doned village of N iederstedten
and the court site is marked:
“nieder steder kirch.”

F ig . 10. Church of the abandoned village , Landste in near A lt-
we ilnau, photo: Barbara Dölemeyer

F ig . 9. Rügegerichtshütte (special hut used for the adm inistra-
tion of justice) of Volkmannrode , photo: H . Lück

F ig . 8. Site of the village court in Berndshausen, photo: 
Barbara Dölemeyer 

F ig . 11. N iederstedten court linden (Gerichtslinde), black-and-white photograph, Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt
Frölich

F ig . 7. Village green (Dorfanger) in Langula, Thuring ia, w ith
judge’s bench and table , black-and-white photograph, 
Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich
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torture chamber is the one in the Regensburg
town hall. A few signs of the administration of law
are still to be found in old town halls, for example,
standard measures for uniformity in commerce
but also the pillory [fig. 16].

Rooms in or adjacent to churches were also
used for law administration; some examples are
the entrance hall of the Minster in Freiburg im
Breisgau and the entrance hall of the Marienkirche
in Friedberg (Wetterau). The portal in the southern
transept of the Frankfurt Cathedral of St.
Bartholomäus is known as the Law Court Portal
[fig. 17]. The “red door,” documented as existing
in medieval times on the south side of the cathe-
dral, marked the site of the court (red being the
color of the law court). In front of this red door
and “ante gradus ecclesie in Frankenfurt,” accord-
ing to a document of 1232, the royal court held its
sessions in the open air. An extension was added

to the cathedral, and today the door is inside the
church, giving onto the south aisle. The original
door to the southern transept, built in the four-
teenth century, functioned as a law court portal.8

Since ancient times, sites where law was
administered have been public places. Courts were
held at prominent locations in full view of the
community, which was usually directly affected by
what was decided there. Beginning with sites at
natural landscape features such as elevations,
fields or trees that stood out, these Thing sites
developed into natural shelters, half-open struc-
tures, solid multi-purpose buildings and finally
into the courthouses and palaces of justice of
modern times. Their evolution has left behind his-
torical traces and records, which illuminate many
facets of legal and juridical history as well as their
public perception.

Translated from the German by Gloria Custance

T
h
i
n
g
S
i
t
e
,
T
i
e
,
T
i
n
g
P
l
a
c
e

D
ö
l
e
m
e
y
e
r

8 Matthias Theodor Kloft, Kaiserdom St. Bartholomäus zu
Frankfurt am Main, third edition, Schnell und Steiner,
Regensburg, 2002, p. 10.

structure or could lean against another building,
usually the town hall, as is the case in Freiburg im
Breisgau. A Gerichtslaube was often left open on at
least one side, which symbolized the public nature
of the court. The ground floors of medieval town
halls were open halls that were used for markets as
well as law courts, and many still survive today in
German towns and villages. This architecture
demonstrates that in the Middle Ages and even in
early modern times, public buildings such as town
halls fulfilled a variety of functions: administration,
court, Spilhus (festivities) or dance hall, market
hall, office of weights and measures and guildhall.
Court sessions were generally held, as mentioned
above, in the open halls of the town hall. Dun-
geons and rooms for interrogation and torture
were in the interior. A well-known example of a
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F ig . 16. Pillory chain (Prangerkette) and e ll measure in Erbach
in the Odenwald , black-and-white photograph, Collection Kurt
Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich

F ig . 13. Gerichtskretscham (village tavern in which court of law
was he ld) in Bärndorf, Silesia, black-and-white photograph,
Collection Kurt Frölich, photo © Collection Kurt Frölich

F ig . 14. Gerichtskretscham (village tavern in which court of law
was he ld) in Hochkirch, Bautzen district, Saxony, photo: Bar-
bara Dölemeyer

F ig . 15. Gerichtslaube (special arbor used for the adm inistra-
tion of justice) in Fre iburg im Bre isgau, photo: Barbara Döle-
meyer

F ig . 17. Law Court Portal in Frankfurt Cathedral, photo: Barbara
Dölemeyer



The entire philosophy of Martin Heidegger is
dominated by an ambivalent attitude toward indi-
vidual entities. While the word “object” (Gegen-
stand) remains a term of contempt throughout
Heidegger’s career, he eventually comes to use the
word “thing” (Ding) to focus on the important
status of specific entities such as jugs and bridges,
a status they had lost in philosophy with Kant.
This ambivalence makes Heidegger both the
enemy and ally of the “philosophy of things”
found in Alfred North Whitehead and more
recently in Bruno Latour. It also makes Heidegger
the possible ancestral hero of an anti-Kantian rev-
olution on behalf of things, one that is possibly
brewing even now.

Dismissing Objects

Heidegger begins his career with a striking break-
through in the philosophy of objects, though he
immediately weakens his insight by misinterpret-
ing it. This breakthrough appears in his famous
and beloved tool-analysis, with its memorable
description of malfunctioning equipment.
Although first published in Heidegger’s 1927 mas-
terwork Being and Time, the tool-analysis already
had been appearing in the philosopher’s university
lectures as early as 1919, when he was only 29.

The point of the tool-analysis is that objects are
not first encountered as visible bulks or pieces of
physical mass. For the most part, we deal with
objects by taking them for granted, by silently rely-
ing on them as we direct our attention elsewhere.
At any given moment, we invisibly make use of
numerous tables, computers, blood cells and steel
girders, not to mention atmospheric oxygen and
the rotation of the earth. By and large, we live in a
world in which things withdraw from awareness,
silently enabling our more explicit deeds. In Hei-
degger’s terminology, objects are not present-at-
hand (vorhanden) but ready-to-hand (zuhanden).

As he puts it, “What is characteristic of the […]
ready-to-hand is that it withdraws, so to speak,
into its readiness-to-hand, in order precisely to be
genuinely ready-to-hand.”1

In short, objects tend to vanish from conscious
awareness and to perform their functions invisibly.
Objects are tools, not in the sense that all objects
are “useful” for something but in the sense that all
objects tend to vanish from view in favor of some
larger context or ulterior purpose by which they
are dominated. But this usual withdrawal of
objects from view can be disrupted in numerous
ways. The best-known way, in Heidegger’s analy-
sis, is through the breakdown of equipment. A
broken hammer brings our labor to a halt and
makes us see it for the first time “as” a hammer;
earthquakes remind us of the importance of solid
ground, while medical problems call our attention
to our invisible reliance on healthy bodily organs.
But not only breakdowns tear objects away from
their concealed readiness-to-hand. Everyday per-
ception already does this, by showing us specific
individual lemons or seagulls. Advanced theoreti-
cal behavior does it all the more, by deliberately
tearing objects from their invisible action and put-
ting them openly on display “as” what they are.

The tool-analysis is primarily a warning against
a certain way of interpreting objects. Entities must
not be regarded as present-at-hand, since this dis-
torts their way of being invisible actors in the envi-
ronment. In the first place, this turns Heidegger
against the natural sciences, which he thinks
reduce objects to dull clods of present-at-hand
physical mass. Science, then, is found guilty of
missing the readiness-to-hand of objects.

Yet the same turns out to be true of phenome-
nology, the philosophical school in which Heideg-
ger himself was raised. For in one sense, phenome-
nology does improve on science by ignoring the
various scientific theories about objects and
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instead vividly describing how objects appear to us
before they are turned into caricatures by such
theories. But even so, phenomenology is still con-
cerned with how objects appear: in other words,
with their presence-at-hand for human conscious-
ness. What phenomenology misses is the readi-
ness-to-hand of equipment, the brutal subter-
ranean action of entities prior to being seen,
broken, theorized about, or otherwise revealed.
Put differently, phenomenology fails to ask about
the being of objects. While science reduces fire to
chemical equations, phenomenology reduces it to
its various subtle flickerings in the human mind.
But the being of the fire is something more than
both of these alternatives. With this simple criti-
cism, Heidegger already provides the basis for a
true object-oriented philosophy.

But here a great conceptual disaster befalls Hei-
degger. What the tool-analysis really shows is that
objects should not be reduced to present-at-hand
physical blocks or mental representations, and
that another way of thinking of objects is possible.
Yet Heidegger draws a more sweeping and more
unjustified conclusion, deciding that the problem
lies with objects themselves; objects now become
lepers and outcasts in his philosophy, as he tries to
shift attention to human access to objects. The
word “object” actually becomes a term of insult
for Heidegger and remains so until the end of his
career: An object is only a representation, some-
thing only present-at-hand that misses the rum-
bling depth of being. And while the readiness-to-
hand of tools initially seemed so different from
this, it too is merely a way of referring to “intra-
worldly entities” rather than to being itself. It
seems to Heidegger that only human reality is irre-
ducible to the status of intraworldly entities; for
this reason he devotes the remainder of his book
to a detailed analysis of human existence, with all
its moods, calls of conscience and anxiety over
death. But with this step, we have retreated into
the familiar terrain of Kant’s so-called Copernican
Revolution.

To repeat, Heidegger began his book by show-
ing that objects should never be viewed as present-
at-hand. Yet he rapidly concludes that all objects
are nothing but present-at-hand, with the sole
exception of humans. It is only human existence
(Dasein) that tears hammers, drills, express trains

and microscopes away from their dreary status as
boring inanimate lumps and spices them up by
bringing them into the moody, existential drama
of tormented humans.

This abandonment of objects in favor of the
conditions of human access to objects is the great-
est philosophical catastrophe of the twentieth cen-
tury. It cost Heidegger two decades of his prime,
and prevented him from becoming an even more
original philosopher than he was. Instead of break-
ing decisively with Kant’s genius, Heidegger sim-
ply offers a new variant on the Copernican Revo-
lution and remains a local superstar of his century
rather than pushing philosophy in a historically
new direction.

But gradually, the central role of things begins
to reassert itself in Heidegger’s philosophy. His
1935/1936 lectures on Kant close by saying that
“the human being is to be grasped as the one who
always already leaps beyond the things, but in
such a way that this leaping-beyond is only possi-
ble insofar as the things encounter us and precisely
in this way remain themselves”.2 Here, the secret
life of things begins to return to the forefront, as
should have happened a full decade earlier. And
this word “things” is the one that Heidegger will
use when he finally returns to inanimate entities,
since for him “object” will always remain a term of
contempt.

Retrieving Things 

Heidegger’s full-blown conversion to a philoso-
phy of things can be dated exactly to 1949. The
philosopher emerged from World War II a broken
man, haunted by the ban of the Denazification
Commission and by serious personal problems.
Stripped of his right to lecture, he worked in pri-
vate until receiving an invitation to speak in the
Town Hall of Bremen. The result was a lengthy
address that ranks with Being and Time as one of
the two most important works of Heidegger’s
career. Entitled Einblick in das, was ist (Insight Into
What Is), it is not as well-known as the famous
spin-off essays that were cannibalized from it:
“Building Dwelling Thinking,” “The Question
Concerning Technology” and, most importantly,
“The Thing”.

The thing is now clearly distinguished from the
mere object: “But the thingly character of the thing
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1 Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, sixteenth ed., Max Nie-
meyer Verlag, Tübingen, 1986, p. 69 (emphasis added). All
translations from the German in this article are by the author.

2 Martin Heidegger, Die Frage nach dem Ding, vol. 41 of the
complete edition, Vittorio Klostermann, Frankfurt, 1984,
p. 246 (emphasis added).

Heidegger on Objects and Things
Graham Harman



does not consist in the fact that it is a represented
object, nor can it be determined at all on the basis
of the objecthood of objects.”3 Above all, the life
of things unfolds far beyond any human percep-
tion of them: “The jug remains a container
whether we represent it or not.”4 All efforts to
represent the object from the outside will fail mis-
erably, since what a jug really is can “never be
experienced […] with respect to its outer appear-
ance”.5 In Heidegger’s view, it is precisely this fail-
ure that has crippled the entire history of philo-
sophical reflection on things: “Hence Plato, who
conceives the presence of what is present in terms
of its outward look, has thought the essence of the
thing as little as Aristotle and all later thinkers.”6 If
the Heidegger of 1927 preferred to wave objects
aside and turn toward human Dasein, the Heideg-
ger of 1949 now condemns the entire history of
philosophy for having anticipated his own mis-
take, a welcome act of repentance for anyone who
cares about the fate of objects.

The object has an inner life of its own that with-
draws from all human awareness. In the case of
the jug, its reality consists in cradling the wine in
its emptiness and sending it forth in the gift of
pouring. But this is only a simple first step toward
an object-oriented philosophy. How can we
develop this insight further? For Heidegger, the
thing is a dance or mirror-play of four structural
elements known as the fourfold (Geviert) of Earth,
sky, gods, and mortals. I have tried to interpret
this obscure concept elsewhere,7 and will 
not repeat the effort here. But in Heidegger’s 
own words: “Earth and sky, gods and mortals,
united in themselves with one another, belong to-
gether from the onefold of the unitary fourfold.
Each of the four reflects the others in its own
way.”8

With this step, Heidegger becomes a philoso-
pher of things, even if a somewhat cryptic one. It
already puts him openly at odds with the so-called
“linguistic turn” of twentieth-century philosophy
and its obsession with human contact with the
world through language. The frequent attempts to
enlist Heidegger in the ranks of the linguistic turn
always fail, since he performs the diametrically
opposite maneuver. Instead of reducing the things
themselves to language, Heidegger redefines lan-
guage in terms of things.

This is seen most clearly in a pivotal essay enti-
tled simply “Language,” where we read that lan-
guage comes to pass as the difference or differenti-
ation of world and things that places the thing in
the tranquility of the fourfold. In Heidegger’s own
words: “Language speaks. Its speaking summons
the difference that expropriates world and things
into the onefold of their intimacy.”9 This is hardly
the sort of statement to put Heidegger in the same
camp as Frege, Quine or Habermas. It is no
“philosophy of language” at all but one that con-
verts the supposed priority of language into a
deeper drama underway between world and thing
in their fourfold structure. Whatever this fourfold
may be, it pertains to the world itself and not
merely to the human encounter with the world. It
has nothing at all to do with Kant’s Copernican
Revolution; it even has the smell of counterrevolu-
tion about it.

But there is at least one clear weakness in Hei-
degger’s turn toward the things: Namely, he has a
disturbingly narrow sense of what counts as a
thing. Heidegger’s choice of examples (jugs, tem-
ples, peasant shoes) betrays an obvious romanti-
cism and preference for village handicraft. Techno-
logical devices always appear in his pages only as
raging monsters bent on objectifying things, con-
verting them into mere useful stockpiles, reducing
them uniformly to sheer presence-at-hand. There
is no philosophical difference for Heidegger
between submarines, the Internet, a nuclear plant,
cigarette lighters, Segway scooters and concentra-
tion camps. There is no need for Heidegger to
study in detail the specific features of a mass tran-
sit vehicle, since the result would be the same for
this object as for any other: All technology
reduces objects to mere represented objects of
availability, to stockpiles of present-at-hand mate-
rial, to a planetary “en-framing” (Ge-stell) pro-
moted by Americans and Soviets alike.10 In this
way, Heidegger damages his philosophy of things
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by limiting it to certain types of entities at the
expense of others. All technical objects are
reduced to an armada of nihilism, a horrific parade
of non-things, all of them on exactly the same
footing as the others. By restricting the shadowy
but dramatic strife of the fourfold only to certain
classes of entities, Heidegger echoes the classical
mistake of Aristotle, Leibniz and their realist suc-
cessors, who allow only certain special objects
(usually those found in nature) to count as sub-
stances, while reducing the others to sheer com-
pounds or aggregates.

But there is a second key weakness in Heideg-
ger’s philosophy of things. Although his “things”
are defined by their withdrawal from humans into
a private reality, this privacy seems to have mean-
ing only insofar as it hides from humans. Nowhere
in Heidegger’s career is there any attempt to deal
with the inanimate causal relations in which fire
burns paper or hailstones destroy a cornfield. The
“in-itself” of the things comes into play only when
humans are there to fall short of it, just as small
children hold secrets only in order to flaunt them
in the faces of their parents. Heidegger’s lack of
interest in the collision of inanimate objects
betrays his self-limitation to the human realm and
his inherited fear that any philosophical theory of
objects will allow natural science to invade and
dominate philosophy.

Conclusion

We can now summarize briefly. Heidegger begins
with his brilliant tool-analysis, showing that
objects cannot be reduced to what we see of them.
But he backs away from the radical nature of his
insight by reducing philosophy to an analysis of
human being, regarded as the unique horizon for
posing the question of being. But finally, Heideg-
ger returns to the theme of the inner life of things,
even while not granting mechanical and electrical
objects the philosophical dignity that they
deserve.

How can we best preserve the spirit of Heideg-
ger’s breakthrough? First, we should keep his neg-
ative insight that objects are not something repre-
sented or physically present-at-hand and try to
develop a better positive concept of the alterna-
tive. Second, we should extend the philosophy of
things to cover all objects: not just romantic peas-
ant artifacts and Heidegger’s favorite artworks,
but also mosquitoes, cellular telephones, orchids
and cola. This requires that we turn to the com-
peting philosophical tradition of Whitehead, for
whom all objects, all “actual entities” are on equal
footing. Finally, we need to regain a sense of the
life of things amidst each other and not merely
their practice of concealing secrets from humans.

But all three of these points can be expressed in
a single formula: We must return to metaphysics.
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3 Martin Heidegger, “Das Ding,” in: Vorträge und Aufsätze,
sixth ed., Neske Verlag, Pfullingen, 1990, p. 159.

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid., p. 160.
6 Ibid.
7 Graham Harman, Tool-Being: Heidegger and the Meta-

physics of Objects, Open Court, Chicago, 2002.
8 Heidegger, “Das Ding,” op. cit., p. 172.
9 Ibid., p. 32.
10 Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Die Frage nach der Technik,” in:

Vorträge und Aufsätze,op. cit.
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Our language denotes what a gathering is by an ancient word. That word is:

thing. The jug’s presencing is the pure, giving gathering of the onefold

fourfold into a single time-space, a single stay. The jug presences as a

thing. The jug is the jug as a thing. But how does the thing presence? The

thing things. Thinging gathers. Appropriating the fourfold, it gathers the

fourfold’s stay, its while, into something that stays for a while: into this

thing, that thing.

The jug’s essential nature, its presencing, so experienced and thought of

in these terms, is what we call thing. We are now thinking this word by way

of the gathering-appropriating staying of the fourfold. At the same time we

recall the Old High German word thing. This reference to the history of lan-

guage could easily tempt us to misunderstand the way in which we are now

thinking of the nature of the thing. It might look as though the nature of the

thing as we are now thinking of it had been, so to speak, thoughtlessly poked

out of the accidentally encountered meaning of the Old High German thing. The

suspicion arises that the understanding of the nature of the thingness that

we are here trying to reach may be based on the accidents of an etymological

game. The notion becomes established and is already current that, instead of

giving thought to essential matters, we are here merely using the dictionary.

The opposite is true. To be sure, the Old High German word thing means a

gathering, and specifically a gathering to deliberate on a matter under dis-

cussion, a contested matter. In consequence, the Old German words thing and

dinc become the names for an affair or matter of pertinence. They denote any-

thing that in any way bears upon men, concerns them, and that accordingly is

a matter for discourse. The Romans called a matter for discourse res. The

Greek eiro (rhetos, rhetra, rhema) means to speak about something, to delib-

erate on it. Res publica means, not the state, but that which, known to every-

one, concerns everybody and is therefore deliberated in public.

Only because res means what concerns men are the combinations res adver-

sae, res secundae possible. The first is what affects or bears on man

adversely, the second what attends man favorably. The dictionaries, to be

sure, translate res adversae correctly as bad fortune, res secundae as good

fortune; but dictionaries have little to report about what words, spoken

thoughtfully, say. The truth, then, here and elsewhere, is not that our

thinking feeds on etymology, but rather that etymology has the standing man-

date first to give thought to the essential content involved in what dic-

tionary words, as words, denote by implication.

The Roman word res designates that which concerns somebody, an affair, a

contested matter, a case at law. The Romans also use it for the word causa.
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In its authentic and original sense, this word in no way signifies “cause”;

causa means the case and hence also that which is the case, in the sense that

something comes to pass and becomes due. Only because causa, almost synony-

mously with res, means the case, can the word causa later come to mean cause,

in the sense of the causality of an effect. The Old German word thing or dinc,

with its meaning of a gathering specifically for the purpose of dealing with

a case or matter, is suited as no other word to translate properly the Roman

word res, that which is pertinent, which has a bearing. From that word of the

Roman language, which there corresponds to the word res – from the word causa

in the sense of case, affair, matter of pertinence – there develop in turn the

Romance la cosa and the French la chose; we say, “the thing.” In English

“thing” has still preserved the full semantic power of the Roman word: “He

knows his things,” he understands the matters that have a bearing on him; “He

knows how to handle things,” he knows how to go about dealing with affairs,

that is with what matters from case to case; “That’s a great thing,” that is

something grand (fine, tremendous, splendid), something that comes of itself

and bears upon man.

But the decisive point now is not at all the short semantic history here

given of the words res, Ding, causa, cosa, chose, and thing, but something

altogether different, to which no thought whatever has hitherto been given.

The Roman word res denotes what pertains to man, concerns him and his inter-

ests in any way or manner. That which concerns man is what is real in res. The

Roman experience of the realitas of res is that of a bearing-upon, a concern.

But the Romans never properly thought through the nature of what they thus

experienced. Rather, the Roman realitas of res is conceived in terms of the

meaning of on which they took over from late Greek philosophy; on, Latin ens,

means that which is present in the sense of standing forth here. Res becomes

ens, that which is presented in the sense of what is put here, put before us,

presented. The peculiar realitas of res as originally experienced by the

Romans, a bearing-upon or concern, i.e., the very nature of that which is

present, remains buried. Conversely, in later times, especially in the Mid-

dle Ages, the term res serves to designate every ens qua ens, that is, every-

thing present in any way whatever, even if it stands forth and presences only

in mental representation as an ens rationis. The same happens with the cor-

responding term thing or dinc; for these words denote anything whatever that

is in any way.

Martin Heidegger, “The Thing” [1951], in: Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter,

Harper Colophon Books, New York and London, 1975, pp. 174ff.

Martin Heidegger on 
the Etymology of “Thing”



The idea that we should switch from objects to
things, from Gegenstände to Dinge, owes a lot to
Heidegger’s essay Das Ding (The Thing), and to
other essays such as Bauen Wohnen Denken
(Building Dwelling Thinking). In those writings,
Heidegger develops his account of Dinge gather-
ing in the fourfold – the Geviert (earth, sky, mor-
tals and gods). Many philosophers who have no
particular use for the fourfold agree that Heideg-
ger was onto something. They like what he says
about Dinge gathering the contents of the universe
together, and they treat Heidegger as offering a
relationalist, contextualist account of things. In
this account, things are what they are by virtue of
their relation to everything else. This means that
they have different features depending on the con-
text in which they are put. This relationalism is an
attractive alternative to the substantialism that we
inherit from Aristotle – the doctrine that relations
to other objects are mere accidents, which leave
unchanged the essence of the self-contained,
autonomous object.

Philosophers who think along these lines find it
easy to interpret both Whitehead and Heidegger
as replacing objects by things – as breaking down
the integrity of Aristotelian substances and seeing
each thing as a way of gathering many other
things together. This interpretation tempts them
to appropriate the etymological relation, invoked
by Heidegger, between Ding and “thing”. Since
most of us think that the substitution of represen-
tative democracy for autocracy – of speeches-to-
gatherings for speeches-from-thrones – is one of
humanity’s great triumphs, it is possible, with a bit
of free association, to view that substitution and
the substitution of things for objects as part of the
same great movement of the human spirit. The
idea is to think of things as gathering other things
together in the way in which the ancient German
Thing gathered warlords together.

John Dewey would have been happy to accept
the analogy. He thought that getting rid of an
Aristotelian conception of objects as having essen-
tial natures – natures that remain constant no mat-
ter what context the object is put in – would
encourage the sort of experimentalism that he
took to be the great virtue of democratic societies.
Substantialism and authoritarianism are natural
partners, Dewey thought, and so are relationalism
and democratic institutions. For Dewey, anti-sub-
stantialist philosophy was a tool that could be
employed to create a cultural climate favorable to
the creation of bigger, better parliaments – in
which there would be women as well as men, rep-
resentatives of the poor as well as of the rich.
Dewey would have contrasted both the gatherings
of fur-clad alpha males in the Teutoburger Wald
and the gatherings of Whig magnates at Westmin-
ster with the ideal parliament – the one envisaged
in Tennyson’s poem Locksley Hall:

Till the war-drum throbbed no longer, 
and the battle-flags were furled

In the Parliament of man, 
the Federation of the world.

There the common sense of most 
shall hold a fretful realm in awe

And the kindly earth shall slumber, 
wrapped in universal law.

Heidegger, however, had no interest in democ-
racy, common sense or world peace. For him,
replacing objects with things, substantialism with
relationalism, was not, as it was for Dewey, a
move in the game of cultural politics – a philo-
sophical gimmick that might do a bit to hasten the
realization of Tennyson’s vision (a vision shared by
Roosevelt, Truman and the other statesmen who
created the United Nations). Rather, he says in
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Das Ding, it was a tragically foregone possibility –
foregone centuries ago, in the time of Plato: “Plato
thought the essence of the thing as little as did
Aristotle and all later thinkers. Rather, in a way
that was decisive for all that came afterward, Plato
experienced all that is present as an object of pro-
duction.”1

One incidental and belated product of this fail-
ure to grasp das Wesen des Dinges (the essence of
the thing) was, according to Heidegger, the prob-
ability of nuclear annihilation: “Man gazes upon
what might come with the explosion of the atomic
bomb. Man does not see what already arrived long
ago, and which transpires as that which only casts
forth the explosion of the atomic bomb as its final
eruption […] What does this helpless anxiety still
await, when the horrifying thing has already hap-
pened?”2 The elimination of mortal life between
earth and sky, Heidegger thinks, is just the sort of
thing you have to expect if you get das Wesen des
Dinges wrong. Nuclear catastrophe “is only the
crudest of all crude confirmations of the annihila-
tion of the thing that already transpired long
ago”.3

Passages such as these help to remind us what a
self-infatuated blowhard Heidegger was. He is a

perfect example of the idiot, the sort of person
who has no sense of citizenship and whom you
would never want to represent you in parliament.
All that nuclear annihilation meant to him was one
more bit of evidence for his claim to have under-
stood das Wesen des Dinges better than Plato and
Aristotle. The idea that we might gather together
in public assemblies and agitate for a reform of the
United Nations, one that would enable it to cope
with nuclear proliferation, would have struck Hei-
degger as showing a ludicrous failure to under-
stand the priority of Denken (thinking) over mere
politics. 

If we want to reflect on the difference between
objects and things, and about the relative merits of
substantialism and relationalism, we would do
well to turn our backs on Heidegger and get our
relationalism from Whitehead, or Dewey, or
Quine and/or Wittgenstein instead. Heidegger
was a very imaginative writer, and the Geviert is,
as Derrida nicely put it, “la plus belle carte postale
que [Heidegger] nous ait envoyé de Freiburg”. But
in a world in which nuclear catastrophe can be
avoided only by the United Nations becoming the
Parliament of Man, we cannot afford to spend
much time on beautiful postcards.
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1 Martin Heidegger, “Das Ding,” in: Martin Heidegger
Gesamtausgabe, vol. 7, Vorträge und Aufsätze, Vittorio
Klostermann, Frankfurt, 2000, p. 170 (trans. Graham
Harman) (“Platon [hat] das Wesen des Dinges so wenig
gedacht wie Aristoteles und alle nachkommenden Denker.
Platon hat vielmehr, und zwar maßgebend für die Folgezeit,
alles Anwesende als Gegenstand des Herstellens erfahren.”)

2 Ibid., p. 168 (trans. Graham Harman) (“Der Mensch starrt
auf das, was mit der Explosion der Atombombe kommen
könnte. Der Mensch sieht nicht, was lang schon angekom-
men ist und zwar geschehen ist als das, was nur noch als
seinen letzten Auswurf die Atombombe und deren Explo-
sion aus sich hinauswirft […] Worauf wartet diese ratlose
Angst noch, wenn das Entsetzliche schon geschehen ist?”)

3 Ibid., p. 172 (trans. Graham Harman) (“… ist nur die gröbste
aller groben Bestätigungen der langher schon geschehenen
Vernichtung des Dinges.”)

Heidegger and the Atomic Bomb
Richard Rorty
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A perverse aesthetics of evil unfolds from Michael
Light’s photographs. The play of colors and forms
of the 216 nuclear tests, which were conducted
above ground from 1945-1962 and were given such
fine-sounding names as Bird or Zucchini, pro-
vokes this aesthetic view of the nuclear ex-
plosions.

Between 1952 and 1957, the US government
commanded its soldiers to be present at the tests
as observers. The soldiers were led up to the site of
detonation within a “safe distance” of eleven and
later of less than three kilometers. This attempt to
“toughen the soldiers up” for deployment on a
nuclear battlefield was called “atomic war drill”.
VIPs could even watch the detonation from
stands put up at a twenty-kilometer distance. As
can be seen in the photograph Smoky, the soldiers
merely tried to protect themselves from the
gleaming light by ducking and turning away. 

The photographs taken by the US Air Force
were allowed to be published shortly after test
completion. They served not only as a demonstra-
tion of American power and superiority in the
nuclear sector but also as scientific documents.

In the context of an art exhibition, these flow-
ers of evil combine great horror and superficial,
visual grandeur and, thus, refer to the techniques
of fascination.

For his book 100 Suns, the photographs were
drawn by Michael Light from American archives
and were altered in size but not retouched. They
are displayed as high-quality digital pigment prints
in the exhibition.

Translated from the German by Silke Müller
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Frigate B ird , 600 Kilotons, Christmas Islands 1962, photograph,
28 x 35.5 cm

This and next pages
A ll images published in: M ichae l Light, 100 Suns: 1945-1962,
Cape , London 2003, © Frehrking W iesehöfer, Cologne

100 Suns
Military Photography Collected by Michael Light

Katrin Werner

Stokes, 19 Kilotons, N evada 1957, photograph, 40.6 x 50.8 cm
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Zucchini, 4 Kilotons, Nevada 1955, photograph, 50.8 x 61 cm

Smoky, 44 Kilotons, Nevada 1957, photograph, 48.3 x 71 cm Smoky, 44 Kilotons, Nevada 1957, photograph, 48.3 x 71 cm

M et, 1.2 Kilotons, N evada 1951, photograph, 28 x 35.5 cm



What makes things res publica? That is, how can
one make things become public or how can one
do and make public things as public right away –
which the title of this exhibition suggests? Perhaps
we should look at the historical examples of
res publica, a certified case of things public: this
might allow us to see better what we could do
with them now.

Cicero constantly mentions tangible things in
his political works: They are important for the
maintenance of the republican regime, as we
would say now, but the mere presence of these
public things is clearly not enough for him. Thus,
he writes in De re publica III, 43: “Syracuse, with
its admirable citadel, its harbors, its broad streets
[…], its porticoes, temples, and walls could not be
a commonwealth in spite of all these things [ut
esset illa res publica] while Dionysius was its ruler,
for nothing belonged to the people [nihil enim
populi], and the people itself was the property of
one man.”1 The idea behind this statement is by
now well-entrenched in political philosophy: In
the absence of just laws ruling a republic, there can
be no decisive defense against the threat of des-
potism or tyranny. Cicero’s concern is thus to
describe those types of political affairs (res publica)
that are not worthy of this high title. For example,
concludes Cicero, “wherever a tyrant rules, we
ought not to say that we have a bad form of com-
monwealth, as I said yesterday, but, as logic now
demonstrates, that we really have no common-
wealth at all [nullam esse rem publicam].”2 In De
officiis Cicero describes the fallen republic after
Caesar took power as something that preserves
only a republican carcass of sorts: “And so only
the walls of the city [parietes modo urbis] remain
standing, and they themselves now fear the
excesses of crimes; we have utterly lost the repub-
lic [rem publicam amisimus].”3

But did not the need to make such arguments

stem from the fact that many people of Cicero’s
time would believe that given the availability of
obvious tangible res publica – durable shared
things, like porticoes and city walls – Syracuse and
Rome were republics in any case? Is it not that
because of such widespread belief Cicero had to
insist, time and again, that the existence of a com-
mon theater, squares and sculptures, contrary to
popular intuitions, does not ensure the presence of
res publica automatically? Thus, he writes: “Where
was there any ‘property of the Athenian people’
[Atheniensium res] when […] the notorious Thirty
most unjustly governed their city? Did the ancient
glory of that state, the transcendent beauty of its
buildings, its theater, its gymnasiums, its porti-
coes, its famous Propylaea, its citadel, the exqui-
site works of Phidias, or the splendid Piraeus make
it a commonwealth [rem publicam efficiebat]?” By
no means, since nothing was “the property of the
people” (quidem populi res non erat). And he says
the same about Rome under the rule of the
decemviris: “There was no ‘property of the people’
[populi nulla res erat]; indeed the people rose in
revolt to recover their property [rem suam recuper-
aret].”4 Res publica here are interpreted as being in
someone’s possession: they are, however, very
tangible, as their enumeration shows.

Property connotations of the expression res
publica are important, as many commentators
have duly noted, but this should not obscure
another interesting fact: a frequent lack of termi-
nological difference between the designations of
what we would now call institutions (for example,
a republican regime as opposed to a monarchy)
and tangible things (such as porticoes, walls and
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citadels in the examples above). This conflation of
institutions and simple durable public things
might not be characteristic of Roman life only.
Other republics might have enjoyed a similar life
with res publica – and here I will suggest examin-
ing the case of the medieval republic of Novgorod,
which existed for about three centuries until it was
conquered by the grand prince of Moscow in 1471.
It hardly left any exquisite or complicated texts,
there is no established code of its laws, and we
have to fathom its institutions from chronicle
records and archeological findings. However,
some of the things that brought the Novgorodians
together are still there, while those gone are well-
studied by generations of historians.

Of course, every school kid in Russia knows
that the main feature distinguishing Novgorod
from its last chief enemy – Muscovy – was the
veče, a public assembly or gathering that deliber-
ated on the most important concerns of public life.
Phonetics relentlessly suggests to us that there
must be something in common between this word
and the Russian word for “thing,” veš č . Many
noted this curious fact,5 sometimes explicitly
referring to Heidegger, who famously pointed out
the “gathered” character of a premodern thing – a
thing that defies the existence of an object per-
ceived or instrumentally used by a modern Euro-
pean subject. Indeed, the word “thing” in Old
German and the Scandinavian languages meant
Ding, or Dinc, a public gathering to deliberate and
decide on the matters of a tribe or a settlement,
and in Iceland they still use the word Althingi to
designate the national parliament. Heidegger
would say that before modernity things – not only
the councils I mentioned but any thing existing as
a thing – were able to reveal their capacity to bring
together what he calls in his poetic language the
“fourfold” of mortals, gods, Earth and sky.

Similarly, veče could be very neatly interpreted
as the Heidegger-like vešč that brought the mortal
Novgorodians together with their gods and
opened up their common destiny in uniting the
prospects of their earthly affairs with heavenly
concerns. Lamentably, such statements are not
corroborated by scientific linguistics. Etymolo-
gists would insist that veš č , “thing,” and več e,
“gathering” or “deliberative council” are unre-
lated, with veče coming from the hypothetic com-

mon Slavic root *vetio, that also gave in Russian
the word sovet that famously designates the form
of direct democracy in 1917-1918, but also a privy
council of a medieval prince. By contrast, vešč, the
thing, allegedly comes from another common
Slavic root *vektio, traced to the Indo-European
root *u-e-kti. This root engendered in Polish the
word rzecz, “thing,” thus Rzecz Pospolita, the offi-
cial title of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom, was a
translation of res publica. In Gothic the same root
gave the word waichts (thing), in Old Icelandic
vettr (thing) and in English wight (thing).6

Given that the intuitive candidacy of veče to be
the main public thing in Novgorod does not pass
the strictures of linguistic analysis, and we have
too little reliable historical data to reconstruct its
institutional life, one could perhaps point our gaze
to the many tangible things that the Novgorodians
shared. In the absence of public treasury or unified
public records of veče decisions, one nevertheless
finds the churches, the bells (the most famous cap-
tured and deported to be installed in the Moscow
Kremlin as the sign of decisive victory), and a stel-
lar case of the woman who was wisdom and tem-
ple at the same time. This is St. Sophia, who united
all Novgorodians, so that they used to say,
“Where Sophia is, there is Novgorod” – perhaps
the only clear instance of self-designation that the
chronicles give us. But instead of these elevated

T
h
i
n
g
s
a
s
R
e
s
p
u
b
l
i
c
a
e

K
h
a
r
k
h
o
r
d
i
n

1 This English translation by C. W. Keyes appears in: Cicero,
De re publica. De legibus, Harvard University Press, Cam-
bridge, MA, 1928, pp. 218f.

2 Ibid.
3 De officiis, II, 29; English translation in: Cicero, On Duties,

Miriam Griffin, Margaret Atkins (eds), Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, MA, 1991, p. 74.

4 De re publica III, p. 44.

5 Maksim Anatol’evich Isaev, Tolkovyi slovar’ drevnerusskih
iuridicheskih terminov. (Dictionary of Ancient Russian Juridi-
cal Terms), Spark, Moscow, 2001, p. 24. See also translator’s
commentary to the Russian version of Das Ding, in: Martin
Heidegger, Vremia i bytie, Respublika, Moscow, 1993.

6 The meaning of the Indo-European *u-e-kti, however, is “to
speak,” so that apart from veshch’ another Russian word is
linked to it – rech’, meaning “speech”. There are many
questions here, to say the least. Some would doubt all these
conjectures of the etymologists’ community as just a tem-
porarily accepted academic consensus on contrived Indo-
European roots. For example, the alleged Indo-European
root for common Slavic *vetio is *ueik- or *uoik-, meaning
“act, work,” so that in Lithuanian it became veikti, “to do
something, to work,” in Old East German witgan, “to
fight,” “to dispute,” and in Latin – vinco, “to win, to suc-
cessfully prove”. The most strange conclusion to follow is
that the Russian words for deliberative assembly or council,
veche or sovet, come from the Indo-European root word for
acting, while the Russian word for thing, veshch’, comes
from the word for speaking. This overturning of usual
expectations contradicts our linguistic intuitions so much
that etymologists – who use rows of recurrent changes of
combinations of consonants and vowels to justify their
claims on alleged common roots – will have a hard time
proving their findings to the majority of users of colloquial
Russian.

Things as Res publicae
Making Things Public
Oleg Kharkhordin



and difficult examples of shared things, I choose to
concentrate on a seemingly very simple one,
which is most frequently mentioned in the First
Novgorod Chronicle – the bridge that linked the
two parts of the city.7

The bridge is an obvious example of a thing
that the whole city shares, an example of res pub-
lica, common affairs or concerns. First of all, in
conventional parlance, this bridge is a prerequisite
for city politics: It is the only multi-season bridge
in all of Novgorod (and in all of Russia, until the
late seventeenth century). But also the bridge
involves and invokes other entities when it brings
people together, and thus it cannot be described as
a passive object that only human subjects use – if
one truly follows what medieval chronicles say
about it or if one lives with the bridge of medieval
icons. There, this thing called the bridge is not yet
broken by modern scientific analysis into natural,
technical, political, religious and social aspects.
Thus one can hardly take it as just an object, some-

thing that is thrown in front of the viewer as an ob-
ject, opposing the viewer as Gegen-stand. That is,
chronicles and icons involve the bridge as part of
different Novgorod endeavors, and they hardly
mention any qualities that this bridge might offer
for individual perception. Hence one cannot find
adjectives that would describe the bridge of the
chronicles as red, bulging, sacred or whatever else.
Its only designation is “Great” and sometimes –
given that it has a life of its own – as new or old.
The bridge links the people, the elements and God
in their intertwined fate and serves as an arena for
their struggles.

In the First Novgorod Chronicle we first meet
the bridge in the record for 1133, which says that
the Novgorodians “have renovated the bridge that
collapsed, and two wooden churches have been
cut”. After that repairs and renovations are men-
tioned as major part of the city’s history, usually 
as an event of central relevance in a record for a
given year, next to a description of either God’s
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premonitions as comets or sun eclipses, or God-
glorifying activities like (most frequently) churches
being built or ameliorated. Of course, fights
(within the city, between the city and surrounding
principalities, or among principalities) comprise
most of events in the chronicle, but if something
happens to the bridge, this is recorded with due
diligence, surprising a contemporary reader: Why
should a bridge have the same prominence as mat-
ters of religion, power and warfare? A typical full
record of events worthy of inclusion in the chroni-
cle as an entry under a given year comes from
1144: “A whole new bridge over Volkhov was
being built, next to the old one. The same year
Archbishop Nifont has painted all ceilings in the
cathedral of St. Sofia. Then also a post of city
posadnik was given to Nezhata. That same year 
a stone church of Virgin Mary was built in 
the Merchants’ borough.” And that’s it: There 
are no more events to report, since God did not
act, and there was neither factional strife within

the city nor military campaigns beyond its walls.
The central significance of the bridge is re-
vealed several ways. First, since the public 
assembly of all free citizens meets only after one
part of the city has crossed the bridge, the deci-
sions of this assembly are frequently put into effect
with the help of the bridge [see fig. 1, 2]. Those
found guilty or proclaimed ostracized are literally
tossed into the river water from the bridge. Imme-
diately after the Volkhov bridge is first mentioned
in the First Chronicle, it performs this function
next year, in the opening sentence for the year
1134: “The Novgorodians have started discussing
the war with the principality of Suzdal’, and killed
some of their own men and threw them from the
bridge on Pentecostal Saturday”. Afterward,
records mention those executed as having been
thrown from the bridge in 1141, 1186, 1291, 1316,
1398, 1418 and 1442. In 1209 the citizens even
made an attempt to toss the remains of a former
hated posadnik, brought back into the city for
reburial some years after he had fled from the peo-
ple’s rage. In 1141 and 1418 those thrown managed
to survive the fall (a religious connotation?) and
saved their lives by either swimming or being
picked up by fishermen. In the second case, the
house of one of the fishermen is stormed and rav-
aged by the indignant crowd. In the first case,
God’s intervention is recognized, so after the man
reaches the shore, he is not killed but fined an
immense sum of money and put into the dungeon
for the rest of his life, with hands chained to 
his neck.

This brings us to a second very important role
of the bridge: It is what helps God say His Word.
Not that it is just a tool of God’s providence,
rather, very often, it is a space, or a part of an arena
where God can speak and reveal His will. In 1251
the flood after “great rains” displaces the whole
bridge, and in 1299 a fire engulfs it. In 1230 unat-
tended corpses of people dead from an unknown
disease fill public spaces – “city streets, the market,
and the Great Bridge,” which thus serve as a the-
ater of death. In 1228, 1335 and 1388 God also
enters the scene at the decisive moment, though
not to punish but to save. He acts when factions
from opposing sides of the city stand in full armor,
ready to cross the bridge and fight to the death
rather than compete in discursive warfare at a joint
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7 All quotes in the following section are taken from records
for a given year from Novgorodskaia pervaia letopis’, AN
SSSR, Moscow, 1950 (trans. the author).

F ig . 1. Execution of the Strigolniki heretics by the Novgorod ians
in 1375, unknown scribes of the illustrated chronicle for Ivan
the Terrible (called Litsevoi svod XVI veka), 16th century, m inia-
ture , Library of the Academy of Sciences, St. Petersburg

F ig . 2. Execution of the boyars by the Novgorod public assembly
(veche), unknown scribes of the illustrated chronicle for Ivan
the Terrible (called Litsevoi svod XVI veka), 16th century, m inia-
ture , Library of the Academy of Sciences, St. Petersburg

F ig . 3. Archbishop walking on the bridge to broker agreement
bet ween t wo opposed public assemblies (marked by t wo bells)
on the t wo sides of the river, unknown scribes of the illustrated 
chronicle for Ivan the Terrible (called Litsevoi svod XVI veka), 
16th century, m iniature , Library of the Academy of Sciences, 
St. Petersburg



public gathering. As the record for 1228 says:
“God did not want to see bloodshed among
brothers, neither did he want to allow the 
devil rejoice.” Hence God unleashes the elements.
In 1228, for example, “the lake Ilmen’ was frozen
for three days and then the southern wind blew
and tore the ice, and brought everything into
Volkhov and tore nine sections of the Great
Bridge.” After God intervenes, the people disband
and elect a different posadnik, which satisfies
everyone, and thus the reason for internal warfare
is abandoned. The same pattern is demonstrated
in 1335: When ice and snow enter Volkhov and dis-
place 15 sections of the Great Bridge, the chronicle
concludes: “God did not allow for bloodshed
among brothers to happen, though after devil’s
tricks one side pitted itself against another, and in
armor stood each half of Novgorod, but God took
care of these and citizens condescended together
in love.”

The devil wins, however, at least temporarily,
when God’s interference into the bridge’s func-
tioning is unable to stop the warfare from breaking
out. Thus, in 1218, when the weaker side of the
city conflict managed to destroy sections of the
bridge, the other side crossed the river in boats
and bloodshed ensued. “O brothers this miracle
was done by the cursed devil,” says the chronicle.
In 1342, the archbishop is present at one of the two
contending public assemblies vying for power and
nominations of the posadnik, and then goes on to
broker the deal with the leadership of another one
[fig. 3]. While he is doing this, the city splits into
two armies on opposing river banks, but some-
how the bishop manages to end this in peace, and
“the Cross was glorified, while the devil was put to
shame”. Similar events happen in 1358 and in 1384.

In the most spectacular case of 1418, divine
power interferes to stop bloodshed that has
already started on the bridge. Archbishop Semeon
“ordered that the Holy Cross and the icon of the
Virgin Mary be taken, went on the bridge, and
after him went the priests and clergy and Christ-
loving people. […] And he came and stood in the
middle of the bridge, and blessed both sides with
the life-creating cross, and they – seeing the hon-
orable cross – wept.” After that the bishop sent
emissaries to both sides, and – what a good
miracle! – both sides disbanded, “and calm arrived
in the city”.

The central role of the bridge as a space for key
events that link God and the people is obvious
here. God speaks by disrupting the bridge, or dis-
rupting interchange between different parties that
might have otherwise met, had the bridge existed.
Ice, water, wind, fire, the cross and the icons are
other important agents with whom the bridge
lives its life. Among numerous people that the
bridge brings together and affects, the chronicle
singles out the bishop and the clergy.8 All these
people, heavenly and earthly elements and God
together make the unique assemblage that is the
true Great Bridge itself, with all the grandezza, as
Machiavelli would have said, greatness and
aggrandizement, that is appropriate to it. Decom-
pose this assemblage into social and physical ele-
ments, invite a modern bridge scientist to look at
it, and one finds a frail half-rotten wooden struc-
ture dangling so low over the water that a stray
pile of floating ice in spring can dislodge it from its
place. But with God and the elements in place, this
bridge leads the Novgorod people to greatness
comparable to that of the Greeks.

Part of the great destiny of Novgorod is em-
bodied in what bridges the distance between us
and them: not only chronicles but icons serve as
such bridges. The Great Bridge is part of the upper
tier of the famous icon, The Battle between Nov-
gorodians and the Suzdalians [fig. 4], where it
allows the procession with the icon from the
Church of the Savior on one side of the river to
enter the Kremlin on the other. Historically, the
prototypical event for this icon was the 1170 siege
of Novgorod by the warriors of the grand prince
of Suzdal’. The miracle-working icon was taken
over to the Kremlin, installed on the fortress wall,
and when one of the myriad arrows shot by the
attacking army hit the miracle-working icon, it
turned its back on the offenders and they were
blinded. In the aftermath, a smaller army of the
Novgorodians, headed by St. George; St. Boris
and St. Gleb, the first two Russian martyr princes;
and St. Alexander Nevsky, the locally venerated
saint, rushed out of the city walls and vanquished
the far stronger enemy forces.

Art historians long ago noted the differences
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between three extant versions of this icon, the ear-
liest painted in Novgorod in the mid-fifteenth cen-
tury [fig. 4] for Archbishop Evfimii, a staunch
defender of Novgorod’s independence, and the
latest one from the end of the fifteenth century,
painted under the influence of the Muscovite
school of iconography [fig. 5], after the fall of Nov-
gorod in 1471.9 Political events are important here,
since under Suzdalians the fifteenth-century
viewer could easily see contemporary Muscovy:
In the twelfth century, what is now Moscow was a
tiny settlement in the principality of Suzdal’. Thus,
the Novgorod version spoke of the Novgorod
prowess in withstanding the Muscovite threat,
while the Muscovite version had to explain the
twelfth-century failure by claiming that everything

is God’s will. Apart from stylistic contrasts, the
main pictorial differences in the Muscovite icon
are the disappearance of the locally venerated saint
in the lower tier, the less imposing image of the
Novgorod fortress, and the opposite direction of
the procession carrying the icon in the upper tier.
These are usually explained by the political goals
of the icon painters of the Muscovite version, but
most curious for us is the complete absence of the
bridge in the upper tier. An icon painter could have
just taken it to be an unnecessary ornamentation,
rather than the obvious arena where main events
happen. Also, a static scene of genuflection in
front of the icon [fig. 6] substitutes for a central
event of the earlier icon (people from the fortress
meeting the icon procession on the bridge[fig. 7]):
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8 There is a curious parallel here, registered by the etymology
of the word pontifex that Varro gave: “bridge-builder”. This
term, which entered the title of the pope, came from the
title of the Roman priests who periodically performed ritual
sacrifices by throwing effigies from the bridge over the Tiber
in Rome.

9 Tatiana Polekhovskaia, “O tolkovanii novgorodskih ikon
XV veka,” in: Trudy gosudarstvennogo Ermitazha [Works of
the State Hermitage Museum], 15, Leningrad, 1974.

F ig . 4. Unknown icon painter (classic
Novgorod school), The Battle bet ween
the Novgorod ians and the Suzdalians,
1170, m id 15th century, icon, Novgorod
H istorical-Architectural Museum



Sigismund von Herberstein to call his 1549 trave-
logue Rerum Moscoviticarum Commentarii, while
Giles Fletcher penned down in 1591 an even more
radical tile – Of the Russe Commonwealth. What
pushed them to talk about res Moscoviticae on the
model of res Romanae, or about Russian common
weal, when the main thesis of both books was that
in Muscovy a monarch was an obvious despot?
Fletcher modeled his book on Sir Thomas Smith’s
De Republica Anglorum (1583), itself based on the
theory of mixed constitution and Ciceronian
republicanism, which should have prohibited him
from designating Russia with the direct English
rendition of the Latin res publica. This, of course,
might be just taken as a convenient designation for
a “countrie of Russia” at that time, when the term
“state” was not yet used in our modern sense. But

Fletcher rarely used the word “commonwealth” in
the body of the text, perhaps because the tsar’s
rule was “plain tyrannical,” he finds. In one of the
rare exceptions, the term with a capital “C”
appears in an acerbic discussion of the absence of
chances of meritocratic promotion for the com-
mons: “This order that bindeth every man to keep
his rancke, […] wherein his forefathers lived
before him, is more meet to keep the subjects in a
servile subjection and so apt for this and like Com-
mon-wealths, then to advance any vertue, or to
breed any rare or excellent qualitie in Nobilitie or
Commons.”11

Statements with the same term, but starting in
lower case, better explain why Fletcher had a hard
time calling Muscovy a commonwealth but was
still pushed to do so. In a chapter on what Fletcher

Submission rather than public life is made the
focus of the composition.

The bridge appears also in another famous icon
that might be dealing with the 1570 sack of Nov-
gorod by Ivan the Terrible, as the latest interpreta-
tion suggests.10 The icon allegedly depicts the
apocalyptic vision of the monastery bell-ringer
Tarasii in 1505, right before the plague, the flood
and the fires that overwhelm the city in the next
three years [fig. 8]. This theater of death is usually
interpreted as a story of divine retribution, since
the angels who guide the killing arrows carry the
books in which they read the names of the sinners.
One of the scenes happens on the bridge, how-
ever: This might be taken to be the scene of 
the dishonoring of the archbishop of Novgorod
[fig. 9] that also symbolizes the sufferings of many

other people executed on the bridge by the troops
of Ivan the Terrible – 2,500 or 15,000 perished
then, if one believes the conservative or liberal esti-
mates. Finally, the bridge appears as part of the
gold and silk embroidery on the twelfth-century
scarf of a Russian patriarch. One side of the scarf
depicts the two main cities of Russian Orthodoxy,
Moscow and Novgorod, with the bridge across
the river still visible as an important detail of Nov-
gorod [fig. 10]. Thus, the bridge survived in
Moscow’s imagery of Novgorod long after it had
crushed the liberties of this free city.

Comparisons of Novgorod with Muscovy have
become commonplace for historians, with the for-
mer taken to be the epitome of liberty and the lat-
ter of despotism. However, something allowed
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10 Elisa Gordienko, Novgorod v XVI veke i ego dukhovnaia
zhizn’ [Cultural Life of XVI c. Novgorod], Bulanin, 
St. Petersburg, 2001.

11 Giles Fletcher, Of the Russe Commonwealth, facsimile edi-
tion, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1966, p. 49.

F ig . 6. The battle bet ween the Novgorod ians and the Suzdalians,
or the m iracle of the Znamenie icon, detailF ig . 5. Unknown icon painter (late Novgorod

school, under Muscovite influence), 
The battle bet ween the Novgorod ians 
and the Suzdalians, or the m iracle of the
Znamenie icon, late 15th- early 16th century,
icon, The State Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow,
possession number 14454

F ig . 7. Unknown icon painter (classic Novgorod school), The
battle bet ween the Novgorod ians and the Suzdalians in 1170,
m id 15th century, fragment of the upper tier, icon, Novgorod
H istorical-Architectural Museum



jects of the tsar justify his rule by appeal to the
rhetoric of the “common wealth of the Realme”.
Furthermore, another decisive lack is the absence
of tangible and durable common things in Mus-
covy. In Fletcher’s time the commonality of shar-
ing some physical things, enjoyed by the whole
people of Novgorod, had already become in Mus-
covy the realm of only one estate – a vulgar mix of
lowly people, “the Communaltie”. The tsar, his
nobles and the top clergy do not engage in this
tangible sharing, and they also do not admit the
Communaltie into spaces for regal meetings.

It would be interesting to see whether contem-
porary republics – particularly those that call
themselves representative democracies – eschew
the need to have tangible res publica that was a fea-
ture of Rome, Venice and Novgorod.

dubbed the Muscovite Parliament, we find the
phrase “common wealth” two times: first in a dis-
cussion of approval by the patriarch and the top
clergy of the tsar’s decisions because “the
Emperor and his Councell are […] far better able
to judge what is profitable for the common
wealth,” and later in the description of the
announcement of the sobor’s decisions when it is
proclaimed that “His Highnesse with those of his
noble Councell […] have found the matters pro-
posed to be verie good and necessarie for the com-
mon wealth of his Realme.”12 Clearly, it was the
common good of the people – even if, in Fletcher’s
opinion, appealed to in a rather hypocritical man-
ner here – that justified talking about the Russe
Commonwealth.

Now, instead of repeating indictments of tyran-
nical government in Muscovy, let us look at what
physical things people could share there. In Nov-
gorod, as we remember, it was the veče square and
the bridge that brought all of the people together

to decide. In contrast, Fletcher notices no physical
grounds for common meeting or deliberation
where the commons, the tsar and the nobles could
be brought together: “and first touching their lib-
ertie how it standeth with them (the commons), it
may appear this: that they are reckoned in no
degree at all, nor have any suffrage nor place in
their Zabore or high court of Parliament […]”13

The deficiency of sharing the common thing
called the commonwealth is glaring: not only are
there no “common consultations for the publique
benefit,” as Fletcher thinks there should be, but
there is also no physical space, where the liberty of
the commons might stand! Attention to space is
manifest in that the chapter on the Parliament
gives us precise descriptions of spatial arrange-
ments of the decision-makers: The tsar sits on the
throne, while “in the next place not far from him
at a small square table (that giveth roome to
twelve persons or thereabouts) sitteth the Patri-
arche with the Metropolites and Bishops, and
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12 Fletcher, op. cit., p. 24.
13 Ibid., p. 45. 14 Ibid., pp. 22f.

F ig . 8. Unknown icon painter, The vision 
of the bell-ringer Tarasii (Videnie pono-
maria Tarasiia), late 16th century, icon,
44 x 40 cm , The State Russian Museum , 
St. Petersburg

above
F ig . 9. P. L. Gusev, A hand draw ing of a bridge detail from the
icon “The vision of the bell-ringer Tarasii,” 1900, journal print,
National Library of Russia, St. Petersburg

right
F ig . 10. Unknown crafts artist, A juxtaposition of parallel frag-
ments of t wo sides of a liturgical V-shaped scarf (homophoros)
of the patriarch N ikon, 17th century, gold and silk embroidery,
Novgorod H istorical-Architectural Museum

certeine of the principall Nobilitie of the Emper-
ours Councel,” with the rest of the courtiers plac-
ing themselves on the benches around the room in
order of precedence.14

In a nutshell, what we find in Muscovy is a cer-
tain deficiency of sharing common things in com-
parison with Novgorod. On the one hand, some
sharing is there, and Fletcher directs our attention
to what in his opinion ties the people together.
Because of “publicke affairs” and institutions, he
feels he has the right to call what he sees a Com-
monwealth: the Muscovites have a common ruler,
whose treasury, policies and courts allegedly link
them all together. On the other hand, this sharing
is deficient. Given no strong laws or other
defenses against arbitrary power, one cannot call
this regime a republic, a commonwealth in the
narrow sense of the word, even if some servile sub-



The signifier for “thing” in Chinese attracts the
cluster of pronunciations (in various dialects and
languages) for the written character wu (that is the
phonetic representation of the character in mod-
ern Mandarin, where it is pronounced with a
falling tone). It is an old term: In the oracle bones
used for divination in the Shang period (1760-1122
BCE) it denoted the “mottled color of an animal”.
Its left side is indeed the character for “oxen,” and
that part eventually becomes the component
marker for any word denoting an animal. By the
time of Shijing, a classic of poetry from the second
century BCE, wu as an adjective has become a
noun, and we see phrases like “Use the 30 tethered
‘piebald-oxen’ (wu) as sacrificial victims” (Shijing,
“Xiaoya”). Wu was also sometimes cognate with
wen, meaning “streaks, pattern of lines, dappled,
ornamented” and from that “writing, essay, litera-
ture, culture”.1

Two things stand out in this etymological
beginning: The “thing” that harbors the root of
“things” in general functioned in ritual, an event
that assembled animals, people and objects.
(Indeed, some of the appearances of wu in the
Zhouli (rites of the Zhou Dynasty, dated to
around 300 BCE) are simply glossed as shi, “affair,
an undertaking, something that happens, an
event”.)

Secondly, what was important to the Chinese
eye about the oxen in question was not its internal
substantiality, its self-identity, but the visible,
external distinctions perceived. This attention to
variety and difference extends outward when the
term comes into its own as wanwu, “the 10,000
things” that open the classic work of Laozi, the
Daode jing. Or, as we might re-translate: “the
10,000 (disorganized, chaotic, infinitely various)
things (that comprise the world)”. In this world,
wu is not a separate, substantial, inert object sepa-
rated from people or living beings. In China, wu’s

etymology inevitably harbors a sense of objects,
creatures, people and events all assembled
together. It conveys a sense of relationships hap-
pening among them all in a cosmos of constant
birth and rebirth.

There was an important philosophical moment
in twelfth-century medieval China when much
discussion centered upon the problem of gewu or
“the investigation of things”.2 We might be
tempted to seize upon this ferment as part of a
genealogy of empiricism in China, as did Joseph
Needham and William T. de Bary.3 In fact, as
Angus C. Graham points out: “A European read-
ing the Sung philosophers for the first time finds
himself continuously asking himself whether wu
means ‘thing’ or ‘animal’, whether the word sheng
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means ‘to produce/be produced’ or ‘to give birth
to/be born’.”4 But in many contexts, such ques-
tions that turn on familiar grammatical distinc-
tions of our own are pointless.

These philosophers constantly discussed wu in
relation to li, a term whose etymology is traced
back, not uncoincidentally for our concerns, to
“the veins that provide the pattern in jade”. What
was at stake was the relative position of wu as
“matter” and li as a far less tangible “principle of
coherence”. I say “relative” because the debates
ranged from unleashing li into a plane of transcen-
dence to embedding it as deeply immanent in the
wu-ish materiality of the world of people, objects,
animals and events. (The modern-day term for
physics combines the two, willy nilly, as wuli, a
nicely Einsteinian collapse of materiality and the
energetic principles that animate it.)

By the early modern period, beginning in the
sixteenth century, philosophical writers evinced a
marked turn toward wu and a panoply of terms
associated with it, such as the two different char-
acters both pronounced qi (falling tone): qi as the
pneuma that permeates the universe and qi as
utensil, vessel or tool. Matter began to matter
much more in this period of enormous urbaniza-
tion and manufacturing that saw increasing con-
cern on the part of the less philosophically inclined
members of the elite to codify and distinguish wu,
a world of things. In his wonderful book Superflu-
ous things: Material culture and social status in
early modern China, Craig Clunas tracks the
upsurge in writing about “things“ as being due to
“a heightened awareness of the production and
consumption of luxury goods as an arena for
potential social conflict, if not correctly handled”.5

The manuals of connoisseurship that he reads
attempt “to establish the material world in wider
cosmic connections,” implying, we might specu-
late, that a sense of a breakdown of those connec-
tions was being felt.

Caught, then, in a context of Confucian values
in which no overt distinction was made between
the personal and the public, the political and the
aesthetic, the Ming (1365-1644) dynasty elite bus-
ied itself in producing a plethora of socially signi-
fying practices: how to dress, what to buy, how to
tell the beautiful from the ugly, the old from the
new, the authentic from the bogus, all produced to

mitigate social confusion in times of societal
upheaval. As the seventeenth century saw China
implode into internal corruption, pressed by inva-
sion by the northern Manchus, the need to pro-
duce readable social distinctions through the man-
agement of things became ever more pressing.
Ironically, it was hoped that making these distinc-
tions would allow simultaneously the proper knit-
ting back together of a society shredding itself into
fragments. Things were there again, re-implicated
and re-theorized within the web of people,
objects, animals and events. Things, words for
things, words as things, were equally considered
as social actors.

How has the term wu fared in modernity? As
Chinese intellectuals searched their souls and their
past for reasons for China’s so-called “failures” in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of colonial-
ism and invasion, there was much criticism of the
lack of empiricism and science, a pervading anxi-
ety that they had failed to grasp the materiality of
things, and thus failed in governance. As Hoyt
Tillman laments in concluding his own discussion
of the Sung philosophers’ “investigation of
things,” “their openness to wu as objects was
overwhelmed by ethical and metaphysical issues,
by the tendency to regard wu primarily as shi, or
affairs and events.”6 This Confucian tendency was
criticized by Japanese scholars as early as the sev-
enteenth century: They noted that wu/ or mono
(the Japanese pronunciation of the character wu) is
not the same as shi/ or koto (the Japanese pronun-
ciation of the character shi). They distinguished
them as thing (wu/mono) versus fact (shi/koto).7

The key term, shi/event reappears in the post-
Maoist modernization campaign’s favorite slogan
“Seek truth from facts” – literally “From concrete
events (shi), seek truth”. Is it really the case that
(despite the rich genealogy of understanding the
things of the world, the wu, in a dynamic assembly
of persons, objects, animals, and events) the Chi-
nese government has adopted the early Japanese
critical position and reduced the things of the
world to mere facts?
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1 Peter Boodberg, “Philological notes on Chapter One of the
Lao Tzu” in his Selected works of Peter A. Boodberg,
University of California Press, Berkeley, 1979, p. 471.

2 Gewu appears in the Daxue or “Great Learning”.
3 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilization in China, Cam-

bridge University Press, Cambridge, 1956, II, p. 493. William
T. de Bary, “Neo-Confucian cultivation and seventeenth-
century ‘enlightenment’,” in: The Unfolding of Neo-Confu-
cianism, William T. de Bary et al. (eds), Columbia University
Press, New York, 1975, p. 167. Cited in Hoyt Tillman, “The
idea and reality of the ‘thing’ during the Sung: Philosophical
attitudes toward wu,” in: The Bulletin of Sung and Yuan
Studies, 14, 1978-1979.

4 Angus C. Graham, Two Chinese philosophers: Ch’eng Ming-
tao and Ch’eng yi-ch’uan, Lund Humphries, London, 1958,
pp. 35f., 69.

5 Craig Clunas, Superfluous things: Material culture and social
status in early modern China, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991,
p. 8.

6 Tillman, op. cit., p. 77.
7 Quoted in Tetsuo Najita, Japan, Prentice Hall, Englewood

Cliffs, NJ, 1974, p. 34.

The character wu, stone rubbings of the actual calligraphy of
masters whose names and dynasties appear in fine print
beneath the characters, in: Zhongguo shufa da zid ian [The
Chinese D ictionary of Calligraphy], Lin Hongyuan (ed .), Guofa
kewe i Publishing Co., 1908, pp . 908f.



I ❤ Helen Keller (Mediation and the

Senses)

Near the end of the nineteenth century, William
James made the short trip from Harvard to the
Perkins Institute for the Blind in South Boston to
spend some hours conversing with the young
Helen Keller about her sense perceptions. He
greeted Helen with an ostrich feather. “I thought,”
he said, “you would like the feather, it is soft and
light and caressing.”1 By the end of the afternoon
he would conclude, “We do not greatly differ from
one another.”2 Years later, in a series of letters
thanking Helen Keller for sending him a copy of
The World I Live In, James would remark not only
that relations trumped sensations but that these
relations were primarily linguistic: “It makes no
difference in what shape the content of our verbal
material may come […] In you it is motor and tac-
tile, but its functions are the same as ours, the rela-
tions meant by the words symbolizing the rela-
tions existing between the things.”3

By the middle of the twentieth century, Keller
would again stand for the insignificance of the
senses, or at least a philosophical ambivalence
toward perception, this time in Alan Turing’s
imagining of a learning-machine:

“It will not be possible to apply exactly the
same teaching process to the machine as to a nor-
mal child. It will not, for instance, be provided
with legs, so that it could not be asked to go out
and fill the coal scuttle. Possibly it might not have
eyes. But however well these deficiencies might be
overcome by clever engineering, one could not
send the creature to school without the other chil-
dren making excessive fun of it. It must be given
home tuition. We need not be too concerned
about the legs, eyes, etc. The example of Miss
Helen Keller shows that education can take place
provided that communication in both directions
between teacher and pupil can take place by some
means or other.”4

Whether emblematic of blank-slate psychology or
the constrained plasticity of a programmed mind
(antipodes, more often than not), Helen Keller
could just as easily personify the much-discussed
“crisis of embodiment” in media and science stud-
ies.5 To summarize, for Friedrich Kittler sensory
impairment is a founding violence of mediation;
the blind and the deaf tarry at the origins of the
typewriter and gramophone, and “handicaps iso-
late and thematize sensory data streams.”6 From
Jonathan Crary, we apprehend a modern observer
with universally defective vision; the senses them-
selves estrange eye from object and are as easily
deceived by nature as by normalizing technolo-
gies.7 A species of the posthuman, finally, for
these authors as for N. Katherine Hayles, emerges
with the total disembodiment of information and
the convergence of once-indexical media after the
digital turn.

As Diana Fuss has pointed out in her lovely arti-
cle on “Keller’s Hand,” Merleau-Ponty was the
rare modern theorist of touch; moreover, in The
Phenomenology of Perception he questioned
whether the “sonata which I hear is the same one
as Helen Keller touches”.8
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Recently, Bergsonian dissidents such as Brian
Massumi and Mark Hansen have attempted to re-
read mediation (including that of the body) as par-
ticipatory, sensori-experiential and authenticat-
ing. Massumi asks us to think in terms of “sensible
concepts,” “event-transitivity” and “the body-as-
transducer” to extricate ourselves from the social
constructionist alternatives of deceptive (nature
made by discourse) or transparent (body made by
discourse) sensation.9 John Dewey, another con-
temporary of Keller (and Turing), warrants affilia-
tion with this Bergsonian approach. Dewey’s
transactionalism, formulated in part with Arthur
Bentley, attends distinctly to objects and publics
within the framework of an intensive, durational
philosophy.10

Of Soccer Balls and Sardine Cans: The

Problem of Objects

Neither objectivity nor objectification (as in the
enscreenment of the human perceiver by the sar-
dine can that looks at Lacan), the transactional
view of objects is summed up in Bentley’s “Fiction
of the Retinal Image”:

“We do not, however, take the organism and
environment as if we could know them separately
in advance of our special inquiry, but we take their
interaction itself as subjectmatter of our special
study. We name this transaction to differentiate it
from interaction. We inspect the thing-seen not as
the operation of an organism upon an environ-
ment nor as the operation of an environment upon
organism, but as itself event.”11

Perhaps trans-actors are closer to Massumi’s
(Latour’s, Serres’) soccer ball: part subject and part
object; eventful and catalyzing while in play, tem-
porizing. Dewey makes a point, however, of cri-
tiquing Bergsonisms such as “the virtual,” particu-
larly when they seem to deny matter the same
duration and potential as that given to interior
states.12 Moreover, in contrast to Mark Hansen’s
recitation of a Bergsonian subtractive, or filtering,
perception, for Dewey, perception must always be
additive; “the virtual” ought not rely upon a “carv-
ing out” by perception of something already
there.13

Dewey, citing Peirce, counts perception as an
inquiry, or transformative act, rather than as an
intervening medium or a passive reception.

Object-lessons are thus little more than failed
experiments; cognition must be physical (as com-
pared to mental) and must be partially located in
the objects themselves. In this outgrowth of radi-
cal empiricism – set alongside James’ habits-from-
habitats, “I”-as-marker-of-position – objects
themselves become events, the results of inquiry.

The Forms of Water (Beyond the Water

Pump)

Knowing and the Known is the Dewey-Bentley
manifesto against concepts, against signifieds,
against mind-body dualisms, against skin, against
linguistic diseases, against epistemology. Dewey
and Bentley stake out the differences between the
interpretive modes of self-action, interaction and
trans-action.14 Relegating self-action to belief in
independent agency, and the prefix “inter” to a
preoccupation with the “in-between” of con-
nected yet separate parts, they take trans-activity
as their avowed methodology. Therein, the
hyphen is a conduit rather than a divider; knowing
and known comprise a single process and are
reciprocally changed.

How has Dewey described transactional
objects and their perception-events? On red: “Col-
ors are signs of what can be done and of how it
should be done in some inclusive situation.”15 On
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1 Helen Keller, Midstream: My Later Life, Doubleday, Doran 
& Company, New York, 1930, p. 317.

2 Ibid.
3 Cited in Roger Shattuck, “Introduction,” in: Helen Keller,

“The World I Live In,” in: New York Review of Books, New
York, 2004, pp. xxviii-xxix.

4 Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” in:
Mind, 59, 1950, p. 457.

5 See Jerry Fodor’s The Mind Doesn’t Work That Way, The
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2000, for a genealogy of com-
putational models for the brain, from Turing to cognitive
psychology.

6 Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans.
Geoffrey Winthrop-Young, Michael Wutz, Stanford Univer-
sity Press, Stanford, CA, 1999, pp. 22f.

7 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and
Modernity in the Nineteenth Century, The MIT Press, Cam-
bridge, MA, 2001, p. 16.

8 Diana Fuss, The Sense of An Interior: Four Writers and the
Rooms that Shaped Them, Routledge, New York and Lon-
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9 Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect,
Sensation, Duke University Press, Durham, 2002. For Mark
Hansen’s take on Bergson, see especially New Philosophy
for New Media, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004.

10 A website dedicated to “the transactional view” was
launched in June 2004, sponsored in part by Monash Uni-
versity. This site indicates the variegated discourse network
of transactionalism, from economics to feminist theory:
http://www.transactionalview.org/

11 Arthur F. Bentley, “The Fiction of the Retinal Image,” in: 
Inquiry into Inquiries: Essays in Social Theory, The Beacon
Press, Boston, 1954, p. 285.

12 For his critique of the virtual, see John Dewey, “Perception
and Organic Action,” in: Philosophy and Civilization,
Minton, Balch & Company, New York, 1931. For a critique
of the connotations of novelty and immateriality attached to
emergence, see John Dewey, Arthur F. Bentley, Knowing and
the Known, The Beacon Press, Boston, 1949, pp. 39, 129.

13 Dewey, 1931, op. cit., p. 214.
14 For comparison, see the pains Bruno Latour took in review-

ing actor-network theory: “With the new popularization of
the word network, it now means transport without defor-
mation, an instantaneous, unmediated access to every piece
of information.” Bruno Latour, “On Recalling ANT,” in:
Actor-Network Theory and After, John Hassard (ed.), Black-
well Publishing, Boston, 1999, p. 15.
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Logic, The Theory of Inquiry, Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
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Dewey’s Transactions
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paper: “[…] something to start a fire with; some-
thing like snow; made of wood-pulp; manufac-
tured for profit […]”16 On water: “[…] in which
one swims, which may drown us, which supports
boats, which as rain furthers growth of crops,
which in contemporary community life runs
machinery, including locomotives, etc., etc.”17

No More Robinsonnades (The Truth About

Common Sense)

These object-perceptions are always embedded in
common sense, meaning community uses and
enjoyments rather than “accepted traditions”.18

“This account of sense differs pretty radically from
the accounts of ‘sensation’ usually given in books
on psychology but nevertheless it tells how colors,
sounds, contacts actually function in giving direc-
tion to the course of human activity.”19 Language
acquisition and other “knowings” are neither
mimetic nor empathetic nor directly transmitted;
rather, in communication “something is literally
made common in at least two different centers of
behavior.”20 That is to say, while a “cross-refer-
encing” occurs, the communicants may be partici-
pating and perceiving in wholly distinct manners.
Also, although recorded language makes things
public, inquiry becomes the primary means of cul-
tural transmission. This trans-actional form of
knowing is kin to tendency, aspiration, and exper-
iment.

Lastly, all communication, from language to
gesture, is an “eventual and eventful” use or activ-
ity.21 Media extend immediacy; they, too, are
“men themselves in action”.22Affect, or embodied
semiosis, is of particular interest; it makes up an
unstable record of past experiences which, when
evoked, produces care for association, for the
interests of others and public affiliation. “Feelings
are no longer just felt. They have and they make
sense; record and prophesy.”23 Tracking the ety-
mological shift of concern from seeing to feeling, as
well as the subjective and objective connotations
of matter, Dewey and Bentley give us to under-
stand the trans-actional logic of perception.24

Public Experimentalism, Precarious

Existence

Dewey, in his lifetime, disputed accusations that
pragmatism was an “American heresy indicative of

an insensate love of keeping busy”.25 Even now,
scholars from Menand to Hardt and Negri link
pragmatist philosophy to (late) capitalist individu-
alism (not to mention the charges of moral rela-
tivism by more conservative interlocutors). While
Deweyan transactionalism is readily associated
with new institutional economics, it also shares
the complexion of the prefix “trans” in other
fields, such as gender studies. However, it must be
remembered that Dewey and Bentley proposed
trans-actionalism as a tactic rather than a system:
“We do not present this procedure as being more
real or generally valid than any other, but as being
the one now needed in the field where we
work.”26

Dewey – philosopher, university professor, ele-
mentary school principal – dedicated himself to
the “inferior knowledges” of learning and becom-
ing. Ultimately, he concluded that access and plan-
ning – of schools, of parliaments – were as essen-
tial as something like emergence to the guarantee
of extensive community. With experience-as-
experiment (active, affective, inquiring) applied to
humans and world alike, much was at stake in the
widening of publics and environments. Dewey
once declared, “Narrowing of the medium is the
direct source of all unnecessary impoverishment in
human living.”27 The consequences of a shrinking
public sphere (and in particular the suffocation of
the public within the confines of domestic values)
weigh heavily after the US election. At the same
time, the possibilities for trans-actionalism may as
easily be grave as promising; bad relations have
bad affects. “Fear, whether an instinct or an acqui-
sition, is a function of the environment. Man fears
because he exists in a fearful, an awful world. The
world is precarious and perilous.”28
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as the best occasion to redefine what it means to be enlightened

by the scientific instrumentarium. Scientific practice has offered the

best and most visible examples of public things. We are now all

entangled with the sciences. The great advantage of this situation

is that we share some of their callings as well as some of their

equipment and requirements. The down side is that the sciences

can no longer sit as a court of appeal for the vagaries of politics.

We have all set sail on a sea of controversies that depend on

indirect and sometimes incomplete proofs. The objects of science

are still objective, but they have become things, in great need of 

an assembly.

Filming the Art of Fact Making

Simulation Matters

Who’s Who in Scientific Papers

What’s the Demos of a Demo?

For a proof to prove anything, a public is needed. This public may

be restricted to a few colleagues or expanded to the whole world.

The divide between objects and things, between science and poli-

tics, has been completely modified by the development of modern

sciences. Whereas for the last three centuries the great idea was 

to replace the uncertainty of political arenas by the certainty of

scientific laboratories, there has recently been a sea change. The

very extension of scientific laboratories to the whole of human

activity has made their complex techniques of representation and

validation part and parcel of everyday life. Some see this profound

change as dimming the hopes of the Enlightenment; others take it
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How hard it now seems to provide proofs that win
over their public with confidence and security. In
an age of miracles (such as those of agribusiness
and the pharmaceutical corporations) and of
demons (WMD and grey goo), it would be nice if
there were indeed some way of designing effective
public experiments around these promises and
threats. “It would certainly, for example, be very
desirable, in order to the firm and clear establish-
ment of a miracle, that it should be performed in
the presence of the Academy of Sciences of Paris,
or the Royal Society of London, and the Faculty of
Medicine, assisted by a detachment of guards to
keep in due order and distance the populace, who
might by their rudeness or indiscretion prevent the
operation of the miracle.”1 As Voltaire here cun-
ningly observed 250 years ago, the demonstrative
force of a public show is entirely entangled with
the constitution and character of its public. So the
predicament of public experiment is part of the
puzzle of making things public. Whether within
corporate culture or within the social sciences, it
has become common to judge this as an unprece-
dented puzzle of our own times. Take, for exam-
ple, debates on genetically modified organisms.
Derek Burke, former chair of the British regulatory
committee on genetically modified (GM) foods,
director of Genome Research Ltd. and sometime
university chief, has noted, “We used to think, we
experts, that all we had to do was to decide
whether a novel food or process was safe or not
and a grateful public would accept what we said.”
A certain nostalgic tone informs Burke’s remarks:
“Scientists and the expert-approval processes are
no longer trusted as they once were.” Deference
has seemingly declined, the public has become
more ignorant about “careful scientific methods of
assessing risk,” pressure groups and lobbyists
increasingly mislead public debate, scientists must
abandon their prior assertive tone and the public

must be given an unprecedented forward place in
scientific programs.2

Reflect on the startling contrast between the
regimes of trust and doubt charted in remarks
such as Burke’s. How is this contrast supposed to
work? No demonstration could work well with-
out some prior consensus. As Steven Shapin
rightly claims, contemporary societies invest enor-
mous trust in hosts of experts. The problem is not
distrust of experts but deciding who they are in
any given case.3 There is a closely complementary
trouble, the nostalgia which informs worry about
the failure of trust. Nostalgia is a serious disease,
not an adequate epistemology. Burke reckons that
experts’ assurances no longer suffice and that the
public must at last be admitted to the realm of
expert labors. He is not alone. Impressively large
numbers of sociologists also say that contempo-
rary technoscience is peculiarly vexed by the shift
from deferential trust to noisy scepticism. The fan-
tasy is that once upon a time there were scientific
proofs that had their own cloistered puzzles distin-
guished firmly from those of public conviction.
But compare, as precedent, Adam Smith’s draft of
Wealth of Nations: “Let any ordinary person make
a fair review of all the knowledge which he pos-
sesses concerning any subject that does not fall
within the limits of his particular occupation, and
he will find that almost everything he knows has
been acquired at second hand, purchased in the
same manner as his shoes or stockings from those
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whose business it is to make up and prepare for
the markets that particular species of goods.”4

Enlightenment political economy thus supposed
that almost all knowledge was testimony,
acquired from specialists. The marketplace of
ideas was the same as that of commodity
fetishism. Nostalgia obscures this truth. It there-
fore seems worth meditating on aspects of the
past of public experiment to trace some political
consequences of the modern fantasy about trust
and experience.5

The idea that public experiment – somewhere
in the past – commanded effortless public assent
depends on a simple-mindedly Manichaean his-
tory. According to this story, there was once a
messily complex world dominated by local inter-
ests and recalcitrant powers opposed to a securely
cloistered milieu of experimental expertise whose
deliverances then at once convinced communities
outside the cloister. Such a tale, then, informs the
useful nostalgia of contemporary public science.
But in fact, public experiment was from the first a
remarkably heterogeneous enterprise. By attend-
ing to a few salient kinds of public experiment, we
can see better how interdependent have been pub-
lic politics, experimental knowledge and social
authority. The type of experiment which tells us
the most is the diagnostic trial. The philosopher
Ian Hacking has usefully noted the enormous vari-
ety of experimentation in early modern Europe,
ranging from tests and dissections to adventures
and diagnoses. Diagnosis was distinctively semi-
otic. The artists of diagnostic trials used what they
smelt, saw or touched as signs with which to
guess and conjecture about otherwise unobserv-
able things. According to Hacking, during the sev-
enteenth century “it became fashionable to regard
all experiment as diagnosis”.6

This fashion had a critical political implication.
In the form of the assay, the arts of diagnosis and
public experiment occupied vital sites and per-
formed indispensable political roles in early mod-
ern societies. We still lack an entirely adequate his-
tory of the relation between the assays run in early
modern states and the diagnostic trust vested in
experimental experts. Such a history would take
very seriously the consideration that social institu-
tions are made through communal performances
and that the knowledge made in such perform-

ances is itself constitutively communitarian. The
aim is to escape a kind of individualism that has
dominated much work on early modern knowl-
edge and its aftermath: The right to speak, and to
have some activities count as truth, are the basic
political questions here.7 The story of the experi-
mental method has been recounted without yet
fully acknowledging this political enterprise. With
this omission, history reinforces an importantly
nostalgic contrast between public scepticism and
sequestered trust. Assay work helps make sense of
fantasies about sciences’ trustworthiness, because
assays were in every sense trials of strength. They
both relied on and produced samples as com-
modities by tests of adulteration and purity. They
depended on and reinforced state authority by the
ritual performance of classificatory judgments.
They used sequestered spaces and personnel,
assay masters and their workplaces, and simulta-
neously established the rights of those persons
and places. The strength of a substance under test
was established by using the strength of the
resources deployed in the assay. Participants in the
trial came together because they were in dispute
about politically significant public things (res pub-
licae). In the very foundations of Roman law, the
Twelve Tables, a thing (res) was first and foremost
the matter in question. There was a subsequent
and telling slippage from the business disputed to
the thing at the dispute’s origin. These trials of
strength thus displayed potent hierarchies and art-
ful expertise in the same movement as helping
build them.8

The terminology of assaying nicely shows what
was at stake politically in public experiments’ art-
ful execution. In the early seventeenth century,
impressed by Michel de Montaigne’s Essais, Fran-
cis Bacon composed a set of similarly titled, briefly
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tentative moral reflections. Robert Boyle soon
adapted this kind of literary technology to his
experimental “essays”. Since then the English lan-
guage has somehow distinguished between essay
and assay, between literary work in library or
study and the messy labors of workshops, mines
or mints.9 Other languages make the distinction
fuzzier, as the paired terms essai/expérience and
Versuch/Probe indicate. A distinction that counted
in the early modern assay project was not so much
that between writing and experimenting or
between trusting and showing, as between trying
backstage and demonstrating on stage. Assayers
assembled putatively robust equipment whose
ways of working were already well-enough

known to allow inferences from trials’ outcomes.
This might then seem rather a sequestered enter-
prise conducted in a space that by keeping soci-
ety’s orders out let nature’s signs in. But assayers
also had their own social scenography. They had
to arrange for properly equipped and reliable col-
laborators, some whose labors made trials run,
others whose status and testimony as to the good
conduct and clear result of the test helped make it
count elsewhere. There was a kind of fiscal con-
noisseurship in the early modern state: Carefully
managed evaluations of quantity allowed robust
judgments of quality. Artfully tended flames,
chemical balances, touchstones, sensitive finger-
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tips, well-tuned ears all helped the act of assaying.
Hence Galileo’s decision to name his intervention
in the fierce dispute about comets in 1619-1623
Saggiatore (Assayer), dedicated to the pope, who
then had the work read to him during Vatican
meal times. In early modern states, assayers tried
coins, drugs and cloths; they also tasted food and
wine for poisons.10

Attention to the circumstances of their public
experiments shows how reversals of force and tri-
als of strength were used to demonstrate powers
in nature and, in the same gesture, to evince the
powers of experimenters. Consider the work of
Otto von Guericke, ingenious philosopher of vac-
uum pumps and agile political representative of
his home city, Magdeburg. This city had been
completely destroyed by imperial troops; Guer-
icke helped rebuild its arts and its polity. He devel-
oped techniques to demonstrate the powers of his
machines and to take part in imperial politics. The
principal forum for this politics in the wake of the
catastrophic wars of the earlier seventeenth cen-
tury was the Imperial Diet (Reichstag), such as that
held at Regensburg in 1653-1654. The Diet was a
ritual of political union, a forum for political nego-
tiation and an assertion of imperial power. That at
Regensburg notably marked the ultimate failure of
military imposition of central imperial authority
and the formulation of a new constitution for a
fatally divided political community. Negotiations
about political representation accompanied
debates about natural order. Guericke used the
assembly to assert the rights of his free city and to
display the powers of his machines: “One need
not dispute and take up arms against an opponent
who denies experiments that are completely reli-
able.” His enterprise did not “march into battle but
celebrates its victory and rests in the deep tranquil-
ity of truth”. Guericke’s public experiments were
thus designed as object lessons in the show of
power. They were well-staged exercises in which a
seemingly isolated and weak expert could master
the apparently overwhelming force of the many.
Teams of horses, huge weights or up to 100 men
could be overcome by artful manipulation of air,
cloth and metal. The iconography of his demon-
strations made the lesson clear. In some Jesuit ver-
sions of Guericke’s experiments, pneumatic trials
were performed by playful angels under the mas-

ter’s direction. Such angelic assistants, according
to Catholic doctrine, were peculiarly perceptive,
accurate and innocent. They performed functions
like those of the divine hand, capable of moving
the Earth itself with a mere flick of a lever. In the
version of his trials Guericke published in 1672,
this angelic conceit was replaced by evidence of
material force overcome by art. So equipped, “a
boy twelve to fifteen years old can lift a very heavy
weight”. The lesson was cosmological and power-
ful: The world system moved in real empty space,
and mundane devices could exploit this truth to
overcome local scepticism and resistance.11

The courtiers, philosophers and virtuosi gath-
ered in the new councils and academies of early
modern Europe knew the resources that these tri-
als of strength commanded. Experts’ authority
was tested in artfully staged public milieus. Mathe-
maticians would joust in competitive trials in
churches, so-called disfide where geometrical
demonstrators dueled each other for victory. Solu-
tions to the problem of mathematical knowledge
were taken to be solutions to the problem of polit-
ical order. As in Guericke’s shows at the Imperial
Diet, seemingly esoteric challenge questions such
as the quadrature of the circle were treated rather
directly as a means of showing political legitimacy.
To square the circle, to construct a regular
straight-line figure of exactly the same area as a
given circle, was a supreme if illusory task of the
mathematical expert. In some public settings, real-
izing such a figure turned into an exercise in
Realpolitik. In the Habsburg lands, ingenious mid-
seventeenth century Jesuit mathematicians such as
Gregory of St. Vincent and Albert Curtz proffered
artful solutions of recondite geometrical puzzles
as simultaneous solutions of otherwise intractable
puzzles of imperial authority. These devout
experts understood the public demonstration of
circle-squaring as what they called “the Austrian
problem” par excellence. For this was the chal-
lenge of reconciling the curvilinear orb of the
imperial state with the rectilinear altar of spiritual
power. They staged their demonstrations of these
mathematical techniques as demonstrations of the
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integrity of the troubled Empire and its ruling
dynasty.12

Assays run by such institutions mixed up the
categories of nature and art: Public judgments
were made of medicines, models and mathemati-
cal machines alike. Between 1666 and 1699 the
French crown spent more than 2 million livres on
its new Academy of Sciences. “The examination
performed by the Academy always depends on
these two principal points: first, one takes account
of whether the machine is effectively new, which
demands a great historical knowledge of all
machines; second, a machine must be useful and
easy enough to manage, and in discussing this
point the whole science of mechanics is put to
work.” This was a highly visible, spectacular and
authoritative assembly, which often acted as
assayer not only of its members’ enterprises but of
others’ in testing new devices, submitting new
observations and accumulating new specimens.
“It has become a voluntary tribunal to which indi-
viduals directly refer for a judgment, and it has
considered it an honour to respond to the trust
placed in it by the public.” 13 To assay was, pre-
cisely, to exercise trusted power over matters tem-
poral and spiritual. This was the social fact that
gave Voltaire’s telling joke about miracles its
point. Public assays were anything but isolated.
Their success relied explicitly on the strength and
the number of links between the settings where
trials were conducted and the milieus of patronage
and commerce, engineering and empire.

Consider a couple of assays performed in Flo-
rence in the summer of 1660. We might be
tempted radically to contrast the two sets of trials,
because one belongs to the history of dietetics, the
other to astronomy. Yet both were ritual perform-
ances of diagnostic judgment. Both hinged on the
exercise of political power over Florentine sub-
jects. Both certainly touched issues of decorum
and civic judgment. Radical artisans and courtly
physicians much debated the diagnostic and the
commercial worth of medical signs. Paracelsian
chemists, for example, commended antimony as a
laxative for humans, the noblest creatures,
because when heated the chemical purged impuri-
ties from the noblest metal, gold. The antimony
process was “a parable for the assaying of the res-
urrected body”. Academic medicine and newfan-

gled and lucrative herbs imported from the Ameri-
cas allegedly failed, while Paracelsian techniques
passed. So in May 1660, the Grand Duke Ferdi-
nand de’ Medici ordered an eight-month assay
program to produce a reliable yet gentle laxative
fit for courtly consumption. More than four dozen
Florentines were hauled in from the streets sur-
rounding the Pitti Palace, fed, given the laxative
and put in a locked room where their performance
was monitored by a court lackey. Redi led an assay
program directed at the subjects’ feces, each sam-
ple deposited in a chamber pot marked with a dif-
ferent color, weighed and analyzed. Over the next
few years, as the historian Jay Tribby aptly
recounts, the course of the assay was reworked
into a public memoir, an essay on artificial laxative
salts lacking all but a cursory reference to the
movements of these victims.14

At exactly the same time as the court physi-
cians were assaying Florentine stools in the Pitti
Palace, another cohort was assaying a different
model in a long gallery of the same building. The
Duke’s brother Leopold de’ Medici had been sent
a book by the Dutch natural philosopher Christi-
aan Huygens on the strangely shaped appearances
of Saturn, surveyed since Galileo’s time. Huygens
claimed his fine telescopes had at last revealed a
thin ring surrounding the planet and so resolved
astronomers’ puzzles. Italian instrument-makers
and French Jesuits responded furiously to assert
the virtue of their glassware and cosmology. Rela-
tions between the Grand Duchy and the Inquisi-
tion were at stake here. Duels of this kind, disfide,
were often assimilated to courtly contests, cimenti
della tavola, postprandial trials of virtue. This had
been precisely the context of Galileo’s assayer; it
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was repeated in the summer of 1660 by the Accad-
emia del Cimento at the Pitti Palace. The Floren-
tine assayers built physical models of Huygens’
Saturn scheme and of the hypothesis of his Jesuit
enemy, a member of the Roman Inquisition. They
put the Saturn models in turn at the end of a long
palace gallery and illuminated them with four
lamps. Then, once again, the experimenters sum-
moned Florentines from the street, not this time to
be fed and purged, but instead to gaze at the Sat-
urn models through a telescope from a distance of
60 feet and draw what they could see. “Many peo-
ple, among whom also some were very ignorant
men [persone idiote], who had not seen the shape
of this device from nearby were called upon to
observe it.” The fact that these street people could
reproduce the entire historical record of astro-
nomical observations of Saturn as the relative
position of Huygens’ model, ring and lamp was
changed convinced the assayers that this model
was just and the Jesuit Inquisitor false. And just as
in Redi’s eventual publication of his medical
recipes, so in this exactly contemporary case no
mention was publicly to be made of the mobiliza-
tion of assayers, models and subjects in judging
the matter of fact.15 These assays were highly the-
atrical yet tellingly sequestered forms of power,
judgment and proof.

Assay work mattered in public culture because
its artful judgments systematically played crucial
roles in securing early modern world pictures.
Consider as example the procedures surrounding
the most spectacular of courtly dramas of power
in this period, the ceremony of the royal touch. As
is urged by its greatest historian, Marc Bloch, the
ritual was related to an entire world view. Its critics
and rivals well knew that in seeking to imitate this
performance they would call the king’s power into
question. In the ritual of the royal touch, subjects
had apparently direct experience of the public
judgment of the body’s properties and their role in
the security of the regime. This was at once a sys-
tem of trusting and showing. The miraculous abil-
ity of the divinely ordained monarch to cure the
scrofulous simply by touching them was vouch-
safed in ceremonies surrounded by scrupulous
administrative assays. In England, where the prac-
tice was revived in force at the politically sensitive
moment of the Restoration, applicants had to turn

up in the capital with diagnostic certificates from
their parish priests. At the royal surgeons’ central
London office, the scrofulous would then be
tested and given tickets. Only after this bureau-
cratic assay could the suffering faithful then join
the ceremony itself, held at the center of royal
power in Whitehall, where they would be
processed in batches of 200. Once touched by the
monarch, the subjects would be given specially
minted gold coins, duly tested and signed for in
their turn.16 Such assay trials were designed to
answer questions of property, the properties of
objects and property rights over them. Because
assayers defined things as property, their assay rit-
uals simultaneously defined the contents of the
social and natural worlds.

We need a better political history of such rituals
in making sense of the credit of public experiment.
It is no coincidence that as the early-modern fiscal
state was constructed, so experts took on the role
of demonstrators in the commercial public sphere.
The sociologist Richard Sennett, for example, has
argued that the new social conditions of the great
eighteenth-century cities generated exactly the
kinds of puzzles of submission and scepticism
revived in force in our own technoscience. Citi-
zens were faced with “the question of living with
or being a stranger”. As conventional hierarchies
were challenged, resources for reliable judgment
were destabilized. “Because hierarchy became an
uncertain measure when dealing with a stranger,
the problem of audience arose.” This was espe-
cially the case for making natural knowledge.
Efforts were made to displace the difficulties of
credit with the material technologies of instru-
mental performance.17 Assay devices played a
fundamental role in the formation of enlightened
social practice. Such machines were often treated
as a means by which the esoteric truths of mathe-
matical philosophy might be diffused through
innumerate and polite social milieus. Willem
’sGravesande, newly appointed professor of
astronomy and mathematics at Leyden, told Isaac
Newton, “I have had some success in giving a taste
of your philosophy in this University; as I talk to
people who have made very little progress in
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mathematics I have been obliged to have several
machines constructed to convey the force of
propositions whose demonstrations they had not
understood.”18

This was a subtle move, an inversion of
strength from seemingly incomprehensible
rational demonstration to allegedly forceful exper-
imental performance.19 The notion that shows
convey a force that helps out reason owes much to
this history of assays. Historical reflection on pub-
lic assays shows how these rituals were trials of
strength that aided public experimenters. The
contents of the world were indeed defined by such
performances. We see this well in the history of
markets and empires. Societies deliberately culti-
vated interactions between assays, machines and
commodity production. Assay techniques
adopted by state experts such as Isaac Newton for
the coinage systems of the Royal Mint and for
public sciences then became relevant to states and
markets. Chemical stations were set up through-
out the country. Tobacco came under the micro-
scope; alcohol became a laboratory product.
Extraordinary provisions were made to discipline
and assess through strict examination and central
policing not merely the trade in these commodi-
ties but the quality of the analysts themselves.
These were some of the very first trained, profes-
sional, expert, laboratory scientists. The history of
the construction of such assayed goods and per-
sons is a history of the systematic, often contested,
production of tractable spaces of public commer-
cial technique and technicians. These spaces are
those of the modern state and its forms of expert-
ise. And because of these relations between public
rituals, state power and a heterogeneous range of
interests, they are also the spaces of unprecedent-
edly powerful lobbyists, those allegedly unac-
countable activists whom experts seem to fear and
loathe.20

The temptation, in the end, is to draw a rather
firm line between experts’ amiably deliberative
democracy and lobbyists’ paranoid eschatology.
The temptation is all the more seductive when
aided by nostalgia about a misty past of personal
trust and wariness about a troublesome present of
obligatory showmanship. This nostalgia tries to
make sense of the force of expertise by denying its
place in the world of power and, instead, making

scientific expertise into something like an unchal-
lengeable secret of state. In a brilliant analysis of
this process, the sociologist Georg Simmel identi-
fies “this jealousy of the knowledge about facts
hidden to others” as a decisive aspect of political
action, and especially in forming relations of
“reciprocal confidence” (Vertrauen).21

So there is likely to be an important relation
between mutable confidence and the shifting poli-
tics of experts’ identity. We see this best, perhaps,
in wartime. The term “demonstration” possesses a
specific military meaning: In Clausewitzian jargon
demonstrations are maneuvers designed to dis-
tract enemy attention from the real action or else
to convince the enemy that force can and will be
used. Military enterprises mix distraction and
threat. In May 1945, politicians and scientists chat-
ted over a Pentagon lunch about whether a “non-
military demonstration” of atomic weapons could
end the war. Robert Oppenheimer, for one,
doubted that such a show would be sufficiently
startling. But such a demonstration was strongly
urged by a lobby of Chicago physicists, recom-
mending that witnesses observe it in some unin-
habited area such as a desert or a barren island.
Others contemplated dropping the weapon on
Japan’s redwood forests, or at sea. Yet Washington
leadership, both politicians and physicists,
remained sure that no technical demonstration,
Oppenheimer’s “firecracker over a desert,” would
end the war. It is significant how important in
these debates was the role of public trust. For the
Chicago physicists, “it will be very difficult to per-
suade the world that a nation which was capable 
of secretly preparing and suddenly releasing a 
new weapon as indiscriminate as the rocket bomb
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[V-weapons] and a thousand times more destruc-
tive is to be trusted”.22

Citizens and experts were provoked seriously
to reflect once again on these nuclear demonstra-
tions and their trustworthiness on the bomb’s fifti-
eth anniversary, at precisely the moment when the
Enola Gay was to be displayed at the Smithsonian
Institution’s National Air and Space Museum.
Debates about this exhibit, first put on in 1995 and
then again in a reworked and less apologetic lay-
out in late 2003, indicate just how showing and
trusting work in the nuclear world. Gen. Jack Dai-
ley, current director of the NASM, remarks that
the new display “delivers the facts and allows peo-
ple to understand these facts within the context of
their own beliefs”. Communal agreement about
whether the facts have been delivered depends on
the establishment of just such communal beliefs. A
familiar regress emerges at the intersection
between public demonstration and public trust.

Real firestorms and real wars are absurdly replayed
as media firestorms and history wars.23 Certain
kinds of nostalgia must be contested in the name
of a better account of the sciences’ polity, a story
of a hybrid world of ritualized performances in
which artful judgments of purity and property
were made with the force of law and the state.
These performances defined the role of art and
nature, society and cosmos, in the same set of ges-
tures. There was no absolutely closed world
whose lessons were accepted elsewhere deferen-
tially, nor an open universe in which all equally
debated the right. The history of experiment and
expertise has not always known how to link its
tales with those of such demonstrations, rituals,
committees and Diets. Yet if it did, we might no
longer be faced with the appalling trial of strength
between the “rudeness and indiscretion” of two
oddly balanced figures, the conspiracy theorist
and the deferential consumer.
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18 ’sGravesande to Newton, June 13/24, 1718, in: A. Rupert
Hall, “Further Newton Correspondence,” in: Notes and
Records of the Royal Society, 37, 1982, pp. 7-34, on p. 26;
Thomas L. Hankins, Robert J. Silverman, Instruments and
the imagination, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1995,
pp. 37-43.

19 Bruno Latour, “The force and reason of experiment,” in:
Experimental enquiries, Homer Le Grand (ed.), Reidel, 
Dordrecht, 1990, pp. 49-80.

20 Peter W. Hammond, Harold Egan, Weighed in the Balance: 
a History of the Laboratory of the Government Chemist,
HMSO, London, 1992, pp. 2-32; William Ashworth,
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England 1640-1845, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003,
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Press, New York, 1950, pp. 330ff., 345.

22 Len Giovannitti, Fred Freed, The decision to drop the bomb,
Methuen, London, 1967, chapters 5-6; Dennis D. Wain-
stock, The decision to drop the atomic bomb, Praeger, West-
port, 1996, chapter 2; Gar Alperovitz, The decision to use the
atomic bomb and the architecture of an American myth,
Harper Collins, New York, 1995, chapters 12-13.

23 Vera Zolberg, “Contested remembrance: the Hiroshima
exhibit controversy,” in: Theory and society, 27, 1998,
pp. 565-590; Martin Harwit, An exhibit denied: lobbying the
Enola Gay, Copernicus, New York, 1996; Tom Engelhardt,
Edward T. Linenthal (eds), History wars: the Enola Gay and
other battles for the American past, Owl Books, New York,
1996.



How does one organize a debate and involve ordi-
nary citizens in decisions on technical issues that
seem comprehensible only to a small number of
specialists? We know what Walter Lippmann1

proposed: Turn the public’s weakness, its incom-
petence, into a strength. Precisely because the
public has no direct interests in the issues under
discussion, it is in a position to be a reasonable
arbitrator.

Some procedures set up in the past two
decades have proved Lippmann to be right. Con-
sensus conferences, popularized in the 1980s by
the Scandinavian countries, bring together appro-
priate groups composed of laymen selected ran-
domly, as in ancient Greek democracy or contem-
porary juries. Their explicit mission is to seek
adjustments between the points of view and inter-
ests of the different stakeholders and their sup-
porters in order to achieve an acceptable modus
vivendi among them.

The idea is insightful that each of us is disabled
and that the construction of collectives must take
advantage of the existence of those disabilities. It
applies not only to the public itself; the issue of
disabilities also concerns the actual process of
making things public, when matters of concern
emerge and, with them, concerned groups. These
groups, when they start to express their worries,
are like disabled persons. They feel that something
is going wrong, but they lack the competencies
that would enable them both to name the prob-
lems preoccupying them and to conceive of viable
solutions. They are in need of socio-cognitive
prostheses. But, as nobody is able to provide them
with such equipment, this situation of weakness
could be transformed into a position of strength
by becoming the best experts on the problems
they and other groups face.

As a growing source of socio-technical issues
and controversies, economic markets and their

functioning enable us to show how a concerned
group takes advantage of its disabilities to build up
relevant and original competencies. In the first sec-
tion of this paper, I briefly describe economic mar-
kets as a machine producing matters of concern. I
then suggest that concerned groups, which partic-
ipate in the expression of such matters, gradually
acquire original competencies based on their
socio-cognitive disabilities and are thus able to
transform private concerns into public issues.

Markets as Producers of Concerned

Groups

The question of unexpected effects of action is at
the heart of economic theory, especially in the
concept of externalities. Externalities create mat-
ters of concern, although they are not the only
sources; many others exist that can be attached to
what economists call market failures. For a com-
plete picture of these failures and the matters of
concern produced by them, we need to consider
the fundamental mechanisms of framing and over-
flowing.

Let us start with framing. For a market to func-
tion, the economic agents and the goods pro-
duced and consumed need to be identified with
precision. This identification implies a high level of
asymmetry between the competencies of the for-
mer and those of the latter. The distinction
between human and non-human entities, or sim-
ply between humans and non-humans, is useful
for qualifying the division of the world into two
ontological families: Any market ceaselessly
reproduces the boundary between the objects to
which economic activities apply and the subjects
who carry out those activities. These framings are
the source of three types of matters of concern: 
a) the first relates to the definition of the boundary
between humans and non-humans; b) the second
pertains to the nature of the competencies with
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which humans are or should be endowed; 
c) finally, the third is the consequence of the first
two and concerns the fundamental issue of irre-
versibilities and the opening up of choices of pos-
sible worlds.

a) To function smoothly, economic markets
require goods transformed into objects that can be
grasped in productive activities or engaged in
transactions and on which calculations can be
done. They are expected to have a certain form of
passivity or at least of predictable (framed) behav-
ior. This requirement is not easy to meet, espe-
cially when markets involve living entities, since
the boundary between humans and non-humans
then becomes fuzzy and a source of dispute.
Today matters of concern generated by the fram-
ing of goods are proliferating, as is evidenced in
controversies on such subjects as the patentability
of the human genome, the merchandization of the
human body and the possibility of doing research
on therapies using embryo stem cells.

b) Market framing produces a second type of
matter of concern. With what competencies
should economic agents be equipped for markets
to function smoothly? The answer depends on the
markets under consideration and their modes of
organization. Since different forms of markets
exist, it follows that economic agents have differ-
ent anthropological profiles, in other words, that
there are different types of Homines economici. In
network markets, which are becoming predomi-
nant, a new type of human being is starting to
prosper, those individuals who are supposed to be
capable of defining projects and reacting swiftly to
changes in their environment. They also have to
be able to interact flexibly with other agents and to
move about from one network to another. Finally,
they are accountable for their actions.

Can such omnipotent agents exist? Are they
not pure fiction? Can the ordinary employee or
consumer reasonably be expected to have such
exceptional competencies? A neat way of answer-
ing these questions is to consider that all eco-
nomic agents are comparable to disabled persons.
The question is not whether they have intrinsic
qualities to survive and prosper in network mar-
kets; it is whether they benefit or not from socio-
technical compensations, prostheses or arrange-
ments enabling them to cope. It is because such

1 Walter Lippmann, The Phantom Public, Transaction Publish-
ers, New Brunswick and London, 2002 [1927].

equipment is not available to all – some do not
have enough social, economic or cultural capital –
that agents’ competencies become matters of con-
cern. This source of preoccupations relative to
economic agents is simply a particular case of a
more general cause: that of disabled people’s place
in our societies. Hence, its extraordinary force.

c) The third type of concern produced by the
framing of markets relates to the fact that it gives
birth to orphan groups. The mechanisms behind
this form of proliferation of the social correspond
to what economists call socio-technical lock-in.
Of all possible worlds, markets select and allow
only a few of them. It is not that the others are not
viable; it is simply a matter of increasing returns.
Accidents in history, power struggles, social net-
works and investments in research select a trajec-
tory that, once chosen, becomes irreversible since
(almost) all the agents stand to gain from contin-
ued investments. These lock-in phenomena create
singular worlds that can rarely be undone and that
we are destined to live in. Of all conceivable
options, those that finally favored the internal-
combustion-engine vehicle – therapies based on
the chemical properties of molecules and the cen-
tralized production of electricity, for instance –
were all imposed on us and robbed us of access to
other worlds. The concentration of investments in
certain socio-technical configurations sets out tra-
jectories that exclude groups whose demands are
not taken into consideration. Orphan groups are
multiplying. For example, orphan diseases, rather
than being exceptions, are becoming the rule. The
development of information and communication
technologies is also constantly producing new
exclusions.

Even when framings are carefully prepared and
executed, they are never entirely successful. To
examine the different types of overflowing, it is
therefore useful to start with the framings
described above.

a) In an economic market, goods have to be
framed. If they are to be the object of a transfer of
property, in due form, they have to be trans-
formed into something whose behaviors are both
predictable and, if possible, describable in the form
of a contract. If they behave uncontrollably, if the
wildness of things gets the upper hand, the market
functioning is compromised: Calculations are
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the question of the modalities of intellectual prop-
erty, is becoming a subject of concern: Some peo-
ple think they must be tolerated or encouraged;
others consider that an attempt must be made to
counter them.

To sum up, economic markets are devices that
produce countless matters of concern closely
linked to the operations of framing and overflow-
ing at the core of their functioning. Framings trig-
ger worries and concerns over the way in which
the boundary is set between humans and non-

humans, agents and goods. They also produce
concerns relative to the abilities that agents have
to act as fully-fledged agents and to the multiple
disabilities affecting them. Finally, they are the
source of protests against the exclusion of worlds
that may be preferable to those that have been
selected. Other issues are spawned by overflow-
ings, which frames are unable to contain. Affected
groups are mobilized against unwanted overflow-
ings of goods that produce effects judged as unde-
sirable. Groups are also fighting for new forms of

impossible, and contracts are null and void. These
overflowings correspond to what economists call
externalities: An action causes an externality if it
affects people, other than the decision-makers,
without compensation. Those overflowings that
stem from problems in framing goods fit this defi-
nition. Traffic jams, chemical pollution of a river
by industrial waste, air pollution, noise pollution
near an airport, greenhouse gases that trigger cli-
mate change and threaten entire countries, the
consumption of alcohol and tobacco that burden
social security systems, prions that escape the ani-
mal-feed production industry and skip the species
barrier without warning, genes administered to
“bubble” babies that unexpectedly cause cancer
cells to proliferate: The list of overflowings related
to the failures of framing of goods, at the time of
their production, circulation or consumption,
grows longer by the day. Biotechnologies, which
are supplanting the physical sciences, supply mar-
kets with living entities that tend to live their lives
and defy economic agents. They produce effects
that are perceptible to some but not always easy to
define and measure. The identification and under-
standing of these effects requires the creation of
groups that qualify as affected. These groups may
be concerned for a thousand different reasons,
sometimes because their very existence is affected,
as in the case of people living around Minamata
Bay in Japan, people who were dying of a strange
illness; sometimes groups are concerned because
they are worried about the effects produced on
distant groups and on humanity in general, as in
the case of experts who draw attention to the pos-
sible effects of climate change.

b) I have noted that framing also applies to eco-
nomic agents themselves. The framing of an agent
is in itself problematical; disciplining bodies and
minds has its limits, for the human being is at least
as recalcitrant as are goods produced and distrib-
uted. Economics has studied these overflowings
systematically, for instance by analyzing agents’
opportunistic behaviors or the information asym-
metries that complicate operations of delegation
between a principle and an agent, or by listing the
conditions of execution of contracts. The proba-
bility of the occurrence of overflowings produced
by the agents themselves increases along with the
importance of activities of creation, research and

innovation, which imply that the agents have the
required autonomy to propose new courses of
action. For example, the lasting success of Silicon
Valley can be ascribed to the (organized) tolerance
of overflowings. Engineers easily moved from one
firm to another, making the knowledge and inno-
vations developed in one firm available to the
next. This exemplary success has helped to show
that alternative and innovative forms of organiza-
tion of creative work are conceivable. Today the
organization of these overflowings, which raises
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Photo © AFP/E-Lance M edia, photo: AFP/Patrick Bernard
■ A squadron of riot police are called in to guard a fie ld of
supposed transgenic corn, September 8, 2001 in Viraze il,
when, in response to the call made by the Confédération
Paysanne in Aquitaine , M O DEF , ATTAC , the Green party of 
Lot-et-Garonne , and the Défense du monde rural, some 200
people gather to demonstrate against the presence of G M Os
(Genetically Modiefied Organisms) in the area. 
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Photo © AFP/E-Lance M edia ■ José Bové , spokesperson for the
Confédération paysanne , cuts down a fie ld of transgenic rape-
seed , April 13, 2000 in Gaudies (Ariege), during an operation of
about 300 anti-G M O activists against the two hectares of trans-
genic rapeseed . 



appropriation and coordination of competencies,
with the aim of promoting goods or services 
that the dominant forms of organization were
incapable of conceiving. Whether they frame 
too well or too badly, whether they overflow a lot
or a little, markets are destined to produce matters
of concern and, along with them, concerned
groups.

How Do Concerned Groups Acquire Compe-

tence?

Matters of concern exist only if the concerned
groups create them as such by making them visi-
ble and perceptible in the public sphere.

However, the establishment of a concerned
group, to help make certain issues and things pub-
lic, involves a process of exploration and experi-
mentation that gradually endows that group with
the competencies it needs to clarify its preoccupa-
tions, to demonstrate the existence of those issues
and to organize investigations on possible solu-
tions. Each category of concern produced by mar-
kets could serve as an example to show how the
formation of groups is directly linked to the devel-
opment of competencies that reduce the socio-
cognitive disabilities of their members. A few
examples will suffice.

Take the case of the formatting of economic
agents and of the concerns induced by the asym-
metries of competencies between supply and
demand. In order to highlight those asymmetries
and to combat them, consumer unions organize
tests and experiments designed to (re)qualify
products and evaluate their performance. The
resulting accumulation of information and data
helps to reduce the socio-cognitive handicaps that
cripple consumers. The knowledge thus accumu-
lated and diffused enables supermarket customers
to defy the power of calculations proposed by the
professionals of distribution. Either these profes-
sionals take the analyses done by these unions into
consideration in their decisions or they incorpo-
rate the results into their supply. Consumers are
thus re-equipped, owing to the collective con-
struction of competencies enabling them, as indi-
vidual agents, to make their own choices rather
than having to accept those proposed by the dis-
tributors. Likewise, to show that the employee of
network markets does not have the required com-

petencies to survive as an agent with projects, indi-
vidually responsible for his/her results, in-depth
inquiries have to be carried out by those who are
suffering from exclusion or by their spokesper-
sons. Without this investigative work, highlight-
ing the need to equip employees with the compe-
tencies they need to become Homines economici
of a new kind2, individuals’ trials and tribulations
would remain private affairs, depoliticized once
and for all.

Another example is a group affected by an
industrial overflowing. The story took place in
northern Japan in the 1960s and started with com-
plaints by people affected by a strange problem
that they could only define as: itai-itai, “I’m sore”.
To concretize the existence of this disease (still
called itai-itai in a permanent reminder of the
extent of the initial incompetencies) and prove
that it was caused by the cadmium-rich waste of a
nearby mine, inhabitants of the area formed a
research collective including lawyers, doctors and
academics. Eventually this collective was able to
persuade the mine managers to introduce an inno-
vation regime under which the inhabitants of the
area would be treated and the mine would become
more profitable. The mine engineers, handicapped
by their shortsightedness, and the patients, unable
to put a name to their disease, transformed them-
selves into a collective with rich and varied compe-
tencies.

The establishment of collectives that undertake
research and experiments to characterize the
problems posed by markets and to solve them is
starting to be well documented in the case of
orphan groups. In the past decade, several patient
organizations set out to participate actively in
research or tests on their diseases. From isolated
and incompetent lay persons, they have become
members of highly competent collectives. Like-
wise, by organizing intellectual property rights dif-
ferently, communities like these, developed
around the design and diffusion of open sources,
have demonstrated the limits of existing rules and
the possibility of imagining new ones. They have,
moreover, given users the possibility of develop-
ing their know-how by participating in innovation.

Very often the different types of concerned
groups merge, combining different matters of
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concern and creating impressive pools of compe-
tencies. A collective of socio-cognitive disabled
persons thus makes way for a highly multi-com-
petent collective. Take a case that Vololona
Rabeharisoa and I have studied in detail, of an
organization formed to combat muscular dystro-
phy. Patients are mobilized on all fronts and deal
simultaneously with all types of matters of con-
cern. They struggle to ensure that each patient
taken individually benefits from the compensation
and assistance he/she needs to have access to
employment, and they fight alongside those who
demand a society accessible to all disabled per-
sons. In fact, they expect society to adjust to indi-
vidual singularities, not the opposite. They mili-
tate for embryo stem-cells to be a research object,
redefining (and they know what they are talking
about!) what is human and what is non-human,
what can be objectified and what cannot. They
criticize the technico-economic choices of aca-
demic research and industry, which showed no
interest in their diseases for a long time, and
launch their own research programs. In order to
do so, they establish norms facilitating the free
flow of knowledge within a community of knowl-
edge and innovation, linking up patients, doctors
and biologists. Finally, they personally keep watch
over the secondary effects of the clinical trials in
which they are engaged, equipping themselves
with devices to spot any overflowing of molecules,
prostheses or vectors with which they have
equipped their ill bodies. From impaired, disabled
individuals, they become a highly competent
group able to cope with their multiple sources of
worry.

The Strength of Democracy is in Citi-

zens’ Weakness

Imagine a society consisting primarily of disabled
persons who are socio-cognitive individuals. How
can it be transformed into a democracy, when
markets are constantly spawning new controver-
sies, the technical content of which is becoming
increasingly esoteric?

Lippmann’s paradoxical answer remains rele-
vant. In fact, its scope is even generalized. It is in
the very existence of these disabilities that a glim-
mer of hope for democracy lies. Why? First is the
point that Lippmann made, that because the pub-
lic’s main advantage when it arbitrates in a contro-
versy is that it is not involved in the issues, it is
well-placed to transcend particular interests and
to conceive of an acceptable modus vivendi. Sec-
ond is the point suggested in this chapter, that the
shaping of problems and issues that the public will
have to be arbitrator on is more and more fre-
quently produced by lay people who, when they
trigger the emergence of these issues, have no par-
ticular competence for treating them but by
becoming concerned, transform their incompe-
tence into strength. It is their initial ignorance that
enables them to dare to explore new paths and to
develop original competencies. Democracy is
therefore entirely an affair whose success depends
on the engagement of disabled persons. This
engagement protects the issue from the risk of
being hijacked – as Michels and Mosca3 so rightly
feared – by elites with no ambition other than put-
ting it at the service of their own interests.

If disabled persons are to play this strategic
part, procedures are required. First, the public, as
defined by Lippmann, is able to arbitrate only if the
issues are made public and the protagonists agree
to expose their arguments in detail; well-organ-
ized controversies provide publics with all the
clues and resources they need to arbitrate. Second,
the lay people who constitute concerned groups
have to be able to construct research collectives
and to launch investigations, without which mat-
ters of concern will remain private and unsolvable.
It is because these emerging issues are unprece-
dented and without clear solutions that they have
to be made public, carried by groups that take
advantage of their ignorance and their socio-cog-
nitive disabilities to develop original and relevant
competencies. Disabled persons of all countries,
unite! The fate of democracy is in your hands.

Translated from the French by Liz Carey-Libbrecht

2 Competencies that they can acquire through on-going edu-
cation; competencies that are attached to them and taken
into account in career management; competencies distrib-
uted in the working environment.

3 Gaetano Mosca, The Ruling Class, McGraw-Hill, New
York, 1939; Robert Michels, Political Parties, The Free Press,
Glencoe, 1949.
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The expression may sound disturbing to our
(modern) sensibility, but Plato really did compare
the political leader to the breeder. The German
philosopher Peter Sloterdijk took this theme up in
order to point to the failings of humanism and –
rather ambiguously – to call for a “new man”. He
then became the target of a polemic orchestrated
by Jürgen Habermas, who used his media connec-
tions in a way quite unbefitting a defender of com-
municative rationality. However, it is certainly not
the case that the analysis of democratic politics
can do without the rules and constraints that
allow such a politics to be practiced in complex
societies with ever-greater numbers of citizens.
Now, these procedures tend to remain rather per-
functory and mainly reduce the richness of delib-
eration to elections by acclamation. It is as if the
citizen in an advanced democracy had the entirety
of his linguistic potential reduced to the capacity
to declare, “I choose this candidate” (in an elec-
tion), “I approve this issue” or reject it (in a refer-
endum) or even “I abstain and shall go fishing”. To
be sure, results of elections or referendums can be
interpreted as one likes, ad libitum, and one can
also distinguish between electoral democracies
and democracies of expression, implication and
intervention.1

Curiously enough, the possibility of more inno-
vative types of discursive rules, which might
enable a greater degree of “publicity” and thus
allow for more sustained and articulated forms of
citizen expression, emerges at a locus of particu-
larly great complexity, the interface between the
sciences and society. The elaboration of these
rules is very useful in the area of participative tech-
nological evaluation (PTE). To be sure, there is
nothing new about taking account of the impact
of technological innovations on society2 or about
the concern for the democratic response to this
impact (for example, the consequences of such

innovations for society and specifically the
affected population). One finds such concern in
John Dewey’s pragmatism, as an overall project
for the human and social sciences.3 It was pre-
cisely in order to bring to light and evaluate these
consequences that Dewey developed an entire
(and voluminous) theory of inquiry.4 Increased
participation by the public, as called for in PTE, is
not specific to this area.5

Aside from providing a legal foundation for
principles such as the participation of the public,
or the principle of precaution,6 the main innova-
tions have to do with the production of “socio-
political experimentations”. I will try and show
that these methods reflect explicit choices, which
privilege and take charge of certain phases of pub-
lic evaluation. This article necessarily presents a
selective view, which leaves out other possible
approaches such as the analysis of the disparities
between procedures as announced and the effec-
tive outcomes of these procedures,7 the implicit
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social ontologies of the procedures or compar-
isons between them.8 I have chosen four methods
that are extremely different in their approach
towards evaluations.

Plentiful Socio-Political Innovations

The methodological wealth that has recently been
apparent in the area of PTE can be stated in a sim-
ple enumeration: citizen juries, consensus confer-
ences, deliberative conferences, Delphi and
charette methods, expert panels, focus groups,
planning teams, script-writing workshops, con-
sumer workshops focused on “visions of the
future,” global cafés, direct initiatives and referen-
dums, public surveys, public auditions, opinion
polls (with or without deliberation), multiple
choice questionnaires, discussion and negotiation
between interest groups, citizens’ councils and
committees, voting conferences, interactive tech-
nological evaluation (TE), constructivist TE of
consumers, interdisciplinary working groups and
political role-playing.9

These experiments can take place in a synchro-
nous or asynchronous manner, in the presence of
participants or by means of various technological
mediations, such as information and communica-
tion technology. They vary according to their
motivation at their time of conception (focus on
counseling or decisions), their aims (cartography
of the diversity of positions, consensus-building or
deliberative disagreement), their themes (public or
little-known, complex and controversial), the
social and institutional context, the moment of
their realization, the human and financial means
that they have and, last, their modes of “arrange-
ment”. This last ranges from the definition of the
objectives, recruitment and equity in the imple-
mentation of the procedures to the carrying out of
the decisions and perhaps the involving of political
figures in the procedures.

P
u
b
l
i
c
E
v
a
l
u
a
t
i
o
n

R
e
b
e
r

1 See Pierre Rosanvallon, “Le mythe du citoyen passif,” in: Le
Monde, June 20-21, 2004, pp. 1, 14.

2 They already were a particular concern of the philosopher
Hans Jonas, as early as 1959. Cf. Hans Jonas, Das Prinzip
Verantwortung: Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische
Zivilisation, Insel, Frankfurt, 1979 [The Imperative of
Responsibility. In Search of an Ethics for the Technological
Age, trans. Hans Jonas, David Herr, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, 1984].

3 John Dewey, The Public and its Problems [1927], Gateway
Books, Chicago, 1946.

4 John Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, Henry Holt,
New York, 1938.

5 For instance, Robert A. Dahl, On Democracy, Yale Univer-
sity Press, New Haven, CT, 1998, but also the experiments
in local democracy that have become increasingly frequent
in the last 10 years, with in particular the possibility of vot-
ing on a (small) participative budget, as in the Parisian sub-
urb of Saint-Denis.

6 See, for example, the French law on local democracy
(démocratie de proximité), which redefined the statutes of
the National Commission on Public Debate (law 2002-276
of February 27, 2002), or, further, law 95-101 of February 2,
1995, known as the “loi Barnier,” which reinforces the pro-
tection of the environment (Book II in the new rural code).

7 See Bernard Reber, “La morale dans l’évaluation des OGM
à l’épreuve de la confrontation démocratique,” forthcoming.

8 See Bernard Reber, “Critique de l’évaluation technologique
participative en Europe,” forthcoming.

9 For more detailed, but not exhaustive presentations, see
Nikki Slocum, Participatory Methods Toolkit. A Practitioner’s
Manual, United Nations University, Bruges, 2003; for
France see Le catalogue des instruments, handbook pub-
lished for the National Commission on Public Debate, 2004.

Public Evaluation and 
New Rules for “Human Parks”
Bernard Reber

Sam Sweezy, O ld South M eeting House, Boston, 1997, © Sam Sweezy



Submitting an Issue to Discussion:

Citizen Juries

As its name indicates, this was originally a type of
legal deliberation, specifically, in jury procedures
and assize courts. Twelve to 24 people, selected at
random, are invited for a period of three days to a
week to give their opinion, by vote or in an agree-
ment, on a given issue.10 Jurors are selected
according to their degree of closeness to the issue
as well as to certain socio-demographic categories
(age, profession, gender, place of residence, cul-
tural identity).11 A significant amount of work
over four to five months is done by an advisory
committee, a working group and two moderators.
These three groups are responsible for laying out
the mandate or “charge” (chef d’accusation), to
stay with the trial metaphor. This distinctive
methodological element is elaborated with great
care. The charge can end up being divided. The
task assigned to the persons selected in phone
interviews is to base their judgment on what they

hear from witnesses and experts, presented either
alone or in panels. The issue is explained to the
jurors by these experts, but other, more “neutral”
individuals are also available to assist the jurors,
either at the beginning of the auditions or as long
as they last. At least half of the time allotted to this
phase is devoted to answering the questions of the
jurors. The deliberation that follows can take up to
a day in order to arrive at an agreement, if possible.
This deliberation focuses on a single question or, if
necessary, on work done in sub-groups on each
sub-theme. All information derived from pro or
con arguments (or propositions that are effectively
voted for) is presented in the final report, which
becomes a key source for the individuals initiating
the procedure. The latter demand that the moder-
ators have a great deal of skill, since they must not
only chair the discussions but facilitate delibera-
tion and synthesis, while ensuring that answers
remain on track in terms of the question posed.
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Large-Scale Participation: Etats Gé-

néraux

Many PTE-type processes have been criticized for
being too enclosed, too much of a “Loft Story”
environment,12 with too few participants. In order
to respond to this criticism and to revive the old
French tradition of Estates-General or General
Assemblies (Etats Généraux), two types of ques-
tions – food and health – have been widely
debated. The example I’ve chosen here is the Etats
généraux de l’alimentation. Que voulons-nous
manger?13 (a general assembly on food issues enti-
tled “What do we want to eat?”).

These meetings can be separated into two
phases, a preparatory stage and an institutional
stage.

The preparatory stage involved three modes of
consultation:

1) An opinion poll, both qualitative and consul-
tative, was conducted by the Ipsos agency, so as to
identify the expectations, inquiries, contradictions
and overall perception of the information pertain-
ing to food. The results were made public in five
regional forums, which were held for 10 days in
Lille, Lyon, Nantes, Marseille and Toulouse.

2) Five “pre-forums” brought together approx-
imately 100 people (eight tables of 12 people
each), citizens, consumers and professionals from
the food industry. These discussion groups were
filmed and took place in the presence of the sociol-
ogists in charge of evaluating the entire process.
The subsequent forums were organized in the
same five cities. The discussions were meant to
reach consensus but also to identify contradictory
consumer expectations. They were completed by
public debates organized throughout France by
three consumer groups, on the specific theme of
genetically modified organisms.

3) During the entire process of the Etats
Généraux, a website was provided, in order to
both inform the public and receive questions.

The institutional stage was in two parts:
1) Regional forums with 500 people were

established in order to allow for an interactive dis-
cussion between local figures in the food sector,
grass-roots organizations, elected officials and
health and education professionals. The themes
that were discussed stemmed from opinion polls
but also from the pre-forums. The setting resem-

bled a TV set, with a seven-person table for the
experts, an eight-person podium for “members of
civil society,” and a third space for the journalist-
MC, accompanied by a philosopher or sociologist
in charge of synthesizing or re-initiating the dis-
cussion.

2) The National Conference of the Etats
Généraux, held on December 13, 2000, at the
Grande Arche de la Défence in Paris, brought
together more than 700 people, some of whom
had participated in the regional forums. Also pres-
ent were figures from the agricultural and food
industries, health professionals, consumer associa-
tions, representatives of local government, public
health officials, members of the press, scientific
experts and three ministers. The speeches alter-
nated between institutional discourse, excerpts
from the pre-forums and the regional forums
(including filmed excerpts), statements regarding
four possible scenarios for the future and debates
with the audience. The Prime Minister pro-
nounced the concluding remarks.

Group Inquiries: Consensus-Oriented

Conferences

Consensus-oriented conferences, citizen assem-
blies or public forums comprise the emblematic
apparatus of what some call, a little easily, “techni-
cal democracy”. A group of 10 to 30 people is
brought together for a total of seven days over
three week-ends. Their goal is to prepare a confer-
ence at which experts will be heard, regarding
questions stemming from a public scientific con-
troversy. These citizens can be chosen by a polling
organization, in a lengthy process designed to
select “the most neutral individuals” or “the most
naive”14 ones; they can also be selected through
newspaper advertisements. The first two week-
ends focus on acquiring knowledge about the
premises and consequences of the chosen theme,
collectively laying out the topics and questions for
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10 See Keiko Veasey, Citizen Jury Handbook, Jefferson Center,
Minneapolis, 2002.

11 Some handbooks speak of “race”.

12 The term refers to a French reality TV show, Loft Story,
which filmed almost 24 hours a day a group of about 
10 people sharing an apartment.

13 See www.agriculture.gouv.fr/ega/presentation; Pierre-
Benoît Joly, Claire Marris, “Que voulons-nous manger?” 
Les Etats généraux de l’alimentation: enseignement d’une
expérience de mise en débat public des politiques alimentaires,
Rapport Direction Générale de l’Alimentation, Paris, 2002.

14 “Naïveç” (candide) is the astonishing term used by the
organizers of the French Conference on GMOs in Food and
Agriculture (Conférence française sur les OGM dans l’ali-
mentation et dans l’agriculture), in 1998.

French National Assembly, © Technolog ical and Scientifical Choice Evaluation Parliamentary O ffice



the round tables and choosing the experts. After
the latter have been auditioned, the citizens put
together a final report, which is released to the
press. A scientific steering committee advises the
institution in charge of the conference, and a mod-
erator is always present to assist participants in the
discussions.

Significant variations exist in the implementa-
tion of these procedures, which initially were car-
ried out in Denmark.15 I’ll point out two major
modifications with two examples of such experi-
ments.

The first was akin to the format of consensus-
oriented conferences and extended its perimeter
to Europe: the European Citizen’s Deliberation
Initiative. The Present and the Future of Brain Sci-
ence, which is underway at present in nine differ-
ent countries. This project is the successor to sev-
eral unsuccessful attempts, pan-European or
trans-European, such as the Euro-Forums on
Human Genetics (2001/2002), organized within
the framework of the European Council.

The second was the Debate on Genetically
Modified Organisms (GMOs) and Crop Experi-
mentation, organized by the Conseil Economique
et Social.16 This assembly was comprised of three
types of participants: “citizens,” represented by
high school students, unemployed people and
young academics; “experts,” as is usually the case,
and, innovatively, “sages” who were in charge of
writing up the final report, several weeks later. To
be sure, this experiment is to be distinguished
from a citizens’ conference by the short time that
was allotted for its preparation and organization,
to such an extent that some people described it as
a “parody of a citizens’ conference”. The organiz-
ers themselves hoped in vain for a true citizens’
conference on the subject, which would have
taken place at the end of 2002.

Reflexive Evaluation: Inventory, Con-

trol and Participative Evaluation 

(ICPE)

In the case of a crisis or as an intermediate stage in
the development of a project, this methodology
focuses on the act of evaluation proper. It asks the
participants to share control and responsibility
regarding that which is to be evaluated: According
to which methods? With whom and using which

data? Aiming at what type of restitution?17 The
duration of the process varies according to the
theme and the number of people involved. During
the first meeting, which is very open, the group
that has been invited especially discusses what it
wants to learn, the goals of the evaluation and the
activities that are to be evaluated. Participants can
suggest questions to be prioritized so as to set up
the evaluation procedures and choose the type of
indicators (direct or indirect) that are useful
toward this end.18 If these indicators are well cho-
sen (with respect to the participants’ goals and the
overall quality, pertinence and availability of infor-
mation), this simplifies the entire process in terms
of how much data need to be gathered. If neces-
sary, the evaluation group can choose to accumu-
late additional information, within the initially set
deadline. At the end of this process, discussion
centers on how to best analyze, synthesize and
present the data, based on the specific audience,
the type of results that are expected, the decisions
they might entail and the available time and
resources. This can be a moment for re-evaluating
the questions that were posed at the outset. The
presentation makes it easier to inquire into which
conclusions should be drawn, what can be learned
from the results, which new questions might have
emerged and what options exist for responding to
existing problems or ones that appeared in the
course of the survey. A plan of action is then
drawn up and included in a report that goes over
the entire process, focusing on what has been
learned and what could be done differently, by
whom and for how long.

Conclusion

The politics or policy of sciences and technology
is not merely a matter of educating the public, to
return to the Platonic motif mentioned by Sloter-
dijk. Conversely, the PTE procedures are not mere
tests for “political decision-makers who either
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impose what they want or abandon the project,
based on the number of people who get involved
in such meetings”.19 Rather, such methods rein-
force the possibility of political reflection, both in
terms of justification and decision making, and
may enrich certain normative theories of democ-
racy, particularly deliberative democracy. The
review of these various methods, as undertaken
here, shows that there are several ways of treating
“the political” or “public space” – specifically, sev-
eral ways of evaluating technology, political deci-
sions, public works or consumer styles. If one
examines these methods, one notices that they
emphasize different phases of the debate, from the
formulation of questions to decision making.
Their implementation may be different, but they
always include particular constraints on the
participants. Jurors, for instance, have to work
within the framework of a question that they did
not choose, but they can arrive at a final decision,
by agreement or by a vote. On the contrary, gen-
eral assemblies (Etats Généraux) provide a mass of

information, which is often lost along the way or
impossible to treat in a short time. Consensus-
oriented conferences, which often have a high
degree of legitimacy, conduct an inquiry and thus
bring to (public) light the relations between citi-
zens, whereas ICPE-type procedures primarily
focus on evaluating information in phases (ques-
tion, indicators, selection, analysis, presentation,
plan of action). The problem remains to decide
which are the most important phases, from the
elaboration of the initial question to the decision
making and how it can be possible to involve an
ever-greater number of people in the process. The
presentation of these methods I’ve given demon-
strates that not all phases of evaluation take place
publicly. Should they always be in public? The vot-
ing booth or deliberative juries in the classical ver-
sion of democracy exhibit a true sense of equity
with regard to the weaker members of society.
Maybe there is a public time as well as a private
time, both of which are political.

Translated from the French by Charles T. Wolfe
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15 See Bernard Reber, “Ethique et évaluation technologique
participative,” in: La situation deliberative dans le débat
public, Centre d’Etude du Débat Public, Presses Universi-
taires François Rabelais, Tours, 2004.

16 “Débat sur les OGM et les essais au champ,” held in Paris
on February 4, 2002. See the URL: http://www.conseil
-economique-et-social.fr/ces_dat2/plan.htm

17 See William Booth, Radya Ebrahim, Robert Morin, Partici-
patory Monitoring, Evaluation and Reporting: An Organisa-
tional Development Perspective for South African NGOs,
Pact/South Africa, Braamfontein, 2001.

18 When the elements are difficult to measure.
19 As I was discreetly told in an interview with a high govern-

ment official in France, in charge of roads.

Photo © AFP/E-Lance M edia ■ Democratic presidential candidate Sen. John Kerry talks w ith Bremer County Democrats at a town
hall meeting in the C ity Hall of Waverly, Iowa, on January 16 , 2004. The latest polling results four days before the Iowa caucus,
show ing that Kerry had overtaken opponent Howard Dean in polls ahead of the vote 19 January.



http://vlp.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de

At the entrance to this web site, one seems to have
a choice. On the one side, one recognizes the
scheme of a machine element from the nineteenth
century, on the other, the colored drawing of a
frog. On the right, a mechanical quote (a scheme
taken from a handbook of machine scientist Franz
Reuleaux); on the left an organic original (a frog
drawing made expressly for this web site). Here is
the entrance to the archive, the collection of his-
torical documents; there, the access to new
images and texts. In reality, there is only one
entrance. It is situated in the middle, beneath the
divide between machine and organism, quotation
and original, past and present.
The peculiarity of this entrance is that it can be
selected but not traversed. You can use it, but this
will not open a space you can enter physically. All
visitors remain standing on the threshold of the
laboratory. They may be inside it, but at the same
time they stand in front of it. Everything is within
easy reach (biographies, instruments, laboratory
notes, architectural plans, articles, books and
more) but not close enough to touch. Even the
moves you can make and the various connections
you can draw (between texts and scholars, model

organisms and instruments, concepts and experi-
ments) remain flat, immaterial. They appear under
glass, lit up from behind. What you can see is col-
ored but remains silent and moves only exception-
ally, for a few moments. The visitor standing
inside this laboratory (and at the same time in
front of it) looks into a virtual space, a virtual labo-
ratory. This laboratory is not structured like a
three-dimensional space. It has no ground plan,
no walls. Rather, it is a dynamic network of ele-
ments that can be linked with one another in
almost arbitrary combinations. It is a space that
dissects the syntheses that characterize the real
space of our everyday experience. It surprises us
with the play of its parts and their configuration.

Actuality of the Laboratory

During the nineteenth century, actual laboratories
became sites of productive connections between
multiple “actants”. In growing numbers, scien-
tists, technicians and students gathered behind
locked (or at least closed) doors in order to handle
instruments, model organisms and substances and
to use sheets of paper, notebooks and other
inscription surfaces in order to produce nothing
more than scientific facts. The widespread emer-
gence of such research sites was connected to the
formation of a specific building type. Since the
1880s, architecture textbooks have given precise
indications concerning the disposition and equip-
ment of laboratory rooms – from the work places
to the lecture hall, from the library to the storage
facilities. At the same time, the laboratory began
to stand for the successful establishment of a cer-
tain kind of scientific activity. “Natural” phenom-
ena and processes were visualized, observed and
manipulated by means of specific tools, instru-
ments and apparatuses, while the production and
use of these means required specific handicraft
skills as well as extended conceptual knowledge.
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The mode of “thinking with one’s hands” became
connected with the technical embodiment of the-
ories in instruments to form a new realm of mate-
rial creativity. Both thinking hands and acting
heads, in a crosswise challenge, contributed to
establishing the laboratory as a “space of knowl-
edge” that was to be understood as radically mod-
ern. It was the prototype of an open-ended space.
Perhaps one should say that it was a space on the
edge of the unknown, a space for exploration, for
probing experimental associations, but at the
same time for investigating exploration in itself.
From now on, “science” would always also mean
“technology,” at least in the sense of bricolage.
And being a scientist almost always would imply
working together with other scientists and techni-
cians in a collective. However, recent sociology of
science has shown that the laboratory is also an
arena of practices that may suspend the very
oppositions so often understood as characteristic
of modernity: nature/culture, mind/matter,
human/non-human. In particular, today’s bio-
medical laboratories question, suspend or re-dis-
tribute such presumed oppositions.

This tendency of the laboratory is reinforced by
transposing it into virtual space. The materiality of
the lab, its technology and architecture as well as
the peculiar thickness of the social interactions it
organizes – all this is extended into and validated
by a symbolic world consisting of 1s and 0s, “ons”
and “offs”. By the same process, the laboratory is
transformed and called into question. What we are
dealing with here is not just some on-line archive,
a digital library or teaching program using distrib-
uted information and communication technolo-
gies. Nor are we speaking about a site for per-
forming or collecting “virtual experiments,” as
economists and other scientists conduct them.1

Rather, the Virtual Laboratory is a tool that allows
us to disclose the history of experimental science
in a novel way, a way that is experimental in itself
and hence appropriate to the laboratory. To pick
up an expression coined by Eduard Dijksterhuis,
one could call it an “epistemological laboratory,”
something like a meta-laboratory.2 It creates a site
of flexibility, of extending and condensing events.

The Network of Laboratory Elements

Standing on the threshold, the visitor to the lab
has a real choice. Again, it is not a question of
physical movements in space but rather of displac-
ing and multiplying points of view. At the upper
edge the names of the initial oppositions reappear:
to the right, the archive, the digital library; to the
left, the recently published texts and images, the
“essays”. But these names no longer refer to oppo-
sitions or stand for an either-or that you could
dive through. They now mark concrete extreme
points of a continuum, “marginal totalities”;
between them a series of different points of view is
inserted. From these points, the viewer can get to
single scientists, research sites, instruments, model
organisms, concepts and experiments. What thus
appears is the (often meandering) path from the
concrete work of one scientist in a particular labo-
ratory to the publication of his results in a journal.
Simultaneously, we see the (often equally mean-
dering) path from research past to historically ori-
ented science studies.
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1 On virtual experiments, see, for example, Mary S. Morgan,
“Experiments without Material Intervention: Model Experi-
ments, Virtual Experiments, and Virtually Experiments,” in:
The Philosophy of Scientific Experimentation, Hans Radder
(ed.), University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, PA, 2003,
pp. 216-235.

2 Eduard Dijksterhuis, “The Origins of Classical Mechanics:
From Aristotle to Newton,” in: Critical Problems in the His-
tory of Science, Marshall Clagett (ed.), University of Wiscon-
sin Press, Madison, WI, 1969, pp. 163-190.

Circulations
A Virtual Laboratory and Its Elements
Henning Schmidgen, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger

Max Planck Institute for the H istory of Science , Berlin, The
Virtual Laboratory. Essays and Resources on the Experimental-
ization of Life, web site , screenshot, detail

Max Planck Institute for the H istory of Science , Berlin, The
Virtual Laboratory. Essays and Resources on the Experimen-
talization of Life, web site , screenshot



A textbook of nineteenth-century physiology
as it is kept in the library resources section may
serve as a first point of view. This textbook was
written by a scientist (second point of view) who,
at the time of writing, was working in a specific
research institution (third point of view). In this
institution, he handled specific instruments (fourth
point of view), worked with particular model
organisms (fifth point of view) and made use of
specific concepts (sixth point of view). In the text-
book, he reported on his experiments (seventh
point of view) while not making transparent the
concrete procedures leading to the fabrication of
scientific knowledge. What is of interest in the
textbook is the result, not the way that one
reaches it. The same holds true for journal articles
focusing on results. They are designed to repre-
sent a scientific fact, not its development. In the
borderline case of a perfect fact, the “perfact,” this
emergence is effaced.

This effacement is exactly what is at stake in
the Virtual Laboratory. The digital environment
serves to investigate the “gradual composition” of
scientific facts in experimentation (eighth point of
view? total view?). How does an experimenter get
from a temporally and spatially circumscribed
setup to facts that, as scientific, cannot be circum-

vented in the horizon of the present, even if they
reveal themselves as preliminary in the long run?
How are they read and deposited, the manifold
traces that scientists produced at or with their
heterogeneous assemblages in the laboratory?
How are they removed from these assemblages
and mobilized from their deposits, in order to be
transferred eventually to the big, wide and com-
paratively clean world of printed texts? The Vir-
tual Laboratory thus leads to a kind of historically
grounded perspectivism, able to make transparent
the chain of transformations that Bruno Latour
has described inimitably in his photo-philo-
sophical montage about Boa Vista – nice view, 
clear sight!3

The Virtual Laboratory is an experimental
plant, where the processes of knowledge produc-
tion are explored. It creates a system of coordi-
nates and a net of references, in other words, a
space that allows one to represent the production
of knowledge in the entire multiplicity of its
resources. It is a machine to represent the cunning
of science and its detours. In a similar context,
Michel Serres has suggested the following image:
In order to represent the movement of knowledge,
it makes sense to assume that the ball leads the
game. The teams are grouped around the ball, not
the other way around. At the same time, the ball
records the relations that emerge within the fluc-
tuating collective around it. In this sense, the Vir-
tual Laboratory is a square (Geviert) where one
can begin to forget about disciplines: “There are
only corpuses of texts, situations, sites, objects. By
the way, less and less texts, less and less objects.
[…] Let’s forget a little bit that there are various
sciences, literatures, arts, etc. Let’s try to see that
the process of science consists in the way it dis-
places itself. Science is less a content than a mode
of circulation.”4

Maps of Knowledge

The horizontal movement from texts to people
and sites, from instruments to model organisms
and experiments, is one of the two perspectives
that the Virtual Laboratory offers on the contin-
uum between past and present. The other per-
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spective follows a vertical axis. The spaces and
people of science, their instruments and model
organisms, and in particular their experiments,
never stand alone. Together with other spaces,
people, instruments, they always compose series.
They form “sequences” or “linked solutions,” as
one may put it following art historian George
Kubler.5 Let’s say the author of the textbook in
question was the physiologist Sigmund Exner.
Exner stands in line with other physiologists
before him – Johannes Müller, Claude Bernard –
and behind him – Keith Lucas, William Bayliss and
others. The same holds true for the instrument
that Exner developed to measure reaction times in
human beings in the 1870s, the so-called “neu-
ramobimeter”. This instrument stands in a row
with Hipp’s chronoscope, Donders’ noematacho-
graph and d’Arsonval’s chronometer, which other
scientists used, in various contexts, for similar pur-
poses. The same goes for the physiological labora-
tory in Vienna where Exner was active while
working on his textbook. The Vienna laboratory
stands in line with similar research sites that were
created, before and after, in Leipzig, Munich,
Budapest and so forth. Kubler developed his idea
of the sequence as a chain of problem solutions
with respect to architectural forms. However, it

can be applied to experiments, instruments and
spaces of knowledge, thus creating an intermedi-
ate domain stretching out between biographical
accounts and the history of disciplines. Here, the
Virtual Laboratory unfolds its potential.

Another vocabulary presents itself to describe
the basic structure of the Virtual Laboratory. Tak-
ing up a pair of categories known from linguistics,
one might say that this laboratory opens syntag-
matic and paradigmatic perspectives. The axis of
the syntagm (in linguistics this would be, for
example, a sentence) is made up of the connec-
tions existing between a text in the archive, its
author, the instruments and model organism he
used and the experiments he conducted. In con-
trast, the axis of paradigm consists of the respec-
tive lists of other texts, authors, instruments,
organisms, experiments and research sites. Cer-
tainly, the comparison is lame, highlighting differ-
ences more than identities. Historical laboratory
work, as it is documented, explored and repre-
sented by the Virtual Laboratory, is by no means
restricted to linguistics. Representing the results of
experimental research already involves not only
writing but also numbers and images. In addition,
the laboratory elements as they are connected in
virtual space are also technological and architec-
tural, logical as well as biological. And finally, we
should not forget that the place of the laboratory
designates a space where work is done, even if the
things being produced are epistemic things, not
things of everyday life. Still, the above comparison
transmits an impression of the horizontal and ver-
tical structure, the grid, so to speak, that the Vir-
tual Laboratory unfolds. On one axis, we have the
“combination” of historical actants in praesentia
involved in the process of experimental research.
The other axis deals with the “exclusion” of
actants, with actants in absentia (or should we say
in latentia?) that were excluded at a specific point
in this process or eliminated by choice, but remain,
in principle, always ready to be mobilized.

This laboratory structure has no foreseeable
closure. Only the number of entries on the syntag-
matic axis displays a relative stability: experi-
ments, technology, objects, sites, people, con-
cepts. But this stability might always be called into
question when other areas of historical research
become integrated. (What would this axis look
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3 See Bruno Latour, “The ‘Pédofil’ of Boa Vista: A Photo-
Philosophical Montage,” in: Common Knowledge, 4, 1995,
pp. 144-187.

4 Michel Serres, Eclaircissements: Entretiens avec Bruno
Latour, François Bourin, Paris, 1992, pp. 160, 154 (trans. the
authors).

5 George Kubler, The Shape of Time, Yale University Press,
New Haven, 1962, pp. 33-39.
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like if its starting point was, for example, not the
history of physiology but the history of heredity?
How would it have to be enlarged in order to take
into account a historical research on heredity?)
Furthermore, the entries on the paradigmatic axis
seem to be almost unlimited. The alphabetical and
the chronological list prove to be quite productive
algorithms (even if – or perhaps because – they are
not very sophisticated).Taken together, the entries
on both axes lead to a topography, something like
a landscape for the production of knowledge.

A New Form of Encyclopedia?

As a collective effort to map scientific knowledge
in its making, the Virtual Laboratory remains a
work in progress. Every day, a small group of
humanities scholars with different backgrounds
(history of science, art history, literary study and
others) moves, together with a group of students,
within and in front of this laboratory in order to
investigate historically the “experimentalization of
life”. The team receives support from experts in
information technology who do their best to
mediate between the technological necessities of
the laboratory and the requirements of scientific
work. A growing number of visitors (about 4,000
per week) uses this emerging structure through
the Internet for referencing, searching and down-
loading documents, to inform themselves about
the progressing work of the research group, to dis-
cuss with the scientists and technicians involved,
and, eventually, to publish results of their own
research. On a weekly basis, 1 to 2 gigabyte of data
are transferred.

The progressive nature of this work explains
why not all of the lists that were opened in the Vir-
tual Laboratory are filled in simultaneously. The
syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes of the different
actants develop stepwise, by groping, so to speak.
As a whole, the Virtual Laboratory is oriented not
toward completeness, but exemplarity, exemplary
groups of connection. (“Show me the number of
your possible connections, and I will show you the
way into the lab.”) It condenses around a more or
less contingent starting point. From there, it grows
by means of apposition. It experiences extensions
and spreads out in amoeboid movements. The
peculiar knowledge space thus emerging defines
itself not as a particular laboratory. Rather, we

acquire the elements of a history concerning all
possible laboratories in a specific domain or disci-
pline. Here, the Virtual Laboratory unfolds its
peculiar position between the concrete and the
abstract. The Virtual Laboratory stands halfway
between case study and encyclopedia. It grows, as
one can say with Serres, “along the threads of a
moving, flexible, distorted and decentralized
grid”.6 It establishes not a declarative order of
knowledge but a procedural one. It offers not
ready-made narrations but opportunities for
searches, for navigation and exploration.

One has often observed that during the last 20
or 30 years the increasing spread of powerful com-
puters has led to an apparent unification of labora-
tory activities. Whether in biology, chemistry or
physics, scientists sit today in front of screens and
keyboards. Even the visible differences between
the natural sciences and the humanities have
started to vanish in the course of this develop-
ment. Historians and classicists are no longer
forced to conduct their research in archives or rare
book collections. Like their colleagues on the hard
side of science, they are able to perform a large
part of their research, reading, transcription and so
forth in front of computer screens. If they use the
Internet, they even rely on an infrastructure that
several years ago served exclusively for laboratory
scientists to communicate with one another.
Thus, the question arises as to whether or not this
unification of procedures and apparatuses
announces a new kind of universality in science. If
so, this universality would be connected, in its
very emergence, with the reality of the virtual,
structured by the use of screens behind of which
the surfaces of the virtual extend themselves.

A Permanent Conference

It would be misleading, however, to conceive of
the Virtual Laboratory as the result of simply
transferring technologies and procedures from the
natural sciences to the sphere of the humanities.
There are common features such as the orienta-
tion by means of shared research problems, the
work in a collective and the division of labor this
entails, the subscription to standards of data gath-
ering and processing, the character of a conference
in permanency. All this characterizes the existence
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of science in the laboratory. Despite this, one can
imagine that the function the Virtual Laboratory
fulfills could also be achieved by means of conven-
tional, non-experimental tools, tools that clearly
distinguish themselves from the gestures and tech-
niques common to laboratory research in the nat-
ural sciences. Thus, one sees the horizontally and
vertically connected lists taken out of the virtual
and translated into illustrated and cross-refer-
enced cards in filing boxes. The historical docu-
ments could be kept as reproductions in folders on
a shelf. The series of publications based on this
collection could be placed on other shelves. Enter-
ing such an archive would be a different, physical,
factual act. Search procedures would be much
more tedious. But in principle, according to this
account, it would be hardly any different from the
Virtual Laboratory.

This is exactly what is not at stake. Decisive is
not the principle but the concrete form of our cul-
tural life reality. Despite some attempts to connect
libraries, archives and museums and to link them
with research institutions, there are no real or
actual sites where one could practice a history of
science centered equally on texts, images and
objects. Institutionalizing philology, archeology
and history as largely autonomous disciplines has
led to lines of separation, and traversing these lines
requires the construction of bridges according to
principles that still need to be invented. Hence the
meaning and the necessity of a virtual gathering of
such sites that is open to the public.

Even more decisive is the fact that science by
and large is still dominated by the practice of sepa-
rating publications from raw data. Of course,
there are good reasons for this practice. The
reader of a book or an article on historical matters
does not want to be bothered with source mate-
rial; he wants to see results. On the other hand,
there are increasingly good reasons for publishing
results along with the data that they rely on, be it
for the sake of putting the data at the disposal of
the research community that wants to further
process and analyze them, or for the sake of creat-
ing more transparency and opportunities for pub-
lic control. Today, the genome sciences are per-
haps the best example of the extent to which a
change in the practices of knowledge production
requires new formats for data storage and preser-

vation. Additions to the data pool concerning a
pattern of cellular activity are in themselves per-
haps as important to further research as are the
conclusions a particular scientist draws from his or
her experiments. The creation of comprehensive
databases and their accessibility through the Inter-
net are making this possible. Another aspect
comes into play here. Publication on the Internet
opens possibilities of presentation that rarely or
never can be realized in the world of book printing
today: multiple, dynamically processed cross ref-
erences, a huge proportion of color images, the
integration of animations, movies, sound tracks.
Even more important, much of the data created by
scientists are in and by themselves primary prod-
ucts of electronic processing and not only the
result of secondary digitalization. For them, the
Internet is already the place of their existence.
Every other kind of technology has to be seen as a
basically unnecessary detour.

In other words, one has a choice within this
space. It is as public as it remains open. Standing
on the threshold, one may follow this path or
another. Its sequences are constantly extended. It
creates spots that open surprising perspectives.
Neither specific connections (you don’t have to go
from the author to the text) nor specific actants
(scholars, instruments, experiments, concepts or
texts) are ontologically privileged. As a laboratory,
it provokes experiments in the history of science.
All things in the arsenal of the Virtual Laboratory
are of the stuff to become subjects of narration.
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6 Michel Serres, “Préface,” in: Le Trésor: Dictionnaire des
Sciences, Michel Serres, Nayla Farouki (eds), Flammarion,
Paris, 1997, pp. VII-XXXIX, quote on p. XVIII (trans.
the authors).

Max Planck Institute for the H istory of Science , Berlin, The
Virtual Laboratory. Essays and Resources on the Experimen-
talization of Life, web site , screenshot



French physiologist Etienne-Jules Marey (1830-
1904) developed famous graphical and photo-
graphic methods for the study of animal move-
ment.1 His photographic assemblies from the
1880s and 1890s of aerial and terrestrial locomo-
tion – birds in flight, human limbs in motion – are
well-known, as is his establishment of the Physio-
logical Station in the Bois de Boulogne in Paris.
The scientist’s lifelong obsession with the Bay of
Naples and the profound influences of the bright
sunshine and Mediterranean waters on his innova-
tions in representational practice are much less
familiar, a story of the sea.2 Photochronographic
experiments with sea animals were the culmina-
tion of Marey’s fascination with movement in
water developed over his decades of meanderings
along the Neapolitan shoreline (where he win-
tered from 1870 onwards). Exchanges with local
fishermen, marine biologists and ladies of leisure
turned his mind’s eye to the ocean waves. His lens
focused on creatures navigating the deep. Marey’s
photographic representations of locomotion in
water portray organisms’ passage through space
and time as mediated by laboratory apparatus.

Although largely absent from the collective
memory of Marey’s oeuvre, his aquarium labora-
tory and results produced therein were provoca-
tive in their day. The Lumière Brothers, Auguste
and Louis, impressed by his 1890 article in La
Nature, were inspired to make their own film,
L’Aquarium, a moving nature-morte of squirming
fish, eels and frogs framed behind glass.3

Marey’s laboratory practice and marine aes-
thetic continue to resonate with modern-day
applications of high-speed video to marine naviga-
tion physiology.4 Experiment and experience, past
and present, are bound together by the photo-
graphic lens and the cinematic apparatus. Things
under water appear visible as interwoven images
of movement and time. 
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Since its invention, photography has served as a
means of comparing the present with the past,
through authentic reproductions. Readers of my
articles in La Nature over the past several years
already know of my work on the photographic
analysis of terrestrial and aerial movement.5 They
know that, by opening and closing the camera’s
shutter at regular intervals, I have been able to cap-
ture successive and instantaneous images of mov-
ing objects on a single glass plate. Indeed, by
admitting light intermittently into a specially
designed photographic apparatus, the “pho-
tochronographer,”6 such as myself, is able to col-
lect a series of exposures of animals and objects in
successive phases of motion. Up until now, to
avoid blurring the exposures, I have limited myself
to luminous and fast moving subjects, always pho-
tographed against a black background.

Recently I have become interested in expand-
ing the range of motions to which this photo-
graphic method can be applied. During my win-
ters spent on the Bay of Naples, I often enjoy
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1 Etienne-Jules Marey, Du Mouvement dans les Fonctions de
la Vie, G. Baillière, Paris, 1868; La Machine Animale, G. Bail-
lière, Paris, 1873; La Photographie du Mouvement, Georges
Carré, Paris, 1892; Le Mouvement, Editions Masson, Paris,
1894.

2 Selected correspondence from Etienne-Jules Marey to
Anton Dohrn at the Archives of the Stazione Zoologica
Napoli (esp. 1886-1892). See also Virgilio Tossi, Il Cinema
Prima di Lumiere, ERI, Turin, 1984, p. 221.

3 Georges Sadoul, L’Invention du Cinéma, 1832-1897, Editions
Denoël, Paris, 1946, p. 41; also: Le Cinéma et la Science,
CNRS Editions, Paris, 1994, p. 149.

4 See James C. Liao, David N. Beal, George V. Lauder,
Michael S. Triantafyllou, “The Kàrmàn Gait: Novel Body
Kinematics of Rainbow Trout Swimming in a Vortex
Street,” in: The Journal of Experimental Biology, 206, 2003,
pp. 1059-1073; George V. Lauder, Eliot J. Drucker, “Experi-
mental Hydrodynamics of Fish Locomotion: Functional
Insights from Wake Visualization,” in: Integrative and Com-
parative Biology, 42, 2002, pp. 243-257.

* This interpretive translation is based on Marey’s article
“Locomotion in Water” (La Nature, no. 911, November 15,
1890, pp. 375-378) into which are woven fragments culled
from correspondence with colleagues George Demenÿ and
Anton Dohrn. Letters to the marine biologist Dohrn are
housed at the Historical Archives of the Stazione Zoologica
Napoli, overseen by Christiane Groeben. Letters to Parisian
collaborator Georges Demenÿ have been collected in
Thierry Lefebvre, Jacques Malthête and Laurent Mannoni’s
edited volume Lettres d’Etienne-Jules Marey à Georges
Demenÿ, 1880-1894, Association française de recherche sur
l’histoire du cinéma, Paris, 1999.

5 Marey’s Note: For my first such article on this subject, see
La Nature, no. 539, September 29, 1883, p. 275.

6 Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, Marey used the term pho-
tochronography to refer to his application of serial
photography to motion analysis using methods that
departed radically from the work of Eadweard Muybridge.
In 1893, Marey began using the still-current term, chrono-
photography.
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Translated, Edited and Interpreted by Hanna Rose Shell , 2005*

Hanna Rose She ll, Locomotion in Water, 2005, 4-channe l video
installation, c . 60 m in, film stills, © the artist



myself at the fishing pier and the public aquarium
and on boating excursions with friends such as the
venerable Anton Dohrn.8 Such activities led my
eyes and mind to seeing and thinking under water.
The underwater motions of aquatic animals came
to fascinate me. Therefore, I have found it neces-
sary to modify my method for study of terrestrial
and aerial locomotion, for application to aquatic
locomotion.9 The play of light on the water’s sur-
face, and the movements that happen beneath, are
phenomena too fleeting for the eye to appreciate
exactly. Thus have I created a laboratory set-up
and photochronographic method especially suited
to underwater subjects.

The animals in the experiment are swimming
in an aquarium, constructed by fitting two panes
of glass into an aperture in the wall of the old
stone cottage, the “Roman ruins” at the base of
my waterfront property in Posillipo (figure 1). This
specially fitted aquarium can be set up in two
ways, each having a different optical effect.

In the first case, the aquarium is directly illu-
minated by the light of the horizon (figure 1).
Backlit, the aquarium thus provides a luminous
field on which animals are outlined in silhouette.
This effect, however, while interesting, often
obscures important details. Indeed, I have found

that for the study of fish locomotion and other
movements taking place under water, it is usually
best to illuminate the study objects themselves,
rather than the background. Illuminated, all
objects in the water appear bright. Meanwhile, the
water itself, if quite clear, becomes perfectly – and
beautifully – invisible. To achieve this latter effect,
I close the exterior opaque shutter. I then open
another shutter, placed above the water at an
angle, thereby casting bright light onto the ani-
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Fig. 1. — My aquarium laboratory, specially designed for the
photographic study of aquatic locomotion.7
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mals themselves. Standing out against a deep
black background, the sea creatures are ready to
be filmed.

Figure 2 presents a cross-section of the new
moving-film camera I
have developed for the
purpose of my aquatic
locomotion studies.
The lens, at right, is
bisected by two
diaphragms that
revolve at different
rates, allowing light to
pass intermittently.
Each disc has a single
aperture. In the time it
takes the small
diaphragm to make a
single revolution, the
large one makes five
rotations. An exposure
only occurs when the
two apertures are per-
fectly aligned with
each other and the
lens. The bellows
guides the light
through the lens and
onto the sensitized
film, itself enclosed in a hermetically sealed “black
box” compartment. The external hand crank (at
left) winds the internal motor that activates the
apparatus. Focus and
composition are car-
ried out by means of a
small eyepiece, a sort
of modified spyglass.
The whole apparatus is
mounted on a tripod,
which can be easily
folded up into a carry-
ing case.

Each photochro-
nographic analysis
consumes a single strip of gelatin-bromide-of-sil-
ver film, producing upon it a long series of images,
each in its own “frame”. After each experiment,
the exposed spool of film must be removed and
replaced with another, a process that can occur in

daylight since the film, rolled onto bobbins, is cov-
ered with opaque paper (figure 3). To make this
possible, in my darkroom I attach two strips of
paper – one black, one red – at either end of the

unexposed film. I roll
the long strip thus
formed onto a metal
spool, red paper in,
black paper out, ensur-
ing that the opaque
paper prevents acci-
dental exposure. Then,
over the course of the
experiment, grooved
rollers and flexible
springs guide the film
from the supply spool
(M) to the take-up
spool.

The analysis of
locomotion in water is
one of the most inter-
esting developments of
chronophotography.
The apparatus just
described lends itself to
all sorts of studies,
since the object whose
movement it records

can be placed at any distance and in all sorts of
lighting conditions. But while aquatic locomotion
has long seemed to me one of the newest and

most exciting fields to
explore, it is only
recently that aquaria
(both public and pri-
vate) have become
practical. In an aquar-
ium one may observe
the various means of
locomotion by which
aquatic animals propel
themselves – fish, mol-
lusks, crustaceans, rays

and so forth. It goes without saying that simple
observation by the human eye is inadequate to the
task: In almost all cases, our eyes are unable to 
follow the precise movements of aquatic loco-
motion.
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7 Figs. 1-6 published in: La Nature, no. 91, November 15,
1890, pp. 376 ff.

8 A journalist who, like Marey, often visited the public aquar-
ium at the Stazione Zoologica Napoli during the 1880s and
1890s, described the experience: “You enter a large square
room with huge aquaria on the sides. Each aquarium is built
into the wall and all the light comes from above, so that the
observer standing within the darkened room sees the ani-
mals as though himself emerged amongst them.” In:
Science, 3, January 3, 1896, p. 17. This aquarium, developed
and managed by Marey’s friend, marine biologist Anton
Dohrn, inspired his creation of an aquarium lab.

9 A year earlier, on December 11, 1889, Marey wrote from
Naples to his Parisian collaborator Georges Demenÿ about
the nascent aquarium laboratory: “My dear colleague, I
hope that you fare well at the Paris Physiological Station,
and especially that you’ve not come down with the terrible
flu currently ravaging so many European cities and that I
worry will arrive here in Naples one of these days […] I am
making an aquarium in the Roman chambers I have discov-
ered at the villa and am now setting out to study the move-
ments of certain marine animals […] The difficulty has been
to have the room suitably lit and fitted, with a wall well
exposed to the sun and with an appropriate distance.
Warmly, J. Marey, Villa Maria, Posillipo.”

Fig. 2. — My specially-engineered moving 
film chronophotographic camera 

Fig. 3. — “Sensitive Film,” appearance of the film,
showing the two opaque covers (one red, one black), while being

rolled onto the supply reel in the darkroom 



Figures 4, 5 and 6 show photochronographs
made on moving filmstrips, of several types of lo-
comotion in water.

Movements of the Medusa. This mollusk pro-
pels itself through water by alternately contracting
and dilating its body’s dome-shaped canopy (fig-
ure 4). Its propulsive
movements are usu-
ally quite slow.
Indeed, the human
eye will recognize in
the medusa’s move-
ment characteristics
that recall the contrac-
tions of the mam-
malian heart, which
also produces the
expulsion of a liquid.
Figure 2 presents a
complete series of the
phases of this type of locomotion. Each of the 
12 exposures lasted one-tenth of a second. 
I produced this 
photochronographic
series at my labora-
tory at the Villa Maria,
overlooking the Bay
of Naples. Conditions
were the following: 
I obscured the exte-
rior side of the aquar-
ium by closing the
vertical shutter and opening the top shutter. The
diaphanous creature, thus illuminated from above
by bright Mediterranean sun, stood out clearly
and distinctly against
a dark field.

Notably, this
medusa series – like
my other photo-
chronographic studies
on moving film – is
best viewed by inter-
ested amateurs in one
of my zoetropes. The
rapidly rotating cylin-
der of this optical
device reproduces the impression of the actual
movement of the animal exactly as it was pho-

tographed in the laboratory. This instrumental
“wheel of life” makes scientific experimentation
itself both visible and animate.

Motion of the Hippocampus. This animal,
commonly known as a seahorse, uses a dorsal fin
to get around; the fin moves so fast that it is prac-

tically undetectable.
With exposures of
one-twentieth of a sec-
ond, one sees (figure 5)
that this vibration is
actually an undulation
passing from bottom
to top of the fin. The
images included here
are perhaps too small
and too few in number
to fully decipher every
last detail of these
motions. But in the

weeks to come I will be increasing the number of
exposures I make of the seahorse, while also

attempting close-ups
of the dorsal fin.

The Comatulid
(figure 6) is usually
found at the bottom of
my aquarium, fixed to
the floor as though
having put down
roots. The creature
sways its arms back

and forth, while unrolling and re-rolling serrated
tendril-like branches. But the comatulid can
indeed be made to move! When stimulated with a

long stick, the comat-
ulid reacts by adopting
a strange and rapid
locomotion that trans-
ports it quite across
the tank floor.

In addition to
these three species, I 
have reproduced the
motions of other
underwater creatures:
the undulating move-

ments of eels and rays, the locomotion of fishes,
the octopus and the like. In these other studies, I
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have confronted the huge diversity of aquatic
motions. In one case, I have captured on film the
movement of a trout striking the water with the
flat of its tail. In another of my filmstrips, a cuttle-
fish forcibly compresses its pouch full of liquid.
Expelling water in one direction, it thereby pro-
pels itself in the exactly opposite direction. The
same phenomenon results when a mollusk closes
its valves rapidly, thereby projecting itself in the
direction opposite to the current of water it has
produced.

Finally, as to the importance of locomotion in
water: The various kinds of propellers that men
think they have invented for the purpose of navi-
gation – such as sails, oars and sculls – are repre-
sented in the highest degree of perfection in the

locomotive organs of aquatic animals. Further-
more, myriad aquatic animals have other means of
propulsion, the likes of which men have never
made use of and which might perhaps be tried
with advantage in the future.

In the coming months, I will continue to
investigate methodically these underwater
motions using this innovative method of motion
photochronography. As time goes on, different
types of aquatic locomotion should, and will, be
considered in relation to the diverse body shapes
of the various creatures. These comparisons will
prove invaluable for the continuing quest to eluci-
date those beguiling and still obscure laws of both
animal morphology and scientific motion photo-
graphy.

E. J . Marey, The Institute.
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Fig. 4. — Movement of the medusa.

Fig. 5. — Movement of the seahorse, showing successive phases 
of the dorsal fin’s ascending undulation.

Fig. 6. — Movement of the comatulid; 
series begins at upper left, and ends at lower right.
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David Rosenthal, Weapon to Fight Cancer: The Harvard
Cyclotron, 2001, film , 6:57 m in, film still, © David Rosenthal

Abby Paske , Tom & Jen, 2003, film , 11:23 m in, film still, 
© Abby Paske

Rajesh Kottamasu, Looking, 2003, film , 14:34 m in, film still, 
© Rajesh Kottamasu

Hanna Rose She ll, Locomotion in Water, 2003, film , 8:02 m in,
film still, © Hanna Rose She ll

Ne il Agarwal, Some Ideas in M ath, 2001, film , 2:58 m in, film
still, © Ne il Agarwal

Rebecca Wexler, C lose to Human, 2003, film , 13:27 m in, 
film still, © Rebecca Wexler

Wall of Science
Peter Galison, Robb Moss 

and Students

Science is both the most public and the most pri-
vate of activities. Since the early modern era, sci-
ence has laid claim to being knowledge defined by
its accessibility. Gone, in principle, were the secret
formulas of alchemy, knowledge that would be
forever hidden from view. Of course, that picture
was never quite right. Competitive secrecy, pro-
prietary secrecy, military secrecy – in many ways
the actual “doing” of science never obeyed the
simplistic picture of knowledge always on public
parade. Over the last few decades historians, soci-
ologists, anthropologists with their allies in many
other fields have begun to explore science as it is
made – as it emerges, step by awkward step
through a myriad of numbers, symbols, images,
experiments and models. Our medium has been
print, in all of its endless variations. But now that
we are, increasingly, interested in process, in the
materiality of science, we believe it is high time to
make use of digital technologies to explore the sci-
ence-making process where it is done: on labora-
tory floors and theorists’ blackboards and at scien-
tists’ field stations. For the last five years we have
been running a Harvard course, “Filming Science,”
that brings undergraduate and graduate students –
with cameras – into the workshops of science. On
this wall you will find a sample of the work of six
young scientifically oriented filmmakers as they
explore sites of science from a medical cyclotron
and a fish locomotion laboratory to a robotic cen-
ter and a mathematics lesson.

Peter Galison, Robb Moss and Students, The Wall of Science, 2005, 6-channe l video installation, © the artists, photo: Franz Wamhof



What Are Electrons Doing in This Kind

of Exhibition?

For physicists, electrons are the soul of the world.
Physicists think that the properties of materials are
to be understood from their constituent atoms,
that is, from the nuclei and their electrons. Adapt-
ing what François Philidor, France’s celebrity eigh-
teenth-century chess player, declared (regarding
the lowly pawns that, for him, constituted “the
soul of the game of chess”) one could say that
electrons are truly the soul of every material. If the
nuclei of atoms define the geometric structure of
the “chessboard,” it is the collective behavior of
the electrons that determines the majority of the
properties of various materials as we observe and
use them day to day. For example, the trans-
parency of a glass can be explained by referring to
the incapacity of its electrons to absorb any light
passing through it. Likewise, the electrical con-
ductivity of copper can be explained by the ability
of its electrons to follow an electrical field, an abil-
ity that electrons found in plastics fortunately do
not possess, thus making it possible to insulate
copper wire.

It is therefore essential to reach an accurate rep-
resentation of the “collective of electrons”. How
are physicists able to capture their behavior? The
question may seem trivial in comparison to the
issues raised in this exhibition, for the electron
represents a typical example of a simple and objec-
tive particle that has been constructed by physi-
cists. The “speech” of an isolated electron is sim-
ple to decipher, as is shown by the reliable
functioning of television tubes. This simplicity is
due to the vacuum in the tube, which prevents any
perturbation from the environment. The question
becomes more complex, though, when it is
applied to more realistic systems of electrons, and
this problem is still beyond the physicists’ reach,
even though they have recently invented a revolu-

tionary method of representation. I thought it
would be interesting to submit this example for
discussion within the framework of the exhibition,
since it encapsules the difficulties one encounters
when making public the group behavior of entities
that are perfectly mastered as individuals.

Before examining the different methods that
theorists have devised in order to represent the
collective behavior of electrons – and thus, the
properties of molecules and of materials – let us
first praise the inventiveness of the experi-
menters.1 Today, they are managing to represent
that behavior on the order of an incredibly small
scale, a billionth of a meter.

Cacophony of Direct Expression

Thanks to the quantum mechanics developed in
the 1910s, physicists are, in principle, able to calcu-
late the behavior of electrons. The personality of
an electron is limited to three characteristics:
charge, mass and spin. These properties were con-
structed by physicists to be perfectly stable and
mathematically calculable within the framework
of Schrödinger’s famous equation. This equation
allows us to understand how an electron behaves
around an atomic nucleus, in the same way that
Newton’s equations have allowed to understand
the movement of the Earth around the sun.

Therefore, the “speech” of an isolated electron
is well-defined, like that of one person speaking
clearly. On the other hand, everyone has experi-
enced the confusion that ensues when 10 people
speak at the same time. Far from voicing what one
might call a common will, they produce a nonsen-
sical babble. The problem is even more disastrous
for 10 electrons, the underlying reason being that
it is impossible to describe their behavior in terms
of the individual electrons. Quantum mechanics
obliges us to use a collective “wave function,”
which represents the collective of electrons, their
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individuality being totally lost. This wave function
is a very complicated entity that must be described
in mathematical spaces that are positively
baroque. For just 10 electrons, one must consider
an unimaginable space comprising many billions
of dimensions!

No rigorous analogy exists in our everyday
world for this kind of fusional system: The best
image that I have come up with is that of a colony
of swarming ants, wherein the individual ants
blend in with the group, their behavior being dic-
tated by traces left by other individual ants. The
“implexity” of the electron-system makes it
impossible to represent systems involving more
than about 100 electrons in a direct manner.
Therefore, more subtle strategies of representa-
tion must be found in order to depict electron col-
lectives in such a way that they become compre-
hensible.

Lords of the Electrons

There has long been a simple solution to the prob-
lem of how to replace this collective cacophony
with a clear representation. It is a matter of silenc-
ing the individuals and of naming (or of electing!) a
local potentate, a lord who is charged with the
task of being the incontestable spokesperson for
the collective. This strategy has been extended to
electrons in the following manner:

Consider graphite, the material used for mak-
ing pencils, which is composed entirely of carbon

atoms. The feudal approach consists of placing the
six electrons of each carbon atom with its nucleus
into a rigid and completely sealed-off entity:
hence, the famous image of an atom as a small bil-
liard ball. These balls are then joined together by
fictitious springs that are meant to represent the
true interaction between the atoms, which is actu-
ally the result of complex influences between the
electrons and the nuclei of the different atoms.
Practically speaking, one adjusts the stiffness of
the springs in order to recover certain experimen-
tal properties of graphite, such as rigidity.

This approach works relatively well within cer-
tain limits, and it is still used today. However,
pushing it too far is dangerous. For example, when
graphite is subjected to immense pressures, it
transforms into diamond. The point is that this
transformation does not affect the atomic compo-
sition of the material, although, according to the
feudal framework, it should then keep the same
properties. The failure of this approach stems
from the fact that a true revolution occurs under
pressure: The electrons of each nucleus are com-
pletely reorganized, leading to very different inter-
actions between carbon atoms than those
observed in graphite. More generally, the feudal
approach also fails for materials that are difficult to
access through experience – the atmosphere on
Venus for example, or the properties of iron at the
Earth’s core.

The ethic of democracy is thus left intact: In
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1 Mark A. Topinka et al., “Coherent branched flow in a two-
dimensional electron gas,” in:Nature, vol. 410, March 8,
2001, p. 183.

Making Electrons Public
Pablo Jensen

Th. M iche ly, M . Hohage , M . Bott, G . Comsa, “Inversion of grow th speed anisotropy in two dimensions,” in: Physical Review Letters
70, 1993, p . 3943 ■ E lectrons flow ing in a material can now be imaged at an incredibly small scale . This complex pattern arises
from the quantum nature of the e lectrons (which flow leftwards) as they are scattered by impurities.



order to come up with a reliable picture of the
properties of various materials, we are thus
obliged to “crush” the local fiefdoms (the billiard
ball atoms) and give the word back to the elec-
trons.

Individualist Electrons

How, then, to provide a more detailed representa-
tion of the electron population without at the
same time falling back into the chaos of direct
expression? Two theorists have recently found a
good spokesperson for this collective, a discovery
which landed them the Nobel Prize in 1998.

This advance is based on a radical simplifica-
tion of the description of interactions between
electrons. These no longer depend on the detailed
quantum state of the whole group but only on the
electronic density in different areas of the material.
It is like being able to sum up all the social interac-
tions between people by using only the density of
the population in a given country, leaving out all
of the inhabitants’ social qualities and their entire
history, the dream (or the nightmare) of the sociol-
ogist! The great advantage of working with simple
particles like electrons is that this simplified repre-
sentation has proven extremely accurate. In fact,
as long as the electrons are not too excited, this
representation accounts for all the properties of
the electron collective.

In order to understand how physicists resolved
this problem of representation, and perhaps to
draw a few lessons out of it, we must go into a bit
of detail. There are two main ideas involved: first,
the use of fictitious electrons, electrons freed from
gregarious quantum behavior, and second, the
introduction of interaction forces that only
depend on the electronic density.

Electrons that are independent of one another
lend themselves more readily to simple calcula-
tions, for one only has to deal with particles taken
one at a time or with what is, in essence, an iso-
lated particle. This type of representation dates
from 1900, as a result of work done on the so-
called “perfect” gases, that is, on gases whose
atoms do not interact at all. At the time, this
approach was the only hope for making theoreti-
cal predictions: When one has only a hammer at
one’s disposal, everything starts to look like a nail!
Despite its simplicity, this approach met with rela-

tive success since it was able to furnish a sem-
blance of microscopic proof for an unexplained
experimental law, stating that good electrical con-
ductors are also good thermal conductors, as in
the case of copper. This idea of electrons “free”
from all exterior influence represents an interest-
ing framework, in that while maintaining an oper-
ational status, it manages to retain a certain flexi-
bility in the definition of described particles.2 This
flexibility explains its partial success for, in certain
favorable cases (that of copper, for example), the
electrons “stick” to nuclei and other electrons to
form “quasi-particles” that do not interact too
much with the environment. It suffices, then, to
apply the model (knowingly or not) to these quasi-
particles to obtain interesting predictions. Unfor-
tunately, this approach is inadequate for the
majority of materials, where such independent
quasi-particles do not exist.

Its current revival can be explained by one cru-
cial addition: realistic yet simple interactions
between the electrons. It has been demonstrated
that all the properties of electronic systems are
“hidden” in a simple mathematical quantity, with-
out any quantum complication, namely their den-
sity within the material. Therefore, the forces
between electrons can be calculated from this very
simple mathematical quantity in a rigorous man-
ner. The “free” electrons are submitted to these
fictitious forces, in order to make them reproduce
the electron density of the real system at any part
of the solid. In this way, these fictitious electrons
accurately reproduce the properties of the group
of real electrons. The ideal spokesperson for the
electrons has thus been found, one that expresses
itself straightforwardly and that is, furthermore,
capable of perfectly expressing the will of those it
represents. The calculations are still very complex
and necessitate the use of large computers, for the
fictitious forces depend on the electronic density,
which is determined by the position of all the elec-
trons and so is determined by the solution that
one is seeking. Physicists have managed to escape
this seemingly vicious circle by using a “self-con-
sistent” solution, that is, by repeating the calcula-
tion until they converge on a solution for which
the calculated forces induce the same density as
that which served to produce them.

This spokesperson is, in fact, rather similar to
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what economists call Homo economicus. This fan-
tastical being is a rational individual, virtually inde-
pendent of other individuals with whom he only
enters into relations through the intermediary of
the prices of various goods on the market. Much
has been said about how unrealistic this poor
being is, whose central merit is, of course, that he
allows precise calculations to be made. Homo eco-
nomicus has finally found a presentable friend in
the world of electrons: Electro densiticus. In the
case of electrons, the simplicity of individuals pre-
vents theoretical sleights of hand from taking
place, for the complexities of the real world are
not simply brushed under the carpet. Rather,
those complexities are perfectly reproduced in the
fictitious forces, whereas to represent the interac-
tions between humans solely as a function of mar-
ket prices is, of course, a gross oversimplification.

Physicists today rely on the speech of the Elec-
tro densiticus, at times more than on the speech of
real electrons! For example, theorists attempted
for months to reproduce the forms of platinum
nanoparticles grown by a prestigious German
research team.3 After several failures, it became
necessary to face the facts: the Electro densiticus
predicts forms that are at odds with the experi-
ments. A failure of our preferred spokesperson?
Not at all! The experimenters later noticed that
the morphologies they had obtained were actually

due to impurities (carbon monoxide) that had
become attached to certain platinum atoms and
had modified the forms of the particles. Better
control of the deposition conditions leads to the
very particles predicted by the simulations! In
some sense, the experiments were “false” and the
simulations correct.

Conclusions

Physicists have succeeded in finding a good
spokesperson for a complex system, one that can-
not express itself directly. The trick was to com-
bine a versatile theoretical tool (the independent
electrons framework) together with respect for
the most important properties of the collective
(the density). Of course, there is no direct lesson
for human collectivities to be gleaned from this
example for at least two reasons. First of all,
although electrons’ interactions are complex, the
electrons themselves are simple particles. They
are, in effect, all identical to one another, whereas
each individual human is as complicated as its
interactions with others are. Furthermore, as the
last example shows, Electro densiticus has become
a good spokesperson only at the cost of drastic
purifications of the materials used in the experi-
ments. Homo economicus has not yet completed
his solitary stay in purgatory.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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2 Pablo Jensen, Des atomes dans mon café crème: la physique
peut-elle tout expliquer?, Le Seuil, Paris, 2004.

3 Thomas Michely et al., “Inversion of growth speed
anisotropy in two dimensions,” in: Physical Revue Letters,
vol. 70, 1993, p. 3943.

Mark Topinka et al., “ Coherent branched flow in a two-dimensional e lectron gas,” in: Nature , vol. 410, March 8, 2001, p . 183, 
© Mark Topinka ■ Platinum atoms deposited on a platinum surface gather into small islands, whose shape changes w ith the sur-
face temperature (from -73°C (a) to 370°C (d)). The understanding of these changes proved to be tricky, eventually show ing the full
power of the “e lectro densitus” approach.



Beyond anatomical models used to study a stan-
dardized build, other types of plastic phantoms
have been applied in medical training for some
time now, specifically designed for practicing
diagnosis, emergency treatment and surgery. In
most cases these training aids are just “truncated”
bodies. However, they are neither broken nor
mutilated. The line that divides the part from an
imaginary whole only very rarely marks the area to
be operated on. The main focus of interest is
somewhere on the central area of the synthetic
fragment. The missing part is not lost but seems to
be negligible for the task at hand. As these tools
are made of plastic, one can basically do with them
everything this material allows. However, we have
to ask ourselves whether, with these analogous
artifacts, everything that is present-at-hand is at
the same time ready in a useful or an intended way.
On closer examination we will often have to
answer this question in the negative and distin-
guish between the functional core and the periph-
ery it is embedded in. Sometimes, the central parts
of a manikin can be clearly recognized by the dif-
ferent items that can be inserted into these areas to
examine various “cases” or to exchange the vari-
ants already “used”. Consequently, the extent of
the intended scope for action does not necessarily
at the same time mark the limits of the given form.
The thigh stump of a birth simulator [see figure 1,
top left], for instance, bears no resemblance to a
real thigh with its bones, blood vessels, nerves and
the like. Why should it? These features can obvi-
ously be dispensed with in the kind of surgical
training the tool is used for. The simulator does
not need to be complete in the generally accepted
sense of the word but has to fulfill specific require-
ments in terms of handling.

A similar situation is to be expected in the field
of computer-based simulators. In numerous digi-
tal surgical simulators, there is little more than the

two organs, let’s say liver and gallbladder, which
form a unit for an operation, for example in the
training program “VSOne Cho” for laparoscopic
cholecystectomy, which was developed at the
Forschungszentrum Karlsruhe.1 Here, in our
search for the limits of operability, we are more
interested in the simulated image than in the
appearance of the simulator. In real-life minimally
invasive surgery, surgeon and assistants orient
themselves through the images transmitted by an
endoscopic video camera in the abdomen. Analo-
gously, when practicing on a simulator the trainee
looks at a screen and not at the patient. The
trainee sees the model of the insides of a body,
which is calculated in real time. More precisely, he
or she sees what a synthetic camera with a 30-
degree lens sees in a simulated body, which seems
to be prepared for surgery, at least in so far as it
was inflated to offer room for an operation or
insight in the first place.

The circular shape of the calculated camera
image is completely taken up by the interior view.
As a rule, the scenario can be seen from only one
viewpoint and, as in real surgery, it is not possible
to see the entire situation at the same time. How-
ever, the incompleteness of the artifact is probably
even more differentiated than the image suggested
by what is presented to the eye. The boundaries
are not necessarily visible at first sight but become
clear only in the course of interaction. If one cuts,
for instance, into the horizontal tissue in figures 2
and 3, a hexagonal hole leading into emptiness
emerges. What is thought to be tissue turns out to
be a two-dimensional area, which was inserted to
round off the visual effect. The large hexagon
apparently belongs to a category of signs, which
are not meant to represent something in the body.
It rather has to be read as a symbol. This visual
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1 See Uwe Kühnapfel, Hüseyin K. Çakmak, Heiko Maaß,
“Endoscopic Surgery Training Using Virtual Reality and
Deformable Tissue Simulation,” in: Computers & Graphics,
vol. 24, no. 5, 2000, pp. 671-682.

“Actions of Interest” 
in Surgical Simulators
Inge Hinterwaldner

F ig . 1.  M edical manikins, 2005, collage , © Inge H interwaldner
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solution shows that we have departed from the
accumulation of elastodynamically deformable
objects, which would be relevant for the given
operation and is based on “physics”. A transition
to a peripheral area has taken place, which is not
sensitive for more subtle interaction: The hole
points to its imperviousness to action.

We would like to give another example. It is an
example that cannot be interpreted as a didactic
measure and cannot be classified as “transgression
failure” and therefore cannot be explained in
terms of mere local distance. In some simulators,2

only what is thought to be essential (the end-effec-
tor of a surgical instrument, for example, but not
its shaft) is equipped with a collision-detection
system and a force-feedback component. This has
“some advantages in computation,” but it allows
the simulated organs to intersect with the shaft
without resistance. Also, one can apply the instru-
ment to operate in some places as if it had no
shaft, places in which this would not be possible in
reality. In our example, too, we find deviations
from what is expected. This simulation was delib-
erately programmed so that the liver cannot be
cut, and it is possible to fix clips only on the thin
tubes.

Analogue as well as digital simulators are
designed for a specific and limited scope of appli-
cation. The term “region of interest” (ROI), which
is frequently used in scientific imaging, would be
appropriate only if the underlying definition of
“region” is not a strict spatial one. The example of
the “penetrable” shaft suggests that it is better to
focus on the scope for action. The term “action of
interest” is probably more accurate, although it
has already been used in jurisprudence and psy-
chology, where it has a completely different con-
notation. In the case of procedural trainers the

degree of differentiation of the modeling is
adjusted to the “actions of interest” and vice versa.
We therefore prefer an approach that refrains from
using “limitation” as a purely quantitative meas-
ure, but rather assesses the design of simulators in
view of what is practiced on them.

We must analyze critically to what extent it is
justified to consider state-of-the-art simulators
starting from this premise. Would that not deny
that the applications are still immature, inadequate
and at an early stage of development? Here, an
external and therefore probably weak argument
can be brought to bear: After all, these trainers
have been put on the market in the present form,
they have already been practiced, a certain useful-
ness has been attributed to them. In addition, it
has to be mentioned that the tools are not “only”
deficient. On the contrary, in other respects they
are “overzealous” compared to a real-operation
scenario. The handles of instruments that are
dropped, for instance, can vibrate, warning or
instructing texts appear on the screen, illumina-
tion is variable and sometimes images are gener-
ated that go beyond the experience of a practi-
tioner.

It can therefore be said that in many respects a
simulated operation scenario based on computa-
tion does not coincide with the real-life situation.
Instead they must be thought of as different
domains, which overlap only partially. The degree
of fidelity is the wrong criterion with which to
assess simulators, as they are hybrids of anatomi-
cal imitation and ideal procedures. Simulators
embody implemented rules for action (such as the
Berlin key3). This close entanglement will have to
be taken into consideration as soon as the focus in
“virtual prototyping” shifts to future-oriented
modeling.4
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2 It should be emphasized that this is not valid for “VSOne
Cho”.

3 See Bruno Latour, “The Berlin Key or How to Do Words
with Things,” in: Matter, Materiality and Modern Culture,
Paul M. Graves-Brown (ed.), Routledge, London and New
York, 2000, pp. 10-21.

4 I would like to thank Uwe Kühnapfel, Heiko Maaß and
Hüseyin K. Çakmak for the valuable discussions we had.

F ig . 2, 3. Institut für An-
gewandte Informatik (IAI) / 
Forschungszentrum Karls-
ruhe , se lect-IT’s simulator
“VSOne Cho” deve loped 
at the Forschungszentrum
Karlsruhe , 2003, screenshots,
© Institut für Angewandte
Informatik (IAI)/ Forschungs-
zentrum Karlsruhe ■ This
scenery shows a brown liver
in the background , a gall-
bladder, a bile duct, an artery
w ith clips, and a fat tissue as
we ll as surg ical instruments.



Biomedical practices often create new, invisible
entities that subsequently participate in everyday
life. Although hidden from view to any human not
armed with a microscope and laboratory equip-
ment and skills, microbes have clearly transformed
daily hygiene rituals,1 and so have many other
novel, invisible components of the world in which
we act.2 While the expanding lists of cells, genes,
antibodies and other substances produced by con-
temporary biomedicine are invisible in the literal
sense of being imperceptible, there is a second,
more interesting dimension to their invisibility.

Consider the little bottles of antibody reagents
stored in the fridges of thousands of biomedical
laboratories. According to the manufacturer’s
label, each bottle contains a specific kind of anti-
body that can be used to detect the presence of
marker molecules on the surface of cells, which
can, in turn, be used to diagnose a number of dis-
eases such as cancer or AIDS. Each bottle is,
apparently, autonomous in the sense that one can
take it out of the fridge, open and close it or move
it around on the lab bench; In other words, no vis-
ible attachments anchor it to a specific location or
piece of equipment. Yet, a glance at the label (with-
out which one could not divine the bottle’s con-
tent) shows that appearances are deceptive. The
label displays the acronym “CD” followed by a
number. The acronym, in this case, has nothing to
do with computer or music storage devices; it
means Cluster Designation and refers to a system
for classifying cell markers based on a computer
analysis of antibodies reacting with human blood
cells. Antibodies having similar specificity charac-
teristics are grouped together and assigned a num-
ber (CD1, CD2, CD3, and so on). Each CD bottle, in
other words, only makes sense as part of the CD
system.

A more historical account of the label’s referent
goes as follows:3 In the late 1970s, biomedical
researchers produced new antibody reagents tar-

geting molecules on the surface of normal and
malignant cells. Within a few years, these tools
transformed biomedical research. Laboratories
worldwide produced thousands of these new
reagents and reorganized the classification, diag-
nosis and prognosis of diseases such as cancer.
The rapid development of these reagents under ad
hoc and commercial brand names initially gener-
ated considerable confusion. To avoid the impend-
ing chaos, researchers in the field (officially sup-
ported by the World Health Organization and the
International Union of Immunological Societies)
launched an ongoing series of distributed work-
shops that led to the establishment of a nomencla-
ture according to which equivalent reagents pro-
duced by different laboratories were assigned to
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the same antibody set or cluster identified by a CD
number. Workshops functioned by sending
anonymous reagents to the participating laborato-
ries, which tested them and returned the results to
a central location where they were statistically
analyzed: Each workshop culminated in a meeting
that sanctioned new and revised CD categories
and discussed the characteristics and properties of
the new reagents. The First Workshop (1982)
mobilized 54 research groups from 14 countries
and resulted in the establishment of 15 CD cate-
gories. By the late 1990s, the cumulative number
of CDs had risen to over 247 and the number of
participating laboratories to over 500.

Behind each CD bottle lay a dense network of
public and commercial laboratories, researchers,
equipment and technologies. Without such a net-
work those little bottles in a laboratory’s fridge
would have an idiosyncratic, if not to say,
inscrutable existence. The opposite is also true.
Without those little bottles, the network would
not exist. It was established and regularly recon-

figured in order to create them. Moreover, the net-
work does not simply connect discrete, pre-exist-
ing entities: Rather, network connections create
new, hybrid entities. Our project aims at making
visible the mutually constitutive processes of
translation that transform heterogeneous actors
(in this case: CDs, laboratories, cells, commercial
companies, and so on) into seamless hybrids.

Maps are a way of making spatial connections
explicit. Geographical maps, while themselves the
result of a projection of three-dimensional rela-
tions onto a two-dimensional space, impose their
own spatial logic. Figure 2, for instance, shows the
geographic distribution of the participants in the
Fifth CD-Workshop (1993).

Figure 3, which pictures the national origin of
CD antibodies submitted to the Sixth Workshop
(1996), embodies a transitional solution between
the geographic realism of figure 2 and a network
topology. The size of the blue nodes reflects the
relative contribution of each country, and the geo-
graphical coordinates have been modified so that

1 Nancy Tomes, The gospel of germs. Men, women, and the
microbe in American life, Harvard University Press, Cam-
bridge, MA, 1998.

2 Lorraine Daston (ed.), Biographies of scientific objects,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2000.

3 Alberto Cambrosio, Peter Keating, Andrei Mogoutov,
“Mapping collaborative work and innovation in biomedi-
cine. A computer-assisted analysis of antibody reagent
workshops,” in: Social Studies of Science, 34, 2004,
pp. 325-364.

Making Collaboration 
Networks Visible
Andrei Mogoutov, Alberto Cambrosio, 
Peter Keating

F ig . 1. Bottles of antibody reagents (CD38 and CD19) on a lab-
oratory bench, photo © A lberto Cambrosio

F ig . 2. Richard Bachand , Geographic distribution of the participants in the F ifth CD-Workshop , 1993, computer graphics,
© Richard Bachand
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the production of antibodies. As a result, many
laboratories, through no choice of their own,
ended up producing anti-CD15 antibodies. CD8 is
quite different. One of the network nodes,
C IML/Marseilles, submitted a relatively large
number of antibodies all targeting CD8. This time
the result was intended: The laboratory had estab-
lished an explicit research program targeting that
molecule. Thus, contrary to traditional social-net-
work analysis, our maps do not prejudge matters
by displaying only social links; they leave the
ontological issue of the nature of the links open for
further inquiry. They also go beyond the question
of whether molecules play an intermediary role
linking institutions to other institutions or, vice
versa, whether the molecules are connected by
institutions. In this specific sense, our maps are
ontologically neutral and heuristically flexible.

Not all CDs are born equal; some are more
robust than others in the sense that they can rely
on the support of a larger number of institutions.

This is clearly visible, for instance, in figure 5,
which corresponds to the Third Workshop (1986),
where one can easily see the contrast between a
relatively small number of strong CDs at the core
of the map and a periphery of weak CDs. Closer
and stronger associations point to the blackbox-
ing of hybrid actors. But even black boxes are
reversible; networks of actors can be reconfigured.
Indeed, the research programs of major and minor
contributors have shifted in the two decades since
the First Workshop was launched, and these shifts
can be read, at least partly, from the links enter-
tained with specific CDs. Along with these trans-
formations, and with the transformation of both
the technical basis for defining CDs and of their
market economy, the role and structure of the
workshops has also shifted. In this sense, and
although space limitations prevent us from report-
ing here on additional analytical outcomes, our
maps are tools for investigating the ongoing
reconfiguration of heterogeneous hybrids.

countries sharing a specialization in a particular
kind of CD antibodies (against T-cells, B-cells,
Myeloid-cells NK-cells: orange squares) have
been moved close together.

But we can resort to an even more radical
approach, by renouncing absolute axes and map-
ping relations without assuming the existence of a
common Euclidean space, be it social or geo-
graphical.4 To this end, we can use Réseau-Lu
(www.aguidel. com), a network analysis software
specifically designed for the treatment and map-
ping of complex, heterogeneous relational data so
that they can be visually inspected and interpreted.
The nodes of figures 4 and 5 correspond to indi-
vidual CD categories (red circles) or laboratories
(orange squares). Each node appears only once on
each map, and its size is proportional to the rela-
tive importance of a given CD or laboratory contri-
bution. The location of nodes in the two-dimen-
sional space and the length of the connecting lines
have no metrical meaning. Réseau-Lu, however,

positions related CDs and laboratories close to one
another: Clusters can thus be easily visualized, as
can nodes acting as a bridge between different
clusters. Clusters (or, at a higher aggregation level,
clusters of clusters) correspond to hybrid actors.

Figure 4 displays the connections between the
CD categories analyzed during the First Workshop
(1982) and the laboratories that produced the rele-
vant antibodies. The map shows the major role
played by a few institutions as antibody producers
and simultaneously provides information about
the CDs. We can see, for instance, that CD15, fol-
lowed by CD8, is by far the CD to which the largest
cluster of antibodies was assigned by the work-
shop. Is this due to the possible strategic role (sci-
entific, clinical and/or commercial) played by
CD15? Scientists told us that, in this case, the rea-
son was biological, namely that CD15 is a molecule
with high immunogenic power that easily elicits
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4 Michel Callon, “Les méthodes d’analyse des grands nom-
bres peuvent-elles contribuer à l’enrichissement de la 
sociologie du travail?,” in: Sociologies du travail: quarante
ans après, Amélie Pouchet (ed.), Elsevier, Paris, 2001,
pp. 335-354.

F ig . 3. Andre i Mogoutov, National orig in of CD antibodies subm itted to the Sixth CD Workshop , 1996, computer graphics, 
© Andre i Mogoutov

F ig . 4. Andre i Mogoutov, The network of institutions
that subm itted antibodies to the First CD Workshop ,
1982, computer graphics, © Andre i Mogoutov

F ig . 5. Andre i Mogoutov, The network of institutions that 
subm itted antibodies to the Third CD Workshop , 1986, 
computer graphics, © Andre i Mogoutov
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from, the materiality and the specificity of the
device.

The exhibition can be performed in vivo or
tape-recorded and then turned into a video. Gen-
erally, the audience doesn’t appear on the video,
nor does the demonstrator; only his voice is heard.
A video of a demo obviates the need to carry cum-
bersome and fragile mechanisms in front of spon-
sors and saves time for the demonstrator. He
knows his video is good, so he has eliminated the
risk of failure involved in real-time demos.

Demos are used in front of academic peers,
during a seminar or workshop or in a university
office. Competitions between robots and between
the formalisms and approaches used to control
them are commonly carried out through demos at
artificial intelligence (AI) conferences. This form
of demonstration is becoming more and more
common in many scientific arenas.

Demos are also used by researchers trying to
obtain industrial contracts from managers. Demos
are brought to the offices of possible sponsors, are
shown at stands at conferences gathering academ-

Demonstrations in mathematics and in logic are
commonly carried out in writing.1 Many of them
are conveyed by academic journals. Others are
given on blackboards, in the framework of
research or teaching seminars in particular.2 How-
ever, writing is not the only means by which
demonstrations are implemented. Other tech-
nologies are used to this effect, in particular in the
fields of computer logic, artificial intelligence and
applied mathematics. Such is the case with
“demos,” which have been more and more used in
those fields in the recent past. What does the term
“demo” refer to?3

It is an abbreviation of “demonstration,” refer-
ring to one specific form of demonstration, where-
as “demonstration” remains a generic term. A
demo consists of exhibiting a technological device
in action, such as a running robot or some com-
puter software. The exhibition generally occurs in
front of an invited audience, following a carefully
scripted scenario. Often but not always, a demon-
strator comments on the running of the technical
device, linking its operation to general properties
of a specific formalism or methodology. Demos
are used to show the feasibility of a technological
approach, the value or even correctness of a spe-
cific logic, or the proper running of a prototype or
product.

Generally, a repertoire (or stabilized narrative)
has been crafted in advance, its preparation com-
monly taking the demonstrators a long time. The
corresponding exercise remains scripted in the
sense that a scenario (script) is used.4

When a demonstrator is present during a demo
as speaker, he makes himself a representative of
the system (sometimes a sales representative).
Generally, a whole scene is set up. Extreme and
spectacular circumstances for the working of the
device are often created in order to impress the
audience and in order to produce witnesses of the

achievements shown on stage. The impact of the
demo can then be extended, as the witnesses can
testify orally or in writing to the truth of the
achievements to a wider circle of actors.

Like other forms of demonstration, demos mix
technologies of proof and exhibition (or showing)
practices. Properties of the formalisms and of the
approaches at stake are exhibited to witnesses and
shown as emanating from, but also detachable
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1 See in particular Claude Rosental, “Richesse et ivresse de
la démonstration. Les textes scientifiques en logique,” in: 

Figures du texte scientifique, Jean-Michel Berthelot (ed.),
Presses Universitaires de France, Paris, 2003, pp. 275-297.

2 For further readings on the sociology of logic and mathe-
matics see in particular Claude Rosental, “Certifying Knowl-
edge: The Sociology of a Logical Theorem in Artificial Intel-
ligence,” in: American Sociological Review, vol. 68, August
2003, pp. 623-644; Claude Rosental, “Les travailleurs de la
preuve sur Internet. Transformations et permanences du
fonctionnement de la recherche,” in: Actes de la recherche en
sciences sociales, 134, September 2000,
pp. 37-44; David Bloor, “Polyhedra and the Abominations of
Leviticus: Cognitive Styles in Mathematics,” in: Essays in the
Sociology of Perception, Mary Douglas (ed.), Routledge,
London, 1982, pp. 191-218; Eric Brian, La mesure de l’Etat:
administrateurs et géomètres au XVIIIe siècle, Albin Michel,
Paris, 1994; Randall Collins, Sal Restivo, “Robber Barons
and Politicians in Mathematics: A Conflict Model of
Science,” in: Canadian Journal of Sociology, 8, 2, 1983,
pp. 199-227; Yves Gingras, “What Did Mathematics
Do to Physics?,” in: History of Science, 39, 126, 2001,
pp. 383-416; Eric Livingston, “Cultures of Proving,” in:

Social Studies of Science, 29, 6, 1999, pp. 867-888; Donald
MacKenzie, “Slaying the Kraken: The Sociohistory of a
Mathematical Proof,” in: Social Studies of Science, 29, 1999,
pp. 7-60; Andrew Pickering, Adam Stephanides, “Con-
structing Quaternions: On the Analysis of Conceptual Prac-
tice,” in: Science as Practice and Culture, Andrew Pickering
(ed.), University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1992, pp. 139-
167; Andrew Warwick, “Cambridge Mathematics and
Cavendish Physics: Cunningham, Campbell and Einstein’s
Relativity Theory 1905-1911. Part I: The Uses of Theory,” in:
Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 23, 4, 1992,
pp. 625-656. On the material dimension of the work of
abstraction see also Bruno Latour, “Sur la pratique des
théoriciens,” in: Savoirs théoriques et savoirs d’action,
Jean-Marie Barbier, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris,
1996, pp. 131-146.

3 The following analysis is based on the results of a large
research program I have developed in recent years on the
sociology of forms of demonstration. For further details see

in particular Claude Rosental, “Cooperation, Competition
and Demonstration in the European Telecommunication
Industry. A Sociological Analysis of the Development of
Information Super Highways in Europe,” in: CRICT Paper
Nr. 61, CRICT, Brunel University, UK, December 1998;
Claude Rosental, “De la démo-cratie en Amérique. Formes
actuelles de la démonstration en intelligence artificielle,” in:
Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, 141-142, March
2002, pp. 110-120; Claude Rosental, La trame de l’évidence.
Sociologie de la démonstration en logique, Presses Universi-
taires de France, Paris, 2003; Claude Rosental, “Fuzzyfying
the world – Social Practices of Showing the Properties of
Fuzzy Logic,” in: Growing Explanations: Historical Per-
spectives on Recent Science, M. Norton Wise (ed.), Duke
University Press, Durham, 2004, pp. 279-319; Claude
Rosental, De la démo-cratie en Amérique, forthcoming,
http://claude.rosental.free.fr/

4 The term “script” should not be understood here in the
narrow sense of a written document. Accordingly, note that
looking broadly at various types of scripts provides in gen-
eral a more adequate and fruitful framework for the social
studies of science and technology than focusing simply on
writing and reading.

Frédéric Kaplan demonstrating a research prototype of a four-leg Sony robot, 2000, photo © Sony, France / Frédéric Kaplan

Making Science and 
Technology Results Public
A Sociology of Demos
Claude Rosental
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ics, engineers and research managers. Demos are
also performed during laboratory tours designed
for company executives.

The recent rise in the use of demos offers a his-
torical opportunity to explore why demonstra-
tions should not be understood in the limited
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terms of an opposition between proof and persua-
sion (or apodeixis and epideixis).5 The ontology of
demonstrations can’t be reduced to proof and per-
suasion devices in general. Demo devices are
sometimes products for sale. Indeed, high technol-
ogy prototypes are often already versions of prod-
ucts, due to the speed of development in those
industries. Demos represent also a tool to manage
and create social links and partnerships, for
researchers as well as for engineers and consult-
ants. They are used to communicate information
but also to gain it from members of an audience by
analyzing their reactions. The gain of information
is sometimes used periodically by the demonstra-
tors to shape the technologies and the correspon-
ding formalisms in progress, to coordinate their
action with others, to compete with them, to take
control of the possible sponsors and customers
and to create a market around the emerging
objects.

In fact, demos are a key element in the
processes that bind the making and the marketing
of science and technology. Demos have a peculiar
property: They can be used and therefore capital-
ized in many spaces. Some large institutions even
use them as a solution to the complex problem of
how to make scientific and technological results
public.

In the recent past the European Commission
has started using demos as a privileged tool to
publicize the results of its research efforts, to man-
age difficult funding arbitrations between projects
and to contribute to the definition of European
policies and politics. A good illustration of this
phenomenon is the case of the Advanced Com-
munications Technology and Services (ACTS)
program, which was run between 1994 and 1998
within the fourth framework program of the Euro-
pean Commission. One of the main purposes of
ACTS was to help develop a very high-speed com-
munication network in Europe, which would cor-
respond to its equivalent in the US, the Internet2

project. ACTS was intended to contribute in par-
ticular to the development of a physical network,
to multimedia applications and to experiments in
telework within large firms.

How could the European Commission show
ACTS results in a way that would make them
clearly appear “tangible” to the public – and to

economic and political authorities such as Euro-
pean Parliament members?

Distributing masses of opaque academic publi-
cations would have been of little use to this end. A
more effective tool, which was adopted by Euro-
pean Commission representatives, consisted of
circulating documents such as reports containing
lists of technical papers, project summaries and
statistics on the projects. It also involved distribut-
ing CD-ROMs containing ACTS success stories
and in building databases on ACTS projects acces-
sible on the Internet.

But the most efficient tool by far relied on
encouraging, planning and reporting on masses of
technological demos of ACTS projects. Many
demos in the ACTS program showed the working
of high-speed exchanges of information, by dis-
playing various forms of telework such as telecon-
ferences. The organization of a teleconference
involving economic and political authorities was a
very focused and powerful way for the actors in
charge of the ACTS program to demonstrate the
results of the projects to the former actors.

The running of ACTS demos was systemati-
cally reported in writing for many of those who
could not attend the performances. In a 1997
ACTS report, for example, each project’s demos
were presented in a row, and three columns were
filled out with the following information: “Date of
the Public Demonstration,” “Nature of Demon-
stration,” “Target Audience & Reaction”. Some
demos also served as a basis for video clips, which
were distributed on CD-ROMs to ACTS partici-
pants, industrialists and political representatives.

In the case of ACTS, as in other cases, the set-
ting up and performance of demos met the com-
plementary interests of several types of interested
observers and actors (scholars, engineers, firm
executives, politicians, members of various gov-
ernmental and private agencies) and constituted a
rare opportunity for interaction, competition,
coordination of action and building of partner-
ships. At a global level, demos serve as a privileged
bridge between science, technology and society.
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5 For insightful analyses of these concepts in ancient Greek
science see in particular Barbara Cassin, “Managing Evi-
dence,” paper presented at the Society for Social Studies of
Science Conference, Paris, August 26, 2004, this volume,
chapter 14. Heinrich von Staden, “Anatomy as Rhetoric:
Galen on Dissection and Persuasion,” in: Journal of the His-
tory of Medicine and Allied Sciences, vol. 50, 1, January 1994,
pp. 47-66.

Neuroscience 2004, 34th Annual M eeting of the
Society for Neuroscience , San D iego/California,
October 23-27, 2004, photo: Etienne Pe laprat 



plants and animals were used either as models of order or as foil, all

sorts of new connections now have to be established with flora and

fauna. Nature appears now as an extraordinary set of complex

assemblies made up not only of humans but also of all the beings in

whose existence humans have implicated themselves. The problem

of composition has returned, vastly expanded. The question of cos-

mopolitics has returned, but now with a cosmos that does not

appear as a well-ordered totality but as a shambles of contradictory

claims, which have to be assembled and ordered. Politics has

returned, but as Dingpolitik. If man has become a political animal

again, it’s also because animals have become political.

Apes Are Individuals

Homo Homini Lupus and Vice Versa

Stockholm’s New Monument to Nature

Eco-Dictatorship? No Thanks

One of the most obvious consequences of having the sciences sit in

judgment over political forums was the invention of the notion of

nature. If nature, as the systematic and orderly assemblage of all

beings, could be taken as the pattern for politics, then the ideal solu-

tion would be to quit politics altogether and to establish it on the

firm ground of nature as known by the sciences. But the general

shift from objects to things, the eruption of ecological crisis, the

very expansion of all the “politically controversial” sciences, has

ruined this project for doing away with politics. The animal king-

dom was used for centuries either as a model of order, putting the

confusion of human politics to shame, or, on the contrary, as a wild,

terrifying foil for the grandiose, taming power of civilization. While

6 “The Great Pan is Dead!”

Humboldt’s Paean

Dogs Eat Goats and the New Invisible Hand

Sheep Don’t Flock

Pigs Can Be Consulted

Chicken Politics
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What does the cosmos look like? How do people
– scientists, artists, politicians – represent the
entirety of what is, in a way that we can relate to?
Most of the “cosmological” images in recent years
show us very large, very distant, very alien places.
Physics tells us gnarly mathematical fables of
superstrings and antimatter and the “first
microseconds of the universe”; in the popular ver-
sions, we get Carl Sagan in Cosmos perched casu-
ally against a buttress of his interstellar cathedral
as he zooms past nebulae or Stephen Hawking
launching into hyperspace in his turbo-wheelchair
at the end of A Brief History of Time. Science fic-
tion sometimes gives us a little more to hold on to,
or at least more of a plot, but Hollywood most
often shows us outer space (the favored location
for current thinking about cosmology) as rife with
aggressive, hard-to-kill non-citizens. All of this
seems very remote from us (except when the space-
ships blow up the White House). And when things
get “cosmic” in the post-Jungian, psychological,
inner-space sense, we get thrown into psychedelic
mises-en-abyme like the finale of 2001: A Space
Odyssey, annihilating all that’s made into special
effects and a purple haze: “Freaking cosmic, man!”

Obviously, the cosmos is a difficult “thing” to
make public. First of all, it’s big. Also, since it can
mean the entire contents and basic principles of
order of the universe, it includes us as part of it; if
we wanted to draw it, we’d also have to draw our
own hand drawing, or some other M.C.
Escheresque convolution. Talking about the uni-
verse as a whole, once we include ourselves in the
equation, inevitably leads us back to thinking
about our place within it: how we know it, how
much of it we can change, what responsibility we
have toward the rest of it. Maybe those are some
reasons the cosmos has been so hard to represent:
When we try, we fall so easily into either unsatisfy-
ing banalities (does anyone really feel like the “big

bang” explains anything at all?) or embarrassing
extravagancies (like Doug Henning’s plans to
build a Disney-style Maharishi theme park in
Toronto) (uh oh, it’s magic).1

A single book, published back in the middle of
the nineteenth century, is probably responsible for

1 On Henning’s plans for Veda Land, see “Theme Parks: 
Veda Lost?,” in: The New York Times, February 22, 1998,
Section 6, p. 15.352

¡Viva la República Cósmica! 
or The Children of Humboldt and Coca-Cola
John Tresch

A lexander von Humboldt, Géographie des plantes équinoxiales, illustration from Essai sur la géographie des plantes, accompagné
d’un tableau physique des régions équinoxiales, Fr. Schoe ll, Paris, 1807, photo © The Newberry Library

putting the word “cosmos” back into common
circulation for the first time since the Greeks. The
book was called Cosmos, and as its subtitle tells
us, it aimed at A Sketch of the Physical Description
of the Universe.2 But it made a point of pairing flat
physical facts of nature taken from the cutting

edge of physics, geology, biology, meteorology
and astronomy with descriptions of the ways
these facts were gathered, along with wonder-
filled exclamations about the overall harmony of
the picture of the cosmos it drew. Its author was
the explorer and naturalist Alexander von Hum-

2 Alexander von Humboldt, Cosmos: A Sketch of the Physical
Description of the Universe, 2 vols., Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, Baltimore, 1997 (first published 1845 and 1847).



boldt, and if you’ve ever lived in the Americas west
of the Appalachians you’ve probably lived on, in,
or near a Humboldt street, park, drive, or county.
You get the impression that Humboldt is every-
where; that’s because he traveled everywhere, or
he had friends in those parts of the world he hadn’t
been to. He set these friends up in observatories,
to observe the weather, measure air pressure and
temperature, note atmospheric effects (he had a
thing for the aurora borealis), and study the ups
and downs of magnetic needles. These new net-
works made of Humboldtian observers created
Earth science as we know it today: Their interna-
tionally-distributed precision instruments tied
together natural phenomena and scientific fields
around the planet.

Then Humboldt showed how it all fit together.
That’s what Cosmos was about: It was a guided
tour of reality, led by a superhumanly enthusiastic,
gay Prussian guide who not only took you
through narrow mountain passes before present-
ing you with panoramic vistas but also told you
clearly what you should be feeling along the way.
“The Different Degrees of Enjoyment Presented
by the Contemplation of Nature” was the name of
one chapter. Humboldt could look up at the heav-
ens and send you out into the distant reaches of
the solar system, past the fermenting nebulae just
then being picked up by gargantuan telescopes,
before dropping you back to the edge of an
Andean volcano; but whether in outer space or at
Cotopaxi, he made sure you knew how it felt to be
where you were. He addressed the reader in the
second person plural, with Technicolor descrip-
tions and lots of atmosphere; it was an interactive,
user-friendly cosmos, where the overall order and
meaning of the universe depended on the con-
cepts and tools by which it was known.

Humboldt thought that training people to
experience nature this way, with both the facts
and the feelings, would help make them better cit-
izens. Experiencing nature scientifically and artis-
tically (through concrete descriptions, elegant dia-
grams and gorgeous tableaux like the one on the
previous page) would make us more intelligent,
more moral and more free.

That might sound wacky. Or it might not. At 
any rate, he wasn’t the only one to think such
thoughts. He got a lot of his ideas about art’s po-

wer to transform society from the playwright and
poet, Friedrich Schiller, whom he’d met hanging
out in Jena with his older brother, Wilhelm von
Humboldt, and Goethe. The younger Humboldt
scattered Schiller’s words throughout his scientific
writings. In fact, we can see Humboldt’s project for
a definitive modern cosmology, where the totality
of knowledge about the physical world was com-
bined with a recognition of the central place of
humans’ inner life and activity in constructing that
knowledge, as a scientific version of Schiller’s Let-
ters on the Aesthetic Education of Mankind.

Schiller thought that great works of art brought
human nature’s conflicting drives into a charged,
creative balance. One part of us craves the chaos
and sensory stimulation of matter; another part
longs for abstract order and the realm of pure
form. What Schiller called the “aesthetic state”
taps into a third drive, halfway between these two:
the play drive, which oscillates between sense and
abstraction. Fine art brings us there, by combining
inner reason and morality with sensuous details
and desire and putting them into physical objects
through which they can be shared: Art makes
things public, by making public things.

According to Schiller, aesthetic experience
makes us free: By overcoming the specialization of
modern society, it allows us to experience the
totality of our nature, as individuals and as mem-
bers of a community. Likewise, it sets nature free.
Science, Schiller thought, murders its objects by
analyzing them into their component parts and
seeing them only as means to our ends. When we
experience plants, animals and other humans aes-
thetically, they become self-sufficient agents in a
harmonious, interlocking totality: “In the Aes-
thetic State,” Schiller said, “everything – even the
tool which serves – is a free citizen, having equal
rights with the noblest.”3 But this freedom isn’t a
cacophony of contradictory wills. Freedom means
recognizing one’s true nature, and that means
acknowledging one’s duty toward and depend-
ence on others. He penned the lyrics for the
chorale in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, a poem
now known as “Ode to Joy” but originally called
“Ode to Freedom” (which the EU surely knew
when they chose it for their anthem):
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“Thy magic reunites those
Whom stern custom has parted;
All men will become brothers
Under thy gentle wing.
[…]
All the world’s creatures
Draw joy [freedom] from nature’s breast;
Both the good and the evil
Follow her rose-strewn path.”4

Schiller’s poem, especially with Ludwig Van’s
orchestration, paints an exuberant picture of a 
universe in which each element plays a joyful,
independent part but all together form a harmo-
nious, dynamic whole. These days, when some
want to identify freedom with isolated cowboys,
patriotic missiles and abundant consumer goods,
it might be hard to grasp that for Schiller, free-
dom depended on the multiple and fragile connec-
tions among humans and between humans and
nature.

Humboldt adapted to science Schiller’s view of
art – the external object that mediates between
humans and nature and in the process makes both
of them free. The new mediator was the scientific
instrument, the place where the abstract, formal
categories of our minds fuse with external matter
and sense data. Instruments were Humboldt’s
calling card, his hobby horse, the obsession into
which he initiated his legion of correspondents. In
works like Cosmos he combined their findings
into a view of the whole that closely resembled
Schiller’s aesthetic state, which the poet had com-
pared to a dance in which all move in synch, glid-
ing from partner to partner: “Everything fits so
skillfully, yet so spontaneously, that everyone
seems to be following his own lead, without ever
getting in anyone’s way. Such a dance is the per-
fect symbol of one’s own individually asserted
freedom as well as of one’s respect for the freedom
of the other.”5 Humboldt understood his cosmos
in the same terms. He wanted to depict the “gen-
eral equilibrium which reigns among disturbances
and apparent turmoil”: living beings and their
milieus at all levels, forming systems of systems in
complex interaction, yet with each part doing its
own thing.6 Weaving through this dance were
Humboldtian natural scientists and their free but
disciplined instruments.

Look at Humboldt’s famous painting, reproduced
here, from his Essay on the Physiognomy of Plants.
It shows the distribution of plant species and
atmospheric qualities at different altitudes near the
equator in Latin America, where his views of free-
dom helped spur his young friend Simon Bolivar
to revolutionary action. It beautifully captures his
understanding of the relations that make up
nature and the place of humans’ knowledge and
activity within it. It makes the cosmos public.
Every column traces one kind of atmospheric phe-
nomenon – humidity, temperature, magnetism,
luminosity – as registered by its appropriate
instrument. Now turn the picture on its side, 90
degrees to the right: You can read it as an orches-
tral score moving from left to right, with ascension
in altitude taking the place of progression in time.

Humboldt was composing a cosmic symphony
and gathering the instruments to perform it.
Rather, it was more than a symphony, where a
range of sounds work together; it was a symphe-
nomenony, a vast natural chorus of phenomena
brought into conceptual harmony by standardized
but sensitive geophysical instruments. This nine-
teenth-century image of the cosmos, or cosmo-
gram, aimed at overcoming the tension between
collective duty (or general law) and individual free-
dom (or local particularity). Humboldt helped
found ecology, environmental science and the
green movement by presenting humans as part of
the community of nature. After voyaging for
decades, he brought the cosmos home; he showed
what it means to live not just as a member of a city
or a state (polis) but how to be a citizen of the uni-
verse – to be truly cosmopolitan.

Is a project like Humboldt’s conceivable now,
when science and society seem to be fractured by
so much more complexity, incommensurability
and conflict? What forms does the cosmos take
today – Bloomberg machines, satellite images of
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3 Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man, in a
Series of Letters, trans. Elizabeth M. Wilkinson, L. A.
Willoughby (eds), Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1986,
p. 219.

4 Friedrich Schiller, “Ode to Joy,” parallel German/English
text at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ode_to_Joy. Schiller’s
original text, at the end of the second stanza quoted here,
read, before the censors got to it: “Thy magic reunites /
What custom’s sword has parted / Beggars become princes’
brothers / Under thy gentle wing.”

5 Friedrich Schiller, letter to Körner, February 23, 1793, in:
Friedrich Schiller, op. cit., p. 300.

6 See Michael Dettelbach, “Global Physics and Aesthetic
Empire: Humboldt’s Physical Portrait of the Tropics,” in:
Visions of Empire. Voyages, Botany, and Representations of
Nature, David Philip Miller, Peter Hanns Reill (eds), Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, pp. 258-292.354



the “whole Earth,” the World Social Forum? The
last time I heard Beethoven’s hymn to freedom,
joy and harmony on the radio, it was being com-
pared with another, more recent global mega-hit:

“I’d like to teach the world to sing
In perfect harmony
I’d like to buy the world a Coke
And keep it company
That’s the real thing.”7

The jingle is disturbingly catchy, but of course it’s
wrong; carbonated brand-fetishism isn’t going to

get us to utopia. But in one sense it’s right. The
place occupied by Coke here – that of the connec-
tion, the tool, the concrete mediation that makes a
community possible and visible – that is the real
thing.8 Following Humboldt, we might look to
the multiplicity of public objects through which
we connect ourselves to one another and to
nature. From those concrete starting points, we
might begin to imagine, depict and make real a
cosmic republic: a world we recognize as our
responsibility and one in which, to quote another
of Schiller’s readers, “the free development of each
is the condition for the free development of all”.9
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7 National Public Radio, September 10, 2004, All Things Con-
sidered: “Remembering Billy Davis, Coca-Cola Pitchman,”
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?
storyId=3912400

8 Bill Backer, the ad’s producer, later wrote about his inspira-
tion: “[I] began to see the familiar words, ‘Let’s have a
Coke,’ as […] actually a subtle way of saying, ‘Let’s keep
each other company for a little while.’ […] So that was the
basic idea: to see Coke not as it was originally designed to
be – a liquid refresher – but as a tiny bit of commonality
between all peoples, a universally liked formula that would
help to keep them company for a few minutes.” Bill Backer,
The Care and Feeding of Ideas, Times Books/Random
House, New York, 1993.

9 Karl Marx, The Manifesto of the Communist Party, in: The
Marx-Engels Reader, Robert C. Tucker (ed.), Norton, New
York, 1972.356

Raymond Depardon, Brésil. Amazonie . Les Ind iens Yanomam i, 2002, b/w photograph, 60 x 90 cm , photo © Raymond Depardon /
Magnum Photos
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Here was a new starting point for political science. By

approaching human community from the animal side,

Townsend by-passed the supposedly unavoidable question

as to the foundations of government; and in doing so

introduced a new concept of law into human affairs, that

of the laws of Nature. Hobbes’ geometrical bias, as well

as Hume’s and Hartley’s, Quesnay’s and Helvetius’ han-

kering after Newtonian laws in society had been merely

metaphorical: they were burning to discover a law as

universal in society as gravitation was in Nature, but

they thought of it as a human law […] If, to Hobbes, man

was as wolf to man, it was because outside of society men

behaved like wolves, not because there was any biologi-

cal factor which men and wolves had in common. Ulti-

mately, this was so because no human community had yet

Karl Polanyi on Dogs
Eat Dogs or The Fable
of Sociobiology

been conceived of which was not identical with law and

government. But on the island of Juan Fernandez there

was neither government nor law; and yet there was bal-

ance between goats and dogs. […] No government was

needed to maintain this balance; it was restored by the

pangs of hunger on the one hand, the scarcity of food on

the other. Hobbes had argued the need for a despot

because men were like beasts; Townsend insisted that

they were actually beasts and that, precisely for that

reason, only a minimum of government was required. […]

No magistrates were necessary, for hunger was a better

disciplinarian than the magistrate. To appeal to him,

Townsend pungently remarked, would be “an appeal from

the stronger to the weaker authority.”

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation, Rinehart, New York and Toronto, 1944, pp. 114f.



For the past few years the inhabitants of a hamlet
on the outskirts of the village of Ingleton in York-
shire, England, have been witnessing a strange
exercise every morning. A woman, said to have
been one of the most renowned primatologists in
the English-speaking world, spends her day in a
field in front of her house, observing animals that
she has put there. As she did during her many
years of field work in Africa studying apes, prima-
tologist Thelma Rowell patiently notes all the
movements and tiny events making up the daily
social life of the animals to which she is currently
devoting her time. 

Admittedly, these animals are different from
the ones she was used to spending time with: The
relations are not characterized by the same inten-
sity, the behaviors are peculiar to the species, the
communication does not always pass by the same
channels and the events seem to take place at
another pace. But as far as their social expertise is
concerned, these animals are certainly on a par
with apes. To put it simply, they are organized – so
much so, in fact, that they warrant the title of
“honorary primate” recently awarded to dolphins,
hyenas and elephants, even though they have no
link with apes. These “honorary primates,” which
have become so fascinating since Thelma Rowell
started questioning them, are sheep. And, owing
to the scientist’s patient work, these sheep have
changed considerably.

The primatologist’s observations usually start
early in the morning, with the same ritual: She
takes each of her 22 sheep a bowl of its breakfast.
But what puzzles any outside observer is that there
are not 22 but 23 bowls, that is, always one too
many. 

Why the extra bowl? Is the researcher practic-
ing a kind of conviviality that demands she share
the meal of those she is studying? No, that is not
the idea. Does this “generous” strategy perhaps

attest to a new attitude of researchers? Might the
refusal to make the animals compete be related to
a new type of question, itself contingent on a polit-
ical awareness? Thelma Rowell affirms that the
focus on competition, characteristic of ethological
research studies for years, did correspond to cer-
tain political contexts,2 but the food supply that
she gives her sheep is not of this type of enroll-
ment. The twenty-third bowl is part of a device
that, in Bruno Latour’s terms,3 should give all the
chances to the sheep: It should allow them to be
more interesting. Of course this requires some
explanation, and I will revert to that. First, I wish
to take the time to reconstruct the multiple events
that progressively led to the necessity for this
extra bowl.

The fact that I have chosen such a trivial and
concrete element to start that reconstruction is
not irrelevant. It attests to a particular epistemo-
logical position to which I am committed, one
that I call a virtue: the virtue of politeness. I try to
acquire this virtue during my work, in which, as an
ethologist, I study the work of other ethologists,
and it is in contact with them that I learn it. As pri-
matologist Shirley Strum would have put it, this
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politeness forces me, as far as possible, to avoid
“constructing knowledge behind the backs of
those I am studying”. In Strum’s practice, the
questions she puts to baboons are always subordi-
nate to “what counts for them”.

This politeness of “getting to know” has
proved itself sufficiently for me to propose adher-
ing to it myself. If baboons or sheep become so
interesting when their scientist subjects herself to
this constraint, I can also hope to make the
researcher interesting, in my study, by adopting
the same demand and exploring how “what
counts for them” has allowed changes. Among the
things that count for Rowell and that I learned
myself was how sheep could become extremely
interesting, which is why they are present
throughout my analysis.4 I also acquired her taste
for the small concrete causes that produce unex-
pected effects, original hypotheses, things through
which – as she often stresses – “differences arise,”
without any need to refer to grand theories, influ-
ences, representations, ideology and the like.5

Sometimes a bowl is enough.
I will revert to this point. At this stage we just

need to bear in mind that this extra bowl gives a
chance to the sheep – put that way, no one would
doubt it – and to the researcher observing them.

Of all animals, sheep are precisely those that
until now have been given the fewest chances.
They have been the victims of what Rowell calls “a
hierarchical scandal”6 in ethology: “We have given
primates multiple chances; we know just about
nothing about the others.” Of course we know
things about them, but clearly those things are not
comparable to what we know about apes. The
more research advances, the more interesting the
questions about apes become and the more these
animals turn out to be endowed with elaborate
social and cognitive competencies. By contrast,
questions about the others still primarily concern
what they eat.

The reasons for these differences in questions
are multiple. First, “The way we study primates is
rather different from the way classical ethology
was carried out, with long-term research, individ-
ual-based studies looking for relationships, look-
ing for ways of communication.”7 In other words,
primatology has gradually adopted the methods
and questions of anthropology. Classical ethol-

ogy, on the other hand, focuses mainly on rela-
tions with and around food: who eats what, how
animals organize themselves around resources,
and so forth. These methodological differences are
linked to various issues primarily related to the
animals themselves, to the different questions
about them, to problems of practice and terrain
and the like. Primates, considered to be our close
relatives or even the ancestors of human beings,
have mobilized their researchers around social
questions. From the point of view of field work,
baboons, macaques and chimpanzees present a
certain advantage: “They are interesting because
they are always doing something, they are always
interacting; they are doing it noisily and overtly,
and it is easy to watch, it’s fun to watch them.”8

Not only are they fun to watch, but the collection
of data required for research that is more than sim-
ply a set of anecdotes, varies considerably. From
the point of view of the possibility of publishing
results and arousing the interest of colleagues, this
certainly makes a difference.

Classical ethology’s focus on problems related
to food resources can be explained in much the
same way. Rowell says, “The problem is that you
can watch an animal eating very easily. The whole
business of food and the competition for food has
been much exaggerated because that is what is
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1 This title stems from a comment by Thelma Rowell (Inter-
view, June 30, 2003): “People who rear the animals (in inten-
sive farming) will go quite some way towards avoiding
accepting that these animals have relationships and opin-
ions; animals do certainly have opinions.”

2 “There is really a very dreary period when nobody talks
about anything but competition, and it coincides with the
extremely conservative government in this country, cer-
tainly. Competition was absolutely everything.” Interview,
June 30, 2003. This idea of linking the repertoire of ques-
tions put to animals to a political awareness was received
enthusiastically by some researchers and with more reserve
by others. On this subject see, for example, the minutes of
discussions between primatologists on the influence of fem-
inist consciousness on the behaviors of their primates, in:
Shirley C. Strum, Linda Marie Fedigan, Primate Encounters:
Models of Science, Gender and Society, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, 2000.

3 Bruno Latour, “A Well Articulated Primatology: Reflections
of a Fellow Traveler,” in: Strum, Fedigan, op. cit., 
pp. 358-382.

4 I could, following Bruno Latour, and by transforming it
slightly, apply a critique of Thelma Rowell on the notion of
“standpoint”: “If a philosopher studies a primatologist
studying sheep and sticks to her, she will end up studying
sheep because the primatologist studying sheep is very
much interested in sheep!” What Latour draws our atten-
tion to is not “we need to get rid of this notion of stand-
point”: On the contrary, we need to seek a way in which
“new original standpoints will introduce a difference that will
lead away from the standpoint”. For the original citation on
“female scientists studying female baboons” and Latour’s
comments, see Latour, in: Strum, Fedigan, op. cit., p. 380.

5 I hope that this transformation will be legible in comparison
with the series of interviews constituting the documentary
base that I have created with Didier Demorcy for the exhibi-
tion. Regarding the “great causes” that my research and my
questions focused on, Thelma Rowell answered with dis-
arming simplicity, constantly referring me to that which
research makes visible. When I asked her how feminism had
influenced the fact that she was interested in females (on the
basis of the hypothesis constituting a part of the debates in
Primate Encounters), she kindly replied that it was far more
simple: What she saw did not correspond to what she had
been taught, although she conceded that empathy can cause
one to pay more attention to what one feels close to.

6 Thelma Rowell, “A Few Peculiar Primates,” in: Strum, Fedi-
gan, op. cit., pp. 57-70.

7 Interview, June 30, 2003.
8 Interview, June 29, 2003.360
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easiest to see, whereas the actual important thing
is whether you get eaten yourself. What is much
more important to the animals is much rarer, and
it is predation.” Rowell adds: “And it is underesti-
mated because nobody sees it! And you don’t see
it partly because you are there. It is a self-fulfilling
thing. When we are with them, we form some sort
of protection – and having seen that, they are will-
ing to exploit it, and that is called habituation.”9

Reverting to the hierarchical scandal, we could say
that sheep, even more than the others, have been
victims of questions of little relevance compared
to their ability to organize themselves socially.
First, the focus on the question of what they eat is
particularly exclusive and intense in that it corre-
sponds to what we expect from sheep: that they
convert plants into mutton. Second, the lack of
interest in the issue of predation makes it impossi-
ble to translate behaviors that are meaningful in
relation to it. From the point of view of predation,
sheep-like behavior, which in our political
metaphors seems to be emblematic of their stupid-
ity, could be the foundation of the intelligence of
most sheep’s social behavior: a strategy of coordi-
nation and cohesion that protects them from
predators. The closer and more attentive the ani-
mals remain to one another’s movements, the
sooner the enemy will be detected. Finally, the
very organization of breeding leaves little chance

for the emergence of the kind of social behaviors
found among primates. We know very little about
the males, for example, since few of them live for
more than three months. Moreover, nothing is
known about the way in which females choose
them during the mating season and how relations
organize that choice, since selection is entirely
controlled by humans. In fact, breeders’ selection
will favor “the most sheepish sheep”: “You do
occasionally have a sheep that is inventive. A lot of
farms would simply select [that one for slaughter]
because that’s the sheep who finds the gap in the
fence.”10

Sheep have an additional difficulty compared to
most other farm animals: “They cannot really
effectively protest. A cow, you have to treat with a
little more respect, because they are bigger than
you are. With sheep, you can do what you like,
they don’t make any obvious protest, they just get
miserable.”11
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As the etymology of the word reminds us, to
protest means above all to testify. And that is pre-
cisely where sheep’s problem lies: they have never
been able to testify to what interests them since
whatever it is that might interest them has been
offered no affordance, no possibility of articula-
tion with what interests those who attest on their
behalf. Until now they have had no reliable
spokesperson.12 Admittedly, the notion of a
spokesperson such as Latour proposes it always
implies a doubt. The question “Who is speaking?”
is replaced by another that renders the answer
more difficult: No one can speak for himself any-
more; all the actors are made to speak. The idea is
now to make an inventory and to assess the multi-
ple conditions through which the person asking
the questions can claim to be authorized by the
person being questioned to say a particular thing
on his or her behalf. The very fact that this reliabil-
ity is always a matter of doubt, inscribed in con-
troversies, was apparent when Thelma Rowell
reported on the particular status of predation in
research: “Do you want to know what is impor-
tant for those whom you are questioning? The
very fact that your presence is perceived as a threat
by their predators will make certain important
events rarer; and if that presence were not per-
ceived by those same predators, your animals
would not let you get close enough to observe
them.”13 It is because your proposition is articu-
lated to their interests that your research affords
you the opportunity to say things about them.
This does not, however, mean that you are con-
demned systematically to missing what is impor-
tant for them. There is another way of translating
this situation, if we bear in mind the fact that the
researcher, like Thelma Rowell, actively takes into
consideration the implications of her presence. A
new competency is added to the repertoire of all
the behaviors through which animals organize
themselves around predation: the one that allows
them to enroll their researcher as an ally against
the predator. Scientists may have limited their
access to the repertoire of these competencies, but
they have simultaneously enlarged this repertoire.

The advantage of this way of explaining the
work needed to construct a testimony is threefold:
First, it is relativistic, in the strict sense of the term,
because it forces one to multiply the conditions

that the entire device will articulate. To mention
only those noted until now by Thelma Rowell (we
can start with the main causes, since these would
never be possible without the others): a political
context that favors hypotheses in terms of compe-
tition (this problem itself is made visible only
because researchers have focused on food-related
behaviors; although these behaviors were easier to
observe only because the researchers present
offered some security to those whom they were
observing). To this can be added practical prob-
lems in the field that make certain observations
easier and more fun; the criteria of publications
and systems of awarding research grants that favor
certain more active and extroverted animals; ani-
mals that take the presence of their researcher
actively into account; original strategies that
widen the repertoire of animals, and so forth.

Second, this way of reporting enables one to
give up transparency for visibility; what makes
certain things visible will at the same time exclude
others and create new ones. Thelma Rowell’s defi-
nition of habituation clearly illustrates this, which
means that the former division between experi-
mental and “naturalist” research studies is no
longer valid. They are all experiments on condi-
tions and propositions.

This brings us to the third advantage of this
way of reporting on researchers’ work: It is not rel-
ativistic, but this time in the ironic sense of the
word, the “all things being equal” that precludes
any form of evaluation. Interesting research is
research on the conditions that make something
interesting. As soon as one focuses on the condi-
tions, the question of knowing “who” becomes
interesting is superfluous. Of interest is he or she
who makes someone or something else capable of
becoming interesting. In the case of animals, you
can study a fair part of the history of primatology
with interesting, original questions that mobilize
more and more activities among primates – who,
in turn, make their researchers say more things.

This is the process that participated substan-
tially in the creation of the hierarchical scandal
denounced by Thelma Rowell. She concluded that
if we really want to compare primates to sheep, we
will need to learn to ask questions allowing com-
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9 Interview, June 30 and July 2, 2003. For instance, the little
blue monkeys that she observed in Africa are the prey of the
eagles constantly gliding over the trees in which they live.
She notes that for eagles overhead looking down at the
trees, the sight of human faces behind binoculars turned
towards the sky is enough to dissuade them and to convince
them to seek their prey elsewhere. Hans Kummer relates
similar accounts: Hamadryas baboons that he was observ-
ing had learned to use him as protection against their preda-
tors and even against other packs of baboons that they
encountered during their wanderings.

10 Interview, June 29, 2003.
11 Interview, June 29, 2003.

12 On this subject, see the notion of a “spokesperson” and a
“reliable witness” in Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature. How
to Bring the Sciences into Democracy, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004.

13 Interview, June 29, 2003.362

Vinc iane D espre t , D id ier D e morcy, N on Sheep ish Sheep –
The lma Ro w e l l , 200 5 , 3-channe l v ideo insta l la t ion , co lor,
sound , each 5:00 m in , v ideo st i l ls , © Vinc iane D espre t



parison on both sides. The first question to ask
sheep would be whether, like primates, they are
capable of forming long-term relationships.

Certain research studies have already consid-
ered this question and have answered it in the neg-
ative. But on closer examination we immediately
see that their conditions made it very unlikely that
sheep could have proven to have sophisticated
social behaviors. First, most of the research was
carried out on groups formed for the experiment,
consisting of animals that had been bought for
that purpose and had never met before. Only a
miracle could have allowed lasting bonds to be
established.

Many studies have monopolized their research
question by taking hierarchy as their criterion of
social organization. As in Valerius Geist’s work on
the Rocky Mountain sheep, this results in a rela-
tively simple description of behaviors in which
hierarchy is the only organizational principle. The
dominant male leads the flock, followed by the
other males and then the females. Relations
between individuals are determined by the size of
their horns, itself determined by age and sex. Indi-
vidual recognition is not necessary in this system.
As Rowell notes, this is reminiscent of the first
descriptions of primates’ organizations.14 Behav-
iors are generally limited to conflicts between
males. In short, these sheep do what can be
expected of sheep (they follow one another
around in a highly predictable way) and what can
be expected of animals corresponding to theories
of hierarchy (they obtain the right to push their
way around with their horns, the males in front
and the females behind).

As Rowell points out, these sheep do certainly
behave in this way … for one month per year, dur-
ing the mating season, and that is precisely the
time that Geist chose because it is when sheep are
the most active. However, if we observe them in
the remaining 11 months of the year, what he
describes as constituting sheep’s usual behavior
proves to be totally different. It is the oldest female
who leads the flock, while males and females have
social systems that differ and are relatively inde-
pendent of each other.

Alistair B. Lawrence wanted to explore the
possibility of females maintaining bonds after the
weaning period. Here again, the researcher’s

answer was negative and was generalized to all
sheep.15 The findings of Rowell’s research studies
on the Texan Barbado show the opposite: Long-
lasting relations between mothers and daughters
were so obvious that she wanted to find out in
which situations these relations were not main-
tained. She discovered that this was usually the
case when the daughters had their own lambs.
Rowell thus inverted the question: Instead of, “Are
ewes capable of maintaining bonds with their
daughters?” she asked, “In which particular cir-
cumstances do they not do so?”

The inversion of the question not only marks a
change of object; the very status and function of
the question itself changes. Seeking the conditions
that cause certain events not to happen is gener-
ally part of the results, of what is elucidated
through correlations and contrasts: “Our results
show that such-and-such a variable determines
such-and-such an event, and its absence leads to
its disappearance.” In Rowell’s work this question
rises from a downstream position to an upstream
one, loses its status as a variable and becomes a
condition: “In which conditions are we most likely
to be able to make visible that which hitherto
could not exist?” What are the conditions that
sheep require to expand their repertoire of behav-
iors? How are we going to afford them the oppor-
tunity to give us the chance to talk differently
about them? Is it these conditions that caused a
colleague to fail to make visible what we allowed
to exist?

We need to ask the question that fully allows
the comparison: “Can they do what monkeys can
do in the way of social behavior?” The mother-
daughter relationship is too obvious (or too easy,
Rowell says) to carry enough weight. It is the
males that need to be studied.

How, in an ethogram, can we learn to identify
preferential bonds? The first criterion appears on
observation: The males are constantly regulating
distances between one another. Can this regula-
tion make preferences and stable affinities legible?

First, not any sheep will do. Those in
Lawrence’s study, for example, are unlikely to tes-
tify or may testify in a way that is illegible for us.
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14 Thelma Rowell, C.A. Rowell, “The Social Organization of
Feral Ovis aries Ram Groups in the Pre-rut Period,” in:
Ethology, 95, 1993, pp. 213-232.

15 Thelma Rowell, “Till Death Us Do Part: Long-lasting Bonds
between Ewes and Their Daughters,” in: Animal Behaviour,
42, 1991, pp. 68f.364
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They are Scottish Blackface hill ewes, whose
organization makes links less visible. Their habits
have been forged by a particular context: no pred-
ator and rare, widely dispersed resources. Conse-
quently, the regulation of distance is not a prob-
lem for them; they tend rather to remain at a
distance from one another by practicing little
coordination in the form of following behaviors.
They would therefore have trouble answering the
two questions that initiate the research and on
which the ethogram is based: How does the regu-
lation of distance make bonds legible, and how
does the troop organize coordinated movement?
Paradoxically, the less sheepish sheep are not
good witnesses.

The theory of hierarchy, which stems from
classical ethology and has constituted the paradig-
matic base of many research studies,16 seems to
be a condition that may offer some visibility of cer-
tain phenomena, such as leadership17 but does not
enable us to account for sophisticated social
behaviors. A single organizing principle is both
too much and too little, for it could account for
everything and thus bar the way to other hypothe-
ses. This model leaves sheep few chances: Here
they are more sheepish than ever, not only eter-
nally compelled to follow the others, but also eter-
nally compelled to follow rigid rules determined
by the size of horns. The idea of a group of indi-
viduals determined by a strictly hierarchical organ-
ization leaves little room for flexibility and sophis-
tication. Two sheep fighting with their horns is a
matter of hierarchy; a sheep that guides is the sign
of its place in the hierarchy. A similar organization
to the one called hierarchy was observed among
the females, where it is always the oldest one who
gives the signal to set off and the others follow.
However, the notion of hierarchy, as generally
understood to have the function of federating the
group, disregards the way in which this organiza-
tion is implemented among ewes – as it does in the
case of chimpanzees, for whom Margaret Power18

has suggested replacing the term “dominant” by
“charismatic leader”. There is no coercion.

The way in which males organize themselves
has proved to be far more unpredictable. Making it
visible requires constant attention to repetitions.
Only after a long time does the researcher notice
that every time the flock is about to move, one of

the males makes a gesture that is almost impercep-
tible to humans, consisting of lifting its head
slightly and pointing its muzzle in a particular
direction. Sometimes the group starts walking,
sometimes not until another male produces a sim-
ilar gesture and possibly leads the group in the
indicated direction.

If we exclude an explanation in terms of hierar-
chy, for the males, or limit it to a few behaviors,
many things start to take on visibility that is not
only new but also highly original. Without hierar-
chy, animals (like researchers) are much freer,
more inventive and more sophisticated; they are
no longer constrained by repetition, and their sci-
entists (thus liberated as well) can be mobilized by
other problems. And in reality, sheep are actually
mobilized by other problems and can be mobilized
to the extent that the “other” problems will inter-
fere with the behaviors that emerge when the
question of domination of space arises.

When this question emerges, during the period
just before mating, everything that happened dur-
ing the preceding 11 months and everything that is
to happen afterwards will give the conflicts a par-
ticular form. A sheep does not fight with a friend
like it fights with a sheep with which no affinity
has been created. The months spent next to one
another in the field – sometimes with one sheep’s
head resting on a companion’s back, and even
strategies used to prevent that friend from moving
away or being approached by another sheep – will
not be forgotten. A particular gesture attracted
Rowell’s attention: During a fight, some sheep
stop and rub their cheeks, forehead or horns
together. Geist interpreted these as gestures of
dominance-submission. Rowell adds that this is
coherent from a classical ethology point of view,
since these gestures are far more frequent during
fights and are sequentially associated with aggres-
sive behavior. But, she says, this is where Frans de
Waal’s chimpanzees19 have taught us something.
The closest behavior, in time, to an aggressive
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behavior is not necessarily also aggressive. On the
contrary, it may be a move of reconciliation, espe-
cially since these friendly behaviors increase as the
mating season approaches and the tension
mounts. More interestingly, Rowell notes some-
thing that does not seem to have been observed
yet among monkeys: “pre-conciliation” maneu-
vers. Before fighting, sheep rub their heads and
cheeks together. “It is almost as if they have very
hard work keeping friendship together during the
rut. They are not friends during the rut, but I got
the impression that it is very important to hold the
group together, and it is a way to say ‘I’ve got to
fight you, but it doesn’t really mean I don’t like
you’.”20

The fights themselves could have another
explanation that completes rather than contra-
dicts the one generally put forward. First, a series
of anecdotes seems to challenge the idea that the
only purpose of the fights is to threaten. How can
we interpret the fact that every young male a few
months old proposes to an old adult at least twice
as big as himself to knock their horns together?
The old male can ignore him or agree, in which
case he lowers his head and presents his horns.
The young male charges full-force and, pre-
dictably, finds himself propelled a few yards back-
wards. Can this really be considered as an
intended threat or a conflict over dominance? It
seems highly unlikely. Moreover, Rowell tells us
that the females are keenly interested in fights and
are attracted by the loud noise caused by horns
crashing together. How could you make a noise if,
for instance, you had only one hand to clap with?
How could a single sheep make such an intense
noise? By contrast, if there are two of you, you can
make a huge, spectacular noise. This indicates that
these fights are not, or not only, conflicts of oppo-
sition. It seems that they are a sort of sound and
visual display intended to ensure the group’s cohe-
sion. “It is very exciting to the ewes, and they are
all coming. And they eat together.”

With this hypothesis we could, of course, sus-
pect a sort of optimistic bias à la Konrad Lorenz.
According to this ethologist, many fights are ritu-
als intended to curb or channel interspecies
aggression, as evidenced by the fact that they
rarely result in death (at least among those that
have been observed).

In my opinion that is not the issue. The question
here is which of these two hypotheses is the most
interesting: that of an animal strictly determined
by its hormones and by hierarchical rules, fighting
blindly for problems of competition, or that of an
animal articulating its body to other bodies, in a
spirit of both competition and coordination to
invent a solution to several problems? This is cer-
tainly a political choice but not political in the
sense that we prefer cooperative sheep to compet-
itive ones because morally that is more acceptable.
It is political in the sense of posing the problem of
the collective that we form: Do we prefer living
with predictable sheep or with sheep that surprise
us and that add other definitions to what “being
social” means? All Rowell’s work attests to this.
The idea is not to denounce the hierarchical scan-
dal simply for the pleasure of revealing method-
ological biases. It is to expand the collective to
those likely to be of interest. I think cooperation is
much more interesting. And this is the thing that
makes the social living animals different and inter-
esting, which we all agree that they are.

Making more interesting, finding devices that
give a chance: Here we are, back to the notions
that we started with, and to the question of the
twenty-third bowl offered to 22 sheep. Generally-
speaking, the method itself, of attracting the sheep
with food, is similar to provisioning practice. It
makes it possible, in certain circumstances, to
approach the animals and thus to observe behav-
iors that would otherwise be less visible because
the animals would not allow the researcher to get
close to them. Today these methods are criticized
because most of them accentuate competition
among animals, which are often not provided with
enough resources compared to their numbers.
Consequently, that which was designed to make
visible not only restricts the repertoire of animals
observed21 but also considerably disrupts the way
in which they organize themselves.22

The twenty-third bowl is meaningful in relation
to this problem. It is intended not only to avoid
disrupting relations but also, above all, to expand
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16 See Donna Haraway, Primate Visions. Gender, Race and
Nature in the World of Modern Science, Verso, London and
New York, 1992.

17 Geist, however, “picked out this importance of leadership;
‘who goes first’ is a role that is important”. Interview, June
29, 2003.

18 Margaret Power, The Egalitarians – Human and Chim-
panzee: an anthropological view of social organization, Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, 1991.

19 Frans de Waal, De la réconciliation chez les primates, trans.
Marianne Robert, Flammarion, Paris, 1992.

20 Interview, June 29, 2003.
21 See, for example, Rowell’s criticism of Washburn and De

Vore who, to film baboons, threw peanuts to them. They
thus created an image that lasted for decades, of dominant
loutish males pushing about the females and systematically
occupying the center of the group (where the said peanuts
naturally fell). See “A Few Peculiar Primates,” in: Strum,
Fedigan, op. cit.366



the repertoire of hypotheses and questions pro-
posed to the sheep. The idea is not to prevent
them from entering into competition around the
supply of food; it is to leave them the choice of
doing so, to ensure that competition is not the
only possible response to a constraint but rather 
a choice in response to a proposition. If the sheep
choose competition, the hypotheses of scarcity 
of a resource can no longer account for their
behavior. It is then necessary to conceive of other,
more complicated explanations and to ask the
sheep other questions on their social behavior.
Thus, if a sheep leaves its bowl, shoves away its
neighbor to take its place and immediately returns
to its bowl, or persists and follows the other one to
oust it once again, a large number of hypotheses
can be formulated – except the least interesting
and most predictable one, the one that bars the
way to all the others: competition over food. To
be sure, there is competition, but expanding the
repertoire of possible motives allows far more
sophisticated explanations. Did this sheep simply
want to show its fellow creature, and all the oth-
ers, that it could supplant it? If so, we have a
hypothesis that shows us that sheep – like pri-
mates, Bernd Heinrich’s ravens23 and Zahavi’s
babblers24 – have a highly complicated concep-

tion of hierarchy, in no way comparable to a rigid
organization that determines behaviors pre-
dictably. In this perspective, supplanting is a way
of negotiating and claiming a status (or prestige,
depending on the author) that is far more effective
and reliable than conflict. If you enter into conflict
with someone else, it means that the other person
is not in favor of your claim. By contrast, if they
leave when you arrive, it means that they have
accepted it.

It is no coincidence that this twenty-third bowl
enables me to group together ravens, babblers and
primates, Bernd Heinrich, Amotz Zahavi and pri-
matologists, under the sign of a common intelli-
gence. All have experienced – some more recently
– interesting evolutions that enabled them to
break away from their position in the hierarchy,
ours this time. All, to some degree, attest to what
the political role of ethology can be: “Making
things public” is not only making them known, it
is also exploring conditions for new ways of
organizing ourselves. The role of this ethology is
legible in this emblematic twenty-third bowl: It is
responsible for inventing, with the generosity of
intelligence, polite ways of entering into relation-
ships with non-humans.

Translated from the French by Liz Carey-Libbrecht

22 This problem was raised mainly for Gombe chimpanzees.
According to Margaret Power, op. cit., the complete deteri-
oration of the pack observed by Goodall’s team was a con-
sequence of the stress of competition and frustrations. The
social upheavals caused by the food provision technique led
to increasingly pathological behaviors among the chim-
panzees, going as far as the sadly famous infanticides fol-
lowed by cannibalism in the 1970s ( Jane Goodall, “Inter-
community Interactions in the Chimpanzee Population of
the Gombe National Park,” in: The Great Apes, David E.
Hamburg, Elizabeth R. McCown (eds), B. Cummings, New
York, 1979, pp. 13-53).

23 Bernd Heinrich, Ravens in Winter, Vintage Books, New
York, 1991; Bernd Heinrich, Mind of the Raven, Harper
Collins, New York, 2000.

24 Babblers are birds that have considerably changed our opin-
ions of the species, since Israeli ornithologist Zahavi
observed them. Amotz Zahavi, Avishag Zahavi, The Handi-
cap Principle: a Missing Piece of Darwin’s Puzzle, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 1997. See also Vinciane Despret,
Naissance d’une théorie éthologique. La danse du cratérope
écaillé, Les Empêcheurs de penser en rond, Paris, 1996.368
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able , installation view ZKM , © the artists,
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According to official reports, wolves have only
been in the French Alps since November 1992. In
reality, of course, they have been there for much
longer and have simply gone unnoticed. Wolf-
sightings are fairly rare occurrences, as wolves
tend to be highly discreet animals. Ever since their
presence has been detected, though, people have
not ceased addressing questions to them. Some of
the questions are directed to the wolves them-
selves. Let’s start with this one: Are you really
wolves? The question may seem surprising, yet it
is raised again and again and has proven to be one
of the most delicate. It is, in effect, very difficult to
tell wolves from dogs; they belong to the same
species. Wolves are also asked where they came
from, where and how numerous they are. Still
other questions addressed to the wolves have to
do with their relations to other species and espe-
cially to the human species: What do you eat? Do
you pose a danger to man? Is it possible to keep
you at a distance from domestic flocks, notably
poultry, by guarding them more closely, by
enclosing them in a pen or even by resorting to the
use of animals for protection? Which animal is
particularly good at protecting against you:
watchdogs or those other species that are some-
times used in attempts at keeping you away from
sheep, such as the donkey or, in the United States,
the llama? These are the questions that everyone
poses to them. Other questions are raised only by
certain people who oblige others to consider them
and to provide responses to them.

Why all these questions though? First, there is
the curiosity about a creature that is hardly ever
seen. Second, there is the will and the necessity to
act and, in particular, to better protect sheep from
wolves. Finally, there are the economic implica-
tions: Up to now, the stockbreeders have had to
be compensated if it cannot be ruled out that
wolves were responsible for an attack. Basically

we need to know who or what we are dealing
with, whether it be with humans or animals (or,
more generally, with non-humans). With the for-
mer, we can of course enter into dialogue, and,
although there is certainly no guarantee of mutual
understanding, it is still a fairly reliable means of
communication. The latter, though, do not speak
or, more to the point, we do not understand their
language. It is thus necessary to approach them in
other ways.

Whom are we interrogating here, and from
whom are we receiving answers? In the first place,
we get answers from the wolves themselves. Even
though they are discreet animals, it does happen
that we can observe them. Dead or alive, as it
were; people do occasionally find the cadavers of
wolves. Observations help to determine whether
or not we are really dealing with wolves and, more
precisely, to determine where they are and how
many of them there are; observations can also pro-
vide information regarding the wolves’ relations to
other species. A film was made of a mountain pas-
ture in the Mercantour, a mountain range and
national park in France on the Italian border, using
night-vision equipment; it shows the interactions
between wolves and sheepdogs as well as the
behavior of the flock during an attack. Direct
observation of wolves is, however, a relatively rare
event, and it is more common to detect traces of
their passage or of their presence. These traces can
be visual: Wolves leave teeth marks on their prey
and tracks in the snow. The traces can also be
audible: Packs of wolves communicate with one
another by howling. The traces can even be mate-
rial: Wolves produce excrement, and they shed fur.
The prey of wolves can also be made to speak. 

Its appearance and behavior, as well as how
numerous a particular type of prey may be, are all
possible indicators of the whereabouts and the
number of wolves. Even those individuals are
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interrogated who are thought to be in a position
to speak on behalf of the wolves: men of the past
who have left us their writings or those who have
had experiences of wolves before our own or vari-
ous characters who, within the space of a few
years, have managed to gain a reputation as spe-
cialists.

Under what conditions does one obtain answers
to all these questions? It is not sufficient that the
wolves are simply there, that they happen to howl
or that they have left footprints in the snow, teeth-
marks in flesh or that they have left behind excre-
ment and hair. There also have to be people pres-
ent to gather these traces and to carry out the
research on them. One could be walking just a few
footsteps away from a trail or a carcass and not
notice a thing. Indeed, very strong signs are
needed for the presence of wolves to be detected
in a region where they have not yet been spotted.
A wolf had to be hit by a car in France’s Massif
Central before its presence was detected; serious

attacks on flocks of poultry are generally the first
indication of the presence of wolves in a region.
Responses can be obtained from the wolves only
because of the sufficiently dense reserves of
observers that have been constituted, including
the many correspondents from the various admin-
istrative units. The observers have to find them-
selves in the right place at the right time in order to
be able to take advantage of ideal conditions such
as heavy snowfalls without at the same time
becoming victims of avalanches. Of course, these
observers have to be trained: To identify the
wolves’ traces and to distinguish them from those
that large dogs could also leave is not self-evident.
Quite simply, one is not born an observer of
wolves. One cannot content oneself with waiting
for the wolves to provide answers to the questions
that are posed to them: One must encourage them
to provide such answers. For example, attempts
are often made to provoke their howling by broad-
casting recorded episodes of howling over the
mountain area, all of which, of course, implies
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Wolves in the Valley
On Making a Controversy Public
Isabelle Mauz, Julien Gravelle

Exam ination of a dead goat, 2004, photo: F lorent Favier



having first obtained these recorded episodes of
howling, having heard them in strategic places,
being in possession of the means to secure a possi-
ble response and finally, knowing how to analyze
such a response. The process, which is still in its
experimental stages, requires an entire outfitting
of equipment. This is also the case for night-vision
techniques: Without infrared binoculars, all that
transpires in a mountain pasture during the night
would remain totally inaccessible. As well, one
must have a whole battery of ad hoc techniques of
analysis in one’s possession. The case of excre-
ment and hair is exemplary in this regard. Wolf
droppings say nothing at all in the absence of par-
ticular techniques that have been developed to
make them yield information. They must be dis-
sected and examined under a magnifying glass. In
order that the droppings provide information
regarding the identity and the origin of the ani-
mals, very small quantities of DNA must be
extracted from them, which are then amplified
and compared to the contents of already consti-
tuted genetic banks to see if the DNA matches the
stock of wolves or dogs. One can only make
wolves, their droppings and their hair speak by
using equipment, techniques and trained person-

nel, which in turn means that subsidies have to be
available to pay for the manpower and the equip-
ment needed to employ these techniques and to
bring their context into focus. Some of the tech-
niques used are specific: The methods of animal
identification that use excrement or dermis were
first developed for bears in the Pyrenees and then
adapted to wolves. Other techniques, like night-
vision, already existed and have simply been
placed at the disposal of those tracking wolves.
Finally, techniques exist that once were successful
but are no longer used today. Thus, contrary to
the tracking practices of other countries, no wolf
originating inside French borders wears a tracking
collar. Up to now, it has not been deemed accept-
able to capture wolves in order to fit them with
tracking collars and then release them; at the very
least, it has been thought inopportune.

The responses that are given to various forms of
interrogation are not always unanimously
accepted and do not have equal force of convic-
tion. There is not enough space here to enter into
a general reflection on the value accorded to the
different responses; we will simply have to content
ourselves with several remarks.

373

Corpses that can be held up as visual evidence
probably have the greatest force of conviction.
Officials at the Mercantour National Park have
waited to find the cadavers of wolves before mak-
ing public the news of the presence of the preda-
tor. The bodies provide absolute assurance that it
is well and truly a case of wolves; they give an
irrefutable response to the question: who? The
wolf that was shot and later found suspended
from a tree in Allevard (Isère) confirms that wolves
can indeed be hunted down and destroyed. The
ewes and the goats placed at the head of the breed-
ers’ demonstrations make it seem as if the animals
are themselves protesting against the presence of
predators. Making the protest visible or audible is
a highly effective strategy. The breeders who take
photos of badly mutilated ewes and have them
published are well aware of this, for images gener-
ally “speak” the loudest: The photos of these
remains are the most explicit way to show how
the predatory animals do their killing. In the
majority of cases, however, one never succeeds in
finding out whether an attack was committed by a
wolf or by a large dog; in these ambiguous cases,
responsibility is attributed to a “large canine”.
Other responses are considered credible only by a
select few. For example, genetic analyses are gen-
erally taken by naturalists and administrators as
solid proof of the spontaneous arrival of wolves,
while these analyses almost completely fail when
it comes to convincing the stockbreeders. Con-
versely, many breeders regard the predators’
method of attack – the number of animals killed or
injured, the quantity of ingested meat – as a mean-
ingful index, and they often use it to incriminate
such and such a predator, whereas for administra-
tors and biologists, this is considered insufficient
as proof.

Furthermore, what is made visible is not always
interpreted in the same way. According to one
study involving subjects who attended the screen-
ing of a film that was made using night-vision
techniques in the Mercantour, seeing the film
tends to reinforce people’s initial convictions
regarding whether or not they believe guard dogs
to be effective. But it is remarkable that this film,
which was actually supposed to enlighten the pub-
lic regarding interactions between wolves and
guard dogs, succeeded in convincing people who,

up until then, had not believed in the presence of
wolves. Still, it must be added that the responses
given were quite contradictory at times. Human
specialists are still not in agreement, and the
responses one gets from the wolves themselves,
from their prey or from their human spokespeople
often differ quite radically from one another.

As people gain more and more experience and
as their techniques for observation and testing
become more numerous and more refined, they
develop a more precise notion of the creature they
have undertaken to comprehend. Since they do
not all pose the same questions and do not all
accept the same responses, in the end they agree
on certain points but not on all of them. In addi-
tion, the wolves of one research team are not the
same as the wolves of the other.

We, too, have posed a question to the wolves:
What changes has your arrival in the Alps brought
about? We have not attempted to obtain
responses directly from the wolves themselves but
rather from the people involved: by meeting with
the main protagonists (stockbreeders, administra-
tors, hunters and people involved in animal pro-
tection), by gathering their testimonies and by
accompanying them into the field. We have
already submitted to critical scrutiny the analysis
that we performed of this material.1 With this cur-
rent exposition, though, it is a question of some-
thing else: Our intention here is not to submit our
analyses of the wolves’ arrival to a critical reading
public but rather to use the device of a scale model
so that the visiting public can see and even touch
the consequences of the coming of the wolves.
The process is, for us, quite unusual: How do you
make visible and tangible everything that the
wolves’ arrival in the French Alps has changed?

Given that part of the team was based in
Grenoble and the other part (the model-maker) in
Belgium, it was already a question of creating
processes of visualization among ourselves, to
show from a distance what in effect had to be
close-up shots of a mountain pasture, a guarded
or unguarded flock, the paths that the sheep fol-
low, the brushwood, the banks of rivers, the
slopes, a guard dog or even a national park ranger.
Photography turned out to be an indispensable
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Experimental wolf-how ling ,
2004, photo: Julien Grave lle

1 Isabelle Mauz, Gens, cornes et crocs. Relation hommes-ani-
maux et conceptions du monde, en Vanoise, au moment de
l’arrivée des loups, Doctoral dissertation, ENGREF, Paris,
2002.



tool: We were able to transmit photos of countless
small peaks of the Northern Alps, seen either as a
group or in close-ups, over the Internet to Bel-
gium, where they could be materialized for the
model.

The arrival of the wolves had multiple conse-
quences. It modified the lives of the animals and
the people involved. It also modified the relations
that these had with one another and among them-
selves. It was, quite simply, impossible to depict all
these dynamics. Thus we had to make choices
about what to include and what to leave out.
What follows is an overview of the principles that
guided those choices.

The consequences of the wolves’ arrival are
both important and obvious. The arrival of an ani-
mal that is practically never seen can have very
powerful effects on an area. In this sense, these
consequences are neither theoretical views nor are
they epiphenomena. Sheepdogs were introduced

into the flock; the shepherd huts were constructed
or restored. The flocks, many of which had not
been permanently under guard, were subsequently
penned in and put under much closer surveillance,
which in turn has had an impact both on the vege-
tation of the area and on the lives of the shepherds
– the consequences here are both irreducibly natu-
ral and social. The presence of the wolves is visible
from the traces on the landscape. It goes without
saying that a mountain with wolves is no longer at
all the same as one without wolves. Of course, we
have had to exaggerate the changes slightly in
order that they be perceptible to the visitor.

The arrival of the wolves generated a complex
situation. Whether they liked it or not, a large
number of animal and human players found them-
selves implicated in it. Stockbreeders, hunters,
administrators, tourists, journalists, watchdogs,
guide dogs, stray dogs and flocks were all enlisted.
In our reduced-scale model, these players are
clearly more concentrated than in reality. Nor-
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mally when you go into the mountains, you only
see animals from a distance and you hardly ever
see another person. So we exaggerated there, too,
to make things visible.

The context is not just uncertain; it is also in a
state of constant flux, given that the effects of the
wolves’ arrival on a given area are never estab-
lished once and for all but, rather, evolve over the
course of time. For example, the effects differ
depending on whether one uses watchdogs, shep-
herd huts or parks for nighttime regrouping. We
used the model to depict the chronology of the
“wolf crisis”: One end of the model corresponds
to the situation prior to the arrival of the preda-
tors, and elements are made to appear or disap-
pear depending on how far one moves away from
that point of departure. For example, the introduc-
tion of watchdogs and the demonstrations organ-
ized by the stockbreeders, both of which are con-
sequences of the wolves’ arrival at a particular
moment, take their places at certain positions
along the model.

For the time being, the consequences gener-
ated by the wolves’ presence are most significant
in the mountains. Thus, high-altitude areas made
up of alpine pastures and forests constitute the
most substantial part of the model. But the preda-
tors exert their influence well beyond this zone,
and, reciprocally, they are also subjected to the
influence of far-off decisions and events. What hap-
pens in the mountain pastures has consequences in
the village. The watchdogs create tensions with
neighbors or passers-by that can, in turn, awaken
old quarrels, while at the same time new connec-
tions can also be established because of them. The
departmental administrations have gotten involved

in the recording of damages, in the various councils
of breeders and in the follow-up on the dossiers for
compensation. For instance, a group of national
legislators recently initiated an inquiry into the
presence of wolves in France and their effect on
pastoral life. We have also included a village in the
model, to which we have attached a certain num-
ber of “satellites” that represent the laboratories,
the National Assembly and the European Parlia-
ment, which all provide the regulations and funds
for financing various protection initiatives.

It certainly would have been easy enough to
orient the visitor’s point of view so that only the
most clear-cut aspects of the phenomenon were
shown, ones that could be looked on either favor-
ably or unfavorably. But our goal was not to con-
vince anyone that the presence of wolves is a good
or a bad thing. For us, it was much more a ques-
tion of providing the elements that would high-
light the complexity and the scope of the changes
that are produced as soon as animals like wolves
make their appearance. Thus, whereas new ten-
sions certainly do arise, such as those between
breeders and protectors or even within these
groups themselves, cooperative efforts can also be
initiated, such as when people come to lend a
hand to shepherds during the summer pasturing
season or when technicians help breeders intro-
duce sheepdogs into their flocks. The situation is
by no means simple; there is nothing certain or
definitive about it. Nevertheless, this is precisely
the context within which not only breeders,
administrators and tourists but also wolves, dogs
and hoofed animals are called upon to make all
kinds of choices and decisions.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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A Brief Overview of Some of the People Involved in the Wolf-Crisis

The “large carnivore” network in the Alps consists of approximately 450 members both from different
organizations (Departmental Directorate for Agriculture and Forests (DDAF); National Office of
Hunting and Wild Fauna (ONCFS); National Office of Forests (ONF), protected areas) and from the
private sector (volunteers that protect against wolf attacks, hunters, members of wildlife protection
agencies, mountain guides, stockbreeders, and so on). Its main task is to gather all the indices related to
the wolf populations in the affected counties. The data is then collated and analyzed by biologists from
the ONCFS or, when it is a question of genetic analyses, from the university.

The attack reports are drawn up under oath by officials who have undergone intensive training (offi-
cials from ONCFS or from national or regional nature parks, the gendarmes, and so on). The report-
forms are first filled in by the stockbreeder making the claim and are then sent on to the DDAF where
the remuneration files are prepared. A small number of mountain technicians are assigned to the coun-
ties that have been most deeply affected by the wolf-crisis. Their task is to promote and facilitate the
stockbreeders’ adoption of the various measures devised to protect their flocks (watchdogs, parks for
nighttime regrouping, shepherd huts).

In particular, discussions regarding the administration of the wolves take place within a kind of
“national wolf consortium” that brings various organizations and groups together: the central and
regional services of the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Ecology, the ONCFS, professional
agricultural organizations, members of Parliament, elected representatives from the mountain-areas,
wildlife protection agencies and finally, national and regional nature parks.



D idier Demorcy, Isabe lle Mauz, Studio Polo in collaboration w ith Julien Grave lle and Vinciane Despret, When Wolves Settle:
A Panorama, 2005, scale mode l, pedestal, interactive installation w ith touch-screen, installation view ZKM ,  © D idier Demorcy and
GARP ASBL, photo: Franz Wamhof376
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D idier Demorcy, Isabe lle Mauz, Studio Polo in collaboration
w ith Julien Grave lle and Vincianne Despret, When Wolves Set-
tle: A Panorama, 2005, screenshots of the interface , © D idier
Demorcy and GARP ASBL 



Alsace, summer of 1996. Public protest meeting
against the insufficiency of information about the
mad-cow crisis, a topic at the time. On the initia-
tive of the Chambre de Consommation d’Alsace
(CCA) and the SPA alsaciennes, citizens are ques-
tioning the way the breeders work with their ani-
mals and what they produce. The people demand
to be informed. A petition demands transparency
on breeding activities and regard for the animals’
needs in the region. It bears 36,000 signatures.

Schleithal, November 1996. Thierry Schweitzer
plans to take over his family’s farm. But what for?
His father’s pig breeding does not seem viable for
the long term. The facilities should be modernized
and the number of animals considerably increased.
But to take that path means to invest thoroughly
in the industrial system; it’s choosing a job with
contract dynamics that don’t correspond to his
wishes and that he thinks are leading to a dead
end.

Thierry is hesitating. Beyond the rational analy-
ses of the industrial system’s prospects, he won-
ders about his own future in the profession. What
does he want to do? What is he able to do? He
hears about the claims of the petitioners for a way
of breeding that is more open-minded and
respectful towards the animals. Thierry meets the
representatives of the CCA and the SPA, listens,
explains that he’s able to make some choices, asks
what kind of breeding they want. The first meet-
ing is disappointing: “We were too far away from
each other.” The requests of the consumers and
the animal protectors appear unrealistic to
Thierry. To him, they seem to confound the essen-
tial with the accessory and to situate themselves
far from the realities of breeding work.

Nevertheless contacts are taken up. Discus-
sions are held again, very soon orientated toward
the elaboration of the conditions of a contract.
The goal of the associations is defined: to promote

new ways of breeding in Alsace. The important
topics of the contract emerge: alimentary security,
transparent information about the foods’ origins,
well-being of the animals, reasonable and available
prices for everyone.

But “sows left free inside the maternity [area],
as sought by Anne Vonesch, SPA-representative,
this seemed impossible to me; I didn’t think I
could go that far. Anne was keen on this; she did-
n’t want any compromise about it, but that scared
me. Indeed she has been right.”

Then something unconceivable happens,
begins to take form: the possibility of practicing
pig-breeding in a different way, with other part-
ners and supports. In 1998, Thierry’s decision is
made. He’s going to technically transform his sys-
tem to conform to the circulating contracts and
rely commercially on the support of the associa-
tions. The financial investment is enormous
(about 600,000 Euro); the risks are substantial. In
his professional environment, the climate is freez-
ing: “I’ve become the villain who went to work
with the associations.”

In 2004, the Thierry Schweitzer trademark
products become available in supermarkets under
a certain commercial enterprise’s trademark and
through small regional distributors. The S.A. Les
Fermiers de l’Est includes some breeders Thierry
has persuaded to adopt his procedure. This
dynamic process is not easy. How to share his pro-
fessional point of view with other breeders while
the specialists combine to discredit what they call
the sentimentality of the consumers and the ani-
mal protectors, against whom for a long time the
breeders have been expected to take a stronger
position? How to emphasize the importance of
straw to other breeders without sounding like a
yokel? How to convey the idea that the pigs them-
selves have to be brought into the transformation
of the production systems? You need time, Thierry
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answers, things also take time to change within
themselves.

Without ceasing to be in latent conflict with
the agriculture officials and the pig-industrials of
his region (“As soon as I talk about Schweitzer,
people go mad,” a young farmer tells him, puzzled
by the unanimous public rejection), Thierry is
nowadays received in the agronomic institutes and
visited by admiring researchers and technicians.
His method is acknowledged and imitated.

What did Thierry succeed in? What does please
the consumers and the animal protectors? What
seduces the teachers, the researchers and the tech-
nicians? What does this change from the point of
view of the work itself? For the animals? For the
wage-earners on the breeding farms?

Thierry has participated in making visible what
had become invisible: the pigs. The unlikely union
he succeeded in constructing has changed the visi-
bility of methods of breeding in an area in which
the industrial system has, according to its promot-
ers’ own words, made thirteen years of progress in
secret. Thierry, on the contrary, has chosen to
make public his profession, and this making public
transforms it. What went on by itself in the work,
what was made out of mostly established inher-
ited experiences and collective professional repre-
sentations has been discussed with people who
didn’t know anything about it, ordinary con-
sumers (above all anxious about their health) and
animal protectors (seeking some regard for the
animals in the profession). Their naive questions
have changed something.

The conditions of the contract that came out of
the discussions do not send work at Thierry’s back
to the origins of farming. Unlike what his critics
may say, he’s not drawing back; on the contrary,
very contemporary elements are making the dif-
ference: the wooden buildings, the luminosity of
the constructions, the opening of free movement
for the animals, life in groups, abundance of straw.
The piglets neither have their teeth blunted nor
their tails cut and are castrated under anesthetic.
The orientation of the conditions of the contract
lead into a way of working fundamentally different
from what is imposed by the organization of work
in the industrial system but also induce a relation-
ship with the animal different from the one that
prevailed till then.

As a matter of fact, the kind of pig-breeding that
existed before the 1970s introduced rationaliza-
tion of production (except in the zones of lasting
resistance like the Basque Country) has very few
points in common with Thierry’s. Something fun-
damental has changed in breeding nowadays: It’s
the eyes non-professionals have on the breeding
animal and the work achieved with it. This atten-
tion counts economically as well as in the repre-
sentation of the breeders. Rather than protecting
themselves from it, denying it and taking refuge in
one’s own group pretending to hold some univer-
sal and eternal wisdom, Thierry sought this atten-
tion, giving it some legitimacy in the organization
of the work.

This visibility of the non-breeders reflects a
broader vision of the breeding profession and the
relationship with the world one may build up and
share in breeding. This can be seen in the web site
Thierry has maintained for a couple of years and in
the open-door days he regularly organizes.

But, you may say, numerous industrial breeders
have websites and open-doors days. You have 
to communicate. As shown by an exhibition of
photographs of the Pig’s Village at the Salon de
l’Agriculture 2004, pig-breeders are modern; out
of the pigpen, they do paragliding, are active in-
side the associations or do archeological restora-
tions. This networking tries to justify this indus-
trial work as being a good job, and to testify to the
integration of the breeders in global society as
ordinary people.

For Thierry, neither the justification nor the
integration is a problem. His work has been
acknowledged by the consumers since the begin-
ning, and he’s supported in his village and his
region, even beyond.

The open-door days he organizes perform
quite another purpose for him; they aspire “to
educate people, because everything is linked. I
want to upset them; they too are responsible for
what’s happening.” The latest open-door in June
2004 attracted 2,000 persons. On the site of the
breeding, in front of the pregnant sows’ stalls (so
with the animals being spectators as well), the per-
formances took place: a chorus (the sows didn’t
make any noise during the singing), a show for
kids about ecology (the actors integrated the
sows’ grunts into the performance), a humorist.
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About Pigs
Jocelyne Porcher, Thierry Schweitzer



For Thierry, “All this, inside the breeding, is a
poetic proceeding.” The visitors were also invited
to see what Thierry feeds his animals: “We went to
see the organic field of triticale/beans; there were
poppies, color.” The esthetic dimension – very
present in Thierry’s whole operation, from the
buildings to the fields – partakes of this search for
harmony among people, the animals and the envi-
ronment, and the living together intelligently he’d
like to promote.

We are very far from the glaucous and unity-
lacking, breeze-blocking buildings of the industrial
systems, whose ugliness overwhelms you at first
sight at the same moment that the smell of liquid
manure, omnipresent even where products are
used to disguise it, assaults you. We are very far
from the lined-up boxes into which the sows are
wedged and the concrete black-boxes where pigs
are crowded inside the stuffy atmosphere that sur-
rounds them. It’s maybe that difference, far
beyond the technical and economical pertinence
of Thierry’s system, unknown to them, that the
researchers and the technicians, who nowadays a
posteriori vindicate this system, are appreciative
of: the smell of wood and straw, the light, the sun
or the rain, the heat or the cold, the inquisitive
sows, the pleasure of being among peaceful ani-
mals and seeing the sows self-contained and free
with their young ones. It’s something like reconcil-
iation after a quarrel, pleasure instead of suffering.

Nevertheless it would be wrong to forget that
suffering goes on somewhere else, with both
workers and animals having to endure it. How to
make public this suffering, which each one of us
collaborates in by going shopping? By testifying to
the link existing between men and breeding ani-
mals in work, meaning that pleasure and suffering
are to be shared by them and by us consumers and
citizens. In this story of breeding, animals are not
passive; they are involved. In their relationship
with the breeder, through the latter’s voice and
sometimes in self-defense, they tell us something
about their conditions. What they say is touching
us and then quite likely rallying us.

If the making-public at a breeding place like
Thierry’s pleases the visitors who usually know lit-
tle of the general working of animal-production,
consider it a normal breeding, the feelings gener-
ated at the making-public of the industrial systems
are of another kind. The strategies of the industrial
co-operatives that open the breeding-farms
reward the breeders who organize the visits. They
offer a speech of justification of what’s being
shown. If a visitor asks: “But why don’t the pigs go
out?” the answer of the technician is: ”Because
they don’t have many bristles, as you can see, they
would get sunstrokes or suffer from the cold.” Pigs
of the industrial systems are descended from some
genetic selection that gave birth to animals almost
without bristles, which is, for example, not the
case with wild pigs. The technician also neglects
to say that even without bristles, the animals
would be able to go out without any risks if ade-
quate shelters from the sun, rain and cold were
provided, which would seem to belong to the
basic knowledge of the breeder’s profession. If this
distorted making public may convince a naive visi-
tor, it can hardly be sufficient for a critical look.
This look can be the one by the children of the
breeder, who know the reality of the work from
inside and refer to it, often roughly, to their par-
ents: “My son says he feels like being prisoner in
the pigpen.” “My daughter says she’s embarrassed
by what I do.” So what makes the breeders in
industrial systems suffer is the unsparing look they
must take at their job, through the eyes of their
nearest ones. The pig is, in children’s eyes, some-
thing more than merely a product; it is an animal,
giving back in return to the breeder something
that exists in work between humans and animals,
something that could exist between himself and
his animals.

Things are moving in breeding. At the industri-
als’, secret becomes a lie; at Thierry’s and other
breeders’, and especially in the organics’ establish-
ments, work is being shared. However, one thing
is clear: The pigs have not said their last word.

Translated from the French by Marc Soisson
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Chicken

Chicken is no coward. Indeed, this warrior bird
has plied his trade as a fighting cock around the
world since the earliest days such fowl consented
to work for people, somewhere in Southern and
Southeast Asia.

Anxious if brave, Chicken Little has long wor-
ried that the sky is falling. He has a good vantage
point from which to assess this matter, for
Chicken, right along with his over-reaching com-
panion, Homo sapiens, has been witness and par-
ticipant in all the big events of civilization. Chicken
labored on the Egyptian pyramids, when barley-
pinching pharaohs got the world’s first mass egg-
industry going to feed the avians’ co-conscripted
human workers. Much later – a bit after the Egyp-
tians replaced their barley exchange system with
proper coins, thus acting like the progressive capi-
talists their exchange partners always seem to
want in that part of the world – Julius Caesar
brought the Pax Romana, along with the “ancient
English” chicken breed, the Dorking, to Britain.
Chicken Little knows all about the shock and awe
of history, and he is a master at tracking the routes
of globalizations, old and new. Technoscience is
no stranger either. Add to that, Chicken knows a
lot about biodiversity and cultural diversity,
whether one thinks about the startling variety of
chickenkind for the 5,000 years of their domestic
arrangements with humanity or considers the
“improved breeds” accompanying capitalist class-
formations from the nineteenth century to now.
No county fair is complete without its gorgeous
“purebred” chickens, who know a lot about the
history of eugenics. It is hard to sort out shock
from awe in chicken-land. Whether the firmament
takes a calamitous tumble or not, Chicken holds
up a good half of the sky.

In 2004, Chicken Little donned his spurs once
more and entered the war on words thrust on him

by current events. Ever a gender bender, Chicken
joined the GLBT Brigade and outdid himself as a
postcolonial, transnational, pissed-off spent hen
and mad feminist. Chicken admitted that s/he 
was inspired by all the (human) girl under-
ground fight clubs that s/he found out about on
www.extremechickfights.com. Ignoring the sex-
ism of “chick” – extreme or not – and the porn
industry and pedophilic scene that vilifies the
name of chicken, our Bird raptured those fighting
girls right out of history and into her/his science
fiction world, fit to confront the Eagles of War and
the Captains of Industry. S/he felt this rapturous
power because s/he recalled not just the exploits
of Cousin Phoenix, but also the years when s/he
was a figure of Jesus Resurrected, promising the
faithful that they would rise from the ashes of his-
tory’s barbecues.

Barbecue. An unkind reminder of where
Chicken Little had best concentrate her/his atten-
tion. For, at the end of a millennium, in 2000, 10
billion chickens were slaughtered in the US alone.
Worldwide, 5 billion hens (75 percent in cramped,
multi-occupancy quarters called battery cages)
were laying eggs, with Chinese flocks leading the
way, followed by those in the US and Europe.
Thai chicken exports topped $1.5 billion in value in
an industry supplying Japanese and EU markets
and employing hundreds of thousands of Thai cit-
izens. World chicken production was 65.6 million
tons, and the whole operation was growing at 4
percent per year. Captains of Industry, indeed.
Chicken could conclude that her/his major voca-
tion seems to be breakfast and dinner while the
world burns.1

Contrary to the views of her/his pesky friends
in the transnational animal rights movement, our
Opportunistic Bird is not against surrendering a
pound of flesh in exchange for pecking rights in
the natural/cultural contractual arrangements that
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domesticated both bipedal hominids and winged
gallinaceous avians. But there’s something seri-
ously foul in current versions of multi-species
global contract theory.

One way to spot the trouble, one detail among
myriads, is that a three-year study in Tulsa, Okla-
homa, a center of factory chicken production,
showed that half the water supply was danger-
ously polluted by poultry waste. Go ahead,
microwave sponges in your kitchens as often as
the clean-food cops advise; inventive bacteria will
outwit you with their fowl alliances.

Well, one more detail: Manipulated genetically
since the 1950s to rapidly grow megabreasts,
chickens given a choice choose food laced with
pain killers. “Unsustainable growth rates” are sup-
posed to be about dot-com fantasies and inflation-
ary stock markets. In Chicken’s world, however,
that term designates the daily immolation of
forced maturation and disproportionate tissue
development that produces tasty (enough) young
birds unable to walk, flap their wings or even stand
up. Muscles linked in evolutionary history and
religious symbolism to flight, sexual display and
transcendence instead pump iron for transnational
growth industries. Not satisfied, some agribusi-
ness scientists look to post-genomics research for
even more-buffed white meat.2

The first farm animal to be permanently con-
fined indoors and made to labor in automated sys-
tems based on technoscience’s finest genetic tech-
nologies, feed-conversion efficiency research and
miracle drugs (not pain killers, but antibiotics and
hormones), Chicken might be excused for being
unimpressed by the McDonald’s Corporation’s
grudging agreement in 2000 to require that its
suppliers give 50 percent more space per bird to
those destined to be Chicken McNuggets and Egg
McMuffins. Still, McDonald’s was the first corpo-
ration in the world to admit that pain and suffering
are concepts familiar to underrated bird brains.
Chicken’s ingratitude is no wonder, when no
humane-slaughter law in the US or Canada to this
day applies to chickens.

In 1999 the EU did manage to ban battery
cages – beginning in 2012. That should allow for a
smooth transition. Perhaps more sensitized to
ever-ready holocaust analogies, the Germans will
make those cages illegal in 2007. In the market-

besotted US, Chicken’s hope seems to be in
designer eggs for the omega-3 fatty acid-con-
scious and free-range certified organic chickens
for the conscience-stricken and pure of diet. The
up-to-the-minute ethically fastidious might pro-
cure their chicken fix like the citizens in Margaret
Atwood’s novel, Oryx and Crake (2003). There,
chicken knobs are on the menu – tasty bits with-
out parts, especially annoying heads that register
pain and perhaps have ideas about what consti-
tutes a proper domestic bird’s life. Genetically
engineered muscles-without-animals illustrate
exactly what Sarah Franklin means by designer
ethics, which aim to bypass cultural struggle with
just-in-time, high technology breakthroughs.3

Design away the controversy, and all those free-
range anarchists will have to go home. But
remember, Chicken squawks even when her/his
head has been cut off.

The law cannot be counted on. After all, even
human laborers in the chicken industry are super-
exploited. Thinking of battery cages for laying
hens reminds Chicken Little how many illegal
immigrants, un-unionized women and men, peo-
ple of color and former prisoners process chickens
in Georgia, Arkansas and Ohio. It’s no wonder
that at least one US soldier who tortured Iraqi pris-
oners was a chicken processor in her civilian life.

Sick

It’s enough to make a sensitive Bird sick, as much
from the virus of transnational politics as from the
other kind. An avian flu outbreak in seven Asian
nations shocked the world in the winter of 2004.
Luckily, only a few humans died, unlike the tens of
millions who succumbed in 1918/1919 to a flu pan-
demic. But before the 2004 fears abated, about 20
million chickens were prophylactically slaugh-
tered in Thailand alone. Global TV news showed
unprotected human workers stuffing innumerable
birds into sacks, tossing them alive into mass
graves and sprinkling on lime. In Thailand, 99 per-
cent of chicken operations are, in Global Speak,
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1 Figures are from United Poultry Concerns: http://www.upc-
online.org/

2 Myostatin regulates muscle development, and its gene is
under intense scrutiny. Commercial interest relates to the
world’s No.1 genetic disease (muscular dystrophies), wast-
ing disorders (including aging and AIDS-related muscle
loss), space flight-induced muscle atrophy, sports (watch
out, steroid purveyors!), and bigger chicken muscles.

3 Sarah Franklin, “Stem Cells R Us,” in: Global Assemblages,
Aihwa Ong, Stephen J. Collier (eds), Blackwell, London,
2004, pp. 59-78.384

Chicken for Shock and Awe:
War on Words
Donna Haraway



“small,” with fewer than 1000 birds, since it takes
more than 80,000 to be “large”; these “small”
ones could not afford biosecurity, for people or
birds. Newscasters waxed eloquent about a
threatened transnational industry but spoke nary a
word about farmers’ and chickens’ lives. Mean-
while, Indonesian government spokespeople in
2003 denied any avian flu in those salubrious quar-
ters, even while Indonesian veterinary associations
argued that millions of birds showed signs of avian
flu as early as October.

Perhaps the Bangkok Post on January 27, 2004,
got the war of worlds, words and images right
with a cartoon showing migratory birds from the
north dropping bombs – bird shit, full of avian flu
strain H5N1 – on the geobody of the Thai nation.

This postcolonial joke on transborder bioter-
rorism is a nice reversal of US and European fears
of immigrants of all species from the global south.
After all, prototypes for technoscientific, export-
oriented, epidemic-friendly chicken industries
were big on the Peace Corps agenda (a theme
picked up later by GATT), right along with artifi-
cial milk for infants. Proud progenitor of such
meaty progress, the US had high hopes for win-
ning the Cold War in Asia with standardized broil-
ers and layers carrying democratic values. In
Eugene Burdick and William J. Lederer’s 1958
novel, The Ugly American, set in a fictional South-
east Asian nation called Sarkan, Iowa chicken
farmer and agricultural teacher Tom Knox was
about the only decent US guy. But neither Knox
nor subsequent development experts seem to
have cared much for the varied chicken-human
livelihoods thriving for a long time throughout
Asia.

Chicken Little is, of course, no virgin to debates
about political orders. The darling of savants’ dis-
putes about the nature of mind and instincts, the
“philosopher’s chick” was a staple of nineteenth-
century learned idioms. Famous experiments in
comparative psychology gave the world the term

“pecking order” in the 1920s. Chicken Little
remembers that this research by the Norwegian
Thorleif Schjelderup-Ebbe, a serious lover and stu-
dent of chickens, described complex social
arrangements worthy of fowl, not the wooden
dominance-hierarchies in biopolitics that gained
such a hold on cultural imaginations. Behavioral
sciences of both human and non-human varieties
continue to find anything but dominance and sub-
ordination hard to think about. Chicken knows
that getting better accounts of animal doings, with
one another and with humans, can play an impor-
tant role in reclaiming livable politics.

Laying hens and fertile eggs dominate Chicken
Little’s closing thoughts. Perversely, s/he finds
there the stuff of freedom projects and renewed
awe. The British animation film Chicken Run by
Peter Lord and Nick Park (2000) stars 1950s York-
shire hens facing a life of forced toil. The appear-
ance of Rocky, the Rhode Island Red, catalyzes a
liberation drama that gives no comfort either to
“deep animal rights” imaginings of a time before
co-species domestication or to millennial free
traders in chicken flesh. Pecking hens have other
biopolitical tricks tucked under their wings.

Chicken Little returns in the end to the egg, the
fertile eggs in school biology labs that once gave
millions of young hominids the privilege of seeing
the shocking beauty of the developing chick
embryo, with its dynamic architectural intricacies.
These cracked-open eggs did not offer an inno-
cent beauty, but they also gave no warrant to
colonial or postcolonial arrogances about devel-
opment. They can renew the meaning of awe in a
world in which laying hens know more about the
alliances it will take to survive and flourish in
multi-species, multi-cultural, multi-ordered asso-
ciations than do all the secondary Bushes in
Florida and Washington. Follow the chicken and
find the world.

The sky has not fallen, not yet.
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The portrait tradition is an ancient one. Present in
the West from the fifth century BCE with the
Greek naturalist school, it was, in its most com-
mon form, haunted by an impulse-for-realism
(faire-réaliste), which stemmed from the require-
ment to remain faithful to the model and to search
for an intimate likeness. Stricto sensu, the portrait,
it’s said, didn’t appear until the Renaissance, a
period when notions of the individuality and
autonomy of the subject, at once unique and par-
ticular, were confirmed. When humans were por-
trayed, court dress, sword, compass, bobbin or
lace generally made up an important element of
the painting: They therefore contributed, to a
decisive degree, to the individualization of the sub-
ject. Together they shed light on the story of a life,
socially personify a face, tell us who a person is:
aristocrat, military hero, geographer, lace-maker
or courtesan. Most of the elements that con-
tributed to the pictorial impulse-for-realism auto-
matically exist in photography, itself seemingly
marked by “mirror logic”:1 the respect for propor-
tions, handling of shadow, capture through rapid
execution2 and the sharpness of detail. 

Nevertheless, these factors alone didn’t
instantly make the portrait possible. Nadar, Eti-
enne Carjat, Julia Margaret Cameron and Clarence
White, and later, Eugène Atget, Lewis Hine,
August Sander, Edward Steichen, Paul Strand,
Dorothea Lange, Richard Avedon and Diane
Arbus3 were not content with portraying identity
alone;4 they managed to convey the hidden char-
acter of their subject and to endow it with a pres-
ence,5 a presence that demonstrates how much the
force of the image can prove to be more powerful
than that of language. The person who is repre-
sented is here, while also showing what had been
here previously.6 Faced with this person, the spec-
tator stands in silent contemplation: “It’s no acci-
dent that the portrait played a central role in the

early days of photography. In the cult of memory
dedicated to loved ones who are far away or have
passed on, the cultural value of the image found its
last refuge.”7 The portrait comes to life, becomes
the person; this allows us to feel close to him or
her. Employing signs of reality in a medium that
has become lasting and transportable, the photo-
graph thus constructs a presence whose intensity
especially enables the humanization of disappear-
ance. When those who mean a lot to you are
absent, the search for locations where closeness is
greatest becomes urgent.

In this way, portrait making consists, in my
opinion, of the construction of a closeness that
operates on various levels: spatial, temporal, emo-
tional, informal, of identification,8 of memory.
While a photo is being taken, the portrait photog-
rapher cannot escape this closeness: “Two things
always occur: an impression of familiarity and
then a feeling that it is absolutely unique. But for

1 In fact, the photographic image fits into a whole series of
transformations and can’t be considered as a simple replica-
tion of reality. On the question of verisimilitude see, for
example, Anne Wauters, “La photographie, médium de la
vraisemblance,” in: Dits. La revue du Musée des arts contem-
porains de la Communauté française de Belgique, Grand-
Hornu, 3, Autumn-Winter 2003.

2 We know that the possibility of taking snapshots did not
exist at the beginning: Technical constraints necessitated a
very long exposure time.

3 See, for example, Beaumont Newhall, The History of Pho-
tography, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1982
[first edition 1937]; Jean-Claude Lemagny, André Rouillé,
Histoire de la Photographie, Bordas, Paris, 1986.

4 Michel Frizot et al., Identités. De Disdéri au photomaton,
Centre National de la Photographie/Editions du Chêne,
Paris, 1986.

5 Euphrosyne Doxiadis, Portraits du Fayoum, Gallimard,
Paris, 1995.

6 Roland Barthes, “Eléments de sémiologie,” in: Communica-
tions, 4 (Recherches sémiologiques), Editions du Seuil, Paris,
1964.

7 Walter Benjamin, “L’œuvre d’art à l’ère de sa productivité,”
in: Essais 2, 1935-1940, Denoël/Gonthier, Médiations, Paris,
1983, p. 100 (trans. Sandra Reid).

8 Françoise Coblence, “La reconnaissance constitue l’essentiel
du lien humain,” in: Peinture en Allemagne 1981, exhib. cat.,
Palais des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, Brussels, 1981.388

What Is It Like to Be Face
to Face with a Great Ape?
Chris S. Herzfeld

Victoria, Ant werp, 1996, Royal Zoolog ical Society of Antwerp , © Odile Jacob , photo: Chris Herzfe ld
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me there is always a point when I identify with
them.”9 A “portraitable” being would therefore be
a being with whom it could be possible to share a
relationship of closeness and even of identifica-
tion, a “being that matters”.10

For a portrait to be possible, it is therefore neces-
sary that some closeness is thinkable. When it
comes to animals, their relationship with human
beings inevitably influences the manner in which
they’re depicted; it authorizes, or does not, the
portrait and directs the way in which the represen-
tation should be perceived. “When a painter, in
the past, gave his attention to depicting an animal,
he would do it according to two approaches:
either the animal would be showed as a wild beast,
and this would end in a blood-stained painting as
in Delacroix’s work, or the animal would sit in the

calm of his domesticity, as endlessly repeated in
the minor paintings of the two last centuries, in
tribute to the English thoroughbred horse. Wild or
tame, the animal, nevertheless, was always con-
ceived as a body-machine. The skeleton, the mus-
cle, the fang, the sanguine energy, shed or
restrained, only being showed in a purely physical
presence. And so, never a portrait of an animal!
The animal holds the body, but man appropriates
the look to himself. And that difference, that
alone, has allowed man to use the body of animals
for vivisection, in contempt of their suffering.”11

When gorillas were savage beasts that hunters
killed with no qualms, they were photographed
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like trophies, a testimony to the superiority of one
nation over another through its fauna (categorized
as a “colonial commodity”), emblems of a civiliz-
ing project, additions to the showcase of tri-
umphant imperialism. Our similarity to the big
apes was therefore irrelevant for a long time: “[…]
we must admit, if we look at them living in total
liberty, that the great apes have little in common
with us. Nothing in their behavior connects them
deeply with man, nothing even indicates a clear
superiority over monkeys.”12 This observation
strikes us as rather amazing today.

Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey and Biruté Galdikas
were, in fact, fine builders of a human-primate
proximity from the moment that we began com-
mandeering the great apes for use in clarifying the
origins of humanity. Talking about anthropoids
from a new angle provided by the apparatus of
long-term fieldwork, these scientists enabled us to
discover naughty children, nurturing mothers,
complex social relationships and unexpected
skills. What’s more, in certain situations where
humans and captive primates established commu-
nal spaces, the great apes seized the opportunities
presented to them and demonstrated that they
were capable of making use of human objects and
knowledge, if need be according to their own
methods: Over several days, Nenette13 can plan
the unbolting of all the bolts of her cage. Victo-
ria14 draws curves and interwoven lines with bird
excrement on the glass of her pen. Chantek,15

familiar with using the toilet, panics in a new cage
when he no longer has access to one. Panzee16

carefully writes little characters that closely resem-
ble human writing, taking care to work within the
lines on the page. Dee Dee17 makes strange
objects with long grass, palm leaves, bark and
cloth straps. Lana18 prefers eating her yoghurt
with a spoon. Wattana19 threads beads and makes
complicated knots. These practices, which closely
resemble our own, haven’t failed to move us and
to contribute to the construction of proximity.
Fulfilling the long cherished desire for direct
exchange, primatologists have, furthermore,
found a channel that allows great apes themselves
to make public what concerns them. Kanzi20 is
capable of using a computer program, comprising
dozens of lexigrams, so that he can communicate
with his human companions in their language.

Koko21 responds to the questions of Netsurfers
who write in to his website. Researchers are thus
relieved of the problem of finding reliable
spokespersons: It’s the primates who do part of
the job. They gain a new closeness.

When the way of looking at apes changes and the
relationships between human primates and non-
human primates are experienced differently, pho-
tographers and primatologists assume the right to
present other images. They’re allowed to put
together their photos in such a way that identifica-
tion is possible.22 Primates are photographed in a
“tight” frame, the gaze alert, in poses that were, up
until then, reserved for humans. Their bodies dis-
appear, perhaps even becoming busts, and priority
is given to the gaze and facial expression. It is, in
fact, difficult to make a full-length portrait of a pri-
mate: The postures of the great apes, even when
standing on two feet, blur similarities. We’ve
noted: Animal representation often focuses on the
body, whereas human beings appropriate the
gaze, the vehicle for bonding.

Within this context, certain specific primate traits
actively contribute to the identification process.
Closely related on a phylogenetic level, anthro-
poids share many characteristics with man: mus-
cles that permit facial expressions; hairless faces
that enable the variety of these movements to be
seen clearly; binocular, frontal vision possible
thanks to the absence of a muzzle; the presence of
a “real nose”. Undoubtedly, this physical proxim-

9 Diane Arbus, Marvin Israel, Diane Arbus, Editions du
Chêne, Paris, 1973, p. 1 (trans. Sandra Reid).

10 Vinciane Despret, Quand le loup habitera avec l’agneau, Les
Empêcheurs de penser en rond, Paris, 2002.

11 Pierre Sterckx, “Fay et William. Le modèle et son artiste,” in:
William Wegman, exhib. cat., Galerie Philippe Kriwin, Brus-
sels, 1990.

12 Louis Pauwels (ed.), L’homme et l’animal, Encyclopédie
Planète, Paris, 1964, p. 150 (trans. Sandra Reid).

13 Orangutan, Ménagerie du Jardin des Plantes, Paris (Gérard
Dousseau, private note, Paris, 2003).

14 Gorilla, Antwerp Zoo (personal observation, Antwerp,
1996).

15 Orangutan, Atlanta Zoo (Lyn Miles, private note, Atlanta,
May 2004).

16 Chimpanzee, Language Research Center, Atlanta (personal
observation, Atlanta, May 2004).

17 Orangutan, Lowry Park Zoo, Tampa (Lorin Milk, private
note, 2003).

18 Chimpanzee, Language Research Center, Atlanta (personal
observation, 2004).

19 Orangutan, Ménagerie du Jardin des Plantes, Paris (personal
observation, 2003).

20 Bonobo, Language Research Center, Atlanta.
21 Gorilla, Stanford University, Palo Alto.
22 Witness, for example, the cover portrait and the title of

Frans de Waal’s latest book, My Family Album. Thirty Years
of Primate Photography, University of California Press,
Berkeley, 2003.390

Les grandes chasses au Congo: un gorille au
tableau, in: Le Patriote Illustré, vol. 48, no. 4,
Brusse ls, January 24, 1932



ity makes a difference. Another characteristic of
primate portraits is the model’s naked appearance:
No accessory plays a part in the image. Primates
are not there “as somebody,” like, for example, an
emperor basking in the glow of glory or a famous
actress of the last century.23 Nevertheless, they,
too, are also unique beings. One of the important
aspects of the series is that it shows this unique-
ness. To make a portrait of an ape leads, therefore,
to diverting the conventional connections
between social position and the portrait, between
the portrait and humanity, between humanity and
the face,24 and to highlighting the personalization
of a subject other than human. We could therefore
wonder how we’ve been able to so easily exclude
from humanity species totally integrated in the
Hominidae family and even (for some of them,25

given their phylogenetic proximity) in the genus
Homo.26

Apart from a few photos of anthropoids that
appeared in old zoo guides,27 the first portraits of
great apes were nevertheless portraits of humans
with monkey. The well-known photographs of
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Robert Yerkes (a pioneer of primatology research
in the United States) with the bonobo Chim and
the chimpanzee Panzee in his arms present the two
young primates head-on, in a static pose. It is
highly unlikely that the spectator perceived this
photo as a group portrait; instead, the monkeys
played the role of props.

In experimental psychology laboratories, the
photos taken by behavioral scientists create
another kind of image that primarily describes
experiments undertaken. The relationship
between researchers and primates excludes the
portrait, because this relationship is purged of all
close ties, an imperative condition for the experi-
ments to be both scientific, “objective” … and
possible.28 Conversely, the situations of cross-fos-
tering29 experienced by talking apes,30 some
trained apes, or apes raised by humans, are the
framework of a communal space favorable to the

emergence of “true” portraits of primates. The ape
couldn’t be closer to man: He’s part of his family.
In order to immerse the primate in a world that
gives meaning to the learning of a sign language
that is truly human, the American anthropologist
Lyn Miles raised Chantek like her own child. A
photo shows the baby orangutan, its eyes wide
open. For Lyn, this is really a portrait that has pride
of place in her living room among the many other
photographs or paintings of Chantek.

Little by little, the photographer learned how to
make portraits, how to construct the closeness by
which spectators learned to see something as
being a portrait. Different choices that are linked
to a practice – a subtle sequence of gestures, a
group of habits and preferences – therefore tilt
photography towards the portrait, while still
telling of the photographer’s ethos. The use of a
lens particular to portrait photography instead of a
long focal-length lens31 that captures an image in
the distance, without requiring any contact what-
soever; the choice of a particular diaphragm aper-
ture;32 the framing; a possible preference for
monochrome, all of these contribute to a person-
alization of the primate and lead the spectator to
perceive the photograph as a portrait. The long
moments spent with each primate also play a fun-
damental role: We don’t photograph someone we
don’t know in the same way that we photograph
someone we do. To tame is also to draw nearer.
When we are very close to one another, our faces
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23 Some photographers have nevertheless focused on this
aspect. Roland Fischer, for example, makes portraits that
demand the removal of all props. The work’s focus lies in
revealing a personality devoid of social delineations and dis-
connected from its network of affiliations, constraints that
he accentuates by photographing his subjects naked in
swimming pools (Roland Fischer, “Los Angeles Portraits”
series).

24 Antonina Vallentin, “Visages d’hier. Visages d’aujourd’hui,”
in: Médecine de France, 38, Olivier Perrin Editeurs, Paris,
1952.

25 Cf. the work of Goodman concerning chimpanzees and
bonobos. Because of a slightly larger phylogenetic gap and
the separation of more ancient species, the orangutans
belong to the Pongo genus; gorillas to the Gorilla genus.

26 See, for example, Jeff Hecht, “People and chimps belong
together on the family tree,” in: New Scientist, May 24,
2003, p. 15.

27 For example in William T. Hornaday, Popular Official Guide
to the New York Zoological Park – with Maps, Plans and
Illustrations, New York Zoological Society, eighteenth edi-
tion, 1923. See the cover photo and the portrait on p. 82.

28 It should be pointed out that the little rhesus monkey in the
photograph is not an anthropoid primate (member of the
Hominidae family), but belongs to the Cercopithecidae fam-
ily. However, it seemed interesting to present an illustration
of what was one of the most controversial experiments of
ethological research. (Harry F. Harlow, Margaret Kuenne
Harlow, “Social deprivation in monkeys,” in: Scientific
American, 207, 1962, pp. 136-146).

29 Cross-fostering is a process that consists of raising the off-
spring of a particular species by members of a different
species.

30 Cf. the diverse attempts to inculcate apes with a symbolic
language (via sign language or different artificial languages
created for them) from the 1950s onward.

31 The use of this kind of lens, omnipresent in animal photog-
raphy, doesn’t allow for a face-to-face encounter between
the photographer and his subject. The flattening of perspec-
tive is another result of long-focus photography, diminish-
ing the feeling of intimacy that is more present in photo-
graphs taken with a short focal-length lens.

32 The use of maximum aperture enables photographers to, for
example, emphasize a detail and leave the rest of the image
in a blur that preserves the sense of being near.392

Dr. Robert M . Yerkes w ith Chim and Panzee, courtesy of the
Yerkes Primate Research Center, Emory University, 
photo © Yerkes National Primate Research Center 2005

“Les mères artificie lles” , Sciences & Avenir, no. 190, Paris,
December 1962

Chantek, Chattanooga, 1978, © Chantek Foundation 2005,
photo: B illy Weeks



in large format. In our tradition, monumentality
does not rule out the portrait. The combination 
of close up and large format opens up a face-to-
face encounter that is more in keeping with 
an experience than with contemplation. “If I paint
very large paintings […] it’s because I want to be
very intimate and human: To paint a small paint-
ing is to put yourself outside your experience. […]
When you paint a large painting, you’re inside it,”
Marc Rothko said. We enter into the painting. 
“We see what we don’t see, and we know what 
we don’t know; it’s no longer a question of
appraisal but of encounter.”33 Close and different,
a great ape stands in front of us. Looked at, it
looks back at us.

Translated from the French by Sandra Reid
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33 Wendy Beckett, Histoire de la Peinture, Solar, Paris, 1999, p.
128 (trans. Sandra Reid).394

Solok, Paris, 2003, M énagerie du Jardin des Plantes, Muséum National d’H istoire Nature lle , © Odile Jacob , photo: Chris Herzfe ld

Shirley, Ant werp, 2002, Royal Zoolog ical Society of Antwerp , © Odile Jacob , photo: Chris Herzfe ld

separated by just a few dozen inches, the distance
fades as soon as gazes merge. Eye contact is often
complemented by hand contact – a pane of glass
intervening when the anthropoids live in a zoo. A
kind of intimacy is established that’s difficult to
describe: The image takes over, and what appears
within the frame is a private matter. And yet, it’s
precisely this intimacy that allows it to be public.
By capturing a moment of life, by making tangible
a sharing of emotions and by revealing an
exchange of a private nature, a story of two
beings, the representation provides a glimpse of
something that is the most deeply shared by us all.

The manner in which a work is presented also
directs the way we perceive it. The portraits of pri-
mates illustrated  are, for example, presented 



Shining like the water around them, the two
lighted obelisks gleam above Stockholm’s harbor.
Initiated by King Carl XVI Gustaf, well known for
his great personal interest in environmental mat-
ters, the obelisks were erected in 1994. They are
situated in the center of Stockholm “as a reminder
of our common responsibility for the present and
future environment,” the inscription on the
obelisks says.

Carl XVI Gustaf had launched an artists’ gala in
support of environmental issues at the Stockholm
Castle in 1992 and announced that part of the sur-
plus of the gala would support an environmental
art object. A competition among the students of
the Stockholm College of Arts was opened in 1993,
with the competition rules mandating that the
design include the displaying in an eye-catching
way of data from the environmental monitoring in
the city. Both the citizens of Stockholm and tourists
were seen as the main audience for the work.

The winning contribution was built in cement
and mosaic and was described by a newspaper as
“the first informative object of art of Stockholm”.1

The work consists of two obelisks, one showing
the water quality in the city and the other the state
of the air.

Before appearing as wave-shaped pillars of
light on the obelisks, the air and water data have
traveled a long way through the city. On one side
of the air obelisk, nitrogen dioxides are described
as an index based on environmental norms set by
the authorities. The scale shown on the pillar gives
readings of low, moderate, fairly high, high and
very high. During the day, when traffic is moving,
a reading of moderate is the most common. Fairly
high or high readings can be recorded, however, if
there is little wind.2 Air samples are taken at mon-
itoring stations in the city center, where instru-
ments and computers translate the air quality into
numbers sent to a database at the Environmental

and Health Protection Agency in the city. From
here, data are transferred every hour to the com-
puter inside the air obelisk, which translates the
figures into light pillars in different colors. One pil-
lar shows a sequence of results of three different
monitorings. Levels of nitrogen from a monitoring
station placed on roof level in the city center are
followed by levels from a monitoring station
about 70 kilometers from the city, and the third
level is a mean of figures from two monitoring sta-
tions at ground level on two of the streets in
Stockholm with the heaviest traffic. As described
above, the air is translated by instruments and
computers at the monitoring stations and is
recorded in the central database that every hour
sends information to the computer inside the air
obelisk. The two other light pillars on the air
obelisk show wind speed (meters per hour) from a
monitoring station in the city center and nitrogen
oxides based on recorded statistics of emissions
from the traffic (kilograms per hour), both
updated every hour.

Water, also, has traveled a long way, as samples
taken by a water-sample boat in the inner part of
the city are then taken, by car, to the laboratory at
the Stockholm Water Company. Analysts use
instruments and chemical processes to describe
the water quality in terms of levels of phosphorus
and nitrogen. These analyses are also done of
wastewater from the company’s treatment plants
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1 Solveig Alpzén, “Konstverk mäter luftföroreningar,” in:
Oskarshamns-Tidningen, June 7, 1994. Translated from the
Swedish by the author.

2 The Royal Environment Monument, Stockholm Vatten,
Stockholm, 1995.

3 Read more about the actions connected to environmental
monitoring, the creation of reports of environmental infor-
mation but also the use of this information in Stockholm in
Petra Adolfsson, Environment’s many faces – on Air and
Water Quality Monitoring and Organizing in Stockholm
(Miljö och dess många ansikten i staden – om kvalitetsmät-
ningar och organisering i Stockholm, written in Swedish,
including a summary in English), Doctoral dissertation,
Department of Business Administration, Göteborg Univer-
sity, Gothenburg, 2003.396

The Obelisks of Stockholm
Petra Adolfsson

Both images: Christopher Garney, M ätare , 1994, cement
mosaic (terrazzo), c . 5 m , Stockholm Vatten in cooperation w ith
Gatu- och Fastighetskontoret, M iljöförvaltningen and Stock-
holms Hamn, © Christopher Garney, photos: Petra Adolfsson

both before and after purification; the wastewater
flow rate also is analyzed. These figures are
recorded in a database and transferred automati-
cally to the computer in the water obelisk, ending
up as light pillars in different colors.

The obelisks provide not only a way of show-
ing the results of the environmental monitoring in
Stockholm but also a way of marketing the city as
a clean one to visit or do business in. The creation
and use of reports on environmental information
are other activities in the city connected to the
environmental monitoring.3
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The environment of my fieldwork site consists of a
tidal flat, plants, animals, people and other things.
It’s a coastal environment, and a contested one.
Contested among locals, conservationists and
nonhuman actors, too. I have conducted my field-
work on environmental conflicts in the district of
Northern Friesland since at least 1986, when it was
declared a national park, called the National Park
Schleswig-Holstein Wadden Sea.

My main fieldwork site is called the Hamburger
Hallig. A Hallig is a very small island with a mini-
mum of coastal protection. Halligs are leftovers
from the horrible storm tides of former centuries,
when large parts of the mainland were washed
into the sea and disappeared. There are only a few
houses on a Hallig, if there are any at all. They are
built on dwelling mounds – small artificial hills
maybe 5 meters above sea level, surrounded by
land. The Hamburger Hallig is completely flooded
up to 60 times a year. You can bet that climate
change and the forecasted rise of the sea level is
bad news here, as it is all along the North Sea’s
coast.

The Hamburger Hallig is a special case because
it is connected to the mainland by a bank or dam
built in the nineteenth century. Through morpho-
logical processes, sediments were deposited along
the bank, which led to the evolution of salt mead-
ows. You can walk, ride your bike or even drive
your car along this bank, through the salt mead-
ows to the Hallig with its two houses – except
when a stormy tide is coming: Then the water
rushes towards the mainland, flooding everything
on the Hallig but the houses on the dwelling
mound. You never know exactly where the land
begins and the sea ends, or vice versa, not to men-
tion where nature begins and culture ends.

As part of my fieldwork, I used to take a walk
from the mainland to the Hallig. Coming from the
hinterland, you have first to drive through seem-
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in the middle of the way: This is a nature trail 
with information panels reminding you that you
are walking through a unique ecosystem of 
global value.

Maybe you will meet the biologist from the
national park administration. He is famous for
being able to read nature like a book, and he is
good at telling stories. Once he tried to approach a
herd of wild geese, which are very shy. As he was
stealing through the mud, they suddenly sensed
his presence; thousands rose to the sky and cov-
ered him in their excrement.

His career is closely linked to the geese; he and
his colleagues have followed them to Siberia,
where conservationists helped to establish another
national park. Farmers here and in Siberia used to
kill the geese, which are competitors for pasture
land on one hand and food for hungry people on
the other. Thanks to the ecologists, the wild geese
recovered and are today numerous. But the geese
are not very grateful: Some of them discovered the
fields on the land side of the dike and prefer the
plants of the industrial monocultures to the natu-
ral plants of wild salt meadows, thus destroying
farmers’ fields.

Finally, after passing the houses on the Hallig
and reaching the sea, maybe you will run into the
farmer’s wife. She takes a swim there almost every
day, three seasons of the year. She climbs down

the small dike to get into the water and complains
about having to take care not to step on goose
excrement. To take a swim here you have to be in
good condition – this is, after all, the North Sea.
Both tourists and locals like this place and defend
it not only for sentimental reasons but also
because of its importance for coastal protection.
They defend it against the ecologists and other
thoughtless researchers. 

The traditional house on the Hallig has been
carefully restored; a local landlord runs the restau-
rant. He is obliged by the government to provide
information about the national park. The Hallig
House is an important symbol for all the conflict-
ing parties; here I attended many meetings,
reunions, workshops, public festivities. If it is a
public event, the representatives go outside and fly
the flags. They need three flagpoles for this: one
for the flag of the national park, one for that of the
district, and one for that of the federal state. Flag
fittings jangling in the strong wind, great sound,
sublime feelings. Mocking seagulls.

After everything is said and done, a traditional
drink is served: a shot of whiskey in coffee, topped
with cream and called a Pharisee. You could trans-
late the word as “hypocrite”; after all, this is a
Protestant region. Somebody pronounces a toast,
and the anthropologist strolls home, his notebook
full of field notes.
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“Eco-D ictatorship – No thanks! ‘God created the sea, the
Friesian the coast’,” permanent sign of protest in the marsh-
lands, near Westerhever, photo: Martin Doering , 2001

“The Wadden Sea is a live lihood for the fishermen and not a
playground for researchers,” demonstration in Buesum ,
D ithmarschen, photo: Hendrik Brunckhorst, 1996 

ingly endless marshlands to the dike. Standing on
the dike, you see Hallig House on the horizon, 
5 kilometers away, between the bank and the salt
meadows. It’s only at the end of the walk that you
finally reach the sea.

Endless skies. Cloud formations. And wind,
most of the time. Strong winds. Salty air. Con-
structed landscape: You see historical trenches for
sedimentation. Where sheep are allowed to graze,
you see short green grass. The rest is pure, wild,
salt meadow; in summer it’s made colorful by
flowers.

Birds, lots of them. Flocking birds, flying geo-
metrical formations, as if created by mad scien-
tists. In spring and autumn you see thousands of
wild geese, resting and feeding on their journey
from Africa to Siberia and back. Thousands of
them.

At the beginning of your walk you might meet
the shepherd. An angry young man, always in
conflict with conservationists, who have forced
him out of two-thirds of the salt meadows. He
nearly drowned some years ago, rescuing some
lambs in a rising storm tide.

Halfway to the Hallig there is a dwelling
mound bearing a small log cabin maintained by
bird conservationists. They were here long before
the national park, since the 1930s. Volunteers live
here during summer, monitoring bird life for the
national park, explaining birds to the visitors, liv-
ing a life without electricity in no man’s land.

Walking on, you have a lot of time to exercise
some Heidegger, to think about dwelling and 
the coming into being of “things” such as an envi-
ronment, or else about your lousy financial situa-
tion. It’s only you and the sky and the wind, and
maybe some tourists, too. But shortly before get-
ting tired or reaching a higher state of conscious-
ness about the environment, you might run into 
a sign post that conservationists have installed 
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“Our North Sea let her
live ,” protest in A mrum ,
1988, photo © argus

Fotoarchiv GmbH , photo: Hartmut Schwarzbach

photo © argus Fotoarchiv GmbH , photo: Hartmut Schwarzbach
■ “Our North Sea let her live ,” protest in A mrum , 1988



matters of concern. As soon as we begin this inquiry, it becomes

clear that the kinds of assemblies and the range of techniques they

have developed go far beyond what is usually taken as the political

sphere. To the three branches of government that have been elabo-

rated by tradition, we should add many more, whose power and

qualities might be much greater. It’s not true that there is a political

domain that dominates or encloses all the others. On the contrary,

compared to the many other assemblies in which we are all

enmeshed already, the political sphere looks puny and rather ill-

equipped. In this assembly of assemblies, the first to be considered

are the churches, whose formats have been used as a either a source

of imitation or hostility for so many other techniques of gathering

and representation.

Which Common Prayer for Many Religions? 

How to Make the Gods Speak 

Now that politics has returned to things, now that neither nature

nor science can offer a final court of appeal outside of any assembly,

we must turn our attention back to the various forums, agoras and

churches in which we are already gathered. Earlier, we could look at

all these assemblies with some disrespect because we thought there

was an alternative to them – a non-political, totally transparent and

totally efficient form of politics. Today there is no alternative but to

consider the techniques of representation, the fragile tools, the

complicated media through which people have assembled and

through which they bring attention to what they care about. Hence

we must run through an assembly of assemblies in order to detect

what they have in common, to list their innovations and to keep

what is most useful in their simultaneous gatherings of people and

7 Reshuffling 
Religious Assemblies 

Reforming the Churches, Rebuilding the Temples 

Religious Wars and Peace of Religion 

How to Elect a Prior 

 



The Protestant Reformation had a profound, last-
ing impact on the forms and functions of public
assembly. Luther held that salvation comes
through faith alone and that faith arises individu-
ally, from the inner depths of a person’s heart,
through God’s Word. Proclaiming the Word, in
the public form of Gospel preaching, became
organized religion’s central activity. In theory,
preaching could take place anywhere and by any-
one. Its publicity was profoundly elastic, encom-
passing everything from one Christian reading to
his neighbors to an officially installed minister ser-
monizing to an audience of all members of his
parish, whose rights of citizenship required their
assembly before him. In the private sphere, mean-
while, preaching carried into Bible teaching. Here
the father served as minister in the home’s enclo-
sure; prepared for this task by school and church,
he was bound to read the Gospel (in the simplified
form of catechism) to wife and child. Ubiquitous,
preaching eclipsed the two sacraments that the
Protestant churches had retained, baptism and
Communion; it replaced all the rites and customs
through which, previously, piety had been pub-
licly performed; it purified religion of actions and
things, engendering only the one action, the one
thing: a mouth speaking to many ears.

If, during the Middle Ages, the public sphere
(Habermas’s Öffentlichkeit) had its site in the
space and institution of the Church, that locality in
Protestantism was supremely abstracted. Indeed,
it became the quintessential modern non-place,
the everywhere and nowhere of information trans-
fer. And yet: Those ears and mouths were things,
as well. Their placement became a Protestant
obsession. To observe how Protestants sited
bodies themselves as things within the publicity 
of preaching, to see how they divided up space
internally between speakers and listeners and
externally between insiders and outsiders, is to

glimpse the modern assembly in its nascence.
To Protestants, invisibility was the chief predi-

cate of the ultimate assembly, the “true church”.
Commenting in 1520 on Paul’s statement that faith
is “the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:
1), Luther wrote: “Invisible but graspable by faith
is the church that is called a new heaven and new
earth.” And again in 1521, in his diatribe against his
Dominican detractor, Ambrosius Caterino: “Just
as the rock [Christ] is invisible and spiritual, gras-
pable only in faith, so must necessarily the church
without sin be invisible and spiritual, graspable
only by faith.”1 How, though, does faith grasp the
invisible? In 1545, in a sermon on the eighth
Psalm’s paean to creation, Luther suggests one
answer: “Christ’s kingdom is a hearing-kingdom,
not a seeing-kingdom; for the eyes do not lead and
guide us to where we know and find Christ, but
rather the ears do this.”2

The superiority of hearing was a fixture of
Christian thought. The Old Testament figured
God in voices more than in visions. St. John’s
gospel equated Christ with the spoken word. Paul
advised that “faith cometh by hearing, and hearing
by the word of God” (Romans 10: 17), and the
church fathers tirelessly warned that “sight is often
deceived, hearing serves as a guarantee”.3 Beyond
these commonplaces, though, Luther’s trust in
hearing rested on the concrete situation of his
faith. In 1545, with Catholic forces rallying against
him, the Reformer could only trust that against the
“apparent and observable”4 fact of the Roman
Church, against the brute visibility of forms and
traditions, preaching – his preaching there and
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1 Martin Luther, Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Böhlau,
Weimar, 1883-, 4, pp. 189, 7, 710. See Ernst Rietschel, Das
Problem der unsichtbar-sichtbaren Kirche bei Luther, Hein-
sius, Leipzig, 1932, p. 30.

2 Ibid., 51, p. 11.
3 St. Ambrose, Commentary on St. Luke, cited in: Walter

Ong, Orality and Literacy, Methuen, London, 1982, p. 119.
4 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion: 1536 Edition,

trans. Ford Lewis Battles, revised edition, Eerdmans, Grand
Rapids, MI, 1986, p. 9. 405

Reforming the Assembly
Joseph Leo Koerner

F ig . 1. Anonymous German, True Image of the Roman Papist Church, engraving , B ibliothèque Nationale de
France , Paris, photo © BnF

F ig . 2. Anonymous German, True Image of the Ancient Apostolic Evangelical Church, engraving , B ibliothèque
Nationale de France , Paris, photo © BnF
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then – could make believers “grasp” the true
church.

Iconoclasts sometimes concealed their gesture,
erasing evidence of the idols they toppled with
stone-colored paint. Sometimes, though, they
marked their work indelibly and legibly. By one
contemporary account in 1529 the parishioners of
Old St. Peter’s and their pastor whitewashed the
church “within, and instead of saints’ portraits, the
walls were written all over”.5 The gesture of over-
painting pictures with texts, widespread in the six-
teenth century, visualized the attack against the
visual. In his book of artists’ lives (1603-1604),
Karel van Mander censured an unnamed Calvinist
painter for overseeing the “injury” to a crucifixion
altarpiece in Bruges by Hugo van der Goes:
“because that church was used for preaching this
picture was used for writing the ten command-
ments upon in golden letters on a black ground”.6

Texts transmitted and visualized a word-based
faith. Their appearance in places formerly reserved
for sacred icons announced reform. We can
observe this in a pair of engravings made by an
anonymous German artist around 1600 [fig. 1, 2].7

The one showing a Lutheran service, titled True
Image of the Ancient Apostolic Evangelical Church,
argues that reform is a return and that Luther’s
church, and not the pope’s, is “apostolic”. The
title’s polemic carries into the picture itself partly
through the depicted setting: blank walls, classical
columns, no priestly choir. Apostolic purity is also
signaled by two lonely adornments at the church’s
rear: a pair of round-topped tablets and an open
codex. Symbolizing the law and the gospel, these
materializations of scripture appear framed under
a huge clock. Both the old and the new covenants
are valid in and validate the here and now (marked
by the clock), ordering its rhythms and routines.
Neither priesthood nor place, church itself is what
occurs whenever and wherever the Word is
preached. Even without the clock, the Word
appears as temporal practice. It fashions the
engraving’s chief event: a minister preaching from
his pulpit to auditors gathered about. This is the
church’s in-the-world incarnation, the Word made
visible as an assemblage of bodies. Generally,
Luther translated the Latin ecclesia (church) as
Gemeinde (congregation); sometimes he termed it
simply Haufe (heap) indicating that contingent

collection of empirical persons from a given local-
ity who assemble together. Scattered across the
floor’s Cartesian grid, these bodies nonetheless
cohere into one. The church as “congregation of
believers” and as “body of Christ” occurs through
rapt, collective attention to the Word. The Refor-
mation’s “great reduction”8 of everything to one –
alone faith, alone the Word, alone scripture –
effects coherence by causing persons to do noth-
ing but hear.
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5 Sebald Bühelers Strassburger Chronik, published in Frag-
ments des Anciennes Chroniques d’Alsace, Léon Dacheux
(ed.), R. Schultz, Strasbourg, 1887, 1, p. 78; cited in Georg
Stuhlfauth, “Künstlerstimmen und Künstlernot aus der
Reformationsbewegung,” in: Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte,
60, 1937, p. 508.

6 Karel van Mander, Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and
German Painters, trans. Hessel Miedema (ed.), Davaco,
Doornspijk, 1994, p. 74.

7 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Collection Hennin, T. viii, no.
727 and 728; discussed in Luther und die Folgen für die Kunst,
Werner Hofmann (ed.), exhib. cat., Kunsthalle Hamburg,
Prestel, Munich, 1983, no. 3, p. 355, nos. 223 and 224.

8 Adolf von Harnack, Dogmengeschichte, Mohr, Freiburg and
Leipzig, 1893, p. 362.407
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Light is Placed upon the Candelabra, c .
1640, engraving , Kunstsamm lungen der
Veste Coburg , © Kunstsamm lungen der
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F ig . 6. Johann Aurifaber (ed .), Luther‘s Table-Talks, book, title
page , Frankfurt, 1567



Hearing and speaking negate the contingency of
person and place. Yet these aren’t the only prac-
tices pictured. At the margins, two other activities
are under way. Infant baptism and Communion in
both kinds (the bread as well as the wine, which in
the Catholic Mass was consumed only by the
priest) constitute the proper “sacraments” of the
evangelical church.9 Reduced to two from the
Roman Church’s seven, the Lutheran sacraments
depend on the Word, hence their marginality,
here, at the fringes of preaching. Verbally insti-
tuted and commanded by Christ, and repeating his
words in their liturgy, they exist so that a word-
based faith has something to grasp. Using a termi-
nology borrowed from Augustine, Luther called
the sacraments “visible words”.10 By this he meant
that in baptism and Communion the Word
becomes attached to, and therefore perceptible in,
an act and a thing. Those things – the baptismal
water, the Eucharistic bread and wine – assembled
the otherwise ungatherable, since according to
Luther, Christ was “really” present in the apparent
mereness of the elements. Communion also
engendered an ideal social gathering. Reenacting
the last communal meal of Christ with his apostles
and finishing with a ritualized oath of peace (the
Pax) among members, it modeled concord among
persons [fig. 3-5]. Proper conversation, such as
Luther made with his circle around a table in Wit-
tenberg (the so-called “Table Talks”), was pictured

on this model, as were the “colloquies” that, dis-
tinct from the hierarchically structured Catholic
“disputations,” were meant to solve theological
differences [fig. 6]. Lutherans portrayed the perver-
sity of Catholic assemblies through images of can-
nibalistic dining, while Catholics satirized doctri-
nally-divided Protestants as feasting on Luther’s
corpse [fig. 7, 8]. 

According to Luther, though, the material ele-
ments – water, bread and wine – gathered only
through the words attached to them. One might
even say that in Protestantism, sacraments are the
image of the Word. Luther himself sometimes
called them thus. Calvin, too, regarded the “living
and symbolical” images constituted by baptism
and Communion as being the only permissible
pictures in church; “consecrated by [God’s]
word,” they should replace the “boon” of papist
idols.11 Luther never went so far as to sanction
liturgy as the church’s only ornament. Instead he
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settled for church pictures that visualize the sacra-
ments performed before them [fig. 9, 10]. It is this
peculiar scenography of the visible that the anony-
mous engraver puts on display.

The anonymous engraver calls his work a “true
image” (vera imago) of the apostolic church. This
is like saying the church “as it truly is”. Factual and
without adornment, the depiction itself stands in
an analogy to the blank walls it features. Self-
negating, these empty, shaded surfaces announce
that the true church is invisible, that it is indeed
anything but the brute facts of bricks and mortar.
But in the print’s case, the facts displayed are irre-
ducibly churchly, being Luther’s definition of the
same: Church is the “congregation of all believers”
and takes place wherever “the word is preached
and the holy sacraments are properly adminis-
tered”.12 The engraving hides church in the white-
wash of the everyday.

Three features of this self-concealment stand
out. First, to signal that its image is a true one, the
engraving restricts itself to the mundane routines
of the evangelical church. Because those routines
are religious ones, one forgets how massive this
restriction of religion is. It is as if Lutheran art
foreswore all indications of the sacred, all depic-
tions of the Wholly Other13 toward which the
everyday routines are turned. Instead we behold
religion from the outside, in its contingent, confes-
sional particularity, as the sum of these practices

alone thus pursued. Second, although the image’s
truth depends on this (for want of a better term)
documentary perspective, its title asserts that this
particular church is the true one and that it is to be
believed, as in the words of the apostolic creed, “I
believe […] in a holy Christian church”.14 This
accords with Luther’s dialectical understanding of
church as being invisible if observed from without
but visible if grasped by faith. Third, the print,
observing church from without, sees above all one
thing. Tablets, book, preaching and sacraments
visualize what fills and makes the true church:
God’s Word. To Protestants, this triumph of the
verbal over the visual is a proper reformation of
the image.

Sola scriptura was a rallying cry in a territorial
war between rival communicative media. On the
one side stood the Word, that which (to its parti-
sans) was apostolic and is now, once more, the
“special dispensation” of truth. On the other side
stood the image, instrument and emblem of the
Roman Church’s deceit. The anonymous German
engraver of 1600 titles his pendant picture of the
latter simply True Image of the Roman Papist
Church [fig. 2]. He portrays, without apparent
embellishment, how such a church truly looks and
acts. By implication the viewer, allowed to pit the
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9 Luther’s rejection of the seven sacraments and his reduction
of them to two occurs in his 1520 On the Babylonian Cap-
tivity of the Church, in: Luther, Werke, op. cit., 6, p. 501.

10 The Reformer knew the term visibile verbum from St.
Augustine’s Tractatus in Iohannis Evangelium 80. 3 (see
Luther, Werke, op. cit., 30, 1, p. 223); K. H. zur Mühlen,
“Zur Rezeption der Augustinischen Sakramentsformel
‘Accedit verbum ad elementum et fit sacramentum’,” in:
Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche, 70, 1973, pp. 50-76.

11 Luther, Werke, op. cit., xlv, p. 522; John Calvin, Institutes of
the Christian Religion, John T. McNeill (ed.), trans. Ford
Lewis Battles, Philadelphia, 1960, pp. 113f. On Calvinism
and the visual arts, see most recently Paul Corby Finney
(ed.), Seeing Beyond the Word. Visual arts and the Calvinist
tradition, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999.

12 Augsburg Confession, 5. 1; Die Bekenntnisschriften der evan-
gelisch-lutherischen Kirche, fourth edition, Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, Göttingen, 1959, p. 61.

13 Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. John W. Harvey,
Oxford University Press, London, 1950, pp. 24-30.

14 Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche,
op. cit., p. 21.409
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Fig . 10. Johann Dürr, Gedenkblatt zum Jubiläum des Augsburger
Bekenntnisses [Memorial page for the anniversary of the Augs-
burg avowal], 1630, engraving , 26,2 x 41 cm , Staats- und Stadt-
bibliothek Augsburg , © Staats- und Stadtbibliothek Augsburg
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one portrayal against the other, would recognize
which truly is church. Comparison itself does
much of the work. By 1600, viewers were used to
images pairing the warring confessions. From
Cranach’s anti-papal Passional Christi of 1521
through the satirical broadsheets of the 1540s and
1550s juxtaposing “true and false religion,” visual
antithesis sharpened the eye to difference within
likeness and freighted that difference morally 
[fig. 11-15]. Within these polemical schemes, the
reformed assembly in the form of Gospel preach-
ing became the conventional cipher for truth. In
the 1600 engravings, chaos contrasts with order:
chaos in the papist Church, due to its many altars
and rites; order in the apostolic church, because of
its plain decor and reduced cult. On the papist
side, the clutter of images seems actively to cause
the clutter of action. The many retables in side
chapels, on piers and in the choir, as well as the
effigies hung about, both capture and disperse
visual attention, just as they evidently absorb and

fragment the crowds portrayed. The crowd – a
bewildering mass of lay folk, pilgrims, monks and
priests – becomes a correlate of the effigies
revered. Things are made in the shape of persons;
images make persons into things.

At the far right of fig. 2 (grouped around a
painting of hell flames) clerics, churchgoers and
painted and sculpted saints merge into a static
ensemble. This isn’t the order of a “congregation,”
however, where listening bodies stand dispersed
but with minds aligned in belief. It is just the oppo-
site: bodies aligned but with minds dispersed.
Linked to the profusion of images, the plurality of
Catholic ritual indicates falsehood, as gestures
without thought, signs without content. The
anonymous engraver simultaneously orders and
exoticizes the confusion by labeling each scene
with a number, probably referring through these
to a now-lost textual key. Ironically, it is the
church filled with pictures of the holy that, when
pictured, seems by comparison the more mun-
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F ig . 12. Lucas Cranach the E lder, illustration of Lord‘s
Prayer, 1527, woodcut

F ig . 11. Georg Pencz, The Content of Two Sermons, 1529, woodcut

Fig. 13. Lucas Cranach the Elder, Last Supper of the Protestants and the Pope‘s Descent to Hell (Luther‘s Epitaph?), c. 1547, woodcut

F ig . 14. Matthias Gerung , Evangelical Church Service and
Catholic Indulgences Sale, c . 1546, woodcut, 23.5 x 16.4 cm ,
Kunstsamm lungen der Veste Coburg , © Kunstsamm lungen der
Veste Coburg



dane. Because, as the labeling numbers imply,
beholders have no natural grasp of Catholic
Church routines; these routines appear artificial
and contingent. Human rather than divine institu-
tions, they betray the falsehood of what Erasmus,
already a century earlier, had termed “mere” cere-
mony and what Luther listed and condemned as
the pope’s “bag of tricks” in the last section of the
Schmalkaldic Articles entitled “On Human Tradi-
tions”.15 At the start of the modern, “critical”
study of religion, enlightened Protestants such as
John Spencer, David Hume and Charles de
Brosses lumped ritual together with habit and
superstition. The first instance of “ritual” listed by
the Oxford English Dictionary gives this context:
“contayning no manner of Doctrine […] but onely
certayn ritual Decrees with no purpose” (1570).16

Because ritual lacked speech, it was senseless and
indecipherable. In Protestant polemical images,
idolaters come to look monstrous, like the things
they worship [fig. 16, 17].

Catholics, of course, understood their acts tele-
ologically. They held that by gesture, image and
gift, they effectively communicated with God, in
the manner, chiefly, of “thanks/please”. Is it just
because Protestants did not personally believe in
the efficacy of intercession and sacrifice that those
actions look senseless? Are gifts inherently less
articulate than words, or do the communicative
acts depend for their rationality on being inside a
language game? In short, is ritual speechless and
speech fully distinct from ritual?

The engraver of the “apostolic” and “papist”
churches tries above all to fashion for his viewers a
point of view from which this question cannot be
raised. He endeavors, by way of an image, to con-
fess the special dispensation of words. It is not
only that the three actions undertaken in the
Lutheran church are ones instituted, and thus
rationalized, by God’s words, or that, reduced to a
manageable number, such actions are visually
more transparent to their ends. The apostolic
church appears as nothing but communicative
action: the activity of speaking and listening per
se. More crucially, the order that ensues (one
voice speaking to many attentive ears) evidences
that its truth transcends what one person believes.
Speech places actors in the same order, whoever
and wherever they are. This mental alignment is

nothing less than the global order of “society”.
Pictured as that order, the apostolic church can
have no outside from which its service can appear
senseless or contingent.

And yet insofar as the engravings display com-
municative action in a visible scenography, that
action appears markedly contingent. It is not sim-
ply that the auditors scatter themselves loosely
around the church. Stepping back from what the
prints depict to the “how” of their depiction, a
curious reversal comes into view. In the papist

412

Church, sacred pictures establish multiple centers
that fragment action and attention. But at the
same time, the engraving itself in its overall com-
position mimics the centralized layout of the built
church it portrays. And with its three-part plan of
two aisles symmetrically flanking a nave, that built
church reiterates the triptych altarpieces that clut-
ter it. Centering his composition on the high altar
in the choir, the engraver aligns his perspective
with that of the Church and Church art, which he
seeks to vilify. He pictures idolatry as though
through idolatrous eyes.17 In the engraving of the
apostolic church, by contrast, he captures his sub-
ject obliquely. He shifts Communion to the right,
staggers the piers irregularly in the nave and
effaces the central axis through the force field of
preaching generated from the right. In the manner
of their depiction, that is, each engraving mirrors
the particular visuality – the “world picture,” if
you will – of the confession it portrays. An
abstract, perspectival and disenchanted coordina-

tion relation between eye and world contrasts to
the absoluteness and fixity of papist enchantment.

Because these pictures compare churches, dis-
enchantment wins out. By depicting its subject
obliquely, the engraving of the apostolic religion
shows the cultic center to be but a point of view.
Moreover, since priests already occupy the center
of nearly all the altars visible in the papist Church,
the lay perspective must be oblique. This might
explain why, at the middle of the off-center apos-
tolic Communion table, there appears a wine
pitcher, sign of the universal priesthood by way of
the lay reception of the chalice. Repudiating the
sacrality of spaces and offices, perspectivism cor-
responds to a world picture in which actions (ritu-
als and works) are not necessary but contingent.
Pictures like these construct a confessionally neu-
tral “comparative religion,” in which preaching
itself becomes as particularistic as Catholic cere-
mony. In 1600, though, perspectivism renews the
enchantment of words. Showing a church as it
truly looks, it intimates that church is, in truth,
something else. But what of the assemblies that
gather in the world?

When a community confessed the Lutheran
faith, it normally held its services in the same
buildings as before.18 In most places, churches
were, after all, the only large public interiors avail-
able. Yet existing Catholic buildings did not
always fit the purpose of evangelical worship: wit-
ness the articulated difference between lay and
priestly space; the subdivision of lay space into a
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15 See the concluding section of Erasmus’s 1503 Enchiridion,
trans. Raymond Himelick, Peter Smith, Gloucester, MA,
1970, pp. 144ff., which was entered into the Catholic Index
expurgatorius (Antwerp, 1571); written in 1538, the Schmal-
kaldic Articles sum up Luther’s mature theological view (Die
Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche, op.
cit., p. 462).

16 Cited and discussed in Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place:
Toward Theory in Ritual, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1987, p. 102.

17 In an analysis of Hendrick van Steenwijck the Elder’s Inte-
rior View of Antwerp Cathedral (c. 1580), Thomas Hensel
argues that in the way altarpieces are fictively reintroduced
into Antwerp’s post-iconoclastic cathedral, the painter
repeats the destructive gesture that cleared the church.
From the viewpoint where they are observed, the piers, as it
were, “happen” to conceal the retables behind them where
the offensive images lie. “Bilderstürmende Bilder. Hendrick
van Steenwijcks des Älteren ‘Cathedral von Antwerpen’,”
in: Im Blickfeld. Jahrbuch der Hamburger Kunsthalle, 3, 1998,
pp. 33-56. The pendant engravings might derive from the cir-
cle of Steenwijck.

18 Friedrich Berndt, Peter Poscharsky, “Der Kirchenbau seit der
Reformation,” in: Vier Jahrhunderte Lutherische Lan-
deskirche in Braunschweig, Friedrich W. Wandersleb, Martin
Wandersleb (eds), Landeskirchenamt Wolfenbüttel, Wolfen-
büttel, 1968, pp. 121-125. For an introduction to Lutheran
attitudes towards church building, see Traugott Koch, “Der
lutherische Kirchenbau in der Zeit des Barocks und seine
theologischen Voraussetzungen,” in: Kerygma und Dogma,
27, 1981/1982, pp. 111-130; also Sergiusz Michalski, “Ein-
fache Häuser – Prunkvolle Kirchen,” in: Geschichte des
protestantischen Kirchenbaues, Klaus Raschzok, Reiner Sör-
ries (eds), Junge, Erlangen, 1994, pp. 44ff.413

F ig . 15. Pancratz Kempf (?), D ifference Bet ween the True 
Religion of Christ and the False , Idolatrous Teachings of the
Antichrist, c . 1550, two-block woodcut, 52 x 67 cm , Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett, © Staatliche Museen
zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett
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patchwork of public and private zones through
family and corporate chapels; the channeling of
motion into processions around a series of epicen-
ters radiating from the choir and altar; and the
structuring of the whole around other itinerant
bodies that might intercede for the living – the
corpses of the mighty dead in crypts beneath the
church or the relics housed in the altars dedicated
to them. As an early theorist of Protestant church
design concluded, different “external church serv-
ices” require distinct building types.19 Most fun-
damentally, the rejection of a specific priesthood
obviated the separation of choir from nave, pro-
moting instead an architecture of the whole com-
munity. “That we come together in the congrega-
tion,” preached Luther in Torgau in 1544, “is due
neither to my words nor my acts but occurs
through all your wills and because of the whole
church.”20 The abolition of private or votive
Masses –what Protestants called “corner Masses”
– absorbed the segregated edges into a single,
public space where, ideally, all activities coincided.
“We do not allow our pastors to speak Christ’s
ordinance for himself, as his person,” states Luther
against “corner Masses,” “rather, he is all 
our mouths and we all speak it with him with all
our heart, and with upright faith, to the lamb 
of God.”21

More practically, the evangelical focus on

preaching as the center of church service
demanded open spaces where the whole commu-
nity could comfortably hear and see the preacher.
In his “Table Talks,” Luther complained that the
cathedrals of Rome, Cologne and Ulm, with their
forests of pillars and cavernous, echoing interiors,
were “inappropriate” and “inconvenient for
preaching”. He preferred middle-sized churches
with low ceilings for their better acoustics and
unobstructed views.22

Yet Lutherans made do with the buildings they
chanced to have, and not only for economy’s sake.
At one level, by using the old cult spaces and by
variously saving and eradicating obsolete struc-
tures, Protestants managed confessional differ-
ence. Just as the Wittenberg Altarpiece affirms tra-
dition through its triptych format and biblical
centerpiece, so too the surrounding church pre-
serves its original structure (which the triptych
indeed amplifies), as if to say that that space was
always ready for the Reformation. Such selective
and potentially “dissembling” forms of appropria-
tion resembled the tactics of the early Church,
whereby local deities and their dwelling places
were loosely transformed into Christian saints and
their shrines and pagan temples were converted
into churches, as prescribed by Pope Gregory.23

Syncretism is generally suited to new productions
of space, since in that dimension nothing ever
quite disappears, and “what comes earlier con-
tinues to underpin what follows”.24 Lutherans
continued to name their churches after their titular
saints, but they redescribed these as models, rather
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19 Leonhard Christoph Sturm, Vollständige Anweisung, alle
Arten von Kirchen wohl anzugeben, Augsburg, 1718, cited in:
Ehler W. Grashoff, Raumprobleme des protestantischen
Kirchenbaues im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert, Verlag für Kunst-
wissenschaft, Berlin, 1938, p. 10. The first systematic com-
parison of Catholic and Protestant church buildings in terms
of function is Rudolph Hospinianus, De origine, progressu,
usu et abusu templorum ac rerum omnium ad templa perti-
nentium, Froschauer, Zurich, 1587; see Per Gustaf Hamberg,
Temples for Protestants, trans. Nancy Adler, Acta Universi-
tatis Gothoburgensis, Gothenburg, 2002, pp. 11f.

20 Luther’s Works, Jaroslav Pelikan (ed.), Concordia Publishing
House, St. Louis, MO, 1955-1977, 51, p. 343.

21 Martin Luther, Von der winckelmesse und Pfaffen Weihe,
Wittenberg, 1533; Luther, Werke, op. cit., 38, p. 247; cited in
Grashoff, Raumprobleme, op. cit., p. 9.

22 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 4, p. 611, no. 3781, and 2, p. 188, no.
1702; ibid., 49, p. 592.

23 See Margaret T. Hogden, Early Anthropology in the Six-
teenth and Seventeenth Centuries, University of Pennsylvania
Press, Philadelphia, 1964, p. 326.

24 Henri Lefebre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald
Nicholson-Smith, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1991, p. 229.415
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than as means, of grace.25 They preserved the
structure of nave and choir but used it to articu-
late, respectively, Word and sacrament. The 1528
Church Ordinance of Braunschweig, like Witten-
berg’s of 1533, placed preaching in the nave and
“communicants in the choir”.26 Cleared, some-
times, of isolating walls and rood screens and fit-
ted with confessionals, the former enclaves of the
clergy were thus fashioned into a public stage set-
ting for lay religion, with the representative choir
stalls now seating communicants rather than the
priests and with the proceedings beheld (so Luther
expressly hoped) by the rest of the congregation
seated in the nave. Lutherans also maintained the
processional structure of their churches even as
they abolished the culture of sacred parade and
pilgrimage. When they set about building pews,
they usually placed them in the side aisles first, to
preserve the central aisle. Then they erected gal-
leries that left the nave free and only as a last resort
did they fill the middle aisle, and with it the old
processional avenue.27

At another level, however, by using the old cult
spaces Lutherans dramatized their lack of interest
in place. For them, Christian worship was indiffer-
ent to locality. What mattered was only that
preaching be heard and the sacraments adminis-
tered. As Luther stated in a sermon of 1524 on
Genesis 24, “Where God speaks, there dwells he.
Where the Word resounds, there God is, there is
his house; and when he stops speaking, then his
house is also no longer there. Were he to be heard
on a roof or under a roof, and even on the Elbe
bridge, it would be certain that there he dwells.”28

And again, “And even if [God’s Word] were
preached beneath a green lime tree, or a willow,
then that same place would be called God’s home
and place, for God’s Word rules even there.”29

The view that “God’s Word makes a place holy”
appears in the Reformer’s earliest writings. His
commentary of 1515-1516 on Romans declares that
“every place is holy” where modesty and charity
prevail.30 Luther built here on an ancient idea,
prevalent among the early Christians and resur-
rected by monastic reformers of the high Middle
Ages, that churches are but functional edifices that
can just as well be done without. “Church build-
ings are unnecessary,” wrote Peter the Venerable,
abbot of Cluny, summing up the message of early

twelfth-century preachers of penitence. “One can
tear them down, for Christ can be called in a tav-
ern or a church, in a market or a temple, before an
altar or a sty.”31 Yet in locating salvation in the
interiority of personal faith, Luther introduced a
new, global separation of religion from place.

We observed this divide in later Lutheran
images of Catholic ritual, where quasi-empirical
tableaux of Church rituals marked the disenchant-
ing of the world [fig. 2]. If, in 1503, Erasmus had
condemned such “visible ceremonies” as evidence
of “ignorant credulity”32 and equated them with
idolatry, by the end of the sixteenth century, in
works like Pieter Bruegel’s Battle between Carnival
and Lent and his allegorical engraving of Faith,
ordinary religion itself began to appear strange
and contingent [fig. 18].Viewed from outside, that
is, as an objective inventory of actions and instru-
ments, sacred practice lost its aura of necessity and
seemed a more mundane product of person, place
and time. In 1544, Luther addressed this matter of
the placement of bodies in a sermon dedicating
the Castle Church of Torgau, the earliest purpose-
built evangelical edifice [fig. 19].33With one minor
exception (a tiny church in Joachimstal –
Jachymóv – in Bohemia, completed in 1534 after a
plan by Johann Mathesius), all earlier Lutheran
churches had been modifications of buildings fin-
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25 Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche,
op. cit., pp. 83b-83d.

26 Berndt, Poscharsky, op. cit., p. 122.
27 Ibid., pp. 123ff.
28 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 14, pp. 386f.
29 Ibid., 16, p. 105; see also 14, p. 496, and 31, 1, p. 179; further

passages in Hans Preuss, Martin Luther der Künstler, C. Ber-
telsmann, Gütersloh, 1931, pp. 66-72.

30 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 56, p. 493.
31 Jacques Paul Migne (ed.), Patrologiae cursus completus, series

latina, Paris 1841-1861, 198, col. 722, cited in: Horst Bre-
dekamp, “Autonomie und Askese,” in: Autonomie der Kunst.
Zur Genese und Kritik einer bürgerlichen Kategorie, Michael
Müller (ed.), Suhrkamp, Frankfurt, 1972, p. 96.

32 Erasmus, Enchiridion, op. cit., p. 114.
33 Luther’s Works, op. cit., 51, p. 333-354 (Luther, Werke, op. cit.,

49, pp. 588-615); on the Castle Church in Torgau see Max
Lewy, Schloss Hartenfels bei Torgau, Wasmuth, Berlin, 1908, pp.
82-93; Oskar Thulin, Schloss und Schlosskapelle zu Torgau,
Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, Berlin, 1965; Peter Findeisen, Hein-
rich Magirius (eds), Die Denkmale der Stadt Torgau, Seemann,
Leipzig, 1976, pp. 188-195; Jürgen Herzog (ed.), Die
Schlosskirche zu Torgau, Torgauer Geschichtsverein, Torgau,
1994; and especially Reinhold Wex, “Oben und unten, oder
Martin Luthers Predigtkunst angesichts der Torgauer Schloss-
kapelle,” in: Kritische Berichte, 11, 1983, pp. 4-24; Reinhold Wex,
Ordnung und Unfriede. Raumprobleme des protestantischen
Kirchenbaus im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert in Deutschland, Jonas-
Verlag für Kunst und Literatur, Marburg, 1984, pp. 147-175.417

F ig . 18. Pieter Bruege l the E lder, Fides, c . 1559, copper engraving , 39 x 53 cm , Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstich-
kabinett, photo © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, photo: Jörg P. Anders, Berlin

F ig . 19. Castle Church, Torgau, interior view, Schloss
Hartenfe ls, photo © B ildarchiv Foto Marburg

Fig. 20. The Sermon in the Church, engraving 
from Torgau Catechism , 1676, The British Library, 
© The British Library
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ished or underway before the Reformation.34 The
modernization of Hartenfels Castle in Torgau was
conceived in 1532 under Prince John the Constant
and begun in earnest in 1533 by his successor, John
Frederick. The erection of a church to replace the
medieval Martinskapelle at the castle afforded the
Saxon court architect Nickel Gromann the oppor-
tunity of creating a novel and ambitious structure
serving the religious and the representational
needs of the Ernestine electors.35 Under Frederick
the Wise and John, Schloss Hartenfels had played
a role secondary to their Wittenberg residence,
although even then it figured prominently in
Reformation history. In 1520, the city of Torgau
embraced the evangelical faith; in 1526, the Protes-
tant Estates met in Schloss Hartenfels to form
their first political alliance, called the Torgau
League; in 1530, again in the castle, Luther,
Melanchthon and Jonas drafted the Torgau Arti-
cles on which the Augsburg Confession itself was
based. But it was not until the reign of John Fred-
erick that Torgau and its expanded castle replaced
Wittenberg as the political center of Protes-
tantism, which it remained until the Mühlberg
defeat.

In his dedication, Luther refers to the Castle
Church as a “house”. The title of the published
sermon also speaks of “a new house built for the
office of preaching God’s Word”.36 From the cas-
tle’s courtyard, the Schlosskirche looks no differ-
ent from the rest of the princely residence, save for
the angels carved into the window frames and the
sandstone portal modestly decorated with Christ’s
arms. Inside, too, the edifice is remarkable for its
decorative reserve (an austerity admittedly height-
ened by aggressive renovations). In his sermon,
Luther mentions two paintings near the pulpit. An
inventory of 1563 records eight framed panels in
the church, and an engraved illustration from the
1676 Torgau Catechism shows the space veritably
festooned with images [fig. 20].37 But in its ground
plan, the church was and remains willfully plain: a
two-storied rectangular hall. The west corner, to
the left of the altar, is in fact cut off by the castle
keep. But the architects concealed this one irregu-
larity behind the arcades. Together these repetitive
arches make the interior read like an exterior
courtyard façade.38 Occupying half of the castle’s
northeast wing, and facing northwest (rather than

east, as was the traditional, sacralizing orienta-
tion), the church is without internal divisions and
does not culminate in the usual prismatic or
rounded altar end. Space seems structured by
function alone. Set apart from the rectangle and
from the repeating arcades, however, two parts
stand forth: the pulpit and the altar, the respective
requisites of the church’s chief activities.
In 1544, the Torgau altar was a free-standing sand-
stone mensa or “plain table,” such as Calvinists
would later use. The present altar (a modern copy)
reflects that initial condition. Resting on angel
statuettes carved by Stephan Hermsdorf and
Simon Schröter and raised above the ground by
two stone steps, the table received an altarpiece –
probably by Cranach’s shop – at some unknown
later date [fig. 21].39 But originally the altar stood
bare, and behind it was visible the single, short,
fluted pillar of the church’s far wall. The only col-
umn in the whole church, this peculiar support
bears the weight of the west gallery’s two half-
arches and points upward toward the church’s
prominent organ. Isolated from the arcade, this
lone column gathers the entire edifice to the altar,
rather like an altarpiece. Designed in a quasi-
ancient Tuscan order, perhaps to indicate apos-
tolicity, it is also a built version of those central pil-
lars in Cranach’s scenes of Christ’s Last Supper. Like
an antique stela, it possesses a commemorative
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34 Henry Russell Hitchcock, German Renaissance Architecture,
Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ, 1981, pp. 38f., 89f.
The new palatine chapel in Neuburg an der Donau, with its
decorative program devised by Andreas Osiander and exe-
cuted by Hans Bocksberger, had already received its evan-
gelical Lutheran dedication in 1543. However, the building
was planned and begun before the ruling prince, Count
Palatine Ottheinrich, embraced the Lutheran faith in 1542;
its confessional specificity thus was limited to its furniture
and decor. See Friedrich Kaess, Horst Stierhof, Die
Schloßkapelle in Neuburg an der Donau, Konrad, Weis-
senhorn, 1977; newly-built Lutheran churches are surveyed
in Karl Emil Otto Fritsch et al., Der Kirchenbau des Protes-
tantismus von der Reformation bis zur Gegenwart, Toeche,
Berlin, 1893, pp. 31-40.

35 Findeisen, Magirius (eds), op. cit., pp.105-119.
36 Martin Luther, Einweyhung eines Newen Hauses zum

Predigtampt Göttlichs Worts erbawet, Wittenberg, 1546.
37 Georg Zoelner, Paul Hofmann, Torgauischer Katechismus

oder fürstlicher und andrer Gottfürchtiger Kinder Hand-Buch,
sixth edition, Fritzsch, Dresden and Leipzig, 1676, plate 16;
Findeisen, Magirius (eds), op. cit., pp. 195.

38 Clemens Jöckle, “Überlegungen zu einer Typologie evange-
lischer Schloßkapellen des 16. Jahrhunderts,” in: Raschzok,
Sörries (eds), op. cit., p. 39.

39 Jeffrey Chipps Smith, German Sculpture of the Later Renais-
sance c. 1520-1580, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ,
1994, pp. 87-92.419

F ig . 21. Stephan Herms-
dorf and Simon Schröter,
Torgau A ltar, c . 1544,
sandstone , modern
replica, © photo: B ild-
archiv Foto Marburg

F ig . 22, 23. Simon Schröter, Pulpit, Castle Church, Torgau, Schloss Hartenfe ls, c . 1544, polychromed sandstone , photo © B ild-
archiv Foto Marburg
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force appropriate to the memorial meal performed
before it. Torgau’s pulpit, in turn, is attached to the
middle pier of the church’s north wall [fig. 22, 23].
And it was from this second, yet more accented
center that Luther, on October 5, 1544, performed
his first and only church dedication.

With the opening words of his sermon, Luther
announced that there would be no traditional rite
of consecration as required by canon law. In
Northern Europe on the eve of the Reformation,
church consecrations (Kirchweih) were an elabo-
rate festive event. Parishes often reserved eight or
more days in their calendars for celebrating annu-
ally their particular church festival.40 Numerous
early sixteenth-century woodcuts satirized the
excess that marked this most popular of popular
holidays.41 In Torgau, instead of anything like a
Kirchweih, there would only be a sermon, this aus-
tere sermon itself that Luther presently delivered.
It would suffice to “bless and consecrate this new
house” to Christ:

“This devolves not only upon me; you, too,
should take hold of the aspergillum and the cen-
sor, in order that the purpose of this new house
may be such that nothing else may ever happen in
it except that our dear Lord himself may speak to
us through his holy Word and we respond to him
through prayer and praise.”42

Of all buildings previously erected for Christian
worship, only the Schlosskirche had never been,
and never would be, ritually consecrated. Against
“the papists’ churches, with their bishop’s chrism
and censing,” it alone was made holy only by
preaching and collective prayer. Purity of place
depended precisely on there being no localized
sanctity, as if sacralizing desecrated the place.

The sandstone reliefs on the pulpit from which
Luther delivered his sermon expound a thematics
of purity. On the right, facing the church’s
entrance and the piano nobile, the sculptor Simon
Schröter has pictured the gospel paradigm of
church cleansing: Christ driving the money chang-
ers from the temple. This would have appealed to
the audience toward which it was turned: the
prince in his loggia, who was entrusted with keep-
ing this building pure.43 On the left, facing the
altar, the scene of the woman taken in adultery
exemplifies what true purity now entails: neither
priestly prerogative nor obedience to the law (dis-

played with Moses in the background) but forgive-
ness of sins by Christ. Or to put this another way,
outward defilement, which in a sacerdotal religion
would bar a person from the temple sanctuary, is
annulled instead by inner faith and grace. Lastly,
on its central field, Schröter’s pulpit displays the
model episode of preaching. Seated in the same
temple forecourt as featured in the two flanking
scenes, the 12-year-old Christ (by Jewish law inad-
missible to the sanctuary itself because of his
youth and, therefore, like the adulteress, ritually
excluded) reinterprets the Old Testament accord-
ing to the New. Only the Gospel Word purifies.
Only it expels and redeems, saving and transform-
ing the world as we find it, on the moral threshold
of the atrium.

Luther enacts this interiorized model of purity
in his sermon by launching immediately into 
the daily lection. On the seventeenth Sunday 
after Trinity, this happened to be Luke 14: 1-11.
“We shall begin by hearing and expounding 
God’s word,” the Reformer explains, “and then, in
order that this may be done fruitfully […] call
upon him together and say the Lord’s Prayer.”44

In the beginning was the Word, and on that score
the morning of October 5, 1544, was the same as
any other day, since church service always “conse-
crates” and “sanctifies” the place in which it
occurs, “as we […] are consecrating this house”.45

All later paeans to the Castle Church celebrate its
founding through Luther’s purely verbal dedica-
tion. Thus Caspar Cruciger, in verses recited in
later Lutheran church dedications, concludes:

“No chrism or holy water did he use,
No flags or candles or incense;
The divine word and his prayer
Together with the faithful did this.”46
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40 Hanns Bächtold-Stäubli et al. (eds), Handwörterbuch des
deutschen Aberglaubens, de Gruyter, Berlin and Leipzig, 
1927-1942, 4, pp. 1422-1426; Erika Kohler, Martin Luther
und der Festbrauch, Böhlau, Cologne, 1959, pp. 138-141.

41 See Keith Moxey, Peasants, Warriors, and Wives, University
of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1989, pp. 35-66, for a good
account of this material in English.

42 Luther’s Works, op. cit., 51, p. 333.
43 On the original location of the piano nobile see Wex, 1984,

op. cit., p. 173.
44 Luther’s Works, op. cit., 51, p. 334.
45 Ibid., p. 343.
46 Cited in Saccus Siegfridus, Von Christlicher Einweihung der

Kirchen, Francke, Magdeburg, 1585; see Hartmut Mai, “Tradi-
tion und Innovation im Protestantischen Kirchenbau bis zum
Ende des Barock,” in: Raschzok, Sörries (eds), op. cit., p. 12.421

F ig . 24. Church Seating Plan from the Barfüsserkirche Frankfurt, c . 1780, plan and text in pen and ink, H istorisches Museum
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The Castle Church’s large bronze inscriptive
tablet, cast in 1545 by Wolff and Oswald Hilger,
conveys a similar message. Revising traditional
dedication panels that honor the donors and
patron saints, it commemorates the Schlosskirche
as a sort of tabula rasa of church building due to its
uniquely ordinary dedication: “Totally new is
now, for the first time, a wholly pure piety. In
preaching the truth, Luther, through that sermon
in this church, made people embrace the new
foundation of Christ’s teaching.”47

What did the Gospel words on October 5, 1544,
happen to say? As Luther explicated it, Luke 14,
which recounts Christ’s healing of a dropsical man
on the Sabbath (when healing was forbidden by
Jewish law), deals with the proper time and place
of religious service. It therefore suited a church
dedication. Yet the message that Luther initially
draws moves in another direction. Whereas “for
the Jewish faith” the Sabbath is “fixed” for a spe-
cial time, place and people,

“We are all priests […] so that all of us should
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proclaim God’s word and works at every time and
in every place, and persons from all ranks, races,
and stations may be specially called to the min-
istry, if they have the grace and the understanding
of the scriptures to teach others.”48

Regardless of the special circumstances, and
despite Luther’s own repeated reference to the
Schlosskirche as more beautiful than Solomon’s
temple,49 God’s Word requires no special occa-
sion or edifice to do its work. If preaching and
prayer “cannot be done under roof or in the
church,” states Luther yet again, “then let it be
done out of doors or wherever there is room”.50

“If occasion should arise that people did not want
to or could not assemble, one could just as well
preach outside by a fountain or somewhere
else.”51

And yet, out of this account of the indifference
of church to place, Luther derives another, quite
opposite conclusion. Although in theory ubiqui-
tous, in practice church needs to take place.
Because God likes order, Luther continues, certain
buildings ought to be constructed for his service,
which should be held regularly so that everyone
from a specific locality – “a whole congregation of
Christians” – might congregate for preaching and
prayer in one locality: “[…] this house built and
appointed according to this freedom for all those
who live here in this castle and court, or any others
who want to go in”.52 It was essential to Luther’s
theological point of view, and to the textual, pic-
torial, architectural representations that reflected
his perspective, that although the true church, like
Christ, was invisible, it also existed concretely in
the world. We have analyzed the dialectic of con-
cealment and visibility in Lutheran church pic-
tures, which at once extended and repudiated the
iconoclasm that gave them space. It remains now
to observe this dialectic in the built space of the
church.

In his canonical Apology of the Augsburg Con-
fession, Melanchthon noted that the church was
not some imaginary utopia, like “Plato’s city”.
Rather, it arose whenever real communities con-
gregate for preaching and sacrament.53 Already in
1521, in his defense against Johannes Eck and
Thomas Murner, Luther himself wrote: “Because I
called the Christian church a spiritual gathering,

you mocked my opinion, as if I wanted to build a
church like Plato’s city, which would be a nowhere
[nindert].”54 On the contrary, church was neither
pure spirit nor pure matter but a hybrid, a corpus
mixtum, where both modalities obtained. “With-
out place and body there is no church,” concludes
Luther in his diatribe against Ambrosius Cateri-
nus.55

The Torgau dedication was above all con-
cerned with the placement of bodies. God’s pref-
erence for order, Luther reasoned, requires com-
munities to gather together in one place and time.
Such an assembly therefore demands the corporal
location of its members in the form of seating.
Before the Reformation, church seating had been
representative. What chairs there were served offi-
cers of church and state. The clergy occupied their
baldachined, throne-like places within the choir
not as spectators but as spectacle; they formed
part of the efficacious ritual itself. To be seated in
chairs was to enjoy the status of sedentes, which
meant bodily to foreshadow a divine condition
where Christ sits at God’s right hand, where the
apostles sit in judgment over the tribes of Israel,
and where the community of saints sits eternally in
heaven. The laity, by a contrast that was explicit
already in the sixth century, were the “standing
ones” (stantes).56 They might bring folding chairs,
as they are shown doing in early Lutheran prints of
“true religion”. And in some preaching churches
of late fifteenth-century Germany, they huddled in
wooden booths “like bees in a hive” (as Aeneas
Silvius Piccolomini observed),57 with wall heights
determined by the occupant’s rank. Yet such struc-
tures were rare compared to the ubiquitous fixed
pews and galleries of Lutheran church space. For
with the ascendancy of the sermon as the crucial
component of religious service and with the con-
comitant demand that, each Sunday when preach-
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47 The Latin text is given in Findeisen, Magirius (eds), op. cit.,
p. 193.

48 Luther’s Works, op. cit., 51, p. 335.
49 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 5, p. 533, no. 6197, and 4, p. 580, no.

3738.
50 Luther’s Works, op. cit., 51, p. 336.
51 Ibid., p. 337.
52 Ibid., pp. 336f.
53 Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche,

op. cit, p. 238.
54 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 7, p. 683.
55 Ibid., p. 720.
56 Wex, 1984, op. cit., pp. 3-11.
57 Letter from 1438 to Philippe de Coetquis, cited and trans-

lated in Basel in einigen Stadtbildern und in den beiden
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Edgar Bonjour (ed.), Holbein, Basel, 1951, p. 26.423
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H istorisches Museum , photo ©
Museen der Stadt Regensburg –
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ing and Mass were regularly staged, all members
of the congregation should be present in the
church, a need arose to seat the community as an
orderly whole.

With existing churches, this could easily be
achieved by removing the internal divisions and
unnecessary side altars that had filled and frag-
mented Catholic church space, and by establishing
seating instead. Galleries could also be added for
more seating, and the only requirement was that
preaching could be heard and the preacher seen.
The result was a specific architectural form: a
great hall in which, extending forward from outer
walls they obscure, layers of seating shaped an
amorphous spatial core. In this space, everything –
the seats, lighting, aisles and entries – was ideally
focused on one center. Theorists of a later age
would seek historical precedents for this building

type. They contrasted it to the cathedral, with its
elaborated walls and windows, its supreme verti-
cality and its kinetic charge, as a structure experi-
enced in and as motion. To keep a crowd seated,
immobile and focused, to make everyone listen
rather than behold: This had been a job of ancient
theaters, and, historically, evangelical church
design developed in parallel with the rebirth of
theater architecture in Germany.58

Seating spatialized the social order. Recogniz-
ing this at Torgau, Luther expounded placement
through Christ’s story of the wedding feast, where
guests did not freely choose the place of honor but
took the lowest seat unless asked by the host to do
otherwise. In the pericope’s final verse, this para-
ble yields a prophecy of social inversion: “For he
who raises himself shall be brought low, and he
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who lowers himself shall be raised” (Luke 14: 11).
As in his exposition of church’s place and time,
Luther radicalizes Christian indifference to the
world only then to accede to the world exactly as
he finds it. On the one hand, to elevate ourselves
in the belief that a better placemeans more to God
is a supreme vanity, shared by the Jews, the Turks
and the Church in Rome. The kingdom of heaven
reverses the earthly kingdoms, therefore place-
ment counts for nothing. On the other hand, this
final, true and antithetical order did not license
people to change the given arrangements. Christ
told the parable because he “saw” that the Phar-
isees “chose the places of honor,” that by taking
the best seats, they tried to shape the social order
according to their desire. “Here it all rests upon
the word ‘chose’,” states Luther at the start of the
pivotal exegesis:

“People have to be seated both above and below.
For, as I’ve said, one cannot make and clear for each
person in the congregation a special place, locality,
time, temple or chapel. Likewise, we cannot all be
princes, counts, preachers, nobles, burghers, men,
women, masters, and servants; rather, there must be
many different stations, and each one has enough to
do in his own station. So all of us neither should nor
can sit above and below at the same time, and there
must be the difference – ordained by God – that he
who is of the higher station should sit higher than
the others, and it should not be that a count sits
above the prince, or servant above his master […]”59

In a place indifferent to place, (in a church, that is,
that can happen anywhere and that gathers its
members in a “heap”), seating crystallizes the dif-
ferences on which social order depends. It will not
be the true arrangement, this contingent stratifica-
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58 Pierre Moisy, “Eglises et théatres,” in: Revue d’histoire du
théatre, 12, 1960, pp. 103-117; also Renz U. Schaeffer,
“Protestantische Kirchen und Theaterinterieurs des 18.
Jahrhundert,” in: Raschzok, Sörries (eds), op. cit., pp. 62-65. 59 Luther, Werke, op. cit., 51, p. 348.425

Fig. 26. Leonhard Christoph Sturm , Original Plan of Schelfkirche
in Architectural Thoughts, Hamburg, 1712, Bayrische Staatsbib-
liothek München, © Bayrische Staatsbibliothek München

F ig . 27. Leonhard Christoph Sturm , Remodeled Schelfkirche in
Architectural Thoughts, Hamburg , 1712, Bayrische Staatsbib-
liothek München, © Bayrische Staatsbibliothek München

F ig . 28. Leonhard Christoph Sturm , Triangular Plan in Architec-
tural Thoughts, Hamburg , 1712, Thüringer Universitäts- und
Landesbibliothek Jena, © Thüringer Universitäts- und Landes-
bibliothek Jena

F ig . 29. Leonhard Christoph Sturm , W inkelhaken Plan in Archi-
tectural Thoughts, Hamburg , 1712, Thüringer Universitäts-
und Landesbibliothek Jena, © Thüringer Universitäts- und
Landesbibliothek Jena



tion of persons according to their worldly estate.
At the end of time, Christ will institute an alto-
gether different order. Presently inescapable, how-
ever, that stratification must stand, and struggling
against it is vanity.

At the same time as he spiritualized the church,
basing it on the Word to which all members were
equally subordinate, Luther also affirmed an out-
ward, hierarchical system for dispensing and regu-
lating the Word. And this he placed in the hands of
the state. In his benchmark analysis of this para-
dox, Ernst Troeltsch wrote: “Thus the aim that
was realized in Catholicism through a directly
divine church order, Lutheranism, in its purely
spiritualized form, stripped of every kind of hierar-
chical or sacerdotal organ, realized through the
government and the civil administration, to which,
however, precisely for that reason, there accrued a
certain semi-divinity.”60 This was the double bind
in which Torgau’s Schlosskirche placed its users
through its fundamental character as an architec-
ture of seating. “How do these two rhyme,” asks
Luther in his dedication, “to sit above is not right
and yet is also right?”61 The Reformer’s audience
would have recognized the question, seated as
they were either above or below, depending on
their social status. Far from shaping its congrega-
tion into a broadly egalitarian heap, as Cranach’s
pictures of “true religion” somewhat do, this first
evangelical church enshrined instead the rigid
stratification of its members.

We do not know Torgau’s first seating plan. We
can assume that it placed the elector, John Freder-
ick, in the piano nobile, on the first gallery oppo-
site the altar, and gathered his court around him
on that floor. The upper gallery served other
nobles and their retinues, while on the unorna-
mented ground floor (the architectural decor
begins with the gallery arcades) sat – or probably
stood – the castle’s servants and anyone else who,
as Luther puts it in his sermon, “might otherwise
want to come inside”.62 And in between, in a pul-
pit elevated above the common folk but a few
steps lower than the nobles, the Castle Church
placed the preacher himself, at a height appropri-
ate to his social station, above the common folk
but below the prince.63 No longer the image of
heaven, church architecture framed a complete
and living tableau of ranked society. Completeness

itself was demanded by the state. In Lutheran
regions, church attendance was mandatory. John
George I of Brandenburg drafted laws forbidding
people from entering or leaving during Sunday
service.

Soon after the Torgau dedication, the Lutheran
pastors and princes faced a new dilemma.
Addressing a “common complaint,” the 1580
Church Ordinance for Electoral Saxony reported
that “now and then seats are built in churches that
prevent people from being able to see the preacher
in the pulpit, or at the altar, when the holy sacra-
ment is distributed; likewise, such seats are also
erected in the public aisles, so that, because of
these, people cannot easily come and go”.64 A
similar problem arose in the churches in Lauen-
burg, where (again according to the region’s
Church Ordinance) seats were built of such height
that people sitting behind them could neither see
nor hear the services.65 In his seminal study of this
material, Reinhold Wex has analyzed how, in
seeming contradiction to its ideal of universal
priesthood, the Lutheran confession sanctioned,
manipulated and profited from a meticulously
stratified ritual space [fig. 24].66 Assuming total
occupancy of their places of worship and cleans-
ing them of the old metaphysical divisions of pure
and impure, sacred and profane, and priestly and
lay, evangelical congregations set about improvis-
ing new symbolic boundaries. Included fully as
auditors and communicants, families as well as
individuals now vied with one another for the best
seats, or they built chairs as public monuments to
themselves. Issued by August of Saxony, the 1580
Ordinance did not forbid such constructions but
placed them under the control of local pastors
who, in turn, were installed by the prince. Without
the knowledge and consent of the authorities (in
German, Obrigkeit), no new seat could be erected.
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From the sixteenth through the eighteenth cen-
tury, scores of local “church seating ordinances”
attest to the tension between, on the one hand,
private individuals seeking to represent them-
selves in the public space of a church and, on the
other hand, the church shaping such publications
into emblems of itself.

The issue hinged on ownership. Who ulti-
mately possessed a place within the assembly? If
seats could be reserved for particular individuals
who could then mark them with their name and
emblems, were these designated occupants also
allowed to transfer their right to others either at
death, by willing it to their heirs or by selling or
leasing it for profit? According to the Saxon Ordi-
nance, a church seat was the general property of
the church and not of its lifelong occupant.67

Summing up this opinion, Benedict Carpzov, the
“legal oracle of his day,” ruled in 1652: “The owner
of church seats is not free to sell or transfer them
to others.”68 Upon death, the seat returned to the
church, which was then allowed to sell it to a new
occupant. Having repudiated pious donation as

belonging to a false religion of works, the
Lutheran confession discovered in church seating
a new, lucrative and (by virtue of the non-transfer-
ability rule) continuous resource. People’s desire
to distinguish themselves in this world by sitting
above or before their neighbor funded a church
that preached that such distinctions were of no
account. Meanwhile, by recycling seats, the
church also assumed that the hierarchy it newly
enshrined also reflected power differentials exist-
ing at that moment. More able to pay the new fee,
those currently dominant would be better repre-
sented than the fading notables of the past who,
unable to will their privilege, could now only hope
for representation in heaven. Even at the level of a
symbolics of secular rank, Lutheranism was a
deeply presentist religion. The important excep-
tion to the principle of the seat as the supreme
property (Ober-Eigenthum) of the church were
the princes’ loggias (the Fürsten- or Herrschafts-
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stühle). These alone were owned unequivocally by
their occupant and his heirs. But then, the whole
system of authority in whose hands seating was
placed derived from the prince. As Wex observed:
Through seating, church space became “the drill
hall of ‘policey’,”69 where policey encompasses
both the rules and their en-forcement, both “pol-
icy” and “police” [fig. 25].70

Before the Reformation, the Church had
founded its status on a dualism of the pure and the
impure.71 Its buildings gave this difference spatial
form, mapping degrees of purity with the priest at
the hierarchy’s top. The priest alone had the
power to sacrifice and to atone, at the altar, for the
sin that everywhere abounded; he alone could re-
present Christ’s death in flesh and blood, through
which humanity was saved. A place of cleansing,
the altar itself was pure. And this status, like that
of the church that served there, rested on an artic-
ulated difference from impure space. Rituals of
consecration and ablution, together with an archi-
tecture of inviolable divisions (all ornamented in a
quintessentially hierarchical Gothic style), radical-
ized that difference as absolute. True, permeating
this system there had always been another one,
equally hierarchical but differently constituted:
The old partition of society into three orders or
estates (priests, princes and people) comple-
mented the pure-impure duality. In his ideological
analysis of Indian caste, Louis Dumont observed:
“In theory, power is ultimately subordinate to
priesthood, whereas in fact, priesthood submits to
power.”72 The cathedral in Naumburg, with its
facing choirs (the east one reserved for the bish-
ops, the west, for the ruling imperial house) mon-
umentalized this double structure. Yet as Dumont
also demonstrated, systems of power rest on dif-
ferent differences than do status systems. Founded
not metaphysically but on the bedrock of legiti-
mate force, and in turn founding a hierarchy of
degrees of force, status is a juridical system settled
and sustained by arms.

Proclaiming all persons to be priests, Luther
eliminated the sacerdotal system. Purity, in his
view, resided not in special persons but in faith
occurring invisibly in any member of a congrega-
tion. Luther’s doctrine of the hidden God further
radicalized the demand that God be set apart from
everything else. His was a purity so absolute that it

needed to remain hidden. The other difference
remained, however. Extracted from its subordina-
tion to a specific priesthood, power took up resi-
dence in the prior zones of sacerdotal purity. In
their simultaneous indifference to and insistence
on placement of their congregations, evangelical
edifices turned sacred geography into a map of
legitimate force. Luther dedicated the Schloss-
kirche as a binding diagram of the estates. Its spec-
tacle of stratified bodies realized the Unterschied or
differentiation of secular rule.

The purpose of religion, according to Emile
Durkheim, is “to express and explain, not that
which is exceptional and abnormal in things, but,
on the contrary, that which is constant and regu-
lar”.73Although its beliefs and rituals seem to con-
cern a spiritual order, under scrutiny religion in
fact serves to place individuals within their natural
and social worlds and to cause them to accept
those worlds to be the true ones. What sets Refor-
mation art and architecture apart from their pred-
ecessors is not that they yield effortlessly to sociol-
ogy. Functional analysis can process all ex-
pressions with equal ease. Reformation art and
architecture distinguish themselves by already
being a sociology of religion. Pressured by icono-
clasm into renouncing sacred agency, and refusing
to visualize the object of belief, they now soberly
picture what religion looks like in the world: a per-
formance of certain words and actions by the col-
lectivity bound by them.

Lutheran church building replicated the exist-
ing place of congregations within the real social
and material world. It located persons redundantly
where they were, and this for a religion where
church could be everywhere but remained invisi-
ble. Its precociously functionalist architecture had
as its most perennial task situating the several fun-
damental “parts” (Stücke) of the church service.
The principal ones were font, altar and pulpit,
since they served the activities of preaching and
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sacrament. For Luther, these had symbolic value,
“since they testify that we are baptized and Christ-
ian, and that we also remember and honor the
dear font and live in such a way that we can hap-
pily behold it, so that he [Christ] does not have to
give testimony against us”.74 The physical instru-
ments displayed the difference between the
church and a sect. Confessional benches or com-
partments, where ministers could listen and
absolve, were also part of this inventory. So, too,
were the organ (intoning the “unspeakable
Word”),75 the prince’s loggia and all the other
seats that diagrammed the congregation: separate
sections for women and men; designated seats for
craftsmen, laborers, school children, communi-
cants, mourners and visitors and punitive ones for
prostitutes and unmarried mothers.76

While none of these parts was a sacred thing
(res sacra) in the manner of the Catholic altar, they
did give the theoretically open space of church an
inviolable structure. In the seventeenth century,
Pietists accused the font, pulpit and altar of being
new “church idols”.77 The honor the Lutheran
orthodoxy paid them, they argued, evidenced by
their ornamentation, contradicted the interiority
of living faith. Through a familiar dialectic of icon-
oclasm, the anti-fetishes became fetishes once
more. The cleansed church had to place its activi-
ties. That some arrangements were bad (for exam-
ple, cathedral architecture) did not at first mean
that only one was good. But in improvising solu-
tions, Lutherans began to pursue a built ideal: 
One wanted to hear the sermon and take Com-
munion from the same seats in the same orienta-
tion. This was impossible within most of the
inherited arrangements. With the altar in the choir
and the pulpit at one side of the nave, church-
goers seated between these parts had to strain to
see the preacher. In Torgau, moreover, which
retains this plan, everyone in the galleries behind
the preacher had no view at all of the pulpit. Over
the next two centuries, church building became a
game of alignment. The locations of preaching
and sacrament had to be coordinated so that the
whole congregation, itself divided into estates,
could observe all activities all of the time. One of
the easiest shifts was to move the font from 
the church’s entrance to the choir, so that the
whole congregation could observe it and the

smaller “baptism congregations” gathered there.78

Sacred centers thus gave way to centers of
attention. If the late medieval Mass was a highly
visual affair, experienced by the laity as a dazzling
spectacle, and articulated as such by retable altar-
pieces, the Lutheran service, despite its emphasis
on the Word, controlled sight yet more rigorously.
In an early text on evangelical architecture, Joseph
Furttenbach asserted that “each and every lis-
tener” should “see and look the preacher in the
face”.79 For Furttenbach, writing in 1649, faciality
had to be reciprocal. The congregation should
face the preacher, and the preacher should face his
parishioners to monitor their focus on the Word.
The disciplinary demand that, as Furttenbach puts
it, churchgoers listen “cautiously and silently to
the Word” was achieved by placing the secular
ruler where he could see, and be seen by, his sub-
jects in Fazia.80

This panoptical ideal was hard to achieve for a
religion divided among several activities. One
could neither quite preach from the altar nor take
Communion at the pulpit, nor could the pastor’s
and the prince’s glances fuse as one (except in the
case of Georg II, who in Dessau was both). The
system collapsed around the body. While all eyes
could focus on one point, all action could not.
Practice remained entangled in the world. There,
understanding itself began to feel corporeal, an
inwardness practiced in stubborn peripheries.
Piety, fear, lust, boredom, envy and curiosity regis-
tered on listeners’ faces. The preacher had to
observe this, one person at a time.

It took a crypto-Calvinist mathematician to
conclude that the ideal Lutheran church could not
be built. Leonhard Christoph Sturm worked at the
start of the boom-time of Protestant architecture
in Germany, when, in the long recovery after the
Thirty Years’ War, churches everywhere were
newly erected or aggressively renovated, and the
activity of church building itself achieved for
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Lutherans some of the symbolism it had for
Catholics.81 Beginning his career as a professor of
mathematics at Wolfenbüttel and Frankfurt an der
Oder, Sturm absorbed a rationalist theory of
Christian architecture through Nikolaus Gold-
mann (d. 1665), whose manuscript Complete
Instruction on Civic Architecture Sturm edited and
published in 1696.82 Called in 1710 to the court of
Prince Frederick William of Mecklenburg-Schw-
erin, Sturm designed the interior of the
Schelfkirche as his first major architectural com-
mission. The City and Court Church of Schwerin
had been left unfinished by Sturm’s predecessor,
Jakob Reutz. In Reutz’s cruciform edifice Sturm
confronted, as he put it, “the most inconvenient of
all figures,” since it placed the pulpit and Fürsten-
stuhl on one diagonal and the altar and galleries on
another.83 In a treatise of 1712, Sturm published a
plan of this arrangement along with one showing
how he had adapted it [fig. 26, 27]. Concerned to
fulfill the “chief requisite,” namely “that everyone
can see all the functions [functiones] of church
service, but especially the preacher in the pulpit,”
Sturm placed the pulpit before the altar in one arm
of the church, fashioned the prince’s loggia out of
the opposite arm, and divided the congregation
between the remaining arms. Meantime, while
reflecting on the inherent “irregularity” of Reutz’s
design, Sturm proposed seven different plans that
would have been better and cheaper than the cru-
ciform.

Sturm expressed church building as the set of
geometrical forms that fulfilled its aims: the circle,
triangle, square, octagon, and L-shape, the
Winkelhaken. On this repertoire of possible plans,
Sturm superimposed another set of variables, the
Stücke. Each resultant figure had its pros and cons.
The circle saved money, giving the most space for
the least wall. The equilateral triangle offered an
effective solution since it concentrated pulpit and
altar in one angle, but no one would build such a
church “because of the sharp corners” [fig. 28].
Sturm himself preferred the Winkelhaken because
it located the pulpit and altar in the right angle and
situated the prince on the opposite inner corner
[fig. 29]. Unfortunately, it divided the congrega-
tion in two, so, in the end, Sturm recommended
the rectangle, but with the Stücke shifted 90
degrees from their arrangement in the basilica

design, with the pulpit and altar at the center of
the long side, facing the prince, and the congrega-
tion at opposite ends. In their compromises, this
and the L-shape reveal Sturm’s priorities: fusion of
pulpit with altar, maximized seating and elevation
of the Fürstenstuhl to the church service’s second
key focus. Although they split the congregation,
these shapes place prince and preacher in the clos-
est workable proximity.
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Sturm cleans the slate of prior structures, of the
relics of sacred space that the Reformation left
behind. These things can be observed in Lucas
Cranach’s great altarpiece made for the true
“mother church” of Protestantism, the City
Church of Wittenberg [fig. 9]. In its placement,
symmetry and triptych format, Cranach’s ensem-
ble retraced a geography of localized presence that
iconoclasm in Wittenberg in 1522 had all but
erased. In 1718, in a treatise expanding his earlier
manifesto, Sturm remarked on the persistence of
these obsolete patterns within a religion that does
not need them:

“I was once supposed to give council on a cer-
tain church in the countryside where they wanted
to build new seating, pulpit, and altar. I was to
advise on how it might be arranged such that more

people could get in, since the congregation had
grown considerably. So I showed how one could
add more than a hundred seats if one placed altar
and pulpit on one of the long walls of the nave,
and how everything else would become quite reg-
ular as a result.”84

The expert’s proposal solves the problem and
even looks pleasing, as if regularity were rational-
ity’s aesthetic reward. But the natives balk at the
plan: “I cannot describe how scornful the noble
patrons and the local pastor were about it; but I
also learned through the case how deeply this silly
prejudice dwells in the hearts of many.” For the
iconoclast, indignation signals superstition, the
imposition of fictions “over and above” facts.

Sturm agitated for religious as well as architec-
tural reform. In 1714, he published a tract on
Eucharistic doctrine that alienated many of his
princely supporters and scandalized Lutheran the-
ologians everywhere. His Mathematical Proof of
the Holy Supper announced “(I) the words of the
Institution have never been correctly translated,
and (I I) what is believed by Lutherans is not as
inconsequential as they make it out to be, but is
harmful and dangerous.”85 Essentially an argu-
ment against Christ’s presence in the bread and
wine, the text is unusual for its faith in deductive
reasoning, which Sturm likens to that of Euclid.
This proof, Sturm’s subtitle boasts, rests “on foun-
dations that he [Sturm] did not take from
Reformed writings, of which he read nothing per-
taining to this matter, but that were established
newly, so that it will be impossible to raise any
objections.” Mathematics solves the enigma of
God as it did the problem of church. By deducing
Christ’s absence at the altar, Sturm also clears
space for architectural functionalism. With the
deity elsewhere, all figures are possible, since none
is necessary for salvation.

Church building manifests its contingency in
the drawbacks of its every solution. Whether it is
the division of the audience, the skewing of places
for preacher and prince, or some hitch within the
figure itself like sharp corners, something keeps
each edifice from wholly fulfilling its function.
Like the true church itself – Luther’s invisible com-
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munio sanctorum – the perfect church edifice is a
metaphysical ideal. The interminable, because
insoluble, problem of placement, of arranging
bodies and instruments within an interior, creates
a space of disenchantment. There, in the guise of a
rationality of means, church parades its mundane
function of locating persons in a social whole.
Lutheran edifices openly display what a future
sociology of religion purports to unveil. One can
observe this in a building based on the Torgau
design, the chapel in Schloss Wilhelmsburg in
Schmalkald.86

Like Wittenberg and Torgau, Schmalkald in
Thuringia was a pivotal Reformation locality.87

There, in 1531, the Protestant princes and cities
formed their alliance against Charles V. When 
the Schmalkaldic League met again in the town 
in 1537, Luther delivered the confessional text
called the Schmalkaldic Articles. With the League’s
military defeat in 1547, Schmalkald, cursed by
Catholics as a “place of evil heresy,”88 escaped
annihilation only through the pleas of George
Ernest, the last ruling count of Henneburg. 
The town’s fortunes improved in 1585, when 
Landgrave Wilhelm IV of Hesse-Kassel (now sole
ruler of Schmalkald) began to build his summer 
residence there on the foundations of the medieval
fortress. Designed by the court cabinetmaker
Christoph Müller and his son Hans, the quadran-
gular Schloss Wilhelmsburg stood complete 
in 1590.

According to its dedicatory inscription, the
chapel in the castle’s southwest corner was
already in use by 1588. With its simple rectangular
plan and storied galleries organized in continuous
arcades, it invokes the Schlosskirche in Torgau
[fig. 30]. And as in Torgau, the tribunes ranging
around three sides resemble courtyard façades,
internalizing the secular architecture that contains
them. A polychrome stucco decor covers the
entire surface of the vault and façades. Designed
by the court sculptor Wilhelm Vernukken and exe-
cuted by Hans Becker, this masterpiece of North-
ern Mannerist ornament makes the chapel into a
three-dimensional frame for the congregation.
Originally, the parapets in the tribune openings
featured paintings of biblical subjects (these were
removed in 1608, during Schmalkald’s Calvinist
phase). But even with these images, Vernukken’s

strap work would chiefly have had a force to 
offset the building’s users as a living tableau of 
the church.

Of greater impact for future church design, how-
ever, is the chapel’s arrangement of the Stücke.
Where in Torgau the pulpit stood in its traditional
spot on one side of the nave, here it has been
raised behind the altar, slightly above the lower
gallery. The single pilaster below, reminiscent of
Torgau’s isolated column and Cranach’s symbolic
pillars, forms the visual connection between
preaching and sacrament. The altar itself recalls
Torgau’s original plain table but with a strange
twist. A round basin has been set into the top,
allowing the table to serve at baptism. Also sup-
porting a Bible and a crucifix, the combined altar-
font also gathers God’s Word, its ineluctable refer-
ence, and, by way of the pilaster and pulpit, its oral
proclamation. The special gallery above the pulpit
houses the richly decorated organ.89 Along with
the visible Word (sacrament) and spoken Word
(preaching), the unspeakable Word (music)
belongs to one mechanism. Note how the organ-
ist’s seat, projecting over the pulpit and supported
by heavy rounded brackets, becomes an acoustic
sounding board, serving to channel the preacher’s
voice into the chapel. Like the organ’s 252 wooden
pipes, the Stücke are tuned perfectly to one
another, including the confessionals on the
ground floor, at the altar end of each flanking aisle.

Rule-bound in its subject, structure and style,
the Wittenberg Altarpiece was a fitting instrument
of rule-bound religion. Placing baptism, Commu-
nion and confession in the corpus and preaching
in the predella, Cranach diagrammed sacrament’s
basis in the Word. However, where the altarpiece
coordinated pictures of practice, the Schmalkald
chapel coordinates practice as picture. The
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preacher himself appears behind and above the
altar, in the place reserved for icons. How did the
architects of Schloss Wilhelmsburg arrive at this
new arrangement? The Huguenot “temple” in
Lyon, built in 1560, placed the pulpit at its center,
behind a free-standing altar table. It has been sug-
gested that Landgrave Wilhelm had Calvinist sym-
pathies and wished to reconcile Lutheran and
Reform Protestantism.90 Yet the uniting of altar
and pulpit into a single structure had an important
afterlife in orthodox Lutheranism. In the eigh-
teenth century, the combined altar and pulpit
became a standard feature of evangelical church
service.91 Standing within what were often highly
ornate structures, the body of the preacher, that
living image of the Word, became the visual climax
of church architecture [fig. 31]. This hybrid instru-
ment received a name only in the nineteenth cen-
tury. By then, however, the so-called pulpit-altar
(Kanzelaltar) had fallen out of favor. Scorned as an
“error and misuse”92 that trivialized the sect and
ridiculed as misplaced rationalism in architecture, it
survived in the twentieth century at best as a sym-
bol of the inherent diversity of church building.

How, though, are we to understand this pairing
of altar and pulpit in its nascence, before it was
fused into a single apparatus? In Schmalkald, the
preacher framed in his pulpit confronted a con-
gregation displayed in the galleries and pews.
Positioned so that they can look each other in the
face, and both structured as tableaux by Ver-
nukken’s unifying decor, minister and flock
become mutual spectacles of the practice of reli-
gion. I observed how this activity of the Word
turns into imagery in Lutheran church pictures.
Confronting the Wittenberg parishioners with an
image of themselves, Cranach’s altarpiece metab-
olized iconoclasm by reducing figuration almost
to zero. The Reformation image returned re-
presentation to the lay beholder, making him or
her the center of a religion without representa-
tives. In the seventeenth century, Pietists radical-
ized this reversal by declaring “the most beautiful
image in a church” to be the believing Christian
[fig. 32].93 While meant to replace empty idols
with real persons, however, this also makes 
persons into pictures. Observed from outside, 
as a disciplined bodily routine, religion becomes 
a sign of social order, as indeed it was in cate-

chism’s corporealized rituals of understanding.
In Schmalkald, as in all of Sturm’s Cartesian

designs, the beholder of that sign was the ruler.
Wilhelm’s chapel places him in the upper gallery
opposite the pulpit. Contiguous with his richly
stuccoed audience hall (the so-called White
Room), the Fürstenstuhl both allowed the Land-
grave to oversee his subjects and displayed him
whose faith they, by law, practiced and confessed.
The sight and oversight of the ruler completed
those of the preacher, hence the alignment of their
Stücke as the perennial puzzle of evangelical
church design. On the one hand is the routine of
understanding – what Nietzsche called “a speak-
ing mouth and very many ears”; on the other
hand, as he goes on to say, “standing at a modest
distance behind both groups, with a certain tense
supervisory mien, is the state, there in order from
time to time to recollect that it is the purpose,
goal, and model of this odd speaking and listening
procedure”.94 In this light, church building maps
the space of modern subjectivity. To individuals in
this system, understanding should feel like his or
her inner grasp of truth. From outside, as a coordi-
nated routine, understanding signals subjugation
to a social order: the mind and body both policed
by the state. It would be wrong to imagine the one
viewpoint without the other, or to fancy that arriv-
ing at the prince, one has “understood” the sys-
tem. The subject as object of legitimate force fluc-
tuates continuously with the subject as personal
domain.
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Kirchenbau und die Stellung der Kanzel,” in: Christliches
Kunstblatt für Kirche, Schule und Haus, Ebner & Seubert,
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93 Christian Scriver, Gottholds Zufällige Andachten, Lüder-
wald, Leipzig, 1671, p. 299; cited in Scharfe, op. cit., p. 304.

94 Friedrich Nietzsche, “Ueber die Zukunft unserer Bil-
dungsanstalten,” in: Sämtliche Werke, Giorgio Colli, Mazz-
ino Montinari (eds), de Gruyter, Munich and Berlin, 1980, 1,
p. 740; discussed in Friedrich Kittler, Discourse Networks
1800/1900, trans. Michael Metteer, Chris Cullens, Stanford
University Press, Stanford, CA, 1990, p. 18. In his childhood
in Röcken in Saxony, Nietzsche would have heard his
father, the village’s Lutheran pastor Karl Ludwig Nietzsche,
preaching each Sunday from an eighteenth-century pulpit-
altar of the type discussed above; (see image of the Pulpit-
Altar) I am grateful to Norman Rosenthal for alerting me to
this detail.433



Despite the claims of sixteenth century Catholic
and Protestant theologians to have absolutely no
intention of arguing even peacefully over ques-
tions of faith, finding it neither licit nor auspicious
to confer with strayers uttering blasphemous or
diabolical words, they nevertheless very soon
entered into verbal confrontations that were set-
tled according to gradually codified procedures. It
is true that in 1525 Johannes Eck wrote in his
Enchiridion locorum communium adversus
Lutheranos “that there is no doubt at all that
Luther and Zwingli are cursed heretics […] and
that consequently no one can be permitted to
argue with them”. However, this condemnation
could not suffice to postpone all forms of meeting
and debate, especially in view of its author’s pro-
tagonist role in the first major disputation, in
opposition to Luther, on the subject of the
Reform, at Leipzig in 1519. The spread of the ideas
of the Reform and the strategies of counterattack
and containment pursued, often in haste, by the
Catholics, thus followed a path of multiplied direct
confrontations between representatives of differ-
ent confessions, either in the spirit of exposing
their adversaries’ positions and refuting them or of
converting them, or again of seeking a compro-
mise acceptable to all that might restore a unity 
of faith. Luther himself, moreover, explicitly put
his 95 theses of 1517 into this economy of argu-
ment. They were addressed, he wrote in 1518,
“exclusively to our present academic circle”. He
expected them to be discussed in that circle and
therefore not to be widely circulated, notably
among ordinary people, the Gemeiner Mann. In
the mid-1520s, a number of Protestant publica-
tions, such as that of Hans Sebald Beham, also
depicted in images and words a Luther distressed
to see that his adversaries did not want to “argue”
but to “terrorize”. It was hardly surprising there-
fore that innumerable disputes sprang up wher-

ever the fate of the church seemed to hang in the
balance, as in Switzerland (Bern [fig. 1], Zurich,
Lausanne), Germany, Transylvania, and France,
too, where several hundred confrontations
occurred between 1598 and 1629.

With this sudden outburst, the actual form of
the debate with heretics changed, because the
Gemeiner Mann, whose irruption into religious
debates Luther pretended in 1518 to fear, had
invited himself almost at once to the oratorical
jousts and duels between theologians that were
being organized at the time. Contrary to what had
long been the rule within ecclesiastic and univer-
sity institutions in the Middle Ages, the colloqui-
ums, conferences, disputations and Religionsge-
spräche of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
were in effect never totally reserved to the peers or
professionals of dogma, even though the proce-
dures for the selection of participants were calcu-
lated to exclude unauthorized contributors, self-
proclaimed prophets or uncontrollable dissidents.
In 1536, at the time of the Lausanne dispute, the
first Catholic to speak was in fact a medical doc-
tor; in 1604 again, a layman intervened in a dispu-
tation organized without warning among the king
of France’s entourage. The abandonment of Latin
in favor of the vernacular languages clearly
affected this redefinition of the art of disputation,
removing it decisively from the perpetuation of
the models and techniques of scholasticism. The
seventeenth-century confrontations thus no
longer brought together like minds that shared, as
in a university joust, more or less arbitrarily dis-
tributed positions while holding common general
convictions. Instead, these were real adversaries
who found it difficult (and often refused totally) to
accept mutual recognition – with the risk of not
even being able or wishing to be on speaking
terms. This was not just a severe, albeit circum-
scribed game: It raised decisive problems. These
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1 Concerning the transformation of the rules of disputation
and the role of the secular powers, see Olivier Christin, “La
formation étatique de l’espace savant: les colloques religieux
des XVIe-XVIIe siècles,” in: Actes de la Recherche en Sciences
Sociales, 133, pp. 53-61, and “De la disputatio à la querelle
savante,” in: L’ Inactuel, 5, autumn 2000, pp. 153-158.

2 Quoted by Pierre Feret, Le Cardinal du Perron, orateur, con-
troversiste, écrivain, Slatkine Reprints, Geneva, 1969, p. 194
(trans. Rodney Stringer).435

Arguing with Heretics? 
Colloquiums, Disputations and Councils
in the Sixteenth Century
Olivier Christin

F ig .1. Wo vnnd w ie d ie D isputation
zu Bern anngefangen und gehalten
worden [Where and how the dispu-
tation at Bern began and took place],
Barfüsserkirche , Bern, January 6-26,
1528, after an illustration of the
Reformationsgeschichte of He inrich
Bullinger, transcription 1605/1606,
Zentralbibliothek, Zurich, MS B 316,
fol. 316, photo © Zentralbibliothek,
Zurich ■ In front of a large audience ,
the two opposing parties face each
other, sitting behind tables covered
w ith drapery or green ve lvet and 
several books.

involved much more than simply the lives and rep-
utations of participants, and in this case the fate of
a whole community, the religious choice of a
whole territory or indeed of a kingdom, as some
of the contributors to the Poissy colloquium of
1561 or to the Fontainebleau conference in 1599
found it in themselves to believe.1

Aware that these direct confrontations, in pub-
lic and in the vernacular, could no longer be
thought of under the traditional categories of the
academic dispute and of teaching, or of trials for
heresy with the accused being summoned to
explain himself, the adversaries set about legit-
imizing their debating proceedings and authority.
This they did by laying down extremely precise
rules of discussion [fig. 2] but also by rendering
through engravings or paintings the exact organi-
zation of certain among the most celebrated or
important gatherings of the time. Their aim in fact
was to give visible proof not only of the lawfulness
of their discussions but also of their perfect equity,
by showing that a more or less symmetrical treat-
ment had been assured to all participants by the
temporal authorities, and that a form of provision-
ally neutral public space had been instituted. The
outcome of the confrontation had to be seen to be
beyond all doubt to any parties concerned, who
might otherwise have claimed they had been sub-
jected to pressure or to the inequality of positions,
as Eck had done after the meeting at Leipzig. This
explains why such scrupulous attention was paid,
for example, to the arrangement of speakers at the

Fontainebleau disputation of 1599, which saw
Cardinal du Perron in contrast to Duplessi-Mor-
nay. It also explains the conclusion drawn by
Henri IV from that meeting: “The diocese of
Evreux has beaten that of Saumur, and the gentle-
ness with which the proceedings were conducted
will stop any Huguenot from saying that nothing
but the truth prevailed.”2 The provisional inven-
tion of a neutralized space for discussion must
therefore show that victory by one side over the
other is unquestionable.

The image therefore seizes the invention of
these new theoretic and physical spaces of reli-
gious controversy, while depicting them in a man-
ner in itself intended to provoke controversy. A
French engraving published during the 1580s thus
contrasts the Catholic Church with the heretical
sects and even their methods of discussion and
manifestation of the truth: Debates among Protes-
tants are nothing but confusion, disorder and vio-
lence, since every one of them – even women –
wants to speak. In contrast, the perfect circle of
prelates assembled under the aegis of a pope, him-
self inspired by the Holy Spirit, symbolizes the
Concordia that reigns within the Roman Church
[fig. 3, 4].
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There is no cause for astonishment, therefore, at
the confessional nature of an iconography that
makes the representation of discussion among
confessions a matter of controversy and mutual
denigration. As a result the images that have come
down to us are prevented from being regarded as
realistic scenes. The fact that the majority of
images illustrating the organization of the council
fathers in the basilica at Trent use the same pat-
tern, that of the circle, or more precisely, of the
carefully planned amphitheater, clearly owes
nothing to chance. Thus may be mentioned a
painting by a late sixteenth-century master from

southern Germany, now kept in the Staatliche
Kunsthalle at Karlsruhe; [fig. 5] an engraving
attributed by the Warburg Institute to a certain
Pietro Lambruzzi; an engraving by the school of
Marcantonio in the British Museum; two paint-
ings at Trent (one in the cathedral, the other in the
national museum, after having been in the former
city hall); a painting attributed to G. del Drago and
mentioned in an auction at Christie’s on October
22, 1944, and finally, a painting in the national
museum in Nuremberg. To this first group could
be added an engraving by Jost Amman for a work
by the Lutheran theologian Martin Chemnitz
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(Examini concilii tridenti), which went through
numerous editions at the end of the sixteenth and
early seventeenth century. For in it can also be
made out, despite the originality of the composi-
tion, the rostrum and the wooden amphitheater.
Nevertheless, other, sometimes famous images,
differ totally from this pattern: an engraving of the
Speculum Romanae magnificentiae by Antonio
Lafreri, published between 1573 and 1577, repre-
senting a council session in the Sistine Chapel in
which the fresco of the Last Judgment (a canvas
kept in the Louvre and long attributed to Titian
[fig. 6]) is very clearly visible; a commemorative

canvas, dated 1711 and now in the diocesan
museum at Trent; a painting by Taddeo Zuccari in
the Farnese palace, and, of course, the frontispiece
of the Latin edition of 1658 of the history of the
Council of Trent by Sarpi [fig. 7].

By showing the order of the council and the
arrangement of its principal figures in the space
allocated to the debates, authors and artists thus
pursued very complex visual strategies that to a
large extent have prevented a realistic, or solely
realistic, interpretation of the images that have
come down to us. These do not show the council
as it really was, or not only: At best they are a mix-
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F ig . 3. Typus Ecclesie Catholicae; Typus Heretice Synagoge, 1585, engraving , dedicated to the Cardinal de Guise ■ The opposition
between the leg itimate and the illeg itimate debate .

F ig . 2. Draw ing of the seating arrangements for the conference of Annonay 1624, © Volker Möllenhoff



ture of witnessed elements and inventions, factual
details and unlikely but intriguing shortcuts. So
there is no point in invoking biographical data
here and there to suggest that this or that artist
may perhaps have personally attended the council
or, if not, have been perfectly informed of it. That
argument was often used in reference to the can-
vas in the Louvre, to the advantage of an attribu-

tion to Titian. But this is today unanimously
rejected by art historians and by the catalog of
paintings in the Louvre. The canvas therefore does
not constitute a direct account as had been
believed, any more than do, for that matter, the
other illustrations, which likewise prove difficult
to date and to attribute and of which certain ele-
ments would suggest the characteristics of a copy.
The engraving by Lambruzzi, that of the Marcan-
tonio school and the canvas in the Kunsthalle
Karlsruhe thus seem to depend strictly on one
another: the same overall arrangement, as we have
said, the same interior architecture of the church
(pillars surmounted by Corinthian capitals), and
again the same cartouches of which only the text
changes. The insistence with which engravings
and paintings represent the perfectly readable and
orderly arrangement of the protagonists and spec-
ify – in the cartouches or by references in letters or
figures in the pictorial space itself – the number of
participants must in fact be compared to the
uncertainties that had prevailed since the begin-
ning of the council and during its progress. These
dealt with its organization, the establishment of
ranks and positions, the development of sessions,
commissions, modes of intervention and tran-
scription of the debates. For want of preparation,
perhaps, but also without doubt in some cases by
deliberate choice in a stance still inspired by the
council’s ideals, the fathers failed to draw up any
immediate regulations establishing once and for
all the conditions for the appointment of lawyers,
prosecutors and secretaries, the rank and position
of the prelates and of the doctors in the amphithe-
ater, or the voting rights of the various protago-
nists.3 The interruptions, the transfer to Bologna
and the successive arrivals of newcomers, but also
some early departures, likewise made it more
difficult to reach a formal accord, despite the hope
expressed on September 18, 1545, by the chairmen
that the matters of attendance, precedence, vot-
ing and nomination would be settled as soon as
possible.4

Sarpi clearly indicates that in 1546, “a congrega-
tion was held for that subject only, to establish a
better order by which to proceed in a more disci-
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3 On the absence of an agenda and regulations, see Alain Tal-
lon, Le concile de Trente, Cerf, Paris, 2000, pp. 39f., and espe-
cially Johannes Beumer, “Die Geschäftsordnung des Trienter
Konzils,” in: Franziskanische Studien, 53, 1971, pp. 289-306.

4 Concerning these necessities, see Beumer, op. cit.: “… ut
statuatur ordo ommium sedentiuem in concilio, ne orientur
contentiones inter eos cum scandalo laicorum.” 439

F ig . 5. Süddeutscher M e ister [Master of South Germany], end of 16th century, 61.5 x 84 cm , Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe , photo
© Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe ■ The council of Trent, general meeting , after the mode l of the Catholic Church in the engraving
of 1585.

F ig . 4. Colloquium Heptaplomeres, 18th century, illustration 
of the front page  ■ The utopia of an easy and fair discussion
between the different religions, under the arbitration of agnos-
ticism , here significantly in the form of a round table in an 
eighteenth-century “salon” .
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plined fashion than had been done in the past, in
treating of both the Doctrine of the Faith, and the
Subject of the Reformation”.5 But the uncertain-
ties and hesitations, as well as resistances, seemed
to continue. On May 18, 1546, Cardinal del Monte
was thus compelled to clarify the rules governing
exchanges and the manner in which the fathers
could give their opinions. “In a meeting, the
Roman presidents and Roman legates have the
charge to propose a topic for discussion.  But the
other prelates are allowed to give freely their opin-
ion one after the other and according to their rank
in time and space. However, the prelate who pro-
posed a topic cannot force the others to give their
opinion, nor are those clerics obliged to answer in
a case like this, because only the Roman presidents
and legates are allowed to ask for an opinion.”6

But on August 13 of the same year, an incident
during the debates on justification revealed the
lack of any formal agreement on the priority of
speech: Dionisio Zanettini, bishop of Céos,
wished to reply there and then to the general of
the Franciscan friars, Bonaventuro Pio da Costac-
ciaro, before he had been invited to do so.7 In Sep-
tember 1551, the council again had to put down in
writing an internal regulation that, if we are to
believe Sarpi, reminded the council fathers of their
obligation to abide by precise orders during their
debates: “[…] that the first to speak shall be those
dispatched by the Pope, then those of the
Emperor, and thirdly the secular Theologians,
according to the order of their promotions, and
lastly, the Regulars, according to the precedents of
their orders”.8 The same indecisions and the same
succession of “regulations” or “rules” (for want of
a proper written list of initial regulations) naturally
also occurred in the quarrels about precedence –
since this also determined the order of speakers –
and in the disputes over the right to vote, for
example regarding the status of the German
bishop-princes or the hierarchies within each par-
ticular group (archbishop, bishop, abbot and so
forth).

Everything happened as if certain of the images
evoked here had aspired to substitute the uncer-
tainties of the effective running of the council
with a partly idealized representation, that of a
harmonious and undisputed order, of a fair distri-
bution of ranks and honors. By staging the visibly

harmonious and necessary hierarchy of the
church, these images thus intensified the current
representations of the clergy, such as that of
Chasseneux in his Catalogus Gloriae Mundi
(1546). In effect, the frontispiece of the fourth
part, consecrated to the ecclesiastic orders,
depicts the church as an assembly, gathering
together in the same hall on six benches or steps
its patriarchs, followed by cardinals, primates and
archbishops, bishops, abbots and generals of the
orders and, last, the priests. But in adopting a cir-
cular or semicircular arrangement before the car-
dinals and thereby avoiding anything that might
have suggested a face-to-face confrontation, and
refusing – unlike Jost Amann or del Drago – to
show dissipated, agitated, sleeping or feverish
prelates, the majority of images of the council
suggest the collaboration of all in a common task,
in mutual respect and under intellectual and spiri-
tual necessity, since the truth is discovered some-
times better through the largest numbers. Sarpi,
too, recalls the constant care taken by certain
fathers to avoid dissent and quarrelling and their
readiness to ensure that understandable differ-
ences of opinions would foster the discovery of
the truth instead of hindering it. Right from the
first session, according to him, legates and cardi-
nals assured the assembled company that their
“task was not by any means to pick on contradic-
tions or adversaries, but rather to concentrate on
acting as good Judges, of all passions, and to look
only to the glory of God: by performing that duty
in the presence of God, of the angels, and of the
whole Church.”9 No sense of disorder or confu-
sion is therefore conveyed by the master from
south Germany, by Lambruzzi, by the pupil of
Marcantonio or in the picture at the Louvre but,
rather, the representation of the universal church
united, the sign of its true catholicity and of its fil-
iation from the apostles. Suffice it to compare
these representations of the council with the fron-
tispiece of the Chemnitz book, where cardinals,
bishops, regulars and doctors are gathered in a
restless assembly, under the gaze of gentlemen
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5 Paolo Sarpi, Histoire du concile de Trente, Aubouin, Paris,
1665, p. 133 [org. Historia del Concilio tridentino, London,
1619] (trans. Rodney Stringer).

6 Beumer, op. cit. (trans. Odile Salkazanov).
7 Dionisio Zanettini himself came to blows with Tommaso

San Felice during these disussions. Cf. Alain Tallon, op. cit.,
p. 40.

8 Sarpi, op. cit., p. 264 (trans. Rodney Stringer).
9 Ibid., p. 104.441

F ig . 6. Anonym , Le Concile de Trente [Council of Trent], 16th century, oil on canvas, 117 x 176 cm , Musée du Louvre , Paris, Inv.
751, © RM N / bpk Berlin, photo: J. G . Berizzi

F ig . 7. Paolo Sarpi, H istoriae Concilii Tridentini Libri Octo, edition quinta & ultima, sumptibus Pauli Vink, Gorinchem ,
1658, Universitätsbibliothek Fre iburg im Bre isgau, photo © Universitätsbibliothek Fre iburg im Bre isgau



with their swords beside them, to understand
what they could witness and guarantee. They
bear witness in fact to the seriousness, zeal and
dignity of the council. But they also reveal that it
had not been the scene of a genuinely direct con-
frontation with the Protestants.
The spectacular novelty of this type of confronta-
tion can be appreciated by turning to an illustra-
tion like the one consecrated by Tortorel and
Perissin to the disputation between Catholics and
Protestants assembled at Poissy in 1561 under the
initiative of the queen and of the chancellor Michel

de l’Hospital. [fig. 8] It serves in effect to answer
the key issues raised by the conferences, or Reli-
gionsgespräche, of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries: those regulated confrontations, those
public face-to-face meetings organized and arbi-
trated by the secular powers, in which the champi-
ons are agreed, even under the deepest mutual
mistrust, upon the conditions and stakes of the
debate. Who presides over debates? Do the speak-
ers speak spontaneously or must a strict order be
imposed upon their speeches? Are their exchanges
limited in time, or can they also carry on for as
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long as may be thought fit? Do speakers leave a
written copy of their propositions with the secre-
tary(ies) of the debates or with designated printers,
to ensure their rapid publication, as in the case of
Poissy? Are they face to face? Side by side? Placed
in dissimilar and unequal positions that evoke an
appearance before a tribunal or court or the uni-
versity disputatio and in general the devices be-
longing to teaching in the church, schools and uni-
versities, dissymmetrical and vertical exchanges,
in which one of the parties must account for and
explain himself, answer questions and injunctions?

The represented arrangement of participants at
the opening of the Poissy colloquium highlights, 
in the work of Tortorel and Perissin, the impor-
tance attached by the contemporaries themsel-
ves to these matters of precedence, order or speak-
ing and to the placing of participants. The engrav-
ing emphasizes in effect both the importance and
the solemnity of this moment, when the fate of 
the kingdom seems in part to be settled by repre-
senting and identifying very precisely each partici-
pant: in the background, in front of the abbess’s
table, the queen mother, Catherine de’ Medici; 
the king, the Queen of Navarre. Behind them, the
princes of the blood, surrounded by “gentlemen of
the King’s Chamber”. On the left, Charles de

Guise, cardinal of Lorraine, and behind him the
cardinal of Tournon, the cardinal of Châtillon 
and the chancellor. Facing them, and therefore 
to the right, are the cardinals d’Armagnac, de
Bourbon and de Guise. Behind the cardinals, far-
ther away from the queen and from the king, and
from the center of the composition, concealed
from one another’s eyes by the first rows just
described, are the “doctors and bishops,” includ-
ing some forty archbishops and bishops, the
twelve theologians of the Sorbonne and a few
canonists. Visible at the center right is the secre-
tary’s table. And standing in the foreground, 
facing the court, are the Protestant speakers. In the
engraving they are clearly shown as not only 
the first to speak, and actually to open the debate,
but also as those summoned to explain their 
faith and themselves, in something resembling a
court hearing with a somewhat ominous air about
it, as indicated by the presence of the armed 
men around them.10 Alain Tallon can thus rightly
consider that the confrontation at Poissy in 
no way resembles the German colloquiums of 
1540-1541,11 during which the adversaries con-
versed and worked, without success, to find a gen-
uine compromise.

Translated from the French by Rodney Stringer
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10 I quote here the description by David Willis-Watkins, The
Second Commandment and Church Reform. The Colloquy
of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 1562, Princeton Theological Sem-
inary, Princeton, NJ, 1994.

11 Colloques or Religionsgespräche at Haguenau, Worms, and
finally Ratisbonne: see on this subject Thomas Fuchs, Kon-
fession und Gespräch. Typologie und Funktion der Religions-
gespräche in der Reformationszeit (= Norm und Struktur –
Studien zum sozialen Wandel in Mittelalter und Früher
Neuzeit, vol. 4), Böhlau, Weimar, Cologne, Vienna, 1995.443

F ig . 8. Tortore l and Perissin, Le colloque tenu à Poissy, le 9. Decembre 1561 [The colloquium he ld at Poissy, December 9, 1561]
engraving , Warburg Institute , London, photo  © Warburg Institute , London ■ The court, judge and guarantor of the public dispute .
Here , the representation of the discourse of Théodore de Bèze , standing in the foreground and having his back to the viewer.
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Like any socially established group, a religious
institution can escape dissolution only by giving
itself a representative who will perform a twofold
task of cohesion ad intra and ad extra. Within the
group, this distinguished representative stands for
the unified totality of the body to which its con-
stituent individuals and sub-groups belong. These
expect from their representative the promotion of
a harmonious organization. On the outside, he
acts as spokesman for the individuals and the
group as a whole. Through this person, delegated
to make decisions, the group itself is publicly rep-
resented. He serves, therefore, both to make the
group and to act on its behalf.

We shall be showing here how a particular reli-
gious micro-institution conducts the process of
choosing its representative, while reaffirming its
own reason for existence. We shall thus be observ-
ing the twofold procedure whereby a group (re-)
establishes itself while creating its leader. The
social body concerned is a regional subsection (a
province, an administrative authority comprising a
certain number of monasteries united mostly
according to linguistic areas) of the Order of
Preachers. This international religious institution
belonging to the Roman Catholic Church is more
commonly called the Dominican order, a sobri-
quet given to it since its origins in the thirteenth
century after the name of its founder, Dominique
de Guzman (1170-1221). In France, traces of the
order are frequently found in the urban toponymy
under the name Jacobins, because one of its princi-
pal monasteries was located in rue Saint Jacques in
Paris, on the route used by pilgrims traveling to
Santiago de Compostela in Spain. In England,
Black Friars is the most commonly used name for
the Dominicans.

It is at the end of an election process prescribed
by the Dominicans’ internal law that the represen-
tative of a province acquires the authority of a

legitimate Superior. The Book of Constitutions
and Ordinations of Friars of the Order of Preachers
lays down the legal conditions for that election. It
also specifies as to the suitability of voters and eli-
gible candidates, the manner in which electors are
convened, the voting procedure, the number of
ballots, the way the election is ratified and the
duration of its mandate. The Book specifies the
manner in which the election is to be held by the
designation of a president, scrutinizers and secre-
taries; the vow to keep secret all work done during
the sessions; the electoral roll; the formula to be
inscribed on the ballot; the reminder that nobody
can vote for himself; the secret ballot and the
destruction of ballots after voting; the proclama-
tion of the candidate chosen by an absolute major-
ity; any reservations about the candidate ulti-
mately elected, and the drafting of the election
document. This set of highly codified procedures
gives the election a solemnity that helps to
strengthen the future authority of the chosen can-
didate.

However, this still may be regarded only as an
empty framework. The legal arrangement has
been carefully developed by the succession of so-
called general chapters that have produced and
amended it over the course of centuries. In effect,
in the Dominicans, it is the general chapters, con-
stituted by representatives elected for that purpose
and meeting every three years, that draft the law
and adapt it. But this legal framework then has to
be filled with the passion and life that the electors
and those representing them will infuse into it. Yet
that decisive contribution is not the same as that
described by the order’s rules. They simply specify
that an “exchange of views” (designated by the
Latin term tractatus, meaning the moment in
which a matter is treated of) may take place on the
eve of the election. Furthermore, this possibility is
mentioned only with regard to the election of the
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prior of a monastery and the master of the order,
and not that of the provincial prior, used here as an
example.

The care taken to constitute a living body gath-
ered together under an elected Superior is contem-
plated by the order’s rules, which say that on the
eve of the election the Mass of the Holy Spirit
must be celebrated and “that at the appointed
hour and place” of election, the Holy Spirit shall
be invoked by the entire electoral assembly. The
Holy Spirit is God’s way of prompting His believ-
ers. Consequently, it is invoked in order to ensure
that the act of election of the Superior produces a
living and livable organization. It is worth men-
tioning here one of the first articles in the Book of
Constitutions and Ordinations, which explicitly
stipulates the aims of Christian faith practiced by
the Order of Preachers: “As in the Church of the
Apostles, communion among us is founded, built
and affirmed in the same Spirit: in Him, we receive
the Word of God the Father; in a single faith, we
contemplate it with one heart and praise it with
one voice; in Him we form a single body, we who
share the same bread; in Him, we have all in com-
mon and are devoted to the same task of evange-
lization.”1 Behind this reference to a theological
vocabulary borrowed from the New Testament is
the idea that what is invisible becomes visible, that
what is God’s is manifested in man, that the life of
God is living man. Thus the trinitarian commun-
ion is expressed socially in brotherly cohesion, the
word of God in the apostolic work of the Domini-
cans. This religious body writing for itself in this
text must therefore say what it does, in order best
to do what it says: to render visible, audible and
perceptible its raison d’être, which is to be
founded as a social body in order to manifest the
form of life that it believes to be that of the God in
which it believes. The production of its governing
authority participates in this coming and going
between saying and doing as a manifestation of
the way of God.

What interests us now is to see how communion
sought and received in faith seeks to build itself
into the elective process. It is during the tractatus,
before the Mass of the Holy Spirit and the election
proper, that an exchange of views concerning the
possible candidates is held. During this gathering,

the electoral body is particularly conscious of the
responsibility it bears to designate its Superior.
The participants are keenly aware of their vital
engagement in this elective process. However, it is
not in itself a fixed or even written process. It
belongs to oral tradition, so that from one
province to another it is implemented according
to variable procedures. Nevertheless, be it for the
election of the prior of a monastery, of a province,
or of the master of the order, it is self-imposed and
received as the normal and fruitful process by
which to arrive at the election. Let us therefore
describe the case of the tractatus that precedes the
election of a provincial prior.

First, it should be remembered that while we
are talking about the system of choosing the Supe-
rior under an elective form, it could not however
be described as a democratic system, in the manner
of state political systems. Here, there is no candi-
date prior to the elective process for which those
entitled to vote are gathered together. There is,
therefore, no election campaign during the period
leading up to voting day. On the contrary, it is dur-
ing the elective meeting that a consensus must be
reached that will lead to the designation of a Supe-
rior and to his acceptance. This is what makes the
unfolding of a tractatus so interesting. It is a kairos
of fraternal communion: a point in time favorable
to the decision. It is not only a chronological time,
a date or duration, but an opportunity, a propi-
tious condition sui generis, in which past and
future are condensed. The whole device of the
tractatus is conceived to ensure that the election is
not an anonymous procedure resulting simply
from a count of the number of ballots for a candi-
date. Thanks to the slow and meticulous proce-
dure of the tractatus, the elected candidate will be
perceived and will be able to perceive himself as
the fruit of a totally singular experience. He will
have been really and truly voted for, chosen,
selected, within the context of a gathering that is

1 Livre des constitutions et ordinations des frères de l’ordre des
Precheurs edite par ordre du frère Timothy Radcliffe maitre de
l’ordre, Secrétariat provincial de la Province dominicaine de
France, Paris, 2000, p. 46 (“Comme dans l’Eglise des
Apôtres, la communion entre nous est fondée, bâtie et affer-
mie dans le même Esprit: en Lui, nous recevons le Verbe de
Dieu le Père; dans une même foi, nous le contemplons d’un
même cœur et nous le louons d’une même voix; en Lui,
nous formons un seul corps, nous qui partageons le même
pain; en Lui, enfin nous avons tout en commun et sommes
destinés à la même œuvre d’évangélisation.”)445
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unique inasmuch as it is unrepeatable in its his-
torical, sociological, psychological and other con-
ditions.

On the day and at the hour appointed, the chair-
man of the future election opens the session by
announcing that the legitimately assembled elec-
tors may proceed freely with an exchange of views
on the candidates to be proposed for election.
Whereas participation in the Mass of the Holy
Spirit (as well as in the voting) is obligatory, partic-
ipation in the tractatus is a matter of choice. An
elector would lose his right to vote if he did not
take part in the balloting, but he is not bound to
participate in the tractatus. This voluntary partici-
pation certainly entails a risk for the group as a
whole. If all those entitled to vote are present, they
immediately feel the effects of a consensus, but if
one or several are absent, future consensus will be
more difficult, since this absence may be con-
strued as a refusal to share opinions.

The chairman of the session then asks the
members of the electoral body if they have one or
more names to submit to the exchange of views.
Each is therefore free to propose or not propose
one or more names. When someone puts forth a
name, this does not mean it is the candidate for
whom he will be obliged to vote; it may be a can-
didate whom he has heard about, whom he does
not know or not well, and about whom he awaits
enlightenment from the assembled company. It is
the custom for these names to be written on a
board visible to all. It is at the chairman’s discre-
tion to decide when all those names that could
have been suggested have been put forth. He then
asks the first elector who put forward the first
name to speak, and to outline the reasons for his
proposing. If the person proposed is present, he
will leave the room. The proposer then describes
why he feels that person should assume the post
of Father Superior. He may evoke that person’s
curriculum vitae, his human and intellectual quali-
ties, his helpfulness, his capability in posts previ-
ously held, his charisma, the virtues displayed by
him that make him suited to take up the appoint-
ment. The chairman asks each of those entitled to
vote to express themselves, in turn, regarding the
candidate just proposed. Each is therefore free to
answer or to remain silent, indicating that he has

nothing to say. Once all those present have had a
chance to express their opinion on this first name,
the chairman lets the second proposer justify his
choice. When he has concluded, each of those
present will in turn express their judgment of this
new candidate. The process thus continues
through the last name on the list. The rigor of the
procedure ensures its truth. In an assembly that
may number some 60 members, and sometimes
with up to 15 names to be examined, a procedure
of this kind has proven its merit. When a friar pro-
nounces his opinion, a certain number of rules are
adhered to. Nobody interrupts him while he is
speaking, and no set limit of time is imposed on
him. No one is asked to be specific about his
thinking. As soon as a friar declares that he has fin-
ished speaking, he loses his right to speak until the
next candidate is discussed. There is therefore no
actual debate among participants over a candidate
but rather a juxtapositioning of reasoned opinions
committed to the judgment of each participant in
conscience. Each of the points of view contributed
relates to human justice. It is not a matter of pass-
ing a judgment on the qualities or failings in
abstracto and in general of a candidate but of high-
lighting how that candidate might take up his
appointed post, in the situation which the group
as a whole faces as a community at a given point in
its history.

There is nothing to prevent anybody from pro-
posing the name of a candidate likely to be imme-
diately deemed cranky. Unless the proposer actu-
ally discredits himself, too, or attempts to
destabilize the assembly, he will be heard. An
eccentric candidacy may be made so by excess or
by default. By excess, if the candidate is one
known to be unable to accept the post due to his
already having a higher obligation, for example, a
post strategically very important to the group as a
whole in an exterior institution, which he might
not regain if he were to resign during his four-year
mandate. By default, if the candidate is one whose
lack of enthusiasm for or evident incompetence to
perform the tasks of organization and government
are common knowledge. In fact, most often a kind
of self-regulation by the assembly is established
vis-à-vis proposed candidates. A member of the
assembly, or even the chairman, may happen to
hesitate or prevaricate in matters of usage. A
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motion will then almost always be made by one of
the participants calling the assembly to order. In
fact the authority of the regulations is not estab-
lished or fixed by its nature but by the practical
wisdom of experience or prudence inherent in the
regulations. Each friar knows that “it can be done
in this way, because it works,” that this procedure
of the tractatus has come down from the past
experience of elective chapters. It has to do with
memory, not with folklorish nostalgia. The mem-
ory is inherited from experience of the past in the
knowledge that this can be very useful when deal-
ing with the present. The rigorous procedure of
the tractatus serves a key function at the time of
launching into this perilous exercise of talking
together about an absent person, the candidate to
be elected.

It is an effective way of establishing a consensus
on the candidate’s personality, even if that consen-
sus may not be explicit. In effect, the lack of dis-
cussion hinders the possibility of recognized
agreement on the candidate to be elected. But at
the same time, it is what guarantees the personal
freedom in the vote. Friars vote in conscience,
prompted by the Holy Spirit that inhabits them, in
theological language, that is to say without sub-
mission to any collective reason that might guide
their choice, as in the case of political democracies
where members are expected to toe the party line.
Consequently, consensus is present inchoatively
at the time of the tractatus and achieved pending
its resolution in the ballot that will follow. In polit-

ical democracies, polling of voters’ intentions
enables the result of the election to be foreseen;
here it is impossible to predict before its imple-
mentation. Time is always allowed between the
tractatus and the vote itself. “Sleeping on it” will
often be the preferred policy. The tractatus there-
fore has the fundamental purpose of enabling vot-
ers to gain a proper awareness that it is they who
make their own government with the assistance of
the Holy Spirit. It shows the electors’ commit-
ment to the task to be undertaken by the person
they are going to elect, since what is gathered
together and shared in the exchange of views is
the Dominican experience of electors, which the
provincial prior will himself subsequently be pro-
moting. The tractatus is the process of focusing on
the answer to the question: How is this to be
done? How does one create a provincial prior? To
pastiche the question asked by the Virgin Mary of
the Angel Gabriel after the Annunciation (Luke 1:
34), it is not because each knows how the consen-
sus came into being that relieves the authority of
its cautious responsibility. Quite the contrary, the
implementation of the serious procedure of the
tractatus guarantees the electors, those who repre-
sent, and the elected person himself, that he has
not been created for nothing but is instead the
product of a heritage, or memory, incarnated by
all those making up the social body whose prime
agent, public representative and organ of cohesion
he becomes.

Translated from the French by Rodney Stringer
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Interfaith celebrations have become increasingly
frequent in France since the Gulf War (1991), espe-
cially in times of crisis. Many of them are organ-
ized by interfaith associations or religious groups,1

but some take on an official dimension due to the
participation of government officials. This article
analyzes some ceremonies of the second sort,
organized in response to disasters distinguished by
their magnitude or by their symbolic dimension.
In a French context of very pronounced secular-
ism (laïcité), in which religion is supposed to
belong to the private sphere, these celebrations
show that interfaith collaboration can grant a
degree of visibility to religions in the public sphere,
along with a recognition of their role as bearing
meaning and contributing to the social bond.

A Silent Gathering in Homage 

to the Trappist Monks

On May 28, 1996, the minister of education,
François Bayrou, organized a silent gathering at
the Place du Trocadéro in homage to seven Trap-
pist monks from France who had been assassi-
nated in Algeria. Ten to fifteen thousand people
were present, many of them holding white flowers
in their hands. This was intended as a moment of
contemplation, with classical music in the back-
ground. There were no speeches, and only two
streamers were hung, bearing a biblical sentence:
“If we grow quiet, the stones will scream.” The
gathering was a sober one, and it contained three
symbolic elements: shared silence, white carna-
tions and the signing of a register. Representatives
from various political parties were in attendance,
as well as several government ministers and the
major religious figures: the Great Rabbi of France,
the rector of the Great Mosque of Paris, the arch-
bishop of Paris and the president of the Protestant
Federation of France. Their presence in the front
row de facto gave the event an interfaith dimen-

sion. The number and stature of the political fig-
ures in attendance bore witness to the national
dimension of the mourning. It was national, not
because of the number of victims but because of
its symbolic force, stemming from the monks’ vul-
nerability and the relations between France and
Algeria, between Islam and the West. Indeed, for
French Muslims, the difficulty lies in resisting the
equation of Islam and violence; this was shown by
the controversy that took place a few days earlier
when the archbishop of Paris invited Muslims to
“cast out hatred,” during the Catholic homage to
the monks. A further difficulty for them is the
impossibility of speaking with one voice,2 as the
Mosque of Paris was at the time the only official
representative of Islam recognized by the govern-
ment.

Interfaith Commemorations of the Vic-

tims of the Concorde Crash

On July 25, 2000, a Concorde plane crashed into a
hotel in Gonesse, a few kilometers from Paris’
Roissy airport. This was a very grave event: Not
only were there 113 victims (including 97 German
citizens and four hotel employees), but a symbol
of French technological infallibility had just gone
up in flames. Three interfaith commemorations
were organized.

The morning after the disaster, the Protestant
pastor of the airport chapel3 received a telephone
call from the Gonesse town hall, informing him
that President Jacques Chirac would attend an
interfaith ceremony that afternoon. The request
thus came from the presidency itself. The Gonesse
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local authorities had already contacted the town’s
priest, as well as an imam and a rabbi; they relied
heavily on the skills of the funeral home’s organiz-
ers, who prepared the entire ceremony. The wel-
coming message was to be a statement from the
pope, to be read by a bishop. The pastor objected,
unsuccessfully, that since the victims were prima-
rily Protestants, this seemed to be an inappropriate
choice.4 The ceremony was intended for the
inhabitants of Gonesse and the families of the vic-
tims already on site but also, through the media,
for the French and German people. In addition to
Chirac and his wife, the German minister of trans-
port was present, as well as the presidents of Air
France and the Aéroports de Paris, the Parisian air-
port consortium. The homage took place
solemnly, in a room of the town hall, with
recorded music, moments of silence and the read-
ing of messages and religious texts. The president
tried to comfort the families, who were then taken
to the site of the catastrophe, where prayers from
each tradition were recited again and red roses
were laid. The next day, a bilingual interfaith cere-
mony was organized in a Catholic church in Paris,
with political authorities attending.5 High-level
religious figures spoke. Biblical texts, a Jewish
prayer and a Muslim prayer were offered. Air
France personnel participated, in uniform, and one
of them read a passage from Saint-Exupéry’s Little
Prince, in homage to the flight crew. They brought
candles, one for each deceased person, and lighted
them at the foot of the altar. But according to the
Protestant chaplain, the ceremony was “a collec-
tion of postage stamps”. He was displeased above
all by the disagreement on how to interpret the
tragedy, saying: “The Christians and the Jews will
say that it’s a calamity and will not incriminate
God. The Muslims will say the opposite. The
imam said: ‘It was written’. We couldn’t bear it.
[…] That day, we said to each other that we don’t
have the same God. […] I find it very hard to bear,
when there are these contradictory statements.”
This revealed an underlying theological disagree-
ment over the tension between human freedom
and submission to the divine will. However, the
pastor did note that the grieving families, being in
pain, were probably not so aware of this tension as
the religious authorities were and that one does on
occasion hear Protestants say things like, “God

willed it.” A third ceremony was organized on July
28 at the headquarters of Air France. The chaplains
conducted a moment of prayer, but this time, the
Muslim representative was “placed between the
Christians and the Jews,” in such a way as to give
his position less weight.

The Commemoration at the American

Church on September 13, 2001

A new catastrophe took place in New York on
September 11, 2001, with the attacks on the World
Trade Center. Two days later, the Protestant Fed-
eration of France organized an interfaith ceremony
at the American Church in Paris.6 Catholic,
Orthodox, Jewish and Muslim religious represen-
tatives were present, along with the president, the
prime minister and about a dozen government
ministers and cabinet secretaries. The president of
the Protestant Federation gave the introductory
remarks, seeking to bring the various religions
together but also calling on non-religious people
to “resist the hatred and fear that could overcome
us”.7 Each representative of the major religions
made brief remarks, followed by a reading from a
sacred text. Between each speaker there was an
interlude with choral chants. Then a young
Franco-American girl read a psalm in English and
French. After the final blessing, some people spon-
taneously began to sing God Bless America, and
the audience joined in. The interfaith ceremony
was meant to emphasize solidarity, compassion
and collective grief and mourning, but it also
aimed at preventing inter-communitarian tensions
in France, as the organizer said: “This event could
lead to hate and fear, and cause some people to be
treated as scapegoats. […] If religions have a
responsibility, it is to defend the principle of
humanity. They must show how necessary it is to
resist demonizing anyone, in particular Islam.”8

1 On the relations between religious groups in France, see
Anne-Sophie Lamine, La cohabitation des dieux. Pluralité
religieuse et laïcité, PUF, Paris, 2004.

2 At the time, two different inter-religious events organized
by Muslims could not take place, because they were in com-
petition with each other and because the Catholic authori-
ties were unfavorable to them, officially out of a desire to
remain neutral.

3 The staff of the airport chapel is composed of two
Catholics, two Protestants and one Jew.

4 Ninety percent of the victims were Protestants, one was
Jewish and one (a hotel employee) was a Muslim.

5 Chirac’s chief of staff and several French and German minis-
ters.

6 Political and religious “authorities” were contacted and
replied that they were willing to participate in the cere-
monies.

7 A message from the Protestant Federation of France, on
September 12, 2001, in Bulletin d’Information Protestant, no.
1524, 2001.

8 In a press conference held before the ceremony, ibid.449
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After the Explosion, an “Ecumenical

Mass” in the Presence of Religious

Authorities

In Toulouse, on September 26, 2001, five days
after an explosion in a chemical factory, the resi-
dents paid homage to the 29 victims, in a Mass cel-
ebrated in the city’s cathedral in the presence of
Jewish, Muslim and Protestant representatives.
More than 3,500 people attended the Mass, about
half of them standing in the square outside the
cathedral, which had been especially set up to
receive the sound broadcast from inside. The pres-
ident, several ministers and various other govern-
mental representatives were present. In this case,
even though several of the victims were Muslims,
the bishop chose to hold a Catholic Mass, to
which the representatives of other religions were
invited. A smaller interfaith ceremony, which was
not official, was held 10 days later, for approxi-
mately 250 people, in the presence of Catholic,
Protestant, Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim and Bud-
dhist representatives. A local, grass-roots activist
was also invited to speak, as were two community
workers, a Christian and a Muslim, who were
involved in the same neighborhood.

Catastrophes and Collective Mourning:

The Pluralization of the Religious

Reference

A catastrophe requires an exceptional reaction,
such as a ceremony that allows the grief to be
expressed and mourning to begin, along with pub-
lic recognition of the tragedy. The above cases
show that the religious reference tends to get plu-
ralized. The reasons and forms of collective organ-
ization of such events vary according to the type
of catastrophe. The slaying of the monks in Alge-
ria and September 11 are, respectively, assassina-
tions and a terrorist attack, both of which are
invested with a heavy symbolic dimension
because both were carried out by actors in the
name of Islam. In both cases, the popular interpre-
tation was the same: It’s all about the clash of civi-
lizations, “Islam against the West,”9 even if in one
case the victims were vulnerable monks, and in the
other case, symbols of the economic might of a
powerful nation. Such events have the capacity to
spark inter-communitarian conflicts, as a reaction.
The explosion at the chemical factory in Toulouse

and the crash of the Concorde10 were accidental
catastrophes, which called for words of comfort
and support, but not calls for peace. The type of
disaster thus configures the ceremony. In the for-
mer case, the interfaith dimension is indispensa-
ble; in the latter case, it is not necessary but is
increasingly viewed as appropriate, due to the
diversity of the population itself.

A question then arises: Are the official authori-
ties the bearers of recognition? At the gathering in
memory of the monks or the mourning cere-
monies for the Concorde, all four religions were
present in basically equal roles. In contrast, in
Toulouse, the “other religions” were present with-
out participating.11 The presence and participa-
tion of the civil authorities seem to favor the
recognition of minority religions, due to the prin-
ciple of the equality of religions that is a prerequi-
site for secularism. Nevertheless, when the civil
authorities need religious assistance, they call on
the Catholic Church, which, to the state but also
in French popular opinion, stands for religion par
excellence. Finally, one can note that the religions
invited to participate in “official” ceremonies are
Judaism, Catholicism, Protestantism and Islam,
and sometimes Orthodoxy.12 Buddhists are not
invited, even though they represent the same per-
centage of the population as the Jews and a greater
percentage than the Orthodox.13 Buddhism is a
more recent presence in France and appears to be
invoked more in terms of spirituality, peace or val-
ues, and less often when it comes to death or com-
memoration.

9 The causes of the assassination of the monks are still
debated, but all that matters here is the popular understand-
ing of the event at the time.

10 Or the tree that killed 12 people (and wounded 84) during
an open-air concert of Yiddish songs in Strasbourg, on July
6, 2001. In the aftermath, an interfaith ceremony was organ-
ized with Catholic, Protestant, Jewish and Muslim represen-
tatives, in the presence of the main political authorities of
the city.

11 Similarly, when the Council of Europe asked the bishop of
Strasbourg to organize an interfaith ceremony after Septem-
ber 11, the Jewish and Muslim representatives were only
able to speak outside the ceremony proper.

12 In a population of approximately 60 million people, France
has about 37 million Catholics, 4 to 5 million Muslims, 1.1
million Protestants, 600,000 Jews, 600,000 Buddhists and
100,000 Hindus. Members of other religious groups
amount to a few thousand people.

13 The same certainly applies to how many Buddhists died in
catastrophes such as September 11.451

Follow ing the invitation of Pope John Paul II, about 80 representatives of non-Christian re lig ions, among others Muslims, Bud-
dhists, Shintoists and Sikhs and just as many leaders of Christian re lig ious groups, take part in the Prayer Day in Assisi, October
27, 1986, photo © Picture A lliance/Ansa



I
n
t
e
r
f
a
i
t
h
C
e
l
e
b
r
a
t
i
o
n
s
,
a
N
e
w
R
i
t
e
?

L
a
m
i
n
e

Granted, the state needs religions, but to what
extent can they refuse its invitation? It seems to be
difficult. For Catholics, interfaith situations bring
back a degree of visibility for religion in the public
sphere. For members of minority religions, such
situations grant them an implicit status as a “rec-
ognized religion”.14 But the issue nonetheless
arises: How can religions agree to be involved in
commemorations over which they have no con-
trol? On the side of the Catholics, one notices a
growing reticence about “official interfaith” cere-
monies; as one priest put it: “Religious authorities
are getting a little tired of this kind of official ecu-
menism.” One of the reasons for this reticence,
also voiced by Protestant authorities, is the super-
ficial or even “deceptive” aspect of celebrations,
photographs or statements in which the audience
sees religious figures side by side who actually do
not even know one another. The president of the
Protestant Federation says: “What I really wonder
about now is the politically correct dimension of
interfaith ceremonies; there is something very
ambiguous about it.”15 The overall attitude of
minority religions seems to be that it’s better to be
present, even under unsatisfactory conditions.16

Yet these situations do lead them to ask some
questions about their relations to other religions,
and to the state.17 Notice, finally, that these cele-
brations do not allow for the participation of non-
religious people,18 though among those grieving,
it’s likely that there will be more non-religious
individuals than individuals belonging to religious
groups.

Interfaith Celebrations, between the

Profane and the Religious

Interfaith celebrations can be viewed as mere jux-
tapositions of ritual elements belonging to specific
traditions, such as the texts, prayers, chants, ges-
tures and language of a tradition, and the presence
of a cleric. These prayers are of course addressed
to a higher power, the God of monotheistic reli-
gions or the higher reality. Such celebrations are
also sets of actions and behaviors, which tend as
such to become codified, thus testifying to a kind
of grammar, in the sense of a set of rules to be fol-
lowed. They require minimal staging, with the
introduction and the performance of each partici-
pant, one by one. They have an obvious symbolic

dimension, due to the presence of representatives
of different religions, side by side, on a more or
less equal footing and sharing the emotion felt by
the audience. The above elements correspond to
what one might call ritual, but the fact that the
actors and the texts that are read or sung are reli-
gious does not mean the ritual itself is.

Indeed, the choice of the elements of the ritual
is itself a profane decision that mingles textual ele-
ments from each religion, elements that are not,
nor can they be, the most sacred or specific com-
ponents of the religion to which they belong. The
actors construct the ritual by playing on a kind of
compromise between the mystical dimension and
the ethical dimension of their religious heritage
and, especially, by taking into account the possible
reception of the religious elements they are put-
ting into play. The ritual must be comprised of ele-
ments that can function both within the religious
group and outside it, with participants from other
religions. Hence the ritual is constructed in accor-
dance with constraints stemming from the con-
text, both due to the nature of the other participat-
ing actors, the overall events and the society itself
for and to which the ritual is supposed to bear wit-
ness. The reference to transcendence gives the rit-
ual a religious dimension, but the fact that it was
constructed by actors from several religions gives
it a profane dimension. These religious and pro-
fane constraints indicate that this new ritual is a
hybrid of the two.

Interfaith ritual plays an integrative role by
means of the presence of the representatives of
various communities, the decision to involve (or
not involve) representatives of minority religions
and the reference to common values, such as
peace, living together and human dignity. The rit-
ual also points beyond itself, since it voices the
hope that such agreement and understanding
could extend farther and farther. This integrative
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power owes a lot to the emotional dimension.
After a ceremony following September 11, one
participant said: “It’s the first time I’ve ever experi-
enced this, all religions on the same footing, invit-
ing us together, it’s a very deep power. To this day,
I can hardly express it.” A pastor emphasized the
“solidity of the interfaith approach” and the “spiri-
tual authenticity” of the ceremony at the Ameri-
can Church. By combining these cognitive, sym-
bolic and emotional dimensions, ritual can play
this integrative and suggestive role.

While the simplicity of these celebrations and
the guidelines provided by the organizers can pro-
vide a fairly straightforward access to such experi-
ences, all participants are not equal in relation to
such innovations. Christians, who are often domi-
nant among the organizers, have greater ease in
participating in such composite rituals, since the
innovations and structures used therein are more
or less directly inspired by gestures used in various
types of Christian gatherings. The challenge in
participating in an external ritual can be seen, for
instance, when a rabbi thumbs through his Bible
during the prayer of other religious representa-
tives.

Conclusion

If the aim of a religious ceremony is to manage
emotion and facilitate the process of mourning,
the added interfaith dimension implies the exis-
tence of a further goal, such as social peace (in the
case of terrorist attacks) and shared brotherhood
and questioning about responsibilities (in the case
of accidents). An interfaith celebration can also
have a value for those who aren’t participating in
it, or even those who are not believers, by the mere
fact that it symbolizes a will to promote interfaith
understanding. Indeed, the organizers will often
mention that they have received encouragement
or congratulations from figures who did not par-
ticipate but for whom such events are important.
These ceremonies are ultimately a form of “vicari-
ous religion”19: A small number of individuals cre-
ate interfaith relations, while a larger number
views such diplomacy as necessary for the peace
of humans and of gods. Interfaith ritual ultimately
is addressed to God as much as to one’s fellow cit-
izens, participants or society as a whole. It stands
for the recognition of the plurality of cultures and
convictions and bears witness to that plurality.

Translated from the French by Charles T. Wolfe

14 In a state that does not (officially) recognize any faith.
15 In a conference on “Interfaith Dialogue: A Chance or a

Challenge,” Protestant Federation of France, September 28,
2002.

16 The media does not comment on the texts chosen or the
time granted to each speaker but simply mentions which
religions are present.

17 Following various such situations, a working group of the
French Protestant Federation produced a guide to emer-
gency situations entitled Vade-Mecum pour les situations
d’urgence, which emphasizes how ambiguous these requests
are.

18 As opposed to celebrations organized by interfaith groups.

19 In the sense of what Grace Davie calls “vicarious religion”
in: Religion in Modern Europe. A Memory Mutates, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 2000.453
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In the candomblé, a Brazilian ritual of African ori-
gin, the voices of the gods are made to carry by
means of shells. The Afro-Brazilian divinities make
their presence felt in the world in numerous ways.
They are the waters, the mountains, the forests,
the winds … They are also objects: piles of stones,
bits of iron, sacrificial blood, plant infusions. In
addition, they turn into beings made of flesh and
blood when they are incarnated by the initiates
during the trance.

In spite of all these modes of existence that
ensure them a constant presence in this world, the
gods of the candomblé honor one means of com-
munication with humans over all others: the
cowry shell. During the divining ceremony, the
cowry shells represent the gods in a very literal
sense: They become the “mouths of the divinities”
and carry their voices. More precisely, the cowry
shells become the “teeth of Exú”. Exú is the divin-
ity whose task it is to transport offerings between
the human world and the divine world. Exú is the
mediator of the pantheon, and it is he who pre-
sides at a divination.

The process of divination in the candomblé is,
above all, a method. A diviner voluntarily de-
scribes the method to the ethnographers, who
then record what he or she says. In the terms used
by the informants, then, the 16 divinatory shells
are ritually prepared to be able to speak. Their con-
vex part is filed down so that their faces can be
interpreted as “open” or “closed”. After being
questioned by the diviner, the cowry shells are
gathered up, shaken and then thrown: The way
they land (whether they have landed in the open or
closed position) allows the diviner to know which
divinity has started speaking. In effect, this divina-
tory categorical system is based on the association
of one god with every cowry shell configuration,
determined according to which side is displayed,
open or closed. “Oxoguiã [a divinity] responds …

you are protected,” says a diviner, for example. It
is not he who is speaking though, but indeed the
god whose voice is being carried by the eight
“open” cowry shells.

At first glance, the rules seem clear enough.
One only needs to understand the table of corre-
spondences between the arrangement of the shells
and their related divinities in order to identify
those who are making themselves heard during
the course of a divinatory session. However, the
analysis of a consultation shows that the diviner is
constantly modifying the method without ever
really being unfaithful to it.

Every session begins with the recitation of 
a litany. Its purpose is to draw the attention of the
divinities to the fact that a consultation has gotten
underway and to invite them to respond. In order
to get the gods to express themselves, the diviner
must reveal his own ritual identity: the name(s) of
those who initiated him into the candomblé (those
who “made” him, in that sense of the term) and
the name of the divinities that protect him and
authorize him to interrogate the cowry shells. As
well, he invokes those who are in the process of
“eating,” that is, those for whom the sacrificial
immolation has just been prepared and those
whose identities correspond to the day of the
week on which the consultation takes place. Thus,
the response of the shells depends on the particu-
larities of those who interrogate them and on the
circumstances under which they are interrogated.

During the recitation, called the opening
prayer, the name and sometimes the date of birth
and address of the person who has come to con-
sult the gods are given as well; the response of the
cowry shells depends on the identification of those
about whom they will speak. Finally, their
response is also dependent on their “desire to
speak”. It does happen that the shells simply
remain silent. Sometimes the person will be asked
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An Assembly of Humans,
Shells and Gods 
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to come back another time: “Today, they do not
want to respond. We can meet again another time,
if you so desire.” Moreover, during the course of a
divinatory session, it is common that an observer,
even a well-informed one, is unable to follow the
proceedings of a cowry shell interrogation. Thus,
familiarity with the method and with the table of
correspondences turns out to be insufficient for
identifying the gods who are supposed to speak
after each toss of the shells.
When the diviners are questioned regarding what
appear to be “dysfunctions” in the regular proce-
dure, they seem surprised. They do not give the
impression that they feel called into question or
that they have strayed from the method that they

introduced just a few hours before. On the con-
trary, says one diviner, “For the cowry shells to be
able to speak well for the gods, they must know
who is there, who made me [who is my initiator],
who the consultant is and of whom he is made [for
whom he is initiated].” In other words, for the
shells to be good speakers, simply applying the
divinatory method is not, on its own, sufficient.
“One listens to who is speaking [according to the
table of correspondences, the number of ‘open’
cowry shells/divinities], and one adapts to the sit-
uation,” explains the diviner.

One could imagine that there is simply a dis-
crepancy at work here between theory (the divina-
tory method) and practice (the application of 

A fro-Brazilian gods are “speaking” through cowries, 2001, photo: Patricia de Aquino
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speaks for all the divinities. For Exú is both one
and multiple. He is the only god to have been cre-
ated, and he accompanies all individual human
and divine existences: There is an Exú attributed
to each human being and to each god. The circular
plates that are sometimes used by diviners in their
ritual interrogation of the cowry shells are, in fact,
Exú’s body. His eyes are often carved into the
wood and decorate the perimeter of the divining
tray, the opom Ifá, thus defining the direction in
which the object must be positioned so that the
diviner now faces Exú.

The opom Ifá in Brazil, often imported from
Africa, are much sought after because of their aes-
thetic qualities. According to one initiate who was
fascinated by the discovery of one of these objects
in a prestigious art gallery in Rio de Janeiro, “They
are beautiful, just as the cowry shells said they

would be.” These words evoke those of Olabiyi
Babalola Yai in an analysis of Yoruba art: “Even
deconstruction theory and idiom, often praised 
as the most advanced mode of criticism, lacks the
vocabulary needed to account for Yoruba attitudes
toward ‘representation,’ since its concept of
‘decentering’ presupposes a center. […] An entity
or reality worth respecting is that from which we
depart or differ.”1

In the candomblé, the shells speak for the gods,
who speak for the humans, who, in turn, also
interfere in what is said. By making things speak,
the divinatory technique creates a kind of parlia-
ment, wherein those involved are no longer
entirely equal to themselves when they take the
floor. None of them, however, is any less effec-
tively represented because of it.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift

A
n
A
s
s
e
m
b
l
y
o
f
H
u
m
a
n
s
,
S
h
e
l
l
s
a
n
d
G
o
d
s

d
e
A
q
u
i
n
o

1 Olabiyi Babalola Yai, “In  praise of metonymy: the concepts of
‘tradition’ and ‘creativity’ in the transmission of Yoruba artistry
over time and space”, in: The Yoruba artist. New theoretical
perspectives on African arts, Rowland Abiodun (ed.), Smithson-
ian Institution Press, Washington, 1994, pp. 107-115.

the method). However, the need to particularize
each application appears to be the very condition 
of possibility for its success. In other words, the
transgressions of the theory are the theory. The
attitude of the diviners and their commentaries
both seem to say this: For a speech to be well-
spoken, for a divinity to be able to speak, for 
the truth to be spoken, it is necessary that the the-
ory be contextualized in the here and now of 
the divinatory situation and that the parties 
present (the diviner, the cowry shells, the divini-
ties, the observer) have an investment in the out-
come.

Here, to speak for others, or to represent their
speech, presupposes an engagement of the indi-
vidual that is different from that in democratic sys-
tems of representation. In a democracy, political
representatives are ideally supposed to lose their
attachment to their own particularities and to
make an abstraction of them so that they can
speak in an abstract voice. Democracy is, thus,
founded on a void: Nothing determines, in
advance, who will occupy the position of repre-

sentative, and the citizen who does occupy it does
not do so in his or her own name, nor even in the
name of those who have allowed their voices to be
heard, but rather in the name of the general will.
The abstract notion of citizenship guarantees the
liberty of individuals, who are always susceptible
to becoming “others” in relation to the origins
that might end up defining them or simply influ-
encing the course of their lives.

In the candomblé, the singularized beings that
are the humans are no less capable of becoming.
Each one is preceded by his divinized ancestors
(elements of nature that have merged with the
divinities), and so they are all carriers of a particu-
lar destiny. However, each one arrives in this
world “unfinished”: Each is to be “made”
throughout the course of his life by means of the
rituals which are prescribed by the divination. Fur-
thermore, life is characterized by the movement
inherent in the continual repetition of the rites: In
this sense, only the dead are “complete”.

In the divination, Exú, also known as Enugbar-
ijo or “communal mouth,” acts as mediator and
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politics – as if one wanted to “treat humans like plants and ani-

mals”; it’s about the recognition of the immense complexity

involved for any entity – human or non-human – to have a voice, to

take a stand, to be counted, to be represented, to be connected with

others. From the beginning of modern science to the contemporary

engineering of rivers, landscape and agriculture, it’s clear that the

number of speech instruments and apparatus has immensely

increased. Without these many mediations, no representation

would be possible. If we have to live from now on in the assemblies

of nature, we had better be aware of the procedures that make them

either nurturing or deadly, livable or tyrannical.

Following the Farmers

The Parliament of Birds 

It might seem odd at first to consider natural sites just after having

considered religious assemblies. But if the great Pan is dead, it

means that natural sites are no longer the peaceful and well-ordered

groupings that could be used as a pattern for public life. On the con-

trary, the more we move into ecological controversies, the more

important it becomes to consider an ecosystem as a sort of assem-

bly without walls, inside which many types of “speakers” are

allowed to “have a voice”. Not because we want to imitate the

usual parliamentary settings, but, on the contrary, because it’s obvi-

ous that the traditional sites of politics have to move toward the

center of gravity of ecology. Ecology is not about a naturalization of

8 The Parliaments of Nature

In Which Palace Did Galileo Represent Nature? 

How to Make a River Speak

Munich’s Postmodern River Beds

 



Making things public is the result of specific cho-
reographed performances.1 Buildings and rooms
matter insofar as their architectural features affect
their role as stages. A look at the courtly contexts
in which Galileo made things public may actually
support a stronger claim: These spaces did not
simply stage performances but were perform-
ances themselves. Making things public and the
making of the space where things were made
public were part of the same performance. For
similar reasons it is very difficult, perhaps impos-
sible, to separate the things being displayed dur-
ing the performance from the actors acting the
performative display.

As important as the talk about private and pub-
lic spaces has been to give visibility to the
processes regulating what can be said or made
public about what, where and by whom, it might
also have fed a certain “architectural essentialism,”
that is, the thinking of scientific space in terms of
more or less specialized rooms, buildings and lab-
oratories – or in terms of their absence, as in the
case of “field” sciences. It has been exceptionally
rewarding to take walls, floor plans and doors seri-
ously after so much talk about ideas and disem-
bodied minds, but the more I look at early modern
spaces of knowledge or practice, the less I under-
stand how to apply the labels “private” and “pub-
lic” in a useful fashion. What does the adjective
“private” add to our understanding of the bed-
room, when in aristocratic and courtly circles that
space was also routinely used to receive visitors
(often with the host lying in bed so as to “per-
form” the illness that justified the informality of
the reception)?2 And in what sense were Louis
XIV’s coucher and lever private events, if they
marked the beginning and end of the day at court
and were ritualistically witnessed by a sizable
group of courtiers (including a priest) assembled in
the royal bedroom?3

If the practices of political absolutism escape our
modern spatial dichotomies, we might also ques-
tion the frequent assumptions about the residen-
tial patterns of early modern scientists and the spa-
tial, architectural specificity of their work sites.
Yes, Tycho’s star catalogs were produced in a cus-
tom-built astronomical castle, Libavius wanted
alchemists to live and work in specifically designed
houses and natural history museums displayed
their specimens in specialized, hard to move
spaces.4 But we have equally strong evidence
about the widespread (and sometimes endemic)
mobility among early modern practitioners.5 In
the case of artisans and engineers, such mobility
across national borders was often connected to a
specific form of making things public we now call
industrial espionage.6 Once we stop privileging

1 I am drawing from the notion of choreography as articu-
lated in Charis Thompson, Making Parents: The Ontological
Choreography of Reproductive Technologies, The MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 2005.

2 On the Medici grand duke’s use of the bedroom for meet-
ings with visitors who wished to remain incognito, see Silvia
Tofani, “Composizione e cerimoniale della corte medicea:
1650-1670,” in: Vivere a Pitti, Sergio Bertelli, Renato Pasta
(eds),  Olschki, Florence, 2003, pp. 118f.

3 Norbert Elias, The Court Society, Pantheon, New York,
1983, pp. 83ff, 87, 89f. On the prince’s levee as the “clock” 
of the Medici court see Marcello Fantoni, “Vita di corte nel
palazzo secentesco,” in: Gli Appartamenti Reali di Palazzo
Pitti, Marco Chiarini, Serena Padovani (eds), Centro Di,
Florence, 1993, p. 62.

4 Owen Hannaway, “Laboratory Design and the Aim of
Science: Andreas Libavius versus Tycho Brahe,” in: Isis, 77,
1986, pp. 585-610; Jole Shackelford, “Tycho Brahe, Labora-
tory Design, and the Aim of Science: Reading Plans in Con-
text,” in: Isis, 84, 1993, pp. 211-230; John Robert Christian-
son, On Tycho’s Island, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2000; Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature, Univer-
sity of California Press, Berkeley, 1994.

5 See for instance the high turnover rate among Tycho’s assis-
tants evidenced in Christianson, op. cit., and the migratory
patterns of early modern mathematicians discussed in
Owen Gingerich, Robert Westman, “The Wittich Connec-
tion,” in: Transactions of the American Philosophical Society,
78, 1988, part 7. The itinerant practices of early modern
engineers and inventors (as well as of visual artists and archi-
tects) have been well established.460
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F ig . 1. Justus U tens, Belvedere con Pitti, c . 1599, fresco, Museo storico topografico, F lorence , Italy, © Museo storico topografico

F ig . 2. Pandolfo Reschi, Pallazo e piazza Pitti, oil on canvas, 146 x 278 cm , private collection



ers could do so themselves.8 The Jesuit mathemati-
cians’ use of their churches’ bell towers for tele-
scopic observations is another example of the
grafting of one practice over the space of another.
Some use-specific sites were not at all like cathe-
drals with deep sturdy foundations but rather
rolled and pitched along, like exploration ships car-
rying practitioners, apparatus and inscriptions
within them.9 They functioned like a sort of float-
ing node of a network moving on a network. Other
spaces moved not due to displacement but rather
because they were routinely erected and disassem-
bled, as in the case of early anatomy theaters.10

(Anatomies were conducted also in private homes
and, in England, even in pubs.11) Astronomical
observatories could be ephemeral, too, like those
built by Maupertuis’ team in the Lapland.12

More frequently, however, the spaces of early
modern science were generic. Equipped with
small, light telescopes, Galileo observed anywhere
– from rooftops to terraces and gardens. He
observed during trips as well, almost every night
as he was going from Padua to Florence in 1610,
probably from the rooms or the gardens of the
inns where he was staying.13 Even scientific acade-
mies, the epitome of the stabilization of certain
practices of making things public, were architec-
turally generic. The early Royal Society moved
from Gresham College and Arundel House (nei-
ther of which had academic specificity), while the
Academie des Sciences of Paris met at the royal
library in the Louvre but also at Versailles and else-
where. Set up by a Medici prince 10 years after
Galileo’s death, the Accademia del Cimento led an
equally itinerant life among non-specific spaces. In
sum, there is no clear relationship between the sta-
bilization of certain practices and the physical
blackboxing of their sites. Certain sites were
indeed stable (in the sense that they were hard to
move), but that does not mean that they sustained
stable practices. Time-sharing of spaces among
vastly different practices was common then as it is
today.

The few public observational seances Galileo
had in Venice, Pisa and Rome were performed 
in nonspecific spaces of which we know very little,
except that one demonstration took place at the
Medici court in Pisa in 1610, while another in
Rome in 1611 was performed in the presence 
of cardinals and aristocrats in a vineyard on the
outskirts of the city. When in “residence” in Flo-
rence (which usually meant moving around from
one house to another, or in and out of the 
city boundaries for long-term visits at his friend
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8 Mario Biagioli, Galileo’s Investments, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, forthcoming 2005, Chapter 3.

9 Darwin’s “Beagle” is the locus classicus (no pun intended),
but one can imagine many earlier analogous examples.

10 Giovanna Ferrari, “Public Anatomy Lessons and the Carni-
val: The Anatomy Theater of Bologna,” in: Past and Present,
117, 1987, pp. 50-117.

11 Katharine Park, “The Criminal and Saintly Body: Autopsy
and Dissection in Renaissance Italy,” in: Renaissance Quar-
terly, 47, 1994, pp. 11-33. For the practice of medical inquests
in pubs (up to the nineteenth century) see Ian A. Burney,
Bodies of Evidence: Medicine and the Politics of the English
Inquest, 1830-1926, Johns Hopkins University Press, Balti-
more, 2000, pp. 16-51.

12 Mary Terrall, The Man Who Flattened the Earth, University
of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2002, pp. 88-129.

13 Biagioli, 2005, op. cit., chapter 2.463

stability over mobility, we quickly notice also the
variability and ephemeral nature of many of the
work sites of early modern scientific practitioners.
Despite its aura of institutional stability, even
Tycho’s observatory was moved from the Danish
sound to Prague.

It seems, then, that we need much finer spatial
distinctions than those provided by private/public
or stable/unstable if we wish to think of spaces as
dynamically structured by choreographies rather
than by walls and thresholds. As a beginning, we
might refrain from turning large, immobile facili-
ties into the paradigm of scientific sites and pay
equal attention to spaces like the generic hotels
where we convene for academic conferences,
where walls can be moved around in a matter of
minutes to accommodate audiences of different
sizes, or perhaps to demarcate a history of science
conference from a dentists’ convention. As we 
all know, where a plenary session was held at 5
p.m., a rubber chicken banquet might be enjoyed
at 7 p.m. Galileo’s courtly sites functioned very
much like these hotels, except that they looked
much better.

In general, the early modern sites where things
were made public (or perhaps just visible) came in
many shapes and forms. Some were quite use-spe-
cific: anatomy theaters, botanical gardens, natural
history museums, alchemical workshops or the
observatories connected to scientific academies.
Some were designed to make things public (at
least to students or people with appropriate cre-
dentials) while others (like Tycho’s Uraniborg)
were built on islands precisely to prevent things
from becoming public. One might say that these
buildings exemplified the knowledge-making
practices that took place in them, or that they sta-
bilized those practices by constraining them in
specific ways – that is, that there is a relationship
between the stability of knowledge and the stabil-
ity of the spatial structure that houses its making.
But one could say as least as plausibly that the
apparent stability of these sites was the mundane
result of bulk or other movement-limiting features
of these facilities and the objects they contained.
Simply, they were furnished with large and heavy
instruments, plants and trees with deep roots, fur-
naces or built-in display structures. They looked
like institutions (things that belong to a certain

plot about discipline formation and professional-
ization), when in fact they might have simply been
“real estate” – what the French call immeubles and
the Italian immobili.

Other spaces like the meridians that punctured
the roofs of several Italian churches projecting pin-
hole images of the sun on the floor (and possibly
on the faithful themselves) were remarkably public
but required some time-sharing among different
practices [fig. 3].7 It was probably inappropriate to
do astronomy during Mass, but it would not have
been objectionable to do so at other times. Galileo
observed sunspots projected on a piece of paper
placed on the church floor and suggested that oth-

6 Christine MacLeod, Inventing the Industrial Revolution: The
English Patent System, 1660-1800, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 1988, pp. 10-14.

7 John Heilbron, The Sun in the Church: Cathedrals as Solar
Observatories, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA,
1999.462

F ig . 3. M eridian, Church of San Petronio, Bologna, Italy, c .
1650s, in: The Sun and the Church, Cathedrals as Solar Obser-
vatories, J.L. He ilbron (ed .), Harvard University Press, Cam-
bridge , M A / London, 1999, plate 4.

F ig . 4. Room of the ancient Dom inican convent of Santa Maria
sopra M inerva, Rome , Italy. Galileo did not make his abjuration
in the church itse lf but in this room or in one of the adjacent
ones. ■ In: Galileo in Rome . The Rise and Fall of a Troublesome
Genius, W illiam R. Shea and Mario Artigas, Oxford University
Press, 2004.



Salviati’s Villa delle Selve), Galileo frequently
observed and made drawings of sunspots with his
patrician friend and his guests, probably on some
terrace or in gardens.14 He also performed experi-
ments and disputations at the Pitti Palace – the
Florentine court palace – but the spaces that
accommodated experiments on buoyancy one
day saw a ball the next day or a political function a
week later. Other sites of Galileo’s demonstrations
moved in an even more literal sense. During a
short spin on Prince Cesi’s pleasure boat on an
Umbrian lake, Galileo suddenly tossed one of his
host’s keys up in the air in front of a puzzled audi-
ence only to argue (when the key landed safely in

his hands rather than in the water) that the Earth’s
motion had no detectable effects on the objects
that moved on or over it. His last public perform-
ance (the abjuration of Copernicanism in front of
the Inquisition in 1633) took place in a generic,
multi-purpose room of the Convent of Santa
Maria Sopra Minerva. This room (now part of 
the library of the Italian Parliament) was not even
the permanent headquarters of the Inquisition,
which, acting a bit as an itinerant tribunal, met 
in different Roman buildings at different times
[fig. 4]. For most of his life, Galileo’s work was
associated with movement and generic spaces. 
It became physically blackboxed only after the

14 Maria Luisa Righini Bonelli, William Shea, Galileo’s Floren-
tine Residences, Istituto e Museo di Storia della Scienza, Flo-
rence, n.d.465

F ig . 5. Pitti Palace , Sala di G iove [Room of Jupiter], F lorence , Italy

F ig . 6. Pitti Palace , Sala B ianca [White Room], F lorence , Italy



itinerant circus. Like the exploration ships men-
tioned before (but on a much larger scale), the
court was not a fixed node but a traveling one. It
certainly was no encampment, and yet its inherent
mobility should make us conceptualize the many
rooms it occupied not as “stable spaces” but as
tents with unusually sturdy walls. This suggests
that the distinction between “residential” science
with permanent displays and the itinerant shows
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century traveling
experimenters is only phenomenological (as is the
more general assumption about the distinction
between center and travel, or nodes and lines con-
necting nodes).15 It is not clear if it is things that
go to places, places that go to things or places that
go places.

The inherent mobility of space can be seen
even when the court was allegedly “at rest” in Flo-
rence. Such a mobility reflected various cycles of
change, each operating at a different pace. Long-
term changes derived from the continuous expan-
sion and internal reorganization – drastic reorgan-
ization – that the Pitti Palace saw throughout its
300-year life as a court palace. In 1608 (two years
before Galileo moved to court), it was little more
than a large suburban villa [fig. 1], but it was rebuilt
as a very large royal palace over the next 50 years
[fig. 2] to house more than 800 people in more
than 400 rooms.16 The way in which apartments,
kitchens, chapels, bathrooms, ceremonial rooms,
visitors’ rooms were added, redivided and reas-
signed to different uses (bedrooms into chapels
and vice versa) reminds one of the shape-shifting
conference hotels mentioned earlier. In the
process, the workshops where Medici artisans
made furniture and statues and worked precious
stones (among them Francini, the artisan who
ground Galileo’s telescope lenses) were relocated
at the Uffizi (the seat of the Medici bureaucracy
and collections).17

Faster changes followed from family dynamics.
Etiquette required that each member of the family
of the grand duke have his or her apartment from
the time he or she was about two years old. These
were courts within the court, eight of them
around 1650.18 A two-year-old had an entourage
of a handful of people, but a teen-age prince could
already have fifteen to twenty people around him.
Each birth, marriage or prince’s elevation to the

cardinalate required massive, quick restructurings
so as to rearrange the increasingly cramped space
while preserving the correct hierarchy within and
across the various sub-courts. Deaths in the family
of the grand duke meant quick redistribution of
vacated rooms, which in turn meant redrawing the
boundaries of bordering apartments. This was a
unique feature of the Pitti Palace (as other Euro-
pean courts did not keep all their sub-courts under
the same roof) and greatly increased its “architec-
tural mobility”.19 If this were not enough, the
court moved between winter, summer and mid-
season quarters every year within the same build-
ing [fig. 7]. Because of this pattern, a substantial
percentage of the Pitti Palace – entire wings and
floors – was empty at any given time (not unlike
the villas the Medici kept in the countryside).20 In
this sense the court was “camping” even when at
Pitti. Conversely, if large ceremonial halls (like
those in which Galileo performed) remained archi-
tecturally more stable than the rest of the palace, it
is because they were primarily dedicated to the
entertainment of visitors.21 As such entertainment
required highly flexible spaces, those rooms
remained stably “generic” – as generic as stages.

These changes could be measured on the scale
of days rather than years. Apartments for visitors
were kept empty until the identity of the guest was
known, so as to not only match his/her rank with
the location, size and luminosity of the room but
with its decor as well. (There were seven styles of
beds from which to pick to match the status of the
sleeper).22 Everything from furniture to paintings
to draperies was brought in for the visit and then
brought back to the guardaroba – the general
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15 Larry Stewart, The Rise of Public Science, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, 1992; Jan Golinski, Science as Public
Culture, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1992, esp.
chapter 7.

16 Palazzo Pitti: L’arte e la storia, Marco Chiarini (ed.), Nardini,
Florence, 2000, pp. 20-125; Sergio Bertelli, “Vivere a
Palazzo,” in: Bertelli, Pasta (eds), op. cit., pp. VII -XXIV.

17 Silvio Bedini, “The Makers of Galileo’s Scientific Instru-
ments,” in: Science and Instruments in Seventeenth-Century
Italy, Variorum Reprints, London, 1994, pp. 89-115.

18 Marcello Fantoni, La corte del granduca, Bulzoni, Rome,
1994, p. 56.

19 Sergio Bertelli, “Palazzo Pitti dai Medici ai Savoy,” in: La
corte di Toscana dai Medici ai Lorena, Anna Bellinazzi,
Alessandra Contini (eds), Ministero Beni Culturali, Rome,
2002, pp. 36f.

20 Fantoni, 1994, op. cit., p. 57.
21 Francesca Fantappiè, “Sale per lo spettacolo a Pitti (1600-

1650),” in: Bertelli, Pasta (eds.), op. cit., pp. 135-180.
22 Fantoni, 1994, op. cit., p. 63.467

trial, and that blackboxing was called house arrest.
Before getting to a discussion of where and how
Galileo made things public at court, we must con-
sider what this construct – the court – was and
what its spatial features were. To go to court did
not mean to go to a specific place or building. The
court was the grand duke, his family, his
entourage of nobles, administrators and servants.
A bit like medieval kings who traveled through
their lands to administer justice and keep an eye
on their feudal subjects, the Medici moved around
a lot, for months every year. The engine behind
their constant migrations, however, was not so
much political control as temperature control.
Palazzo Pitti at Florence was the court’s primary
base, but winters were usually spent in milder Pisa
(where Galileo traveled to show the four satellites

of Jupiter he had discovered and named the
Medicean Stars) and summers in the countryside
villas (like Pratolino, where Galileo would go to
teach mathematics and show the calculating com-
pass to Prince Cosimo). As the court enlisted
about 350 workers (in addition to the courtiers
themselves) by the time Galileo joined it and about
600 by the time of his death, these migrations
were staggering logistical feats. The villas where
the court resided (or simply stopped to catch its
breath, during longer moves) were empty, only to
be completely furnished and unfurnished at each
visit.

Literally, the court was not a building but an
entity in a state of perpetual camping-in-style. The
closest comparison I can find to making things
public in this framework was performance in an
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Fig. 7. D . M . Marm i, Pianto del Piano della Seconda Habitazione, dove Habita l’Inverno il Serenissimo Grand Duca [Plan of the duke’s
w inter apartment of Palazzo Pitti, F lorence , Italy], c . 1622, B iblioteca Nazionale Centrale F irence , Mag ilab II.I.284
■ Granduca Ferdinando II: 9 (Logg ia de lla Guardia Tedesca), Sala centrale de lle Statue , Sala adiacente di Venere , A , B , C , D , E , 1
(Sala de lla Stufa), F, G , H , L.
Granducessa Victtoria: M , N , O , P, Q , R, 13 (Cape lla de lle Re liquie), 14 (Sacrestia), 16 (Salotto de lla Guardia Tedesca). 
Principe Cardinale G iovan Carlo: V, X , Y, Z, e , 17 (Corridorio), 18 (Cape lla), 19 (Sacrestia), 20, 21.



warehouse where all courtly objects were stored,
from Galileo’s telescopes to the grand duke’s
lodestones, to silverware, to curtains, rugs, mat-
tresses, beds and bedpans. The same pattern
applied to ceremonial salons. Their furnishings
went in and out of storage according to the
rooms’ immediate use. It does not come as a sur-
prise that the maggiordomo, the court official in
charge of this breakneck choreography, developed
a complex cataloging system to manage the
retrieval of the various sets of furniture for each
room.23 The court was a permanently changing
stage.24 The actors changed, too. A steady stream
of new visitors would come and go every day,
often never to return.

Galileo did not live at court but went there
when summoned by the grand duke. Audiences
were granted in the so-called Room of Jupiter. It is
still there [fig. 5], but the décor is that of the nine-
teenth-century Savoy kings.25 It is more difficult,
instead, to identify the exact site where Galileo
disputed over buoyancy against the Aristotelian
philosopher Papazzoni in 1611, in front of Cardinal
Barberini, Cardinal Gonzaga, the family of the
grand duke and select courtiers.26 It was either the
Sala dei Forestieri (later turned into the Sala Bianca
[fig. 6]) or, more probably, the Sala delle Figure
(also called Sala delle Nicchie).27 The Sala delle Fig-
ure, too, was renovated by the Savoy kings in the
nineteenth century, but we are fortunate to have a
virtual reconstruction of its early seventeenth-cen-
tury look.28 It was located right in the center of
the palace, on the “noble floor,” that is, the floor
above the ground floor.

How did the room look? Where were Galileo
and Papazzoni located in relation to the audience?
Was apparatus brought into the room? Who could
see what? Unfortunately we have only hypotheti-
cal answers based on other comparable cere-
monies. Given that this was an official event in
honor of two visiting cardinals, their status dic-
tated the décor of the room, how many other
guests would be invited, the banquet’s menu and
the nature of the post-meal entertainment. That
day the entertainment was provided by the dispu-
tation between Galileo and Papazzoni. Based on
similar events, we can guess that three dining
tables were brought in (the central one for the
grand duke and his guests) and that Galileo and

Papazzoni probably did not participate in the ban-
quet. More likely, they were ushered in after “the
table was cleared,” the expression used by court
diaries to mark the transition from banquet to
post-banquet entertainment. Probably they dis-
puted in front of the central table, addressing
themselves to the grand duke and the cardinals, as
each cardinal had been invited to support one of
the two disputants – Barberini for Galileo and
Gonzaga for Papazzoni. Given that the dispute (at
least as it was written up post facto) hinged on the
phenomenon of water surface tension (water sur-
face’s tendency to prevent small bodies from pen-
etrating it even if their specific weight might be
higher than that of water), it is surprising that no
apparatus is mentioned in the reports that have
survived. Nor do we find mentions of drawings,
diagrams, blackboards and the like.

A hypothesis is that this event was a perform-
ance in the most literal sense: two people acting a
disputation (a traditional academic genre) in a
space clearly defined as a stage (an empty room in
which specific “sets” were brought in depending
on the planned performance), in front of an audi-
ence that expected to be entertained at the end of
a banquet (on analogous occasions, the same set
of people would have been entertained with
music, poetry, or dance). As the reports make
clear, people were not concerned so much with
truth or matters of fact as with the quality of the
performance and the skills of the disputants. In
other words, what was being made public that day
at the Medici court was not so much things as
people (or, more specifically, their academic acting
skills).

An interesting coda to this disputation is that
the notion of “room” is shown to be inadequate to
describe how these spaces worked. I find it useful
to think of the Pitti Palace (or any other villa occa-
sionally occupied by the court) as a naked body
(not unlike the courtiers’ bodies prior to putting
on their rank- and function-specific garbs and uni-
forms). Like courtiers, palace spaces were dressed
according to rank and circumstance. What people

saw (what was made public) were not rooms but
stage sets, clothed architectural structures. These
stage sets were not just “backdrops” but rather
constitutive of the courtly performance that took
place in them. Space was performed through fur-
niture and décor. The court’s itinerant movements
across Tuscany were just other levels of the same
performance.

The notion of threshold might be rethought
along the same lines. Of course the Pitti Palace had
doors – several hundreds of them – but that does
not mean it had clear thresholds. The throne room
was not some kind of “safety box” where the
prince’s sacred body was shielded from the profa-
nating effects of contacts with low-class people.
The encounter between prince and visitor was a
duet based on the relative status of the two indi-
viduals, and it took place precisely on the spot
defined by the balance between their ranks.29 We
need to think not so much of rooms and thresh-
olds but rather of a continuum that starts with the
throne room but moves outward through halls,
corridors and staircases down to the palace gates –
a sliding rule of space. Subjects who were not par-
ticularly distinguished might have been taken to
the throne room, usually stopping at various wait-
ing points along the way for a determined amount
of time to be entertained by courtiers of status
appropriate to that of the visitor. But if the visitor

was important, the grand duke came out of the
throne room to greet him or her. Often the
encounter was staged at a specific point in the
halls or along the staircase. A sliding throne was
apparently installed on the main stairs so as to
exactly calibrate the location of the prince to the
rank of the visitor [fig. 8].30

Such “outward greetings” did not end at the
gates of the palace. Important guests were met
miles outside of the city’s gates, sometimes at the
borders of the state.31 The modalities and loca-
tions of these encounters were encoded in the
court’s etiquette rules, thus showing that the court
was not limited by its palace. People entered the
court not when they crossed a threshold but when
they encountered a person sent by the grand duke
to represent him. When Galileo visited Florence in
the spring of 1610 to show the Medicean Stars to
the grand duke, he effectively entered the court
when he stepped into a Medici horse carriage that
had been waiting for him at Bologna. From then
on, he gained access to performances in spaces
that were alternatively generic and highly cus-
tomized to the important people who lived or vis-
ited in them – and not to the things that were pro-
duced, showed, discussed or shared there.

The patterns of multi-level, relentless changes
in the spaces occupied by the court (both when
traveling and in residence) were an index of power
– not only of the power of the prince who could
pay for the massive amount of labor needed to
sustain those ongoing changes but of the power
that was produced through those fragile spatial
differences and distinctions. Much literature about
the court emphasizes rules of etiquette and the
organization of space as key tools for controlling
the multiple, interconnected performances that
happened under its roof. The same logic is found
in much history of science, where the regulation
and stabilization of practices is seen as key to the
stabilization of knowledge. But this regrettably
short discussion of court spaces (empty, generic,
ceremonial) and the way they staged Galileo’s
practices suggests that “stabilization” does not
capture the process through which things might
have been made public. I have tried to foreground
how power was produced not just through stabi-
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23 Ibid., p. 63.
24 Ibid., p. 58.
25 Gabriella Capecchi et. al. (eds), Palazzo Pitti: La reggia rive-

lata, Giunti, Florence, 2003, pp. 621ff.
26 A discussion of the dispute and its genealogy is in Mario

Biagioli, Galileo Courtier, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1993, pp. 159-209.

27 Capecchi et. al. (eds), op. cit., pp. 110-23, 637f., 509f.
28 Ibid., pp. 124-127.

29 Fantoni, 1994, op. cit., pp. 64-69; Tofani, op. cit., pp.130-
134.

30 Fantoni, 1994, op. cit., p. 69.
31 Tofani, op. cit., pp. 128-129.468 469

F ig . 8. D . M . Marm i, Sketch of a staircase lift for the main stair-
case of Palazzo Pitti, c . 1662, in: Marce llo Fantoni, La Corte 
de Granduca, Forma e simboli del potere med iceo fra C inque e
Seicento, Bulzoni Editore , Rome , 1994, fig . 6.



lization – the turning of spaces into “specialized”
sites, of people into “roles,” of claims into “disci-
plines” – but rather through a fast-paced, relent-
less restaging of spaces through an increasingly
complex choreography.

It did not matter that Galileo performed in
spaces that had little or nothing to do with astron-
omy, natural philosophy or theology. What mat-
tered – and mattered a lot – was that he performed
in spaces that were extremely specific (from loca-
tion to décor) to the authoritative people in front
of whom he was performing. It was by staging his
performances in rooms temporarily customized to
receive distinctive, powerful people that he could
gain distinction himself. These visitors did not stay
long. Cardinals came and went, and the grand
duke moved around, too. So the next performance
was likely to be in front of other people and visi-
tors, in rooms that were yet again dressed differ-
ently for the occasion and for the people who
made the occasion. Spaces were generic because
what mattered was the specificity of the bodies
that occupied them. Or, to put it differently, they
were generic because they had to be dressed up
often and quickly in ways that were highly specific
to the authoritative body that walked into them.

How does this relate to the processes of making
things public today? I wish I could say I had a good
answer. All I can offer are a few observations on the
differences between the two regimes, plus some
genealogical strains that might connect them. The
most obvious difference that comes to mind is that
Galileo operated in a political absolutist regime
while most science today is produced within repre-
sentative democracies. Politics was theatrical then
as it is now, but the notion of theatricality has
changed dramatically. Unlike modern representa-
tive democracies where politicians speak in the
name of collective and necessarily generic bodies,
the people on the courtly political stage acted
themselves or, more specifically, their everyday
political roles.32 The grand duke acted himself as
the center of power, while the courtiers imperson-
ated their specific everyday roles. In this sense,
princes and courtiers did not represent themselves
but rather made themselves public, visible together
with (rather than to) those people who counted
within that choreography and made it possible.

Galileo, too, made himself public by acting his
character of philosopher and mathematician of the
grand duke. He made things public at court but
only insofar as those things could become part of
his personal performances. The courtiers who saw
the Medicean Stars through the telescope were, in
a sense, Galileo’s fellow-actors in a courtly per-
formance. At court, the four bright dots visible
around Jupiter were not the satellites of Jupiter but
the Medicean Stars. Observing them was like gaz-
ing at the other Medici marvels one saw while
walking through the grand duke’s art gallery,
walks that were as carefully choreographed as any
other courtly event.33 In many ways, then, the
“theater of the world” was the grand duke’s stage
(though some of its props could be seen only
through some special “opera glasses”).

Not all politics, however, was acted at court.
Historians and political theorists have taught us
about the emergence of the “public sphere” in par-
allel (and often in opposition) to the sphere of the
court and of the personalized state. Galileo made
things public on this non-courtly stage as well, this
time performing through books rather than with
his body. Those books, however, continued to
carry the traces of the “personal acting” of the
courtly regime. Galileo’s Dialogue on the Two
Chief World Systems does not read as an imper-
sonal treatise but rather as a vivid description of
discursive performances that took place in specific
settings (however fictional those might have
been). These performances feature specific charac-
ters – his late friends Salviati and Sagredo – who
argued in his place (or he in theirs) using a voice
that actually matches the persona we have of
them. The text still feels very “personal,” but it can
be read by people who were not there, a “there”
that, of course, could not be clearly located in time
or space.

Some of his other books were written as letters.
Like the dialogue, the letter referenced a personal-
ized performance – perhaps not an embodied one
for the grand duke but a textual one for a friend.
The epistolary genre allowed the framing of the
communication as personal (that is, as an ad
hominem performance) while acknowledging the

distance between the performer and the spectator
or co-performer. The letter, in fact, would not 
be needed if both individuals were present to each
other. In this sense the epistolary genre tries to
maintain an effect of personal connection while
acknowledging distance. But in doing so, it
includes other readers, readers as distant as the let-
ter’s “official” recipient. Distance is not an obsta-
cle but a door through which the conversation can
be opened to other readers, readers who could not
have been there had Galileo been actually convers-
ing with his friends Cesarini or Welser.

It seems, then, that Galileo’s book replicated
(in form) the ancien regime’s embodied interac-
tions he experienced in courtly and patrician con-
texts – performances where people did act but
acted their roles. At the same time, the act of read-

ing those performances in printed text made those
roles look like “mere” roles, that is, generic roles.
Perhaps these texts point to the possibility of a
regime change that Galileo did not witness: from
intricate performances staged in generic spaces in
front of very specific people to scenarios where the
textual style is very specific – “professionalized” –
and yet no longer personal. Things became
reframed, too. Today when we read “Medicean
Stars” we think “satellites of Jupiter”. Perhaps
Galileo meant the pictures of the Medicean Stars
he included in his books as re-presentations, that
is, as the presentation of an object to the specific
individual for whom it was produced. But now we
see them as representations – pictures of things
that are as public as the museum that now takes
place in the Pitti Palace.
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32 My remarks are loosely informed by Paul Friedland’s excel-
lent Political Actors: Representative Bodies & Theatricality in
the Age of the French Revolution, Cornell University Press,
Ithaca, 2002.

33 Biagioli, 2005, op. cit., Chapter 2.470 471



Installation view of the Riverphonics section
for the exhibition M aking Things Public
(Matthias Gomme l, Rhine Stream ing; Chris-
te lle Gramag lia, Pollution Sentinels; Jean-
Pierre Le Bourhis, Water Parliaments; 2005),
photo: Franz Wamhof



Karlsruhe is located in the southwest of Germany,
near the French border. About 8 kilometers west
of the city center, the Rhine is tangent to the city.
The particular history that binds city and river is
the background to the concept of the installation
Rhine Streaming, which will be explained in the
following thoughts.

On June 17, 1715, Margrave Karl Wilhelm of
Baden-Durlach set the foundation stone for his
new castle residence, from which the city of Karls-
ruhe later developed.1 The location was chosen a
safe distance from the Rhine, which wound in
constantly changing meanders through the plains,
regularly flooding the land. Shortly after the
founding of the city the economic advantages of a
direct access to the water were recognized, lead-
ing the city founder’s successor to construct a
small canal that connected the city with the Rhine
via a detour of the small river Pfinz. Primarily
building material was shipped along this canal into
the growing city; it was not suitable for large-scale
trading.2 Planning the city expansion in 1802, the
renowned Karlsruhe architect and city planner
Friedrich Weinbrenner designed a canal leading
directly from the Rhine to the castle.3 It was
meant to revitalize the residential and administra-
tive city, as its economic development had pro-
ceeded only slowly and its supplies were largely
dependent on the surrounding counties. The plan
was discussed over many years and often modified
but finally dismissed due to technical difficulties
and the resulting high costs. During the nine-
teenth century various other canal-building plans4

were developed in order to ease the congestion of
the small harbor, located two hours north of the
city. Only in 1901 was the straightening of the
Rhine almost complete, thereby making the
waterway into Switzerland passable; then the
Rhine Harbor was created directly on the river just
outside the city. Within a few years it had grown

into an important and modern industrial harbor,
making Karlsruhe a central reloading point in the
south of Germany, first for coal and later for oil.

The Rhine has always been known for its latent
flood risk, but in the mid-twentieth century the
growing pollution of the water and the necessity
of preventive measures stirred the public con-
science more and more. The entire ecosystem was
severely damaged in 1986 by tons of toxic chemi-
cals spilling into the river after a big fire in a major
Swiss chemical company in Basel; then the aware-
ness of this sensitive topic increased even more.
The states on the Rhine demanded measures of
thorough unlimited observation through new
measuring stations and monitoring devices placed
along the river to detect the spill of hazardous sub-
stances in time to prevent damage.

In 1988 the Rhine water quality measuring sta-
tion Karlsruhe was built near the Rhine Harbor;
the station is operated by the Regional Institute
for Environmental Protection and is nowadays
one of the most modern on any of Germany’s
rivers. The container house built on stilts is
located within a few meters of the Rhine. Via a
feed pipe, water is pumped inside where it is dis-
tributed to different testing devices to be chemi-
cally and biologically examined. In addition to
sample collectors and sedimentation basins for
long-term analysis, permanent testing devices
provide current measurement results. With the
help of video technology a population of Daphnis
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1 Manfred Koch, in: Karlsruher Chronik: Stadtgeschichte in
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Matthias Gommel
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Karlsruhe was added by We inbrenner w ith a blue-colored crayon in 1817.



(water fleas), for example, is being observed, and
their behavior is being analyzed by a computer.5

This generates statistics and calculates the results
with chronological synchronism into a so-called
toxicity index, providing a measurement of the
water’s toxicity. These data are routinely sent via
the Internet to the Regional Institute for Environ-
mental Protection in Karlsruhe; in the event of 
an emergency, they are also sent via SMS-message
to the mobile phone of the officer in charge. From
there, the verified alarm can be forwarded to the
International Rhine Warning and Alarm Service.

The Rhine water quality measuring station as a
place and also in its function is the starting point
for the Rhine Streaming installation. In the station
data from Rhine water is generated with the help
of scientific observation tools – the natural water
stream is transformed into a binary data stream.
The Rhine Streaming is based upon this principle:
For the duration of the exhibition, by the use of
parabolic dish antennas, a seven kilometers wire-
less link has been installed, feeding the data stream
at best possible “band width” to the ZKM. The
stream is flowing into the exhibition. Thereby the
historical and at the same time utopian project of

having the Rhine flowing into the city has been
realised in virtual reality. The Rhine Streaming
installation displays modern computer-aided
observation procedures, data analysis and modern
distribution tools, at the same time spanning a
bridge back to the historical understanding of the
Rhine. This retrospect explains how the river itself
has changed during the eras of the changing view
of the Rhine.
The following signals produce the stream into the
exhibition:
1) The first signal comes from the video observa-
tion camera already installed at the measuring sta-
tion. This camera, which in standard mode is used
to show coarse and superficial pollution of the
water, looks onto the Rhine from an elevated posi-
tion, following the flow. The image is quiet, almost
static. From time to time, a large freight barge
passes through the water by the camera. This
image will be shown in the exhibition via video
projection.
2) The test data collected from the configurations
in the measuring station make up the second part
of the transmitted signals. The water-flea test pro-
vides results that hint at the actual behavior of liv-
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ing things in the Rhine ecosystem, thereby docu-
menting the water quality. They also represent the
view of the scientist, using these tests to visualize
the invisible.
3) An underwater microphone delivers the third
signal, making audible what is happening under
the surface of the water. These sounds are 
the flowing noises of the water, a monotonous
multi-frequency murmur and the whisper of softly

tink-ling pebbles, rolling along the bed. Every
once in a while a humming develops and grows
increasingly louder, mounting to an aggressive
screaming: the ear-splitting sounds of a ship’s pro-
peller, ploughing upstream. This direct sound
recording makes the river aesthetically tonally
understandable. The river is given a voice, as if in
an interview.

Translated from the German by Uli Nickel
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Matthias Gomme l, Rhine water quality measuring station, 2005, photos: Matthias Gomme l
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Aside from dramatic events that sporadically make
the news and cause public outcry, like the acci-
dents that occurred on July 8 and 18 in 1986 at the
Vieille Montagne Zinc Company industrial site,
the problems of pollution in streams, rivers and
other waterways are hardly perceptible and often
go entirely unnoticed. Unless the color of the river
changes or large quantities of dead fish are being
carried along in its current, only very attentive and
technically equipped observers can evaluate the
effects of effluents on aquatic environments.

Although the bursting of a canal system twice
in the space of 10 days resulted in 13,000 cubic
meters of toxic products (that is to say, 110 mg/l
of cadmium) ending up in the Riou-Mort River,
then in the Lot and in the Enné, numerous warn-
ings about pollution had, in fact, been issued in
previous years but to no avail. The factory in
Vieille Montagne is among the oldest zinc-extrac-
tion mines in France. In 1986, it did not always
manage to adhere to the norms for the dumping of
waste, fixed at 0.3 mg/l. On many occasions,
notably during the low-water period, fishery-
guardians had testified under oath that the pisci-
cultural flora and fauna were being subjected to
serious contaminants. The massive influx into the
river of sediments that were saturated with metal
hydroxide instantly destroyed many tons of fish
and other animal species.

The effects of this record-level pollution were
enough to cause extensive damage over an area of
at least 100 kilometers. The protests were numer-
ous: 214 complainants decided to voice their
grievances before the court of the magistrate in

Rodez. The judgment, made on February 20,
2001, imposed a severe penalty on the head of the
company. Although the factory, which was threat-
ened with closure, has since taken part in various
projects to reduce the toxicity of its waste, the
problem of accumulation of heavy metals such as
cadmium and zinc in river sediments, an accumu-
lation that has built up over the course of more
than a century, is far from being resolved.2

The effects of pollution in the Lot River may
have lost their visibility, but they continue to make
themselves felt, particularly in the Gironde Estu-
ary many hundreds of kilometers downstream.
When the quality of a river’s water finally does
become subject to regular surveillance, it is by no
means a simple task to evaluate the real toxicity of
thousands of tons of cadmium trapped in the
riverbed and in the area surrounding the dams.
The level of toxicity varies according to whether
the metal has been dissolved or has become
attached to particles in suspension. In the first
case, even very small quantities of metals pose a
serious risk because those particles are “bio-avail-
able,” that is, they are potentially absorbable. The
opposite is also true: Larger quantities of metals
attached to materials in suspension pose less of a
risk. But neither of these states is stable. They vary,
as does the degree of toxicity, according to the
components of the water and the properties of the
bodies carried in it. For several years now, a team
of researchers from the University of Bordeaux I

(UMR 5805 – LEESA: Laboratory for the eco-
physiology and eco-toxicology of aquatic sys-
tems) has been conducting experiments designed
to improve our understanding of these complex
phenomena, whose dynamic still presents real dif-
ficulties. The pollution of the Lot River provided
the team with an exceptional case study.

The originality of their procedure lies in the
way that it brings normalized chemical analyses of
water together with work done on the conditions
and the effects of exposure to metallic pollution.
To determine those effects, the researchers recruit
organisms that they have identified as “sentinel
organisms”: fish (chub, roach, perch and bream),
mollusks (Asian clams or Corbicula fluminea) and
diatomaceous algae, whose presence and distribu-

tion in the river are, on their own, enough to yield
solid indications of the water’s quality. These
organisms are then submitted to a battery of tests;
in effect, they are posed questions, ones that the
researchers have continuously fine-tuned in the
“back-and-forth” between the laboratory and the
field. As Professor Alain Boudou, the laboratory’s
director, puts it: “In order to make a river speak,
we need to mobilize plenty of instruments and
many different organisms.”

Sentinel organisms have long been used as indi-
cators of the quality of a given environment. Min-
ers, for example, brought canaries with them into
the depths of the coal mines. Highly sensitive to
the presence of carbon dioxide, the canaries’
deaths actually enabled the miners to prevent
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1 From La Dépêche du Midi, a local newspaper, July 13, 1986
(trans. Sarah Clift).

2 On an organization that was being associated in a court
action with the public prosecutor at the time of the trial, see
Jacques Blanquet, “Une pollution durable en Aveyron à l’o-
rigine d’une catastrophe écologique,” in: Revue TOS (forth-
coming).

River Sentinels 
Finding a Mouth for the Lot River
Christelle Gramaglia

There is no point burdening you with descriptions of the awful scenes from yesterday in the
reach around Carjac: the catching of fish … all dead. Hundreds of them, just drifting along
with the current. That image alone suffices; it will spare you the unbearable smell that the
green river has been giving off. Green, that is, from cadmium and zinc sediments, the waste
that a factory periodically releases upstream into this tributary of the Lot River, which is
appropriately named the Riou-Mort.1

Christe lle Gramag lia, Pollution Sentinels, 2005, installation view ZKM , © the artist, LfU Karlsruhe und Laboratoire d’Ecophysiolog ie
et Ecotoxicolog ie des Systèmes Aquatiques, Arachon, photo: Franz Wamhof
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firedamp explosions. Starting in 1926, scientists
undertook to sketch out the cartography of differ-
ent atmospheric pollutions by doing counts of
lichens after realizing that there, too, a species
could be useful to them. Thus, at the end of the
1970s, the US launched the first seawater-quality
surveillance program using mussels (Mussel
Watch Program). Indeed, it is characteristic of
mollusks in general to accumulate and concen-
trate very serious pollutants, notably those involv-
ing heavy metals. Thanks to the mollusks’ own
system of detection and adaptation to environ-
mental disturbances, scientists can evaluate the
toxicity of pollutants in very precise ways.

The mollusk Corbicula fluminea is used in the
experiment-apparatus that has been developed by
the teams of Boudou and Professor Jean-Charles
Massabuau (LEESA), and it deserves particularly
close attention. It is deposited in situ at different
points on the Riou-Mort River and the Lot River
so that the impact of pollutants on its patterns of
breeding and reproduction can be evaluated.3

Furthermore, under the simplified and highly con-
trolled conditions of the laboratory, the index

measurement of its respiratory rhythm is deter-
mined by means of electrodes placed on its valves.
This measurement allows scientists to identify the
presence of cadmium in the water: As a rule, the
threshold detection levels range from 16 mg/l to
50 mg/l (valvometry). As the animal is exposed to
metal pollutants of varying intensities, it gradually
closes up, thus keeping its exchanges with its envi-
ronment to a minimum. Other types of supple-

mentary analyses at the bio-molecular and genetic
levels are possible as well, following the dissection
and preparation of the tissue. The presence of
metallothioneine, the cell protein responsible for
trapping and containing heavy metals in order to
protect the mollusk, provides crucial information
for scientists. In the most heavily contaminated
areas, the Corbiculas die very quickly. In those
areas where pollution levels are mid-range or low,
they produce this protein in vast quantities. In
addition, while the DNA of these same mollusks is
currently in the process of being studied,
researchers are already using the first digital
images to demonstrate that pollution created by
the presence of heavy metals in the water is indeed
extremely harmful to the mollusks.

The crisis that is affecting the Lot River has
turned this river into a veritable laboratory. There,
scientists can study the effects of pollution in
terms of its many changes in form as well as in
terms of its geographic variables. Contrary to
what one might think, we know relatively little
about the toxic contaminants that affect living
organisms and their environments, especially
aquatic environments. Enlisting the help of the
Corbicula (as well as that of other sentinel species)
in experimental protocols allows scientists to
develop highly specialized tools and thus to make
certain phenomena visible that would otherwise
remain invisible.4 In so doing, they are giving the
rivers and the creatures that populate them the

chance to make their needs and their claims pub-
licly heard – claims that are, in the first instance,
related to issues of advocacy.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift

N.B. This article could not have been written without data pro-
vided by the researchers and technicians of LEESA, of which
Professor Massabuau, ecophysiologist, is also associated with
our project. We would like to thank them for the warm welcome
that they extended to us. However, the ideas expressed in this
article are solely the work of the author.
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3 For reference see Jamil Kaiser, Bioindicators and Biomarkers
of Environmental Pollution and Risk Assessment, Science
Publishers, Plymouth, 2001; for greater detail see Sandrine
Andres, Francis Ribeyre, Jean-Noël Tourencq, Alain
Boudou, “Interspecific Comparison of Cadmium and Zinc
Contamination in the Organs of Four Fish Species Along a
Polymetallic Pollution Gradient,” in: The Science of Total
Environment, 248, 2000, pp. 11-25; Nathalie Baudrimont,
Sandrine Andres, Jacqueline Metivaud, Yvon Lapaquellerie
et al., “Field Transplantation of the Freshwater Bivalve Cor-
bicula Fluminea Along a Polymetallic Contamination Gradi-
ent (River Lot, France) I & II,” in: Environmental Toxicology
and Chemistry, vol. 18, 11, 1999, pp. 2462-2477; Caroline
Gold, Agnes Feurtet-Mazel, Michel Coste, Alain Boudou,
“Impacts of Cd and Zn on the Development of Periphytic
Diatom Communities in Artificial Streams Located Along a
River Pollution Gradient,” in: Archives of Environmental
Contamination Toxicology, 44, 2003, pp. 189-197; Damien
Tran, Pierre Ciret, Aurelie Ciutat, Gilles Durrieu et al., “Esti-
mation of Potential and Limits of Bivalve Closure Response
to Detect Contaminants: Application to Cadmium,” in:
Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry, vol. 22, 4, 2003,
pp. 914-920.

4 For more information on exploratory techniques and on the
use of visual imagery in the sciences see “Discipline and the
Material Form of Images: An Analysis of Scientific Visibil-
ity,” in: Social Study of Science, vol. 15, 1985, pp. 37-66; for a
general presentation of the sociology of science see also
Bruno Latour, Science in Action, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1988.

Experimental conditions influence
opening and ventilatory activity, 
© Jean-Charles Massabuau

River sentine l – the mollusk Corbicula flum inea, photo: Jean-
Charles Massabuau R
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Map show ing the course of the Lot river, © Jean-Charles Massabuau
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It might seem a little curious to forge links
between water, love, the development of societies
and language. But what the Rousseauian fable
recalls in a lyrical mode is, actually, both obvious
and useful: Water is so closely related to the
development of human groups that it becomes
entangled in their social world, for which it con-
stitutes a central link. However, the “socializa-
tion” of water is an extremely complicated
process – something the fable does not acknowl-
edge – and is, moreover, one that has hardly been
explored.

It also develops more slowly and in a more haz-
ardous way than is supposed by the philosopher,
in his rather hasty attempt to reconstitute these
socio-hydraulic links. Institutions for water are
built up by means of the gradual accumulation 
of equipment and technical, social and political
tools. This institutional machinery is particularly
visible when the survival of the group is dependant
on the water supply; access, allocation and circula-
tion must be strictly controlled, and therefore cor-
responding collective (social, cultural and reli-
gious) frameworks must be constructed.2 When
water is abundant, the intervention of these insti-
tutions is more discreet, but it is still present. What
is more, if water management demands a kind of
cooperation, equality among users is not immedi-
ately essential. Many “water parliaments” do, in
fact, operate as sites of collective decision, but, 
for the most part, their functioning still remains
non-democratic. In this domain, as in that of the
environment in general, the political debate is still
taking shape.3

The main obstacle to this process of democratiza-
tion lies in how difficult it is to incorporate ele-
ments of democracy into pre-existing technical
and administrative infrastructures. Institutions for
water have existed for a long time now, but they
remain in the hands of a few bodies that retain
exclusive control over them: states, local authori-
ties or private interests, or various forms of
alliance between these. To control water at the
level of rivers is a costly undertaking and requires
the involvement of organizations that can central-
ize the resources needed for intervention. Thus
massive hydraulic operations have historically
been accompanied by a very heavy bureaucratiza-
tion, due both to the technical nature of the ques-
tions that are raised and the necessity of being able
to mobilize huge resources for such large projects.
This hydro-political regime is exemplified by cases
in ancient Egypt or China,4 but it also applies to
the contemporary epoch: to the United States,
where, throughout the course of the twentieth
century, the federal government joined forces with
private investors to transform the California desert
into a fertile plain by means of a massive interven-
tion.5 From 1815 on, as the Rhine in Europe was
being navigated, it was continually being regu-
lated and subjected to changes through an accord

between the states through which it flowed.6

Moreover, central and local powers often come
together to develop and manage the waters: This
was the case after the creation of the Tennessee
Valley Authority7 around the time when the
Rhone and the Mediterranean areas were also
being submitted to management and control.8

Finally, on a more local scale, alliances between
local powers and private interests make it possible
to implement different management activities,
such as the water-management associations of the
Ruhr that date from the beginning of the twenti-
eth century,9 the French system of wateringues or
the Dutch water boards.

If, in all these cases, group decisions rest in the
hands of a very few, we should take note of a more
recent development going in the opposite direc-
tion. The growth of economic activities in the
environmental sector means, in effect, that the
environment is subject to greater and greater con-
trol. This, alone, is incentive enough to make
water into a public good.10 It calls also for the
greater inclusion of users and residents within a
system of collective control. This development is
notably visible in France where, since the 1960s
the governance of water has been opened up in
fairly progressive ways to new groups of people.
The water agencies were created during this
period, bringing principal users together with tra-
ditional representatives of the public authorities.
This assembly (called the basin committee)
decides on the sources of financing for the devel-
opment of policies on large rivers but has

extended its jurisdiction to include the planning of
aquatic milieus. This political model is mostly
applied to simple rivers, ones that have at their dis-
posal representative assemblies of users who are
given the power to intervene.

Other more recent activities were developed in
the 1990s and are moving in a similar direction. In
1992, an experimental form of public hearing was
adopted for one of France’s major rivers, the Dor-
dogne. During the course of a “summit” held at a
round table, 17 groups of users met to establish
how to manage the river according to a unani-
mously approved charter. In another example, a
series of public debates was organized in 2004
about a development project that involved the
construction of a dam on the Garonne River and
the management of the river downstream. During
its meetings, a special committee composed of
political representatives, associates and socio-pro-
fessionals accompanied by experts articulated dif-
ferent options and diverse points of view on the
issue. The audience could intervene, raise ques-
tions and advance propositions. W
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1 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essai sur l’origine des langues [1781];
English translation taken from On the Origin of Language,
trans. John H. Moran, Alexander Gode, F. Ungar Publishing
Co., New York, 1967, pp. 44f. 

2 For an illustration of this point in a work of fiction, see
Frank Herbert, Dune, Gollancz, London, 1966.

3 Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences
into Democracy, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA,
2004.

4 Carl August Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative
Study of Total Power, Yale University Press, New Haven,
CT, 1957.

5 Marc P. Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its
Disappearing Water, Viking, New York, 1986; Donald
Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of
the American West, Pantheon Books, New York, 1985.

6 Mark Cioc, The Rhine: An Eco-Biography, 1815-2000, Uni-
versity of Washington Press, Seattle, 2003.

7 Philip Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots. A Study in the
Sociology of Formal Organization, University of California
Press, Berkeley, CA, 1949.

8 Michel Marié (ed.), Cultures, usages, et stratégies de l’eau en
Méditerranée occidentale: tensions, conflits et régularisations,
Harmattan, Paris, 1999.

9 Wolfgang Köllmann (ed.), Sozialgeschichte des Ruhrgebiets
im Industriezeitalter, Patmos Verlag, Essen, 1989.

10 Stefano Burchi, “Current Developments and trends in the
law and administration of water resources,” in: Journal of
Environmental Law, vol. 3, 1, 1991, pp. 69-91.

Water Parliaments: Some Examples
JJeeaann--PPiieerrrree LLee BBoouurrhhiiss

But in the arid places where water could be had only from wells, people had to rejoin one
another to sink the wells, or at least to agree upon their use. Such must have been the origin
of societies and languages in warm countries. That is where the first ties were formed
among the families; there were the first rendezvous of the two sexes. […] There at last was
the true cradle of nations: from the pure crystal of the fountains flow the first fires of love. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau1

Round table at the Sommet Vallee Dordogne , 1992, photo ©
EPID OR, photo: A lain Bordes 

Scheme of the conference hall at the Sommet Vallee
Dordogne , 1992, © EPID OR
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For many, these attempts at democratization
remain incomplete; they reveal the difficulties of
bringing public debate to bear on processes of
decision making. The water-agency system has
been subject to criticism for its lack of democracy
(the appointment of its members, its status as a
neo-corporatist system that favors profit-making
sectors of activity). Classic questions about repre-
sentation must be raised, both in this case and in
others: Who speaks, in the name of which larger
group, with what power and which mandate?
Institutional solutions vary according to their
plans of action and are not sufficient in their
entirety to clarify the exchanges. The participants
interrogate each other about their respective
statutes: “Whom do you represent?” “In whose
name are you speaking?” “Who gave you such a
mandate?” and so on.

The ways we have of representing the environ-
mental issues are equally contested and uncertain.
Data relating to the rivers are provided by studies
and reports that align analyses, diagrams, graphs
and tables; they are projected as images or repro-
duced on paper. But these techniques of represen-
tation do not suffice as the basis for a collective
vision of water (from the rate of flow of a river in
cubic meters per second, its power of purification
and the species that inhabit the area, its degree of
pollution,11 and so on). There, too, a good part of
the exchanges is taken up by accusations of
manipulation of the numbers or claims of a flawed
interpretation or biased selection of the data.

In summary, the institutional framework appears
unstable, barely legitimate and easily contestable.
Unlike traditional parliaments, the networks of
representation here are not well-founded and
legitimate, as they are between a voter and a repre-
sentative. In addition, the waters and rivers are too
poorly equipped with the instruments needed to
establish their identity, their development and
their requirements in such a way that these could
be viewed as incontestable.

Thus, these few burgeoning forms of water
parliaments are developments worthy of praise;
previously hidden away in offices, water is a public

issue today.12 At the same time, they are construc-
tion sites where an environmental democracy is
being invented. The majority of their parameters
are still undefined: communication between estab-
lished powers and citizens, the representations of
political dynamics and of the environment, the
organization of on-site structures.13 Initiating
political debates about water seems to be a slow

process because it follows the rhythm of historical
processes. The stakes, however, are high: The col-
lective governability of water depends on this con-
figuration, whose construction is already under-
way, especially in the face of other forms of
(bureaucratic) regulation or non-regulation (lais-
sez-faire economics, or the law of the market).

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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11 See Christelle Gramaglia’s contribution to this volume,
chapter 8.

12 Jean-Pierre Le Bourhis, La publicisation des eaux. Rationalité
et politique dans la gestion de l’eau en France (1964-2003),
Doctoral dissertation, University of Paris-I Panthéon Sor-
bonne, Paris, 2004.

13 All these questions are currently being raised in connection
with the application of the Water Framework Directive
(adopted in 2000).

Pane l discussion w ith the special comm ittee at the public
debate in Charlas, Haute-Garonne , 2004, © Mathieu Soudais

Group of young farmers in the public debate in Charlas,
Haute-Garonne , 2004, © Mathieu Soudais

Pane l discussion w ith the special comm ittee at the public
debate in Charlas, Haute-Garonne , 2004, © Mathieu Soudais

Jean-Pierre Le Bourhis, Matthias Gomme l, Christe lle Gramag lia, Riverphonics, 2005, multimedia installation, installation view
ZKM , photo: Franz Wamhof



R
i
v
e
r
 
L
a
n
d
s
c
a
p
i
n
g
 
i
n
 
S
e
c
o
n
d
 
M
o
d
e
r
n
i
t
y

K
r
o
p
p

In 1994, to the south of Munich, the first of several
licenses for hydroelectric power stations on the
southern German river Isar expired. The Isar came
into existence during the Würm2 ice age; it is a
mountain torrent, which rises in the Alps, is 300
km (163 miles) long, and flows into the Danube. As
the destinies of Upper Bavaria and the capital
Munich are closely tied to the Isar, it continues to
play an important role in the self-image of the
Bavarians. The Isar is valued highly and, in spite of
systematic engineering of the river over the last
100 years, it is still often referred to as the
Reißende (raging torrent, the translation of its
Celtic name) and revered. Perhaps it is due to this
cultural relationship that in the question of
renewal of the license, the power station’s opera-
tors found themselves confronting far-reaching
demands to return the river to its former whitewa-
ter state; in fact, this process had begun several
years before the license renewal date and enjoyed
considerable public support. Years of debate fol-
lowed on how the river, the power station, its
canal and the surrounding landscape should look
in the future.

The history of the “taming of the former wild
torrent” is almost 100 years old. In dramatici-
zing metaphors the conflicting sides dubbed 
the river both once “the vital artery of Bavaria”
and today a “corpse in a concrete corset”. Du-
ring the century, a vast amount of concrete was
used to dam, regulate, straighten, channel and
reroute the river, and the gravel disappeared from
its bed. Additionally, there was considerable 
pressure on the river ecosystem from agriculture,
sewage, the consequences of dense population,
and stress resulting from recreational uses by 

the inhabitants of the nearby city. In the early
1990s, conservationists sounded the alarm: Eco-
logical damage to the entire river floodplain due 
to the Isar’s being turned into a “sluggish residual
rivulet in a concrete corset” would not only re-
sult in a dramatic reduction in species diversity
and changes in the landscape but also in a rapid
deepening of the river bed (deep erosion) and thus
to sinking groundwater levels, a concomitant 
dangerous increase in bacteria and an increased
risk of flooding. Of course, these projections had
to be proved. The main culprit was found very
quickly: the hydroelectric power station, which
only a few years previously had been hailed as an
emissions-free source of energy and basked in its
acceptance as a renewable, and thus environment-
friendly, energy technology. This not only set eco-
logical and economic interests against each other,
but also nature and environment conservationists
with very different ideas of “nature” and “society”
and their correct ordering.

The power station in question is a good exam-
ple of Jugendstil or art nouveau industrial architec-
ture. It attracts many visitors and is situated in the
charming landscape of the upper reaches of the
former whitewater river. A dam redirects most of
the river’s water into a concrete canal; after 9 kilo-
meters, the water runs through the station’s tur-
bines, where it generates power, and then the
canal feeds the water back into the riverbed. In the
first 70 years of its existence, the station left its
mark on nature and society in many and various
ways.
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1 Ulrich Beck, The Reinvention of Politics, trans. Mark A. Rit-
ter, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1997, pp. 2f.

2 This glacial period takes its name from the Würm River, an
upper tributary of the Amper River, or Ammer, which flows
through the Ammer lake into the Isar River.

River Landscaping
in Second Modernity
Cordula Kropp

The world of Either-or in which we think, act, and live is becoming false. In one way or an-
other, this is the beginning of conflicts and experiments beyond Either-or, or, in terms of
this book, the reinvention of politics. Ulrich Beck1

Cordula Kropp , headlines from Süddeutsche Zeitung and Abendzeitung München (1990-1995), 2004
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by the media. Much that had been regarded as
self-evident or conclusive in the period of “First
Modernity”3 was now questioned: the scientific
description of intact rivers, the beauty of the Isar
Valley above Munich, the usefulness of the po-
wer station, as well as the environmental friendli-
ness of hydropower, the importance of indi-
genous species, the liberating experience of wild
natural rivers versus engineered channels, flood
protection through fortified banks and faster
drainage, the character of the Bavarian Alpine
foothills, and the cultural tradition of rafting. 
Participants in the debate surrounding the renewal
of the power station license included not only 
the state authorities involved and the power com-
pany, but also a specially founded Isar Alliance,
which united various associations and persons and
their conservation interests and aesthetic con-
cerns, other environmentalist and nature protec-
tion groups, political parties, residents and their
mayors, school classes, fishermen and raftsmen,
historians and biologists, the media and actively
involved citizens. The arguments and evidence
advanced to support the highly divergent claims

and demands, however, were unable to cite any
shared evaluative vocabulary or authoritative ulti-
mate criteria for evaluating ecological systems.

To make progress in this matter in the face of
such diverse opinions and perspectives and to
remove all ostensible grounds from “ideological”
positions, the government of Upper Bavaria com-
missioned a so-called Restwasserstudie (study of
the remaining water). In addition to evaluating the
authorities’ plans for water treatment, the study
was designed to provide a basis for sound policy
decisions that would take into account the con-
cerns of the power company, urban recreational
users, the river itself and its ecological needs, plus
various human and nonhuman stakeholders. The
study succeeded in obtaining 18 expert opinions
from different perspectives and rendering them
comparable. Each examined the existing river
landscape, its current qualities and possible deficits
from the point of view of an expert in the field.
From this, projections were derived for a future
ideal state with regard to the form of the river-
banks and to the remaining water, albeit within a
predetermined framework.
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3 Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, Scott Lash, Reflexive Mod-
ernization. Politics, Tradition, and Aesthetics in the Modern
Social Order, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1994.

View from the F laucher – an inner-city section of the river Isar in Munich, 2002, Verlag Kiebitz Buch, photo: Herbert Hartmann

Built originally in spite of opposition and objec-
tions from the Isar Valley Association (the very
first German organization for nature conservation,
founded by prominent artists and dignitaries from
Munich) it promised industrialization and mod-
ernization. In the beginning, it played a major role
especially in the electrification of Upper Bavaria
and in bringing the railway to the Isar Valley.
Later, the power station and its intervention in
ecosystems did drive out a number of animal and
plant species for whom the remaining water in the
river was insufficient and who could not get accus-
tomed to the concrete canal embankments. Fur-
ther, the dam proved a barrier to fish species that
had wandered up- and downstream, as well as to
seeds transported by water. Other species, in turn,
found ideal conditions in the secondary biotopes
that were created, and these proliferated. How-
ever, biological classification, which like all scien-
tific systems of order pronounces upon what is
and what should be, rejected many of the new
arrivals as non-indigenous neophytes. Similarly,
the gravel beds and water meadows were no
longer flooded, and they disappeared together

with their typical users: not only flora and fauna
but also human romantic fans of wilderness. On
the other hand, less-challenged pedestrians
enjoyed strolling along the level dikes of the canal,
which the strollers liked precisely because of the
dikes’ straightness. Now, whose wishes should be
respected here? The river that remained had lost
its dynamism; whereas once it had carried an aver-
age of 65 cubic meters of water per second, 90 dur-
ing the snowmelt, it now transported little more
than 2.5. Its capacity to transport and deposit sedi-
ment and gravel from the mountains was severely
reduced; thus, it also lost its ability for self-purifi-
cation and for linking gravel banks and water
meadows and dug deeper into the riverbed. Raft-
ing, which had been once a dangerous form of
transport, changed into a branch of tourism with
tranquil journeys for pleasure on the calm waters
of the canal. Forestry land use expanded right up
to the sluggishly flowing stream.

Each of these changes had its supporters and
opponents. All intervened more or less vocifer-
ously in the debate on the future of the river and
the power station, which was covered extensively
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Presentation of biotic and abiotic parameters of river ecosystems, 1997, Bayerische Akadem ie für Naturschutz und Landschafts-
pflege , photo © A NL
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serve. Among other things, this opens the way for
a fundamental debate on the coexistence of rivers
and humans. The shaping and management of
river landscapes becomes a political issue, on
which all sides, human and nonhuman, must be
heard. It has long been recognized that the future
lies in diversity and in preserving a variety of
options. Acting upon this knowledge, for the past
10 years strategies have been being developed in
Munich to put community with the river on a new
foundation.7 The result is not “the perfect river”
nor a final model of balanced conflicting interests
but a postmodern interplay of possible river land-
scapes.

Thus, today, the interested observer can find
his or her Isar in Munich’s urban space among a
variety of forms. In the heart of the city on the
west side of the Museum Island, there is the ultra-
urban, stern and completely straight watercourse
that flows under classical bridges in a solid
riverbed between high embankments. Yet level
with this Isar, on the other side of the island, the

right arm flows: a more natural, inaccessible river
with small tributaries. For several years now, a
beaver has been in residence here, exactly between
the island of the German Museum and the Culture
Center on Gasteig. A little further south, but still
in the city area, the Isar provides Munich’s sun-
worshipers with a breathtaking bathing area, com-
plete with waterfalls. As a relatively intact river
landscape, it could be a model for restoration
measures on other stretches of the Isar. Along the
river, there are floodplains where one can engage
in sports and games or ride surfable waves and
enjoy beach life, companies can generate electric-
ity with canals and turbines, or people can go for
walks under shady trees on the banks. That these
possibilities exist side by side is not the result of
incomplete modernization or a helpless lack of
system but of the playing out of the “both … and
…” or the “as-well-as” that is beyond the rigor of
modern schemes of order and is characteristic of
life in the era of Second Modernity.8

Translated from the German by Gloria Custance

R
i
v
e
r
 
L
a
n
d
s
c
a
p
i
n
g
 
i
n
 
S
e
c
o
n
d
 
M
o
d
e
r
n
i
t
y

K
r
o
p
p

7 Cf. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, Greenwood Publishing
Group, Westport, CT, 1982.

8 Beck, op. cit.

Another urban part of the river in Munich, 2002, Bayerisches Landesam t für Wasserw irtschaft, photo: Walter B inder

The study reflected the interests of wild birds and
fish, energy users and suppliers, raftsmen and resi-
dents, people who like walks and open-air barbe-
cues, and those concerned with flooding, water
dynamics and gravel, global climate and local tra-
ditions. In many instances, this required the devel-
opment of new methods and techniques, for
example, the taking into account of the ecological,
morphological, limnological, psychological and
aesthetic needs of the many different stakeholders.
However, certain viewpoints were excluded; not
all opinions were deemed legitimate. Despite the
considerable effort that had gone into the finished
study, this was one of the reasons why it came in
for harsh criticism from many quarters when it
was finally published after much hesitation. First,
none of the standards selected possessed uncon-
tested authority or represented a general consen-
sus, which resulted in increasing numbers of
experts with different opinions being engaged to
deliver counter-opinions. Second, the entire sys-
tem of evaluation was called into question for
being inadequate, tendentious, only seemingly
objective and politically biased.

Once again, the modern hope of depoliticizing
a conflict through the involvement of scientists
and experts, that is, negotiation of facts instead of
values, proved vain. After months of heated dis-
cussion and media coverage, the press could only
report wearily that an “embittered dispute among
experts was taking place at the bedside of the ail-
ing Isar”.4 In the end, in an election year, the rele-
vant state department in consultation with the
Bavarian Government and ministry responsible
decided to prescribe an increase in the water flow-
ing through the riverbed, from the voluntary aver-
age quantity of 2.5 cubic meters per second to a
prescribed 15, and together with the power station
operators to finance extensive restoration meas-
ures to improve linkage within the floodplain. The
authors understood this decision to have been
based on a rational settlement of different interests.
It was neither founded ultimately on recourse to
“nature” nor with sole reference to economic
interests, cultural traditions or political power,
although all played a reconstructive role in the
decision. The carrying out of these measures and
their unforeseeable impacts – after all, the river
again is being allowed to shape a considerable

stretch of the riverbed itself – are being closely
monitored and commented upon by the authori-
ties, stakeholders, interested individuals and the
media. Large signs on the spot explain the philos-
ophy behind the measures to hikers and visitors
and present first results of the restoration efforts.

Looking back, the debate and conflict sur-
rounding the license renewal of the power station
represent a precedent, which sets the course for a
new search for valid criteria and better procedures
in decision-making that continues today. With the
adoption of the European Union Water Frame-
work Directive 2000/60/EG of October 23,
2000, the administrative-technocratic command-
and-control approach was definitively abandoned,
and the way is now free for an unbiased search for
how to shape local collectives of human and non-
human actors.5 It only remains a democratic chal-
lenge to develop governance that will reflect this
politics of Making Things Public! In the meantime,
many further restoration projects are being carried
out on the Isar. All are concerned with negotiating
a sustainable coexistence of humans, river, plants,
animals, technology and neighboring communi-
ties and with mediating between highly heteroge-
neous interests. All claims and demands are now
subject to a general suspicion that they are doubt-
ful; clearly, science, politics and nature have for-
feited their unquestioned authority. Against a
background of contradictory certainties, but also
categorical uncertainty about “the right way” and
its consequences, the burden of decision-making
is shouldered by many: Politicians, administrators,
scientists, the public, civil society, as well as the
river and its inhabitants, sit with their representa-
tives at the negotiating table. Flyers, brochures
and informative publications not only provide
interested citizens with information, they also seek
specifically to inform the public debate.

In the Anthropocene,6 the geologic epoch of
an Earth transformed by human action, one
“nature” as a point of reference will no longer
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4 Süddeutsche Zeitung, August 24, 1994 (trans. Gloria Cus-
tance).

5 Cf. Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sci-
ences into Democracy, Harvard University Press, Cambridge,
MA, 2004; see also Holger Brackemann, Christiane
Markard, Jörg Rechenberg, “Neue Wege im Flussgebiets-
management,” in: Ökologisches Wirtschaften, 2002, pp. 11ff.

6 Paul J. Crutzen, “Geology of Mankind: The Anthropocene,”
in: Nature, 415, 2002, p. 23; see also Peter Sloterdijk,
Sphären III – Schäume. Plurale Sphärologie, Suhrkamp,
Frankfurt, 2004.



The Lottery of the Sea takes its title from Adam
Smith, who, in his famous Inquiry into the Wealth
of Nations (1776), compared the life of the seafarer
to gambling. Thus notions of risk were introduced
by Smith through an allegory of the sea’s dangers,
especially for those who did the hard work, and
then, secondarily, for those who invested in ships
and goods.

The film asks: Is there a relationship between the
most frightening and terrifying concept in econom-
ics, that of risk, and the category of the sublime in
aesthetics? We know that the sea has always been a
primordial source of sublimity, especially in the
eighteenth century.

This film is an offbeat diary extending from the
presumably “innocent” summer of 2001 through
to the current “war on terror” – all by way of a
meandering, essayistic voyage from seaport to
seaport, waterfront to waterfront, coast to coast.

What does it mean to be a maritime nation?
To rule the waves?
Or to harvest the sea?

An American submarine collides with a Japanese
fisheries-training ship. What does this suggest
about the division of labor in the Pacific?

How do we remember the former emperor? As a
general astride his horse? Or as a marine biologist
peering through his microscope?

Panama decides whether to expand the width of
its canal, over which it now exercises a certain
qualified measure of sovereignty. How is it that a
scuba diver would be the most prepared to question
this great flushing of the jungle watershed?

Galicia is presented with an unwanted gift of oil,
with important questions following about the
monomania of governments, able to conceptual-
ize danger in only one dimension. What can we
learn about a people’s capacity for self-organiza-
tion in the face of disaster and government indif-
ference? What do the oil-smeared fishermen of
Bueu have to say?

Barcelona turns anew to its seafront, producing a
pseudo-public sphere, new real estate value to the
north and even greater maritime logistical effi-
ciency to the south. What do the city’s invisible
dockworkers have to say about democracy from
their self-described ghetto?

And in between we visit blizzards and demonstra-
tions in New York, drifting prehistoric mastodons
in Los Angeles, militant drummers and bemused
African construction workers in Lisbon, million-
aires or millionaire-impersonators (who knows for
sure?) in Amsterdam and the stray dogs of Athens,
all by way of thinking-through-seeing about the
sea, the market and democracy.
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The Lottery of the Sea 
A Film in Progress
Allan Sekula

A llan Sekula, The Lottery of the Sea, 2005, video stills, © A llan Sekula

A llan Sekula, The Lottery of the Sea, 2005, video (DVD copy of the orig inal), color, sound , 24 m in (entire film 180 m in), installation
view ZKM , © A llan Sekula, photo: Franz Wamhof



At the earliest stage in most of our lives, the milk
we knew followed an exceedingly short trajectory.
We just needed to open our throats and the drip-
ping nipple was propped into our still toothless
mouths. Regardless of whether we were boys or
girls, the satisfaction was so complete that we will
never entirely be free of the notion that the world
revolves around a woman’s breast.

But things could not remain as they were, and
it was not long before our mothers began to push
us away with a gentle but determined hand. This
was our first move in the direction of the wider
world. For the provision of our milk, we became
dependent on animals, and with this, for a time,
we completely lost sight of its path.

Later, at school, with the help of posters on the
wall, it was explained to us what that path more or
less looked like. First, the milk magically emerged
as the farmer milked his cow, then it followed the
arrows in the pictures to arrive at the factory.
There it moved farther along other arrows,
through tanks and machines, to be creamed off,
churned, homogenized, pasteurized and so on.
Finally, it flowed out in liter bottles with silver
caps, which were in turn put into metal crates and
onto trucks, to be driven to the local milkman. He
was the hero of the final picture. He personally
delivered the milk to an ideally healthy family, all
of whom preferably stood waiting for him at their
front door.

It seemed to us then that this was a lengthy
series of events, but from today’s perspective the
path sketched by those pictures at school was one
of endearing simplicity. You could still be certain
that the cow whose milk you drank grazed close
to your own city or town and that the processing
plant was not much farther away. Everything was
within reach, within a circle of at most a few dozen
kilometers. Yet with the march of history and a
swelling economy, those few dozen kilometers

have become hundreds and even thousands. The
path of that milk has grown so long that it no
longer fits on the posters at school, since banished
from the classroom forever.

But take a look: Art has decided to involve her-
self with the path of milk. It may be surprising, but
it is not strange, given that art lives by the expan-
sion of her sphere of influence, perpetually renew-
ing her perspective. Once, art introduced a new
vision of landscape through the act of painting it,
or, in other words, seeing it through the frame of a
painting, which was then new. Since then and pre-
cisely because of its success, what was an innova-
tion in its day has now grown hunched and bent,
burdened under a mountain of clichés.

In collaboration with researcher Ieva Auzina,
this is reason enough for artist Esther Polak to step
in, to use milk instead of paint. By charting the
path of milk, they once again depict landscape in a
new way, entirely different from that of paintings
in centuries past. In a painting, the course of a road
and the movements of its travelers were deter-
mined by the artist. In MILK, those who use the
road mark it out themselves. These are the people
who collect the milk and the drivers of the tanker
trucks that transport it. With a turn of the steering
wheel, they determine whether the art observer
sees the path bend to the left or to the right. What
has for years been their anonymous labor sud-
denly becomes a worldly affair, their routine
actions grown profound and the product they
transport assuming the weight of liquid gold. Each
step they take is observed from the heavens, by
satellite, recorded onto a hard drive and projected
onto screens and monitors all over the world.

The nice thing is that the technological devel-
opments that had for so long made the path of
milk so impossible to follow also provide the
means of making it traceable and appealing again.
In the form of the Global Positioning System, it

494

The Path of Milk
Cornel Bierens
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The very first sight of the Milky Way glittering in
the black darkness promises more than all the
wishes and hopes put together. Its name naively
mercantile, no more than a reverse attempt to see
the whole of one’s life in a palm. The galaxy in
which we live has never corresponded to its cute
nickname, unless you consider its amorphous flow
to have the appearance of spilt milk when seen
from the Earth. Throughout the ages milk has been
identified with wonder and utopia – the land of
milk and honey. Just like looking at the galaxy, the
words “Milky Way” are a mirror of our longing.

The prosaic milky way is right here. The geog-
raphy of man’s nourishment – the churn by the
roadside collected by the milkman, rounds of
cheese in the market, the words, “Home, home,
home, home,” when the farmer’s wife calls the
cow home from pasture. These words multiply in
time’s hall of mirrors. They do not change. Her
voice is heard in the pastoral landscape, which has
been preserved since time immemorial in an arche-
type of thinking.

The view that on other occasions has turned 
to the skies stops by a hill or a bend in the 
road. The everyday is not much wider than 
the radius of one’s vision. On the other hand, 
Ieva Auzina and Esther Polak’s view into the 
Milky Way does not disappear behind a hill. It is an
attempt to broaden the horizon, to allow country
roads to run into the wide world. We see farther,
from above, where this milk “flows”. We are not
given a gradually wider view of our small, dear
world, as in the final sequence of Tarkovsky’s
Solaris. In the Global Positioning System projec-
tion, alongside the photographs and voices, we
see those same people dissolved into the Milky
Way of a dark galaxy of pixels. The view continues
to move across an electronic map when it has
already become lost behind a bend or a hill. The
sky and the earth flow into each other.

The GPS projection used by the artists in depicting
the Milky Way records traces; it is an attempt to
deconstruct a geographically embracing economic
process as well as to put oneself into a system of
coordinates, that is, to understand oneself. Along
with the electronic Milky Way there are also
recordings of conversations and images. This mer-
cantile process is personified through the people
we meet in them. With GPS we only see them as
microbes of impersonal lines and pixels. This is
how the countryside, a market and the home meet
– a microcosm, where the universe is measured
with a socially mercantile view and virtual space.
An economic, controlled observation?

Few things are as pleasant as a landscape in full
view. But only the few have a full view of it. The
landscape with the Milky Way of pixels speaks its
own language and can only be understood by
those who know the surroundings. They give
meaning to this blind line, and we see it through
them. Suddenly the dumb line becomes extremely
personal. But as soon as it’s spotted by a stranger,
it becomes nothing more than a lifeless, boring
landscape. You stare into the incomprehensible
electronic blue of space.

Ancient cartography was discovery; ships ven-
tured into the unknown, and fearsome creatures
dwelt along the sea routes. It allowed one to 
fantasize and to feel false fear and victories. 
GPS only records movement and mathematical
coordinates – facts. Of course GPS does give 
free rein to childish curiosity; it does not prevent
us from interpreting these facts, from following
ourselves and others. With GPS we can parody 
the omnipre-sent divine spirit as expressed in 
the romantic poetry of William Wordsworth.
Observing our own movement, as usual, we
understand less than we do when studying others.
The subject becomes the object, and we are
nothing more than our own remote control,

Milky Way
Viestarts Gailitis

serves a pivotal function in the MILKproject. This
can be seen in two ways, either as a symbol of a
Big Brother society and total political control or as
a system that can bring personal control back to
those who have come to miss it.

And there can be no doubt that a great many
have indeed come to miss that sense of control.
The problem is not that the control exists but that
we ourselves cannot exercise it. In order to change
this, we have to want to know, for knowledge
remains the key to power – knowledge of the
world, which is perpetually changing and always
with far-reaching consequences.

When the production line for foodstuffs
became longer, it immediately also meant a paral-
lel production line of preservatives, anti-oxidants
and emulsifiers. Whether we see all that as danger-
ous or perfectly innocent, we have to want to
know about it, for as the philosophers would say,
man is what he eats. Polak expresses it rather more
imaginatively: “Eating meat cheaper by the kilo
helps build a landscape full of hog farms.”

Making connections like these, between the
individual and society as a whole, is characteristic
of her work. She carries out research that lies
partly in the domain of scientists, journalists and

lawyers, but they would never conduct it or give it
shape in quite the same way. Her investigation is
considerably freer, for it is not bound by precon-
ceived rules. Here she is both ahead of and behind
the rule-bound researchers. She can be at once
more naive and wiser, but she is certainly no less
effective.

In Polak, we recognize the old cartographer
who in the seventeenth century, in the time of
Willem I I I, counted his own paces along the
streets with a chain around his legs to keep his
steps consistent. We also recognize her fellow
artist, Stanley Brouwn, who in the 1960s and
1970s built up a gigantic administrative archive
with notes about his own footsteps. Thanks to her
intensive collaboration with Auzina and the Riga
Centre for New Media Culture, or RIXC, MILK
has been able to expand on the work of those 
pioneers.

What MILK sets in motion is not only that we
begin to think about the path that milk travels
between Latvia and the Netherlands, but that en
passant we also think about the whole trajectory
that we each tread, as children of mankind, start-
ing with our mother’s breast.

Translated from the Dutch by Mari Shields
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1 The Roman poet (70-19 B.C.) Virgil’s Georgikas is a poem
about growing olives and grapes, raising cattle and beekeep-
ing. He worked on it for several years.

a mere imitation of our movements and actions.
In MILKproject we may observe the most ordi-

nary of the everyday – how milk production gets
from Latvia to Holland. But this is our world,
which we cannot look at with neutral feelings,
without associations. The misty white line we see
“from above” says very little about itself, but it has
a long historical context. The agricultural identity
has never been trivial; it is tens of thousands of
years old and has fluctuated between ideals (its
essence) and disappointment (its actual situation).
The political aspect of today’s European agricul-
ture – the EU Common Agricultural Policy, Brus-
sels, documents and bureaucrats – is another uni-
verse. But there the overall view is lost again. It’s
like when cows and sheep seen in childhood later
transform into abstract “agriculture”. Politics is
not touched upon in MILKproject although it’s
hard not to think of politics when looking at this
work. To this day almost a quarter of the Latvian
population works in agriculture.

The MILKproject of Auzina and Polak is multi-
media documentation. In it we can only see what
is happening. But there is also something happen-
ing that we can’t see. An indication of this is given

by the people watching the digital projection of
the Milky Way and commenting on it. And Virgil’s
Georgikas1 is not the only didactic poem on farm-
ing. It describes the prosaic conditions for man’s
existence and ideals. MILKproject is about the
vague boundary between the prosaic and the
mythical, local and global scales, about the limits
of one’s vision. It is also a didactic work; the
romance of labor is unmistakable (the trinity of
man, labor and the Milky Way). Thus it cannot be
viewed only as virtual cartography, as a signal,
because the signal has a context; it is transmitted
by the path of agriculture. And thus Auzina and
Polak’s work contains both the edible Milky Way
and the digital Milky Way. But there has also been
an attempt to capture something else. Already,
with the birth of the digital world, a completely
new universe has formed between the digital and
the prosaic – the universe of longing and fantasy,
where we can observe, play and model. Perhaps
this is closer to the essence, because the signifi-
cance of the MILKproject prevents its being given
a worldly association. At times it may be virtual, at
times prosaic, but it is always up there, imagined.

Translated from the Latvian by Andris Mellakauls



How long will you persist in blasphemy?

Escape your self-hood’s vicious tyranny –

Whoever can evade the Self transcends

This world and as a lover he ascends.

Set free your soul; impatient of delay,

Step out along your sovereign’s royal Way:

We have a king; beyond Kaf’s mountain peak

The Simorgh lives, the sovereign whom you seek,

And He is always near to us, though we

Live far from His transcendent majesty.

A hundred thousand veils of dark and light

Withdraw His presence from our mortal sight,

And in both worlds no being shares the throne

That marks the Simorgh’s power and His alone –

He reigns in undisturbed omnipotence,

Bathed in the light of His magnificence –

No mind, no intellect can penetrate

The mystery of his unending state:

How many countless hundred thousands pray

For patience and true knowledge of the Way

That leads to Him whom reason cannot claim,

Nor mortal purity describe or name;

There soul and mind bewildered miss the mark

And, faced by Him, like dazzled eyes, are dark –

No sage could understand His perfect grace,

Nor seer discern the beauty of His face.

His creatures strive to find a path to Him,

Deluded by each new, deceitful whim,

But fancy cannot work as she would wish;

You cannot weigh the moon like so much fish!

How many search for Him whose heads are sent

Like polo-balls in some great tournament

From side to giddy side – how many cries,

How many countless groans assail the skies!

Do not imagine that the way is short;

Vast seas and deserts lie before His court.

Consider carefully before you start;

The journey asks of you a lion’s heart.

The road is long, the sea is deep – one flies

First buffeted by joy and then by sighs;

If you desire this quest, give up your soul

And make your sovereign’s court your only goal.

First wash your hands of life if you would say:

"I am a pilgrim of our sovereign’s Way”;

Renounce your soul for love; He you pursue

Will sacrifice His inmost soul for you.

Farid ud-Din Attar, The Conference of the Birds, 1177
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The birds assemble and the hoopoe tells them of the Simorgh

The world’s birds gathered for their conference

And said: "Our constitution makes no sense.

All nations in the world require a king;

How is it we alone have no such thing?

Only a kingdom can be justly run;

We need a king and must inquire for one.”

They argued how to set about their quest.

The hoopoe fluttered forward; on his breast

There shone the symbol of the Spirit’s Way

And on his head Truth’s crown, a feathered spray.

Discerning, righteous and intelligent,

He spoke: "My purposes are heaven-sent;

I keep God’s secrets, mundane and divine,

In proof of which behold the holy sign

Bismillah etched for ever on my beak.

No one can share the grief with which I seek

Our longed-for Lord, and quickened by my haste

My wits find water in the trackless waste.

I come as Solomon’s close friend and claim

The matchless wisdom of that mighty name

(He never asked for those who quit this court,

But when I left him once alone he sought

With anxious vigilance for my return –

Measure my worth by this great king’s concern!).

I bore his letters – back again I flew –

Whatever secrets he divined I knew;

A prophet loved me; God has trusted me;

What other bird has won such dignity?

For years I traveled over many lands,

Past oceans, mountains, valleys, desert sands,

And when the Deluge rose I flew around

The world itself and never glimpsed dry ground;

With Solomon I set out to explore

The limits of the earth from shore to shore.

I know our king – but how can I alone

Endure the journey to His distant throne?

Join me, and when at last we end our quest

Our king will greet you as His honored guest.

500

The Conference of the Birds 
by Farid ud-Din Attar



around which, very quickly, you don’t find a swarm of different

people assembled to bring it into existence. As Diego Rivera’s

fresco of Ford plants indicates so well, even an industrial assembly

line implies a whole cosmopolitics. What is especially important for

the comparison between assemblies is that these informal and

sometimes virtual groups are very well-equipped and well-instru-

mented in order to visualize their projects and plans in advance.

Technological networks are extremely rich in drafts, drawings, scale

models, representing techniques of all sorts. Doesn’t it make a lot of

sense to bring some of these techniques to bear on politics?

Louis the XIV’s Fortresses 

Are New York Bridges too Low? 

If we continue to compare assemblies with one another without

being limited to those that look like bona fide parliaments, the most

ubiquitous ones are the complex technological networks in which

we find ourselves constantly entwined. All of us live in an artificial

landscape generated by the crisscrossing of an endless number of

artifacts, each of which is the result of some decision about a certain

order of the world no matter how confusingly carried out. Every

object was first a project. The problem is that these assemblages

have no assembly to represent them; this is the reason that “tech-

nology” can look like a dull, mechanical, autonomous force that

exerts power without anyone actually holding the controls. And

yet, when we look more closely, there is not a single technology

9 Which Assembly for Those
Assemblages?

Diego Rivera’s Detroit Frescoes 

The Dutch Delta Project 

How Many Scale Models Does a Building Need? 

 



Standing in the hall of murals at the Detroit Insti-
tute of Arts, one cannot fail to sense the power
and reach of the automobile industry, the way it
extends beyond the human scale of management,
labor and machines, endowed with a life of its
own. And this was indeed how Henry Ford con-
ceived of his industry, as the above quotation
attests.3 When Diego Rivera painted Detroit
Industry ( July 1932 - March 1933), not only did he
understand Ford’s vision but he enriched it with
his own highly personal interpretation of techno-
logical history, relating that history to the cosmo-
logical beliefs of the Aztecs.

Rivera was already known at that time as one of
the greatest Mexican muralists. In the early 1920s
he had become involved in the cultural program
being developed by the Mexican government to
provide the country with a cultural identity again
after 10 years of civil war. But in 1929 the increas-
ingly difficult situation of muralists and the repres-
sion of political dissidents, among them commu-
nists, moved Rivera to leave Mexico for the United
States. He was living and working in San Francisco
when William R. Valentiner, director of the
Detroit Institute of Arts, asked him to design and
execute two panels on the history of Detroit.
Edsel Ford, Henry’s son and president of the Arts
Commission of the City of Detroit, was more

interested in industrial design than in his father’s
passion for productivity, and he and the artist
shared a fascination with machines. Edsel Ford
agreed to finance the work. Rivera ultimately
chose to paint the four walls of the Institute’s Gar-
den Court, creating a visual and thematic whole
the likes of which had never existed, a pictorial
rendering of the epic of industry and the machine.4

It is my purpose here neither to provide an in-
depth analysis of the Detroit Industry murals (a
very fine study has already been written)5 nor to
resuscitate a superceded critical debate but rather
to shed new light on Rivera’s work and suggest its
extraordinary breadth and scope. The murals are
not very well known, and yet this masterwork is
perhaps both the most stunning and most relevant
visual representation of the collective made up of
machines, workers, engineers, business manage-
ment and art. Bringing together the history of
technology and the human history of Detroit in an
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1 Richard Powers, Three Farmers on Their Way to a Dance,
Beech Tree Books, New York, 1985, p. 15.

2 Quoted in Linda Bank Downs, Diego Rivera: The Detroit
Industry Murals, The Detroit Institute of Arts, W. W.
Norton & Company, New York and London, 1999, p. 91.

3 Ibid., p. 67.
4 Andrea Kettenmann, Diego Rivera: A Revolutionary Spirit

in Modern Art, Taschen, Köln, 1997, pp. 23-52.
5 See Bank Downs’ brilliant analysis, op. cit.; also

Kettenmann, op. cit.; Cynthia Newman Helms (ed.), Diego
Rivera: A Retrospective, exhib. cat., The Detroit Institute of
Arts, W. W. Norton & Company, New York and London,
1986.

The Detroit Industry Murals
Diego Rivera (1886-1957)
Valérie Pihet

Viewed from the inside of the factory, the self-reproducing machine demanded allegiance 
or resentment, but denied the possibility of indifference. Technology could feed dreams 
of progress or kill dreams of nostalgia. The old debate came alive in Rivera’s work with
a new strangeness. The machine was our child, defective, but with remarkable survival 
values. Rivera had painted the baptismal portrait of a mutant offspring, demanding love,
resentment, pity, even hope, but refusing to be disowned. 

Richard Powers1

It is utterly foolish for Capital or for Labor to think of themselves as groups. They are part-
ners. […] A great business is really too big to be human. It grows so large as to supplant
the personality of man. In a big business, the employer, like the employee, is lost in the 
mass. […] The business itself becomes a big thing. 

Henry Ford2

D iagram of the Garden Court, © Francis
V. O’Connor

D iego M . Rivera, Detroit Industry, North Wall, 1932-1933, mural painting , c . 20 x 10 m , The Detroit Institute of Arts, G ift of Edse l B .
Ford , photo © 2001 The Detroit Institute of Arts



extremely complex artistic assemblage, Rivera pro-
vides us with a splendid representation of a techni-
cal assemblage. The artist’s narrative power, intu-
itive understanding of technology, ability to
synthesize and expert combining of various artis-
tic influences enabled him to put technology in its
rightful place at the core of public interests and
passions. With this work, the word “assembly”
begins to take on entirely different meaning.

The central theme of the mural is of course
Ford’s Detroit industry, namely the factory com-
plex called The Rouge. After spending a few
weeks preparing at the factory, Rivera designed an
extraordinary synthesis of the industrial process,
honest and complete, which masterfully integrates
the many distinct operations as they are per-
formed in time and space. The key to Rivera’s
understanding and interpretation of The Rouge 
is in the diagrammatic work plan he composed,
which incorporates photographs and printed
reproductions of images of the main industrial
processes. This visual outline enabled him 
to understand how the various stages of the indus-
trial process fit together and to conceive as 
a whole the different operations he had observed
in different parts of the factory – to identify, 
for instance, two paths traveled by the raw materi-
als, one that produces the engine, the other, 
the body of the car. These are represented on the
two large central panels of the north and south
walls.6

Rivera was likewise able to grasp Ford’s dream
of transforming raw material into automobiles by
means of workers, energy and machines function-
ing within an industrial complex. This moment
was decisive: In Rivera’s vision, The Rouge
became associated with human sacrifice, and the
four walls of the courtyard became a setting for
this ancient ritual. As the artist understood the
ancient Aztec religious concepts, human beings
had been created by a sacrifice of the gods;
humanity therefore had to reciprocate by sacrific-
ing human lives that would feed the gods with
flesh and blood. Rivera thus compared the factory
workers to Aztecs (the workers sacrificing their
energy for the technological universe), in-
scribing the geological, technological and human
history of Detroit within a cosmic form analogous
to the Aztec vision of the universal order.7

This was surely the first time an industrial process
had been described and represented from A to Z.
But Rivera went beyond a visual description of the
stages of automobile production. He understood
that technique was inseparable from human, natu-
ral and scientific realities. Technology could not be
understood in isolation; it was part of a whole.
Rivera thus accomplished the considerable feat of
representing a whole without diminishing its
parts.

The power of Rivera’s representation lies in his
complex, knowledgeable artistic assemblage. The
walls of the Detroit Institute of Arts face due east,
west, north and south; clearly the artist con-
structed the mural cycle in accordance with the
four compass directions and the universally recog-
nized symbolic meanings associated with them.8

On the eastern wall we see a child, symbol of birth
and life, and two women, symbols of fertility and
plenty. On the western wall are images of the con-
structive and destructive uses of aviation; here
Rivera combined Christian theological symbolism
– humanity’s use of technology is associated by
analogy with the Last Judgment – and the ancient
Aztec belief in the coexistence and interdepend-
ence of life and death. The north and south walls
correspond respectively to the internal world and
an absence of light and to the illuminated external
world. On one side Rivera represented the process
of engine construction, on the other, that of chas-
sis construction. Correspondingly, on one side the
figures symbolize the peoples of Africa and Latin
America, on the other, those of the West and Asia;
on one side coal and iron ore are represented, on
the other, sand and limestone; on one side dim-
ness and darkness, on the other, bright light.9

But while this is the most immediate way to
interpret the iconographic content, Rivera is
telling several stories at once. For instance, each
wall may be read from top to bottom. The fertility
figures on the upper part of the east wall are
directly related to the plants and vegetation repre-
sented below them. This vertical thrust is also dis-
cernible on the west wall, where Rivera repre-
sented the constructive and destructive uses of
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6 Bank Downs, op. cit., pp. 165f.
7 Ibid.
8 Francis V. O’Connor, “An Iconographic Interpretation of

Diego Rivera’s Detroit Industry Murals in Terms of Their
Orientation to the Cardinal Points of the Compass,” in:
Newman Helms (ed.), op. cit., pp. 215-229.

9 Ibid., pp. 221-229.

D iagram of production and manufacturing processes at The Rouge , 1932. This diagram of clippings pasted on paper g lued to 
cardboard was probably assembled by a Ford eng ineer to he lp Rivera understand the re lationships between the production and
manufacturing processes at The Rouge . ■ Published in: Cynthia New man He lms (ed .), D iego Rivera. A Retrospective, exhib . cat.,
The Detroit Institute of Arts, Norton & Company, New York / London, 1986, p . 164, photo © Rivera Archives



technology. Below the warplane we see an aggres-
sive falcon attacking another bird, and further
down, the process of producing raw energy. Con-
versely, a dove figures on the passenger plane, and
further down we observe the process of trans-
forming raw energy into electricity. In the top part
of the two large central panels we see monumental
figures representing the four races; in the center,
workers at their daily tasks, and at the base, how a
single worker spends his day. This division can
also be understood as Rivera’s conception of the
three states of humanity: the four races, individual
portraits of workers, the mass of anonymous
workers. The side panels are designed in accor-
dance with the same principle. The vaccination

scene is visually related to the visibly healthy
embryo; production of toxic gases to the under-
the-microscope view of destroyed cells; the phar-
macist and his assistant producing pills to the
operation performed on an animal; and the chem-
ical process to mixing sulfide crystals and water to
produce gas. But if instead we proceed visually
from the east to the west wall, then to the north
and south, we follow the development of technol-
ogy from the beginnings of agriculture to the
automobile industry by way of electricity and air
travel.10

The mural composition also combines dis-
parate artistic traditions. There are elements of
ancient and modern Mexican religious iconogra-
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phy; features deriving from the Italian Renais-
sance; cubist, Russian avant-garde and futurist
influences.

Diego Rivera’s achievement in Detroit Industry
was twofold: A fully understood technical assem-
blage is represented by means of a complex, uni-
fied artistic assemblage.

This portrayal of the Ford factories, the work of
a communist painter, transcends the classic politi-
cal split. It represents the successes and failures of

industry, as well as the issues industry raises, as
part of a whole that has been accepted as valid:
“Rivera’s Detroit Industry fresco created a histori-
cal continuum that offered all classes a way to
understand, appreciate, and legitimize modern
industry, and to integrate it into their lives as an
aesthetic, economic, technological, social and
political reality.”11

Translated from the French by Amy Jacobs
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10 Bank Downs, op. cit., pp. 166-169.

D iego M . Rivera, Detroit Industry, East Wall, 1932/1933, mural painting , 12 x 10 m , The Detroit Institute of Arts, G ift of Edse l B .
Ford , photo © 2001 The Detroit Institute of Arts

D iego M . Rivera, Detroit Industry, West Wall, 1932/1933, mural painting , 12 x 10 m , The Detroit Institute of Arts, G ift of Edse l B .
Ford , photo © 2001 The Detroit Institute of Arts

11 Ibid., p. 171.



D iego M . Rivera, Detroit Industry,
South Wall, 1932/1933, 
mural painting , c . 20 x 10 m , 
The Detroit Institute of Arts, 
G ift of Edse l B . Ford , photo ©
2001 The Detroit Institute of Arts
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In the Netherlands, politics is water, and water is
politics. And politics and water are linked by a
variety of things – dikes, sand bag depots, water
mills, high-tech barriers and laws. “God created
the world, and the Dutch created the Nether-
lands” summarizes, in a blasphemous and immod-
est way, the popular (self-)image that the Dutch
have of their relationship to the water. There is
some truth in this image: About half of the country
is below sea level and would be flooded without
protecting dikes [fig. 1].  But the relationship is not
as straightforward – humans dominating nature –
as the phrase suggests. The relations between the
Dutch and the water are in complex ways medi-
ated by science and technology. In this essay I will
explore the political dimensions of this relation-
ship by focusing on one recent crisis in the rela-
tionship between the Dutch and the sea: the 1953
flood disaster and its resolution through the Delta
Plan (see below) and, particularly, through the
building of the storm-surge barrier in the Ooster-
schelde. This essay, in a way, serves to fulfill an old
dream. It is only because I did not want to sit in
my father’s classes that I studied physics rather
than civil engineering, but the fascination with the
“water sorcerers” never faded. This essay allows
me to return to this old fascination, albeit under
the banner of the history and politics of technol-
ogy. The term “water sorcerers” was coined in A.
den Doolaard’s novel Het verjaagde water. This
novel gives an engaging and historically accurate
account of the 1945 closures of the dikes that were
bombed by English planes to drive the Germans
out of the polders in the southwest of the Nether-
lands. The novel was translated into nine lan-
guages and has been recently republished by the
Delft University of Technology with several
appendices giving additional technical and histori-
cal information. The novel inspired Samuel Flor-
man to write his reflections on being an engineer.2

Technology has always played a central role in the
relationship between the Dutch and the sea. And
since one of the core issues in Dutch politics is the
safety of the Netherlands against flooding, water
management technology permeates politics just as
much as politics permeates these technologies.
From the earliest mound constructions, on which
farms were built to stay dry during the frequent
floods, to the windmills and steam-driven pump-
ing stations, the Dutch have always tried to con-
trol their environment by using technology.3

However, the science and technology needed for
the Delta Plan, and especially the research and
high tech solutions that were used in the construc-
tion of the Oosterschelde barrier, formed a radical
departure from the traditional technologies that
had been used for centuries.

During the nineteenth century and the first half
of the twentieth century, the relationship between
the governmental agencies and the private con-
struction companies had been established through
routines and procedures that provided for ade-
quate checks and balances. The central govern-
mental agency, the Rijkswaterstaat, typically
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The Politics of Water  
A Dutch Thing to Keep the Water Out or Not1

Wiebe E. Bijker

1 The historical description in this chapter is drawn from
Wiebe E. Bijker, “The Oosterschelde Storm Surge Barrier.
A Test Case for Dutch Water Technology, Management,
and Politics,” in: Technology & Culture, 43, 3, 2002, pp.
569-584.

2 A. den Doolaard, Het verjaagde water, Kees d’Angremond,
Gerrit-Jan Schiereck (eds), Delft University Press, Delft,
2001 [1948]; A. Den Doolaard, June Barrows Mussey, Roll
back the sea, a novel, Simon and Schuster, New York,
1948; Samuel C. Florman, The Existential Pleasures of
Engineering, St. Martin’s, New York, 1976.

3 For an account of early sluice technology, drainage tech-
nology and the implications of windmill development for
political institutions, see Petra Van Dam, “Modernization
in Sluice Building. Ecological Challenges and Hydraulic
Innovations in Holland, 1300-1600,” in: Technology &
Culture, 43, 3, 2002, pp. 500-520; Arne Kaijser, “System
Building from Below: Institutional Change in Dutch Water
Control Systems,” in: Technology & Culture, 43, 3, 2002,
pp. 521-548; William Tebrake, “Taming the Waterwolf:
Hydraulic Engineering and Water Management in the
Netherlands During the Middle Ages,” in: Technology &
Culture, 43, 3, 2002, pp. 475-499.

F ig . 1. The colored area of the Netherlands would be flooded when unprotected by dikes, in: Johan Van Veen, Dredge , Drain,
Reclaim . The Art of a Nation, 5th ed ., N ijhoff, The Hague , 1962, 5, p . 21



It took several days before the size of the disaster
became clear to the rest of the Netherlands: Com-
munication channels had been broken, and there
were no helicopters in the area and but a few air-
craft. In one week, 1,835 people drowned, more
than 750,000 were affected and 400,000 acres of
land were inundated [fig. 3]. The effects have been
traumatic – both at the individual level and for the
Netherlands as a country. This traumatic character
became particularly clear in the 1970s, when the
political debate about water management was cast
in terms of “safety” against “ecology”.

Hydrological Technologies before the

1950s

The whole gamut of technologies that had been
developed during centuries of keeping the sea out
was employed to reclaim the lost land.6 First of all,
time was crucial. Tidal currents quickly widen all
gaps [fig. 4]. The largest gap in the 1953 disaster
was 100 meters wide and 15 meters deep on Feb-
ruary 1, but a few months later it had grown to
200 meters wide and 20 meters deep. If the gaps
could not be closed before the next winter season,
this damaging process might become irreversible.
Time is also crucial on a scale of minutes. Currents

designed the harbors, dikes, sluices and bridges
and then contracted them out to private construc-
tion companies. The companies submitted bids,
sometimes in consortia of several companies
when the project was big and complicated, and
the company with the lowest price received the
contract. Finally, the agency monitored and
checked the construction process. This form of
project management was radically changed for the
Oosterschelde project.4

The earliest forms of democracy in the Nether-
lands were related to dike and sluice maintenance
and management. Since the twelfth century, spe-
cialized hydrological boards, checked by elected
councils, had been responsible for the local dikes
and sluices. These boards, the waterschappen,
formed a highly decentralized form of democracy,
in which all land owners had voting rights,
depending on the size of their properties. Repre-

sentation on these boards was thus quite straight-
forwardly shaped by the stakes people had in the
most basic matter of the Netherlands: square
meters of land. The Delta Plan can be seen as a
fundamental change in the balance between local
and national water politics, but I will show that it
can also be seen as a change in balance between
politics by humans and politics by things.

In these three aspects – the technology, the
management and the political culture – the rela-
tionship between the Dutch and the sea went
through a crisis during the Delta Plan and particu-
larly the Oosterschelde project. I will argue, how-
ever, that in the end it only reinforced the basic
characteristics of this relationship.

The 1953 Flood Disaster

On Saturday night, January 31, 1953, the ebb tide
did not bring a lowering of the water level as it nor-
mally does. During the following hours a storm
pushed the spring tide further up. In the early
morning of February 1 the dikes in Zeeland, at the
southern end of the Dutch coast, broke: Sea level
reached the top of the dikes, and waves started to
nibble at the back slopes of the dikes, which are
not armored by stones [fig. 2]. The water thus
destroyed the structure of the dike from the rear.
(This took the residents and engineers by surprise:
All had assumed that the sea would break a dike
from the front, the way an army punched through
a castle wall.) The sea then pushed through the
remaining body of the dike. Quickly the gaps were
widened by the water rushing into the polders,
several meters below sea level.

Analyses later showed that it had neither been a
particularly high spring tide nor an exceptionally
strong storm. Crucial for generating the disastrous
effect had been the long duration of the storm and
the change in its direction. Initially, a northerly
wind had been pushing the tidal wave along the
British coast toward the narrow channel between
England and the Netherlands. Exactly when this
tidal wave reached the Dutch coast, the wind
veered to the west, and this increased the surge
against the coast.5

514 515

T
h
e
P
o
l
i
t
i
c
s
o
f
W
a
t
e
r

B
i
j
k
e
r

4 On the history of the Rijkswaterstaat, see Harry Lintsen,
“Two Centuries of Central Water Management in the
Netherlands,” in: Technology & Culture, 43, 3, 2002, pp.
549-568.

5 For these analyses, see Rijkswaterstaat and Koninklijk
Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut, Verslag over de stor-
mvloed van 1953, Staatsdrukkerij- en Uitgeverijbedrijf, The
Hague, 1961.

F ig . 4. Sandbags, always kept in depots nearby the dikes, are carried into the breach, in: De ramp: nationale uitgave, Vereenig ing
ter Bevordering van de Be langen des Boekhande ls, A msterdam , 1953

F ig . 2. D ike at Sche lphoek on the Isle of Schouwen. The inside
has been eroded because of over-spilling sea waves. The sea is
at the left side , in: Kees Slager, De ramp. Een reconstructie van
de watersnood van 1953, De Koperen Tuin , Goes, 1992, p . 321,
photo © Cultuur Technische D ienst U trecht

F ig . 3. Zee land , in the southwest corner of the Netherlands.
The white parts were flooded in 1953, © Rijkswaterstaat
Archief, The Hague

rage at their fastest when gaps are at their smallest.
So, the right moment to close off a final gap is in
those few minutes of slack water between tides.

For centuries the key material used to
strengthen and repair dikes has been sand in jute
bags. Sand is easily available and very heavy, but
unpacked sand would immediately be swept away
by the water – hence the jute sacks. On the night
of February 1, 1953, sandbags were made available
from emergency depots and played their crucial
role. Only since the closure of the Zuiderzee in the
1920s had boulder clay (a extremely sticky form)
come to be used to build dikes that were too large
for sandbags.

In 1953, as in the centuries before, human
power was the energy source that did most of the
work. This was the only power source that was
distributed widely enough throughout the Dutch
coastal area to act adequately on short notice.

6 A historical review of early Dutch coastal engineering
technologies, in English, is given by Johan van Veen, a
Rijkswaterstaat engineer between the 1920s and the 1950s.
Before 1940, van Veen developed several plans to close
tidal inlets in Zeeland, which played an important role
after 1953. Since 1937, van Veen had been warning about
the deplorable state of dike maintenance, but these warn-
ings had been ignored. He added his critical analysis of the
1953 disaster under the pseudonym of Cassandra to the
last edition of his book, Johan van Veen, Dredge, Drain,
Reclaim. The Art of a Nation, [5th edition], Nijhoff, The
Hague, 1962.



Human power was combined with the skill in
transporting the sacks by human chains and dump-
ing them in the right positions. For the final clo-
sures of the 1953 breaches, motor dredges, tugs,
ships and cranes were used, but on that 1953 Febru-
ary night, it was human power that saved the day.

An armored foundation is necessary to build a
dike in a gap with tidal currents. For centuries mat-
tresses of willow branches bound together were
used for this foundation, each one about 50 cen-
timeters thick, some 100 meters long and 20
meters wide. A series of such mattresses were
towed out to sea where they were sunk by care-
fully dumping quarry stone on them. This was
done by hand, to guarantee a gradual and con-
trolled lowering into the right position for the dike
foundation. Until the 1970s, the dikes in the
Netherlands were all built on these mattresses,
woven by hand from branches of willow (or simi-
lar) trees7 [fig. 5].

These basic technologies were used with much
effect in 1953. Even Hans Brinker’s mythical “fin-
ger in the dike” was used, although in the form of
Arie Evegroen’s ship. It was sailed into an emerg-
ing dike gap to buy enough extra time for
strengthening the dike with sand bags, thus pre-
venting a full breach [fig. 6].  In the decades that
followed, however, radical innovations were
developed and new high-tech tools were created
to construct dikes, sluices and storm barriers.
When one looks carefully though, still the same
basic techniques – with the probable exception of
human power – are deployed in all hydrological
projects.

Early Water Politics

There are such striking similarities between early
water politics and the present political culture in
the Netherlands that it is illuminating to briefly
review the history of the political systems that
have governed Dutch water management since
the Middle Ages.8 This history explains the open-
ing sentence of this chapter, claiming that Dutch
politics is water and Dutch water is politics.
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Around the beginning of the previous millennium,
the first collective organizations developed to
maintain dikes and sluices. In the twelfth century
the “water boards” were established, which still
exist today. They were the first form of democracy
in the Netherlands. These statutory organizations
were (and still are) governed by councils, elected
by the landowners with voting rights that corre-
spond to the size of their property. Their duties
included communal tasks such as drainage, dike
maintenance and sluice management, and they
could levy taxes. Some water boards acquired
additional legislative, judicial and executive pow-
ers. A few times per year they held inspections,
and when parts of the hydraulic infrastructure
were found to be out of order, those responsible
were severely fined. Only during the eighteenth
century did a more central oversight develop grad-
ually, and in 1796 the first national agency, the
Rijkswaterstaat, was established.9

Dutch political culture still shows several charac-
teristics that can be traced back to this early his-
tory of water politics. First, there is a certain trust
in technical solutions and in technocracy, perhaps
not so much as in France but more than, for exam-
ple, in Germany. Indeed, close links exist between
policy makers, scientists (including social scien-
tists) and engineers. A sense of vulnerability,
because of the centuries-long relationship with
high water, is compensated for by a capacity to
react swiftly to crises. In such reactions, Dutch
politics will often take a pragmatic approach to
find ad hoc and flexible solutions, even when this
means that regulations need a “flexible interpreta-
tion”.10 The Dutch have a long tradition of plan-
ning and actively shaping their environment. This
not only applies to the geophysical Netherlands
but also to Dutch society; Dutch political culture
displays a general belief in the “constructibility” of
society. Finally, the political culture in the Nether-
lands is distinctly consensual and oriented
towards cooperation and compromise.11 This is
not to say that there are no opposed interests or
conflicts, but in the end the Dutch need a form of
cooperation to find a feasible solution, under the
threat of being flooded. An example of such prag-
matic cooperation to find a solution, while also
“stretching” some rules, is a story from the final
days of closing the gaps from the 1953 disaster. It

was the beginning of fall, and time was running
out: If the gaps were not closed soon, the autumn
storms would scour them beyond repair. The
engineers wanted to make the final move on a
Sunday, when the tidal currents would be at their
weakest. The workers from this very strict Calvin-
istic region initially refused, because it would
mean breaking the rules on Sunday rest. After long
talks, and when they recognized the hydrological
necessity, they decided to cooperate – but only on
the condition that they not be paid for the Sunday
work.12

In the 1950s many of these characteristics were
further strengthened during the restoration of the
pre-war political culture. This strengthening
process culminated in the Delta Plan, adopted
after the 1953 disaster. However, during the Oost-
erschelde closure, the final step in the Delta Plan,
this process turned into a crisis. I will show that
things played a crucial role in both the crisis and its
solution.

Contracting and Controlling 

Hydrological Works

Since the end of the nineteenth century, the con-
struction of dikes and other large infrastructural
works has been organized in a straightforward
manner. As I already mentioned, the state agency
Rijkswaterstaat designed the projects, and then
contracted them out to private dredging and
building companies. Rijkswaterstaat engineers
carried out the oversight by inspecting the works
continuously and on the spot. The respective
duties and responsibilities of the Rijkswaterstaat
and the contractors were clear, and the gap
between the two was unambiguous. Numerous
stories convey the almost sportive relationship
between Rijkswaterstaat inspectors and the chief
engineers of the dredging companies, as both tried
to get the best out of the contract.13
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7 This is a Dutch technique, which was transferred in the
twentieth century to other countries, there often using
bamboo instead of willow branches. Without this mattress
technique, dikes have to be built on a bed of small stones.
This requires several layers of increasingly bigger stones
and is much more difficult to construct.

8 I was helped on the lecture notes by Frans van Waarden,
“Truth in the stereotypes? Or hydraulics and Dutch politi-
cal culture and institutions,” NIAS, Wassenaar, 1999.

9 For more details on early Dutch politics and water man-
agement, see Kaijser, op. cit., and TeBrake, op. cit.

10 Non-water examples are the contemporary policies related
to abortion, prostitution and drugs.

11 For a discussion of the implications of this characteristic
for housing politics after World War II, see Wiebe E.
Bijker, Karin Bijsterveld, “Women Walking through Plans –
Technology, Democracy and Gender Identity,” in:
Technology & Culture, 41, 3, 2000, pp. 485-515.

12 Interview with Eco W. Bijker, then one of the young engi-
neers involved in the repair work; later he became Deputy
Director of the Delft Hydraulics Laboratory and professor
of coastal engineering at the Delft University of
Technology.

F ig . 6. Arie Evegroen’s ship closed an emerg ing gap in the
Schiedamse Hoge Zeedijk, 1953, in: Kees Slager, De ramp. Een
reconstructie van de watersnood van 1953, De Koperen Tuin,
Goes, 1992, p . 91, photo: H . Klip

F ig . 5. A w illow mattress be ing sunk, in: Kees Slager, De ramp.
Een reconstructie van de watersnood van 1953, De Koperen
Tuin, Goes, 1992, p . 348, photo: A . Kle in



This transparent relationship had crystallized after
the failure of the Rijkswaterstaat to manage the
design and construction of the Rotterdamse
Waterweg, connecting Rotterdam to the sea at
Hoek van Holland (1857-1877). The history of the
closure of the Zuiderzee, the inland sea east 
of Amsterdam, in the 1920s and 1930s added two
important elements to the set of instruments that
related the Rijkswaterstaat to the contracting com-
panies.14 The first was the creation of temporary
consortia, for the duration of the project, organiza-
tions that would be large (and rich) enough to
carry the risk of the project. Four of the largest
Dutch dredging and building companies joined
forces and established the consortium Maatschap-
pij tot uitvoering der Zuiderzeewerken (MUZ) as 
a limited liability company for the duration of 
the Zuiderzee project. The second, but closely
related, innovation was the use of a “frame con-
tract,”15 in which the state agency grants the con-
struction of the whole project to the building con-
sortium, without specifying the details of the
various concrete works. These works, which
together constitute the whole project, are then
specified in separate contracts. In this manner, the
private companies can be sure of their long-term
involvement, which they need to make the neces-
sary technological investments, while the state
agency is still able to specify the details of the sepa-
rate sub-projects, so as to maintain detailed over-
sight. The frame contract for the Zuiderzee project
also specified that the contracting consortium
would take the first 6 percent of profit or loss but
that larger losses or profits would be shared with
the state.

This combination of a legal framework, con-
sisting of a frame contract with subcontracts, and
a culture of competitive collaboration between
engineers of the state agency Rijkswaterstaat and
the private companies formed the starting point 
of the Delta Plan works, and indeed culminated
during its first phase. But along with the crisis in
the political culture, the balance in this relation-
ship shifted radically during the Oosterschelde
project. A new balance was found in the labora-
tory and on the Oosterschelde: It was found 
in new ways of designing, producing and employ-
ing technologies – a new way of doing water 
politics.

The Delta Plan

Three weeks after the 1953 disaster, the govern-
mental Delta Committee was installed, which one
week later formulated the Delta Plan as an interim
recommendation for the closure of all tidal outlets,
except the most northern and southern ones, con-
necting, respectively, Rotterdam and Antwerp to
the North Sea. The name “Delta Plan” was
invented by the director general of the Rijkswater-
staat, August Godfried Maris, “renown for his
inventiveness to find new words for new con-
cepts”.16 The name Delta Plan acquired such a
magic ring of urgency, nationwide support and
effectiveness that decades later politicians could
propose “a Delta Plan for art restoration” or “a
Delta Plan for restoring the safety of river dikes” –
although in both examples no connection existed
with the geophysical delta of the rivers Maas and
Rhine. As could be expected within the Dutch
political culture – swiftly reacting to a crisis with
pragmatic solutions and supported by a broad
consensus – the implementation of this Delta Plan
started before human parliamentary procedures
had been completed. Here, the true political
debate and decision-making were carried out in
the design and construction of things before they
were echoed in governmental politics. In August
1955 the Delta Project unofficially started with the
building of two working harbors; on May 1, 1956,
a new department within the Rijkswaterstaat that
would be responsible for carrying out the Delta
Plan was established; and only in November 1957
was the Delta Law discussed and, with a huge
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majority, adopted in Parliament, to become legally
effective on May 8, 1958 – formal decisions run-
ning almost three years behind material decisions.

When the Delta Law was adopted, some of the
planned closures were beyond the technical expe-
rience of the day. The Rijkswaterstaat engineers
used the phrase “Delta school” to stress that in the
course of the first phases of the Delta Plan, the
necessary knowledge, skills and technologies were
to be developed to make possible the most ambi-
tious closures in the last phase. What was not fully
realized when the engineers coined the phrase
“Delta school” was its political dimension. As I
will show, neither state politics nor technology
management was adequately equipped for the
huge task that lay ahead. New political procedures
were invented “on the fly,” in parallel with – and
partly imbedded into – the new technologies. One
aspect of present Dutch hydrological practice
came to full development during the Delta Plan –
the integration of scientific research and techno-
logical design. This development culminated in
the Oosterschelde closure, but crucial first steps
were made in the first phases, and indeed during
the Zuiderzee closure.17

The first example of scientific research stems
from the 1920s, when the physicist Hendrik A.
Lorentz was asked to make mathematical predic-
tions about the tidal effects that would be caused
by a closure of the Zuiderzee. By the 1930s, empir-
ical research with physical scale models had
already started, and this was intensified immedi-
ately after the war. The Delft Hydraulics Labora-
tory, center of this modeling research, received
important support as part of the Marshall Plan.
These scale models played a crucial role in the clo-
sure of the last gaps after the 1953 disaster. The
closure with caissons in Zierikzee, for example,
had been carried out many times in the scaled-
down reality of the laboratory [fig. 7-10]. Engineer
researchers, using force-measuring springs, held
the cables and “played” the winches that were
holding the last caisson to be eased into the gap by
the last knots of flood stream.18 To be finished
before the ebb tide gained force, the operation had
to start while the flood tide was still strong. On
the day of the closure at scale 1:1, the young engi-
neers who had practiced in the laboratory were
standing on deck behind the old experienced

workmen. When one of the cables snapped and
control of the caisson was about to be lost, they
could intervene because they had seen that snap-
ping rope a dozen times in the laboratory and had
elaborated a scenario to save the caisson. With a
series of unusual commands that took advantage
of the queer characteristics of the currents they
had identified in the lab, the last caisson was eased
down into the final gap during the crucial few min-
utes of slack water. The breach was closed, and
now at real scale.19

During subsequent “classes” in the “Delta
school,” further scientific research and new tech-
nologies were developed hand-in-hand: from the
smallest closure of the Veerse Gat (1961) with cais-
sons, via the closure of the Haringvliet (1971) with
a large system of discharge sluices [fig.11], to the
closure of the Brouwershavense Gat in the Grev-
elingen (1972) with a combination of caissons and
blocks of concrete dumped by a cableway20 

[fig. 12].Then only the final and most difficult clo-
sure was left, the Oosterschelde: 8 kilometers
wide at the opening, 20-40 meters deep, and with
1.1 billion cubic meters of water moving in and out
at each tide, four times a day.

For the Oosterschelde dam, a trajectory had
been selected that made use of two large sandbars
in the Oosterschelde mouth. This left three deep
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13 Although the distinction between the Rijkswaterstaat and
the contractors was clear-cut, everyone also realized that
they would always need each other – also in future proj-
ects. Additionally, all civil engineers were trained in the
same school – the Delft University of Technology – and
they often had been classmates.

14 The Zuiderzee project presents a discontinuity in the his-
tory of the Rijkswaterstaat. For the management of this
large national project, a separate Zuiderzee agency was
established, instead of granting the Rijkswaterstaat over-
sight of the project. See Dirk Maarten Ligtermoet, Harry
De Visch Eybergen, Uitvoering en uitbesteding.
Ontwikkelingen in de organisatie van waterbouwkundige
werken bij de Rijkswaterstaat, 52 Rijkswaterstaat, The
Hague, 1990.

15 The term raamcontract or “frame contract” was not used
in the 1930s. The character of the then-used contract is
however the same as the one used during the Delta Plan,
when the label raamcontract was introduced. See
Ligtermoet, De Visch Eybergen, op. cit.

16 Herman Arend Ferguson, Delta-Visie. Een terugblik op 40
jaar natte waterbouw in Zuidwest-Nederland, 49
Rijkswaterstaat, The Hague, 1988.

17 For an internal history of Dutch coastal engineering, see
Eco W. Bijker, “History and Heritage in Coastal
Engineering in the Netherlands,” in: History and Heritage
of Coastal Engineering, Nicholas C. Kraus (ed.), American
Society of Civil Engineers, New York, pp. 390-412.

18 For a more general discussion of the use of modeling in
science and technology, using the same case of Dutch
hydraulic coastal models, see Bruno Latour, Science in
Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through
Society, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1987.

19 One of these young engineers was my father, Eco W.
Bijker. Model research is no guarantee for success howev-
er. For one thing, it depends on whether you have modeled
all relevant aspects. Though the Zierikzee closure first
seemed a success, a few days later the caissons started to
shift. Since the Rijskwaterstaat and the building companies
had not wanted to lose time by laying a fascine mattress
foundation, the ground was too slippery and the caissons
were pushed out of the gap.

20 I do not list the extra storm barriers, dikes and locks that
were built on the inland side of the large tidal basins. These
are necessary to control the water level, while allowing the
discharge of the rivers Maas and Rhine and the traffic of
ships. See Ferguson, 1988, op. cit.; Herman Arend
Ferguson, Dialoog met de Noordzee. 2000 jaar Deltawerken,
AMAboeken, Hippolytushoef, 1991; Rinus Antonisse, De
kroon op het Deltaplan: Stormvloedkering Oosterschelde.
Het grootste waterbouwproject aller tijden, Tweede druk,
bijgewerkte editie, Elsevier, Amsterdam, 1986.



gaps to be closed; the parts of the dam that ran
over the sandbars were only minor problems. In
1971 it was decided to close these three by using
the same technique as in the Brouwershavense
Gat – a huge cableway to drop from a height of
some 30 meters, with high precision, the large
cubes of concrete that would form the core of the
dike. Three independent cableways were to be
constructed for the three gaps. In total, 12 pylons
were placed, each designed to match the circum-
stances at its particular position in the Ooster-
schelde mouth. The tallest was some 80 meters
high. The costs of designing, making and placing
the pylons were 17.5 million guilders. The last
pylon was to be placed in July 1974.

Crisis

But then the nationwide support that the Delta
Plan had received in the 1950s started to wear thin.
The special quality of the tidal ecology of the
Oosterschelde was valued more than before;21 the
polluted waters of the Rhine and Maas trans-
formed the prospect of the closed estuaries from
transparent lakes into huge sinks. The “moun-
tains” of butter and wheat in the European Com-
munity lessened the importance of fresh water to
benefit agriculture, since food production did not
seem to be such a primary problem as it had been
immediately after World War II. And other socie-
tal changes in the 1970s also affected the Delta
works – the Rijkswaterstaat’s authority (like so
many other political institutions in the Nether-
lands) had come into dispute. During the general
elections in 1972 the Oosterschelde closure
became an explicit “political issue” in the classic
sense of that word.22 The alternative of leaving the
Oosterschelde open and increasing the height of
its 150 kilometers of dikes was brought into the
discussion.

The new government, now including the social-
democrat and leftist liberal parties, decided to
investigate the possibility of an open Ooster-
schelde. A commission was installed in August
1973. In February 1974 the commission produced a
report: In the Oosterschelde mouth a flood barrier
was to be built, consisting of a porous dam of con-
crete blocks. This porous dam would allow seawa-
ter to pass through it but reduce the tidal difference
in the Oosterschelde basin by some 50 percent.

The commission’s report played a crucial role in
opening up the discussion, although it was criti-
cized from all directions. Ecologists argued that
the commission had not seriously investigated the
“null option” (leaving the Oosterschelde open);
several other groups concluded that Zeeland was
left unprotected against the sea for a much longer
period than had been promised in the Delta Law;
most engineers criticized the plan for being techni-
cally impossible.23 But whatever the merits of the
technical details, the option of a half-open Ooster-
schelde was now on the agenda. The issue of the
Oosterschelde came to split the Netherlands com-
pletely, and the traumatic experience of the 1953
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21 For a comprehensive account, with special attention to the
increasing role of environmentalists and ecological scien-
tists, see Cornelis Disco, “Remaking ‘Nature’: The
Ecological Turn in Dutch Water Management,” in: Science,
Technology and Human Values, 27, 2, 2002, pp. 206-235.

22 Of course, and in line with this whole volume and exhibi-
tion, water in the Netherlands always is a political issue,
even when not openly recognized as such.

23 For one, the gaps in the dam would quickly fill up with
cockles and sediments.

Fig. 7. Planning for the caisson closure at Ouwerkerk, 1953, in:
Verslag over de stormvloed van 1953, Rijkswaterstaat, Koninklijk
Nederlands M eteorolog isch Instituut, The Hague , 1961, p . 548

F ig . 8. Rehearsing a caisson closure in the laboratory, in: Hendricus W. Lintsen (ed .), Twee Eeuwen Rijkswaterstaat: 1798-1998,
U itgeverij Europese B ibliotheek, Zaltbomme l, The Netherlands, 1998, p . 234, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The Hague

F ig . 9. Published in: Verslag over de stormvloed van 1953. Rijk-
swaterstaat, Koninklijk Nederlands M eteorolog isch Instituut,
The Hague , 1961, p . 550, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The
Hague

F ig . 10. F inishing the dike at Ouwerkerk by adding sand , clay
and stones, in: Verslag over de stormvloed van 1953, Rijkswa-
terstaat, Koninklijk Nederlands M eteorolog isch Instituut, The
Hague , 1961, p . 551, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, Den
Haag



disaster only made the resulting controversy more
bitter. The consensual political culture of the
Dutch broke down in all corners of society, and
the fault lines ran through all levels: from the gov-
ernment and Parliament, to the community of
engineers, to the provincial and local administra-
tive centers, down to the level of single families.24

The Oosterschelde Flood Barrier

In 1974, threatened with a governmental crisis,
Parliament reluctantly accepted the government’s
compromise. This compromise was cast into a
technical proposal, as was the ensuing debate in
Parliament. The government proposed to “semi-
close” the Oosterschelde with a “storm barrier
caisson dam” – a dam consisting of caissons that
normally are open but that would be closed on the
occasion of a storm [fig. 13]. Three additional con-
ditions were set: (1) the plan should be technically
sound, (2) the work should be finished not later
than 1985, (3) the extra costs, as compared to a
complete closure, should not exceed 20 billion
guilders. A motion to continue with a complete
closure was rejected by 75 to 67 votes. This saved
the government. Quickly, after the parliamentary
decision, it became clear that the political compro-
mise was impossible in narrow technical terms.
And this technical uncertainty converged with a
peak in the mistrusting of the Rijkswaterstaat.
Since this agency had always been in favor of car-
rying out the original Delta Plan, with a complete
closure of the Oosterschelde, the parliamentary
decision was considered by friend and foe “a slap
in the face” of the hydraulic engineers in the Rijk-
swaterstaat. Herman Arend Ferguson, director of
the Deltadienst, the department within the Rijk-
swaterstaat that carried out the Delta Plan, real-
ized that his department was – at least temporarily
– sidetracked: “We were nowhere. The people
rejoiced in seeing the Rijkswaterstaat down on its
knees. It was a political drama.”25 That meant that
the “technical impossibility” gave way to the
“political feasibility” and nobody officially
reopened the discussions on the thing that had
forged the compromise.
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Then the dredging companies stepped in, and
in an unprecedented way.26 They were given the
contract to co-design the new barrier construc-
tion. This was new, the involvement of the build-
ing and dredging companies in the design process.
It further blurred the boundary between the state
and the private contractors. This blurring had
already started with the “frame contracts,” but
never before had the building companies been so
centrally involved in designing a whole project.
One integrated project-team was established, in
which engineers of four building companies, the
Delft Hydraulics Laboratory and the Rijkswater-
staat participated. The team started scientific
modeling research to explore several alternative
designs.

Model research had also been accepted by the
building companies, because of its contribution to
the 1953 closures, as I described previously. It con-
tinued to play a crucial role in carrying out all
works of the Delta Plan. In physical models the
dimensions are scaled down by factors of 100 and
400, the time is scaled up by 1:40, sand is scaled
down by using finely ground Bakelite, and water
remains water at 1:1. (Vertical down scaling, for
example 100:1, cannot be as large as the horizon-
tal down scaling, for example, of 400:1, because
water’s behavior changes fundamentally when
flowing in more shallow streams. This is one
example of the complicated scaling laws that are
involved in all technological modeling. These scal-
ing laws mean that results from the model cannot
be translated into scale 1:1 in any unambiguous or

“objective” way, just as the results of scientific
experiments cannot be taken to provide an unam-
biguous answer about nature’s state.) The most
complicated models, such as the Oosterschelde
model, used a combination of salt and fresh water.
For detailed studies of dikes and constructions,
wind and wave flumes were used. The organiza-
tion of this model research was as difficult and cru-
cial as interpreting the scaling laws. Managing the
relations between the Rijkswaterstaat, the Delft
Hydraulics Laboratory and the private construc-
tion firms was thus as much part of the Ooster-
schelde project as the weaving of the mattresses or
the design of the storm-surge barrier.

A final plan was presented to the government
and approved in June 1976. Discussion in Parlia-
ment bothered with even such details as the size of
the door openings in the construction; if ever 
a technological system deserved the label
“designed by Parliament,” this was it. The core of
the adopted solution was to make a permanent
construction in the Oosterschelde mouth,
through which four times per day the tide would
flow, and which could be closed completely in
case of a super-storm. The principles of this solu-
tion were in all details different from the one that
had been approved by Parliament in 1974. And
even in 1976, most of the research and design
work still had to be done. The engineers of the
Rijkswaterstaat and the construction companies
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24 In my case: Father still gave priority to safety and thus
preferred a complete closure; sons, young engineering stu-
dents in Delft, sided with the ecological movement and
advocated an open Oosterschelde; mother mediated to
keep the family together.

25 Interview with Herman Arend Ferguson, Voorburg, March
15, 1993. I did this interview with Eduard Aibar and Rob
Hagendijk.

26 Age J. Hoekstra, one of the directors of the large dredging
and building company Volker, commented on the plan to
create a half-open Oosterschelde: “As civil engineer I
thought it a silly idea, but as contractor I saw a great proj-
ect down the road.” Interview with Rob Hagendijk, 
March 31, 1998.

F ig . 13. Left: the orig inal De lta Plan, 1953, and right: the revised De lta Plan, 1976, light color indicates fresh water, in: Rinus
Antonisse , De kroon op het Deltaplan: Stormvloedkering Oosterschelde . Het grootste waterbouwproject aller tijden, 2nd ed ., E lse-
vier, A msterdam , 1986, p . 47, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The Hague

F ig . 11. The sluices that close the Haringvliet provide an outlet
to the water of the rivers Rijn and Maas, in: Herman Arend Fer-
guson, Delta-Visie . Een terugblik op 40 jaar natte waterbouw in
Zuidwest-Nederland , 's-Gravenhage Rijkswaterstaat, vol. 49,
1988, p . 61, photo: Bart Hofmeester, Rotterdam

F ig . 12. C losure of the Greve lingen was done by dropping con-
crete blocks from a cableway, in: Rinus Antonisse , De kroon op
het Deltaplan: Stormvloedkering Oosterschelde . Het grootste
waterbouwproject aller tijden, 2nd ed .,  E lsevier, A msterdam ,
1986, p . 62, photo: Bart Hofmeester, Rotterdam
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worked in fully integrated teams to this end. The
next stages in the design process were discussed in
Parliament as late as 1977. Some crucial decisions
about, for example, the use of caissons or pillars
were decided even later, but outside Parliament.
One key decision was not to use caissons (in
which the sliding doors were integrated) but to
hang the sliding doors between concrete pillars27

[fig. 14]. These more than 60 pillars were of cathe-
dral-like dimensions – some 35 meters high and
18,000 tons in weight. They were built in a dry
dock, which was then flooded. The pillars were
moved to their final positions by a specially built
vessel, helped by the pillars’ buoyancy; after posi-
tioning, their hollow interiors were filled with
sand. The accuracy of the whole operation could
be measured in centimeters [fig. 15-17]. Because
the sand on the Oosterschelde sea bottom was
known to be exceptionally fluid, special technolo-

gies were used to make it stick together, and new
synthetic mattresses were developed to replace
the willow ones [fig. 18]. 

The key political issue (safety vs. ecology) is not
only embedded in the design of the barrier – the
sliding doors being the most conspicuous embod-
iment of that issue [fig. 19] – but also in the actual
building of the thing. The decision to preserve the
tidal ecology in the Oosterschelde had profound
implications for the construction of the barrier.
Tidal systems are ecologically very fragile: Missing
out on one tidal cycle because of a 12-hour closure
causes irreversible damage. This necessarily
implied that the barrier had to be built in open sea
and not in a dry polder as was used for the Har-
ingvliet sluices, since that would have narrowed the
outlet so much that the ecological system would
have been damaged irreversibly [fig. 20]. 

In 1981-1983 a series of further crises in the
storm-surge barrier project develops. Although
the technological and scientific uncertainties of
the project are at the root of these crises, they now
take the political shape of predicted budget over-
runs. Clashes between Parliament and govern-
ment result in new political compromises, shaped
in adaptations of the design: Changes to make the
project cheaper are combined with the accepting
of larger budget overruns. As a rather desperate
last budget cut, the minister responsible decides in
1984 to use one pillar and one sliding door
fewer.28 This has negative ecological effects, but
the budgetary problems have taken priority by
now. On October 4, 1986, Queen Beatrix of the
Netherlands officially opens the Oosterschelde
storm-surge barrier by closing one door.

Since 1986 the barrier has been used to counter
storm surges about once a year, closing several
times on such occasions29 [fig. 21]. And the thing

27 Frank Spaargaren, chair of Rijkswaterstaat Project Team
Closures until 1979, recalled how uncertainty about the
special fluidity of the Oosterschelde seabed tipped the bal-
ance in this case. Interview, with Rob Hagendijk, May 19,
1998.

28 The pillar had already been built. You can still see the pil-
lar standing in the former building dock, next to the visi-
tors’ center Neeltje Jans on the barrier. Mountaineers now
exercise against the walls of this dinosaur-like remnant of
techno-optimism. See http://www.neeltjejans.nl/index.htm
for the visitors’ center.

29 For an evaluation of the first five years, see Rijkswaterstaat
Directie Zeeland, Veilig Tij. Evaluatie van de Oosterschelde
na 5 jaar stormvloedkering. (Safe Tide. Evaluation of the
Oosterschelde after 5 years flood surge barrier),
Rijkswaterstaat, The Hague, 1991.

F ig . 15. The pillars for the Oostersche lde barrier were built in a
dry polder, in: Dosbouw Bouwcombinatie , Oosterschelde Stor-
mvloedkering, and M inisterie van Verkeer en Waterstaat. The
Storm Surge Barrier in the Eastern Scheldt, For Safety and Envi-
ronment, Zierikzee , 1983, p . 12

F ig . 16. A fter completion of the pillars, the polder was inundated so that a specially
designed vesse l could come in and pick up the pillars. The photo shows three work-
ing polders in different stages of the process, in: Dosbouw Bouwcombinatie , Ooster-
schelde Stormvloedkering, and M inisterie van Verkeer en Waterstaat. The Storm Surge 
Barrier in the Eastern Scheldt, For Safety and Environment, Zierikzee , 1983, p . 11

F ig . 14. An impression of the final design of the Oostersche lde barrier, in: Rinus Antonisse ,
De kroon op het Deltaplan: Stormvloedkering Oosterschelde . Het grootste waterbouw-
project aller tijden, 2nd ed ., E lsevier, A msterdam , 1986, p . 129, photo: Rudolf Das
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works, most people now agree. This is not as self-
evident as one might think. For some time after
1986, for example, some engineers remained skep-
tical as to whether au moment suprème the treach-
erous sands of the Oosterschelde would not 
give way. Although the exceptionally fluid sand
had been given a special treatment and although
extra foundation mattresses had been used, the
engineers were still afraid that the pillars might 
skid some centimeters, thus jamming the sli-
ding doors.30 Now, almost 20 years later, the bar-
rier’s working is generally accepted, and it is
assumed that the barrier will hold for at least two
centuries [fig. 22].
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this changed the Dutch world radically, or so it
seems. Safety against flooding was now set off
against ecological concerns. The Oosterschelde
was not closed but defended with sliding doors.
The Rijkswaterstaat lost its central role in Dutch
society. The balance between state and business
shifted, and a unique “joint venture” of the Rijk-
swaterstaat and private contractors took charge of
the project. And, indeed, the science and technol-
ogy employed were so innovative that even after
the barrier was finished some engineers still could
not believe it would really work.

When we take a closer look, however, there is
also an argument to be made for continuity.
Nobody questioned the use of technologies to
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Conclusion: The Oosterschelde Storm-

Surge Barrier as Test Case for Dutch

Water Technology, Management and Pol-

itics

The Oosterschelde storm-surge barrier presented
a deep crisis to the Netherlands and to Dutch
water politics. It generated a profound political
and technical conflict that left no level in society
untouched. It unveiled an unprecedented mistrust
of the central water authority Rijkswaterstaat,
thereby – temporarily – eroding an important ele-
ment in the institutional structure of water politics
in the Netherlands. And finally it presented the
hydrological engineers with a challenge that they
had no idea how to meet. Between 1974 and 1986

mediate the politics of water. Nobody questioned
the basic safety goals of the Delta Law; the ecolog-
ical concerns were simply added to it. With the
help of the Club of Rome report, which had a par-
ticularly large impact in the Netherlands, this eco-
logical concern could also be translated into safety
terms, but now on a larger scale.31 All parties
involved, including the ecologists’ action groups,
were after solutions that could gain a broad
acceptance. All parties were after technological
solutions to settle political controversy. And thus

30 My father was one of these worried skeptics.

31 Donella H. Meadows et al., The Limits to growth; a report
for the Club of Rome’s project on the predicament of
mankind, Universe Books, New York, 1972. It sold more
than 2 million copies all over the world, but the Dutch
translation sold more than 100,000 copies in one month.
Maarten Hajer, The Politics of Environmental Discourse:
Ecological Modernization and the Policy Process, Clarendon
Press, Oxford, 1995.

F ig . 19. A sliding door is positioned
between two pillars, in: Dosbouw
Bouwcombinatie , Oosterschelde
Stormvloedkering, and M inisterie
van Verkeer en Waterstaat. The
Storm Surge Barrier in the Eastern
Scheldt, For Safety and Environ-
ment, Zierikzee , 1983, p . 21

F ig . 18. Instead of hand-woven w illow
mattresses, synthetic mattresses were
used to stabilize the exceptionally fluid
sand on the Oostersche lde sea bed .
Here the specially designed vesse l
Cardium is seen: “vacuum cleaning”
the sea floor, while slow ly letting the
synthetic matress off its huge roll 
onto the sea bed , in: Rinus Antonisse , 
De kroon op het Deltaplan: Storm-
vloedkering Oosterschelde . Het grootste
waterbouwproject aller tijden, 2nd ed .,
E lsevier, A msterdam , 1986, p . 146,
photo © De lta Photo

F ig . 17. The pillars were placed in open
sea, in: Rinus Antonisse , De kroon op
het Deltaplan: Stormvloedkering Ooster-
schelde . Het grootste waterbouwproject
aller tijden, 2nd ed ., E lsevier, A mster-
dam , 1986, p . 150, photo © De lta Photo
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collaboration developed again, not only between
the Rijkswaterstaat and the building companies
but also between the hydrological engineers and
the ecologists. Dutch political culture continued,
though slightly modified in the wake of develop-
ing these new technologies. The Rijkswaterstaat
recuperated after the “slap in the face” and
regained control over the process, although for
the contracting companies the Oosterschelde
remained one of the sweetest projects ever. After
the Oosterschelde works the Rijkswaterstaat
recuperation continued, and the agency recovered
its central institutional position in “integrated
water management” by the end of the last century.
The hydrological science and technology were
indeed radically innovative, but could only be

developed from the basic techniques of previous
centuries in the gradual learning process of the
“Delta school”.

Some of the decentralized Dutch political style,
as exemplified by the old water boards but imme-
diately after 1953 seemingly demolished, was
restored. In 1991 a detailed evaluation study on the
functioning of the barrier and its effects on the
tidal ecology was published.32 Significantly, this
report was broadly discussed by citizen groups,
ecological actions groups and in the provincial
council. Detailed technical considerations – per-
taining to civil engineering, hydrology, ecology
and biology – were presented and discussed:
When things really matter, Dutch politics gets
down into the technical details.
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32 Rijkswaterstaat Directie Zeeland, op. cit.

F ig . 21. The Oostersche lde Storm Surge Barrrier, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The Hague

F ig . 22. Graphs like this are generally taken to prove the Barrier’s working: this one traces the water leve ls
during a storm between February 26, 1990 and March 1, 1990. The red line indicates the water leve l at sea
side of the barrier; the blue line on the Oostersche lde . The dotted line is the agreed closing leve l: when flood
leve l is predicted to go over that leve l, the doors are closed w ithin one hour. The barrier was closed tw ice in
this period: around 23:00 on 26 February and around 23:00 on 28 February. The tidal movement visible in
the blue line even during closure is caused by the (de liberate) leaking of the barrier, in: Rijkswaterstaat
D irectie Zee land , Veilig Tij. Evaluatie van de Oosterschelde na 5 jaar stormvloedkering, Rijkswaterstaat, The
Hague , 1991, p . 16, photo © Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The Hague

F ig . 20. Left: construction work at Haringvlietsluizen, right: the completed project, in: Rinus Antonisse , De kroon op het Deltaplan:
Stormvloedkering Oosterschelde . Het grootste waterbouwproject aller tijden, 2nd ed ., E lsevier, A msterdam , 1986, p . 146, photo ©
Rijkswaterstaat Archief, The Hague



What remains or replaces the architect-made
object, in the absence of any other three-dimen-
sional representation, is a schematic model often
made after the fact to document extant structures
or finished designs. These after-the-fact schemat-
ics lack the provisional and imaginative nature of
the architect’s experimental model, as well as the
variety of actors’ voices that brings them into exis-
tence and makes them live a dynamic and inten-
sive life in the architectural office. The “closed”
model tends to empty the work of artistry, as well
as the whole of the polemics among the actors:
clients, technical consultants, future users, com-
munity, city councils, media and public at large. It
only provides an anaesthetized version of what is
an inherently sculptural process. An “open” model
shows the variety of (sometimes fuzzy or contro-
versial) concerns, demands, attitudes and expecta-
tions implied in the construction; it acquires more
details, more layers, more fields of action. Pre-
sented as such to various publics of clients and
users, connoisseurs and investors, models trigger
public polemics, which always remain a mystery
of constraints, ambiguities and disagreements.
Model making is not a simple activity of narrating
the reality, be it sophisticated, highly expressive
architecture or the banal. Nor does the model-
making architect manifest a merely satirical atti-
tude toward reality through cheerful amateurism
or engage in production of sophisticated, artist-
made architectural models. It is, instead, a conduit
for entrapping and “achieving,” reassembling and
reconciling bits of reality in a whole.1

In spite of contemporary architects’ fascination
with the potential of digitally conceived work
(autoCAD, Computer Assisted Design), architects
from the Office of Metropolitan Architecture in
Rotterdam (OMA) chose to experiment with
what could be perceived as an anachronistic form
– physical models. A simple visit to the office

shows the omnipresence of scale models in space.
Scattered and recollected many times during the
design process, models always travel together to
present the building. Arranged next to one
another on the office shelves, staged on tables, dis-
tributed in the client’s quarters, they all talk about
the same building. Scale models are wrongly con-
sidered to be a mere site for spatial and formal
experimentation, where idea and design are
unconstrained by technology, engineering, site
conditions, the client’s expectations and finance.
On the contrary, scale models are shaped by con-
straints, expectations, demands, attitudes and
other sorts of concerns. At the very beginning of
the design process, architects enlist a variety of
things that have to be accommodated in a model:
site location, program, volume, city fabric, district
fragmentation, circulation, mechanicals, users’
expectations, historical landmarks, building phi-
losophy and community concerns. Some of them
are requirements of the client, considered as
“givens” for the architects, others are parameters
established by architects themselves. What makes
model making a complex process is not its
painstaking and time-consuming procedures2 but
the fact that so many constraints and controversial
demands have to be taken into account, so many
actors have to be accommodated and reconciled
in a whole. Hence, model making is about: 

530 531

“… transplanting some of these experiences, and
the coming together of these things into a whole
new; and that in itself will lead to a different way of
looking at all these things transplanted, and will
necessarily transcend their existence as they are
apparently … Let’s say, the model is confronted
with these experiences to show how well it is able
to accommodate an almost random number of
things; and that is even more important to show
the ability of the scheme to develop a multiplicity
of qualities.”3

Moreover, the model houses not only different
elements but also the discussions, debates and
research indispensable for their definition and
characterization. It also denotes a particular
moment in the design process when all these dis-
parate elements are assembled together in a whole.
The model is meant to hold “an almost random
number” of subjects’ requirements, passions and
concerns, referring at the same time to the place
and to the particular way of accommodating them.
That is, to accommodate them in all senses of the
term: to take them into account, to house them, to
put them in and to provide room for them to stay,
to hold them all together. “Accommodate” means
that the model has enough space for all these ele-
ments to live and to stay in it. To define the model
as an accommodation, as an assemblage, is also to
consider it as a specific agreement among the vari-
ous actors that enables them to live together har-
moniously and to compose a common world.
Modeling is not about imposing a shape according

to certain political, scientific or juridical conven-
tions. It is about elaborating, taking care and pro-
tecting a fine collection (“accommodation”) of ele-
ments that is becoming through the conception
process richer and richer, more consistent and
consolidated, able to capture new actors on its
way to the building.

Nothing is more convincing in showing the
composite4 character of a building than a scale
model, in which a variety of concerns and require-
ments fitted together and surprisingly disparate,
local and conjectural attachments, expectations
and needs are made visible. A model shows that it
is impossible to imagine a new building without
taking into account the adjacent buildings, the
adoration of their worshipers, the disagreement of
the reformers, the busy traffic of the city, the dense
network of the districts, the marks of history, the
majesty of the government, the controversies of
city politics, the sweet pieties of neighbors’ rela-
tionships. Pointing to that particular configuration
of elements out of which the new building is
meant to emerge, a model also sets the limits of
the architects’ capacity for intervention. A model
becomes possible only because it can bring under
its one “roof” a distinct assembly of parties and
weld them together into a new and consistent
unit. That is how various types of models become
possible: structural models, program models, cir-
culation models and the like.
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1 Catherine Clarisse, Ma quete d’architecture. Maquettes d’ar-
chitectures, Les mini PA, 18, Editions du Pavillon de
l’Arsenal, Paris, 1997; Berthold Schwanzer, Architektur-
Modelle und -Sammlungen, Modulverlag, Wien, 1994;
Kenneth Frampton, Silvia Kolbowski (eds), Idea as Model.
22 Architects 1976/1980, Rizzoli, New York, 1981; Hans
Reuther, Ekhart Berckenhagen, Deutsche Architektur
Modelle. Projekthilfe zwischen 1500 und 1900, Deutscher
Verlag für Kunstwissenschaft, Berlin, 1994; Henry A.
Millon, Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani (eds), The
Renaissance from Brunelleschi to Michelangelo. The
Representation of Architecture, Bompiani, Milan, 1994.

2 Paul Bonfilio, Fallingwater. The Model, Rizzoli, New York,
2000; Akiko Busch, The Art of the Architectural Model,
TMP Design Press, New York, 1990.

3 Interview with Ole Scheeren from OMA, September 2002.
4 Bruno Latour, “The Promises of Constructivism,” in:

Chasing Technoscience. Matrix for Materiality, Don Ihde,
Evan Selinger (eds), Indiana University Press, Bloomington,
2003, pp. 27-47.

A Building Is a “Multiverse”
Albena Yaneva

Stress mode l, 2003, dig ital image , © ARUP Stress diagram , 2003, dig ital image , © ARUP
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refers not to circulation space but points to the
vertical and horizontal relations that compose the
traveling trajectory of a visitor.

Nothing suggests a certain relationship
between the structural model and the circulation
model of the CCTV building (and the many other
models on the table when they are shown). How
do they relate to the same building? What exactly
do they refer to? Aren’t they sketching just two
distant, lonely and discrepant images of the same
thing? Aren’t they related just because the same
architectural firm scrawled a signature on them?
They always travel together to represent the build-
ing, but what is it that holds these fragmented rep-
resentations together as elements of one being?
What kinds of relations embrace them mutually
into a whole?

Something moves from one model to the other
and forms a relation of adjacency, and that is what
architects rely on in the design process and pres-
entation; adjacency is also a way to describe their
togetherness. Lying as “neighbors” on the shelves
in the office or on the table of models, they remain
related in a way that they do not possess common
sources and origins; they are not deductible from
each other. If an element from the structural
assemblage is changed, it will not trigger immedi-
ately some consequences for the circulation
assemblage. Set next to each other by chance, hav-
ing external and accidental connections only,
none of the models refers to another for a logical
reason, finding a cause for its existence in it. By

“chance” points to such a relation between the
models that the structural model cannot be antici-
pated and conceived out of the circulation model;
thus, they remain logically ignorant of one
another. They stand for themselves.

There is no way to get out of the structural
model without getting into the site model or the
circulation model; the structural model prolongs
and completes the site model, the circulation
model extends the programmatic one. That is why
all models sharing the official solemnity of the
table of models are continuous. One leads to the
other, borders it, prolongs it and passes to it with-
out requiring necessary interrelations. The fabrica-
tion of the circulation model is independent from
the site model’s production; the generation of the
structural model has no necessary causal relation-
ship with the conception of the programmatic
model. However, once installed next to one
another, they tangle together to shape the build-
ing. Being mutually adjacent, or contiguous, these
models find themselves associated with each
other. Every new model comes to the “table of
models” as a graft of a tree, to form a branch of it
to redefine the whole tree; that is how the appar-
ent disorder on the table of models can be consid-
ered as a particular order holding the simultane-
ously generated versions of the building.

It is the absence of dependences and causal
relationships among the elements of the collection
of models that makes them contiguous, adjacent.
Since no model is the first “original” prototype of
the building, they find themselves not in a relation-
ship of time succession but rather in a relationship
of physical nextness. On the tables of models, we
see no predecessors and successors, but neigh-
bors. Not mutually dependent on each other but
associated in order to happen or exist, they meet
and touch one another; there is nothing behind
their here-and-now presence. They all form an
additive entity, a plurality. Nothing suggests that
they are meant to present the same building.
Nothing suggests how many models will come to
be added to those two models, and how they all
together will shape a building. The circulation
model will not tend to replace or repeat the struc-
tural one; so it comes to be added externally to it,
then to the other models – programmatic, site,
conceptual models – thus, sharing a quiet and
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A structural model of the CCTV building in Beijing
talks about a particular method of avoiding the
isolation of the traditional high rise by turning four
segments into a loop, coupling them at regular
intervals to establish a composite stability. It also
breaks the pattern of the traditional tower that
merely goes up and down at four points, replacing
it by a loop that unites and confronts various ele-
ments. It illustrates an agglomeration of concerns
about stiffness, redundancy, robustness and tor-
sion capacity.

In the circulation model of the Beijing television
tower, an additional variety of elements is mobi-
lized to present the same building: the circulation
between the two towers braced against each other
at a height of 160 meters, the distribution of the

floor space in the two portions of the building, the
mechanical power, the escalators, the view of the
city. The model points to that mobilization of ele-
ments that is meant to present the circulation logic
for flows of visitors, which will trace many circula-
tion paths to and through the space. This model
shows another aspect of the building: When peo-
ple look at the circulation model they can just
imagine being one of the tiny red figures on the
ground floor. Only visitors and circulation paths
through the building are being visualized in red
(escalators, elevators and staircases). Many up-
and-down movements are rendered visible
through the circulation model, indicating where
the visitors are allowed to move and exactly how
they are meant to traverse the building. “Where”
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Another group of models is traveling around the
world to be worked on in a tiny workshop in Bei-
jing, preparing a model for China’s political lead-
ers to convince them that the building would actu-
ally stand up. Thus, the fact that two different
collections of models present the building in two
opposite parts of the world shows that neither
logical dependences, nor internal and deliberate
connections are maintained within the assembly
of models. They are not parts of a whole, related in
a system, a system that would make them interde-
pendent and affecting each other, a system in
which the whole determines the parts and the
parts explain the whole. Nor are they particles of a
mere aggregate shaped by mathematical nextness
only, in which each adjacent model contains its
boundary and stands peacefully next to the other.
Every gathering of models can travel to present
the building, assembling and accumulating differ-
ent figures of it. No logical identity, inner fitness,
or coercive sequence can link the models from the
Rotterdam assortment of the building or the ones
from its Beijing setting. Their relations are con-
junctive rather than connective, their tie is that of
sharing a common time and space, their form – a
collection rather than a system.

That is why all models travel together and share
on the table of models a quiet and well-meaning
neighborliness. The building never derives from
“one definite and huge realistic model of the
whole,” from a universe. Instead, a building comes
from “many” requirements, issues, claims, consid-
erations and potentials; that is, a dissipative
entropic entity. It derives from a multiplicity of
models that are all additive: Their adventurous
relations “obtain the building”. Today the CCTV
tower, four years before it rises as a huge sky-
scraper in Beijing, is a stabilized gathering of 
few models, tentatively adjusted together and
arranged in a whole setting; each of them presents
it, each of them contains it, and only through their
collection the building exists. The CCTV building
only has a being as it enters in some way into the
being of its various scale models as different
assemblages of concerns. It is not outside its mod-
els, a reality to come through anticipation or mir-
ror projection; it is rather coalescent and conter-
minous with them. The building is an assembly of
assemblages, pluralistically constituted, genuinely
additive, marked by manyness. The building is a
“multiverse”.

Special thanks to Ole Scheeren and Torsten Schröder from the

Office for Metropolitan Architecture in Rotterdam.
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uncontroversial nextness. At the same time, it
might vanish from the table of models without the
rest of them having to change. Future models are
just attached to the models present there, without
depending on or demanding a strict generic rela-
tionship with them.

Following the different settings of models and
their mise en scène for clients and visitors, we can
argue that there is no strict direction toward a
completion of this particular process of assem-
bling the building; instead, there is a cumulative
move of adjoining, setting and re-adjusting, stag-
ing and re-staging, displacing, bringing together
and accumulating models in a way that a building
comes through. When the circulation model is
added to the structural model sitting on the table
along with many other models, samples and
options, it means that it is brought in adjacency to
other assemblages to increase, complete or
improve the assembly in a way that the building
refers to all of them; it is composed by a “range of
starting points”. Each of these models says more,
different things add up – program relationships,
entrance conditions, circulation trajectories, shad-
ing requirements; various aspects come to be col-
lected in a way that it becomes difficult to count
the number of things in connection that have to be

physically organized as a building. A small model
of the Chinese television giant has to “accommo-
date” 500 square meters of gravity-defying trape-
zoidal loop, ambitions to build a headquarters for
the Chinese flagship, state-controlled television
network, fibre optics, structural redundancy, the
architects’ aspiration to redefine the skyscraper,
new patterns of broadcasting media, the Chinese
urban explosion and the shift that the country is
undergoing through its entry into the World Trade
Organization. All issues and scenarios are there on
the table of models, standing together to sum up
the range of potentials and possibilities for the
building to happen. By assembling all these mod-
els together, architects also assemble requirements
of new wireless technologies, digital compression,
stiffness, torsion capacity, resistance to wind-
storms and earthquakes, Chinese modernization
patents, globalization and communist politics.
The building appears in the movement of display-
ing, reassembling and adjusting many adjacent
models again and afresh; it emerges in the effort of
collecting various concerns and disagreements
into a whole.

One bunch of CCTV models has been dis-
played for a long time on the working tables in the
Office of Metropolitan Architecture in Rotterdam.
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The Architectural Thing
The Making of “Making Things Public”
Nikolaus Hirsch, Michel Müller
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If politics is about things, as Bruno Latour and
Peter Weibel argue, what is then the politics of an
exhibition space? How are things spatially organ-
ized? Who organizes the territory? How are deci-
sions made? How is space shared, neighborhoods
developed?

After a decade of intense critique of planning
methods and territorial configurations, one might
be tempted to answer: certainly not by han-
ding the power over to architecture, the metaphor
for state-building par excellence. But the spatial
organization of more than 100 exhibits on 3,000
square meters does not organize itself. It seems 
as if a structuring principle combined with a cer-
tain authority has to be introduced, some-
thing that can be circumscribed with the Greek
notion of arche. Eventually, the cultural me-
chanisms direct this issue to a specialist: the
“architect”.

The architect’s position in an exhibition on
Dingpolitik is critical, even questionable. How
can an architect avoid the profession’s problem-
atic heritage, its tendency to predetermine a
future end-state (telos)? How can he counter the
primacy of telos, which is based on a procedure
that determines and subordinates the place of the
various parts?

In a contemporary approach to these issues, the
use of spatial authority has to oscillate between
acceptance and rejection. Instead of falling back
into the traditional patterns of his discipline, the
architect has to construct a “thing” that can be
shared with other disciplines. Consequently the
architectural strategy developed for Making Things
Public explores a material tool that can be negoti-
ated among artists, scientists and curators: the
wall. Neither classical, white, museum wall nor the
modernist ideology of the transparent wall, this
wall system reflects its own ambiguity, thus allow-
ing different appropriations and changing environ-
ments. The wall (transparent polycarbonate panels
on a visible, “naked” aluminum structure) is
exposed to numerous manipulative processes: per-
forations, claddings, integration of monitors,
screenings, text, slogans. As a basic instrument that
negotiates different environments, the wall keeps
the boundaries in an ambivalent and critical state. It
creates blurring transitions rather than rigid defini-
tions, atmospheres rather than areas. The existing
space becomes a background. Its industrial, regular
grid of columns vanishes, disappearing by being
linked to walls that redirect and change the geome-
try of an industrial space into variations of cells,
agglomerations and assemblies.
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Case Study 3 on Ce lls, Agg lomerations and Assemblies, 2004, cardboard , foam , acrylic , 22 x 23 x 3 cm , © N ikolaus H irsch /
M iche l Müller, photo: N ikolaus H irsch / M iche l Müller

Architecture for M aking Things Public, mode l, 2004, cardboard , foam , acrylic , 22 x 23 x 3 cm , © N ikolaus H irsch / M iche l Müller,
photo: N ikolaus H irsch/ M iche l Müller
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Architecture for M aking Things Public, 2005,
ground plan, © N ikolaus H irsch/ M iche l Müller



The Capture of Tournai in 1667: Trans-

forming the City

The Belgian city of Tournai was French from 1667
to 1709. How did a monarch, a country, intend to
signify their possession? Without actually express-
ing an indisputable or irreversible dominion, how
could that possession be made public and thus
better established? In 1667 Louis XIV was still
under thirty and had already ruled for six years. It
was he who had prompted the War of Devolution
to enlarge France and guarantee her safety. At first
tempted by Brussels, he instead attacked Tournai,
an easy but symbolic prey (Clovis was born there).
The monarch arrived at 7:00 on the morning of
June 21, 1667. “There was hardly time to fire a few
cannon before the governor had the chamade
sounded.”1 On the 23rd the city surrendered, fol-
lowed by the castle. On the 25th, Louis XIV made
his entry into the city and on the 26th accepted
submission from its official bodies. Reports of the
siege reflect a certain disappointment with an
operation that numbered only a few dead. What
could be said of a siege of this kind, what was
there to celebrate?

In the summer of 1667 work began on a new
citadel at Tournai, which took seven years to
build.2 Its site was chosen for reasons both strate-
gic (to command the city’s south-east gate and the
Escaut entrance) and symbolic. Situated opposite
the “house of cards” erected by Henry VIII of
England, the citadel was placed, in a surge of self-
glorification, on the same spot as that of the
assault by French troops. How many military
buildings serve to display rather than dissuade?
“Reputation itself often does more than all the
armies of the most powerful,” wrote Louis XIV3

in 1668 to his seven-year-old son.
In one blow, the Tournai citadel thus empha-

sized the end of a Nordic rule, the reinstatement of

a new master from further south, and French supe-
riority in matters of military architecture. Its con-
struction entailed the demolition of 300 houses, a
hospital, a church and four abbeys occupying
nearly 70 hectares. As Chamlay was to say, “As
long as you are not harassed and are the masters,
go ahead and ruin, demolish, and so assert your
absolute rule.”4

In 1671 the entire court visited Tournai at the
height of its reconstruction, with the king, the
queen and their ambassadors. The building work,
conducted manu militari, was the subject of a
carefully directed choreography in which civil and
military extras performed together. “At three in
the morning a cannon was fired as a waking-sig-
nal. At four, two shots were fired, and nine thou-
sand armed men went out to work and continued
in the presence of officers until nine. At eight-
thirty, another shot was fired, whereupon nine
thousand more men took up their arms alongside
the nine thousand workers.”5

War and reconstruction had to be seen to go
hand in hand, with the workers leaving the con-
struction site late in the evening “as if marching in
wartime”.6 In reality, the citadel did not serve a
military purpose only. Its simple construction had
already achieved part of its goal, namely to pick
out a space denoting legitimate possession. In the
meantime, though, other vectors had taken over.
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1 Sébastien le Preste Marquis de Vauban, Traité de l’attaque
et de la defense des places, The Hague, 1737-1742, cited in
Henriette Ozanne, “Les sièges de Tournai,” in: Plans en
relief, villes fortes des anciens Pays-Bas Français au XVIII°
siècle, Annie Castier (ed.), exhib. cat., musée des Beaux-
Arts de Lille, 1989, p. 42.

2 Emile Ouverleaux, Mesgrigny ingénieur militaire, Librairie
Falk, Brussels, 1928, p. 7.

3 Louis XIV, Mémoires pour l’année 1667, [1668], Tallandier,
Paris, 1978, p. 228.

4 Chamlay to Colbert, October 27, 1688, quoted in Luc-
Normand Tellier, Face aux Colbert, Presses de l’Université
du Québec, Québec, 1987, p. 407.

5 Baron de Woerden, Lettres, mémoires et affaires de 1671,
cited in Henriette Ozanne, op. cit., p. 48 (trans. Rodney
Stringer).

6 Ibid.

The Glory of Tournai
Guillaume Monsaingeon

Re lief map of Turnai seen from the south-east: the citade l was built by the French after the capture of the city in
1667. ■ Photo © Centre des monuments nationaux, Paris, photo: A lain Longchamp

Jean Mozin (A te lier) after Charles Lebrun and Adam Frans Van der M eulen, Louis XIV dans la tranchée au siège
de Tournai, 21 juin 1667 [Louis XIV in the battle of Tournai, June 21, 1667], c . 1665-1680, tapestry, 3.85 x 5.9
cm , Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon, photo © RM N , distribution bpk Berlin, photo: Christian Jean / Jean
Schormans
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The Royal Tapestry: To Glorify the

Non-Event

Since the beginning of his personal rule in 1661,
Louis XIV had pursued a policy of “spreading and
maintaining the glory of His Majesty”.7 The writer
and historiographer Jean Chapelain draws up a list
of the means deployed to that end, which include
“pyramids, columns, equestrian statues, colossi,
triumphal arches, marble and bronze busts, bas-
reliefs and all manner of historic monuments – to
which could be added our rich tapestry-makers,
our fresco paintings and our engravings”. From
1662, Charles Le Brun, official painter to the king,
worked on the conception of a suite of hangings
titled L’histoire du Roy,8 modeled on other grand
European precedents. What were they to show,
what scenes should they display on the walls of
the palace when ambassadors were received, and
what program should they convey to the world

and posterity? The titular historiographers would
prefer to wait: “History is like fruit that ripens only
when kept to be eaten later,” in the words of
Chapelain.9 But the pressure of power and current
events was not born today, even if the time scale
has shifted. The collection of tapestries was inau-
gurated with no other purpose than to depict
future events (particularly military ones), by defini-
tion unforeseeable. So much for the “autumn” of
reflection.

To crown it all, a painter born in Spanish 
Flanders was chosen to praise the king as the
invader of his own country! Adam Frans Van der
Meulen served as “embedded painter” with the
invader during his Flanders campaign. A talen-
ted artist and reporter, his “snapshots” of the in-
vasion of his own country took the form of

542 543

sketches that were then quickly developed in his
Paris studio.

By this time “the display” of military muscle
tended to replace the public exhibition of royalty
attacking the enemy. Invited sometimes to the
theater of war, the court was most often sum-
moned to attend large-scale military exercises.
These were truly “parades of strength” by which
the king intended “to display images of everything
done at war”.10 The only event in the capture of
Tournai had been the king’s presence. What to
show if not this risky exposure of his royal person?
The tapestry would exhibit that exposure, show-
ing the king on display. There is nothing else to
see, because power is never better celebrated than
when shown in its plain unvarnished reality.
A preparatory drawing done on the spot by Van
der Meulen shows the young king at the siege of
Tournai. The city is only a fine horizontal lace,

eclipsed by the activity of the trenches. The
monarch stands where the two axes of the trench
intersect. Next to him, on either side and below, is
a group of officers. The king’s bust rises well
above the top of the trench, and his right hand
clasps a swagger stick. In the foreground, to the
right, all is calm, with two grooms holding dis-
mounted horses by their bridles. A white horse
awaits its master, the king.

The very large final tapestry (over 20 square
meters) is by now invaded by figures in all direc-
tions11: some 20 or so in the foreground, 50 in the
middle. A flowered edge bears the legend – legen-
dum “what has to be read is to be read”; “King
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7 Jean Chapelain, Lettres, Paris, 1883, vol. II, pp. 272f.
8 Daniel Meyer, L’histoire du roy, Réunion des musées

nationaux, Paris, 1980.
9 Quoted in Peter Burke, The Fabrication of Louis XIV, Yale

University Press, New Haven and London, 1992, ch. 4.

10 Saint-Simon, Mémoires, Gallimard, Edition de la Pléiade,
Paris, 1983, vol. I, p. 542.

11 Concerning the intermediary stages and the two existing
paintings, see Emmanuel Starcky (ed.), A la gloire du Roi,
Van der Meulen, peintre des conquêtes de Louis XIV, exhib.
cat., musée des Beaux-Arts de Dijon et musée d’histoire de
la ville de Luxembourg, 1998-1999, Imprimerie Nationale,
Paris, 1998, pp. 126-129.

Adam Frans Van der M eulen, Louis XIV dans la tranchée au siège de Tournai, 21 juin 1667 [Louis XIV in the battle of Tournai, June
21, 1667], 17th century, ink draw ing , pencil and pierre noire on paper, 55 x 79.4 cm , Musée du Louvre , Paris, photo © RM N , distri-
bution bpk Berlin, photo: Made le ine Coursaget

General view of the re lief map of Tournai seen from the north, photo © Centre des monuments nationaux, Paris, photo: Philippe
Caetano



Louis XIV being in the trench stands above its top
and exposes himself to enemy fire in order to rec-
onnoiter the state of their defenses.” Van der
Meulen attempts neither to represent the king nor
to paint the profile of a city, nor to depict that key
moment of a military campaign: He simply shows
the king’s presence at Tournai. This is a far cry
from the soothing image of transparent propa-
ganda described in the Mercure Galant, an official
journal anxious to certify the authenticity of its
reports, the ancestor of CNN’s showing its corre-
spondents on the battlefield as a guarantee. The
tapestry of the capture of Tournai is not about
propaganda or information. It does not transmit
news but shows the exhibition of the king as evi-
dence of political power.12 “Kings, who are born
to possess all and to command over all, must never
be ashamed to submit themselves to fame”;13

Louis XIV recognized the importance of that rule,
to be obeyed by those determined to reign. It is a
prince’s duty to exhibit himself regularly to the
public; he must guarantee everybody access to his
person and to his exploits, including by means of
commemorative tapestries. So he must “be princi-
pally concerned to examine what public applause
can give him or deprive him of”.14 It is through the
king’s Memoirs, therefore, that the explanation of
the rapid capture of Tournai should be sought: “All
conquerors have advanced more by their name
than by their sword; and their sole presence has a
thousand times knocked down ramparts that
could have withstood all their combined for-
ces.”15 Tournai was not a military victory, it was
the indication of evidence.

The Relief Model between Access and

Secrecy

At the time of the capture of Tournai the first
French relief model (plan-relief), of Dunkirk, was
made, on the spot and in a few months, by the
engineer in charge of building the fortification.
Appearing extraordinarily satisfied, the king
embarked on a program that in less than thirty
years was to involve a 144 relief models represent-
ing 101 sites. Commemoration, the celebration of
victory, the expectation of future sieges, a dissua-
sive force, the exaltation of royal prestige and the
reinforcement of frontiers – the relief models were
all these things at once. Of the 100 or so models

kept at the Invalides or at Lille,16 thirty date from
the seventeenth century. These objects occupy up
to 50 square meters, the mountain fortifications
are sometimes three meters high, and a single plan
can weigh up to a ton, divided onto seven or eight
wooden tables laid on the bare floor.

The extant relief model of Tournai was 
preceded by two others. The first, made in 1667-
1668, represented only the citadel. Limited in 
its surface and intentions, it joined the long tra-
dition of architectural models designed to visual-
ize a project drafted under conditions of urgency
and fear of the enemy. The second, denounced by
Vauban as “fit to be destroyed”17 and to be saved
only if it reproduced recently built works, was 
in fact destroyed due to its obsolescence. By 1697,
the role of the relief model was no longer 
to project itself into the future but to inform on 
a present state of affairs, the collection being a
sort of data bank where each element needed to
be updated.
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The relief model of Tournai was made in four
years, around 1701. Very large (6.54 by 5.8meters),
it illustrates about 900 hectares of countryside in
order to render the defensive apparatus as a whole,
right up to the most advanced works. This center-
ing was a standard definition of relief models,
which represented buildings on their sites accord-
ing to the military imperative of being within firing
range. It is therefore the military function of the
relief model that dictates its dimensions and the
nature of what it is meant to show: the city and its
defenses, to be sure, and the citadel, but also hun-
dreds of hectares of fields of more or less pro-
nounced contours.

Unlike the objectives of a European cartogra-
phy at that time in the midst of a scientific revolu-

tion, the relief models could not connect the forti-
fication to its regional or national environment.
While the scale of 1:600 fits the city neatly into a
space within gunfire range, its purpose is much
more to cut than to connect. In a siege, as in the
still backward surgical operations of the time
(Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson was painted in
1632), it was necessary first of all to isolate the
space, to define a field of action by circumvallation
(isolating the city from the outside) and contraval-
lation (protecting its own camp from any rescue
operation). And from the models can be drawn the
conclusion that there was no need for them to be
linked. Each functioned separately, denying space
not strictly necessary to military operations. A col-
lection of monads, the collection thus stood aloof
from the revolution sparked in the sixteenth cen-
tury by the invention of the atlas, and continued at
the time of the capture of Tournai with the works
of the Academie des Sciences.

Enormous and awkward to transport, the relief
models were therefore a historical and conceptual
impasse in a movement of cartographic demateri-
alization. Yet their scale, too, was an asset. Con-
ceived to be removed from the city that they rep-
resented, these models afforded comprehension
from a distance. They allowed fortifications that
were by their nature isolated to be united to form a
comprehensive picture of a territory and its fron-
tiers. Kept at a distance from the city represented,
the relief model is the result of a project opposite
to the narcissistic or identifying function charac-
teristic of so many models of cities that state more
or less explicitly: “You are here; recognize your
neighborhood.”

It is because Paris is far from the nation’s fron-
tiers that the relief models of its borders made
sense. To the extent that command of a territory is
the quintessence of political power, they indicate
the depth of that territory and enable rational
political decisions to be made.

The collection was soon formed. Models, con-
structed on the spot, were at first stored on the
ground floor of the Tuileries, then transferred
around 1706-1710 to the Louvre and its riverside
gallery. Here the models, presented more conve-
niently, could be consulted by officers until they
were moved to the Invalides in 1776.
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12 Peter Burke, op. cit., ch. 6.
13 Louis XIV, op. cit., p. 228.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Nicolas Faucherre, Guillaume Monsaingeon, Antoine de

Roux, Les plans en relief des places du roy, Biro, Paris,
1989; Le musée des plans-reliefs, exhib. cat., Ed. du
Patrimoine, Paris, 1997.

17 Sébastien le Preste Marquis de Vauban, Etat des plans en
relief qui sont dans le palais des Thuileries, quoted in Anne
Blanchard, Vauban, Fayard, Paris, 1996, pp. 628-632.

Detail of Tournai: French houses w ith the ir gardens and medie-
val bridge , photo © Centre des monuments nationaux, Paris,
photo: Philippe Caetano

Vigneux, Galerie de plans reliefs au Louvre [Gallery of re lief
maps at Louvre], draw ing , 1749, B ibliothèque nationale de
France , photo © BNF



From the heart of his kingdom, Louis XIV was
able to consult its periphery under construction.
Nevertheless, critics were not lacking, as on the
occasion presented by the stabilization of France’s
frontiers. In 1692, a medal was struck to celebrate
the completion of the nation’s perimeter: Securi-
tati perpetuae. Vauban objected: “Whether one
begins with the relief [model] of Dunkirk or of
Lille is irrelevant. The money used for the relief is
rather badly employed.”18 He underlines the
obsolescence of a practice no longer useful now
that the frontiers had been stabilized.

Furthermore, most of the relief models were
faulty or inexact. There existed a long tradition of
erroneous maps, a skillful form of half-sharing
knowledge. Maps were established, published and
widely accessible. But their deceptive or approxi-
mate contents took back with the left hand what
had been divulged with the right. The engineer
Darçon was to sum up perfectly, a few decades
later, that balance of secrecy and error on the sub-
ject of the Alpine frontiers, whose survey he
wished to prevent: A bad map is useless, and a
good one would be dangerous – to the point
where “if it were good, it would have to be forbid-
den”.19

Born for architectural and military usage, relief
models were marked by the seal of secrecy associ-
ated with the art of war. In a world where fortified
towns took the place of strategy and space seemed
to desert the countryside to concentrate on a few
fortified cities, to be familiar with a fortification
was to be familiar with military power. It was
therefore essential to limit access to that informa-
tion. Precisely while the relief model of Tournai
was being made, Vauban revolted from the nearby
town of Ath against the excessive circulation of
“people coming to see and to reconnoiter” the
relief models: “There is not an engineer in Flanders
or in Holland that has not been to see them several
times.”20

The habit of letting visitors see “the strength
and the weakness of fortifications,” as Vauban
says, was an unmotivated ostentation. It had no
bearing either on dissuasive diplomacy, on negoti-
ated obligations or on any symbolic ostentatious
strategy. It was simply misplaced publicity. For the
same reason, if the king really had to flaunt himself
at the time of the siege of Tournai, it was just as

necessary to avoid at all cost the public exposition
of its citadel, its plans or the relief model depicting
it.

The Traité de la défense des places, which
Vauban drew up but did not publish, well illus-
trates this transfer of secrecy into the realms of
half-public, half-concealed knowledge. Its author
reckoned that it would be advisable for “H.M. to
have it printed at his expense; after which he could
withdraw all copies and hand out one each to his
most trusted generals and to the governor of each
fortification, who would then be responsible for
its custody: on condition that each copy be kept in
a chest expressly made, that it should never leave
the premises, and be read only by the King’s garri-
son lieutenant, the adjutant, the engineer and the
officer in command of artillery”.21

It is not the relief model of Tournai that is pre-
cious but the art of siege. Vauban puts his finger
on a stark contradiction: It would be absurd to
keep this Treaty absolutely secret, but to publicize
it would imply communicating it to strangers,
“who could make ill-use of it against us”.22 Know-
ledge exists only when shared, transmitted,
taught. But if too widely spread, it is no longer dis-
criminating; it no longer gains either advantage or
superiority. Limits must therefore be set on its cir-
culation and hierarchies established in its publicity.
Absolute secrecy is abolished, but so is total public
knowledge. Power lies in between the two, and its
“public surface” must be defined.

Access to the models crammed into the Tui-
leries or shown at the Louvre was subject to royal
approval. Only French officers and, more seldom,
distinguished guests or duly accredited diplomats
were permitted to visit the collection. Even when a
relief model had become obsolete, it could not be
examined without prior permission.
Such was the ambiguous status of the relief mod-
els, a collection entirely “under stress”. Even when
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the military were no longer interested in them, the
models still could not be exposed to public eyes.
Rather than military information, the symbolic
impact of possession of a city took over. It is to
that fact that the relief model of Tournai, as of
other cities, owes its survival. This apparently inert
symbolic effect was transformed straightaway, to
be reborn as a strike force: Dissuasion is only
effective if the actual or potential adversary knows
that one possesses it. A visit to the collection is
thus an invitation to attend a major military
maneuver. To possess the model is to possess the
city; to represent the world is to dispute it with the
gods or the powerful. One must show one’s
power but choose those to whom it will be shown.
Ordinary subjects must not touch on either politi-
cal matters or religious affairs. To paint, to make
maps, is in itself to possess in part, as seen in innu-
merable examples – from Roman emperors to
strategists at the Pentagon.

The secrecy of visits to the relief models is 
in some ways symmetrical to the tapestry exalting
the king rather than the capture of Tournai. 

For here the city, the total object, is visible to 
the king alone. He perceives his city in an all-
embracing view inaccessible to its inhabitants,
who must be content with routes and parts of 
the city. Just as those contradictory objects are
intended to be both flat (meaning etymologically
flattened) and in relief, so are they called upon 
to be simultaneously a revelation of the city pre-
sented in its entirety and the dissimulation of 
a true picture reserved to the monarch and his
faithful.

Tournai, 1667-1709: the construction of a citadel
as colossal as it was useless, the long weaving of a
tapestry showing that there was nothing to see,
and the fabrication of a disproportionate relief
model that could not be shown, these are three
aspects of one and the same tension between the
necessity for display and its impossibility. Louis
XIV was right: Power must solicit public applause.
Even when there is nothing to see or when secrecy
has to be maintained.

Translated from the French by Rodney Stringer
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18 Vauban to Le Peletier, May 23, 1693, in: Vauban, sa famille
et ses écrits, Albert de Rochas d’Aiglun (ed.), republished
by Slatkine, Paris, Geneva, 1972, vol. I, p. 387 (trans.
Rodney Stringer).

19 Quoted in Serge Briffaud, Naissance d’un paysage, la mon-
tagne pyrénéenne à la croisée des regards, XVI°-XIX°, doc-
toral dissertation, Université Toulouse II, 1994, p. 122.

20 Vauban to Louvois, August 18, 1669, in: Albert de Rochas
d’Aiglun (ed.), op. cit., vol. II, p. 382 (trans. Rodney
Stringer).

21 Sébastien le Preste Marquis de Vauban, Traité de la défense
des places, in: Albert Rochas d’Aiglun (ed.), op. cit., vol. II,
p. 261 (trans. Rodney Stringer).

22 Ibid., vol. II, pp. 261f.
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Brooklyn Bridge , photo © Bojidar Yanev NYC D OT

amounted to $655.59 million on the Queensboro,
$788.70 million on the Manhattan and $901.41
million on the Williamsburg Bridge. Seeking new
sources of funding in the aftermath of 9/11/2001,
the mayor’s office is investigating means of rein-
troducing tolls across the East River. The bridges
average from 120,000 to 200,000 vehicles in daily
traffic, hence they could be profitable. On the
other hand, tolls might make them ineligible for
the kind of federal and state funding that paid for
the above rehabilitations. It is unclear what per-
centage of the potential revenue would actually go
to the bridges. The matter is under consideration.

The Triborough, Whitestone and Throg’s
Neck bridges, designed by Othmar Ammann and
built under Robert Moses, are currently managed
by the Metropolitan Transit Authority and bring in

were the responsibility of the State Department of
Transportation. City bridges came under the gen-
eral responsibility of the Streets and Highways
Division of the City Department of Transporta-
tion.

After advanced deterioration forced a closure
of the Williamsburg Bridge in 1988, the City
Department of Transportation re-established a
Bureau of Bridges. It assumed charge of roughly
800 city bridges including the four East River
crossings. In 2003 the Bridge Bureau reported
cumulative expenditures of $464 million, in fed-
eral, state and local moneys, on the Brooklyn
Bridge rehabilitation over a period of roughly
twenty years. All vertical suspenders and diagonal
stays were replaced, as was the bridge deck. Reha-
bilitation work over the same period has

The above definitions testify that:
— The NBIS are (relatively) comprehensive regu-

lations.
— Webster is a (relatively) concise dictionary.
— Bridges are artifacts.

The NBIS further designate responsible bridge
owners, who are mandated to inspect their bridges
every two years. The findings must be reported to
the Federal Highway Administration, according
the Coding Guide, issued in 1988 and soon to be
superceded by a new one. The NBIS maintain files
of structural and serviceability ratings on about
600,000 vehicular bridges and 150,000 railroad
ones. Pedestrian bridges are a local concern.
Bridges can be landmarks – local, national and
international. The only United States bridge on
the international landmark register is the Cincin-
nati-Covington, designed by John Roebling and
opened to traffic in 1867. Thanks to substantial
strengthening, it carries two lanes of automobile
traffic and looks every inch an artifact. 

The Brooklyn Bridge is a national landmark but
not an international one. Its construction started in
1867, took sixteen years and cost $14 million. The
land had cost $25 million. The main span, 487 m
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Who Is Minding the Bridges?
(A Personal Inquiry)
Bojidar Yanev

Bridge: A structure including supports erected over a depression or an obstruction, such as
water, or railway, and having a track or passageway for carrying traffic or other moving 
loads, and having an opening measured along the center of the roadway of more than 20 feet 
(610 cm) between undercopings of abutments or spring lines of arches, or extreme ends of 
openings for multiple boxes; it may also include multiple pipes, where the clear distance
between openings is less than half of the smaller contiguous opening.

National Bridge Inspection Standards (NBIS),Code of Federal Regulations (23 CFR 650.3)

Bridge: A structure spanning and providing a passage over an obstacle, as a waterway.
Artifact:
1. An object produced by human workmanship, esp. a tool, weapon or ornament of archeolog-
ical or historical interest.
2. A structure or substance not normally present but produced by an external agency or action.

Webster’s II College Dictionary

long, doubled the previous world record. Traffic
opened on May 24, 1883, marking the incorpo-
ration of Manhattan and Brooklyn into a larger
multi-borough New York City. There was a 5-cent
toll for crossing. A week later, panic on the bridge
promenade crushed 12 pedestrians to death. The
Brooklyn, Williamsburg, Manhattan and Queens-
boro bridges over the East River headed the list of 
45 bridges under the responsibility of a powerful
Bridge Commission, headquartered at the Munici-
pal Building. Tolls were suspended by order of the
mayor in August 1911. An apocryphal explanation
is that he was trying to improve his public image
after a failed attempt on his life. The consequences
for the bridges remain subject to public debate.

To sell the Brooklyn Bridge is the ultimate
salesmanship test. The feat is presumed impossi-
ble, because (a) no one could possibly own the
bridge and (b) no one could possibly want to. Both
assumptions are perfect folklore – without theo-
retical basis but deeply rooted in empirical 
evidence.

In 1981 a pedestrian was killed on the Brooklyn
Bridge promenade by a stay cable that ruptured
due to corrosion. The Bridge Commission having
been long gone by then, the East River crossings
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George Washington Bridge , photo © Bojidar Yanev NYC D OT

Bridge in Prospect Park, Brooklyn, photo © Bojidar Yanev NYC D OT

considerable toll revenues, absorbed, however, by
the unprofitable subway system.

Built by the Port Authority of New York and
New Jersey, the George Washington Bridge linked
the two states over the Hudson River in 1931. The
1 km main span designed by Othmar Ammann
nearly doubled the existing world record and cost
$50 million. In five years the revenue from the
then-10-cent toll recovered the construction cost.
A lower deck was anticipated for train or vehicular
traffic. Six vehicular lanes were added to the exist-
ing eight in 1950, at a construction cost of $75 mil-
lion. In 2004 the toll revenue from the bridge aver-
aged $1 million daily. In other words, it still pays
for itself every five years. A number of New York
City mayors and New York State governors have
challenged the fiscal independence of the Port
Authority, with but limited success. By recent
count, the engineering staff has been reduced to
300 from 1000, but the Port Authority is still as re-
latively autonomous as when Moses conceived it.

Great designers, such as John Augustus Roe-
bling, Othmar Ammann and Gustave Eiffel
impose themselves as natural forces, because their
bridges are indispensable as utilities. The aesthetic
victory of the Eiffel Tower came after it provided
the most popular vertical bridge, if not to the sky,
at least to the skyline. The engineering of the
Channel Tunnel has not been questioned, but the
burdens of debt make the popular structure finan-

cially unstable. Similar are the reputations of the
Concorde supersonic airplane and the NASA space
program.

Bridges are frequently discussed but not by
their most frequent users. Le Corbusier expressed
general disappointment with New York’s architec-
ture (too few skyscrapers and those not high
enough) but praised the bold pure functionalism
of the silvery George Washington Bridge.
Recently intercepted terrorist messages appar-
ently indicated intent to sabotage the New York
City bridge torn down by Godzilla in the latest dis-
aster movie – the Brooklyn Bridge.

John Roebling gave the masonry towers of the
Brooklyn Bridge a strong Gothic flavor, because
that was the symbol of the city he intended for the
coming centuries. Othmar Ammann designed the
towers of “Big George” in steel, with a granite
cladding for visual substance. That cladding
proved too costly and was never installed. In
recent years environmental concerns have driven
the cost of bridge repainting to $200 per square
meter of steel from $20. The towers are currently
repainted and a cladding that might entirely elimi-
nate such a need in the future is being reconsid-
ered.

Taking bridges out of context is similar to tak-
ing them out of the transportation network,
although the symbolic transfer is easier. Pont du
Gard was built as an aqueduct for the eternal
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future of the Roman Empire; 2000 years later it is
a monument to the Roman heritage of France.
London Bridge acquired monumental status by
immigrating to Arizona after retiring as a traffic
carrier across the Thames.

Hence: 
— Bridges are built for traffic by builders who

expect some benefits from them.
— When designers know their business, the func-

tion elevates the form to a symbol.
— No design can save a bridge that is doing poor

business.
— Depending on the viewpoint, a bridge can be a

main attraction or a principal environmental
hazard.

The Parks Department does not own the bridges
over the New York parkways, but opines on their
design. Parks sympathize with pedestrians:
Bridges are not welcome, because they bring vehi-
cles. If they are necessary, they must not dominate
the scene. Ideal are the bridges in Central and
Prospect parks. New York City DOT would like to
rebuild bridges such as the footbridge over the Belt
Parkway in Brooklyn at a higher elevation in order
to avoid truck collisions. Parks would rather have
truck obstructions. A pedestrian bridge is ill-suited
for such a purpose and can suffer serious damage,
as the one over the Belt Parkway nearly did. The
Brooklyn bridge, on the other hand, was ade-
quately strengthened and so far the damage has
been mutual, as a recent incident has shown. A
truck was traveling on the Brooklyn-Queens
Expressway and found the Brooklyn Bridge noth-
ing but an obstacle.

Given their vast scope, the Moses projects can
be viewed from virtually every angle, almost as in
the model of New York City that he created for
the World’s Fair of 1964. The man personified cen-
tralized power and was therefore the symbol to be
dethroned. Since Moses was simultaneously Parks
and Public Works Commissioner, he had to pre-
serve as well as to build, keep vehicles out of the
parks as well as bring them closer. It can be sur-
mised that he liked automobiles, parks and bridges
better than he liked trains. For trucks he built
expressways. His attitude towards busses may
remain debatable. Perhaps in today’s world he
would have preferred stretch limos, but that
hypothesis cannot be verified. We are only told
that he never drove a car.
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Pedestrian Bridge over Be lt Parkway, Brooklyn, photo © Bojidar
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Mode l of New York C ity for the 1964 World’s Fair, Queens Museum of Art New York, photo © Bojidar Yanev NYC D OT

Overturned Oversize Truck on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway under the Brooklyn Bridge , photo © Bojidar Yanev NYC D OT 



    

thoughts as well as the concerned parties. This is especially true

when these paper trails bring the power of law into the daily situa-

tions (events, occurrences) where it’s most needed. If you follow

the paper trail, you soon realize how efficient these prostheses are.

Every file, every legal statute, every procedure seems to make the

course of our lives more opaque and more complicated, but they

also protect those same lives against arbitrary violence. Files can be

changed and amended, but they can’t be done away with. Once

again we see that if there is no mediation, there is no representation.

Transparency might not be, after all, the ideal of politics.

How to Take Notice of Things 

Top Secret Paperworks 

The Shrinking Public Space 

Intellectual technologies are among the most ubiquitous pieces of

equipment that allow people and things to join together inside vir-

tual assemblies. The problem is that these techniques are looked

down on because they are associated with much-despised bureau-

crats, technocrats and other paper-shufflers. Files, lists, archives,

paper clips and codes don’t look like very promising instruments

for making things public. It seems as if people would rather be rid of

all this red tape in order to have transparent and direct representa-

tions of processes and institutions. But since politics is most often

about the blind leading the blind, there is no such thing; we have to

rely on these tiny paper trails in order to assemble and to gather our

10 Follow the Paper-Trails

Law Is Everywhere, Provided You Look Closely Enough 

What Are Bureaucrats Doing 

in the International Labour Organization? 

Law in Karlsruhe 
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objectified, literally written onto the surfaces of
and figuratively built into the very structures of
ordinary social relations, places and objects. Every
package of food, piece of clothing and electrical
appliance contains a label warning us about its
dangers, instructing us about its uses and telling us
whether (and where) we can complain if some-
thing goes wrong. Every time we park a car, dry-

clean clothing or leave an umbrella in a cloak-
room, we are informed about limited liabilities for
loss. Newspapers, television, novels, plays, maga-
zines and movies are saturated with legal images,
while these very same objects display their claims
to copyright. Although much of the time legal
forms go unnoticed and cognitively disappear,
they are imperfectly naturalized. At any moment,

In popular culture, the modern trial often stands as
an icon of the rule of law. It appears as a carefully
orchestrated process through which indetermi-
nate aggregations of persons, words, stories and
material are transformed into facts of intention,
causality, responsibility or property. Yet the trial is
merely the tip of a giant iceberg of matters that
come to legal agencies for reconstruction and
containment. Indeed, of the myriad activities 
that constitute modern life, this official, icono-
graphic symbol of legality – the trial – is outpaced
by the proliferation of expectations, norms, signs
and objects in which the traces of professional and
official legal work have been well hidden.

When we speak of the “rule of law,” it is
because most of the iceberg of legality lies sub-
merged within the taken-for-granted expectations
of mundane life. Rather than contested and chore-
ographed in sometimes spectacular but always
statistically rare trials, law is powerful and “rules”
everyday life, because its constructions are regu-
larly uncontested and habitual. Law’s construc-
tions and mediations have been sedimented
throughout the routines of daily living, helping to
make things move around in more or less clear
ways, without having to invoke, display or wield
their elaborate and intricate processes, especially
the ultimate one, physical force.

Of course, this sedimentation and normative
regulation is never complete; we do not always
stay within the boundaries of legally sanctioned
expectations, and the reach of law is always dis-
puted. Thus, much of the visible iceberg of legality
is about what to do in the event of a breach; some
of those messes, or matters of concern, lead to lit-
igation, and some, although very few, to trials. An
iceberg throws off a calf. Importantly, however,
these visible legal battles are the outliers of the
law’s more routine activities.

The law is a durable and powerful human insti-

tutional invention because it invisibly suffuses our
everyday life. More often than not, as we go about
our daily lives, we rarely sense the presence of the
law. Although law operates as an assembly for
making things public and mediating matters of
concern, most of the time it does so without fan-
fare, without contest, without notice. We pay our
bills because they are due; we respect our neigh-
bors’ property because it is theirs. We drive on the
right side of the road (in most nations) because it is
prudent. We register our motor vehicles and stop
at red lights. We rarely consider through what col-
lective judgments and procedures we have defined
“coming due,” “their property” and “prudent driv-
ing” or why automobiles must be registered and
why traffic stops at red lights. If we trace the
source of these expectations and meanings to
some legal institution or practice, the origin is so
far away in time and place that the matters of con-
cern and circumstances of invention have been
long forgotten. As a result of this distance, sales
contracts, property and traffic rules seem to be
merely efficient, natural and inevitable, facts of life.

Legal objects, signs, forms, rules and decisions
are understood, however, to be a special kind of
fact, a legal fact. Perhaps we should collapse the
distance between the words legal and fact to write
legalfact to emphasize the procedures of law that
are the grounds for constructing facts, that is,
legalfacts. In other words, jurisprudence recog-
nizes at its core that its truths are created only
through its particular processes and that the rela-
tionship between legalfacts and empirical facts is at
best only approximate.

As naturalized features of modern life, the signs
and objects of law are omnipresent. Through his-
toric as well as contemporary legal decisions that
are no longer actively debated, countless matters
of concern have been resolved, concretized and
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1 This exhibit and portions of the commentary derive from
Patricia Ewick, Susan S. Silbey, The Common Place of Law:
Stories from Everyday Life, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1998.

The Common Place of Law 
Transforming Matters of Concern 
into the Objects of Everyday Life1

Susan S. Silbey, Ayn Cavicchi
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The museum as regulated space , 2005, 
photo collage , photos: Silke Müller
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the stabilized, historical legalfact can reappear, per-
haps becoming a matter of concern, debate, chal-
lenge or resistance. The iceberg fractures and a
passing ship hits the new iceberg.

To illustrate the ways in which law publicly
mediates matters of concern, we encourage
visitors to the exhibit to “trace the frail conduits”2

that have produced common place legalfacts
that we encounter as familiar objects. Although 
the possible examples we might display are inn-
umerable (clothing labels, warnings on food
packages, copyright imprints, trademark logos,
sales receipts, air line tickets), we have chosen two
common institutions of modern life that are thor-
oughly shaped by law: the automobile and the
museum space.

Museums are saturated with legality. Through
trusts, bequests, incorporation and property law,
the museum is a legal invention as much as an
architectural, historical, artistic and craft enter-
prise. The staff and curators enjoy an array of
employment rights that specify limits to the
degrees of freedom and constraint in their rela-
tionships and transactions with the museum. The
museum, in turn, in its corporate personhood is
burdened with legally prescribed obligations to
visitors as well as employees. We will not elabo-
rate these various relationships and obligations
here. Around the museum building, however, we
are excavating the sedimented law (those frail con-
duits) that has constructed the museum space and
contemporary patrons’ movements through that
space. Alongside the legalfacts – of fire extinguish-
ers, exit signs, electrical outlets, water sprinklers,
facilities for handicapped access – we have dis-
played portions of the relevant sections of the
Verordnung des Innenministeriums über Versamm-
lungsstätten [Decree by the Department of the
Interior on assembly sites] that mandate the cre-
ation and placement of these facilities and objects.
The laws specify architectural and safety precau-
tions for public exhibition space. With our notice
boards, we are making visible and explicit that
which becomes taken-for-granted practice in
museum management, attendance and patronage.
We have included in these displays not only exam-
ples from the relevant codes of Germany and else-
where but also some illustrations of how aspects
of the architecture and public space have been, at

different times and places, matters of active public
concern. These concerns are expressed through
litigation, news stories or calls for government
action of some sort to address a range of issues
from freedom of movement and of identity, to
risks to the health and safety of individuals as well
as the community at large.

The automobile, like the museum “concen-
trates the most astonishing degree of hyper-regu-
lation. For drivers, a shiny new car comes embed-
ded in a sticky web of laws and fines – not to
mention a series of material needs from parking
spaces and gas to oil caps designed to fit a single
make and model.”3 Moreover, Jain writes, “the
technology of auto mobility has defined public
space”4 in most industrialized nations, from the
nineteenth century decisions to install traffic lanes
and mandate driving on the right (or the left) side
of the road to the more recent allocation of desig-
nated parking spaces for handicapped persons.
Just as we have exhumed the legal provenance of
the exit signs, electrical wiring and fire extinguish-
ers of the museum space, we exhibit the legal con-
struction of the automobile with statutory labels,
public dispute and concern.5

The construction of the car as a mobile
machine is thoroughly specified, and the conform-
ity of the particular automobile with the specifica-
tions is certified through inspections. The drivers’
and passengers’ actions and restraint are also spec-
ified by law.

When a vehicle cannot meet the legal specifica-
tions for road-worthy transportation, the law
intrudes by labeling the vehicles with a universal
warning sign, thereby permitting a non-conform-
ing vehicle to travel on the roads while announc-
ing to the world its deviance.
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2 See Bruno Latour, this volume, introduction.
3 Sarah S. Lochlan Jain, “‘Dangerous Instrumentality’: The

Bystander as Subject in Automobility,” in: Cultural Anthro-
pology, 19, 1, 2004. p. 61.

4 Ibid.
5 In his classic text, An Introduction to Legal Reasoning, Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1949, Edward H. Levi
uses the case of McPherson v. Buick 217 NY 382 (1916) to
exemplify what he calls the third phase of the life of the
“dangerous instrument” concept in tort law. In Cardozo’s
opinion in this New York State Court of Appeals case, for
liability to attach, danger must be immanent in the object.
But, Cardozo argues, the objects to be so classified may
change over time. In McPherson, 1916, Cardozo writes that
a defective automobile poses an immanent danger and as
such becomes an inherently dangerous object.

Theft protection



Although the law appears to be orchestrating
the crowd in a traffic jam, much is going on that is
quite distant from the law as a set of behavioral
rules. The legalfacts, the signs of law, are always
mediated by social action. The very same object or
legalfact that is the source of dispute is also a
source of communion. The drivers are bound
together in a legally constructed space through
which they are negotiating their way, literally and
morally from one moment to another. While the
law seems to govern most everything in the traffic
jam, there is nothing it completely or totally regu-
lates. People do not simply observe rules about
right of way. At times, they forgo their right of
way to let another driver into the traffic, demon-
strating their own sense of fairness or courtesy.
Others blatantly violate such norms, enacting
their own sense of daring or entitlement within the
structure of rules defined by “the law”. Paying the
toll can be an opportunity to voice a grievance or,
for some, to share a pleasantry. In the lanes of traf-
fic, tollbooths and drivers, somewhere in the inter-
section of rules and their enactment, legality
emerges in the routine of ordinary everyday life.

The automobile has not only transformed the ci-
tizen into a licensed driver, the machine into a legally
constructed object, but the public spaces now are
apportioned among vehicles and persons who
become, as a consequence of the automobile, pedes-
trians with legally specified rights and obligations.

An old chair placed in a recently shoveled park-
ing spot on a public street and two elderly gentle-
men sitting in beach chairs also in a parking spot
on a public street display the depth of legality in
shaping the concepts, practices and understanding
of everyday activities. The practice of placing an
old chair on a public street to hold a parking spot
reveals a deeply sedimented conception of owner-
ship and labor that cannot be practiced or inter-
preted without legal concepts and cognitions. The
chair placed in the parking spot on a public street,
with or without a person in the chair, is under-
stood to endow the chair’s owner with use rights
in the space. Unlike contracts, copyrights, traffic
signs or bills of sale, which are standard markers of
legality, this chair in the snow is not the direct and
intentional product of professional legal work.
Instead, we might view these chairs as residues of
that formal legal practice.

The transformation of this machine, the auto-
mobile, through licenses, titles and assorted safety
requirements has been a subject of continual
struggle and debate. Newspaper reports, legisla-
tive records, countless law cases attest to the pub-
lic’s concern about the automobile.

The connection between legality and everyday
life is most explicit in the variable driving condi-
tions over time and around the globe. A collision
between a newly installed trolley car, a peddler’s
wagon and an automobile was a familiar scene on
a San Francisco street in 1905. In 2005, the compe-
tition for public space has been won by the auto-
mobile in most European and North American
cities, while it is still a lively contest in much of
Asia. Bicycle riders and pedestrians, however, have
begun a counter campaign to recapture the public
roads. The ability of law to organize everyday life,
and without appearing prominently on the scene,
is illustrated powerfully in a highway traffic jam, or
what in France is called a bouchon, a blockage 
or cork in the road. Sitting in traffic on an express-
way, for example at the entrance to a tunnel or at a
tollbooth, one observes an extraordinary degree
of compliance, and perhaps complacency, among
the drivers in what is usually a frustrating situa-
tion. The traffic jam and the appropriation of park-
ing spots, which we will describe below, symbol-

ize the degree to which contemporary society 
is suffused with legality. The cars are registered
and the driver’s licenses issued according to 
law; the traffic moves in lanes whose size, con-
struction, and marking are determined by law.
Cars are sorted into lanes according to instruc-
tions inscribed on various signs: one lane for 
taxis, another for personal cars, yet another for
“high occupancy cars”. As cars crawl toward and
approach a tollbooth, the drivers’ hands emerge
offering the stipulated toll. Having paid the toll,
their cars move on.

There is very little that happens on the road
that has not at some time been specified by law.
And, although the millions of drivers who travel
along the streets and highways follow instructions
about lanes, speed, tolls, licensing of cars and
themselves, this legal regulation is only rarely a
matter of active contemplation and calculation.
Typically we become aware of the law and our
relationship to it only when the formal law – and
the violence embedded in it – makes an appear-
ance. Our pulse quickens at the sight of a police
cruiser or the sound of a siren. At that moment,
we scrutinize our own behavior and status in
regard to the law’s intensions and powers. Most of
the time, legal regulation is unremarked, without
consideration or challenge.
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Notice of failure to comply w ith automobile regulations, here inspection failure , 2004,
photo © Susan Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi

A m ish wagon, Pennsylvania, 2003,
photo © Susan Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi

San Francisco trolley and car on tracks, 1905, film still 
■ A lthough the automobile has defined contemporary urban
space , its dom inance emerged only recently and not universally.

Be ijing , China, 2004, photo © Susan Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi

Rather than a piece of professionalized law, this
is a visual image of the law from the bottom up
and from outside of legal institutions. The chair in
the shoveled-out parking spot signals to the
neighborhood, or any would-be parker, a type of
ownership. In claiming ownership, that chair often
elicits the same sorts of deference and respect
accorded more conventional types of property:
Other drivers park elsewhere! Similarly, the viola-
tion or transgression of this property claim
(removing the chair and parking in the spot) may
lead to conflicts and disputes more commonly
associated with property as formally defined by
the legal system, by informal claims of trespass.
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Without naming the doctrinal concepts of con-
structive or adverse possession, the person placing
the chair in a clearing among mounds of snow
implicitly invokes conventional and historic justifi-
cations for property on the basis of investment
and labor, just those arguments that underwrote
the emergence of liberal law in the seventeenth
century. The two old men’s seats in the parking
spot and the heavy labor of shoveling out the
mounds of snow are understood to endow the
chairs’ owners with use rights in those spaces. By
placing a chair in a public parking place, the formal
legal idea of private property is appropriated along
with many of the rights associated with it, such as
exclusive use. Yet, property here is construed very
differently than its doctrinal sense demands or
would allow. Even without registered deeds and

titles, stamps and seals, the law is absent in its for-
mal professional sense and yet continually and
morally present in organizing social relations on
this city street around this particular construction
of the automobile, the parking space and private
property.

The public street becomes a forum, an agora
with a particular “set of procedures, its definition
of freedom and domination, its ways of bringing
together those who are concerned [...] and what
concerns them”.6 The legalfacts of public space,
the truth of who owns and who can use this space,
for what and for how long, no longer commands
unremarked deference. Whether others defer or
contest the claims to the parking spots, the legal-
facts now demand collective reconfirmation of
their matter-of-factness.
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6 Bruno Latour, this volume, introduction.562

The common place of law: property claims on a public street,
2004, photo © Susan Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi

“Pedestrian Parking” on a public street, 2004, photo © Susan
Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi, photo: M iche lle Taylor Lagunas  

Public concern about the capacities, rights and obligations of pedestrians, assortment of newspaper clippings, 1924 – 1961, 
© New York Times
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Public spaces of the
automobile , 2004,
photo collage , photo
© Susan Silbey and
Ayn Cavicchi

Where to park the car and where not to park the car, 2004,
photo collage , photo © Susan Silbey and Ayn Cavicchi

Parking violations,
2004, photo collage ,
photo © Susan Silbey
and Ayn Cavicchi
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civilization (defined in relation to levels of techno-
logical advancement, Western forms of social
organization and monotheistic religious beliefs).
In the case of indigenous peoples, social evolu-
tionism had direct repercussions on the interna-
tional law defining their relations with colonizing
powers. Specifically, it authorized national and
international authorities to ignore and invalidate
previously ratified treaties and to declare whole
populations insufficiently advanced to enter into
binding legal relations.2 From subjects of interna-
tional law with the capacity to enter into con-
tracts, indigenous communities became the
objects of national and international legal “protec-
tion” through the political-legal doctrine of
guardianship or trusteeship.

... to Natives ...

If this view of the place of indigenous peoples in
the nineteenth century legal landscape seems sur-
prising, it is in the early twentieth century that the
international fate of indigenous peoples takes its
most unexpected turn. With the all-out institu-
tionalization of colonial governance in Africa and
Asia, the ranks of these peoples swelled virtually
overnight, joined as they were by hundreds of mil-
lions of newly conscripted “natives”: Indians (the
real ones), Nigerians, Siamese, Zulus – all of these
heterogeneous historical groups now vied for
“protection” under the colonial order determined
by World War I. Indeed, technically speaking virtu-
ally all non-Western peoples suddenly went native.
The specific relation of those whom we now call
“indigenous” to early forms of colonial domina-
tion was lost and would not be recovered again
until the remapping of the international order fol-
lowing the end of political colonialism in Asia and
Africa.

The doctrine of social evolutionism applied
easily to these newly colonized populations, creat-
ing a mishmash out of previously distinct political
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2 The doctrine of guardianship was established progressively
in US law through a series of Supreme Court cases. In
United States v. Kagama (118 U.S. 375 (1886)), for example,
the court ruled that Congress had an “incontrovertible
right” to exercise its authority over Indians for their own
“well-being,” taking as legal model the guardian-ward rela-
tionship in the law of persons. For the history of this evolu-
tion in the US see Rebecca L. Robbins, “Self-Determination
and Subordination – The Past, Present and Future of Ameri-
can Indian Governance,” in: Native Amerian Sovereignty,
John R. Wunder (ed.), Garland Publishing, New York, 1999,
pp. 287-321.

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English
Language defines the word “indigenous” as fol-
lows: “Occurring or living naturally in an area; not
introduced; native.” The paradigm is vegetal,
biotopic, rooty: To be indigenous if you’re a plant,
you need only germinate on the proper piece of
soil and stay there.

For humans, however, it turns out that being
indigenous requires much, much more. Paraphras-
ing Simone de Beauvoir, we could even say that
one is not born native, one becomes it. A careful
look at the political-legal notion of “indigenous
peoples” demonstrates that the progressive delim-
itation of a category of persons thought to enter-
tain a primordial relation to a particular territory is
fatefully entwined with the changing configura-
tions of the deterritorialized and documented
space of international treaties, covenants and insti-
tutions.Without a certain form of public (the ima-
gined community mapped out by international
law) and a certain kindof technology(written docu-
ments and the institutions they require to function
properly) there would be no indigenous peoples at
all, only Mashpees, Mapuches, Mundugumors,
going about their daily dominated business.

The story of the emergence of indigenous peo-
ples is a story of historical contingency, in which
misunderstanding plays as great a role as under-
standing and backsliding is as prominent as
progress. The key institutions and their human
animators have invented the rules as they go along
and even the object of the game. Surprisingly,
throughout this process these institutions have
chosen or been obliged to leave certain key terms
undefined or imprecise, beginning with the term
“indigenous” itself. Even more surprisingly, it is
this very imprecision that has made it possible to
move forward in the construction of a regime of
recognition – of admirable complexity, relative
stability and occasional if convoluted efficacy.

From Nations ...

Our story begins in the eighteenth century
(although we may have chosen an early starting
point) at a time when those groups of people
whom we now know as indigenous were spending
a great deal of their energy protecting their territo-
ries from the progressive incursions of colonizing
populations from Europe. Many interactions took
the form of armed conflict, but there were also
legal instruments for regulating the relations
between colonized and colonizing powers. What
is important to note here is that the principal legal
instruments at the time were international; they
were treaties, that is to say international contracts
signed by representatives of indigenous groups
and by colonial states, in which the boundaries of
each side’s respective territories were specified,
rights to exploit land apportioned and peace
promised. In short, what we now call “indigenous
peoples” began their international existence as
something even grander, as something resembling
nations, political entities with which colonizing
administrations made international treaties.1

The nineteenth century represented a great
leap backward for these collectivities. Over the
course of the century, the understanding that con-
quering powers had of the nature and place of
indigenous peoples was profoundly modified by
the theoretical paradigm known as social evolu-
tionism. This posited that human societies evolve
in a linear fashion from a stage defined as primitive
or savage, through various forms of barbarism, to

566

1 For a complete picture of treaty relations between what
have come to be called “first nations” and colonial powers,
see the UN report by Special Rapporteur Miguel Alfonso
Martinez, Study on Treaties, Agreements and Other Con-
structive Arrangements between States and Indigenous Popu-
lations, summarized in UN document No. E/CN.4/Sub.2/
1999/20. For a discussion by one of its authors, see Isabelle
Schulte-Tenckhoff, “Reassessing the Paradigm of Domesti-
cation: The Problematic of Indigenous Treaties,” in: Review
of Constitutional Studies, 4, 1998, pp. 239-289. See generally
James Anaya, Indigenous Peoples in International Law,
Oxford University Press, New York and Oxford, 1996.

Public International Indigenes
Philippe Geslin, Ellen Hertz

International Labour Organization (ILO), photo © ILO 
■ These tools were g iven to the Center for Professional
Training in Pillapi, Bolivia, by the A merican Federation of
Labor. 

International Labour Organization (ILO), photo © ILO
■ This sew ing machine , provided to the Pillapi Community
Center in Bolivia for use in teaching sew ing in a nearby
village , is highly appreciated by students.
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defined after World War I I. This new order
reflected the erosion of international norms of
colonialism and incorporated the principles of
equal rights and self-determination of “peoples”.6

It is in this context that the contemporary mean-
ing of the term “indigenous” first came to light:
distinct cultural groups occupying traditionally
delimited territories and living within independent
states governed by the descendants of previously
colonizing populations. Through a slight-of-hand
little commented on, the ILO redefined its man-
date from the general oversight over the labor
policies of colonial powers with respect to their
“indigenous” populations, to the specific charge of
protecting indigenous populations in “independ-
ent states,” namely Latin and North America.7

The survival of the ILO within the UN interna-
tional order granted institutional stability to this
complex norm-making activity; it is this institu-
tional stability that in turn allowed for the equally
unnoted revolution that occurred in the interna-
tional understanding of the very notion of indige-
nousness.

Specifically, ILO activity in the area of indige-
nous rights crystallized in 1957 with the adoption
of Convention No. 107, “ILO Convention con-
cerning the Protection and Integration of Indige-
nous and Other Tribal and Semi-Tribal Popula-
tions in Independent Countries,” the first
internationally recognized covenant in the area of
human rights for indigenous peoples.8 The rest of
the story is relatively well known. No sooner was
it adopted than Convention No. 107 became the
object of intense criticism from indigenous peo-
ples’ groups and human rights organizations. The
criticism all converged toward a common under-
standing. Following the tri-partite structure –
states, employers’ representatives and labor
unions – of all ILO normative activity, the Con-
vention had been elaborated by representatives of
the three groups. As indigenous groups pointed
out, they were by definition deprived of any real
form of representation under this conception. Not
surprisingly, they argued, Convention No. 107 left
little place for the application of the principles of
self-determination and cultural recognition central
to the UN political philosophy, as it was founded
almost entirely on a developmental-integrationist
paradigm. A mere 32 years after its adoption, Con-

vention No. 107 was, in official terminology, “par-
tially revised” to form Convention No. 169, “ILO
Convention concerning Indigenous and Tribal
Populations in Independent Countries”.9

... to Nations?

Though ILO Convenants Nos. 107 and 169 are by
far the most widely ratified international conven-
tions in the area of indigenous human rights, our
story does not end here. As of 1982, the majority
of indigenous international activists shifted their
attention to a parallel norm-making process
underway at the United Nations-based “Working
Group on Indigenous Populations”. The Working
Group provided unorthodox but much acclaimed
access to UN proceedings for representatives of
indigenous groups, and the results of its efforts
culminated in the issuing of the “Draft Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” in 1993. This
most recent (and as yet thoroughly unratified)
vision of indigenous human rights emphasizes
political recognition; abandoning the develop-
mentalist paradigm characteristic of previous
efforts, its central aim is to redress the current and
historical power imbalances that structure indige-
nous peoples’ relations to states. Some key
notions such as cultural recognition are to be
found in the ILO documents; others, however, go
much further towards operationalizing the admit-
tedly vague concept of “self-determination”:
Indigenous control of over education and state
military activities on their territories are two
prominent examples. Following national develop-
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6 Sinologist Harro von Senger asserts counter-culturally that
the first arguments for including the right of self-determina-
tion among the basic human rights of “peoples” were for-
mulated not by bien-pensants extreme occidentals but by
the Japanese delegation to the negotiations that led to the
Treaty of Versailles. See Harro von Senger, “From the Lim-
ited to the Universal Conception of Human Rights: Two
Periods of Human Rights,” in: Comparative Law Review
(Bijiaofa Zazhi), 26, 2, 1992, pp. 1-56.

7 In fact, as with everything in this very short article, the situa-
tion was even more complicated than portrayed, as the ILO
had already expressed a specific interest in the “Indian Prob-
lem” as early as 1936. Rodriguez-Piñero, op. cit., pp. 56-115,
argues that without its active and long-term support for an
integrationist (and depoliticized) indigenism in Latin Amer-
ica, the ILO’s activities in the area of indigenous peoples
would never have received the international approval they
did.

8 I.L.C., 40th session, June 26, 1957 (entry into force June 2,
1959).

9 I.L.C., 76th session, June 24, 1989 (entry into force Septem-
ber 2, 1991).

categories. The 1919 Covenant of the League of
Nations summarized the state-of-the-art thinking
of the time:

“To those colonies and territories which as a
consequence of the late war have ceased to be
under the sovereignty of the States which formerly
governed them and are inhabited by peoples not
yet able to stand by themselves under the strenu-
ous conditions of the modern world, there should
be applied the principle that the well-being and
development of such peoples form a sacred trust
of civilisation and that securities for the perform-
ance of this trust should be embodied in the
Covenant.”3

The international institutions born with the
League of Nations Covenant, among them the
International Labour Organisation, were to be 
the guardians of this sacred trust, and it is here 
that the intricacies of what it meant to be indige-
nous would be worked out over the following
decades.

The ILO entered the indigenous business prin-
cipally through its involvement in the League of
Nations’ Permanent Mandates Commission and
through its participation in standard-setting activ-
ities on the issue of slavery.4 In the words of its
first director-general, Albert Thomas: “The Inter-
national Labour Organisation will also have under

its jurisdiction all the ensemble of world labour
and the most inhumanely exploited indigenous
peoples may be certain that they will be pro-
tected.”5 The terms of the ILO’s intervention in
the area of indigenous labor during this time
remained resolutely evolutionist and colonialist.
However, its participation had the effect of posit-
ing a higher instance of civilization in the interna-
tional arena, as its task was to discipline member
states’ exploitation of indigenous workers
through the application of internationally civilized
standards. That the very possibility of exercising
international discipline over states should emerge
for the purposes of legitimizing the colonial poli-
cies of these same states is but one of the many
ironies that punctuate the history of international
human-rights norms.

... to Peoples ...

The ILO was the only international organization
to survive within the United Nations system as
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3 Covenant of the League of Nations, Part I of the Treaty of
Peace between the Allied Powers and Associated Powers
and Germany, Versailles, June 28, 1919, article 22.

4 For a thorough and fascinating study of the ILO’s relation
to the indigenous issue, see Luis Rodriguez-Piñero, Between
Policy and Law. The International Labour Organisation and
the Emergence of the International Regime on Indigenous
Peoples (1919-1989), Doctoral dissertation, European Uni-
versity Institute, Florence, 2003.

5 Letter from Albert Thomas to Gratien Candace, cited in
Rodriguez-Piñero, op. cit., p. 30, n. 61.

International Labour Organization (ILO), photo © ILO ■ This apprentice is repairing a jeep at the Pillapi Training Center in Bolivia. 
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ments in such countries as Australia, New Zealand
and Canada, the Draft Declaration also expresses
the new view that the history of indigenous peo-
ples’ relations to states need not be rewritten but
simply recognized, through the “enforcement of
treaties, agreements and other constructive
arrangements concluded with States or their suc-
cessors, according to their original spirit and
intent”.10

Paper Power

Thus, for the moment, the imagined community
of indigenes seems to have come full circle: from
nations to workers to peoples back to nations. But
what, exactly, is this circle made of? How more
precisely does indigenousness germinate within
internationality? How does a certain kind of col-
lectivity set down roots in the ethereal biotope of
international law?

The answer is paper11 or, more precisely, docu-
ments. Without squadrons of scribes, no assem-
blies can be constituted to issue international
norms; without those respectable fetishists we call
archivists, no codes, no covenants, no conven-
tions can serve as reference points commonly
agreed on. Without armies of soulless bureaucrats
shuffling dossiers, no collective soul to move his-
tory forward; without the letter of the law of inter-
national human rights, no spirit against which to
measure it. International norms come to life
within institutions, and these institutions are peo-
pled by human beings. But human beings alone,
no matter how well-intentioned, go nowhere
without documents. That is why a Martian land-
ing in Geneva (on the moat of weed-free turf sur-
rounding the marble magnificence of the ILO

building) and asked to describe what it saw there
would report: “I saw many dark-clad men and a
few colorfully dressed women walking through
luminous halls carrying reams and reams of paper,
writing on it, reading it, fingering it, passing it
around, pulling it out of briefcases all at the same
time, arguing about it, shredding it, filing it away.”

As it is documents that materialize “indigenous
peoples,” so it is documents that we have tried to
display, in different forms of order and disorder, in
our exhibit. Our research in the archives of the
International Labour Office in Geneva led us to a
variety of texts of a richness and incongruity that
we had never anticipated. As it turns out, interna-
tional documents reproduce faster than fruit flies;
a single official document of four pages is the
result of hundreds of thousands of sheets of paper,
official, semi-official, pre-official, post-official,
public, private, sealed, open, “hot,” “cold,” bud-
getary, epistolary. Some documents live in the
past, lonely carbon copies stapled, sardine-like, to
other lonely carbon copies, herded into stern,
Swiss two-ring notebooks and stored for a poster-
ity that few will personify. Others organize the
present by explaining the workings of still other
documents, their circulation, their color-coding,
their authorized and unauthorized manipulation
by diverse and multiple commissions, slick trans-
parencies apportioning roles and time.

These documents make up part of what it
means to be indigenous today and create the few
occasions on which indigenous peoples can pro-
tect themselves from the incursions of nation-
states and business interests within territories on
which they are recognized as “occurring or living
naturally,” “not introduced,” “native”.

10 United Nations Economic and Social Council, Commission
on Human Rights, Sub-Commission on Prevention of Dis-
crimination and Protection of Minorities, Discrimination
Against Indigenous Peoples, Report of the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations on its eleventh session, Chairperson-
Rapporteur: Erica-Irene A. Daes, U.N. Doc.
E/CN.4/Sub.2.1993/29/Annex I, Part VII, Article 36,
August 23, 1993.

11 The vegetal subplot.

Archive of the International
Labour Organization (ILO),
photos: Grégoire Mayor
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Philippe Geslin, E llen Hertz, N icolas Yazg i in collaboration w ith
Patrick Burnier and Anna N icole Jones, Public International
Ind igenes, 2005, installation, filing cabinet, file folders, 
documents, installation view ZKM , 
© the artists, photo: Franz Wamhof
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decentralized one. The central site is located
between Zirkel and Schloßplatz, to be renamed
Platz der Grundrechte and is also going to be
restructured, according to the plans of the city of
Karlsruhe. 

Each sign is inscribed on both sides, connect-
ing an author of one group to the statement of an
author from the other group. The installation is
repeated in the signs placed throughout the city at
sites chosen by the people of Karlsruhe during
three public forums, held in the assembly room of
the City Hall (organized by the city of Karlsruhe),
in the media theater of the ZKM (organized by the
city’s national judicial institutions) and in the
Feuerbachsaal of the Staatliche Kunsthalle Karl-
sruhe (organized by all of the art institutions of the
city). Almost 200 people gave their votes either
individually or collectively to determine these
sites, pointing out historically or personally signif-
icant places in or around the city.

The regional daily newspaper,Badische Neueste
Nachrichten, accompanied the people’s forums
and published the first selection of the text pairs
over eight pages. Each sign on the decentralized
Platz der Grundrechte provides information about
the location and its authors. While the central

location (determined by the city as the result of a
democratic consensus) displays an assembly of 24
street signs, the 24 decentralized locations were
chosen and had to be agreed on by individuals.
The individual voice and the questioning of the
other voice, the public domain as a site of public
expression and the authorship of the individual as
well as the authority of community are the central
themes of Jochen Gerz’s works for the public
domain. He invites the users of this public arena to
rework it with their voices and their contributions.
His art is to find one form with an interest in the
many voices: the plural work.

The city of Karlsruhe houses Germany’s high-
est national judicial institutions (Federal Constitu-
tional Court, the Federal Prosecutor’s Office and
the Federal Supreme Court) and has also applied,
through the work on Platz der Grundrechte, to be
named “Mit Recht” [rightfully] European Cultural
Capital in 2010. With its commissioning of Jochen
Gerz, the city has initiated a process of self-under-
standing about justice and what it means for a
community – a process that has found its form but
not its end in Platz der Grundrechte.

Translated from the German by Uli Nickel
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Prior to the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary
of the Federal Constitutional Court and the retire-
ment of its president, Jutta Limbach, the city of
Karlsruhe commissioned the artist Jochen Gerz to
create a work for the public domain. Previous
plans, involving sculptures from local artists mark-
ing a path of democracy through significant places
in the city, had been dismissed. Since the begin-
ning of 2002, Gerz has frequently visited Karls-
ruhe to talk to different people: staff members at
the City Hall, representatives of the judiciary, peo-
ple affected by legal verdicts, residents of Karl-
sruhe, members of the cultural committee, people
working with him on the project and public offi-
cials and authorities. During these conversations,
interviews and negotiations, the Platz der Grun-
drechte [Constitutional Rights Square] developed.

Gerz defined and broadened what had started out
as a rather vague commission: “This is about
Karlsruhe and justice, about art and the public
expression,” said the invitation to the people’s
forum in May 2004. Everybody was allowed to
give his or her opinion. 

Gerz interviewed 24 people who were presi-
dents of the court, lawyers and well-known peo-
ple of the city. Then he talked to 24 who were
commentators on criminal offences, relatives of
inmates, staff members of the correctional facili-
ties and people who hadn’t had any direct connec-
tion to the judiciary so far. Short sentences taken
from those conversations are reproduced on both
sets of the 24 enameled street signs of Platz der
Grundrechte. “Both sets”? Platz der Grundrechte
exists twice: in a centralized version as well as in a
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The People of Karlsruhe
Jochen Gerz’s Constitutional Rights Square
Angelika Stepken

Jochen Gerz, Platz der Grundrechte [Constitutional Rights Square], installation views 2005, 
© C ity of Karlsruhe , photos: U lrike Havemann

Public discussion about Platz der Grundrechte [Constitutional Rights Square], Forum Kunsthalle
Karlsruhe , photo © Vito B ica



576 Jochen Gerz, Platz der Grundrechte [Constitutional Rights Square], 2004, advert in the daily newspaper Bad ische Neueste Nachrichten, May 8, 2004

There are universal laws in physics. They apply to
everybody. Is there a fairness? Is it possible to reach a
universally desirable condition? Giving something to
yourself means taking it from somewhere else. At
night, when I go to bed, I long for somebody to tell
me a story and stroke my head. But don’t tell any-
body – it would ruin my good reputation. Boxler

Equality is only possible in terms of one’s own rights,
in terms of one’s possibilities of participation. We are
always unequal in our skills. We are unequal when it
comes to our talents. In respect to our fate, we are
also unequal. Therefore equality has to be restricted
to the legal relationships among all. Werner

Don’t put your love on the line. There are things that
cannot be repaired. Laws protect others against me
and me against myself. I would be wicked without
the laws. You are only safe in freedom, surrounded by
the people you love, and not a tiger behind bars.
Without freedom everything becomes worse. 

Bugdakaykesen

It would be an illusion to think that I could push
through everything I considered right, as this is also
always a vision. Even when I strive for something,
I know that there are external circumstances that I
cannot influence and I have to accept, making it
impossible to accomplish what I think is right.

Barth

Justice, many decorate themselves with your name.
The one who knows justice is no stranger to injustice.
And justice engraves itself in those who know injus-
tice. The sorrow I experience myself is the only place
I cannot leave. To judge means to understand injus-
tice. The one who doesn’t have the time for this is
stealing someone else’s laurels. Even when he is a
judge. Dietrich

How did my parents react, why did they react like
that? My parents, too, did not want to talk to me
about it. In recent years the federal republic has also
gotten into trouble, although it might not be compa-
rable. Now I ask myself, as I don’t agree with a lot of
what is happening, how would you react? Goll

Sympathy is suffering, not distancing oneself. Solidar-
ity is something that doesn’t create a victim. Shared
grief… grief can be shared between two; can it be
shared among all? Grief is solitary confinement.
Grief, guilt and mourning are one. In the judiciary,
there is no place for mourning; justice is the revoca-
tion of the personal story. The only story remaining is
the one that nobody wants to have heard. Drescher

There is little to fight for in the social arena. Progress
has, indeed, been achieved in the course of history.
We have established the right of freedom in the con-
stitution. There is nothing more to fight for. There-
fore the fight for freedom is a daily effort for the
recognition of the status quo. Spitz

The beginning of a relationship with justice is the per-
sonal involvement. The one who has to deal with jus-
tice should be in good shape and have a good lawyer.
The one who needs the judiciary and cannot pay is
lost. Often existence is at stake; suddenly hanging by
a very thin thread. Many times the question is raised:
what was the judge thinking? Dwinger

The extent of tolerance has increased. A lot of what
nowadays can be seen in daily life used to be taboo. I
am of two minds myself when I see veiled women in
the streets. But I don’t even bother when I see a
catholic nun walking past me. One wears a wimple
and the other wears a head scarf; where is the differ-
ence? Bückert

School doesn’t teach a lot about justice. Later the
media replaces school, and justice becomes the injus-
tice of others: sexual crimes, murders fill the press. In
Germany the possession of hashish is illegal. Whom
did I harm? I am not addicted, I am not a dealer. I am
paying for other’s fears. Erndwein

In principle, civil society should be free of injustice.
Injustice is not per se a human feature but a condition
which we are born into, with a longing to free our-
selves and others from. Only the mutual ascription to
a right to justice makes general justice possible. In its
nature, society longs for justice. Weibel
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I come from here. I speak Croatian. My child is Ger-
man, and my husband is a Frenchman. We are all
Europeans. I would rather go to court here than in
Croatia as I know the law here. Everything that is
alien is very much so because I know less about it. To
know the law is a part of my identity. Here I can
defend myself. Faucher

Someone who had hidden a Jew in his cellar and was
then faced with the Gestapo at his door, was he
allowed to lie? Kant would have said “no”. Fortu-
nately today the laws that we can commonly accept
annul the prohibition of lies, in the Third Reich for
example. In this case one should lie or rather must lie.

Lenk

Every lawyer, attorney and judge here is making a
fool of himself, and the entire public gallery does not
know that it is being lied to. Thank God, there is the
reality, even though it can be hard. What is lost there
often cannot be described, it is that small. The loss is
so intimate that you don’t know where or what it is.
And in the meantime, the distance to life gets wider
and wider. Gröhls

Politics is a matter of voters’ interests. We are the
people. Within the boundaries of the constitution we
want to achieve what the people want. That has to be
accepted, otherwise you shouldn’t be in politics. This
is how I would define politics: politics is designing
within the judiciary. But too much judiciary can suf-
focate compassion. Seiler

Life is a deserted island. A criminal act is always a cry
for help. A society that can only deal with the crimi-
nal act should not be surprised that it produces lost
and unloved sons. Turning to, listening and tolerating
are parts of the profit we can earn. A residence of jus-
tice? Becoming angst-free – isn’t that everybody’s
goal? Günther

If we truly want freedom, we have to free ourselves
from a lot of things that limit us, from things that
have overgrown during the years. Freedom has to be
constantly re-thought. I don’t think there is a static
term for it. Obviously it ends where I harm my neigh-
bor, but it will always create new spaces. Hämmerle

Time doesn’t heal any wounds. The time we have got
is our greatest freedom, wherever we are, the free-
dom no one can take away from us. The freedom of
self-determination is a change, which we only realize
once it has been lost. I am not afraid of that. I cannot
expect to be excused. I am guilty. Heinzmann

The death penalty is not a legitimate punishment.
The social contract with which the people legitimize
the state does not contain the state’s right to rule as a
citizen over his own life. The state does not have this
right and will never have it. Therefore I hold funda-
mental objections to the death penalty. Hirsch

Justice is an abstraction for specialists, for the perpe-
trators and victims involved. Often the emotion is
missed behind the jurist’s sense of justice. We have a
wonderful constitution. Unfortunately it is defense-
less against its misuse by the jurists. Nobody hears
me, but I am calling. The state is getting paid; I do it
for free. Heise

Injustice remains injustice. Yesterday’s injustice was
state injustice: the rape of human rights, the rape of
the individual. When there is injustice today, it is
isolated, not a common ground let alone protected
by the state. Today the efforts for justice under the
sovereignty of constitutional rights exist.

Münchbach

Politicians can’t make decisions anymore. The consti-
tutional court is being forced into politics. Justice and
democracy are the mask for lobbies using the media.
Using the media means manipulating. The public
doesn’t stand a chance. Reality is not visible. How
does society perceive itself today? Jansen

Consensus is a form of mental illness in the society of
the sensible, causing severe epidemics. You never
meet anybody who can be wrong. Everybody is right,
and all of them buy their realities in the same depart-
ment stores, quote the same authors. This collective
striving for the middle certainly has something dis-
turbing to it. Sloterdijk

I didn’t want to live anymore. I could only think of
myself. My girlfriend suffered from cancer, but that
didn’t kill her. I killed her. Soon I will stand by the
grave for the first time. I wanted to pay for the grave,
but it was not possible. Her son let me know that he
didn’t hate me. I would like to tell him how grateful I
am. Janus

Fate is not an enforceable loss of justice. The system
of law regulates only a phase of life. Man cannot
expect everything from law. We don’t have a total
state or the total power of justice. There are unlegis-
lated areas with which or in which the citizen has to
cope, without the law. Papier

I wanted to join everything, get to know everything,
most of all the forbidden. The forbidden attracts. A
lot works for a long time, but one day even the
longest streak of luck runs out. The forbidden is
within human nature. It is like a game. You don’t play
to lose, and you don’t play to win. You play for the
sake of playing. Life is an addiction. Eidenmüller

The jurist judges Jesus, Robin Hood or Zorro as fig-
ures of tradition or literature. We don’t know their
reality. They live for their sense of justice, an ideal
case that is worth imitating. As a politician, I consider
all three of them dangerous. There is nothing worse
than a politician whose ideals cannot be questioned.

Jerkovic

I would often like to be another person, although I
get along with myself. There have to be rights, but
where is justice? In the eyes of the law we are all
unjust. I dream a lot, in the days and also at night. I
dream of something nicer than my life. The one who
mourns cannot dream. They have only left me my
dreams. Kirsch

You want to and you should experience defeat as lit-
tle as possible. I have been there before, and I must
say it has made me stronger. I knew I didn’t want to
experience that again, and I’d do anything to avoid it.
It was a key experience that has been good for me,
even though I didn’t see it like that in the beginning.
What I considered as unjust has made me strong.

Halmich

Injustice is everything that harms society, that hin-
ders it. What I do to others: substantive damage as
well as mental cruelty or physical brutality. A new
kind of injustice that doesn’t have a penalty yet is the
prejudgement, executed by the media. Even when
you are the perpetrator, you are also always a victim.

Kleen

The time for revenge is over. I believe we have one of
the most liberal criminal codes in the world. We have
good reasons for that, considering our past. And
somehow you can be proud of that. However, I do
object to certain constitutional rights now being
restricted little by little. Schrotz

I find it unfair how you are treated because just once
you did something wrong. Even when you have
already served your sentence you are treated like
someone who has yet to serve it. That won’t change
in a lifetime, and that is unfair. The best is probably
not to do anything at all and keep still like an animal
on the chain. The punishment has no sense. Unfor-
tunately. Klug 

If the police were perfect, we certainly would not be
sitting here behind bars. Not every punishable offense
carries a prison sentence. Many have committed an
offense and still walk free. Perhaps they have been
penalized with a fine. Even the ones who have com-
mitted a serious offense will normally one day be free
again. Gehreke

You don’t get the feeling in court that justice exists. It
is about facts, and the why and what for is not men-
tioned. They are all summary trials. Personal argu-
ments don’t count, and that is the actual condemna-
tion. They aren’t audible anymore. They have to lie.
It is a strange world, the world of the innocent.

Kobinger

I think we have realized that it makes sense, wherever
possible, to come to an agreement rather than fight-
ing everything to the bitter end. Mediation saves 
a lot: time, money and health. It is very important to
seek and to find a decision allowing everybody to
keep face and not be hurt and estranged for life.

Wellensieck
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Justice develops a self-dynamic that has nothing to
do with punishment. I received a fair sentence, but
rehabilitation is also part of my rehabilitation. This
doesn’t happen. Our rights and laws are good. Their
application, however, has to become much more
humane. Komorowski

If democracy is endangered, and that is a question at
the preliminary stages, it is my task to be alert and to
prevent all efforts that are a threat to the state. This
danger can also rise from individual state representa-
tives. This is also possible, and in that case the task to
eliminate the danger is the same. Nehm

I am not a person who wants to be imprisoned. Just
as everybody should be equal before the law, the
same should also apply to the nick. Every politician,
dictator, dignitary. Every human. Only then is the
idea of a sentence understandable and bearable. If
somebody who knows better then commits an
offense, he harms the entire society with his actions.

Körbel

When I started as a judge 35 years ago, there was still
the penitentiary, homosexual practices were pun-
ished and a traffic offense was considered a criminal
offense. At that time people were swiftly sentenced.
Equality hadn’t been established. You got divorced
according to the principle of guilt, and people were
also legally incapacitated. Braungarth

The judiciary has changed me. I have lost my belief in
it. Justice exists only on paper. I have been fighting for
seven years. I have no understanding of what I am
experiencing. That is the greatest punishment. I can-
not cope with it. I am experiencing this for myself. It
is possible. It is human, although I find it inhumane.

Ludl

Certainly there can be greater injustice than that cre-
ated in the name of a state. But in modern times the
state is the producer of justice, and when we look
back the greater violence has, indeed, risen from poli-
tics. Although the right to freedom has become part
of the constitution, it has to be fought for: nothing
counts for all time. Limbach

Justice adapts itself to life. Often the laws follow the
jurisdiction. What we consider right today may be
considered as unjust by our children. People change,
but most of all the perception of justice changes.
There are 16 federal constitutional judges to prevent
constant majorities. Justice is relative. Schlehuber 

Justice can be offended purely out of high spirits or
because the individual doesn’t feel understood by
society. The individual motivation can be very differ-
ent. Sometimes it happens out of a deep feeling of
insult or out of foolishness. Sometimes it can be the
pure wish to break the law. Hasselhoff

Europe borders on the new world. Every country is
Europe’s border. At first the colonists left the
colonies behind. Now those colonies are on our door
step. The interfaces are not the courts of justice but
the corridors of power. To accept our perceived
losses, we must have the courage to accept them.
The chance for justice lies in individual relinquish-
ment. Straub

The home of justice; this is not only a brand name for
Karlsruhe but for the republic. You can certainly call
the judicial German state the Republic of Karlsruhe.
Federal constitutional court, federal supreme court,
federal prosecutor’s office are all here united, at a
conscious distance from the legislative branch, as the
third power of our state. Fenrich

Justice: how I feel it is not shared by everyone. What
is right cannot be independent from how I feel it.
There are many ways to delay or conceal democratic
rights. I say this assuming that I live in a state under
the rule of law and that the individual right cannot be
justice. Teilmann

It can’t be that we come up with rules that might be
predictable but are opposed by many people. On the
one hand we have to deal with the complexity of the
world and on the other hand, deal with the individual
cases in daily life; we can only deal with legal rules
that have a certain simplicity. Dreier

Translated from the German by Uli Nickel

Jochen Gerz, Platz der Grundrechte [Constitutional Rights Square], 2005, © C ity of Karlsruhe ■ C ity map which shows the position
of the 24 street signs.



these notebooks to take with him on his travels,
described them in his books and was alarmed
when they were not available anymore. “Le vrai
moleskine n’est plus, was the short and curt state-
ment of the owner of the stationer’s where
Chatwin had ordered 100 before departing for
Australia. Despite having literally swept up all the
Moleskines he could find, they were not enough.
Now, the Moleskine is back again.”2 So much for
this successful legend, which since 2002 has again
been marketed worldwide and is available in
almost every bookstore and stationery shop.

Around 1900, this little book had already
become something of an anachronism because it
retained the format of the writing-tablet, or slate,
as well as a classic style, in a world that was
increasingly industrialized and full of machines. In
the nineteenth century, paper underwent many
transformations: it was standardized, became
interchangeable, and could be used for photo-
copying; even special furniture was designed for
it.3 The machinization of paper, the forms of
organizing and storing it in offices and archives,
instituted a flexibility that was directly connected
to the new flexibility of humans and the places
where they worked. One hundred years later, the
next stage has been reached: Paper has disap-
peared completely from many places. The com-
puter has rendered many modes of paper com-
munication and filing superfluous; its storage
capacity exceeds by far that of a filing cabinet,
which takes up a lot of space. The laptop, the
notebook and the Palm are gradually becoming
portable offices, which can be used anywhere and
which ensure that no time need be wasted waiting
at airports and that boredom need never set in.

Yet the phenomenon of paper persists, as the
little black book demonstrates. In spite of all the
computers sitting on desks and organigrams of
virtual filing systems, paper has proven stubborn
and enduring although its capacities and speed are
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1 The History of a Legendary Notebook, see
http://www.moleskine.it/ (Sept. 2004).

2 Ibid.
3 On the DIN formats, see Walter Porstmann, Papierformate.

DIN-Buch 1, Dinorm, Berlin, 1923; see also Ulrich Giersch,
“Erster und letzter Arbeitsschritt – Fotokopieren im Büro.
Zur Produktivkraft taktiler Schnittstellen,” in: Work@Cul-
ture. Büro. Eine Inszenierung von Arbeit, Herbert Lach-
mayer, Eleonora Louis (eds), exhib. cat., Oberösterreichis-
ches Landesmuseum, Ritter, Klagenfurt, 1998, pp. 69-79.
On specialized furniture systems, see Walter Porstmann,
Karteikunde. Das Handbuch der Karteitechnik, Verlag für
Wirtschaft und Verkehr, Stuttgart, 1928.

The book is black. It is available in
various sizes, with lined or plain
paper. Its distinguishing feature is
its black cover, which is made of a
vinyl-coated material that makes it
very robust. In addition, it has an

elastic band, which holds the pages together when
the book is closed and also serves as a bookmark.
Glued to the inside of the back cover is a folded
paper pocket, in which one can collect notes,
sugar wrappers, announcements or postcards;
even a pen can be stowed away there easily. Since
the early 1990s, Modo & Modo, an Italian com-
pany, has manufactured the so-called Moleskine
Notebook. The name comes from the French
word moleskine (also known as English leather),
which in the nineteenth century described the
sturdy cover of stationers’ notebooks; it is now
used by the Italian company as a trademark.
Allegedly, its design was created by a small sta-
tioner in Tours, France, who discontinued produc-
tion in the 1980s. According to Modo & Modo’s
advertisements, the design has had a remarkable
history: Artists and writers such as Vincent van
Gogh and Ernest Hemingway used this notebook
for their sketches and ideas. “It is two centuries
now that Moleskine has been the legendary note-
book of European artists and intellectuals [...]
Many are the sketches and notes, ideas and emo-
tions that have been jotted down and harboured in
this trustworthy pocket-size companion before
being turned into famous pictures or the pages of
beloved books.”1 (Actually, van Gogh did not pur-
chase a Moleskine but used a sketchbook bound
in black, which looked almost the same.) Since the
nineteenth century such notebooks have existed
in a variety of forms, until plastic-covered ones
gradually replaced them after 1950. The climax of
the story told by Modo & Modo concerns the late
author Bruce Chatwin, who purchased a supply of
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sional desktop, on which one sees the common-
place objects of work-with-paper (scissors, sheet
of paper, folder, clipboard, text pages, pencil,
book and so forth). From the sixteenth century
on, bits of knowledge have been noted down in
books with blank pages, stored in special boxes or
placed in pigeonholes or compartments of book-
shelves. In that era, the notes and small pieces of
paper were the smallest material text-units of
intellectual work. Organized note-taking was
understood as a writing technique that could be
learned, and it was one of the essential skills in the
learned world.

Fixed ideas about how something should be
written down on paper have existed for a long
time. They were encountered most frequently in
connection with accounting, archiving and the
observing of nature.9 In 1556, the doctor of medi-
cine and natural scientist Konrad Gesner wrote a
letter to the botanist Leonhard Fuchs, in which he
said that it was not prudent to behave like com-
petitors. Rather, they should cooperate more,
because “the number of plants is infinite and [...]
one person [cannot] know them all in detail.
However, if everyone presents their observations
openly for the common good, one day a complete
and comprehensive work can be completed from
these preliminary studies.”10 To this end, Gesner
used to cut out the parts of letters received that he
deemed relevant and add them to his collection of
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4 Abigail J. Sellen, Richard H. R. Harper, The Myth of the
Paperless Office, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2001.

5 Sellen and Harper (op. cit., pp. 107-137) describe the collect-
ing “affordance” of paper; its possibilities for allowing things
to be passed on, see Bruno Latour, La clef de Berlin et autres
leçons d’ un amateur de science, Edition La Découverte,
Paris, 1993, chapter 11.

6 See, for example, the “personal organizer” of the English
company filoFAX, or the yellow Post-it notes of the 3M
company in the US that now dominate writing desks.

7 Friedrich Kluge, Etymologisches Wörterbuch der deutschen
Sprache, de Gruyter, Berlin, 2002, p. 592.

8 Both the symbols and the command were developed at the
Xerox Corporation’s Palo Alto Research Center in the US
(founded in 1970). They were taken over by Steve Jobs, one
of the founders of Apple, and later developed further for the
Macintosh computer; see Gloria Meynen, “Büroformate.
Von DIN A4 zu Apollo 11,” in: Lachmayer, Louis (eds), 
op. cit., pp. 80-88; Bruce Horn, Xerox, Apple, and Progress,
www.mackido.com/Interface/ui_horn1.html ( July 2002).

9 On accountancy and files and records, see Cornelia Vis-
mann, Akten. Medientechnik und Recht, Fischer Taschen-
buch Verlag, Frankfurt, 2001; also Jack Goody, The Logic of
Writing and the Organization of Society, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, 1986.

10 Cited in Willy Ley, Konrad Gesner, Verlag der Münchner
Drucke, Munich, 1929, p. 105.

no match for electronic data processing. The
imminent arrival of the paperless office has often
been proclaimed but still does not exist; more-
over, despite e-mail and the Internet paper con-
sumption has gone up by more than 40 percent.4

This may be due to the generation that is used to
paper and does not want to dispense with its help,
or it may be due to the generation that is not used
to paper and cannot judge its value or the prudent
use of it. However, probably the most plausible
reason is paper’s material qualities, which the
computer screen cannot (yet) simulate: One can
fold paper, hold it, carry it around, write some-
thing in the margin; if bored, one can make paper
airplanes of it. Additionally, paper is connected to
special tools (pencils, paper clips, ink, pens) and
techniques (folding, cutting, gluing) that are not
easily replaced and lead people to gather around a
piece of paper in a special way. Paper is mobile and
has the property of accompanying but also of
being passed on.5 One is a member of a paper-
community, which has dedicated itself to formats
and filing systems,6 where the organization of
bound paper pages decides what will be written
on them. When executed in public, this act of
writing is encoded in such a way that anyone can
follow and understand the mise-en-scène of work.

The black notebook also represents an element
of a recording technique, which has been stan-
dardized and technicalized over the centuries. The
notebook as a paper-machine consists of the func-
tions noting and storing of notes. “To note” means
first and foremost “to write down,” from the Latin
notare, with the connotations sign, mark and writ-
ing, or from noscere, which means “to get to
know”. “Note,” from notitia, refers to this,
namely, “to be known”.7 Something is noted, gen-
erally by hand, and thus taken note of. Therefore,
apart from the actual act of writing, noting also
describes a particular kind of perception: taking
notice of something. Etymologically, here writing
and taking notice are contained in one procedure,
which at the same time implies habitual forming of
a person and results in a praxis with paper that
requires certain gestures, performed acts, rituals
and tools. This centuries-old, constantly changing
praxis is still present today on computer screens,
where unambiguous symbols substitute for it.8

The digital surface is presented as a two-dimen-
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how the techniques Locke described pre-structure
what was to be written or recited. Entire genera-
tions of intellectuals and young gentlemen were
educated to practice this technique. The notebook
was a technique in the service of discipline.

Since Bacon, increasingly personal observa-
tions of natural phenomena have appeared in the
various systems and books for notes. In addition
to relevant text passages and observations, noting
down news and experiences came to play an
important role. The physicist Robert Hooke was
the experimental counterpart of John Locke, so to
speak, for he described precisely how one should
write down observations, for example, of how an
experiment was done. Precise and concise obser-
vations should be written down on a small piece of
very good quality paper, he believed. Additionally,
it is “very convenient to have a large Book bound
after the manner of those that are very usual for
keeping Prints, Pictures, Drawings, etc. to preserve
them smooth and in order: On the sides of which,
in the same manner as those Pictures are kept, it
would be convenient to stick on with Mouth
Glew [...] But they may at any time, upon occa-
sion, be presently remov’ed or alter’d in their Posi-
tion or Order, that which was plac’d first may be
plac’d middle most, or last.”14 The notebook
served as a record, a protocol.

Many of these notebooks were the size of a
folio; they certainly did not fit into any pocket and
were impossible to take on walks or fieldwork.
Thus, different-sized notebooks were introduced,
for example, by Daniel Gottlob Messerschmidt, a
German scholar employed in Russia. During his
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11 Cf. Brian Ogilvie, Observation and Experience in Early
Modern Natural History, Doctoral dissertation, University of
Chicago, 1997, pp. 273f.

12 Helmut Zedelmaier, Bibliotheca Universalis und Bibliotheca
Selecta. Das Problem der Ordnung des gelehrten Wissens in
der frühen Neuzeit, Böhlau, Cologne, 1992, p. 91. On note-
boxes and card indexes and their organization, see Hans
Petschar et al. (eds), Der Katalog. Ein Historisches System
geistiger Ordnung, exhib. cat., MAK, Springer Verlag,
Vienna, New York, 1999; Markus Krajewski, Zettel-
wirtschaft. Die Geburt der Kartei aus dem Geiste der Biblio-
thek, Kadmos-Verlag, Berlin, 2002.

13 John Locke, New Method of Making Common Place-Books,
J. Greenwood, London, 1706, p. ii; following quotations pp.
v and 4. In this context, see Lucia Dacome, Policing Bodies
and Balancing Minds: Self and Representation in Eighteenth-
Century Britain, Doctoral dissertation, University of Cam-
bridge, 2000.

14 Robert Hooke, The Posthumous Works of Robert Hooke,
Richard Waller (ed.), S. Smith and B. Walford, London, 1705,
p. 64.

notes. In 1563, he informed his colleague Johann
Bauhin that it was his habit to cut up the letters he
had answered and sort them into his notes, which
was why – regrettably – Bauhin’s letter could not
be found.11 “For the philosopher, that is, the
researcher of man, it is important to have material
at hand on all things and from all over. But of what
use is this material, if it is not ordered and organ-
ized?”12 The system of organizing paper, which
Gesner developed, served him as the material
expression of an undertaking that was both com-
munal and ordering. The notebook was a unifying
collecting-point.

Noting means paying attention, writing down
and sticking in. Much care was lavished on laying
out notebooks. Already in 1605, Francis Bacon
recommends in Advancement of Learning the use
of “commonplace books” for entering the fruits of
reading, quotations and references: “I hold that
the diligence, and pains in collecting common
Places, is of great use in certainty and studying.”
The philosopher John Locke, who influenced
entire generations of English gentlemen with his
instructions of how to make commonplace books,
rendered the procedure methodical. In one of his
texts published in 1706, he described how to keep
such a notebook. The “Memory is the treasurey or
Storehouse,” he said, but one must provide mem-
ory with an orderly basis. “It would be just for all
the World as serviceable as a great deal of House-
hold-Stuff, when if we wanted any particular
Thing we could not tell where to find it.”13 This
organization begins with reading. One should first
read a book but not write anything in the note-
book. “The Places we design to extract from are to
be marked upon a piece of Paper, that we may do
it after we have read the Book out.” So after put-
ting in all the bookmarks, one should read the
book a second time and decide what is relevant
enough to be written down in the notebook. “I
take a White Paper Book of what Size I think fit; I
divide the two first pages, which face one another,
by parallel lines” and make an index. In so doing,
one forms one’s own keywords. The common-
place book thus refers a quotation noted down to
its original context (its origin, the book) and, at
the same time, is a stock to draw on for the mem-
ory, the speech to be given or the text to be writ-
ten. This detailed description illustrates clearly
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that first made possible space-saving storage.
The influence of this paper technology contin-

ues to the present day. The majority of people will
continue to share in it until if and when electronic
surfaces make paper redundant. At present, how-
ever, communicative processes involving oneself
or others that are fixed on paper demonstrate a
fascination for the stuff, which always presup-
poses an addressee who will understand what is
written on the pages. The Moleskine is part of this
paper-machine, and it preserves all the techniques
of recent centuries: the first page with the author’s
name and address, the hand-written entry, linear-
ity of the writing, neat insertion of notes on the
white page, ease of finding one’s place with the
bookmark, space for collecting various things at
the back, and also the possibility of gluing things
in, thanks to the robust paper quality. In addition
to the pragmatic considerations for buying a
Moleskine, this demonstrates that its symbolic
value is very prominent. The notebook’s appear-
ance and the manufacturer’s advertisements evoke
specifically modern artists and the early twentieth
century. Purchasing such a book allows the buyer
to participate in this legendary creativity. A hand-
written entry attests to originality and the act of
contemplation. The mise-en-scène for this paper-
machine is that center of urban mobility that still
exists – the café. Sudden flashes of inspiration
need this setting as well as the classic stimulants,
caffeine and nicotine.

Although the Moleskine, and with it hand-
written entries in a notebook, may appear simply
as a brief renaissance of an old medium, it does
underline the need to share a common surface,
however mobile and solitary the individual may
be. Moleskines are used for different purposes and
uses, and their format determines what they are
used for. The notebook is a cultural technique, an
encoded implementation of paper that does not
belong exclusively to the private or the public
sphere, to leisure or to work, to contemplation or
communication. This object (medium) operates
between these spheres and arouses notice and
interest. The notebook collects people.

Translated from the German by Gloria Custance
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15 Cf. Anke te Heesen, “Die doppelte Verzeichnung.
Schriftliche und räumliche Aneignungsweisen von Natur im
18. Jahrhundert,” in: Gehäuse der Mnemosyne. Architektur
als Schriftform der Erinnerung, Harald Tausch (ed.), Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen, 2003, pp. 263-286.

expedition to Siberia in the early eighteenth cen-
tury, he used up many notebooks, which he had
made himself. His observations and notes were
recorded in three steps; first, in a small book for
noting observations on a daily basis; second, in a
diary, which detailed these observations, and
third, in various thick notebooks, each devoted to
a specific theme, such as botany or zoology, which
recorded all the details again. The notebook was
proof of having been in a particular place, it was
evidence.15

Notebooks were a material unit of people’s
mobility and a chronological companion. This
might be for strictly personal purposes, (like a
diary), for records, (such as ships’ logbooks) or as
a system for protocoling an experiment. Entries
could be written by one or more people and
extracts from other documents glued in. Note-
books were a place for collecting things, a tech-
nique for discipline, chronological recording and
evidence. Such a book with its blank or gradually
filling pages was a paper-machine, which took in
what one fed it but at the same time directed the
entries. It was subject to certain formalization
processes, both with regard to the technique of
what was entered and the material form of what
this was entered in. From the beginning, this paper
technology adhered to certain rules: The entries
had to be written in a straight line, and no blots or
spots should mar the paper. A margin, which in
the earliest years was often signalized by a fold in
the paper, provided space for notes and commen-
taries and played a significant role in administra-
tive forms of writing (files). Corrector’s marks,
which were standardized, formed the uniform lan-
guage of the educated world. The way in which
pages should be filled with letters, symbols and
sketches possessed, as today, its own aesthetics of
clean and clear linear writing. The folio format was
suggestive of more authority than a portable
quarto-format, which was filled up more rapidly.
Over time, special pre-printed books were
produced with special lines and tables. Standard-
ized page formats were probably first used for
accounting purposes; today, the record books of
public institutions or the medical records of ho-
spitals are reminiscent of accountancy and are
unthinkable without pre-printed spatial division 
of pages. It was these standardized formats 

588

E lke B ippus,
notebook of an
expedition to
New York, 1994,
39 x 25 cm , cour-
tesy E lke B ippus,
Hamburg , photo:
Anke te Heesen

Excerpt book 
of a private 
person, 1981, 
24.3 x 31.6 cm ,
courtesy of a pri-
vate note-taker,
photo: Anke te
Heesen



590 591

R
e
m
o
v
i
n
g
K
n
o
w
l
e
d
g
e

G
a
l
i
s
o
n

1 Assuming 3000 pages per foot, 15 million pages per mile, 
the LOC reports approximately 500 miles of shelf, so about 
7.5 billion pages. This averages 60 pages per document, in
contrast to the Joint Security Commission, which in 1994
estimated three pages per document. I take this to be super-
seded by Department of Energy, Analysis of Declassification
Efforts, December 12, 1996, http://www.fas.org/sgp/
othergov/doerep.html (April 21, 2003), which uses a mean
of 10 pages per document. DOE-1995 review, pp. 71f.

2 According to the annual report for fiscal 2001: Harvard Col-
lege Library, 11 libraries including Widener, netted an added
139,834 volumes for fiscal 2001. Librarians at Harvard esti-
mate 30 volumes per 3 feet, so 10 volumes per foot or 300
pages per volume. In the fiscal year 2001, it contained 8.9
million volumes; the total university library system netted
an added 218,507 volumes to a total of 14.7 million volumes.

Removing Knowledge
Peter Galison

Introduction

You may think that the guarded annals of classified
information are constituted by that rare docu-
ment, a small, tightly-guarded annex to the vast
sum of human writing and learning. True, the
number of carefully archived pages written in the
open is large. While hard to estimate, one could
begin by taking the number of items on the shelves
of the Library of Congress, one of the largest
libraries in the world: 120 million items totaling
about 7.5 billion pages, of which about 5.4 billion
pages are in 18 million books.1

In fact, the classified universe – as it is some-
times called – is certainly not smaller, and very
probably much larger than this unclassified one.
No one has any very good idea of how many clas-
sified documents there are. No one did before the
e-transformation of the late twentieth century,
and now – at least after 2001 – even the old sam-
pling methods are recognized as being nonsense in
an age where documents multiply across secure
networks like virtual weeds. So we biblio-owls of
Minerva are counting sheets of paper just as the
very concept of the classified printed page fades
into its evening hours. Undeterred, we might
begin with a relatively small subset of the whole
classified world, about 1.6 billion pages from doc-
uments 25 years old or older that qualify as histor-
ically valuable. Of these 1.6 billion pages, 1.1 bil-
lion have been released over the last 20 years, with
most opened since President Bill Clinton’s April
1995 Executive Order No. 12958. How many new
classified documents have been produced since
1978 or so is much harder to estimate – the
cognoscenti disagree by several orders of magni-
tude – but there isn’t an expert alive who thinks
the recent haul is anything less than much larger
than the previous 25 post-World War II years.

Some suspect that as many as a trillion pages
are classified (200 times the number in the Library

of Congress). That may be too many. The year
2001, for example, saw 33 million classification
actions; assuming (with the experts) that there are
roughly 10 pages per action, that would mean
roughly 330 million pages were classified last year
(about three times as many pages are now being
classified as are being declassified). So the US
added a net 250 million classified pages last year.
By comparison, in 2004 the entire Harvard
libraries system – over a hundred of them – added
about 60 million pages, not far from the acquisi-
tion rate at other comparably massive universal
depositories such as the Library of Congress, the
British Museum, or the New York Public Library.
Contemplate these numbers: About five times as
many pages are being added to the classified uni-
verse as are being brought to the storehouses of
human learning, including all the books and jour-
nals on any subject in any language collected in
the largest repositories on the planet.2

If that was typical, or at any rate the right order
of magnitude, then 25 years of such actions would
yield a rough figure of 8 billion pages since 1978.
The fact that the number has been growing is not
the point – even if it increased linearly from zero in
1978 to its current rate 25 years later, that would
only divide the total in two, “down” to 4 billion
pages. Indeed, however one calculates, the num-
ber of classification actions is increasing dramati-

cally both as a result of a boosted defense, intelli-
gence and weapons-lab budget and because we
are living in a climate of augmented secrecy. Fig-
ured another way, the supervising agency (Infor-
mation Security Oversight Office, ISOO) reports
a total expenditure in 2001 of $5.5 billion to keep
classified documents secure. The Department of
Energy costs are now about $0.30 per secure doc-
ument per year. Estimating by this economic
measure, we would figure that about 7.5 billion
pages are being kept under wraps – a “Classi-
fied Library of Congress” with an acquisition rate 
five times greater than the great library Thomas
Jefferson bequeathed to this country three cen-
turies ago.

One last set of numbers: There are 500,000
college professors in the United States, including
both two- and four-year institutions. Of course
there are others – inventors, industrial scientists,
computer programmers – responsible for generat-
ing and conveying knowledge, especially technical
knowledge. But to fix ideas, 4 million people hold
clearance in the United States, plus some vast
reservoir that did in the past but no longer do. Bot-
tom line? Whether one figures by acquisition rate,
by holding size or by contributors, the classified
universe is, as best I can estimate, on the order of
five to ten times larger than the open literature that
finds its way to our libraries. Our commonsense
picture may well be far too sanguine, even
inverted. The closed world is not a small strong-
box in the corner of our collective house of codi-
fied and stored knowledge. It is we in the open
world – we who study the world lodged in our
libraries, from aardvarks to zymurgy, we who are
living in a modest information booth facing out-
wards, our unseeing backs to a vast and classified
empire we barely know.

One can trace the history of secrecy back to the
ancient Babylonians through medieval longbows
and fin-de-siècle invisible ink, from tightly
guarded formulae for Venetian glass-making to
the hidden pouches of diplomatic couriers. Trade
secrets, state secrets, military secrets are all part of
the background to the modern system. But this
modern secrecy system had its substantive start
not in antiquity but in the vast infrastructure of
World War II. In part this new secrecy issued from
the government, and yet in no small measure it

emerged in the hands of scientists themselves as
they launched a discipline of self-censorship on
matters relating to the nucleus. Out of the $2 bil-
lion Manhattan Project and its subsequent evolu-
tion into the Atomic Energy Commission (now
the Department of Energy) came one sector of
secrecy with its twin classification categories of
Restricted Data and Formerly Restricted Data, this
last for uninteresting historical reasons covering
military applications of nuclear weapons rather
than their production or design. Alongside nuclear
secrecy arose another fundamental category,
National Security Information.

At the pinnacle of the national security infor-
mation world is the president, who can himself
classify material or, more realistically, have his
agency heads do it. These agency heads in turn
delegate that power to a relatively small number of
others – just over 4000 for the whole of the
United States – who bear the title of Original Clas-
sifier. Only this initiated cadre can transform a
document, idea, picture, shape or device into the
modal categories Top Secret, Secret, or Confiden-
tial. And of these 4000 or so original classifiers,
only 999 (as of 2001) are authorized to stamp a
document into the category Top Secret.3

Those few people are the unmoved prime
movers of the classified world. It is they who begin
the tagging process that winds its way down the
chain of derivative classification, because every
document that subsequently refers to information
in those originally classified documents gains the
highest classification of the documents cited in it.
Like the radio-tagging of a genetic mutant, the
classified information bears its mark through all
the subsequent generations of work issuing from
it. More numbers: In 2001 there were 260,678
original classifications (acts that designated a body
of work classified) and 32,760,209 derivative
ones.4 A cascade of classification.

But there is another way for documents to
become classified. Under the Atomic Energy Acts
of 1946 and 1954, materials produced about
nuclear weapons-related activities are exempt
from the hands of the original classifiers. Nuclear
weapons knowledge is born secret. No primal act
of classification is needed, no moment when they

3 See 2001 ISOO Report to President, http://www.fas.org/
sgp/isoo/2001rpt.html (February 16, 2004).

4 See 2002 ISOO Report to the President,
http://www.archives. gov/isoo/annual_reports/2002_
annual_report.html (February 16, 2004).
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5 US Department of Energy, Office of Declassification,
Restricted Data Declassification Decisions 1946 to the
Present, RDD-7, January 1, 2001, http://www.fas.org/sgp/
othergov/doe/rdd-7.html ( January 9, 2005).

6 Arvin S. Quist, Security Classification of Information, 2 vols.,
vol. 1, Introduction, History, and Adverse Impacts, Septem-
ber 1989; vol. 2, Principles for Classification of Information,
April 1993, http://www.fas.org/sgp/library/quist/index.
html (April 2, 2003). This reference, vol. 2, chap. 3, p. 2.

7 See National Research Council, A Review of the Department
of Energy Classification: Policy and Practice, National Acad-
emy Press, Washington D.C., 1995, pp. 7f.

8 Quist, op. cit., vol. 2, chap. 2, pp. 1ff.

9 Ibid., chap. 2.
10 US Department of Energy, Office of Declassification,

Restricted Data Declassification Decisions 1946 to the
Present, RDD-7, January 1, 2001. Quist, op. cit., vol. 2,
chap. 2.

pass out of light into darkness, no justification, no
term of expiration is needed to wrap them in the
protective blanket of restriction. Nuclear knowl-
edge becomes classified the instant it is written
down – even by someone who has no nuclear
weapons (Q) clearance. If I think of a new scheme
for channeling X-rays from a fission primary to a
thermonuclear secondary and write that idea
down, I am (stricto sensu) forbidden from possess-
ing the page I just created. (Technically, I could be
arrested for espionage for reading or even possess-
ing the letters or pictures in my printer, on my
screen or under my pen.) And yet in this world of
natal secrecy there is a subtlety born of the holy
matrimony of industry and the weapons laborato-
ries: an isotope-separating technology used to
produce “special nuclear materials” such as U235
or U233. A separation technique (in some sense
the heart of nuclear weapons of mass destruction)
remains entirely in the open until just that moment
when it might demonstrate, as the Federal Regis-
ter puts it, “reasonable potential for the separation
of practical quantities of special nuclear
material”.5 At precisely this moment of efficacy, it
morphs into Restricted Data; as classifier Arvin S.
Quist puts it in a document addressed to his fellow
guardians of the faith: The separation technology
becomes “classified only when it reaches ‘adoles-
cence’”.6

In 1995, the National Research Council work-
ing with the Department of Energy estimated that
the DOE’s born and adolescent classified docu-
ments numbered some 280 million pages, an
amount that would take its current complement
of reviewers 9,000 years to review (if, against real-
ity, not a line of new material were added).7 How-
ever incomplete it is now, this nine-millennium
stack is 10 times larger than the previous estimate
given a few years earlier. Needless to say, neither
the DOE nor any other agency has the budget, the
mandate or the intention of catching up. In the last
few years the rate of classification increased five-
fold, with no end in sight. Secret information is
accumulating, at a rate that itself is accelerating,
far quicker than it is being declassified.

The Classified Theory of Knowledge

With such a vast reservoir of learning under wraps,
the Department of Energy must have, if not
explicitly then at least implicitly, some sense of
what can and cannot be released. What, we may
ask, is the theory of interdicting knowledge? Let
us begin with a distinction imposed since 1945,
segregating subjective from objective secrecy. Sub-
jective secrets are said by classifiers to display five
key characteristics: They are compact, transpar-
ent, arbitrary, changeable, and perishable. Com-
pact means they can be expressed very briefly;
transparent, that they are readily understandable
(“two of the Abrams tanks are disabled”). Change-
able means that they typically can be revised (“the
101st Airborne will conduct its first drop at first
light”), and they are perishable (normally after
some decent interval) since once the 101st has
landed, the fact that it did so has lost its potency.
Objective secrets are supposed to contrast with
each of these qualities separately: They are sup-
posed to be diffuse, technical, determinable, eter-
nal and long-lasting qua secrets. That is, they may
be far from expressible in a few words (a theory of
neutron diffusion involves integro-differential
equations and takes volumes to express when it is
put into usable form); they may not be under-
standable to anyone without a technical training
(no untrained observer simply grasps the details of
fluorocarbon chemistry); they are supposed to be
determinable insofar as they can be deduced if the
right question is posed (the number of neutrons
emitted in uranium fission can be found, with
enough effort and equipment), and finally the
objective secret is supposed to be in some sense
unchangeable (in the limit case, a law of nature,
but if not that then least as unchangeable as the
finely articulated process of preparing equipment
against the corrosive effects of uranium hexafluo-
ride). As such, objective secrets are long-lasting
secrets.8

In important ways, objective secrets pose the
more difficult problem, though subjective ones
can be quite deadly if exposed (Loose Lips Sink
Ships). Particular movements or strengths of
troops or materiel seem more straightforward. But
to accomplish the goal of secrecy – the blocking of
knowledge transmission – is an extraordinarily dif-
ficult task. And given the resources devoted to it,
it is perhaps worth inquiring just what its prin-
ciples are.

In other words, suppose we pursue the trans-
mission of knowledge not by asking the usual
social-studies-of-knowledge question (How does
replication occur?) but instead by probing the
staggeringly large effort devoted to impeding the
transmission of knowledge. Before America’s
entry into World War I I, nuclear scientists had
already begun a self-imposed ban on the publish-
ing of matters relating to nuclear fission. The effect
was immediate: Nazi scientists spent the war
struggling to moderate neutrons (slow them down
to the point where they were effective in causing
fission) using heavy water (deuterium) rather than
the vastly more useful graphite. This self-imposed
muzzle continued throughout the war and ush-
ered in the founding document of modern secrecy,
the Atomic Energy Act of 1946. That act released
certain parts of the basic chemistry and physics of
materials (including uranium, thorium and polo-
nium) but kept a lid on the details of a vast amount
of technical knowledge, including some basic
physics. For example, in 1950 it was permitted to
say that the impact of a neutron on U233, U236,
Pu239, or Pu240 could release a gamma ray, but it
remained forbidden to say just how likely this reac-
tion was. Only in 1956 would the process technol-
ogy for producing uranium metal and preparing
alloys of uranium and thorium be released. More
indirectly, the cost of highly enriched uranium
(about $25,000 per kilogram) was only declassi-
fied in 1955; presumably the mere quotation of a
price conveyed certain information about how it
was done (ordinary metallic uranium was running
about $40 a kilogram).9

Indeed, one of the most classified parts of the
fission bomb was the process by which highly
enriched metallic U235 was produced. Declassifi-
cation orders from 1946 to 1952 show the gradual
erosion of restriction on electromagnetic separa-

tion information. It is instructive to follow the
sequence of declassification:

1946: Physics of electrical discharges in a vac-
uum, experimental data and theory.

1946: “Electrical controls and circuits [...] omit-
ting reference to classified installations” (emphasis
here and below is in the originals).

1947: “Experimental and theoretical physics of
[electromagnetic separation] provided they do not
reveal production details or processes.”

1952: “Experimental and theoretical physics
and chemistry, engineering designs and operating
performance of single electromagnetic process
units without identification as components of the
Electromagnetic Production Plant.”10

Each step gave more detail, more about the
internal wiring and construction of the machinery.
By the end, the major secret was simply the label
of the documents, as being for the separation facil-
ity at Oak Ridge.

But perhaps the best way to grapple with the
secrecy system is to follow the instructions. Sup-
pose you are an original classifier at the Depart-
ment of Defense. The Handbook for Writing Secu-
rity Classification Guidance is your bible, and it
begins by reviewing the various arenas of classified
material – from weapons, plans and cryptology to
scientific, technological and economic matters
affecting national security. Then you are to ask
yourself these questions: First, is the information
owned by or produced by or for the United States
Government, or under its control? If yes, then
check that the information falls in one of the regu-
lated domains (such as cryptology). If it still looks
like a classification candidate, then pose this ques-
tion: Can the unauthorized disclosure of the infor-
mation reasonably be expected to cause damage
to the national security? And if the information is
of the destructive type, then the acid test is this:

“What is the level of damage (‘damage,’ ‘seri-
ous damage,’ or ‘exceptionally grave damage’) to
the national security expected in the event of an
unauthorized disclosure of the information? If the
answer to this question is ‘damage’ you have
arrived at a decision to classify the information
Confidential. If the answer is ‘serious damage,’
you have arrived at a decision to classify the infor-
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11 Assistant Secretary of Defense for Command, Control,
Communications and Intelligence, Department of Defense
Handbook for Writing Security Classification Guidance,
DoD 5200,1-H, November 1999, http://www.dtic.mil/
whs/directives/corres/pdf/52001h_1199/p52001h.pdf, p. 8.

12 Ibid., p. 12.
13 Ibid., p. 13.
14 Ibid., pp. 36f.
15 Secretary of Energy Advisory board website,

http://www.seab.energy.gov/sub/openpanl.html ( January 9,
2005).

mation Secret. If the answer is ‘exceptionally grave
damage,’ you have arrived at a decision to classify
the information Top Secret.”11

You, the classifier, should then designate the
material secret for a period of time less than 10
years. (For a variety of reasons, you may want to
justify an extension beyond 10 years. Just a few of
such reasons: Revelation of the hidden informa-
tion might assist in the development of weapons
of mass destruction, impair the development of a
US weapons system, reveal emergency plans or
violate a treaty.)

Next in this anti-epistemology, you have to do
what anyone pursuing a more positive program
would: establish the state of the art. This includes,
of course, published materials in the United States
and abroad but also, and more problematically,
known but unpublished material including that
possessed by unfriendly countries. By consulting
with the intelligence services, you will want to find
out what the foreign knowledge is of unpublished
materials in the United States. All this is, however,
preliminary. Having established what is known,
you must identify how classification will add to
the “net national advantage,” that is, “the values,
direct and indirect, accruing or expected to accrue
to the United States”.12 Such advantage might
derive from the suppression of the fact that the
government is interested in a particular effort or
that it has something in its possession. Or the
capabilities, performance, vulnerabilities or
uniqueness of an object (or bit of knowledge) that
the United States has. The net national advantage
might lie in guarding surprise or lead time, in man-
ufacturing technology or in associations with
other data. The real heart of a classification guide
is the identification and enunciation of the specific
items or elements of information warranting secu-
rity protection. Regardless of the size or complex-
ity of the subject matter dealt with by the guide, or
the level at which the classification guide is issued,
there are certain identifiable features of the infor-
mation that create or contribute to actual or
expected national security advantage. 

Getting at those “special features or critical
items of information” and tying them to the net
national advantage is the primary task of the clas-
sifier.13 This is where the writer of the guide has to
get inside the information being hidden. The ques-

tions are subtle. “Are the counter-countermea-
sures obvious, special, unique, unknown to out-
siders or other nations?” you should ask yourself.
Or would knowledge of the counter-countermea-
sures assist in carrying out new countermeasures?
“What,” the guide demands, “are the things that
really make this effort work?”14 Here is the analy-
sis of science and technology opened in many of
its aspects, all in the service of stopping the flow of
science. It puts me in mind of an experimental film
I once saw, a black and white 16-millimeter pro-
duction, printed in negative, all shot within a sin-
gle room filled with tripods and lamps. As each
light came on, it cast black over its portion of the
screen. Here is something similar. Understanding
the ways in which things work, are made,
deployed and connected is all used to interdict
transmission. Your job as a classifier is to locate
those critical elements that might lead to vulnera-
bilities and then to suppress those that can be pro-
tected by classification. The guide insists that
secrets are not forever. You must answer this ques-
tion: How long can we reasonably expect to keep
this particular secret?

Epistemology asks how knowledge can be
uncovered and secured. Anti-epistemology asks
how knowledge can be covered and obscured.
Classification, the anti-epistemology par excel-
lence, is the art of non-transmission.

Pressures to Declassify

With the end of the Cold War in 1990 and Clin-
ton’s election in 1992, the executive branch
pressed the agencies to release some of the vast
trove of secrets. Secretary of Energy Hazel
O’Leary announced on December 7, 1993, that the
DOE had begun to “lift the veil of Cold War
secrecy” and to make visible some of the hidden
data.15 Increasingly, scientists, scholars, activists
and the DOE itself tried to displace an ethos in
which justification was needed to release informa-
tion to one in which it required justification to

keep information classified. The arguments for
openness were several. Cost was one. As I men-
tioned, some $5.5 billion per year is spent main-
taining the secret storehouse. But that isn’t the
only justification. As the national security estab-
lishment itself has long recognized, over-classifica-
tion breeds disregard for classification procedures.
Serious classifiers (as opposed to yahoo politicians
desperately looking to classify everything in sight)
want the arenas of real secrecy to be protected
with higher walls and the vast penumbral gray
range to be open.

Back in 1970, the Defense Science Board’s task
force on secrecy, headed by Frederick Seitz, told
the secretary of defense that there was vastly too
much secrecy and that even a unilateral set of dis-
closures was preferable to the current system. An
all-out effort by the US and the USSR aimed at
exclusive control of thermonuclear weapons had
failed utterly, as the United Kingdom and China
soon followed on the heels of the two pioneers.
Conversely, when the US decided to open certain
areas of technical research, the results were
impressive: The US led in microwave electronics
and computer technology; in nuclear reactors,
beginning in the mid-1950s; and in transistor tech-
nology.16 Examples of secrecy gone amok are
legion, including some $2.7 billion that sank like a
stone into an unworkable special-access program
aimed at producing the Navy’s A-12 attack air-
craft. Secrecy contributed also to the protection of
unworkable programs like the one outfitted to
build the Tacit Rainbow anti-radar missile and the
($3.9 billion) Tri-Service Standoff Attack Missile.17

Then there are the historians and journalists
who clamor for access to documents about the
history of the national security state. These groups
join a chorus of others (from legislators and
lawyers to former atomic workers, soldiers and
ordinary citizens) who have militated for a glimpse
of records about radiological contamination, test
sites, radiological experimentation on humans 
and nuclear working conditions. Scientists them-
selves – especially those at elite universities whom
the national laboratories want to recruit – want a
degree of openness in which they can encounter
other ideas and publish their own. But my own
judgment is that none of these constituencies
would have made even the limited progress they

made during the Clinton years had it not been for
the insistent claims of industry, demanding loud
and clear that it no longer be excluded from the
trove of secret (objective) information. Declassifi-
cation makes it easier and cheaper for industry to
produce its goods. Needless to say, industry also
would like an openness that would permit it to sell
to the vast civilian military market – and, within
the constraints of export controls, to the huge for-
eign one.

Trade Secret Legitimacy

But within the secret world, managing the flood of
data has presented ever-greater problems. There is
a nervousness in the classifying community, a
sense that the rising mountain of classified materi-
als is unstable. The absence of a principled basis
for classification weighs heavily, and classification
itself makes it hard to provide such a systematic
understanding. “Need to know” compartmental-
ization leaves classifiers in different domains
unable to communicate with one another, and
each isolated branch forms its own routines of hid-
ing. When the Department of Energy commis-
sioned Oak Ridge classifier Arvin S. Quist to do a
massive study of security classification, he com-
mented throughout his several-volume report that
there simply were no principles on which classifi-
cation could be staked. And he wanted such a
foundation. Trade secrets appeared to be the open
society’s equivalent of national security secrecy,
and Quist – speaking both to and for the DOE –
saw in trade secrecy law the possibility of estab-
lishing, at last, the foundation he sought. Address-
ing the army of classifiers, Quist put it this way:

“Our legal system’s roots go back millennia,
thereby giving that system a solid foundation.
Trade secret law is a part of that legal system.
Trade secret law has developed over hundreds of
years and has been a distinct area of the legal sys-
tem for over a century – principles of trade secret
law are widely accepted. Because trade secret law
evolved as part of the ‘common law,’ it has a firm
basis in our culture. Our extensive body of trade
secret law has been developed by a very open
process; the workings of our legal system are
essentially completely open to the public, and the
judicial decisions on trade secrets have been

16 Steven Aftergood, Government Secrecy and Knowledge 
Production: A Survey of Some General Issues,
http://ciaonet.org/wps/rej02.html, p. 5 (April 8, 2003).

17 Ibid., p. 3.
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18 Quist, op. cit., vol. 2, appendix A, “Classification of Infor-
mation Principles and Trade Secret Law”, p. 1.

19 Restricted Data Declassification Decisions 1946 to the
Present, op. cit, pp. 61f.

20 Quist, op. cit., vol. 2, appendix A.
21 The following chart builds on Quist, vol. 2, appendix A, 

p. 3.

Characteristic

Interest

Definition

availability

knowledge inside organization

secrecy measures taken

value of information

effort to develop secret

effort needed for others
to develop

former employees

US National Security 

Secret (Objective)

national security

weapons-related “facts of
nature,” technical design and
performance of weapons;
method, process, technique or
device to create a weapon

must in fact be secret

must be distributed 
on a need-to-know basis

US v. Heine: exonerated Heine
on grounds that if the US had 
not protected the (aviation) 
secrets inside the US then it
could not convict Heine for
having sent information to a
foreign power

must have actual or potential 
military advantage

must constitute a sufficient
effort such that this investment
in development “is a factor in
its classification”

must be such that the secret be
not readily ascertainable by
easy reverse engineering, refer-
ence books, trade journals, and
so on

use classified solutions to
classified problems to solve
unclassified problems “outside
the fence”

Trade 

Secret

profits

formula, pattern, compilation,
program, device method, tech-
nique, process that is of eco-
nomic value and derives its
value from secrecy

must in fact be secret

must be distributed 
on a need-to-know basis

must take “reasonable” 
measures that might include:
restricted access, “no trespass-
ing” signs; guards; restrictive
covenants; briefings; badges;
compartmentalization

must have actual or potential
economic advantage

must protect “the substantial
investment of employers in
their propriety information
[trade secrets]”

must be such that the secret 
be not readily ascertainable by
easy reverse engineering, refer-
ence books, trade journals, and
so on

can make use of general skills,
knowledge, memory if they 
do not include “special confi-
dential knowledge obtained
from the employer, which
belongs to the employer”

extensively published and discussed. Thus, trade
secret law rests on a solid foundation, is consistent
with our culture, and is known, understood, and
accepted by our citizens.”18

Establishing the isomorphism between the
national security and the trade secret then became
the order of the day. For this was the Holy Grail:
The exact mechanism for the Teller-Ulam idea, the
scheme that first made possible the detonation of
a true hydrogen bomb, would remain a fiercely
guarded secret. This was one for which the gov-
ernment was willing to wage an all-out battle in
court against the The Progressive (a rather small
left-leaning magazine that had printed an article
describing the rudiments of the Teller-Ulam
scheme). The DOE’s declassification guide RDD-
7 reports the guarded release in 1979 of the idea
this way: “The fact that, in thermonuclear
weapons, radiation from a fission explosive can be
contained and used to transfer energy to compress
and ignite a physically separate component con-
taining thermonuclear fuel. Note: Any elaboration
of this statement will be classified.”19 And so it has
remained for over half a century. Just such secrets,
says Quist, ought to be understood by compari-
son with the holiest of trade secrets, that best-kept
of all commercial formulae, “the recipe for Coca-
Cola Classic® [...][which] has been kept a secret
for over one hundred years. It is said that only two
Coca-Cola® company executives know that recipe
[which] is in a safe deposit box in Atlanta, which
may be opened only by vote of the company’s
board of directors [...] we probably would know if
a national security secret was as well-kept as the
secret of Coca-Cola®.”20

Schematizing Quist’s argument, the parallelism
between the secrets of nukes and nachos might go
something like this: 21

There are two fascinating aspects to Quist’s
recourse to trade-secret law. First, of course, is the
formal structure: He is able to develop a largely
parallel structure between security and trade
secrecy. But perhaps even more interesting is a
second feature. At the end of the Cold War (the
two volumes appeared in 1989 and 1993 respec-
tively), a senior classification officer could see
security secrecy as in need of legitimation from
something outside the needs of the state. While
the nuclear establishment could draw on the 1946

Atomic Energy Act and its successor legislation,
trade secrecy carried the weight of a much longer
history. And while the Atomic Energy Act was
largely isolated from other bodies of law (and so
much of the AEC’s own comportment was
shrouded in secrecy), trade-secrecy law (so Quist
argued) emerged from open judicial structures.
Because it had been hammered out on the anvil of
common law, it was part of the wider culture in
ways that the scientist and the AEC never would
be. At the height of the Cold War, it would have
been perhaps impossible to imagine the necessity
for such a search for justification. Yet here is a case,
made from inside the Department of Energy, for
its own secret practices to find a basis in the legal
ethos of the corporation.

Conclusion: Producing Ignorance

When the establishment of secrecy tries to block
the transmission of dangerous knowledge, it faces
a fundamental dilemma. If it blanket-classifies
whole domains of learning (nuclear physics,
microwave physics), the accumulated mass of
guarded data piles up at a smothering rate: It
impedes industry, it interferes with work within
the defense establishment and it degrades the very
concept of secrecy by applying it indiscriminately.
Yet the guardians of secrets find themselves in an
impossible situation when they try to pick and
choose, to hunt for the critical number, essential
technique or irreplaceable specification, when
they try to classify this fact, that property or those
circumstances. They find themselves struggling to
halt or at least stall the spread of vital, large-scale
sectors of the technical-scientific sphere through
the protocol-driven excision of bits of language
and technique. It is as if they want to make an
image unreadable by picking off just the vital pix-
els one by one. Indeed such a digital metaphor
may be more than allusive. Faced with the prolifer-
ation of electronically registered data, the govern-
ment is now embarking on a massive effort 
to recruit artificial intelligence (AI) to auto-
mate the classification (and declassification) of 
the fiber-optic pipes of e-secrets pouring out of 
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22 Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49, Harper & Row,
New York, 1999 [first published 1966].

the national laboratories and their affiliates.
Philosophically, this puts us back in the early

twentieth century, when Bertrand Russell and the
young Ludwig Wittgenstein were struggling to
articulate a vision of language in which communi-
cation would be reduced to the assembly of iso-
lated “atomic propositions”. These elemental bits
of meaning “Red patch here now” or “Smell of
ozone 12:00 noon in this room” were to be assem-
bled into the “molecular” and from there into ever
more complex concatenations. The effort failed
back in the early 1900s because facts never 
did remain within their confines; as even its
staunchest advocates eventually conceded, facts
could not be defined without theory, and theory,
ever-spreading, refused to congeal into the
isolable knowledge-islands of which seventeenth-
century natural philosophers dreamed.

For both practical and theoretical reasons, the
atomic statements of the 2003 Department of
Energy are no more likely than Russell’s atomic
statements of 1903 to stay in their place. At some
level, even the DOE and its sister agencies know
this. DOE exempts prototype development of iso-
tope separation technology from the maws of
classification because the DOE desperately needs
industrial and university-based work to produce
each next generation of devices that will spew out
the special materials for nuclear weapons. Think
of tunable die lasers. But then, just as the lasers
actually start sorting the U235 from the U238, the
secrecy lid slams down and the knowledge
becomes adolescent classified. Too bad for us,
though, because the techniques, skilled operators,
businesses, journal articles and graduate students
are by then on the hoof. Is it a surprise that the
West Germans (with no nuclear weapons pro-
gram) were able in the mid-1970s to export the
technology to apartheid South Africa, which
immediately began assembling and eventually det-
onating a nuclear bomb? Or for that matter is it
really astonishing that DOE’s claim that they
could contain “any elaboration” of the Teller-
Ulam idea eventually failed?

Back in 1966 when Thomas Pynchon finished
his great Crying of Lot 49, he sketched a paranoid
and disjointed society, a universe so obsessed with
concealment and conspiracy, with government
and corporate monopoly control of information,

that the causal structure and even the raw
sequence of events hovered perpetually out of
reach. Now that the secret world has begun to
exceed the open one, Pynchon’s fantasy stands
ever-nearer to hand. In the midst of his protago-
nist Oedipa Maas’ efforts to understand what was
happening to her, she stumbles across a cryp-
togram scrawled on a latrine wall, inscribed on
postage stamps, present – if one looked carefully –
just about anywhere. It was, as she soon discovers,
the old post horn, symbol of the late medieval
Thurn and Taxis state-monopoly postal system.
But there is a twist. Pynchon’s post hor has a mute
jammed into it; communication was blocked.22

Secret societies with private communication
desperately tried to counter the monopoly on
information; Pynchon’s world crawls with dis-
affected engineers trying to patent Maxwell’s
demon, would-be suicides and isolated lovers – all
seeking to break the out-of-control monopoly of
knowledge transmission. Mad as it sounds, is it
madder than it must feel to the radio-astronomers
who discover that important bits of what they
know about their best instruments have long been
clear to the National Reconnaissance Organi-
zation (NRO) and NSA? That one of the main
objects of astrophysical inquiry (gamma ray
bursters) emerged not in the groves of academe
but through secret efforts to monitor potential
Russian violations of the nuclear test-ban treaty
using satellites built to find H-bomb detonations
on the far side of the moon?

Contra the logical positivists and their allies, it
is precisely not possible to reduce meaningful lan-
guage to discrete enunciations. Communication –
“at least meaningful, verifiable communication” –
cannot be rendered into a sequence of protocol
statements. But such a conception of knowledge is
exactly what lies behind the classifiers’ imaginary.
To block the transmission of knowledge – “to
impede communication about the most deadly
edge of modern science and technology” – the
security services of the United States (and for that
matter NATO, the old Warsaw Pact, China, and
dozens of other countries) have chosen to list
facts, circumstances, associations, effects that
would be banned from utterance.

At the root of this theory of punctiform knowl-
edge excision stands a fundamental instability. To

truly cover an arena of knowledge, one is drawn
ever outward, removing from the public sphere
entire domains until one is, in fact, cutting out
such a vast multiple of the original classification
that the derivative censorship covers 330 million
pages a year – and growing. Even that number is
kept “low” by beating down the classified domain
by its inverse – the classification of particular
points. But then one is caught in the manifestly
peculiar position of trying to stanch knowledge
flow by punctiform excision.

On the one side, an unaffordable, intractable,
holist anti-epistemology: on the other, a ludi-
crously naive punctiform one. If this were just a
theoretical matter it would be fascinating but
delimited. It is not. At stake for the national secu-
rity establishment is the broad interference that
compartmentalization is causing, manifest most
recently in the world-changing failures of intelli-
gence leading up to 9/11 and the weapons of mass
destruction that weren’t in Iraq. Industry chafes
under the restriction of classification, and vast
resources are needed to defend excessive retention
of information. For universities, the effects of the
new order of secrecy are just beginning to be felt.
The Patriot Act restricts laboratory access to peo-
ple coming from certain countries – a direct clash
with universities’ own statutes that expressly for-

bid denying access to certain categories of labora-
tories on the basis of race, creed or national origin.
More broadly, for all the conceptual and practical
problems with classification behind the fence at
Los Alamos or Livermore, the problem of restrict-
ing research in the open university may be far
greater. But it is not “just” the rights and culture of
universities that are at stake. Billions of dollars
have been spent on projects that scientifically or
technically would not have – could not have – sur-
vived the gimlet-eyed scrutiny of international,
open review. Whatever their strategic use or use-
lessness might have been, the atomic airplane and
the X-ray laser were not just over budget, they
were over a doomed set of assumptions about sci-
ence and technology.

In the end, however, the broadest problem is
not merely that of the weapons laboratory, indus-
try or the university. It is that, if pressed too hard
and too deeply, secrecy (measured in staggering
multiples of the Library of Congress) is a threat to
democracy. And that is not a problem to be
resolved by an automated original classifier or
declassifier. It is political at every level, from
attempts to excise a single critical idea to the vain
efforts to remove whole domains of knowledge.

First published in Critical Inquiry 31, Autumn 2004,
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Framed Secrets

I am a historian of science and a physicist; docu-
ments are the tools of my trade. In fact, it would
not be much of an exaggeration to say that the
whole of the history of science could be seen as a
history of the routes and means of the circulation
of paper. Who had access to written knowledge in
the time of alchemy, who in the early modern
academy, who now? We live in a world where gov-
ernment secrecy is taken for granted – and at a
scale that is almost unimaginable. In one very par-
tial release, the Clinton administration declassified
1.6 billion pages of historically significant material.
That alone would make a powerful library in any
country of the world. Classification covers the
waterfront: diplomacy, weapons research, military
operations, to be sure – but secrecy also extends
deep into mathematics (related to cryptography),
into aspects of biology, physics, space research,
oceanography and beyond. Over the years I (and
most any contemporary historian of science) have
grown used to seeing documents with parts
excised: cut, inked, stamped. With the click of a
computer key, you can download vast numbers of
documents – often to find that you have just
printed a long series of blank pages. Perhaps in this
exhibit of how things become public, it is worth-
while contemplating a few such documents in
their raw and immediate non-disclosure. I chose
to fix a few in frames to highlight their muteness,
to de-normalize the idea that all too often we can
look but cannot see. Our world is full of blanks.

Peter Galison

the dark a growing number of judicial proceed-
ings. Agencies hold back “sensitive” information,
information previously open to view. Secrecy is a
threat because we are burying information that is
crucial for us as we face fundamental decisions
about national infrastructure, the environment,
national defense and energy policy. Secrecy threat-
ens our political selves when it grows to the point
where it obscures historical reality, the present
condition and our future options. Put simply, the
case against secrecy is this: Democracy presup-
poses informed citizens – people who know who
they are and who understand the issues of our
time. Without information, with too much
secrecy, it is unclear what democratic decision-
making means.

Our view is that we must understand this fun-
damental tension that exists between the legiti-
mate secrecy needed for national security and the
equally legitimate demand for openness required
for a reasoned democracy. Systems of government
classification and declassification have for too
long lodged in the shadows. But they are central
features of the world we live in today, and they
must be understood – for the future not only of
scientific research, but for the future structure of
democratic debate generally, in the Americas,
Europe, Africa and Asia. By making visible the
scope of classification, the ways secrets are made,
moved, stored and selectively revealed, by explor-
ing the impact of secrecy both on those who seek
to reveal secrets and those who are determined to
protect them, we aim for this film to contribute to
a broader discussion about what the modern
secrecy apparatus is, how it works, and how – and
if – it should change.

Peter Galison, Robb Moss
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Secrecy. Work-in-Progress toward a

Feature-Length Documentary Film

These are days of secrecy, and the stakes are high.
Some within national security establishments
pound their end of the table to protest that secrecy
and compartmentalization have interfered with
their work: One branch of intelligence will not talk
to another even within a single country. Across
national boundaries, the difficulty is worse. In the
United States the 9/11 Commission objected
loudly that failures of intelligence (some due to
over-classification) had failed the country in the
months before the attacks. Other branches of the
intelligence services hit the other end of the table:
too much disclosure, they said. Needed above all
is more secrecy. Leaks aid terrorists. American
intelligence officers recall with fury how a newspa-
per article describing National Security Agency
abilities directly led to the loss of information that
could have prevented the killing of 241 soldiers in
Beirut late in October 1983. Proponents of more
classification insist that no major nation can pro-
tect its vital interests without confidential diplo-
macy and the ability to develop its military capa-
bilities without finding them plastered on websites
for all to see.

There have been many objections to the ineffi-
ciencies of the secrecy system. But the real issue,
argue secrecy’s opponents, is that the production
of secret knowledge at a scale comparable to the
holdings of major libraries, funded by billions of
dollars, is fundamentally at odds with the very idea
of deliberative democracy. That secrecy veils the
top speed of a military jet or the flight path of a
politician’s arrival in war zone is a circumstance
that hurts no one. Anti-secrecy advocates argue
that the problem is far deeper than that. Secrecy
increasingly hides national policy, blocks budgets
and obscures foreign accords; secrecy throws into

Blocking Things Public
Peter Galison, Robb Moss
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vendor. More recently, the images of estates visi-
ble to all were privatized in the name of mere
property rights. Whereas in 1861 the commercial
court of the Seine had ruled that “streets or roads
in cities, stretches of countryside, and picturesque
sites are matters of public right with regard to
reproduction by the photographic industry,”
numerous rulings between 1995 and 2004 held
that “profiting from a good in the form of photo-
graphs” (for example, photos of a house in Brit-
tany, a barge, the Café Gondrée in Normandy)
“infringed on the owner’s property rights”. Mean-
while, in December 2000, the French Court of
Cassation erected a new rampart around images of
the person by means of the none-too-clear con-
cept of respect for human dignity, cited to con-
demn publication of a photo of the state prefect
for Corsica, Claude Erignac, lying assassinated on
the pavement. Unfortunately, the concern over
protecting the individual has gone together with
the notion that that individual’s right to control
his or her image can have pecuniary implications.
Permission to reproduce an individual’s features
has become a profit-making proposition, and it is
often the lure of monetary gain that motivates
people to go to court in such matters. Photogra-
phers and the press, among others, have spoken
out against the possible effects of “economic cen-
sorship” caused by images increasingly being
understood and dealt with in market terms.
Couldn’t this new form of censorship ultimately
cause society to lose its memory? These fears now
seem to be receiving a greater hearing.

Indeed, a number of recent French rulings
clearly reflect a concern to re-establish a balance in
favor of the public and have knocked a few stones
out of the wall around the private sphere. Whereas

the public’s right to information is for the moment
being asserted unsuccessfully against a creator’s
rights over his or her work, as shown by the out-
come of the Utrillo trial (Court of Cassation,
November 2003), images of estates have been
made public once again: In May 2004, the Court
of Cassation ruled that the “the owner of a thing
does not have exclusive rights over images of it.”
The “personal image” right has also lost some
ground to freedom to reproduce and use images:
Judges increasingly accept that permission need
not be requested for photos that show persons
exercising public functions or offices in public
places or that illustrate information “in relevant
ways”. A few weeks after the decision in the Eri-
gnac case, the Court of Cassation ruled that “pub-
lication of images of persons involved in an event
is permitted under freedom of information on the
sole condition that human dignity be respected”.
This solution was reaffirmed by a November 2003
ruling. There can be no doubt that the precedent
set by the European Court of Human Rights has
been influential in changing the perspective of the
French courts. The Strasbourg Court has often
held that freedom of expression, though not
absolute, constitutes “an essential foundation of a
democratic society” and that it is an essential con-
dition for such a society’s progress and develop-
ment. In 2002 it ruled there should be no restric-
tions on the disseminating of a person’s image as
long as that person “has entered the public arena”.
Still, doesn’t the Court’s June 24, 2004, ruling
against Germany in Caroline of Monaco’s lawsuit
against German magazines represent the begin-
ning of a new shift in the boundary between the
private and public spheres?

Translated from the French by Amy Jacobs
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The question of freedom to reproduce and dis-
seminate images offers a clear example of the
recurring conflict today between private and pub-
lic spheres. With regard to images, individuals
have rights while collectivities have freedoms, and
these rights and freedoms are continually colliding
and becoming entangled.

While a person’s facial image may readily be
perceived by others, it may nonetheless be a mat-
ter of his or her private life, in the same way as his
or her love life, family life, health, and the like. As
such, a facial image is protected in France by a
right termed droit de la personnalité, according to
which every individual has control over any
recording or reproduction of his or her personal
features by any means. The right to control repro-
duction and use of one’s personal image is pro-
tected today by both French and international law
(see respectively Article 9 of the Code Civil and
Article 8 of the European Convention on the Pro-
tection of Human Rights and Fundamental Free-
doms). This right was first recognized in France in
1858 in connection with a deathbed portrait of an
actress who had performed under the stage name
of Rachel; that decision was in a way echoed
nearly 150 years later by a French court ruling con-
demning publication of photographs of President
François Mitterrand’s body after his death. Images
of intellectual creations also legally belong to the
private sphere. In accordance with intellectual
property regulations, they can only be reproduced
with the formal consent of their creator.

These exclusive rights run strongly counter to
freedom of expression as defined in Article 11 of
the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen of
1789 and Article 10, §1 of the same European Con-
vention on the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms. The latter specifies “free-
dom to receive and impart information,” thus
founding the public’s right to be informed and the

right to inform the public, specifically by means of
images.

The courts are of course called on to resolve
conflicts between these conflicting interests. Can
they reach a balanced solution? French courts
have been gradually formulating rules to reconcile
freedom of expression with the prerogatives of the
individual, specifically with regard to celebrities or
prominent individuals, anonymous onlookers
implicated in newsworthy events or present in a
public place and protected creative works. But this
has only been at the cost of extraordinarily com-
plex case-by-case determinations, which are a
source if not of confusion at least of uncertainty,
particularly around the notion of information. We
can nonetheless identify a few of the general direc-
tions the process has been moving in.

In contrast to Anglo-Saxon countries, France
has traditionally given priority in these matters to
the protecting and respecting of individual rights.
And in the last decades a favorable attitude has
been developing toward the privatizing of images
of estates, even those that are on full view to all.
Taking photographs of architectural constructions
to be used by third parties for commercial pur-
poses, for example, has been prohibited in the
name of intellectual property rights. In 1972, the
French court ruled that the resort town of Port
Grimaud on the Côte d’Azur was first and fore-
most an “original personal creation” and only sec-
ondarily a territorial unit of the French Republic;
recording and disseminating images of it was thus
the sole prerogative of those holding intellectual
property rights to it. Likewise, despite the fact that
the Grande Arche of La Défense, just west of Paris,
was paid for with public funds, the magistrates
ruled that the architects who designed it had
exclusive reproduction rights, rejecting assertions
of “the public’s right to information and culture,”
made in this case, it must be said, by a postcard
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power might also come from the fact that they are not under-

stood to be assemblies and are never compared with the other

types of assemblies with which they often compete. Iron laws,

perhaps, but laws nonetheless. So the question is one of identify-

ing the places and the procedures in and through which these

laws are made up. There is thus a great deal to be gained from

considering marketplaces as yet another sort of assembly and

from detecting their many techniques of representation. No mat-

ter how much effort they might make to look “natural,” they are

always fully inside the domain of politics. So much so that a close

inspection of their ways of gathering, deciding and enforcing

their edicts might go some way toward enriching the usual defi-

nitions of politics. Especially because they also look like Ding-

politik. In the infinitesimal decisions we are constantly making

inside various markets, things count dearly.

How to Map Capitalist Networks 

The Supermarket, Too, Is an Assembly 

Making Your Choice Along the Catwalk 

Taste, Test and Teasing 

Most of us have probably never been inside any of our national

parliaments. Even if we regularly vote, we rarely penetrate the

actual sphere of what is officially called politics. And yet there

exists another ubiquitous set of hearings, caucuses and rallies in

which, without realizing it, we vote, we decide, we are influ-

enced, we are voted down, we are coerced, we are excited, we

are made to be indignant. These are the immensely powerful

assemblages that make up what is called the economy, although

it used to be called, and much more accurately, the political econ-

omy. And political they are, indeed, in the sense of assembling

people and goods in the most energetic and conflicting ways.

The problem is that their decisions are rarely understood as tak-

ing place according to any due process. Instead they appear as an

autonomous and irresistible set of forces roaming the world in

the wildest manner. Which they are, most of the time, for those

who must submit to their iron laws. However, some of this

11 What’s Political in 
Political Economy?

What Sort of Character Is a Company? 

Watching a Bloomberg Screen 

The Noise That a Ticker Makes 

The Minute When Agricultural Statistics Are Released 

 



In the spring of 1994, I completed the final manu-
script of what would become my fifth novel,
Galatea 2.2. That book is a digital-age retelling of
the ancient Pygmalion myth, masquerading as an
autobiography. It describes the attempt to create
an artificial intelligence – a silicon-simulated neu-
ral network – that would be capable of reading
and answering questions about literature. In a
twist on the old fable of artificial genesis, this par-
ticular machine-intelligence is not invented but
grown, insofar as it’s possible to distinguish
between inventing and growing. And the act of
growing this artificial being consists of an
extended conversation between two individuals,
a storyteller and his ground-up neural-network
narrative creation, Helen, the silicon Galatea.

With my fifth child at last safely out of my
hands, I began casting about for a new project,
one that would simultaneously extend that previ-
ous story and, as is art’s tendency, to dispossess
it. My first five novels had all explored the inter-
face between technological manipulation and
artistic representation by ranging through a spec-
trum of subjects including photography and mass
reproduction, game theory, molecular genetics,
data processing, medicine, and now artificial
intelligence. These books shared at least one
extended theme: the ongoing, evolving dialog
that we make with our own scientific and techno-
logical creations. Science and technology, in these
novels, were not externalizable, objective
processes intent on acquiring value-free data, but
active, interpretive tasks of representation in their
own right. To paraphrase Churchill, we build our
technologies, and thereafter, they build us. Or, as
the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin puts it:
“Every act of depicting is itself a depiction.”

As I scanned the spectrum of disciplines that I
had already attempted to depict in fiction, look-
ing for where to turn my lens next, I began to

notice a conspicuous oversight in the picture I’d
examined so far, a massive absence in the center
of things, so huge as to be almost invisible, a thing
without which no other human project I’d
touched upon made sense or could even, for long,
exist. I mean the thing that made science and
technology in its modern forms – not to mention
the contemporary novel – possible, the founder
and underwriter of life as we live it, the rhino at
the table that no genteel artist likes to mention in
aesthetic public, the font of enabling and impair-
ment that we struggle so hard – and no one
harder than this guilty novelist – to downplay or
ignore.

Despite my dislike of the topic, I began to nose
around it with a mixture of repugnance and fasci-
nation, like a substance abuser circling around the
long-denied admission of his own addiction. In
short order, and with all the force of religious
conversion, I came to see just who had been pay-
ing all my artistic and personal bills, bills that I had
not even yet acknowledged. Here’s how John
Kenneth Galbraith puts the same insight, in his
book The Age of Uncertainty:

“The institution that most changes our lives
we least understand or, more correctly,
seek most elaborately to misunderstand …
Week by week, month by month, year by
year, it exercises a greater influence on our
livelihood and the way we live than unions,
universities, politicians, the government.”

That institution is, of course, the modern corpo-
ration.

A representation of contemporary life that did
not acknowledge the corporation, either explic-
itly or as an off-stage determining power, could
get no closer to the truth of how we live than a
pale reflection. I knew and admired many of the
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attempts of American literature to capture busi-
ness – its transformation of material existence
and, consequently, of the human soul. Such semi-
nal works as Norris’s The Octopus, Sinclair’s The
Jungle, and Howells’ The Rise of Silas Lapham had
all revealed business’ iron hand behind the hor-
rors and hopes of the Gilded Age. These books,
and others before and after them, chillingly
depicted the forging of various Americas in busi-
ness’ Bessemer furnace. But no book that I knew
of had ever attempted to turn the limited liability
corporation itself into a novel’s central protago-
nist. This seemed to me the best next way to try
to reveal the telling element in that apotheosis of
big business, the one that has transformed busi-
ness itself every bit as drastically as business has
transformed our continent and everything in it.

I had to begin, as always, by researching my
central character. Right out of the gate, I was
astonished to realize how relatively young the
limited liability corporation actually is. Although
it has precursors in earlier forms, such as crown
enterprises and chartered trading monopolies, the
modern corporation did not really begin to
emerge until the first third of the nineteenth cen-
tury, as a fusion of the joint-stock company and
pre-modern corporate forms like the guild, the
monastery and the university. Its American nativ-
ity can be traced to the landmark Supreme Court
case of 1819, Dartmouth vs. Woodward, a deci-
sion that prohibited the state of New Hampshire
from interfering with the corporate charter of
Dartmouth College. The incorporated world that
we now reify and the engine that brought that
world into existence are extremely recent inven-
tions.

My second surprise arose in considering the
facts of the Dartmouth case itself. Only when I
read the text of Chief Justice Marshall’s celebrated
decision did the profoundly strange bedrock
implication start to poke through from beneath
the familiar landscape that I had so entirely nor-
malized, in being brought up inside it. “A corpora-
tion,” Marshall wrote,

“is an artificial being, invisible, intangible,
and existing only in contemplation of law.
Being the mere creature of law, it possesses
only those properties which the charter of

its creation confers upon it … These are
such as are supposed best calculated to
effect the object for which it was created.
Among the most important are immortality,
and, if the expression may be allowed, indi-
viduality; properties by which a perpetual
succession of many persons are considered
as the same, and may act as a single individ-
ual. They enable a corporation to manage its
own affairs and to hold property without the
perplexing intricacies, the hazardous and
endless necessity of perpetual conveyances
for the purpose of transmitting it from hand
to hand. It is chiefly for the purpose of cloth-
ing bodies of men in succession with these
qualities and capacities that corporations
were invented and are in use. By these
means, a perpetual succession of individuals
are capable of acting for the promotion of
the particular object, like one immortal
being.”

A fictional being, existing only in contemplation,
complete with all the properties of an individual.
Of course that should have struck me as familiar. I
was a novelist. Theoretically, I knew all about fic-
tional people. But I’d never considered a fictional
individual like this one – invisible, intangible,
potentially even immortal, and, after the Dart-
mouth decision, just a little farther beyond the
state’s ability to alter or interfere with. Only after
I took in Justice Marshall’s words did I begin to
realize that I was once again, as I had been when
writing my Galatea, embarked on an extended
conversation between two individuals, one a lit-
eral human and the other a mechanical creature of
pure invention, yet a fully formed individual in the
eyes of the law. And once again, the heart of this
new novel would be concerned with identifying
which of these two orders of fictional individuals,
in the course of their extended and invisible Bil-
dungsroman dialog, had more fully invented the
other.

My third jolt during the course of my research
lay in learning just how radically opposed to the
idea of incorporation virtually all businessmen of
the early nineteenth century really were. Even the
most enterprising and ambitious entrepreneurs of
the time tended to look upon corporations with
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An Artificial Being
Richard Powers



distrust. A business had no need to grow beyond
an individual’s or a family’s ability to run it. In
general, before the 1830s, states were inclined to
reserve their charters of incorporation for those
enterprises such as waterworks or other public
utilities that were simply too capital-intensive to
be undertaken any other way. It began to dawn
on me that corporations were not the logical or
inevitable outgrowth of age-old ways of doing
business. They represented a qualitative break
with the past that even the seasoned world of
nineteenth-century business would be dragged
into largely against its will.

My greatest shock, though, came when I came
to understand the serendipitous, almost bizarre
conjunction of unrelated legislation that led, by
the 1870s, to the removal of the last legal impedi-
ments to corporate growth and the full emer-
gence of the corporation in its modern, unre-
strained incarnation. After the Dartmouth
decision, corporations continued to evolve fitfully
throughout mid-century. But it wasn’t until the
end of the Civil War and the passage of an amend-
ment to the Constitution (aimed at asserting fed-
eral power to protect due process over the newly
reunited states) that the legal fiction of the corpo-
ration, that “artificial being,” began to turn into a
very real leviathan.

In every respect, the Fourteenth Amendment
was instrumental in the invention of America. In
particular, it helped to turn the phrase “The
United States are,” so common in pre-1860s
usage, into “The United States is,” the usage that
dominates our era. On its face, this legislation,
meant in part to safeguard the rights of newly
freed slaves, would seem to have no bearing
whatsoever on the conduct of the nation’s busi-
ness. But one of its subtlest and most far-ranging
consequences – its interaction with Marshall’s
Supreme Court decision of a half-century earlier –
was no doubt largely unanticipated. The com-
plete syllogism runs like this: No individual can be
denied due process or equal protection under the
law. But corporations are legal individuals. Thus
corporations are guaranteed due process and
equal protection, and the individual states’ abili-
ties to curtail or circumscribe their activity are
once again enormously reduced. In fact the indi-
vidual states, free to grant the terms of corporate

charters, were now more or less thrown into par-
ticipating in a wholesale bidding war to coax cor-
porations, who enjoyed all the privileges of inter-
state commerce, to set up official headquarters
locally, on the most advantageous terms.

As with the country, so with the company.
And of course, vice versa. We build our institu-
tions, and thereafter, they build us. E pluribus
Unum: An aggregate of tens of thousands of peo-
ple, bankrolled by the consolidated capital of per-
haps millions of shareholders, no single one of
whom is liable for the debts or wrongs of the
whole, now possessed all the rights, freedoms,
privileges and agency of the fictional individual
that it legally was. Only now, the corporation
could mount countless thousands of times the
throw weight and leverage of the sheltered indi-
viduals who banded together to form it. Here, as
perhaps with America itself, is an invention with-
out an inventor, an institution whose potency and
consequences no one could have calculated in
advance. And this almost accidental, unintended
invention has transformed every aspect of our
lives and holds our bodies and minds in a near-
total thrall. An artificial being – invisible, intangi-
ble, existing only in contemplation of law – was
well on its way to becoming all but omnipotent.

After some months of reading, I began to see
the modern corporation as a largely uncontrolled
experiment that had come about almost by
chance, one whose consequences were unfore-
seeable, unsought and wholly world-shattering.
And I knew I had found the element that had been
missing from all my previous novels’ attempts to
say where we have come from and to depict the
world we have assembled for ourselves to live in.

My central character needed a childhood, ado-
lescence and maturity, a personality and a voice
that would allow it, at all stages of its 170-year
life, both to depict America and to serve as its
own depiction. To do all that, I figured, it would
have to begin as a manufacturer of a simple, ubiq-
uitous, consumer staple and end up as a multi-
national conglomerate selling catalogs full of
manufactured needs, if not to say entire world-
views. Soap was the soul of this new machine I
was after. Soap pointed in all directions at once: it
was the greatest health revolution of the nine-
teenth century. It was a basic commodity, once
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made by hand in every home before being ration-
alized into the quintessential factory good. It
served as an industrial-age icon with a whiff of
agrarian nostalgia. It was a near-religious pack-
aged purity, one that offered to put its purchasers
next to godliness, a Janus-faced surfactant
brought about through the Manichean chemical
magic trick of “strong change” that transmutes fat
and grease into their opposites. In short, here was
a good that worked on its users something of the
transformation that the corporation worked on
the world at large.

I read the biographies of the leading suspects –
Procter and Gamble, Colgate Palmolive, Lever,
DuPont … Among the most useful of my research
tools were books and pamphlets that, for a real
historian, appear almost useless. By these, I mean
the in-house organs, the “official” corporate his-
tories that these fictional, aggregate individuals so
often commissioned to be ghost-written to pro-
mote their own story. The facts that these pam-
phlets vend are generally spurious and almost
always whitewashed. But in them, I could hear
the voice of a corporation, what Chief Justice
Marshall called the artificial being’s “individual-
ity.” And for a full manifestation of the corpora-
tion’s personality I had only to turn to the adver-
tisements, those historical archives containing
sometimes as many as 150 years of public love
notes, come-ons and Christmas letters, the words
of a corporation speaking itself into existence, its
depiction of itself to the outside world.

In most of these actual corporate biographies,
much the same trajectory is traced out. What
starts as the story of a few dynamic people forging
a collective will is gradually, imperceptibly,
replaced by the story of a collective will that
employs a few dynamic people to stand for it and
keep it growing. And so it began to happen to my
Clare, Incorporated, as well. At each step up the
ladder of growth, I watched it helping to invent
and being invented by an America in the process
of moving from self-reliance and industry to
dependency and overproduction.

But what of the other individual in this twin-
poled dialog? A novel that told only the story of
the complete overhaul of the terms of our mate-
rial existence by corporate commerce would have
been as artistically unsatisfying to me as those

works of spiritual alienation and individual
anomie of recent years that never once attempt to
grapple with the material basis of our contempo-
rary disaffection. There is no grasping where we
are, no understanding of either part or whole, no
representation of who we or our inventions have
become, except as functions of one another.

The private half of the dialog of Gain came
about in a way completely antithetical to its cor-
porate half. Where I had conceived the story of
Clare, Incorporated, as a top-down, thematic
response, the story of Laura Bodey thrust itself on
me as a bottom-up, emotional urgency. I live in a
small, East-Central Illinois town of around
90,000 people. In the half a dozen years before I
began to write Gain, seven of my closest friends
in town were diagnosed with cancer and five of
them died. Their cancers differed – lung, breast,
ovarian. Not all of these cancers are thought to
cluster and none has ever been conclusively been
proven a primarily environmental disease. It’s the
rare cancer, in any event, that can be said to have
one definitive cause. But toward the end of this
spurt of death that I lived through, a series of local
newspaper articles exposed consistent violations
of EPA limits on toxic discharges from three dif-
ferent factories within 30 miles of my town. No
cluster or causal link was ever demonstrated in
any of my friends’ cases, let alone any statistically
significant elevation of local cancer incidence.
And yet many of us in that community, myself
included, began to feel we might be living in the
middle of a plague of our own making.

The details of Laura’s story began to take
shape in my mind, a story as coincidentally,
inevitably and ubiquitously linked to Clare Chem-
ical as the Fourteenth Amendment was to Dart-
mouth vs. Woodward. Laura Bodey’s bodily
revolt is in many ways the complement and con-
sequent of the same process that put the corpus
into incorporation. As I wrote, I felt my book
aligning with the twin themes of growth and
embodiment, two processes that, in the course of
my twinned story, finally come to the same thing.

So much for the potential payoffs in casting a
42-year-old divorced mother of two and a 170-
year-old employer of 50,000 as paired, equal
leads in a two-person play where neither ulti-
mately gets to speak with the other. But the dra-
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matic and aesthetic liabilities were also immedi-
ately apparent to me. Could I really expect an
individual reader with conventional narrative
anticipations to identify emotionally with a multi-
national corporation, to grant it a personality,
motives and dramatic urgency? The Clare story
starts out as perhaps the more driving of the
book’s two narratives, but the eye-level vicissi-
tudes of the Clare family in time give way, for
obvious historical and material reasons, to a shift
in scale that leaves the individual human stories
that compose it almost annihilated. By the end of
the Clare narrative, not even the CEO can say
with certainty just what the corporation wants or
how it means to get it. Is the novel, with its tradi-
tional emotional leverage – strong, personal
engagement with a single developing self and its
intimate problems – really the proper vessel for
such an accumulation of business data? Why not
a traditional, non-fictional case history? 
Doesn’t such a massive, collective, institutional
story threaten to overwhelm any fiction of private
domesticity any of us could invent?

It does. And that is the story of the way we live
now, the story that can only be told completely
within the medium of fiction. For a novel, too, is
an artificial being, invisible, intangible and existing
only in contemplation of synthetic invention. It is
a complex confluence, perhaps our best represen-
tational system for simulating the braided, inter-
defining processes that join the personal to the
aggregate and the aggregate to the personal. Even
as the corporate sections of the book move from
the dramatic and individually motivated stories of
the Clare brothers to the sprawling, unlocalizable,
increasingly distant account of Clare International,
Laura Bodey is making the agonizing journey into
self-awareness and shaking off the dream of the
personal to emerge into the realization that every
domestic, sensuous, private detail of her existence
is only allowed her by virtue of this new world that
massively incorporated, limited-liability humanity
has birthed up. Ninety-nine and 44/100ths percent
of her life, up to and including the circumstances
of her death, has been enabled by Clare. At the
onset of her first realization, Laura is possessed of
the urge to rid her life of the pervasive influence.
But no sooner does Laura feel this urge than she
realizes she cannot. Clare is everywhere:

“[…] hiding under the sink, swarming her
medicine chest, lining the shelves in the
basement, parked out in the garage, piled
up in the shed.[…] She cannot sue the com-
pany for raiding her house. She brought
them in, by choice, toted them in a shop-
ping bag. And she’d do it all over again,
given the choice. Would have to.”

Laura cannot even begin to make the calculation
of whether the gain brought to her life by the
incorporation of the world outweighs the loss.
Her life itself is an inseparable consequence of
that incorporation. She can do nothing to alter
those terms. But she can, in her descent, grasp
those terms for the first time and, in the process,
catch a glimpse of herself that this rationalized
and commodified life has hidden from her.

A different kind of novel – employing only the
traditional, personal gauge – might depict, with
all the emotive power of art, our bafflement in the
face of where we live now. But it would not be
able to say where that where is. A case study of
big business, on the other hand, might give us
something of the historical explanation of how
we got here. But it, in turn, would be powerless to
reveal the emotional consequences of that his-
tory, its meaning and impact down at the level
where we live our lives. In my dialogue of two
individuals of impossibly mismatched scale, I’ve
tried to reflect – in fact to embody – something of
the profound mystery of incorporation, that
change in nature attendant upon a change in
degree.

What, then, is Gain’s final cost-benefit analysis
on the all-transforming strong change worked by
incorporation upon the world? Has the candle
been worth the game? The book has been read
and described in print as everything from a rabid,
leftist, anti-business rant to an unapologetic act of
boosterism for the American chemical industry,
one that lacks all vision of evil. So is every prob-
lematic will contested by the various interests of
its inheritors.

Art supposedly does not judge; it merely 
represents. But if Bakhtin is right, then represent-
ing and judging are themselves two recipro-
cal parts of the same Janus-faced process. At the
story’s end, Laura’s now-adult son, Tim, is about
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to embark on an act of commerce that may 
be read as either redeeming the cycle of his
mother’s loss or coldly repeating it. Is more
human enterprise sufficient to save us from the
history of human enterprise to date? Any answer
to that question must now admit that the corpo-

ration, that artificial being, is a story we have
written and are still writing, no less than the story
of the smallest, artificial being among us, who
must go on writing it. And stories are about 
nothing in the world, if not the question: 
What happens next?
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In December 1867, a curious new machine
appeared in the New York brokerage office of
David Goesbeck: a stock ticker. It was the inven-
tion of Edward A. Calahan, an engineer who as a
boy had worked as a courier for brokerage houses.
Calahan had observed the errors and confusions
associated with recording and transmitting prices
on paper slips and decided to help change this 
situation.1 The stock ticker worked like an electric
telegraph: It transmitted the names and prices 
of financial securities on a narrow strip of paper,
with the help of two independent wheels mounted 
on the same shaft. In the beginning, the machine
was plagued by problems: It blurred letters and
figures and could not keep names and prices in line
with each other. In the early 1870s, Henry van
Hoveberg invented the automatic unison adjust-
ment, which solved the problem of keeping names
and securities prices in line. In addition, the ticker 
had the more general problem of every electric
telegraph: It lost the signal over longer distances
and needed relay stations to reinforce this signal.
Relay stations, however, were places where the
information being transmitted could be (and, in
practice, was) easily intercepted and manipulated.
Moreover, the batteries placed in brokerage offices 
were made of copper and zinc plates in a bath 
of sulphuric acid and were highly toxic; accidents
occurred frequently. In the 1870s, central battery
buildings were set up in order to reduce accidents.
After these problems were solved, the ticker’s tri-
umphal march could not be stopped. By the turn
of the twentieth century, it was a central fixture 
of the New York and London stock exchan-
ges.2 How is the ticker’s success to be ex-
plained?

The answer lies not so much in the engineering
side of the machine as in the context of its use and
in the cognitive assumptions that underlie the
recording of securities prices.

In New York City, the Regular Board of stockbro-
kers formed in 1792 was a closed status group
based on wealth, reputation and personal relation-
ships. Its members traded in formal attire of tall
hats and tailcoats; seats were inherited, and each
member of the Board had a fixed place in the trad-
ing room. But quite early a parallel market devel-
oped in New York City. It was called the New
Board until the 1840s; by the 1860s, it had been
renamed the Open Board. Its members paid mem-
bership fees less than a tenth of those paid by the
members of the Regular Board but had a tenfold
greater trading volume.3

On the New York Stock Exchange, the Regular
Board operated a discontinuous market. Stock-
brokers traded by calls: The vice-president of the
Board called the name of each security, and bro-
kers then traded according to orders received in
advance. Afterward, trading was interrupted while
the vice-president of the Board repeated the price
to an assistant secretary, who repeated it to a
clerk, who wrote it down on a blackboard. In the
1840s, when the Regular Board operated behind
closed doors under a regime of secrecy, agents
used to listen at the keyhole and sell the informa-
tion in the street.4

The Open Board, which traded in the street
and in the entrance hall of the Stock Exchange, did
not operate in this ceremonious way. Theirs was a
continuous market, which traded according to
who needed to buy or sell at a given moment.
However, the Open Board did not bother very
much about recording prices. Stockbrokers wrote
down prices on paper slips, which were then
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entrusted to courier boys to be brought to the bro-
kerage houses. Seldom were ledgers kept. The fact
that the Open Board operated in the street and the
entrance hall, allowing the public to mingle with
stockbrokers, created a situation where multiple
prices in the Open Board market itself were the
rule rather than the exception.

At the interaction level of the trading floor, the
securities price was set by conversations. This
means that the price-setting mechanism was a
speech act. Prices got their validity from the force
of these speech acts5, which was tied to the
authority of the participants, their standing, credi-
bility and reputation, as well as to features such as

pitch of voice and intonation. Conversations
could not be directly and individually observed.
Therefore, all the features of a speech act that
made it felicitous and valid could not be objec-
tively witnessed. Paper slips, which were hand-
written and signed, tied prices to individual
authority and made these ties visible for the needs
of the moment. In this context, they can be seen as
representing transactional speech acts.

The ticker obscured any relationship between
the individual authority of speech acts, on the one
hand, and securities prices, on the other. The
prices and names on the paper strip were not a
faithful reiteration of individual speech acts.

1 Edward A. Calahan, “The Evolution of the Stock Ticker,”
in: The Electrical World and Engineer, 37, 6, 1901, p. 236.

2 Sereno S. Pratt, The Work of Wall Street, D. Appleton & Co.,
New York, 1903, p. 139.

3 James Medbery, Men and Mysteries of Wall Street, Fields,
Osgood & Co., Boston, 1870, p. 39.

4 George C. Selden, “The Machinery of Wall Street,” in: The
Magazine of Wall Street, New York, 1917, p. 90; Matthew
Hale Smith, Twenty Years Among the Bulls and Bears of Wall
Street, J.B. Burr & Hyde, Hartford, 1871, p. 71.

5 John Langshaw Austin, How to Do Things With Words,
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1976 [1962].

The Stock Ticker
Alex Preda

Te legraph collection Fons Vanden
Berghen, Halle Be lg ium , photo ©
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Rather, prices stood there as an authoritative indi-
cation that the corresponding conversational
transactions had taken place. The ticker trans-
ferred authority from individual actors to itself:
The flow of names and prices on the paper strip
was the best proof that financial transactions had
taken place. With that, the authority of financial
information was objectified:6 Prices were taken as
true not because a respected stockbroker had
uttered them but because they appeared in the
flow of the ticker tape.

At the same time, the ticker tied prices to one
another and made this flow visible on the ticker
tape. Conversational transactions appeared as an
uninterrupted flow. This made it easier for
observers to regard prices as separated from infor-
mation about political and economic events.
Prices in themselves were events and reflected the

state of the market. The separation between price
variations and other variations in other kinds of
economic information operated by the ticker
encouraged the idea that what counted in the end
were the price variations.

One of the main features of the ticker machine
was how it shaped the way market players talked.
The abbreviations on the tape were transformed
into nicknames for financial securities; when
somebody talked about the “mop,” everybody
else knew that this stood for “MP” on the tape,
which in turn stood for “Missouri Pacific Railway
Company”. As a contemporary observer put it,
the “law of economy” in words, imposed by the
ticker tape, governs talk on Wall Street.7
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In a parallel move, brokerage houses began adopt-
ing telegraphic codes for communicating with
their clients. These codes, required by the need to
react promptly to price information, reinforced
the bonds between investors and stockbrokers. At
the same time, they were a means of attracting
new clients and of keeping a track of those who
used the services of a brokerage house.

This mode of communication was a direct con-
sequence of the introduction of the ticker, as con-
temporary observers acknowledged. In this sense,
it can be argued that this price-recording technol-
ogy generated economic principles superimposed
on sociolinguistic ones: It made price variations
visible as the central piece of information, made
them into a continuous flow, adapted the names
of the securities to the requirements of this flow
and imposed these changes upon market actors.

These changes dovetailed with those imposed by
the ticker on the temporal structures in Wall
Street: The machine provided not only price infor-
mation but also marked the time for performing
certain actions. In the morning when stockbrokers
arrived, they set their watches by the time the
ticker began to operate.8

The flow of the ticker tape required permanent
presence and attention as a fundamental condition
of knowledge.9 It required the capacity to watch
uninterruptedly the flow of prices. The ticker was
manned by “tape readers,” trained clerks with very
good eyesight and attention who could read the
prices of a single security, pick them out and
record them in a diagram.

An important effect of the flow of prices on the
tape was that minute variations were now made
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6 Theodore Porter, Trust in Numbers. The Pursuit of Objectiv-
ity in Science and Public Life, Princeton University Press,
Princeton, NJ, 1995; Donald MacKenzie, Mechanizing Proof:
Computers, Risk, and Trust, The MIT Press, Cambridge,
MA, 2001.

7 Pratt, op. cit., p. 136.

8 Selden, op. cit., p. 160.
9 Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception. Attention, Specta-

cle, and Modern Culture, The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA,
1999, pp. 21ff.
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visible. The old procedures of collecting price data
made visible only monthly and yearly price varia-
tions. Daily variations or changes by the hour, let
alone by the minute, were not recorded. As a con-
sequence, price diagrams included only large time
series but not small variations. Many price dia-
grams also included data about political and eco-
nomic events that were linked to price data. By
contrast, the ticker made visible minute price vari-
ations without including any data about political
or economic events: In fact, it showed that price
variations could happen without any substantial
changes in the political or economic landscape.
Consequently these events couldn’t be taken any-
more as an explanatory variable for price varia-
tions. The latter were represented as an
autonomous, self-explanatory phenomenon.

Around 1900, detailed, hourly price charts
began to be published in investor magazines. The
new price charts brought with them a new lan-
guage, a new mode of analysis and a new profes-
sion. As mentioned above, variations had to be
interpreted now in their own terms, and new con-
cepts were required for that. Hence, terms like
“tops,” “bottoms,” “shoulders” and “breakpoints”
appeared in the language of Wall Street. Some
stockbrokers began specializing in interpreting
technical charts and making predictions about
future prices. In the early 1900s, journal articles
vigorously demanded the establishment of the
stock analyst as a distinct profession.10 While
gathering and processing statistical information
about securities had been established practice
since the 1840s in England, this marked the first
time that analysis had been publicly required as a
distinct profession in the US. The securities ana-
lyst shouldn’t be associated with any particular
bank or brokerage house but retain his independ-
ence, as a means of ensuring an objective evalua-
tion of financial securities. This professional differ-
entiation was made necessary by the increased
volume of statistical information available, by the
rapidity with which this information changed (as
in price variations), by its continuous availability
and by the new concepts required to make sense
of it.

Permanent attention to market events also per-
haps encouraged permanent attention to one’s
own doings, systematic reflection on the satisfac-

tions derived from one’s own behavior. Is riding in
Central Park giving me a greater satisfaction than a
visit to my broker? What is the right thing to do?
Permanent observation of market processes and of
stock prices (induced, at least in part, by the ticker)
has emotional effects. In other words, stocks
become not only an object of permanent monitor-
ing, but – and exactly because of permanent mon-
itoring – they become an object of emotional
attachment, too.

By requiring permanent presence and attention
to the marketplace, the ticker encouraged (if not
generated) a continuous monitoring of one’s own
behavior, together with emotional ties to securi-
ties that one could associate with private and pub-
lic events. Permanent monitoring, reflexivity and
attentiveness may seem unexceptionable today,
indeed, even as intrinsic components of a “natural
rational behavior” that serves as the normative
foundation of many economic models. The above
arguments show how much the result of a cogni-
tive nexus such behavior can be and of how little
of “natural behavior”.11 Self-monitoring and emo-
tional ties are elements of the teleo-affective struc-
tures binding investors to the marketplace. They
tie human actors to the language and cognitive
rules of the ticker, being justified and reinforced by
these rules and language. In the nexus of discur-
sive modes, rules, and teleo-affective structures,
human actors and artifacts (of various kinds) are
fused together in durable ties.

One of the main social changes triggered by the
ticker was its transforming of the stockbroker’s
office into a kind of community-cum-communica-
tions center, where investors could spend the
whole day watching quotations, talking to each
other and placing orders. The rooms of the bro-
kerage office were reorganized so that rows of
tickers attended by clerks worked uninterruptedly,
while clients seated on several rows of seats
watched other clerks updating the quotations
board. The modern brokerage office had a sepa-
rate telegraph room, an order desk, a ticker room
and a back office. The ticker room occupied a
prominent position in this spatial arrangement.
The new organization was praised as a model of
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efficient communication, accuracy and machine-
inspired modernity.

Cognitive organization became a central fea-
ture of brokerage offices. The ticker centralized
and bundled the knowledge-producing activities
in the office. Customers had to show up to the
office regularly in order to access this knowledge.
The same prices (and the same price variations)
were brought to everyone at the same time,
together with standardized analytical instruments
(charts) and a standardized language of analysis
(double bottom, head-and-shoulders, and the
rest) and trading. In this sense, the ticker is an
example of what Bruno Latour12 calls an
“immutable mobile” – that is, a networking tech-
nology that allows the transfer and the standardi-
zation of knowledge at the same time. Through
this transfer, investors were bound to networks
and to financial exchanges. The stress on the sci-
entific side of financial investments reinforced
their social legitimacy and thus coped well with
the overall discourse about the “science of finan-
cial markets,” so popular in late nineteenth cen-
tury. Investors had to have exactly the qualities
preached by manuals: attention, vigilance and
constant observation of financial transactions and
of price variations. It became reasonable to 
follow the market movements and to try being
efficient.

The floor of the exchange was reshaped, too.
The stock exchange floor was organized into
specialized “crowds” – brokers and market makers
trading a single security around a ticker, under 
a streetlamp-like signpost. Soon after the intro-
duction of the ticker, in 1870, the Regular and 
the Open boards of the NYSE merged. One 
of the reasons was, contemporary observers
stressed, that the new machines providing price
quo-tations had made the coexistence of parallel 
markets very difficult. The united board star-

ted trading in the same room, equipped with 
tickers.

Themes like “organization” and “efficiency”
became very actual. How to monitor and collect
quotations in an efficient way, how to transmit
them farther without missing anything were top-
ics regularly repeated by brokerage houses in 
their advertising brochures and manuals. In 
this sense, at the institutional level, the ticker trig-
gered a process of self-monitoring similar to that 
it had triggered at the individual level. Both the
organization and the individual had to pay more
attention to what they did, to weigh courses of
action, to monitor permanently their activities.
The decentralization of the trading floor was
accompanied by the centralization of activities in
the broker’s office. In this sense, again, the ticker
generated principles of efficient organization
superimposed on the sociolinguistic view it dis-
seminated.

In a historical perspective, we should not over-
value the telegraph’s and the telephone’s role in
the transmission of price information. The empiri-
cal evidence about their real use in the transmis-
sion of securities prices (and not the mere promo-
tional hype) suggests that they were not used
much by investors and brokers before the ticker
was introduced. Letters, however, were powerful
networking devices.

What is perhaps most important, the ticker
changed the quality of prices qua information.
Instead of prices being discontinuous, it made
them appear as continuous, homogeneous, real-
time data available to all at once. In this sense, it
can be argued that the ticker generated represen-
tational and action principles that are continued
nowadays by computer screens in financial mar-
kets. After all, what is taken to be a dead instru-
ment appears as alive and well, deep beneath 
shiny computer screens.
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had global consequences of a social, political and
regional nature.

Accordingly, a wide-ranging debate ensued
over the merits and demerits of the combination.
HP-Compaq, for or against? The controversy
went on for nine months. During that time, the
different parties announced their positions and
investors reacted accordingly, pushing the prices
of the companies up and down in the process. At
each stage, the different sides involved needed to
know where the debate stood. What were the
arguments? Were the supporters outnumbering
the detractors? How was Wall Street reacting to
them – and why?

Plotting Spreads to Make Sense of a

Merger Plot

In following this debate, professional Wall Street
investors derived a crucial advantage from the
spread plot. The name refers to a specialized
graphic representation that gauges the aggregate

attitudes of investors vis-à-vis a merger. The tool,
available in the $15,000-a-year Bloomberg termi-
nals used by Wall Street traders, gives its user a
crucial edge over non-specialized investors. It is
one of the critical devices that populate contem-
porary trading rooms (see figure 1).5 It proves par-
ticularly useful in the case of merger arbitrage:
Arbitrageurs evaluate the likelihood of a merger
and try to make profit out of the price discrepan-
cies between the target company and the acquirer.

A spread plot shows a yellow horizontal line,
zigzagging up and down from left to right against
the blue background of the Bloomberg screen. It
represents the likelihood that investors attribute to
the completion of the merger. How? Consider, for
instance, the spread plot for HP and Compaq in
figure 2. The graph displays the difference in prices
between HP and Compaq from the announce-
ment of the deal on September 4, 2001, to the final
completion of the merger on May 8, 2002.

On September 4, 2001, an unforeseen announce-
ment surprised Wall Street and the computer
industry. “Hewlett-Packard reaches accord to
acquire Compaq for $25 billion in stock,” read the
headlines of the Wall Street Journal.1 The pro-
posed acquisition, if completed, would create an
$87 billion colossus, large enough to rival IBM in
sales and reshape the computer industry land-
scape.

But the decision to merge was not yet sealed. In
accordance with United States corporate-gover-
nance practice, the shareholders in HP had to
approve the merger before it could be completed.
In the months that followed, Wall Street traders
transformed the ensuing uncertainty over the
merger into profits using the spread plot, a special-
ized representation device, a particular parliament
of finance that registered the corporate-political
activity around HP-Compaq.

A Corporate Merger Sparks a Contro-

versy

As soon as the HP-Compaq merger was
announced, the prospect of a shareholder vote 
set off a noisy debate about its merits. For
prospective voters (stockholders in HP), the ques-
tion was simple: Would the merger make 
them richer? That is, would a combination of 
the two companies be more profitable than 
each of them independently? The proponents
argued that the combined HP-Compaq would 
be a market leader in products as diverse as toner
cartridges and handheld computers, better able 
to repeat IBM’s success in providing technology
services to large corporations. In addition, 
the consolidation would save costs by reducing
the combined payroll by 15,000 employees. 
The merger, as Compaq’s manager Michael
Capellas said, would create “an absolute power-
house”.2

But the merger faced numerous detractors.
Mergers in the computer industry, they argued,
had never done well. Detractors pointed to HP’s
poor record in absorbing workstation-maker
Apollo and to Compaq’s disastrous acquisition of
Digital Inc., the mini-computer manufacturer. The
critics also noted that the record of HP’s then-
manager, Carly Fiorina, had been mediocre in her
two years at the top. Since Fiorina’s arrival at HP,
the company had lost market share and failed to
meet financial objectives, to the point that she had
to give back part of her second-half bonus in the
previous year. Furthermore, Compaq was also
seriously affected by the general fall in computer
sales. Thus, as Bob Djurdjevic of Annex Research
(a market research company) noted, “Two losers
don’t make a winner.”3

The debate spilled beyond Wall Street and its
narrow concern with profits. The corporate com-
bination affected numerous other stakeholders,
who joined the debate and vigorously argued their
positions.The City of Houston expressed its con-
cern that the deal would lead to layoffs at Com-
paq, one of the city’s largest employers. The
printer manufacturer Lexmark International
feared losing in Compaq one of its main cus-
tomers. The European anti-trust enforcement
agency expressed doubts about the legality of the
deal.4 And for the already troubled Asian high-
technology sector, the merger would mean job
cuts and outsourcing turmoil. Thus, the merger
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Listening to the Spread Plot
Daniel Beunza, Fabian Muniesa

F ig . 1. Arbitrageurs at a Wall Street investment bank plot different displays of financial data to gain different perspectives on the
market. Photo © Danie l Beunza



spread as corporate bride and groom come
together. The pattern that arbitrageurs look for is
an L-shaped curve on the screen, not unlike the
trajectory of a landing plane (see figure 4).

From Screen to Scene and Back Again

We can follow, just as traders did when these
events took place, the faithful reactions of the
spread plot to political movements around the
merger. Let us return to figure 2. The chart, a
screen shot from an actual Bloomberg terminal,
shows a pattern that is strikingly different from the
“smooth landing” L-shaped curve of figure 4. It
has a “hump” in the middle and two smaller ones
later on. Why?
Reading figure 2 from left to right, we see first a
sharp descent of the curve on September 4, the
day after the merger announcement. This reflects
a sharp drop in the stock price of HP as investors
found out about the merger and unanimously
decided to sell. Such a reaction was understand-
able, yet exceptional: The stock price of acquiring
companies typically decreases on the day a merger
is announced, but the value of HP fell by a remark-
able 20 percent, a resounding vote of no confi-
dence in the merger on the part of investors.

Following the initial sharp drop, we see the
curve zigzagging and increasing mildly. This
reflects a succession of hot-and-cold reactions to
the merger. On the positive side, the management
of both companies put together a team of execu-
tives to promote the deal with investors. But
meanwhile, on September 6, leading technology
analyst Andy Kessler took a dim view of the com-
bination, and on October 16, a large investing-
fund called Matrix Asset Advisors urged the com-
panies to abandon the deal accordingly.6 The
spread plot moved up and down as investors expe-
rienced confusion over the deal.

On November 7 we see the spread experience a
sudden upward spike. What happened? On that
day, Walter Hewlett spoke out publicly against the
merger.7 As the son of HP co-founder William
Hewlett and manager of the family’s 5 percent
stake in HP, Walter’s words signaled to the market
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that Fiorina had not effectively “sold” the deal to
the family. This opened up a period of searing
doubts over the deal in which David Packard (son
of the other co-founder) also spoke against it. The
dispute with the management of HP escalated
through November and December, with both
sides courting the vote of stockholders with spe-
cialized advisors, advertising campaigns and road
shows.8 The spread stayed at a sky-high 3.5 level
through this period.

Starting in mid-January of 2002, the spread
decreased to 2.5, reflecting a gradual recovery of
confidence in the deal. The improvement came as
the public finally accepted that the board of direc-
tors of HP was firm in its pro-merger position, and
a series of positive reactions to the merger from
independent stakeholders bolstered support for
the deal. For instance, on January 18, the Wall
Street Journal announced that “H-P’s Compaq bid
seems set, ultimately, to win regulator nod,” in ref-
erence to the European Union’s anti-trust authori-
ties. On January 21, Alliance Capital Management,
an investment fund, announced its support for the
deal, becoming the first large investor to do so.9

In the months of February and March, we see
the spread fluctuating widely around 2.5, and
finally collapsing to 0.5. The changes in spread

reflect broader swings in investor confidence
about the merger as a rapid succession of
investors, stakeholders and rating agencies
announced different attitudes to the deal. On Feb-
ruary 26, large investor Brandes (owner of 1.5 per-
cent of HP) announced it planned to vote against
the merger. On March 6, however, the deal won
endorsement from Institutional Shareholder Ser-
vices Inc., a proxy-advisory firm.10 In a further
twist of events, accounting problems suddenly
cropped up: On March 7, Compaq’s dealer-incen-
tive accounting was questioned by a UBS Warburg
analyst. And on March 8, credit rating agency
Standard & Poor cut HP’s credit rating.

On March 20, the proxy vote took place. Sup-
porters of the merger won by a slim margin of 2.8
percent. But we see the spread constant at 0.5 on
the week following March 20 and even rising back
to 2.5. The counter-intuitive movement reflects
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6 Andy Kessler, “Mergers can’t make the PC business prof-
itable,” in: Wall Street Journal, September 6, 2001, p. A22;
Molly Williams, “Investor urges H-P and Compaq to aban-
don deal,” in: Wall Street Journal, October 16, 2001, p. B3.

7 Molly Williams, “Hewletts reject deal to join H-P, Com-
paq,” in: Wall Street Journal, November 7, 2001, p. A3.

8 Molly Williams, “H-P launches ad campaign on merger,” in:
Wall Street Journal, December 20, 2001, p. B1.

9 Brandon Mitchener, “H-P’s Compaq bid seems set, ulti-
mately, to win regulator nod,” in: Wall Street Journal, Janu-
ary 18, 2002, p. B7; Scott Thurm, “Fund manager endorses
H-P, Compaq deal,” in: Wall Street Journal, January 21,
2002, p. A3.

10 Pui-Wing Tam, “Hewlett-Packard’s plan to buy Compaq to 
get thumbs down from Brandes,” in: Wall Street Journal,
February 26, 2002, p. A3; Pui-Wing Tam, “H-P garners
major endorsement of deal,” in: Wall Street Journal, March
6, 2002, p. A3.
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F ig . 3. M ergers create price convergence . Two companies that
merge successfully typically start from disparate values, but as
the like lihood of them becom ing one and the same econom ic
entity increases, the ir stock market value becomes the same .
© Danie l Beunza
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F ig . 4. The spread plot of a smooth merger. The difference in
prices or “spread” between two companies that merge suc-
cessfully decreases over time in an L-shaped pattern of grad-
ual decay. Arbitrageurs look for this pattern to identify whether
market investors be lieve that the merger w ill be completed . 
© Danie l Beunza

The code of the chart is simple: A downward
movement means the merger is more likely, and
vice-versa. If the two companies eventually merge,
they will become one and the same entity and be
worth the same. Their prices will be the same, and
the difference will be zero. On the other hand, if
the merger does not take place, the two compa-
nies will retain their original difference in prices,
and the spread will remain wide (see figure 3).
Thus, a large spread implies that the market esti-
mates a low probability for the merger, and a nar-
row spread implies a high probability. The spread
plot, as a result, is not entirely different from the
proverbial crystal ball: It provides Wall Street pro-
fessionals with the best collective estimate of the
likelihood of a merger’s taking place.

Arbitrageurs use the spread to gauge the reac-
tions of other investors. As with marriages
between people, mergers between companies are
characterized by regular rituals of engagement,
intended to persuade investors of the seriousness
of their intent. (Conversely, the details of the
merger can unleash negative opinions and make
the combination appear less likely than before.)
Thus, as time elapses between the announcement
of a merger and the shareholder vote, arbitrage
traders look for a pattern of gradual decay in the

F ig . 2. The turbulent merger between HP and Compaq , as
seen from the spread plot. The spread plot for HP and Compaq 
displays the difference in prices between HP and Compaq
from the announcement of the deal on September 4, 2001 to
the final completion of the merger on May 8, 2002 (note the
rise in spread in November 2001). © B loomberg 2004
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11 Pui-Wing Tam, “Hewlett sues, seeking to foil Compaq
deal,” in: Wall Street Journal, March 29, 2002, p. A3; Pui-
Wing Tam, “H-P claims vote approved deal with Compaq,”
in: Wall Street Journal, April 18, 2002, p. A3.

12 Pui-Wing Tam, Scott Thurm, “Married at last, H-P, Compaq
face real test,” in: Wall Street Journal, May 8, 2002, p. B1.

13 See Alex Preda’s contribution to this volume, chapter 11 for
an insight about the stock ticker revolution.

14 Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, Transparency, Birkhäuser,
Basel, 1997 [org. 1964], p. 32.

15 See Jean-Christophe Agnew, Worlds apart: The market and
the theater in Anglo-American thought (1550-1750), Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge, 1986.

Fabian Muniesa and Danie l Beunza, The Parliament of Finance, 2005, installation, dig ital screenshots, each 20.14 x 15.17 cm
(framed), courtesy B loomberg , and Western Union Universal Stock Ticker, 1872, collection Fons Vanden Berghen, Be lg ium , instal-
lation view ZKM 2005, photo: Franz Wamhof

renewed uncertainty after Walter Hewlett filed
suit seeking to invalidate the shareholder vote.11

On May 8, the spread collapsed to 0, reflecting the
final decision by the judge in charge of Walter
Hewlett’s lawsuit against the proxy vote. The
judge dismissed the lawsuit, and Hewlett declared
he would not appeal. The merger was sealed: On
May 8, a headline on the Wall Street Journal read:
“Married at Last.”12

Many Voices Speaking and Listening

The spread plot is a barometer of the corporate-
political activity around a merger. Each movement
in the spread reflects the moves and counter-
moves of supporters and detractors. Market par-
ticipants see themselves aggregated and take this
picture into account for further action – action
that translates, in a peculiar performative twist,
into the spread plot again. In this particular parlia-
ment of finance, representation and intervention
are intertwined.

Of course, the spread plot is not the only arena
where things of public concern, the values to be
attributed to economic objects and events, are
spoken about in financial markets. The financial
space is cluttered with a myriad devices through
which actors at stake seek to inform and perform
value. Newswires, trading systems, financial ana-
lysts’ reports, pricing models and various kinds of
charts and figures cohabit with lawsuits, regula-
tory debates, advertising campaigns, trade unions,
academic conferences and professional lobbies.

But the spread plot stands, in some aspects, as
the epitome of the specificity of financial represen-
tation. It partakes of a history of abstraction that
was initiated decades before with the stock ticker,
a technology that abstracted prices from their con-
text of negotiation, rendering them mobile and
continuous.13 If we take the spread plot as a depic-

tion of the market, we may feel tempted to apply
the same remark that architects Colin Rowe and
Robert Slutsky proposed in order to tackle the
issue of abstract – or phenomenal – transparency
in modern art:

“Literal transparency, we notice, tends to be
associated with the trompe l’œil effect of a translu-
cent object in a deep, naturalistic space; while phe-
nomenal transparency seems to be found when a
painter seeks the articulated presentation of
frontally displayed objects in a shallow, abstracted
space.”14

We face here a peculiar regime of transparency.
It is a transparency of collective aggregation
through prices, an abstracted transparency –
frontally displayed prices in a shallow, abstracted
space – where market voices are articulated into a
single, straightforward, sheer line. But what does
this mean? Is the heat of finance politics fading out
in this peculiar assemblage, frozen into a self-
abstracted screen? The spread plot is alive, moved
by the many voices that listen to it. Actors at stake
engage in abstraction not as a means of delegating
the common good to an elusive invisible hand but,
on the contrary, as a way to make more visible and
emphatic the lively struggle of capitalistic activity.

As novel as it may seem, this exercise of sophis-
tication is not particularly surprising in finance.
Financial markets are possibly among the sites
where innovation in representation is the more
noticeable, perhaps because the interests at 
stake are worth billions. Or perhaps because finan-
cial markets have been staging one of the more
ferocious crises of representation since Shake-
spearian times: that of what things are worth.15

These traders are more than used to the tricks of
transparency. The tortuous meanders of the
spread plot during the HP-Compaq merger 
show it.
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This project tries to approximate on various levels
a special case, that of the stock-exchange, the
trading floor. (In German the ideomatic term for
trading floor is Börsenparkett).

The immediate trigger for the NGF/UNRSN
was the accidental discovery of an announcement
in the Financial Times on February 5, 1990, found
on the plane I took from Zürich to Berlin. I tore it
out of the newspaper and kept it as some sort of
strange token of the gold-fever hype, on one hand,
and of a very insecure public and political atmos-
phere on the other, following the events of fall and
winter 1989. The Financial Times announcement –
and what it represented – emerged in the middle
of the particular unstable public climate prevailing
in both Germanys at the beginning of 1990. Nei-
ther unification, nor monetary union was any-
where near being proposed at that time, yet to the
assembled international bank consortium it
seemed already a fait accompli. The listing of the
NGF on the New York Stock Exchange scored a
maximum of exploitation of this symbolically
loaded situation; for several weeks trade in the
NGF stock reached the top-ranks of all new offer-
ings in the February-to-March period of 1990.
This was followed only a few weeks later by
another offering, that of The Future Germany
Fund, Inc.2

The reduced, almost typosophical format 
of the Financial Times announcement, with its
cold listing of the thirty leading global players of
the financial world, is certainly a highly sophisti-
cated understatement, but it is also almost a type
of camouflage. 

The notion of combining the original Financial
Times text, with the central, and ultimately victori-
ous statement of the Universalienstreit of the high
Middle Ages is intended to generalize (or univer-
salize) the speculative atmosphere of the trading
floor and to open it towards perception theory
and epistemology. 

The realists of those days believed – influenced
as they were by antique traditions – that the uni-
versalia, the Allgemeinbegriffe, were existing ante
re, before things, and therefore totally independ-
ently, even independent from any representation
in language or signature. This view was rejected by
the nominalists, such as Ockham. According to
the nominalists only individual things have reality,
and the universals (Allgemeinbegriffe) only exist in
language. They are signs, or better, proper names:
nomina. Only things and individuals have reality:
universalia sunt nomina.

The placing of the programmatical formula
Universalia Non Realia Sed Nomina in red and
diagonal over the ready-made layout of the Finan-
cial Times announcement refers to the word
SPEC IMEN, which is overprinted on all reproduc-
tions of monetary documents (bank notes, shares,
bonds and the like) made for PR-purposes in bank-
ing circles.

The elements of NGF /UNS RN (posters/par-
quet flooring pieces) were printed in the summer
and fall of 1990, shortly before the official reunifi-
cation of Germany. Also in October 1990, a set of
wall-maps – with the recently altered borders –
was found in the trash of a screen printing com-
pany in Bavaria. 
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1 First line in the Financial Times-announcement February 5,
1990

2 For further reference to and information about the traded 
New Germany Fund, still listed on the NYSE, see also: 
www.germanyfund.com

This Announcement Appears 
as a Matter of Record Only!1

Notes on The New Germany Fund Inc / 
Universalia Non Realia Sed Nomina (NGF/UNRSN)
Ecke Bonk

Ecke Bonk, The New Germany Fund Inc /  Universalia Non Realia Sed Nom ina, 1990 / 2005, installation view ZKM 2005, detail,
photo: Franz Wamhof
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Ecke Bonk, The New Germany Fund Inc /  Universalia Non Realia Sed Nom ina, 1990 / 2005, installation, 2 plates of oak tree parquet
over beech tree plywood , polished and lum inously sealed , 2 maps of Germany, 4 posters “ New Germany Fund Inc .” , mode l 1:10,
© the artist, collection D ietmar Werner, Graz, installation views ZKM 2005, photos: Franz Wamhof



Although no one would be especially surprised to
learn that in 2003 the unemployment rate in
France was at 9.4 percent1 or that in that same
year total wheat production in the US rose to
2,300 million bushels,2 very few people actually
know how these statistics are made public. In par-
ticular, most of us simply ignore the possibility
that the very process of their being released publicly
could ever pose something of a problem.

Nevertheless, that process is made up of vari-
ous steps whose significance statisticians from
the American Department of Agriculture were
among the first to encounter in the 1930s. Each
month during the growing season these statisti-
cians were, in effect, charged with the task of fore-
casting the quantities that would be put on sale
after the harvest. Now, while their numbers cer-
tainly helped those involved make decisions
throughout the year, they had another effect –
influencing the price of crops by virtue of the law
according to which low estimates make prices
rise (because what is rare is expensive) and vice
versa. The statisticians quickly realized that, pub-
lished without precautions, their data were per-
mitting unscrupulous types to speculate in an
unfair way on stock-market developments that
they themselves had provoked.3 Thus, they
looked for a method that would allow them to
deliver their numbers in an equitable way, and the
solution they came up with was to make them
available to all those involved at exactly the same
instant. But how could it be arranged so that these
millions of people – who were, of course, spread
out over the entire country – would all receive the
numbers within a single instant? This problem
was so crucial that, accompanying their numbers,
the statisticians published an article complete
with photos that would explain and clarify the
process by which this synchronization could be
achieved.4

The statisticians made the fruits of their labor
public on the ninth day of every month at precisely
3:00 p.m., but in order to understand how they did
this, we must go back several days. In fact, the pub-
lication process had begun as soon as the Agricul-
ture Department received reports that had been
drafted by functionaries posted in all 48 American
states, each focused on the agriculture of that par-
ticular state. The reports were sent by special
courier to Washington, D.C., but, seeing as it was
impossible that they would all arrive at exactly the
same time, they were first collected in a secure mail-
box, one that also functioned as a safe (photo 1).

On the day of publication, the mailbox was
opened up by one of only two people who had a
key to it: either the Secretary of Agriculture him-
self or, as was more often the case, the director of
the departmental office in charge of the numbers.
During this time, an entire wing of the building
was temporarily blocked off by sliding doors in
front of which armed guards prevented anyone
from entering. In addition, all the curtains were
closed so that no one could spy in from the out-
side of the building, (photo 2) and all the tele-
phone lines were cut (photo 4) so that none of the
data could be transmitted ahead of time. The stat-
isticians were closeted with the reports of the 48
states inside a completely sealed enclosure from
which, temporarily, nothing could enter or exit.
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The statisticians then set about doing their
work (photo 3). There were five of them in total,
those deemed the most deserving in the Depart-
ment. Their task consisted of reviewing the
reports from the state statisticians along with
some additional information in order to arrive at a
set of forecasts by crop and by state that could be
considered definitive at the time of their meeting.
Since a forecast is not the result of a calculation
but rather of an estimate, the process of arriving at
an estimate began by isolating the statisticians and
by allowing each to give a personal opinion. Then
they regrouped and discussed their individual con-
clusions so as to reach a collective decision. The
difficulty was that they had to reach an agreement
fairly rapidly, for they had to have their work com-
pleted by exactly 2:45 p.m. If disagreements lasted
too long, the chair of the meeting would use his
own authority to bring the meeting to a close.
Thus even the numbers themselves depended in
part on the method of disclosure.

Once this brigade of experts had determined
what numbers to print, they were presented to the
Secretary of Agriculture himself, who would then
countersign them (photo 5 shows Henry Wallace,
who was Secretary of Agriculture under President
Franklin D. Roosevelt before becoming himself an
unsuccessful candidate in the 1948 presidential
election). That way, the scientific legitimacy of the
data could be confirmed through recourse to
another form of legitimization, that of politics.

The reports containing the fateful numbers
were then copied many times over (photo 6). At 3
minutes to 3:00 p.m., the chief statistician picked
up a stack of such reports and left the secure wing
under the attentive gaze of the guard, who would
not have allowed anyone to leave prior to this
moment (photo 7). The statistician then entered a
room that was divided into two halves by a long
yellow line painted on the floor. On one side of the
line, journalists were waiting impatiently to com-
municate the numbers to their newspapers; on the
other side were a row of telephone booths against
the wall and some small work tables. The statisti-
cian placed a report face down on each table and
then moved away.

During this time, the journalists had been gath-
ering along the yellow line just like the race-car
drivers used to do before the Le Mans race. When

the guard blew the whistle at exactly 3:00 p.m.,
the journalists would throw themselves into the
telephone booths (photo 8) from which they
would feverishly call their newspapers to
announce the numbers, numbers that would then
be thrown into the field to help farmers forecast
their yearly budget, into the stock exchange so
that speculators could take up their positions and
indeed all around the world to those interested in
the American agricultural markets. This public,
thus placed in the “starting blocks,” also depended
upon the procedure of disclosure for its own con-
stitution.

This technique of disclosure, one that is still in
use today,5 does not deliver already established
information to a public that is already constituted
as such, although this is often thought to be the
case. On the contrary, as we have often seen in this
work, the way in which information is disclosed
participates both in the production of the informa-
tion itself as well as in the constitution of the pub-
lic that receives that information. But that is not all
it does. As well, it seems to have been the case that
in order to acquire a public at all, it was first neces-
sary to produce its complementary sphere (as one
says in mathematics of a grouping that is the com-
plement of another), that is, a secret space. In order
to publish the economic data, a sphere of obscu-
rity and a structure of withholding also had to be
constructed in which the data could first be devel-
oped and from which the figures could emerge as
part of its process of entering the public sphere.
Thus, the construction of the public is perhaps
indissociable from the production of the secret; in
other words, it is inseparable from the creation
and maintenance of the barrier, unique and singu-
lar every time, between the public and its secret.6

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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1 Eurostat data: http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/new-
cronos/queen/

2 Statistics from the National Agricultural Statistical Service
(NASS), US Department of Agriculture,
http://www.nass.usda.gov:81/ipedb/report.htm

3 In 1905, one of their statistician-colleagues had been con-
victed for having profited from his situation of being among
the first informed and for making millions by speculating on
the cotton market.

4 Joseph A. Becker, “Crop reports are hot news,” in: The
Nation’s Agriculture, October 1937, pp. 6-9. The photo in
the lower left-hand corner is not terribly important for the
present argument: it simply shows the crop meter, a
machine invented to measure the length of the fields used
for different crops. Rather, we will focus on the photos at
the top and on the right, numbering them 1 to 8 in a clock-
wise direction.

5 Everything – the removable walls, the guards, the curtains –
is the same except the race to the phones, which no longer
exists; the journalists now write their reports sitting behind
terminals and are only permitted to send them when their
computers are reconnected to the internet, at exactly 3:00
p.m.

6 [Secret/Public], “Du lit de la tyrannie au droit à l’indif-
férence, la double signification du secret,” in: Vacarme, 25,
Fall 2003, pp. 15-18.

Releasing Market Statistics
Emmanuel Didier
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Capitalism Cartograms

The map would allow people to name all the
agents of a particular production line and to iden-
tify their spatial arrangement, along with the trees
of ownership and the regulatory commissions that
control them. Finally, it would allow one to see
the community of production lines within a given
field of activity. It would draw the technical, social
and political “schematic” that brings together
both the producers and the component parts of a
product. And it would open up the possibility of a
double usage: finding the places where cuts in the
networks can be carried out and sketching a
potential schematic that would assemble diverse,
widely disseminated producers. It would trace the
possible sovereignty of a production line – which
would regroup, assemble and coordinate scattered
singularities, from the first stage to the last – from
design all the way to use. It would therefore con-
stitute the “republic” that exists in a latent state
within the production line that brings together the
extraction of cobalt in Zaire, the fabrication of
plastics in Kuwait, the assembly of electronic com-
ponents in Korea, the design of operating systems
in California, software design in India, logistical
support in Holland, information production in
England, consumption in France, autonomy and
cooperation in the production of software, and
slavery in the production of hardware.

“From Resymbolising Machines: Art after Öyvind Fahlström,”
Bureau d’études, 2004, see longer version at http://multitudes.
samizdat.net/article.php3?id_article=1280

World Government: A Synoptic Outline

World government is described here as an intellec-
tual complex which is able to coordinate, accumu-
late and concentrate the means for defining the
norms and determining the development of capi-
talism. This complex consists of financial cores,
strategic and diplomatic think tanks, scientific and
technical research planning offices, political-influ-
ence networks, mafias, intelligence-gathering
services and legal and accounting consultants. It is
based on the conviction that a government made
up of old families and new brainpower is prefer-
able to people’s right to choose their own destiny.
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Capitalism Cartograms
and World Government
Bureau d’études

Bureau d’études, World Government: A Synoptic Outline, 2005, 1-channe l video, map 300 x 500 cm , installation view ZKM , ©  the
artists, photo: Franz Wamhof
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Bureau d’études, Capitalism Cartograms, map , detail, © Bureau d’étudesBureau d’études, Capitalism Cartograms, map , © Bureau d’études



often begins with a bowl of porridge … or a canis-
ter of oatmeal … or, probably more accurate, with
a box of cornflakes.

Sorry, waking up is not always easy. It takes a
while to get steady on one’s feet; moving ahead in
life may often involve some groping about. We
shall begin by asking why this is so here.

The packaging above left tells the end of the
story. It’s one of those ordinary cereal boxes that
our children have out on the breakfast table every
morning; it suggests how kids assume they can
consume without a care. The packaging above
right, meanwhile, may be said to evoke both the
“before” and “after” of that moment. First, the
“after”: The image on the box prefigures what we
will see after the box itself has been opened, the
cereal in a bowl with the nice milk streaming over
it. But the same packaging also refers us to the
“before,” eliminating the most recent components
of the story and moving us backward to the begin-
ning. This offers us a pictorial representation of
precisely what people in today’s market world no
longer have – an unmediated relation to products
(the irony being that the only unrealistic feature of
our montage and démontage is the purely “real”
product) – and reminding us that packaging itself
is an artifice, invented to box up cornflakes.

Before the invention of packaging, many food
products were presented and sold as they are in
the image on the next page, in bulk.2 But there
were risks involved in selling this way, and pack-

aging was invented to counter those risks. Bulk
selling meant products of different grades could be
sold under a single product name, a situation that
greatly facilitated fraud and unfair competition. In
1882, an American producer named Crowell
(using new, costly machines that enabled him to
make quality cereals) had the idea of packaging his
products and putting a brand name on them:
Quaker Oats. Constructing a market for high-
quality oatmeal meant signaling the difference to
consumers so there could be no unfair competi-
tion from lower-quality products that looked
exactly like the superior product; it meant helping
consumers find that product in local markets so
that traditional retailers could no longer substitute
one product for another. Packaging thus devel-
oped as both a condition and consequence of
brand strategy. Still, the new strategy did not suc-
ceed immediately. At first, consumers were highly
suspicious of packaged products: “If we can’t see
and taste the product at sale site, then the pro-
ducer must have something to hide!” Though this
reaction may seem curious today, it was not
devoid of logic: Like readers of Goldilocks, pur-
chasers considered it good policy to be wary of
the unknown and to trust their personal reactions
instead, or what relatives, friends and neighbors
had to say.

But urbanization gradually loosened con-
sumers’ ties and traditional habits, forcing them to
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1 Joseph Jacobs, English Fairy Tales, David Nutt, London,
1890.

2 The brief history of breakfast cereals presented here is
based on Alfred Chandler’s classic study The Visible Hand:
The Managerial Revolution in American Business, Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1977.

Publicizing Goldilocks’ Choice
at the Supermarket
The Political Work of Shopping Packs, Carts and Talk
Franck Cochoy, Catherine Grandclément-Chaffy

First [Goldilocks] tasted the porridge of the Great, Huge Bear, and that was too hot for her;
and she said a bad word about that. And then she tasted the porridge of the Middle Bear,
and that was too cold for her; and she said a bad word about that, too. And then she went
to the porridge of the Little, Small, Wee Bear, and tasted that; and that was neither too hot
nor too cold, but just right; and she liked it so well that she ate it all up: but then Goldilocks
said a bad word about the little porridge-pot, because it did not hold enough for her.1

The material artifacts that are part and parcel of
the choices we make at the supermarket – product
packaging, shopping carts, labels – may seem triv-
ial, insignificant, paltry things; people who prefer
more abstract and noble (pre)occupations such as
political philosophy, general economics, the soci-
ety as a whole, would hardly pay a moment’s
attention to them. This installation, however, with
its simple, sequential, decomposing and exposing
of objects that everyone “sees and yet doesn’t
see,” purports to remind the viewer that these
fragile metal, paper or plastic interfaces between
producer and consumer have completely trans-
formed the identity and competence of the mod-
ern subject. Enter Goldilocks, who will guide us in
this discovery. Safely returned from the Three
Bears’ house, she’s on her way to the supermarket
and takes us by the hand – shyly, of course, in the
distant center of the image – inviting us to share in
her experiences and discover the unexpected
political import of the objects and situations she
will now encounter: product packaging, shopping
carts and shopping talk.

Product Packaging: Learning from

Cornflakes Boxes and Cigarette Packs

“Once upon a time there were Three Bears, who
… each had a pot for their porridge.” Today like
yesterday, in homes across the United States as in
Goldilocks’ story, in ordinary kitchens as much as
fairy-tale houses, the day – like the story – very

Gold ilocks and the Three Bears, from a children’s book

Branding / De-Branding , photomontage , © A lexis Bertrand

© A lexis Bertrand



The snapshots here, similar to ones that might
be taken by a market forensics team at the scene of
a market crime, are of a product-package murder,
as insane as it is ghastly. On one side we see the
flayed, eviscerated “body” of the package; on the
other, the “organs” (images and logos) ripped out
of it – or off it – and discarded. (Only the image of
the life’s milk seeping away has been censored.)
Even partial mutilation of product packaging (the
descriptive and nutritional information has been
spared) suggests what might have happened to
poor Goldilocks if the fairy tale had metamor-
phosed into a nightmare; if, for example, the poor
girl had slipped into the house while the bears
were at home and hadn’t been able to escape
them. The fearsome spectacle before us makes us
understand that our current relation to things is
irreversible: That which was unknown to us
before, packaged products, has become intimately
familiar today. “Naked” products would trouble
us now: There would be no images to stimulate
our fancy and, more seriously, no product guaran-
tees or traceability.

While some packaging seeks to reassure chil-
dren (their parents, rather) through heavy use of
quality labels and various other kinds of informa-
tion, another type of packaging aims to frighten
adults (and if possible, their children) with health
warnings, and these are getting increasingly large
in size and alarmist in tone.

What are we to think of this juxtaposition of
two cigarette packs, one dating from before Sep-
tember 1, 2003, the other from after that date? In
fact the two are highly similar: same size, same red
and white background, same denomination as fil-
ter cigarettes and other similar components (logo,
brand, health warning). But certain features have
changed from one packet to the other. The logo
on the more recent pack is smaller; the brand
name has shifted toward the center and shrunk in
size. Above all, the health warning has changed,
for the grimmer. What was once the affirmation of
a danger, “Smoking is hazardous to your health,”
has become a death sentence: “Smoking kills.” It is
an insistent one, in big, heavy, black lettering
inside a black-bordered rectangle that almost
entirely blocks the cigarette-maker’s slim red line.
The cigarette-maker is now suspected of murder-
ous intentions (much more overtly than were the

bears of yesteryear). We need only delete the
mediating word “smoking” and the message
reads: “Marlboro kills.”

Is Marlboro’s maker accusing itself? The obvi-
ous dissonance between the two messages sug-
gests instead that the manufacturer is not the only
one “speaking” on the pack. We come to under-
stand that a product package need not be solely a
cognitive device but can also be a space for speak-
ing up, a veritable courtroom, a little parliament
where a plurality of entities can express them-
selves simultaneously and work to attract the con-
sumer’s attention. The permanent, unvarying fea-
tures (box, nature of the product, red and white
background) function like the architecture and
aisles of a legislative chamber, delimiting a “floor”

try new experiences and adopt new references.
And packaging ultimately transformed the rela-
tion between consumers and products. With bulk
selling, there was no reason to hesitate between
different versions of a product; the only way to
assess products was to taste them, just as
Goldilocks tasted the contents of one bear’s bowl
after another. With packaging, by contrast, it
became possible to choose between several ver-
sions of the same product, differentiated by size,
for example, like the bowls in the fairy tale. In
addition, the same products could also be pre-
sented differently, as if, to come back to
Goldilocks, the temperature had been marked on
each pot, thus sparing her any unpleasant experi-
ence and helping her to instantly make the right
choice. Packaging made it possible to name,
invent and underscore product differences. What’s
more, tasting the product immediately before pur-
chase was now impossible, so the consumer had
to turn to indirect, written product-assessments.
With time and practice, consumers learned the
new methods and criteria for examining and
assessing products, and physical sensations were
supplemented or replaced by consideration of
products’ chemical, scientific or even cultural
dimensions.

Moreover, packaging made consumers aware
of product features that until then had been com-
pletely inaccessible. This can be better understood
if we leave aside the fairy tale for a moment and
return to our modern cornflakes. How could 
we evaluate product weight, for example, if “500
g” were not written on the box? How could we
know that we like “iron” and “vitamins” if there
were no indication somewhere on the box that the
product contains these elements? How could we
complain and demand reparation for purchase of a
defective product if there were no writing on the
package informing us that “Leader Price” is
accountable for it? Here we have come upon the
fundamental paradox of packaging: The wrapping
is a screen that simultaneously conceals what it
shows and shows what it conceals but shows it
differently, ultimately teaching us more about the
product than we could learn by ourselves, without
packaging. 

Our product packages bear layers of history,
like so many traces on transparencies. Lifting off

one of these transparencies is a kind of reductio ad
absurdum showing that we cannot possibly go
backward. There is, of course, room for disagree-
ment on this point. Some question the value of
such wrapping, conceding the “necessity” of indi-
cating legal and nutritional information but decry-
ing as useless and indeed harmful the presence of
other types of information, such as symbols and
logos. The symbols prevent us from being aware
of the products’ alienating materiality ( Jean
Baudrillard’s thesis); the logos subject us to “brand
bullies” (Naomi Klein’s thesis). These authors
more or less explicitly suggest that it would be a
progressive move to amputate these features, but
they don’t for a second imagine what our com-
mercial world would be like if we took their
injunctions seriously. To have a clearer idea, let’s
plunge for a moment into a state of critical furor,
grab a package in one hand and an Exacto knife in
the other and conduct a savage experiment in
“logotomy/semiotomy”. Specifically, let’s attack a
package of Croissance milk (a vitamin-enriched
variety for helping young children grow) of the
sort that Goldilocks poured innocently over her
porridge.
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Advertisement for Cookquik beans, 1947, in: Super M arket
M erchand ising, vol. 12, issue 1, January 1947, p . 110.

A juice carton and its ripped-out logos and images, 
© Franck Cochoy

C igarette packs, before and after the accentuation of the
law for designing cigarettes w ith a large health warning
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of the pair of legs); the choice in question is indi-
vidual – “one man – or woman; one vote.” It’s an
adult voting once, individually, privately; these
four characteristics seem so obvious that we may
well lose sight of the long political and technical
struggle that was required to make them an estab-
lished part of our lives. Indeed, the voting booth is
for several reasons precisely the right structure for
the practice of democracy. This unremarkable
setup has come to perform a role for the social
body similar to the one played by the synchrotron
in nuclear physics: It momentarily separates the
“elementary particles” of society from their rela-
tions to each other and loosens social ties, realiz-
ing for an instant a situation close to the utopia of
an independent individual deciding alone, entirely
free of pressure from public opinion, friends, 
family.

If, then, the voting booth holds within its small
space and fragile walls the very ideal of the mod-
ern citizen and modern, democratic, political
choosing, could we not think of the shopping cart
with its particular structure as the very instrument
of consumer choosing? We dare opine that the
question is worth posing, at the risk of scandaliz-
ing those who think the world is divided into
noble subjects and trivial objects, important ques-
tions and secondary matters, and who therefore
deem it unseemly to compare entities that “can-

not” be compared. After scrutinizing the image on
the right as closely as that on the left, we shall see
who’s right, and if there is reason to give the vul-
gar shopping cart some degree of the attention
lavished on the republican curtain we draw to pro-
tect our most worthy, essential choices. In fact,
when we look more closely at the scene that com-
monly takes place around a shopping cart, we see
that the cart involves the same issues as the booth
– but functions in precisely the opposite way,
point for point all along the line. 

The mobile structure of the supermarket cart
contrasts with the fixed structure of the voting
booth. The cart has four wheels and a comfortable
“receiving” space. Whereas the frail, fixed, Spartan
structure of the voting booth is adequate only for
making a single, isolated choice, the robust,
mobile, generous space of the shopping cart
invites the person or persons associated with it to
choose several times in the course of free move-
ment through the supermarket. The open basket of
the shopping cart contrasts with the closed privacy
of the voting booth. The cart is a completely trans-
parent cage, “readable” from all sides. In the pic-
ture we see the paths of see-through shopping
carts crossing and recrossing. This “obscene” cir-
culation stands in contrast to the static juxtaposi-
tion of curtained voting booths at the polling 
station. Whereas the drawn curtain conceals 

on which different actors with various and by no
means stable messages may make themselves
“heard” (or read). The bears’ potential aggressive-
ness, once turned exclusively on poor Goldilocks,
is fortunately diverted here. As object manipula-
tors, the bears may well turn that aggressiveness
against one another. Indeed, we discover that the
“bears” needn’t all belong to the same family or
have the same intentions. On political packaging
like this, it is as if the “majority” changed sides
from one election to the next:

Whereas the “Marlboro coalition” used to
occupy 87 percent of the “seats” and the health
message held only the remaining 13 percent,3 with
the September 1, 2003, implementation of Euro-
pean Union Directive 2001-37, the overall posi-
tions were reversed. The space reserved for the
health message now holds a (slight) majority, and
Marlboro has to fit its inscriptions into the remain-
ing 46 percent.

Shopping Carts: The Experience of 

Family “Shopping Booths”

The contemporary market is an unending story.
Consuming is not an adventure from which we
never return, unlike more tragic tales where all you
get for feeding a combination Grandma-Big Bad
Wolf is a questionable “moral of the story”. Like
Little Red Riding Hood in the Brothers Grimm’s
version of Perrault’s tale, Goldilocks has been
given a second chance to explore the world and
learn more about it. Back in one piece from the
Three Bears’ house, she has her cereals at home
now and goes every week to the former house of
bears – now the house of wares. Today’s bears,
who slash only prices, have wisely absented them-
selves from the place, leaving it wide open to visi-
tors. They offer ever-more objects, ever more
selection. As for Goldilocks, she is no longer
alone. First, there are a lot more of her. Second,
these many Goldilockses circulate with their par-
ents (it’s no longer fashionable to let your children
traipse around alone in the woods). Finally, each
of these “Goldilocks and family” families is now
equipped with a shopping cart: a small cage that
serves not so much to imprison bears (stuffed
ones, perhaps) as to receive products and convey
children.

But what do shopping carts have to do with
our story? And why, now that they have rolled
onto the scene, are we going to drop the cage
metaphor (cages are for wild animals) and attempt
a somewhat risky extended parallel between shop-
ping carts and voting booths (for “civilized” citi-
zens)? The fact is that both booths and carts are
concerned with the expression of choice. And nei-
ther political or consumer choices can be well
understood without reference to the material sup-
ports they involve.

The structure of the voting booth may be easily
read from the image of it given here. It is com-
posed of four parts. First, a minimal, immobile
chassis, suggesting we go in only once, to make a
single choice. The sides are wooden panels, and a
thick, opaque curtain gets drawn in front, indicat-
ing that the choice made within is private, secret.
Inside, we perceive a single shelf positioned at
adult elbow-height; this is clearly not a place for
children. Lastly, it’s a tight space. There’s only
room for a single person (in this case the “owner”
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ters taken up by each type of inscription.

Chart that shows how much space the health warning takes
up on the cigarette pack, © Franck Cochoy

Voting booths and shopping carts, symbols for the expression of choice , photos: Franck Cochoy
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free up a cart, grabbing hold of the handlebar, is
like shaking hands on a contract; it is a tacit agree-
ment to switch status from visitor to buyer. The
process will often be long, compulsive, frenetic.
Supermarket Goldilockses will not be checking
out three types of three items, but tens of thou-
sands of products of seemingly infinite variety. No
nodding-off here for the pusher. The cart is there
to help us sustain the effort and, truth be told, to
take a nap in, if one is small enough to fit and
there’s still a bit of room. The cart invites each
cluster member to continue putting objects into it
until it is full, or “satiated,” in what seems an
astounding switch from the budget constraints
beloved of economists to an extremely generous
volumetric one, an oversized technological stom-
ach that can hold up to 240 liters. But the “inter-

objectivity” we are discovering here is only recent,
partial, and, as in the fairy tale, temporary.

The reason people simply go about their busi-
ness at the supermarket is that the supermarket
round has become natural to us. People pretty well
know where they’re going there and what they
want to take home; carts and cart-pushers have
become an ordinary, familiar, universal and uni-
versally accepted sight. And yet the obscene trans-
parency of the shopping cart exposes our most
private choices, habits and manners to the general
view. On the next page, note the contrast between
a friendly catch-all cart (in which “loud” or
“attractive” products easily cohabit with “special
offers”) and a discreet, well-ordered one (where,
near-generic products – with the exception of a
Lindt chocolate bar – sit primly). The contents of a

the secret of the voter’s choice, the open volume
of the shopping cart exposes consumer choices 
to the view of anyone in the immediate en-
vironment. The universal accessibility of the 
shopping cart contrasts with the severely limited
accessibility of the voting booth, restricted to those
18 or older who are registered in that district.
Whereas the shelf in the booth implicitly states
that you have to have reached the age (height) to
vote, the bar, seat and basket of the shopping cart
generously, “democratically,” provide places for
persons of all ages. The photo proves not only that
Goldilocks has got home from her earlier tribula-
tions and at last found a seat that suits her (neither
broken nor too soft though perhaps a bit too hard)
but also that big sister and father can come along
on the trip. More important, thanks to several
technical artifices, the physical asymmetries of size
and strength have been corrected, and everyone
can see things well from all points of view and
move at the same pace. This brings us to the last
point of difference: The pluripersonal open space of
the shopping cart contrasts with the tight uniper-
sonal space of the voting booth. While the voting
booth quite literally closes the door on all collec-
tive choice, as it is meant to do, the shopping cart,
which can be grasped in a variety of ways and peo-
pled on all sides, fits in and adapts itself to all fam-
ily or small-group members. Children can rest in
the cart (on the previous page), play in or around
it, push it, pull it, climb into it. For adults the cart is
not just temporary storage space (as shown by the
items set next to Goldilocks’ sister’s feet) but, 
for instance, something to lean on after a quick
stop at the shopping-center bakery.

What we have learned from this brief compari-
son of the two choice-making arrangements is
clear. Whereas the voting booth isolates, the shop-
ping cart assembles. The single, private, adult,
individual voting act stands in contrast to our plu-
ral, open, universal and collective consumer
choices. Whereas the voting booth works to mini-
mize the effects of public pressure in a demo-
cracy, establishing the requisite conditions for
each individual to express the choice dictated by
his or her conscience, the shopping cart corrects
the effects of individualistic buying in the market
economy, “making real things public,” in this case
subjecting individuals’ choices to examination and

questioning by those close to them. It is this last
point we will consider now, before formulating
the new moral of the story.

Shopping Talk: Adjusting Wishes and

Choices through Collective Delibera-

tion

As we know, Goldilocks is no longer alone. What
was once an individual adventure has become a
collective experience. This is a major change, due
here to the shopping cart. Of course we don’t have
to go shopping collectively, and buying as a group
doesn’t necessarily require a cart. But by providing
a place for each person, a place to lean against,
grab onto, or sit in, and, above all, a common
space and meeting point, the cart brings individu-
als together into a collective, a “cluster”; it trans-
forms “the consumer” into a plural entity. The fact
is that in economics, business management and
even sociology, the figure of the consumer has
almost always been considered in the singular.
While it was understood that particular incarna-
tions of that concept could vary by cognitive,
commercial or social affiliation, “the consumer”
was nonetheless always implicitly assumed to act
(buy) alone.

Here we have gone from Goldilocks by herself
in the Three Bears’ house to Goldilocks and her
family at the supermarket around a shopping cart.
The substance of this change is simple and yet
quite significant: Verbal exchange is now possible.
As soon as we have an assembly, a parliament as it
were, its members can interact and deliberate. The
shopping cart gives children a “seat” in the parlia-
mentary sense, while to parents it offers a “bar,” a
lectern, a tribunal, around which debate can get
underway. Shopping carts get people talking. And
the clusters around them speak publicly.

What do these facts enable us to understand?
Before providing a “speaking space,” the shopping
cart channels lines of vision and gestures into the
supermarket aisles. Shopping cart paths cross
without their “pushers” really paying any atten-
tion to one another. The cart keeps people’s
choices in front of them or alongside, and the
open basket may be thought of as a vast cavity
which, like nature in Lavoisier’s dictum, asks only
to be filled. Proof of this is that no one leaves the
store empty-carted. Slipping in a coin or token to
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A shopping cart can hold up to 240 liters of buyer’s choices, photo: Franck Cochoy
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supermarket cart expose the nature of its pusher:
“Tell me how you fill your cart, and I’ll tell you
who you are.” And yet most of the time we pay no
heed, passing by our neighbors’ carts without the
least curiosity or embarrassment, accustomed as
we are to this kind of display, absorbed above all in
our own provisioning. Still, it is only recently that
we have come to take all this for granted. The
hybrid cluster composed of a cart and its “mem-
bers” is so ordinary that it has become virtually
invisible, and very few shoppers or researchers
pause to contemplate it. But this was not always
so. Sylvan Goldman, the Oklahoma grocer who
invented the shopping cart, learned this the hard
way: His customers at first refused to use the thing
and only acquiesced after he had hired extras to
“demonstrate” it and dispel the customers’ fear of
looking ridiculous.4

So the interobjectivity that characterizes super-
market carts is only partial. But though consumers
are usually not the least bit concerned with the
contents of others’ carts, they are interested in
their own, and in themselves by way of the cart.
Actually, the first type of verbal “exchange” that
gets “spoken” around a supermarket cart is likely
to be an internal monologue, due to the more or
less intense “thinking” required for making (the
right) choices and visually measuring how far
along one is in the shopping process. This first
level of deliberation is in fact similar to Goldilocks’
initial experience, though it does not involve such
systematic object-handling, since many choices
are actually pre-made. In the supermarket there
can be no tasting, and we are obliged to rely on
written inscriptions, which stabilize product
appearance and definition, so we examine prod-
ucts from a greater distance and tend to make rou-
tinized consumption choices, though we do also
innovate. The supermarket cart is particularly
good at reflecting us back at ourselves, as shown
by how easily customers find the particular cart
they’ve left somewhere in the aisles, even though
all carts look alike and contain only standardized
products.

And yet this private, personal, thought process
quickly comes to involve other persons. In con-
trast to Goldilocks at the Three Bears’ house, the
consumer enters the supermarket with a plan, usu-
ally in the form of a written or memorized shop-

ping list. The delicate problem then faced is how
to convert each of the general categories on the
list into one of the multitudinous corresponding
specific-product possibilities. This represents a
new point of deliberation. Though that delibera-
tion may continue to be silent and internal, it is
already in reality much more collective – indeed,
intersubjective, for often the cart-pusher is merely
executing another’s will, that of the list-writer.
Here examining the list and accomplishing the
task thus involve a highly complex game of inter-
pretation, approximation, interpolation and just
plain guessing, wherein the cart-pusher’s personal
ideas coexist with his or her idea of the list-writer’s
intentions. The pusher’s ideas also coexist with a
sense of the effect of his or her choices on yet
other family members – the effect of a particular
dessert, for example, on the health of the little girl
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who’s come along to do the shopping, and the
effect of that effect on the list-writer, who has sim-
ply written “dessert,” forgetting, of course, the
multiplicity of possible solutions. Fortunately,
though, and in contrast to poor Goldilocks with
nothing but her own judgment to guide her, the
modern cart-pusher can slip out the cell phone
and negotiate directly with the list-writer, thereby
avoiding questionable choices that might provoke
household discontent. This is starting to look like
classic deliberation, similar to the rich exchanges
that take place around more heavily “populated”
shopping carts when all persons present are old
enough to speak, the situation we will consider
next.

Here it is the cart that opens discussion, since
what gets people talking is whether or not a given
product should be placed in it. Cart contents are

often almost always the expression of a collective
agreement; the objective, material gathering of
objects always reflects the cognitive and affective
balances of the corresponding household. And it is
once again the cart that closes discussion, since
placing the product into the basket (unless it’s
done surreptitiously) is like bringing down the
hammer at an auction: The product is going-
going-gone into the basket and we’re already 
on to the next item. The cart can also be said to
close debate when one of the members associa-
ted with it, generally a grown-up, grabs hold of 
the handlebar to put an end to talk. In the illustra-
tion above, the little boy pointing the way may
well be temporarily directing operations, but his
mother can just as easily take a different course (as
we have often observed) and thus reassert her
authority.

4 Terry P. Wilson, The Cart That Changed the World: The
Career of Sylvan N. Goldman, University of Oklahoma
Press, Norman, OK, 1978.

“Te ll me how you fill your cart, and I’ll te ll you who you are”
photos: A lexis Bertrand , Catherine Grandclément-Chaffy

Getting last orders for the shopping , photo: Franck CochoyLittle boy pointing the way, photo: Catherine Grandclément-
Chaffy

P
u
b
l
i
c
i
z
i
n
g
G
o
l
d
i
l
o
c
k
s
’
C
h
o
i
c
e
a
t
t
h
e
S
u
p
e
r
m
a
r
k
e
t

C
o
c
h
o
y
,
G
r
a
n
d
c
l
é
m
e
n
t
-
C
h
a
f
f
y



Between the opening and closing of discussion,
we have the space of real deliberation. 
For example:

A 30-year-old man with a 3-year-old girl – 
let’s call them Daddy and Goldilocks – are stand-
ing in the beverage aisle in front of the packages of
single-serving juice packs (orange juice in this
case).
Daddy:Which ones do you want?
Goldilocks: [pointing to a brand] I want those!
[Papa moves in closer and examines the packaging.]
Or those over there, with the sun on them… [She
points to another brand while her father pulls back
slightly, checks prices, and selects a particular
brand.]
Daddy: And these – don’t you like these?
Goldilocks: No!
Daddy: [showing her another brand] How about
these, with the straw?
Goldilocks: Oh, yes! [He grabs the pack and
hands it to her; she gets hold of it and, with some
difficulty, tumbles it into the cart.] Look, Papa, the
straws! Straws are good. [She presses her finger
against the straws underneath the protective prod-
uct packaging.]5

What do we learn from such an exchange?
What are Goldilocks and her father doing? In what
they say, we hear a strange new way of conjugat-
ing the verb “to calculate.” In fact, what’s particu-
lar to this conjugation is not the grammatical end-
ings (which vary by person in French), but the
spelling of the verbal base. What Goldilocks and
her father say is “I calculate, you qualculate, we
calquulate.” “I calculate,” the father thinks, basing
his choice first and foremost (though he does not
say so) on the criterion of price. ”But you qualcu-
late,” he says in thought to his daughter, under-
standing the source of her objections. Indeed,
what Goldilocks is saying is, “I’m no fool, I can
take my own interest into account. It’s just that I
don’t know much about prices yet; I don’t know
how to read! What interests me is what I can see,
the qualitative appearance of the product, the
pretty sun on the package, for example.” The
“qual” base emphasizes non-monetary aspects of
choice. Father and daughter then seek to adjust
their respective rationalities to each other, telling
us, “We calquulate” (from the French verb “cal-
quer,” to model or copy). This spelling tells us that

they revise their respective positions, adjust them
to each other, adopt and adapt their distinct points
of view, each trying to calquer his or her position
on the other’s. The “calquulation” is mutual, and
the compromise obtained is imperfect and fragile;
it hangs by … a straw. But what such an exchange
accomplishes is no small matter, for it redefines
the identity and contours of the subject-partici-
pant in the market economy. Indeed, consumer
calculation is redefined and pluralized not so much
by social membership networks as interaction
among cluster members in situ. Such interaction
opens economic cognition up to awareness of
qualculation and calquulation and thereby reveals
the unexpected paths that decision-making can
take.

Conclusion

Twice upon a time … Goldilocks first made her
appearance in the Three Bears’ house, to which
she owes her renown. She has now reappeared in
the space of the supermarket, a space that will
afford her an eternal return. At first the Goldilocks
figure seemed to do no more than function as a
guide in our journey through commercial space,
enabling us to shift focus smoothly from packag-
ing to shopping carts and thence to the verbal
exchanges that take place around them. But in the
course of the story, and at its end, we have discov-
ered that Goldilocks is much more than a mere
rhetorical convenience. Her adventures enable us
to measure what has changed in consumer choice,
from the olden days of her original story up to the
economic awakening of today’s children.

If we think about it, the Three Bears’ house was
history’s first “self-service, no obligation to buy”
shop – but a poorly stocked, unwitting shop it
was. Today the bowls, chairs and beds have been
replaced by cornflakes boxes, shopping carts and
family deliberations. The Three Bears – manufac-
turers, distributors, advertisers? – now fling open
their doors to bring in and keep visitors, rather
than trying to scare them away. And with this
series of transformations, Goldilocks herself has
changed. She didn’t perform very well in the fairy
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tale. Though she chose the most fitting product
each time, she learned the hard way – that object
size is hardly a sufficient selection criterion. What
appears to be the best product may be disappoint-
ing or ill-made or dangerous (especially if one
gives oneself over to it entirely, by falling asleep in
it, for example). Today’s Goldilocks chooses dif-
ferently. First, she deals not with naked products
but well-wrapped ones. Thanks to packaging, she
no longer has to test three bowls, three chairs, or
three beds to find the one that suits her, but is
directly informed of product properties and can
thus circumscribe her choice by means of her own
preferences and those the manufacturer suggests.
Second, as we have said, she is no longer alone.
The shopping cart, which brings people together
(Goldilocks and those who accompany her) has
transformed the figure of the solitary consumer
into a plural entity, and thereby politicized the
market. (Paradoxically, the lone individual is now

to be found on the political side of things.) In sum,
Goldilocks is no longer silent or nodding but wak-
ing up and getting a handle on market relations,
thanks to the spoken word. In shopping-cart
deliberations, the consumer relates her relation to
things to the opinions of others. In this way, con-
sumers continually test the routines and innova-
tions proposed to them.

The routines and innovations developed and
put forward by the bears have no more disap-
peared than Goldilocks has. Indeed, like
Goldilocks, they have multiplied and redefined
themselves. Some organize mass distribution in
shadow; others grin in broad daylight at children
with honey-colored hair. The legendary ambiguity
of these animals – wild beasts and children’s friend
– has never been so strong. And market arrange-
ments are fragile. While cornflakes boxes entertain
and inform us about all sorts of product-related
games and nutritional benefits, a consumer maga-
zine informs us that these same products contain
dangerous mycotoxins, a point on which the
product box is silent.6 Supermarket carts are fun
for children and facilitate shopping for their par-
ents, but official statistics tell us that they are also a
source of many accidents.7 This suggests that
Goldilocks’ discussions with her parents may not
be very reliable, since parents may not know much
more than children. But one thing is certain: We
can no longer either flee from or hunt down bears,
and Goldilocks has to be big and strong enough to
look the market in the face. To do so, she has to
recognize that the bears are among us and there-
fore learn to live with them, while tirelessly
exploring, examining, and seeking how best to
reconstruct this market “house” we all share.

Translated from the French by Amy Jacobs

5 This deliberation was collected in the academic year 2003-
2004 by students in the applied sociology Institut
Universitaire Professionnel at the Université de Toulouse
II, in the framework of a survey-conducting workshop on
the anthropology of supermarket carts. Warm thanks to
the students who collected the material and to Sandrine
Barrey and David Martin, who helped us guide them in
their study.

6 “Mycotoxines: une contamination inquiétante,” in: 60
Millions de Consommateurs, 368, January 2003.

7 Gary A. Smith et al., “Injuries to children related to shop-
ping carts,” in: Pediatrics, 97, February 1996, pp. 161-165.

Back of a cornflakes box, consumer information and enter-
tainment, photo: Catherine Grandclément-Chaffy
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Franck Cochoy, Catherine Grandclément-Chaffy in collaboration w ith A lexis Bertrand , Gathering Devices for M arket Choices: 
Product Packaging and Shopping Carts, 2005, installation, installation view ZKM , © the artists, photo: Franz Wamhof



Shopping is an everyday cultural act; it is
inevitable, taken for granted. Entering into the
world of shopping – the world of shopping malls –
can be a Dantean voyage into hell or a redeeming
ceremony of Communion. Everyone is familiar
with this experience and knows what a mall looks
like. This self-evident phenomenon is, however,
the result of a highly complex process. The
designing of shopping malls is overseen by an
army of planners, managers and scientists: there
are consultants, re-launch analysts, a central asso-

ciation, mall magazines. Six thousand guests and
representatives of laboratories attended an annual
convention in Las Vegas at which such questions
were investigated as where the gaze of a customer
falls and how a “spontaneous” purchase can be
induced. Farocki shows how mall producers look
at malls when they want to find out, for example,
how passers-by move, where they stop and where
they reach for an article. He adds these images to
the everyday ones – and gives them a magical
charge. Text by Antje Ehmann
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The video features the packaging of an American
fabric softener: Cuddly. The packaging features a
child model. The product is dereified, that is to
say, reanimated and made to speak with the voice
of its original model, in the first person singular.
Every ten minutes, the “portrait-product” speaks
for approximately eight minutes. The little girl
talks about Harry Potter. From the presentation of
a product, we are now faced with the imagination
of a child. Isolated from a commercial context,
this portrait-product becomes an autonomous
and complex “talking head,” speaking from sev-
eral positions. It can represent mass culture (the
global success of Harry Potter, taken up by every
aspect of marketing), clichés associated with
childhood (the “cuddly” aspect, the innocence, the
spontaneity of the spiel, the fascination with
magic and the inexplicable) or a reflection on
advertising and the games of seduction it plays.

The onlooker is faced with several levels of
imagery; the identity of what is being looked at
has long since been lost in the complexity of a sys-
tem gone autonomous. The pedestal and monitor
are the same height as the actual little girl.
Cuddly is a H.U.M.A.N.W.O.R.L.D. project.

The video We Are the Children presents a seem-
ingly endless succession of “portrait-products,”
that is to say, supermarket products the packaging
of which features a realistic representation of a
human being. Coming from all over the world,
this international community (which constitutes
H.U.M.A.N.W.O.R.L.D.) is shown here in a contin-
uous, seamless, dual morph: both the faces on the
packages and the geometry of the respective pack-
ages are simultaneously morphed into each other.
Part 2 exclusively features pairs: from heterosexual
couples to mothers (or fathers) and children, from
babies and stuffed animals to kids, from friends or
siblings of all ages to people with animals.
We Are the Children is a H.U.M.A.N.W.O.R.L.D. project.
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The Creators of the 
Shopping Worlds
Harun Farocki

Harun Farocki, D ie Schöpfer der E inkaufswelten [The Creators of the Shopping Worlds], 2001, video, color, sound , 72 m in, video
stills, © the artist

Cuddly
Guillaume Paris

We Are 
the Children
Guillaume Paris

Guillaume Paris, Cudd ly, 1998-2000, permanent video, color,
sound , video still, courtesy Gallery Ne lson, Paris, © Guillaume
Paris

Guillaume Paris, We Are the Children (part 2), 2004, permanent
video, color, silent, video still, courtesy Gallery Ne lson, Paris, ©
Guillaume Paris



Until the end of the 1960s, French women work-
ing in companies were prohibited from wearing
pants. Girls were forbidden to wear trousers in
schools, except on extremely cold days. Answer-
ing a question addressed to the Conseil de Paris
by a certain Dr. Bernard Lafay, who thought that
these requirements were no longer necessary, the
Bulletin Municipal Officiel stated on June 29, 1969,
that “the Prefect of Police considers it wise not to
change the laws due to any foreseeable and
unforeseeable variation in fashion that could at
any moment come into being”.1Although women
had already started to wear pants in leisure con-
texts in the early twentieth century – on the beach,
on the golf course, while skiing and playing other
sports – and working women might wear trousers
and overalls in industry for functional reasons, at
the end of the 1960s tradition still determined
what was to be expected from a decent woman in
public. “A woman must not wear men’s clothing,
nor a man wear women’s clothing, for the Lord
your God detests anyone who does this.”
(Deuteronomy 22: 5) The examples of suffragettes
who had worn trouser suits as a sign of liberation
and Marlene Dietrich’s famous outfits in the 1930s
had not stimulated much of a following. No secre-
tary or professional woman would dare to enter
the office in trousers, nor would any woman go to
church in pants.

This rapidly changed in the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Previously distinguished from their
male colleagues and bosses by the obligation 
to wear a dress or skirt, secretaries and other pro-
fessional women started to wear business suits,
too. The once scandalous apparel of George Sand 
and Marlene Dietrich, which had raised questions
about their sexual orientation, had become legiti-
mate, fashionable clothing. Thirty years later, 
one can conclude that this revolution is set 
to last.

The transformation of professional women’s
clothing in the early 1970s may easily be mistaken
for just another aspect of the broad cultural
changes of that period such as the blurring of tra-
ditional social and cultural distinctions usually
associated with the student revolt, the second
wave of women’s liberation and the emergence of
a youth culture. However, the introduction of
women’s trouser suits to the business world did
not start on the streets. Professional women did
not assemble to demand suits, nor did they spon-
taneously start to sew their own pants or begin to
frequent shops and tailors selling men’s clothes.
The outfits they started to wear were waiting for
them, lined up on racks in department stores and
respectable ladies’ wear boutiques. The public
emergence of trouser suits for women was the
achievement of an industry, not the effect of a
social or cultural movement. To produce the new
trouser suits for women, the fashion industry had
had to invest in technologies and the skills of
seamstresses several months before the new out-
fits started to appear in the stores. Although the
garments might have looked like men’s clothes in
form, in fact they differed in sizing, materials used
and tailoring techniques.

Someone, somewhere had decided that it was
time for upper- and middle-class women to start
wearing trouser suits in the office and when going
into town. The fashion industry had followed up
to the point where department stores began to
include the new look in their stores, waiting for
buyers. These soon showed up in great numbers.

In fact, the time and location of the beginning
of this revolution can be identified with precision.
If one site has to be singled out as the place where
the new possibilities for women’s clothes were
introduced, it is the catwalk of the February 1967
show of Yves Saint Laurent’s spring-summer col-
lection in Paris. A distinguished Parisian hotel was
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Les Editions de l’Amateur, Paris, 1999, p. 124.

The Parliament of Fashion
Pauline Terreehorst, Gerard de Vries

Jean C laude Sauer, Vous êtes invité, 1967, in: Marie C laire, September 1967, photo © Marie C laire / Jean C laude Sauer



the site of the parliament that effectively repealed
the law that the Prefect of Police in 1969 still
thought it wise to maintain.

Catwalks at the Paris fashion shows are the
most important sites for making fashion public.
Today, there are also key shows in Milan, London
and New York, but there is little doubt that Paris
still heads the league.

Biannually, the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute
Couture et du Prêt à Porter Française allows a select
group of designers to show their work to an audi-
ence of between a few dozen and a few hundred
people and – thanks to photographers, television
and the press – the world. The audience consists
of important commercial buyers (for specialty
shops, the main department stores and luxury-
goods retail chains all over the world), important
private buyers, stylists and other leading figures in
the fashion world, as well as fashion journalists
from newspapers, women’s magazines and other
media. Invitations are strictly personal; tickets for
the shows are not for sale.

The audience is seated in strict pecking order.
Today, a show will not start unless Suzy Menkes,
fashion editor of the International Herald Tribune,
has arrived in her front row seat. Personalities
from the film and music industries add luster to
the event; the media will report that Madonna or
Jennifer Lopez has attended this year’s Gaultier or
Gucci show. Dozens of photographers and film or
television crews are present to distribute images of
what has been presented on the catwalk to the
world immediately after the show. Fragments of
shows will be broadcast on international news
channels and – later – on the web. Important
shows will be shown the same night on Paris Pre-
mière television. The environment is highly com-
petitive. Special issues of the Journal de la Mode
published during the Paris fashion weeks openly
register the rise and fall of designers, accelerating
the making and breaking of reputations.

Fashion shows are at the same time a market; a
demonstration of new tastes, ideas, technologies
and skills; and theater. There is unity of place, time
and action. The shows are meticulously designed.
Music and props are carefully selected to empha-
size a theme, style or mood. The catwalk models
have to stick to a rigidly controlled choreography,
with only top models like Giselle Bundchen being

allowed some individuality. The shows take place
in the basement of the Louvre, in three halls that
have especially been designed for the Paris fashion
events, but also in theaters, university halls and old
factories. The audience is usually in the dark, while
the performance is bathed in light.

The audience at the show is not a passive
crowd but an active part of the transformation of
the newly presented designs into legitimate pieces
of fashion. Since the early 1950s, diffusion of a 
new look has been through two channels. Buyers 
from important department stores and well-
patronized shops will choose designs from the col-
lections for their clientele. The media will present
the new collection as news to a broader audience,
which may not immediately run to the shops to
buy expensive designer clothes but which is inter-
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Françoise Hardy, 1966, in: L. Benaïm , Pants, VILO Publ., Paris,
2001, p . 120, photo © Fondation Pierre Bergé – Yves Saint
Laurent

A l Capone-style, 1967, in: L. Benaïm , Pants, VILO Publ., Paris, 2001, p . 130, photo © Rue des Archives, Paris
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ested in becoming informed about what is en
vogue. Journalists, photographers and cameramen
invent phrases and images to catch the mood of
the event, thus translating the new designs for
readers of magazines and TV audiences. The times
when fashion news from Paris dictated the length
of skirts and dresses have gone, but currently
“the” new trends in fashion reported in magazines
from Vogue to The Face still reflect what is shown
in Paris.

Fashion shows represent the work of many
months, and they require substantial investment.
Success in Paris means becoming the talk of the
town, a business achievement, gaining credit for
styles that will be translated to the mass market
and a place in fashion history. Failure to score on
the catwalk, meaning a less-than-enthusiastic
reception, is a business disaster. If successful, a
new style, a new design, new colors, new ways of
tailoring, or even a new type of clothing is born,
and the avant-garde will wear the new designs in

the year to come. If successful, the designer will
rise to stardom.

Later, designs will be translated for the mass
market. One or two years after a successful show,
women all over the world may conclude that their
wardrobes have lost their former attractiveness,
are hopelessly out-of-date and urgently need to be
replaced. Nobody has explicitly instructed them
to adapt their taste, but the new look has been
around in magazines and on television and in the
shops in the top segments of the market. The
rhythm of change in fashion provides the basis of a
global multibillion-dollar industry.

In 1967, the context of presenting fashion was not
as elaborate as it is today, but key elements were
already present. Events took place in distinguished
Paris hotels such as the Inter-Continental, and, like
today, celebrities and film stars attended. Fashion
news made headlines in every major newspaper in
the world, in authoritative language – analyzed by
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Roland Barthes in Système de la Mode – that
stressed the “sailor neckline of this summer” or the
“tsarina-look of this winter”.2 Diana Vreeland,
then editor-in-chief of Vogue, led the pecking
order of the day.

In this context, on an early February morning
in 1967, to the excitement of the catwalk audi-
ence, Yves Saint Laurent showed trouser suits for
women.

By the end of the 1960s, Yves Saint Laurent
was generally considered to be the world’s most
important contemporary fashion designer. After
having been the top designer at Dior for several
years (the maître himself had suddenly died in
1958) and having had an unhappy interlude in the
army, Yves Saint Laurent opened his own fashion
house in 1964 with the help of his companion
Pierre Bergé. It was an instant success – and a dec-
laration of war against old institutions and ideas.
Saint Laurent did not want to design for rich ladies
only. He wanted his designs to be seen and worn
by the new generation of daring women he met at
the wild parties he attended in Paris. In 1967, he
opened a special Rive Gauche store for them,
which carried – and still carries – his cheaper
ready-to-wear line, at that time an exception
among couturiers.3

Saint Laurent’s status was reflected by the
women who wore his designs: film stars like
Catherine Deneuve, pop-singer Françoise Hardy
and models like Betty Catroux. All of them had
reputations for independence and unconvention-
ality. His longtime muse Deneuve chose Saint
Laurent to design the complete wardrobe for her
leading role in Buñuel’s Belle de Jour (1967), the
infamous portrayal of the erotic pastime of a bour-
geois lady. Singer Hardy, having hit the charts in
1962 with Tous les garçons et les filles de mon age,
was on the front pages for her relationship with –
among many others – Johnny Hallyday and for
riding a motorbike, completely clad in black
leather. Catroux, known for her independent style
of presenting herself and later portrayed by Hel-
mut Newton in a photograph that stressed her
androgynous features, became a longstanding
muse and soul mate for Saint Laurent. He once
called her his “twin sister”.

Saint Laurent’s road to “men’s suits for
women” took three stages. In February 1966, he

introduced the dandy look; in August 1966, a
tuxedo for women – trousers, black tie and dinner
jacket – was shown; in February 1967 Saint Lau-
rent presented gangster-striped, wide-legged
trouser suits, neckties, mannish shirts and vests on
the catwalk. The mobster outfit suited models like
Twiggy well. Al Capone in the 1920s and 1930s
had ordered his suits from tailors in Naples and
London, to the dismay of their respectable clients.
Referring back to gangsters seemed to underline
that once again the traditional outfit of bourgeois
men was about to enter new territory – the world
of women. In contrast to the tuxedo, the new
designs were meant to be worn not only at night
but around the clock.

In February 1966, Saint Laurent had presented a
black velvet costume with white lace blouses with
flounces. The costume had clearly been inspired
by the look of late eighteenth century dandies,
immortalized by Beau Brummell. With this strik-
ing black and white costume, Brummell and his
followers had started a reaction in the London
salons against the colorful and ornamented silk
costumes of the nobility. It went into the history of
fashion as a sign of independence and uniqueness,
of struggle out of group norms. Citing these pred-
ecessors, Saint Laurent clearly signaled that he was
looking for a confrontation.

In August 1966, le smoking, a tuxedo for
women, followed. The new outfit was received as
an innovation, but it also met with uneasiness.
Worn over a bare chest, the tuxedo alluded to the
nightlife of bisexual and lesbian women. When
Betty Catroux wore Saint Laurent’s tuxedo in
nightclubs like Regine and at the Opera, the audi-
ence whistled. The revolution that was about to
happen was, however, hardly noticed by fashion
journalists. In the summer of 1966, the media
focused not on pants, but on skirts: The mini-skirt
had entered the fray, requiring all available print-
ing ink. But an audience of young women got
Saint Laurent’s message loud and clear. As The
New York Times reported a few months later, the
tuxedo “made an instant hit with lots of dreamy-
looking, long-haired girls who didn’t have any
tomboy tendencies”.4
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2 Roland Barthes, Système de la Mode, Editions du Seuil,
Paris, 1967.

3 Laurence Benaïm, Yves Saint Laurent, Bernard Grasset,
Paris, 1993.

4 Gloria Emerson, “Saint Laurent Brings Back the Dietrich
Look in Paris,” in: The New York Times, Feb. 3, 1967, p. 20.

Guy Bourdin, Le Smoking, 1967, in: E lle ,
March 1967, photo © E lle / Guy Bourdin
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When, in February 1967, Yves Saint Laurent’s
spring-summer collection opened with several
trouser suits, including the three-piece chalk-
striped suit that, topped-up with a hat and tie,
referred to Al Capone, the message was this time
received with approval and astonishment by the
press and the industry. “It was quite a look,” Glo-
ria Emerson wrote the following day in The New
York Times. Not the mini-skirts beloved by the
media but trouser suits had suddenly become the
talk of the town. In the years to come, as if an
alarm clock had gone off, millions of women
would decide to wear trouser suits. Saint Laurent
had created a fashion moment.

It is unclear whether the steps that led Yves
Saint Laurent to his success were part of a con-
scious strategy to ripen minds for a sea change 
in women’s clothing. What is clear, however, is
that Saint Laurent’s statement was not born out 
of any desire to make women equal to men in the
workplace. Time and again Saint Laurent has
denied any such intention.5 His trouser suits were
an explicit attempt to make women’s clothes that
looked, first and foremost, elegant with a sensual
aura that expressed a new female eroticism. Saint
Laurent wanted women to move freely. He even
gave them special handbags, with shoulder straps,
to be totally at ease. This approach contrasted
sharply with Dior’s designs, which had domina-
ted the female silhouette for a long time with
broad hips, tiny waistlines and full bosoms that
stressed seduction and reproduction. The design
of Yves Saint Laurent’s trouser suits was not
meant to give women equality but freedom of
movement.

Saint Laurent was not the first to introduce trouser
suits for women. Predecessors included the Amer-
ican Claire McCardell, Britain’s Mary Quant and
the French Pierre Cardin, all of whom had shown
trouser suits before. But these earlier attempts had
included longer jackets, in a tunic form, unlined,
and with trousers closing at the side rather than in
the front, while fabrics were chosen from lighter
materials than in men’s wear. Yves Saint Laurent’s

innovation was to introduce tailoring techniques
that used to be confined to men’s wear to produce
elegant trouser suits for women. His revolution
included a technological transformation that
would require new ways of production, new mate-
rials, new ways of sizing, new combinations of
inner and outer fabrics and new techniques for
stiffening textiles. Interestingly, some of these
inventions later returned in men’s clothing, such
as the soft suits for which Giorgio Armani became
famous in the 1980s.

So what explains Yves Saint Laurent’s success?
The new business-model that included ready-to-
wear designer clothes? His entourage of daring
women? All of this was present also for another
design that Saint Laurent introduced in February
1967 that didn’t become much of a success, his raf-
fia coat. Was it his technological innovation? It
took Saint Laurent and the fashion industry sev-
eral months if not years to fully implement the
consequences of the road he was now traveling.
The cultural context? Earlier designs that with
hindsight seem to have paved the way for the rev-
olution had received little serious attention from
the press, which had concentrated on the scan-
dalous length of mini-skirts. Women’s Lib? What
Saint Laurent intended to realize by introducing
trouser suits referred to a different kind of libera-
tion than the one he happened to bring about.

In February 1967, in spite of all the spotlights
that had lighted the catwalk, both Saint Laurent
and the audience present seem to have blindly
started a revolution. Nevertheless, women in the
business world, who a few years before would
have risked contempt and even a fine for wearing
trousers in the office, would soon benefit. In 1967,
a new thing was introduced on the catwalk, the
trouser suit for women, a new beginning for
women’s fashion. That something new and inter-
esting had been presented was noticed, but it took
some time for the world to discover what it had
welcomed and to realize that a garment that had
been worn before by singular women like Marlene
Dietrich had become a legitimate piece of fashion,
a public entity.
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5 Benaïm, 1993, op. cit.; see also Yves Saint Laurent – his life
and times, directed by David Teboul, 2003.

Duane M ichals, YSL w ith Evening Ensemble, in: Yves Saint Laurent, exhib . cat., The M etropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Thames and Hudson, London, 1984, photo © Duane M ichals



“De Gustibus Disputandum Est”

“Is it good?” The question has disappeared from
the agenda of social sciences leaning on taste. 
Perhaps it is too naive – it would be better to ask
why and how people find something good. Or in-
versely, perhaps too scientific, recalling chemical,
physiological and neurobiological analyses capa-
ble of telling us the active principles of the prod-
ucts that we eat – cut to the end; tastes and colors
please us or they don’t … A curious state of
things. Entirely determined and completely arbi-
trary (in either case indisputable, for opposite rea-
sons), taste seems irremediably caught in a double
reckoning, in which each point is consistent but
completely incompatible with the other – which in
no way prevents someone from giving one and its
opposite a chance, depending on the situation.

Nevertheless, if one asks, such a stable judg-
ment, consistent with the factors which determine
it, is very rare. It is only formulated in very particu-
lar conditions, when taste is initially the affirma-
tion of an identity, a social position – as, for exam-
ple, when facing a sociologist. Confronting an
unknown object, one is far from recovering that
beautiful consistency between oneself and one’s
own sensations. The taste that is the target of our
analysis isn’t pre-established: It is in the act of tast-
ing, the gestures that permit it, the know-how that
accompanies it, the supports sought in other peo-
ple or in guides or reviews, the little ongoing
adjustments that arrange and favor its felicity or its
reproduction, on the basis of the responses that
the objects give back to those who take an interest
in them.

Conversely, taste in action points our attention
toward the “between-the-two,” the contact, the
place and the moment of the uncertain upsurge of
sensation. This way of making itself sensible to
things through the things themselves is a machine
to invert the order of things, between causes and
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Johann Peter Hasenclever, D ie Weinprobe [W inetasting], 1843, oil on canvas, 73.5 x 102.5 cm , Staatliche Museen zu Berlin –
Preuß ischer Kulturbesitz, Nationalgalerie / W.S.70, photo © bpk / Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preuß ischer Kulturbesitz, 
Nationalgalerie , photo: Klaus Göken



asts; the meticulous activity is a machinery to
bring forth through contact and to infinitely multi-
ply differences indissociably “in” the objects tasted
and “in” the sensibility of the taster. Things render
themselves interesting to those who take an inter-
est in them. This is why the methods, the proce-
dures, the circumstances, the fact of taking the
time, the discussions, the circumspect support of
the other’s opinions, of measurements and
impressions, all this counts so much for enthusi-
asts. This is also why we prefer to speak of attach-

ments.2 This very nice word splits the opposition
between a series of causes that would come from
without and the elusive and inexpressible instanta-
neousness of a present that cannot be reduced to
analysis. It is not by chance that the word “taste”
is a perfectly symmetrical word, a word between-
the-two, like grasp3 or movement: Things have a

effects: There exist “causes” and “determination”
for taste only if there exists, first of all, an act of
tasting, and if, by the act, one becomes attentive to
the situation. It is the tasters that – sometimes to
the point of cutting themselves off from others, it
happens – produce, reinforce, elaborate what
determines them, and not the abstract deter-
minisms, produced by sociologists or thinkers,
who would underhandedly regulate a taste that
ignores them.

To say this is also to recall, more prosaically,
that this between-the-two is in no way a no man’s
land, that it is on the contrary rather full – of
objects and tools, devices, frames, confrontations
and references, of all kinds of supports, collectives
and material equipment that permit taste to
deploy itself beyond the here and now of the inter-
action. These are at once instruments and the
traces, ceaselessly mobilized, of the presence of
others. As if the tasters, emancipated from pre-
established causes, could only be restored to the
naivety of a childlike free-will: “I do what I want,”
“I like it” or “I don’t like it”. Human beings are
more inventive, surveys of enthusiasts show us
every day; there are other factors in deciding one’s
taste than determinism or spontaneity. This is a
question of arguing for another conception of
taste, as a problematic mode of attachment to the
world,1 producing in the same actions the profi-
ciencies of an enthusiast and the repertoire of the
objects around which he or she gravitates.

Taste as Deliberation (with Oneself,

with Others)

The taste that interests us – taste as interrogation
and not as certitude, as interrogative relationship
of self with things, with oneself, with others –
begins in a moment of attention, a reflexive stop
that seems minimal: a deliberation, on the side of
the taster (“Hey, this wine is not bad …” one says,
inviting with this “hey” the readiness of the neces-
sary attention) and, from the objects, a capacity to
interrupt, to suspend or respond. In effect, music
listens to itself, wine drinks itself. This right to
advance themselves is their reflexivity, their power
to make themselves more present. These objects
are no longer already there, inert and available, at
our service. They free themselves, steal off, impose
themselves on us – language is happily less sparing

than intentionalist philosophies; it authorizes this
use of the reflexive without compunction, particu-
larly welcome in the case of taste (as when one
says that one must let a wine “express itself”) that
enthusiasts know well. Beautiful things only offer
themselves to those who offer themselves to the
beautiful things.

We see a taste in action at work, attentive to its
own success, do-it-yourself, with tricks, never too
distant from others. Returned to its status as an
activity in this way, taste again becomes not more
“questionable” – debatable, the ancients would
have said. It stops at things in the sense wherein
one suspends one’s judgment, not in the sense
wherein one judges them: the moment wherein
one turns toward oneself to appreciate an effect,
an impression that is difficult to grasp. In this way,
it opens – locally, modestly – a rather large debate,
on the nature of things and on our relation to
them, through others. And – save for risky excep-
tions, as we’ve seen – only among enthusiasts can
one do this, discuss ad infinitum. To talk about
things is not to stop them – taste does the oppo-
site, ceaselessly; it revives their tendency to prolif-
erate, to bring new differences to light and, con-
fronting them, new sensibilities. Initially tastes are
indisputable in the negative sense of the word,
meaning that they are always doubtful: One can-
not persuade someone to like something he or she
does not want to like, and no reason is ever strong
enough to impose a taste. But this does not mean
that tastes are really indisputable in the sense that
people will have no way to discuss them - as if
each of them had an irreducible and arbitrary sub-
jective opinion. Tastes never cease to be discussed,
not to close mouths but to open them: precisely
because they pass through a multitude of interme-
diary devices, supports, surroundings, because
they require skills, knowledge, tools, and in the
end they depend on responses, effects, the appre-
ciation or the measurement of which cannot sim-
ply be presumed. This is what we would like to
submit to experimentation.

Taste is not an attribute or a property (of a
thing or a person). Neither tastes nor their objects
are given or determined; one must make them
appear together, through progressively adjusted,
repeated experiments. Taste is a job for enthusi-

672 673

Q
u
e
s
t
i
o
n
s
o
f
T
a
s
t
e

H
e
n
n
i
o
n
,
T
e
i
l
,
V
e
r
g
n
a
u
d

1 See Antoine Hennion, “Pragmatics of Taste,” in: The Black-
well Companion to the Sociology of Culture, Mark D. Jacobs,
Nancy Weiss Hanrahan (eds), Blackwell, Oxford and
Malden, MA, 2004.

2 On the notion of attachment, see Emilie Gomart, Antoine
Hennion, “A Sociology of Attachment: music lovers, drug
users,” in: Actor Network Theory and After, John Hassard,
John Law (eds), Blackwell, Oxford, 1998, pp. 220-247.

3 On the advantage of words like “affordance” from theories
of situated action, or “grasps” and the folds of reflective and
critical pragmatics, see Christian Bessy, Francis Chateauray-
naud, Experts et faussaires, Métailié, Paris, 1995.

“It Depends,” or Dora’s Couch

Fruitless interviews are often our best – without our knowing it. During the interview, Dora never
stopped responding “it depends” to every question: Do you like this or that more, such and such a
kind of interpretation, or genre, or concert or recording? Our survey progressed in the meantime.
Much later, while we were looking for pure formats in particular, as for the gallery of our Spanish-
wine lovers, we never found a subject who was focused on the object, not on himself, not on the
tastes of others, but on the circumstances. And suddenly, we remembered Dora. Rereading that for-
gotten interview, hardly considered conclusive, we finally understood (and could read in her
responses) the originality of a format of taste, installed in the art of the situation, in the meticulous
search in the appropriate moment: the “it depends,” exactly, a description completely adapted from
her search, where we had seen nothing but a poor evasion, an “I don’t know,” which said nothing
precisely.

“I often listen stretched out. It drives me wild. I have a good stereo now, something I never had –
I was always a little snubbed, you get the idea, ‘the radio is not a stereo,’ that sort of thing. It doesn’t
matter – the sound is great, just not in the highbrow sense of music, the work, but the physical, the
bodily part, the hyper-physical, the sound; it vibrates, resonates. We hear music in another way when
we let the sound go.

“I don’t do it all the time. I listen most often when my spouse is out, when I come home late and
I’m exhausted. I have a thing with several CDs. I take my stack and pick like that, impulsively. I’m
open. I like a little bit of everything. Once I’ve chosen my six discs, I lay out with the remote control,
and I listen. I dive in when I want to change discs, when I’m looking for a song I like: It’s absolute
bliss … Sometimes it’s relaxing, and I fall right to sleep. But generally not, I really listen, much more
so than at a concert. That’s what lets the sound be great, compared to a lambda apparatus where you
have only the music itself, the part that passes. It’s great from a musical point of view, the work … I
don’t know how to put it, but its sound is a surface, it passes in front of you … While I’m on my
couch like that, it unfolds within you, you’re in it. It’s incredible when that happens.

“It knocks me out. I’m very sensitive, emotional, high-strung. It’s almost a drug or a kind of ther-
apy, I don’t know … I love concerts too, but that has nothing to do with it. At concerts I can see the
musicians, the singers in particular, identify with them. I can see them singing. It’s a bonus but not
more important than listening. At a concert, you’re with them. At home, you’re all alone with the
music, listening like that.”



taste, people have a taste. Undoubtedly, one
should moreover say that it is taste that “has” us.
How can one understand a part of the object, from
what it delivers to whoever wants it, possibilities
that it conceals, as they say, saying at once that it
contains them and hides them partly, and that
they should therefore be hidden so as to reveal
them? The more determinations, the more taste,
not the inverse.

“You have not even tasted it!” “Tastes and col-
ors …” “And you, you find that good?” “Oh yes,
there is no question, it is much better than the oth-
ers”… What is good, in taste, is that it makes
every argument stand out: Placed in the situation
of tasting something, and not asked about their
tastes, not only do people not content themselves
with saying that they like it or don’t like it – very
often, they say that they don’t know – but they
immediately ask what they should do, or what cri-
teria they should use. They refuse to do what
you’ve told them or what they think you expect of
them; they want to know what other people think.
They ask for information about the product but
don’t read what is given to them; they wonder
whether they have responded well. They look, in
the object, in themselves; they try to compare
what you’ve given them with what they know and
turn themselves into sociologists to ask them-
selves if their own understanding of what “should”
be good is making them think “this” is good. They
use the new sociology to question the device itself:
Wouldn’t taste be the simple result of an artificial
situation created by the experiment?

Taste as Experiment

The idea of experimentation that we propose is
there in the rapprochement between diverse types
of attachments, like sports, music, cooking, the
love of wine or the practices of amateurs.4 What
comes, what happens, what it does, what comes
to light, in oneself and in things – and not what
one is seeking. The vocabulary must be reviewed.
Taste is activity, not action. It is a question of sens-
ing, of being taken, of feeling. But not passively:
This making oneself available could not be more
active, as the word passion best implies; it passes
through an intense mobilization of its faculties, it
is backed up by skills and traditions, objects and
tools. It has a history, defines a collectivity. Taste is

a making, a “making aware of,” and not a simple
sensing. It is active but contrary to an action; it is
entirely turned toward an availability to what
comes. It is an active way of putting oneself in the
state of something that comes. A curious activity,
in effect: It is a passivity actively sought, or an
activity intentionally undergone, letting oneself be
carried away, overflowing with the surprises that
arise through contact with things.5

Taste effectively depends on everything –
another declension of the word attachment. The
proposed experiment will focus on this disposi-
tion of the self. We’re looking less to produce
results on “potential” tastes than to put to work a
device that would make visitors realize that they
are part of an experiment; not to do an experiment
on taste, but to realize that taste is itself an experi-
ment. The hypothesis on which the experience is
based – and its relationship to the show – is this:
to show how, confronting objects to taste or expe-
rience, people “are with” and find numbers of
ways to form an opinion, or to change one, or to
put one in perspective, or to explain why they
don’t have one. All this (the montage breaks this
down and varies it), navigating between the effect
(difficult to delimit) of the contact with the
“thing,” when they taste or listen; the way they
represent their tastes (and doubt them, compare
them with other people’s, relativize them, say “I
don’t know”), the elements of information (those
that are present and others).

Summarizing the key points that our way of
describing taste lets us highlight and that our
experimental montage aims to test the visitor’s
reaction to:
1) Taste is not a sign or a property; it is an activity.
You have to do something – listen to music, drink
wine, touch material, appreciate an object – and
thereby start this machine that makes differences
appear and be felt, indissociably in things and in
the taster.
2) These differences are not “already there”. By
making things present that are less inert than they
claim, by comparison, repetition, and the like.
These differences are made to appear in contact:
Taste is a “making felt,” a “making oneself felt,”
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and also, through bodily sensations, a “feeling
oneself made”.
3) Taste is not at stake in a face-to-face relation. It
is a way to enter into a little world, filled with
intermediaries, marked with multiple signs,
objects, landmarks, guides.
4) To the variety of things, or rather their infinite
capacity to produce differences, an irreducible
variety of formats of taste responds, which can
configure themselves while in process and by
combining multiple determinants. In particular, to
recognize the most classic formats: the taste of
others, the search for and definition of one’s own
preferences, focusing on the qualities of objects
and the methodical training of those considered to
be the best, like the adequacy of a happy moment
or the instantaneous satisfaction of a situation, as
in the case of a meal, or the fastidious focus of
hosts on a dish or a wine that might spoil every-
one’s enjoyment.6

5) The result of taste is highly debatable, negatively
at first: The most certain causes don’t produce the
expected effects or are not recognized. But posi-
tively: From partial or indirect responses, from

oneself, from others, from things and circum-
stances, the most certain choices are quickly con-
tested. And this does not point toward relativism
but toward new experiences, to all of these turn-
abouts, conversions and discoveries that mark the
careers of enthusiasts.

Taster’s Booths

Taste is not given. It must be proven. And for that
it must be made to appear, across the thousands of
devices that enthusiasts have invented. Why
should there be critics, why modes? Are we con-
demned to oscillate between the idea that things
have a taste and that it suffices to analyze it, or that
human beings attribute it to things and that it is
arbitrary? No. If we decidedly don’t know what
we like, it is not through ignorance or because
taste is only a social game. Taste is uncertain
because it is a test. It can only be determined by
supporting itself with accumulated experiences,
the taste of others, the development of a sensibil-
ity, responses to objects that it had to provoke. It
is this experience of taste as experience that the
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4 On the notion of attachment, see Michel Callon, “Sociolo-
gie des sciences et économie du changement technique: l’ir-
résistible montée des réseaux technico-économique,” in:
Ces réseaux que la raison ignore, CSI (ed.), L’Harmattan,
Paris, 1992, pp. 53-78.

5 See Emilie Gomart, “Methadone: Six Effects in Search of a Sub-
stance,” in: Social Studies of Science, 32, 1, 2002, pp. 93-135.

6 See Antoine Hennion, Geneviève Teil, “Le goût du vin. Pour
une sociologie de l’attention,” in: Le goût des belles choses,
Véronique Nahoum-Grappe, Odile Vincent (eds), Editions
de la MSH, Paris, 2004, pp. 111-126.

Three Products, Three Modalities

The three products, chosen for being unequally “equipped” in terms of the construction of taste:
1. Diverse types of music (an effect of genres and cultures: a lot of personal and collective landmarks

in their appreciation, knowing how to listen, recognize, comment and the like).
2. Materials, fabrics (the inverse effect, total lack of habitual landmarks of feeling and qualification).
3. Perfumes (the power of an impression – I like it / I don’t like it – but the difficulty of “adding it

up,” few landmarks and the necessity of delegating all expertise to professionals).

The three modalities, intended to vary the available resources to create an idea:
1. No help, no information. The visitor tastes the three samples and classifies them.
2. The visitor has at his or her disposal on a screen a critical note about the products, complete

enough and heterogeneous, a description of the product centered on the variety of its uses: details
about its production and characteristics, the type of product if it matters, an expert opinion about
its possible effects and the suggestion of other ways to appreciate it or examples of the plurality of
its possible uses; serving these elements or not, it classifies the three products presented.

3. Finally, the visitor is placed in a fictional situation: “You offer a gift to your new boss, whom you
do not know.” The idea is to make the visitor reconstitute another mode of anticipated evaluation
of the product, through the impression that he or she has about what will be appropriate and
“make a good impression,” therefore forcing a sociological evaluation of taste.



device – in place – would like to provoke. It is not
a decision, but a lookout. It doesn’t support itself
with certitudes but with hints.

Leading a series of comparative experiments
on the formation of taste for diverse objects
unequally outfitted (music, perfume, fabrics,
though this might on other occasions apply to
wine, cars and more), we aim to account for the
variety of means that people offer themselves to
produce their taste: tests, guides or tools, ways of
choosing, of comparison, of repetition, instruc-
tion, discussion. We don’t have the same opinion
(and that opinion doesn’t have the same staying
power, stability or potential for repetition) about
wine or perfume if we drink it or smell it alone or
with others; if we compare it with another, or with
several others, or repeat the experiment several
times or not; if we know or don’t know where it
comes from, what others have said; if we have to
describe it or offer it to a third party.

To stage this representation of taste as experi-
mentation, visitors are invited to step into the
booths. In each booth, they are asked to taste
three samples of the same types of products, then
to classify them. These presentations are made
according to three different modalities. The visi-
tors only vote once, according to their wishes,
moving through the whole course (each of the
three products being presented according to a dif-
ferent modality chosen randomly). They can start
over, if they want, to get an idea of the variations
in their reactions through the repetition of the
experience.

Here is what we would like a visitor leaving the
booth to have become aware of and to have begun
to show himself, by having tested it throughout
the experience:
1) Palpation: Taste is not a sign, a property or an
acquired reaction. First, it is an act; sitting and lis-
tening, feeling, tasting, touching. This “doing”
engages the body, entering into contact with a
material and having an impression that is difficult
to qualify; finally (all of this very quickly, because
it is produced by the simple comparison of three
products of the same kind), the visitor can better
account for his own sensations and impressions
from the fact of their differences from product to
another.
2) Deliberation with oneself: Taste is hesitant, in

search; it is neither given nor stable. This is to say
that we cannot have an opinion (not furthermore
that it would be undetermined at the beginning
and progressively formed) but that we change our
opinion, that we advance and recede, that we
come back to what we’ve felt, that we ask our-
selves what “it” did to us, if it did something to us,
if we like it or not, what others would think and
how to put it exactly.
3) Supports: For this, we invent our means on the
spot, we fabricate supports and help ourselves to
whatever is at hand. We find landmarks, drum
things up. In particular, we look for key words to
say, which is far from easy – a little blend of the
deliberate putting oneself on top, and through
recourse to existing supports, pre-existing or new
to the situation: information, landmarks, guides,
other people’s opinions.
4) Dependencies: Neither undetermined nor
overdetermined, taste appears in this commerce
with things, through the tools, equipment, sup-
ports, words that one has available and that one
invents. It depends on everything, which should
show the visitor the comparisons that he or she
makes gradually by advancing through the course,
still incomplete, neither explicit nor systematic,
between very different products that are very dif-
ferent from this point of view (very diverse “equip-
ment”) and according to the modalities extending
from very different supports.

The objective is that the visitor take account on
his or her own of the solutions that he or she will
have adopted en route, simply confronted by
diverse contacts with diverse things guided by
diverse indicators, and that he or she will thereby
become aware, at first in the rarely expressed,
rarely explicit way one does in the moment, the
way the visitor proceeds, in which the choices and
opinions do or do not form in him or her, change
or not, through what he or she does, through sur-
prises, adaptations or procedural revisions that he
or she performs so as to respond to the differences
of the products and modalities.

The eventual repetition of the course of the
exhibition, suggested to those who will want to
repeat it, will help them even more to see the effect
of the experiment itself: I changed my opinion
from one to the other, or I didn’t account for cer-
tain information, or I no longer knew what to
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think even though I had a clear opinion. The idea
is also of offering visitors a tangible result that
shows them what the experience has done to
them. Finally, a live, on-camera interview is pro-
posed to those visitors who really want to say
“how they did” and what it did to them, while the
video tape of these interviews (each day that of the
previous day’s) runs at the exit from the booths.
Of course, the experiment on taste conducted
through the visitor’s passage is real: We will item-
ize the responses and evolutions, according to the
products and the modalities, to show their conver-
gence or lack of it, the formation of a stabilized
taste, or collective, or its dispersion – its destruc-
tion – through the experiment, and compare the
situations and the products.

The key question is definitely the problematic
pre-sence of the object in taste. What place is
accorded or not accorded to the responses of
objects, to their “respondance”? For being
“socially constructed,” the object exists nonethe-
less: It is, on the contrary, more present. We can-
not continue to oscillate indefinitely between lin-
ear interpretations, natural ones (taste comes from
the things themselves) and circular interpretations,
cultural ones (objects are what we make them).
We must call it a draw between the objects and
society, to show how taste comes to things thanks

to their enthusiasts. In this, we fully rejoin pragma-
tism. Pragmatism made us give up the dual world
– things on one side autonomous but inert, things
on the other, pure social signs – so as to enter a
world of mediations and effects, in which the body
that tastes and the taste of the object, the group
that loves it and the range of things they love are
produced together and one by the other.7 The
attachments link all of these heterogeneous ele-
ments, at once determinant and determined, that
carry constraints and make the course of things
rebound.

Everything counts in taste, not as independent
variables added up to guarantee a result but as
overt mediations, each supporting the others so as
to make conditions appear and to respond to
objects. We can dream: and if the sociology of
taste ceased to struggle indefinitely against the
imaginary empire that the objects would warrant
over us? If on the contrary, watching enthusiasts
in action, sociology finally recognized this empire,
so as to better phrase the art of a more intense and
reflexive relationship that – through taste –
human beings know how to install little by little, in
objects, in other people, in their bodies and in
themselves? Taste would really be the central
wager in a politics of things.

Translated from the French by Stuart Kendall
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7 The sociology of taste owes a great deal to the work con-
ducted on the sciences and techniques at CSI, and to what
we have referred to as Actor-Network Theory (ANT).

Geneviève Te il, Antoine Hennion in collaboration w ith Frédéric Vergnaud , Tasting/Testing/Teasing, 2005, interactive installation,
installation views ZKM , © the artists, photos: Franz Wamhof



presentation, drawing, presence. Far from offering the only uni-

versal form of assent, they should rather be considered as a style,

much like modernism itself. No question about it, this modernist

style was beautiful. It offered an extraordinary set of moral, artis-

tic, intellectual and political qualities that have to be carefully re-

viewed before we dare to shift to another aesthetics of reason, to

another style, to the style that would be appropriate to a politics

of things. If it’s obvious that there exist many ways for things to

coexist with humans other than as matters of fact, it’s not yet

clear if the successor styles will have the same appeal and the

same power. To probe this question it’s crucial to evaluate the

many other types of décor, staging and lighting that have benefit-

ed the projects of enlightenment.

Diderot’s Facts 

The Metamorphosis of Anamorphosis 

How to Design Politically 

Brecht’s Many Galileos 

After having compared different types of assemblages and gone

through this surprising assembly of assemblies, the question

should be raised of how we are going to assemble all of them.

Can they all be housed under one big dome? Is there some giant

sphere in which they would all be lined up like so many compart-

ments? Such was certainly the idea behind the very important no-

tion of Reason: There must exist a point of view able to sum up

all points of views, a perspective of all perspectives. However,

this dome, this sphere, this overall assembly now appears as a

specific architecture, a peculiar aesthetics, a certain version of

what it meant, during the heyday of modernism, to assemble the

world as one common world. Viewed retrospectively, notions

like those of matters of fact, of sense data, of empiricism, of posi-

tivism, of objectivity all depended on a certain light, contour,

12 The Political Aesthetic
of Reason

Rocks as Evidence 

No Print, No Public 

Naked Truth, Naked Phryne 

Neurath’s Isotypes 

Allende’s Cybernetic 

 



or no? Their profundity and density, their non-
triviality make them bad candidates for truth-to-
fact. Rocks are, in contrast, the very essence of the
trivial, and therein lies their charm as the proto-
type of facts. No one cares about them one way or
another, and indifference chimes in with the fabled
neutrality of facts. Rocks are also easily distin-
guished from one another, another desideratum
for the ideal fact, which must somehow be chis-
eled out of the continuum of experience. The tex-
ture of facts is granular and discrete like pebbles on
a beach, not smooth and flowing like water. Oth-
erwise, facts wouldn’t be listable. Moreover, rocks
are given, not made. They epitomize discovery, as
opposed to invention, a world that is found rather
than fabricated. The echo of the doctrine of divine
grace, freely given and uncoerced by works, is
faint but discernable here.

As the emblemata of facts, rocks are relative
newcomers. In the seventeenth century, when
facts were young, the prototypical facts were
wonders: two-headed cats, three suns in the sky,
an extraordinary mushroom, ants from Surinam
that marched like soldiers in formation, a man
who slept for three weeks at a stretch, a dog that
could bark out several words, including chocolat.
The earliest scientific journals, such as the Journal
des savants, the Philosophical Transactions and the

aptly titled Miscellanea curiosa, were full of such
strange reports. These were arguably the first sci-
entific facts. But how could there ever have been a
time before facts? Since we moderns equate “the
facts” with the totality of all that exists and hap-
pens, this question sounds like the kind of wild-
eyed skepticism that denies the existence of the
external world. What I mean by a “time before
facts” is, however, nothing so metaphysical. It is
facts as a way of sieving and parsing experience,
rather than experience per se that is at issue here.
There are many kinds of experience, of which facts
are only one: the particulars of Aristotle’s treatises
on animals; the “items” of Pliny’s Natural History;
the trials and tests of the artisanal workshop; the
experiments of the laboratory; the stream of con-
sciousness of introspective psychology. Facts,
defined as “a datum of experience, as distin-
guished from the conclusions that may be based
on it” (Oxford English Dictionary), emerge in sev-
enteenth-century natural history and natural phi-
losophy as a self-consciously new way of organiz-
ing experience. Insofar as possible, experience was
to be broken up into fragments that could be stud-
ied without necessarily connecting them to other
fragments or to any hypothetical interpretation or
explanation.

The cognates for the Latin factum in various
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Facts are notoriously angular, obstinate, brutish
even. It is “ugly facts” that murder “beautiful theo-
ries,” “unpleasant facts” that must be faced up to.
Modern facts are the enemies of airy scientific
speculation, political manipulations and wishful
thinking in general. Unlike data, which can be
cooked or massaged or fudged, facts stalwartly
resist any and all attempts at prettification. They
are what they are. Facts may temporarily turn into
evidence by being enlisted to prove or disprove a
conjecture, but their allegiance is always precari-
ous. They are the mercenary soldiers of proof,
ready to march under the banner of your theory or
mine. Facts are neutral; all sides in a controversy
can appeal to them, and they are loyal to none.
They are also inert, resisting all attempts to bind
them permanently with an interpretation, an infer-
ence or a narrative. This is why facts are typically
set forth as items in a numbered list, each disjoint
from the others. Finally, facts are hard and hard-
hearted. They stand stubborn and snarling against
those who would twist and tweak them; they are
ruthless in puncturing illusions and fantasies, how-
ever dearly held. If modern facts have an incarna-
tion, it is as rocks: hard, jagged, plain rocks – the
kind you might hurl at a window or stub your toe
against. They are the thugs of epistemology.

This is the folklore of modern facts. It is a very
powerful lore, too powerful to be dislodged by
mere counterexample. The most valuable facts
(for example, those of the scientific laboratory or
the courtroom) are nothing like rocks. They are
not lying around waiting to be found, nor are they
clear and distinct objects with sharp outlines. Far
from being obdurate, much less obstructionist,
facts are often faint and flickering. They are the
achievements of subtle investigations that must
painstakingly stabilize evanescent effects or ingen-
iously combine several strands of evidence into a
strong, weight-bearing cord. Above all, as their

etymology suggests (from the Latin facere, to do
or to make, the same root as for manufacture), the
most interesting and useful facts are not given but
made, artifacts in the best sense of the word. Yet
the prototypical fact remains the plain, old, gar-
den-variety rock, not the hard-won scientific
result. Or rather, the latter is assimilated into the
former, as if all scientific and forensic inquiry were
amatter of looking down and picking up whatever
object one had just inadvertently stumbled upon.

So why have rocks become the symbol and the
substance of the modern fact? Although the very
idea of the fact stands opposed to mythology and
fable, facts enjoy their own mythology. This does
not imply that facts are false: It is only the fiercest
of the fact-mongers who would deny the truths of
myth. But these truths are not those of truth-to-
fact. As Rousseau protested in the Rêveries, “The
truth which we owe one another is that which
concerns justice, and it is a profanation of the holy
name of truth to apply it to trivial things of which
the existence is a matter of general indifference
and the knowledge totally useless.”1 There may
be deeper, broader, more momentous truths – the
truths of tragedy, the truths of art, the truths of
cosmology – that cannot be reduced to facts.
Therefore, they cannot be verified or falsified by
simple inspection: Is the cat on the mat or not, yes
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Lorraine Daston
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serviceable for establishing facts as a new form of
experience and in stimulating curiosity to know
more. But an excess of wonder could easily have
the opposite effect. Moreover, in a period blood-
ied by religious strife, all marvels were potentially
susceptible to a sectarian interpretation. Through-
out the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
Roman Catholic and Protestant polemicists had
kept the printing presses busy turning out broad-
sides offering rival interpretations of the same
prodigy: Did a certain monstrous fish resemble a
dissolute Catholic monk or Martin Luther? Too
much or the wrong kind of wonder could put the
neutrality of facts at risk.

This neutrality, however honored in the
breach, was and remains the crux of factuality, as
opposed to other kinds of experience. Facts are
not just any particulars drawn from experience.
Facts came to the fore when a sharp distinction
between particulars and explanations was at issue,
especially in controversies over the correct inter-
pretation of observations and experiments. Not all
particulars qualified as facts: Facts were purified
particulars that could in principle be used to adju-
dicate between rival hypotheses and opinions.
Although facts were meant to provide combatants
in scientific debates with a common point of

departure, the members of the early scientific
academies realized that the establishment of the
facts themselves, as well as their interpretation,
could be a matter of dispute. Isaac Newton tried to
dissuade a critic of his “New Theory about Light
and Colours” from making too many experi-
ments, since there had been considerable difficulty
in reaching agreement about the outcome of the
first and simplest one: “For if it has already cost us
so much trouble to agree upon the matter of fact
in the first and plainest Experiment, and yet we are
not fully agreed; what an endless trouble might it
create for us if we should give our selves up to dis-
pute upon every Argument that occurs, and what
would become of Truth in such a tedious dis-
pute?”4 Yet the difficulty of establishing and puri-
fying facts has not dimmed this dream of a com-
mon reference point. We still hope that our efforts
to do so will be rewarded with a neutral judge:
things as the touchstone of justice. We appeal to
facts when arguments break down; this is why
their neutrality is at once so vehemently insisted
upon and so difficult to attain. Wonder-saturated
facts could not guarantee it. Hence the rise of the
hard-as-rock-fact: pace Rousseau, the trivial and
the commonplace mete out justice in a parliament
of things.
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4 “Mr. Newton’s Answer to the precedent Letter [from
Anthony Lucas], sent to the Publisher,” in: Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 11-12
(1676-1677/1678), pp. 692-698, on p. 703.

European vernaculars (fact, fait, fatto, feit, Tat-
sache) have intertwined but somewhat different
histories. All of them preserve etymologically the
energetic associations of the Latin original, of a
deed or action (especially a notable one, such as a
crime or heroic feat), still fossilized in the legal
expression “after the fact” (ex post facto). In the
scholastic Latin of the thirteenth century, factum
also took on the additional meaning of the results
of an action, of an event. These were not, how-
ever, the associations that seem to have led to the
coining of a new sense for factum and its cognates
in the early modern period. The closest classical
equivalent to facts as they came to be understood
in the seventeenth century and thereafter is not
factum but res. For early modern naturalists, the
locus classicus would have been the preface to
Pliny’s Historia naturalis, in which Pliny boasted of
having distilled his reading of 2,000 volumes by
100 authors into 36 volumes stuffed with 20,000
“things” or items worthy of note. The terminol-
ogy and the distinction between the fact and its
interpretation came from the legal distinction
between de facto (pertaining to the deed or crime
in question) and de jure (pertaining to the laws rel-
evant to the case). It is no accident that Francis
Bacon, a trained jurist and lord chancellor of Eng-
land, was among the first to use the word fact in its
new, natural philosophical sense.

Bacon thought wonders, so long as they were
clearly natural and not supernatural, had a privi-
leged role to play in separating out fact from con-
jecture in the reformed natural philosophy he envi-
sioned. In his Advancement of Learning (1605) and
Novum organum (1620), he recommended that
collections be made of observations of all that was
“new, rare, and unusual”. This “history of mar-
vels” would serve as a repository of counterexam-
ples to premature generalizations based on only a
handful of commonplace instances and as a brake
to the impatient tendency of the human intellect
to leap from the close study of nature to airy
abstractions. Ultimately, Bacon hoped for a scien-
tific explanation that would do justice to both
commonplaces and wonders. But the prior history
of Aristotelian natural philosophy made him wary
of rash generalizations and fanciful conjectures.
The best way to avoid the errors of the ancient
philosophers was to proceed cautiously and mod-

estly. “Matters of fact” were to be scrupulously
separated from “matters of law” – by which Bacon
meant theories, explanations or interpretations.
Wonders were particularly well-suited for this
exercise in caution, since they, by definition, baf-
fled easy explanation. Bacon’s many followers in
the scientific academies founded in the latter half
of the seventeenth century took his advice to
heart. This is why the pages of their journals were
filled with strange facts, in the form of brief reports
specifying where, what, who and when, but usu-
ally leaving “why” unasked and unanswered.
These new-style natural philosophers were well
aware of how starkly their publications contrasted
with the long, systematic treatises of their prede-
cessors. As the 1699Histoire of the Paris Académie
Royale des Sciences confessed to its readers, here
they would find no systems or theories, only
“detached pieces” of knowledge, wrenched apart
by a “kind of violence”. The academicians could
only hope that time would eventually “put
together these scattered members into a regular
body”.2

The characteristic emotion provoked by these
early facts was not indifference but wonder.
Descartes called wonder the first of the passions
and recognized its utility “in making us learn and
hold in memory things we have previously been
ignorant of”. But a delicate balance had to be
struck between this useful wonder (admiration)
and stupefying astonishment (estonnement),
which “makes the whole body remain immobile
like a statue, such that one cannot perceive any
more of the object beyond the first face presented,
and therefore cannot acquire any more particular
knowledge”.3 Hence the naturalist had to learn to
apportion wonder carefully: just enough and not
too much. There was an additional danger in
introducing wonder into natural philosophy, of
which both Descartes and Bacon were keenly
aware: This was a passion that bordered on reli-
gious reverence and awe, which tended to arrest
rather than spur further inquiry into nature. Nat-
ural marvels and the wonder they evoked were
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2 Bernard de Fontenelle, Histoire du renouvellement de l’A-
cadémie Royale des Sciences en M.DC.XCIX. et les éloges his-
toriques de tous les Académiciens mort depuis ce renouvelle-
ment, Pierre de Coup, Amsterdam, 1709, pp. 25f. (trans. the
author).

3 René Descartes, Passions de l’âme [1649], in: Oeuvres de
Descartes, Charles Adam, Paul Tannery (eds), 12 vols.,
Léopold Cerf, Paris, 1897-1910, vol. 11, Arts. lxxiii-lxxv,
pp. 118f. (trans. the author).



685

H
a
r
d
F
a
c
t
s

D
a
s
t
o
n

684

Rosamond Purce ll, reconstruction of the museum of O le Worm , Copenhagen, 1655, orig inally comm issioned 
by the Santa Monica Museum of Art, as part of the exhibition Two Rooms, 2003, photo  © Dennis W. Purce ll



P
a
i
n
t
/
P
r
i
n
t
/
P
u
b
l
i
c

P
o
n

Goethe was already well-acquainted with
Raphael’s paintings in the Vatican Palace long
before he saw them in person on November 7,
1786. That first experience of the frescoes in the
Stanze was, as he put it, one of unvollkommen
Vergnügen, for Goethe was part of a community of
viewers far from Rome who had been conditioned
to see these and other paintings through the crisp
linear mode of the printed image.2 For these view-
ers, the first encounter with the frescoes in situ
was understandably akin to studying a revered
classic text in an illegible handmade form. At times
badly lit, damaged or dirty, the paintings them-
selves appeared to lack the pictorial clarity prom-
ised by the printed versions of the pictures. As
Goethe noted, “one’s enjoyment is complete only
after everything has been gradually inspected and
properly studied,” and the extent of his disap-
pointment demonstrates how deeply his expecta-
tions had been conditioned by prints. Further-
more, the printed versions remained the public
image of these pictures for those many viewers
unable or unwilling to undertake the gradual
inspection of the frescoes prescribed by Goethe.

In a sense, the printed image was always the
public one. In this essay, I want to explore how
one print, an engraving by Marcantonio Rai-
mondi, publicized one of Raphael’s paintings in
the Vatican’s Stanza della Segnatura in the six-
teenth century.3 Marcantonio’s print of the Par-
nassus first mobilized Raphael’s fresco of that sub-
ject for consumption by geographically dispersed
individuals; having interpellated these viewers, the
engraving coalesced them into a cultivated public
that placed Raphael at the heart of a cultural canon

of artists. Like the scientist’s “immutable mobile”
that persuades her peers to entertain her experi-
ment’s claims, Marcantonio’s Parnassus was a
portable, comparatively inexpensive, “exactly
repeatable pictorial statement” that allowed
Raphael’s authorship of the picture to be publicly
asserted and accepted. As a result, Marcantonio’s
engraving both made Raphael’s painting public
and made a public for the painting.4
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* I should like to thank Joseph Leo Koerner, Graham Larkin
and Stephan Wolohojian for the stimulating discussions
over the years that have enriched this and other projects.

1 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Italian Journey, trans. Robert
R. Heitner, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ, 1989,
p. 109 (“Die Logen von Raffael und die großen Gemälde der
‘Schule von Athen’ etc. hab’ ich nur erst einmal gesehen,
und da ist’s, als wenn man den Homer aus einer zum Teil
verloschenen, beschädigten Handschrift heraus studieren
sollte. Das Vergnügen des ersten Eindrucks ist unvollkom-
men, nur wenn man nach und nach alles recht durchgesehn
und studiert hat, wird der Genuß ganz.”)

2 See Elizabeth Broun, “The Portable Raphael,” in: The
Engravings of Marcantonio Raimondi, Innis Shoemaker,
Elizabeth Broun, exhib. cat., Spencer Museum of Art,
Lawrence, KS, 1981, pp. 20-46; Rainer Michael Mason,
Mauro Natale, Raphael et la seconde main, exhib. cat., Cabi-
net des estampes and Musée d’Art et d’Histoire, Geneva,
1984; Grazia Bernini Pezzini et al., Raphael Invenit: Stampe
da Raffaello nella collezioni dell’Istituto Nazionale per la
Grafica, exhib. cat., Istituto Nazionale per la Grafica, Rome,
1984; Corinna Höper et al., Raffael und die Folgen: Das
Kunstwerk in Zeitaltern seiner graphischen Reproduzier-
barkeit, exhib. cat., Graphische Sammlung Staatsgalerie
Stuttgart, Hatje Cantz, Ostfildern-Ruit, 2001.

3 Adam von Bartsch, Le peintre-graveur, Degen, Vienna, 1803-
1821, vol. XIV, p. 200, no. 247. See also Shoemaker, Broun,
op. cit., pp. 155f., no. 48 a and b.

4 For interpellation of subjects, see Louis Althusser, Essays on
Ideology, London, Verso, 1984, pp. 48f. For immutable
mobiles, see Bruno Latour, “Drawing Things Together,” in:
Representation in Scientific Practice, Michael Lynch, Steve
Woolgar (eds), The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1988, pp.
19-68. For exactly repeatable pictorial statements, see
William Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication, Harvard

Raimondi after Raphae l, Parnassus, c . 1517, copper engraving , 35.8 x 47.5 cm , A lbertina, Vienna, 
photo © A lbertina Vienna

Paint/Print/Public*
Lisa Pon

Just now, at last, I have seen Raphael’s loggias and the great paintings, The School of Athens
and the rest, and it is like studying Homer in a partly obliterated, damaged manuscript. The
first impression is not altogether pleasant […]

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe1

Raphae l, Parnassus, 1511, fresco, 8.4 m w ide , Vatican Museums, Vatican C ity, photo © Vatican Museums
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The Public Claim

Like the Vatican fresco, completed by 1511, Mar-
cantonio’s engraving of around 1517 shows the
central seated figure of Apollo surrounded by nine
muses and in the midst of a gathering of poets. Yet
there are some significant changes in the composi-
tion between print and painting. Various figures
are added, changed or dropped, including, for
example, the central figure of Apollo, who plays a
hand-plucked lyre in the print and a bowed lira da
braccio in the painting. Furthermore, while the
engraving alludes to the architectural setting for
the fresco by depicting a window embrasure cut-
ting into the pictorial field, the top of the print
eschews any indication of the ceiling’s arch that
frames the painting. The top of the printed com-
position is squared off, filling the corners of the
rectangular field.

Even more radical differences between print
and painting, in fact, allowed the engraving to
enter the traffic in images. The difference in scale
between the print (357 millimeters by 471 millime-
ters) in an impression now at the Cleveland
Museum of Art and the wall-sized fresco (almost 8
1/2 meters wide) gave the former its portability.5

In addition, the engraving’s vocabulary of black
strokes on unmarked paper, so unlike the paint-
ing’s delicate color harmonies (revealed again in
the restoration of the mid-1990s), was possible to
achieve in multiple impressions using the printing
press.

The portability and multiple production of
print, so different from the immobility and singu-
larity of a fresco, allowed Marcantonio’s engraved
Parnassus and other printed images to enjoy large
audiences across a broad geographical range.6

Giorgio Vasari, writing in the 1560s, specifi-
cally noted that printmakers gave “the means of
seeing the various inventions and manners of the
painters to those who are not able to go to the
places where the principal works are, and convey-
ing to the ultramontanes a knowledge of many 
things that they did not know”.7 Distinguished
examples of such oltramontani include Dürer,
who in 1520 exchanged his own prints for those
after Raphael; Rembrandt, who according to an
inventory of 1656 owned numerous Italian prints;
and Goethe, who studied prints related to Italian
works before (as well as after) his first trip over the

Alps in 1786.8 South of the Alps, too, Marcantonio
Raimondi’s 1517 engraving was already by the late
sixteenth century avidly collected and seen by
many.9

The claim made to these various viewers was
not that the print exactly reproduced the painting
in all its visual or phenomenological details.
Rather, the engraving asserts that the picture had
been made by Raphael. As the inscription on the
cartellino across the depicted window states,
RAPHAE L  P I N X IT I N VAT ICAN O : “Raphael
depicted [this] in the Vatican.” The inscription
spells out Raphael’s role in the making of Parnas-
sus, while Marcantonio’s work on the engraving
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remains encoded in his three-letter MAF mono-
gram, discreetly placed under Raphael’s explicit
assertion of authorship.

A Pictorial Response

One sixteenth-century Italian viewer of Marcan-
tonio’s Parnassus, Giulio Sanuto, accepted the
claim it carried and responded to its image in his
own engraving of 1562, Marsyas and Apollo.10 In
the background of the central sheet of this ambi-
tious printed triptych, Sanuto not only inserted
the nine muses from Marcantonio’s engraving, but
added the inscription EX PAR NAS I  RAPHAE L I S

P ICTVRA ,  VT VACVVM  H O C  IMP LE R ETVR

(“From Raphael’s picture of Parnassus, in order to
fill this empty space”). This inscription is remark-
able not only in its explicit reference to the Parnas-
sus but also in its description of the space in
Sanuto’s print taken up by the figures of the muses
as a “vacuum”.11

In fact, Sanuto’s engraving is composed by
visual bricolage, bringing together images from a
number of sources beyond the Parnassus. All three
sheets of the engraving take figures from a paint-
ing of Marsyas and Apollo.12 At the right side of
the painting, generally believed to be the one by
Correggio now in the Hermitage, Athena and
King Midas judge the musical contest between
Apollo and Marsyas, who hubristically thought
himself as fine a musician as the god. The central
scene depicts Marsyas’ terrible punishment for
losing the contest, to be flayed alive by the winner,
Apollo. In the background at far left, Athena
watches while Apollo applies an ass’ ears to
Midas’ head, in retribution for the king’s judgment
that Marsyas’ music was better. In the foreground
at the left, Midas’ barber whispers the king’s
shameful secret into the ground, but the reeds
growing behind him disclose the existence of
Midas’s ass ears to the wind.

These figures are all repeated in Sanuto’s
engraving, and other features or – as the inscrip-
tion on the right-hand sheet states – adornamenti,
are added. This sheet accommodates the four fig-
ures of the musical contest, centering on Marsyas
blowing his instrument with chin raised, elbows
spread and cheeks puffed. A number of new ele-
ments appear on this sheet. A luxuriant tree rises
up from behind Apollo’s left shoulder, its single

bare branch stretching off the sheet and onto the
adjacent one. Carefully described plants, most
leaves positioned parallel to the picture plane to
allow full visual inspection, form a frieze at the
sheet’s bottom edge. Inscribed on Athena’s ban-
ner above King Midas’ head is a lengthy dedica-
tion to Alfonso d’Este, fifth Duke of Ferrara, con-
trasting his fine artistic taste with Midas’ flawed
judgment.

Like the left side of the painted composition,
the leftmost sheet of Sanuto’s engraving shows
Midas’ punishment before Athena, the attachment
of the ass’ ears by Apollo, and also Midas’ barber,
stretched out on the ground with left knee bent to
divulge the king’s secret. Here, too, there are a
number of additions to the print. Above the heads
of Athena and Apollo, Sanuto placed a Titian-
esque clump of trees; behind the rising reeds that
spread the news of Midas’ ears, a view of Venice’s
Piazza San Marco. Framed by the barber’s right
thumb and forefinger, an inscription declares that
this story of Apollo and Marsyas was taken EX

CLAR I S S .  P ICTOR I S  AN TO N I I  DE  COR R EG IO

P ICTVRA (“from the picture of the famous painter
Antonio Correggio”).13

The painting’s triangular arrangement of fig-
ures – rising from the whispering barber at far left,
through Apollo’s curved back in the central scene
of Marsyas’ flaying, to the large seated figures of
the musical contest at right – is in Sanuto’s engrav-
ing elongated, and echoed by a second diagonal
stretching to the grouped muses of Parnassus from
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University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1953. On prints and their
publics generally, see also Joseph Leo Koerner, “Albrecht
Dürer: A Sixteenth-Century Influenza,” in: Albrecht Dürer
and his Legacy: The Graphic Work of a Renaissance Artist,
Giulia Bartrum, Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ,
2002, pp. 18-38; Lisa Pon, Raphael, Dürer, and Marcantonio
Raimondi: Copying and the Italian Renaissance Print, Yale
University Press, New Haven and London, 2004, pp. 1-21;
Michael Bury, The Print in Italy, 1550-1620, The British
Museum Press, London, 2001, pp.47-67; Evelyn Lincoln,
The Invention of the Italian Renaissance Printmaker, Yale
University Press, New Haven and London, 2000, pp. 1-15;
David Landau, Peter Parshall, The Renaissance Print, 1470-
1550, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 1994,
pp. 91-102, 219-231; Henri Zerner (ed.), Le stampe e la diffu-
sione delle immagini e degli stili, Atti del XXIV Congresso del
Comitié International d’Histoire de l’Art, vol. 8, Cooperativa
Libraria Universitaria Editrice, Bologna, 1983, pp. 1-6.

5 Shoemaker, Broun, op. cit., p. 155. John Shearman gives the
width of the fresco as 8.4 meters (Raphael in the Early Mod-
ern Sources, Yale University Press, New Haven and London,
2003, p. 173). 

6 I have argued elsewhere that these characteristics of early
modern prints allowed them to function as both what
Roland Barthes called “works” and what he called “texts”
(Pon, op. cit.).

7 Vasari was undertaking a large-scale revision and amplifica-
tion of his “Life of Marcantonio Bolognese and Other
Engravers of Prints,” in which this passage appears, in 1564.
Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects,
trans. Gaston du C. de Vere, with Introduction and Notes
by David Ekserdjian, Everyman’s Library, Alfred A. Knopf,
New York, 1996, vol. II, p. 94; Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de’
piu eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori nelle redazioni del
1550 e 1568, Rosanna Bettarini, Paola Barocchi (eds), Sansoni,
Florence, 1966-, vol. V, p. 19 (“…dato commodità di vedere
le diverse invenzioni e maniere de’pittori a coloro che non
possono andare in que’ luoghi dove sono l’opere principali,
e fatto avere cognizione agli oltramontani di molte cose che
non sapevano.”)

8 See Hans Rupprich, Dürer: Schriftlicher Nachlass, Deutscher
Verein für Kunstwissenschaft, Berlin, 1956, vol. I, p. 158;
Kenneth Clark, Rembrandt and the Italian Renaissance, Mur-
ray, London, 1966, pp. 193-209; Goethe, op. cit., and also
pp. 286ff.

9 Michael Bury, “The Taste for Prints in Italy to c. 1600,” in:
Print Quarterly, 2, 1985, pp. 12-26.

10 Michael Bury, Giulio Sanuto: A Venetian Engraver of the Six-
teenth Century, exhib. cat., National Gallery of Scotland,
Edinburgh, 1990, pp. 12-16, 44, cat. no. 5. See also Jeremy
Wood, “Cannibalized Prints and Early Art History: Vasari,
Bellori and Fréart de Chambray on Raphael,” in: Journal of
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 51, 1988, pp. 210-220;
Höper, op. cit., pp. 65f., 383.

11 As Michael Bury keenly observed, Sanuto’s division of the
painted composition into three large sections each corre-
sponding to a single engraved copper plate opened the gap,
hoc vacuum, filled by the addition of the muses from Mar-
cantonio’s printed Parnassus (Bury, 1990, op. cit., p. 15).

12 The painting is generally taken to be the one now attributed
to Bronzino in the Hermitage, though John Spike has
recently put forth a painting, also attributed to Bronzino, in
a New York private collection. Tatyana Kustodieva, The
Hermitage Catalogue of Western Painting: Italian Painting,
Thirteenth to Sixteenth Centuries, Giunti, Florence, 1994, pp.
116f., no. 55. John Spike, La favola di Apollo e Marsia di
Agnolo Bronzino, Edizioni Polistampa, Florence, 2000; John
Spike, “L’Apollo e Marsia del Bronzino,” in: FMR, 109, 1995,
pp. 14-24.

13 All the inscriptions on Sanuto’s engraving are published in
Bury, 1990, op. cit., p. 44.
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the scene of Midas’ ass ears being attached. The
added landscapes and townscapes match from
plate to plate, joining the figural scenes in a single
continuous view. Yet the three plates allowed not
only a larger scale for the printed composite but
also the possibility of distribution of individual
sheets, each bearing a major figural group marked
by an inscription.

What is notable is that all of the figures in
Sanuto’s engraving are attributed to specific
painters’ pictures by explicit inscriptions; the
botanical studies, landscapes and city views also
included in Sanuto’s print are not.14 Furthermore,
Sanuto’s inscriptions held longstanding power in
asserting authorship by the named artists. The
force of Sanuto’s printed inscriptions was such
that an attribution to Correggio of the Hermitage
painting, Marsyas and Apollo, was officially made
in 1909 and reiterated as late as 1957.15 For our
purposes here, it is even more notable that Sanuto
declares the figures from Marcantonio’s print to
be “from Raphael’s picture of Parnassus” (EX PAR-

NAS I  RAPHAELI S  P ICTVRA ).
There is no question that Sanuto had taken the

figures from Marcantonio’s engraved Parnassus,
not Raphael’s painted one: In both Marcantonio’s
and Sanuto’s prints, the seated muse in the group-
ing at our right holds pan pipes, rather than the
elaborate lyre in the hands of Raphael’s painted
figure; in both prints, a lyre is held by the standing
muse at the extreme right, rather than the mask
jointly held by two muses in the Vatican fresco.16

In other words, by making a fixed image of Parnas-
sus available to many dispersed individuals, Mar-
cantonio’s engraving publicized the painting,
thereby generating a community of viewers who
accepted the incidental details of the print, and –
more important – the claim that the picture was
Raphael’s. Sanuto, a member of this communal
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14 In a related phenomenon, figural groups tend to be copied
without their original landscape backgrounds in contempo-
raneous prints. See Michael Bury, “On Some Engravings by
Giorgio Ghisi Commonly Called ‘Reproductive’,” in: Print
Quarterly, 10, 1993, pp. 4-11.

15 Andrei Somof catalogued the painting as Correggio
(Ermitage Imperial Catalogue de la Galerie des Tableaux. Pre-
mière Partie. Les Ecoles d’Italie et d’Espagne, Babkina, St.
Petersburg, 1909, no. 82a). Arthur Ewart Popham supported
the attribution in Correggio’s Drawings, The British Acad-
emy by Oxford University Press, London, 1957, pp. 21-27.

16 Giovanni Reale identifies the painted figure with lyre as
Terpsichore, and the two holding the mask as Melpomene
and Polyhymnia (Giovanni Reale, Raffaello: Il Parnaso, Rus-
coni Libri, Santarcangelo di Romagna, 1999, p. 47ff.).690

G iulio Sanuto, M arsyas and Apollo, 1562, engraving , 54 x 13.2 cm , A lbertina, Vienna, photo © A lbertina Vienna

Ange lo Bronzino, The F laying of M arsias, 1531-1532, oil on canvas, 48 x 119 cm , The State Herm itage Museum , St. Petersburg ,
photo © The State Herm itage Museum , St. Petersburg
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for sixteenth-century viewers (if not for those in
the eighteenth century) to conflate the two, since
Marcantonio’s engraving fundamentally inhabited
the public’s visual image of the Parnassus in the
Stanza della Segnatura. Furthermore, Marcanto-
nio’s engraved Parnassus was combined with other
sources to be transformed into Vasari’s canonical
sixteenth-century verbal description of the work.

Both Vasari’s text and Sanuto’s engraving,
then, are examples of cases in which sixteenth
century viewers accepted Marcantonio Rai-
mondi’s print as the public image of the painting in
the Stanza della Segnatura. Following the print’s
inscription RAPHAE L P I N X IT I N VAT ICAN O ,
both Vasari and Sanuto declared the image of Par-
nassus made public by the print as Raphael’s.
Regardless of the fact that the painted Parnassus
had been commissioned by Pope Julius II (as put
forth in inscriptions in the Stanza della Segnatura
itself) or given its program by papal librarian Tom-
maso Inghirami (as has been recently argued by
Christiane Joost-Gaugier20); regardless of the fact
that Raphael certainly neither painted the entire
fresco alone nor laid hand on the copper plate
engraved and printed by Marcantonio Raimondi,
Raphael was credited as author of the Parnassus.

Even more, Raphael’s authorship of the Parnas-
sus was in fact effected, not through the fresco, but
through Marcantonio’s engraving. It was on this
new, printed Parnassus that Raphael’s name

appeared, signaling his active role in its produc-
tion, and by extension in the one painted in Vati-
cano as well. Unlike Mantegna in the Camera
Picta, Raphael did not sign his work in the Stanza
della Segnatura, on which only Julius I I’s name
appears. Though shortly after Raphael’s death,
this room would be one of those called le stançie
de Rafaello, the painter himself never signed his
name there. Raphael’s authorial signature for the
Parnassus appears only in print. And the print’s
sixteenth-century viewers, exemplified by Vasari
and Sanuto, were mobilized to form a public cred-
iting Raphael with both the painted and printed
Parnassus. The representative publicity surround-
ing the pope’s fresco, played out entirely within
the confines of the papal palace and focused on
the figure of Julius II, gave way to a broader public,
both within and beyond the court. That new pub-
lic, brought together by print, established
Raphael’s place in the history of sixteenth-century
art.
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through personal access to the Stanza della Segnatura, medi-
ated by his Medici connections, or through the work of fel-
low Aretine Guglielmo Marcillat. See Patricia Rubin, Gior-
gio Vasari: Art and History, Yale University Press, New
Haven and London, 1995, pp. 361f. For an instance of Mar-
cillat’s work aiding Vasari’s description of a Vatican fresco,
see Tom Henry, “Letter to the Editor,” in: Burlington Maga-
zine, 1990, pp. 571f.

20 Christiane Joost-Gaugier, Raphael’s Stanza della Segnatura:
Meaning and Invention, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, 2002.

public, also amplified that claim through his
printed response, the engraved Marsyas and
Apollo.

A Textual Response

If Sanuto had responded to Marcantonio’s printed
Parnassus in the form of another printed image,
Giorgio Vasari responded through a printed text.
Vasari relied on Marcantonio’s engraving for his
description of Parnassus, published in his 1568 edi-
tion of the Lives of the Artists:

“On the wall towards the Belvedere, where
there are Mount Parnassus and the Fount of Heli-
con, [Raphael] made round that mount a laurel
wood of darkest shadows, in the verdure of which
one almost sees the leaves trembling in the gentle
zephyrs; and in the air are vast numbers of naked
Loves, most beautiful in feature and expression,
who are plucking branches of laurel and with them
making garlands, which they throw and scatter
about the mount. Over the whole, in truth, there
seems to breathe a spirit of divinity, so beautiful
are the figures, and such the nobility of the picture,
which makes whoever studies it with attention
marvel how a human brain, by the imperfect
means of mere colors, and by the excellence of
draftsmanship, could make painted things appear
alive […]”17

Two and a half centuries after Vasari wrote this

passage, Jonathan Richardson blasted it in 1722 as
another “Instance of Vasari’s Carelessness,” point-
ing out differences between the fresco and the
print: “Instead of this sweet, shady Grove, there
are only three little Tufts of Trees, one on each
Side and the other in the Middle, widely detatch’d,
and not one Boy in the Picture; in [Marcantonio’s]
Print indeed there are Five.”18

Yet as Jeremy Wood has astutely noted, Vasari’s
detailed listing of poets who are included in the
fresco but not the print indicates that he clearly
had knowledge of the painted Parnassus.19 Far
from carelessly confusing the painted and printed
Parnassus as Richardson charged, it was possible
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17 Vasari, trans. de Vere, op. cit., vol. I, p. 720. Vasari, Bettarini
and Barochhi (eds), op. cit., vol. IV, p. 170 (“Nella facciata
dunque di verso Belvedere, dove e il monte Parnaso et il
fonte di Elicona, fece intorno a quel monte una selva
ombrosissima di lauri, ne’ quali si conosce per la loro
verdezza quasi il tremolare delle foglie per l’aure dolcissime,
e nella aria una infinità di Amori ignudi con bellissime arie di
viso, che colgono rami di lauro e ne fanno ghirlande, e
quelle spargano e gettano per il monte; nel quale pare che
spiri veramente un fiato di divinità nella bellezza delle figure
e da la nobilita di quella pittura, la quale fa maravigliare, chi
intentissimamente la considera, come possa ingegno
umano, con l’imperfezzione di semplici colori, ridurre con
l’eccellenzia del disegno le cose di pittura a parere vive…”)

18 An account of some of the statues, bas-reliefs, drawings and
pictures in Italy, &c. with remarks. By Mr. Richardson, Sen.
and Jun., Printed for J. Knapton at the Crown in St. Paul’s
Church-Yard, London, 1722, p. 220.

19 For example, Vasari includes Sappho in his listing of poets;
she is not present in the engraving. See Jeremy Wood, op.
cit., p. 211. Vasari may have known the Parnassus fresco

A lbrecht Dürer, The Great Triumphal Car, 1518, woodcut, 45 x 230 cm , A lbertina, Vienna, © A lbertina Vienna
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with tearing off her clothes”. The scene is in the
courtroom, one of the places in which rhetoric
was born. Phryne is a classical exemplum. She
serves, in schools, to show what an “appeal to
pity” means, as in the case of the old Aquilus,
whom Anthony gets acquitted by ripping off his
tunic to reveal the scars of a torso manifestly
devoted to his country, or that of tiny children in
tears produced by their father Servius Galba at the
moment of his peroration.

But it is a difficult exemplum to handle, since it
manifests the victory of seeing, of sight and spec-
tacle over words:

“And for Phryne, it is not the plea for defense by
Hyperides, however admirable, that saves her
from danger. Rather, it is the vision of her body
[conspectu corporis – conspectus, “view, looking,
apparition, presence”], moreover the most splen-
did [speciosissimum alioqui – speciosus, “good-
looking, outwardly brilliant,” of species, “view,
looking, aspect, luster, phantom, idea, type,
species,” and specio, “looking,” the same etymon
as conspectus], the nakedness of which she uncov-
ers by removing her tunic.”5

The visual shock of Phryne’s body is more con-

vincing than words. Quintilian uses it to prove
that the true purpose of rhetoric is not to “per-
suade” but to “say well,” bene dicere; since there
are other more effective means of persuading: the
naked evidence of Phryne. The exemplum of the
pitiable would not ultimately exemplify anything
but the defeat of rhetorical art. As the skeptic says:
“Her beauty has more power of persuasion than
the rhetoric of her lawyer.”6

And yet, is it really so clear that with the Phryne
case, the eyes have purely and simply relayed
words, and that the evidence of sensation has for-
ever gained the upper hand over the power of
speech?

Of course it is not. For we are in a treatise of
rhetoric as regards the place of enunciation and in
a courthouse as far as the place of the enunciated
is concerned. It is thus only from within rhetoric
that the Phryne case will have displayed the pow-
erlessness of rhetoric.

There are many ways of signaling that art is still
winning, and that the sensitive evidence is here,
farthest from ontology and from phenomenology.
In short, farthest from what is called philosophy,
nothing other than a fabrication, a construction of
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5 Quintilian, Institutio oratoria, II, 15, 9.
6 Sextus Empiricus, Adversus Mathematicos, II, 4.

Clearly, our taste for kitsch and for the salacious
leads to Dalí,1 when speaking of those earlier mas-
ters of frigid but erotic neoclassicism. But we
know Zola was right, aesthetically and politically,
when he railed against Jean-Léon Gérôme (profes-
sor at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and Membre de
l’Institut, married to the daughter of the art pub-
lisher Goupil and the painter who prevented the
president of France, Emile Loubet, from entering
the Impressionists’ room at the 1900 Paris Univer-
sal Exposition. “Do not stop, Monsieur le Prési-
dent,” said the archconservative, “the dishonor of
French art is here.”) and when he poked fun at
Gérôme’s cloaking of a “dainty nude figure in
caramel, eyed greedily by old men; the caramel
saved appearances.”2

Zola, as a lover of “salons,” centuries after
Philostratus and his Imagines3 rediscovered the
practice of ekphrasis, the description of paintings
dear to the second sophists and to Greek fiction.
Words paint, in an imitation of order, the forms
and colors that are themselves on the canvas
instead of and in place of things, and which, like
these things, are often in their turn only fables,
mythical figures or classic ideals: Narcissus, The
Satyrs for Philostratus, The Arab and his Steed,
Phryne Before her Judges for Gérôme. The descrip-
tion leads eventually from word to word. Obvi-
ously, the moderns are incurably more realistic,
for there can be no doubt that they have seen the
paintings, and hence that these paintings exist,
whereas Philostratus describes a gallery and paint-
ings that very probably did not exist at all, at least
not before he had created them in his words.

Here then is Phryne’s ekphrasis before the Are-
opagus, which a reproduction puts at the same
time before your eyes: 

“Painting, thus envisaged, becomes a sort of
cabinet-making. I picture M. Gérôme wishing to
do a painting, his Phryne Before the Court, for

example. He begins by reconstructing the cham-
ber in which the courtesan was judged, in itself no
mean task; he has to consult the ancients and get
the opinion of an architect. Once the chamber is
built, the subject must be set – and it is here that
the public’s attention has to be grabbed. First of
all, the artist will choose his historical coup de
théâtre, the moment at which the lawyer, to
defend Phryne, contents himself with tearing off
her clothes. This woman’s body, nicely posed, will
look well in the middle of the picture. But that is
not enough, her nudity must be somehow accen-
tuated by giving the hetaera a twist of modesty,
the gesture of a humble modern mistress surprised
while taking off her chemise.

And still that is not enough; success would be
crowned if the artist could succeed in eliciting on
the judges’ faces the varied expressions of admira-
tion, astonishment and concupiscence. These
rows of old faces lit up by desire will be the sea-
soning of the stew, the spices that will whet even
the most jaded appetite. After that, the work will
fetch 50,000 or 60,000 francs, and reproductions
of it will inundate Paris and the provinces and
bring in an income to its creator and to the pub-
lisher. 

When M. Gérôme has added the final brush
stroke to a canvas, he undoubtedly says to himself:
‘I have done a painting.’”4

Aside from this account of painting and criti-
cisms of bourgeois customs, there remains the
fecund moment captured by the painting, “when
the lawyer, to defend Phryne, contents himself
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1 Salvador Dalí, Manifeste en hommage à Meissonnier, Hotel
Meurice, Paris, 1967.

2 “Lettres de Paris, Deux expositions d’art en mai,” in: Le
Messager de l’Europe, June 1876 (trans. Rodney Stringer).

3 Philostrate, Les images ou tableaux de platte-peinture, trans.
Blaise de Vigenère [1578], Françoise Graziani (ed.), Cham-
pion, Paris, 1995; for a more recent French translation see
Philostrate, La Galerie de tableaux, trans. Auguste Bougot,
François Lissarague (ed.), Les Belles Lettres, Paris, 1991.

4 “Nos peintres au Champ de Mars,” in: La situation, July 1,
1867 (trans. Rodney Stringer). 

The Evidence of Phryne,
or Phryne Stripped Bare 
by Rhetoric Even
Barbara Cassin

Jean-Léon Gérôme , Phryne before the Tribunal, 1861, oil on canvas, 80 x 128 cm , Hamburger Kunsthalle / 1910, © Hamburger
Kunsthalle , photo: E lke Walford
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fabricating things that are more things than things,
and “truer”. Making the invisible visible is quite
simply the power of the logos itself: “Speech is a
great sovereign which, by means of the smallest
and most unapparent of bodies, perfects the most
divine acts.”15

But then, what of Phryne and Aphrodite? Pre-
cisely, Phryne serves as the model for Aphrodite.

One remembers Titian’s Sacred and Profane
Love. Panofsky shows that, contrary to what is
sometimes imagined, profane love is the woman
dressed, adorned with clothes, whereas the naked
woman incarnates sacred love, the celestial and
intelligible Venus. And he points out on that occa-
sion that Praxiteles had, according to Pliny,
sculpted two Aphrodites, one dressed, the other
nude. The nude version, refused by the inhabitants
of Kos, was bought by the people of Cnidos, bet-
ter advised, who thereby gained everlasting fame
for their island.16 The Aphrodite of Cnidos is the
one about whom we know through Athena, the
impassioned dedication, the “strained eyes”.
Athena explains that “Phryne was more beautiful
in what could not be seen of her [en tois mê ble-

pomenois]: which is precisely why it was not easy
to see her naked,” not even at the baths, nor even
at Eleusis, at the festival in honor of Poseidon.
Phryne the hetaera is first of all not naked. She is
first of all dressed, enveloped in a tunic “that clings
to her flesh,”17 more nude than nude. The nudity
of Phryne is not immediate, it has nothing natural
about it: Once again, Phryne is naked because she
is undressed, stripped bare. The rhetorical gesture
and the fruitful pictorial moment are essentially
what describe her. 

It may thus be deduced, I think, that it is pro-
fane Love that serves as a model for sacred Love.
Phryne the hetaera has neither the nudity of
Aphrodite nor of Truth. It is rather Aphrodite or
Truth that are naked like Phryne. It all happens as
if there were no other model but the one stripped
bare, to arouse thought and to make the nude, no
other model than the human to arouse thought
and to make divinity, and as if we therefore had to
invent “from”. In short, the truth of art is that
nature always comes second to us, that our nature
as animals endowed with logos is culture.

Translated from the French by Rodney Stringer
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15 Gorgias, L’Eloge d’Hélène, 8, 82 B 11 D.K. (trans. Barbara
Cassin); quoted in Barbara Cassin, L’Effet sophistique,
Gallimard, Paris, 1995, p. 144.

16 Erwin Panofsky, Essais d’iconologie: Thèmes humanistes
dans l’art de la Renaissance, trans. Claude Herbette, Bernard
Teyssèdre, Gallimard, Paris, 1967, chap. 5, pp. 223-233, who
quotes Pliny, Naturalis historia, XXXVI, 20.

17 Deipnosophists, XIII, 590 F.

rhetoric.7 The clearest is this: that Phryne is not
bare, she is bared. Phryne is not Truth, nuda
Veritas, which issues forth in the simplest way.
Phryne is not Aphrodite either, rising out of the
spermatic wave, dressed in her hair and her hand
cupped like a shell, even though, it is true, she
serves as a model for the Aphrodite of Apelles, and
for the still more famous one by Praxiteles, who
dedicated it to her passionately, with “eyes strain-
ing” (atenizomenos).8 She, Phryne the courtesan, is
stripped bare, be it by her lawyer-lover, or, if other
versions are to be believed such as Quintilian’s, of
her own accord. In any case, she has to strip bare
at the right moment, in kairôi, with the greatest
sense of improvisation, in this peak of rhetoric.9

The Phryne case is a case of extreme rhetoric,
since far from submitting to the evidence, it is the
case itself that produces, activates and turns it to
its own advantage. In the rhetorical scene, nature
is the most difficult device to obtain. But when it is
obtained, it is irresistible. After Phryne’s acquittal,
a decree will therefore be issued, says Athena,
“forbidding orators to rely on pity [oiktizesthai]
and the accused man or woman to be looked at
[blepomenon] while being judged”10 – a simulta-
neous process of pathos and of evidence. It orders
nature, decidedly second, how to behave – wit-
ness our lecherous old men!

Let us return to the relationship between the
human and the divine, human beauty and divine
beauty. Athena uses the verb deisidaimonêsai, “to
fear the divine,” which is generally translated as
“to inspire a superstitious fear,” to describe what
the judges feel when confronted with the naked
Phryne, whom they suddenly perceive as an inter-
preter [hupophêtis] and attendant [dzakoros] to
Aphrodite.11

A Platonist will say, though surprised that the
subject is a woman, that beauty is the sensitive
mark of goodness (the crasis, the word-case,
kaloskagathos, “well-and-good,” in witness of
Homer): The pedagogy of Diotima in the Banquet
is an invitation to switch from a beautiful body 
to all beautiful bodies, and from all beautiful bod-
ies to the very idea of Beauty and then, dialec-
tically via the Republic, to the supreme idea 
of Good. Phryne’s evidence is that of a divinity
shining through a human form. Besides, the word
evidentia itself was fabricated by Cicero to render

the Greek enargeia,12 which terminologically in
Homer indicates the manner in which a god
makes himself visible. Enargês marks, with regard
to a god, a dream, the impact of the invisible, the
visibility of the invisible. It is what, in Chantraine’s
Etymological Dictionary, confirms the possible
etymology of enargeia as argos, which designates
the dazzling whiteness, the brilliant whiteness of
lightning and at the same time its speed and fulgu-
ration, so that it is hard to say when the boars, the
horses, the snakes and the dogs (especially the
dogs: Argos is the name of Ulysses’ dog) are called
argoi if they are quick or if they are bright, with
regard to their eyes or to their hooves.13 There is
something here that resembles a rendering of visi-
bility, a procedure of appearance. It is the gleam
emitted by Phryne’s nakedness, the radiance of her
elbow, her breast, the angle of her hip, her mons
Veneris – her feet, even – that would suggest
divinity.

Except that enargeia and enargês also, and
above all, relate to rhetorical terminology. They
serve to describe very precisely the manner in
which a description “puts in front of the eyes,”
ante oculos, and “brings into view”: “Enargeia is a
discourse that puts in front of the eyes what is
shown.”14 It is what makes us believe, in the
absence of a thing, that it is well and truly there. It
is the “as if” of description: When a description is
well done, the thing is still more there, more pres-
ent than if it were really there. Which brings us
back to where we started: The rhetorical art
makes words stronger by their presence than are
the things themselves, making them suitable for

696

7 I take the liberty of referring the reader to my article “Procé-
dures sophistiques pour construire l’évidence,” in: Dire
l’évidence (philosophie et rhétorique antiques), Carlos Lévy,
Laurent Pernot (eds), L’Harmattan, Paris, 1997, pp. 15-29,
and to the introduction by the two publishers, “Phryné
dévoilée,” pp. 5-12.

8 Athenaeus, Deipnosophists, XIII, 591.
9 Alciphron, Letters, IV, 4, 4.
10 Deipnosophists, XIII, 590 E-F.
11 Ibid., 590 E.
12 Cicero, Lucullus, 17: “… quod nihil esset clarius enargeia,

ut Græci, perspicuitatem aut euidentiam nos, si placet,
nominemus fabricemurque si opus erit verba.”

13 See Pierre Chantraine, Dictionnaire étymologique de la
langue grecque, Kliencksieck, Paris, 1999, s. v. “argos” and
“enargês”.

14 Anonymus Seguerianus, 96, in: Rhetores Graeci, I, 2, Leon-
hard Spengel, Caspar Hammer (eds), Teubner, Leipzig, 1894,
p. 369, quoted by Heinrich Lausberg in Handbuch der liter-
arischen Rhetorik, second edition, Hueber, Munich, 1973, §
810, to whom reference must be made.
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Enforced by wartime conditions, intervention
into economic interrelations signalized political
feasibility. Neurath once remarked that war expe-
riences make utopia socially acceptable, since far-
reaching changes are realized in wartime virtually
overnight, and unexpectedly as much as involun-
tarily. Economy is no order in itself, but precisely
here, it reveals itself as extremely manipulable
machinery. Neurath’s project is embedded in the
socialist struggle for a new society; he vigorously
expressed ideas on how to present scientific
results and to transfer knowledge into society. A
certain nonchalance in dealing with the historical
and philosophical encumbrances that appeared to
weigh heavily on the scholarly generation of his
time is balanced by Neurath’s central claim: to
engage science in the service of social change.

Historical Context

For Otto Neurath himself, it was the rigorous
experience of World War I that convinced him of
the feasibility of a scientifically sound social tech-

nology. He first addressed organizational issues in
the Austrian War Department (1914-1918); in addi-
tion, he saw an opportunity to radically break
away from abstract units (for example, money) as
regulating society in a centrally administered
economy of natural produce (Kriegswirtschaft).
After 1918, Neurath engaged in the Munich Revo-
lution and for a short time in 1919 became the
president of the Bayrisches Zentralwirtschaftsamt
in the Munich Commissary Republic. Because of
these political activities, he was imprisoned and
lost his teaching qualifications in political econ-
omy in Max Weber’s sociology department at the
University of Heidelberg.

Back in Vienna, Neurath became secretary gen-
eral of the Siedlungs- und Kleingartenwesen and
received municipal funding for exhibitions on
housing projects and public health care. From
1924 the Wiener Gesellschafts- und Wirtschafts-
museum became the project-executing organiza-
tion also for a number of successful international
cooperative ventures. Among the exhibitions it
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Introduction

In his day, Otto Neurath2 certainly was a pioneer
in many respects; his contributions are in socialist
politics, political economy, the theory of science,
sociology and social philosophy. However, espe-
cially remarkable was his revolutionary access to
communication theory, based on investigating the
role of communication in the “making of modern
man”. Within the context of a scientific world
conception (Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung), he
developed early steps in media literacy, conceived
as a continuation of enlightenment, the struggle
against metaphysics following a practical turn to
the iconic form of communication. This resulted
in a new pictographic design system: Isotype, or
International System of Picture Education.

The starting point for this project was the
Wiener Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum
(Viennese Museum for Society and the Economy)
founded in Vienna in 1924. With its mission of
making social and economic relations understand-
able, especially for the uneducated, its means was
the visualization of social and economic relations.
This “museum of the future” developed from a
specific socialist concept of adult education: to
enhance existing scientific arguments with an
“education through the eye”. To achieve this,
Neurath – from 1927, with the help of graphic
designer Gerd Arntz – further developed data
graphics, the visual display of quantitative infor-
mation, into pictorial statistics by what he called
the “Viennese method”: the new “method of
visual education,” an innovation by design in dia-
grams and films with Isotype animated diagrams.
Icons of objectivity were crafted with the aim of
visualizing the invisible economic factors that

underlie the functioning of society. One central
aspect of the Isotype concept was threefold: a seri-
alization of printed graphic material, an extended
concept for distribution and a recombination of
standardized elements of information – Isotype
charts and maps, posters and objects, as well as
whole exhibitions. To reach a multitude of people,
the multiplication of display material was crucial.
For the museum of the future, one should bring
the museum to the people, not the other way
around.

Neurath’s claim to a unity of science and soci-
ety was linked not only to the issue of how unity
was to be brought into the theoretical order, but
also, and especially, to how social compulsion can
be implemented in order to apply the social sci-
ences for the good of society. Neurath’s question
ran this way: How can scientists, as social engi-
neers, contribute to better political and economic
construction? His answer was based on one sim-
ple premise, as the general improvement in living
conditions3 proceeds along the lines of very con-
crete measures: In regard to lodging, nutrition,
clothing, working hours, he operated on a strictly
scientific foundation of empirical observation and
logical analysis.
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1 Otto Neurath, “From Hieroglyphics to Isotype,” in: Future
Books, vol. 3, London 1946, p. 100 – quoted and translated
from the reprint in Otto Neurath, Gesammelte bildpäda-
gogische Schriften, Rudolf Haller, Robin D. Kinross (eds),
HPT, Vienna, 1991, p. 645.

2 These reflections on the visualization project “Isotype” by
Otto Neurath (1882-1945) and his team in Vienna, The
Hague and Oxford are based on the book that was edited
with the assistance of designer Erwin K. Bauer (Vienna) and
published as Bildersprache in German by WUV, Vienna,
2002 – www.neurath.at.

3 Cf. Otto Neurath, “Inventory of the Standard of Living,” in:
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, Max Horkheimer (ed.), vol.
VI, Paris, 1937, pp. 140-151.

Humanization of Knowledge
Through the Eye
Frank Hartmann

The ordinary citizen ought to be able to get information freely about all subjects in which
he is interested, just as he can get geographical knowledge from maps and atlases. There 
is no field where humanization of knowledge through the eye would not be possible.

Otto Neurath1

Exhibition by the W iener Gese llschafts- und W irtschaftsmuseum at the city hall in Vienna, c . 1927, photo © Austrian
Museum for Social and Econom ic A ffairs, Vienna 



700 701

H
u
m
a
n
i
z
a
t
i
o
n
o
f
K
n
o
w
l
e
d
g
e

H
a
r
t
m
a
n
n

Powers of the World

Gesellschaft und W irtschaft. B ildstatistisches E lementarwerk, 1930, loose-leaf collection of 100 plates
in a linen folder, photo © Erw in K. Bauer

Strikes and Lockouts

Stock of Automobiles in the World

O tto Neurath and W iener Gese llschafts- und W irtschaftsmuseum [Viennese Museum for Society and the Economy], 1930,
mechanically manufactured , chamois-colored paper on plywood plate , c . 42 x 29 cm , Gesellschaft und W irtschaft. B ildstatis-
tisches E lementarwerk, B ibliographisches Institut AG , Le ipzig , 1930, © B ibliographisches Institut & F.A . Brockhaus AG
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Number of C ity D we llers out of 25 People

O tto Neurath and W iener Gese llschafts- und W irtschaftsmuseum [Viennese Museum for Society and the Economy], 1930,
mechanically manufactured , chamois-colored paper on plywood plate , c . 42 x 29 cm , Gesellschaft und W irtschaft. B ildstatis-
tisches E lementarwerk, B ibliographisches Institut AG , Le ipzig , 1930, © B ibliographisches Institut & F.A . Brockhaus AG
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brought to the theoretical order but especially to
how that social compulsion could be attained in
order to apply the social sciences for the good of
society. Furthermore, systematizing pictorial rep-
resentation towards a new pictorial language helps
to provide general accessible overviews and to
perceive connections that are otherwise distorted
by abstract expressions, be it by words or figures.

“There are simple picture languages in which
no other sorts of signs are used. What we have to
do with here, however, is a picture language which
is not able to give the story by itself, but only with

the help of the words of a normal language. […]
We have made one international picture language
(as a helping language) into which statements may
be put from all the normal languages of the Earth.
We have given it the name ‘ISOTYPE’. […] A Sign
[…] makes us almost independent of the knowl-
edge of the language, because pictures, whose
details are clear to everybody, are free from the
limits of language: they are international. WORDS
MAKE DIVISION, PICTURES MAKE CONNEC-
TION.”6 In several essays Neurath coined a
suggestive maxim in connection with his obser-
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6 Ibid., pp. 16ff.

organized was the GESOLEI (Gesundheit, Soziale
Fürsorge und Leibesübung) (Health, Social Welfare
and Exercise) show at Düsseldorf in 1926, and it
participated in the hygiene museum in Dresden in
1930.

In those days, Neurath’s public lectures and
printed articles indicate with surprising clarity to
what a wide extent the roots of the Wiener Kreis
(Viennese Circle) ought to be interpreted in the
view of the social crises at the time of World War I
and thereafter. (The Wiener Kreis was a term he
coined in 1928 for the anti-metaphysical club, the
Verein Ernst Mach.) Among his texts are Pictorial
Representation of Social Facts (Bildliche Darstel-
lung sozialer Tatbestände, 1926) and of course Pic-
torial Statistics according to the Viennese Method
(Bildstatistik nach der Wiener Methode, 1931). The
best representation of the pictorial work is to be
found in Bildstatistisches Elementarwerk4 and the
book International picture language5, not forget-
ting the opening volumes of the International
Encyclopedia of Unified Science (University of
Chicago Press, 1938), for which an illustrated sup-
plement was planned but never realized.

Century of the Eye

In an attempt to break through the Cartesian/
Kantian cognitive realm by way of configurations,
Neurath followed the numerous attempts to find
or reconstruct an ideal language. John Locke, one
of many who tried, claimed at the end of the sev-
enteenth century: “As the main objective of lan-
guage in communication is to be understood,
words are not suitable for this purpose.” In search
of a more effective medium beyond the arbitrary
use of words, such a new medium will have
received enhanced iconicity and, as in the case of
Leibniz’ Characteristica Universalis, will have led to
an ideal language in which the degree of interpre-
tation is kept as low as possible: As the greatest
plan for the human mind, a new conceptual writ-
ing system would be based on a mathematical
foundation. Later, Gottlob Frege’s logicism called
for new forms of expression, for which he intro-
duced in 1879 the Begriffsschrift or conceptual
writing, the main characteristic of which is the
optimized use of both dimensions of the writing
space (left to right and top to bottom). This heav-
ily debated innovation should be put in the con-

text of a new world view, in which a turn was
taken away from substantialist concepts toward
an expression of logical relations. From Frege, the
influence shifted to the Viennese Circle, which on
its fringes included Wittgenstein.

But Neurath’s question was: What is the prag-
matic aspect pertaining to communication in
everyday life? At the first level, communication
within the community of investigators should be
improved and, at the second level, general access
to knowledge as well. The unified language of sci-
ence is helpful at the first level, and the generation
of a new pictorial language at the second. Once
agreement has been reached on the fact that the
epistemic reservoir is constantly increasing, the
next step requires an answer to how the informa-
tional pool of modern society can be accessed. On
this issue, Neurath’s attempt was to create and
systematize icons of objectivity.

The enlightening impulse was meant to lead to
a new edition of the Encyclopédie, an illuminating
global overview in theories and images – not as a
compulsory standard but as an intellectual frame-
work for the ever-changing conditions of the
social production of knowledge. This was made
explicit as a result of the orbis pictoris (Opera
Didactica Omnia) by the Renaissance thinker
Comenius ( Jan Komensky), an encyclopedic Pan-
sophie uniting mankind through common lan-
guage, science and religion. Neurath was aware of
the danger in construction of a “system of
absolute validity”. His encyclopedia was meant
more as a provisional collection of epistemic
stocks, contingent on usage and future systemati-
zation and precision. Hence, Neurath was con-
cerned with a relational pattern focusing on
knowledge, and this attitude was perhaps the
most captivating aspect of his theorization. The
offer was also issued to the collective in accor-
dance with future users, and this precisely explains
his focus on the communicative aspects and issues
of representation. As a leading factor, Neurath’s
claim to a unity of science and society was linked
not only to the issue of how unity was to be
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4 Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft. Bildstatistisches Elementarwerk –
Das Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsmuseum in Wien zeigt in
100 farbigen Bildtafeln Produktionsformen, Gesellschaftsord-
nungen, Kulturstufen, Lebenshaltungen, Bibliographisches
Institut AG, Leipzig, 1930.

5 Otto Neurath, International Picture Language. The Ortho-
logical Institute, Kegan Paul, London, 1936 (Facsimile
reprint: Department of Typography & Graphic Communi-
cation, University of Reading, 1980).

Exhibition by the W iener Gese ll-
schafts- und W irtschaftsmuseum at
the city hall in Vienna, c . 1927, photo
© Austrian Museum for Social and
Econom ic A ffairs, Vienna

Work station in the office of the
W iener Gese llschafts- und
W irtschaftsmuseum , c . 1927, 
photo © Austrian Museum for Social
and Econom ic A ffairs, Vienna
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information at fourth or at fifth glance, it should
be rejected as pedagogically unsuitable according
to the Viennese School.”9

In 1934 Neurath was faced with the emerging
Austro-fascism and had to choose exile. At that
time the Viennese Method for a visual display of
quantitative information was called Isotype, Inter-
national System of Typographic Picture Educa-
tion, which also became the name of Neurath’s
institute when it was moved to The Hague.10 A
stimulus for the new acronym for the international
picture language was BASIC, (British American
Scientific International Commercial), the experi-
mental basic English developed at Charles K.
Ogden’s Orthological Institute.

Isotype was conceived as a picture language for
teaching purposes and as a lingua franca, not a uni-
versal code. Its signs were constructed as clearly as
possible in themselves, so they could be used
without the help of words. The signs were
arranged into “fact pictures” according to certain
rules, which were set up by a “chief organization”
– as Neurath called his workrooms at The Hague.
Thus a picture language emerged from the consis-
tent use of expert graphic design. Its elements or
pictograms were reduced to the smallest possible
detail of what they represented, for example start-

ing with the outline of a “man,” and if necessary,
adding attributes to identify the man as a
“worker,” a “coal miner” or an “unemployed per-
son,” and so on. Perspective was abandoned in the
pictures, illustrating details were banned and any
use of colors would be standardized. Starting with
Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft (1930), the picture
books produced show the struggle to build up a
visual system of rules and signs. As its goal, Neu-
rath identified the “education of public opinion”
and, on the utopian level, access to knowledge for
all: “The Isotype picture language would be of use
as a helping language in an international ency-
clopaedia of common knowledge.”11

Neurath’s program was to introduce media lit-
eracy as enhancing a new form of enlightenment,
replacing argumentative-linear decoding as the
exclusive form of scientific argument through
applications of iconicity. This somewhat corre-
sponds to the therapeutic program of the Wis-
senschaftliche Weltauffassung (scientific world con-
ception), which wanted to rid the world of the
obnoxious lingual slag of tradition and meta-
physics.12 It should also be noted here that Neu-
rath and his team not only established standards
for presenting statistical data but also influenced
generations of graphic and interface designers.
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9 Otto Neurath, “Museum of the Future,” in: Survey Graphic,
vol. 22, no. 9, New York, 1933, p. 463 – quoted and trans-
lated from the reprint in Haller, Kinross (eds), p. 257.

10 Marie Reidemeister, first Neurath’s colleague and then his
third wife, actually coined the term “Isotype” while prepar-
ing to institute publications for Charles K. Ogden’s Psyche
Miniatures General Series: International Picture Language,
1936, and Basic by Isotype, 1937. For one of the very few
academic discussions of the Isotype principles, see Robin 
D. Kinross, Otto Neurath’s Contribution to Visual Commu-
nication: 1925-1945, Doctoral dissertation, University of
Reading, 1979.

11 Neurath, 1936, op. cit., p. 65.
12 Incidentally, the aesthetics of surrealist painting and modern

computer technology have refuted Neurath on this point: 
A surreal or virtual world of illusion can indeed be pro-
duced via photo-composing and morphing, as in digitally
processed pictures that threaten scientific plausibility. 
See Julio M. Ottino, “Is a Picture Worth 1000 Words?,” 
in: Nature, vol. 421, January 2003, pp. 474ff.

vation that we live in a “century of the eye” – but
these pictures, plus their ability to connect what
words and the typographical order of the alphabet
(also according to the later media theory of
McLuhan) allegedly tear apart, were yet to be con-
structed.7

International Picture Language

There have been picture-statistical methods that
became more popular in the nineteenth century:
to name but one, that of Michael George Mulhall.
His acclaimed Dictionary of Statistics was pub-
lished in 1893, but this approach of illustrating
quantities in smaller or larger images found its crit-
ics. Among them was Willard C. Brinton, who
published a new Graphic Methods for Presenting
Facts in 1914. We assume that it was through Brin-
ton that Neurath got the idea of representing
quantities through a serialization of images the
same size, instead of enlarging the image.

The new method of representation was con-
structed on the rules of iconic communication
when Neurath concluded that general accessibility
was more easily attainable with visual means than
through campaigns against illiteracy. Thus, he well
recognized that new means and techniques of
communication had been developing for some
time. It was the new technical media around the
turn of the century that provided substantial
aspects of a new cultural order of things:

“Modern man receives a large part of his
knowledge and general education by way of picto-
rial impressions, illustrations, photographs, films.
Daily newspapers bring more pictures from year
to year. In addition, the advertising business oper-
ates with optical signals as well as representations.
Exhibitions and museums are indeed offspring of
this visual hustle.”8

Neurath, working with Arntz after 1927, was
introducing a new symbolic tool, consisting of
both new signs and a new code for using them. To
achieve this, the demand for publicity formerly
expressed in the bourgeois age of Enlightenment
was also to be redeemed anew in consideration of
the culturally revolutionized conditions of com-
munication. This means nothing less than that all
iconic (synthetic, sign-like, instead of linear
decoded) communication serves to expand one’s
lingual environment, or, paraphrasing Wittgen-

stein, the transgression of the lingual limitation of
my world.

Historically, the pictographic writing system
has been a tool for the underprivileged. Whoever
propagates it infiltrates the dogma-centered ver-
bality of modern intellectuality. Neurath was con-
vinced of the totally instrumental character of lan-
guage; it is necessary to actively give form to
language as a means of communication and, if
need be, to radically replace it – yet always with
the reservation that by and large, it is not possible
to deliberately draw up conventions altogether.
“Making language,” for Neurath as philosopher,
meant actively translating reality and abstractions
into metaphors or “speaking signs,” along with
the possible result of a vast “thesaurus of symbolic
tools” open to any changes in the sense of prag-
matism.

Again, Neurath displayed sensibility in a prom-
ising direction: Visual methods should solve the
problem of properly addressing the public,
unsolved by eighteenth century Enlightenment,
and free such communication from its restrictive
educational ideal. According to the programmatic
of a unified science, the humanization of knowl-
edge is to be realized by visual means, as in what
Neurath called pictorial statistics according to the
Viennese Method. The method, to put it simply,
was to create signs as close as possible to what
they would stand for (depicting an object at the
possibly highest iconicity, beyond the illustration
of data) and to show a consistency of sorts: the
same signs for the same things and serialized
(instead of bigger) signs for higher quantities. The
rules for the new pictorial script were simple, yet
strict.

“A picture produced after the rules of the Vien-
nese Method shows the most important details of
the object at first glance; apparent differences
must strike the eye immediately. At second glance,
it should be possible to distinguish the more
important details, and at third glance, whatever
other details to be seen. If a picture gives further
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7 It was not the iconic turn introduced by photography and
other optical media that Neurath was after; regarding these
aspects of new media, it was up to Marshall McLuhan who
then stated in his Understanding Media: The Extensions of
Man (McGraw Hill, New York, 1964, p. 12) that “We return
to the inclusive form of the icon.”

8 Otto Neurath, “Statistische Hieroglyphen,” in: Österreichis-
che Gemeinde-Zeitung, vol. 3, no. 10, Vienna, 1926, p. 328 –
quoted and translated from the reprint in Haller, Kinross
(eds), op. cit., p. 40.
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The Cybersyn Operations Room image is in color;
that alone makes it an unusual representation of
the Popular Unity era. Unusual but appropriate,
considering that the room brought together an
unconventional fusion of cybernetic ideas and
information technologies in support of Chile’s
short-lived socialist revolution. The vivid shades
of orange, blue and deep brown found in the pho-
tograph contrast sharply with the typical images
associated with Salvador Allende’s presidency,
moments frozen in black and white that retell the
social, political and economic struggles of the
Chilean experiment with socialism.

The Operations Room photograph represents
a different imagining of Chilean history. It depicts
a Technicolor road toward socialist change, free
from the conflicting faces of joy, anger, pride and
fear that rocked Chile with such power and energy
from 1970 to 1973. While many of the black and
white photographs from this period capture the
vitality of the public marches, protests, speeches
and community projects that characterized
Allende’s presidency, the picture of the Opera-
tions Room is devoid of human life. Technology,
not humanity, occupies center stage: a Star Trek
vision of modernity far removed from the daily
strife and social conflict that typified Chile’s social-
ist revolution. The dream articulated by the Oper-
ations Room suggests an alternative history of the
well-documented Popular Unity period.

The two images shown in figures 1 and 2
appear to represent very different histories of the
Allende period. This exhibit, however, argues that
they are not as different as they may first seem.
Although the Operations Room provided the
Chilean government with a technologically-medi-
ated space for economic control, its design and
construction reflected the ideological goals of the
Popular Unity program. A marching demonstrator
or a politician addressing the crowd hopes his

actions will increase the visibility of his cause and
make known the “real state of affairs”. In a similar
vein, the economic maps, charts and graphs
adorning the walls of the Operations Room served
as mechanisms that made Chilean economic activ-
ities visible. This act of visual simplification, in
turn, transformed the complexities of the Chilean
economic transition into something that was visi-
ble, knowable, understandable and thus manage-
able.

Although the room never became fully opera-
tional, its study provides a telling example of the
role attributed to technology within the Popular
Unity program. By reconstructing the Operations
Room from the Cybersyn Project, this exhibit
encourages visitors to consider the different forms
of representation brought together in this space
for control, three of which are discussed at greater
length in this catalog entry. Here we see how the
Cybersyn Project, taken as a whole, created a rep-
resentation of public sector economic activity by
collapsing a chaotic system of relationships into a
highly mobile series of numbers and production
indices. At a more abstract level, both the project
and the room provided a technological embodi-
ment of the socialist ideology articulated by
Allende and the Popular Unity coalition. These
ideological and practical considerations extended
to the very design of the room, facilitating a partic-
ular form of communication, decision-making and
control.

Making the Economy Public

In 1970, Chile vaulted onto the geopolitical world
map after socialist candidate Salvador Allende
emerged victorious from the Chilean presidential
race by a slim 1.3 percent margin of the popular
vote. Allende was not Chile’s first Socialist leader;
that honor belonged to his cousin Marmaduke
Grove Vallejo, who assumed the Chilean presi-
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Democratic Socialism,
Cybernetic Socialism 
Making the Chilean Economy Public

Eden Medina

F ig . 2. A llende’s inauguration, 1970, in: Ted and Nyna Brae l Polumbaum , Today Is Not Like Yesterday, Light and Shadow Press,
Cambridge , Mass., 1992, photo © Ted Polumbaum ■ This photo of Salvador A llende , taken the day of his inauguration, is one of
the many black and white photos documenting the events of Chile’s Popular Unity government.

F ig . 1. The Cybersyn Operations Room , 1973, architects: Grupo de D iseño Industrial, in: Stafford Beer, Platform for Change, John
W iley and Sons, New York, 1975, photo © Gui Bonsiepe



dency for a brief 12 days in 1932. Allende was,
however, the first to assume power through
democratic elections and on a platform of social-
ist transformation without bloodshed. Many
believed this shared commitment to social change
and democratic freedoms could pioneer a new
form of socialism – a third way among the polar-
ized giants of the Cold War. In spite of Chile’s
small size and relatively remote location, the
potential ramifications of Allende’s presidency
inspired progressives around the world and fright-
ened those who wished to control the existing bal-
ance of global power. On the day of the election,
the US ambassador stationed in Chile, Edward
Korry, sent a total of 18 cables to Washington,
updating the Nixon administration on the status
of the election. Allende’s victory initiated a series
of US covert actions in Chile, designed to destabi-
lize and overthrow the Popular Unity government.
We are still uncovering the full extent of these
actions.1

Within Chile, Allende’s election promised
changes in class structure, the distribution of
wealth and the means of accessing political power.
Possibility fueled creative efforts within Chilean
artistic, academic and technological circles. The
marriage of cybernetics, politics and economics
found in the Cybersyn Project illustrates this new-
found intellectual freedom.

The nationalization of major Chilean industries
constituted one of the central pillars of the Popular
Unity program. The public sector expanded rap-
idly to include many industries that had previously
operated using private management and private
capital. The complexity of this operation easily
outstripped the existing capabilities of the State
Development Corporation (CORFO), charged
with spearheading the effort, and provided the
motivation for creating new tools for economic
management. The newly appointed General Tech-
nical Manager of CORFO, Fernando Flores, had
trained as an engineer and believed the proper
administration of the growing public sector
required “scientific views on management and
organization”.2 In July 1971, Flores extended an
invitation to British cybernetician Stafford Beer to
ask for his assistance in applying cybernetic princi-
ples of communication and control to the regula-
tion of the Chilean economy.3

Beer first traveled to Chile in November 1971,
then returned in March 1972 to begin work on a
new suite of management tools collectively
known as Cybersyn (a hybrid of cybernetics and
synergy, two of the principles guiding the proj-
ect).4 Beer believed a successful manager did not
need knowledge of every production detail; such
an inundation could, in fact, impede an individ-
ual’s management capabilities. Instead, managers
should have access to the most relevant pieces of
information, which facilitated the process of mak-
ing informed decisions rapidly. Applying this prin-
ciple to the nationalized Chilean industries, Beer
claimed that the most crucial aspects of produc-
tion could be collapsed into five to seven indices of
factory activity. By collecting and monitoring this
subset of data, the government could focus and
prioritize its efforts, predict and resolve economic
crises with increased speed and improve the effi-
cacy of state-directed management. Production
indices typically included sources of energy (oil,
coal, electricity), key raw materials and worker
satisfaction as measured by the percentage of
employees present on a given day. The success of
this form of management depended on identifica-
tion and accurate collection of these central pro-
duction indices and on the speed of their transmis-
sion from the factory floor to higher levels of
government administration.

Cybersyn consisted of four subprojects: Cyber-
net, Cyberstride, CHECO (CHilean ECOnomic
Simulator), and Opsroom. Work on these projects
spanned 18 months and reached varying stages of
completion within that time frame.

Cybernet expanded Chile’s existing telex net-
work to include approximately 400 firms in the
nationalized sector, creating a national network of
communication that spanned Chile’s 3,000-mile-
long territory. Stafford Beer’s early reports
described the network as a tool for real-time eco-
nomic control, but in actuality each firm could
only transmit data once per day. Cybernet pro-
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vided the communications backbone that linked
factories in the public sector to the computer
operators who processed the data on one of
Chile’s few mainframe computers.

Cyberstride consisted of a suite of custom soft-
ware programs, written to process the factory pro-
duction indices and detect anomalies with the
rapid data-processing speed of mainframe com-
puter technology. Cyberstride also performed sta-
tistical filtration on the factory data to provide
CORFO representatives with only the most rele-
vant information. Moreover, the software applied
statistical methods to past and present factory
data to detect production trends and avert poten-
tial component shortages or dangerous drops in
output. A team of Chilean engineers worked
closely with a team of British engineers from
Arthur Andersen Consulting in coding the Cyber-
stride suite.

CHECO, the economic simulator for the
Chilean economy, also grew out of a joint British/
Chilean effort, although the bulk of the work
occurred in England. Once completed, the simula-
tor program would be located in the Operations
Room and allow members of the Chilean govern-
ment to test their economic policies prior to their
implementation. This project never left its prelimi-
nary stages.

The final of the four components, Opsroom,
has been reconstructed virtually and photographi-
cally as part of the ZKM exhibit. It provided a new
environment for decision-making modeled after a
British World War II war room, with seven chairs
arranged in an inward-facing circle. On the walls, a
series of projection screens displayed data and
images collected from the nationalized enter-
prises. Although it never became operational, the
room quickly captured the imagination of all who
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1 Peter Kornbluh, The Pinochet File, The New Press, New York,
2003.

2 Letter from Fernando Flores to Stafford Beer, July 13, 1971,
box 55, Liverpool John Moores University, The Stafford Beer
Collection.

3 Norbert Wiener defined cybernetics as “entire field of control
and communication theory, whether in the machine or in the
animal”. Norbert Wiener,Cybernetics: or Control and Com-
munication in the Animal and the Machine, The MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1948, p. 11.

4 The project was also referred to in Spanish as el Sistema
Synco.

Opsroom , 1973, reconstruction 2005, using a photo by Gui Bonsiepe , design: N ikolaus H irsch / M iche l Müller, DVD presentation
on the pedestal: Patricio Guzmán, La batalla de Chile II (left), E l golpe de Estado (right), installation view ZKM , photo: Franz Wamhof
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viewed it and became the symbolic heart of the
project. 

Taken together, these four subprojects tran-
scended the sum of their parts, or so Beer argued.
In its idealized form, the system promoted cooper-
ation between workers, engineers, and managers
in the drafting of production models and the iden-
tification of key production variables, activities
that augmented worker participation in factory
and state operations. Cybersyn, moreover, pro-
vided a technology for transforming economic
complexities into a series of simplified indices con-
nected by the directional arrows of a flow chart.
By bringing knowledge of each factory into the
control room, the system created new possibilities
for economic control.

Making Computers Ideological

Allende believed in the possibility of non-violent
revolution, whereby changes in Chilean social,
economic and political structures could occur
within the framework of the existing democratic
government. Unlike previous socialist revolutions,
such as those in Cuba and in the Soviet Union, the
Chilean transition to socialism would include the
respect for election results, individual freedoms
(such as the rule of law and freedom of thought,
speech, press and assembly), and public participa-
tion in government decisions through elected
representatives. This emphasis on individual free-
doms contrasted with the centralized govern-
ments of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.
However, Allende also affirmed that the Chilean
revolution needed the direction of a “firm guiding
hand” acting from above. “The masses,” he
stressed, “cannot go beyond their leaders.”5

The tension between a politics of directed rev-
olution from above and the desire to preserve indi-
vidual freedoms found a parallel in Beer’s cyber-
netic model for managing viable systems.
According to Beer, a viable system is “a system
that survives”; it is “balanced both internally and
externally, but it has none the less mechanisms
and opportunities to grow and to learn, to evolve
and to adapt – to become more potent in its envi-
ronment”.6 Examples of viable systems included
biological organisms, a firm or even a national
government.

The biological rendering of Beer’s Viable Sys-

tem Model illustrates how the model may be
mapped onto the human neurological system. The
picture is complex; there are two central points.
First, all viable systems share the same set of rela-
tionships. The cell, nervous system, worker, fac-
tory and economy can each be characterized as
viable systems, which can be embedded recur-
sively one inside the other. Figure 3 represents one
level of recursion, but we could draw similar dia-
grams for the heart or the lungs. Second, Beer
argues that the Viable System Model implements a
form of decentralized control. In the biological
example, each bodily organ normally functions
with a great degree of independence. The eyes do
not concern themselves with the activities of the
lungs, and the cortex does not bother itself with
the act of respiration. However, the cortex will
intervene in lung activity under exceptional cir-
cumstances, such as exercising or meditating, in
order to coordinate the activity of the human
body and ensure its survival. The body thus pro-
vides a model for maximizing the autonomy of its
individual parts while maintaining the stability of
the overall system.

This conflict between individual autonomy and
the welfare of the collective organism mirrors the
struggle between centralized and decentralized
governance found in the democratic socialism of
the Popular Unity. Both emphasized the impor-
tance of individual freedoms and autonomous
action, while recognizing situations when the
needs of one division must be sacrificed for the
collective welfare of the whole. Building on Beer’s
model, Cybersyn offered a tool for economic reg-
ulation but only within a framework that pre-
served individual factory autonomy. According to
the system’s design, the State Development Cor-
poration would intervene in plant activities only if
factory management failed to resolve a critical
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5 Allende made this statement in reference to the simultaneous
and sometimes conflicting Chilean revolutions instigated
from above and from below, although his observation is
equally relevant to the tension between centralized and de-
centralized governance being addressed here. See Peter
Winn, Weavers of Revolution, Oxford University Press, New
York, 1986, p. 185. For a more in-depth study of the Popular
Unity program, see Sergio Bitar, Chile: Experiment in Democ-
racy, Institute for the Study of Human Issues, Philadelphia,
1986; Arturo Valenzuela, The Breakdown of Democratic
Regimes: Chile, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore,
1978; Salvador Allende Gossens, Nuestro Camino al Socialis-
mo: La vía chilena, Ediciones Papiro, Buenos Aires, 1971.

6 Stafford Beer, Brain of the Firm, J. Wiley and Sons, New York,
1980, p. 239.712

F ig . 3. Stafford Beer, A biological render-
ing of the Viable System Model, 1972, 
© Liverpool John Moores University,
Stafford Beer Collection, in: Stafford
Beer, Brain of the Firm , John W iley and
Sons, New York, 1981 

F ig . 4. Hermann Schwember, The
Chilean worker stands at the heart of all
viable systems, 1977, published in:
Hermann Schwember, “ Cybernetics 
in Government: Assisted Analysis: 
New Tools for Management in Chile ,
1971-1973,” in: Concepts and Tools of
Computer Assisted Policy Analysis, Hart-
mut Bosse l (ed .), B irkhäuser-Verlag ,
Base l, 1977, pp . 79-138
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described by George Orwell in 1984, fears encap-
sulated in the headline: “Popular Unity controls us
by computer.”8 Individuals within the US and
British scientific communities attacked the project
on similar grounds [see fig. 6]. Far from transform-
ing relations among workers, managers and the
state, the implementation process failed to over-
come longstanding class biases and evoked fears
of increased repression.

In light of these observations, could we charac-
terize Cybersyn as an ideological technology? If
so, where would the source of its ideological
power reside? On one hand, we might argue that
phrases such as “the people’s science” constituted
little more than politically motivated rhetoric.
Conversely, we could argue that the technological
design of the system resulted in an artifact capable
of bringing Chilean economic, social and political
relationships in line with the beliefs of the Popular
Unity. Both assertions would be equally simplistic
and erroneous.

However, if we try to situate ideology within
the larger network of human and non-human
actors necessary for the system’s functionality
(such as the socio-technical network formed by
engineers, scientists, mainframe computers, work-
ers, display screens and factory indices among
others), we see numerous possibilities for slippage,
places where ideology could separate from the
machine.

The process of constructing the Cybersyn sys-
tem occurred within the boundaries prescribed by
existing government structures and social norms,
which had yet to undergo the changes necessary
for socialist transformation. The ideal system
described by Beer in his project reports could not
correct the lingering effects of class prejudice, the
resistance to political change or the power of tech-
nological fetishism. Differing political sympathies
and fears further colored public impressions of the
system and prohibited its equation to any single
ideological position. Just as the Popular Unity
Party could not maintain a unified stance on the
correct road to socialist change, the socio-techni-
cal network formed by Cybersyn’s construction
did not have the strength to uphold or signifi-
cantly advance the Popular Unity program and
bring the changes desired of this revolutionary
technology.

Making an Economy Visible

The Operations Room created a visual representa-
tion of Chilean economic activities using easy-to-
read diagrams, graphs and flowcharts. Recogniz-
ing the value of color, light and movement, the
Chilean design team produced display screens and
user interfaces that incorporated these aspects in
order to increase the speed of user comprehension
and make the room easier to operate and control.
Once complete, the room would open a space for
Chilean leaders to summarize the state of the
economy, share ideas and set priorities.

The design of the Operations Room bore the
mark of the Hochschule für Gestaltung (HfG),
Ulm, Germany, one of the more influential design
schools within the developing world during the
1960s and 1970s, particularly in regions of Latin
America. Under the HfG Ulm model, design
moved beyond art, decoration or styling and
played an important role in solving industrial
problems. Designers trained in this vein used ideas
from science, engineering and systems theory to
analyze the function of a given product and deter-
mine its relationship with the surrounding envi-
ronment.9

The Chilean government formed the Industrial
Design Group (el Grupo de Diseño Industrial)
within the Instituto Tecnológico (INTEC) in 1971
and placed it under the leadership of former HfG
Ulm Professor Gui Bonsiepe. Between 1971 and
1973, the group developed close to 20 products,
ranging from the mundane (a spoon for powdered
milk) to the futuristic Cybersyn Operations
Room.

The designers gave the room a hexagonal
shape, illustrative of HfG’s preference for geomet-
rical order and the need to allocate space for five
display screens and an entrance. On entering the
room, a visitor would notice that the first wall to
the immediate right opened up into a small
kitchen. Moving in a counterclockwise direction,
the second wall contained four screens exhibiting
various representations of “structural informa-
tion” (known as Datafeed). The large screen posi-
tioned above the three smaller screens communi-
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8 “El ‘hermano mayor’ de Mr. Beer,” in: Ercilla, vol. 1958,
January 23, 1973; “Plan Secreto ‘Cyberstride’: La UP nos con-
trola por computación,” in: Qué Pasa,March 15, 1973.

9 Hugo Palmarola Sagredo, “Productos y Socialismo: Diseño
Industrial Estatal en Chile,” in: 1973 La vida cotidiana de un
año crucial, Claudio Rolle (ed.), Planeta, Santiago 
de Chile, 2003, pp. 225-296.

problem within the time frame deemed appropri-
ate by Cybersyn engineers.

Original project reports also called for workers
to participate in factory modeling processes and
utilize simpler versions of the Operations Room as
a mechanism for contributing to factory manage-
ment. Through Cybersyn, workers could con-
tribute both physically and mentally to their work
and not suffer the alienation Marx described in
capitalist societies. The centrality of the worker to
the Chilean cybernetic economy appears with lit-
tle subtlety in a system diagram drawn by one of
the project participants [see fig. 4]. The diagram
depicts the central government, state economy,
industry and the individual firms as nested viable
systems, each located recursively one inside the
other. The figure of a worker appears at the heart
of all systems, reinforcing the workers’ impor-
tance to the Chilean revolutionary process.

However, many of the project participants
found themselves drawn to the project’s techno-
logical sweetness instead of to the ideological
goals expressed by Beer and supported by
Allende. In the early 1970s, the Chilean govern-

ment owned few mainframe computers; the
opportunity of working with this advanced tech-
nology and with a scientific expert of Beer’s repu-
tation appealed to those with technocratic lean-
ings, regardless of their personal political
sympathies. The drawing shown in figure 5 illus-
trates the technocratic interpretation of Cyber-
syn’s operation, a sharp contrast to the system dia-
gram shown in figure 4. Both images structurally
map the public sector management hierarchy
using a series of directional relationships that
envelop one central figure. In the first image, the
worker stands at the center of these relationships;
in the second, the worker has been replaced by a
mainframe computer.

Interviews with the operations research scien-
tists and engineers responsible for drafting the fac-
tory production models confirmed that little con-
tact occurred between the university-educated
engineers and members of the workers’ commit-
tees. Several research scientists even recalled treat-
ing the workers with condescension.7Members of
Chilean opposition parties equated the project
with “Big Brother” and the totalitarian world

714
7 These observations come from interviews with Cybersyn

participants conducted by the author from 2001 to 2004.

F ig . 5. Empresa Nacional de Computación e Informática Ltda.
(ECO M), Our friend , the computer, 1973, © CORFO , Chile ,
published in: “Proyecto Synco Sistema Cyberstride ,” in: Con-
ferencia Facilidades de Procesam iento E lectrónico de Datos
para Empresas y Organismos Gubernamentales, ECO M , Santi-
ago de Chile , 1973 ■ The computer, not the worker, stands at
the center of econom ic management.

F ig 6. Cover image of Science For People , April-May 1973 
■ A critical depiction of the Cybersyn system , likened here to
an instrument of worker abuse and dehumanization.
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and the machinery”.10 (Beer made this comment
in reference to the traditional need for female typ-
ists, but his statement also reveals the gender
assumptions built into the design of the system.)
The buttons moreover made the room a suitable
space for workers, many of whom lacked the for-
mal education needed to operate a typewriter key-
board. From these design decisions, a profile of
participation emerges. As judged by the room,
male government officials and shop-floor workers
served as the figures central to the revolution;
women and clerical workers did not. The politics
of representation at work in the room went
beyond shrinking the economy to fill the walls of a
central command center; it subtly articulated the
attributes of those permitted to speak.

The room, once it became functional, prom-
ised the government a physical center of calcula-
tion, capable of collapsing and mobilizing factory
activities, scientific models, design philosophies
and political ideologies, as well as the labors of
workers, engineers, managers, politicians and
telex machines.11 The simplicity of relations

found in any one of the factory model flowcharts
veiled the complex network of actors needed to
reduce the economy to this simplified form. More-
over, this process of simplification increased the
visibility of the Chilean economy both literally and
symbolically. If successful, this unprecedented
management technology would validate Chilean
political choices to the international community
and embody a new form of socialist modernity.

Members of the project team were well aware
of the symbolic value posed by national technolo-
gies. INTEC vice-president and Cybersyn contrib-
utor José Valenzuela wrote that Chilean technolo-
gies should “not repeat the development of other
countries or close the technological gap with
them, but break the different forms of technologi-
cal and cultural domination, and freely choose and
materialize the ways of life that are in accordance
with [Chilean] society”.12
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11 Bruno Latour, “Drawing Things Together,” in: Representa-
tions in Scientific Practice,Michael Lynch (ed.), The MIT
Press, Cambridge, MA, pp. 19-68.

12 José Valenzuela, “Apuntes sobre la política de acción del
INTEC,” in: INTEC Revista del comité de investigaciones tec-
nológicas de Chile, 1, December 1971, p. 11.

cated instructions for changing the images dis-
played below, a mix of flow diagrams, factory
photographs and unit-less mappings of actual and
potential production capacities. Two screens for
recording “algedonic signals” (signals of pleasure
or pain in Beer’s cybernetic vocabulary) appeared
on the third wall. They displayed the overall pro-
duction trends within different industrial sectors
and listed urgent problems in need of government
attention. A series of intermittent red lights
appeared on the right-hand side of each screen
and blinked with a frequency indicative of this
urgency. The fourth wall held a large reproduction
of Beer’s Viable System Model and two large
screens for back projecting any additional infor-
mation of use to the occupants. A large metal
board covered in fabric occupied the final wall.
Here users could change the configuration of
magnets cut in various iconic forms, each simu-
lating a component or function of the Chilean
economy. Rather than bombard users with
numerical data, the designers made a concerted
effort to use colors, symbols and diagrams de-

picting relationships instead of raw performance. 
User considerations similarly influenced the

design of the seven chairs. The designers opted to
place an odd number of chairs in the center of the
room to facilitate democratic voting procedures.
Each chair provided an ashtray and space for a
drink but no hard surface for writing. Beer
believed that the use of paper detracted from, or
even prevented, the process of communication;
within the room, writing was strictly prohibited.
Buttons found on the armrest of each chair
allowed the occupants to control the material dis-
played on each of the Datafeed screens [fig. 8], a
simplified interface that replaced the traditional
keyboard. Beer recognized that the men sitting in
the chairs would not possess skills as typists, typ-
ing being conventionally performed by female sec-
retaries. So in lieu of a keyboard, the team
designed a series of large “big-hand” buttons, fit
for pounding if one wished to emphasize his point.
This chosen design facilitated a particular form of
communication and, as Beer later wrote, allowed
the user to eliminate “the girl between themselves
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10 Stafford Beer, Platform for Change, J. Wiley and Sons, New

York, 1975, p. 449.

F ig . 7. Stafford Beer, early sketch of an alternative Operations Room design, 1972, © Liverpool John Moores University, Stafford
Beer Collection

F ig . 8. C lose-up of the control room chair design, 1972 or 1973, architects: Grupo de D iseño Industrial, photo © Fernando Shultz



panel display; each armrest button linked to the
controls a different slide carousel. The freedom to
choose any desired combination of graphs, flow
charts and photographs from a seemingly large
repository of images obscured the labors of top
Chilean industrial designers who drew each image
by hand. Flow charts and models simulated direc-
tional motion using magnets or displays made
from polarized plastics, not state-of-the-art ani-
mation programs. Finally, the simplicity of “see-
ing” the economy as five to seven production
indices rendered invisible the economic disloca-
tions of political infighting, US foreign policy,
black-market hoarding, labor strikes and increased
social unrest. These factors became increasingly
important by 1973 and could not be overlooked as
noise impeding proper production activity. In
hindsight, Beer wrote, “The model we were using
[…] could not adequately represent changes that
had come about during Allende’s term […]
because these were changes in economic manage-
ment that had nothing to do with ownership in the
legal sense.”14

Like the smoke and mirrors used by the Wizard
of Oz to mask his human identity, the Operations
Room presented an outward image of technologi-
cal modernity and control that concealed the
complexities of Chile’s economic transition and a
revolution that increasingly threatened to spin out
of control with each passing day.

On September 11, 1973, a military coup
brought the Chilean dream of peaceful revolution
to a violent and dramatic end. Seventeen years of
dictatorship followed, under the repressive leader-
ship of General Augusto Pinochet. The military,
after failing to understand how the Cybersyn sys-
tem operated, promptly discontinued work on the
project and destroyed the Operations Room. It
has remained largely absent from the histories of
the Popular Unity period until recently.

The Operations Room has been brought back
for public use more than 30 years after the destruc-
tion of the original. Through this reincarnation, it
once again serves as a space for discussion, reflec-
tion and dreaming.

The Operations Room Inauguration speech
prepared for Salvador Allende illustrates a similar
mixture of nationalist, socialist and modernist
aspirations:

“Modern science, and particularly the elec-
tronic computer, offers government a new chance
to deal with its increasingly complex problems.
But we have found in the so-called advanced
countries the power of science to help has not
been wisely used. […] [We] set out courageously
to build our own system in our own spirit. What
you will hear about today is revolutionary – not
simply because this is the first time it has been
done anywhere in the world. It is revolutionary
because we are making a deliberate effort to hand
the people the power that science commands, in a

form in which the people can themselves use it.”13

Members of the Cybersyn team similarly
argued that science and technology  could provide
new tools for economic management, break inter-
national relations of dependency and create a new
Chilean way for economic development that
empowered the Chilean citizenry. The goals of the
revolution could be achieved by revolutionary
engineering.

At first glance, the Operations Room seems
like a modernist dream, a vision of a clean, colorful
and controllable future. Yet, this utopian simula-
tion hides a chaotic and conflicting reality that was
continuously changing and highly unstable.
Located behind the far wall of the room, a series of
slide projectors helped create the effect of a flat
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13 “Welcome to the Operations Room,” 1972, Stafford Beer
Collection, box 62, Liverpool John Moores University, Liver-
pool. 14 Beer, 1980, op. cit., p. 323.

F ig . 9. F loor plan of the Cybersyn Oper-
ations Room , 1973, sketch, published
in: Jorge Barrientos and Raul Espe jo,
“ Un Mode lo C ibernetico para la D irec-
ciòn de l Sector Industrial,” in: INTEC
Revista del Com ite de Investigaciones
Tecnològicas de Chile, No. 4, June 1973,
© Liverpool John Moores University,
Stafford Beer Collection ■ The secrets
of the Operations Room revealed .

F ig . 11. C lose-up of the Operations Room display screens,
1973, architects: Grupo de D iseño Industrial, in: Stafford Beer,
Platform for Change, John W iley and Sons, New York, 1975,
photo © Gui Bonsiepe

F ig . 10. Stafford Beer, early sketch of an alternative Operations
Room design, 1972, © Liverpool John Moores University,
Stafford Beer Collection
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Fe lix S. Huber, Opsroom , 2005 (version ZKM), computer game ,
screenshots, © Fe lix S. Huber

Opsroom , 1973, reconstruction ZKM
2005, photo: Franz Wamhof ■ By recon-
structing the Operations Room from the
Chilean Cybersyn Project, this section of
the exhibition encourages visitors to
consider the different forms of represen-
tation of the orig inal project.

screen in the back:
Fe lix S. Huber, Opsroom , 2005 (version
ZKM), computer game using the Game
Eng ine of ” Unreal Tournament 2004,”
courtesy the artist

DVD presentation on the pedestal:
Patricio Guzmán, La batalla de Chile II:
la lucha de un pueblo sin armas  (left
monitor), II part: E l golpe de Estado (right
monitor), Chile 1976, 35 mm film trans-
ferred on video, 89 m in, orig inal version
w ith Eng lish subtitles, © the artist

pedestal:
Opsroom , 1973, reproduction, 
256 x 400 cm , courtesy Fernando
Shultz, design: N ikolaus H irsch / M iche l
Müller by using a photo by Gui Bonsiepe
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This essay is about the sentimental youth of scien-
tific empiricism. For much of its four-century
tenure at the heart of European culture, empiri-
cism, the doctrine that natural knowledge origi-
nates in observation and experiment, has had a
reputation for dispassion. Charles Dickens’ Mr.
Gradgrind, demanding “nothing but Facts, sir,”
was recognizable in 1854 as a caricature of the
unemotional empiricist: a “square wall of a fore-
head,” a mouth “wide, thin, and hard,” a voice
“inflexible, dry, and dictatorial”.2 But scientific
empiricism did not always evoke Gradgrindian
features. A century earlier, the philosophes took
empirical knowledge to be not a matter of impas-
sive adherence to the hard facts of sensory experi-
ence but rather one of sensibility.

“What is sensibility?” Denis Diderot wrote to
his friend Sophie Volland in 1760. “The vivid effect
on our soul of an infinity of delicate observations.”
Sensibility, the capacity “to perceive impressions
of external objects,” provoked an answering
“movement” of the sensible creature: “senti-
ment”.3 Sensibility had already meant both physi-
cal sensation and moral sensitivity, but Diderot
was among the first to combine these into a new
meaning. He used John Locke’s axiom that the
mind at birth was a blank slate to be inscribed by
the outside world through the five senses. Diderot
and his contemporaries joyously embraced this
axiom, extended it to the emotions and moral sen-
timents and erected their cities of philosophical
light upon it.

Fusing sensation with sentiment, these re-
inventors of the notion of sensibility transformed
the meaning of scientific empiricism. If knowledge
arose from sensation, it must now originate
equally in emotion. French natural philosophers
became preoccupied around 1750 with the senti-
mental origins of knowledge. Let us call this dis-
tinctive, eighteenth-century mode of natural sci-

ence “sentimental empiricism”. Rather than tech-
niques of observation or experimentation, senti-
mental empiricists recommended emotional
responses. One must not be “vain” or “frivolous”
in building rational systems and clinging to
favorite hypotheses but must follow one’s
“instincts” and “let the thoughts flow”. Mechanist
and mathematical approaches to natural philoso-
phy, epitomized by the physics of René Descartes,
acquired a bad name as dogmatic and arrogant,
disdainfully abstract from sensory experience. In
the frontispiece to the Encyclopédie, arrogant Rea-
son tries unsuccessfully to snatch away Truth’s
veil. In place of system-building, the sentimental
empiricists celebrated the sensory and emotional
discovery of nature: the “intimate blossoming” of
hope, fear, horror, humility, love, hate, “vivid
desire”.4

Sentimental empiricism brought the natural
sciences together with the incipient moral sci-
ences, ancestors of the modern social sciences.
France in the decades before the Revolution was a
center for the genesis of moral sciences and there-
fore of the modern relations between scientific
and social understanding. Sentimental empiricism
provided the logic for these relations. If emotions
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1 This essay has been adapted from my book, Science in the
Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental Empiricists of the French
Enlightenment, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2002.

2 Charles Dickens, Hard Times [1854], Penguin, New York,
1980, p. 1.

3 Denis Diderot – Sophie Volland, November 11, 1760, in:
Denis Diderot, Lettres à Sophie Volland, André Babelon
(ed.), Gallimard, Paris, 1950, p. 195; Anon., “Locke, philoso-
phie de,” in: Encyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire raisonné des sci-
ences, des arts et des métiers, Denis Diderot, Jean d’Alembert
(eds), Paris, 1751-1772, vol. 9 [1765]; Fouquet, “Sensibilité,
Sentiment,” in: Diderot, d’Alembert (eds), 
op. cit., vol. 15 [1765].

4 Denis Diderot, De l’interprétation de la nature [1753], in:
Oeuvres philosophiques, Paul Vernière (ed.), Garnier, Paris,
1998, pp. 167-244, here pp. 175-185; Georges Buffon,
Histoire naturelle, générale et particulière, de Hondt, The
Hague, 1750, vol. 3, pp. 124ff., 133, 142-145; Etienne Bonnot
de Condillac, Traité des sensations [1754], London, 1788,
Parts I and II.

Frontispiece of Denis D iderot, Jean d’A lembert, Encyclopéd ie , ou, D ictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts
et des métiers, Paris, 1751-1765, 17 v. fold . tab ., designer: C . N . Cochin Jr., engraver: B . L. Prevost, 
© The Bancroft Library, University of California
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originated in sensations, moral sentiments might
be subjected to empirical scrutiny and manipula-
tion. Reciprocally, sentimental empiricism infused
empirical experience and therefore natural science
with sentiment and moral import.

Consider the economists, who named their sci-
ence “Physiocracy,” meaning “rule of nature”.
They condemned mechanist and rationalist
approaches to natural philosophy. Construing the
economy as integral to nature, they opposed the
calculations and mechanical manipulations of
mercantilism which, they insinuated, amounted
to Cartesian economics. Their program of reform
taught that nature, through agriculture, was the
only productive part of the economy.5 Theirs was
a naturalist theory of value. Wealth was “annually
regenerated from the land” and “renascent”.
Money did not constitute wealth because “money
does not breed money.” Value could be bred, gen-
erated, born, but never made.6

Crucial to the development of this rigorously
naturalist moral science was a congenial model of
natural science: one that ascribed to nature moral
purposes rather than clockwork mechanisms. The
Physiocrats found their model in Benjamin
Franklin’s electrical physics. Their wealth was a
fluid like Franklin’s electricity, pursuing its own
goals and tendencies. Born from the land, wealth
spread through the economy “by an influence as
rapid as electrical fire”. The natural purposes guid-
ing it were the same as those directing Franklin’s
electrical economy: conservation and the mainte-
nance of balance. The Physiocrats thus imported
the language of sentimental empiricism from natu-
ral into moral science. During the Revolution, this
language proved potent across the political spec-
trum. Critics argued that revolutionaries exhibited
a dangerously rationalist, mathematical way of
thinking, while the Physiocrats and other reform-
ers warned against the spirit of system. They
argued that the economic and political balance
should be modeled on the flow of electricity not
the springs of a clock. A sensitive empiricism was
as much the key to wise governance as to good
physics.7

Modern science lays its claim to sobriety based
largely upon its empirical methods. But these very
methods were cooked in the crucible of Enlighten-
ment emotionalism. The sciences, the Enlighten-

ment and the modern French intellect share a rep-
utation for rationalism. Yet French Enlightenment
science was deeply sentimental, and its sentimen-
talism has left a legacy.

Sentimental empiricists have shaped our under-
standing of the Enlightenment, the Revolution,
French culture and the history of modern science.
In each case, they have persuaded us that a chilly,
arid rationalism dominates. “Our century,”
d’Alembert wrote in 1751, “seems to want to intro-
duce cold and didactic discussions into things of
sentiment,”8 and posterity has believed him. His-
torians have decried the “emotional dryness and
hard individualism” of the Enlightenment,9 have
seen the Revolution as the triumph of an abstract,
analytical and mathematical cast of mind10 and
have lamented a French lack of “soul” and an
excess of “intellectualism”.11 The sentimental
empiricists’ charges against the natural sciences
also helped to advance the belief that these consti-
tuted an impersonal, dispassionate way of know-
ing.

This is not to say that a deliberate rationalism
was not a defining characteristic of the Enlighten-
ment and Revolution and has not shaped modern
French culture or guided the genesis of the mod-
ern sciences. But this aspect of their history devel-
oped in tension with another: a persistent appeal
to the emotions as crucial to empirical under-
standing.
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5 François Quesnay, “Grains” [1757], in: François Quesnay 
et la physiocratie, Institution National d’Etudes Démo-
graphiques, Paris, 1958, vol. 2, p. 472.

6 François Quesnay, “Maximes générales du gouvernement
économique d’un royaume agricole” [November 1767],
ibid., pp. 967ff.

7 Pierre Samuel Dupont de Nemours, “De l’exportation et de
l’importation des grains, mémoire lû à la Société royale
d’agriculture de Soissons” [1764], in: Oeuvres politiques et
économiques, KTO, Nendeln, 1979, vol. 1, pp. 61-139,
here pp. 120f., 162.

8 D’Alembert, “Discours préliminaire” [1751], in: Diderot,
d’Alembert (eds), op. cit., vol. 1, p. xxxi.

9 Arthur M. Wilson, “Sensibility in France in the Eighteenth
Century: A Study in Word History,” in: French Quarterly,
13, nos. 1 and 2, 1931, pp. 35-46, here p. 41.

10 Alexis de Tocqueville, L’Ancien régime et la révolution
[1856], Jacob-Peter Mayer, Gustave Rudler, (eds), Gallimard,
Paris, 1954; Hippolyte Taine, The Ancient Regime [1876],
trans. John Durand, Peter Smith, New York, 1931; Augustin
Cochin, L’Esprit de jacobinisme [1920], Presses universi-
taires de France, Paris, 1979; François Furet, Penser la révolu-
tion française, Gallimard, Paris, 1978.

11 Pierre Trahard, Les maitres de la sensibilité française au
XVIIIème siècle, Boivin et Cie, Paris, 1931-1933, vol. 4,
pp. 289f.

Dessein, Pantographe , plate III, vol. 3 (1765), in: Denis D iderot, Jean d’A lembert, Encyclopéd ie , ou, D ictionnaire raisonné des
sciences, des arts et des métiers, Paris, 1751-1772

Chirurgie , plate XVII, vol. 3 (1765)Papetterie , Colage , plate XI, vol. 5 (1768)
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politics today. At that very moment, these
debaters became attentive to the (Foucauldian)
forms (one might also say dispositifs or arrange-
ments) deployed for making politics possible
today. They shifted from an idealist stance about
what politics is and should be to a pragmatist
focus on the effects of the classic settings of poli-

tics, the democratic forum and its Dutch 1970s
variants, participative procedures and stakeholder
negotiations. It is not simply that images suddenly
replaced participative techniques as the appro-
priate means of doing politics. It is not simply 
that one form came to replace another. The debate
came to be about forms and the possibility that 
the most formal of forms – image and image-mak-
ing – might be appropriate in doing politics. As
the debate explored the role of images, the open
question became: What are appropriate and effi-
cient ways of doing politics?

In the debate itself, politicians, planners and
designers seem to have been grappling with what
might be described as an empirical philosophical
preoccupation, to use Annemarie Mol’s term. A
concern arose about what it takes today to “act
like a state” and include unorthodox techniques of
drawing among its accepted tools. In a distant
way, this empirical philosophical concern echoes a
preoccupation of John Dewey, who had insisted
that the state must continually reinvent itself. For
Dewey, the state is the result of a series of
attempts to care for specific public needs that
emerged in the past. As new problems emerge, the
state should not strain to respond to new needs
with its old form. Instead, it must be transformed
to fittingly respond to these needs:

“By its nature, a state is ever something to be
scrutinized, investigated, searched for. Almost as
soon as its form is established, it needs to be re-
made.”4

In 1983 the new Dutch “purple” cabinet
claimed, using terms similar to Dewey’s, that gov-
ernment needed to be reinvented and its tech-
niques modified and extended. The previous
Christian-Democratic government, they contin-
ued, despite its efforts toward transparency and
democratic process, had proven inefficient; it had
failed on the level of content. It was necessary to
begin to deregulate, decentralize and manage gov-
ernment like a business. There are good reasons to
resist interpreting these declarations with such a
grand, philosophical framework as Dewey’s.
Indeed the claim to reinvent government can be
taken simply as the typical self-aggrandizing
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4 John Dewey, The Public and its Problems, Swallow Press,
Athens, OH, 1954 [1927], p.31. I am indebted to the semi-
nars at the Centre de Sociologie de l’Innovation, Ecole des
Mines, France, of Bruno Latour, who developed an interest
in this text under the impulse of Noortje Marres’ reading of
Dewey and Lippman (see Marres, this volume, chapter 3).

From “Aesthetic Politics” to Politi-

cal Aesthetics

In 1939, Walter Benjamin linked fascism to the
“aesthetization of politics,” a process through
which mass publics were constituted, distractedly
absorbing phenomena rather than attentively
observing them, through innovative techniques of
reproduction in the arts (press, photography,
film). In the Netherlands, the argument of the
“aesthetization of politics” has been recently
mobilized by those who observed the rise of pop-
ulist and political dandy Pim Fortuyn in the late
1990s and until his assassination in 2002. Here
was a perfect example of an aesthetic politician,
characterized as an ambitious yet content-less
empty-headed character who “mean[t] nothing to
society except for his big mouth” and his talent for
“pose and theater”.1 These observers translate
Benjamin’s phrase, de esthetesering van de politiek,
to describe not fascist but twentieth-century dem-
ocratic politics. They echo other analyses of con-
temporary politics like Bernard Manin’s, accord-
ing to which political content tends to be
displaced by superficial and irrelevant considera-
tions of personal style and image.2 Another Dutch
case might be subjected to similar criticism. Dutch
spatial planning, after having been dominated in
the 1970s by the written, scientific text,3 has been
overrun by a proliferation of images: architectural
visions, design sketches, visual “quality” cata-
logues and the like. Spatial planning has been con-
sidered a government task since the beginning of
the twentieth century in the Netherlands, moti-
vated by social justice, aiming to weigh interests
and to facilitate the formation of compromises in
the interest of the common good. Has spatial
planning lost its content? Have aesthetic consider-
ations replaced political ideals?

A quick look at the designers’ and planners’
own debates offers a different story. Over the past

two decades in the Netherlands, as design images
were introduced to implement (spatial) politics,
politics has not been gutted of its content. Instead,
it is the politics before the mobilization of images,
before 1980, that are taken to be content-less. Par-
ticipants say that the introduction of images
(beginning in 1983 at the moment of the change to
the [Social Democratic + Liberal] “purple” cabi-
net) has allowed the return of content to politics.
Intriguingly, it is the democratic politics of partici-
pation and negotiation that is criticized as empty
and opaque. In the 1970s, the attempt to design
participative decision-making processes had, it
was argued, produced monstrously incoherent
compromises; the focus had been on process
rather than content, planning rather than the plan.
After 1980, it was expected that images, produced
through specific design techniques, would facili-
tate the production of coherent compromises and
the formulation of realistic and ambitious content.
Design techniques, visionary images, stylish qual-
ity catalogues would neither deaden the public’s
attentiveness nor empty the agora of its critical
(Rousseau-ian) individuals; rather, images would
finally return the debate to politics, shaking politi-
cians and the lay public out of their slumber.

Thus Walter Benjamin’s understanding of the
“aesthetization of politics” is remarkably inappli-
cable to the Dutch case of spatial planning. Image-
making techniques were not assumed to be a cor-
ruptive force, external to and disruptive of
democratic politics. Instead, in designers,’ plan-
ners’ and politicians’ discussions of images, they
came to doubt that the classic political procedures
of political participation were sufficient for doing
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1 Dick Pels, De Geest van Pim, het Gedachtegoed van Een Poli-
tieke Dandy, Anthos, Amsterdam, 2003 (trans. the author).

2 Bernard Manin, The Principles of Representative Government,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997.

3 On the shift from prolific writing to images, see Andreas
Faludi, Arnold van der Valk, Rule and Order: Dutch planning
doctrine in the twentieth century, Kluwer Academic Publish-
ers, Dordrecht, 1994; Hans van der Cammen, Len 
de Klerk, Ruimtelijke Ordening, Aula, Utrecht, 1986.
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Haarlemeer project for the exhibition Nederland Nu A ls
Ont werp, A msterdam , 1989, photo collages, © O M A
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follow the classic expectations of what politics is
to an attentiveness after 1983 to politics as a tenta-
tive achievement of techniques of image-making.
Aesthetics come first; they are the format. Politics
might, it is hoped, follow.

Political intent and its achievement are what we
might say Dutch spatial politics is about today.
There was a large-scale experiment about how
exactly these design images and image-making
techniques were to achieve the constitution of
political intent. Nederland Nu Als Ontwerp, a
workshop from 1983 to 1989, trained a generation
of designers in making future scenarios to broaden
politicians’ choices for decision-making. In con-
trast, the renewal of the Kop van Zuid in Rotter-
dam, the creation of Ijburg in Amsterdam and of
the Leidsche Rijn near Utrecht have been loci
where design techniques (target images, models,
structure plans, visual catalogues and more6) and
drawing techniques were introduced within the
processes of political opinion- and decision-mak-
ing themselves, to improve negotiations by com-
posing in unexpected ways between alternatives.

Concurrently to these concrete projects, a
debate involving architects, planners and political
analysts developed about modes of government.
In the mid-1990s, H+N+S designers contributed
to the creation and publication of the Nieuwe
Kaart van Nederland, a Geographic Information
System (GIS) map, recording all existing (natural
and constructed) features and all government-
approved projects. The 20-meter-long map (huge,
unwieldy and illegible) was unfolded onto a stage
for the audience to stare down at in bewilderment.
Geographers commonly deride efforts to make
big, exhaustive maps, comparing these to Borges’
fictional 1-to-1 scale map. Here, the chaos of the
map was taken by designers and audiences to be
due to the actual chaos of the land. It was publi-
cized as the ultimate proof of the incapacity of the
government to govern effectively, to have an
overview, prioritize, hierarchize. The govern-
ment’s authority and efficiency would have been
demonstrated, critics said, if the new map had had
a legible form. Influential architect Riek Bakker
wrote,

“Time to go from compromise- and compen-
sation-planning (typical of the polder model) to
the creation, representation and maintenance of

clear (political) choices: ‘This is what we want, this
is why and therefore this must happen.’ Such a
turnaround is possibly the most difficult to make
in our almost over-democratized co-existence
[…] Somebody must care that the spatial process
is guided in a certain direction. That is the role of
the commissioner [opdrachtgever].”7

The government has lost its capacity to say
“This is what I want”. Dutch architects got explic-
itly involved in a political theoretical debate about
ways of doing government. Benjamin’s “aesthetic
politics” had assumed that aesthetics emptied pol-
itics of its content; in this case, however, design is
brought back in to address what actors take to be
the core lack in an over-democratized govern-
ment: the enunciation of “This is what I want” and
its enactment. Following the debate is not an
entirely satisfying means of testing the relevance
of aesthetic politics to Dutch spatial politics today.
An ethnographic case will reveal politics as an
empirical enterprise, the tentative constitution of
“political intent,” “will” or the architectural term
opdrachtgeverschap.

Design Form: The Progressive Emer-

gence of Political Intent

In 2000-2001, the landscape architects H+N+S
produced a design for the Amsterdam stelling, a
water defense system made up of a collection of
dikes, forts and fields that when activated would
flood the land and thus slow down an enemy
approaching on horseback. It was drawn as a blue-
print at the end of the nineteenth century and
never used, as the next enemy attack involved the
use of airplanes.8 The defense system spans the
circumference of Amsterdam city and is protected
as a UNESCO monument. The landscape archi-
tects’ task was unusual. Rather than “preserve” the
old or “create” a new stelling form, the client, the
North Holland Province, had a more complex
problem: Local citizens had alerted the central
government to discrepancies between plans by the
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6 Riek Bakker, “De Uitdaging van het Opdrachtgeverschap,”
in: Jaarverslag Landschap Architectuur en Planning Nederland,
NAI uitgevers, Rotterdam, 1995, p.8-21.

7 Ibid. (trans. the author).
8 The stelling is, for the most part, not a separate, distinct

structure from the surrounding landscape: Only the forts
were actually built for the stelling, otherwise the stelling
makes use of existing agricultural dikes and sluices. Only in
the western segment of the stelling is there a specific stelling-
dike. This happens to be the area where the most urban
pressure is located.

bravura with which an entering government coali-
tion bids farewell to an exiting government coali-
tion, just an instance of the management-speak
typical of what would become, in Europe, the
“New Left” of the 1980s and 1990s. Still, post hoc,
reasons emerged to take this comparison seri-
ously, at least for a moment. Some events might
be said to have called the “New Left” bluff and
infused (Deweyan) meaning into the words “rein-
venting government”. In spatial planning, the crit-
icism of government for having lost control of
content was met (in an increasing number of
highly mediatized exhibits, professional work-
shops, large-scale city projects) by a separate, par-
allel debate among architects and urbanists about
the loss of “image” and “form” in the Dutch city
and landscape. These architects maintained that it
was the relationship of the architect to govern-
ment and planning in particular that had caused
this loss of form. So a gratuitous claim to have
reinvented government was met unexpectedly by
an urgency to reinvent government: Architects
and planners found themselves agreeing that polit-
ical content would be found with and only with an
increased attention to architectural content, that is,
to form and image. Aesthetics are added to extend
and even re-invent the range of political tech-
niques. 

The planners and designers indeed had great
expectations for images in politics. Pieter Win-
semius, minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and
Environment (VROM), echoed contemporary cri-
tiques of planning and linked the problem of find-
ing content to the problem of government author-
ity in a democratic society. He threatened to
dissolve the central spatial-planning department
(RPD), saying it had lost its legitimacy when it had
lost track of its “own” goals and become a mere
coordinating agency. Unless the RPD formulated
its own goals and demonstrated efficiency in
reaching them, government intervention in spatial
planning could not be justified. At the same time,
he and RPD director Jenno Witsen began to sup-
port a new kind of initiative within the RPD, an
exploration of the use of imagery and future sce-
narios. Planners and politicians at the RPD sorely
needed to develop the “vision” the two leaders
equated to verbeelding, in its two Dutchmeanings:
imagination and image-making. Thus, “imagina-

tive” images, used to represent the RPD’s own
goals, would demonstrate authority and inspira-
tion and be so enthralling that people would want
to implement them. Such images would not only
represent but also guarantee the efficiency of
action of these representations. No need for “top-
down” coercion, the exercise of central authority.
Images would be the instruments of the careful
equilibrium described by the New Left, a deregu-
lated, decentralized yet efficient state.5 Image and
form would not merely return content to politics.
Planners, politicians and architects argued that
design could improve politicians’ capacity to
enounce and would re-articulate this enunciation
with efficient action: Politicians would finally speak
(through images) inspiringly and, thereby, effec-
tively. Images would solve the problem also of
what I will call intent (words + action) in politics.

This turn in the debate is critical in understand-
ing another contrast with Walter Benjamin’s “aes-
thetic politics”. Benjamin had assumed that poli-
tics had been corrupted by the importation of
practices (film, in particular, emerging in the
1930s) foreign to democracy. But the Dutch
debate involved not what was internal/external
but the multiplicity of forms, expected and unex-
pected, involved in the production of politics.
What exactly this politics is for these debaters, at
this moment in Dutch spatial politics, is defined by
the debate itself as political “vision,” authoritative
and inspiring, something I summed up as “intent”.
This entity is a tentative construction, performed
and formatted by a series of techniques or arrange-
ments - here, techniques of design. Just as Fou-
cault had described the formatting of the modern
“subject,” Latour and Callon the formatting of the
capitalist “object,” here, the debaters imply, what
is formatted through techniques of participation,
negotiation and of image-making is “political
will”. Too often, disillusioned commentators
explain the failure of a project or policy proposal
by the “absence of political will” – as if this “will”
were something that must exist before and out-
side of the project. Here the debaters take the for-
matting of a political will to be not the precondi-
tion of but the principal achievement of political
techniques. By switching from aesthetic politics to
political aesthetics, I attempt to trace the impact of
a shift in the debate from an effort in the 1970s to

728 5 Faludi, van der Valk, op. cit.
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province to develop a port in the Wijkermeer and
UNESCO’s protection of the stelling. Representa-
tives of the province had been summoned to jus-
tify their plans and demonstrate that they were
“responsible” as well as “supported” by the popu-
lation. “We wanted design, we wanted the
designer’s creativity to act as a crowbar (breekijzer)
for the Wijkermeer. It is something else to work
with inspiring images. Before this, we had always
worked with words.” (CS, interview, June 2001.)
In short, designers were asked to restore the
provincial officials’ capacity to act efficiently and
legitimately, to say “This is what I want” in an
“over-democratized” society. 

Patterns of dots and lines – before intention:
The H+N+S designers begin design with a rhetor-
ical and visual trick: They problematize the mat-
ter-of-factness of the stelling. In a first intermedi-
ary report, they juxtapose incongruent maps of
the stelling from different sources. The point here
is to problematize existing points of view, demon-
strating their contested-ness. In this way, design-
ers seek to construct a distinct and original start-
ing point for the design. 

The next step is to rediscover/construct the
stelling anew as a pattern of dots and lines. Land-
scape architects typically search for patterns by
combining vertical and horizontal views of the
landscape, in this case by juxtaposing topographi-
cal maps of the stelling with photos of the stelling
from eye level. When the landscape is drawn as a
“pattern,” the stelling is merely “what can be
seen”. For art historian Svetlana Alpers, something
like the “innocent eye” was typical of Dutch land-
scape art, a representation that did not search for
“deeper meanings beyond the surface of things”.9

The postwar land consolidation efforts (ruil-
verkavelingen), key for understanding practices of
landscape architects today, similarly approached
the landscape as a “structure” that should be made
more “legible and clear”. In these practices, land-
scape was “about” nothing; rather, if it was
“about” anything, it was about a pattern.

At a closer look, the “mere” pattern does not
signal the absence of meaning. Rather it is a tech-
nique, an elementary building block, used for the
constitution of the designer’s intent. Recent text-
books for design describe the drawing of patterns
as one technique for the discovery/construction of

the designer’s own goals: “The first thing to do is
to go to the place, get off your bike and associate
[...] at this point you should draw, make sketches.
Do not strike the pose of someone who does not
have an opinion about what he sees.”10 The pat-
tern also structures debates among designers in
the office and with the policy makers at the
province’s headquarters. The patterns are the
operators mobilized in the slow emergence of (the
designer’s, the policy maker’s) intent. 

Still, images do not guarantee the composition
of political intent. In a presentation of a draft of the
design to an external group of influential politi-
cians who had not participated in previous
exchanges with designers, the images left the audi-
ence cold. The designers attribute their failure to
the form they proposed: The aesthetics of the
“green contour,” a green buffer against the expan-
sion of the city, had been too homogenous and
“zone-like”. The designers comment that it had
not been “architectural enough”. The more archi-
tectural the plan (tentatively) becomes, the more
political. Faced with criticism and the failure to
achieve political will, the designers do not revert
to classic political techniques for achieving politi-
cal intent (compromise, negotiation, debate).
They return to the drawing table. There is some-
thing commonsensical about the designers’ reac-
tion. After all, design students are taught that
design is “the resolution of conflicts” and that this
resolution can best be done through sketching. As
one designer said, “There is in design, maybe it is a
little naïve, the idea or myth that when you draw
you will find the trick which will allow you to hold
everything together, to solve all the problems all at
once.” (YF, Interview, 2004). 

But the designer here has to draw a form that
not only resolves conflicting programs but meets
Winsemius’ goal of being inspiring without being
authoritarian, clear and directive while remaining
flexible and de-centralized. She is looking for a
form that offers flexibility and continuity at once;
YF draws a drager, a “big line” (grote lijn) that
emphasizes at a higher scale the “continuity of the
landscape” while allowing at lower scales variation
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9 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seven-
teenth Century, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1983.

10 Hans Warnau, Doelstellingen bij het ontwerpen in de landscha-
parchitectuur, syllabus voor een atelier over doelstellingen in de
landschaparchitectuur, syllabus, Faculteitbouwkunst
studierichting landschaparchitectuur, Amsterdamse
Hogeschool voor de Kunsten, 1988.

The stelling at W ijkermeer, 2000, photo collage and computer graphics, © H NS 

Three maps of the A msterdam stelling, 2000, computer graphics, © H NS
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in how these lines are realized. Rather than a zone,
she draws a ring using water-management tech-
niques. The ring is solidly blue, yet the water ele-
ments can vary from a dike to a series of lakes.

Going through the different exploratory
sketches, the designer explains: “We need to
emphasize the patterns of the stelling in the land-
scape, make it visible … Water is important
because it can do this emphasis … Water does not
make people as defensive … In this way you get a
circle, the recognizability … but you do not have
one big, homogenous contour … Water is easier
to argue … It is more flexible than green contours
… It is not holy in Holland. You can put it there
and then take it away.” (Interview, April 2000)

Presented in the final draft of the design, this
new pattern attempted to compose the designers’
own intent, their clients’ and the public’s. Cru-
cially, form and debates on form attracted atten-
tion in the Netherlands to the diversity of skills,
formats and architectures needed to do politics
and, more specifically here, the difficult composi-
tion of political intent. Aesthetic techniques are
being tried out as one in this range of techniques of
politics. Intriguingly, in H+N+S’ designs, and
after half a century’s absence from the forefront of
spatial planning, it is water and its broad range of
water techniques that confer on the drawings the
flexibility of line designers feel they need in their
efforts to make “politics” with aesthetics.
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The stelling as “green contour,” 2001, computer graphics, based on fe lt pen sketch, © H NS  

The ste lling “drager,” 2001, fe lt pen sketch, 30 x 30 cm , ©
H NS, Yttje Feddes

F inal sketch of the stelling, 2001, fe lt pen sketch, 30 x 40 cm , ©
H NS, Yttje Feddes

F inal computer rendering of the stelling sketch, 2001, computer graphics, © H NS 



bile: in taking over the vehicle, he would have ig-
nored the operating instructions and would sim-
ply have harnessed horses – naturally more horses
than for a buggy, as this carriage is much heavier –
to the front of the new vehicle.”5

The following theater photographs can be
likened to the eyepiece of a telescope through
which we can discern a number of experiments in
and about The Life of Galileo. By looking more
closely at what is at stake in these experiments,
both those of the various productions and those of
the different versions of the text, we will begin to

discern some aspects of the development of the-
ater, of science and of their relationship.

The Life of Galileo as we know it today is the
end-product of a long period of development from
1938 to 1955, when Brecht submitted the play to
radical changes. The first version, Und sie bewegt
sich doch [And it does move], was completed in
November 1938. In this version the character of
Galileo is presented in a positive light as one who
goes up against the powers that be, just as Brecht
had done in response to the rising threat of
Nazism in his own time. Leonard Steckel’s pro-

Introduction

In the short piece entitled “Shakespeare’s The-
ater,” Bertolt Brecht sets up a parallel between
techniques that were used by actors in the Globe
theater and those used by Galileo and Bacon. Like
Galileo and Bacon, the Globe actors were in the
habit of carrying out regular experiments: “That is
why the plays should be produced in an experi-
mental way.”3 By means of a paradigm shift com-
parable in magnitude to the Copernican Revolu-
tion, Brecht wants to create a dramatic instrument
geared entirely to the Marxist transformation of
the world. To that end, his intention is to establish
a theater for the scientific age, wherein the theater
itself is turned into a laboratory. For Brecht,
though, this does not simply mean experimenting
with the action on the stage; rather, the laboratory
must include the audience within its scope of ex-
perimentation. In other words, far from having
everything unfold within the closed space of the
stage, the experiment is to be carried out on the
interaction between the two spaces of the stage
and the audience, ones that Brechtian dramaturgy
separates so as to better allow them to confront
each other and to react to each other. It is in this
way that Brecht can lay claim to a new kind of
theater with Galileo. Whereas traditional theater
remains closed onto itself like a Ptolemaic universe
sealed within its crystal spheres, Brecht follows the
example of the Earth within the Copernican
system and envisions theater opening itself to 

a universe whose center it no longer occupies.
In The Life of Galileo, the experiment is not just

the dramaturgical principle; it also constitutes
both the subject matter, a series of public experi-
ments, and the principle that guides the writing of
the play. In that sense, it is an experimental play on
two different levels: on the one hand, through the
series of scenes that constitute so many public
demonstrations and on the other, through the var-
ious productions of the play that have drawn out
and illuminated Brecht’s work over the course of
the last century. The playwright himself placed an
emphasis on the play’s experimental character in
that for him, each new production of it would
have to explore the conditions of its own perform-
ance. “A conventional production would only
serve to weaken the true force of the play,”4 he de-
clared. In other words, the production of a play
whose subject matter involves Galileo’s experi-
ments should itself be experimental. “The play
would lose its most significant effects if the theater
failed to make the appropriate adjustments […]
Regarding such plays, the majority of directors act
just like a horse and buggy driver would have done
during the time of the invention of the automo-
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Public Experiments
On Several Productions of 
Bertolt Brecht’s The Life of Galileo
Frédérique Aït-Touati

People who know nothing either about science or about art believe that the two are com-
pletely different things, neither of which they understand. They think they are doing science 
a service when they allow it to be completely without imagination, and they think they are
supporting the arts when they prevent everyone from demanding anything intelligent from it. 

Bertolt Brecht1

The movements of the stars have become clearer; the movements of the masters still remain
completely incalculable for the majority of their subjects.

Bertolt Brecht2

1 Bertolt Brecht, “Der Messingkauf,” in: Schriften zum Theater,
vol. 5, Aufbau-Verlag, Berlin, Weimar, 1964, p. 107. Published
in English as The Messingkauf Dialogues, trans. John Willett,
Methuen, London, 1965.

2 Bertolt Brecht, “Zu ‘Leben des Galilei’,” in: Schriften zum
Theater, vol. 4, Aufbau-Verlag, Berlin, Weimar, 1964, p. 228.

3 Bertolt Brecht, “Das Theater des Shakespeare,” in: “Der
Messingkauf,” in: Schriften zum Theater, vol. 5, op. cit., p. 133.

4 Bertolt Brecht, “Zu ‘Leben des Galilei’,” in: Schriften zum
Theater, vol. 4, op. cit., p. 251. 5 Ibid., pp. 251f.

Sie bewegt sich doch [And it does move], Zurich Schauspie lhaus, September 9, 1943, director: Leonard Stecke l, set designer: Theo
O tto, photo © Stadtarchiv Zurich: Schauspie lhaus-Archiv



ties into a new and more critical light.”6 In order
to reflect the ways in which Brecht had revised his
ideas regarding the relationship between science
and society since he first wrote the play in 1938,
Brecht and Laughton created an entirely new text
for the English-language production. The experi-
mental character of Brecht’s theater should thus
be taken in its most literal sense. The scientific ex-
periment is not some metaphor borrowed in a
kind of anecdotal way from the play’s subject mat-
ter but is rather its very principle of writing: The
original text had been transformed through its
contact with a specific public, with a particular
actor (Laughton himself plays the role of Galileo
that he helped create) and with a given historical
moment (post-Hiroshima). As such, the different
versions of the text (Und sie bewegt sich doch in
1938; Galileo Galilei in 1947; and Leben des Galilei
in 1955, the version that Brecht was in the process

of revising at the time of his death in 1956) them-
selves achieved a veritable Copernican reversal: It
was no longer the case that a particular theatrical
production revolved around a given text but
rather that the text itself began revolving around
the production.

The scene in which Galileo explains the princi-
ples of floating bodies to his disciples is one of the
play’s many scenes of public experimentation. But
far from being a demonstration that finds itself re-
flected in the performance of the play itself, the
play rules out any direct identification of the audi-
ence with a group of passive students. This latter
kind of pedagogical scenario, while easy enough
to reproduce within traditional schemas of drama-
turgy in which the stage always dominates the au-
dience, is shifted in the Berliner Ensemble produc-
tion. It is not Galileo who, in the position of
undisputed savant, teaches the modern public

duction is in keeping with the image of the great
man surrounded by his disciples. Thus, the experi-
mentation scene pictured here is modeled after
nineteenth-century academic painting: the circu-
larity of the scene is created by blocking the disci-
ples into a circle, whose focus of attention is on
the two elements in the center, the instrument and
the scientist.

This version of the text, which was produced
only once (in Zurich in 1943), was followed by
another text that Brecht dubbed “the American
version”. The latter was written as a collaborative
effort with the actor Charles Laughton, during the
time of Brecht’s exile in the US. Whereas the first
version of the play clearly presented a celebratory
picture of Galileo, the ones to follow became
more and more critical of him. In his Aufbau einer
Rolle [Composition of a Role], written during his
collaboration with Laughton on the revised ver-

sion of the play, Brecht did not have enough harsh
words for Galileo regarding his recantation; he
speaks of Galileo’s “renunciation,” of his “servi-
tude,” of his “debasement,” of the figure of a “nox-
ious character,” a “traitor.” In the revised version,
the scene of the plague (Scene V) that makes a
hero of Galileo is omitted, and a long indictment
that condemns him is added to the end of the play.
The rest of the play remains virtually unchanged,
but even so, its general thrust is drastically modi-
fied and even reversed.

Between the 1943 production in Zurich and the
one in Beverly Hills, CA, that took place in 1947,
the catastrophe of Hiroshima had already raised a
new skepticism regarding science, one that Brecht
shared: “From one day to the next, the biography
of the founder of the new physics had changed
completely. The infernal effect of the A-bomb
served to place Galileo’s conflict with the authori-
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6 Ibid., p. 216.

Leben des Galilei [The Life of Galileo], Scene 9: “Thursday. F loat-
ing Bodies,” Berliner Ensemble , 1955, director: Erich Enge l, set
designer: Caspar Neher, photo © Stiftung Archiv der Akadem ie
der Künste , Berlin, photo: Percy Paukschta

Leben des Galilei [The Life of Galileo], Berliner Ensemble ,
Théâtre des Nations, Paris, 1955, director: Erich Enge l, set 
designer: Caspar Neher, photo © B ibliothèque nationale de
France , Departement des Arts du Spectacle , photos: Collection
Roger Pic

Leben des Galilei [The Life of Galileo], Berliner Ensemble , Théâtre des Nations, Paris, 1955, director: Erich Enge l, set designer: 
Caspar Neher, photo © B ibliothèque nationale de France , Departement des Arts du Spectacle , photos: Collection Roger Pic
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what it already knows (such a schema would be
both hagiographic and redundant, a criticism with
which Brecht has often been unjustly reproached).
Rather, the production itself shows what mecha-
nisms are at work in the relationship between
power and science.

Consequently, the instruction lies not so much
in what Galileo says as in the blocking of various
pedagogical scenarios. Galileo’s regular interlocu-
tors exaggerate the pedagogic relationship to such
an extent that it becomes cause for reflection more
than cause for identification: the young Andrea,
for his perceptive naivety in the first scene, and
Frau Sarti, for her good sense. Above all, though, it
is the role of Galileo himself that casts doubt on
the legitimacy of such an authoritative position:
by the distancing of the role from the actor who
must play Galileo while maintaining a critical
stance toward him and through the narrative
structure of the play, which traces a negative des-

tiny right up to the radical self-critique of the final
scene. In addition, the stage does not reproduce
the pedagogical dynamic in the stage/audience re-
lationship but rather shows it in the blocking.
Galileo is at center stage with Andrea at the begin-
ning of the play, but he is then moved to behind
Cosimo de Medici for the demonstration, with
Cosimo occupying the center of the stage, the
place of power; by the final scene, Galileo has been
removed altogether from the center of the stage.

In A Short Organum for the Theater (whose title
alludes to Bacon’s Novum Organum), Brecht
speaks of an “aesthetic of the exact sciences”.7 His
intention is to deduce an aesthetic method from
Galileo’s scientific method. The wonder that the
scientist experiences when confronted by the
workings of the Earth (a wonder that leads him to
investigate and discover the laws that govern it)
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Vita d i Galileo [The Life of Galileo], Piccolo Teatro, M ilan, 1963, director: G iorg io Strehler, set designer: Luciano Dam iani, photo ©
Piccolo Teatro

7 Bertolt Brecht, “Kleines Organon für das Theater,” in:
Schriften zum Theater, vol. 2, op. cit., p. 114. Published in
English as “A Short Organum for the Theater,” trans. John
Willet, Eric Bentley (ed.), in: Playwrights on Playwriting, Toby
Cole (ed.), Hill and Wang, New York, 1961.

Vita d i Galileo [The Life of Galileo], Piccolo Teatro, M ilan, 1963, director: G iorg io Strehler, set designer: Luciano Dam iani, 
photos © Piccolo Teatro



becomes a model of the aesthetic wonder of spec-
tators brought face-to-face with theater’s repro-
ductions of life. In both cases, it is a question of
creating a kind of heuristic distance that authoriz-
es the movement of thought and of setting the
representation of science or theater at a distance
so as to permit its examination.

The spherical astrolabe, both the object and the
tool of the demonstration, is placed in the center.
It is made to resonate with the giant elliptical as-
trolabe that is suspended above the stage, mutely
lending support to Galileo’s demonstration. The
two objects reinforce each other: The one, ab-
stract and invisible to the protagonists, represents
the inaccessible universe; the other, an artificial
and stylized object composed of perfectly round
wheels, constitutes the model on a human scale.

What Brechtian dramaturgy proposes is a kind
of theater that is not so much involved in express-
ing the real as in signifying it. Accordingly, Brecht-
ian realism is based on a set of staging techniques
that are, paradoxically, “de-realizing” ones that
aim to detach the character and the scenario from
their “natural” context: Brechtian dramaturgy
thus attempts an in-vitro experiment. The “mean-
ingless” backdrop is one of these techniques. In
contrast to the frame in the tradition of realistic
theater, an abstract backdrop of grayish-white can
invoke the realism of the object. The dramatis per-
sonae stand out better against this neutral back-
drop precisely because it does not pretend to be
some kind of simulacrum. Rather, it allows for the
observation of re-created and artificial dramatic
situations. Thus, the performance is an experi-
ment to the precise extent that it artificially recon-
stitutes the event in order to draw out its law and,
in the end, to transform it.

The strength of Brechtian theater resides in a
use of space freed from the constraints of classical
composition, as is shown in the second of Roger
Pic’s photos. Here, the art of the photographer
consists in having captured the actors at the pre-
cise moment when each of them is defined by a
circle. Erich Engel’s production multiplies the cir-
cles so as to produce a space where the centers,
like the various meanings, remain multiple and
open. As such, the traditional space of the theater
is reversed and reorganized according to a topolo-
gy of powers that are perpetually moving: The

equilibrium of the forces is constantly being modi-
fied in the course of successive scenes, depending
on whether the religious, political or scientific
powers are being represented and confronted.

When the Berliner Ensemble came to perform
at the Théâtre des Nations in Paris (Mother
Courage in 1954, then The Life of Galileo in 1955
and 1957), the French public was exposed to this
new conception of theater. Numerous were the
French spectators and directors who could attest
to the shock of the Brechtian experience. Regard-
ing his discovery of the Berliner Ensemble in 1955,
Roger Planchon recalls: “It was like entering a
painting salon in 1880 that is full of canvases from
that period and suddenly stumbling upon a Van
Gogh. A shock. What Brecht was doing was a
decade or two ahead of everything else that was
going on in Europe.”8 Roland Barthes speaks of
Brecht in terms of rebirth: “This inspiration was a
conflagration: in my eyes, nothing any longer re-
mained of French theater. Between the Berliner
Ensemble and other theaters, it wasn’t merely a
difference of degree but rather a fundamental dif-
ference of nature and practically of history. Hence,
the radical character of the experiment. Brecht
cured me of imperfect theater; in fact, I think that
it was at that very moment that I even stopped
going to the theater at all.”9

Following Brecht’s death in 1956, new produc-
tions of Galileo tried bringing the master’s
teachings together with reflections on theater that
were relevant to their own particular moment.
Strehler’s production remains one of the most
outstanding: It explored the implications of
Brechtian realism by means of extreme stylization
(a bare stage and an open space) and an intense
reflection on the principles of a “theater of the
scientific age”.

Damiani’s set design is reminiscent of theater
and science as they were at the dawn of the seven-
teenth century. It is realist in that sense, yet it does
not participate in any naturalist illusions. The
stage is topped by a wooden frame inspired by
Leonardo da Vinci’s “study of forces,” which is
made to symbolize the rational and scientific spir-
it; in addition, models are used to refer symbolical-
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ly to the various places where the action takes
place. Strehler comments: “The solution to use
small reduced-scale architectural models and ar-
chitectural sections as if they were scientific stud-
ies for construction plans was the best one, the
most comprehensible. In a play where science is
being thematized, it only makes sense that the di-
rection taken for the set-design also be ‘scientif-
ic’.”10Under a wooden proscenium extending out
into the audience, a system of ropes and pulleys is
placed in full view of the spectators. This system
allows for the manipulation of a small, typically
Brechtian curtain that cuts off the audience’s view
of the stage at mid-height. However, its principal
function is to recall the mechanical experiments
that were conducted by Galileo. The visibility of
the apparatus serves to highlight the performance

as an artificial reproduction of reality or, in the
precise sense as it was defined in Galileo’s epoch,
to draw attention to the performance as “experi-
ment”. To display the machinery of the theater is
to emphasize its experimental character and also
to place the play at a distance.

On the bare stage used in Strehler’s production,
the prop becomes the set and thus gains in signifi-
cance. Inspired by the expressionist tradition of
abstract minimalist set-design, selections for the
set are made using synecdoche (in which a part
stands for the whole): A well-chosen realistic prop
must be able to evoke a broader historical situa-
tion. Like the acting, the choice of stage props was
directed more toward a greater clarity of intention
than toward naturalist detail. Strehler emphasized
the importance of the globe and the telescope, of
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8 Cited in Michel Bataillon, Planchon, un défi en province,
chronique d’une aventure théâtrale, Editions Marval, Paris,
2001.

9 Roland Barthes, “J’ai toujours beaucoup aimé le théâtre … ,” 
in:Esprit,May 1965. Republished in Ecrits sur le theatre, Edi-
tions du Seuil, Paris, 2002, p. 20.

10 Cited in Bernard Dort, “La Vie de Galilée: déroulement et
étude du spectacle par Bernard Dort,” in: Strehler, Les Voies de
la Création Théâtrale, 16, CNRS, Paris, 1989.

La vie de Galilée [The Life of Galileo], Comédie Française , Paris, 1990, director: Antoine Vitez, set designer: Yannis Kokkos, photo ©
Collections de la Comédie-Française
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institutional and hagiographic one in the case of
the Zurich version, an ungraspable and dangerous
one in the productions of the 1950s, a realist and
precise one in Strehler’s production.

Each of these set designs assigns a certain place
to science at the same time as it ascribes a certain
function to politics. The critique of science in the
productions from the 1950s took the place of a po-
litical, theatrical manifesto; for Strehler, highlight-

ing the mechanics of theatrical representation was
a way to refer both to procedures of scientific ex-
perimentation and to the cogwheels of society.
Even Vitez’s “de-politicized” production is simply
the development of a new political position. For
with Brecht, representations of science and repre-
sentations of politics come together in the per-
formance, the representation of representation.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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the polishing of the lenses and of all the scientific
instruments that had to be able to function ac-
cording to the mechanical principles of the Renais-
sance. In fact, these props were made using period
designs. Contrary to what is usual practice in the
theater, these are real objects and not trompe l’oeil.
Thus, the conditions under which the stage is cre-
ated in fact make scientific experimentation possi-
ble if not necessarily real.

Regarding the use of objects on stage, Brecht-
ian realism is not naturalism. The object is not
made to exist as a plausible sign but rather as a
tool that mediates between man and his undertak-
ings; as such, the prop’s own materiality brings its
own resistance and its own history along with it,
which is also to say that it bears its own origin
within itself. That is why, for Brecht, there is never
any imitation. The objects on stage are not there in
order to fool people or to make something real;
they are there to make sense. The element of simu-
lacra is thus always suppressed to the benefit of
function. Consequently, the relationship of the
actor to the prop in Brechtian theater is the oppo-
site of that in traditional theater. The aim of the
stage is no longer to show a group of characters
within a framework of psychological realism and
against a backdrop of pretenses. Rather, it is to
show actors assuming the position of actor on a
real set so as to allow for the critical and distanced
observation of our own world.

Moving from Strehler’s horizontality to Vitez’s
verticality represents a radical change in view-
point. The horizontality of Strehler’s set design
had been faithful to Brecht to the extent that it
placed the audience face-to-face with the stage in
a movement of distancing and confrontation;
Vitez, in contrast, puts the theater face-to-face
with itself. The theatrical space within which the
characters develop is trapezoidal, bordered on the
left and right by two façades of buildings. Facing
each other, the two vertical walls are reminiscent
of a façade of an Italian Renaissance building on
the one hand and a façade of a modern office block
on the other. The collision of the different histori-
cal epochs evokes another temporal distance: that
of before and after the Berlin Wall.

Vitez’s work tirelessly engages the question of
what is to be done with an aesthetic that is so
tightly bound up with a dangerous ideology. Vitez

responds by proposing a critical staging: “What is
clear to me is that I am putting Brecht on stage,
not Galileo. The entire focus of the production is
to provide a response to this question: Why did
Brecht attack Galileo so fiercely? Why did he con-
demn him? And moreover, why, having first pre-
sented him as a hero did he then go on to reject
him as a traitor?”11 For Vitez, the representation
of science is also, and above all, a representation of
politics. His work is, in effect, a radical calling into
question of the ideas on which Brechtian theater is
based. Notably, it removes the epigrams that in-
troduce each scene as well as the bits of text that
appear on various parts of the set. Such a choice
takes the emphasis away from the epic and politi-
cal character of the play and, in order to make a
political commentary of another kind, places it on
a reflexive return to the role of the theater itself.
“For me, to stage Brecht is also to accuse him,”
Vitez declares.

In relation to the Berliner Ensemble, the rever-
sal is complete: As a theater that no longer points
a finger at society by calling its audience into ques-
tion, the Berliner Ensemble becomes a theater that
interrogates itself and its own relationship to so-
ciety. From Brecht to Vitez, then, the whole idea
of the theater had shifted. So too had the notion of
experiment which, from that moment on, was 
to be applied to the theater itself. The transitive
nature of the spectacle gives way to an uneasy
reflexivity.

Thus, the representation of science in The Life
of Galileo has evolved parallel to the representa-
tion of politics. After Hiroshima, Brecht made
profound changes to his play by adding to it a cri-
tique of the “founder of modern science”. After
that, every production and every new perform-
ance has subjected the play to a different interpre-
tation throughout the course of the century. At
times, the theatrical representation of science has
borrowed from the imagery of the nineteenth cen-
tury (such as in the scene of the play’s first produc-
tion in Zurich), at times from astronomical im-
agery (such as with the multiple rings used in the
Berliner Ensemble production) and at times from
an ethic of the “real thing” (such as with Strehler’s
use of scientific instruments). Above all, the way
that science is represented points to a certain po-
litical and historical “attitude” toward science: an
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Preamble

A republic is normally defined as a form of govern-
ment without a monarch as head of state. This
definition does not preclude the possibility of non-
democratic republics, even if the notion of res pub-
lica suggests the idea of government as a “public
thing”. Indeed it has been observed that many
embryonic republics, such as the original Ameri-
can one, rather abhorred the idea of democracy –
government of the people, by the people and for
the people. This initial definition of a republic is in
any case a negative one. A second definition states
that a republic is essentially a mixed form of gov-
ernment, containing representatives of all layers of
society. As Cicero noted, however, this situation
more often than not is merely the result of mutual
fear, with justice grounded on weakness rather
than strength.

Yet another formulation states that a republic is
government by rule of law. In contrast to “pure”
forms of democracy, in which the sovereignty of
the people means they are above the law, a repub-
lic subordinates all of its citizens, including its
leaders, to the rule of law. Now, if we define a
republic in this fashion, what does this imply for an
understanding of the public and for all the public
things of which a republic is composed? At first
glance we seem to be defining a republic merely in
terms of obedience, not a very exciting or progres-
sive thought at all. Yet, as John Dewey once
pointed out, it is only when laws are viewed as
commands that they must be obeyed. Why not, as
Dewey does, see laws as simply the attempt to
predict what happens once something is set into
action? Indeed, in this sense the rule of law is
inseparable from the public as Dewey defines it:
For Dewey, the public comes into being when
people have to think about the indirect conse-
quences of their actions. The further removed in
space and time such consequences are, the larger

the potential public and the more difficult the task
of gathering them together, of making public this
public. For this reason, Dewey locates the public
somewhere between the purely private, which he
defines as involving the immediate and direct con-
sequences of our actions, and the universal, where
the consequences are so remote that they can
hardly be said to be consequences at all.

The public is, then, the totality of arrangements
made regarding the indirect consequences of col-
lective acts. Yet this public is not yet, perhaps, a
republic. What is specific to the nature of these
arrangements that makes a public a republic?
Once again we appeal to a philosopher, albeit of a
very different cast. Kant, in discussing the problem
of freedom, distinguishes between autonomy
(which always involves legislating over another
domain, like reason imposing its dictates on
nature) and heautonomy (which involves legislat-
ing over one’s own domain, over oneself). To be
autonomous is not yet to be free, for true freedom,
for Kant, involves the ability to obey the laws one
has formulated oneself.

A lot of sarcasm has been heaped on this
allegedly “Prussian” way of regarding freedom,
but if we keep Dewey’s observations on com-
mands and obedience in mind, we see that this sar-
casm is misguided. In fact, Kant’s distinction
allows us to see that the goal of autonomy is dis-
entanglement, whereas heautonomy cannot avoid
entanglement, indeed is nothing but entangle-
ment: of subjects and objects, of freedom and
necessity, of theory and practice, and so on. There
are also profound political consequences. Legislat-
ing over oneself is neither a logical absurdity nor
slavish obedience but rather an act of inclusion:
Whereas autonomy necessarily seeks to exempt
itself from the laws it prescribes for others, heau-
tonomy seeks to multiply the means by which it is
itself involved in the laws it prescribes.
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Let us use this notion of heautonomy as a
touchstone in our examination of the public. Take
the example of public discourses: What discourse,
what tract or essay or pamphlet, has ever not
wanted to establish a rule of law? Even, and espe-
cially, discourses that call attention to their
chaotic or unsystematic or nomadic nature, those
that loudly proclaim their aversion to rules, those
that ironically seek to undermine their own
authority – even these seek to identify and form
their audience, the citizens of the ideal republic for
which their own texts would be constitutive. At
stake, however, is not this desire for civil order as
such, but rather the extent to which a text allows
itself to be implicated in the arrangements such an
order demands. And this idea is not limited to dis-
course. A republic seeks to establish the rule of law
in all of its forms, all the public things of which it is
composed – its monuments, sculptures, schools,
laws, parks, announcements, police raids, social
assistance.

A republic can now be defined as an essential
redoubling: The public constitutes itself in the
public, entangles itself in its public expressions.
The public is its own work, and all public things
are in fact public works. We propose now to
examine some of these ideas in more detail. We
must, however, be aware of what exactly we have
established. If we recall that a pure democracy
means to put oneself above the law, then we find
ourselves in the strange position of saying that the
constitution of a republic involves the rejection of
both democracy and autonomy. Instead of democ-
racy we have rule of law, understood as the mak-
ing of arrangements to deal with the indirect con-
sequences of our acts. Instead of autonomy we
have heautonomy, understood as the multiplica-
tion of the means for involving the public in its
works.

Public Mediation

The question of the public is inseparable from that
of the media. It is in the media – commonly under-
stood as television, newspapers, radio, film,
books, and the like – that the public is made pub-
lic. From this point of view, the question then
becomes that of the mechanisms of media repre-
sentation, the means by which the media “con-
struct” their audiences even as they construct the

world those audiences are perceiving. With
respect to the specific question of the public, the
bulk of the attention is focused on the issues,
events and states of affairs that are brought into
and form what is called the public sphere.

The critical formulation of the politics of this
mediation is that the media (usually understood as
mass media) systematically misrepresent or even
distort their objects, leaving the public uninformed
or misinformed. The antidote is a scrupulous and
permanent sense of self-critique, so that (by ensur-
ing standards of objectivity, cultivating codes of
practices and exposing acts of manipulation) we
are able to represent the truth of issues and events,
thus providing ourselves with a basis for rational
action. Who is supposed to do this differs, of
course, with the infamous technocratic or medioc-
ratic elites of Lippmann on the one side and the
rational democratic public of Habermas on the
other.

The popularity or plausibility of this view has
faded, notwithstanding the recent self-lacerations
of the American press in the wake of the missing
weapons of mass destruction. Indeed, the fact that
the truth about the missing weapons has been met
with bland indifference instead of moral outrage
should at least make clear that the media question
is not adequately answered with categories of illu-
sion and truth. Theoretically at least, the problem
is clear: The modern view of the media misunder-
stands the nature of media as such. The media are
not passive intermediaries who modestly step
aside once their task of representation has been
accomplished; instead, they are active mediators,
forming and informing the objects they make pub-
lic, generating a surplus of effects beyond that of
making something public (did McLuhan really
ever intend to say anything more than this?).

Yet once this is accepted, one must be wary of
the supposed consequences. There are two very
loud claimants to the throne of mediation. The
one group claims that the medial character of
things means that all public expression is subject
to the inherent constraints of the medium in ques-
tion, with language being the preferred mediator.
It is thus said that nothing exists apart from lan-
guage – discourse, if you will – and that there can
only be linguistically mediated realities. But this
only pushes the problem of mediation onto
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another stage, with another actor, and does not
elude the charge that here the reality of language,
or whatever medium is preferred, is cheerfully and
immediately accessible. In other words, one is in
pursuit of a privileged autonomy, an exemption
reserved for those who agree to recognize the
uniqueness of the medium in question.

The second claimant is very noisy indeed. The
postmodern answer to the problem of mediation,
perhaps best exemplified in Baudrillard, claims
that all our representations are simulacra, simula-
tions of a reality that has never existed, a vertigi-
nous circular swirl of signifiers signifying nothing.
This stance is predictably suffused with an apoca-
lyptic pathos deriving, in the last instance, from a
mournful Marxist belief in the priority of use value
over exchange value. However that may be, this
theory also operates with a theoretical exemption:
Baudrillard at least enjoys an unmediated and
unfettered access to the grim reality of capital
behind the dissimulated models.

Both claimants have in fact not taken the
“medial turn” far enough. Their claims invariably
amount to poor misreadings of Kant: One denies
access to objects-in-themselves, all the while pre-
serving for oneself the privilege of describing these
strange entities simply by extrapolating from the
given and projecting its characteristics into an
anterior or exterior world. We must instead take
mediation in the sense of negotiation, and negoti-
ation in the sense of navigation. The process of
active mediation always serves to bring together
sites separated in space and time, something it
accomplishes by generating a common space for
these sites and, more significantly, by transform-
ing the conditions of experiencing them.

Let us consider the first aspect. Much political
discussion since Hegel has been aimed at the prob-
lem of equivalence that lies at the core of any
notion of a common space. At stake in these dis-
cussions is a revolt against what is claimed to be
the precondition for commonality as such – the
rule of representation, the rule of the same. Such a
rule necessarily involves a violence, a coercion, a
yoking together of that which by nature is sepa-
rate. The liberal version of this common space,
civil society, is sometimes viewed as a greater evil
than open authoritarian rule, since the neutrality it
claims, like the idea of a free market or a level play-

ing field, covers up the brute fact of coercion on
the part of a dominant site. The Marx-Hegelian
equation of civil society with abstract commodity
exchange motivates a deep distrust of the liberal
resolution to this day.

Hegel’s own corporative solution to the prob-
lem of equivalence appealed to “natural” estates as
a way of preserving differences; this solution is no
longer valid, if indeed it ever was, though traces of
it still linger in the educational systems of various
countries. In its place various other notions have
been put forward to counter the violence deemed
to inhere in the liberal and representational
machines, ranging from Heidegger’s forest clear-
ings that “let beings be” to Lyotard’s harsh, con-
flictual differends to Deleuze’s nomadic romp of
multiplicities. Whereas Heidegger’s notion allows
for the rather mysterious gathering of differences,
most others stress dispersion, and indeed manifest
an almost pathological hostility to the possibility
of a common project. The keyword for the major-
ity of these projects is incommensurability.

But this standpoint also suffers from a reliance
on the very principle it seeks to oppose. It assumes
that, from the beginning and without any media-
tion whatsoever, irreconcilable or incommensu-
rable differences in kind really “exist”; once this is
granted, any appearance in a common space can
only be perceived as a form of coercion. But if
incommensurable differences are themselves
mediated, if they appear as differences only in and
through their being mediated, under the auspices
of something else, then they are already appear-
ances in a common space. Who is to judge the ter-
rible coercion already at work in the public appear-
ance of this allegedly irreducible difference?

Talk of coercion is, in fact, as idle as talk of let-
ting beings be. The question of the commonality
of public space can only be addressed by consider-
ing the transformations enacted by the processes
of mediation, of negotiation and navigation. If we
grant that a common space has first to be consti-
tuted, if it is in fact the real work of public works,
then at stake are not the illusions or truth ascribed
to anterior or exterior objects-in-themselves but
rather the very experience of this common space.
Media seek neither to dissolve illusion to get at the
truth nor to assert blithely that everything is an
illusion; they seek instead to transform the appear-
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ance of public things into the experience of the pub-
lic as such, to bind the processes of mediation to
the ability to experience public things in a com-
mon space. Again, McLuhan hinted at this aspect
of media when he spoke of media as involving pri-
marily the sensorium or ground and not the con-
tent or message.

This is where we can make a link to the political
question of the public. How is the public made
public? Most critical analyses of specific media
productions operate with fairly simplified linguis-
tic categories of denotation and connotation. The
denotation (what a television program, a book, a
film is “about”) demands very little time and
energy on the part of the critic and, indeed, is often
explicitly self-deconstructed in the production
itself. What counts for such analyses is rather the
connotation, the (invariably ideological) codes at
work in the denotation. Thus The X-Files is a pro-
gram “about” two FBI agents investigating
strange and inexplicable cases (denotation), but
for media critics it is really “about” the paranoid
state of America in the 1990s, or the nature of tel-
evision itself, or whatever (connotation).

The difficulty with this stance goes beyond the
objection that connotation is invariably vague and
subjective. Once again we find the exemption
invariably claimed by this form of criticism: the
insistence that connotation is accessible through
other means (theory), and that it is permissible to
abandon denotation altogether. Yet if we are to
take media seriously, as active mediators and not
passive intermediaries, then connotation must
remain immanent to denotation. For us, the public
can only be accessed through its denotation. If we
do this, then we see that the difficulty of forming a
public is not that of a problematic access to the
real: It is rather a problem in the real itself. It is not
that common spaces do violence to irreducible dif-
ferences, rather that they are ill-conceived, pre-
venting the emergence of a public even as they cre-
ate a phantom public, to use Lippmann’s phrase.

Let us test our thesis by looking at one place
where one might expect the public to be found:
public opinion. Generally speaking, public opinion
has evoked two kinds of negative responses. The
one shares the traits of the theories already men-
tioned: It points to the fact that public opinion is
manufactured, constructed, at best nothing but a

statistical average, like the figures depicting the
state of the economy. The other negative response
draws on a long philosophical tradition of dis-
trusting opinion as such on the grounds that it is
essentially the expression of private interests.
Indeed, much of what goes by the name of politi-
cal philosophy sees its proper task as identifying
(and decrying) the ways in which private interests
usurp properly public demands.

As we have seen, the former response is
groundless: One cannot dismiss public opinion
simply on the basis of its “artificial” character,
which would be to deny the medial character of
public things. The second, however, contains two
core ideas of great merit. The first is that public
opinion is the expression of false concerns. Here
we must not be tempted to see in this phrase an
opposition to true concerns that we would be in a
position to identify; instead, false concerns are
those that seek to exclude the public from its own
work, posing problems for which there can be no
public resolution. What makes false concerns so
destructive to the constitution of a common space
is that they are essentially polemical, as Hegel long
ago recognized. Here is where we see that the
entire discourse of irreducible differences and their
sad fate at the hands of a medium of equivalence
misses the point: If differences are irreducible, it is
because they fail to incorporate the rule of law and
remain autonomous, enclosed in their specific
medium. This is why it is no use appealing to “seri-
ous” newspapers or journals to counter the nefari-
ous effects of public opinion. For these are as irre-
ducible, as exclusive, as autonomous as, say, the
radio talk-shows in the United States so domi-
nated by extremist conservatives.

Public Constitution

How, then, is the public to be constituted? We are
necessarily confronted with a given public, an
empirical public, a public initially apprehended as a
bewildering diversity in and across a vast array of
media. The constitution of the public must there-
fore occur within these given things. The republic
is a redoubling of the public, a constitution of the
public in the public. One the one hand, then, the
public is given as both as the empirical expression
of past acts, past arrangements; on the other, it
functions as a sign, a model constructed in order
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States federal government enacted a series of
measures that brought into being the Tennessee
Valley Authority, a government agency whose
mandate was a combination of regional planning,
land conservation, rural electrification and com-
munitarian philosophy worthy of the proudest
socialist countries. Within a few short years the
Authority had developed the Valley, halving the
electricity rates for consumers and providing farm-
ers with the means for self-subsistence.

Here too a public came into being; but here the
public thing that emerged was capable, for a time
at least, of instituting itself quite literally as public
works: power stations, hydroelectric dams, trans-
mission lines and electricity networks, but also
posters, works of art, theater productions, com-
mentaries, documentaries, newsletters, folk songs
and more. From the medial point of view, one can-
not and need not distinguish between these public
things: The washing machine powered by the
hydroelectric dam is neither less nor more impor-
tant than a report on the TVA in The Nation. All of

these public things testify to the affirmation and
creation of what Lewis Mumford called an insur-
gent self against the backdrop of the given.

Naturally, this public self or subject will not
remain uncontested: Perhaps the Tennessee Valley
Authority was simply an example of federal med-
dling, just another intrusive public utility. And it is
clear in any case that a public once constituted
runs the danger of viewing itself as forever bound
to the conditions that produced it and will contin-
ually seek to recover or recreate these conditions.
Perhaps it will see itself as les lieux de mémoire, as
defenders of a Verfassung, as heroic bearers of an
historic mission, or as expressions of a profound
ethnicity. The advantages of Dewey’s notion of
the public might then lie in his bias toward the
future as that element of the public that constantly
realigns public concerns. If there is a coercion in
the notion of a common space, it is perhaps here,
in the concerted effort to take account of the con-
sequences of our actions that is involved in any
public constitution.
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part of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) high tension

transm ission line linking Norris Dam w ith W ilson Dam at
Musle Shoal, AL.

photo © National Archives and Records Adm inistration-

Southeast Reg ion, Records of the Tennessee Valley Authority
(TVA) ■ The Pickw ick Dam powerhouse in Tennessee con-

tains four generators w ith a capacity of 144,000 kilowatts.

to be able to gauge the future consequences of our
present acts. The public embodies in this way a
double instability, for it is at once the expression
of a civil order that it first makes possible and of a
disorder stemming from a future that is constantly
impinging on it. This instability is the reason why
the notion of constitution should be carefully sep-
arated from that of construction, which implies a
linear causuality and the institution of autonomy.

What does this constitution involve? Let us
take two admittedly very different examples. For a
few weeks in the summer of 1997 there seemed to
be an agreement, even among the most cynical of
observers, that a new public had crystallized in
Britain, had found its voice and gathered around
the public thing that was the death of Diana,
Princess of Wales, demanding not only a change in
attitude from the royal family but also, maybe,
from the society at large. There was talk of “some-
thing happening” down there on the streets. It is
probably safe to say that since then the cynics have
regained the upper hand: Subsequent discussions
make no mention of any new public but focus on
the media exploitation and manipulation of the
event.

But what is the source of this cynicism? Let us
propose a thesis. If the public that gathered at
Diana’s death failed to take on substantial form, it
was because it was not capable of making itself
into a subject. Now, as the notion of a subject has
been so thoroughly discredited and deconstructed
as to be all but unusable, it is necessary to make
what we mean here more precise. The public must
be constituted in the empirically given just as the
subject must be born within the welter of sense
impressions in the mind. It is not enough to say
the public is a task, that it must be constituted: the
public must itself be capable of constitution, of
belief and creation, of memory and reflection. The
merit of this notion of the public as subject is that
it is capable of affirmation: The public as subject
affirms more than can be inferred from the given.
The public thing that was the death of Diana failed
at this act of affirmation. The bouquets of flowers
soon withered, the mourning failed to become a
living ritual and the seeds were sown for a flourish-
ing cynicism.

Another example. In the 1930s, as part of Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the United
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The interior design of political assembly chambers
has long been a subject of analysis by the social
sciences. Yet these designs have on the whole been
examined in terms of the impact of architectural
forms on parliamentary behavior. What these sur-
veys have failed to grasp is that the architectural
devices in question are not only systems of mate-
rial constraint but are imbued with the sense of
representation embodied by them: The chambers
in which representatives sit are not prostheses but
a cognitive environment adjusted to define their
task of representation. To quote Madeleine
Akrich, “By defining the characteristics of his
object, the conceiver [in this case the architect]
puts forward a number of hypotheses concerning
the elements making up the world into which the
object is intended to fit. He proposes a ‘script,’ a
‘scenario,’ intended as a predetermination of the
settings which users are called upon to imagine
starting from the technical [architectural] device
and its accompanying prescriptions.”1 This
process therefore assumes that the architectural
forms are intentional, and that the types of condi-
tions or restraints that they impose on the action
of members of a parliament are conditions and
constraints of signification.

If one examines the history of French parlia-
mentary assemblies, one realizes that the present
form was not established until 1798, on 2 Pluviôse
year VI, when the Council of Five Hundred set
itself up in the Palais-Bourbon, in a semicircular
chamber designed by the architect Jacques-Pierre
Gisors in 1795.2 Concerning this period, from the
convocation of the States General to the date on
which the architectural form of the representative
assemblies was established, we shall try to dis-
cover the theories of representation relating to it.

“The Vicious Form of Our Assembly

Chambers”

Between the first meeting of the States General on
May 5, 1789, and the installation of the Council of
Five Hundred, on 2 Pluviôse year VI (1798), the
revolutionary political assemblies sat in five differ-
ent places and went through six different configu-
rations before they finally settled on a place (the
Palais-Bourbon, which became the Palais National
and where to this day the National Assembly sits)
and a form (the semicircle). A survey of these dif-
ferent chambers seeks here to retrace the inven-
tory of qualities, and above all, the glaring defects
noted by the revolutionary parliamentarians.
These qualifications are found essentially in the
moments of objectivization recorded by the
deputies when they attempt to describe their
assembly chamber – precisely when a situation
and what it supposes are compared to a pre-exist-
ing form attributed to parliamentary activity. If
one concentrates thus on the accounts of the
objects, the chambers of parliamentary delibera-
tion, there emerges, from 1789 to year VI, a whole
range of differences between successive architects
and their clients.

It was at Versailles that the States General were
first convened, and it was there that in great haste
a chamber had to be prepared that could accom-
modate more than 1,000 delegates. In the Hôtel
des Menus Plaisirs du Roi, a building had been fit-
ted out as a warehouse. It was there that, in 1787
and 1788, the first and second assemblies of nota-
bles had taken place. In 1789, during the two
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months prior to the convocation of the States
General, the length of the building was increased,
to plans by the architect Pierre-Adrien Pâris. Plat-
forms and galleries were also erected to accom-
modate the public, modeled on Vitruvius’ Roman
civil basilica. On a rostrum at one end of the cham-
ber stood the king’s throne, with a table in front of
it for the secretaries of state. The deputies’
benches were then laid out as follows: to the left of
the king sat the nobility; to his right the clergy;
and at the back, perpendicularly to the other
benches, the Third Estate, the bourgeoisie.

This type of architectural device aroused immedi-
ate criticism:

“The chamber is majestic, but it is very badly
arranged as a place in which deputies must be able
to explain themselves and make themselves heard.
[…] How can an assembly of twelve hundred per-
sons confer intelligibly with all, when a speaker’s
voice has to skim and glide over our heads. The
spectators on the other hand are infinitely better
placed, for they occupy two rows of boxes,
between columns and on seats in the shape of
steps, each 12 to 18 inches higher than the one
below it.”3

One of the deputies of the Third Estate likewise
remarked, on May 11, 1789, that “the arrangement
of the chamber was most inconvenient,” and
demanded that, without further delay, “the seats
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1 Madeleine Akrich, “Comment décrire les objets tech-
niques,” in: Technique et culture, 5, 1987, pp. 49-63 (trans.
Rodney Stringer).

2 Armand Brette, Histoire des édifices où ont siégé les assem-
blées parlementaires de la révolution française et de la pre-
mière république, Impr. Nationale, Paris, 1902; Patrick
Brasart, Paroles de la Révolution. Les assemblées parlemen-
taires 1789-1794, Minerve, Paris, 1988; Patrick Brasart,
Claude Malécot, Pierre Pinon, Des Menus plaisirs aux droits
de l’Homme, Caisse nationale des monuments historiques et
des sites, Paris, 1989.

3 Gaultier de Bauziat, May 5, 1789, published in Mémoires de
l’Académie de Clermont, 1890, quoted by Armand Brette,
op. cit., p. 63 (trans. Rodney Stringer).

The Circle of Discussion 
and the Semicircle of Criticism
Jean-Philippe Heurtin

Ouverture des E tats Généraux à Versailles, le 5 M ai 1789. Presentée et Ded iée à l’Assemblée Nationale [F irst meeting of the States
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be laid out in a circular fashion and in the form of
an amphitheater”.4

A competition seems to have been organized in
February 1789 by the Académie Royale d’Architec-
ture, to find solutions to the problem of accom-
modating such a vast assembly. One can read in
numerous papers about all sorts of solutions put
forward to overcome these shortcomings, such as
this one: “The chamber must be arranged in tiers

two and a half feet high, so that the heads of
deputies standing on the lower steps are not
higher than the waists of those similarly standing
on the upper tiers, and do not obstruct the heads
of those remaining seated. The tiered steps should
also be laid out, if possible, in a circle or at least
elliptically, thus allowing each deputy to speak
from his seat and to be seen and heard by the
whole assembly.”5 But all these propositions were
discarded, pending a meeting of the three estates,
since “the form [can only] be changed by the will
of all”. The constitution of the States General as a
National Assembly did, in effect, constitute a con-
dition necessary to the transformation of the
chamber. Yet it was only after July 23, when the
National Assembly adjourned, that it was realized.
Pâris had a tiered amphitheater built in the same
space; in the middle of its length and facing each
other were installed on one side a seat for the
president with above him the secretaries’ table 
on a rostrum of a few steps, and on the other, 
a raised platform for speakers and below it a 
space between the tiers where delegations were
received. 

The Assembly, having declared itself insepara-
ble from the king, joined him in Paris and was
installed on November 9, 1789, in the Riding
School at the Tuileries. The architectural layout of
the Riding School chamber was identical to the
one the deputies had just left in Versailles, and it
had the same disadvantages. The Legislative
Assembly and then the Convention continued,
despite these failings, to meet in that Riding
School chamber until May 10, 1793. On that date
it was moved into new quarters in the former
chamber of entertainment and machines in the
Palais de Tuileries, called the Salle des Machines.
While “from all parts of the chamber one can see
without difficulty both the speaker and the presi-
dent,” there was still criticism of the chamber’s
bad acoustics. Thus Danton, dismissing the cham-
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ber as “veritably dumb,” exclaimed: “It would be
better if the legislators of the French Republic
could make their deliberations in a place where
reason can be understood by the human organs.”6

The speakers’ voices suffered from the same prob-
lem: “This chamber, which is too long and too
narrow, has only this defect: It has a large number
of recesses and gaps, where the voice is stifled and
lost. If one does not speak loud enough, one is not
heard; and if one speaks too loudly, since the walls
are smooth and undraped, the voice rings and
echoes.”7 And to this inconvenience was added
another, caused by the effort of making oneself
heard:

“The present shape of the chamber has plenty
of other drawbacks; it has very bad acoustics;
since the voice has to reach out over a great
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4 Récit des séances des députés des communes, session held
May 11, 1789, quoted by Brasart, op. cit., p. 19 (trans.
Rodney Stringer).

5 De la meilleure manière de délibérer et de voter dans une
grande assemblée, n.d. (1789), BN, Lb39 6961 (“Il faut que 
la salle soit disposée par gradins de deux pieds et demi de
hauteur, afin que la tête de ceux qui sont debout sur les
gradins inférieurs n’aille qu’à mi-hauteur de ceux qui sont
pareillement debout sur les gradins supérieurs et ne cache
pas la tête de ceux qui demeurent assis. Il faut encore que les
gradins soient disposés, s’il est possible, circulairement ou
au moins elliptiquement pour que chacun puisse parler de 
sa place et être vu et entendu de toute l’assemblée.”)

6 Le Moniteur universel, ventôse an II, vol. LXI, pp. 393f. (“Il
conviendrait que les législateurs de la République française
délibérassent dans un local où la raison pût être entendue
par les organes humains.”)

7 Le Thermomètre du jour, May 13, 1793 (“Cette salle trop
longue et trop étroite n’a que ce seul défaut; elle présente un
grand nombre de renfoncements et de percées où la voix
s’étouffe et se perd. Si l’on ne parle pas assez haut, on n’en-
tend pas; si on parle trop haut, les murs étant lisses et sans
draperies, la voix devient alors trop éclatante et fait écho”).
May 30, 1793, a deputy in his turn exclaimed: “It is impossi-
ble for the Convention to go on holding sessions in this
chamber, where one can hear absolutely nothing.” (“Il n’est
pas possible que la Convention tienne plus longtemps ses
séances dans cette salle, où on n’entend absolument rien.”)
Archives parlementaires, vol. LXIV, p. 606.

Pierre-Adrien Pâris, Plan de la salle des E tats-Généraux aux
M enus-Plaisirs, first configuration, May - June 1789, ink and
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distance, one does not speak in it, one shouts. The
man obliged to raise his voice is in a forced state,
and thereby prone to violence; and this situation
can be felt by those listening to him […]”8

Criticism of these acoustics is at the same time
connected with two more general principles, con-
stitutive parts of a theory of political deliberation.
The first principle relates to the role of reason in
deliberation. The second concerns equality among
representatives. The difficulty of speaking leads, as
Constantin-François de Volney pointed out, to
“an aristocracy of lungs, which is not one of the
least dangerous”. “Any weak voice,” he added, “is
in fact excluded, deprived of its right of council
influence [and is] in fact stripped of [its] right to
vote.”9 Likewise, Antoine C. Quatremère de
Quincy remarked: “In a chamber of this kind,
speech soon becomes an exclusive privilege of
men whom nature has endowed with a powerful
voice.”10 One realizes how the difficulty arising
from these bad acoustics is translated into the
terms of a theory of deliberation. This translation
prescribes an adequate type of situation allowing
everyone to speak and to contribute by his words
to the decision-making process.

The second criticism found in the description
of the existing chambers was the difficulty of curb-
ing disorderly actions by members: “In a square
and oblong chamber, it is very difficult to produce,
if one may so put it, an evenly distributed spirit.”11

One comes across this concern often in numerous
writings such as this anonymous preface of 1789:
“The author wishes, and with good reason, that
the enlightened persons that must make up our
august assembly could hear one another and com-
municate with one another, so that they could all
be of one spirit, and all of the same opinion.”12

Advanced among the architectural conditions of
this focus on public interest is first of all the possi-
bility of actually seeing the president. Subse-
quently and above all, it is the possibility of a recip-
rocal view of members of parliament that is
deemed necessary. Thus one sees the develop-
ment of a whole panoptic theory of visual atten-
tion, for example in Volney: “The deliberants
must […] be able to be seated in that order best
suited to emphasize all their movements; for with-
out public respect, there can be no individual dig-
nity at all.”13 And again, it is Quatremère de

Quincy who remarked: “In a long square, and in
one whose angles escape into extremities, the
deputies are very little in each other’s presence;
they cannot impose themselves at all because they
can present absolutely no image of themselves;
and cannot in any way exert upon each other that
useful censure of looks and of impressions shown
by the expressions of their faces: half the room
may be in a state of disorder, without one being
able to see the other half that was the cause of
it.”14 This remark again converges with the note
by Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Condorcet, calling for
a chamber shaped in such a way as to enable
“members to exercise mutual censorship, useful to
the maintenance of order and silence”.15
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The Circle as an Architectural Solu-

tion: The Moral Effects of Architec-

ture

The difficulties encountered by representatives in
relating to the architecture of their assembly
chamber were vividly perceived and analyzed by
those involved, including both deputies and oth-
ers. Whenever they came to reflect on the form
given or to be given to the parliamentary assembly
chamber, they laid the accent extremely heavily on
the moral effects of its architecture. This idea
expresses the realization of the ascendancy of
architecture over the social link between the users
of the building and its formative or eventually
deformative influence.16 One finds, for example,
this idea of the morality of architecture expressed
very sharply by the deputy Callon, in his affirma-
tion “that a good arrangement produces accord
and order, and has an essential influence upon
deliberations”.17 Equally sharply, Vergniaud
describes as “vicious” the architecture of the
chamber, in his denunciation of its partition of the
Assembly into right and left: “The long square
shape and the position of the president’s seat, by
establishing a physical division of the chamber,
have begun perhaps to create a moral division
there. They might furthermore, just when it has
become so necessary to bring opinions closer
together, give rise in a new Assembly to the intro-
duction of a party spirit.”18 And Volney adds:
“The members’ benches should form a continu-
ous mass, without any material division that might
split them into distinct quarters: for these material
divisions are liable to foster and even to form the
moral divisions of parties and actions.”19

The idea of an adjustment between the form
and the purpose of buildings, which is pivotal in
the criticisms of the early chambers of parliamen-
tary deliberation and, more still, in reflections on
the moral effects of architecture, was no novelty 
at the end of the eighteenth century. Thus, for
Etienne-Louis Boullée: “The immediate impres-
sion gained is the view of a monument of architec-
ture born of the formation of its whole. The ensu-
ing feeling constitutes its character. What I call
putting character into a work is the art of employ-
ing in any production all means appropriate and
relative to the subject in question, so that the specta-
tor shall experience no other feelings than those

which the subject must bear, that are essential to
him and to which he is susceptible.”20 This is not
strictly a matter of architectural functionalism but,
rather, of a symbolism that nicely matches the sen-
sualist aesthetic dominant at the time.21 Thus the
“character” of a building is associated with its
moral exemplariness. Boullée’s architecture is
intended to be an architecture of character, in that
it expresses the purpose of those buildings, but
also inasmuch as it is a talking architecture,
charged with symbols likely to promote moral and
civic virtues. The architect said: “Yes, I believe that
our buildings, especially the public ones, ought
somehow to be poems. The images which they
project to our senses should arouse in us feelings
similar to the use to which these buildings are con-
secrated.”22 Architecture is guided by an educa-
tional aim: When looking at that monument, the
spectator is filled with its moral message.

This program of affinity between form and pur-
pose is thus endowed by the “revolutionary archi-
tects” with a highly innovative quality, making the
elementary forms of architectural vocabulary the
principal instrument of expression of character.
The object here is, in effect, to put in place an
architecture founded on a modular geometry by
the articulation of simple forms: “The circle and
the square: these are the alphabetical letters used
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8 Antoine C. Quatremère de Quincy, Journal de Paris, Octo-
ber 12, 1789 (emphasis by the author) (“La forme actuelle de
la salle a bien d’autres inconvénients; elle est très sourde, et
la voix, cependant, a besoin de s’y répandre à de grandes
distances; on n’y parle pas, on y crie; l’homme qui crie est
dans un état forcé, et par cela même il est prêt à entrer en vio-
lence; cette disposition où il est, il la communique à ceux qui
l’écoutent …”)

9 Constantin-François de Volney, Leçons d’histoire pronon-
cées à l’Ecole normale en l’an III de la République française,
3rd ed., Courcier, Paris, 1810, p. 149 (“Toute voix faible,
ajoutait-il, est exclue de fait, est privée de son droit de con-
seil et d’influence [et est] dépouillée de fait de [son] droit de
voter.”)

10 Journal de Paris, October 12, 1789 (“Dans une pareille salle,
la parole devient bientôt comme un privilège exclusif des
hommes à qui la nature a dispensé une voix puissante.”)

11 Mathieu Dumas, Opinion sur l’ordre des travaux et des
délibérations de l’Assemblée nationale, March 7, 1792,
Archives parlementaires, vol. XXXIX, pp. 454f. (“Dans une
salle de forme carrée et oblongue, il est très difficile de pro-
duire, si l’on peut s’exprimer ainsi, une disposition d’esprit
uniforme.”)

12 Preface to Lettre d’un gentilhomme au P. de S. sur la manière
de voter, 1789, BN, Lb39 6961, emphasis by the author
(“L’auteur désire, avec raison, que les gens éclairés qui
doivent composer notre auguste assemblée puissent s’en-
tendre, se communiquer pour n’avoir tous qu’un même
esprit, tous qu’une même opinion.”)

13 Volney, op. cit., p. 149 (“Il faut […] que les délibérants siè-
gent dans l’ordre le plus propre à mettre en évidence tous
leurs mouvements: car sans respect public, il n’y a point de
dignité individuelle.”)

14 Journal de Paris, October 12, 1789 (emphasis by the author)
(“Dans un carré long et dont les angles fuient dans les
extrémités, les députés sont très peu en présence les uns des
autres, ils ne s’en imposent point parce qu’ils ne se font
point spectacle, ils n’exercent point les uns sur les autres
cette utile censure des regards et des impressions manifestées
sur les physionomies: la moitié de la salle peut être dans le
désordre, sans qu’on voit l’autre moitié qui l’occasionne.”)

15 Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Condorcet, Révision des travaux de
la première législature, in: Œuvre de Condorcet, Firmin-
Didot, Paris, 1849, vol. X, p. 381 (“… les membres exercent
une censure réciproque, utile au maintien de l’ordre et du
silence.”)

16 As Winston Churchill noted on the subject of the House of
Commons when he said: “We shape our buildings and after-
wards our buildings shape us,” quoted by Cortus T. Koehler,
“City Council Chamber Design: The Impact of Interior
Design upon the Meeting Process,” in: Journal of Environ-
mental Systems, vol. 10, no. 1, 1980, pp. 51-72.

17 Archives parlementaires, December 27, 1791, vol. XXVI, 
p. 450 (“… qu’une bonne disposition produit l’accord et 
l’ordre, et influe essentiellement sur les délibérations.”)

18 Archives parlementaires, August 13, 1792, vol. XLIX, p. 107
(“La forme en carré long et la position du fauteuil du prési-
dent, en établissant une division physique dans la salle, ont
peut être commencé à y amener une division morale et
pourrait encore, lorsqu’il est devenu si nécessaire de réunir
les opinions, favoriser dans une nouvelle Assemblée l’intro-
duction de l’esprit de parti.”)

19 Volney, op. cit., p. 152 (“Il faut que les rangs des délibérants
forment une masse continue, sans division matérielle qui en
fasse des quartiers distincts: car ces divisions matérielles
favorisent et même fomentent des divisions morales de par-
tis et de factions.”)

20 Etienne-Louis Boullée, Architecture. Essais sur l’art, Jean-
Marie Pérouse de Montclos (ed.), Hermann, Paris, 1968,
p. 52 (trans. Rodney Stringer).

21 Bronislav Baczko, Lumière de l’utopie, Payot, Paris, 1978.
22 Boullée, op. cit., p. 71 (trans. Rodney Stringer).
23 Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montclos, E. L. Boullée. 1728-1799.

De l’architecture classique à l’architecture révolutionnaire,
Arts et métiers graphiques, Paris, 1969, p. 22.



by authors in the texture of their best works.”23

Likewise, the cube, for Nicolas Ledoux, is the
symbol of immutability.24 As far as the circle is
concerned, the moral values signified by its outline
appear as: equality, accord, unity and indivisibility.

It has been possible to make an inventory of
some 17 projects for the assembly chamber,
drafted between 1789 and 1795. Of these, three
have no plan, nor any explanation or indication as
to the form of their debating chamber. Chronolog-
ically, Pierre-Adrien Pâris, the architect of the Salle
des Menus Plaisirs, is the first to have thought of a
chamber that would make use of the circle as an
essential element of its form. It may seem surpris-
ing, first of all, that he had not given the first cham-
ber of the States General the form of an amphithe-
ater, especially considering that in Rome he had
studied the Coliseum, the Marcellus theater or the
circus of Caracalla.25 Moreover, there existed
antecedents to this type of building, such as the
amphitheater by Jacques Gondoin in the school of

surgery (1773-1775), and the one by Edme Verni-
quet, Jacques-Guillaume Legrand and Jacques
Molinos at the Jardin des Plantes (1787-1795). The
reason is that in 1789, when the States General
were convened, it was essentially a question of
how to spatially distinguish the estates, hence a
parallelogram likely to convey that. After June 27
and the proclamation of the National Assembly,
the contents of the general directive changed, and
it became possible to envisage a different form.
Witness the sketches dated July 1789 by Pierre-
Adrien Pâris. The configuration of the chamber at
the Menus Plaisirs, like that of the Riding School,
prevented him from developing the form of an
amphitheater. A project for a semi-elliptical Riding
School chamber, however, was retained. 

A circular form therefore makes for good under-
standing. Also, it affords an unobstructed view, as
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24 Nicolas Ledoux, L’architecture considérée sous le rapport de
l’art, des mœurs et de la législation, published by the author,
Paris, 1804.

25 Pierre Pinon, “La salle des Etats généraux à Versailles,” in:
Brasart, Malécot, Pinon, op. cit., pp. 13-73

Jacques-Guillaume Legrand and Jacques Molinos, project for the National Assembly, 1791, engraving , 46.7 x 28.5 cm , B ibliothèque

de l’Assemblée nationale , Paris

Pierre-Adrien Pâris,
project for a Palais
National and a Salle
d‘Assemblée lég is-

lative at the site of a
Capuchin convent in
Paris, October 1791,
ink and watercolors,
119.6 x 62.6 cm ,
B ibliothèque Muni-
cipale de Besançon,
Fonds Pâris, S. III. 8

Pierre-Adrien Pâris,
plan of the Salle 

du Manège aux 

Feuillants, October

1789, ink and water-

colors, 53.2 x 19 cm ,
B ibliothèque Munici-
pale de Besançon,
Fonds Pâris, S. IV. 14



indeed stressed by Armand-Guy Kersaint in his
support for the project by Legrand and Molinos, a
horseshoe-shaped chamber on the site of the
Madeleine: “The representatives of the nation,
seated on the circular tiers of the chamber, will
nearly all be at an equal distance from the presi-
dent of the Chamber: All eyes will be fixed on him
and the speaker will be able to perceive his col-
leagues from the rostrum.”26 One again finds this
choice of a circular chamber in the project dated
April 9, 1790, by Mouillefarine junior, who more-
over saturates his project with circles; in that of
Louis Combes, of February 6, 1789; and likewise
in the design by Poyet of 1790 or in the one by
Boullée of 1794. This option of a circular chamber
was supported by the parliamentary members
themselves, who saw it as the answer to their
problems of order and silence. Thus Quatremère
de Quincy, in arguing for a circular chamber,

explained: “With an ellipse, each member of the
Assembly will be in everybody else’s view, and the
Assembly, developed calmly and entirely visible to
itself, will feel its dignity better, respect it, and
cause it to be respected more.”27

Another option envisaged was that of the semi-
circle, as adopted by Pierre Rousseau (December
25, 1789) opposite the Louvre on the Left Bank,
and likewise in the projects of Jean-Jacques
Lequeu and Pierre-Alexandre Vignon in Septem-
ber 1792. It is the latter’s design that was initially
picked for the chamber of the Convention at the
Palais des Tuileries, in the Salle des Machines. The
arguments in favor of Vignon’s project echo those
advanced for the entirely circular form:

“It appears from my examination of the plan
which this artist [Vignon] has sent to me, that the
form of a semicircular amphitheater, just as he has
adopted it, is an advantageous one from every
possible angle.

Firstly, because the president and the speakers,
who must be easily seen and heard, being placed at
the center, will necessarily by their position draw
all eyes towards them and capture everybody’s
attention. Secondly, because the picture as a
whole makes well-behaved witnesses to offer to
the eye wherever it may be in the semicircle a sight
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26 Description of the project by Legrand and Molinos in
Armand-Guy Kersaint, Discours sur les monuments publics,
1792, BN, Lb40 1263 (“Les représentants de la nation placés
sur les gradins circulaires de la salle seront presque tous à
égale distance du président de l’Assemblée; tous les regards
se dirigeront vers lui et l’orateur pourra de la tribune,
apercevoir ses collègues.”)

27 Antoine C. Quatremère de Quincy, Considération morale
sur la destination des ouvrages de l’art ou De l’influence sur le
génie et le goût de ceux qui les produisent ou qui les jugent et
sur le sentiment de ceux qui en jouissent et en reçoivent les
impressions, Imprimerie Crapelet, Paris, 1815, p. 85 (“En don-
nant à la salle une forme à peu près circulaire ou la forme
d’une ellipse, chaque membre de l’Assemblée sera sous le
regard de tous les autres, et l’Assemblée, développée tran-
quillement et toute entière devant elle-même, sentira mieux
sa dignité, la respectera et la fera respecter d’avantage.”)

28 Heurtier, Rapport sur le projet de construire une salle pour la
Convention nationale dans le local connu sous le nom de salle
des Machines aux Tuilleries, AN, F13 1240 (“Il résulte de mon
examen, par rapport au plan que cet artiste [Vignon] m’a
communiqué que la forme d’un amphithéâtre en demi-cer-
cle, telle que celle qu’il a adoptée, est une forme avantageuse
sous tous les rapports possibles. Premièrement parce que le
président et les orateurs qui doivent être vus et entendus
facilement étant placés au centre, appellent nécessairement
par leur position, tous les regards et fixent toutes les atten-
tions. Secondement parce que l’ensemble fait des specta-
teurs sages pour offrir aux yeux dans quelque point du demi
cercle que ce soit un spectacle tout à la fois grand, noble et
imposant.”)

Pierre Rousseau, plan of a chamber for the National Assembly, 1789, Ecole Nationale supérieure des Beaux Arts de Paris,
no. 8 1468

Pierre-A lexandre Vignon, project for the National Assembly, 1792, Archives nationales, Paris, no. C II 1850, 

Louis Combes, project for the Palais National, 1789, pen, 
ink and watercolor, 62 x 62 cm , B ibliothèque municipale de

Bordeaux



that is grand, noble and impressive.”28

Vignon’s plan was accepted on September 14,
1792, and work began two days later. But in early
October, Jacques-Louis David intervened to have
Vignon replaced by Jacques-Pierre Gisors, and it
was the latter who was to complete the building of
the Salle des Machines with its semi-elliptical
form. And it was again he, in association with Eti-
enne-Charles Leconte, who was appointed to
organize the chamber of the Five Hundred at the
Palais-Bourbon. It was therefore no longer a ques-
tion of replanning a chamber, but of building one.
Begun in Vendémaire year IV and completed in
January 1798, the chamber is truly a semicircle, the
architects having had enough space for the devel-
opment of that form. Apart from a few alterations,
it is the Chamber of Deputies in use today.

The Circle and the Architectural The-

ories of Parliamentary Representation

But the program of affinity between form and pur-
pose is not limited only to symbolization, peda-
gogical aims and moral principles. There was
among the revolutionary architects a search to
relate form to the end-purpose of their buildings. It
is in this light that their architectural choices may
be regarded as reified forms of life, or, again, as
grammars of action in the solid state. It is worth-
while examining here and explaining the different
types of proprieties that can be maintained by a
circle as a national building. One would like thus
to show that circular formations are liable to
encounter several antagonistic forms of behavior
by deputies. Depending on whether one relies on
sight or speech but also on whether the full or the
half-circle is preferred, the parliamentary activity
will be differently informed – here, and at an ear-
lier stage, understood from the point of view of
the formation of common deliberation, that is to
say, of the corporate will of the assembly.

The Circle of Visual Expression and

the Emotional Epiphany of the General

Will

If one sticks to the first model, that of the fully cir-
cular plans, two different grammars of parliamen-
tary activity can be singled out, depending on
whether the accent is placed on speech or on
visual impressions. In the two cases, the interac-

tions carried out by the architecture are not the
same. An initial model for the formation of com-
mon decision relies, it is true, on the circular form.
But this architectural solution does not seek
primarily a remedy for the problems and diffusion
of sound and speech but exists essentially in rela-
tion to the question of the spectator’s gaze and,
more precisely, of the collective gaze favored by
the circle.

The accent placed on properties relating to the
eye receives a specific meaning and from then on
establishes an affinity with the representation that
it offers, of a highly particular social bond. Mona
Ozouf has shown well that this affinity was espe-
cially sought after for revolutionary festivals and
that the same spatial arrangement was often
adopted because it “allowed spectators to share
their emotions equally in a perfect reciprocity”.29

This detour via the revolutionary festival may help
us to understand better this particular morality
ascribed to the circle. Resting on the mediation of
mutual gazes, the theoreticians of the revolution-
ary festival shifted the object of pleasure to the
assembled people themselves: “National festivals
can have no other enclosure but the vault of
heaven, since the sovereign, that is to say the peo-
ple, can never be closed into a circumscribed and
covered space and it alone is its own object and
finest ornament.”30 It is probably Jean-Jaques
Rousseau, in his Lettre à d’Alembert, who, in mod-
eling the festival, best outlined that transfer: The
reciprocal gazes allow hearts and consciences to
open, and, in its turn, it is the community that is
reflected and attains to self-awareness in the trans-
parent immediacy of sight.

One sees just how the spatial properties of the
circle can embody an emotional theory of expres-
sion of a corporate will: speaking to the heart and
made up of unity, transparency, immediacy. It 
is again admirably expressed by the Jacobin 
Sismond, on July 27, 1792, with regard to the ses-
sions held by the Jacobin Club: “We want no more
speeches, no more correspondence, what we want
is silent sittings, where each divines from the eyes
of the others what is to be done, and where all that

764 765

is needed is to relate to the expression in those
eyes.”31 There again it is Rousseau who, in a pas-
sage from the Contrat social, states: “The more
concert reigns in the assemblies, that is to say the
closer opinions come to unanimity, the more will
the general will also be dominant; but long
debates, dissent and tumult herald the ascendancy
of private interests and the decline of the State.”32

Undermining the silent concert of minds, verified
through reciprocal gazes, was the tumult of differ-
ent and simultaneous opinions.

The Circle of Discussion of Opinions

Parallel to this first moral convention with its cir-
cular form, was a second, not initially intended to
propose an architectural hold on the collective
gaze. Instead it consisted essentially in its relation
to the diffusion of speech in a large assembly and,
at the same time, to the acoustical problems
involved. Thus even before the States General,
Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès had reflected on the type
of moral convention that associated the circle with
speech, and on which rested the choice of a form
to be given to the National Assembly, a form
whose circularity is once again explicitly linked to
the principle of equality:33

“On liberty and the forms of the National
Assembly 

It is decreed that seats shall be occupied by
Deputies, without distinction of Orders, Provinces
or Deputation, and that if the States General wish
to observe the divisions of Orders, Provinces or
Deputations, they must at least attempt to avoid
anything which may suggest the least pre-emi-
nence by one over the other, because in an Assem-
bly of Representatives there can be neither superi-
ority nor inferiority, in any respect whatsoever. In
this regard it is easy to arrange the Assembly in the
round or in an oval, so that there can be no top
end, and so that no Province or Order can be
regarded as the continuation of another. […]
Should the Chambers remain separated, the Third
Estate shall observe these different rules among
itself, in order to enjoy the most perfect equal-
ity.”34

It will be noted first of all that there is no ros-
trum in the drawing proposed by Sieyès, as was
the case in those that we have been able to redis-
cover that opt for a circular form. Each member of

the parliament speaks from his own seat. And the
speech made from any one of the points in the cir-
cle is not fixed by any frontality whatever vis-à-vis
the parliamentary colleagues spread across the
totality of its circumference. This might be
expected to necessitate a visual range of 360
degrees to attempt to stabilize the speaker’s posi-
tion. But this does not occur, for the speaker does
not address the audience of deputies at all. In
effect, all the rules of the assembly specify that
every speech must be addressed exclusively to the
president of that sitting.35 This means that the
other members are as spectators released from
that relationship: A circular architectural device
authorizes a detachment and the possibility of
observation, as nowhere else, with the speaker
addressing the president. For these deputies, the
circularity of the assembly chamber means that
opinion appears and is examined from all angles.
This aspect is again enhanced by the individual
possibility, at least in the early days of the French
parliamentary experience, of moving about within
the debating chamber, of swapping places and of
circulating in the chamber, as if to seize opin-ions
pronounced in their totality, from every possible
point of view. The opinions thus succeed one
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29 Mona Ozouf, La fête révolutionnaire. 1789-1799, Gallimard,
Paris, 1976, p. 102.

30 Sarrette, 30 Brumaire an II, quoted by Ozouf, op. cit.,
emphasis by the author (trans. Rodney Stringer).

31 Cf. Alphonse Aulard, La société des Jacobins. Recueil de
documents pour l’histoire du Club des Jacobins de Paris,
Jouaust, Noblet, Quentin, Paris, 1889-1897, vol. IV, p. 149
(trans. Rodney Stringer).

32 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Du Contrat social [first ed. 1762], in:
Œuvres complètes, vol. III, Gallimard, Paris, 1964, p. 439
(trans. Rodney Stringer).

33 Emmanuel Sieyès, Instruction donnée par SAS Monseigneur
le duc d’Orléans à ses Représentans aux bailliages. Suivies de
délibérations à prendre dans les assemblées (1789), in: Œuvres
de Sieyès, Marcel Dorigny (ed.), EDHIS, Paris, vol. 1, 1989.

34 (“Sur la liberté et les formes de l’Assemblée Nationale.
Arrêté: que les places seront occupées par les Députés, sans
distinctions d’Ordres, de Provinces ou de Députation, que si
les États généraux veulent observer des divisons d’Ordres,
de Provinces, ou de Députations, il faut au moins chercher à
éviter tout ce qui pourra laisser présumer quelque préémi-
nence de l’un sur l’autre, parce que dans une Assemblée de
Représentans, il ne peut y avoir ni supériorité, ni infériorité,
sous aucun rapports possibles. À cet égard il est facile de
disposer l’Assemblée en rond ou en ovale, afin qu’il n’y ait
pas de haut bout, et qu’aucune Province ou aucun Ordre ne
puisse être regardé comme étant la suite d’un autre. […]
Dans le cas où les Chambres resteroient séparées, le Tiers
observera chez lui ces différentes règles, pour jouir de la plus
parfaite égalité.”) This reflection tallies with Sieyès’ plan for
the police and new organization of the Assembly, dated
June 1788 (AN, 284 AP4, 1): A drawing proposes an ellip-
soidal chamber with 5 or 6 rows of tiered steps forming an
oval capable of seating 600 persons divided into 30 divisions
of 20 persons each.

35 One notices straight away that this regulatory necessity
makes sense only in a circular chamber, since as in a semicir-
cle, the speaker finds himself in a paradoxical situation of
turning his back on the person addressed.



another, as points of view on points of view, like
so many “scaled political foyers,” until a total-
ization is attained on the principle of an “a-per-
spective objectivity”.36

Representation Constitutes the Nation

The circular space of this representation is thus
not a common space: It is, to cite an expression by
Hannah Arendt,37 a “space of apparition”. This
space gathers together distinct individuals, sepa-
rated by divergent interests that distinguish them
from one another, while holding them, as Etienne
Tassin points out, “in an exteriority of some
toward others and in an exteriority of each to the
assembly as a whole,”38 but which can neverthe-
less bring them closer and unite them. The public
parliamentary space is indeed this space of close-
ness and togetherness, a space for the recognition
of particular interests and their “consideration,” to
use Sieyès’ expression, hence first of all a space in
which these interests are visible, where the com-
mon demands always to be instituted as common
in speech. This is an essential moment: It is in this
very operation that the nation keeps its distance
from itself and by which, in that same distance, it
achieves self-awareness and is constituted reflex-
ively as a “complete nation”.

It is in What is the Third Estate? that Sieyès asks
himself this question about the genealogy of the
nation as a free entity (“Every nation must be
free”).39 As he sees it, this genealogy begins in the
state of nature, where men gather spontaneously
into groups of individuals and families. Since these
isolated and independent men meet, they already
form a nation, at least objectively. The problem is
to find out how that nation can assert itself,40 how
the collection of assembled men can set about
building a common (meaning: Us) and “wanting in
common” (meaning: We want). The nation – the
Third Estate – is not yet “anything,” and it must
become “something”. The Third Estate is nothing,
and it must immediately be made clear that it is
nothing in relation to itself: The Third Estate, the
nation, does not yet have any idea of its existence.
For the nation to be able to act as one, it must go
through a second stage, which is the constitution
of the nation. Before any constitutional text, that
constitution must be understood in its deep sense
of “causing to exist,” of “establishing”. It is this

public establishment that will allow the passage of
the nation from an objective existence to a subjec-
tive one, enabling it to wish: “The public establish-
ment is a sort of body politic. Having, like man’s
body, a destination and means, it must be organ-
ized in more or less the same manner. It must be
endowed with the faculty to wish and with that of
acting.”41

The essence of this “constitution” is represen-
tation: “Representation, and nothing before it, is a
sovereignty limited by the common good. That is
how the social body gives itself a head, a common
reason, to organize itself.” Representation is a task
– and, in this respect, it is integrated into the social
division of labor – a task of production of the third
common, and then of turning that common into a
public issue. It is even exactly what, for Sieyès,
characterizes the re-public. In the re-public, “the
sovereign of the whole cannot but be what the ele-
ments have desired to put into it as a public issue.
That common issue is not the whole. Nothing is
the sovereign of all.” Or again, in the same way
that “the body politic is not the sum total either of
all the parties of the people, or of all the individuals
organized into a whole,”42 “the public issue is not
the sum of all private issues”.43 It is only therefore
by representation that the nation can discover
itself by itself and discover what it has in common
among its collection of individuals. This process,
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according to Sieyès, is one of “adunation,”44 and it
is on the basis of that common that the nation thus
(subjectively) constituted will be able to say “I
want,” “I act”. “Legislative power represents the
first, and executive power the second, of these two
faculties.”45 But this is to say (if one follows care-
fully the chronology of this emergence both of the
common and of this sort of national subjectivity)
that a constitution does not achieve a representa-
tion of the nation – a nation that would exist prior
to representation – but that, on the contrary, the
constitution is the mandate given by individuals to
constitute it.

The Semicircle and the Critical Repre-

sentation of the People

Aside from this symbolism of parliamentary de-
liberation and of the expression of the common
will that the circle adequately describes, if the
complete circle has not been retained, it may 
be that another of its spatial properties found itself
in contradiction to one of the dimensions of the
social parliamentary link, to the nature of the 
relationship between the Assembly and its “nomi-
nators”. The circle, by its convexity, creates a clo-
sure toward its exterior: There is an autonomy, a
self-sufficiency to the circle. This leads to the
question of the status of the circle of the National
Assembly in regard to the location of sover-
eignty.46

During the period of the Constituent Assem-
bly, representation was the only way of forming
the common will. The arguments in its favor are
familiar: The rejection of direct democracy relies
on the principle of the division of work, and above
all this common will is not the sum total of the
original will of individuals or authorities but
springs from the deliberation of the deputies. The
nation does not therefore have an original will that
would precede the moment of deliberation by the
deputies. Thus Sieyès was able to state, after the
debate on the royal veto: “The people cannot wish
in common, and so they cannot make any law;
they can achieve nothing in common since they
do not exist in that manner […] [The representa-
tion] is only the people assembled, since the asso-
ciates together cannot otherwise meet.”47 But,
since the sovereignty of the Assembly was to be
called into question by the reintroduction of a

notion of sovereignty of the people, the circular
form became incongruous as a result of that clo-
sure which it organizes in relation to its exterior.
Earlier on, as we know, criticism of representation
rested on a refusal of delegation of popular sover-
eignty, on account of its inalienable character.
Here we have the resumption of Rousseau’s con-
ception of representation: “Sovereignty cannot be
represented, for the same reason that it cannot be
alienated; it consists essentially in the general will
and is not represented at all: it is either the same or
it is different; there is no in-between. The deputies
of the people are not therefore, nor can they be, its
representatives, they are only its commissars: they
can conclude nothing permanently. Any law
which the people have not personally ratified is
null; it is not a law at all.”48

It is hardly surprising therefore that until 
the summer of 1791 a resurgence of demands 
had occurred for imperative mandates for
deputies: “The source of all our ills is absolute
independence, where the representatives have
themselves decided to represent the nation with-
out having consulted it. They have recognized the
sovereignty of the nation, and have abolished it.
They were, by their own consent, merely the
proxies of the people, and they turned themselves
into its sovereigns, in other words despots. For
despotism is simply the usurping of sovereign
power.”49

Nevertheless, from August to September 1792,
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36 Lorraine Daston, “Objectivity and the Escape from Perspec-
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37 Hannah Arendt, Condition de l’homme moderne, Calman-
Lévy, Paris, 1983.

38 Etienne Tassin, “Espace commun ou espace public? L’anta-
gonisme de la communauté et de la publicité,” in: Hermès,
10, 1992, p. 33.

39 Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers état? [1789],
Edition Roberto Zappieri, Droz, Geneva, 1970.

40 Murray Forsyth, Reason and Revolution. The Political
Thought of The Abbé Sieyès, Holmes and Meier, New York,
1987.

41 Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès, Reconnaissance et exposition
raisonnée des droits de l’homme et du citoyen, Baudoin, Paris,
1789 (trans. Rodney Stringer).

42 AN, 284 AP3, D2: (“La représentation, et rien avant elle, est
souveraineté limitée du tout commun. Voilà comment le
corps social vient à se donner une tête, une raison com-
mune, à s’organiser.”) (“… le souverain du tout ne peut être
que ce que les éléments ont voulu y mettre en chose
publique. Cette chose commune n’est pas le tout. Rien n’est
souverain du tout.”) (“… le corps politique n’est pas la
somme totale ou de toutes les parties du peuple, ou de tous
les individus organisés en un tout.”)

43 AN, 284 AP3, D3: (“… la chose publique n’est pas la somme
de toutes les choses privées.”)

44 Adunation is a term forged by Sieyès himself. Etymologi-
cally, it signifies that which builds the nation and, to quote

Pierre Rosanvallon, “it qualifies the type of process by which
social unity is forged, with men making the nation together,
by sublimating their differences”. Cf. Pierre Rosanvallon, 
Le peuple introuvable. Histoire de la représentation démocra-
tique en France, Gallimard, Paris, 1998, p. 36 (trans. Rodney
Stringer).

45 Sieyès, Reconnaissance, op. cit. (trans. Rodney Stringer).
46 Lucien Jaume, Le discours Jacobin et la démocratie, Fayard,
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Lucas, François Furet, Mona Ozouf (eds), Pergamon Press,
Oxford, 1988.

47 AN, 287 AP 5 (“Le peuple ne peut pas vouloir en commun,
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ciés ne peut se réunir autrement.”)

48 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, op. cit., pp. 248f. (trans. Rodney
Stringer).

49 Maximilien de Robespierre, “Des maux et des ressources de
l’Etat, discours du 29 juillet 1792,” in: Œuvres complètes,
vol. 4, Edition G. Laurent, Nancy, 1939 (trans. Rodney
Stringer).



criticism of representation shifted, and the idea of
a “new form of representation” imposed itself.50

In fact, the revolutionary government was always
to forbid itself any form of appeal to the people.
The possibility of combining parliamentary legiti-
macy and popular sovereignty resides in a “princi-
ple of identity” of the people with the Conven-
tion.51 “The Convention is the people.”52 The
architectural closure of the debating chamber
must thus be admissible only insofar as there
exists an analogy, an isotopy between the exterior
and the interior of the parliamentary space, where
the representatives are “people themselves”. Thus
on September 1, 1792, Robespierre declared:
“Your representatives owe you at least the truth;
they shall tell it to you […] They alone have been
people, from every point of view.”53 The deputy,
due to the split between representing and repre-
sented, becomes a spokesman, contrary to the
Sieyèsien speaker who represents only himself. As
François Furet notes: “Since it is the people who
alone have the right to govern, or who must at
least in the lack of power to do so, re-institute
public authority ceaselessly, power is in the hands
of those who speak in its name. Which means that
speech, since the word, which is by its nature pub-
lic, is the instrument that discloses what would
like to remain hidden, hence evil; and it constitutes
a constant stake existing between words, the only
ones qualified to appropriate it, but rivals in the
conquest of that evanescent and primordial bond
that is the will of the people.”54 It is through
speech that the empirical people become The
People as the source of sovereignty. One sees that
legitimacy thenceforth depends on the essentially
discursive construction of the people in a circular
task of institution (of the people) and of author-
ization (of the representative to speak in their
name).

These elements combine, all in all, to create a
focalization of the parliamentary space by a pole of
speech held by the speakers who will best repre-
sent the people, and who will be the best at mak-
ing themselves the spokesmen of their will. It is a
separate and remote pole, and one that finds in
this gap the conditions for the enunciation of an
essentially critical discourse. On the one hand, the
place of speech, the rostrum, which looks toward
the curved part of the chamber facing the area of
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two by two, different models of representation.
An initial opposition is established: the choice of
the full circle or of the semicircle. It has been seen
that this opposition matched antagonistic concep-
tions of the localization of sovereignty, of the dif-
ferential relation between the representing and the
represented, the deputies and their nominators.
Within the first group, which identifies itself with
the choice of a full circle, a distinction will be
noticed in relation to the manner of communica-
tion: An initial model favors visual communica-
tion, where the second, along the lines of the
model based on the semicircle, relies on speech.
This divergence referred to an opposition between
transparency of hearts in the presence of co-par-
ticipants affective to it. The second model, formed
around speech, highlights the comparison of view-
points only of the members of the assembly and
their discussion, in contrast to the third model,
that of the semicircle, which starting from a con-
struction whose architecture was sought in the
tradition of ancient theaters, promoted a word
that can only legitimately draw inspiration from

an authority exterior to the assembly: The People.
Most of all, on examining the systematic

groups of prescriptions, accompanying the archi-
tectural devices and enabling the members of the
parliament to conduct an orderly shared activity, it
was realized that the activity of representation has,
in each case, an immediate task to be performed,
which is the institution of what the assembly rep-
resents. The political work of the Jacobin legislator
was clearly to represent the people “as they must
be,” and the pronunciation of the common will,
according to Sieyès, is the actual moment of con-
stitution of a “complete nation”. In this sense, the
object of political representation is always to
accomplish a reflection of the authority of sover-
eignty on itself, a reflection which, properly speak-
ing, constitutes it. As Rousseau said, “the effect
becomes the cause”. The fact remains that the
forms of that reflection are antagonists. Their
opposition outlines two modes of expression that
are irreconcilable with the common will, and, with
them, two contradictory forms of construction of
the spaces of representation.

Translated from the French by Rodney Stringer
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the tiers looking toward the plan axis of the cham-
ber: The opposition between the speaker and the
listeners is thus clearly inscribed in the plan. This
distancing is on the other hand accompanied by
the crystallization of a type of scenic construction,
imagined on the basis of reflections and experi-
ences arranging the space in terms of perspective:
the plan of its volumes and lines all converging 
in such a way as to focus all eyes on the rostrum.
In fact, the rostrum, under the Convention,
became the exclusive place of speech. “One can
only speak from the rostrum,” thus proclaims
article 2 of chapter I I I of the regulations governing
the National Convention, adopted on September
28, 1792. That rostrum, singularized and sepa-
rated, was perfectly suited to the enunciation of
distance between virtuous deputies and “unfaith-
ful” ones, a distance systematically produced by
the spoken words that simultaneously promised
its abolition.55

The exploration of the architectural forms of
the representative assembly chambers, as imag-
ined or constructed at the end of the eighteenth
century, made it possible to explore the manner in
which these architectures helped to prepare parlia-
mentary situations while imposing its conditions
on the coordination of the conduct of deputies.
The idea of “affinity” indicates at the same time
that these were not all entirely material constraints
but arrangements invested with different symbolic
representations of parliamentary business, espe-
cially of actual systems for the reciprocal consoli-
dation of possible orders of activity by the
deputies.

If one looks over this chapter, one can oppose,

50 Lucien Jaume, “Légitimité et représentation sous la Révolu-
tion: l’impact du jacobinisme,” in: Droits. Revue française de
théorie juridique, 6, 1987, pp. 57-67.

51 The expression is used by Louis-Léon de Saint-Just, “Dis-
cours sur la proposition d’entourer la convention d’une
garde armée prise dans les quatre-vingt-trois départements”
[October 22, 1792], in: Œuvres complètes, Editions Gérard
Lebovici, Paris, 1984, p. 370.

52 Collot d’Herbois, le 10 Thermidor an II (“La Convention,
c’est le peuple.”)

53 Maximilien de Robespierre, Adresse des représentants de la
commune de Paris à leurs concitoyens, 1792, quoted by
Jacques Guilhaumou, La langue politique et la révolution
française, Méridiens-Klincksieck, Paris, 1989, p. 115 (trans.
Rodney Stringer).

54 François Furet, Penser la Révolution française, Gallimard,
Paris, 1978, p. 85 (trans. Rodney Stringer)

55 Claude Lefort, “Penser la révolution dans la Révolution
française,” in: Essais sur le politique. XIXe-XXe siècle, Seuil,
Paris, 1986.

Louis Combes, section of a Palais de la Nation in line AB , 1798, ink and watercolors, 63 x 123 cm , Archives nationales, Paris, no.
241b , © Archives nationales, Paris



Abbé Sieyès 
on the Infinite Parliament

The rows of spectators must extend to include those at the very back, indeed to

include the whole of the nation. […] Let us imagine there is a party in need of

enlightenment by the collective will. Beyond the superiority of my method over

yours, in this case I have the added advantage of making those in the back-rows

the true judges of what comes to pass at the center, because they have it all

right before their eyes, because these citizens have the same legislative bills

in front of them as the members of the legislative body do. Thus am I able to form

the best public opinion on every political deed; thus am I able to grant to the

strength and unity of the spectators all the authority it must have, if not

today, then tomorrow. In my view, at last we have truly national tribunes.

Finally, do you not recognize that, in ridding myself of the necessity to gather

competing wills into one single place, I am departing from ancient democratic

practice and that I am enlarging the domain of democracy and liberty indefi-

nitely? 

[...]

In fact, where is civic equality, where only an infinitesimal fraction of citi-

zens can hear the public orator’s voice and where it is clearly the case that

those who enjoy this advantage are citizens to a greater degree than the others?

This institution used to be a practicable and established form of governance

when, at the beginning of societies, it sufficed that families gathered together

to form a colony, an independent tribune. It seems to be the same once again with

aristocracies. But when the back-rows extend to infinity, how should all the

spectators be able to see and hear equally well? To abandon the tribune to the

harangues in favor of written documents not only has the advantage that one can

be heard by all but as well, that one can speak reason into more reasonable ears.1
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In comparison with Robespierre

If only it were possible, the delegates’ assembly of the people would have to

deliberate in the presence of the entire people. A vast and majestic edifice,

open to 12,000 spectators, would be its meeting-place. Under the scrutiny of

such a huge number of witnesses, neither corruption, nor intrigue, nor perfidy

would dare to show themselves; the general will alone would be consulted, the

voice of reason and of public interest alone would be heard. For does admit-

ting a few hundred spectators into premises that are cramped and uncomfortable

offer the kind of audience that is commensurate with the sheer vastness of the

nation? Superficial men could never imagine how much influence the premises

that housed the legislative body had on the Revolution and to be sure, the

scoundrels will never admit it. But, how filled with indignation were the

enlightened friends of the public good when they realized that, after having

increased its visibility in the public eye in order to stand up to the courts,

the first Legislative Assembly then shrunk away from that public eye as much

as possible when it wanted to form a league with the courts against the people.

How indignant too, when, after somehow hiding away in the Archevêché where it

enforced martial law, it then shut itself up in the Salle de Manège, surrounded

itself with bayonets, and ordered the massacre of the best citizens at Champ-

de-Mars […]. Their successors were careful to avoid leaving the premises. […]

And what about the one where [national representation] has just begun, is it

more favorable to the public and more worthy of the nation? No. All observers

were quick to realize that it was established with a great deal of intelligence

and, under the auspices of a depraved minister, was driven by the same spirit

of intrigue to remove all corrupt delegates from public scrutiny. We have

worked wonders in this regard and have finally found the secret we have been

seeking for so long: the secret to excluding the public precisely by granting

it admittance […]. For my part, I believe that the Constitution cannot content

itself simply with decreeing that meetings of the legislative body and the

constituted authorities be made public; more than that, I believe that it must

not be permitted to show contempt for any means necessary to assure them of the

largest possible audience [...] It must see to it that the legislature is at

home in the midst of a massive population and that its deliberations take place

under the gaze of the largest possible number of citizens.2

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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2 Maximilien de Robespierre, “Sur le Gouvernement
représentatif” [On Representative Governments], May 10,
1793, in: Textes choisis, Jean Poperen (ed.), Editions sociales,
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An Anchoring Spot

Since there is to be an anchoring point, it will be an
ink dot, applied under a fingernail so as not be eas-
ily removed: a form of tattoo, according to any
dictionary definition. It could perhaps as well have
been a goat sacrifice at a local temple or a census
conducted by the administration of the new Indian
state of Uttaranchal.1

But the encounter between the forefinger of 
the villager and the metal tip dripping with ink
condenses particularly well the object I would like
to address in this paper: the series of articulations
that arise from a specific context constituted of
people and objects, which – by imbricating differ-
ent spheres ranging from rural Himalayan villages
to governmental institutions – allow for the con-
struction of a system of democratic represen-
tation.

Behind the metal tip is the hand of a native
from the plains who – through a number of medi-
ations crisscrossing the national education sys-
tem, the creation of a new Indian state in the year
2000 and his biographical dynamics – finds him-
self as official controller for elections in a remote
mountain village located more than 1,000 kilome-
ters from his home. The physical marking of the
voters follows the line drawn through their names
on the register, the distribution of the ballot-paper
and an oral reminder of the voting procedure and
precedes entry into the polling-booth. Between
the ink and the cuticle of the villager, there is some
Vaseline. It is applied covertly outside the primary
school building where the elections take place in
order to prevent the ink from penetrating his skin.

The villagers who attempt to bypass this mark-
ing do so in order to vote twice, precisely what the
marking is supposed to avoid. They present them-
selves for the first time in the mid-morning, during
the rush period, and try again during the quiet late
afternoon, hoping to pass unnoticed by the local

controllers who come from competing nearby vil-
lagers to prevent this kind of thing but who often
take it easy and rest at this time of the day. These
“two-timers” are in general youngsters, relatively
unknown outside of the village and coming from
families that have few or no links with the villages
of the controllers. Their purpose is to substitute
for absent people, or in some cases for people who
have been hindered from accessing the voting site
(mostly elders qualified as senile, people consid-
ered simpletons, and, in a few cases, mavericks).
For those suspected of intentionally casting a vote
against the decisions taken informally by the ad
hoc village council, other control strategies are
implemented, which I will touch on briefly later.

Cementing the Nation

The choice of the primary school building as the
place where elections are held is to be understood
as a part of a global agenda designed by the state
to operationalize a democratic process in a remote
and decentralized area, historically insubordinate
and refractory to external ascendancy.2 The space
of the school marks the physical presence of the
state within the local community. The cement
walls themselves embody the spirit of the nation:
painted images of the goddess Bharat Mata,3 por-
traits of heroes from the independence struggle
and aphorisms in Hindi and Sanskrit, which are
non-vernacular standardized languages partaking
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in the homogenization process of nation construc-
tion.4 Villagers transfer part of their educational
agency to the state when they send their children
to school (the difference from places having cen-
tury-old systems of education being that these vil-
lagers are conscious of it, more than often resent it
and sometimes resist it to avoid some of the con-
sequences).5 Teachers come from outside the area,
and the only language used at school is formal
Hindi, which most villagers do not speak. Dialects
are largely depreciated, as are many aspects of
rural life and customs. If children proceed with
their curriculum farther than the first years, they
have to leave the village sphere and resettle in
nearby towns, since schools follow a centraliza-
tion pattern that parallels the progression of class
degrees. Without listing more examples, it

becomes clear that schools can be regarded as
complex entities where face-to-face interactions
are articulated with wider agendas – gradually
reshaping selves, histories and communities
within the frame of a homogenized nation. It is
thus the primary school building, the only physical
place metonymically representing the nation at
the most local level, that has been chosen to house
the elections in this case as well as throughout the
whole area.

The Panchayati Raj6 elections take place at
three different levels of representation: the cluster
of villages, the surrounding region and the district.
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1 The state was created in November 2000 and is the result of
the autonomy struggle that was waged by the Himalayan
districts of the gigantic state of Uttar Pradesh to gain their
political autonomy.

2 The area formed by the administrative units studied here
was not colonized by the Mughals or by the English and
officially became a part of independent India only in 1949.
The areas were previously on the periphery of the small
kingdom of Tehri-Garhwal and thus largely avoided the
local center of power, against which they rebelled several
times in strained contexts.

3 “Mother India,” whose body, both fruitful and martial, cor-
responds in shape with the geographical boundaries of the
nation. In the iconography, her head is also always the same
shape as the highly contested area of Kashmir.

4 One of these aphorisms, painted on the school’s main
entrance, and also appearing above the icon of Bharat Mata,
illustrates this point bluntly by stating in Hindi: “Without a
national language, the nation is mute.”

5 These can be regarded from outside as positive (women’s
emancipation) or negative (cultural alienation).

6 Roughly translatable as grassroots democracy or local self-
governance.

Stranded Bodies of Democracy
Cases from the Indian Himalayas
Nicolas Yazgi

Mother India goddess: Wall painting on village primary school wall. The

Inscription above reads (in H indi, not vernacular in the area): “ W ithout
a national language , the nation is mute” . Photo © N icolas Yazg i, 2003.



They respond to the objective of political decen-
tralization (orchestrated by the state) and deter-
mine, among other things, who will have access to
governmental development funds and to their dis-
tribution through labor contracts. They are locally
invested with utmost importance, for if villagers
do not like anyone meddling in their internal
affairs, they are very eager to get access to external
funds and more, largely to increase their connec-
tivity. The extension of road, electricity or tele-
phone networks to the villages and, more broadly,
“development” were the principal and shared
themes of the campaigns. The distribution of the
funds allowing this work, in other words the
determination of the gatekeepers, was the central
stake, both dividing and federating collectivities.
And people were becoming impatient to see a
change in this regard; the current representatives
had had the right to two additional years in office,
due to the creation of the new state in the year
2000 and the subsequent reconstruction of a func-
tional autonomous administration necessary to
run elections.

Articulating Trust

Through a lucky coincidence, the village that was
my base for conducting a year of field research in
1996, to which I have regularly returned since, was
to play a central role in the 2002 elections, mainly
because serious candidates for all three levels of
representation were based there.7 I quickly discov-
ered that for villagers the most important level was
the most local of the three, the cluster of villages,
because the funds are the greatest at this level and
can be controlled more easily.

India reserves quotas of working positions in
the public administration and political bodies for
persons labeled as underprivileged.8 The electoral
reserved seats rotate from legislature to legislature,
thus creating many problems of political con-
tinuity. In the case we are concerned with, two of
the three levels were reserved for harijans (low
caste persons): the head of the cluster of villages
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(pradhan) and the seat at the district council.
Now, in the village there is a harijan, let’s call

him Kapati Das,9who has been able to accumulate
wealth and become a man of importance. He has
done so by largely emancipating himself from the
village space (refusing his ascribed function dur-
ing rituals, for example), drawing on external
resources and in several cases by openly opposing
the high-caste local patricians. All this has made
him a controversial figure, both respected for
some achievements and mistrusted, or even hated,
for some of his deeds. As soon as the news of the
reserved seats was made public, Kapati Das
announced that he was going to run for pradhan.
This provoked a turmoil, and many if not most vil-
lagers made it clear that they took this as an
offence and that they would block his election.
The climate was very tense for a few days. Since
there was no other valid candidate within the clus-
ter of villages (a literate harijan with some experi-
ence in accounting, administration and manage-
ment), the patricians contacted Javani Lal, a
youngster who had these qualities but had moved

to Delhi several years ago. They suggested that he
come back to settle in the village and run in the
election and offered attractive compensations to
convince him. At the same time they made it clear
to Kapati Das that with the return of Javani Lal he
did not stand a chance of getting elected; in
exchange, they suggested that he run for the dis-
trict seat and guaranteed their full support (and
that of their allies) if he did so. Both accepted the
proposals. Javani Lal did not have to campaign
since no one opposed him. Thus he was elected
“without opposition,” a form of consensus choice
that is legal, frequent in the area and testifies to the
unity and therefore strength of the local society.
As for Kapati Das, the man who became his cam-
paign chief was the outgoing pradhan, a high-
caste notable belonging to the opposing political
party.10 At the intermediate level (the neighboring
region), the village candidate, Mukhiya Singh, was
the elder of the new generation of the traditional
village-head lineage. He was running against one
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7 At the district level, this means one of the four candidates
for each administrative sub-unit of approximately 30,000
people.

8 The three main categories are low castes, tribal populations
and women, but others exist. These classificatory systems
sometimes carry along individual creative manipulations of
the censuses or collective attempts at reclassification.

9 All the names are fictitious and in Hindi.
10 At the local level elections are usually not politicized (in

terms of parties), at the intermediate level they may be, but
this is rarely the central factor. It is only at the district level
that the influence of parties becomes salient.

Village primary school adorned w ith rich nationalist iconography: heroes of independence , national H indu goddesses, national-
ized e lements of nature (such as “national animal, the Bengal Tiger,” “national bird , the peacock,” “national flower, the lotus”).
The background colors evoke the Indian flag . Aphorisms in H indi (not vernacular in the area) and in Sanskrit re inforce the

iconography. Photo © N icolas Yazg i, 2003.

Reg ional secondary school painted w ith the Indian flag colors. The goddess on the wall is Sarasvati, H indu goddess of know l-
edge . Photo © N icolas Yazg i, 2003.



of the richest local entrepreneurs representing a
nearby village, both ally and rival, but bigger and
more influential in the area.

After weeks of strategic choices, of creating
alliances, of bluffs, lies, pressure and acts of good
will or sacrifice, finally came the voting day. A
process of controlling the ballots from villagers
whose votes might have run against the village
council’s decisions was implemented, with the
(remunerated) complicity of some officials who
were marking them so they could be identified
during the counting. This was publicly known
(actually, the question of an eventual bluff was
openly raised) and served more as an a priori 
mode of pressure (threats of reprisal) than as an 
ex post facto mode of verification or ground for
retaliation.

Running parallel to the villagers’ strategies, the
local authorities attested to the integrity of the
voting process through elaborate staging that
included the public sealing of the empty urn and
the presence of armed policemen escorting the full
urn of votes to the town where the counting was
to take place, the administrative headquarters of
the area. The choice of headquarters partakes of
the same governmental agenda, in marking its
presence as central both materially and symboli-
cally through all stages of the process. The choice
of buildings for the vote count echoes this and the
choice of the village school as voting site: the
monumental concrete series of building that shel-
ters the regional college.

From Uncertainty to Victory: The Thing

Made Public

The eagerly awaited counting took place a few
days later. The narration of this very tension-filled
day is synthesized from an account set down in my
fieldwork diary:

Several jeeps leave the village at dawn with an
average of 30 persons aboard each – inside, cling-
ing to the sides or on the roof. After a tiring three-
hour drive on mud tracks, we reach the headquar-
ters town. The crowd thickens gradually. Soon
thousands of people11 are gathered on the fields
surrounding the concrete buildings, some having
walked hours to get here. Stalls pop up one after
the other, for selling food, beverages, fireworks or
trinkets. The heat is overpowering, and the excite-

ment is building to electrical heights. The event
attracts more people and triggers more enthusi-
asm than the numerous religious fairs that take
place around the same period of the year. The
countings succeed one another and last until late
in the night. Results are publicly announced as the
event proceeds, giving rise to bursts of joys, drum-
beating, victory chants, discreet exits, banter and a
few fights that interrupt the long and dull periods
of waiting.

During the afternoon, we learn that Mukhiya
Singh has been elected. He is lifted up and carried
around in triumph by his fellow villagers. Com-
ments are abundant. An immense feeling of pride
is expressed: Their candidate, from the smaller vil-
lage, was able to beat the biggest local entrepre-
neur through subtle strategies and cunning
alliances. An elder tells me that he sees the victory
as stemming from the fact that everyone agreed,
despite conflicts and tension, to stand behind
Javani Lal as the lone candidate for the cluster of
villages. Therefore Mukhiya Singh supporters had
complete latitude to manipulate the factions in the
big neighboring village (where three candidates
were competing at the lower level) without allow-
ing them any grip on their own divisions. The
elder I spoke with used the metaphor of many
hands braiding the strands of a rope and pulling it
together.

The aimless waiting starts again. Dusk and then
night, and with it a chilling cold, arrive. Everyone
in the party is exhausted, and time seems to stand
still. Suddenly the last result is proclaimed: Kapati
Das is elected to the district council seat. Eupho-
ria! To the general surprise, the little village has
won on all fronts. Alcohol, firecrackers, drums
and chants keep the mood festive, while some
have to undertake the difficult task of convincing
the local jeep drivers to wake up and undertake the
road trip back. After thorough negotiations, some
vehicles are ready to go but fewer than in the
morning, and the return journey is even more tir-
ing despite the ongoing wave of horns and songs.
A big party is organized upon our arrival in a little
roadside settlement that belongs to the village.
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Kapati Das is the host. Some refuse the food or
beverages offered by a harijan, but most accept
and select what they are ready to ingest. Alcohol
flows uninterrupted, women join the party and
dawn rises to the rhythms of dances and a few
minor skirmishes.

The next day, processions are organized from
the village to regional temples, and sheep are sacri-
ficed to thank the gods. Delegations arrive from
other villages to congratulate the winners and
start negotiations for the forthcoming elections of
the members of the executive councils that will be
chosen in a month by the members of the legisla-
tive bodies.

Double Legitimation

The thing made public here is the world in which
Kapati Das and Mukhiya Singh have been granted
political power of representation that is legitimate
both from the point of view of the government
and from the point of view of local villagers. The
formal apparatus implemented from the top down
to run the elections made it possible for them to be
defined as democratic and lawful. Since the vil-
lagers’ strategies consisted of behind-the-scene
maneuvering but not in frontal or fundamental
attacks, the first form of legitimacy was guaran-
teed. On the other hand, the elections were appro-
priated by villagers through local power dynamics,
which succeeded in creating an impression of
translation of the whole process into local terms,
independent of external interferences. Thus the
second form of legitimacy also succeeded.

Without ink dots (and Vaseline), without put-
ting Kapati Das aside for one seat (and supporting
him for another), without the school buildings
(and the corruption of a few officials), without the
public sealing of the urn (and the marking of some
ballots), without the public ritual of vote counting
(and the banquets that followed), this double legit-

imacy could not have been articulated and the
electionswouldhave been a legal or a social failure.

Multiple Strands of Democracy

The term stranded, taken literally, indicates a
ship’s running aground, almost a wreck. A norma-
tive look at what the voting process in a democ-
racy should be could sustain this impression of the
elections I described by focusing on the votes
manipulated, pressure groups or the negotiation
of unlawful complicities. One could see, in all that
precedes, a corrupted process. However, by
acknowledging another meaning of the term, the
strands-of-rope analogy used by my interlocutor,
things can be looked at differently. The series of
embedded articulations and appropriations of
legal procedures, spaces, places, influence, pres-
sures, buildings, ink dots, icons, strategies and sac-
rifices bring to light the strands of political life, as
they are woven together to become public. And if
it may appear to some that in the West things are
being made public differently, it might very well be
because the real work-in-progress of political
elaboration is processed mainly in the wings and
confined there. Such work is largely hidden and
looked at as external and illegitimate in regard to
political ontology, the latter being defined as an
essentialized ideal and thus entirely desocialized (a
definition that is, no doubt, a greater act of power
than it seems at first glance). If contextual features
differ in both settings, the practice of building
common worlds, political worlds, is no doubt
quite similar. What is in question is the construc-
tion of political representation, which amounts
neither to the mechanical implementation of dem-
ocratic principles nor to a simple transposition of
the power relations specific to a society but to an
imbricated process that results in emergent and
unpredictable properties: democracy in action
somewhere at a given time.
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11 These are mostly men, but some women (candidates for
reserved seats) also came, always escorted by their hus-
bands. Most women stayed at home and let their husbands
represent them. More often than not, the husbands perform
the political functions in the names of their wives. It is not
to the elected women that congratulations after elections
are addressed (as well as honorific titles given), but to their
husbands.



When I met Ram Gandhi for the first time, he was
looking for a photocopy shop in his neighborhood
in Bhopal, India. In addition to Ram Gandhi’s
adoption of the well-known attributes of the
Mahatma (Great Soul) (a white cloth, round specs
and a bamboo stick), his physical features and
Gandhi’s were remarkably alike. I felt startled by
such a resemblance, but no one else was paying
any attention to him. People are not naive enough
to ignore that the Mahatma is dead, but nobody
except me was surprised to see him back in his
body 50 years after his cremation. How to explain
that Gandhi was duplicated in flesh and blood
here, in Bhopal, and could walk in the streets with-
out being noticed? Was there an implicit contract
between Ram Gandhi and his fellow citizens that
allowed him to go out for a walk without being
bothered? Imagine a de Gaulle or a Jesus looking
today for a copy shop: He would for sure be sub-
ject to sarcasm. At first glance, the possibility of
seeing (or reproducing) Gandhi in living form long
after his death generates an ontological discom-
fort. It disturbs our common sense in many ways,
defying our ordinary theories of identity and repre-
sentation.

In India, where the most elaborate theories of
reincarnation can be found in Hinduism, Ram
Gandhi seems to be a familiar case, just one
Gandhi among others. The Mahatma himself, dur-
ing his lifetime, had to reassert constantly his iden-
tity. In remote areas, some people were already
speaking on his behalf, making him visible for the
public, using the same iconic attributes. Gandhi,
called Bapu (father, as in Father of the Indian
Nation), came to have many forms, much before
the advent of television, and one can still find vari-
ous representations of him in the parades celebrat-
ing Indian independence through living tableaux

(jhanki) using automata as well as real persons.
How to make Gandhi alive for the public after his
death obliged his followers to look for new devices
of representation. This quest gave rise to many
attempts and experiments. Ram Gandhi, origi-
nally called Ram Dayal Srivastav, is one of them.

Ram Gandhi and His Entourage: Insta-

bility of a Representation

Getting his copies made, Ram revealed himself as
a complex case, maybe more complicated and
ambivalent than the original Gandhi. “Gandhiji,
how many copies do you want?” asked the shop-
keeper, using the respectful suffix. “One only. My
photograph has to be sent to South Africa!” said
Ram. The shopkeeper was not calling him by his
real name, and Ram was constantly playing with
Gandhi’s image. Before he left the shop, he said:
“You have the benediction of Gandhi!”

Since I was carrying my film camera with me, I
decided to make a film on this enigmatic resurrec-
tion. Ram wanted to act in films and had already
acted in a TV serial, playing the role of the
Mahatma. He accepted the idea of a film on him
because he believed it would be a good way to
show producers how much like Gandhi he looks
and lives. Ram took me to his house and showed
me an excerpt from his TV serial; I realized that he
was definitely not an actor and could play no other
role than that of Gandhi. But what relation had
Ram Gandhi with Mohandas K. Gandhi, if he was
not an actor interpreting a role? Was he compara-
ble to a double, a visual substitute for an actor on a
film set? Was he a jivanmurti (living image), a
Hindu concept for a human who is asked to play a
god during religious festivals? Was he an avatar, a
well-known and popular semi-divine or semi-
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human being who interferes in human history? Or
was Ram Gandhi something else, something
unknown, an unsteady form of being, a new cate-
gory of image?

The next day, we started shooting. Ram
wanted to work the charka (spinning wheel) in
front of the camera as Gandhi used to do, but the
charka was not working. Many times Ram forgot
to fast on a day that Gandhi had fasted, and his
wife would remind him: “Aren’t you supposed to
fast today?” Facing so many ruptures in my image
of Gandhi, my disappointment nonetheless disap-
peared when I realized that humor, tragedy and
politics are far from being incompatible. I was not
there to make a film on Gandhi but on his double,
two men into one, a strange combination between
an original and his reproduction. I was made
aware every day of the difference between the
original and his double, but the latter was also
extending the former, making it endure in new
ways and opening it to a new context of actions
and relations.

Ram was receiving a pension from the Indian
Government as veteran of the struggle for inde-
pendence and, as the “living image” of Gandhi, he
was invited to many official meetings. His trip to
South Africa was not for tourist purposes. The
Century Celebration Committee for the Revolt of
the Boers, in whose war Gandhi had played an
active role as organizer of an ambulance corps,
was looking for a leading figure for their parade.
The demand for a new Gandhi, as real as the
Mahatma, spread far beyond India.

Ram Gandhi used to spend a large part of the
day inside the temple built in his courtyard in
honor of the god Hanuman. After the ritual, peo-
ple would receive an offering (prasad) from him or
from his wife. Among the everyday visitors, I met
old freedom fighters and Gandhi followers who
had played a crucial role in Ram’s life. The irrup-
tion of a camera into Ram’s space generated a bat-
tle for visibility among these friends, which will
help illuminate the position of Ram in his sur-
roundings. Ram Gandhi was sometimes recog-
nized as a special mediator of Gandhi-ism, a true
living image of Gandhi, but sometimes he was rel-
egated by the same people to the position of a
mediator, a simple admirer of the Mahatma who
was as far from Gandhi as they were. A few scenes

will illustrate this. Constantly visited by people
who were reading Gandhi’s books, composing
poems for peace and reviving the memory of the
struggle for independence, Ram’s house was a
unique platform for the expression of Gandhian
memory, a piece of history recycled into the pres-
ent. In this ballet of Gandhi’s admirers, Ram was
constantly repositioned or redefined as a represen-
tative of Gandhi. When Ram sat at his table desk
(like the low table desk that Gandhi had used), his
neighbor, an old freedom fighter wearing a Nehru
cap, sat on his bed, assuming a straight posture,
like a statue, and asked me to shoot. The old man
thought he had waited long enough for his turn.
He started to tell the story of his life, how he had
been put in jail, how he had met Ram, using the
same formal tone used by Indian politicians. For
him, Ram was a freedom fighter like the rest of
them, nothing more, but because he looked like
Gandhi, he became “like” Gandhi a little more
than they were and got the privilege of being pho-
tographed, filmed and publicized as Gandhi’s “liv-
ing image”.

At first glance, Ram and his close friends were
sharing an ambiguous contract. They respected
him but didn’t hesitate to correct him or exercise
their control over him. When Ram decided to
enact a Gandhi speech for the camera, his friend,
the freedom fighter, and the friend’s son were
attending the performance. Ram sat on the
ground next to his wife and repeated the same
message he had reiterated for many years, praising
love and the dignity of the poorest, urging a fight
against corruption and foreign rule. Who was talk-
ing? Gandhi? Ram? The son reminded him that he
should not speak on his own behalf: “Say that it is
Gandhi who is talking; he is dead, nobody will
understand if you don’t say who is talking!” And
his father added: “As we had to fight for our free-
dom, to get our independence!” Ram didn’t hear
well. The son gave up: “Say whatever you feel, it
doesn’t matter!” As Ram continued he was inter-
rupted again by the son, addressing Ram’s wife:
“Why has he removed his false teeth today? Tell
him that [with them] it would sound better!” The
wife passed her husband’s false teeth to him: “Put
it back in your mouth; we will hear you better!”
Ram Gandhi was so upset by this that he could
not carry on: “What can I say? I have nothing
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1 Marcel Duchamp, La Mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires,
même (Boîte Verte), quoted after Marcel Duchamp,
Duchamp du signe. Ecrits, Michel Sanouillet (ed.), second
ed., Flammarion, Paris, 1994, p. 41.

How to Make a Still Picture 
Speak and Walk
The Fabulous Destiny of a Gandhi Follower
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L’écart est une opération.1



more to say!” This strange episode shows how dif-
ficult it is to speak on behalf of somebody else,
especially when you feel the constant pressure of
your surroundings telling you what your message
should be. Ram’s speech would have gone
smoothly if he had always remained the special
representative that his friends wanted him to be, a
freedom fighter who admired Gandhi and looked
like him, nothing more. But a few other incidents
will show that Ram pretended to be a different cat-
egory of being, considered so special that a local
political party approached him to become its can-
didate.

Gandhi, God and the Sanyasi: The Matu-

ration of Lookalikeness

I attended the Mahatma Gandhi’s birthday cele-
bration in the city where Ram led a march, gar-
landed by the people, and made a speech at the
end of the day in front of a large audience. As a
representative of Gandhi, Ram was sometimes
involved as a religious actor performing inaugural
rituals (mahurat); he was invited elsewhere as a
replica of Gandhi, an entertainer to make a cele-
bration more colorful. In some places he was cele-
brated as the first Gandhi devotee, and in others as
an official historical reminder, an orator repeating
Gandhi’s discourse and incarnating it with the
same gestures. Many times he was just a visual
prop in the middle of the photograph, to make
legitimate some noble enterprise. When we went
to weddings, I was again struck by the fact that
nobody was surprised to see him. People were
more interested in the camera, or in themselves,
Gandhi and the camera, a conjunction that only
Ram could provide. A long queue of people
wanted to have an exclusive “historical photo-
graph” with the Mahatma. This was perceived as
an honor, and Ram Gandhi was a very cooperative
enhancer, offering to people a unique and
anachronistic representation of themselves.

Many articles were published in the press dur-
ing the various events that Ram Gandhi attended
and the numerous trips he made all over the coun-
try. He had a huge archive, with VHS copies of his
performances and the discourses that had been
shot for TV programs. His photographic archive
tells another story than do his close supporters, an
evolution that is more personal (related to his
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physical transformation) and at the same time
more publicized. The oldest photographs of Ram
when he was still known as Ram Dayal Srivastav
show him participating in several historical events,
as a member of an audience, in the company of
Nehru and other figures of the Indian freedom
struggle. His transformation happened gradually:
from a freedom fighter to a sanyasi (an ascetic who
has renounced all worldly things), then to a figure
appearing at many meetings as “Ram Gandhi”. He
narrates the decisive step: “When I was 60 years
old, I heard a voice calling me in my dream:
‘Gandhi needs you. Go and follow his path, make

his dream alive!’” It was the voice of the god
Hanuman, the monkey god who exemplified the
faithful servant in Hinduism’s Sanskrit epic, the
Ramayana. No need to say that this dream was a
powerful booster, the final legitimating of the
whole enterprise. And Ram’s son confirmed the
power of the dream: “He fell sick for two days. We
had to call the doctor because of the fever.” An
interesting photograph shows him a few weeks
after his dream with his old friend Shankar Dayal
Sharma, who was president of India from 1992 to
1997 and with whom Ram was in jail in the 1940s;
post-dream, Ram had adopted the appearance of
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Gandhi’s speech to the nation, 1998, photo 

collage , 6 x 20 cm , © Emmanue l Grimaud

The historical archive of Ram Gandhi, 1998, photo collage , 150 x 120 cm , © Emmanue l Grimaud



thing in him! All five prime ministers of India
received a tricolor from Mr. Ram Gandhi with the
respect that they are receiving this tricolor from
Gandhi, the Bapu. That is the honor which is the
biggest one of India, and by his honor we are hon-
ored! It was my initiation to him. I am proud of
this! He is not a duplicate of the Gandhi, he is not
a carbon copy. I treat him as a human being copy
of a photograph to show Bapu in living life. And
he is really doing that! He is showing the human
being, how Bapu was looking like, but he is not
the avatar, he is not the Bapu, he is not Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi. He takes you to the mem-
ory of Gandhi, he is the living example! … So he
can fulfill without any training what the Congress
[Party] needs at this moment. They can very well
utilize him but they will not … They don’t want
his publicity, they want their publicity. They don’t
want the publicity of Gandhi, the Mahatma, they
want their publicity! Moreover I would like to tell
you that Gandhi was the concept of the discipline
… Gandhi who is having the bamboo which
shows the power, which shows the discipline. He
is having specs, this peculiar specs which is round,
to see every human being similar. He is having the
watch which shows the time. We have lost the
time! He is wearing one chadra, one cloth, to show
how we are in poverty line. See his feet, he is hav-
ing the tire-sole chappals [sandals], which shows
like a tire which is always running on the roads!
Not to keep our records but to maintain that his-
tory, and for our future, we have lots of photo-
graphs which inspire us, for building the nation,
for building ourselves, to become disciplined, to
become the Nation. Jai Hind!”

What happened exactly in the photographer’s
studio? Ram Dayal Srivastav was reduced to a few
physical indices or features that made the duplica-
tion possible: “the contour of the ear and the
shape of the skull”. These elements are the mini-
mal conditions for a Gandhi to be reproduced
anywhere, anytime. These are not anybody’s fea-
tures, these are divine characteristics because they
belong to the Mahatma. Either we accept that
they also belong to us, that the body of Gandhi is
our thing and the Mahatma can be reproduced, or
we refuse it and the Mahatma is condemned to
survive as a still photo or a statue. Inside the studio
Ram Gandhi reveals again his fragility, and the

Gandhi and decided to call himself “Ram Gandhi”.
Still, many times in photos he is shown as a simple
member of an audience, a walker among others in
a rally. More rarely he becomes the center of atten-
tion, making a speech or placed among statues of
Gandhi and Mother Teresa on a chariot during a
parade. The most significant photograph showing
Ram Gandhi flirting with power was taken in
1994, during the celebration of independence,
with the five prime ministers of India gathered for
a unique commemoration at the Red Fort in New
Delhi. Ram was called on to give an orange, green
and white flag to all the government ministers, on
behalf of Gandhi himself.

The evolution of Ram toward lookalikeness,
finally into Ram Gandhi, is the encounter between
God, his resemblance, the public and their com-
mon need for a physical form, not a statue of
Gandhi but a fully animated replica. In the videos
where he is facing an audience, Ram sticks faith-
fully to the Gandhian message. When he inaugu-
rates local newspapers or schools, protests against
corruption, praises the khadi (homespun cotton),
visits nurseries or speaks on TV, he repeats the
same speech with assurance. Whether people give
him a ritual function or not, Ram Gandhi occupies
with his body a physical space that has been pre-
pared for him for a long time. When he faces an
audience, the first reaction is always the same: He
is not recognized as Ram Gandhi; instead, every-
body calls him “Gandhiji”.

Nevertheless this transformation was not sim-
ply a response to a political need. In this process of
incarnation, where Ram found his niche, lie many
ambiguities but also possibilities of action. The
real Gandhi considered himself as a sanyasi; he has
been perceived by many people as an avatar of
Vishnu, one of the three principal gods of Hin-
duism. His political opponents saw him as an
eccentric anarchist. Ram Dayal wanted to reach
the supreme state for a Hindu devotee, moksha,
liberation from the chain of rebirths, and Gandhi
was naturally a model for accomplishing this goal.
This religious motivation gives Ram Gandhi his
authenticity; there is absolutely no reason to
doubt about his sincerity. It was only after being
recognized as a “special devotee” that he received
a proposal from a political party to be a candidate
for a local election. Surprisingly, he refused. Pre-

sented in the local press as “a protest against cor-
ruption,” his refusal was interpreted as “the noble
act of a supreme Gandhi follower honoring the
Mahatma’s ideals”.

Ram Gandhi and His Photographer or the

Art of Reanimating a Body That Has

Been Frozen by the Camera’s Click

Many times we came back to the studio of a mys-
terious photographer who claimed to be responsi-
ble for Ram Gandhi’s metamorphosis. When Ram
entered the studio, the photographer pointed his
finger toward him and said: “I made this man into
Gandhiji!” Even after editing and re-editing my
film, the relation of Gandhi to his photographer
remained full of uncertainties. It is only after listen-
ing carefully to the photographer’s speech and
watching the whole footage in slow motion that I
was able to see the small detail that made the des-
tiny of Ram Gandhi possible. I reproduce here the
photographer’s speech because it contains a pow-
erful theory of incarnation, useful for understand-
ing Ram Gandhi’s case:

“Here are the photographs that I have taken.
On October 25, 1988, I took the first picture …
These are the original photographs which were
published. See what Gandhi is. It was my visualiza-
tion. I found something … You can see here, the
shape of the ear and the skull which makes the
Gandhi and which you are seeing here, long ears
and the shape. With the specs, you are able to see
him as Gandhi. This is what photography and
image forming have given to us, to this world! See
this ear which is coming out. And now see his
face! And now bring it here. The specs are also like
this. See this face and now see his face straight! His
face is a little longer, it is pictorially oval whereas
his face is round. But he looks like Gandhi. If he
puts his head up, his shoulders up, you will get the
shape! Take from this side, exactly this side, lower!
… I have not made anything, it was a creation of
the gods! After adopting clothes and ornamentals,
he really became the Gandhi. My intention was
nothing except that what I have seen in him, I have
shown him. It was his desire and will and wish to
remain as he is. He has not changed then, he has
not become again Ram Dayal Srivastav. He turned
into Ram Gandhi. When he found that he looks
like Gandhi, so that very moment, he found every
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The features of Gandhi as explained by his 

photographer, 1998, photo collage , 6 x 20 cm ,
© Emmanue l Grimaud
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give a father to Gandhi!” Ram Dayal said that he
had mentioned the photographer’s surname in
front of me, but the photographer became very
angry, saying that there were many in his family
and that Ram should have given his full name. The
photographer’s assistant switched on the light.
Ram Dayal turned towards the camera and said:
“After Gandhi appeared to me in a dream and after
preparing myself, the photographer took a lot of
photos because he had realized that I was looking
like Gandhi. When I saw the photographs, I was
convinced of my resemblance.”

Later, the photographer asked Ram which
dream he had narrated to the camera. “I told about
Hanuman,” said Ram Gandhi, and he repeated the
same story, but transforming it once again. He
was himself confused as to whether the dream had
happened before or after he first entered the photo
studio. The photographer asked: “Did he explain
that he fell sick?” “Yes,” replied the son. “And did
he mention the name of my father?” asked the
photographer. Ram Gandhi had mentioned a jailor
in Assam with whom he had gone to meetings “to
show Bapu in living life”. And the photographer
complained: “This man was my father! You
should have said it was my father!”

Ram Gandhi is an extraordinary banal product,
an aggregation of many elements that would stop
being efficient if we analyzed them separately.
What would the photographer have done without
the physical features of Ram Dayal Srivastav? He
would have been nothing but a fake artist design-
ing an animatronics who had no chance to survive.
What would Ram Dayal have done without the
photographer’s mirror? His dream would have
been only a dream among others, and his resem-
blance wouldn’t have found any echo. The pho-
tographer gave Ram the confidence that he
needed; without such positive feedback, this ordi-
nary Gandhi follower would have never incar-
nated Gandhi in flesh and bones. What would
Gandhi be today if Ram Gandhi were not here to

animate him? Just a statue to garland, a still photo
kept for memory and not an active entity, trying to
make his path into the present through multiple
forms.

Conclusion

The hard work of the duplicate, the multiplicity of
local statuses that have been given to this ambigu-
ous representative of Gandhi and the different
attempts of his entourage to control his body
show another side of politics, based on the
improvement of methods of incarnation and phys-
ical effects. Curiously, in this affair, Gandhi (the
original) more than Ram Gandhi seems to be a
manipulated as well as manipulating entity. After
his duplication, Gandhi cannot be seen only as a
sanyasi, a set of doctrines, an eccentric anarchist,
the Father of the Indian Nation or an avatar of
Vishnu, depending on the audience and the situa-
tion. Ram Gandhi extends our notion of what a
biography is, magnifying Gandhi himself, and
Gandhi-ism becomes a powerful engendering
process.

Some people tried to promote Ram when the
Congress Party was going through a crisis of rep-
resentation, after the assassination of Rajiv
Gandhi. But till his death in 2004, Ram Dayal Sri-
vastav was bound to remain a physical reminder, a
commemorative body, a special kind of anima-
tion. He was not predestined to reach a great
political position. The Mahatma Gandhi himself,
who influenced the minds of so many people,
remained most of the time far from governance,
playing the role of a public dissenter. The fact that
Ram Gandhi was offered a parliamentary seat but
refused it a few years before he died was a true
achievement. Translating a complex and unstable
scenario of representation, this “human copy of a
photograph” illustrates the strange paths of incar-
nation processes and how troubling sometimes
the encounter of religion, politics and physiog-
nomy can be.
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demonstration is cruel. The photographer manip-
ulates his head and analyses his entire body like
that of a creature dissected in a laboratory. He asks
him to stand up, to sit down, to display his bam-
boo, his watch and finally to expose himself as a
purely visual artifact. Many times Ram wants to
protest, but the photographer always reminds him
of the hard truth: Ram is a public property, a pho-
tograph made into a body. In the photographer’s
theory, concepts are body elements (and vice
versa) and Gandhi becomes a conceptual body
made of visual attributes, to remind us of disci-
pline, our poor condition, the sense of time, the
power of the walk and the equality of all human
beings. 

The photographer enacted for my camera the
original scene of when Ram Dayal Srivastav
entered his studio for the first time and sat for a
photo session. He prepared a chair and then asked
Ram Dayal to sit quietly. The photographer
repeated with the same cruelty the visual “reduc-
tion,” which had been carefully organized the first
time. With a true theatrical sense, he asked Ram
Dayal to show his profile, to smile, and he took a
series of photographs. After the simulation, he
told him: “I have not put any film in the camera! I
just wanted to show what happened the first time
and how I made you into a Gandhi. How could I
have clicked your picture? You are not even
shaved! Did you give him my name? You must
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Why Parliaments?

Ask why we no longer have a direct democracy
today and the reply will generally be that the size
of the population and the long distances that have
to be traveled in modern states make it impossible
for every citizen to be present in a parliament. This
is an argument on architectural grounds. It
assumes that political decisions can only be made
in a parliament. Yet a parliament is merely a substi-
tute for direct participation. What might a parlia-
ment look like that is open to all citizens?

Parliamentary Architecture

To what extent does successful parliamentary
architecture offset the absence of the majority of
the population? At least three things must be dis-
tinguished in this regard: a) the number of people
who can be accommodated in the space available;
b) the structure, arrangement and design of the
parliamentary chambers; and c) the degree of
transparency with respect to outsiders, observers
and chance passers-by. An examination of these
aspects of parliament buildings in the period up to
the eighteenth century reveals a gradual develop-
ment from open meeting places to closed halls.

a) Athens

The Pnyx in Athens was constructed around 500
BCE, a huge platform created so that the public
assembly could be transferred there from the
agora. Its theatrical shape was designed to allow a
democratic debate and a transparent and compre-
hensible decision-making process. The Pnyx was
steadily expanded and improved in the two subse-
quent stages of construction (404-403 BCE, 330-
326 BCE). In the third stage, it was able to accom-
modate up to 24,000 people. Although walls were
built around the Pnyx later on, it was always possi-
ble to see into it from the agora, for instance.1 To
preserve this arrangement, terraces with two stoas

were laid out above the Pnyx, which provided a
better vantage point than the surrounding sides
for following the public assembly of the citizens.
The Pnyx afforded an unimpeded view of the city,
the acropolis, the sky, the port and beyond it the
sea. So, on the one hand, its location in the very
heart of Athens constituted a critical public forum
in respect to the city; on the other hand, it was
open itself to other types of publics, especially
those without citizen status (women, foreigners,
slaves, minors). 

b) Paestum

Today, the best-known circular parliament from
ancient times is probably the Ekklesiasterion at
Paestum in Italy,2 once a democratic town mod-
eled after Athens. The circular meeting place did
not have a “president” but at best a raised spot
where the speaker is presumed to have stood. The
Ekklesiasterion was an open-air building that
could be seen into from all sides. 

c) Rome

The popular assembly, the Comitium in the
Roman Forum, formed the starting point of the
Roman Republic. Yet, being governed by a politi-
cal elite, it was not a democracy.3 It was the Sen-
ate, recruited from patrician families, that debated
and agreed on the political measures, which were
announced to the people from the rostrum on the
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1 See Henrik Boman, Movement in Space. An Architectural
Analysis of Public Space in Archaic to Hellenistic Greece,
Göteborg University, Gothenburg, 2003, p. 129.

2 Along with the one in Agrigento and the Comitium in Cosa.
See Filippo Coarelli, Il Foro Romano, Ed. Quasar, Rome,
1983, vol. 1, p. 147.

3 The voices of the poorer citizens counted for less than those
of the rich in the most important public assemblies. Only
senators were allowed to address these assemblies, but only
members of the upper class were allowed to stand for the
position of senator. This is illustrated again by Karl-Joachim
Hölkeskamp, “Rekonstruktionen einer Republik. Die
politische Kultur des antiken Rom und die Forschung der
letzten Jahrzehnte”, in: Historische Zeitschrift, vol. 38,
Oldenbourg and Munich, 2004.

Parliamentary Public
Ludger Schwarte

Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , Ekklesiasterion (Paestum), 2005, plaster, wood , foam , 88 x 88 cm , Ludger

Schwarte , © Ludger Schwarte , photo: Dom inik Moos

Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , Pnyx (A thens), 2005, plaster, wood , foam , w ire , foil, 120 x 120 cm , Ludger

Schwarte , © Ludger Schwarte , photo: Dom inik Moos



Forum for approval by acclamation. Although
originally a form of voting, this involvement of the
people in the Senate’s decisions increasingly
became a mere formality, the people having been
reduced to the role of spectators rather than actors
in the political arena.

Inside, the Curia Julia had a dais at the front for
a president. Standing at right angles to this presid-
ing seat and facing each other on both sides were
three-tiered galleries that, depending on the seat-
ing, could accommodate 300 to 465 participants
in meetings of the Senate.4A tall door opened out
onto the meeting place in front of it, which con-
tained a rostrum and various religious monu-
ments.5 As in the twentieth-century people’s
republics, the layout of the closed Senate building
(Curia) and the Forum indicated that no kind of
controversy was expected. Speeches to the people
were mere pronouncements. 

d) Westminster

From 1548 the English Parliament met in a former
chapel (St. Stephen’s) in Westminster until the
palace was destroyed by fire in 1834. The seating
plan resulted from an extension of the choir stalls
and was identical with that in the Roman Curia. At
the eastern end of the chamber was a raised dais
with the Speaker’s Chair, in front of which stood
the Clerk’s Table. The members of Parliament met
here behind closed doors.

Parliamentary architecture and a constitution
are similar in the influence they exert on the
potential for political activity. A parliamentary
building localizes and identifies political activity. It
distinguishes between players and strangers and
between lawful and unlawful activities. A good
arrangement determines potential decision-mak-
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ing procedures, and it influences whether the
members of a parliament can understand each
other properly. In a circular hall, everybody can
generally see and hear everyone else. The advan-
tage of a semicircular hall, by contrast, is that at
least one person, the president, can see and hear
everyone equally well. However, factions, contra-
dictions and distances emerge more readily as a
result. Moreover, any lengthening of the semicir-
cle leads to the formation of blind spots from
which it is impossible to see or be seen.

If parliamentary architecture is to take account
of democratic principles it must enable each citi-
zen to determine the decision. The friction
between the architecture, which prescribes a cer-
tain use and certain patterns of behavior, and the
debates in a parliament bestows different powers
on the parliamentary players. Anyone occupying
the president’s chair or a seat on the government
benches or controlling what is going on behind
the scenes obviously has more power than a back-
bencher. But it is not just the members of a parlia-
ment who have power. The architecture does, too.
It determines not only how the members of the
parliament can communicate with one another
but also who speaks how, to whom and about
what. It determines who sees and hears what.
Moreover, it determines whose voice counts. In a
circular chamber it is possible and sensible for
everyone to speak from his or her seat. This makes
it clear that a single opinion is being expressed and
that just one of many possible viewpoints is being
contributed to the overall picture. If there is a ros-
trum, however, the speaker’s discourse emerges
from this confrontation with a mute audience in
the semicircle and is bound to this sole legitimate
speaking position. 

The wrestling over parliamentary architecture
shows that the ability to speak and make decisions
depends on the opportunity to participate, to be
present, visible and audible. The existence of polit-
ical conflicts, the admission of various bodies
(genders, generations), the lively debate, the audi-
bility of many different voices, the articulation of
approval or disapproval can be hindered or rein-
forced by architectural means.

Ever since the French Revolution the hege-
mony of “representative democracy” has rested
on the semicircular model of the classical Roman

theater. The seating arrangements put the focus
on the tribune. According to the theory, it is per-
formances in the form of monologues that give
shape and a voice to the people, who for their part
subsequently express their will through their rep-
resentatives.6Wherever “representative democ-
racy” has been introduced, it was not the result of
a plebiscite but of a decree issued by a parliament,
for which (on average) hundreds of members were
needed. The number of representatives derives not
from the size of the population or from the statisti-
cal average of the supposed political elite but quite
simply from the number of seats in this type of
theater.

The Birth of the Spectators’ Gallery

The key criterion of the political in traditional
political philosophy would appear to be a decision
based on rational consideration. This criterion
could be met behind closed doors. Is not the
staging of a debate pure sham? Why do we need 
a parliament? Why is the public space important
for political decisions? Does the semicircle of
members of a parliament constitute a satisfactory
audience? Is a television broadcast of the pro-
ceedings sufficient or is a public only properly
established when it can articulate itself and voice
criticism and when anyone who wishes can take
part?

In answering these questions it is important to
distinguish between a public space that collects or
interrupts and the political space that forms part of
the social space. The social arises from spaces of
ordered communication and presumes that an
assembly exists. The political space uses aesthetic,
disciplinary and biological means to put people in
certain positions. It is characterized by conditions
of control, by the markings of appropriation and
by distancing mechanisms, which identify the sub-
jects and stabilize them in the hierarchical
(genealogical, and the like) relationships they have
with each other (for example hospitals, schools,
prisons, parliaments). In the political sphere power
can therefore be exercised and reproduced,
whereas the public space cannot be cordoned off
and controlled. On the contrary, it is not subject to
any coercive system of perception, permitting a
wide range of insights, allowing anonymity and
opening up channels of communication for new
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4 Pierre Gros, L’architecture romaine du début du IIIe siècle av.
J.-C. à la fin du Haut-Empire, Picard, Paris, 1996, p. 263.

5 Cf. James C. Anderson, Jr., Roman Architecture and Society,
Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore and London,
1997, p. 254.

6 See the contribution by Jean-Philippe Heurtin, this volume,
chapter 13.
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participants, unsystematic distributions and new
questions.

The public gallery is an alien element in the
classical theatrical architecture in which the mem-
bers of a parliament assemble. Like a wedge, it
pries open the closed nature of the parliamentary
system of perception and participation. The intru-
sion of the public into the political space can only
be explained by the radical democratic currents of
the French Revolution.

Proceedings in the English Parliament once
took place behind closed doors if for no other pur-
pose than to pursue policies directed against the
king and his court. “I spy strangers,”7 was the for-
mal call for the doors of the House of Commons
to be closed and for any potential listeners to be
removed.

For a philosopher of the Enlightenment there is
no reason why the public debate should not relate
exclusively to texts, for instance to announce-
ments made by a parliament or government fol-
lowed by discussion of them in specialist journals.
Quite clearly, however, that is not a satisfactory
situation for either the press or the public. Reports
on parliamentary activities and daily events can
reinforce or undermine the sovereignty of a parlia-
ment. The physical presence of watching journal-
ists brings quite different forces into play. In 1798,
for instance, the British secretary of war, William
Windham, complained about the continual
reporting and warned that press coverage of the
parliamentary debates would inevitably transform
the English constitution from a representative one
into “an entirely democratic one”.8 And in 1826
Wellington wrote: “Discussions with open doors,
and the publication of the discussions of a Legisla-
tive Assembly, however desirable, are not
absolutely necessary for the existence of freedom
or good government in any country. Our own reg-
ulations, and the principles on which the discus-
sions of our Houses of Parliament are founded and
carried on, are that they are private and not to be
made public.”9

But in what sense can discussions between
members of Parliament in the House be regarded
as private? It was not until 1831 that a press gallery
was installed opposite the throne in the House of
Lords and only in 1852 in the House of Commons,
where it is positioned above the Speaker’s Chair.

Up to 1875 the general public in England had no
right to attend sessions of Parliament, but could be
excluded at any time as soon as a member of Par-
liament “spied a stranger”.

The open spectators’ gallery, like the Declara-
tion of Human Rights, stems from revolutionary
France. The States General met in 1789 in the Salle
des Menus Plaisirs at Versailles, which had been
redesigned by the court architect, Pierre-Adrien
Pâris. The seating arrangements were flanked 
by galleries that enabled the aristocratic court ret-
inue to follow the proceedings.10 Individuals
enjoying close contacts with the deputies also suc-
ceeded in smuggling themselves into the assem-
bly.11 Initially they were able to move about so
freely among the deputies that the installation of
barriers was announced on May 28, 1789, to segre-
gate the large number of visitors and keep the inte-
rior of the hall free. The deputies were entitled 
to call for a closed session.12 On May 28, 1789,
for instance, Pierre Victor Malouet called for a
secret session in view of the importance of 
the subject under discussion and insisted 
that strangers be removed from the hall. To 
which Constantin François de Volney replied:
“Strangers! Are there strangers amongst us? 
[…] Do [our voters] not have the utmost interest
in keeping their eyes trained upon us? […] Are
you planning to retreat from their gaze the
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moment you are obliged to account for your
thoughts and all the steps  you have taken?”13

Nevertheless, ordinary citizens without any
special qualification were generally excluded from
political proceedings.

On June 19, 1789, the Assemblée of the Third
Estate moved to the Jeu de Paume at Versailles. It
was pure architectural chance that the deputies
there found themselves facing a gallery, from
which spectators had previously been able to
watch the ball games. Various drawings and paint-
ings – including the famous one by Jacques-Louis
David – show members of the public on window-
like galleries during the Oath of the Tennis Court.
This presence of the people, an architectural acci-
dent, promptly turned out to be a political neces-
sity. For the Tennis Court Oath was at the same
time a kind of coup d’état, which was given a cer-
tain legitimacy by the presence of random public
spectators as witnesses. The deputies in the Jeu de
Paume expressed their call for a constitution in the
form of an oath, swearing not to leave until a con-
stitution had been granted. It was not least by
means of this gesture that they cast aside the tradi-
tion of the States General. They no longer
regarded themselves as elected representatives
from certain constituencies, constituting them-
selves instead as the National Assembly, the
embodiment of the nation, vouched for by politi-
cians with impunity.14 Again and again political
representatives would refer to the public as legit-
imizing their seizure of power. However, these
same political players immediately excluded the
public once they assumed governmental power
themselves.

After the National Assembly moved to Paris,
the public parliamentary galleries were initially
included. The designs even indicate a competition
between the architects to accommodate as many
people as possible in these galleries: Jacques-
Pierre Gisors found space for 1,400 spectators,
while Pierre-Alexandre Vignon planned to accom-
modate 2,500.15 The 1793 Constitution gave the
public the right to intervene in parliamentary
debates and to submit petitions. This opportunity
for intervention was also used by women to voice
their demand for equal rights.16 Yet neither 
this architectural model of direct democracy 
nor the physical presence of the public was toler-

ated for any longer than was necessary for 
the members of the parliament to secure power.

To the extent that the unhindered formation of
associations and the participation of the people in
political events are prevented, the literary public
favored by Jürgen Habermas constitutes a seda-
tive. Press freedom has concealed the suppression
of direct democracy and its public forms ever since
Robespierre’s reign of terror in 1793 and 1794. It is
no coincidence that freedom of the press has
existed since the end of the eighteenth century,
while limited freedom of assembly was not
granted until over 100 years later. Even today, an
unregistered gathering of people in a public space
can be regarded as a “riotous assembly” and dis-
persed by the police.17

Democracy as a Breach of Order by the

Public

Jacques Rancière regards political activity in the
narrow sense as the coming together of those who
have no right to speak; it is the articulation of
those whose voices do not count. Politics is nei-
ther the exercise of governmental authority nor
the organization of power (which Rancière justifi-
ably calls “police”) but rather the moment in
which those who have no share disrupt the order
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7 Norman Wilding, Philip Laundy, An Encyclopaedia of Parlia-
ment, Cassell, New York, 1958, pp. 711f.

8 Parliamentary History, 34, Sp. 159 (December 31, 1798).
9 Wellington, “Letter to Canning (August 11, 1826),” quoted

from: Andreas Wirsching, Parlament und Volkes Stimme,
Unterhaus und Öffentlichkeit im England des frühen 19.
Jahrhunderts, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen, 1990,
p. 84.

10 Cf. Armand Brette, Histoire des édifices où ont siégé les
assemblées parlementaires de la révolution française et de la
première république, Impr. nationale, Paris, 1902, p. XLII.
Pinon reports that there were 1,000 deputies and 2,000
spectators on May 5. Gaultier de Biauzat is said to have writ-
ten on May 5: “Les spectateurs sont infiniment mieux
placés, car ils sont dans deux rangs de loges, entre des
colonnes, et sur des sièges en forme de gradin…” (“The
spectators are infinitely better placed because they occupy
two rows of boxes between the columns and have staggered
seating…”). Pierre Pinon, “La Salle des Etats-Généraux à
Versailles,” in: Des Menus Plaisirs aux Droits de l’Homme,
Partick Brasart, Claude Malécot, Pierre Pinon (eds), Caisse
nationale des monuments historiques et des sites, Paris,
1989, p. 66.

11 See Jean-Philippe Heurtin, L’espace public parlementaire:
Essais sur les raisons du législateur, PUF, Paris, 1999, p. 28 f.

12 As was the case during the Séance Royale of June 23, 1789.
Archives parlamentaires, 1re série, vol. VIII, p. 144.

13 Archives Parlementaires, 1re série, vol. VIII, p. 55. On June 6,
1789, the Assemblée had declared that it wished to “se placer
sans cesse sous les yeux de la nation” (“subject itself to the
constant scrutiny of the nation”). Archives Parlementaires, 1re

série, vol. VIII, p. 77.
14 Cf. Paul Friedland, Political Actors, Representative Bodies &

Theatricality in the Age of the French Revolution, Cornell
University Press, Ithaca, 2002, pp. 141f., 163.

15 Claudine de Vaulchier, “La Recherche d’un palais pour
l’Assemblée nationale”, in: Architectes de la Liberté 1789-
1799, Ecole nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris, 1989,
p. 144; James A. Leith, Space and Revolution. Projects for
Monuments, Squares, and Public Buildings in France 1789-
1799, McGill-Queen’s University Press, Montreal, 1991,
p. 136.

16 Article 32 of the 1793 “Constitution” guaranteed the right to
petition from what was called the “barre” (bar). The famous
speech by Claire Lacombe (Discours prononcé à la barre de
l’Assemblée nationale, par Madame Lacombe, le 25 juillet
1792, l’an 4e de la liberté, Paris 1792) ranks among the exam-
ples of such petitions submitted by the public, as does the
“address” read out by Pauline Léon on behalf the Club des
Citoyennes Républicaines on March 9, 1792.

17 The lively nature of a meeting in the public space – a
“riotous assembly” that does not even communicate its
views, as a demonstration would, and for that reason is
“incapable of taking part in a debate” and ungovernable – is
in itself a political action. Cf. Dominique Reynié, Le Triom-
phe de l’opinion publique: L’espace public français du XVIe au
XXe siècle, Odile Jacob, Paris, 1998.
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of the visible. So the space for political activity
would be the cleft between the parliament and the
visitors’ gallery. What is also of interest, however,
is the question as to how the “conflict over the
existence of a common stage”18 can be settled in
such a way that it is transformed into a legitimate
democratic decision-making process.

Our parliaments are too small for our large
populations. Rousseau was able to counteract that
argument by stating that even the Romans were
not too numerous to assemble; they did not meet
in a single parliament but at several coordinated
locations spread across the Empire or on the Mars
Field.19

However, since architectural structures facili-
tating meetings and communication regularly
comprise areas of equality and thresholds of dis-
tinction, a public is generated at the same time.
This public is non-socialized, non-organized, non-
identified. It is its scattered component, which has
no place, clamors to be visible and is made to dis-
appear as soon as a quantifiable order of percep-
tion and action is established.

A Parliament of the Public

From 1794 the National Assembly opted for an
architectural limitation of participation, control
and objection by the political public of the kind
that was tried out during spontaneous gatherings,
for example in the “Circus of Truth” that Abbé
Fauchet had organized in the Palais-Royal in Octo-
ber 1790. The circus pavilion there was the venue
for the weekly meetings of the Assemblée fédéra-
tive des Amis de la Vérité, which staged an alterna-
tive version of the National Assembly, albeit with
4,000 to 5,000 spectators, “without counting the
female spectators who filled the circus galleries”.20

It was clearly possible for a much larger number of
people to take part in the political debate than
appeared feasible in the semicircular structure.
Moreover it was also possible for arguments,
forms of participation and rules of procedure to be
tried out in a relatively unregulated manner.
Camille Desmoulins, who was very familiar with
both parliaments, preferred the debates held in the
circus in the Palais-Royal. The people who came
together there had left their private lives behind
them to participate in the spectacle of the Revolu-
tion, but not as passive spectators. He liked the

fact that the audiences were as loud and active as
those in the notoriously rebellious theater
parterre, where the spectators were always pre-
pared to whistle and boo as well as to praise and
rejoice. Desmoulins claimed that in the Palais-
Royal there was no formal differentiation between
players and spectators, as there is still in the
National Assembly and even in the Assemblées Pri-
maires. Here people were not obliged to ask the
president for the right to say something and then
have to wait two hours to do so. They simply pre-
sented their suggestions, and if they met with sup-
port, the speaker concerned would stand on a
chair. If he earned applause, he would write his
suggestion down and pass it on. If what he said
was rejected and he was booed, he would simply
move on. Desmoulins considered it tyrannical and
a hindrance to the progress of the arts that a crowd
should be forbidden to voice lively criticism of an
actor or author. Equally, he felt it should be per-
mitted to boo and hiss a lawyer or captain, who
enjoyed no greater privileges than actors. In a
happy nation, Desmoulins opined, the first article
of freedom should be the freedom to boo; above
all, it should be possible to boo the president to
one’s heart’s content. The spectators’ galleries
were the only antidote to tyranny, as they were
incorruptible. Only in the galleries was there a
revival of the concept of the people’s tribunes,
who used to await the outcome of the Senate’s
debates on the bench outside and enjoyed the
right of veto.21

In contrast to such a space for parliamentary
experimentation, representative democracy relies
on the expectation that the order of discourse and
rank – and hence the better argument – will assert
itself in the debate. If that is the purpose of the
debate, then either everybody who thinks he or
she has something to contribute should be
allowed to speak or only experts should. But that
is clearly not the case. Speeches are made by mem-
bers of a parliament who have no special quali-
fications apart from having been elected. This is
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18 Jacques Rancière, Das Unvernehmen, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt
am Main, 2002, p. 38 (trans. Robert Bryce) [Jacques Ran-
cière, La mésentente, Galilée, Paris, 1995].

19 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Du Contrat Social, livre III, chap.
XIII, in: Œuvres Complètes, vol. III, Gallimard, Paris, 1964,
p. 449.

20 La bouche de fer, no. 3, October 1790, p. 17.
21 Camille Desmoulins, Discours de la lanterne aux Parisiens,

Garnery, l’an premier de la liberté, Paris, 1789, pp. 27-49.
Cf. Friedland, op. cit., p. 180ff.
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neither elitism by dint of birth of the kind repre-
sented by the Roman Senate nor an educational
aristocracy in compliance with the phantom of
traditional political philosophy. Nor do the mem-
bers of a parliament represent the people as
deputies with an imperative mandate, as was the
case at the time of the States General: They consti-
tute a cross-section qualified by election. During
debates these political players demonstrate what
could take place anywhere: a universalizable “as
if” à la Kant, a verification of hypotheses using
political experimental animals in the laboratory, a
pilot scheme involving selected examples of the
nation, a random sample with which one makes
do.22

But even if we had a direct democracy again we
would have to distinguish between a political
space and a public space and insist that the politi-
cal public constitutes only a fraction of the overall
public. That distinction is important for democ-
racy, however. For it strikes me that democracy is
distinguished not merely by the direct partici-
pation of all citizens in all decision-making pro-
cesses. Another special characteristic of democ-
racy is that it opens up to the public, which need
not be a political public at all but could equally
well be a ceremonial public, a sports public or an
aesthetic public. Hence the task of the political

public would be not only to make parliamentary
work understandable and capable of criticism 
but also, vice versa, to incorporate “people out-
side” together with their views, assessments and
arguments. In addition, as the example of Athens
shows, people who are not even citizens could
criticize the relevance of decisions, put other
questions and raise issues that are different from
those against which the parliamentary debating
community measures the rationality of its power
struggles.

The press gallery, the spectators’ gallery, the
television broadcasts and the glass architecture of
modern parliament buildings neutralize this public
to the extent that they merely symbolize it and
prevent a performance. Yet even as a mere symbol
this limited public is a constant reference to the
universalistic tendency as well as to the local,
physical anchoring of democratic decision-mak-
ing processes. The extension of the decision-mak-
ing processes into the public space paves the way
for a direct democracy. In return, the integration
of the public space into the architecture of parlia-
ment buildings makes democracy both forward
looking and consistently provisional. A parliament
of the public would be the exact opposite of the
state theater that is predetermined by the architec-
ture of parliament buildings.

Translated from the German by Robert Bryce
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22 Representative democracy is staged in parliaments, the
immediate architectural model for which are the anatomic
theaters of Jacques Gondoin and Edme Verniquet in Paris,
which combine representation with laboratory science. 
See Ludger Schwarte, “Boullée et la maison de tous,” in:
Etienne-Louis Boullée (1728-1799), L‘architecture régenerée
par les lumières. La poesie et l’utopie de l’art, Daniel Rabreau
(ed.), forthcoming.

Dan Zhou X iaohu, Congress, 2002, clay sculpture and 1-channe l video, Sigg Collection, Mauensee , installation view ZKM , © the

artist, photo: Franz Wamhof
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What is an agonistic space? And what would a
European Parliament building be for an agonistic
plural democracy? These are questions that I have
been discussing with Chantal Mouffe for some
time. The questions enter the problematic field of
spatial politics, problematic because of the rela-
tionship between architecture and politics. Here
politicized public spaces, the common parts of the
city that architecture and politics once inhabited,
are impoverished in favor of individual society.
Public architectural development is a discussion
that relates to the common good and should
therefore be within democracy and open in the
public domain.

Spatial determinism becomes one of the prob-
lems for the architect thinking in isolation about a
new building for democracy. How politically
active is space? And can architecture really deter-
mine political relations? Doesn’t society have to
change first? The architect makes architecture and
cannot determine how the space is used. The
architect can only make possibilities for social rela-
tions. Surely the same space can have an agonistic
discussion one day and a harmonious discussion
the next.

One way of thinking about the question of
space and politics has been termed by Ed Soja as
the “socio-spatial dialectic”:

“Space and the political organisation of space
express social relationships but also react back
upon them.”1

So social relations can be expressed within
space, but space is also active in determining social
relations. This investigation into what could be an
European Parliament building is therefore both
political and spatial, and by thinking of the two
together there is a real possibility of political
change.

Determining the Agon

The word agon comes from the ancient Greek,
meaning “struggle,” “fight,” “contest,” “trial”. It is
also a word used in Greek theater to describe a
particular type of play that has conflict as the cen-
tral theme, where the agon is set forth in a pair of
set speeches of substantial and equal length.2 In
terms of a building, an agon could therefore be
seen as a courtroom or a stadium. These spaces
both have something in common, antagonism at
their center. But an equivalence exists also in terms
of the very strict and highly determined set of pro-
cedures among those competing both temporally
and spatially. The spatial equivalence can be seen
in the oval form of the stadium, based on two cir-
cles and meaning that it has two central focal
points. In contrast, the assembly room of the
European Parliament is a circular form with one
central focal point.

From this it would appear that it is possible to
reform the assembly space to create an equivalent
space with a set of highly determined procedures,
although this raises a political problem. One of
Mouffe’s key criticisms of the present model of
Western liberal democracy is that it is based on
universal values and consensus, for example the
free market. Agonistic democracy allows for a plu-
rality of democratic positions, and liberal ideology
may be just one of those democratic positions. It
could also be said of the European Parliament that
it is based on principles of unity and that it would
be impossible to change this through architectural
intervention only. An example can be seen in the
Houses of Parliament in London where both
houses appear to have two sides, left and right,
with a gangway in the center. The building has
been reprogrammed politically with a front bench,
back bench system. Tony Benn argues that there is
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a central consensus between the front benches on
both sides, and if you disagree you must move to
the back bench.3

The Political

For this project of agonistic architecture, it is not
consensus that must be central to the space but
antagonism, and for this it is important to distin-
guish between “politics” and “the political”.

“By ‘the political’ I refer to the dimension of
antagonism that is inherent in human relations,
antagonism that can take many forms and emerge
in different types of social relations. ‘Politics’, on
the other hand, indicates the ensemble of prac-
tices, discourses and institutions that seek to

establish a certain order and organise human
coexistence in conditions that are always poten-
tially conflictual because they are affected by the
dimension of ‘the political’.”4

We are not, therefore, as in political architec-
ture or the architecture of a single politics seeking
to establish a certain political order. We are
attempting the opposite – to inhabit “the politi-
cal,” a space that allows a plurality of political
positions.

“The political” in public space is increasingly
more difficult; privatization of public space means
that the neo-liberal or market-led urban develop-
ment is becoming spatially more dominant. The
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1 Ed Soja, Postmodern Geographies, Verso, London, New
York, 1989, p. 76.

2 Michael Lloyd, The Agon in Euripides, Oxford University
Press, Oxford and New York, 1992.

3 Tony Benn, Free at Last! Diaries, 1991-2001, Arrow, London,
2003.

4 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, Verso, London
and New York, 2000.

Designing the Agon
Questions on Architecture, Space, 
Democracy and “the Political”
Teresa Hoskyns

Krzysztof Wodiczko, South A frica House , London, public projection at the South A frica

House , London, 1985, © Krzysztof Wodiczko, courtesy Galerie Le long , New York



power is unaccountable to democratic processes.
But political antagonism can be seen at the six
monthly European Union summits that occur
around the rotation of the European presidency,
meetings that are democratically accountable. The
parallel summits and the demonstrations in Dublin
in 2004 and in Thessaloniki in 2003 are two recent
examples.

Pianta argues that the presence of non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs) at summits can be
traced back to the 1970s; he claims that the first
parallel summit, The Other Economic Summit
(TOES), was held in 1984 to coincide with a G7
summit.8 This can be seen to coincide politically
with the rise of the new right and the divide with
the new left. By new right I mean the hegemony of
the neo-liberal defense of the free market, so New
Labour in Britain would be included in the new
right. By new left I mean the alternative new left,
not political parties but social movements and
democratic struggles, as discussed by Laclau and
Mouffe in the project for radical democracy and
emerging in the social justice movement.9 During
this time, the new right has taken power, and the
new left can be seen to have formed a parallel
democracy. The first World Social Forum in Porto

Alegre, Brazil, in 2001 started as a parallel summit
to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzer-
land. The new right democracy is increasingly
more representative and closed, whereas the new
left claims to be open and practicing direct partici-
pation with continuously growing numbers.

Architect Bernard Tschumi has written exten-
sively on the power of architecture to change soci-
ety. For Tschumi, architecture poses the possibility
of constructing the conditions that make it possi-
ble for non-hierarchical, non-traditional society to
happen within the relationships between spaces
and events. Architects cannot, however, design a
new definition of society or determine the use of
space. He gives the example of a building at Parc
de la Villette in Paris that was designed as a garden
center, reorganized as a restaurant during con-
struction and finally used as a children’s painting
and sculpture workshop. I am using the example
of Parc de la Villette to think about the determinis-
tic question because Tschumi has purposely cre-
ated an indeterminate space there to allow for spa-
tial politics. 

effect is what may appear to be de-politicized
space, but actually space is increasingly totalitar-
ian, transforming our relationship with the public
realm to one of privatized consumption. Both
politically and spatially a “consumer citizenship” is
developing.

We can, however, identify some spaces as
highly contested or antagonistic. Jerusalem is a
city that has experienced recurring conflicts over
thousands of years. Trafalgar Square in London
has been the site of countless demonstrations if
not riots. What these spaces have in common is
the presence of more than one political position.
The presence of different power relations allows
the presence of “the political,” the space between
enemies or adversaries, in the case of Trafalgar
Square, the ability of a political position to appro-
priate the space. The fact that at least two different
political positions are present in Trafalgar Square
was demonstrated by Krzysztof Wodiczko in 
1985 when he had permission to make a projection
on Nelson’s Column. At the same time, a dele-
gation from South Africa was in London receiving
money from Margaret Thatcher. In protest,
Wodiczko turned his projector around and
projected a swastika onto South Africa House.5

The power of such spaces was shown in 1990,
when the poll tax was abolished after riots in
Trafalgar Square against the tax. 

Indeterminate Space

Mouffe argues that it is possible to create an ago-
nistic democracy through the transformation of
relations of antagonism to agonism, of enemy to
adversary.6

If we look politically at where antagonistic rela-
tions physically are in Europe, they are mainly sur-
rounding the temporary political meetings on
temporary sites of the summits and not particu-
larly around or inside the buildings of the Euro-
pean Parliament or Commission. Summits like
that of the Group of 8 are having to find increas-
ingly remote places to meet because of the sheer
level of antagonism. It was said after the “blood-
soaked G8 summit in Genoa” (2001), where one
person died, that the G8 would never again meet
in a town.7 The antagonism around these meet-
ings can be said to be due to the nature of both the
G8 and the World Trade Organization, where
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5 Krzysztof Wodiczko, Krzysztof Wodiczko: Instruments, Pro-
jections, Vehicles, Fundacio Antoni Tapies, Barcelona, 1992.

6 Mouffe, op. cit., pp. 98-105.
7 Carol Rory, “Prime Minister Bows to Pressure over Inquiry

into Police ‘Brutality’,” in:The Guardian, special report, July
31, 2001.

8 Mario Pianta, “Parallel Summits of Global Civil Society,” in:
Global Civil Society 2001, Oxford University Press, London,
2001, Chapter 7.

9 Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy, Verso, London and New York, 2001 [1985],
pp. 176-193.

photo © AP Photo, photo: Martyn Hayhow ■ Anti-poll tax

protesters charge across demolished crowd barriers near the

base of Ne lson’s Column in London’s Trafalger Square after a

peaceful march against the poll tax turned violent, March 31,
1990. More than 400 people were arrested . 

Above and left: European Social Forum 2003, Parc de la Villette , Paris, architect: Bernard Tschum i, photos © w w w.indymedia.org 

■ Debate using follies w ith Toni Negri and A lex Callinicos



Tschumi argues that to define space architec-
turally is to determine spatial boundaries. A build-
ing can be a kind of spatial container to be filled by
a dominant power; the truth is that most buildings
are exactly that. A building embodies implicit
house rules. Tschumi deconstructs the idea of the
material building as a boundary between inner and
outer space, creating what he describes as follies.
The follies have the scale of a small building but in
structure only. For Tschumi the follies are points
of activities, of programs, of events.10

This real success of the Parc de la Villette could
be seen at a meetingof the European Social Forum,
where it hosted literally thousands of people in a
multiplicity of spaces and activities. The forum
met on different sites in the suburbs of Paris, but
the only central site available for this kind of par-
ticipatory political meeting was Tschumi’s park.

European Parliament

It must be possible, however, to think about what
a building for democracy would be.

If we look at the European Commission build-
ing in the Leopold Quarter of Brussels, Guy
Baeten argues that the reason why the Leopold
Quarter is hosting most of the EU institu-
tions is accidental. He focuses on the period of 
1952-1993, which he describes as “40 years of inter-
urban competition,” when the EU was choosing
the city for the European Parliament; the planners
wanted the EU institutions to be in one city to
symbolize European unification. During this time

office developers were busy building what they
described as a conference center, knowing that the
EU would rent it from them while they were
deciding. He argues that everything built before
1993 was not democratic at all, that the develop-
ment of the Leopold Quarter was shaped through
the hegemonic power of economic and financial
elites.11

The EU is also said to be governed by undemo-
cratic elites. What they built was not an open pub-
lic building but a huge fortress-like building; there
was no attempt to deepen democracy.12

It could be argued that the architecture pro-
vides part of an abstract and hegemonic politics
that runs parallel to the political nature of the
assembly and does partly determine political pro-
cedures. There are a multitude of decisions made
during the design that really do affect the democ-
racy. For example, how many people can attend?
An example of this can be seen in the European
Parliament, where there are the same number of
chairs in the assembly room as MEPs. One would
have expected it after European enlargement to
have to accommodate more MEPs, but English
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MEPs were representing 9 million people whereas
before enlargement they were representing 5 mil-
lion people. Another example is how accessible
the MEPs are: MEP Caroline Lucas points out
that in England her office is on the street and peo-
ple visit a lot, whereas in Brussels the appointment
system is complicated and the security checks
mean that people don’t visit much.

Conclusion

For Lefebvre, space is produced from social rela-
tions and is continually contested at all scales,
local-city-regional-national-continental-global.
His idea of relations doesn’t just involve people
but objects.

“Social space contains a great variety of
objects. Such ‘objects’ are not only things but rela-
tions. As objects they possess discernable peculiar-
ities, contour, form. Social labour transforms
them, rearranging their positions within spatio-
temporal configurations without necessarily
affecting their materiality.”13

My view is that architecture should be thought
of in this way. If we are to build an agonistic Euro-
pean Parliament, we should be thinking of an ago-
nistic democratization of the whole architectural
process to include a plurality of political views.
Democracy should be literally built into the fabric
and the governance of the building. If we are
thinking of the new right and the new left as par-
ticipating in our agon, then this may take some
time; it would raise some serious democratic ques-

tions, as one is participatory and the other repre-
sentative. One excludes political parties, and the
other is exclusively political parties, and so on.

Until then we should be looking at a multiplica-
tion of political public spaces, whether event
spaces like Tschumi advocates or assembly or
meeting spaces. I believe that it is through political
participation that a politicized notion, not a con-
sumer notion, of citizenship develops. 

Having said that, I also think that architects
should be much more politically aware while
designing. If political plurality could be achieved
architecturally, it could transform our cities and
environments and the power structures that we
live in.

It would be possible to take the model of
Trafalgar Square and use it for our agon. A very
simplistic multi-polar world parliament, for
instance, could be space surrounded by large,
equal-sized buildings, each one occupied by a dif-
ferent continent and an assembly or a number of
assemblies in the center. Spatially it would provide
a global equivalence between the continents,
while maintaining separate identities. As Tschumi
did in Parc de la Villette, we would use the fact that
buildings have the ability to determine boundaries
to our advantage and not try to deconstruct them.
The Americas would then occupy the same-sized
building as Africa, for instance.

If it is a place for democracy, then it should
allow the future possibilities that democracy
promises.
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10 Bernard Tschumi, Architecture and Disjunction, The MIT
Press, Cambridge, MA, 1994.

11 Guy Baeten, “Old Elites in a New City: Restructuring the
Leopold Quarter and the Europeanization of Brussels,” in:
The Globalized City. Economic Structuring and Social Polar-
ization in European Cities, Frank Moulaert, Arantxa
Rodriguez, Erik Swyngedouw (eds), Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 2003.

12 Catherine Hoskyns, Michael Newman, Democratizing 
the European Union. Issues for the Twenty-first Century,
Manchester University Press, Manchester and New York,
2000, p. 93.

13 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, Blackwell, Oxford,
1991, p. 77.

M eeting of the European Asssembly at the European Social Forum , photo: Teresa HoskynsEuropean Comm ission, Brusse ls, view ing gallery,  assembly space , photos: Teresa Hoskyns



Our post-political societies have become unable
to adequately envisage the public space because
this requires a capacity that we have lost: to think
in a political way. My aim in the following remarks
is to bring to the fore the reasons for such a situa-
tion and to suggest an alternative approach. In my
view the current incapacity to think politically is to
a great extent due to the perspective that informs
most liberal thought, characterized by a rationalist
and individualist approach that cannot grasp the
pluralistic nature of the social world, with the con-
flicts that this pluralism entails. For those are con-
flicts for which no rational solution could ever
exist, hence the presence in human societies of an
antagonistic dimension that can never be over-
come. According to the typical liberal understand-
ing of pluralism, we live in a world in which there
are many perspectives and values that, when put
together, constitute a harmonious and non-con-
flictive ensemble. Sure, we will never be able to
adopt them all, but this is only due to empirical
limitations. Since one of this type of liberalism’s
main tenets is the rationalist belief in the availabil-
ity of a universal consensus based on reason, it
must negate the political in its antagonistic dimen-
sion. Indeed the political is bound to constitute its
blind spot, because by bringing to the fore the
inescapable moment of decision (in the strong
sense of having to decide in an undecidable ter-
rain), what antagonism reveals is the very limit of
any rational consensus.

Another limitation of liberalism stems from its
individualistic perspective; this does not permit
acknowledging that political identities are always
collective identities, which are necessarily con-
structed on the basis of a we/they distinction. This
has important consequences for envisaging 

the specificity of democratic politics, which is 
not the overcoming of the we/they opposition 
but the different way in which it is established.
What democracy demands is that the we/they
discrimination should be drawn in a way com-
patible with the recognition of pluralism. This
requires visualizing the public space in a way
allowing for the democratic staging of the we/they
confrontation.

Next to antagonism, the concept of hegemony
is, I submit, the other key notion for addressing
the question of “the political”. To acknowledge
the dimension of the political as the ever-present
possibility of antagonism requires coming to
terms with the lack of a final ground and the unde-
cidability that pervades every order. It requires, in
other words, recognizing the hegemonic nature of
every kind of social order and the fact that every
society is the product of a series of practices
whose aim is to establish order in a context of con-
tingency. The political is therefore linked to the
acts of hegemonic institution. It is in this sense
that one has to differentiate it from the social. The
social is the realm of sedimented practices, that is,
practices that conceal the originary acts of their
contingent political institution and that are taken
for granted, as if they were self-grounded. Sedi-
mented social practices are a constitutive part of
any possible society; not all social bonds are put
into question at the same time. The social and the
political have thus the status of what Heidegger
called existentials, necessary dimensions of any
societal life. If the political – understood in its
hegemonic sense – involves the visibility of the
acts of social institution, it is impossible to deter-
mine (independently of any contextual reference
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and a priori) what is social and what is political.
Society is not to be seen as the unfolding of a logic
exterior to itself, whatever the source of this logic
could be: forces of production, development of
the spirit, laws of history and so forth. Every order
is the temporary and precarious articulation of
contingent practices. The frontier between the
social and the political is essentially unstable and
requires constant displacements and renegotia-
tions between social agents. Things could always
be otherwise, and therefore every order is predi-
cated on the exclusion of other possibilities. It is in
that sense that it can be called “political,” since it is
the expression of a particular structure of power
relations. Power is then constitutive of the social,
because the social could not exist without the
power relations through which it is given shape.
What is at a given moment considered as the “nat-
ural” order – jointly with the “common sense”
that accompanies it – is the result of sedimented
hegemonic practices; it is never the manifestation
of a deeper objectivity exterior to the practices
that bring it into being.

As far as collective identities are concerned, we
find ourselves in a similar situation. Identities are
the result of processes of identification, and they
can never be completely fixed. We are never con-
fronted with we/they oppositions expressing
essentialist identities pre-existing the process of
identification. Moreover, since the “they” repre-
sents the condition of possibility of the “we,” its
“constitutive outside,” this means that the consti-
tution of a specific “we” always depends on the
type of “they” from which it is differentiated. This
is a crucial point, because it allows us to envisage
the possibility of different types of we/they rela-
tions according to the way the “they” is con-
structed.

Which We/They for Democratic Poli-

tics?

Once the ever-present possibility of antagonism is
acknowledged, we can understand why one of the
main tasks for democratic politics consists in
defusing the potential antagonism that exists in
social relations. If we accept that this cannot be
done by transcending the we/they relation but
only by constructing it in a different way, then the
following question arises: What could constitute a

“tamed” relation of antagonism, what form of
we/they would it imply? How could conflict be
accepted as legitimate and take a form that does
not destroy the political association? This sup-
poses that some kind of common bond exists
between the parties in conflict, so that they will
not see their opponents’ demands as illegitimate
and treat them as enemies to be eradicated, which
is precisely what happens with the antagonistic
“friend/enemy” relation. However, the opponents
cannot be seen simply as competitors whose inter-
ests can be dealt with through mere negotiation or
reconciled through deliberation, because in that
case the antagonistic element would simply have
been eliminated. If we want to acknowledge on
one hand the permanence of the antagonistic
dimension of the conflict while on the other allow-
ing for the possibility of its “taming,” we need to
envisage a third type of relation. This is the type
that I have proposed calling “agonism”.2 While
antagonism is a we/they relation in which the two
sides are enemies who do not share any common
ground, agonism is a we/they relation where the
conflicting parties recognize the legitimacy of
their opponents, although acknowledging that
there is no rational solution to their conflict. They
are adversaries not enemies. This means that,
while in conflict, they see themselves as belonging
to the same political association, as sharing a com-
mon symbolic space within which the conflict
takes place.

What is at stake in the agonistic struggle is the
very configuration of power relations around
which a given society is structured; it is a struggle
between opposing hegemonic projects, which can
never be reconciled rationally. The antagonistic
dimension is always present; it is a real confronta-
tion but one that is played out under conditions
regulated by a set of democratic procedures
accepted by the adversaries. An agonistic concep-
tion of democracy acknowledges the contingent
character of the hegemonic politico-economic
articulations that determine the specific configura-
tion of a society at a given moment. They are pre-
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1 Wassily Kandinsky, On the Spiritual in Art, Hilla Rebay (ed.),
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, for the Museum of
non-objective Painting, New York City, and The Gallery
Press, New York, 1946, p. 76.

2 This idea of “agonism” is developed in my book, The
Democratic Paradox, Verso, London, 2000, chapter 4.
To be sure, I am not the only one to use that term, and there
are currently a variety of agonistic theorists. However they
generally envisage the political as a space of freedom and
deliberation, while for me it is a space of conflict and antag-
onism. This is what differentiates my agonistic perspective
from the one defended by William Connolly, Bonnie Honig
or James Tully.

Some Reflections on an Agonistic
Approach to the Public
Chantal Mouffe

[…] antitheses and contradictions comprise the harmony of our day. Wassily Kandinsky1



carious and pragmatic constructions, which can
be disarticulated and transformed as a result of the
agonistic struggle among the adversaries. Con-
trary to the various liberal models, the agonistic
approach that I am advocating recognizes that
society is always politically instituted and never
forgets that the terrain in which hegemonic inter-
ventions take place is always the outcome of pre-
vious hegemonic practices and never a neutral
one. This is why it denies the possibility of non-
adversarial democratic politics and criticizes those
who, by ignoring the dimension of “the political,”
reduce politics to a set of supposedly technical
moves and neutral procedures.

Pace what many “third way” thinkers want us
to believe, political questions are not mere techni-
cal issues to be solved by experts. Properly politi-
cal questions always involve decisions that require
a choice between conflicting alternatives.

The Public Space

What are the consequences for envisaging the
public space of the agonistic model of democratic
politics that I have just delineated? The most
important consequence is to challenge the wide-
spread conception that, albeit in different ways,
informs most visions of the public space as the ter-
rain where consensus can emerge. For the agonis-
tic model, on the contrary, the public space is the
battleground where different hegemonic projects
are confronted, without any possibility of final rec-
onciliation. I have spoken so far of “the” public
space, but I need to specify straightaway that we
are never dealing with one single space. According
to my agonistic approach, public spaces are always
plural; the agonistic confrontation takes place on a
multiplicity of discursive surfaces. I also want to
insist on a second important point. While there is
no underlying principle of unity, no predeter-
mined center to this diversity of spaces, there
always exist diverse forms of articulation among
them, and we are not faced with the kind of dis-
persion envisaged by some postmodernist
thinkers. Nor are we dealing with the kind of
“smooth” space found in Deleuze and his follow-
ers. Public spaces are always striated and hege-
monically structured. A given hegemony results
from a specific articulation of a diversity of spaces,
and this means that the hegemonic struggle also

consists in the attempt to create a different form of
articulation among public spaces.

As far as the political public space is concerned,
my approach differs radically from the one
defended by Jürgen Habermas. He envisages the
political public space, which he calls the “public
sphere,” as the place where deliberation aiming at
a rational consensus takes place. To be sure,
Habermas now accepts that it is improbable, given
the limitations of social life, that such a consensus
could effectively be reached, and he sees his ideal
situation of communication as a “regulative idea”.
However, according to the perspective that I am
advocating, the impediments to Habermas’ ideal
speech situation are not empirical but ontological.
The rational consensus that he presents as a regu-
lative idea is indeed a conceptual impossibility,
since it would require the availability of a consen-
sus without exclusion – of a we without a they –
which is precisely what I contend is impossible.

I also want to indicate that, despite the similar
terminology, my conception of the agonistic pub-
lic space also differs from that of Hannah Arendt,
which has become so popular recently. In my
view, the main problem with Arendt’s understand-
ing of “agonism” is that it is an “agonism without
antagonism”. Arendt puts great emphasis on
human plurality and insists that politics deals with
the community and reciprocity of human beings
who are different, a difference that should be val-
ued and celebrated, but she never acknowledges
that this plurality is at the origin of antagonistic
conflicts. According to her, to think politically is
to develop the ability to see things from a multi-
plicity of perspectives. As her reference to Kant
and his idea of “enlarged thought” testifies, her
pluralism is not fundamentally different from the
liberal one, because it is inscribed in the horizon 
of an inter-subjective agreement. Clearly, what 
she looks for in Kant’s doctrine of the aesthetic
judgment is a procedure for ascertaining inter-
subjective agreement in the public space. Despite
significant differences between their respective
approaches, Arendt, like Habermas, ends up
envisaging the political public space in a consen-
sual way. No doubt, in her case the consensus
results from the exchange of voices and opinions
(in the Greek sense of doxa) not from a rational
Diskurs as in Habermas. While for Habermas
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consensus emerges through what Kant calls
disputieren, an exchange of arguments con-
strained by logical rules, for Arendt it is a question
of streiten where agreement is produced through
persuasion not irrefutable proofs.3 However nei-
ther of them is able to acknowledge the hege-
monic nature of every form of consensus and the
ineradicability of antagonism, the moment of

Widerstreit, what Lyotard refers to as “the differ-
end”. To think politically it is necessary to aban-
don the dream of a final reconciliation and to dis-
card the idea of the public as a space oriented
toward consensus. What democratic politics
requires is the fostering of a multiplicity of public
spaces of agonistic confrontation. This is, I think,
how we should envisage the “res publica”.
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3 I am using here a distinction proposed by Linda Zerilli in her
forthcoming book Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom, Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2005.
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ence so much of it. Remember that the course of a
large part of the world hung on a very small num-
ber of hanging chads and on the fact that only 51
percent of the American electorate voted in the
2000 presidential election. Perhaps we should all
be able to vote in the US elections! We should cer-
tainly consider the possibility of allowing residents
in one part of the world to exercise their citizen-
ship rights in another part of the world over com-
mon planetary issues, through some form of
coupon democracy or world parliament. This
vision needs to be tempered by the realization that
such electoral influence is not necessarily for the
good, as residents of some central European coun-
tries, saddled with a conservative, backward-look-
ing expatriate agenda, have found.  But the more
general point still holds, namely that what counts
as democracy must be massively broadened and
that part of this broadening must include an
explicit consideration of the spatial grammar of
the politics of who votes where.

Second, however, a new representative politics
based on making votes count both here and there
is not enough. There is another politics of partici-
pation that needs to be interrogated. We need to

consider how to subvert the current spatial struc-
tures of power, which are precisely a part of how
power is exercised. In particular, the smug village-
like atmosphere of most political decision-making
(based on the accretion of power over centuries in
just a few places) needs to be re-placed by a struc-
ture that circulates power according to need,
while ensuring that the resulting promiscuity does
not degenerate into yet another form of centered
power.

So where do we go with this thought? To begin
with, we have to recognize that politics consists of
multiple spaces in which need, desire and corre-
sponding disagreement are registered. Of course,
no political architecture can ever take in every
demand. But what is possible is to be open to new
demands and the spaces in which they are formu-
lated and make sense. This means many things,
from nurturing experiments in trying to make
local voices count in national political life, through
trying to build a politics around basic issues like
shelter, food, affect and friendship, to trying to
connect issues and movements around the world
into a new politics of solidarity. But let’s not be
seduced by the promise of a politics of consensus
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One of the most important aspects of making
things public is having a means of visualizing what
is political. Conventionally, since around the end
of the sixteenth century, this has tended to mean
thinking of maps of bounded contiguous territo-
ries modeled on the nation state. Maps have also
become one of the most potent technologies for
making nations and, through easy slippage, a
powerful expression of what it is to be a member
of a polity. This elision between map and nation
has now become second nature in defining the
politics of democracy: where and what are com-
bined to define whom. But do we have to work
with this one-spatial-model-fits-all ideal?

Our answer is no. And that is exactly the
answer that others, both with and without power,
are struggling to articulate at this present moment.
The question, however, is whether we can find
other spatial models for constructing the political
and the citizen. Is there a way of moving away
from the idea of nested contiguous territories that
has been made manifest all around us, moving to
other models that might deliver both more and
less, more democracy, more citizenship, but less
power to the few? Is a flatter, more distributed,
more spatially heterogeneous model of the politi-
cal – let us call it a heterarchical model – possible?

And would such a model necessarily be more
democratic? This is a good question, because in
recent years the powerful, too, have latched on to
this model as a means of governing themselves
and the world. Look at how many Western gov-
ernments now exercise their power through the
rhetoric of networks, flows and connections,
thereby imitating a prevalent corporate discourse.
Indeed, it might be argued that this rhetoric is
actively producing a new world, one which it
would be much more difficult for those without
power to institute. Governments and corporations
have an array of resources at their disposal: They

can block off the byways and alleyways of protest,
they can put in numbers of consultants to
“change-manage” the task at hand, they can buy
their way out of trouble, they can impose new
standards and forms of calculation that make their
world appear fixed while everyone else has to sign
up to a mobile politics; they can seamlessly fuse
their new heterarchical reach with their old territo-
rial models of domination, thus obtaining the best
of both worlds.

So how can a counter-politics stick when some
of the very weapons of protest have been co-
opted by the very powerful? How, for example,
can the global protests that we saw bubbling up
against the Iraq War become a living form that has
endurance, that has impact, and yet remains dem-
ocratic? 

There is no one easy or comprehensive answer
to these questions, of course. But, it seems clear to
us that one of the answers lies in much more active
spatial experimentation, which will involve, in par-
ticular, rethinking the spaces of democracy. Cur-
rent Western democracies are failing to live up to
their citizens’ needs and desires. In many coun-
tries, the vote has become a formal annex, rather
than a passionate symbol of commitment. In
many countries, similarly, democracy has become
hemmed in by national borders, leaving its citizens
unable to exert influence on events that are key to
their existence. How, then, can we have a politics
of democracy that transcends borders and that
makes itself felt in the very being of its citizens? In
this exhibition, in map form, we try to provide
some beginnings to answers.

First, where you vote counts unequally in its
effects. An American vote counts for far more than
votes in other parts of the world because it comes
backed up by structures of enforcement that can
project it into the world. American citizens can
ignore the rest of the world because they can influ-

Centers Don’t Have to Be Points
Political Influence of US Republican Party Overseas
Ash Amin, Nigel Thrift, Helen Baker, Doreen Massey

David Hume , University of Durham , 2004, dig ital photomontages ■ 15 February 2003 – Protest Against the Iraq War



in which all the world’s peoples suddenly get to
want the same things. Instead, we need to find
spaces in which disagreement can be expressed,
but without falling over into violent conflict or
exclusion. The issue, then, is not necessarily what
and who counts but where and how voices should
be heard in an enlarged but conditional public
sphere. You have rights, some times, some wheres,
over certain issues. We have to realize that such an
approach might release more disagreement into
an expanded public sphere, which would almost
certainly require new mechanisms of arbitration,
resolution and compromise in order to cope with
an even more inoperative community. But let’s be
clear: We are not at all sure that this is a bad thing
or that it would be crippling. Of course, the poten-
tial for unleashing highly damaging forces exists,
but it is equally the case that a politics of suppres-
sion rarely works and in any case is so often mobi-
lized around fears of loss based on fragments of
evidence.

Next, an alternative politics of participation
requires new political technologies. Of these, the
most important, so far as we are concerned, is to
design spaces of political circulation in which the
politics of “whereness” is constantly questioned.
Nothing, if you like, is ever allowed to settle down.
But here, too, we must not be naive. There are
examples of the most authoritarian forms of
power that have adopted this model; historically
certain European monarchs almost constantly
traveled their realms in order to secure allegiance
and power. The alternatives seem to be far worse,
since they involve in every case centered forms of
power, which inevitably create peripheries. What
is needed is a politics of circulation that distributes
power rather than centralizes it. Part of the fragility
of bottom-up models of power is that they rarely
capture the top. In one sense, therefore, what we
are saying is that we need to get rid of the top. But
we are also saying that along the way, what will
remain an imperative is to find creative ways in
which power from below can be made to count in
imaginative ways. This may mean, for example,
time-capping office as well as where office is held,
so that no space or its occupants hold power for
any length of time.

Were we to do things like this, it would give us
access to an enormous fund of political imagina-
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tion. That imagination is currently severely tested
in many parts of the world where the mass media
assume that political interest stops with national
boundaries and that politics is a matter of doing
things in one way alone. To add to this state of
malaise, many populations in the developed world
are losing the habit of reading or viewing news and
therefore do not have even the most basic infor-
mation about many other parts of the world,
including countries in which their governments
are militarily involved. So we have the paradox of
on the one hand, forms of political expression,
especially in the developing world, that are ruled
out as non-politics, and on the other hand, swaths
of political ignorance in other parts of the world,
ruled in as legitimate politics. What is clear is that
opening the political imagination will have to
include explicit media strategies that generate a
sense of heterogeneity that is currently lacking.
For example, the international editions of some
newspapers show how it might be possible to
gnaw away at the edges of this problem by refus-
ing national boundaries. It is possible to argue that
the political imagination in many parts of the
world has become severely impoverished, with the
consequence that all kinds of important informal
political symbols such as wall paintings, demon-
strations, posters and public noise itself, have

become lost in a bland media hum. Utopia has to
compete with celebrity and it currently seems to
be losing.

In sum, what we are arguing for is new political
maps of the world – imagining power, citizenship
and the exercise of political responsibility in ways
that are different from what we have become used
to. In historical terms, 400 years of politics based
on the nation state is not that long. It has to be
possible to think of other means of spatializing
politics, thereby making things public in a different
way. As we have seen, state and corporate power
have already begun to experiment, so it must be
possible to experiment with other more demo-
cratic ways of proceeding that use some of the
same spatial templates, but to radically different
effect. Indeed, we would argue that, around the
world, this new kind of political awareness is stir-
ring. We are clear that this emergent politics of the
world, in the world, comes with many dangers,
including new forms of undue influence, fanatics
that are able to trace untoward lines of connec-
tions, my crazy neighbor being able to become a
neighbor to the world, and established powers
being able to find ways of absorbing new demo-
cratic impulses.

But the world is an experiment, and we have to
start somewhere different.
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Introduction

The 2000 US presidential election, and particu-
larly the dispute surrounding the vote in Florida,
drew international attention to a politics of things:
a vast network of often-minuscule entities that
underpin (and can undermine) a polity based on
electoral democracy. The publicity surrounding
the contested Florida vote drew public attention
to the fragile machinery of democracy. As the dis-
pute progressed, many mundane things, such as
ballot designs, voting machines and “hanging
chads,” became matters of intense concern. Other
things remained obscure and in the background.
This exhibit displays many of the things – machin-
ery and machinations, rules and procedures, laws
and arguments – that exploded into view during
the controversy.

Background

Presidential elections in the United States are
decided not by simple majority vote across the
entire country but through separate elections in
each of the 50 states. Within each state, votes are
cast at local precincts, staffed by volunteers and
overseen by county officials. The victor in each
state election wins a certain number of “electoral
votes”. In the year 2000, California (the state with
the largest population) was worth 55 electoral
votes, whereas Wyoming (with the smallest popu-
lation) was worth 3 electoral votes. Each state’s
electoral votes are awarded in a winner-take-all
fashion, then added together to determine the out-
come of the national election. To win, a candidate
must receive at least 270 electoral votes.

By midnight on election night in 2000 most
state contests were resolved, but the races in
Florida and several other states remained too close
to call. George W. Bush, the Republican candi-
date, and Albert Gore, Jr., the Democrat, were in
an extremely close race, and both were within
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number of electoral votes to win the election. Dis-
putes over just how to conduct the recount led to
a series of legal battles. The US Supreme Court
eventually resolved these legal battles in Bush v.
Gore, which called an end to recount efforts, effec-
tively letting stand Bush’s slim margin of victory in
Florida.

The Official Result of the Florida Vote

George W. Bush . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,912,790
Albert Gore, Jr.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,912,253
Margin of victory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
Although Gore won the national popular vote by
half a million votes (50,999,897 to 50,456,002), the
Supreme Court decision ensured Bush’s election.
With Florida’s 25 electoral votes added to his total,
Bush garnered 271 electoral votes – one vote more
than the 270 needed to become president.

Machines and Politics

On election night, with the presidency in the bal-
ance, the Bush and Gore campaigns began an
extended legal and public relations battle for con-
trol of the counting of votes. The debate domi-
nated the public agenda for five weeks, ending on
December 13 when Gore conceded the election
following the Supreme Court decision that ended
the recount.

Chronology of the Florida Controversy

Nov. 7 Election Day. US voters cast more than
105 million votes. Nearly 6 million votes
are cast in Florida.

Nov. 8 After midnight, as votes are being
counted, television networks project
Bush will win Florida. Gore phones
Bush at about 3 a.m. to concede. He
retracts the concession when additional
results narrow Bush’s lead. The tiny
margin of victory triggers an automatic
recount.

Nov. 9 The Gore campaign seeks a hand re-
count of the approximately 1.8 million
ballots cast in Palm Beach, Miami-Dade,
Broward and Volusia counties.

Nov. 10 Florida’s automatic recount is com-
pleted. Bush retains a lead of 327 votes.

Nov. 11 The Bush campaign files suit in US Dis-
trict Court to prevent manual recounts.

Nov. 13 A federal judge in Miami rejects Bush’s
request to halt manual recounts. Bush
appeals. Numerous lawsuits are fought
over the next few weeks.

Nov. 26 Florida Secretary of State Katherine
Harris certifies Bush as the winner in
Florida by a margin of 537 votes.

Nov. 27 Gore contests the Florida results in 
a circuit court.

Dec. 4 The circuit court rejects Gore’s contest
of the election results. Gore appeals to
the Florida Supreme Court.

Dec. 8 The Florida Supreme Court, ruling on
Gore’s appeal, orders manual recounts 
to continue in certain counties. Bush
appeals to the US Supreme Court, seek-
ing an injunction to stop recounts.

Dec. 9 The US Supreme Court votes 5-4 to halt
hand recounts and sets a hearing for 
Dec. 11.

Dec. 12 The US Supreme Court rules 7-2 in Bush
v. Gore to reverse the Florida Supreme
Court, which had ordered manual
recounts in certain counties.

Dec. 13 After the ruling by the US Supreme
Court, the nation’s highest court, Gore
concedes.

Dec. 18 Electoral College representatives meet
in state capitals and cast votes to select
president.

Jan. 5 Congress meets to tally Electoral Col-
lege results.

Jan. 20 George W. Bush becomes 43rd presi-
dent of the United States.1

As many people who followed the unfolding con-
troversy can recall, much of the dispute centered
on the technologies and ballot designs used in spe-
cific Florida counties. Voting technology was both
relied on for objectivity and complained about as
an inadvertent or deliberate source of bias. With
apologies to Lorenzetti, the debate painted a
fresco in which state and county officials were sur-
rounded by “The Iconography and Machinery of
Good and Bad Government”. Meta-demographic
reckoning of race and class, overlaid with a pol-
itics of machines, helped frame the controversy. 

A simple equation operated in this discourse:
“Good” election machinery with low error rates is
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1 Acknowledgements: 
http://www.wesleyan.edu/argus/dateyear/f4.html
http://www.texnews.com/abilene2000/elec/time1208.html

striking range of the 270 electoral votes needed to
win. Whoever took Florida with its 25 electoral
votes would become president.

The Electoral College

Although the president is a federal official, votes
are collected by each state, and the state officials
tally the votes, determine the winner and select a
“slate” of “Electoral College” delegates who actu-
ally elect the president several weeks after the elec-
tion day. The number of electoral votes assigned
to each state is not based on the state’s proportion
of the national population (if it were, Albert Gore,
Jr. would have been elected in 2000). Instead, each
state’s share of electoral votes is based on the
number of elected federal officials it sends to the
two national legislative bodies – the Senate and
the House – in Washington. Each state has two
senators plus a number of House members (called
representatives) based on its population. Because
even the smallest state has two senators, the Elec-
toral College favors voters from smaller states. In
the 2004 presidential election, California received
one electoral vote for every 645,000 people.
Wyoming received one electoral vote per 167,000
people.

The Electoral College system originally was
designed to buffer the effects of popular elections,
out of fear of a politics dominated by the rabble,
but in recent decades most states select “electors”
who are pledged to cast their votes for their
party’s candidate.

The 2000 election was very close (though in
terms of the overall popular vote, it was not as
close as the elections of 1960 and 1968). The vote
in Florida was especially close, with the candidates
separated by only a few hundred votes.

Florida election law mandated a recount, and
the ultimate outcome of the Florida count would
determine whether Bush or Gore had a sufficient

Voting Machinery, Counting and
Public Proofs in the 2000 US
Presidential Election
Michael Lynch, Stephen Hilgartner, Carin Berkowitz



ered to decide the issues of the day. In a world of
large populations, citizens can no longer gather in
one place. And so they elect proxies – representa-
tives – whose legal standing depends on virtual
gatherings: periodic collections of votes by the
non-present body of citizens. According to this
conception, the system is legitimate so long as the
people perceive a transparent relation between the
popular will and the representatives’ actions.
When transparency breaks down, when the popu-
lation loses faith in the system, there is a crisis of
representation.

The 2000 Florida vote involved a crisis of rep-
resentation stemming from a different source.
Instead of one large crisis, countless small crises
occurred, typically involving mundane, mechani-
cal operations for gathering, counting and
recounting “legal votes”. These small crises,
which were distributed throughout a vast and geo-
graphically dispersed effort to gather the vote,
were suddenly closed, if not resolved, by one large
Supreme Court decision. The vote, in all its conse-
quential finality, emerged from the action of a judi-
cial assembly to halt the gathering of votes.

Voting Technologies, Voter Intent and

Voter Confusion

Until the 2000 election, many members of the
American public envisioned voting technologies
as unproblematic systems for measuring the popu-

lar will. Citizens could confidently assume that
voting technology would accurately register their
intentions, recording votes anonymously yet
transparently for inclusion in the final tally. The
Florida election undermined this faith, as ques-
tions about the performance of machines, ballots
and voters became salient public issues.

Precincts throughout the United States use a
variety of technologies for recording and count-
ing votes. The most “primitive” method, still
employed in some small counties, is a paper ballot
that the voter marks directly, checking the name
of a candidate or writing the candidate’s name into
a space designated “write-in candidate”. County
officials read and record these votes by hand.
However, most precincts use mechanical or elec-
tronic technology to record each vote and count
the aggregate total. Voting machines range from
older, simpler mechanical devices such as the
Votomatic to newer electronic touch-screen
devices. Suspicions have been raised about both of
them (see Ben Rubin’s contibution on controver-
sies about electronic voting machines). The
Votomatic machine attracted by far the most con-
troversy during the 2000 election.

These pictures show the ballot, the frame into
which the ballot is slotted, and the instructions for
the voter. Instructions are also printed on the
frame into which the ballot is inserted. The multi-
page document fixed to the frame contains names

located in wealthy counties; “Bad” election
machinery with high error rates is located in poor
districts. Further, poor districts – especially urban
districts with large African-American populations
in a heavily segregated state – overwhelmingly
vote Democratic, whereas wealthy districts vote
Republican. Accordingly, the intersection of
demographics, machines, ballot designs and error
rates was assumed to produce higher error rates
(thus eliminating votes from being counted) in
heavily Democratic districts. In retrospect, these
equations proved misleading in several ways, but
they informed the Democrats’ strategy for selec-
tively challenging votes in specific counties.

Like the hardware and machinery, the human
components of the Florida election system fre-
quently were accused of bias. Election count and
recount procedures, like many other administra-
tive procedures, are designed to neutralize bias
and enhance objectivity (in a bureaucratic, if not
scientific, sense). But much debate centered on the
question of whether state and local officials were
in fact following procedures objectively. There
were many complaints about “voter suppression”
– maneuvers by police, polling officials and county
and state officials allegedly intended to prevent eli-
gible voters, mainly African-Americans, from cast-
ing votes. Democrats suggested that Florida’s
state government – headed by Gov. “Jeb” Bush,
George W. Bush’s younger brother – was far from

neutral. Florida Secretary of State Harris, the offi-
cial in charge of administering elections in the
state and an active Bush supporter, also attracted
extensive criticism. For their part, Republicans
pointed out that Democrats controlled several
large and contested counties, suggesting that they
might conduct biased recounts. In addition, the
State Supreme Court was dominated by justices
appointed by Democrats, and some Republican
operatives charged partisan interests had contami-
nated its legal judgments.

Beyond Florida, many observers also inter-
preted the first decision of the US Supreme Court
– which split 5-4 along partisan lines – in overtly
political terms.

Votes as Virtual (and Literal) Gather-

ings

If, in its ancient sense, a thing is a quasi-judicial
assembly in which matters of concern, issues and
states of affairs are collectively addressed, so is a
vote. In this sense, a vote is a gathering – at both
the individual level (“a vote”) and as an aggregate
tally (“the vote”). More precisely, voting involves
many gatherings and many different activities for
gathering together people, machines, documents
and numbers.

What kind of “gathering” is a vote? A standard
view of elections sees them as the modern substi-
tute for the meeting place in which citizens gath-
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Map show ing the types of
voting machines that were
used in the F lorida counties.

Map show ing the voting equipment
used by the federal states in 1999.



taged the Democrats. First, because Palm Beach
County tends to vote heavily Democratic, the
elimination of a relatively high proportion of votes
from that county would remove more Democratic
votes from the state total. Second, the ballot lay-
out was said to induce confusion asymmetrically:
The Bush/Cheney team was first on the ballot,
and voting for them required punching the first
hole. The Gore/Lieberman team was listed sec-
ond, but voting for them required punching the
third hole. Citizens who intended to vote for Gore
had to work harder to figure out the ballot than
Bush voters did, and if they erred and punched the
second hole, their vote would be scored for Patrick
Buchanan, a far-right independent. The ballot thus
made voting for Bush/Cheney more straight-
forward – quite literally – than voting for Gore/
Lieberman.

Comparing the Palm Beach County ballot with
an alternative bilingual design illustrates the effects
of apparently minor changes in ballot layout. In
this case, the facing pages contain translations,
and there is no ambiguity about the alignment of
the holes running down the middle of the page.

Immediately after the election, a number of
Palm Beach voters signed affidavits saying that
they had discovered after voting that they had mis-
read the ballot, accidentally voting for Buchanan.
Statistical analyses of the Palm Beach County elec-
tion also suggested that thousands of voters who
had intended to vote for Gore had punched the
Buchanan hole. For example, “Buchanan” votes
were unusually high in precincts with high propor-
tions of Jewish voters, who would be unlikely
Buchanan supporters. (Buchanan espouses views
that in some respects are akin to those of Le Pen.)
The ironic slogan “Jews for Buchanan” was used
to dramatize the effect of the ballot design. How-
ever, despite protests by voters, no recount was
attempted, because the ballots were clearly
marked and machine readable.

Beyond the Butterfly Ballot debate, the Voto-
matic machine became entangled in a second con-
troversy: a debate about the condition of the mark
made on the punch card. The card resembles 
a Hollerith (“computer”) card, except that it is
covered with small perforated rectangles, known
as “chads,” designed to be punched out with the
stylus. After casting his or her vote, the voter
removes the card from the frame and places it in a
ballot box. The card – inscribed with an anony-
mous record of the vote – is later “read” by a
machine that detects the open “windows,” which
correspond to candidate names.

With Bush and Gore only a few hundred votes
apart, the question of the accuracy of the card-
reading machinery became salient. After the
punch cards had been counted and recounted by
machine, Gore’s allies insisted that ballots that had
recorded no vote for the office of President should
be inspected by hand, in case a mark was visible
that the machines had missed. Notorious prob-
lems arose with ballots whose detachable “chips”
or “chads” did not fully dislodge.

A new vocabulary was visited upon the media
public – a whole family of hanging, dimpled and
swinging-door chads. These intermediate condi-

of candidates and indicates where to mark the
respective names with the stylus.

The Votomatic machine was implicated in two
somewhat distinct controversies over the Florida
vote. The first debate concerned a ballot design –
known as the Butterfly Ballot – used in Palm Beach
County, a populous county and Democratic
stronghold. In Florida, 10 presidential candidates,
mostly obscure national candidates, were on the
ballot. The Butterfly Ballot had been designed to
accommodate all 10 (plus a slot for a write-in
candidate) in a single visual display, laid out 
on two facing pages like the wings of a butterfly.

The ballot design confused many voters. The
most notorious source of confusion resulted from
the juxtaposition of facing pages with the column
of holes (running down the middle of the page)
which were supposed to align with the names of

the candidates and with perforated “windows” in
the ballot card inserted into the frame.

Most analysts agreed that voter confusion
stemming from the Palm Beach ballot did not pro-
duce random error but systematically disadvan-

818 819

V
o
t
i
n
g
M
a
c
h
i
n
e
r
y
,
C
o
u
n
t
i
n
g
a
n
d
P
u
b
l
i
c
P
r
o
o
f
s

L
y
n
c
h
,
H
i
l
g
a
r
t
n
e
r
,
B
e
r
k
o
w
i
t
z

Cartoon referring to the F lorida ballot, © 2000, M ike Collins,
http://taterbrains.com/

A bilingual ballot; here there is no ambiguity about the align-
ment of the holes.

The Votomatic: a re lative ly old voting machine w ith simple
mechanical devices.

Votomatic , detail

Ballot card in frame , show ing instructions for the voters.

The confusing design of the Butterfly Ballot used in F lorida.



the years has moved increasingly from hand
counting of votes to machine counting. Machines
are neither Republicans nor Democrats, and there-
fore can be neither consciously nor unconsciously
biased.”2

Trust and Distrust in Humans

During the recount, county officials inspected bal-
lots in order to determine if they should be
counted as votes for Bush or Gore, or discarded as
unmarked or indecipherably marked ballots.  Con-
sidered in isolation, this simple gathering of
“good” votes is no less mundane and no more skil-
ful than gathering “good” fruit from a vine, while
culling the unripe or spoiled fruit. But however
mundane, the manual recounting of ballots was
performed in an environment of high suspicion.
The Bush forces leveled satire as well as hostility at
the officials’ efforts to recognize “intent of the
voter” from traces on the ballot.

At one point in the dispute, the Miami-Dade
County Canvassing Board began an attempt to
recount manually 10,750 “undervotes” (ballots
that registered no choice for president when

counted by machine). A noisy crowd assembled
outside the tabulation room at the County Hall
and disrupted the counting. The crowd shouted in
protest and pounded on the windows and doors,
and the Canvassing Board soon decided that it
could not proceed with the recount under such
circumstances. This angry mob, which success-
fully stopped the recount in Miami-Dade County

tions between a fully punched mark and no mark
at all were attributed to various forms of human
and non-human error: perhaps the punch card
was misaligned in the machine, or the wrong kind
of card was inserted in the machine, so that the
stylus did not strike the center of the chad or
missed it altogether. Perhaps the stylus was not
pushed all the way through, leaving the chad dis-
lodged but hanging by a corner.

A Bestiary of Unread Ballots

Although the Votomatic and punch card systems
drew the most media attention, other systems also
exhibited problems. On the right page is a series of
optical scanning ballots illustrating some of the
ways voters mismarked ballots, causing their votes
to be excluded from the final count. Mismarked
ballots can result in two kinds of problems: “over-
votes” (when the machine detects two or more
votes for one office) and “undervotes” (when the
machine detects no vote for a particular office).
The first example shows an “overvote” – two dif-
ferent types of inscriptions say “the same thing,”
but instead of being redundant they end up count-
ing for nothing.

The efforts of Gore and his allies to have the
ballots inspected by human beings resulted in
numerous lawsuits being filed throughout Florida
and ultimately in the US Supreme Court. The dis-
pute in various courtrooms polarized on the ques-
tion of whom to trust: machines or humans? A
few days after the 2000 election, a forceful evoca-
tion of trust in machines was produced by Bush
campaign operative James Baker, Secretary of
State in George W. Bush’s administration.

“The manual vote count sought by the Gore
campaign would not be more accurate than an
automated count. Indeed, it would be less fair and
less accurate. Human error, individual subjectivity,
and decisions to […] ‘determine the voters’ intent’
[…] would replace precision machinery in tabulat-
ing millions of small marks and fragile hole
punches. There would be countless opportunities
for the ballots to be subject to a whole host of
risks. The potential for mischief would exist to a
far greater degree than in the automated count
and recount that these very ballots have already
been subjected to. It is precisely, ladies and gentle-
men, for these reasons that our democracy over
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Votomatic frame w ith ballot card inserted .

Ballot cards that were not fully punched caused problems. 

Examples of “overvotes” and
“undervotes,” © Orlando Sentinel

Parody of a county e lection official scrutinizing a ballot for evi-
dence of „Voter Intent“ .



error of vote tabulation,’ FLA. STAT. §102.166(5),
or a ‘rejection of legal votes,’ FLA. STAT.
§102.168(3)(c), when electronic or electromechani-
cal equipment performs precisely in the manner
designed, and fails to count those ballots that are
not marked in the manner that those voting
instructions explicitly and prominently specify.”

Recall from the bestiary of unread ballots
above, that some voters apparently followed
instructions all too well but not in a way that
matched the expectations of the designers of the
ballot and authors of the instructions. In the harsh
view of the conservative justices, those who did
not act in accord with the designers’ conception of
the technological system do not count; other jus-
tices (in this case a majority) allowed for compen-
satory intervention to retrieve disenfranchised
votes by searching for evidence of voter intent. In
the end, the determining judgment was that, in the
view of the majority of the court, there was not
enough time to count the uncounted votes
according to a uniform standard. The court thus
allowed the current vote count to stand for the
sake of finality.

Epilogue 1

So who won really? Of course, Bush won offi-
cially, and this had all the force of reality. Never-
theless, various groups of people representing
non-government organizations and newspapers
conducted manual recounts of the votes in the
months after the election was settled. There were
some discrepancies in the counts, due to different
assumptions about which votes to count and
which standards to use for counting them. How-
ever, a fairly consistent picture emerged that had
ironic implications: Had the US Supreme Court
allowed the manual recount to proceed in the
counties that Gore’s side had designated (and
counting only “undervotes”), Bush’s narrow mar-
gin would have held up. However, recounts of all
unrecorded ballots (“overvotes” as well as “under-
votes”) throughout the state indicated that Gore
most likely would have won. And this did not take
into consideration the effects of the Palm Beach
ballot or the estimated thousands of voters who
were prevented from voting because of selectively
crowded polling places, roadblocks and dubious
uses of eligibility requirements (such as the Florida

Secretary of State’s infamously indiscriminate
effort to purge voter registration lists of felons,
persons convicted of serious crimes, who are inel-
igible to vote in Florida).

Epilogue 2

On November 2, 2004, George W. Bush was
elected to a second four-year term, winning the
popular vote 51 percent to 48 percent and the Elec-
toral College 286 to 252. The Republicans saw the
Bush victory as a vindication that washed away
the last stains of illegitimacy left over from the
2000 election. The Democrats, defeated and dis-
heartened, began internal debate about how to
respond in the years ahead. The electoral map,
marking the uncontested outcomes of the state-
by-state votes, became a powerful public proof of a
new Republican majority. 

The following map of “red” and “blue” Amer-
ica became a dominant metaphor for interpreting
the outcome of the election and the political char-
acter of the country. But critics point out that as a
visual image, this map presents a systematically
distorted picture, for the electoral map reflects
only the geographic sizes of the states, not their
populations. Setting aside Alaska and Hawaii, fully
75 percent of the map is red, yet almost half of the
population (48 percent) lives in states won by John
Kerry, the Democratic candidate for president.
Many observers may know that seventeen times
more people live in the state of New Jersey than in
Wyoming, which occupies thirteen times more
land area, but critics of the new map suspect that
the visual trumps the numerical and the verbal.
They argue that the new map, unadjusted for pop-
ulation density, creates the false impression of a
country that is overwhelmingly “red”.

Some of these critics have produced new maps
of their own. The one in the middle has been ad-
justed for population. In addition to ignoring pop-
ulation density, critics point out that the new map
of “red” and “blue” states neglects the margins of
victory. Rather than a red and blue map, they pro-
pose a map of varying shades of purple, with the
proportion of red and blue matched to the propor-
tion of the vote that went for Bush and Kerry in
each county. The result – an alternative proof dis-
playing a different representation of the public –
can be seen below. 

during the 2000 election standoff, was portrayed
by the media as an uprising by Florida voters. Jour-
nalists later reported that the “spontaneous
crowd” included many Republican Party officials
and employees. 

Here are the identities of some of the protesters:
1. Tom Pyle, policy analyst, office of House

Majority Whip Tom DeLay (R-Tex.).
2. Garry Malphrus, majority (Republican) chief

counsel and staff director, House Judiciary
subcommittee on criminal justice.

3. Rory Cooper, political division staff member
at the National Republican Congressional
Committee.

4. Kevin Smith, former House Republican
conference analyst and more recently of
Voter.com.

5. Steven Brophy, former aide to Sen. Fred D.
Thompson (R-Tenn.), now working at the
consulting firm KPMG.

6. Matt Schlapp, former chief of staff for Rep.
Todd Tiahrt (R-Kan.), now on the Bush cam-
paign staff in Austin.

7. Roger Morse, aide to Rep. Van Hilleary (R-
Tenn.).

8. Duane Gibson, aide to Chairman Don Young
(R-Alaska) of the House Resources Commit-
tee.

9. Chuck Royal, legislative assistant to Rep. Jim
DeMint (R-S.C.).

10. Layna McConkey, former legislative assistant
to former Rep. Jim Ross Lightfoot (R-Iowa)
now at Steelman Health Strategies.

Closure

“This case has reached the point where finality
must take precedence over continued judicial
process. I agree with a quote from John Allen Pau-
los, a professor of mathematics at Temple Univer-
sity, when he wrote that ‘the margin of error in
this election is far greater than the margin of vic-
tory, no matter who wins.’ Further judicial process
will not change this self-evident fact and will only
result in confusion and disorder.”3

In the weeks following the election, lawsuits
worked their way through the courts, ultimately
being decided by the Bush v. Gore case in the US
Supreme Court. At a time when the tally showed
Bush leading by a few hundred votes, he peti-
tioned the US Supreme Court to call a halt to the
manual recounts that the Florida Supreme Court
(despite the arguments of Chief Justice Wells) had
allowed to proceed in selected counties. One fasci-
nating feature of the debate was an argument
about ballots that were not marked in accordance
with instructions. Three Supreme Court justices
argued that improperly marked ballots were not
“legal” votes:

Chief Justice Rehnquist: “In precincts using
punch-card ballots, voters are instructed to punch
the ballot cleanly:

AFTER VOTING, CHECK YOUR BALLOT
CARD TO BE SURE YOUR VOTING SELEC-
TIONS ARE CLEARLY AND CLEANLY PUNCHED
AND THERE ARE NO CH IPS LEFT HANG ING
ON THE BACK OF THE CARD.

[…] No reasonable person would call it ‘an
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3 Chief Justice Wells, Florida Supreme Court

Angry mob – mostly Republican party
officials and employees – trying to stop
the recount in M iam i-Dade Country.



vote counts were definitive; indeed, when the
votes were tallied, exit poll figures were adjusted
to reflect the final outcome. Analysts offered vari-
ous explanations as to why large discrepancies
might have been introduced: The exit polls
included too high a proportion of women voters
(who tend to vote Democratic); the polls concen-
trated too heavily on early voting during Election
Day; or, Republican voters were more inclined
than Democrats to refuse to participate in the exit
polls.

However, some critics – including a few social
scientists familiar with exit polling – dismissed
these explanations as speculative or even unlikely.
Arguing that exit polls tend to be accurate, such
critics suggested that the election results might
have been skewed by systematic errors and/or by
sabotage. Had software errors led the electronic
machines, with their lack of “voter-verified audit
trails,” to tally votes incorrectly? Had punch-card
machines systematically “spoiled” votes in minor-

ity communities – especially in Ohio, where
Votomatic machines remained in use (although
they had been eliminated from Florida after
2000)? Had Republican “hackers” manipulated
the voting tallies gathered by the infamous touch-
screen voting machines?

At the time of this writing, it seems nearly cer-
tain that such suspicions will remain mere suspi-
cions, falling far short of becoming “public
proofs”. But to dismiss the critics as paranoid indi-
viduals, as some are wont to do without seeing
their questions in a broader context, is to miss the
deeper significance of the controversy over the
2000 election. In 2004, “finality” rested not on
numbers alone but also on debates about the
means through which they were generated. By
making visible the disorderly complexity of the
machinery of democracy, by displaying its vulner-
ability to machination, the Florida debacle ren-
dered “public proof” in US presidential elections
newly problematic and provisional.

Finally, the 2004 vote produced new contro-
versies about vote-counting machines and machi-
nations, albeit in a way that was largely confined
to the “Blogosphere” – the virtual world of web
blogs and mass internet mailings. Although Bush
won the popular vote by 3.5 million votes (roughly
a 3 percent margin), Kerry would have won the
electoral vote (and thus the presidency) if he had
won either Florida or Ohio. In Florida, Bush won

by a 5 percent margin; in Ohio, too, the vote was
quite close.

On the morning of November 3, the day after
Election Day, Bush held a 130,000 vote lead in
Ohio. However, a significant number of absentee
ballots and “provisional” ballots had yet to be tal-
lied. (Provisional ballots are designed to protect
people from the erroneous challenges to eligibility
that prevented so many people from voting in
2000. Voters who are challenged at the polling
place may cast a provisional ballot, which will ulti-
mately be counted if the voter’s eligibility is later
established.) That afternoon, John Kerry con-
ceded, estimating that he could not win even after
all of the absentee and provisional ballots had been
counted. “Closure” thus occurred several weeks
earlier than in 2000, and the major newspapers
and television channels – along with the Kerry
campaign and the majority of the American public
– accepted the result as legitimate.

But four years after the Florida debacle, Ameri-
can election results looked to some observers
more like public claims than public proofs, and a
number of critics emerged to challenge the credi-
bility of the results. Rumors and statistical analy-
ses quickly began to show up on web blogs, point-
ing to discrepancies between exit polls
(professional surveys of voters taken as they leave
the polling place) and voting tallies in Ohio and
several other states.

These discrepancies between the exit polls and
the actual tallies of votes created a dilemma:
Which offered a more credible “measurement” of
the popular will? This question differs from the
issue posed by the recounts in the 2000 election:
Should we trust machines or humans as instru-
ments of public proof? In 2004, the decision
involved choosing between alternative modes of
statistics – a term that etymologically (and quite
often actually) refers to state efforts to map the
populace. Ultimately, the choice involved deciding
which was more credible, the exit polls, which
relied on statistical techniques to estimate the vote
from “carefully constructed” samples of voters, or
the actual tallies, which relied on a complex and
geographically distributed machinery for gather-
ing and counting “all” the votes.

Most observers concluded that the exit polls
were systematically biased and that the “actual”
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Satirical cartoons from different 
magazines and newspapers.

Map show ing states won by Bush in red and states won by
Kerry in blue .

Map of red and blue states – adjusted for the population den-
sity in those states.

Map w ith shades of purple indicating the proportion of the
vote for Bush or Kerry in each country.



Ben Rubin, Dark Source , 2005,
interactive installation, installa-

tion view ZKM , © Ben Rubin,
photo: Franz Wamhof
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Dark Source is an artwork that shows the inner
workings of a commercial electronic voting
machine, the Diebold AccuVote-TS™ touch-
screen voting terminal, which has recently been
adopted in many US states. This type of voting
machine is called a “Direct Recording Electronic”
machine, or DRE, which means that it records
votes electronically in its memory, counts them
and then transmits its vote totals to a central elec-
tion management system (whose software, in this
case, is also provided by Diebold). The artwork
presents over 2,000 pages of software code, a

printout of 49,609 lines of C++ that constitute
version 4.3.1 of the AccuVote-TS™ source code. A
systematic study of this material could provide a
comprehensive demonstration of the way votes
are recorded, tabulated, stored, kept secure and
finally reported by this voting machine.

Calling its source code a trade secret, Diebold
has asserted its proprietary interest in protecting
its intellectual property. Therefore in Dark Source
the code, which had been obtained freely over the
Internet following a 2002 security failure at
Diebold, has been blacked out in its entirety in
order to comply with trade secrecy laws.

What is on display, then, is not the forbidden
source code but rather the state of affairs in which
we find ourselves today, one in which the critical
infrastructure of democracy in the United States is
becoming privately owned and, being private, is
also being made secret.

Did Proprietary Technology Affect the

2004 Elections?

Despite numerous reports of isolated problems,
doomsday scenarios of widespread touch-screen
voting machine breakdowns did not play out in
the 2004 US general elections, nor has any con-
vincing evidence emerged that the recording or
counting of electronic votes was manipulated.
Nevertheless, the lack of any independent audit
trail for electronic votes and the secrecy imposed
by the makers of the voting systems have created
fertile soil for rumors to sprout and conspiracy
theories to take root.2 A Google search for “elec-
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1 Richard Stallman, “Why Software should not have Owners”
[1994], in: Free Software, Free Society: The Selected Essays of
Richard M. Stallman, GNU Press, Boston, 2002, p. 47.

2 Liza Porteus, “Conspiracy Theories Abound After Election,”
in: Fox News Online, November 18, 2004,
http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,138753,00.html

Dark Source
Public Trust and the Secret at
the Heart of the New Voting Machines
Ben Rubin

“The system of owners of software encourages software owners to produce something – but
not what society really needs. And it causes intangible ethical pollution that affects us all.” 

Richard Stallman1

tronic voting conspiracy theory” in December
2004 yielded 144,000 hits, among them a post-
election article in Slate that asked, “Is it possible
that American exit polls weren’t wrong, but,
rather, exposed that Kerry’s early afternoon
advantages had been erased by a GOP-friendly
hacker?”3

Still, touch-screen voting systems really are
better in many respects than the notorious punch-

cards and butterfly-ballots they replace, and elec-
tronic voting really can be (at least potentially) a
more efficient, more accurate and more accessible
tool for recording and counting votes. And yet pri-
vate corporations have seized not only the oppor-
tunity to sell new and improved voting machines
but have also created wholly proprietary election
systems. They have done so by exploiting specific
symbols and the associations that the public has

3 Josh Levin, “Rage Against the Machines: The web wonders
if electronic voting machines stole the election,” in: Slate,
November 3, 2004, http://slate.msn.com/id/2109141/

Ben Rubin, Dark Source, 2005, interactive installation, dig ital sketches, mode lling and rendering: Peter Zuspan, © Ben Rubin

Rand Careaga, D iebold Variations, 2004, poster series, © 2004

Rand Careaga/salamander.eps



with technologies they have come to trust, while
at the same time rejecting the safeguards that have
made those systems trustworthy.

We Trust Cash Machines, Why Not Elec-

tronic Voting Machines?

One of a handful of major manufacturers of elec-
tion systems in the US, Diebold was founded in
1859 and made its name for many years selling
safes and bank vaults. In the early 1970s, the cor-
poration became a leader in the rapidly growing
market for automatic teller machines (ATMs). Fol-
lowing the 2000 election debacle in Florida,
Diebold acquired Global Election Systems; the
company may well have surmised that the confi-
dence it had earned from three decades in the
ATM business would make it a trusted brand for
voting machines as well. In 2002, the company
announced the launch of its AccuVote-TS™ sys-
tem, proclaiming it “a robust voter-activated inter-
active touch-screen system that is hailed as the
future of voting systems. Featuring an easy-to-
operate touch-screen interface, it offers voters

enhanced visibility and brightness”.4 Instead of the
“visibility and brightness” that is evident in the
interior of a classic transparent ballot box, inside
the AccuVote-TS™ there is only darkness. Every
aspect of the machine’s inner workings is a propri-
etary trade secret. 

This position represents a sharp break with the
history of voting technology. From the painted
balls in clay jars of antiquity to glass ballot boxes
of more recent centuries, voting systems have
always maintained a self-evident simplicity; visible
proof that the ballots were not being tam-
pered with was always available to some degree.
Mechanical lever machines appeared at the end of
the nineteenth century, promoted (much like elec-
tronic voting systems) on the basis of their speed,
accuracy and efficiency. But the promotional
materials for the lever machines also emphasized
that, while modern and efficient, the mechanical
vote-counting mechanisms were also self-evident
in their operation. Indeed, although in reality vot-
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ers rarely see the lever machines’ innards, the lever
machines can be unlocked by election officials,
who are required at regular intervals to inspect the
wheels, gears and ratchets and to verify proper
functioning. Crucially, it does not take an expert
to identify malfunctions or to spot evidence of
tampering. These are simple mechanical devices,
and what you see is what you get. Not so with
electronic voting. As one author put it, “With
computerized voting, the certified and sworn offi-
cials step aside and let technicians, and sometimes
the county computer guy, tell us the election
results.”5

Upon reflection, any apparent similarities
between voting machines and other trusted
related technologies (ATM machines, gambling
machines) quickly break down. Any bank cus-
tomer can easily reconcile bank statements and
ATM receipts and be satisfied that the machine is
not stealing money. Gambling machines, which
claim specific odds for each type of bet, are not as
easy for the gambler to verify. In an editorial com-
paring Nevada’s gambling machines to electronic

voting machines, the New York Times wrote:
“The state has access to all gambling software.

The Gaming Control Board has copies on file of
every piece of gambling device software currently
being used, and an archive going back years. It is
illegal for casinos to use software not on file. Elec-
tronic voting machine makers, by contrast, say
their software is a trade secret, and have resisted
sharing it with the states that buy their
machines.”6

Proprietary voting technology, subject to no
meaningful standards of security, reliability or
accuracy, is inherently vulnerable not only to mali-
cious tampering but also to inadvertent failure.

Public perceptions of technology can be influ-
enced far more by emotional factors than by rea-
son or information. Indeed, even when study after
study has made it well known that popular sport
utility vehicles are considerably more dangerous
to drive than smaller passenger cars, the emotional
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4 Diebold web site, http://www.diebold.com/. The irony of
stressing “enhanced visibility and brightness” is evidently
lost on Diebold’s PR wizards (as is the double meaning of
“They’ll never catch us,” a slogan from a print advertise-
ment for Diebold’s banking systems).

5 Bev Harris (with David Allen), Black Box Voting: Ballot
Tampering in the 21st Century, Plan Nine Publishing, High
Point, NC, 2003, p. 15.

6 Editorial, “Gambling on Voting,” in: The New York Times,
June 13, 2001, Late Edition – Final, Section 4, Page 12,
Column 1.

G lass ballot box, c . 1900, H istorical
Society of Carroll County, courtesy of
the Maryland State Archives

E lectronic touch-screen voting device , Morgan H ill, California, 2004, © G ilroy D ispatch, photo: Chris Riley
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iconography of big, heavy machines lures many
into feeling safer in an SUV.7 So, too, after years of
trouble-free experience with ATM machines, lot-
tery kiosks and other touch-screen appliances, we
are susceptible to feeling secure that our vote will
be counted after we punch it in to the touch-
screen voting machine. In fact, by many accounts,
voters really like the comfortable, colorful, legible
touch-screen machines, preferring them by far to
the creaky, sharp-edged lever machines or to
hard-to-read paper or punch-card ballots.8 The
risk is that this false sense of familiarity and confi-
dence will lull voters into accepting electronic vot-
ing machines without any intrinsic or legislated
safeguards to ensure their integrity.

The Public Trust

In addition to the public’s trust (or mistrust) of
technology, there is another kind of trust that
comes into play here. The phrase “Public Trust”
also refers to the doctrine, dating back to first
century Rome, that natural resources such as 
air and water (and, more recently, the radio spec-
trum, culture, infrastructure and basic scientific
knowledge) are considered public property, a pub-
lic trust to be shared and protected by all. Surely
the very mechanisms of our democracy, the 
actual machinery that records and counts votes,
should constitute part of that public trust. “What
does society need?” asks Richard Stallman. “It
needs information that is truly available to its citi-
zens – for example, programs that people can
read, fix, adapt, and improve, not just operate. 
But what software owners typically deliver is 
a black box that we can’t study or change.”9

There are significant benefits to making public
the software that runs our democracy. One is the
enhanced security obtained through massive pub-
lic scrutiny, as memorably expressed in a phrase
by Eric Raymond: “Given enough eyeballs, all
bugs are shallow.”10 The other is the intangible
benefit that comes from a democratic system that
is transparently trustworthy, one that earns confi-
dence and not wary cynicism from its citizens. Of
course a democracy only begins with its elections,
and voting machines are only one link in a com-
plex political chain. But if proprietary voting sys-
tems from partisan corporations11 lead the citi-
zenry to view elections themselves with suspicion,
then public disaffection and disengagement from
civic life may be a tragic result. Trade secrecy (the
right to profit from the invention of a better
touch-screen mousetrap) is the reason that manu-
facturers (and election commissions now heavily
invested in their wares) cite in maintaining the pri-
vate ownership and secrecy of the source code for
our election systems. Ultimately, these narrow
interests must not be allowed to hold sway over
the vastly larger public interest in openness and
transparency.

Election systems must be returned to the pub-
lic’s control, and one essential step will be to lift
the veil of secrecy that cloaks the software. Voting
machine companies have the iconography of reli-
able machines behind them, and so this artwork
strives to produce a counter-iconography of
secrecy that may also become associated with
these machines. Touch screen voting machines are
easy to use, and they are easy to like. Let’s not get
too comfortable.
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7 Malcom Gladwell, “Big and Bad: How the SUV ran over
automotive safety,” in: The New Yorker, 79, January 12,
2004, pp. 28ff.

8 The Center for American Politics and Citizenship, An Evalu-
ation Of Maryland’s New Voting Machines, Human-Com-
puter Interaction Lab, University of Maryland, College Park,
2002.

9 Stallman, op. cit., p. 47f.
10 Eric Steven Raymond, The Cathedral and the Bazaar,

O’Reilly, Cambridge, MA, 2000, p. 30.
11 In an August 14, 2003, letter from Walden O’Dell, chief

executive of Diebold Inc., to Republicans in Ohio (where
Diebold is based), O’Dell said that he was “committed to
helping Ohio deliver its electoral votes to the president next
year”.

Automatic Voting Machine Company, Jamestown, New York, Behind the Freedom Curtain, 1957, 16 mm motion picture , 
17 m in, film stills from http://w w w.archive .org/details/Behindth1957



During the American presidential election in 1992
between George Bush Senior and Bill Clinton,
Brian Springer used simple, self-made satellite
equipment to record 500 hours of satellite feeds.
Satellite feeds are raw film material that is made
only for television stations, not their viewers. The
scenes that were recorded took place before, after,
and between interviews, plus unofficial conver-
sations held during commercial breaks. The result
is a political documentary, which allows a look
behind the scenes of the media spectacle and
reveals prominent state figures, who have become
images, within their system. Ultimately, this
closed system for producing leading models
silences public debate. Nowadays, the “look be-
hind the scenes” in television programs is a staging
technique used to produce apparent authenticity
and satisfy the curiosity of the audience.

Text by Katrin Werner 
Translated from the German by Gloria Custance
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Brian Springer, Spin, 1995, 1-channe l video, color, 
sound , c . 58 m in, video stills, ZKM_video collection, 
© Brian Springer

Spin 
A Documentary on Political Media
Brian Springer
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words of their elected representatives. This they
claimed to be able to do in a way that was both
“faithful” to what had been said and “exhaustive”.
Half a century later, Léon de Maleville formulated
this claim in the following terms:

“If openness be the soul of representative gov-
ernment, and the most certain guarantee of all the
rights grounded in the constitution, then it is nec-
essary that this element of our political life should
receive all the developments from which it might
benefit, and, in a sense, construct – by means of a
form of communication that is as complete as it is
rapid – that great image of a whole People gath-
ered around the forum where its most precious
interests are at stake.”7

The history that I want to evoke here deals with
the French parliamentary regime and in particular
the National Assembly, the principal locus of par-
liamentary life. Questions such as the “French
model of parliamentary democracy,” “representa-
tion,” “delegation” or “certification” and the defi-
nition of a democratic public space are at the core
of my investigation.1

These issues will, however, be approached
from a perspective that may at first appear exces-
sively microscopic or tenuous. Indeed, the actors
in this history are largely overlooked, forgotten or
simply neglected. They are the stenographers, the
inventors, practitioners and champions of short-
hand-writing technologies, the only people capa-
ble of “writing as fast as one can speak”.2 They are
the people who have transmitted their taste for
stenography across generations as others have
done for the piano. By dedicating endless hours to
their training, practicing ever more difficult
“scales” or “dictations,” they succeeded, over the
course of the nineteenth century, in producing
dynasties of virtuosi entirely devoted to the art of
oratory and its transcription.

Reputedly as old as writing itself – thus, for
example, it is said to have been already known in
antiquity under the title of “Tyronian notes”3 –
the technique of concise writing indisputably
enjoyed a renaissance at the end of the eighteenth
century in the form of treatises and inventions, as
well as patent applications made to different
learned academies. At the end of the eighteenth
century, inventors promoted their methods in
terms of the “principles of language, grammar, and
geometry”.4 These activities were protected from
any form of assessment, except for tests based on
the confrontation of the internal formal merits of
the systems under consideration.5

The history of shorthand linked up with the
history of parliamentary democracy during the

French Revolution.6 Inventors and practitioners in
the field of abbreviation claimed to be the only cit-
izens capable of providing the public with the
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1 I am currently doing a historical and sociological investiga-
tion of shorthand writing at the French National Assembly.
Primary sources and archives (archives administratives du
Palais-Bourbon) are compared with observations and data
collected during my fieldwork conducted between February
and June 2003. This paper was first presented for the
EASST/4S meeting, Palais du Luxembourg, Paris, France,
August 26, 2004. I would like to thank Jean Pinchot, direc-
tor of the service, for his wonderful welcome and for allow-
ing me to take photographs, and Vincent Leguy, who
helped me technically. I also would like to thank Michel Cal-
lon for his remarks when I presented: “Une technologie
(invisible) de la démocratie. La sténographie des débats par-
lementaires (France 1789-1914),” during the workshop I
organized with Christian Licoppe on “Technologies de la
communication et de l’information en société, micropra-
tiques matérielles et macro transformation,” Cité des Sci-
ences et de l’industrie, Paris, March 2003.

2 Delphine Gardey, “Mechanizing Writing and Photographing
the Word: Utopias, Office Work, and Histories of Gender
and Technology,” in: History and Technology, 2001, vol. 17,
pp. 319-335.

3 Louis Prosper Guénin, “Les notes tironiennes,” in:
Mémoires de la Société des Sciences Morales et des Lettres et
des Arts de Seine et Oise, vol. XIV, Versailles, 1884, pp. 119-
159.

4 J.-F. Coulon de Thévenot, Tachygraphie fondée sur les
principes du langage, de la grammaire et de la géométrie,
Paris, 1802. French nineteenth-century shorthand systems
come from the translation of the Taylor System. The first
translation is: Système universel et complet de sténographie
ou manière abrégée d’écrire applicable à tous les idiomes, et
fondée sur des principles si simples et si faciles à saisir qu’on
peut connaître en un jour les éléments de cet art et se mettre en
étant dans très peu de temps, de suivre la parole d’un orateur.
Inventé par Samuel Taylor (…) et adapté à la langue française
par Théodore Pierre Bertin, Imprimerie Didot l’aîné, Paris,
1792.

5 On the history of shorthand: René Havette, Bibliographie de
la sténographie française, Dorbon-Aîné, Paris, 1906; Albert
Navarre, Histoire générale de la sténographie et de l’écriture à
travers les âges, Institut sténographique de France, Paris,
1909.

6 J.-F. Coulon de Thévenot, Tachygraphe ou recueil exact des
discours, opinions et débats relatifs à la Constitution de 1795.
Première partie. Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du
citoyen, Paris; André Castaldo, Les méthodes de travail de la
Constituante. Les techniques délibératives de l’Assemblée
nationale 1789-1791, PUF, Paris, 1989.

7 Léon de Maleville, Député du Tarn et Garonne, Rapport
n°354, Chambre des Députés, session de 1847, fait au nom de
la commission chargée de rechercher les meilleurs moyens
d’assurer un prompt service du Moniteur (“Si la publicité est
l’âme des gouvernements représentatifs et la plus sûre
garantie de tous les droits fondés sur la Constitution, il
importe que cet élément de notre vie politique reçoive tous
les développements dont il est susceptible, et réalise, en
quelque sorte, par une communication aussi complète que
rapide, cette grande image d’un Peuple se groupant tout
entier autour de la tribune où s’agitent ses plus chers
intérêts.”)

Turning Public Discourse 
into an Authentic Artifact
Shorthand Transcription in the 
French National Assembly
Delphine Gardey

Tyronian notes, in: René Havette , B ibliographie de la sténogra-
phie française , Paris, Dorbon-A îné , 1906.

Coulon de Thévenot’s Tachygraphy, in: Coulon de Thévenot, L’art d’écrire aussi vite que la parole . Table Tachygraphique, 1781,
reproduced in: René Havette , B ibliographie de la sténographie française, Paris, Dorbon-A îné , 1906.



where I am permitted to sit, I can observe the tran-
scribers of the debates at work. Attached to the
president’s monumental chair (known as the
“perch”) we find, standing on the left, the rouleur
(a woman, on this occasion), who has the job of
noting the first four minutes of the session. She
holds herself straight and has a piece of paper
placed on a wooden writing surface that leans
against the back of the president’s chair. On the
side of the left-hand entry a few meters away, but
hidden from the representatives’ view, her releveur
is already in place, ready to succeed her. His eyes
are fixed on a large clock, whose hands sweep out
a complete turn in exactly four minutes. In front of
the tribune, at the extreme right of a table, the
réviseur is sitting at his post, where he will stay for
the next twenty minutes.

The president’s chair is surrounded by ushers,
who succeed in appearing to be serious, useful and
important. There is a general hubbub that has
become particularly intense. Suddenly the presi-
dent opens the session, which starts noisily. At this
point it is impossible to determine either who is
speaking or what is being said. The female rouleur
immediately springs into action. All the rest fol-
lows very quickly, with her searching to identify
who is going to ask the first question and yet con-
tinuing to write the whole time. After a while, she
is replaced by her releveur. She leaves the room to

The French Republics of 1848 and of the early
1870s, in contrast to Britain, considered that the
parliament needed to make public what was said
within its walls and to guarantee its authenticity. It
thus chose to create a service, still existing today,
dedicated to producing official verbatim minutes
to be published in the Moniteur and later in the
Journal Officiel de la République Française.8

There are two questions that I will be focusing
on in what follows: What has to be recorded? And
what does the act of writing the official proceed-
ings imply?

1. Recording in Session: Grasping

Words, Sounds, Images, Situations and

Events

1.1. The Naked Word and the Ideal of

Truth

As we said, the stenographers present themselves
as the only people able of “capturing what is said
on the wing”. In 1794, Jean-Baptiste Breton de La
Martinière wrote on the need for “purity” and
“integrity”. Insisting on the necessity of providing
an “exact copy,” he praised transparency and neu-
trality as characteristic of the stenographer’s art
and method.9

This ideal was of course quickly undermined by
the practical experience of stenographers, at least
for one reason: The scene they had to account for
largely exceeded the simple enunciation of words.
They quickly learned that the speeches and
debates could not be reduced to simple, naked,
one-dimensional words. Words are not simply
pronounced, they are played out, gesticulated,
inflected with moods or passions – or contested.
Coulon de Thévenot reflected in 1798 that “while I
can transcribe an orator’s speech word by word, I
cannot indicate whether he puts more or less
vehemence into his presentation; such expres-
sions of sentiment, the passion, the enthusiasm or
the gestures that communicate to the audience the
impressions that one wants them to experience;
all these accessories give life to the ideas that one
cannot recover in reading”.10

If the life of the political ideas resides in the
“passion” of the scene, the issue becomes one of
the technical possibility of the stenographer’s cap-
turing the scene in question.

1.2. In the Eye of the Storm

“Mr. Macquart’s processes are unknown to us, but
whatever they are, they are unable to give a com-
plete picture of all the sessions, no more that it is
in the power of painting to represent all the events
of a storm.”11

I would like, therefore, to invite you for a 
while onto the scene or – perhaps more accu-
rately – into the storm. What follows is a summary
report of one piece of my field work conducted
between February and June 2003 at the National
Assembly.12

Wednesday, May 21, I arrive in the service a lit-
tle before 3 p.m. I hurry toward the benches of the
Assembly. As on every Wednesday, the Assem-
bly’s rooms are full of activity, because Wednesday
afternoon is the day in French political life, the day
when deputies can ask the government questions
about pressing topical issues. For this one hour,
during which the questions are broadcast on tele-
vision, the chamber is packed full. From the box
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y8 Eugène Pierre, Traité de droit politique électoral et parlemen-

taire, second edition, Imprimeurs de la Chambre des
Députés, Paris, 1902; Jules Poudra, Eugène Pierre, Traité pra-
tique de droit parlementaire, second edition, Librairie
Baudry, Paris, 1879; Règlements de l’Assemblée Nationale et
du Sénat, 1852; 1876; 1879; 1880.

9 Igonel and Breton, Lycée des Arts, an III de la République
française à la Convention nationale: établissement d’un Jour-
nal sténographique des travaux de la Convention.

10 Le Tachygraphe, Journal des Séances du Corps Législatif, J.-F.
Coulon de Thévenot (ed.), Paris, 1798, p. 8 (“… transcrire
mot à mot le discours d’un orateur, mais je ne puis désigner
le plus ou moins de véhémence qu’il met dans son débit;
cette expression du sentiment, ce feu, cet enthousiasme, ce
geste enfin qui communiquent aux auditeurs les impressions
qu’on veut bien lui faire éprouver; tous ces accessoires don-
nent aux idées une âme qui ne se retrouve plus à la lecture
…”)

11 Pétition à la Chambre des Députés, “Proposition de M.
Macquart de publier un recueil spécial et le lendemain de
chaque séance le texte complet des Débats, Revue Ency-
clopédique,” vol. XV, July 1822 (“Les moyens de M. Mac-
quart nous sont inconnus, mais quels qu’ils soient, ils ne
peuvent faire le tableau de toutes les séances, pas plus qu’il
n’est au pouvoir de la peinture de représenter tous les
phénomènes de la tempête.”)

12 Field work, May 21, 2003, personal notes. Anthropological
investigations on the French National Assembly are: Marc
Abélès, Un ethnologue à l’Assemblée, Odile Jacob, Paris,
2000; Jean-Philippe Heurtin, L’ordre de l’Assemblée. Elé-
ments d’une sociologie de la séance publique à l’Assemblée
nationale, doctoral dissertation, IEP, Paris, 1998; I also used:
Bruno Latour, La fabrique du droit, Gallimard, Paris, 2002;
Michael Houseman, “Qu’est-ce qu’un rituel?,” in: L’autre.
Cliniques, cultures et sociétés, 2002, vol. 3, pp. 48-51; Nicolas
Dodier, “Les appuis conventionnels de l’action. Elément de
pragmatique sociologique,” in: Réseaux. Communication,
technologie, société, 62, Nov.-Dec. 1993, pp. 63-85.

The French National Assembly, 2004, photo: De lphine Gardey Palais-Bourbon Paris, 2004, photo: De lphine Gardey

Way to the assembly hall, 2004, photo: De lphine Gardey

Presidential “perch” in the plenary assembly hall, 2004, photo:

De lphine Gardey



transcribe her first take, with the text being pro-
vided to the réviseur at the end of his 20 minutes.
Jumping up from my chair, I ask her whether I can
see her notes. She shows me a page with a few
shorthand symbols separated from each other by
long strokes and under this a brief text in short-
hand, altogether covering less than a single page.
“Did you get everything?” I ask, and she replies, “I
got everything,” and then excuses herself, saying
that she has to hurry. 

Back in the session, there is a great commotion.
Maxime Gremetz, a Communist deputy is in full
swing. The transcribers dread this particular
deputy because of his continual interruptions and
exclamations. The Social Services Minister is
responding to a question on the new scheme for
retirement funding. Exclamations ring out from
the benches on the left. “Lies!” “Are you joking?”
“Gravedigger!” The minister’s response is com-
pletely inaudible. In order to hear the interruptions
coming from the left, the rouleur twists and turns
in every direction, continually sweeping the cham-
ber with his gaze while never interrupting his
note-taking. The hubbub reaches its peak then
suddenly subsides, returning the chamber to
silence. A deputy from the right is asking a ques-
tion about the “fate of missing children” and the
number of police that need to be mobilized in
order to find them. There is a general lull. The
rouleur makes his notes, while deputies on the left
think, read their papers or study the day’s agenda.
The chamber becomes agitated again following a
question by a Gaullist deputy about the com-
plaints voiced by emergency-room doctors. The
rouleur on duty is alert, with his attention turned
towards the benches on the left – from which no
reaction, this time, is forthcoming. The rouleur
relaxes.

The next one to be placed in the limelight is
Luc Ferry, the minister of education, an unpopular
figure among the political elite. The cries of “Reac-
tionary!” ring out from the left. Although the
question was addressed to the minister of educa-
tion, it is his secretary of state who replies. Is this a
sign of weakness? The secretary of state is
applauded on the right and booed on the left, but
with everyone crying out at once. The rouleur tries
to hear what is being said, frowns, and seems no
more able than I am to understand what the
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1. The essential role of the sporting performance:
making the individual a perfect machine. First and
foremost, there has always been the question of
the stenographer’s personal capabilities, the fact
that he or she is a virtuoso. Writing everything
down, getting it all, requires years of training. For
the last century, the recruitment examination has
fixed the minimum speed at 180 words a minute, a
demand that is rarely met. The risk of falling
behind remains a constant threat.13

2. A recording system that is highly hierarchical
and controlled: making the organization an all-
encompassing machine. A way to describe the ste-
nographers’ art would be to say that they form a
kind of stereo recording system. Since the organi-
zation was perfected in 1848, three pairs of ears
and eyes are entirely dedicated to listening and
watching the session. On the left of the president’s
chair the rouleur listens to the “interruptions”
from the political and physical left, while on the
right, the réviseur picks up all the remarks and
injunctions from the right. This geographic distri-
bution of the recording system is also a hierarchi-
cal distribution of the listening process. The role
of the rouleurs is to reconstitute the raw words of
what is said. The more qualified réviseurs listen
and reconstitute the global meaning, while at a
third level, the director of the service or his repre-
sentative, present for the whole length of the ses-
sion, certifies what happened. It is he who is ulti-
mately responsible for the minutes to be published
in the Journal Officiel de la République Française.

3. The session as an event: anticipating the signif-
icant incident that might develop. While today
there is a mechanical ear that records what is said,
the shorthand-transcribers have not dispensed
with their exhaustive note-taking. They are not
only faithful witnesses of what happens in a ses-
sion but also the only witnesses of all that happens
offstage. The procedural dimension of the session
requires them to be constantly vigilant. Although
most interventions have no direct consequences,
some might have and might trigger an incident –
or worse. Incidents could be of quite different pro-
portions: just an oratorical jousting match or the
making of noise, but also insults, physical threats,
public disruptions – or a revolution. Although
quite rare, such historic events remind us of the
unpredictable nature of parliamentary life.

In short, stenographers record more than
words. They also record images, situations and a
variety of events – a task no tape recorder could
perform. Successive techniques of recording thus
have never seriously challenged the century-and-
a-half-old stenographers’ system – our religion,
our Marxist-Leninism, as one of today’s directors
once described it to me.

2. Contributing to the Rooting of

Democracy in Nineteenth-Century

France: Making Public a Faithful and

Official Version of the Debates

2.1. Making an Eloquent Speech a Well-

Written Document – or How to Pass from

Orality to Literacy

Stenographers in the National Assembly have
other competences in addition to being good at
recording everything. Their success also depends
on their ability to render the complexity of what
they record into a script. Initially, their objective
and raison d’être were to produce a text that had
to be available the next morning in newspapers,
offering citizens the text of all speeches and
debates. A “modest witness” of the parliamen-
tary scene, the stenographer was also the one
whose function it was to make it public through 
a written document. For that reason, he had to
face a first well-known practical problem, the
making of a transition from orality to literacy –
a difficulty he shares with ethnographers and
linguists.14

As no one speaks as he writes, any intervention
in a session requires a significant work of “transla-
tion,” of rewriting, of “revision,” as stenographers
say. As the director of the service under the Third
Republic remarked: Transmitting the qualities of a
great speaker requires patient and invisible work.
Tightening up, clarifying, trimming, revising, all
done with “taste and tact” – and of course hiding
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13 Interview with the director of the service, October 31, 2002.
14 On orality and literacy: Ruth Finnegan, Literacy and Orality,

Studies in the Technology of Communication, Blackwell, Ox-
ford, 1988; Jack Goody, The Interface between the Written
and the Oral, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1987;
Lorenza Mondada, “Les effets théoriques des pratiques de
transcription,” in: Linx, 42, revue de l’université Paris X,
Nanterre, 2000, pp. 131-150; David Olson, The World on
Paper. The Conceptual and Cognitive Implications of Writing
and Reading, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1994;
Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy. The Technologizing of the
Word, Routledge, London and New York, 1982.

deputies from the left are saying while brandishing
their copies of the Le Monde. The tension mounts,
and with the cries of invective reaching a climax,
the socialists begin chanting...

Such a storm is not a regular feature of every
Wednesday parliamentary session, although it is
the norm rather than the exception. Nobody will
thus be surprised to learn that stenographers have
organized themselves to cope with storm. Three
decisive points that count in making a good
record could be given:

Notes in shorthand taken during a parliamentary session,
2004, photo: De lphine Gardey



the traces of this intervention not only from the
reader but also from the speaker himself – all these
define, according to him, the “literary” nature of
the stenographers work.15 More precisely, there
was a historical choice in favor of an exquisitely
well-written text because of the importance of élo-
quence as a cardinal virtue in nineteenth-century
France.16

2.2. Materially Producing a Faithful

and Authentic Text

The making of the written text follows a complex
organizational path, starting with the initial take
made by the rouleur and his coming back to the
service. The rouleur establishes his transcription
based on his own notes (and, now, also on the
tape-recording of the session). This first four-
minute transcription, known as the brut or raw
text, is fast and perfunctory. The réviseur who is in
the session for twenty minutes gets hold of the five
bruts from his take. Physically, these bruts are
composed of typewritten sheets with large spaces
between the lines to facilitate commentaries and
corrections. 

Revision consists in the improvement of the
brut using pencil. The revised brut document then
becomes the blanc, the white text. This is a bundle

of papers consisting of the five revised notes, each
covering four minutes, which is sent by pneumatic
tube to the printer of the Journal Officiel to be
type-set. The document takes about eight minutes
to cover the quite long distance that separates the
National Assembly from the journal’s printer on
the Quai Voltaire. Here, the production require-
ments have evolved over time. Under the Third
and Fourth republics, the return of the type-set
white text known as the “placard” was expected
to take a few hours. When I observed the process,
the “tubist” and the director complained that con-
gestion at the Journal Officiel slowed the process
down. After receiving the placard, the réviseur
adds new corrections and improves the layout.
The new placard is returned by tube to the printer,
where it is recomposed and returned to be read a
second time by the réviseur before being seen by
the director, who gives the final authorization for
publishing. 

Constantly changing hands and changing form,
the text repeatedly dies and is reborn in a series of
versions that mark its physical journeys. While it is
both provisional and disposable, all the traces of
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the journey are retained and could be retrieved –
for example, for unhappy deputies. This codified
series of acts and this circulation and rewriting of
texts allow the circulation of trust. One long chain
links all the actors, binding those involved into a
series of relationships with the text, with the insti-
tution and, ultimately, with the citizens.

2.3. Producing a Text and Instituting

the Republic

As the transcribers of the country’s sovereign
speech, stenographers mediate between the
deputies and the people. They restore to the peo-
ple what the people have delegated to their repre-
sentatives. What is granted as an abstract act of
delegation needs to be returned, and the stenogra-
phers are the artisans of this restoration.

Historically, the question of the individual
stenographer’s art, of his personal relationship
with the spoken and written word (something that
characterizes the 1830s and 1840s and the private
publication of the compte-rendus in newspapers)
cedes its place to the question of the organization
of a collective machinery able to produce an offi-

cial text. There is, no doubt, a functionality in the
organization of the service, in a procedure that has
been strictly followed for more than a century and
a half. But this change is also tied to a political
project. The scenographic aspect and theatricality
of the stenographic process, as well as the com-
plex ritual of production of the text, are there to
help make the final text the true expression of
national sovereignty. Already in the context of the
Second Republic, but more clearly under the
Third, the key goal of this official transcription
was to help make the Republic, to help stabilize a
democratic regime still under threat, to render it
visible, inescapable. Making everything public
every morning, giving daily a faithful and com-
plete account – in short, producing an authentic
artifact – was what was at stake for the steno-
graphic service and what was decisive for the new
power.

The stenographers who organized themselves
so precisely and so visibly were thus doing some-
thing more than taking notes and writing: They
were helping make the parliament the core of
French political life.
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15 Hippolyte Prévost, Organisation de la sténographie officielle
de l’Assemblée Nationale, Firmin Didot Frères, Paris, 1848.

16 Nicolas Rousselier, Le parlement de l’éloquence. La sou-
veraineté de la délibération au lendemain de la Grande
Guerre, Presses de sciences politiques, Paris, 1997.

O ffice of the “Service du compte-

rendu intégral” making revisions

Revision of the transcriptions [bruts] Pneumatic 

dispatch system

F inal corrections before publication Journal O fficiel de la République Française [O fficial journal of the French Republic],
2004, photos: De lphine Gardey
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they maintain with one another and with them-
selves. Added to which, an elected member has a
duty to at least four audiences: parliamentary
audiences stricto sensu, the people that are present
at a session; voters, both the constituents of the
members of parliament and also this member’s
own constituents, or those people whose votes
resulted in his/her election; the leaders of the
member’s specific party, who accepted him/her as
a candidate; and, finally, the governors who, par-
ticularly in authoritarian countries, can have a
determining influence on the direction and the
renewal of the member’s term of office. Pleasing
one of these audience groups may entail displeas-
ing another. This risk is even greater when the
“fixing” of elections in authoritarian Arab political
systems doesn’t generally stem from the imposi-
tion of a candidate but from the obligation of an
independently elected candidate to join the ruling
party or to show restraint in his interventions, if he
hopes to be in any way useful to his constituents.
In this sense, parliaments are always more repre-
sentative of their citizens than they appear to be.
Even in authoritarian systems, everything happens
as though government could not be achieved
independently of the representation of the groups
and virtual communities of which it is supposed to
express the sovereignty. This representative con-
cept of politics has almost become a natural phe-
nomenon, in that those who desire power for
themselves don’t feel that they can take full advan-
tage of it unless it comes to them from others.

Translated from the French by Sandra Reid

Jean-Noe l Ferrié and Baudouin Dupret, Parliamentary Delibera-
tions in the Arabic World , 2005, 9-channe l video installation,
video stills, © the artists

Parliaments have existed for a long time in the
Arab world. The first parliament was established
by the Viceroy Ismail Pasha in Egypt in 1866. Oth-
ers then appeared in the Middle East: the Arab Par-
liament of Damascus in 1918, followed by the
Lebanese and Syrian parliaments in the following
decade. Parliaments then spread out in concentric
circles across the Middle East. From the end of the
1950s on, the newly independent Maghreb states
of North Africa set up legislative assemblies. We
would be misguided to presume that political life
in Arab countries was anchored in the past, a
notion that could arise from the authoritarian
nature of the group of regimes stretching from
North Africa to the Middle East. This is an error of
perspective: The authoritarianism that we speak
of here is clearly not a continuation of “oriental
despotism” and of local conceptions of politics
that would be, by nature and forever, averse to
representative regimes and democracy. The “Ori-
entals” don’t look for the source of their present
structures in medieval writings, any more than we
in the West do. And Ibn Tamiyya, the medieval
Islamic scholar, serves no more as an inspiration to
contemporary Arab politicians than Jean Bodin,
the illustrious sixteenth-century French jurist,
does for French politicians. That said, rather than
note the simultaneous arrival of authoritarianism
and democratic constitutionalism in the Arab
world, the majority of commentators have pre-
ferred to view the constitutional institutions that
were put into place as mere façades. These institu-
tions were deemed to mask the continuation of an
eternal oriental despotism, a tyranny of which
Voltaire made Mohammed the embodiment.

And yet, it’s nothing of the sort. Constitution-
alism and authoritarianism, when they appeared in
the nineteenth century and spread in the following
century along the southern shore of the Mediter-
ranean, took the form of a split from former local

regimes and, more precisely, from absolutism. For
authoritarianism is in no way opposed to a repre-
sentative system; it is but the corruption of it.
Absolutism is the opposite of a representative sys-
tem: it is government outside of representation
and by virtue of the concomitant belief that the
right to govern comes from on high. It is for this
reason that, for instance, the establishment of the
empire by Napoleon was not the restoration of
absolutism but the setting up of an authoritarian
regime that used the rhetoric of ancient institu-
tions to pursue its own aims. How is it that what
seems so obvious to us with regard to our own
countries can seem so strange and difficult to con-
ceive of when it comes to neighboring countries,
leaving behind absolutism in the very century that
followed our first constitutional experiments?

Parliamentary life, in democratic and authori-
tarian countries alike, presents all the characteris-
tics of a professional activity constrained by its
organizational context, similar, for example, to
the activity carried out in a court of justice. In the
courtroom, there is an order in which each person
has a turn to speak, just as there is an order to the
relationship between the speaker and the audi-
ence, the actual audience and the virtual audience
that the speaker sets for himself when he takes the
floor. This connection is, however, part of power-
ful organizational constraints that oblige members
of a parliament to conform to the contextual
specifications of their activity. In this manner, for
example, “democratic pertinence” is imperative to
members when conducting debates: The majority
based on supporter membership generally prevails
over the majority formed by the adhesion to com-
mon “values”.

Deliberation, even in an authoritarian situation,
is characterized by uncertainty, insofar as it implies
a combination of players who behave according to
the context as well as to the interrelationships that

The Power of Representation 
Parliaments of North Africa and the Middle East
Jean-Noël Ferrié, Baudouin Dupret

Jean-Noe l Ferrié , Baudouin Dupret, Parliamentary Delibera-
tions in the Arabic World , 2005, 9-channe l video installation,
installation view ZKM , © the artists, photo: Franz Wamhof



This text examines two historical vignettes in
order to examine the desires of one strand of
activism to become legible to imagining technolo-
gies. It was in 1848 that the historical ebb and flow
of the political mass was first transfixed by
William Kilburn in his images of the Chartists’
meeting on Kennington Common in London. The
proposition of this text is that these earliest known
photographs of a political crowd indicate a turning
point in the relationship between politics, repre-
sentation and authority.

In the hundred years between 1750 and 1850
Britain went through the Industrial Revolution,
which fundamentally reshaped its economic and
social structures. Small freeholders and cottagers
became farm laborers and factory workers, and
the cities swelled with the unplanned influx of
workers. The living and working conditions were
terrible. One report from Preston in 1842 states
that in a representative area “2,400 persons [were]
sleeping in 852 beds i.e. an average of 5.68 inhabi-
tants in each house and 2.8 persons per bed.”1

British Chartism grew out of these conditions
of “poverty, bad housing, ill health and unemploy-
ment that attended the growth of a new industrial
society.”2 The Chartists’ political aims included
universal suffrage for men, voting by secret ballot,
abolition of the property qualification for Parlia-
ment, payment for MPs and annual parliaments.
This reformist approach as well as the centraliza-
tion of the workforce shaped their innovative
political tactics, of the “monster meeting” and
mass petitions, which were publicized through
their own newspapers. The first petition they
assembled in 1839 contained 1,280,000 signatures,
but Parliament refused to accept it, a majority
believing that extending the vote to working class
men would be a threat to property. A second, even
larger, petition was collected in 1842 and signed by
3,317,702, a far larger number than the total of the

country’s eligible voters, yet Parliament rejected it
like the first.3 Finally, in 1848, another even larger
petition attempt gathered 6 million signatures, it
was claimed, and a massive meeting was called on
Kennington Common to hand the petition over to
Parliament. Fearing full-scale civil war, Parliament
decided to ban the meeting and mustered 170,000
special constables and soldiers under the com-
mand of the aging Duke of Wellington. Every gov-
ernment building was closed and garrisoned,
including the Electric Telegraph Company, this
last to prevent “unfounded reports being sent into
the country which might have […] a mischievous
effect in places in where the chartist proceedings
have been looked to with much expectation.”4

Writing a few days before the meeting, The Times
newspaper chose to inflame the atmosphere by
claiming that the Chartists “were openly and
ostentatiously arranging the most efficacious and
summary means of cutting our throats, blowing
our brains out, impaling us on spikes, and estab-
lishing themselves on the overthrow of the consti-
tution.”5

Despite these threats and provocations, the
meeting went ahead. The column heading to Ken-
nington Common was led by a wagon containing
the huge petition, decorated with the red, green
and white colors of Chartism. This was followed
by another large wagon carrying Chartist leader
Feargus O’Connor and other delegates. The
crowd arrived on foot from meeting places across
the whole of London. The Chartists marched in
highly organized fashion to show their resolution
and demonstrate their strength of numbers. “To
every party of 30 or 40 men there was a white flag,
bearing the number of the section to which they
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2 George Rude, The Crowd in History, Serif, London, 1995, p.
183.

3 Ibid., p. 181.
4 Morning Chronicle, R A C56/70, May 1848.
5 The Times, R A C56/2, April 7, 1848.

Legible Mob
Christian Nold

W.E . Kilburn, Two images of the Great Chartist M eeting on Kennington Common, April 10, 1848, daguerreotype , The Royal
Archives, © 2005 Her Majesty Queen E lizabeth II 



belonged. There were numerous banners, with the
words, ‘The Charter, and no surrender’, ‘The
Bethnal Green National Land Company’, ‘Live
and let Live’. The men walked arm-in-arm, six
abreast, with pink and white ribbons attached to
their button-holes. They mustered several thou-
sands, and, with the lookers-on, formed a large
assemblage. The body was advised to keep peace
and order, and the victory would be theirs.”6

Despite the police estimates of only 20,000 atten-
dees, the speakers were told that the crowd would
not be allowed to deliver the petition to Parlia-
ment and that only a few speakers would be
allowed to accompany it there. This was reluc-
tantly agreed to.

Once the government received the petition,
counting began. It was claimed that thirteen clerks
toiled for seventeen hours adding up and verifying
the signatures. The number they came up with

was only 1,975,496 signatures, which appeared to
include the unlikely signatures of Queen Victoria,
the Duke of Wellington, Pug Nose and No Cheese.
Based on this much lower number and the false
signatures, the government felt justified in reject-
ing and discrediting the whole petition. This led to
Feargus O’Connor’s being ridiculed and humili-
ated in the House of Commons. The name of one
of the opposition speakers, a Col. Sibthorpe, had
also been falsely added to the petition, which
allowed him to publicly announce that he would
give O’Connor “the damnedest hiding mortal man
ever received.”7 The whole House of Commons
roared with laughter but more out of relief at hav-
ing survived a potentially revolutionary situation.
For the Chartists, the incident proved disastrous
and heralded the collapse of Chartism as a national
movement.

Re-examining these events in the 1960s, the
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socialist historian George Rude questions whether
all of the Chartist signatures could really have
been counted in such a short time or even whether
the count was properly attempted. He argues that
there were good reasons for the apparently falsi-
fied signatures. Many of the Chartist farm workers
were illiterate and would have had to sign with an
X, while others had to use pseudonyms to keep
their employers from finding out that they had
signed. Whatever the truth of the numbers (Rude
estimates 3,000,000 signatures), in this instance
the government managed to control the public
perception of the event. 

Historically this incident represents a transi-
tional point for the political crowd. This reformist
political movement attempted every possible way
of making itself legible through huge petitions,
enormous meetings and even by marching in a
meticulous fashion to allow its members to be eas-

ily counted. What they were missing was any
independent evidence of their crowd numbers.
The power of the press was not established
enough at this point to act as an adjudicator the
way it does today. Ironically, 1848 was just on the
cusp of a new imaging technology that was to
transform these types of political number dis-
putes. Photography was still in its infancy in 1848,
having been developed only twenty years previ-
ously. William Kilburn’s photographic records of
the demonstration were more a curiosity than a
news report. Kilburn’s own agenda for taking the
photographs is also unclear, since he styled him-
self as “Her Majesty’s Official Daguerreotypist”
and was known for his delicately hand-colored
daguerreotype portraits. Yet by examining the
way he took the images, framing the first image
and then twisting his camera to take another, it is
apparent that he attempted to capture the full
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6 The Illustrated London News, April 15, 1848, pp. 241ff.
7 Unattributed newspaper report on debate in the House of

Commons, April 13, 1848.

Anonymous, The Chartist M eeting 1848 in Kennington Common, 1848, engraving , People’s H istory Museum , Manchester, 
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Image of the anti-war demonstration in London on February 15, 2003, photo © Stop the War Coalition



impact and size of the crowd. More crucially, there
were some technical constraints on the distribu-
tion of the photographs. It would not be until the
1890s that photo-mechanical relief printing was
developed, allowing photos to be reproduced in
newspapers. This meant that Kilburn’s images
were only turned into engravings that could be
easily reproduced in illustrated press reports.
Comparing the two, the photographs carry much
more detail and feel much more tangible. The
mass of people is represented as individuals
instead of being abstracted into small dots. 

It is worth considering whether the Chartists
would have followed a different political strategy if
they could have printed photographs in their
newspapers. Instead of petitions, the Chartists
might have focused on staging and photographing
ever-larger rallies to present their case. As a con-
temporary writer states, “The photogenic drawing
discloses only a more absolute truth, a more per-
fect identity of aspect with the thing repre-
sented.”8 An illustration of the power of Kilburn’s
two images is the fact that they were purchased
only a few years later by Prince Albert himself
because he was “deeply concerned about the con-
ditions of working people.”9 The perhaps unin-
tended effect of this was to control the way the
images could be used. Even today, the photo-
graphs remain under the copyright of the Queen
and are not to be reproduced without permission.
This is in contrast to other images taken over 150
years ago, which automatically have become pub-
lic domain. In addition, Kennington Common,
which had been an ancient meeting place, was
forcibly enclosed in 1854 as a result of the demon-
stration and turned into a fenced off and guarded
Royal Park.

Measure the Vacuum

On February 15, 2003, a protest occurred in Lon-
don, which all parties agreed was the largest
demonstration in British history. The report of the
day on the official Stop the War Coalition website
mainly consists of photographs and three figures
highlighted in bold typography: “30 million
worldwide,” “up to 2 million in London” and
“100,000 in Glasgow.”10

One hundred and fifty-five years after the
Chartist demonstration, the power of the media

establishment has dramatically changed but the
number discourse remains. Today it is routine
practice for newspapers to report two separate fig-
ures for a demonstration, the number claimed by
the organizers and the number claimed by the
authorities. These figures are then interpreted by
the various interest groups to construct their own
narratives: “Is the movement against the war
growing? Is it stagnant? Is it shrinking?”11

It is perhaps surprising, considering the huge
focus placed on these numbers, that there is still
no single authoritative method for counting
crowds. Most counts by both police and protes-
tors are simply guesswork, carried out by viewing
the crowd from a vantage point and visually com-
paring it with previous events. “Experts” in the
field like Clark McPhail, a professor of sociology,
argue that these types of street-level estimates are
not accurate and tend to overestimate a crowd
because of the foreshortening of perspective that
appears to clump people together: “A march
organizer at the head may look toward the tail and
think the crowd at the back is as dense as at the
front.”12

For more politically sensitive events such as the
anti-war marches of 2003, the authorities claimed
to use more “scientific” methods. In Rome, the
Carabinieri based their estimate of crowd size on
the capacity of filled piazzas multiplied by a den-
sity estimate of four people per square meter.13

In London the police justified their figure of
750,000 by using helicopter counts that provided
a density estimate of an average 10-by-10-yard
square; this was then multiplied by the length of
the march.14

These methods are still relatively unsophisti-
cated and do not entirely convince in such a polit-
ically contentious area. In response, the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle newspaper decided to take up the
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8 Edgar Allan Poe, Alexander’s Weekly Messenger, January 15,
1840.

9 Francis Dimond, Roger Taylor, Crown and Camera: The
Royal Family and Photography, 1842-1910, Penguin Books,
London, 1987, p. 27.

10 Stop the War Coalition website, www.stopwar.org.uk
(August 14, 2003).

11 Tomkins County Green Party website, www.tcgreens.org
(August 14, 2003).
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13 Wyatt Buchanan, “Photos put peace marchers at 65,000,”
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14 Ibid.

Aerial photographs taken by A ir F light Services as part of the crowd number survey of the antiwar demonstration in San Francisco
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challenge and develop what its editors termed a
“verifiable technique, which would replace the
current politically sensitive count totals.”15

They commissioned a military contractor
called Air Flight Services (which incidentally also
works for Lockheed-Martin and Halliburton) to
carry out an independent survey of the San Fran-
cisco anti-war march on February 16, 2003. The
company flew a fixed-wing airplane with a camera
mounted in its floor over the whole length of the
march. These photographic images were then
overlaid with a uniform grid and the sections
sorted into five categories – 100 percent full of
people, 75 percent, 50, 25 and 10. A number of
these individual grids were then head-counted by
hand and used to establish an average number of
people for each density grid. The total number of
people was then determined by adding up all the
people in the grids, which resulted in a final figure
of 65,000 people with a 10 percent margin of
error.16

To everybody’s surprise this number was much
lower than the figure of 200,000, which had orig-
inally been accepted by both the march organizers
and the mainstream media. This created a pre-
dictable amount of controversy and raised more
questions than it answered. Did the result indicate
that crowds were universally overestimated and
that figures from previous political events should
be reduced?

In response, some of the most detailed criti-
cism of the study was developed by participants of
San Francisco Indymedia, who targeted the
methodology of the survey. The photographs
used to determine the crowd number had all been
taken at 1:45 p.m. in one long flyover of the march
because this had been assumed to be the time 
of the largest concentration of people. While 
this may or may not have been the time of highest
attendance, it missed a crucial fact: Demon-
strations are dynamic events. The photographs
actually only show us a static snapshot of the
crowd. In reality, people arrived and left while
others joined throughout the whole day. A useful
concept is the idea of “turn-over”. While a restau-
rant may only have hundred seats, it can serve
perhaps threehundred people every evening
because each table turns over an average of three
times.17

The newspaper report of the study had con-
flated the two, giving the impression that the fig-
ure of 65,000 was actually the estimate for the full
day. This dynamic nature of demonstrations
clearly highlights the limitations of the aerial view
for determining numbers. Clark McPhail goes as
far as to argue that the changing density and flow
of the crowd can only be measured from the
ground by walking among the people. Fortu-
itously, a local statistician and member of Indy-
media had asked some of his friends who were at
the demonstration to repeatedly call him with
their location so that he could determine the speed
of crowd flow. He calculated a speed of 1.8 miles
per hour, which indicated a 100 percent crowd
turnover every hour. Combining this with the peak
estimate of 65,000, he estimated the number for
the full day to have been close to the figure of
200,000 that had originally been claimed by the
organizers.

While the San Francisco Chronicle now accepts
that it misrepresented the figure of 65,000 as the
full day’s estimate, the lower number has subse-
quently been portrayed as the official number by a
large proportion of the mainstream media.

What is perhaps more worrying, though, is that
there is little mainstream discussion about the
reductive quality of these number arguments. The
framing of demonstrations within these bound-
aries reduces politics to the quantity of bodies that
can be made to fill a spatially and temporally
defined enclosure. At the level of interpretation,
simplistic assumptions are made about the politi-
cal conviction of these human particles. There is
no acknowledgement of the subtly differentiated
positions taken by different groups and individuals
in the crowd. In a spectacular example of projec-
tion, it is assumed that demonstrations are not
places for discourse where new opinions can be
formed but spaces for vulgar displays of pre-
formed ideology. This crude number-politics also
creates other conceptual problems. As commenta-
tors have pointed out, huge numbers of people
regularly attend sports events; should these events
be allocated constitutional power or public fund-
ing based on the number of attendees? What
about those that did not attend the anti-war
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demonstration; can we assume that they are all in
support of the war?

Ultimately this mode of street protest, still
favored by the authoritarian left, harks back to the
Industrial Revolution and the birth of the working
class. Today it effectively ignores the fundamental
crisis of political representation and actually
reinforces the authority of the crowd-number
discourse. Ironically, the city (polis), which is 
the foundation of politics by gathering people
together, today blocks our view of one another.
Trapped in the streets and hemmed in by tall build-

ings, it is impossible to get an individual overview
of the crowd. Today, this view of power has been
placed in the hands of those with the necessary
imaging technology. Fortunately, there is a whole
movement of bottom-up media technologists
who are developing new communication and 
representation technologies. Instead of rushing
home from a demonstration to have our own
subjective experience validated by the mainstream
media, these new strains of technology hint 
at ways to attain our own consensual God’s-
eye view.
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that adds flowers of rhetoric to hard, obvious facts but one that will

present anew what it is to argue vividly about matters of concern.

This is where all of the meanings of “representation” must con-

verge: the artistic, the political, the technical. Can (cosmopolitical)

issues be again eloquently articulated? After having mocked for sev-

eral generations the perverse beauties of rhetorics and sophistry, the

time might have come to reinterpret their powers of representation.

Now that they are no longer the shadow left by the bright light of

reason, their own form of light may become visible again. If it’s true

that politics is always about the blind leading the blind, then every

form of prosthesis should bewelcome.

On the Many Ways of Making Borders

How to Hear Politicians Talk

Global Blogs – So Many Films, So Many Parliaments

So Many Choirs, So Many People

Mr. Ui Learns How to Speak

There is no way to expand politics if we are not able to extend the

equipment that makes it possible to present the issues that matter,

to designate the people who may argue about them, to draw the

sites where they have to be gathered. “Eloquence” is the word that

best designates the common ground between what is at issue and

who is to be convinced. Eloquence was somewhat despised when it

seemed that there was a way to do entirely without it and jump di-

rectly into absolute, indisputable and incontrovertible proofs. But

once we see that the issues that have to be confronted are as vast as

they are remote, then the proofs and demonstrations about them

are necessarily indirect, always mediated through complicated ap-

paratus. This is where a new eloquence must be developed: not one

14 A Search for Eloquence

La Fontaine on Rhetoric

The Sophists Are No Sophists After All

The Web, Too, Has a Rhetoric

Holding Your Tongue in Good Company, According to Swift

How to Consent to Informed Consent

When Was the Last Time You Had a Political Opinion?
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Jean de La Fontaine 
on the Power of Fables

In Athens, once, that city fickle,

An orator, awake to feel

His country in a dangerous pickle,

Would sway the proud republic’s heart,

Discoursing of the common weal,

As taught by his tyrannic art.

The people listen’d – not a word.

Meanwhile the orator recurr’d

To bolder tropes – enough to rouse

The dullest blocks that e’er did drowse;

He clothed in life the very dead,

And thunder’d all that could be said.

The wind received his breath,

As to the ear of death.

That beast of many heads and light,

The crowd, accustom’d to the sound

Was all intent upon a sight – 

A brace of lads in mimic fight.

A new resource the speaker found.

‘Ceres,’ in lower tone said he,

‘Went forth her harvest fields to see:

An eel, as such a fish might he,

And swallow, were her company.

A river check’d the travellers three.

Two cross’d it soon without ado;

The smooth eel swam, the swallow flew. –’

Outcried the crowd

With voices loud – 

‘And Ceres – what did she?’

‘Why, what she pleased; but first

Yourselves she justly cursed – 

A people puzzling aye your brains

With children’s tales and children’s play,

While Greece puts on her steel array,

To save her limbs from, tyrant chains!

Why ask you not what Philip does?’

At this reproach the idle buzz

Fell to the silence of the grave,

Or moonstruck sea without a wave,

And every eye and ear awoke

To drink the words the patriot spoke.

This feather stick in Fable’s cap.

We’re all Athenians, mayhap;

And I, for one, confess the sin;

For, while I write this moral here,

If one should tell that tale so queer

Ycleped, I think, “The Ass’s Skin,”

I should not mind my work a pin.

The world is old, they say; I don’t deny it; – 

But, infant still

In taste and will,

Whoe’er would teach, must gratify it.

Jean de La Fontaine, “Le pouvoir des fables,” book VIII, fable 4, 1678

(trans. Elizur Wright, 1841)

Jean de La Fontaine , Le pouvoir des fables, titlepage , engraving by M . Marvic after a draw ing by J.B . Oudry, 
21 x 28 cm , published by Desaint & Saillant, 1756, private collection, photo: Bruno Latour
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ment between phusis and tekhnê, nature and art, is
characteristic of the human world. The nature of
man, of this peculiar animal called man, is culture.
Tekhnê and paideia, art (or “skill, know-how,
expertise, set of rules or methods, craft, way to
manage or to deal with,” all possible translations
of tekhnê) and culture (or “training, teaching,
education, growing,” all translations of paideia)
belong to human nature. This is implied by the
definition of man as a political animal and – 
two things closely linked in the first lines of the
Politics – as a logos-having, speech-and-reason-
possessing animal.

So if and when truth is not self-sufficient, we
can suppose it interferes with the political world,
inside the public sphere. At least so says the sen-
tence that follows the one I began with:

“It deserves blame. […] And should we possess
the most exact science, there are people it won’t
be easy to persuade when speaking from this sci-
ence [ap’ ekeinês, taking this science as point of
departure]; scientific discourse is indeed the one
used for teaching [didaskalias], but here it is
impossible because, necessarily, proofs and
speeches are to be made by the means of common
[dia tôn koinôn, it’s a plural neuter adjective sub-
stantivated by the article, “common things, com-
mon notions” and in rhetorical vocabulary, it
means precisely “commonplaces”. I’ll come back
at length to these koina, “common” things,
notions and places, later on.] things” (Rhet. I, 1,
1355 a 24-28).

Limits are clearly drawn. On one side, self-suf-
ficient truth, science, scientific discourse and
teaching (“the most exact and accurate,
akribestatên, science,” and “speech which follows
science”, [ho kata tên epistêmên logon], 1355 a
25-26). On the other side, “common things” and
“proofs and speeches made right through, or by,
these commonplaces” (dia tôn koinôn poiesthai tas
pisteis kai tous logous, 27-28).

This can help to clear what “public” means in
“public proofs”. “Public” comes from the Latin
word publicus, resulting (so say the etymologists)
from a mixture of pubicus, pubes (pubis), which
refers to the male population old enough to take
part in deliberations, and poplicus, populus (peo-
ple) – all Latin stuff there, good for our Senate but
quite Greek, too. Public proofs: Let us suppose

there are no private proofs. But there can be either
“universal” or “common” proofs, two ways of
being “public”.1

We can share something with all men, pantes
anthrôpoi (as the “whole” of them, holon, one by
one and without exception: this is “universal,”
katholou, “catholic,” in contrast with kath’ hekas-
ton, “singular, single, singly”). Such is the status of
scientific truth and scientific demonstration and
the status of learning. Such is, by the way, the sta-
tus of modern moral injunctions, too, as in the
Kantian categorical imperative (to “act as if the
maxim of your action were to become a universal
law”).

But we can also share something with the hoi
polloi (1355 a 29), “the many, the greater number,
the people, the commonalty, the ordinary man,”
what Hannah Arendt in Human Condition2 calls
the “plurality”. And this koinon, “common,” con-
trasts no longer with “singular” (hekaston), but
with idion, which means at the same time “proper,
peculiar, appropriate,” “private” and “stupid, idi-
otic”. With koinon we are in the political world,
the world of the polis, “city-state,” where privacy
(and the one-to-one relationship with servants,
wives, children, teachers, too) is a lack, a missing,
un manque, good for animals or gods, but not
men. A “common” world implies another system
or regulation of truth, and the assistance of rhetor-
ical art.

True/Persuasive: apodeixis, “Demon-

stration,” in Science and in Rhetoric

Is it another regulation of truth, let us say “truth
art-helped,” or another type of truth, even indeed
something other than truth? The answer is not so
simple.

In fact, the proper object of rhetoric is not
truth: It is called pithanon, “the persuasive”.
“Rhetoric is the ability to theorize in every (or any)
case the appropriate persuasive,” to endekhome-
non pithanon, “what is able and fitting to per-
suade” (Estô dê rhêtorikê dunamis peri hekaston
tou theôrêsai to endekhomenon pithanon, Rhet., I,
2, 1355 b 25s). By this definition, every word
deserves commentary. But pithanos is the most
specific one. It belongs to a huge family of terms:
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1 See Walter Lippmann, The Phantom Public [1927], with a
new introduction by Wilfred M. MacClay, Transactions
Publishers, New Brunswick and London, 1993.

2 Hannah Arendt, Human Condition, second edition, Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1998.

Rhetoric to Help Truth against Rhetoric

There is a very puzzling sentence at the beginning
of Aristotle’s Rhetoric:

“Rhetoric is useful because what is true and
what is just are by nature stronger than their con-
traries […]” (I, 1, 1355 a 21-22)*

At first glance, we are allowed to suppose that
Aristotle does not know what he is saying. If truth
and justice are naturally stronger, they don’t need
art, they don’t need any tekhnê rhêtorikê, art of
rhetoric, to triumph.

But the sentence is of course going on. Going
on like this:

“[…] truth and justice are stronger by nature, in
such a way that if judgments [hai kriseis: judg-
ments in a court, but all kind of decisions as well,
including distinctions operated by thought] are
not produced as they ought to, it is necessarily
because of them that the true and just are
defeated.” (21-24)

Panic among translators and interpreters: What
is the meaning of “because of them” (di’autôn),
who or what is responsible for the sometimes
defeat of truth and justice? Within the context, I
think we can presume that Aristotle meant men in
public situations, defendants, judges, speakers,
audience.

Anyway, whoever this “them” could be, when-
ever truth becomes weaker, “it deserves blame”
(24): “If it is a shame not to be able to assure one’s
own defense with [the] body,” what a greater
shame not to be able to assure one’s defense “with
speech, logos, the use of which is even more
proper to men than [the] body’s”. (1355 a 38-b 2)

So, the situation is the following: We are with
Aristotle in the best of the worlds. Truth is “by
nature stronger,” and men – who by nature desire
knowledge – are “by nature gifted for truth and
reaching it most of the time”. (1355 a 16-17) Never-
theless, truth is sometimes defeated. When it hap-

pens, it’s man’s fault, a human wrong against
nature. Teachers, speakers, audience are to blame.
Hans Blix and his team of experts, the media,
politicians, all of us, are to blame (I stress the
word) in the Weapons of Mass Destruction affair.
This is precisely the reason why men need rheto-
ric: We need rhetoric to help truth (no weapons
are found; this is a fact) against rhetoric (Colin
Powell’s demonstration at the UN of the so-real
reality of eventuality, with weight of words and
shock of photos); we need more rhetoric to help
us against rhetoric. Or, if you prefer, we need art
to help art be real art, true to its concept. Remem-
ber the well-known definition of art proposed in
the second book of the Aristotelian Physics: “Art
imitates nature and pulls off, finalizes, what nature
is unable to accomplish.” (hê tekhnê ta men epitelei
ha hê phusis adunatei apergasasthai, II, 8, 199 a 16-
17) So we need more art to help art help nature.

I wish to draw the ins and outs of this paradox-
ical, uncomfortable but very common situation,
and try on my way to provide a few Greek sets of
opposition and concepts that could help in some
“public proofs” questions. And if I begin with Aris-
totle, it is because I think he does still constitute a
huge part of our conscious and less conscious
background: We still are Aristotelian, whether we
know it or not (not of course in our sciences and
scientific results; our physics is no longer the
Greek one) in our regulation of speech (we live
under the regime of non-contradiction and of
non-equivocation), and we most of the time try to
behave like political animals. So, I wish to display
our commonplaces out of the place they are com-
ing from.

Universal / Common: Science / Rhetoric

If we need art to help nature against art, it some-
how implies that art has already been there, tou-
jours déjà, just as nature has. Such an entangle-
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the verb peithômai, “to prevail upon, to persuade,”
the name of the goddess Peithô, “persuasion,” and
the noun pistis, which, as is usual in Greek, pos-
sesses both what we call an objective meaning:
“proof, argument, assurance, credit” and a subjec-
tive meaning: “confidence, trust, faith, belief”.
With pistis, or pistos (“reliable/confident,” French
“fiable/confiant”), you can feel how object and
subject are co-existent, co-extensive.

So rhetoric does not speak the truth; its job is
“to look after the means available” to make a truth
persuasive (to idein ta huparkhonta pithana peri
hekaston, 1355 b 10s). These means are precisely
called pisteis: “proofs” when you produce them,
and – let us say – “beliefs” when you hear them.

One can choose to stress either difference or
similarity between rhetoric and science.

Let us begin by stressing similarity, as Carlo
Ginzburg did in Rapporti di forza.3 Forgive me for
saying it in Greek again: A pistis is an apodeixis
(pistis apodeixis tis, 1, 1355 a 5). But in English, it
becomes something like this: A proof is a proof, a
proof-belief is a kind of proof-demonstration. The
very same word, apodeixis, proof-demonstration,
defines the method of science and names the core
of rhetoric.

What is an apodeixis? Apo-deixis, “de-monstra-
tion,” means a “showing” (you recognize the ges-
ture of deixis, the pointing of one’s finger) “from,”
apo, a showing from what is shown, using it for
sole background, a show coming from the object
you show. You display the object you are demon-
strating, you make it (more) visible to the eyes of
body or/and mind. Because of the apo, you bet
that the show is faithful, adequate to the thing
shown; in short, de-monstration as such is sup-
posed to be true. You can touch here great Greek
phenomenology, stressed by Heidegger for exam-
ple. There is (es gibt, il y a) a phainomenon: some-
thing here appearing. You perceive it and you say
it – apo-phainesthai: From it, you say it as it is, you
make it appear as it is, the structure of your sen-
tence, subject and predicate, is one and the same
with the structure of what appears, substance and
accident. And while saying it, you begin to de-
monstrate it: “Socrates (singular subject) is white
or is a man (general predicate)”; you help the very
singular phenomenon (Socrates here and now,
this “this,” tode ti) to gain universality, you bring it

up to science, via sensation, predication, induc-
tion, demonstration. So apodeixis is, at the end, a
kind of sullogismos, a “putting together” by the
means of which you can deduce that this Socrates
(ho Socrates, with the definite article in Greek),
being a man, and all men being mortal, is himself
mortal.

Now, what is the difference between apodeixis
in science and apodeixis in rhetoric? Well, rhetori-
cal demonstration and scientific demonstration
are two species of the same genus. And their spe-
cific difference is precisely the one between truth
and the persuasive. As reasonings, or sullogismoi,
they are the same. They do obey to the same logi-
cal laws. Rhetorical proofs and scientific proofs are
conclusive or not for the same logical reasons, and
to be a good speaker, you have to be a good logi-
cian. But it is not enough. Remember, you have to
help truth be persuasive. The first difference is due
to the fact that a rhetorical apodeixis (demonstra-
tion) is and must be a pistis (belief). It is even a very
strong pistis, “because you do believe in what you
suppose demonstrated” (1355 a 5-6). Pistis is a
much broader concept than apodeixis. I won’t dis-
play the whole rhetoric, but everybody ought to
get some idea of its scope. Chaim Perelman speaks
of the “empire” of rhetoric, and we forget it except
when our job is in marketing or in politics – but it
wouldn’t be bad if we, the average man, keep in
mind Hans Blix, Colin Powell, Weapons of Mass
Destruction, oil, war and blame, also as a rhetori-
cal scene.

So there are two kinds of pisteis: “extra-techni-
cal” and “technical,” and apodeixis belong to the
second kind. Just a word to explain. “Extra-tech-
nical” (atekhnoi) means that you find them outside
speech, outside rhetorical art (it can be testi-
monies, contracts, photographs today), but art is
nevertheless necessary to “use” them (khrêsasthai,
1355 b 39). The forefather of our solicitors, a
sophist called Antipho (“Mr. Reply”), has shown it
very well in his Tetralogies: He used the same piece
of evidence – a slave’s testimony, a financial
motive, and even the fact that there had been no
witness to a crime – to accuse, then to defend,
then to accuse again, then to defend again. He
could do this not because the evidence was chang-
ing but because its use at another time in the
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demonstration proved another thing. We are in
Agatha Christie’s logic, when one can expect to
have expected the expectation. These extra-tech-
nical proofs belong to these kinds of facts, which
are fixed by their use and which give a first obvious
meaning to my title, “Managing Evidence”.

The other pisteis are “technical” (entekhnoi): A
speaker’s job is not only to use them but to find
them out, to “invent” them (ta de eurein, b 39)
through speech itself. So, apodeixis, “demonstra-
tion,” is one of those, one among three:

“There are three species of proofs [pisteis]
brought by the means of speech. Some lie in the
character of the speaker [en tôi êthei tou legontos],
some lie in the way audience is disposed [en tôi ton
akroatên diatheinai pôs], and the others lie in
speech itself, by what it shows or seems to show
[dia tou deiknunai ê phainesthai deiknunai]” (1356
a 1-4).

Speaker-audience-medium, and proof-demon-
stration within medium, the good old thumbnail
sketch of communication we can still rely on.

But be careful, there is something else, some-
thing old and new: “The other proofs lie in speech
itself, by what it shows or seems to show.” Scien-
tific proof shows, rhetorical proof “shows or
seems to show, demonstrates or seems to demon-
strate”.

You touch here on the difference between truth
and persuasion: When something seems true, it is
not true, it is false; but when something seems per-
suasive, it is persuasive. As long as it seems persua-
sive, it does in fact persuade. You can say it, cen-
turies after, with Quintilian: Eloquentia simulari
non potest, one cannot pretend to be eloquent;
rhetoric or eloquence cannot be imitated, the
effect of persuasion is the unique possible proof
that a speaker is persuasive.

There is no room for two ontological levels,
being and seeming, être and apparence, alêtheia
and doxa: In rhetoric both are one and the same.
“Persuasive” implies a radical shift in the attitude
towards appearance. You are duty-bound to make
truth appear true, not be true. And false, of course,
can appear true, too. Many words in Greek
express that, and it is part of their “phenomeno-
logical” compulsion and way of life (those Greeks,
lovers of appearances, “they were superficial by
depth,” Nietzsche used to say). Phainomenon

means what appears (phainesthai), what appears as
it is, Kantian Erscheinung, and what appears but is
not or not so, Schein. Doxa is another key word
we’ll have to deal with in what follows: It com-
bines contrary evaluation and objective/subjective
meaning. It means “expectation” (subjective) and
“appearance” (objective); for the best as well as for
the worst: “well-founded opinion” and “human
error” (subjective side); or (objective side) “phan-
tom” and “glory” (it is the word for God, splendor
dei, in the Septuagint version of the Bible).

We can now understand the technical differ-
ence between rhetorical and scientific demonstra-
tion. Rhetorical apodeixis is a pistis, persuasion
oriented.4 And this implies two requirements in
the making of the proof:

First requirement: brevity. Nobody can follow
you when you are too long (to men mê einai
euepakolouthêton to mêkos, 2, 1357 a 10-11); 25
minutes, no more, according to Bruno Latour. A
polis, a city-state, is defined by its size: as far as a
loud male voice can be heard – à portée de voix.
It’s the same for a persuasive proof: as far as you
and I, or that specific audience you are speaking
to, can follow.

So don’t prove everything: Rely on things
already demonstrated or at least supposed to have
been.

Such is precisely the second requirement: All
your premises have to be reliable; not true, reli-
able. This defines the rhetorical type of reasoning:
Rhetorical enthymema, in contrast to scientific syl-
logism, has premises called endoxa, “what is in or
within opinion, what is generally approved, by
everybody, most of the people, or the wisest.”
(Topics 1, 100 b 21) Such a premise is sometimes so
well received that you don’t even need to mention
it, it stands by itself – brevity.5

With endoxa, we are back to “common”
notions, koina, and common places, koinoi topoi,
lieux communs. Nothing pejorative here, it is a ter-
minus technicus: A commonplace is not a cliché, it
is a bank, a stock, a tank of available arguments
and a place in which to seek, find and invent argu-
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3 Carlo Ginzburg, Rapporti di forza. Storia, retorica, prova,
Feltrinelli, Milan, 2000, introduction and chap. 1; English
edition: History, Rhetoric, and Proof, Brandeis University
Press, Waltham, MA, 1999.

4 I leave aside the difference between induction and deduc-
tion: “example” (paradeigma), being the rhetorical equiva-
lent of the scientific epapôgê, and “enthymema”
(enthumema) the equivalent of syllogismos (Rhet. I, 2, 1356 b
4-6: “I call rhetorical syllogism enthymema, and example
rhetorical induction.”). The two requirements, brevity and
reliability, are pertinent for both.

5 Carlo Ginzburg, Rapports de force: Histoire, rhétorique,
preuve, Gallimard, Paris, 2003, pp. 45f.



ments (for example, the commonplace “more and
less,” Rhet., I, 2, 1358 a 14). It is twice “common”:
once, because it provides arguments that more
than one demonstration can use, helping a singu-
lar case to fall under something more general,
doing its syllogistic job; second, because it pro-
vides arguments people can share and rely on
together. So it belongs to inventio, “invention,”
because it helps to find a premise that fits a
demonstration. But this invention is within rough
limits. You can’t go against doxa; “paradox,” opin-
ion going against shared opinion, is not allowed.
With public proofs, the risk is of getting stuck by
the need for common premises, stuck inside com-
munity.6You prove common.

How to Change koina? About epideixis

We won’t get stuck; change is possible. But we
had better then stress another piece of Greek her-
itage that Aristotle is at the same time using
(against Plato for example) and fighting with: the
sophistic one. It will help to answer our question:
How is it possible to produce new koina?

I shall begin with a true story. Gorgias the
sophist was sent as an ambassador to Athens by
his Sicilian city of Leontini in order to avoid a war.
He did it, and proved his superiority in the follow-
ing way. One day, he gave a speech on the Agora
and demonstrated the guilt of Helen of Troy, this
unfaithful woman for whose eyes thousands of
Greeks died in the Iliad and Odyssey. Quite an
easy job: koina, endoxa, perfect orthodoxy. The
day after (same place, same hour), he gave another
speech, proving Helen’s innocence. We still have
this second speech. It is called The Praise of Helen.

The rhetorical name for this piece of rhetorical
art is epideixis.

Epideixis’ Two Meanings

I’ll stop a moment on this word. Epideixis is the
art of “showing” (deiknumi) “in front” (epi), in the
presence of a public, to make a show. It has to be
understood by its difference with apodeixis, the art
of showing “from” (apo) that which is shown. Epi-
deixis: you speak to, audience-oriented; apodeixis:
you speak of, object-oriented. By way of contrast
with this type of “phenomenological” demonstra-
tion, epideixis is the occasion of a “more,” which is
also a meaning of epi. Both because one uses as an

example or a paradigm what one displays, one
shows “more” (epi) on account of it, but also, and
mostly, because it befalls the orator to show what
he can do with regard to some object, to show
himself and his talent “in addition”. Epideixis is
the traditional name of the sophistic one-man
show: In contrast to the dialogue through ques-
tions and answers, which characterizes the
Socratic dialectic, the term of epideixis designates
in Plato’s work the continuous discourse of Prodi-
cus, Hippias or Gorgias on tour in Athens.7

But epideixis has also a restricted meaning,
since Aristotle and the third chapter of the first
book of his Rhetoric: It refers to “praise and
blame”. It then names one of the three great possi-
ble genres in which are classified all discourses:
“Deliberative” discourse (sumbouleutikon), which
addresses an assembly to recommend or dissuade
it from something concerning the future. (In con-
trast, “judicial” discourse (dikanikon) addresses
the court, to accuse or defend, and concerns the
past; “epidictic” discourse, “eloquence of pomp,”
concerns the present and has as its sole aim neither
the useful nor the just but the “beautiful and
shameful” (to kalon kai to aiskhron, 1358 b 28).
Thus, epideixis is at once the most rhetorical genre
(the sole one to put into play the power of the ora-
tor on the “spectator” (theôros, 1358 b 6)) and the
most ethical (its task is to state excellence, valor,
value).

What kind of show exactly is a praise? With
epi-monstration of the object, Helen, the speech is
not only a point of departure, it is also a point of
arrival, the effect of the speech itself. Pindar points
out that without him, without his odes praising
the winners at the Olympic games, there would be
no winners at all. Of course all this has to see with
memory, remembrance and with poetry as the
“Greek solution to the fragility of human affairs”
(to quote Arendt).8 But it means that speech is not
only a faithful follower but an active maker (poetry
means that which makes, poiei), that a speech is, in
all meanings of the word including the Austinian
one, a performance. Apodeixis says what is or
seems to be; epideixis makes it be.
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The New Helen – New koina

I wish to show it quickly by reading the first sen-
tences of Praise of Helen. It is a demonstration of
how to produce new koina, new common objects
and values. There we grasp, on the spot and from
the very beginning, from the first sentences to sec-
ond, that passage that interests us – from consen-
sus on commonplaces to invention, from liturgy
to happening.

First vector, orthodoxy. Gorgias writes:
“Order, for the polis, is the excellence of its men,
for the body, beauty, for the soul, wisdom, for the
thing one does, value, for discourse, truth. Their
opposite is disorder. Man, woman, discourse,
work, polis, thing, one must to he that is worthy of
praise grant him the honor of a praise, to he who is
unworthy of it, apply disapprobation; for to blame
the praiseworthy or to praise the blameworthy is
of equal error and of equal ignorance.”9

All the huge Greek words are here, divided up
under two values, positive and negative, kosmos
(structurate world and beauty, from cosmology to
cosmetics) and akosmia (disorder, chaos),10

according to a system of statements that go with-
out saying. There is not one term, not one sen-
tence, that does not in a way sum up the poetry
and the whole of Greek philosophy, and that does
not result from them. We are even at the point
where words take their sense, exist together as a
conventional system of sense. The communion
around values roots itself in the sharing of a com-
mon language.

By way of a commentary on these first sen-
tences and this first vector, let me propose a few
other sentences from Nietzsche’s “On Truth and
Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense”:

“We still do not know from whence the urge
for truth comes from; for as yet we have heard
only of the obligation imposed by society that it
should exist: To be truthful means using the cus-
tomary metaphors – in moral terms: the obliga-
tion to lie according to a fixed convention, to lie
herd-like in a style obligatory for all. Man
assuredly forgets that such is the case concerning
him; he thus lies in the designated manner and
according to customs centuries old – and precisely
due to this thoughtlessness and forgetfulness on
his part, he reaches the feeling of truth. Upon this
feeling of being obligated to designate one thing as

‘red,’ another as ‘cold,’ and a third as ‘speechless,’
awakens a moral tendency towards truth […]”11

Many other connotations and implications res-
onate in this text, with, underlying it, a whole the-
ory of metaphor. But one first finds – and this is
why it is a commentary on Gorgias – the percep-
tion and explanation of the extraordinary power
of cohesion, of coercion, of language and the con-
ventional values that deposit themselves in it. The
“feeling of truth” roots itself in this communion,
which the continued creation of the values neces-
sary to the very existence of the social bond con-
stitutes. We are here at the heart of the most effica-
cious, the most effective – because it is also the
most economical – of liturgies: the common prac-
tice of language.

Second vector, with the sentences which fol-
low immediately: heterodoxy.

“It is to the same man that it befalls to say with
rectitude what must be said, and to contradict
those who blame Helen, a woman which brought
together, in one voice and one soul, the poets’
[songs], the auditors’ credence and the noise of a
name which bears the memory of misfortunes. I
want, giving logic to discourse, to have brought to
an end the accusation against she of whom we
hear so much abuse, [to] demonstrate that those
who blame her are wrong, show the truth and put
an end to ignorance.”12

Gorgias – “I,” alone, the speaker – is the chal-
lenger of the consensus, which rallies “into only
one voice and one soul” (homophônos kai homop-
sukhos), all the poets, all the auditors, up to the
evidence deposited in language itself with the
eponym of Helen’s name, again and forever
underlined, from Aeschylus (“loser of ships,”
“loser of men,” “loser of towns,” helenas,
helandros, heleptolis)13 to Ronsard (“your Greek
name comes from to ravish, to kill, to rob, to take
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6 And when you use instead of koina, commonplaces, some
idia, proper, specific arguments, you just quit rhetoric for
science (Rhet., I, 2, 1358 a 21-26). See Barbara Cassin, Aris-
tote et le logos, Contes de la phénoménologie ordinaire,
PUF, 1997, pp. 41-57.

7 Major Hippias, 282 C, 286 A; Minor Hippias, 363 C; Gorgias,
447 C.

8 Arendt, op. cit., chap. 5.

9 Gorgias, Praise of Helen, 82 B 11 DK, vol. II, §1, p. 288 (DK =
Hermann Diels, Walther Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vor-
sokratiker, fifth edition, 3 vols., Berlin, Weidmann, 1934-
1937).

10 “Order” and “disorder,” but one would need to render kos-
mos (from the costume in “cosmetics” to the world in “cos-
mology”) the Baudelairean syntagma “order and beauty,”
combined maybe in the modern “structure”.

11 Friedrich Nietzsche, Erkenntnistheoretische Einleitung über
Wahrheit und Lüge im aussermoralischen Sinne, 1873, in: Das
Philosophenbuch / Le livre du philosophe, trans. Angèle Kre-
mer-Marietti, Aubier, Paris, 1969, p. 183 (= Colli Montinari,
I, vol. 2, 1870-1873) (trans. Barbara Cassin).

12 Gorgias, op. cit., § 2, p. 288.
13 Aeschylus, Agamemnon, v. 687-690.



away”).14 Gorgias restores some order in the kos-
mos, some logismon in the logos, and is going to
prove that Helen is on the side of those things to be
praised, and not – as has been done since Homer,
which is to say forever – on the side of those things
to be blamed. Praise thus props itself on the con-
sensus implied in the first set of sentences in order
to recreate a new consensus, new koina. This is
indeed what has happened: Gorgias has cast into
the world a new Helen who, through Isocrates and
Euripides up to Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Jacques
Offenbach, Paul Claudel and Jean Giraudoux, is all
innocence and worthy of praise.

And the key to change is to be found in the per-
formative power of speech. It is indeed on the
power of the logos itself that ultimately Helen’s
innocence depends: Seduced by Paris’s words,
Helen is not guilty, for words are, in a proper
sense, irresistible. Gorgias writes:

“If that which persuaded her, which worked an
illusion on her soul, is speech [or discourse, logos],
it is not hard […] to defend her against that accu-
sation and to destroy the charge thus: Speech is a
great sovereign [logos dunastês megas estin], who
by means of the smallest and least apparent of
bodies, accomplishes the most divine of acts, for it
has the power to put an end to fear, push aside
sadness, produce joy, increase pity. I will show
that such is indeed the case. And I must show it to
those who are listening by calling on common
opinion [doxêi deixai].”15

Gorgias then analyses the effects, in the differ-
ent regions of discourse, and the deep causes,
anchored in human temporality, of discursive
power. It is thus that he plays the game of praise
(emon de paignion, “my toy,” or “my game,” as
the last words of the Praise of Helen bluntly state
it), the game of that spectacle at once codified and

inventive that is put on by the orator as he plays
with consensus. “Calling on common opinion,”
starting with banalities, with granted objects, he
plays the logos so that these may exist a little dif-
ferently, so as to produce them as others, so as to
produce others. Furthermore: There is a moment
in any praise where language takes the upper hand
with respect to the object, a moment in which lan-
guage crafts the objects, a moment when descrip-
tion and the commonplace (topos) open up. It is
the moment of creation and, among others, of the
creation of values, new koina to start otherwise.

“Managing evidence” does not mean this time
dealing with pre-existent proofs but contriving
new types of obviousness.

Auto-Referentiality?

I am fully aware of the reproach of pure, or void,
auto-referentiality, which Carlo Ginzburg for
example imputes to rhetoric, especially when
applied to discourse of history – no mere facts, just
fictions. And I wish to conclude with two remarks.

Back to politics. Culture belongs to the nature
of man. Politics deals certainly with facts, but it is –
at least it was for the Greeks – a world made of
speeches, with a discursive consistency – “the
most talkative of all the systems,” said Jacob Bur-
ckhardt of the Greek polis. So I propose to distin-
guish carefully between auto-referentiality and
performance.

What happened to truth then? Did persuasion
help it at all? I dare say that it is not impossible that
truth has become better. Protagoras, another great
sophist, said something like that: “Nobody has
ever made anybody pass from a false opinion to a
true or a truer one, but to a better one, yes.”16 Bet-
ter koina to prove with? From public proofs to
managing evidence.
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16 See Platon, Theaetetus, 167 B.
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I have observed few obvious subjects

to have been so seldom, or at least so

slightly handled as this; and indeed I

know few so difficult to be treated as

it ought, nor yet upon which there

seems so much to be said.

Most things pursued by men for the

happiness of publick or private life,

our wit or folly have so refined, that

they seldom subsist but in idea; a

true friend, a good marriage, a per-

fect form of government, with some

others, require so many ingredients,

so good in their several kinds, and so

much niceness in mixing them, that for

some thousands of years men have de-

spaired of reducing their schemes to

perfection: but, in conversation, it

is, or might be otherwise; for here we

are only to avoid a multitude of er-

rours, which, although a matter of

some difficulty, may be in every man’s

power, for want of which it remains as

mere an idea as the other. Therefore

it seems to me, that the truest way to

under stand conversation, is to know

the faults and errours to which it is

subject, and from thence every man to

form maxims to himself whereby it may

be regulated, because it requires few

talents to which most men are not

born, or at least may not acquire,

without any great genius or study.

For, nature has left every man a ca-

pacity of being agreeable, though not

of shining in company; and there are a

hundred men sufficiently qualified

for both, who, by a very few faults,

that they might correct in half an

hour, are not so much as tolerable.

I was prompted to write my thoughts

upon this subject by mere indignation,

to reflect that so useful and innocent

a pleasure, so fitted for every period

and condition of life, and so much in

all men’s power, should be so much

neglected and abused.

And in this discourse it will be

necessary to note those errours that

are obvious, as well as others which

are seldomer observed, since there are

few so obvious, or acknowledged, into

which most men, some time or other,

are not apt to run.

For instance: nothing is more gen-

erally exploded than the folly of

talking too much; yet I rarely remem-

ber to have seen five people together,

where some one among them has not been

predominant in that kind, to the great

constraint and disgust of all the

rest. But among such as deal in multi-

tudes of words, none are comparable to

the sober deliberate talker, who pro-

ceeds with much thought and caution,

makes his preface, branches out into

several digressions, finds a hint that

puts him in mind of another story,

which he promises to tell you when

this is done; comes back regularly to

his subject, cannot readily call to

mind some person’s name, holding his

head, complains of his memory; the

whole company all this while in sus-

pense; at length says, it is no mat-

ter, and so goes on. And, to crown the

business, it perhaps proves at last a

story the company has heard fifty
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times before; or, at best, some in-

sipid adventure of the relater.

Another general fault in conversa-

tion, is that of those who affect to

talk of themselves: some, without any

ceremony, will run over the history of

their lives; will relate the annals of

their diseases, with the several symp-

toms and circumstances of them; will

enumerate the hardships and injustice

they have suffered in court, in Par-

liament, in love, or in law. Others

are more dextrous, and with great art

will lie on the watch to hook in their

own praise: they will call a witness

to remember, they always foretold what

would happen in such a case, but none

would believe them; they advised such

a man from the beginning, and told him

the consequences, just as they hap-

pened; but he would have his own way.

Others make a vanity of telling their

faults; they are the strangest men in

the world; they cannot dissemble; they

own it is a folly; they have lost abun-

dance of advantages by it; but if you

would give them the world, they cannot

help it; there is something in their

nature that abbhors insincerity and

constraint; with many other insuffer-

able topicks of the same altitude.

Of such mighty importance every man

is to himself, and ready to think he is

so to others; without once making this

easy and obvious reflection, that his

affairs can have no more weight with

other men, than theirs have with him;

and how little that is, he is sensible

enough.

Where company has met, I often have

observed two persons discover, by some

accident, that they were bred together

at the same school or university;

after which the rest are condemned to

silence, and to listen while these two

are refreshing each other’s memory,

with the arch tricks and passages of

themselves and their comrades.

I know a great officer of the army,

who will sit for some time with a su-

percilious and impatient silence,

full of anger and contempt for those

who are talking; at length of a sudden

demand audience, decide the matter in

a short dogmatical way; then withdraw

within himself again, and vouchsafe to

talk no more, until his spirits circu-

late again to the same point.
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There are some faults in conversa-

tion, which none are so subject to as

the men of wit, nor ever so much as

when they are with each other. If they

have opened their mouths, without en-

deavouring to say a witty thing, they

think it is so many words lost: it is a

torment to the hearers, as much as to

themselves, to see them upon the rack

for invention, and in perpetual con-

straint, with so little success. They

must do something extraordinary, in

order to acquit themselves, and answer

their character, else the standers-by

may be disappointed, and be apt to

think them only like the rest of mor-

tals. I have known two men of wit in-

dustriously brought together, in

order to entertain the company, where

they have made a very ridiculous fig-

ure, and provided all the mirth at

their own expense.

I know a man of wit, who is never

easy but where he can be allowed to

dictate and preside: he neither ex-

pects to be informed or entertained,

but to display his own talents. His

business is to be good company, and

not good conversation; and therefore

he chooses to frequent those who are

content to listen, and profess them-

selves his admirers. And indeed, the

worst conversation I ever remember to

have heard in my life, was that at

Wills’ coffee house, where the wits

(as they were called) used formerly to

assemble; that is to say, five or six

men, who had writ plays, or at least

prologues, or had share in a miscel-

lany, came thither, and entertained

one another with their trifling compo-

sures, in so important an air, as if

they had been the noblest efforts of

human nature, or that the fate of

kingdoms depended on them; and they

were usually attended with an humble

audience of young student from the

inns of court, or the universities;

who, at due distance, listened to

these oracles, and returned home with

great contempt for their law and phi-

losophy, their heads filled with

trash, under the name of politeness,

criticism, and belles lettres.

By these means, the poets, for many

years past, were all over run with

pedantry. For, as I take it, the word

is not properly used; because pedantry

is the too frequent or unseasonable

obtruding our own knowledge in common

discourse, and placing too great a

value upon it; by which definition,

men of the court, or the army, may be

as guilty of pedantry, as a philoso-

pher or a divine; and it is the same

vice in women, when they are over co-

pious upon the subject of their petti-

coats, or their fans, or their china.

For which reason, although it be a

piece of prudence, as well as good

manners, to put men upon talking on

subjects they are best versed in, yet

that is a liberty a wise man could

hardly take; because, beside the impu-

tation of pedantry, it is what he

would never improve by.

The great town is usually provided

with some player, mimick, or buffoon,

who has a general reception at the

good tables; familiar and domestick

with persons of the first quality, and

usually sent for at every meeting to

divert the company; against which I

have no objection. You go there as to a

farce or a puppetshow; your business

is only to laugh in season, either out

of inclination or civility, while this

merry companion is acting his part. It

is a business he has undertaken, and

we are to suppose he is paid for his

day’s work. I only quarrel, when in

select and private meetings, where men

of wit and learning are invited to

pass an evening, this jester should be
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admitted to run over his circle of

tricks, and make the whole company

unfit for any other conversation, be-

side the indignity of confounding

men’s talents at so shameful a rate.

Raillery is the finest part of con-

versation; but, as it is our usual

custom to counterfeit and adulterate

whatever is too dear for us, so we have

done with this, and turned it all into

what is generally called repartee, or

being smart; just as when an expensive

fashion comes up, those who are not

able to reach it content themselves

with some paltry imitation. It now

passes for raillery to run a man down

in discourse, to put him out of coun-

tenance, and make him ridiculous;

sometimes to expose the defects of his

person or understanding; on all which

occasions, he is obliged not to be

angry, to avoid the imputation of not

being able to take a jest. It is ad-

mirable to observe one who is dextrous

at this art, singling out a weak ad-

versary, getting the laugh on his

side, and then carrying all before

him. The French, from whence we borrow

the word, have a quite different idea

of the thing, and so had we in the po-

liter age of our fathers. Raillery,

was to say something that at first ap-

peared a reproach or reflection, but,

by some turn of wit unexpected and

surprising, ended always in a compli-

ment, and to the advantage of the per-

son it was addressed to. And surely

one of the best rules in conversation

is, never to say a thing which any of

the company can reasonably wish we had

rather left unsaid: nor can there any

thing be well more contrary to the

ends for which people meet together,

than to part unsatisfied with each

other or themselves.

There are two faults in conversa-

tion which appear very different, yet

arise from the same root, and are

equally blameable; I mean an impa-

tience to interrupt others; and the

uneasiness of being interrupted our-

selves. The two chief ends of conver-

sation are to entertain and improve

those we are among, or to receive

those benefits ourselves; which who-

ever will consider, cannot easily run

into either of those two errours; be-

cause when any man speaks in company,

it is to be supposed he does it for his

hearer’s sake, and not his own; so

that common discretion will teach us

not to force their attention, if they

are not willing to lend it; nor, on the

other side, to interrupt him who is in

possession, because that is in the

grossest manner to give the preference

to our own good sense.

There are some people, whose good

manners will not suffer them to inter-

rupt you; but what is almost as bad,

will discover abundance of impa-

tience, and lie upon the watch until

you have done, because they have

started something in their own

thoughts, which they long to be deliv-

ered of. Meantime, they are so far

from regarding what passes, that their

imaginations are wholly turned upon

what they have in reserve, for fear it

should slip out of their memory; and

thus they confine their invention,

which might otherwise range over a

hundred things full as good, and that

might be much more naturally intro-

duced.

There is a sort of rude familiarity,

which some people, by practising among

their intimates, have introduced into

their general conversation, and would

have it pass for innocent freedom or

humour; which is a dangerous experi-

ment in our northern climate, where

all the little decorum and politeness

we have are purely forced by art, and
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are so ready to lapse into barbarity.

This, among the Romans, was the

raillery of slaves, of which we have

many instances in Plautus. It seems to

have been introduced among us by

Cromwell, who, by preferring the scum

of the people, made it a court-enter-

tainment, of which I have heard many

particulars; and considering all

things were turned upside down, it was

reasonable and judicious: although it

was a piece of policy found out to

ridicule a point of honour in the

other extreme, when the smallest word

misplaced among gentlemen ended in a

duel.

There are some men excellent at

telling a story, and provided with a

plentiful stock of them, which they

can draw out upon occasion in all com-

panies; and, considering how low con-

versation runs now among us, it is not

altogether a contemptible talent;

however, it is subject to two unavoid-

able defects, frequent repetition,

and being soon exhausted; so that who-

ever values this gift in himself, has

need of a good memory, and ought fre-

quently to shift his company, that he

may not discover the weakness of his

fund; for those who are thus endowed,

have seldom any other revenue, but

live upon the main stock.

Great speakers in publick are sel-

dom agreeable in private conversa-

tion, whether their faculty be natu-

ral, or acquired by practice, and

often venturing. Natural elocution,

although it may seem a paradox, usual-

ly springs from a barrenness of inven-

tion, and of words; by which men who

have only one stock of notions upon

every subject, and one set of phrases

to express them in, they swim upon the

superficies, and offer themselves on

every occasion; therefore, men of much

learning, and who know the compass of

a language, are generally the worst

talkers on a sudden, until much prac-

tice has inured and emboldened them;

because they are confounded with plen-

ty of matter, variety of notions, and

of words, which they cannot readily

choose, but are perplexed and entan-

gled by too great a choice; which is no

disadvantage in private conversation;

where, on the other side, the talent

of haranguing is, of all others, most

insupportable.

Nothing has spoiled men more for

conversation, than the character of

being wits; to support which, they

never fail of encouraging a number of

followers and admirers, who list them-

selves in their service, wherein they

find their accounts on both sides by

pleasing their mutual vanity. This has

given the former such an air of supe-

riority, and made the latter so prag-

matical, that neither of them are well

to be endured. I say nothing here of

the itch of dispute and contradiction,

telling of lies, or of those who are

troubled with the disease called the

wandering of the thoughts, so that

they are never present in mind at what

passes in discourse; for whoever

labours under any of these posses-

sions, is as unfit for conversation as

a madman in Bedlam.

I think I have gone over most of 

the errours in conversation that have

fallen under my notice or memory,

except some that are merely personal,

and others too gross to need explod-

ing; such as lewd or profane talk; but

I pretend only to treat the errours of

conversation in general, and not the

several subjects of discourse, which

would be infinite. Thus we see how

human nature is most debased, by the

abuse of that faculty which is held

the great distinction between men and

brutes; and how little advantage 
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we make of that, which might be 

the greatest, the most lasting, 

and the most innocent as well as 

useful pleasure of life; in default 

of which, we are forced to take up 

with those poor amusements of dress

and visiting, or the more pernicious

ones of play, drink, and vicious

amours; whereby the nobility and 

gentry of both sexes are entirely 

corrupted both in body and mind, 

and have lost all notions of love, ho-

nour, friendship, generosity; which,

under the name of fopperies, have been

for some time laughed out of doors.

This degeneracy of conversation,

with the pernicious consequences

thereof upon our humours and disposi-

tions, has been owing, among other

causes, to the custom arisen, for

sometime past, of excluding women from

any share in our society, farther than

in parties at play, or dancing, or in

the pursuit of an amour I take the

highest period of politeness in Eng-

land (and it is of the same date in

France) to have been the peaceable

part of King Charles the first’s

reign: and from what we read of those

time, as well as from the accounts I

have formerly met with from some who

lived in that court, the methods then

used for raising and cultivating con-

versation were altogether different

from ours. Several ladies, whom we

find celebrated by the poets of that

age, had assemblies at their houses,

where persons of the best under stand-

ing, and of both sexes, met to pass the

evenings in discoursing upon whatever

agreeable subjects were occasionally

started; and although we are apt to

ridicule the sublime platonick no-

tions they had, or personated, in love

and friendship, I conceive their re-

finements were grounded upon reason,

and that a little grain of the romance

is no ill ingredient to preserve and

exalt the dignity of human nature,

without which it is apt to degenerate

into every thing that is sordid, vi-

cious, and low. If there were no other

use in the conversation of ladies, it

is sufficient that it would lay a re-

straint upon those odious topicks of

immodesty and indecencies into which

the rudeness of our northern genius is

so apt to fall. And, therefore, it is

observable in those sprightly gentle-

men about the town, who are so very

dextrous at entertaining a vizard mask

in the park or the playhouse, that, in

the company of ladies of virtue and

honour, they are silent and discon-

certed, and out of their element.

There are some people who think they

sufficiently acquit themselves, and

entertain their company, with relat-

ing facts of no consequence, nor at

all out of the road of such common in-

cidents as happen every day; and this

I have observed more frequently among

the Scots than any other nation, who

are very careful not to omit the mi-

nutest circumstances of time or place;

which kind of discourse, if it were

not a little relieved by the uncouth

terms and phrases, as well as accent

and gesture, peculiar to that country,

would be hardly tolerable. It is not a

fault in company to talk much; but to

continue it long is certainly one;

for, if the majority of those who are

got together be naturally silent or

cautious, the conversation will flag,

unless it be often renewed by one

among them, who can start new sub-

jects, provided he does not dwell upon

them, that leave room for answers and

replies.
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We address a problem. Political activity seems to
be both everywhere and nowhere. Some people
tell us that politics is in decline. Fewer and fewer
people seem to be interested in engaging in politi-
cal activity, or even concerned with political mat-
ters at all. Fewer people vote, or are members of
political parties or bother to read the political
pages of the newspapers. Of course there are some
dedicated activists and a handful of political
careerists. But what used to be called the general
public is not that much concerned.

Many of those writing in the social sciences
and humanities, however, tell us that political
activity is in fact everywhere. In this view, every
gesture or sign is a form of political action. Every
purchase involves a political choice. The design of
every artifact embodies political calculations. Even
truth is a political matter. Of course it is true that
formal political institutions are in decline. But this
decline is more than compensated for by the dis-
persion of political activity throughout the social
and material world, say those of this opinion.

Our view is different. We start from the obser-
vation that political activity is common enough
but certainly does not happen all the time. Of
course we don’t think that political activity is just
carried out by politicians or by activists. But nor is
it everywhere. It is only occasionally that individu-
als or groups are engaged in acts that have political
significance and raise political issues. For us,
objects and signs are not intrinsically political, but
they can be made so. An act is political when it
demonstrates that an issue that people are gener-
ally unaware of, or that is considered simply as a
private matter, should be a matter of wider collec-
tive concern. When a shopper buys “fair trade”
coffee, this is a political act. It serves to demon-
strate to others (the store owner, other shoppers,
the manufacturers, the farmers) that the livelihood
of the coffee farmer, in this case, matters to the

consumer. When a scientist makes a public state-
ment that global warming exists, this is a political
act. When a lesbian couple walk down the road
holding hands, this is a political act.

How do you recognize when someone is
involved in or part of a political act? And how do
you assess the significance of such acts? We view
these questions as a design problem rather than
just a matter for political theorists and sociolo-
gists. We aim to develop devices that make the
performance of personal political acts visible and
their significance measurable. And we aim to
make these devices simple to understand and fun
to use.

In developing such devices, which we call per-
sonal political indicators or “pindices,” a number
of quite general issues have arisen. We note three
of them here:
– Are all political acts the same? We have found it
helpful to distinguish between two broad cate-
gories of political acts. One kind we call citizenship
acts. These acts do not raise new political issues
but address existing issues through the routines of
everyday life. Acts such as recycling rubbish or
bicycling to work may be considered citizenship
acts. By contrast, what we term politicizing acts do
raise new political issues. The lack of child-care
facilities at a place of work might be made into a
political issue when a politicizing act shows that
this lack is connected to wider patterns of discrim-
ination.
– Does the form of political acts ever change? Is
there anything new in politics? We also make a fur-
ther distinction between imitative and inventive
political acts. Most forms of political acts are imi-
tative, whether they are citizenship acts or politi-
cizing acts. The person who recycles her rubbish is
doing nothing different from what her neighbor
does. The person who goes on a march is likely to
be replicating the behavior of generations of previ-
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ous marchers. Only rarely are political acts gen-
uinely inventive, like the actions of those who
developed new techniques of non-violent direct
action.
– How is it possible to determine whether an act is
a political act, whether it is imitative or inventive,
and what its significance is? In the first instance,
our devices let those who think they have been
involved in a political act demonstrate its signifi-
cance. But this does not mean that those who per-
form political acts have the final word as to
whether they are political or not and how signifi-
cant they are. Others will doubtless wish to con-
vince them otherwise. When we measure the sig-
nificance of our own political acts we have to
convince one another that our measurements are
fair. The process of developing a pindex represent-
ing individual political activity requires that other
people be engaged in the process: In our design,
the individual is necessarily in dialogue with others.

http://www.pindices.org
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Andrew Barry, Lucy Kimbe ll, Pind ices: Demonstrating M atters of Public Concern, 2005, installation, installation view ZKM , © the
artists, photo: Franz Wamhof

Andrew Barry, Lucy Kimbe ll, Pind ices: Demonstrating M atters
of Public Concern, 2005, detail, © the artists, photo: Franz
Wamhof
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Communiculture
Futurefarmers

Jacob Moreno (1889-1974) developed many different techniques for exploring the un-seen
connections that exist between people. In exploring these connections we can’t help but
make new ones. I wanted to take some of his techniques and explore them on the Internet.
This version of Communiculture is a reworking of an earlier project called Prototype 
World, which was done as a degree show-project for the Royal College of Art. Josh On

Futurefarmers (A my Franceschini, Josh On, Brian Won), Communiculture , 2005, m ixed-media installation, installation view ZKM ,
© the artists
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In this project, the screen space is given a social
value. Users can create visual representations of
themselves and then place these screen-selves in
“continuums” that have been written by other vis-
itors to the site. Each continuum has a question
and two extreme positions forming a continuum
of possible positions a person could take in
response to the question. For example, the ques-
tion might be, “Do you prefer cats or dogs?” and
on one side of the screen would be the answer
“dogs” and on the other “cats”. Users can place
themselves anywhere on the screen between these
two positions and add a comment explaining their
choice. Visitors can click on other visitors in the
continuum and see where they stand on other
continuums. The on-line continuums only allow
for a few words of explanation and little room for
discussion.

For ZKM, Futurefarmers presents Communicul-
ture on the walls of the museum. Continuums will
appear on the walls, and visitors will attach small
avatars with comments somewhere between the
two positions of the continuum. The continuums
will be chosen from a library of submissions made
possible through a webpage on the ZKM website.
The webpage allows people to submit continuums
and to vote on ones that have already been sub-
mitted. The most popular continuums will be pre-
sented on the walls of ZKM for visitors to physi-
cally participate in. We hope that the physical
presence of the participants interacting with the
wall will foster discussion beyond the limited
space available on the avatar.

Design: Futurefarmers; Illustration: Brian Won, Amy Franceschini,
Josh On; Programming: Josh On; www.communiculture.org
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Collective action as it emerges in public spaces as
well as in everyday conversations – through move-
ments of association and disassociation, aggrega-
tion and disaggregation, expressions of concern,
agreement or disapprobation, manifestation and
expression of collective views – contributes to
shape the public in action.

This logic of public action (of individuals
becoming a collective in the course of their locally
emergent coordination) raises issues not only
related to questions of the voicing of groups (often
being spoken to more than speaking themselves)
but more fundamentally to questions of what
makes collective action possible, of how the group
in the making is accomplished through public
action. Thinking of collectivities not as pre-exist-
ing social structures but as actively becoming in
context – this is a way of interrogating the very
conditions of politics.1 In this sense, political mat-
ters are not restricted to the official public scene
but concern everyday life as it unfolds through the
continuous ongoing constitution and dissolution
of social aggregates.

In order to identify these phenomena, we have
to respect their fundamental dynamic, flexible,
changeable nature, that is their temporal and
emergent character. This specificity cannot be
captured by surveys, post hoc interviews and
other forms of questionnaires so popular with
social scientists as well as political observers.
What we need is the observing of the action itself
and the finely tuned modalities by which it aggre-
gates groups in the making. One fundamental
place to look at is ordinary conversation as the pri-
mary locus where collectivities are locally designed
by and for talk-in-interaction, where alliances,
communities of opinion, groups sharing views of
the world are constantly assembled through
everyday activities. Another important place is
public speech, as constituted through interactive

action – not only through the oratory of the
speaker but also by the active responsiveness of his
or her audience. Public speeches are living experi-
ments in bringing people together and making
them affiliate or disaffiliate with the positions held.
They are not reduced to individual words but
assemble and organize through manifestations of
agreement and dissent, the very bodies of politics.
Audio or video recordings of these events provide
the possibility of understanding the interactional
organization of collective action, as it is done in a
local, emergent, contingent way through the lively
details participants use as resources for coordinat-
ing their conduct.

Talk has not always been dealt with as collec-
tive action: The Western tradition has reduced it
to words and its production to the sole speaker.
Action has been neglected by a disembodied and
abstract conception of discourse, often limited to
its written final product; audience has been neg-
lected by a privileged focus on speakers, forgetting
the active role of hearers, considered just as listen-
ers. Even in studies of argumentation and oratory
art, the focus has been put on the speaker’s per-
formances and on the way he or she persuades and
influences a public that is nevertheless never
directly considered in its own activities. Several
theoretical reasons explain this situation, related
to the idealization of the speaker as a rational, indi-
vidual and competent subject, to the predomi-
nance of production models of speech and to the
success of metaphors depicting communication as
a vehicle transferring information through diadic
symmetric processes of encoding and decoding.

In order to recognize and therefore to describe
the processes through which audiences are consti-
tuted, it is crucial to deal with hearers as being as
active as the speakers are. Some authors have
played a significant role in this respect, such as
Bakhtin2, whose notion of polyphony has very
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tix, 15, 58, 2002, pp. 143-166.

BEcomING COLLECTIVE 
The Constitution of Audience 

as an Interactional Process
Lorenza Mondada

877

much inspired contemporary thought about the
way in which the Other’s voices are ubiquitous
although not equally represented. Goffman also
has been influential, with his typology of hearers
describing a rich array of ways of participating in
interaction3, as have been linguistic anthropology
authors, identifying an audience as co-authors.4

Conversation analysis has substantially con-
tributed to this project, by showing that turns at
talk are collectively and interactively designed
within participants’ practices for constructing an
audience, for example, in inviting others to share
laughter,5 in looking for recipients when initiating
story-telling,6 engaging in active receptive action,7

or in byplaying, crossplaying, colluding, schis-
ming.8 Co-participants are not silent but display
their participation through verbal and bodily
resources. They don’t just listen, but display their
understanding and their alignment, anticipate the
next action and distinguish among different ade-
quate actions the one that is relevant for the kind
of participation they pursue. Participants can
reshape, restart and reconstruct their sentences, in
order to design them in an appropriate manner for
a desired co-participation. Coordinating action,
inviting action, eliciting responses, allowing col-
laborative design of turns at talk (as well as attract-
ing and securing the gaze of a co-participant) are
practices that design dynamic, mutually shaped,
reflexive participation.9 Co-participants are not
always silently listening to the current speaker:
They can clap or boo, create alternative focuses of
attention, multiple streams of action or disrup-
tions that make the current speech vulnerable to
alternative participation spaces than the one pro-
jected by the current speaker’s talk.

In public meetings, audience responsiveness is
restricted and constrained – if compared to every-
day conversation. It displays affiliation and disaffil-
iation through simultaneously coordinated activi-
ties done by several people together, such as
applause, cheers, laughter, or boos, jeers, hissing.
These manifestations are systematically organ-
ized:10 Applause is initiated by one or a few per-
sons, eventually followed by others in a “burst”
able to integrate late beginners and soon reaching
its maximum intensity, after which it can be main-
tained in a diminishing form. Audiences as well as
speakers do orient to the length of the applause

and organize their conduct accordingly, namely
by anticipating its termination and by choosing an
appropriate place for initiating the next adequate
action. Audiences as well as speakers do orient to
the position of the applause at certain sequential
points, namely after a projectable completion
point – thus allowing speakers to project and even
to provoke applause, by using such response-pro-
jection procedures as naming people, reading lists
or organizing contrasts that allow audience antici-
pation of the completion point. Interestingly, dis-
affiliative responses like booing present a different
organization:11 They are preceded either by delays
or by other incipient behavior, allowing a mutual
monitoring by the audience. This “buzzing”
response can begin with few or more participants
talking, shouting or jeering and involve progres-
sively more audience members, escalating into
“booing,” which “represents a transition toward
more unified, conventional, and unambiguous dis-
play of disaffiliation”.12 Such behaviors organized
in a finely tuned way by individuals joining in a
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2 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays,
trans. Caryl Emerson, Michael Holquist, University of Texas
Press, Austin, 1981.

3 Erving Goffman, “Footing,” in: Erving Goffman, Forms of
Talk, University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 1981.

4 Alessandro Duranti, “The Audience as Co-Author: An
Introduction,” in: Text, 6, 3, 1986, pp. 239-247.

5 Phillip J. Glenn, Laughter in Interaction, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 2003.

6 Charles Goodwin, “Audience Diversity, Participation and
Interpretation,” in: Text, 6, 3, 1986, pp. 283-316.

7 Emanuel A. Schegloff, “Discourse as an Interactional
Achievement: Some Uses of ‘Uh huh’ and Other Things
That Come Between Sentences,” in: Analyzing Discourse:
Text and Talk, Deborah Tannen (ed.), Georgetown Univer-
sity Press, Washington D.C., 1982, pp. 71-93; Rod Gardner,
When Listeners Talk. Response Tokens and Listener Stance,
Benjamin, Amsterdam, 2001.

8 Marjorie H. Goodwin, “Byplay: Participant Structure and
Framing of Collaborative Collusion,” in: Les Formes de la
Conversation, Bernard Conein, Michel de Fornel, Louis
Quéré (eds), CNET, Paris, 1991, vol. 2, pp. 155-180; Maria
Egbert, “Schisming: The Collaborative Transformation from
a Single Conversation to Multiple Conversations,” in:
Research on Language and Social Interaction, 30, 1997, pp. 1-
51.

9 Charles Goodwin, Conversational Organization: Interaction
Between Speakers and Hearers, Academic Press, New York,
1981.

10 John M. Atkinson, Our Masters’ Voices: The Language and
Body Language of Politics, Methuen, London, 1984.

11 Steven Clayman, “Booing: The Anatomy of a Disaffiliative
Response,” in: American Sociological Review, 58, 1993, pp.
110-130.

12 Ibid., p. 118.



collective coordinated affiliative or disaffiliative
action, are a specific but highly interesting locus of
observation for the understanding of the patterns
and conditions of doing/being a collective.

In order to question these issues, we will con-
sider in some detail a fragment of a public speech
(50 seconds) by French Prime Minister Jean-
Claude Raffarin to the employees of one of the
biggest French industries, Alstom, at a moment of
considerable financial difficulties during 2003.
This excerpt was broadcast the day of the speech
by the information radio channel France Info. It

provides an interesting example of disaffiliative
response to a political speech.

In what follows, we will pay special attention
not only to the phenomenon of the constitution of
a disaffiliating audience but also to the way in
which its record is transcribed, arguing that possi-
bilities of analysis (as well as theoretical issues
about collectives and audiences) are reflexively
related to the ways in which talk is represented.
Three versions of the transcript will be considered
here, each raising possible issues for the analysis
and manifesting a series of limitations.
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Version 1 (for the transcript conventions, see the end of the paper)

1 PM: je me bats pour alstom/ . je me bats pour tout- la
I’m fighting for alstom/ . I’m fighting for all- the

2 désindustrialisation
desindustrialization

3 AUD:   ((protestations))
4 PM: il y a/ je je me bats/ avec les représentations

there is/ I I’m fighting/ for the representatives of the
5 syndicales/ . les représentations syndicales/ et je peux 

unions/ . the union’s representatives/ and I can
6 vous dire/ je peux vous dire aujourd’hui que dans les 

tell you/ I can tell you today that in the 
7 syndicats d’alstom/ . y a beaucoup d’inquiétude/ . et que 

alstom’s unions/ . there is a lot of fear/ . and that
8 tous . et que tous- ces/ oui:/ y a l’inquiétude des uns/ 

all . and that all- these/ yes:/ there is the fear of some/ 
9 il faut aussi penser à l’inquiétude des au:tres\ . ils ont 

one has to think of the fear of others too\ . they have 
10 aussi des enfants/ ils ont aussi des gens pour lesquels 

children too/ they also have people for whom 
11 ils sont aujourd’hui très concernés/ je me bats pour tous 

they feel today very concerned/ I’m fighting for all
12 les salariés et je suis venu discuter/ et c’est pour ça 

the workers and I came here to discuss/ and that’s why 
13 qu’on va discuter/ . les yeux dans les yeux/ 

we will discuss/ . the eyes in the eyes (= face to face)
14 AUD: démagogue/ démagogue/ 

demagogue/ demagogue/ 
15 AUD: ((hissing))
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13 Michael Lynch, “The Externalized Retina: Selection and
Mathematization in the Visual Documentation of Objects in
the Life Sciences,” in: Human Studies, 11, 1988, pp. 201-234.

14 An interesting example of the phenomena we are studying
here is the claim by an American activist that the recording
of applause and booing during Michael Moore’s virulent
discourse against President Bush at the Academy Awards
ceremony in 2003 was altered in the news reporting of
CNN (which turned up the boos), as opposed to the one
broadcast by ABC (see http://www.lisarein.com/michael-
moore/michaelmoorecompare.html where both video
recordings are provided).

15 Atkinson, op. cit. About the way in which journalists
accomplish their “neutrality” in shaping the interactional
organization of the news, see Steven Clayman, John Her-
itage, The News Interview. Journalists and Public Figures on
the Air, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002.

A transcript is a kind of inscription in which an
audience can be made to appear or disappear. For
example, transcribers often do not note any recep-
tion tokens such as “hmm,” and they ignore
mutual glances and other bodily displays. Tran-
scripts reveal the “forgotten” elements of a theory,
as well as the elements put in the foreground by a
model – since it is an inscription allowing high-
lighting, selection, coherence enhancement, math-
ematization.13

In a similar vein, the technical details with
which the recording itself is rendered also create
effects of foregrounding or backgrounding of
voices, reactions and other phenomena.14 More-
over, which fragments are broadcast matter, too,
and accomplish the foregrounding of particular
moments: Most often, journalists select excerpts
of speeches where applause or booing are promi-
nent, thus tacitly recognizing the relevance of pub-
lic responsiveness for the production of the spe-
cific meaning and for the delimitation of the
event.15

This first version of the transcript is close to the
official transcriptions of speeches in newspapers or
other written media, although they generally 
do not adopt special conventions for repre-
senting orality. It is focused on Raffarin’s speech,
providing an effect of continuity and compactness,
both for the eye (visible from the space it occupies
on the page, appearing as a homogeneous uninter-
rupted text) and for the mind of the reader. How-
ever, some incursions of the public manifestations
are unavoidably present: at line 3, and at the 
end, closing this part of the speech. Moreover, if
we read the talk carefully, we can notice some syn-
tactical discontinuities, as at the end of line 1,
at the beginning of line 4, and, more radically, in
line 8. In this latter case, we understand that 
not only does the speaker suspend his line of 
argumentation but he also answers the public;
something seems to have happened at that point.
In this sense, this first version inescapably gives 
a sense of something missing, of the non-auton-
omy of the speaker’s discourse, and of the 
necessity to further take into consideration 
the behavior of the audience.

The audience appears in the second version 
more clearly:

1 PM: je me bats pour alstom/je me bats pour tout-
2 la désindustrialisation 
3 AUD: ((protestations, hissing)) 
4 PM: il y a/ 
5 AUD: ((protestations)) 
6 PM: je je me bats/ 
7 AUD: ((voices)) 
8 PM: avec les représentations syndicales/ 
9 PM: les représentations syndicales/ 
10 AUD: ((voices)) 
11 PM: et je peux vous dire/ 
12 AUD: ((voices))
13 PM: je peux vous dire aujourd’hui que dans les 

syndicats d’alstom/ 
14 y a beaucoup d’inquiétude et que tous 
15 AUD: ((voices))
16 PM: et que tous- ces/ oui:/ 
17 PM: y a l’inquiétude des uns/ il faut aussi penser 

à l’inquiétude 
18 des au:tres\ ils ont aussi des enfants/ ils ont 

aussi des 
19 gens pour lesquels ils sont aujourd’hui très 

concernés 
20 je me bats pour tous les salariés et je suis 

venu discuter/ 
21 et c’est pour ça qu’on va discuter/ les yeux 

dans les yeux/ 
22 AUD: ((voices))
23 ? dans les yeux/ 
24 AUD: ce que je voudrais c’est qu’vous embauchiez 

monsieur Raffarin 
25 AUD: xxx que vous embauchiez
26 AUD: démagogue/ démagogue/
27 AUD: ((hissing))

Version 2



This second version takes into account the audi-
ence’s reactions, which are deeply intertwined
within the various units of talk. The reactions are
mainly described through short comments
(protestations, hissing, voices), which let us under-
stand that they are displays of disagreement, dis-
approval, criticism. These disaffiliative responses
have a structuring effect on talk: The syntactical
discontinuities observed above are meaningfully
related to the audience’s various negative displays
and are understandable as minimal reactions to it.
Actually, Raffarin explicitly takes account of what
happens locally only once, when he answers with
a “oui”(16); otherwise he goes on with his own
talk, struggling to continue across the audience’s
manifestations.

Although making visible the presence of the audi-
ence, this second transcript deals with it in an
essentially asymmetrical way: whereas Raffarin’s
talk is transcribed word for word and has its own
intelligibility and meaning, audience reactions are
described with general comments, dealt with
more as a noise than as meaningful conduct.16

They are described more than transcribed.17

Therefore the second transcript still embodies a
view that favors the speaker over the hearers, rep-
resented by different semiotic resources and dis-
tributed in two distinct, although intricate, arenas.

The third version achieves a more symmetrical
representation:
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1 PM: je me bats pour alstom/
i’m fighting for alstom/

2 (0.2)
3 PM: je me bats[ pour t[out-]

i’m fighting for all
4 AUD: [non: on[xxxx

no: we xxx
5 AUD: [xx on n’est pas xxx]

xx we’re not xxxx
6 PM: [la DES[INdustriali[sat[ion

the DESINdustrialization
7 AUD: [zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz
8 AUD: [bbbb[bbbbbbbb
9 AUD: [ssssssss
10 AUD: pour [les [banques/ . po[ur les banques qui vont (t;l’)couler/

for the banks/   .   for the banks which will sink you
11 AUD: [pas pour les salariés/&

not for the workers/&
12 AUD: [xxxxxxxxxxxxx
13 AUD: [ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss&
14 AUD: &les salariés d’als[tom ils vont aller au chôma:ge/ xxxx

&the alstom workers will be unemployed/ xxxxx
15 AUD: &ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss
16 AUD: [oui c’est ça:/ c’est pa:s [c’est pas&

yes that’s it/ that’s not [that’s not&
17 PM: [il y a/

there is
18 AUD: &pour les travailleu:rs/ ils vont aller au chôma:[ge/&

&for the workers/ they will be unemployed/&
19 PM: [je-

i
20 AUD: &xx[xxxxzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz
21 PM: [je me ba[ts/                              [avec les représentations syndicales/

i’m fighting                                   with the unions’ representatives
22 AUD: [le chômage il est xx[x

unemployment is xxx

Version 3
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23 (0.5)
24 PM: les représentati[ons syndica:les/

the unions’ representatives/
25 AUD: [c’est NOUS/ c’est [nous les représentations syndicales]

that’s US / that’s us the unions’ representatives
26 AUD: [bien SUR xx[xxxxxxxxxxxxx]xx

for SURE
27 PM: [et je peux vous] dire/]

and i can tell you/
28 PM: je peux vous dire aujourd’hui que dans les syndicats d’alstom/

i can tell you today that in the alstom’s unions
29 (0.2)
30 PM: y a beauCOUP d’inquiétu:de/

there’s a lot of fear/
31 (0.2)
32 AUD: xx[xxxxxxxxxx[xx]
33 PM: [et que tou[s] . et que tous c]es-

and that all . and that all thes-
34 AUD: [xxxxxxxxxxx]
35 PM: oui:/ . y a l’inquiétude des uns/ il faut aussi penser à

yes:/ . there is the fear of some/ we have to think to
36 l’inquiétude des au:tres/

the fear of others too/
37 (0.3)
38 PM: ils ont AUssi des enfants/

they have children too/
39 (0.2)
40 PM: ils ont AUssi des gens pour lesquels

they also have people for whom
41 (0.25)
42 PM: ils sont aujourd’hui très CONcernés/

they feel today very CONcerned/
43 (0.2)
44 PM: [je me bats [pour Tous les salariés

i’m fighting for All workers
45 AUD: [xxx
46 AUD: [xxxx
47 (0.25)
48 PM: et je suis venu [. discuTER/ et c’est pour ça qu’on va discuTER/

and i came for discussING/ and that’s why we will discuSS /
49 AUD: [xxxXXXX XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
50 (0.2)
51 PM: les yeux d[ans les yeux/

the eyes in the eyes/
52 AUD: [j’espère/      j’espère

i hope/           i hope
53 AUD: (moi) ce que [je vouDRAIS/ . c’est qu’vous embauchiez/ monsieur&

(for me) what I would like/ . is that you hire/ mister&
54 AUD: [c’est les actionnaires/ c’est les actionnaires que

that’s the shareholders/ that’s the shareholder who
55 vous xxxxez

you’re xxxing
56 AUD: & Raffarin\ que [vous embauchiez

& Raffarin\ that you hire
57 AUD: [xxxxxxxxxxxxx
58 AUD: déma[GO:gue/ . DE-MA-go[gue/

demaGO:gue     DE-MAgogue
59 AUD: [sssssssssssssssssss
60 AUD: [SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS



This new version is considerably different from the
previous ones: It is longer, it gives a more complex
picture of what is happening and its spatial dispo-
sition is quite different. These characteristics are
due to the transcript’s aiming at representing not
only words but primarily the temporality of talk-
in-interaction. Time is crucial for understanding
the way in which the audience finely coordinates
its activities with the ongoing incremental organi-
zation of the PM’s speech. Both are mutually
related; moreover, they are reflexively structuring
each other. One important consequence is that the
audience’s conduct is not considered any more as
a noisy and random parallel manifestation but as a
highly structured coordinated action. Moreover,
the audience’s responsiveness is not limited to col-
lective practices such as booing, hissing or clap-
ping, but takes also the form of turns at talk, rele-
vantly placed within the sequential unfolding of
the ongoing speech, tied to it in order to elaborate
an alternative version. In this way, we witness an
emergent public counter-discourse, finely articu-
lated in real time with the official one.

In this way, responsiveness and its reflexive
effect on PM’s talk is better made analyzable: 
– At 3 the PM repeats his previous unit but is over-
lapped by at least two audible voices, which, even
if they are not totally understandable for the tran-
scriber – and for other parts of the audience –
express negative positions (4, 5). PM’s turn is
responsive to this, suspending his turn and restart-
ing it with another topic (6).
– The introduction of the topic “désindustralisa-
tion” provokes numerous reactions, in the form of
booing and hissing (7-9, 13) and of counter-argu-
ments (10-12, 14-20). Members of the audience
construct their counter-arguments on the same
syntactical pattern as the PM, based on the prepo-
sition “pour” (“je me bats pour,” 3). But they offer
another target, either in a positive form (“pour les
banques,” 10) or in a negative one (“pas pour les
salaries,” 11), both further expanded (10, 14).
These positions are themselves repeated or
requoted by other members of the audience (16,
18) thus being further elaborated in what becomes
a collective counter-discourse.
– The practical problems for the PM are how to
continue and how to exit from this situation. He
makes a first try with another kind of start (“il y a,”

16), but then abandons it and repeats the initial “je
me bats” (19, 21) changing this time the preposi-
tional phrase (“avec” instead of “pour”) thus
repairing his version and in a way trying to erase
the other’s counter-versions too. The collective
entity named at this point (“les représentations syn-
dicales,” 21, 24) is challenged by the audience by a
“c’est nous les représentations syndicales” (25),
which makes quite problematic the very associa-
tion the PM is trying to build with the corpora-
tions.
– After a list that does not get much reaction, the
PM takes his initial form again (“je me bats pour
tous les salaries,” 44): This provokes increasing
reactions, with two scattered first turns (45, 46),
then a growing general reaction (49), again accom-
panied by counter-arguments (52-56), which end
in a negative categorization (“demagogue,” 57) and
in public hissing.

In this sense, both the contributions of the PM
and of the audience are highly mutually struc-
tured, the PM trying to elaborate his position (“je
me bats pour/avec”) and the audience refusing to
be enrolled in this position, expressing counter-
positions and making it impossible for the PM not
only to develop his position but even to claim his
legitimacy and representativeness. The audience’s
contributions are rigorously placed at adequate
completion points of the PM’s discourse, not just
reacting but anticipating the end of the units and
the gist of his talk. The audience members appear
to be competent speakers competing with the offi-
cial one. They do not intervene as individual per-
sons but as a collective, becoming such in the
course of his locally organized and coordinated
counter-discourse. If the PM’s discourse refers to
collective entities, in front of him the audience is
acting as a collective entity challenging his allega-
tions.

In this sense, taking into account real time
processes through which audiences interactively
accomplish public talk with (or against) the
speaker is a way of tackling the question of emer-
gent patterns of collective action and collective
formation. More broadly, it is a way of examining
politics in action as accomplished by multiple
forms by which speakers and audiences act to
constitute relevant aggregates in front of a particu-
lar problem or a specific situation.
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16 We find a similar way of representing public responses in the
transcripts of political debates officially provided by the
French National Assembly. See for example “M. François
Fillon, ministre des affaires sociales, du travail et de la soli-
darité – Le Gouvernement écoute tous les Français: ceux qui
manifestent, mais aussi ceux qui sont désarçonnés par les
écoles fermées et les salles d’examen bloquées (Huées sur les
bancs du groupe des députés communistes et républicains;
applaudissements sur les bancs du groupe UMP). L’objectif du
Gouvernement n’est pas d’opposer manifestants et tenants
de la réforme, mais au contraire de convaincre et de rassem-
bler. Cette réforme ne procède pas d’un choix politique:
c’est un devoir national. Si tout allait bien pour nos retraites,
nous ne serions pas dans l’urgence qu’a imposée l’inaction
qui a été la vôtre pendant cinq ans! (Applaudissements sur les
bancs du groupe UMP et du groupe UDF).” (Assemblée
Nationale, Compte-rendu analytique officiel des questions
au gouvernement, http://www.assemblee-
nat.fr/12/cra/2003-2004/002.asp)

17 Gail Jefferson, “An Exercise in the Transcription and Analy-
sis of Laughter,” in: Handbook of Discourse Analysis, Teun
A. van Dijk (ed.), Academic Press, New York, 1985, vol. 3,
pp. 25-34; Lorenza Mondada, “Pratiques de transcription et
effets de categorization,” in: Cahiers de Praxématique, 39,
2002, pp. 45-75.

18 For advanced notations of applause, booing and the like, see
Atkinson, op. cit., and Clayman, op. cit.

Transcript Notational Conventions

. periods indicate a micro-pause
(0.2) measured pauses
[ ] brackets mark the beginning and end of overlapped activities
au:tres colons indicate that prior sound was prolonged
démaGOgue capitals mark an increased volume and emphasis
tout- hyphens indicate a glottal stop or a truncated word
/ and \ note rising and falling intonation
& continuation of the turn on another subsequent line
(le chômage) uncertain transcription
xxx fragment of talk heard but not understood by the transcriber
((hissing)) described phenomena
zzzz buzzing
sssss hissing
bbbb booing18

Interlinear indicative translations (in italics) are provided for the first and the third excerpts.

This analysis raises a number of issues both for the
representation of the politics and the politics of
representation:  
– It accounts for the fabric of the opinion and the
interactive constitution of public speech, showing
that the audience is neither a silent nor a just-noisy
entity but an essential active dimension of the
event. Public problems are not only actively
received by the audience but they are interactively
constructed with the audience in the course 
of their production.

– It questions ways of representing these
processes in public texts: Choosing relevant ways
of transcribing contributes to political issues. We
can therefore speak of a politics of transcript. More
generally, everyday choices made by journalists,
political observers and researchers are meaningful
in reflexively erasing or recognizing the active
work of the audiences and, more generally, of the
collectives in becoming.
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Excerpt from Scene 6

Hotel Mammoth, Ui’s suite. Two bodyguards lead a ragged actor to

Ui. In the background Givola.

First Bodyguard It’s an actor, boss. Unarmed.

Second Bodyguard He can’t afford a rod. He was able to get tight

because they pay him to declaim in saloons when they’re tight. But

I’m told he is good. He’s one of them classical guys.

Ui Okay. Here’s the problem. I’ve been given to understand that my

pronunciation leaves something to be desired. It looks like I’m

going to have to say a word or two on certain occasions, especially

when I get into politics, so I’ve decided to take lessons. The ges-

tures too.

The Actor Very well.

Ui Get the mirror.

A bodyguard comes front stage with a large standing mirror.

The Actor I see what you mean. The grand style. Julius Caesar, Ham-

let, Romeo – that’s Shakespeare. Mr. Ui, you’ve come to the right

man. Old Mahonney can teach you the classical manner in ten minu-

tes. Gentlemen, you see before you a tragic figure. Ruined by Sha-

kespeare. An English poet. If it weren’t for Shakespeare, I could

be on Broadway right now. The tragedy of a character. ”Don’t play

Shakespeare when you’re playing Ibsen, Mahonney! Look at the

calendar! This is 1912, sir” – ”Art knows no calendar, sir!” says

I. ”And art is my life.” Alas.

Givola I think you’ve got the wrong guy, boss. He’s out of date.

Ui We’ll see about that. Walk around like they do in this Shakespe-

are.

The actor walks around.

Ui Good!

Givola You can’t walk like that in front of cauliflower men. It

ain’t natural.

Ui What do you mean it ain’t natural? Nobody’s natural in this day

and age. When I walk I want people to know I am walking.

He copies the actor’s gait.

The Actor Head back. Ui throws his head back. The foot touches the

ground toe first. Ui’s foot touches the ground toe first. Good,

Bertolt Brecht on How 
Dictators Learn Their Rhetorics
from Shakespeare
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excellent. You have a natural gift. Only the arms. They’re not

quite right. Stiff. Perhaps if you joined your arms in front of

your private parts. Ui joins his arms in front of his private

parts. Not bad. Relaxed but firm. But head back. Good. Just the

right gait for your purposes, I believe, Mr. Ui. What else do you

wish to learn? 

[...]

Ui Sitting.

The Actor Sitting. Sitting is almost the hardest, Mr. Ui. There are

men who can walk; there are men who can stand; but find me a man who

can sit. Take a chair with a back-rest, Mr. Ui. But don’t lean

against it. Hands on thighs, level with the abdomen, elbows away

from body. How long can you sit like that, Mr. Ui?

Ui As long as I please.

The Actor Then everything’s perfect, Mr. Ui. 

[...]

Ui And now to speaking! Speak a speech for me!

The Actor Shakespeare. Nothing else. Julius Caesar. The Roman

hero. He draws a little book from his pocket. What do you say to

Mark Antony’s speech? Over Caesar’s body. Against Brutus. The rin-

gleader of Caesar’s assassins. A model of demagogy. Very famous. I

played Antony in Zenith in 1908. Just what you need, Mr. Ui. He

takes a stance and recites Mark Antony’s speech line for line.

Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears!

Reading from the little book, Ui speaks the line after him. Now and

then the actor corrects him, but in the main Ui keeps his rough

staccato delivery.

The Actor I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him. [...]

Bertolt Brecht, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, Eyre Methuen Ltd, London,

1981, pp. 43-47.
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Bystanders in the Picture

The first operas put on stage coherent collective
entities, often coming from the poetic or leg-
endary world of shepherds, divinities, sailors,
demons and the like, who, singing or dancing,
took part in the ceremonies, festivals and enter-
tainments that constituted the essence of the first
lyric spectacles. For example, the last act of a
French tragedy set to music, Thétis et Pelée,1

shows as the apotheosis of the work the weddings
of the two protagonists and invites the celestial
and the terrestrial gods, who fill the scenery. The
chorus singers (motionless, impassive and placed
in the form of a U on the sides and the back of the
stage) watch the development of the principal
characters, look at the dancers and comment on
the movement of the machines and the events that
result from this but never directly take part in the
action. Their presence on stage simply increases
the magnificence of the show – in addition to the
simple figures painted on the scenery – while their
voices organized in polyphonies contribute to a
coherent and moving atmosphere. They material-
ize the splendor of the patron, who can afford to
convene them on the stage of his private theater.
Thus, the members of the chorus appear as view-
ers of the action, which involves only the protago-
nists, and show how the life of “the high and
mighty” is always subject to the observation of an
“audience,” creating within the lyric scene a mirror
of this observation.

The same effect of a “picture” was cultivated by
the grand opera of the nineteenth century in its
choral masses, which generally move vigorously
with a “collective step forward”.2 To think of the
chorus as a coherent whole addresses the question
of individual choice vs. unanimity and cohesion
and envisions the people as impotent observers in
spite of their number, silent in spite of their vocal
force.

Disorder and Action

In the middle of the eighteenth century (in particu-
lar in the France of the Enlightenment, where the
opera preserved significant choruses on stage), the
aesthetic and philosophical mood required that
the chorus no longer be motionless but share in
the movement on stage and explain by its gestures
the emotions it would now have the right to expe-
rience and to express.3 The chorus, being at this
point no longer just a witness but a collectivity
expected to show passion and initiative, becomes
not only an actor or a recipient of the action but
also an image of the people. In The Deserteur,4 the
“choir of people” celebrates the happy outcome of
the plot, which does not relate anymore to a leg-
endary character but to one of its members, and
also validates the unfolding of the adventure that
opposed him to the powerful ones. The chorus of
the people has the last word, which is used as the
legend for an engraving, and is the major presence
on stage, imposing its disorder against the sym-
bolic harrow of the representatives of the law.

But to utilize a chorus in a lyric work forces us
to think of the musical form that can be given to
this collective voice: The people can sing with
only one voice (an anthem, a learned song) or the
composer can also make us hear the different
voices. The composer can then choose to treat the
chorus as a massive unit that “shouts” in unison or
to separate the voices into different groups, which
dialogue among one another. Polyphonic alternat-
ing, between order and the energetic chaos simu-
lated by the chopped sentences, contributes to
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1 Libretto by Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, music by Pascal
Collasse, 1689.

2 Cf. Louis Palianti, Collection de mises en scène de grands
opéras et d’opéra-comiques représentés pour la première fois à
Paris, L’auteur et correspondants des théâtres, Paris, 1841-
1874.

3 Cf. Arnold Jacobshagen, Der Chor in der französischen Oper
des späten Ancien Regime, Peter Lang, Frankfurt, Berlin,
Paris, 1997.

4 Libretto by Michel-Jean Sedaine, music by Pierre-Alexandre
Monsigny, 1769.

The Chorus in Opera 
Concocting Common Sense
Laura Naudeix
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Modest Mussorgski, Boris Godunov, Salzburg Festival 1998, production: Herbert Wernicke , photo © Salzburger Festspie le , photo:
Bernd Uhlig

Richard Wagner, Götterdämmerung (image of the third act), Festival of Bayreuth 1976/77, production: Patrice Chéreau, photo ©
Bayreuther Festspie le , photo: Ramme



Richard Wagner, Götterdämmerung (image of the third act),
Festival of Bayreuth 1976/77, production: Patrice Chéreau,
photos © Bayreuther Festspie le , photo: Ramme 889



making the chorus a complex entity threatening
the vocal soloist, whose domination then has a
dramatic value and a symbolic part. Thus, in the
last scene of his Boris Godunov,5 Mussorgsky
makes audible the voice of the Russian people
through a satirical song with a refrain, short inter-
jections from group to group, a song of revolt
written in imitation, disordered calls for a lynch-
ing. By melodic and structural choices, he organ-
izes the chaos of the revolt, but he also shows its
fragility through systematically making the group
succumb to ready-made phrases: the obscurantist
cantors who speak in regulated rhythm about false
wonders, the declamations of the usurper.

Under the direction of Herbert Wernicke in
Salzburg in 1994, a huge bell, symbol of religion
and time, completely dominates the people and
the tzar. The motionless chorus, gathered, is
placed under the portraits of all the Russian and
Soviet leaders, an embodiment of an ancestral and
fateful control of the people, the substance of the
whole opera.

To Deliver the Meaning: Production

Choices

Hitler entrusted to Benno von Arent, official de-
corator of the Nazi party, the production of the
Meistersinger von Nürnberg, organized for the

890
5 Libretto and music by Modest Petrovich Mussorgsky, after

Alexander Pushkin, 1872.

Antoine Vanhamme , stage
direction for G iuseppe Verdi’s
A ida (last image of the second
act), program for Théâtre
Italien, 1878, manuscript, 
11 x 12 cm , B ibliothèque de
l’Association de la rég ie théâ-
trale , Paris, photo © B iblio-
thèque de l’Association de
la rég ie théâtrale 
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celebrations of the congresses of the National
Socialist Party. Indeed, the mass effect was rein-
forced by the joining of the choruses from the
operas of both Nuremberg and Vienna, placed in
apparent disorder at the feet of the same flags that
flew at the same time above the German crowds
during the Nazi festivals. In 1933, Joseph Goebbels
made of the opening of the last scene, “Wach auf,
es nahet gen den Tag,” [Wake up, the dawn nears]
the “howl of the people […] tangible symbol of
the German people’s waking after the deep politi-
cal and spiritual anesthesia of November 1918” in
his speech accompanying the first broadcast of the
opera. Benno von Arent’s production was revived

for the reopening of the State Opera of Berlin in
November 1935. In contrast to this depiction of
the formidable and massive unity of the people,
Wieland Wagner in Bayreuth in 1956 chose a more
abstract representation (although still quite as
didactic). He laid out the chorus in an amphithe-
ater form, which reproduced the disposition of the
public in the theater.6 The image of a parliament,
which imposes itself immediately, illustrates a
democratic order and affirms the possibility of
thinking rationally, a collective harmony as
opposed to the instinctive domination of the num-
bers.
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6 Cf. Oswald Georg Bauer, Richard Wagner: Opéras, de la
création à nos jours, trans. Odile Demange, Vilo, Paris, 1983
[Richard Wagner: Die Bühnenwerke von der Uraufführung
bis heute, Propyläen, Frankfurt, 1982].

Jean Berain, frontispiece of last act
of Thétis et Pelée , 1689, engraving ,
18 x 24 cm , in: Pascal Collasse ,
Thétis et Pelée , Chr. Ballard , Paris,
1689, B ibliothèque nationale de
France , © BnF



The Meaning Belongs to the Public

The chorus of prisoners that celebrates liberty at
the end of Beethoven’s opera Fidelio7 is convened
on the stage but represents something beyond
itself. In Günther Rennert’s production at Salzburg
in 1968, the universal range of this hymn is con-
veyed by the infinite multiplication of the mem-
bers of the chorus through the use of thousands of
carved silhouettes which, like the figures painted
on the scenery in the seventeenth century, help to
represent a much more significant choral mass.
But this time they are not only used to fill out the
picture, they return the spectator to an image of
himself and his own memory, that of the grey
crowd of the released prisoners from the intern-
ment and death camps of the twentieth century.
Conversely, the production of Stéphane Braun-

schweig in 1994 for Berlin, separating the released
prisoners on stage and the chorus that sings in the
auditorium underlined the provisional and illusory
dimension of this release; it asks the public to
think of the immediate range of the words and the
music. The deliverance remains to come; that
which the opera’s prisoners obtained is incom-
plete. The meaning of the work is left to the audi-
ence: The chorus becomes one with the audience,
because it becomes its image, its projection into a
musical dimension.

Contrary to Fidelio, the outcome of Götter-
dämmerung8 is enigmatic, and the chorus is silent.
The concept of Patrice Chéreau at Salzburg in
1976 is limpid and returns to the public the consci-
entiousness concerning these missing words. The
chorus, dressed in modern but timeless costumes,
is diverted from the mythical stake and looks
steadily at the audience, well beyond the last notes
of the score. By this kind of dumb parabasis, eras-
ing the boundary between the auditorium and the
stage, denying the borders of the fiction, the cho-
rus makes an appeal to the spectators, possible
carriers of meaning, judges of a history that they
have witnessed. The production destroys the pact
of illusion that was crucial for Wagner and liber-
ates the public, which from now on has sole
responsibility for its agreement with the intents
and purposes of the opera. The audience becomes
the place of elaboration of meaning, but – con-
trary to Greek theater – the stage refrains from
projecting the lesson that has already been drawn
in the spectator’s mind. The chorus is a possibility
of the public, not simply its reflection. Because the
lyrical work conserves the capacity to produce
sense in the audience’s mind precisely by the pres-
ence of the collectivity of the chorus, the political
stake can overflow the work and submerge the
original poetic meaning. Thus, the Italian public
immediately perceived the famous song from
Nabucco, “Va pensiero,”9 (a paraphrasing of the
Psalms, sung by the chorus of the Hebrews alone
on the stage) as a patriotic anthem against the
Austrian occupation. The lyrical meditation
becomes, in the theatrical cauldron, a call for
resistance and combat.

892

7 Libretto and music by Ludwig van Beethoven, after Jean-
Nicolas Bouilly, 1805-1814.

8 Libretto and music by Richard Wagner, 1876.
9 “Va pensiero,” Nabucco, act III, scene 4, libretto by Temis-

tocle Solera, music by Giuseppe Verdi, 1842.

Pierre-A lexandre Monsigny, Le Peuple […] Vive le roi, from the
opera Le Déserteur, 1769, libretto: M iche l-Jean Sedaine ,
engraving , 18 x 24 cm , B ibliothèque de l’Opéra, © BnF
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Ludw ig van Beethoven, Fidelio (second act - the place of arms of the castle), Salzburg Festival 1968, production: Günther Rennert,
scenery: Rudolf He inrich, photo © Salzburger Festspie le , photo: Ste inmetz

Richard Wagner, D ie M eistersinger von Nürnberg (second
pane l of the third act), Festival of Bayreuth 1956, production:
W ie land Wagner, photo © Bayreuther Festspie le

Richard Wagner, D ie M eistersinger von Nürnberg (second
scene of third act), Deutsches Opernhaus Berlin 1935, produc-
tion: Benno von Arent, photo © Theatermuseum des Instituts
für Theaterw issenschaft, Köln



As both a reflection of our world and a model for
it, cinema can provide an engaging counterpoint
to some of the themes taken up within the context
of Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democ-
racy. One might be surprised to discover how
much a short detour into the world of the cine-
matic imaginary has to offer in the way of exam-
ples of assemblies, communities and portraits of
model citizens. The following panorama, while
certainly not presuming to be exhaustive, will at-
tempt to trace some of these examples through a
series of about 20 celebrated films, from the oldest
to the most recent, from the most serious to the
lightest, from the most realistic to the most ex-
travagant and from the most gloomy to the most
utopian. These films offer different ways of help-
ing us understand what it might mean to assemble
in the cinema. Where one sees John Wayne cross-
ing paths with Jean Gabin and hobbits rubbing
shoulders with members of a nudist colony…

One would not even think of beginning such an
account without taking up the excellent example
often cited by Bruno Latour, that of Stanley
Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey. In the cele-
brated temporal compression that opens the film,
a bone becomes a weapon in the hands of a
human-like ape and, as this bone-turned-weapon
catapults through the air, we watch it transform-
ing into a space station of the future: objects,
things, tools and techniques open onto new
worlds. Cinema loves experimenting with new
worlds – those of the past, the present or the fu-
ture. To create these worlds, it is often necessary
to gather together all manner of human and non-
human creatures like, for example, the trees gath-
ered for counsel in the Lord of the Rings: The Two
Towers or the computer-animated images of ants
in Antz. In this way, too, the dizzying perspective
of the Senate scene in Star Wars: Episode I – The
Phantom Menace is created by a massive assembly

of bizarre interplanetary creatures that extends as
far as the eye can see. Although certainly smaller in
size, the council that the different peoples of Mid-
dle-Earth hold is not, for all that, less heteroge-
neous: we are now in the Lord of the Rings: The
Fellowship of the Ring, and the hobbits, the elves,
the dwarfs and the humans have assembled to dis-
cuss the future of the ring created by the diabolical
Sauron. For this mysterious object represents a
threat to the whole of the community.

From one menace to the next and from one
world to the next, it is sometimes a matter of
avoiding the end of our own: in Kubrick’s signa-
ture farce, discussions take place in a Washington
war room where, under the counsel of the not very
commendable Dr. Strangelove (played by Peter
Sellers), the president of the United States (also
Peter Sellers) is trying to prevent the nuclear apoc-
alypse that one of his generals, gone insane, has set
off (again, Peter Sellers). This lunacy also seems to
have affected Michel Blanc in Jean-Pierre Mocky’s
A Night at the National Assembly where, playing
the role of a committed nudist, he dreams of an as-
sembly of elected members debating in their sim-
plest attire. Whereas the war rooms in Kubrick’s
film or Mocky’s National Assembly hardly run the
risk of resembling their real counterparts, on the
other hand there is no question that the Senate de-
picted in Otto Preminger’s Advise and Consent
tries to be as faithful as possible to the original.
The result of this fidelity, however, is a dull and
somewhat world-weary critique. Much less bitter
is the gaze that Sergei Eisenstein brings to the So-
viet regime: October, produced in 1927, commem-
orates the tenth anniversary of the October Revo-
lution and, in so doing, celebrates the glory of the
revolutionaries with all the lyricism that was so
characteristic of the Russian director.
Whether regressive, grotesque, world-weary or
lyrical, all of these films are overtly political; the as-
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Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, UK 1964, director: Stanley Kubrick, black-and-white , sound ,
93 m in, film stills, © Hawk F ilms

Oktober 1917. Ten Days that Shook the World, USSR 1928, director: Serge i E isenste in, black-and-white , 104 m in, film stills, 
© Eureka Video

M , GER 1931, director: Fritz Lang , black-and-white , sound , 117 m in, film stills

Mr. Sm ith Goes to Washington, USA 1939, director: Frank Capra, black-and-white , sound , 129 m in, film stills



semblies they depict are grounded in traditional
political institutions. Other types of agoras exist in
cinema, too, though, beyond that of the political
arena. The most recent and the most original is
certainly that of The Landlords, where the inhabi-
tants of 29 rue des Oursins cross paths with one
another during the annual meeting of their Paris
co-op. The most famous public assembly in film,
though, has also got to be the cruelest: that of the
local criminals who end up being the judges of M,
the character inspired by the vampire of Düssel-
dorf in Fritz Lang’s film. This improvised yet
hideously well-organized court – in a certain
sense, it prefigures the rise of Nazism – inaugu-
rates a recurring genre in cinema: the trial film.
The genre is best embodied by Twelve Angry Men.
Using a breathtaking rhetorical style, Henry
Fonda’s character manages to convince his fellow
jurors of the innocence of the adolescent they
were about to condemn to death.

Anonymous hero, defender of just causes and

man ready to fight for what he believes in: Henry
Fonda’s character in Twelve Angry Men is not the
first in cinema to be established as a true model of
citizenry. Although clumsy at times, the genre of
the Western has created some truly inspiring he-
roes. The characters that have been immortalized
by John Wayne seem particularly representative in
this respect: From his role in the veiled incarnation
of the famous Gen. George Custer in John Ford’s
cavalry trilogy (Fort Apache, She Wore a Yellow
Ribbon and Rio Grande) right up to his role as the
aging colonel in Howard Hawks’ Rio Lobo,
Wayne has played characters who, entirely on
their own, are able to catalyze the energy and will
of the group for the good of all. In a genre that is
more human, more generous and at the same time
more utopian, Frank Capra’s ordinary heroes have
given cinema some of its most passionate exam-
ples of citizen engagement: First, it is Gary Coop-
er’s character (Mr. Deeds Goes to Town), who
quotes Abraham Lincoln at Grant’s Tomb; next, it
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Une nuit à l’Assemblée Nationale [A N ight at the National Assembly], F 1988, director: Jean-Pierre Mocky, color, sound , 88 m in,
film stills

2001: A Space Odyssey, UK/USA 1968, director: Stanley
Kubrick, color, sound , 139 m in, film still, © M G M

Advise and Consent, USA 1962, director: O tto Prem inger,
black-and white , sound , 142 m in, film still, © TVY, Columbia
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is James Stewart’s (Mister Smith goes to Washing-
ton), who marvels at the power of Washington be-
fore he discovers its dark reality and then, during
his celebrated verbal marathon that closes the film,
attests to his unshakable faith in man; last, it is the
Gary Cooper character in Meet John Doe, who, in
a speech replete with Christian overtones, makes
himself the messenger of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
dream before an awestruck crowd. Finally, if we
might indulge in a little patriotism after having
made a veritable showcase of the American dream,
the last example in our panorama will be that of
Jean Gabin’s character in Le Président, an old re-
publican patriarch, who solemnly declares that he
has “only ever had one mistress, France”.

By way of conclusion, this remark from screen-
writer Michel Audiard should serve to recall the
importance of rhetoric, dialogue and language for
the debates that take place in these fictional as-
semblies and for the positions taken by these
imaginary citizens. It is an importance that Patrice
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Leconte pillories in his film Ridicule, where the
courtesans of Louis XVI challenge one another to
duels, using witty turns of phrase as their only
weapon. These duels are jubilant, both in their
cruelty as well as in their complete emptiness.

Thus, the Abbé de Vilecourt (made larger-
than-life by Bernard Giraudeau) manages to fur-
nish proof of God’s existence through a game of
logic that is as subtle as it is convincing…before he
then promises to provide proof of the opposite.
Likewise, it is by carrying the art of rhetoric to
emotional extremes that the Marc Antony of
Julius Caesar (played by the imposing Marlon
Brando) manages to reverse the opinion of the
people who, only a few seconds earlier, were still
firmly on Brutus’ side. Indeed, it is in the course of
declamations such as these that history is written.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift

The Land lords, F 2002, director: Rém i Waterhouse , color,
sound , 90 m in, film still, © D iaphana D istribution

The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, NZ/USA
2001, director: Peter Jackson, color, sound , 178 m in, film still,
© New Line C inema

Star Wars: Episode I – The Phantom Menace, USA 1999, director: George Lucas, color, sound, 133 m in, film stills, © Lucasfilm



Living in a world in which the computer is consid-
ered the key medium means accepting that digital
codes have become the ineluctable condition for
how we experience ourselves and the world. In the
process, our experience of the world becomes a
universal digital experience, in which binary
images play an ever more important role. The
main focus would seem to be “to give the special
opportunities afforded by reflective visualization a
broad cultural effect as research and mediation
strategies by means of the new media and IT, in
which context the central question remains how
images can be used in a society in order to increase
and impart knowledge.”1

The world of the computer is always a calcu-
lated world, just as all images in the computer are
calculated images. According to Friedrich Kittler,
one of the key features of our culture is its posses-
sion of calculated and calculating images, irrespec-
tive of whether they are made by man, machine or
algorithm. Extending how far we can calculate
images is tantamount to expanding the possibili-
ties afforded by script and numerals, and thus the
possibilities for describing the world per se. In this
way, extending image-generating potential by
means of the computer is a synonym for techno-
logical and cultural advances in a society and also
spells an expansion in collective imagination.
Wherever the generation of knowledge is tied to
the finding of new images and image-generating
methods, “digital imaging” helps to redefine sci-
ence, and this could explain the dominance of
information technology (IT), medical technology
and new design technologies in scholarly dis-
course. The cultural sciences and the reception of
art are both increasingly being forced to square up
to the normative power of the virtual image.

The possibilities of digital imaging now remain
questionable only where electronic images com-
pete with real images; in other words, they can be

used wherever images and the knowledge on
images form the core of scholarly enquiry. It is
thus permissible for art historians to apply the
methods of the imaging sciences and of art diag-
nostics in order to decide questions of whether an
image can be conserved or restored. However, an
extension of the understanding of art by means of
the insights of the image sciences does not seem
to be a matter of course for art history. Experience
shows that in the everyday work of an art historian
the iconographic interpretation of images and the
evaluation of scholarly data on images remain
strictly separate. The cultural or art-historical
interpretation is challenged by technological/ana-
lytical facts and the applied image sciences. At
present, it is all too frequently a matter of interpre-
tation vs. interpretation, and key issues continue
to go unaddressed. For example, we should be
asking what relationship the invisible properties of
an artwork (which can only assume the form of an
image thanks to digital artifacts) have to the visible
original. They cannot be perceived in the original
image itself, and yet they are an integral compo-
nent of the original auratic image.

The relatively young field of art diagnostics
proves that “images that are not visible” exist
within images and can be rendered tangible by
medical and IT imaging methods. Visualizing non-
visible details in the images as a result of spectral
analysis of paintings can strongly enrich our
understanding of what constitutes an artwork and
give it greater depth. In fact, art diagnostics is a
technical method that supplements the hermeneu-
tics of the visible individual image, providing any
number of images, data items, text protocols and
lab reports. For this reason, images get analyzed
layer by layer, rendering their genesis legible and
open to interpretation in reverse chronological
order. To date these methods and analyses of art
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1 Excerpt from a booklet in the CD-ROM Wissensraum Grav-
itation, published by the Art & Tek Institute, Kunstuniver-
sität Linz, in cooperation with the Da Ponte Institute,
Vienna, probable release date June 2005.

Narrative Device IV
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899

diagnostics have been employed solely to provide
information on the state of preservation of cultural
artifacts, and in doing so expand the context of
the image to include its genesis. If ultraviolet (UV)
photography of an early work by Raphael from
the early sixteenth century, Portrait of a Lady with
a Unicorn, clearly shows that originally a dog sat
on the lady’s lap, then this must surely impact on
the iconographic (re-)interpretation of the image.
The same is true of Leonardo’s unfinished master-
piece, The Adoration of the Magi, a drawing on
wood that has only in part been covered with
paint; when represented in infrared (IR) coloring,
astonishing details emerge of construction work-
ers, riders and elephants he had painted over. Up
to now, the absence of valid interpretations of
these “scientific” image details raises the following
question: In what context should we place the
materials and insights of the imaging sciences as
regards the original image?

In other words, if the knowledge of art and of
actual artworks is no longer driven by art history
but also by new imaging technologies and imaging
diagnostic methods, then in the future art will
inevitably also have to be presented via additional
reference systems. The essential goal of the Narra-
tive Device IV project is an appropriate “open pres-
entation” of this concealed cultural knowledge
within the aggregate scientific data on the images.

This was what prompted a collection of hard-
and software tools designed to appropriately con-
vey the results of image-analytical processes. Nar-
rative Device I-IV mainly relies on “real-time
motion tracking,” “gesture recognition” and
“nonlinear video editing”. A video beamer proj-
ects digital copies of paintings onto a specially
developed foil. This foil is staged and arranged in
the room so that it can function not only as the
medium for the image but also as an interactive
sculpture. The projection screen is positioned so
that the viewer can touch it at will; in fact, it posi-
tively encourages such activity. As soon as the vis-
itor touches the video sculpture, the interaction
starts. A digital camera tracks the process of touch
in real time. The position of the visitor’s hand is
constantly evaluated and determines at what posi-
tion in the image video material is superimposed
over the original image. The projection screen
thus becomes a cutting table where scholarly
images on an image cut in and out, controlled by
the hand as the input device.

The videos that are cut in have been pre-pro-
duced. They place the imaging results of the art
diagnostics next to one another by the simply
filmic means of blending and compositing. The
visitor experiences first hand an image that is
transformed for him or her from a visual into a
gestural experience. At the same time, his or her
own gestures influence and change the image pre-
sented to the extent that the hand forces the image
to reveal all the “non-visible images” (IR-reflec-
tography, and X-radiography, UV-fluorescence,
IR-photography in pseudo-colors) within the visi-
ble image. The visitor morphs from being a recipi-
ent into generating the images. In the final
instance, the original image thus itself becomes a
narrative space in which applied image sciences
can be staged and presented.

Translated from the German by Jeremy Gaines
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Tom Fürstner, Narrative Device IV , 2005, interactive installation,
dimensions variable , installation view ZKM , © the artist, photo:
Franz Wamhof



Flows and Boundaries

Borders, buffer zones, walls, control systems, pro-
tected areas: You only have to leave your house or
watch the news to realize that the space about us
ripples with boundaries. Our lives are marked by a
succession of badges, passwords, entry and identi-
fication codes. These boundaries are another face
of globalization, framing the world’s flow of indi-
viduals, goods and information. They proliferate
to defend privileges and customs; they are used to
control territories and to regulate cultural and lan-
guage exchanges.

For this reason, boundaries today are not
merely lines or walls. Some boundaries are like
FUNNELS that channel disorderly flows of indi-
viduals and objects to a place along a coast or bor-
der. Others seem to be impenetrable PIPES, such
as the sea corridors used by migratory flows like
the boat people fleeing Vietnam or the Moroccan
coasts. There are boundaries that emerge between
the FOLDS of two territories in conflict, such as
the strip of desert cutting through the middle of
Nicosia, but also boundaries that, like SPONGES,
attract populations and investment to create new
communities. Like PHANTOM LIMBS, other
boundaries continue to function even when they
no longer exist.

But above all, everywhere in the world, there
are ENCLOSURES: made of barbed wire or con-
crete, such as those surrounding the Olympic
zones in Athens. They can also be immaterial, like
those protecting the America’s Cup bank invest-
ments or mobile like the lines of control that para-
military groups in Colombia once redefined on a
daily basis.

Boundaries are the sensors of contemporary
world dynamics. Like dynamic “devices,” they
vibrate with the energies and resistance that drive
current history for the better and not just for the
worse.

The Road Map

The territories of Israel and Palestine are, in these
days, a laboratory of the world. Particularly the
West Bank is a region where, in few acres, an
incredible variety of borders, enclosures, fences,
check points and controlled corridors are concen-
trated.

– On January 13 and 14, 2003, we tried to meas-
ure, with our EU passports, the density of bor-
der devices in the area surrounding  Jerusalem.
– On January 13 we traveled on Highway 60
with a person with an Israeli passport from the
colony of Kiriat Arba to the colony of Kudmin.
The following day, we traveled with a person
with a Palestinian passport from the city of
Hebron to the city of Nablus.
– The two routes both start and end in the
same latitude; at some points they overlap.
– Their traveling times, though, are profoundly
different.
– To move between the two latitudes, the
Israeli traveler took around one hour, while the
Palestinian took five and a half hours.

The West Bank territories are divided into three
different zones:

– Zone A: under Palestinian Authority military
and administrative control. It includes most
Palestinian cities.
– Zone B: under Israeli military control, but
under Palestinian Authority administrative
control. It mostly includes Palestinian villages.
– Zone C: under Israeli military and adminis-
trative control. It includes most Israeli settle-
ments.

This partition produced a leopard-skin-like terri-
tory, where the three zones alternate with each
other without any apparent logic.

The different duration of the two routes is
because Israeli travelers in order to move from one
settlement to another (from a Zone C to another
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Borderdevice(s)
Multiplicity

901

Zone C) can use the so-called bypass roads. These
are highways (often in tunnels or elevated) that
link the colonies by passing Palestinian villages.

On the other hand, the Palestinian travelers
who want to move from one city in Zone A to
another in a different Zone A must pass through B
or C Zones, which are under Israeli military con-
trol, crossing a number of both permanent and
temporary check points – or trying to avoid them.

The check points are situated along the “Green
Line” that runs between Israel and the West Bank
as well as on the edges of East Jerusalem; they can-
not be crossed by those who have a “travel docu-
ment” issued by the Palestinian Authority unless
they are also provided with a special permission
issued by the Israeli government. Other check
points are daily activated and removed according
to Israeli government security guidelines.

Multiplicity, The Road M ap, 2003-2005, 2-channe l video- and audio-installation, © Multiplicity, photo: Franz Wamhof
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FU N NELS are boundaries that gather and se lect different and dispersed flows w ithin a circumscribed threshold . They normally
canalize a flow from one side of a fence to the other, se lecting e lements and g iving direction. O ften the diameter/control of the fun-
ne l defines its permeability. Control can be e ither unilateral or bilateral. © Multiplicity

PIPES are cylindrical surfaces surrounding a flow (of people , goods, information). Entry and exit are normally located at the extreme
ends of the pipe . Control can be e ither unilateral or bilateral. © Multiplicity

FOLDS (or sacks) are surfaces that pop up from the doubling up of a principal line and that take on a “third” nature . They are , in a cer-
tain way, “other” than the two spheres separated by the principal boundary line . They are no-man’s-lands, interstitial or residual
spaces, characterized by the ir void condition. Folds are controlled by a neutral third party or by nobody. © Multiplicity
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SPO NGES are border-devices generated around a former border, attracting flows. Peop le , goods, build ings and cap itals gather
along a borderline , often producing a linear environment. This is a pregnant, double borderline . © Multiplicity

PH A NTO M LIM BS are borders that continue to serve even after they physically disappear. The memory and enduring presence of a
former situation often re-generates a border. None of the parties orig inally separated by the old border control the “phantom limb” .
© Multiplicity

ENCLOSURES are encircled environments that host w ithin them groups of individuals or systems of activity. They imply protection of
what is inside the enclosure and exclusion of what is outside. The control of the perimeter-border is often unilateral. © Multiplicity
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Bypass road A60 South, Israe li route Lim its of B zone , Palestinian route

Tunne l bypassing the Palestinian city of Be it-Jala, Israe li route Avoiding checkpoint, Palestinian route

Entrance to Jerusalem , Israe li route Abu D is dividing wall, Palestinian route
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Bypass road A60 North, Israe li route Change taxi at Qalandia checkpoint, Palestinian route

Bypass road A60 North near to the colony, Israe li route Cross countryside to avoid checkpoint, Palestinian route

Bypass road A60 North, Israe li route Checkpoint ends journey, Palestinian route

Multiplicity, The Road M ap, 2003-2005, two-channe l video-
and audio-installation, video stills, © Multiplicity



In the face of scientific and technological innova-
tions, some of us may have doubts about whether
we should have turned ourselves into biomedical
laboratories. The project would like to address the
question “How can we live with doubt?”

One Signature

In the daily routine in clinical practice and as a pre-
requisite for the conducting of clinical research,
patients have to give their “informed consent”.
With the help of doctors-researchers, they should
participate in choices about their own health care.

The persons involved are forced to come to
decisions. We face a moment that is created
through the interaction of discrete, autonomous
and (more or less) active subjects. (Dis)Closure is
achieved by means of scientific facts and ethical
arguments.

Many Signatures

Scene: a bed in a hospital environment. A male
nurse is about to position an akinetic, female
human body by turning it into a lateral position.
He uses several support cushions and informs the
patient about each step of the procedure. Before
leaving the scene, the nurse puts his signature on a
sheet of paper attached to the bed. On the sheet
we can recognize many different signatures. The
body in the bed lives in a vegetative state or,
maybe, in a minimally responsive state. To keep
her alive an intricate network of humans and arti-
facts has to provide basic needs: moving the body
every one or two hours to prevent bedsores, to
take just one example. The woman is legally

incompetent; therefore, in place of her, many per-
sons have to give their signatures: nurses, solici-
tors, doctors, family members, physiotherapists
and the rest. One signature dissolves into many.

Shared Doubt, Shared Hopes, Shared

Risks

It seems that informed consent is an inadequate
instrument for dealing with experimental situa-
tions that are characterized by uncertainty and
doubts. Nevertheless we cannot stop acting. And
of course, we all share hopes about living a good
life. But what is a good life? In our case this
depends on which syndrome is enacted, for exam-
ple: It may be seen as a transitional stage in which
the goal of care givers and families is to guarantee
a certain quality of life. Or, since improvements
may be absent or almost not detectable, it may be
considered as a final stage: Then patients should
be given the opportunity to die in peace. There-
fore we think it is worthwhile to have a closer look
at situations where severely disabled patients live
together with health-care professionals and ama-
teurs. The makeup of the persons and bodies in
this setting follows an intricate assemblage of pro-
cedures and practices: We watch an open and
undetermined process.

Based on our ethnographic experiences, we
construct a “topography of the possible” in the
public realm. There we shall undertake “ward
rounds” between bodies and persons together
with various publics in order to rehearse some
aspects of decision-making under more or less
demanding circumstances.
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What is a Body / a Person? 
Topography of the Possible
XPERIMENT!

XPERIM ENT!, Research Center for Shared Incompetence features
What is a Body/Person? – A Topography of the Possible , 2005,
installation, m ixed media, colored PVC foil, 320 m2, installation
view ZKM , © Xperiment!





An artist friend tells the story of attending the 1967
Montreal world’s fair nearly every day during the
summer he was twelve years old. It was an eye-
opening experience, where he first saw Josef Svo-
boda’s theater; Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic
dome (over the American pavilion); Kino
Automat, an early interactive cinema, and a “great
360-degree film with a sequence on a cliff, which
you almost fell over with the car.”

Today we have learned to understand world’s
fairs as exercises in nationalist diplomacy, in multi-
national marketing, in techno-utopian visions of
an uncontestable future. They are events one
would only visit like an anthropologist or with an
out-of town guest who is distantly related.

In either case, fairs assemble a public – or
publics – and that is the goal of Fair Assembly,
which uses the reach of the Internet to assemble a
public beyond the time and space of the Making
Things Public exhibition at the ZKM | Center for
Art and Media Karlsruhe, Germany, and to assem-
ble a set of projects beyond the reach of a single
curator.1

Participatory Assembly

Assemblies have traditionally been forums for dis-
putation, where decisions are made but not neces-
sarily where the knowledge on which the deci-
sions rely is formulated. Making Things Public not
only brings the idea of the assembly to sites of
knowledge production but insists that the “means,
tools, tropes, tricks and knacks,” which are inte-
gral tools for assembling knowledge, are also use-
ful to the assembly. In this sense, Fair Assembly is a
participatory platform to which anyone can sub-
mit a web-based project that relates to the themat-
ics of the exhibition and thus have it be part of
Making Things Public. Artists can curate their own
work into the exhibition. The public, not only the
curator, decides what is most useful.

Very Large-Scale Conversations2

Bulletin boards, Usenet groups, blogs, e-mail lists,
web sites, even spam: Each of these Internet-
enabled technologies allows for two-way commu-
nication, at least conceptually, at an unprece-
dented scale. They are a new form of assembly. Yet
they possess none of the traditional cues of so-
called face-to-face conversations. Nor do they
have governmental regulation or Nielsen and
Arbitron ratings for that matter. Some of the proj-
ects in Fair Assembly tackle this problem directly.
How do we measure, understand, influence the
very large-scale conversation? Can any of these
techniques be applied in other realms?

Protocols of Democracy

Understanding the content of the very large-scale
conversation is one thing; understanding how it
works is another issue and in some ways a more
critical one. Most of the information in the world
today is not understandable or even readable by
humans. The majority of worldwide communica-
tion is the tip of a pyramid of machine-to-machine
data transmissions. These transmissions are gov-
erned by a protocol layer between the physical
means of transmission – computers, Ethernet,
faxes, telephones – and the application layer that
encodes the message for transmission. For exam-
ple, Hypertext Markup Language (HTML), which
is used to make text (and images) readable on the
World Wide Web, sits on top of the Hypertext
Transfer Protocol (HTTP), which sits on top of
Transmission Control Protocol and the Internet
Protocol (TCP/IP). How these protocols function
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1 Fair Assembly is not unique in this regard, and I would in
particular like to acknowledge the example of runme.org, a
software art repository, in conceptualizing this project.

2 The term “very large-scale conversation” was coined by
Warren Sack. See “Discourse Architecture and Very Large-
Scale Conversations,” http://hybrid.ucsc.edu/SocialCom-
putingLab/Publications/wsack-discourse-paper.doc, in:
Digital Formations, Robert Latham Saskia Sassen (eds),
Princeton University Press / Social Science Research Coun-
cil, Princeton, NJ (forthcoming).

Fair Assembly
Steve Dietz
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may seem like an arcane and nerdy issue, but in the
virtual world, protocols are not just niceties. They
are actual architectures that control – and enable –
what and how messages can be sent, what and
how data can be visualized. To what extent does
this protocol layer – largely unseen, unknown,
unrecognized – affect not only our ability to
assemble in very large-scale conversations but to
assemble at all?

Res Data

This latter question, how the virtual becomes
actual, how the virtual becomes material, is really
a question about whether virtual things – raw data
– are or can bematters of concern – res data. In the
telematic world, data cross over from what is resi-
dent in our computers and in our communications
protocols to become indistinguishable from and
integral to what matters in our assemblies – scien-
tific, technical, economic, ecological, artistic and
political.

Open the Database

We are used to being the objects of databases. We
get marketing telephone calls from computers
when we’re trying to have supper. We are or we
are not on terrorist watch lists (output from a
database) when we arrive at the airport. The right

or the left knows to ask us for support. Our homes
are considered to be in polluted territory when the
addresses are in a certain cell of an environmental
database. We are spammed indiscriminately. What
we are not so used to is being able to contribute to
a database.

Artists and other interested parties are invited
to submit projects to the Fair Assembly database,
which can then become part of the exhibition
Making Things Public.

No Representation without Mediation

The open database of Fair Assembly is not about
transparency, however. Not only is this impossible
– its protocols and machine-readable languages
are literally meaningless to humans unless medi-
ated – but it is undesirable. Not everything will be
accepted into the database but only some things –
projects that are matters of concern for Making
Things Public. The following questions are asked:

- Is your project – or was it – an innovation?
- Does it lie at the intersection of information gath-
ering and opinion making?
- Does it make a difference, no matter how small,
to the question of democracy?
- Can it be “exported,” at least conceptually, for
use or comparison in domains other than the one
for which it is currently designed?

Means, Tools, Tropes, Tricks and Knacks

The answers to these questions do not lie in the
content or philosophy of a project, regardless of
how virtuous it is. What matters are the means by
which the project makes its ideas public. How do
the protocols and applications of the Internet sug-
gest protocols and tools for democracy? For mak-
ing things public?

Assembling the Fair

Fair Assembly is an experiment not just on exhibi-
tion but in exhibiting. It is an on-line fair on a very
large scale that is, as Bruno Latour suggested in early
discussions about Making Things Public, “accessible
to all the institutions, activists, teachers, political
parties, artists who would have a wish to present,
not so much their views on contested topics but the
practical mechanisms to try to solve them.”
Fair Assembly: http://makingthingspublic.zkm.de/fairassembly/
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Steve D ietz in cooperation w ith ZKM and GFT Technolog ies,
Fair Assembly, 2005, database project and participatory plat-
form , installation view ZKM , photo: Franz Wamhof



Communiculture: Where do you stand?

www.communiculture.org

Amy Franchescini
In this project, the screen space is given a social
value. Users can create visual representations of
themselves and then place these screen-selves in
continuums that have been written by other visi-
tors to the site. Each continuum has a question
and two extreme positions forming a continuum
of possible positions a person could take in re-
sponse to the question. For example, the question
might be: “Do you prefer cats or dogs?” and on
one side of the screen would be the answer “dogs”
and on the other “cats”. Users can place them-
selves anywhere on the screen between these two
positions and add a comment explaining their
choice. Visitors can click on other visitors in the
continuum and see where they stand on other
continuums.

agoraXchange: Make the Game; 

Change the World

agoraxchange.net

Natalie Bookchin& Jacqueline Stevens
agoraXchange is an online community for dis-
cussing and designing a massive multi-player
global politics game challenging the violence and
inequality of our present political system.

Distributive Justice

www.distributive-justice.com

Andreja Kuluncic, co-authors: Gabrijela Sabol, Ivo
Martinovic, Neven Petrovic, Trudy Lane, Dejan
Jankovic, Matija Puzar, Momo Kuzmanovic,
Tomislav Janovic
The multidisciplinary project Distributive Justice is
a work-in-progress designed by people with dif-
ferent backgrounds (art, philosophy, sociology,
economy, and programming). The project deals
with the topic of distribution of goods in a society

and consists of two parts. The first part of the proj-
ect lies in virtual space: Internet games in which
participants in the project freely distribute material
and nonmaterial goods building a “society” that
undergoes dynamical changes. The second part of
the project is in exhibition space, a “working
space” installation-presentation of material that
has emerged and continuously emerges as a result
of the respective parts of the project: virtual (the
web site), practical (field research, opinion poll),
and theoretical part (study of relevant literature,
open discussions, talks, lectures …).

GeneralNews

www.generalnews.de

Daniela-Alina Plewe
GeneralNews is an interactive metabrowser which
substitutes in real-time the words on websites.
The substitutions may be synonym, abstract or
more specific than the original expressions. By
these variations new descriptions of the world and
descriptions of “new” worlds are created. With a
slider the user may change the level of abstraction
of a text and may investigate the emerging possi-
bility spaces around a text. General News is a re-
flection of the construction of reality in text-based
media

C5 Landscape Database API

www.c5corp.com/research/demtool/

index.shtml

C5, involved artists: Brett Stalbaum, Joel Slayton,
Geri Wittig, Bruce Gardner, Jack Toolin, Matt
Mays, Amul Goswamy, Steve Durie
C5 research into G IS and GPS (the Global Posi-
tioning System) combines the interest in self-or-
ganization, social networks, and surveillance with
expertise in knowledge engineering, data visuali-
zation, autopoietic theory, mingling theory, data-
base, and tactical/collaborative/situational sys-
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tems and analysis. C5 seeks to redefine the applica-
tion of G IS by creating leading edge software
tools with practical applications in conceptual art
and tertiary exploration of the face of the Earth,
particularly in the areas of outdoor recreation and
land use, such as hunting, fishing, performance art,
land art, and team/collaborative activities includ-
ing a wide range of sporting events such as cycling
and endurance racing.

Debates & Credits: Media Art in the

Public Domain

www.debates.nl

Tatiana Goryucheva and Eric Kluitenberg, involved
artists: Archeopteryx, Arno Coenen, MACH INE,
Leo van Munster, Arseni Sergeev, PARK 4D TV,
Galina Myznikova and Sergei Provorov, Oleg
Kyreev
Debates & Credits is an extensive series of artistic
interventions into the urban public spaces of Ams-
terdam, Moscow and Ekaterinburg, utilising vari-
ous modalities of electronic media, web journal,
book and DVD.

The District of Leistavia Is You

www.art-themagazine.com/hybridia

Ian Clothier
The assumption of the superiority of democracy
and the desirability of a solely financial basis for
economies is actually not tested in many Western
countries. The hybrid culture of Leistavia is an
ideal testing ground for assumptions, and a suit-
able home for a person that is trans-national,
trans-cultural, technologically equipped and eco-
logically minded. The District of Leistavia is a mer-
itocracy where ecologically sustainable value
drives the economy. At least these were the wishes
of an Internet enabled, international voter, among
much else.

One Free Minute 

www.onefreeminute.net

Daniel Jolliffe
One Free Minute is a mobile sculpture designed to
allow for instances of anonymous free speech.
Callers to its cell phone are connected to an ampli-
fier and have their speech projected in public space
for exactly one minute. One Free Minute also
takes calls on its answering machine, to be played

back randomly between live calls. The principal in-
tent of One Free Minute is to investigate how pub-
lic discourse has been changed by technology. Cel-
lular technology has increasingly brought private
space into the public realm, metering human inter-
action in billed-by-the-minute increments. One
Free Minute inverts the private nature of this tech-
nology, breaking the public soundscape with will-
ful, unpredictable acts of anonymous speech. A
second intent of this work is to create a tool to fa-
cilitate anonymous public speech. One Free
Minute blurs the source and identity of the speak-
er, with the result that participants can speak with-
out fear of recrimination.

Vachiam Eecha: Planting the Seeds:

Yoeme Culture and Language

hemi.nyu.edu/cuaderno/yoeme/

content.html

David Shorter
This web book draws from Yoeme Indian lan-
guage and aesthetics in order to demonstrate how
one tribe in Mexico combines religiosity, indi-
geneity, and ritual performance to assert sovereign
control over their homeland. In collaboration with
Yoeme people from several pueblos, the web de-
signers work here to speak with both community
members and non-Yoeme people about the poli-
tics of representation. In this virtual territory of the
Internet, one can see how seeds of indigenous col-
lective memory and ethnographic performance
have been planted.

United Transnational Republics – 

Internet of People:  Globalisation

Needs Democracy!

www.transnationalrepublic.org

Transnational Republic, involved artists: Florian
Biehler, Edwina Blush, Paolo Campana, Cornelius
Everding, Patrick Gruban, Andor Orand, Tammo
Rist, Roman Wildner, Georg Zoche, Jakob Zoche
Globalisation is propelled by the “global play-
ers” – globally acting corporations behaving like
transnational superpowers constricting the influ-
ence of the traditional nations. Who then is still
defending our global civil rights? Can nations act
transnationally, or do they merely block one an-
other? Is the traditional idea of the separation of
powers rendered obsolete? Shouldn’t we take
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money into consideration as the “fourth power”?
Does the geopolitical division of people into na-
tions reflect the spirit of modern times? Shouldn’t
we learn from Coca-Cola, Shell and Microsoft
how interests can be realized at a global level?
These questions led to the proclamation of the
First Transnational Republic whose citizens are
not defined through blood or birthplace but
through a similarity in their minds and their com-
munal spirit. The Internet allows for an self-organ-
izing structure of people; a structure which can be
based on ideas rather than geopolitical circum-
stances.

Ceci n’est pas un nike

www.desvirtual.com/nike/

Giselle Beiguelman
Ceci n'est pas un nike talks about online creation
and its conditions. Its point of departure is the
conceptual confusion between interface and sur-
face. Magritte’s pipes are its strongest reference
and it updates the discussion about the differences
between image and representation, denying the
web as an adendum of the screen or an epiphe-
nomena of the computer. The discussion takes
place in an image warping program, the e-nike
generator. It stresses the conflict between code
and representations allowing transformations in
this site icon. People are invited to create and send
their own nike to the “no-nike_center” and to
destroy some nikes, too. This is not a nike, but a
web site. So create, destroy and rebuild. Just do it!

The International Database 

of Corporate Commands

www.corporatecommands.com

The Institute for Infinitely Small Things
At what scale is power deployed in a “free” soci-
ety? A Corporate Command is an instruction
work, a call to action in the form of an imperative:
“Just Do It,” “Turn on the Future,” “Live without
Limits,” “Tap into great taste,” “Think different,”
“Ride the light”. The forces of control in our soci-
ety are deployed at the scale of the micro-, the
nano-, the infinitely small. Individuals in free-mar-
ket capitalist societies believe themselves to be
“free” though their wishes, desires, values and
futures are predicted by expert demographics, sta-
tistics, data mining, and predictive technologies.

As a preliminary foray into this territory, the Insti-
tute for Infinitely Small Things has targeted Cor-
porate Commands as one manifestation of this
deployment of power. The project is open to
researchers from around the world and licensed
for use under a Creative Commons license.

Thinking Machine 4

www.turbulence.org/spotlight/

thinking/

Martin Wattenberg, involved artist: Marek Walczak
Thinking Machine 4 explores the invisible, elusive
nature of thought. The artwork is an artificial in-
telligence program, ready to play chess with the
viewer. If the viewer confronts the program, the
computer’s evolving thought process is sketched
on screen as it plays. A map is created from the
traces of literally thousands of possible futures as
the program tries to decide its best move. Those
traces become a key to the invisible lines of force
in the game as well as a window into the spirit of a
thinking machine.

./logicaland v0.1: participative

global simulation

www.logicaland.net

logicaland logicaland, involved artists: Michael
Aschauer, Maia Gusberti, Sepp Deinhofer, Nik
Thoenen
/logicaland v0.1 is the first attempt to realize a
prototype of a global simulation that aims to be
steered by a community of unlimited participants.

Women: Memory of Repression 

in Argentina

argentina.engad.org

Wilfried Agricola de Cologne
The project is about the thirty thousands of disap-
peared people during the military dictatorships in
Argentina and the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo and
their resistance against the military. The project is
a hybrid between an art project, a research project
and a curatorial project. The project includes au-
thentic testimonies, and a selection of young ar-
gentine female artists who deal with the memory
of this traumatic period of Argentine history. It is
curated by Raquel Partnoy and Agricola de
Cologne, and created, edited and produced by
Agricola de Cologne.
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Polyptique: An Image-Based 

Social Collaboration Structure

polyptique.maisonpop.fr

pleine-peau.com, involved artists: Frédéric Madre,
Véronique Muller
Polyptique is an image-based mute wiki where
participants freely build assemblages of images.
The structure is conceived as a social software ex-
periment in the form of a collaboration to an ever
expanding composition whose purpose is deter-
mined by its participants only. Polyptique is a pha-
lanstery conversation in images with no apparent
rules other than determined by its software struc-
ture and the interaction between participants.
Polyptique is pre-revolutionary folkware.

Swipe 

www.we-swipe.us

Preemptive Media, involved artists: Beatriz da
Costa, Jamie Schulte and Brooke Singer
Swipe is a performance, installation and online
toolkit that directly confronts the public with
today’s data-collection practices and gives people
access to their own data image. The project uses
the act of scanning drivers’ licenses for data – a
common practice in the US – as a starting point.
Many people are unaware that personal data is en-
coded on their license, and, if they do realize this,
they don't know what information is there or how
it can be used. Swipe hopes to initiate conversa-
tion not only about individual right to privacy, but
also concerning databases as a discursive, organi-
zational practice and an essential technique of
power in today’s social field.

Demonstrate

demonstrate.berkeley.edu/

Ken Goldberg, involved artists: Dezhen Song,
Andrew Dahl, Jeremy Schiff, Irene Chien, Jane
McGonigal, Kris Paulsen, Tiffany Shlain, Gil Ger-
shoni, Jesse LeCavalier
Demonstrate, commissioned by the Whitney Mu-
seum, set up a state-of-the-art robotic webcamera
over UC Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza, birthplace of the
Free Speech Movement. For six weeks, the camera
was accessible to anyone on the Internet. Online
participants shared remote control of the camera,
allowing them to zoom in to frame and photo-
graph activity in the Plaza at any time of day or
night. The project, timed to coincide with the
40th Anniversary of the Free Speech Movement,
attracted over 4,000 participants from around the
world. This is an archive of their 1,200 photos and
textual comments.

Agonistics: A Language Game

mtp.zkm.de/~warren/recent

Warren Sack
\Ag`o*nis"tics\, n. The science of athletic com-
bats, or contests in public games. (Webster’s 1913
Dictionary) The images and actions used as
metaphors by Chantal Mouffe and other theorists
of “agonistic democracy” can be instantiated “lit-
erally” as interactive, graphical objects and dy-
namics. This “literal” instantiation is offered as an
online computer game that can be played by post-
ing messages to a public, online discussion forum.
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The American publishing house of Merriam-Web-
ster, which issues one of the most well-known dic-
tionaries of the English language, lists “blog” as
the word of the year for 2004.2 The phenomenon
of blogs has enjoyed more and more popularity,
especially in the United States. A survey con-
ducted by the American opinion research institute
PEW Internet & American Life Project has shown
that blog-readership in the US increased by 27 per-
cent in 2004, which means that 32 million Ameri-
cans read blogs. Furthermore, 7 percent of the 120
million US adults who use the Internet stated that
they had created a blog themselves.3 In the Ger-
man-speaking countries a community of bloggers
has also evolved and grows steadily in numbers.
Estimates for German-language websites that
could be described as blogs suggest a number of
up to 50,000.4

What are “weblogs,” or blogs as they are com-
monly called in abbreviated form? A blog is a web
application representing a website accessible by
every Internet user, which is updated on a regular
basis with pieces of text, links to other websites,
readers’ comments but also with image files and,
increasingly, audio- and video-clips as well. The
weblog organizes the entries into a chronologi-
cally ordered list, headed by the latest additions.
Often blogs have been described as diaries. Most
of them are of a personal nature and document
private events, moods and opinions – accounts of
the blog-owners’ daily lives, for example, or the
newest recipe that one wants to share with an
anonymous public – but blogs can also serve as
social or political journals, their contents ranging
from technical or scientific topics to collections of
journalistic writings or web-links. In the face of its
new popularity, this medium has already been
hailed as the new citizens’ medium, democratizing

the media. In this essay, the focus is placed on the
impact blogs might have on existing communica-
tion structures.

Electronic communities date back to the early
days of the Internet, for example Usenet or mail-
ing lists and electronic bulletin boards. In contrast
to these earlier forums and others on the web, the
owner of a blog is able to direct and control the
content and direction of a discussion on his or her
site. Although, in principle, each and every Inter-
net user has the possibility of commenting and
interacting, it is the blog owner who chooses
whether to react and start a discussion. Blogs
came into existence in 1997 when Jorn Barger
coined the term weblog.5 The shorter blog
became popular after Peter Merholz had intro-
duced the term “wee blog” in his on-line journal,
which soon was reduced to blog.6 Blogs for the
first time attracted a broader public and media
interest as they emerged as a platform for authen-
tic eyewitness reports from inside Iraq. The most
famous among the bloggers is possibly the one
known by the pen name of Salam Pax, who
described daily life in Baghdad under the reign of
Saddam Hussein and life during and after the war
that overthrew Saddam. He has also published his
collected web contributions in a book.7 He him-
self has described his intentions, which at first
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1 Kai Pahl, “Fünf Waffen für die Massenkommunikation,” in:
Blogs! – Text und Form im Internet, Don Alphonso, Kai Pahl
(eds), Schwarzkopf und Schwarzkopf, Berlin, 2004, p. 306.

2 http://www.m-w.com/info/04words.htm
3 PEW Internet & American Life Project, “The state of blog-

ging,” January 2005,
http://www.pewInternet.org/PPF/r/144/report_display.asp

4 The increasing number of publications and essays that try to
explain the “blogging phenomenon” to a broad audience
shows the growing interest and popularity of blogs in Ger-
many. See also Julia Bonstein, Thomas Schulz, “Tägliche
Ration Wahnsinn,” in: Der Spiegel, 2, 2005, pp. 82-84.

5 http://newhome.weblogs.com/historyOfWeblogs
6 http://www.peterme.com/archives/00000205.html
7 Salam Pax, The Baghdad Blog,Guardian Books, London, 2003.

Blogs. The New Public Forum 
Private Matters, Political Issues, Corporate Interests
Sabine Himmelsbach

Weblogs are to be the weapons in the new aera of communication.1
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were only to keep in touch with a friend living
abroad, and the topics he writes about as follows:
“No politics, just peoples’ lives. […] We had no
access to satellite TV, and magazines had to be
smuggled into the country. Through blogs I could
take a peek at a different world.”8 At the same
time the format of the “warblogs” evolved, specif-
ically reporting on wars, for example the US mili-
tary actions in Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in
2003. Since 9/11 their focus has been the so-called
War on Terror. These blogs provoked widespread
public reaction – from the political right to the left
– and sparked a heated discussion within the US

about the legitimacy of the war on Iraq. In 2004
blogs became an important factor in the American
presidential election campaign, thus receiving
even more attention and enjoying a further rise in
popularity. In the early stages of the campaign one
of the Democratic contenders, Howard Dean,
made himself a name with his Internet platform
Meetup.com and his political weblog. Joe Trippi,
Dean’s campaign manager, made the Internet its
special focus. Via the Internet, Dean, a former gov-
ernor of the state of Vermont, was able to raise a
considerable amount of small-sum donations for
his campaign and present a list of 600,000 active
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/online/weblogs/story/0,14024,
1081980,00.html
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supporters. However, Dean did not manage to
win the Democratic nomination, which resulted in
a wave of self-criticism within the Internet com-
munity, since it did not seem possible to turn
opinions into deeds. In an article, journalist Janko
Roettgers quotes prominent net-author Clay
Shirky, who attributed the failure of the campaign
to the wrong choice of weapons: “With them [the
weblogs] Dean did not actually create tools for
convincing the voters, but only for a friendly chat
among the like-minded.”9 Nevertheless, last year’s
US election campaign has shown that the Internet
must be taken into account as a political forum.
Bloggers could no longer be ignored, since they
already represented a significant power within the
media. Even George W. Bush, re-elected president
of the United States, now operates a weblog.
Those political bloggers actively participating in
the American election campaign provided impor-
tant sources of information. At first hardly noticed
by other media and ignored as media representa-
tives by the political parties, they became an
important tool for the formation of political opin-
ion. “We the Media” is how Dan Gillmor, com-
puter columnist for the San Jose Mercury News,
titled his book, in which he describes this new
type of on-line journalism, celebrating it as grass-
roots journalism, which the Internet has made
possible.10 For him this grassroots journalism,
which allows every user to act as a publisher and
critic, is the paradigm of a new journalism in the
digital age.

Blogs can have a part in spreading news as
quickly as possible. The big political forums estab-
lished the popularity of this medium and granted it
admission into the canon of traditional media.
Among the political blogs count, for example, the
liberal DailyKos,11 with traffic of 1 million users
per week; Atrios’ Eschaton,12 the conservative
Instapundit13 and also weblogs like Wonkette14

that are closer to gossip columns in their
approach. Just how powerful these blogs have
become is demonstrated by an incident in the
American presidential election campaign, the so-
called Rathergate scandal, which resulted in the
retirement of Dan Rather, a veteran news figure
with CBS. In the television program 60 Minutes
Rather had used and presented material of ques-
tionable validity.15 Within only 72 hours a com-

munity of bloggers had proven that these docu-
ments were fakes and forced the TV giant to with-
draw the claim and apologize.

Blogs have received new user-attention and
actuality with the reports from survivors of the
tsunami catastrophe in Southeast Asia in early
2005, which shook the world as a true calamity.
Bloggers from the crisis areas supplied first-hand
information to the Internet community. They cre-
ated personal access to information and, through
their commenting function, built a network of
people who were still searching for relatives and
people who wanted to donate or actively help on
location.

Blogging has become enormously popular. A
small community, which at first consisted only of
a group of Internet enthusiasts, evolved into a
mainstream movement. Now, numerous weblog-
providers offer their services. Blogs have become
an important part of on-line culture. Since blogs
are strongly linked (bloggers read other blogs or
cite and comment on one another), a social com-
munity has evolved on the Internet, which oper-
ates by its own rules and in its own language.
Blogs are part of the “social software,”16 commu-
nication tools that create interaction and collabo-
ration through social conventions rather than
through software properties.

Blogging allows every Internet user to easily
publish content on a personal website and com-
municate with others. Designing your own
weblog is not very difficult and only requires a
minimum of special knowledge. It is far easier than
creating your own homepage. All that needs to be
done to start a weblog is to register with a
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9 Janko Roettgers, “E-Demokratie 2004. Mit Blogs gegen
Bush?,” in: DE:BUG, 81, 4, 2004, p. 25.

10 Dan Gillmor, We the Media. Grassroots Journalism by the
People for the People, O’Reilly, Cambridge, MA, 2004.

11 http://www.dailykos.com/
12 http://atrios.blogspot.com/
13 http://www.instapundit.com/
14 http://www.wonkette.com/
15 The documents in question were memos purportedly prov-

ing that President George W. Bush had been guilty of misde-
meanors during his time with the Texas Air National Guard
and had ignored orders given to him. Moreover, it was
asserted in this material, he later manipulated these docu-
ments in his favor.

16 E-mail, Usenet, IRC, instant messaging, blogs, wikis and vir-
tual on-line communities are a part of Social Software tools.
They change communication structures by allowing many-
to-many interactions. With technological developments
these tools are becoming more and more sophisticated. 919

provider on the Internet, “blogger.com,” “MSN
Spaces” or “Livejournal,” for example; they host
the pages of the respective owners and for the
most part offer a simple free version, if not too
much functionality is expected and the advertising
banners are accepted. Submitting an e-mail
address, selecting a name under which entries are
going to be published, supplying a description of
the envisaged content and selecting a model lay-
out are the only prerequisites for starting your
weblog. Running a blog on your own homepage is
also possible with the help of special desktop-pro-
grams like “Radio UserLand,” “Movable Type,”
“WordPress” or “Manila,” which, however,

require more profound computer skills but offer
more design possibilities. Mostly weblogs are used
for publicly announcing personal opinions and let-
ting others in on your life – though anonymously.
Are blogs thus the long cherished utopia of the
World Wide Web as a global forum come true, the
electronic agora and the democratic instrument
that offers every person the possibility of exerting
direct influence? The strength of this new commu-
nication medium is surely that it has facilitated
personal publishing to such a degree that large
numbers of Internet users actually make use of this
possibility. Thus a lot of mostly passive readers
have become an active public; consumers have

B
l
o
g
s
.
T
h
e
N
e
w
P
u
b
l
i
c
F
o
r
u
m

H
i
m
m
e
l
s
b
a
c
h

w w w.dailykos.com , screenshot, January 2005

http://radio. weblogs.com/0001011, screenshot, January 2005



turned into participants. “In between all the noise
in weblogs some important voices make them-
selves heard, which have actually something to say
and would otherwise be drowned out by all those
established media personalities and 15-minute
celebrities in most of the media. The publication of
texts in weblogs is the most democratic form of
publishing,”17 write the two authors of a recent
book on blogs. The question, however, arises:
Who is taking notice of these personal expressions
of opinion? Many blogs offer nothing more than
public self-portrayals, as is revealed by one blog-
owner’s statement about her motivations: “Other
people apply for casting shows, whereas I’m con-
tent when somebody likes what I write. I am
therefore only a very little exhibitionist. I am
happy about critical and affirmative reactions,
contrary thoughts and some virtual caressing.”18

What about the claims then, that blogs represent a
new citizens’ medium? Michael Voregger deals
with this question in his contribution for Leo-
nardo: “Weblogs are a simple instrument for voic-
ing one’s opinion, for telling stories about one’s
everyday life, or also for taking political action.
[…] Those, however, who regard blogging as the
new citizens’ medium and hope for a democrati-
zation of the media, are probably going to be 
disappointed. Blogging is a tool providing mani-
fold possibilities to express an opinion about any
topic whatsoever, but political change presup-
poses social movement and this is what seems to 
be missing. If more and more people use elec-
tronic diaries, communication-culture is going to
change, and it is going to be possible to learn
about things that otherwise would be kept hidden
from the public eye.”19

Blogs promote an individual, highly personal
style. Gossip-style news, such as that on Won-
kette, has appeal due to the singular, fresh style of
Ana Marie Cox, a Washington political journalist
who authors this page. Readers are not only inter-
ested in the latest news and headlines but also in
her personal manner of relating the news, by
which a new type of authenticity is created. Or, as
Matthew Klam writes in his report on the blog-
gers’ role in the American election campaign: “It’s
almost as though, in a time of great national dis-
cord, you don’t want to know both sides of an
issue. The once-soothing voice of the non-ideo-

logical press has become, to many readers, a sec-
ondary concern, a luxury, even something sus-
pect. It’s hard to listen to a calm and rational
debate when the building is burning and your
pants are smoking.”20 Many blogs developed as a
reaction to established media deficiencies and to
counter objective reporting with a personal view
of things. During a discussion at the Ars Electron-
ica in Linz, Joichi Ito, an investor primarily in Inter-
net and technology companies and owner of a
prominent blog himself, supported the hypothesis
that blogging contributes to a process of global
democratization: “It’s too democratic; you cannot
ignore the other messages.”21 Ito writes, “In the
world of weblogs and social software […] there
was a possibility that the Internet and social soft-
ware might hold the key to fixing some of the
problems in today’s democracies which were able
to exist only through the lack of transparency and
inability to embrace complexity.”22

The Internet is a rich source of information but at
the same time also a jungle of data. This is the rea-
son for the growing importance of so-called
search engines like Google, which search the
World Wide Web for certain words and names and
present the results to the user, ranked according to
popularity. Publicity on the web is therefore also
connected to how one is represented in the rank-
ings of these search engines. Faced with 10,000
entries, for example, not every user is going to
check the very last results listed but will instead
probably only go through the first few pages.
Weblogs often appear on the tops of the lists that
search engines generate because they are regularly
updated and often provide hyperlinks to other
pages. In providing these links, weblogs represent
a valuable source for on-line research since they
allow users to find topically related pages and thus
navigate through the massive amount of informa-
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17 Alphonso, Pahl (eds), op. cit., p. 243.
18 Ibid., p. 84.
19 Michael Voregger, “Das elektronische Tagebuch. ‘Bloggen’

als neues Bürgermedium,” in: Leonardo - Wissenschaft und
mehr (WDR 5), radio transmission, May 5, 2004.

20 Matthew Klam, “Fear and Laptops on the Campaign Train,”
in: The New York Times Magazine, September 28, 2004, p.
45.

21 Joichi Ito, September 3, 2004, Timeshift Symposium, Panel
II – Disruption, Ars Electronica 2004, Linz, Austria.

22 Joichi Ito, “Weblogs and Emergent Democracy,” in:
Timeshift. The World in Twenty-Five Years, Gerfried Stocker,
Christine Schöpf (eds), Hatje Cantz, Ostfildern-Ruit, 2004,
pp. 48f. 921

tion in a more focused way. Weblogs use so-called
permalinks, which, in contrast to links on web
pages, directly reference a message, regardless of
its web address, which is likely to change, and thus
prevent entries from getting virtually lost. Special
search engines for blogs have been developed,
which provide information about weblogs or con-
tents of weblogs filtered via Really Simple Syndi-
cation (RSS). Thus the reader is presented with a
current overview of the messages and topics of his
or her listed pages, without having to directly con-
nect to all web addresses separately. Once
installed, the RSS Aggregator or Feed Reader reg-
ularly supplies its subscribers with hyperlinks,
overviews and short summaries. Messages are pre-
filtered according to the user’s areas of interest.
Pre-selection and the presentation of complex
facts in condensed form, arranged according to
their sources, allow the user of these services to
select from the amounts of data on the Internet
only that kind of information that is relevant for
him or her. A service like Technorati23 provides
information about weblogs. These services are
able to create network-diagrams of individual
blogs and to visualize the network of various blog-
owners and their readers, data that are also of
interest to commercial enterprises. Meanwhile,
even companies count on the power of weblogs
and publish journals that offer information about
products and new developments. An interesting
example is the weblog Scobleizer,24 owned by
Robert Scoble, an employee of global player
Microsoft. Although his blog is not an official
mouthpiece for the firm, it does present the reader
with insights into the internal workings of the
software giant and thus, according to Scoble, con-
tributes to a more personalized image of the com-
pany: “I get comments on my blog saying, ‘I didn’t
like Microsoft before, but at least they’re listening
to us.’ […] The blog is the best relationship-gener-
ator you’ve ever seen.”25

Weblogs have become a strong commercial
factor, able to publish consumers’ complaints or
point out weak points of products, as happened to
Kryptonite, a producer of bicycle locks. Through

weblogs it became known that one of the com-
pany’s lock-types was deficient and could appar-
ently easily be broken with a pen. This news
spread and was picked up by Slashdot, an influen-
tial weblog, finally resulting in the issue making it
into the print media. Kryptonite had to take back
the deficient locks, and within 10 days the damage
sustained by the company reached $10 billion, a
financial disaster. Thus in their article “Why
There’s No Escaping Blogs,” for the financial mag-
azine Fortune, David Kirkpatrick and Daniel Roth
rightly stress the following: “Blogs are challenging
the media and changing how people in advertis-
ing, marketing, and public relations do their
jobs.”26 Scanning the Internet and especially blogs
for opinions and news, meanwhile, has become
part of the publicity observers’ duty. Besides help-
ing to prevent a PR disaster, the on-line data col-
lected about Internet users’ areas of interest and
preferences serve to provide companies with new
information about consumers, which they then
can put to use in marketing strategies and product
development. “The direction of the next steps is
predictable in information society: the individual
tailoring of information and data. The user has
moved into the center. Not only the human being
is made part of a network but also his data.”27

Technorati states that the blogosphere, a term
for the total number of existent weblogs, grows by
23,000 new weblogs every day. The survey by
PEW Internet & American Life Project already
mentioned above, however, has also revealed that
62 percent of Americans who use the Internet do
not know what a blog is. Internet pioneer Rebecca
Blood describes the effect that the regular mainte-
nance of her blog Rebecca’s Pocket had on her: 
“I began to value more highly my own point of
view. In composing my link text every day I care-
fully considered my own opinions and ideas, and
I began to feel that my perspective was unique
and important.”28 In this sense blogs can be seen
as a new tool for publishing and communication
to encourage a passive audience to become an
active public.

Translated from the German by Barbara Filser
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Taking to the Web, Looking for “Public

Debate”

A few years ago we took to the web to study pub-
lic debates on science and technology, but we
found “issue-networks” instead. Exploring the
ways in which controversies around techno-scien-
tific issues, such as climate change and genetically
modified food, were being handled on the web, we
started off by following hyperlinks among web-
sites dealing with these issues. In doing so, we first
of all noted the great variety of formats in which
the issue in question was being presented on the
web, from “issue briefs,” to “fact versus fiction”
pages, visual and textual reports of in situ protests
(such as the dumping of genetically modified grain
in front of a government office in the Nether-
lands), on-line petitions and summaries for policy-
makers. But as we surfed what we now call “issue-
spaces,” we increasingly came to rely on hyper-
links to delineate controversies around techno-
scientific issues on the web. Following hyperlinks
among pages dealing with a given issue, we found
that these links provided a means of demarcating
the network that could be said to be staging the
controversy in the new medium. Those web pages
that treated the issue and that received a signifi-
cant number of links from other pages presenting
the affair, we decided, disclosed the controversy
on the web. Thus, we came to focus on sets of
inter-linked pages that treated the affair in ques-
tion, dubbing them issue-networks, as our most
useful unit of analysis. 

As we began locating and analyzing issue-net-
works on the web, first manually and later aided
by software, our intuition told us that it wasn’t
quite right to characterize the on-line activity
around our issues – climate change and genetically
modified (GM) food – as “public debate”. For one
thing, the web pages that made up the issue-net-
work couldn’t really be said to be engaging in a

“great conversation”: The relations among these
pages were far too indirect to be able to say that
they were “speaking” with one another. Acknowl-
edgements of other sites, by way of hyperlinks,
characteristically are one-way recognitions,
whereby the sender of the link “frames” the site of
the receiver, as it presents the link under a particu-
lar heading or as part of an overview of the issue,
news item, protest report or review of a policy-
event. Moreover, instead of talking to one
another, the pages in the network were defining
the issue in question in ways that built from and
countered issue-definitions presented on other
pages in the network. That is also to say that these
pages weren’t exactly presenting “points of view”
on the matter at hand, as happens in a debate: First
and foremost, they presented the issue, what it
was about and what should be done about it.
Thus, we felt it necessary to acknowledge that we
were looking not so much at public debates as at a
different set of practices, that of “issues being
done in networks,” by a variety of techniques,
ranging from the action campaign to the release of
policy documents and the like. So perhaps it
shouldn’t have surprised us that when we finally
looked up the term “issue-network” in the scien-
tific literature,1 it turned out that this notion had
been originally developed to describe, not the
democratic practice of public debate, but new
forms of lobbying.

The Questionable Origins of the

“Issue-Network”

The term “issue-network,” we learned, came into
prominence in the context of the now-classic
1970s critique of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs). The term was employed in its day in par-
ticular to question the extent to which Washing-
ton “policy circles” – think tanks, scientists and
activists as well as NGOs working and network-
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ing on the same issue – were increasingly con-
straining legislative outcomes. The American
political scientist Hugh Heclo coined the “issue-
network” in 1978, in a scholarly publication by the
conservative American Enterprise Institute. Its
purpose, Heclo stated in his seminal article, was to
facilitate the analysis and evaluation of a recent
development under then-President Jimmy Carter,
a Democrat, that Heclo characterized as “the
broadening of organizational participation in pol-
icy-making”. More specifically, Heclo observed
that increasingly in Washington government cir-
cles “issue-activists,” “issue-experts” and “issue-
watchers” were forming “loose alliances” in which
they came to “define public affairs by sharing
information about them”. Thus, Heclo’s critique
did not just foreground the presence and influence
of “policy pressure groups” but of “webs of them”.
Indeed, Heclo was the first to apply the notion of
network to the field of politics.2 The main prob-
lematic area he highlighted was the rather classic
one of the undermining of the representative sys-
tem of government. However, to him the threat
did not so much derive from the influence of lob-
byists on the voting-behavior of politicians and
the decision-making of officials. The problem was
rather that the “issue-people” got to define political
affairs, well before government officials, politi-
cians and the general public got involved. The cri-

tique of the issue-network was also caught up in
the more general modernist problem, according to
which a reliance on social networks, on ties of kin-
ship and the informal should not triumph over for-
mal political relations and the properly bureau-
cratic.3

A Hecloian critique of issue-networking con-
tinues to find expression today in both highly
politicized as well as more scholarly discussions
about NGO influence on and involvement in deci-
sion-making and policy-making. These days, the
American Enterprise Institute maintains a web site
(www.ngowatch.org) that provides detailed infor-
mation on American progressive NGOs, from
their addresses to a listing of their initiatives, lead-
ership structure and annual revenue. Its stated pur-
pose is to “bring clarity and accountability to the
burgeoning world of NGOs”.4 Commenting on
this project, the spokesperson for social move-
ments against corporate globalization, Naomi
Klein, deplores the criticism of well-meaning
NGOs that this site makes. She quotes the site’s
claim that “the extraordinary growth of advocacy
NGOs in liberal democracies has the potential to
undermine the sovereignty of constitutional
democracies,” and asks, since when has the idea of
“citizens getting together to try and influence their
government” been considered sinister? She won-
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1997, p. 77.

3 Paul du Gay, In Praise of Bureaucracy, Sage, London, 2000.
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ders whether the criticism of NGOs that the site
makes does not better apply to the conservative
think tank itself, observing that “as for influence,
few peddle it like the AEI”.5

In Europe, too, such criticisms of the lack of
legitimacy of NGOs return time and again in both
popular and scholarly debates. The prime minister
of the United Kingdom used the words “demo-
cratic illegitimacy” when asked in 2001 at the
Genoa airport about the protest groups at the just-
concluded G8 Summit. “The British people are
back home” (not here protesting), he told the
press at the Genoa airport. In Dutch discussions
about the role of environmental organizations in
public debates, the discursive and debating styles
of NGOs have been widely questioned. High-
lighted as “out of order” have been spectacular
actions (banner hangings and digital witnessing of
baby-seal bludgeoning), overblown claims (Green-
peace’s Brent Spar oil-calculation mistake), tacti-
cally “going to the press” and the departure from
formal settings to “counter-settings” (as when
Dutch NGOs working on the issue of food safety
left the Dutch governmental debate for the Euro-
pean debate, conducted in Brussels).6

The issue-network critique of the 1970s and
contemporary criticisms of NGOs can both be
said to revolve around three claims: that issue-
based groupings fail to represent the public, that
they are unaccountable to the public and, perhaps
most serious, that they undermine established
arrangements for public participation in politics.
From the very beginning, issue-networks not only
have been defined as in opposition to the public,
they also have been criticized for attempting to
take the place of the public. These networks exert
influence on decision-making and policy-making
in the absence of the restraint imposed by how
things are done publicly and properly, critics say.
In addition, they actually undermine the possibil-
ity of public involvement in politics by introducing
opacity, complexity and ready-made issue-defini-
tions into the political process. Of course these
claims themselves can be subjected to critical
scrutiny. Among others, we can question the alle-
gations of opacity and informality in their issue-
making practices ascribed to the relations among
NGOs and between NGOs and government. For
one thing, these days NGO participation in deci-

sion-making and policy-making is increasingly
being codified, as accreditation mechanisms have
been put in place by inter-governmental organiza-
tions. Also, the practices of NGOs are increas-
ingly being publicized, for instance on the World
Wide Web. In that respect, they have become legi-
ble to a degree, a point we’ll return to below. But
perhaps most importantly, we may question the
implicit or not so implicit assumptions that the cri-
tique of issue-networks relies on, about what con-
stitutes proper public involvement in politics.

The Hecloian critique of issue-networks sug-
gests that such public involvement can only be
fully accounted for in terms of mechanisms for
legitimacy and accountability (such as elections
and objective reporting by the press). In discredit-
ing the involvement of unelected and unappointed
agents in the definition of the issues of politics and
the formulation of policy, the critique assumes
that public involvement in politics can happen
without it. In doing so, we want to highlight here,
the issue-network critique ignores issues’ key role
in getting publics involved and interested in poli-
tics.7 Thus, we say, something else is required
besides mechanisms of legitimacy and accounta-
bility for publics to participate in politics: issues.
Here we would like to address the possibility that
publics are at least in part organized by issues and,
indeed, by issue-networks. Thus we ask: Can the
web tell us whether and how publics are organized
by issue-networks over the course of an issue’s
“life”? And what bearing, if any, do these publics
organized by issue-networks have, at particularly
crucial junctures, on the fate of the issue?

In taking up these questions, we recognize at
the outset that not all issues organize publics. But
most publics, it seems to us, do care about issues.
Similarly, we acknowledge that accusations
directed at NGOs of a lack of legitimacy and
accountability may or may not be justified. But,
again, that does not mean that public involvement
in politics can be accounted for solely in terms of
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mechanisms of legitimacy and accountability.
Research on issue-networks on the web provides a
means of exploring the role issues may play in get-
ting “the public” involved in politics. As such, it
may be of help in addressing some of the short-
comings of our understanding of what counts as
“proper” public involvement in politics, and what
it requires.

With the Aid of Issue Crawler ...

In taking to the web to see whether and how
issue-networks organize publics, we make use of a
particular piece of software, Issue Crawler. This is
a web-based tool explicitly designed to perform
the location of issue-networks. Issue Crawler
begins by following hyperlinks from a set of start-
ing points, web pages provided by the user. It cap-
tures the outlinks from these pages and keeps and
analyzes the outlinks that two or more of the start-
ing points have in common. Repeating the process
several times, the results from each “co-link analy-
sis” provide the starting points for the next itera-
tion. The choice of starting points is covered else-
where.8 But where the point is to locate an
issue-network, the best starting points generally
speaking are specific pages (link lists, preferably)
that broadly disclose the substantive parties to the
issue. If these starting points indeed disclose fur-
ther web pages that deal with the issue in question,
and if these pages are sufficiently interlinked, then
Issue Crawler can be expected to find an issue-net-
work. In other cases, the crawler may find social
networks or, in the “worst” case, no network at
all. We call a social network a set of pages that
acknowledge one another by way of hyperlinks
and that may have several things in common 
(such as geographical location, funding, political
leaning or the events in which they participate) but
not an issue. When our co-link machine finds 
no network at all, one may give it a second try
with a different set of starting points. But if there 
is no network according to the crawler, this may
also mean that the issue under scrutiny is not an
issue, at least not according to the web. In that
case, web pages dealing with the issue are not
acknowledging one another by way of hyper-
links and may also in other ways fail to engage 
in collective practices of issue formation on 
the web.

This brief discussion of the workings of Issue
Crawler makes clear that this tool principally
relies, for the location of issue-networks, on the
presence of hyperlinks among web pages that deal
with the issue. Now it is certainly not the case that
the presence of such links can be taken as a suffi-
cient indication that issue-networking activity is
indeed going on, in the sense attributed to it by
Hugh Heclo. Nor can the absence of an issue-net-
work on the web be taken as a sufficient indication
of a lack of networking around the issue in gen-
eral. Heclo defines issue-networking as the forma-
tion of loose alliances among issue-activists, issue-
experts and issue-watchers, who define issues by
sharing information about them. It is obvious that
many other techniques are available for doing so,
besides exchanging hyperlinks on the web. To give
one example, in an interview one of us had with
the webmaster of the Dutch-British oil company
Shell, Simon May, he confirmed that Shell fre-
quently consults with Greenpeace. However,
Greenpeace on its web site does not acknowledge
Shell by way of a hyperlink (even if Shell does link
to Greenpeace). In this respect, we can say that
hyperlinks among sites dealing with a common
issue may disclose an issue-network, but a net-
work located by way of hyperlinks does not reveal
all the issue-networking practices that may be
going on, on and off the web.

However, the fact that hyperlinks provide an
extremely partial perspective on issue-networking
can also be seen as a key advantage, in so far as we
are interested in the ways in which issue-networks
may organize a public for a given issue. The net-
works located on the web by way of hyperlinks
disclose a particular type of issue-network: a net-
work that is in the business of public-izing the
issue. The web after all is a generally accessible
medium where organizations and individuals
direct themselves to a potentially very broad audi-
ence. (Having said this, it is of course not so sur-
prising that we find in the issue-networks grounds
for criticizing Heclo for characterizing the issue-
network as an a-public or anti-public entity.) Thus
we say that the sets of interlinking web pages
treating a common issue that we locate on the
web provide a particular trace of a particular mode
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5 Naomi Klein, “Bush to NGOs: Watch your mouths,” in:
Globe and Mail, June 20, 2003.

6 Rein de Wilde, Niki Vermeulen, Mirko Reithler, Bezeten van
Genen: Een essay over de innovatieoorlog rondom genetisch
gemodificeerd voedsel, (Possessed by Genes: An Essay on the
Innovation War around Genetically Modified Food), Weten-
schappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid, Voorstudies en
Achtergronden, SDU Uitgevers, Den Haag, 2003.

7 The fate of issues in terms of how they come to be
addressed in the architecture of public space is treated in
Maarten Hajer, Arnold Reijndorp, In Search of the New Pub-
lic Domain, NAi Publishers, Rotterdam, 2001.

8 http://www.govcom.org/crawler_software.html, see also
Richard Rogers, Andrés Zelman, “Surfing for Knowledge in
the Information Society,” in: Critical Perspectives on the
Internet, Greg Elmer (ed.), Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham,
MD, 2002, pp. 63-86.
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of issue-networking: a generally accessible infor-
mational trace of a network in the business of pub-
lic-izing the issue, as well as the networks that
have adopted it.

Recipes for Tracing the Fate of Issues

and Their Publics

For the purposes of our research on issue-net-
works on the web, we rely on this provisional def-
inition of an issue-network: a heterogeneous set
of entities (organizations, individuals, documents,
slogans, imagery) that have configured into a
hyperlink-network around a common problem-
atic area, summed up in a key-word such as cli-
mate change (below we’ll also discuss other exam-
ples such as the Ferghana Valley in Central Asia
and the Narmada dams in Northern India). Once
such an issue-network has been located on the
web with the aid of Issue Crawler, the network
may provide clues as to the state of the issue and
the state of its public. When it comes to the for-
mer, one may begin by querying the network on
these three counts: the “heat” of the issue, the life
expectancy of the issue, and indeed, its fate. With
respect to “heat,” one can ask: Is the network
active or passive? That is, are the pages fresh or
stale? How frequently are they updated? If the
pages in the network are old, the issue may already
have been addressed or it may have been deserted
by the actors who previously adopted it. As con-
cerns life expectancy, a key question is: Are more
actors attaching themselves to the issue, or are
actors detaching themselves from it? Are more
documents, slogans and imagery being released to
the network, or fewer? On the issue’s fate, one
may ask: Has the network identified an addressee
for the issue, an institution or collective that may
take care of it, such as the UN, consumers, or the
Dutch government? And if this is the case, has the
addressee taken up the issue or is the issue being
ignored?

When it comes to the public-ness of the issue,
we mentioned previously that the presence of an
issue-network on the web can be seen as indica-
tive of a public-izing tendency of the network.
Attempting to reverse-engineer the genealogy of
issue-networks that we located on the web, we
have often speculated on the type of issue-making
events that take place in other (media) spaces such

as boardrooms, protest events and e-mail net-
works. The move onto the web of issue-networks
may perhaps be understood as a “going public” of
networks that have already been busy organizing
in these other media spaces. However, the pres-
ence of issue-networks on the web does not nec-
essarily mean that these networks are indeed
organizing a public for the issue. How to deter-
mine whether this is the case?

In previous work, we have proposed that
research on issue-networks on the web may com-
plicate and enrich our understanding of how more
“classical publics” come about: a TV-public, an
election-public or a protest-public. In one particu-
lar instance, we compared news media reports of a
specific street-protest event (a demonstration by
French farmers in Milau, France, in 2001) with the
ways the protest was presented on the web. We
found that what looked like “a bunch of angry
farmers and protest tourists” to Dutch newspaper
journalists present on the scene took on a very dif-
ferent coloration on the web. There we found a
network of highly coordinated groups – organiz-
ing, info-sharing and doing issue work on the
Internet.9 The issue-network on the web pre-
sented the protest as part of a larger campaign
against the US ban on the import of Roquefort
cheese and against the pressure that the World
Trade Organization was exerting on the French
government to relax its protectionist agricultural
policies. In this respect, issue-networks on the
web may disclose the work of articulation and
organization – the formatting of issues, the mobi-
lization of actors and the preparation of events –
that enables and/or announces a public’s eventual
“coming out” (whether it is on TV, during election
time or at a protest event). However, in the case
study of the Milau farmers’ protest, the presence
of a public in the streets provided a starting point
for tracing on the web the issue-network that
could be said to have organized this public. But
how to determine on the basis of an issue-network
present on the web whether it has organized a
public, or may do so in the future?

Looking for a way to conceptualize publics
organized by networks, one of us turned to the
work of American philosopher John Dewey. As
others have also noted, his concept of “the public”
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is particularly relevant in the context of the Inter-
net.10 In his one and only work on political philoso-
phy, The Public and Its Problems (1927), Dewey
defined the public as a set of actors jointly affected
by a problem for which no existing institution or
community is currently providing a settlement. In
these cases, Dewey maintained, affected actors
organize into a public to ensure that the problem is
addressed.11 Drawing from Dewey, we may
approach issue-networks on the web as disclosing
such an assemblage of actors jointly implicated in
an issue that no agent, no organization is effec-
tively taking care of. We then say that issue-net-
working, as we can follow it on the web, can be
approached as a way for affected actors to get
organized around an issue and, vice versa, for
actors to organize the issue so as to assure its settle-
ment. As a way of finding out whether and how
issue-networks may organize publics, we may
thus start by posing these types of questions. Does
the issue-network provide a means for actors to
get involved in defining the issue by which they
are affected? Do the issue-definitions provided by
the network help to articulate the problems in
which actors are implicated? In which ways may
the involvement of affected actors and the articu-
lation of the issue by the issue-network contribute
to the issue’s settlement?

Following the (Dis)Organization of

Publics on the Web

With respect to the involvement of affected actors
in the issue-network, we wish to foreground here
the constraints on bringing this about, as they can
be gleaned from the web. In many of the issue-net-
works we have located on the web, the actors that
are part of the issue-network do not coincide with
those that are affected by the issue in question.
The nodes of issue-networks on the web – Uni-
form Resource Locators (URLs) that have been
identified by Issue Crawler – we call “carriers” of
the issue. The parties affected by the affair in ques-
tion, as identified by the issue-network, we refer to
as the issue’s “subjects”. We found a particularly
clear case of divergence between the issue’s carri-
ers and its subjects in our research on networks on
the web thematizing the issues of the Ferghana
Valley, a region in Central Asia that lies on the bor-
ders between Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajik-

istan. With the help of people familiar with the
Central Asian issue-space and assisted by Issue
Crawler, we managed to locate several networks
on the web disclosing the Ferghana Valley’s issues:
an Uzbek governmental network, an Uzbek media
network, an international media network and a
network of international organizations. Of organi-
zations active in the region itself, however, we
managed to locate little more than their names
and addresses on the web. Moreover, the network
of international organizations thematizing the Fer-
ghana Valley on the web provides by far the most
detailed accounts of the issues troubling the
region (border conflicts, drug trafficking, ethnic
tensions, Islamic fundamentalism, poverty and
women’s issues, among others). Also, we
observed that in the case of the Ferghana Valley,
which spreads out across countries with semi-dic-
tatorial political regimes, it would obviously be a
mistake to expect the issue-networks we located
on the web to draw affected actors from the
region into the issue-network. Considering the
political situation the people of the Ferghana Val-
ley find themselves in, such attempts would prob-
ably compromise rather than enable the chances
of the Ferghana Valley’s issues being addressed.

Rather than asking whether affected parties are
present in the issue-network, when it comes to
issues like those of the Ferghana Valley, a better
question is whether issue-networks on the web
can be said to mediate the concerns of affected
parties, and in that sense organize these as a pub-
lic. The crucial question is, then: Do the issue-def-
initions provided by the issue-networks capture
the issues as affected parties would define them?
We have not been able to answer this question for
the Ferghana Valley, but in our web analysis of
another case, this question took center stage. In
the case of the controversy over the construction
of hydroelectric dams in the Narmada Valley in
Northern India, we found a troubling disparity
between the issue-definitions provided by the car-
riers of the issue and those provided by the issue’s
subjects. With web pages dealing with the Nar-
mada dams serving as starting points, Issue
Crawler located an issue-network that included a
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9 Richard Rogers, Noortje Marres, “French scandals on the
Web, and on the streets: A small experiment in stretching
the limits of reported reality,” in: Asian Journal of Social Sci-
ence, vol. 30, 2, 2002, pp. 339-353.

10 Stephen Coleman, John Gotze, Bowling Together: Online
Public Engagement in Policy Deliberation, Hansard Society,
London, 2001, pp. 5f.

11 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, Swallow Press,
Ohio University Press, Athens, 1991 [1927]. For a discussion
of Dewey’s concept of the public, see the piece by Noortje
Marres in this volume, chapter 3.
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grassroots movement active in the region, inter-
national civil-society organizations and interna-
tional institutions such as the World Commission
on Dams. The page of the regional NGO, nar-
mada.org, provides updates on the continuing
submergence of villages and the continuing
absence of arrangements for resettlement and
compensation for the affected population, going
back to at least 2001. The international organiza-
tions present in the issue-network, on the other
hand, provide information on dams all over the
world and present their mission in decidedly
global terms. For instance, the mission statement
of the World Commission on Dams says its task is
“to review the development effectiveness of large
dams and to develop internationally acceptable
criteria, guidelines and standards for large
dams”.12 In some crucial respects, the issue-defini-
tions of the international issue-carriers and the
regional one, we concluded, fail to converge.
Where the latter focuses on resettlement and com-
pensation of affected populations, the former are
dedicated to monitoring “development effective-
ness”. This situation is particularly troubling con-
sidering the pivotal role that grassroots protests
against the Narmada dams have played in turning
“large dams” into an issue of global concern. The
protest in 1997 by Indian NGOs and their dias-
pora counterparts in the United States was the
most important reason for international NGOs
and institutions to define large dams as an issue
that requires public involvement if it is to be
addressed.13 However, even if large dams can now
count on a large public of non-governmental
organizations, UN bodies and other international
instances, the issue of resettlement and compensa-
tion of affected populations in the Narmada Valley
remains largely unaddressed to this day. Here, one
could say, the organization of a global public
brought a redefinition of the issue that fails to cap-
ture the issue definition that sparked this process
in the first place. Perhaps it is too soon to tell, but
the organization of a public may here have
resulted in the desertion by this public of one
aspect of the issue.

However, it is certainly not the case that the
involvement of previously non-implicated actors
in the issue, and related shifts in the issue’s defini-
tion, should necessarily result in the desertion of

the issue. In the case of the issue of climate
change, we found on the contrary that the broad-
ening of the range of actors involved in the issue-
network, beyond an original “core set,” actually
opened up opportunities to bring the issue closer
to a settlement. In the spring of 2004, we located a
climate-change network on the web with not only
longtime carriers of this issue but also actors we
hadn’t previously encountered in issue-networks
on climate change: Besides Greenpeace and
Friends of the Earth International, the network
presented NGOs working on the issue of “inter-
national financial institutions” (IFIs) and such an
institution itself, the World Bank. Surfing this net-
work, we observed that the issue of climate
change was being inserted into a controversy sur-
rounding the World Bank’s policy on the funding
of fossil fuel projects in developing countries.
Referring to climate change, this network
demanded that the World Bank phase out its fund-
ing of fossil fuel projects by 2008 and shift its
funding to support renewable energy sources.
This network definitively presented a shift away
from climate-change networks we had located on
the web over the previous years. Not only were
NGOs working on IFIs drawn into the climate-
change network (or the other way around) but cli-
mate change, in this network, also was articulated
as an issue to be addressed by an international
development agency, the World Bank. Climate
change, in recent years, was defined most impor-
tantly by the Kyoto Protocol (and by criticism of
the Protocol), and the UN figured as the principal
addressee of the issue. Now the energy policies of
an international financial institution were being
singled out as a key site where the issue’s fate may
be decided. However, the re-definition of the issue
in this case certainly has not disabled previous
issue definitions and their publics. As part of the
controversy over the energy policy of the World
Bank, this institution reconfirmed its commitment
to the Kyoto Protocol. And so did the European
Commission, we learned from the issue-network
on the web, during a European Council meeting
on the above demands made to the World Bank.
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12 http://www.dams.org/commission/intro.htm
13 The World Commission on Dams was founded largely in

response to that event. Its successor is the Dams and Devel-
opment Project of UNEP http://www.unep-dams.org/. For a
history of the controversy surrounding the Narmada dams,
see Shalini Randeria, “Glocalization of Law: Environmental
Justice, World Bank, NGOs and the Cunning State in India,”
in: Current Sociology, vol. 51, May 2003, pp. 305-328.

Govcom .org , N armada Dams, January 2004, computer graph ics by issuecraw ler.net, © Govcom .org Foundation , A msterdam
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The insertion of climate change into the contro-
versy over the bank’s energy policy, we could per-
haps say, added a new public to those already
organized around the issue and provided an
opportunity for actors already implicated in the
issue to re-actualize it.

Conclusion

Many more aspects of issue-networking should be
seriously looked at, if we really are to make the
web accountable for the (dis)organization of issues
and their publics and to do justice to the ways in
which the fates of issues and publics intertwine.
We should look much more carefully at how the
political-geographical locations of issues constrain
their articulation as well as the organization of a
public. In the case of the Ferghana Valley, the
issues were most notably being defined by interna-
tional networks, at a great distance from the sites
where the issues being articulated by this net-
work were making themselves felt. This situation
severely limits, of course, the possibilities of find-
ing out whether these issue definitions are perti-
nent. On the other hand, the types of issues that
arise in situations in which even the definition of
problems proves a dangerous undertaking are
likely to be among those that most urgently
require address and, thus, a public that may
attempt to ensure this. Also, we should spend
muchmore time looking into the enabling and dis-
abling effects of various framings of an issue for
the organization of its public and for the possibility
of its being addressed. For example, the framing 
of an issue in terms of “development,” as happened
in the case of the Narmada dams and in that of cli-
mate change, may have far-reaching consequences
for the type of public that gets organized around
the issue. It may have consequences, for instance,
for the ways in which actors in the West and actors
in the non-West may relate to one another in their
capacity of members of these issues’ publics. Here,
too, the danger is that organizations from the West
end up defining the issues for people from the non-
West. Lastly, there is the enormous question of
whether issue-networking and the organization of

publics around the issue contribute or not to the
issue’s being addressed at all. This question we
have barely begun to inquire into.

But we have come some way. Looking for
“public debate” on the web, we found “issue-net-
works”. On the web, we catch glimpses of the net-
work of formatting issues and organizing actors
that must be performed before something like a
public may become involved in an issue, be it in
the mode of debate, protest or yet another way.
We no longer have to approach issue-networking
as an activity that is inevitably pursued in the
absence of “the public”. We may give issue-net-
works credit but also hold them accountable for
the ways in which they organize and fail to organ-
ize an issue’s public. We may do so by following
the configuration and reconfiguration of issue-
networks in the widely accessible medium of the
web. First, these networks can be queried for the
extent to which they involve affected actors in the
articulation of the issue. Second, we may deter-
mine to what degree the network’s issue-defini-
tions capture the ways in which actors are affected
by it. And last, we can ask whether the articulation
of the issue and the organization of a public in the
issue-network contribute to the issue’s being
addressed. As the above discussion of our web
findings makes clear, we frequently observe the
failure of issue-networks to organize a public for
the issue that they have adopted. However, some
of the issue-networks we located on the web, like
the one around climate change, did contribute to
the organization of actors affected by the issue
into a collective. Its articulations of the issue may
turn out to be decisive to bringing it closer to a settle-
ment. Such rare achievements make clear, it seems
to us, that the frequent failures of issue-networks
to call a public into being cannot be ascribed to the
intrinsic features of the “issue-network” as a form
of political organization, as did the father of this
concept, Hugh Heclo. Instead, by locating and
querying issue-networks on the web, we may
specify the constraints on the organization of an
issue’s public and thus begin to see the contours of
this challenge.
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At the age of twelve Richard Buckminster Fuller
decides to preserve all letters and personal papers; at
the age of twenty-three he baptizes this collection
the Chronofiles. In the following years he not only
continues to file chronologically all letters he
receives and sends but also text drafts, sketches,
invitations, commercials, schedules, protocols, press
clippings, bills and almost all other known formats.
Fuller documents a life, which he himself considered
to be an experiment. He noted in great detail all
events in his laboratory (the world) as well as the
behavior of “guinea pig B,” which he called himself. 

When Fuller died at the age of 87 in 1983 he left
behind 750 units: 125 folders bound in leather 
and 625 files of 300 to 500 pages each. These more
than 200,000 documents are the core of the 45-ton 
R. Buckminster Fuller Archives, held by Stanford
University Libraries since 1999. If Buckminster Fuller
would accept the challenge of documenting his life
and thought again today, he might need no more
than a single hard disc with two or three terabytes
and a small air-conditioned room for his computer.
This storage medium would keep not only all
Buckminster Fuller’s documents, sketches and pho-
tographs, but also movies, music and recordings of
interviews as well as of all telephone calls he ever
made. The data could be freely copied and stored in
different locations worldwide. If the library in
Stanford burned down, his archive would survive –
in Cambridge, Berlin and Paris. Also the scholarly
work on his archive would change: It would be pos-
sible to search the data by keywords for themes,
places where Fuller jotted down his thoughts or 
the names of those people he spoke with. With a
complex search request, certain patterns of his
thinking might appear. The archive could also con-
tain a protocol on Buckminster Fuller’s own way of
using the archive, which documents he had read
again, and what search requests and analyses he had
asked the computer to perform. The possibilities of

computer-based research might have been another
instrument in Buckminster Fuller’s hands for a life of
obsessive self-observation. The use Fuller might
have made of these new tools can be imagined 
by looking at the practice of weblogging. Weblogs
tie together personal lives and knowledge resources
on the web, resembling therefore Fuller’s Chrono-
files not only in their chronological structure. Fuller
correlated without hesitating his biography with
world history, starting with his year of birth, 1895,
“the year automobiles were introduced, the wire-
less telegraph and the automatic screw machine 
were invented and X-rays were discovered”2. Fuller
believed that it was precisely the practice of repeat-
edly re-reading those facts and his reflections linked
to them that enabled him to detect “world patterns
of developing technology”. He transcended what
most bloggers today strive for, and what Siegfried
Kracauer had called a “neubürgerliche Kunstform,”3

a new art form: the pure autobiographical desire. 
Yet weblogs are only one small manifestation of 
the far-reaching cultural applications of computer 
technology. 

A specific kind of trace is represented by a type of
information not contained in traditional archives.
The computer has the potential to record all
processes it executes. A banal example therefore is
the log file, protocol data that are generated by a
web server, proxy server or ftp server. If you click on
a web site, the server notes specifications of prove-
nance, the time of the log-in, the success of data
transfer, maybe even information about the operat-
ing system in use. Those data are evaluated by the
server operators in order to optimize, mostly com-
mercially, their services. The Austrian artist Annja
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1 The term “Chronofile-Society”was coined by Thomas Fürst-
ner discussing the implications of weblogging.

2 Richard Buckminster Fuller, “The Man with a Chronofile”, 
in: Saturday Review, April 1, 1967.

3 Siegfried Kracauer, “Die Biographie als neubürgerliche 
Kunstform”, in: Siegfried Kracauer, Schriften,vol. 5.2: Aufsätze 
1927-1931, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt, 1990, pp. 195 – 199.

The Chronofile-Society1

Margit Rosen

Annja Krautgasser in co-operation 
w ith Rainer Mandl, Josef De inhofer,
M ichae l Aschauer and D ieter Kovacic ,
IP-III, 2002, net-based installation,
© lothringer13/halle , Munich
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optimized for the human senses. The data won from
log files and other inputs as well as the data from
“mining” the data bases is filtered, visualized and
made audible. The dependence of our judgment of
data on its presentation is exemplified in the net-
based installation ./logicaland by Maia Gusberti,
Michael Aschauer, Nik Thoenen and Sepp Dein-
hofer. The user of this world-simulation game can
choose between three maps, in which the statistical
parameters space, number of inhabitants, GNP, per
capita income, oil consumption, level of education
and other factors are represented. If you choose the
visualization “World Map” and the criteria “oil con-
sumption,” Africa and South America vanish from
the map, which is now almost entirely covered by
the US. The visualization chosen strongly influences
the action of the player. 

There is this dream of having a big party of data era-
sure. It is the panicky result of being confronted with
an unmanageable accumulation of disparate digital
artifacts, which cannot yet even be defined as
“knowledge”. Even the certitude of the fragility of
digital data does not free us from the uneasiness over
the threatening accumulation of documents by
machines, which cannot forget. The human brain
can abstract and group information and delete facts
temporarily from memory, until a new event re-
evaluates this element of knowledge. In that sense
the machine is unable to forget; it can only lose data.
But although the computer cannot equal the com-
plex economy of forgetting executed by human
brains, software for data-base management and data
indication became a central instrument of knowl-
edge, transforming our way of communicating,
remembering and acting. 

Of course the problem of the administration of
knowledge assets is not new. With the distribution
of the letterpress and the multiplication of bibliogra-
phies, bibliographies of bibliographies and scientific
journals emerged, which tried to make the central
scientific insights accessible. With the development
of societies based on the division of labor and aug-
menting specialization, knowledge fields drifted
apart. Every encyclopaedia illustrates the depend-
ency of civilization on material storage media. To
create an encyclopaedia, which strives to contain the
total knowledge of our time, is a challenge formu-
lated in the Enlightenment, which due to networked

computer technology can now be met not by insti-
tutions, but by open collaborative projects like
Wikipedia.

The archive was repeatedly described in the
notions of power. “Nul pouvoir politique sans con-
trôle de l’archive, sinon de la mémoire”.6 Jacques
Derrida’s reflections on the archive allow for a his-
torical perspective on the data-base managing sys-
tems and search engines: In the polis, official docu-
ments were kept in the archaion, the residence of the
archonts. These senior officials had the right and the
competence to interpret the archives.7 The archon-
tal power united the functions of unification, identi-
fication and classification.8 On the web the power to
structure knowledge is performed by search
engines. They help to winnow information out of
noise. Yet their functions, strengths and limitations
are not apparent to the user. Again the unknowing
individual is confronted by the knowing ones. The
knowing ones are those who program the tools.
Google, the most sucessful search engine, is today
perhaps the most powerful tool. Therefore a mes-
sage was mailed via Nettime on February 18, 2003.

“But Google has the power to alter its search
results. It can subtly send people to websites in favor
of one political viewpoint. If Google blocks a web-
site, how easily could we find it? It’s easy to put
something up on-line, but it’s worthless if no one
can find it. Search engines are highly centralized.
There are only a handful of companies offering the
service. As the volume of information grows, it is
likely that it will cost even more to start up a new
search engine. The result? An industry that is rela-
tively easy to control. Control Google and you’ve
got the Internet in a choke hold. Control both
Google and the few companies competing with it,
and you’ve got the Internet on lockdown. Google
has already shown a few warning signs.”9

Information, which vanishes from the web
because search engines have deleted it from their
indexes, can even not be longed for, as for the
majority of the users the only hint to its existence is
its appearance in the index of the search engine. The
participatory model of communication on the web
with its promise – every individual can publish on
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6 Jacques Derrida, Mal d’Archive. Une impression freudienne,
Galilée, Paris, 1995, p. 15.

7 Jacques Derrida. Dem Archiv verschrieben. Eine Freudsche
Impression, Brinkmann und Bose, Berlin, 1997, p. 11.

8 Ibid., p. 12.
9 Abe Burmeister, “One Google to Rule them All”, in: Nettime

Mailing List, February 18, 2003, 09:13:29.

Krautgasser4 uses these protocol data in her net-
based installation IP-III, in order to visualize and
make audible the behavior of users on the web. IP-
III withdraws the digital traces from the logic of
their commercial use and instead generates a struc-
ture that links the beauty of abstraction with the
magic of the real, the observation of data-retrieving
individuals.

The behavior of users on the web can be
observed on several levels. With the aid of cookies,
on-line bookshops, for example, welcome you with
your name and give buy recommendations: “Hello,
X. We have recommendations for you. (If you’re not
X, click here.)” Those recommendations are based
on the observation of what you have bought or
shown an interest in in the past as well as on the sta-
tistical evaluation of the behavior of other cus-

tomers. Enlarging the perspective to other elec-
tronic information systems, for example to payback
cards of warehouses, a brisk exchange between dif-
ferent databases can be observed, used to produce
out of individual consumer data-profiles an opti-
mization of both, customer service and forming. By
logging every decision of the user the computer pro-
duces an “unbewusst durchwirkten Raum,” an
unconsciously penetrated space.5 With this formu-
lation Walter Benjamin originally described a photo-
graphic phenomenon: things were made perceivable
that until then had escaped human perception. 

To create this new space in order to enhance
human perception of the world, the data have to be
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4 in co-operation with Rainer Mandl, Josef Deinhofer, Michael
Aschauer and Dieter Kovacic.

5 Walter Benjamin, “Kleine Geschichte der Fotografie”, in: 
Walter Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner techni-
schen Reproduzierbarkeit, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M (1962),
1994, pp. 45-64, here p. 50.

Maia Gusberti, M ichae l, 
Aschauer, N ik Thoenen, Josef
De inhofer, . / logicaland , 2002, 
screenshots “ Worldmap” (above),
“ North/South” (be low),  
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which legitimates or destabilizes the present. Will
the distribution of new communication media trans-
form the practices of the social memory? Will the
archive lose its meaning for the orientation and legi-
timation of today’s actions? Vivian Sobchack points
out that the mass media have led to a dissolution 
of the distance between an event and its represen-
tation.10

Over and over again it is the World Wide Web to
which writers refer, reflecting the transformations of
the social memory. But for the emergence of topoi
or lieux de mémoire, as defined by Pierre Nora, it
only plays a minor role. It is still the last location, in
which are mirrored the events that were already
broadcast in the mass media, television, cinema and
radio. For example a rating of the most important
German intellectuals based on the number of their
entries in a certain search engine, only obtains its
cultural value by its publication in a medium like the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Still, it is the broad-
casting time on television or the space somebody’s
publications take on a bookshelf that determines an
intellectual’s social recognition – not the hard-disc
space used on a server or web sites on-line.

We live in a world of artifacts, which perhaps influ-
ence us as strongly as the humans we meet. Without
artifacts in their symbolic and practical function,
socio-cultural life could not have developed the way
it has.11 “External symbolic storage” describes
objects, which store and transmit information,
implicitly or explicitly. They are dependent on the
social context, which provides the capabilities to use
this information. The individual is born into an envi-
ronment of human and object-like actors. Referring
to Auguste Comte, Maurice Halbwachs wrote that
traditions would emerge from the material objects
that we come in touch with every day. They resem-
ble a “silent and unmoving society,” which does not
take part in our restlessness and changes of mood.12

The weight of their materiality and their entangle-
ment with our practices and habits make them a
counterpart, which supports the relative consistency
of social groups. The materiality of an artifact offers
resistance to the transformations to which an image
may be submitted in human memory. How does
this possibility of resistance change, if information is
kept in a format that is meant to bemanipulated and
is essentially fragile?

Information can be kept as data in the long term,
though it depends more on the active protection of
civilization than has any previous storage format.
Yet what is lost is the quality of the palimpsest.
Overwriting a paper document, you keep the traces. 
The digital materiality does therefore not allow 
for historical strata. Copied from one system to
another, the digital document misses what Walter
Benjamin called the “material endurance” and 
“historical testimony”.13 How differently a sign is
perceived depending on the medium carrying it
becomes visible in Niki Passath’s project Kurt. The
robot tatooed a line, randomly generated on a palm
top, pixel by pixel into the skin of the artist.

The resistance of digital artifacts against the
transformation of historical records from the per-
spective of the present applies other strategies than
materiality. They counter the requests for adaption
with an uncontrollable distribution of digital clones.
Whoever manages to manipulate a text or a picture,
will have to change all their copies. 

The direction of the development of technology is
undetermined. The only fixed point today is the
problem of energy.14 The digital production, storage
and distribution of information costs measurable
amounts of mainly fossil resources, for the produc-
tion of the hardware as well as for the ongoing
processes. This is the limit of today’s chronofiling, 
of communication and storage, which the group
infossil describes laconically:

The question remains: When today’s infossil noise
has been transformed into fossil stone again, what will
it be that our energy is finally used for? Will something
use our long-gone lives to chat about the weather?

The chronofiles themselves, the “infossil” chrono-
logical strata of information, become in this model
an energy resource, which can be used when all
fossil resources are spent.
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10 Vivian Sobchack, The Persistence of History: Conema, Televi-
sion and the Modern Event, Routledge, New York, London,
1996, p. 5.

11 See M. Donald, Origins of Modern Mind. Three Stages in the
Evolution of Culture and Cognition, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1991.

12 Maurice Halbwachs, Das kollektive Gedächtnis (1950), Fischer,
Frankfurt/M., 1991, p. 127.

13 Walter Benjamin, ibid, p. 15.
14 Niklas Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, Suhrkamp,

Frankfurt/M., 1998, p. 535.

the same level as every institution – is subjected to
those limitations.

Mechanisms of standardization appear on the
most diverse levels, with large impact on culture and
education. As mentioned above, user data are statis-
tically evaluated, and intelligent software constructs
profiles that allow one party to make recommenda-
tions to the user or customer. Those recommenda-
tions are based on statistics. They therefore follow
majority decisions. Unobserved, a new plebiscite
canon emerges, for literature, for example. 

The key issue is data mining and the conditions of
data retrieval, the new possibilities of linking large
amounts of knowledge. Databases allow for ques-
tions that could not have been asked before, as the
comparison of texts and numbers would have been
too time consuming, expensive and demanding of
precision. With digital databases and the web, which
could be considered as kind of a low structured data-
base, an overwhelming amount of material became
available also for the arts: open data collections like
the web allow for practices of collage and appropria-
tion first imagined in the beginning of the twentieth

century. An example gives Unmovie by Axel Heide,
OnesandZeros, Philip Pocock und Gregor Stehle, a
net-based installation where five bots trigger with
their conversation the montage of movies retrieved
from a data base of 10,000 clips, producing an end-
less movie. The conversing artificial characters are
themselves built of cultural fragments, texts by
Friedrich Nietzsche, Andrej Tarkowsky, Bob Dylan
and others.

Though the actual fear of the power of the archive is
mainly provoked by the accumulation of vast
amounts of data, the classic anxiety remains when
confronted with the interpretation of the past,
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not a Thing of some sort? – that we have not finished exploring

the repertoire of political passions. It’s still uncertain at this point

which new techniques can revitalize the vocabulary, procedures

and feelings necessary for a renewed political life, one able to

accept at once the narrow limits of parliamentary sites and the

necessary extension of politics to other assemblages.

One possible way is to modify what we mean by “critical”.

Instead of designating an attitude – indignation, emotion, dis-

tinction – it could also mean the temperature, so to speak, 

of issues when they enter a “critical state”. We will have

succeeded if, through this book, we have moved the reader from

a subject- to an object-oriented attitude, from critical distance to

critical proximity.

Which Art for Which Terror?

Bush and Bin Laden

What Does It Mean to Be Cosmopolitically Correct?

I’d Rather Not  

As we have seen, a “thing” is, by definition, a site around which

we are forced to gather because of strong conflicts. Politics is not

about agreement, cohesion, unanimity, sociability, but about

practical and sometimes humble ways to deal with dissent, and

sometimes extreme dissent. The atmospheres of democracy can-

not rely only on the cold circuitry of reason but must also draw

upon and reckon with the violent drafts of passion. But just like

reason, passions evolve and have to be cultivated. They are in

many ways habits of thought, which can be channeled along dif-

ferent lines. They closely depend on the instruments on which

they play. Each time techniques of representation change, so do

the passions we associate with politics. It’s clear from the ele-

ments assembled in this book – and what is a collective book if

15 New Political Passions?

Cultivating Politics in Glass Houses

Suspending Hatred in Rwanda

Minamata Direct (so Indirect) Confrontation

Pittsburg Hubs – With Databases Can You Map Powers?
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beautiful achievements of world architecture.
Wherever we now encounter such buildings (be
they the classical palm houses or orchid houses or
camellia houses or, finally, the greenhouses for
Victoria regia, that most famous of water lilies), we
likewise encounter the materialization of a new
view of building by virtue of which climatic factors
were taken into account in the very structures
made. Modernism in architecture has always also
implied the transition of the climatic into the age
of its explicit presentation and production. Archi-
tecture responds with its means to a new form of
mobility that now includes not only human and
animal movement but also plant migration. For
reasons of space, for further details on this com-
plex swath of phenomena, allow me simply to
refer you to Alfred W. Crosby’s well-known study,
Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion
of Europe.

Following the initial breakthroughs in devising
an elaborate system for harboring plants alien to
the local climate, it was to be another two or three
generations before theoretical biology responded
at the conceptual level to the new practices of
uprooting plants. It bears considering that it was
the afore-mentioned exercise of granting plants
hospitality that first created the conditions under
which it became possible to formulate a concept
of environment. I can of course forgo providing
any detailed explanation of how and why the con-
cept of “environment” as coined by biologist Jacob
von Uexküll in 1909 (in his book Umwelt und
Innenwelt der Tiere, second edition, 1921) was one
of those twentieth-century innovations in logic
that was to have the greatest impact. Not only do
large stretches of modern biology depend on it but
also both ecology as a whole and systems theory.
If post-Uexküll the talk was of “environment,”
then this meant thinking not just of the natural
habitat of exotic animals and plants but also of the
procedures for the technical reproduction of that
habitat in alien surroundings. It was initially this
reconstructive imperative that we have to thank
for the fact that a general concept of the environ-
ment was formulated. From the historical view-
point, the destructive imperative was no less sig-
nificant, because modern warfare (such as com-
menced with the introduction of gas as a weapon
in Ypres in April 1915) was likewise based on the

insight that the enemy’s environment, the space
occupied by him, could be destroyed.

Among the first to respond to the provocation
innate in the concept of the environment was
Martin Heidegger, who as early as the mid-1920s
grasped the ontological implications of the new
biology. I would go so far as to say that his formu-
lation of “being-in-the-world” constitutes a philo-
sophical response to the shock he felt when con-
fronted by the biological concept of the
environment. He intended the use of the preposi-
tion “in” to distinguish ontologically between
man’s ecstasy, in the original Greek sense, in the
world and the animal’s ensnarement in a specific
habitat. Now the experience of original displace-
ment plays a decisive role here: When Heidegger
speaks of the Geworfenheit (“thrownness”) of
being, this expression brings to mind the risk of a
sudden dis-alignment of organism and environ-
ment, such as a palm tree of African origin faces if
it were to unfortunately find itself in England prior
to the invention of the greenhouse. The vegetative
counterpart to Geworfenheit would then be “enra-
cination”. In the one as in the other case what we
have is a situation in which the human or plant is
surrounded or embraced by a circle of incompati-
bility. Assistance in such a case would be if the sur-
rounding(s) were themselves to adjust to accom-
modate the entity projected into their midst. In the
case of plants, such an adjustment ensues with a
greenhouse geared to recreating the plant’s origi-
nal conditions; in the case of humans, the solution
would be to embed the newcomer in the host’s
language as the “house of being” – in other words
in the ontological version of the greenhouse, an
environment impregnated by mysteriousness and
nothingness. Whereas for the organism the mean-
ing of the “en” in environment or the “sur” in sur-
rounding consists of the perfectly calibrated
dependence on the original stimuli, in the case of
existence in the world they signify an abyss above
which one hangs, or a transcendence into which
one is suspended.

Now, in order to highlight the relevance of
these considerations for political theory, allow me
to show that the phenomenon of greenhouses in
nineteenth-century architecture actually had a
predecessor in older urbanist or polis theories.
Thus, prior to its explicit formulation in the early

I would like to present a few informal considera-
tions that focus on the atmospheric premises for a
democratic community.

In other words, I am talking about the condi-
tions that make democracy possible, but I am not
addressing the subject in Kantian terms, according
to which this political life form should be regarded
as a by-product of citizens exercising their powers
of judgment. Instead, I would claim that the condi-
tions are an effect of “waiting power” – meaning
both the ability to wait and to let others wait. Fur-
thermore, democracy is based on the proto-archi-
tectonic ability to build waiting rooms, not to
mention the proto-political ability to disarm citi-
zens. I would like in what follows to intimate how
these two abilities are interrelated. With a view to
the swordless George hanging over us,2 the ques-
tion must surely be whether there are other ways
of persuading citizens to lay down their swords
and under what conditions such a procedere can
be carried out. In fact, such procedures do indeed
exist, and I would like to remind you of them by
way of reminiscing first on the history of architec-
ture and then on the logic of the media.

In the first two decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury English garden architects started creating
houses that were hybrids of glass and cast iron
dedicated exclusively to housing a population of
extremely sensitive plants. It is a well-known fact
that this marked a clear caesura in the history of
building. The first so-called hothouses initially
obeyed only the principle of whim, because the
prosperous inhabitants of the British Isles indulged
in the imperialist caprice of declaring their country
a place to which plants that were sensitive to the
climate could immigrate. And I beg your indul-
gence if here I am politicizing the fate of plants, as
it were, a language game that can at least lay claim
to being based on Bruno Latour’s concept of an
expanded collective. The immigration of plants to

Europe in the nineteenth century can be read as a
pattern for a new politics of trans-human symbio-
sis. The engineers concerned themselves with the
problem of climatic structures in light of the con-
ditions of solar radiation quite some way north of
the equator. The invention of bent glass helped
them decisively in this regard, as did the introduc-
tion of prefabrication based on standardized ele-
ments. The latter was a technology eminently
suited to enabling the erection of large ensembles
in a very short space of time; consider the adven-
ture of Crystal Palace in 1851, which (although it
was to emerge as by far the largest edifice in the
history of architecture to that date) was built in the
amazingly short time of only 10 months.

Only gradually did nineteenth-century minds
grasp the paradigmatic significance of construct-
ing glass houses. Such edifices took into account
that organisms and climate zones reference each
other as it were a priori and that the random
uprooting of organisms to plant them elsewhere
could only occur if the climatic conditions were
transposed along with them. The imperial Eng-
lishmen had of course noticed that some of the
most beautiful plants had the irritating habit of
only wanting to flourish under non-British skies,
and some creative thinking was necessary if one
wished to welcome these guests to the British
Isles. If, for example, you really want to make a
palm tree feel unhappy, then force it to spend a
winter in England without the protection of an
artificial skin that shrouds it in its native climate.
British politeness excluded this ugly hypothesis
and instead enabled the mass immigration of
palms from an early date by creating a new type of
building, namely the palm house – something that
to this very day can be considered one of the most
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1 Based on a lecture held at a conference on “Atmospheres for
Freedom. Towards an Ecology of Good Government” in the
course of the “Dialoghi di San Giorgio,” organized by the
Giorgio Cini Foundation, Venice, September 15-17, 2004.

2 Reference to the statue of St. George on top of the cupola of
San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice, see figure on p. 24 in this
volume.
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third term that comes between nature and such an
assumed act of will, one that would be strong
enough to neutralize the powers people have to
repel one another and to overcome their aversion
to involuntary neighborhoods. The moral enigma
of the city is that it rests on the creation of people
who turn away from a certain natural phobia of
neighbors and instead champion a highly artificial
xenophilia in the most confined of spaces; it is a
metamorphosis that can be compared with the
moral alchemy of Christendom, with the differ-
ence being that what we have here is love your
neighbor not your next of kin.

Engineer Daedalus, after whom the dialogue is
named, had various suggestions as regards the
third term, and they will raise a few eyebrows
among the theorists of democracy. To put it
briefly, instead of nature or tyranny, the demo-
cratic psycho-politics is based on rituals that we
must invariably consider the skilful application of
anti-misanthropic procedures. In the dialogue, it is
above all Daedalus who counters Hippodamos the
rationalist by arguing that urban planning is neces-
sary at two levels. As long as the two architects
talk about the walls and gates, the piazzas, the
temples and the buildings for the magistrates, the
ideas of these first explicit city-makers remain
more or less conventional in thrust; the same is
true when they tackle war, institutions and civil
ethical behavior. By contrast, the references to
psychic urban planning are striking: instructions
on the rituals that need to be established in order
to generate or strengthen the citizens’ sense of
commonality. When describing these procedures
of urbanization, the author of the dialogue almost
turns into a poet. It is as if he wished to compete
with Plato in the field the latter was so strong in.
Aristotle introduces two allegories into the discus-
sion of political issues that have good prospects of
becoming established alongside the well-known
Platonic parables. The first is the dyer’s parable,
which is evidently constructed to contrast deliber-
ately with Plato’s weaver’s parable in the States-
man dialogue, while the second, the fountain para-
ble, essentially contains the proposal for a political
ritual.

With his dyer’s parable, Aristotle moves into
terrain occupied by Plato: Just as the latter in his
Politikós had termed the “royal technique” the

capacity to meaningfully interweave the two
socially beneficial, basic moods of masculinity (the
courageous/aggressive and the selfcontrolled/har-
monizing mindsets) as a weaver makes his fabric
using woof and warp, so in the Daedalus Aristotle
defines the “democratic technique” as a procedure
to immerse all citizens of the commonality in the
same dyer’s vat until they are impregnated down
to the very innermost fiber of their being. He
believes synoikismós will in this way penetrate the
citizens’ most basic emotional strands. This vat of
dye impregnates the citizens with a shared pride in
the freedom of their own polis as well as with
respect for the beautiful acts of megalopsychía, or,
to couch it in modern terms, the generosity thanks
to which some citizens stand out from others.
This pride and respect must precede all other
statements of a political nature in the city. Far from
rendering the city monochromatic and reducing it
to some one-dimensional consensus, it is these
pre-political “undertones” that enable those poly-
chromatic layers to be added by dint of which each
vibrant city can become a forum for debate, party
foundations and rivalry among friends. The
implicit argument in this parable is interesting
because it points to the pre-logical or pre-discur-
sive premises of the art of urban coexistence. To
again resort to modern terms, we could say that
here the philosopher for the first time gives voice
to the climatic or psycho-political conditions for
social synthesis.

The same is perhaps true of the fountain para-
ble and possibly to an even greater extent. There,
Daedalus recommends that all citizens of the polis
bathe together once in spring and once in the
autumn in a special pool that needs to be built for
this purpose on the agora – the so-called city
fountain. Now, while we can obviously imagine
this to be something of an erotic group escapade
or balneological carnival, quite as if Aristotle had
already read Bakhtin, the key point in both proce-
dures is the fact that there is no discernible direct
reference to political dialogue, to logical argument
and to an explicit political semantics. Rather, the
allegories express procedures on how to direct the
pre-symbolical dimension of the coexistence of
citizens.

Incidentally, we could be forgiven suspecting
here that the fountain ritual also possesses a cer-

twentieth century, the concept of environment
has an implicit pre-history, which, as we shall see,
stretches back as far as classical Greece. Thanks to
Bruno Latour, we are familiar with the art of pos-
ing epistemologically bizarre questions, such as,
“Where were the microbes prior to Pasteur?” I
wish to adopt this pattern and ask “Where in the
world could the environment have been prior to
Uexküll?” I shall initially search for an answer
among the post-Socratic Greek philosophers,
who I believe I can show were in their own way
already theorists of the greenhouse and ipso facto
environmental theorists. In actual fact, the birth of
ancient Greek political theory implied for them a
doctrine of living in an artificial construct. What
the early philosophers termed polis is in essence
nothing other than an artificial construct ruled by
nomos and amounts to the practical answer to the
challenge posed by the improbability of bringing
numerous strangers together to coexist behind
shared walls. The word polis itself, if one listens
carefully to it, has a certain ring to it reminiscent of
greenhouse theory. Anyone using it professes to
believe that it is possible for strangers and persons
who are not related to one another to come
together in one place and naturalize in a shared cli-
mate. The Greek city was a greenhouse for people
who agreed to be uprooted from the modus
vivendi of living in separation and instead be
planted in the disarming modus vivendi of living
together. If the word polis always retains a certain
astonishing ring to it, it’s because those who first
used it were never able to quite forget that the city
as a form of life always stood out like a social won-
der of the world against the background of pre-
urban conditions.

Let us assume that the founders of classical philo-
sophy would have responded to these problems
conceptually. And let me simply imagine that Aris-
totle, that great technician, composed a dialogue
entitled Daedalus – or the Art of Building Cities, a
text that along with all his other dialogues has
been lost because tradition in its barren selectivity
did not wish to preserve any of them. After all,
Aristotle is said to have authored as many such
pieces as did Plato. And let us further assume that
a team of archaeologists recently succeeded in
unearthing a copy of the lost text inside a vase
buried in the sand outside Alexandria. Let me also

assume that I had the privilege, alongside a team
of papyrologists, classical scholars, philosophers
and security men, of gaining an initial impression
of the newly-found document, putting me in the
fortunate position of being able to present a few
preliminary observations on the sensational
object.

The initial decoding of the text led to a key
finding that I can summarize: Aristotle has the
mythical builder of the Cretan labyrinth discuss
the art of building cities with Hippodamos of
Milet, the inventor of town planning by grid. Both
attribute the history of the city to an event that is
known by the name synoikismós. This expression
designates the decisions by smaller village and
fortress communities, originally scattered around
the countryside and ruled by nobles, to place
themselves under the protection of shared walls
and in future subject themselves to shared laws.
Unlike Plato, however, Aristotle does not feel it
necessary to resort here to some diluvian myth,
and he also knows nothing of some primordial
assembly following the cataclysm. According to
Aristotle, it was not the social drive of survivors of
the great natural disaster that gave rise to the polis
but the insight on the part of the prospective citi-
zens that a cooperative constitution could be
advantageous for them compared with the prior
modus vivendi. What is interesting about these
considerations is less their quasi proto-pragmatic
thrust than Aristotle’s expressing of a view other-
wise seldom encountered in classical antiquity,
namely that polis-like coexistence is fundamen-
tally a very artificial way for people to live
together. This does not, incidentally, contradict
his renowned hypothesis that man is a zóon poli-
tikón, as in this context the epithet politikós
specifically does not imply a reference to urban
culture but quite simply pinpoints the biological
fact that we live in groups or packs. Instead, what
is striking is that Aristotle judges that the synousía
of people in the city is the result of their special
psycho-political treatment. Humans are, he sug-
gests, by no means urbanites by nature but have to
be turned into such; they cannot simply be posited
as city-dwellers, because a simple decision by indi-
vidual will does not suffice to stabilize such an
improbable state of affairs as the coexistence of
the many in the polis. So there must logically be a
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room, whereby the first was called Polis and the
second Physis.

The essence of the written and representational
media is that they allow users to manipulate the
temporal axis thanks to which diachronic
sequences can be transformed into synchronic
images. It is best to think here of the phenomenon
of spoken speech. Since the very beginnings,
members of the Homo sapiens species have been
familiar with the experience of a stream of sounds
flowing from a speaker’s mouth only to disappear
forever after an acoustic presence of a few frac-
tions of a second. The inscription of the spoken
word enables this flow to be halted so that the
water level rises on the inner side of this symbolic
dam. One must accept the idea that the art of writ-
ing (that is, of creating a reservoir or pool of lan-
guage) is the cultural technique that has con-
tributed most to the emergence of democracy. By
giving the spoken word a spatial presence, it forces
even the most fleeting thing in the world to tarry
with us a while longer than would be possible in
the purely oral world. The recorded or petrified
world can then be repeated, and in this way new
mental objects can be brought to life – of particu-
lar significance among them are, on the one hand,
scholarly theorems and, on the other, political
opinions. I would now claim that the art of polis
building rests on expansions of this media factor. If
the polis was the first historical answer to the
question of how to make things public, then the
key means to render political objects public is
surely the citizens’ ability to capture the “things”
for posterity. The res publica arises from this act of
capturing objects. If you do not possess suitable
techniques for arresting them, then you cannot
stabilize fleeting events and cannot give voice to
them in the political domain. To this extent,
democracy is preceded by a pre-political dimen-
sion in which the means to slow down the flow of
speech/es is made available. It may be that philos-
ophy in its Platonic variant so exaggerated the
democracy-enabling effect in the face of transience
that a new type of anti-democratic effects
inevitably arose (Latour has uncovered it in his
inexorable deconstruction of the Socratic tech-
niques of silencing others by a “surfeit of rea-
son”3). Fundamentally, philosophy and democ-
racy have their joint source in the same techniques

for slowing language down, through the impact of
which sufficiently stable theoretical and political
objects can first arise that are viable for public use.
In other words, the polis is a reservoir for symbolic
objects that are to be given a longer presence in
the shared community (koínon).

A psycho-political foundation for the city must
be added to the media-based foundation of the
polis by the urban media (writing, theater, agora
rhetoric, philosophy) that serve to prevent spoken
utterances draining away into nothingness (or into
the formlessness of memories). The psycho-politi-
cal underpinnings function to spare the citizen’s
pride and to render the aristocratic impatience of
the former landed gentry compatible with the
slowness of democratic procedures. The signifi-
cance of this care paid by the citizens to the pride
of the greats is brought into focus if we remember
that the city founders and agents of the synoik-
ismós were by no means some poor settlers who
closed ranks out of weakness; they were Attic
warlords and lords of keeps who were fully in pos-
session of their power to lay claim to respect. Such
characters can only resolve to coexist on the con-
dition that their standards as regards thymos are
duly taken into account within the city, or, put dif-
ferently, that they can continue to operate at a
very high level as regards their claims to self-
respect and public importance. This will evidently
only succeed if rules are found thanks to which the
standpoints of competing honor can be respected
in dealings between citizens.

In my opinion, the introduction of a list of
speakers at the agora marks the hour when
democracy was truly born, because not until this
simple and so-influential aid was introduced was
there any guarantee that all those wishing to speak
would be able to speak. Even more important is
the fact that with the list it was no longer impor-
tant whether I spoke first, second, fifth, or tenth;
there was no humiliation involved in stepping
onto the rostrum last. The simple device of the list
of speakers itself is based on a far less simple psy-
cho-semiotic premise: the audience’s ability to, as
it were, lend the temporal sequence of speakers a
spatial dimension, in the sense that we have just
indicated as regards the relationship between the
spoken and written word, meaning that here, too,
the temporal sequence is transformed into syn-

tain link to a competing Platonic text, because we
should not forget that in his own way Plato is
familiar with the myth of bathing in the fountain of
democracy, although, if we ignore its metaphori-
cal traits, there the font exhibits essentially aristo-
cratic and cynical overtones: I am of course think-
ing of his doctrine of the noble lie as presented in
the Politeia, according to which the pre-discursive
unanimity of the citizens can only be upheld
securely in a city riven by class differences thanks
to a legend of their being related to one another.
According to it, the great mother of the Athenian
city gave birth to three types of children – the
golden, the silver and the bronze – and expects of
them that they fraternize with one another the
way one would expect of siblings – the birth of fra-
ternité from the spirit of inescapable deception. In
this case, the joint bath with strangers is replaced
by immersion in an imaginary family milieu.

The thrust of my deliberations should now be
clear; there is no further reason to explain it fur-
ther by detours through parables. So let me simply
answer the question as to the atmospheric basis
that first enables democracy in terms of spatial and
media theory. The space of the polis is evidently a
place of enhanced improbabilities. In order for pol-
itics to consolidate as the art of the improbable,
procedures have to be developed from which citi-
zens arise as the agents of coexistence in the
improbable. The two “Aristotelian” allegories
were meant to allude to the fact that the polis as
such constitutes a specific space that we would
customarily term a “public” space. I would like to
stress the immersive character of staying in this
space. The public sphere is not just the effect of
people assembling but in fact goes back to the
construction of a space to contain them and in
which the assembled persons are first able to
assemble. The agora is the manifest urban form
thereof, but we can only gain an adequate notion
of its function if we construe the coming together
of persons in this space as an installation. Installa-
tions such as those with which we are familiar
from contemporary art have the task of develop-
ing compromises between observation and partici-
pation. Their meaning is to transform the position
of juxtaposed observation into an immersive rela-
tionship to the milieu that surrounds the erstwhile
beholder. By means of installations, modern artists

endeavor to strengthen the position of the work
vis-à-vis the observer: If, in regard to conventional
art objects, isolated sculptures or pictures hung on
a wall, the beholder essentially holds a position of
strength (to the extent that he can be satisfied with
casting a fleeting glance in passing), the installa-
tion forces him to take a far less dominating role
and compels him to enter the work. Thus, the
opportunity to experience art shifts from the pole
of the beholder to that of the participant.

In this process, we can discern an insight that is
vaguely comparable with Platonic psycho-politics.
No open commonality can be constructed on the
basis of a single affect – except that of tyrannical
phobocracy, which functions only with the pri-
mary color of fear (although as a rule ambition is
assigned to it as a secondary color). Instead, com-
monality presumes a compromise between at least
two primary moods. Plato speaks with good rea-
son of the fabric woven from courage and self-
control (andreía and sophrosyne). We could in like
manner say that the atmospheric premises of
democracy must be formed from a parallelogram
of observer’s virtues and participant’s virtues. The
citizen as a highly improbable artificial figure of
political anthropology would thus first become
possible by a combination of actor and spectator
in a single person, and that said, the entire public
domain would have to consist of this type of
agent. In this synthesis the more difficult half – and
here we part company with the idea of the installa-
tion – without doubt involves the creation of the
viewing or observing half, for if humans are beings
that by nature have instincts, passions and inter-
ests, then only by more or less elaborate cultural
techniques can they be persuaded to activate their
possible analytical or theoretical intelligence. In
order to do justice to the pre-political conditions
of democracy, a deep link must be forged between
the polis culture and theoretical behavior. It is no
coincidence that Athenian democracy appears to
be the first literate collective on the stage of cul-
tural history. Its features included the fact that the
viewer virtues were not generated or strengthened
by Dionysian theater and the art of rhetoric alone
but also by the invention of philosophy, which, in
terms of political significance, was nothing other
than the development of a universal logic of the
coexistence of humans in a double assembly
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of speech as such that make democracy possible,
but the ability of the agents to prevent themselves
mutually from acting out unilateral pretensions.

This is the core of the anti-despotic affect in 
the citizen of a polis. Despotes is the man who
wishes to comport himself in the city as if with-
in his own four walls: He confuses public and pri-
vate space and desires to act on the agora as does
an owner on his own grounds. (Daedalus would
say: The despot did not take part and bathe in 
the polis fountain; he has not been impregnated
down to his innermost fiber by the dyer’s tub of
commonality.) The Greeks despised tyranny quite
simply because they considered the tyrant to be 
an agent who lacked a worthy opponent, some-
one who possessed the same powers as he did.
The shortfall in isosthenia robs the polis of its deci-

sive atmospheric premise: Where there is no space
for a countervailing power, there fear, con-
straint and slavish observation rule (in other
words, pitiful theory from below). Tyranny is the
success phase of a lack of opponents; after all, 
the Greeks believed they knew that such phases
were by their very nature condemned to be short.
By contrast, democracy hopes to enjoy a long life
as the success phase of procedures that prevent
the various sides from abusing their freedom 
of speech, without championing an absence of
power. The atmospheric premises of liberty
include the athletic love of effort, or ponophilía,
and it was the polis culture of classical anti-
quity that offered it its first platforms on which to
practice.

Translated from the German by Jeremy Gaines

chrony. It is easy to concede that such an exercise
can probably only be achieved by a literate audi-
ence. This transposition into synchronicity lays
the basis for weighing up the opposing political
objects – the “opinions” or proposals – against
one another. The well-known anecdote of the
Athenian negotiator in the Spartan camp shows
the degree to which this is a fairly improbable
achievement and must first be nurtured in its own
right. In reply to the Athenian’s rhetorically mas-
terful petition, the Spartan leaders are said to have
claimed: We cannot reply to your long speech,
because now, at the end of it, we have forgotten
what you said at the beginning. Now that is a reply
that implies any number of possibilities but cer-
tainly does not attest to a democratic outlook or,
to be more precise, democratic training.

Democracy depends on the ability to lend a
spatial dimension to things said one after the
other; it therefore implies constant training in
patience. Only he will take this upon himself who
can be sure that it will not impair his honor to wait
for the moment when he is given the word. Ensur-
ing that such waiting is not felt to entail humilia-
tion can be considered an incomparable cultural
achievement. To this day, populist and fascistic
uprisings can often be recognized by the fact that
they commence with a revolt against the list of
speakers.

Let me close with a remark of a more general
nature. Many have claimed that ancient Greek cul-
ture was primarily one of the eye, while old Israel
stood out as a culture of the ear. Against the back-
ground of my above remarks, to my mind it be-
comes evident that this cliché can only be used
with great restraint. It seems more advisable to
typify cultures in terms of how they deal with the
time of judgment and consequently distinguish
between patient and impatient systems. In this
respect, the Athenian culture of patience can prob-
ably lay claim to a quite singular position. What
the Greeks meant by the expression sophrosyne, a
term usually poorly translated as “self-control” or
“prudence,” can in a broader sense be attributed to
the impact of a written culture; in the practice of
the polis this not only includes the ability to exer-
cise the faculty of judgment, but, and more impor-
tant, the ability to listen, the ability to wait and let
others wait, indeed the resolve to compel others to

wait to the extent that is needed in order to disarm
any overly heady sentiments among the citizens.

Greek psychology, which hinged on the basic
concept of thymos, takes note of the fact that real
persons always constitute complexes of pride/ran-
cor (more generally: of agitation) and of argu-
ments. Now if you wish to establish democratic
forms of living, you must ensure that if the thymos
is agitated this does not directly result in action(s).
This can only be achieved by establishing the
virtues of observation – and the key notion here
would not come into sight if we discuss this
process simply in terms of catchwords such as
self-control or dissimulation. An intelligentsia of
observers is fostered in a city only if this is pre-
ceded by the theatralization of agitated feelings,
or, put differently, it requires that a stage be
erected for mutual observation by people who
know that their respective opinions are in part
defined by their thymos.

Anyone wanting democracy had to strengthen
the observer, albeit not with the means of medita-
tion such as were characteristic of Eastern spiritu-
ality but with the means of the urban agon and 
its specific performances. This includes the princi-
ple of the equal power of agents/arguments or
isosthenia, and it was the early Nietzsche who
pointed to the significance of this for the way the
Greeks saw life. Only in a stabilized atmosphere
conducive to isosthenia can agents practice the
democratic virtue kat exochen, for which there is
no completely adequate expression in our vocabu-
lary: We could paraphrase it in light of the above
to read as pride-infused inter-patience between
powerful individuals. Now that is of course not 
a very seductive label, but it does have in its favor
that it avoids the vapidity of expressions such as
tolerance and cooperation. One of the pre-politi-
cal premises of life in the polis was to put in place 
a matrix for a broader distribution of powers in
which repeatedly new isosthenic situations could
be practiced. Thanks to this focus on isosthenia, a
creative liaison arises between power and opinion,
as a consequence of which each agent (under-
stood here as a local conglomerate of power and
opinion) adjusts to the fact that he will encounter
agents and observers who are his equal in this
respect. It is not communication or the freedom 
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Instant Democracy: 
The Pneumatic Parliament®

Peter Sloterdijk,Gesa Mueller von der Haegen 

In view of the grave lack of democracy at the
global scale, an installation is offered here that can
make a contribution to spreading the political cul-
ture of the West.

The Pneumatic Parliament is a parliament
building that is quick to install, transparent, and
inflatable; it can be dropped in any grounds and
then unfolds itself. In a mere one and a half hours,
a protective shell for parliamentary meetings is
ready, and within the space of twenty-four hours,
the interior ambience for these proceedings can be
made as comfortable as an agora. The Pneumatic
Parliament seats 160 parliamentarians and fits into
a 20-foot-long container for easy transport. Thus,
in only twenty-four hours plus flying time, the
architectonic prerequisites for the democratic
process can take shape.

Context

The project “Instant Democracy” is an initiative of
the Konferenz für Demokratie und Wertegemein-
schaft (KDW), the German section of the Confer-
ence of Democracy and Community of Values
(CDCV), represented by Professor Peter Sloter-
dijk. The logistics, marketing, and economic
development of The Pneumatic Parliament has
been entrusted to the International Society of the
Development of Democracy Equipment (ISDDE)
as general agent (architecture and engineering:
GIO – Global Instant Objects, www.g-i-o.com).

Customer Profile

The Pneumatic Parliament project is a German/
American joint venture in collaboration with the
air force. In countries that are among the “spon-
sors of international terrorism” (Libya, Iran, Cuba,
North Korea, Syria, Sudan) or former “outposts of
tyranny” (Belarus, Zimbabwe, Myanmar), imme-
diately after liberation, work on “Instant Democ-
racy” can begin by installing The Pneumatic Par-

liament. A further target group of customers are
the so-called “failed states,” countries whose own
attempts to democratize have failed, but now with
“democratization from the top-down” get a sec-
ond chance to erect a proper state system.

Development of Markets

Over the next 20-30 years, it is expected that 80-
100 countries from the customer target group of
“failed states” will join the Community of Values
and signal demand for The Pneumatic Parliament.
With increased success this number may rise even
further.

Secondary Markets: Demotainment –

Theme Parks on State Systems

A survey has found that in countries where the
democratization process is well advanced,
demand increases among the citizens to experi-
ence “hands-on democracy”. These new theme
parks offer the opportunity to join in and experi-
ence four historically important types of state sys-

The Pneumatic Parliament ®, drop off

The Pneumatic Parliament®, in operation, visualization: H inrichs Grafikdesign

The Pneumatic Parliament®, external view, visualization: H inrichs Grafikdesign
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scribed area can be adapted to the meteorological
conditions prevailing at the designated site by
modifying the opaque-translucent relation.

The parliament is illuminated by artificial light
from indirect lighting sources, which are quick to
install and can be mounted on the floor. Light
from these high-pressure gas-discharge lamps is
reflected back downwards by the surface of the
building’s inner wall covering. The domed shape
of the building transposes the light cones of the
lamps and facilitates uniform illumination of the
workspace area.

Air Conditioning

As a result of the air chamber between the double
walls, high insulation is achieved and a corres-
pondingly high heat-loss resistance of 0.2 m2K/W.
The highly reflective foil inlay guarantees low
emissivity in the infrared. This enables effective re-
duction of cooling inside on cold nights when
ambient air temperatures outside are low.

Conversely, the high proportion of the opaque
area at the top of the outer cover prevents excess

warming through solar radiation during the day
when the sun is high.

Room temperature can be regulated as desired
by preheating or precooling the air in the cover’s
air chamber.

Energy Supply

The Pneumatic Parliament’s energy supply is pro-
vided by photovoltaic cells. In order that sufficient
energy is also available at night, a charge regulator
unit with batteries stores the solar energy pro-
duced during the day.

Range of Available Models of The Pneumatic
Parliament – Color-psychological Specification

In addition to climatic control, the double-
walled building cover of The Pneumatic Parlia-
ment has a second function. The chamber can be
filled with colored air, which allows adaptation 
to the mood or atmosphere prevailing in the coun-
try where it is dropped. This enables a nation-spe-
cific, color-psychological and color-coordinated
nuance to flank the democratization process.

Translated from the German by Gloria Custance

tem: tyranny, monarchy, democracy and aristoc-
racy. In planning are events and architecture,
which will illustrate and enable access to the vari-
ous types of state.

High Technology

Delivery of The Pneumatic Parliament will be
effected through airdrop from a transport aircraft.
Its technical components are packed in a shock-
proof compact module affixed by cables to a ring.
The ring is securely attached to the double walls of
the building. This allows the building to be used as
a self-opening parachute after ejection from the

aircraft. The compact module containing the
technical components acts as the stabilizing
weight that guides it down.

To ensure the outer cover opens before hitting
the ground, the drop must be made from a mini-
mum altitude of 1000 meters. Installation after
landing is confined to minimal corrections of posi-
tion by means of the general shape-determining
ring. Immediately after connecting the DC air
blower to the photovoltaic cells and the charge
regulator, the building inflates. All that remains to
be done is to arrange the furnishings and install
the artificial lighting.

Architecture

The almost transparent, thin, silvery outer shell of
the building is a symbolic reference to the vulnera-
bility of the democratic order and the transforma-
tion process of the mindset of future democrats.
On entering the building, parliamentarians first
encounter a pneumatic air lock: an intermediate
chamber as mediator between the public subject
outside and objective affairs of state inside. Once
inside the rotunda, the essence of the spoken word
can develop in a concentrated and dignified
atmosphere. Rising tiers of seats in three-quarters
of the circular space and a slightly raised lectern
that completes the circle facilitate spatially the
business enacted. The Pneumatic Parliament uti-
lizes the principle of the so-called air-supported
structure, or air dome, in which the interior is kept
constantly at slightly excess pressure.

Technical Specifications

Daylight and Artificial Lighting Concept

The Parliament has been developed to use a mini-
mum of artificial light while providing maximum
visual comfort. In the same way use of daylight
has been engineered to ensure a minimal solar
heat radiation budget.

Degree of light transmission as well as total
radiation transmission of the inner and outer wall
decrease progressively towards the top. This is
achieved by the dotted-pattern foil inlay which
has a decreasing proportion of perforations
towards the top. The degree of reflection of the
opaque areas of the inlay achieves a value of 80
percent according to DIN 5036-3.

The degree of light transmission of a circum-
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Ground plan

Section

The Pneumatic Parliament ®, interior view, visualization: H inrichs Grafikdesign
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TH E PN EU M ATIC PARLIA M E NT, idea: Peter Sloterdijk, architecture and scenography: Gesa Mue ller von der
Haegen, D ierk Jordan, interview: Marc Jongen, 3-D visualization, mode l, video interview, folder, poster, produc-
tion: ZKM in collaboration w ith Staatliche Hochschule für Gestaltung Karlsruhe , photo: Franz Wamhof 



Y
o
u
n
g

E
v
e
r
y
t
h
i
n
g
Y
o
u
’
v
e
H
e
a
r
d

I
A
m
a
R
e
v
o
l
u
t
i
o
n
a
r
y

In an empty office in front of a large glass frontage,
through which one sees an atrium and other iden-
tical offices, two people are engaged in verbal
exchange. The man, a professional communica-
tion trainer, is practicing very patiently with a
woman — the artist — who constantly has to
repeat the sentence “I am a revolutionary” in dif-
ferent ways. Carey Young does not manage to say
this statement convincingly because she does not
believe in what she says. In this video, too, the situ-
ation and the gestures are confronted in an absurd
way with the content of her statement, although it
is not only since Beuys that we know that the
artist is the actual revolutionary. The work relates
to the absurd processes and techniques by means
of which critical opinions based on clear positions
flow back empty of meaning into the cycle of ca-
pital and consumerism.

Text by Katrin Werner

The video shows a performance by Carey Young;
she is giving a speech dressed in a business-suit on
a Sunday at Speaker’s Corner in London. The
artist gives a skills workshop for successful corpo-
rate communication. In the background a Muslim
dressed in white is seen speaking to a large audi-
ence, while slowly more and more people come to
listen to her. At the end of her passionate speech,
she steps down from the ladder to answer ques-
tions from the audience.

Speaker’s Corner in London’s Hyde Park is a
traditional public place for political demonstra-
tions, self-presentation and entertainment, but
also for airing extreme religious and political
opinions. The people there come together for an
indefinite period of time and, usually randomly, to
share emotions and convictions or to argue and
debate. The idea of freedom of speech and partici-
pation in this video contrasts with the content 
of the artist’s speech because Young lays bare the
techniques that make for a convincing speech, 
but in so doing captures the audience’s attention
anyway.

Text by Katrin Werner
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Carey Young , I Am a Revolutionary, 2001, 1-channe l video,
sound , 4:08 m in, video still, on behalf of Film & Video U mbre lla
w ith John Hansard Gallery, © Carey Young

I Am a 
Revolutionary 
Carey Young

Carey Young , Everything You’ve Heard Is Wrong, 1999, 
1-channe l video, sound , 6:35 m in, video still, on behalf of 
Photographers’ Gallery, London, © Carey Young

Everything 
You’ve Heard 
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Lungs: Slave Labour
Harwood / Mongrel

Harwood / Mongre l, Lungs: Slave Labour, 2005, sound installation using anonymous data from the Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe ,
Landesarchiv Baden-Württemberg , © Graham Harwood and Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe , photo: Franz Wamhof
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Lungs

The Resurrection is upon us.

Driven by the cart of destruction. Atrocities angel
calculates:

Vital_Lung_Capacity += (the last breath of each
victim) record–>database ditto.

table Nameless_Atrocity.victim
victim_id unsigned int
victim_age short int
victim_height short int
victim_name chars(256)

Part I:

The project takes the data-base of a social atrocity
and harvests from it the ages, names and heights
of individual victims. A computer extrapolates the
vital lung capacity for each person. This is con-
verted to cubic liters of last breath of each victim:

$VitalLungCapacity = ((0.041 * $Height) –(0.018*
$Age)) - 2.69;

$Victim_Breath_LAST = $VitalLungCapacity;

Part II:

Set up or use a pre-existing public address system
placed in the vicinity of the atrocity or a contextu-
ally related area. With the sound from the source.
Push the sum of all the victims vital lung capacity
of air through the audio system.

Example–>Karlsruhe–>ZKM_Building–>5,000
people used as Slave Labor;

We know the ages are from 14 – 81;

And the height of each individual is between 150
and 180 cm;

$Height = 170 cm; $Age = 35;

$VitalLungCapacity = ((0.041 * $Height) - (0.018 *
$Age)) - 2.69;

(3.65 liters * 8000 bodies) = 29,200 liters of air.

We then push the air through a speaker system in
the wave form of a scream.

Harwood / Mongrel’s Perl software-code poem
Lungs.pl links disparate databases of facts as the
basis for a sound-based installation based on a
social atrocity. The new poem-code takes as its
base the slave labour that worked in the ZKM
building during World War II and turns these sta-
tistics into variables for computing volume, length
and number of breaths of an aggregated set of
lungs – and their lost capacity. The result will
breathe this calculated amount of air through a
loudspeaker system as a sound memorial to the
victims of this enslavement and as a reflection on
the role that technologies played in it.

The project was realized in collaboration with
the Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe which since
2000 has systematically collected and recorded
data from former forced-labourers. Due to the
searching out of authentic sources from the area of
Nordbaden, data sets of 57,000 people were com-
piled. Thanks to these data sets, inquiries of those
affected as well as of the Foundation “Remem-
brance, Responsibility and Future” of the Federal
Republic of Germany were answered. 

Today the ZKM | Center for Art and Media is a
place for art and science. But during World War II,
this building contained more than 4,500 foreign
male and female workers in the German Weapons
and Munitions factory, most of them subjected to
forced labour in the production of munitions
components under inhumane conditions. Approx-
imately 17,000 forced labourers worked in
Karlsruhe.
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Allegories of the Political is the title of a modest
library of some 500 publications on the question
of the political. They comprise works by various
contemporary and twentieth-century authors
ranging from Adorno, Butler and Lenin to Fou-
cault, Sorel and Žižek. Seen as a whole, the
arrangement of these book covers of prominent
publications on politics and the concept of the
political amounts to a kind of review, an outline, a
series. The arrangement is not structured alpha-
betically or chronologically but in fields of differ-
ing contexts. It is an arrangement of books that
makes no claim to completeness, a virtual “archive
without an institution” yet also an anomic archive
whose elements were neither randomly accumu-
lated nor formed into a loose connection.

It is a visual archive of different minds that have
contributed substantially to the concept of the
political. An archive of “ghosts,” an eerie archive.
An evocative reconstruction of the historical
processes of a century in which a vast amount of
conscious and unconscious historical and political
material has accumulated.

Such a surface archive of a visual nature show-
ing several hundred key publications on the ques-
tion of the political is not the political itself.

That is not the intention, nor, indeed, does it
appear possible to formulate the concept of the
political in any aesthetic way; the political eludes
depiction because it is possible at any moment and

in any context. So what is actually being shown
and in what way? If we assume that the political is
difficult to portray, what we are dealing with here
is merely a comment on the question of the capac-
ity for depiction.

For all the incompleteness and inadequacy of
the collection of books, their titles and contents
represent no more than the surface of a fragmen-
tary development on the discussion of the politi-
cal. The authors’ intentions, aspirations and con-
tradictions remain tangible, nonetheless. The
collection is a review of past efforts and endeavors
to give present and future societies an emancipa-
tory perspective; it is an arrangement that both
laments the loss of the political and mourns the
development of politics and the course of history
in the past century.

Consequently it is an archive enriched with
symptoms of melancholy. For, following Ben-
jamin, “it is in the allegory that the mask-like, frag-
menting revival of the melancholy experience of a
history of the world in the grips of rigor mortis
unfolds.”3 What is shown here is a series propelled
by sorrow, compiled and displayed for the sad.

Translated from the German by Robert Bryce

Allegories of the Political
Thomas Locher

Method of this work: literary montage. I have nothing to say. Only to show.
Walter Benjamin1

We can say with Hegel that considering the limits of something is tantamount to consider-
ing what lies beyond those limits. However, in talking about the limits of a system of signifi-
cation it is apparent that its limits cannot be signified themselves but must reveal themselves
to be the interruption or the breakdown of the process of signification. We therefore face the
following paradoxical situation: that which forms the conditions for the possibility of a sys-
tem of signification, i.e. its limits, also constitutes the condition of its impossibility, i.e. a
blockade of the continued expansion of the system of signification.

Ernesto Laclau2

1 Walter Benjamin, Das Passagen-Werk, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M.,
1982, p. 574 (trans. Robert Bryce).

2 Ernesto Laclau, Emanzipation und Differenz, Turia & Kant,
Vienna, 2002, p. 66 (trans. Robert Bryce).

3 Burkhardt Lindner, “Allegorie,” in: Benjamins Begriffe,
Michael Opitz, Erdmut Wizisla (eds), Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M.,
2000, vol. 1, p. 51 (trans. Robert Bryce).
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Thomas Locher, A llegorien des Politischen, 2005, installation, books, texts, installation view ZKM , detail, © the artist, VG-B ild-
Kunst, Bonn 2005, photo: Franz Wamhof
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MapHub® is an on-line, interactive, community
map of Pittsburgh, PA (US), under development by
the arts collective Carbon Defense League. Using
a web-based application, individuals can post text,
images or sounds and assign them to any location
on the map. Individuals can also form groups
called Hubs. Each Hub contains its own messages,
media and map. Users enter information about
locations using the MapHub.org free service from
a computer, the MapHub® handheld application
for PalmOne Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs),
or by calling in to a Hub with a cell phone to trans-
mit images, video or voice notes. Objects are
mapped as “People,” “Places,” “Events” or
“Notes”. Each object placed on a map carries a
time stamp and can be appended with comments
from other users, media (including video and
audio) or other attached objects. Hubs use the
Internet to promote alternative and peripheral
knowledge of the cultural, historical and current,
urban-geographical landscape of localized spaces
through a contemporary version of storytelling.

For the exhibition Making Things Public, Car-
bon Defense League has created an installation to
represent the use of MapHub® as a platform for
documenting the urban experience. This installa-
tion has two parts: a Hub to collect field record-
ings from the city of Pittsburgh and a physical
installation in Karlsruhe to represent that Hub.
Using MapHub®, Carbon Defense League has cre-
ated a Hub named HEARD. HEARD is an ongoing
collection of sounds contributed to MapHub® via
a Private Branch Exchange (PBX) phone call-in
system. By calling a local phone number, mobile-
device users are able to make field recordings at
any location in the city of Pittsburgh. These field
recordings can document the various sounds of
the city, can be posted as short audio-art pieces or
can simply comment on locations or events; post-
ing on MapHub® is not limited to particular types

of formatted information. Users input the location
of the field recording by a Global Positioning Sys-
tem (GPS) coordinate, street address or intersec-
tion. The field recording then is uploaded to the
MapHub® system, tagged to the specific geo-
graphic location and made accessible for playback
or comments from the MapHub® website.

For the physical installation in Karlsruhe, Car-
bon Defense League has collaborated with artist
Greg Baltus to create MapMover. MapMover is a
robotic mechanism that uses two computer-con-

MapHub:
HEARD and 
MapMover
Carbon Defense League
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All the members of Carbon Defense League extend their deep-
est gratitude to the Institute for Applied Autonomy for its con-
tinued support and collaboration in seeing through the develop-
ment of MapHub. Greg Baltus, Scott Bricker, Carl DiSalvo, Jeff
Maki, Nathan Martin, Evan Merz, Hans Meyer

trolled servo motors to move a Light Emitting
Diode (LED) behind a translucent wall-mounted
map of Pittsburgh, constructed from an acrylic
sheet and a semi-opaque print on vellum and rep-
resenting street-level data from the city. The Map-
Mover moves the LED behind the acrylic in two
dimensions, playing back sounds from the
MapHub® HEARD Hub. The sound playback time
occurs relative to the time the sound was recorded
during a 24-hour day but is condensed and looped
into a period of two hours for the purpose of the

exhibit. The HEARD Hub system remains active
during the exhibit, and sounds are collected on
HEARD during the course of the exhibit. Sounds
collected closer to the actual time of the event are
made apparent to the viewer through a change in
the blinking pattern of the LED as sounds are
played back.

www.carbondefense.org
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Carbon Defense League , M apHub: H EARD and M apMover, 2005, about 2 x 2 m , © Carbon Defense League



Argument is war. In their book Metaphors We Live
By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson explain how
this is metaphorically true. The language we use to
talk about arguments is the language of war. We
“attack” our opponents’ positions and “defend”
our own. We “shoot down” opposing arguments.
We say that claims are “defensible” or “indefensi-
ble”. We talk of “winning” and “losing” argu-
ments. In arguing we have “tactics” and “strate-
gies”. We are “on target” or “off target” in our
criticisms. We “gain ground” or “lose ground”. In
fact, it is not simply that we talk about arguments
like this, this is what we do. Lakoff and Johnson
ask us to consider a culture in which arguments
are not conceptualized as verbal warfare but as
collaborative dances: Participants are not oppo-
nents but partners, and each counter-move is a
balanced, graceful response.1 That would be a
very different world.
Of course the latter is not an alien idea. Philoso-
phers have long distinguished the constructive,
cooperative art of conversation (dialectics) from
verbal combat (rhetoric). However, the problem
has often been that when the cool reason of con-
versation comes in contact with the heated emo-
tion of argumentation, rhetoric melts dialectic. We
get a shouting match rather than a reasoned
debate. What can be done?

There is an argument about arguments, and it
has at least two sides. On one side, the advice
given is of a moral quality: To allow reason to pre-
vail over rage, calm everyone down. Make every-
one follow the rules of calm and reasonable con-
versation and disallow the shouts and unruly
outbursts of the arguing parties. The other side is
neither moral nor immoral but opportunistic. This
side is usually the one politicians listen to when

they are running for office or ruling a state. The
other side starts with the assumption that any ver-
bal interaction will eventually become a shouting
match, so the best preparation is voice training
and acting lessons. Then when the transition to
shouting is at hand, one can shout loud enough to
make one’s emotional appeal. The former is the
utopian, Enlightenment ideal of reasoned debate,
rational politics, democracy and verbal diplomacy;
the latter is our world, the world of image, charisma,
negative advertising, power politics and war.

But, if we want deliberative debate, democracy
and diplomacy, how do we get from here to there?
Political philosophers have been arguing about
arguing for a long time. Even though the most of
this territory is occupied by the two sides
described above, a third camp is emerging. (Hmm.
There’s that metaphor again.) The third camp tries
to break up the fight between the moral conversa-
tionalists and the political rhetoricians by attempt-
ing to get everyone off the battlefield and to recon-
sider the shape and forms of the field of
engagement. Lakoff and Johnson do this by mak-
ing us examine the language we use to describe
what we are doing when we argue. Political theo-
rists like Chantal Mouffe provide us with alterna-
tives by pointing out that even if argument is war,
war is just one form (although a deadly form) of
contest between adversaries. Mouffe’s alternative
to a utopian, moral, deliberative democracy is
what she calls an agonistic pluralism, where agon is
understood as the ancient Greek term denoting “a
public celebration of games; a contest for the prize
at those games; or, a verbal contest or dispute
between two characters in a Greek play” (OED).

Political theorists, like Mouffe, interested in the
democratic potential of agonistic contests, often

966
1 George Lakoff, Mark Johnson, Metaphors we live by, Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2003.

Agonistics: A Language Game
Warren Sack

Description \Ag`o*nis”tics\, n. The science of athletic combats, or contests in public games. Webster’s 1913 Dictionary
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Warren Sack, Agonistics: A Language Game , 2004, interface , web-based project, interactive software ,
screenshots, © Warren Sack
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recast deliberative discussion as a language game,2

in the sense invented by Ludwig Wittgenstein.
Moreover, this reimagining of politics leans heav-
ily on Friedrich Nietzsche’s understanding of ago-
nistics and ancient Greek philosophy. A close look
at the writings of this set of political theorists
(which must also include Gilles Deleuze and
Bruno Latour) rewards one with the following
insight: Just as Lakoff and Johnson show how
everyday thinking about arguments draws on a set
of metaphorical images and actions, so do these
theorists assume a different set of metaphorical
images and actions to describe verbal contests –
specifically, game-like images and actions. These
images and actions are not the moral frameworks
of, for example, Jürgen Habermas and other
moralists hoping for perfect conditions for com-
municative interaction. Nor are these images and
actions the violent ones implied by the common-
sense metaphor “argument is war”. Mouffe,
Deleuze, Latour and others have provided us with
a reimagining of democratic debate as a contest to
link, unlink, build and dissolve networks of people
and things.

Game Play

Using any e-mail program, players will be able to
post to one or more on-line, public discussions
(for example Usenet newsgroups, web logs and/or
Yahoo groups). The system will translate players’

posts into a graphic display. Here are the rules of
the game:

— Agonistics is a game played by sending e-mail
messages to an on-line, public discussion
forum.

— The goal of the game is to win points, move to
the center of the circle, and get one’s words dis-
played at the top of the screen.

— Players are randomly assigned a face.
— Players win points by engaging in dialogue with

other players.
— When a player wins points, the player’s face is

moved towards the center.
— The faces of players in dialogue are moved

together.
— When a player in a dialogue group posts a mes-

sage that addresses a theme the group is dis-
cussing, the theme is shown and a sentence
from the player’s message is highlighted at the
top of the screen.

— Players not in dialogue with others never have
their words highlighted.

Winning players will be those who can (a) build a
large coalition by engaging a number of people in
dialogue; (b) promote a desired set of themes of
discussion that are taken up by others in their
posts; and (c) articulate an influential opinion
about the themes of discussion.

2 Chantal Mouffe, The democratic paradox, Verso, New York,
2000.
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Warren Sack, Agonistics: A Language Game, 2004, interface , web-based project, interactive software , installation view ZKM , 
© Warren Sack, photo: Franz Wamhof



The relationship between art and power, or art
and war, or art and terror has always been an
ambivalent one, to put it mildly. True, art needs
peace and quiet for its development. And yet time
and time again it has used this quiet in order to
sing, of all things, the praises of war heroes and
their heroic deeds. The representation of the glory
and suffering of war was for very long time a pre-
ferred topic for art. But the artist of the classic age
was only a narrator or an illustrator of the war
events – in the olden times the artist was never
competing with a warrior. The division of labor
between war and art was quite clear. The warrior
made the actual fight, and the artist represented
this fight by narrating it or depicting it. That
meant that the warrior and artist were mutually
dependent. The artist needed the warrior to have a
topic for an artwork, but the warrior needed the
artist even more. After all, the artist was able to
find another, more peaceful topic for his or her
work. But only an artist was able to bestow fame
on the warrior and to secure this fame for the gen-
erations to come. In a certain sense the heroic war
action was futile and irrelevant without an artist
who had the power to witness this heroic action
and to inscribe it into the memory of mankind. But
in our time the situation has changed drastically:
The contemporary warrior does not need an artist
anymore to give him fame and put his action into
the universal memory. For this, the contemporary
warrior has all the media at his immediate dis-
posal. Every act of terror and every act of war are
immediately registered, represented, described,
depicted, narrated and interpreted by the media.
This machine of media coverage is working
almost automatically. It does not need any individ-
ual artistic intervention, any individual artistic
decision to be put into motion. By pushing a but-
ton that makes a bomb explode, a contemporary
warrior or terrorist pushes a button that starts the
media machine.

Indeed, the contemporary mass media have
emerged as by far the largest and most powerful
machine for image production, indeed vastly more
extensive and effective than our contemporary art
system. We are constantly fed with images of war,
terror and catastrophes of all kinds, at a level of
image production and distribution with which the
artist with his artisan skills cannot compete. And
in the meantime, politics has also shifted to the
domain of media-produced imagery. Nowadays,
every major politician, rock star, TV entertainer or
sport hero generates thousands of images through
his or her public appearances – much more than
does any living artist. And a famous general or ter-
rorist produces even more images. So it seems that
the artist – this last craftsman of present-day
modernity – stands no chance of rivaling the
supremacy of these commercially driven image-
generating machines. Rather, the terrorists and
warriors themselves begin to act like artists nowa-
days.

Especially video art became the medium of
choice for the contemporary warriors. Bin Laden
is communicating with the outer world primarily
by the means of this medium: We all know him as
a video artist in the first place. The same can be
said about the videos representing beheadings,
confessions of the terrorists and the like. In all
these cases we are dealing with consciously and
artistically staged events that have their own easily
recognizable aesthetics. Here we have people who
do not wait for an artist to represent their acts of
war and terror: Instead, the act of war itself coin-
cides here with its documentation, with its repre-
sentation. The function of art as a medium of rep-
resentation and the role of the artist as a mediator
between reality and memory are here completely
eliminated. The same can be said about the
famous photographs and videos from the Abu-
Ghraib prison in Baghdad. These videos and pho-
tographs demonstrate an uncanny aesthetic affin-
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The Fate of Art 
in the Age of Terror
Boris Groys
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ity with alternative, subversive European and
American art and filmmaking of the 1960s and
1970s. The iconographic and stylistic similarity is,
in fact, striking. It is enough here to remember the
films of Viennese Actionism, of Pasolini and oth-
ers. In both cases the goal is to reveal a naked, vul-
nerable, desiring body that is habitually covered by
the system of social conventions. But, of course,
the strategy of the subversive art of the 1960s and
1970s had the goal of undermining the traditional
set of beliefs and conventions dominating the
artists’ own cultures. In the Abu-Ghraib art pro-
duction this goal was, we can safely say, com-
pletely perverted. The same subversive aesthetics
was used to attack and to undermine a different,
other culture in an act of violence, in an act of
humiliation of the other (instead of self-question-
ing including self-humiliation) – leaving the con-
servative values of the artist’s own culture com-
pletely unquestioned. But in any case it is worth
mentioning that on both sides of the war on terror
the image production and distribution is effectu-
ated without any intervention of an artist.

Now I will leave aside all the ethical and politi-
cal considerations and evaluations of this image
production, because I believe that these considera-
tions are more or less obvious. At the moment it is
important for me to state that we are speaking
here about the images that became the icons of the
contemporary collective imagination. The terror-
ist videos and the videos from the Abu-Ghraib
prison are impregnated in contemporary public
consciousness or even the public subconscious
much more deeply than any work of any contem-
porary artist. This elimination of the artist from
the practice of image production is especially
painful for the contemporary art system, because
at least since the beginning of modernity, artists
have wanted to be radical, daring, taboo-breaking,
going beyond all the limitations and borders. The
avant-garde art discourse makes use of many con-
cepts from the military sphere, including the
notion of the avant-garde itself. There is talk of
exploding norms, destroying traditions, violating
taboos, practicing certain artistic strategies,
attacking the existing institutions. From this we
can see that not only does modern art go along
with, illustrate, laud or criticize war as it did ear-
lier, but it also wages war itself. The artists of the

classical avant-garde saw themselves as agents of
negation, destruction, eradication of all traditional
forms of art. In accordance with the famous dic-
tum “negation is creation” (inspired by the
Hegelian dialectic and propagated by authors such
as Bakunin or Nietzsche under the title of “active
nihilism”), avant-garde artists felt themselves
empowered to create new icons by the destruction
of the old ones. A modern work of art was meas-
ured by how radical it was, how far the artist had
gone in destroying artistic tradition. 

This means that modern art has a more than
ambivalent relationship with violence, with terror-
ism. Artists who are committed to the tradition of
modernity feel themselves unambiguously com-
pelled by this tradition to defend the individual’s
sovereignty against state oppression. But the
artist’s attitude toward individual and revolution-
ary violence is more complicated, insofar as it also
practices a radical affirmation of the individual’s
sovereignty against the state. There is a long his-
tory of the profound inner complicity between
modern art and modern revolutionary, individual
violence. In both cases, radical negation is equated
with authentic creativity, whether in the area of art
or politics. Over and over again this complicity
results in a form of rivalry. Art and politics are con-
nected in at least one fundamental respect: Both
are areas in which a struggle for recognition is
being waged. As defined by Alexander Kojève in
his commentary on Hegel, this struggle for recog-
nition surpasses the usual struggle for the distribu-
tion of material goods, which in modernity is gen-
erally regulated by market forces. What is at stake
here is not merely that a certain desire be satisfied
but that it also be recognized as socially legitimate.
Whereas politics is an arena in which various
group interests have, both in the past and the pres-
ent, fought for recognition, artists of the classical
avant-garde had already contended for the recog-
nition of all individual forms and artistic proce-
dures that were not previously considered legiti-
mate. In other words, the classical avant-garde
struggled to achieve recognition for all visual
signs, forms and media as the legitimate objects of
artistic desire and, hence, also of representation in
art. Both forms of struggle are intrinsically bound
up with each other, and both have as their aim a
situation in which all people (with their various
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interests, indeed all forms and artistic procedures)
will finally be granted equal rights. And both
forms of struggle are thought of in the context of
modernity as being intrinsically violent.

Along these lines, Don DeLillo writes in his
novel Mao I I that terrorists and writers are
engaged in a zero-sum game: By radically negating
that which exists, both wish to create a narrative
that would be capable of capturing society’s imag-
ination – and thereby altering society. In this
sense, terrorists and writers are rivals – and, as
DeLillo notes, nowadays the writer is losing the
competition because today’s media use the terror-
ists’ acts to create a powerful narrative with which
no writer can contend. But, of course, this kind of
rivalry is even more obvious in the case of the
visual artist than in the case of the writer. The con-
temporary artist uses the same media as the terror-
ist: photography, video, film. At the same time, it
is clear that the artist can not go farther than the
terrorist does, the artist cannot compete with the
terrorist in the field of radical gesture. In his Surre-
alist Manifesto, André Breton famously pro-
claimed the terrorist act of shooting into a peace-
ful crowd to be the authentically surrealistic,
artistic gesture. Today this gesture seems to be left
far behind by the recent developments. In terms of
the symbolic exchange (operating by the way of
the potlatch, as it was described by Marcel Mauss
or by Georges Bataille) that means that in the
rivalry in radicality of destruction and self-destruc-
tion, art is obviously on the losing side.

But it seems to me that this very popular way of
comparing art and terrorism or art and war is fun-
damentally flawed. I will try to show where I see
the fallacy. Art of the avant-garde, art of moder-
nity, was iconoclastic. There is no doubt about
that. But would we say that the terrorism is icono-
clastic? No, the terrorist is rather an iconophile.
The terrorist’s or the warrior’s image production
has the goal of producing strong images – the
images that we would tend to accept as being
”real,” as being ”true,” as being the ”icons” of the
hidden, terrible reality that is for us the global
political reality of our time. I would say that these
images are the icons of the contemporary political
theology that dominates our collective imagina-
tion. These images draw their power, their persua-
siveness from a very effective form of moral black-

mail. After so many decades of modern and post-
modern criticism of the image, of the mimesis, of
the representation, we feel ourselves somewhat
ashamed to say that the images of terror or torture
are not true, not real. We cannot say that these
images are not true, because we know that these
images have been paid for by a real loss of life – a
loss of life that is documented by these images.
Magritte could easily say that a painted apple is
not a real apple or that a painted pipe is not a real
pipe. But how can we say that a videotaped
beheading is not a real beheading? Or that a video-
taped ritual of humiliation in the Abu-Ghraib
prison is not a real ritual? After so many decades of
the critique of representation directed against the
naive belief in photographic and cinematic truth,
we are now again ready to accept certain pho-
tographed and videotaped images as unquestion-
ably true.

That means the terrorist, the warrior is radical
– but he is radical not in the same sense as the
artist is radical. He does not practice iconoclasm.
Rather, he wants to reinforce the belief in the
image, to reinforce the iconophilic seduction, the
iconophilic desire. And he takes exceptional, radi-
cal measures to end the history of iconoclasm, to
end the critique of representation. We are con-
fronted here with a strategy that is historically
quite new. Indeed, the traditional warrior was
interested in the images that would be able to glo-
rify him, to present him in a favorable, positive,
attractive way. And we, of course, have accumu-
lated a long tradition of criticizing, deconstructing
such strategies of pictorial idealization. But the
pictorial strategy of the contemporary warrior is a
strategy of shock and awe. It is a pictorial strategy
of intimidation. And it is, of course, only possible
after modern art’s long history of producing
images of angst, cruelty, disfiguration. The tradi-
tional critique of representation was driven by a
suspicion that there must be something ugly and
terrifying hidden behind the surface of the conven-
tional idealized image. But the contemporary war-
rior shows us precisely that – this hidden ugliness,
the image of our own suspicion, of our own angst.
And precisely because of that we feel ourselves
immediately compelled to recognize these images
as being true. We see things that are as bad as we
expected them to be – maybe even worse. Our
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worst suspicions are confirmed. The hidden reality
behind the conventional media aesthetics is
shown to us as being as ugly as we expected it to
be. And this revelation of the terrible truth is effec-
tuated by the media themselves. So we have a feel-
ing that our critical journey has come to its end,
that our critical task is completed, that our mis-
sion as critical intellectuals has been accom-
plished. Now the truth of the political has revealed
itself; we can contemplate the new icons of the
contemporary political theology without a need
to criticize them further – because of these icons
being terrible enough by themselves. It is sufficient
to show these icons again and again, to comment
on them, to interpret them. That explains the
macabre fascination that finds its expression in
many recent publications dedicated to the images
of war on terror emerging on both sides of the
invisible front.

That is why I don’t believe that the terrorist has
become a successful rival of the modern artist by
being even more radical than the artist. I rather
think that the terrorist and the anti-terrorist war-
rior with his embedded image-production
machine are the enemies of the modern artist
because they try to create images that have a claim
to be true and real – beyond any critique of repre-
sentation. The images of terror and war have in
fact been proclaimed by many of today’s authors
as signs of ”the return of the real” – as visual
proofs of the end of the critique of the image as it
was practiced in the last century. But I think that it
is too early to give this critique up. Of course, the
images about which I am speaking have some ele-
mentary, empirical truth: They document certain
events, and their documentary value can be ana-
lyzed, investigated, confirmed or rejected. There
are some technical means to establish if a certain
image is empirically true or if it is simulated or
modified or falsified. But we have to differentiate
between this empirical truth and the empirical use
of an image as, let’s say, judicial evidence, and its
symbolic value inside the media economy of sym-
bolic exchange.

The images of terror and counterterror that cir-
culate permanently in the networks of contempo-
rary media and became almost inescapable for a
contemporary TV viewer are shown primarily not
in a context of an empirical, criminal investigation.

They have a function to show something more
than this or that concrete, empirical incident. They
produce the universally valid images of the politi-
cal sublime. The notion of the sublime is first asso-
ciated for us through its analysis by Kant, who
used as examples of the sublime images of the
Swiss mountains and of sea tempests. Or with the
essay of Jean-François Lyotard on the relationship
between avant-garde and the sublime. But, actu-
ally, the notion of the sublime has its origin in the
treatise of Edmund Burke on the notions of sub-
lime and beautiful – and there Burke uses as an
example of the sublime the public beheadings and
tortures that were common in the centuries before
the Enlightenment. But we should also not forget
that the reign of the Enlightenment itself was
introduced by the public mass beheadings by guil-
lotine in the center of revolutionary Paris. In his
Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel writes that this
public exposure created true equality among men
because it made perfectly clear that no one could
claim that his or her death had any higher mean-
ing. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
the massive depolitization of the sublime took
place. Now we are experiencing the return not of
the real but of the political sublime – in the form of
repolitization of the sublime. Contemporary poli-
tics does not represent itself as beautiful any more,
as even the totalitarian states of the twentieth cen-
tury still did. Instead, contemporary politics repre-
sents itself as sublime again – as ugly, repelling,
unbearable, terrifying. And even more: All the
political forces of the contemporary world are
involved in the ever-increasing production of the
political sublime – by competing for the strongest,
most terrifying image. It is as if Nazi Germany
would advertise itself using images of Auschwitz,
and the Stalinist Soviet Union would do so using
the images of the Gulag. Such a strategy is new.
But not as new as it seems to be.
The point that Burke tried to make is precisely
this: The most terrifying, sublime image of vio-
lence is still merely an image. An image of terror is
produced, staged – and can be aesthetically ana-
lyzed and criticized in terms of the critique of rep-
resentation. This kind of criticism does not mean
any lack of a moral sense. The moral sense is in
place where it relates to the individual, empirical
event that is documented by a certain image. But
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at the moment an image begins to circulate in the
media networks and acquires the symbolic value
of being a representation of the political sublime, it
can be subjected to art criticism like every other
image. This art criticism can be a theoretical one.
But it can be also a criticism by means of art itself –
as it became a tradition in the context of mod-
ernist art. The immediate goal of my discourse
consists of the diagnostics of the contemporary
regime of image production and distribution as it
takes place in the contemporary media. I would
only like to point out that the goal of contempo-
rary criticism of representation should be a double
one. First of all, this criticism should be directed
against all the kinds of censorship and suppression
of images that would prevent us from being con-
fronted with the reality of war and terror. And this
kind of censorship is, of course, still there. Some
time ago ABC, an American television network,
refused to broadcast Steven Spielberg’s Saving Pri-
vate Ryan because of the scenes of ”graphic vio-
lence” in this movie. This kind of censorship legit-
imizing itself as the defense of ”moral values” and
”family rights” can be, of course, applied to the
coverage of wars that takes place today – and san-
itizes their representation in the media. But at the
same time we are in need of the criticism analyzing
the use of these images of violence as the new
icons of the political sublime and of the symbolic
competition, of the potlatch in production of 
such icons.

And it seems to me that the art context is espe-
cially appropriate for this second kind of criticism.
The art world seems to be very small, closed and
even irrelevant compared with the power of
today’s media markets. But in reality, the diversity
of images circulating in the media is highly limited
compared to the diversity of contemporary art.
Indeed, in order to be effectively propagated and
exploited in the commercial mass media, images
need to be easily recognizable for the broad target
audience. This makes the mass media extremely
tautological. The variety of images circulating in
the mass media is, therefore, vastly more limited
than the range of images preserved in museums of
contemporary art or produced by contemporary
artists. Even the terrifying images of the political
sublime are only images among many other
images – not less, but also not more. Indeed,

already the classical avant-garde has opened up
the infinite field of all possible pictorial forms,
which are all lined up alongside one another with
equal rights. One after another, so-called primitive
art, abstract forms and simple objects from every-
day life have all acquired the kind of recognition
that once only used to be granted to the histori-
cally privileged artistic masterpieces. This equaliz-
ing art-practice has become progressively more
pronounced in the course of the twentieth cen-
tury, to the same degree that images of mass cul-
ture, entertainment and kitsch have been accorded
equal status inside the traditional high art context.

Now, this politics of equal aesthetic rights, this
struggle for aesthetic equality between all visual
forms and media that modern art has fought to
establish, was – and still is even now - frequently
criticized as an expression of cynicism and, para-
doxically enough, of elitism. This criticism was
directed against modern art from the right and
from the left; modern art was criticized for a lack
of genuine love for eternal beauty and, at the same
time, for a lack of genuine political engagement. In
fact, the politics of equal rights on the level of aes-
thetics is a necessary precondition of any political
engagement. Indeed, the contemporary emanci-
patory politics is a politics of inclusion – directed
against the existing exclusions of political, ethnic
or economic minorities. But this struggle for inclu-
sion is possible only if the visual signs and forms in
which the desires of the excluded minorities man-
ifest themselves are not rejected and suppressed
from the beginning by any kind of aesthetic cen-
sorship operating in the name of the higher aes-
thetic values. Only under the presupposition of
the equality of all visual forms and media on the
aesthetic level is it possible to resist the factual
inequality between the images – as imposed from
the outside and reflecting cultural, social, political
or economic inequalities.
But the politics of aesthetic equality does not
mean only an aesthetic valorization of the images
and things that earlier were regarded as unworthy
to be represented in the art context. Surely, since
Duchamp modern art has been understood as an
elevation of ”mere things” to the status of art-
works. This upward mobility created an illusion
that being an artwork is per se something higher
and better than being simply real, being a mere
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thing. But since then contemporary art went
through a long period of self-criticism in the name
of reality. The name ”art” can be and is used today
not only as praise but also as an accusation, as a
denigration. To say about certain things that they
are ”mere art” can be even a greater insult to them
than to say that they are mere objects. The equal-
izing power of modern and contemporary art
works both ways – it valorizes and devalorizes at
the same time. For example, when Karlheinz
Stockhausen compares the terrorist attack on Sep-
tember 11 to a work of art, this comparison can
and should be understood as a devalorization of
this attack. Aesthetization functions here not as a
nobilitation but as a critical relativization of this
act of terror, which presents itself not as an artistic
but as a sacral act in the context of a holy war. And
to compare a holy icon to an artwork means to
commit a blasphemy – not to praise it. In general:
To say about the images produced by war and ter-
ror that on the symbolic level they are merely art
means not to elevate or sanctify but to criticize
them. The mere application of the notion of art to
these quasi-sacral images is already an act of cri-
tique of them because it subjects them to the same
criteria of evaluation that are valid for any other,
”secular” artistic image.

As Kojève already pointed out, the moment
when the overall logic of equality underlying indi-
vidual struggles for recognition becomes apparent
creates the impression that these struggles have to
some extent surrendered their true seriousness
and explosiveness. This was why even before
World War II Kojève was able to speak of the end
of history – in the sense of the political history of
struggles for recognition. Since then, the discourse
about the end of history has made its mark partic-
ularly on the art scene. People are constantly refer-
ring to the end of art history, by which they mean
that these days all forms and objects are ”in princi-
ple” already considered works of art. Under this
premise, the struggle for recognition and equality
in art has reached its logical end – and has become
therefore outdated and superfluous. For if, as it is
argued, all images are already acknowledged as
being of equal value, this would deprive the artist
of the aesthetic tools with which he or she can
break taboos, provoke, shock or extend existing
boundaries of art – as was possible during the

whole history of modern art. Instead, by the time
history has come to an end, each artist will be sus-
pected of producing just one more arbitrary image
among many. Were this indeed the case, the
regime of equal rights for all images would have to
be regarded not only as the telos of the logic fol-
lowed by the history of art in modernity, but also
as its terminal negation. Accordingly, we now wit-
ness repeated waves of nostalgia for a time when
individual works of art were still revered as pre-
cious, singular masterpieces.

The fascination with the images of the political
sublime that we can now watch almost every-
where can be interpreted as a specific case of this
nostalgia for a masterpiece, for a true, real image.
The media – and not the museum, not the art sys-
tem – seem to be now the place where the longing
for such an overwhelming, immediately persuasive
image is expected to be satisfied. We have here a
certain form of a reality show that has a claim to
be a representation of the political reality itself – in
its most radical forms. But this claim can only be
sustained by the fact that we are not able to prac-
tice the critique of representation in the context of
the contemporary media. The reason for that is
quite simple: The media show us only the image of
what is happening now. In contrast to the mass
media, art institutions are places of historical com-
parison between past and present, between origi-
nal promise of equality and contemporary realiza-
tion of this promise and, thus, they possess the
means and possibilities to be sites of critical dis-
course. This is because every such discourse needs
a comparison, needs a framework and a technique
of comparison – a technique of symbolic valoriza-
tion and devalorization that can be applied to the
phenomena of today’s culture. Given our current
cultural climate, the art institutions are practically
the only places where we can actually step back
from our own present and compare it with other
historical eras. In these terms, the art context is
almost irreplaceable because it is particularly well
suited for critically analyzing and challenging the
claims of the media-driven zeitgeist. The art insti-
tutions are places where we are reminded of the
egalitarian art projects of the past, of the whole
history of the critique of representation and of the
critique of the sublime – so that we can measure
our own time against this historical background.
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“When men in high places on this tiresome little
planet Earth point their fingers at us, there must
really be something going on”: That’s how we
could translate the uneasy reaction of the head of
the office for cosmological research when he
received the directive. To him, it must have
seemed like a pretty crude way of being sum-
moned. In any case, despite how awkward it was –
or perhaps because of how awkward it was (to
them, there was always something touching about
these clumsy humans) – he hastily made the deci-
sion to send an observational mission to 
planet Earth.

The investigator chosen for the mission is in a
really bad mood. He went through the report of
the previous mission some 60 years earlier and
found that at that time, humans had completely
pillaged what they call “their world”. Tens of mil-
lions had been killed in the slaughter. It was a con-
flict of unprecedented violence, unleashing a
killing machine that was both cruelly sophisti-
cated and odiously efficient. The territorial
expanse that had been affected by the disaster was
so large (only certain parts of the planet escaped it,
as if by some miracle) that the humans, not with-
out good sense, had spoken of a “world war”.

The investigator’s anxiety is, thus, understand-
able: Since September 11, 2001, humans have been
speaking of a new world war (they’re calling it a
“global war” this time) and it will be going on
when he arrives. Being extremely touchy by
nature, he is therefore expecting the very worst.
His apprehension is all the greater in that he
knows it will be impossible for him to intervene:
The extremely limited number of meanings at the
disposal of humans make all communication
utterly impossible – to say nothing of their average
intelligence, which is so low that any attempt at
rational discussion would, in any case, be doomed
to failure. If only one could get them to sit down at

a table, if only they were capable of truly commu-
nicating with one another, if only the humans had
access to Universal Reason (certain humans had
confirmed that such access was possible, but that
had only made the whole universe smile) they
would doubtless manage to come to some kind of
agreement. If only… but humans are much too
attached to their particularities, to their homes,
their borders, their nations, their states, their inter-
ests, their histories, their cultures, their ontologies,
their cosmogonies – a kind of herding instinct,
really, casus belli. At this point, the investigator is
tending toward despair. One solution would, of
course, be for him to become aloof and to remain
stoically indifferent to it all. But he is incapable of
doing that.

Having gotten close enough for the purpose of
observation, he immediately directs his attention
to the nerve centers of the opposing camps. There
he hears someone speaking who, it seems, was the
organizer of the attack and who, as they say,
touched “the heart of civilization”. To justify the
attack, this mastermind refers to the “humiliation”
and “degradation” that the Islamic “nation” has
had to put up with “for more than 80 years”1 – in
other words, since Atatürk’s abolishment of the
caliphate in 1924. As a consequence, he continues,
“neither America nor the people who live there
should even dream of security until the people of
Palestine are living it and until all the infidel armies
have left the land of Muhammad, peace be with
him”.2 More alarming still: In a document that
was recovered in the United Kingdom shortly
before the attack took place (with the frightening
title “Military Studies of the Jihad against the
Tyrants”), the investigator learns that the real
enemy is nothing less than the entire “West” – the
United States is only the main target, given that it
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1 Text version of remarks made by Osama Bin Laden, aired on
an Arab television station after the American and British
strikes, Sunday, October 6, 2001, http://www.globalterror-
ism101.com/BinLadenText.html (December 12, 2004).

2 Ibid.
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is seen as the chief representative of this “world
infidelity” and so is considered to be the concrete
embodiment of the “West’s crusader grudge
against Islam”.3

The position is no less aggressive in the other
camp. The president of the United States, after
getting over his initial stupor brought on by the
attack that his country had just sustained, con-
firms having heard “the call of history” over the
roar of the collapse of the World Trade Center. He
courageously steps into the uniform of the “com-
mander-in-chief”. The protracted series of actions
undertaken both inside and outside the United
States – the war in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq,
the military aid provided to other countries facing
the “threat of terrorism,” the various measures
that make up the “sustained strategy of homeland
security” – are all subsumed under the name of
“the global war against terrorism”. The goal of
this war is to “eliminate the terrorist parasites,”
these “tens of thousands of dangerous killers”
who “are now spread throughout the world like
ticking time-bombs, set to go off without warn-
ing”.4But, there again, it seems that the problem is
not only about destroying global networks of ter-
rorists: Something more fundamental seems to be
at stake. The investigator is able to hear this
expressed in all kinds of different formulations,
but they all point to the same thing: When one
hears statements like “the unprecedented dangers
that the civilized world is facing”5 or “the depth of
our enemies’ hatred equaled only by the madness
of the destruction they devise,” the rhetoric has
less to do with the “clash of civilizations”6

between the East and the West (predicted by
Bernard Lewis in 1964 and recently made famous
by Samuel Huntington) than with a fight to the
death between the “civilized world” and an “axis
of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the
world”.7 Within this kind of antagonism, it seems
that “there is no neutral ground”. Hearing the pro-
tagonists of the new global conflict speak like this,
the investigator tells himself that, in the end, the
real achievement of this Osama Bin Laden was
perhaps not only in destroying the Twin Towers in
New York, but also in having made the distant suc-
cessor of President Woodrow Wilson pronounce
this terrifying alternative: “Either you are with us
or you are with the terrorists.”8 For the investiga-

tor, it truly seems as if the Earth is involved in a
process whereby the struggle between two ene-
mies excludes all possibility of occupying an out-
side position, which in turn creates the condition
for what Carl von Clausewitz called “total war”.
The result is a completely polarized world consist-
ing solely of relationships defined either by friend-
ship or by enmity, whose ultimate horizon is
mutual destruction. Still though, as he expands his
horizons a little and directs his attention away
from the offices in Washington and from this place
that, for fear of fanning the flames, he does not
wish to name, the investigator becomes more and
more baffled. If the language used in this conflict is
at least less brutal than it was 60 years earlier, and
if the apocalyptic visions delivered up by humans
are less terrifying, it is also true that the energy and
the means expended on this new “global war” and
the number of its victims are infinitely lower than
in the world war that preceded it. Not that there
are no war efforts, and certainly not that the dam-
ages and the victims are negligible. But the events
pale in comparison with the rhetoric. Even if we
are witnessing the conflict’s taking on new forms
of localized reterritorialization during the war in
Afghanistan or the Iraq war, its capacity for geo-
graphic expansion is limited, as is the number of
combatants deployed. In addition, the confronta-
tions in this war seldom resemble battles in the
classical sense of the term, and the humans know
it. Thus, their strategists are now talking about
“diffuse conflicts” and “weak intensities,” of
“asymmetrical warfare” and “surgical strikes” –
new concepts whose language contrasts with
what the investigator was led to expect, on the
basis of information regarding past wars. More-
over, this war is, in the end, mobilizing a relatively
small number of people in conflict operations and
is leaving enough room for a whole gamut of prac-
tices to take place, ones that would normally char-
acterize peaceful political orders. People are well-

3 Cf. http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/para/
jihad.htm

4 The president’s State of the Union Address, January 29,
2002, http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01
/20020129-11.html (December 12, 2004).

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 Presidential address to a Joint Session of Congress and the

American People, Office of the Press Secretary, September
20, 2001, http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/
2001/09/20010920-8.html
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informed, the investigator observes; they organize
demonstrations, draw up reports, vote for or
against laws, debate, publish books, write for
newspapers and create Internet sites – in sum,
they are engaging in the intensive public activities
that accompany the conflict and that serve to mul-
tiply the points of view regarding not only the
conflict itself but, more fundamentally, regarding
what it reveals of the state of the world, regarding
what constitutes the world and regarding the
manner in which it is configured. For, it is indeed
this state, this constitution and this configuration
that create the conditions for the occurrence of

the conflict.
Confronted by this situation, the investigator

feels his idealism being nourished. A glimmer of
hope kindles his enthusiasm. Of course it is not as
if humans have suddenly become reasonable.
Nonetheless, rather than looking at the current situ-
ation and seeing only a process of extremist
uprising in which each must choose his affiliation
to the “faithful” or the “infidels,” the “civilized
world” or the “axis of evil,” could one not see in it
a sort of huge controversy that humans are explor-
ing and through which they are, little by little,
learning what it is that constitutes their world?
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Exiled Saudi dissident Osama B in Laden, the prime suspect in the 9-11 attacks, speaks at
a meeting at an undisclosed location in A fghanistan in 1998. ■ photo © dpa
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Couldn’t one see a controversy, finally, that is
allowing humans to become more and more
aware of the demands made by each of the world’s
constituent elements? And is this not an indispen-
sable condition for the establishment, one day, of
an authentic peace? By means of this conflict, is
the world not engaged in a process of articulating
itself as a political entity? Does the world not
deserve that we think of the situation that is cur-
rently being played out here at the global level as
similar to that of the religious wars in the seven-
teenth century, which took place at the level of the

nation state? Of course, the idea of a global unity
that takes the modern state as its model – the
“cosmopolitan peace” of which Kant dreamed – is
no longer thought to be a means by which to articu-
late this new globalization. But perhaps the trials
that the world is currently facing are all part of a
process in which a new form of peace, a new cos-
mopolitanism, is being invented. This idea pleases
the investigator, for he, too, is a bit of a softy. He is
certainly reproached for it often enough.

Translated from the French by Sarah Clift
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US President George W. Bush points a finger as he answers a question at his first post-e lection press conference in Washington
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fixed on the lens as if it were an instrument of
judgment or surveillance. Are these the faces of
the genocidaires? Are they all guilty, or only some
of them? Can there be extenuating circumstances
after such a stupefying crime? At the same time,
with courage and subtlety, Ronnen Safdie turns
our eyes to the blousons, which flood the frame
like a field of spring blossoms. Can these be the
flowers of evil? The unexpected color suggests,
perhaps, that even where there is guilt there is also
life, that the trial must run its course, that where
life stirs there must always be the hope of forgive-
ness, renewal and even reform. Among the prison-
ers, you can see children running into the crowd to
greet their fathers. And amongst the ghostly,
shaved skulls, arranged like so many grotesque
eggshells in a museum of extinction, there rises a
figure of Christ on the cross, as if the moment of

crucifixion has to acknowledge, over time, the
healing of Easter.

However dark this vision, it is quickened by 
Ronnen Safdie with the ethic of transition. Justice
must not only be done; it must be seen to be
done. And Ronnen Safdie’s photographic testi-
mony shows us the difference between “doing”
justice and “seeing” the law at work in the gacaca
process. Hence eyes, looks, gazes and faces play
a large part in the overall design of these images,
serving as a recurrent leitmotiv of attention and
intention, or, at a more affective level, as mirrors
of fear, anger, desire, distress. As the Rwandan
people listen to testimonies and confessions,
disputes and discussions, the photographic
image can only capture these stories and emo-
tions through the eyes of the victims and the
torturers. Can the image ever give us a sense 

The intimate relationship between the art of pho-
tography and the act of memory is often attributed
to the human passion for remembrance. There is a
simple truth to this idea. The desire to “capture”
the past as an image is as true of the public, com-
memorative portrait as it is of the family snapshot.
And the profound need to “preserve” the past in
writing is what gives poignancy to the discovery of
a historical archive or a pile of old love letters.
Despite the direct appeal of such an argument, the
truth is not that simple. For the photographic
image, like the sign of memory, is not merely a
retrieval of the past, as if the past were to be found
waiting, sealed in an event or an object, seeking its
visual or verbal representation. What photography
and memory share is a belief in the movement of
time and history, the process by which the past
intrudes into the present and renders it incomplete
by displaying what it takes to make a transition
between times and places: times that may not be
your own; places that may belong to someone
else.

By taking on this difficult task of transition,
Michal Ronnen Safdie, like any photographer,
puts herself in the position of being, at the same
time, an intruder and an insider, a witness and a
voyeur. If photography is the art of transition and
the photographer lives precariously at the limits,
then is it not ironical that we refer to the photo-
graph as a “still” image? The tension of stillness
and movement is part of the aesthetics of the pho-
tograph, but it is also visible each time a photogra-
pher sets the shutter speed, reads the light and
adjusts the focus. In doing so, she acknowledges
the fact that however carefully framed and fixed
the subject of the photograph, the larger world
around it – light, distance, the air, the movement
of an eyelid, a passerby – always potentially agi-
tates the image and leaves the mark of history
upon its surface.

The stillness of the photograph is neither passive
nor fixed; it is “still” in the way in which we talk
metaphorically about “the still, deep water,”
which suggests that the absence of surface move-
ment turns the water into a sharp lens through
which we gain a deeper insight, a calmer clarity, a
more profound means of contemplation. The still-
ness of the image also has another symbolic func-
tion; it keeps alive the shadow of the past; it
acknowledges that something happened, that
somebody was killed or saved. And then, stillness
gives way to the movement of the image, which
suggests that the past must be reinterpreted, that
there is often a gap between experience and
understanding and that, despite the turn of events,
justice and freedom can be achieved.

Ronnen Safdie is a photographer of remarkable
stillness and profound movement. Her images of
Rwanda take on the task of transition with a skill
and sensibility that serves both the task of history
and the witness of photographic testimony. From
the historical perspective, she provides us with 
a record of the gacaca trials – a judicial process
based on rural and local traditions – that deal with
issues of transitional justice neglected by the con-
troversial UN-sponsored International Criminal
Tribunal of Rwanda. Ronnen Safdie’s visual strat-
egy has been to treat these trials less as discrete
events and more in the spirit of the French word
for trial – un procès – in which an on-going record
of the details of ordinary, everyday life that sur-
round the trial play an important role in its repre-
sentation. Her use of color photography to por-
tray what many consider to be a “black and
white,” open-and-shut verdict is both brilliant and
provocative.

Look, for instance, at the prisoners dressed in
pink blouson garments, with their orange and pur-
ple berets at a tilt. Their faces are turned to the
camera with hints of suspicion and fear, their eyes
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Still Life
Homi K. Bhabha

M ichal Ronnen Safdie , Prisoners Await the Start of the Hearing in Nyakizu, 2003, photograph, iris print on arches paper,
58.42 x 76.2 cm , Robert Kle in Gallery Boston, © M ichal Ronnen Safdie



M ichal Ronnen Safdie , Prisoners Being Trucked Back to Jail, 2003, photograph, iris print on arches paper, 58.42 x 76.2 cm ,
Robert Kle in Gallery Boston, © M ichal Ronnen Safdie
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of what is being said? Is the photograph mute?
Ronnen Safdie’s work would reject such a sug-

gestion. She uses her insight into the stillness of
the life and light of the image to make these eyes
speak, as victims, oppressors and witnesses wait
for justice to be seen to be done. You can see these
speaking eyes in most of the crowd scenes that
Ronnen Safdie brings alive. But the miracle of her
art lies in making even the hands of the prisoners
look and speak. After our eyes have been accosted
and arrested by the whites of a thousand Rwandan
eyes that witnessed the genocide, our gaze falls on
the pale fingernails of prisoners’ hands crowded
on the tailgate iron of a truck. Suddenly these
dumb digits and their pale fingernails turn into the

whites of eyes; suddenly these fists become faces.
Are these the hands of murderers, rapists, genoci-
dal maniacs? Did they think they could grab 
history from behind and wring its neck?

Ronnen Safdie asks us to pause for a moment.
Neither immediately to accuse, nor to forget, nor
to forgive. The work of justice is often wearisome
and slow. In the meantime, we should bear in
mind the human dimensions of even these hands.
And take to heart the light that dwells in the faces
of the survivors, who refuse to let the history of
their people die with the memory of the massa-
cred.

Such, then, is the art and the task of transitional
justice.
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M ichal Ronnen Safdie , A t the End of the Day-Long Gacaca Hearing in Nyakizu the Prisoners Wend Their Way Back to the Local Jail,
2003, photograph, iris print on arches paper, 58.42 x 76.2 cm , Robert Kle in Gallery Boston, © M ichal Ronnen Safdie

M ichal Ronnen Safdie , Villagers Await the Beginning of the Gacaca Hearing Reference , 2003, photograph, iris print on arches paper,
58.42 x 76.2 cm , Robert Kle in Gallery Boston, © M ichal Ronnen Safdie

M ichal Ronnen Safdie , N tarama Genocide M emorial, Which Houses the Remains of the 5,000 Rwandans Killed inside the Church,
2003, photograph, iris print on arches paper, 58.42 x 76.2 cm , Robert Kle in Gallery Boston, © M ichal Ronnen Safdie



Since Minamata disease first appeared in Japan in
1956, more than 10,000 people have been offi-
cially recognized as affected by it, and many more
have remained in the shadows. Because of the
extent and virulence of the pollution but also
because of the extraordinary conflict between the
victims of the disease, Chisso and the government,
Minamata has become the symbol of the indus-
trial pollution that has struck contemporary Japan.

Although mercury was known to be toxic as
early as the 1930s, between 1932 and 1966 several
hundred tons of methyl mercury were continually
discharged by Chisso’s facility in Minamata. The
substance – used as a catalyst in the production of
acetaldehyde, a component of polyvinyl chloride
(PVC) – was simply dumped into the sea, contam-
inating the entire food chain and bringing about all
sorts of symptoms that had never been seen in
humans: difficulty seeing and speaking, loss of bal-
ance and increasingly violent trembling, beginning
with the hands and legs then moving to the entire
body. Fearing social stigmatization, the affected
families hid their sick. It wasn’t until April 1956,
when a mother brought her two little girls to the
city hospital, that the public became aware of the
disease. But the company contemptuously denied
being the cause and rejected requests for compen-
sation by the victims, as well as by the fishermen
whose livelihood had been contaminated.

In December 1959, the company imposed a
“consolation agreement” (mimaikin) on the fami-
lies of the victims, which offered them ridiculously

small amounts of money and specified that “even
if in the future it is proven that residue from the
plant is the cause of Minamata disease, those
affected by the disease agree to make no further
claims”. This clause forced the victims into a reclu-
sive, extremely precarious life of submission to
Chisso until a lawsuit was brought against the
company in 1969.

In 1959, a group of fishermen – furious with the
management’s contempt – forced its way into the
plant and damaged company property. The labor
union, whose leaders were very close to manage-
ment at the time, reacted by condemning the fish-
ermen’s “violence”. But in 1962 a strike erupted
over salary disputes, and the management encour-
aged the formation of a second union to break the
strike. This conflict divided the city of Minamata
into two distinct camps: the anti-establishment
supporters of the “first union” and those who sup-
ported the “modernization” advocated by the
“new union,” which was called the “at-your-serv-
ice union” (goyô kumiai) by its adversaries in the
first union. By the end of the strike six months
later, the “old union,” as it was called by its ene-
mies, had lost the salary battle along with half of
its members. Disaffection remained limited, how-
ever, despite systematic and brutal discrimination.
By resisting the threats, retaliation measures and
humiliation that the management and second
union subjected them to, the members of the first
union progressively came to understand what the
victims of the disease and the fishermen had been

988 1 First published in Asahi Gurafu magazine, June 12, 1970.

The Tragedy of Minamata 
Sit-in and Face-to-Face Discussion

Paul Jobin

Workers from the first union of the electrochemical plant in Minamata, the main production
facility of the Chisso Corporation and source of Minamata disease, are staging a sit-in before
the main entrance during a “strike against pollution,” May 27, 1970. An inscription is written
above photographs of the deceased and between floral wreaths similar to those seen at funer-
als: “Protest rally for rest for the souls of Minamata disease.” The workers are protesting
against the derisory compensation offered two days earlier to the victims of Minamata dis-
ease by the Ministry of Health, the mediator between the company and its victims.1

The strike against pollution. Chisso 1st

Union Workers, sit-in in front of M inamata
factory, May 27, 1970, photo: Takeshi
Shiota
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outraged by the meager compensation that the
Japanese Minister of Health had offered to the
families of the victims who had accepted negotiat-
ing through the Minister rather than joining the
group of plaintiffs. The pathetic amount of the
compensation harked back to the infamous “con-
solation agreement” imposed by the company
eleven years earlier.

The rally took place in front of the large main
entrance of the plant. The workers wore their hel-
mets or red bands displaying the name of the
union, and they held large red banners reminiscent
of the strike of 1962-1963. The families of the vic-
tims filed in one after another. Earlier, they had
opened the procession march along with the
workers, holding portraits of their dead relatives
and friends.

The strike attracted national media attention. A
one-day strike might seem inconsequential, but
after the great conflicts of the 1950s, strikes had
become extremely rare in private sector industry.
Thus the significance of this event.

Except for a few young workers from a refinery
in Kawasaki who were inspired by the strike to
stage a similar protest against the production of
leaded fuel, the first union’s commitment to the
victims has remained as rare an event as it was rad-
ical, not unlike the Minamata tragedy itself. In
March 1972, eight workers from the first union
gave decisive testimony on the witness stand in
Kumamoto to prove that Chisso had been at fault.
Paradoxically, in standing by the victims, they suc-
ceeded in forcing Chisso, which had wanted to
abandon its operations in Minamata, to maintain
its electrochemical plant there. Although the plant
continues to produce advanced chemical prod-
ucts, the management never stopped ridding itself
of recalcitrant union members, and the first union
was finally and completely dissolved on March 30,
2004.

“Sit-on” and Face-to-Face Discussion

After the sentencing in the first Minamata disease
trial, during the “direct negotiations” demanded
by the plaintiffs and the other victims who had
been prevented from participating in the trial,
Kawamoto Teruo, one of the leaders of the vic-
tims’ movement, sat down at the negotiation table
facing Shimada Ken’ichi, the president of Chisso. 

On March 20, 1973, after a four-year trial, the
court of Kumamoto condemned Chisso for its bla-
tant neglect in not setting forth preventative meas-
ures. Moreover, the company had even gone so far
as to install a phony mercury filter. Consequently,
Chisso was ordered to pay between 16 and 18 bil-
lion yen per plaintiff, for a total of almost a trillion
yen, the largest sum ever ordered by a Japanese
court. The plaintiffs were satisfied with the moral
condemnation of Chisso, but they feared that the
compensation would only cover the damage
already suffered without providing lasting support
to cover future medical expenses. They also felt
that Chisso should compensate all of the victims
of the disease, not just the plaintiffs in the case. By
recognizing the damage suffered by the victims,
the sentence gave them full legitimacy to negoti-
ate directly with Chisso.

Negotiations began immediately after the end
of the trial, at Chisso’s headquarters in Tokyo;
they would end four months later. In addition to
journalists, several photographers were present to
support the victims. Among them was the Ameri-
can Eugene Smith, whose article in Time one year
later made the disease known throughout the
world. The filmmaker Tsuchimoto Noriaki made a
two-hour documentary that follows the fascinat-
ing progression of this face-to-face discussion
between the victims and the management of the
company. Some of the victims maintained a posi-
tion of deference toward Chisso management.
Others turned the tables: The victims were no
longer vassals coming to see the Lord of Chisso.
Rather, the company’s management, especially its
president Shimada Ken’ichi, spoke with deference
to the victims. One of them, Kawamoto Teruo,
even went so far as to sit cross-legged on the table
looking down at Shimada.

Such a stance was revolutionary for the people
of Minamata who, until then, had viewed the head
of Chisso as a demigod living in an inaccessible
world close to the emperor. (As with the most
important Japanese firms, Chisso’s headquarters
are in the business district of Tokyo, right next to
the imperial palace.) In 1990, one year after the
death of Hirohito (now called Emperor Shôwa),
Kawamoto was about to ask the new emperor,
Akihito, to come to Minamata to offer an official
apology. In doing so, Kawamoto hoped to bring
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going through. Consequently, when the victims’
movement became reinvigorated in 1968, a large
number of workers from the first union resolutely
joined its ranks, breaking radically with the doc-
trine of union “cooperationism” (kyôchô shugi)
with management that was dominant at the time.
In August of that year, 400 of them stood in front
of the main entrance of the plant and publicly read
a “declaration of shame” (haji sengen) that
attracted national attention:

“[…] Why were we unable to fight against
Minamata disease? That we, who know from our
experience what struggle means, have been unable
until now to fight against Minamata disease, is
truly shameful to us as human beings and as work-
ers, and we must reflect on this from the bottom
of our hearts. The company’s actions toward
workers are exactly the same as its actions regard-

ing Minamata disease, and the fight against Mina-
mata disease is also our fight. Even today, the
company refuses to recognize that the cause of
Minamata disease is the factory’s waste, and it
hides all its documents. We resolve to devote all
our energy to making the company admit respon-
sibility for Minamata disease, to support the vic-
tims of Minamata disease, who even today are in
the depths of suffering, and to fight against Mina-
mata disease.”2

It was the first time that a union at a polluting
facility had committed itself to supporting the vic-
tims of the very pollution it had caused. What hap-
pened next would prove that this was not a mere
declaration of intent. Two years later, some 800
workers from the first union participated in a
“strike against pollution” (kôgai suto). They were
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2 Sairen (the first union’s newsletter), August 31, 1968. Trans-
lation in Timothy S. George, Minamata: Pollution and the
Struggle for Democracy in Postwar Japan, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, MA, 2001, p. 184.

M inamata disease patients leader Kawamoto Teruo sits in front of Chisso’s president Shimada Ken’ichi at Chisso’s head office ,
March 1973, photo: Shigem i M iyamoto
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employed people ... tens of thousands. You know
how to guess what others are thinking. How men
should live ... You must have something like famil-
ial or moral precepts on that? What is your busi-
ness slogan? Do you have anything like that? No?
Oh, so then what is your pastime? [with the voice
of someone who is seeking answers] Bonzai?
Music? What is it?
The president: Bonzai, music, painting, I
don’t do anything like that.
Kawamoto: You must have a pastime?
The president: I read books, that’s all.
Kawamoto: Oh, you read books ... You read
books ... Ah … What book has moved you the
most? I don’t know much about literature but ...
What book has impressed you the most? Hmm?
These books haven’t moralized you? There is no
connection between these books and the death of
Kosaki and Matsumoto? There is no link? What
do you think?
The president: They are not entirely uncon-
nected.
Kawamoto: Oh, they are not entirely uncon-
nected?
The president: Yes, they are not entirely
unconnected.
Kawomoto: Oh really?
The president: Yes.3

Shimada visited the victims in their homes, but the
opposite didn’t happen: The victims couldn’t
enter the home of the president. In other words, a
dialogue between equals remains a utopian idea.
Like the group of pilgrims from Minamata who
prayed in front of the houses of Chisso manage-
ment, it was as if Kawamoto had presented him-
self at the house of Shimada. But, unlike the pil-
grims, Kawamoto pushed until Shimada opened
his door and revealed his humanity, by question-
ing him about intimate aspects of his life like his
reading or religion (Shimada later converted to
Catholicism). This strange exchange later took on
an almost mythical dimension for the supporters
of the victims. It might be perceived as the parox-
ysm of this face-to-face quest to obtain, along
with monetary compensation, a symbolic recogni-
tion of the damage caused. This attitude, which
one might call conflictual cooperation, is radically
distinct from cooperationism but also from any
polemical stand that attempts to demonize the
adversary. From the beginning of the 1980s, this
conflictual cooperation would become a major
trait of new Japanese labor unions engaged in the
prevention and recognition of industrial diseases.

Excerpts from a forthcoming book to be published by Editions de
l’EHESS, Paris

Translated from the French by April Julich Perez

3 Tsuchimoto Noriaki, Minamata ikki [The Minamata
Revolt], Seirinsha, 1973, 16 mm., b/w, 108 min. Transcrip-
tion in Tsuchimoto Noriaki, Eigawa ikimono no shigoto de
aru [Film is the Work of Living Beings], Miraisha, Tokyo,
1974, pp. 350-354.
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about the close of the Shôwa era – marked by
Minamata disease – in order to fully enter into a
new era. A similar request had been addressed a
century earlier in 1901 to Emperor Meiji by Tanaka
Shôzô, a parliamentary advocate for the peasant
victims of pollution caused by a copper mine in
Ashio. But Kawamoto was torn by voices from the
left (who refused to bring the matter to the
emperor) and the right (who were afraid to offend
the emperor or be subjected to the retaliation of
the extreme right); Kawamoto decided to aban-
don the effort.

For the time being, Kawamoto was not seeking
revenge; rather, he seemed to want to speak with
Shimada as an equal. In the most fascinating scene
in the film, he is sitting cross-legged on the table,
right in front of the president. A discussion about
Matsumoto Mune and Kosaki Yazô, who died
soon after being diagnosed with the disease, con-
tinues late into the night. Kawamoto speaks
bluntly. His tone is harsh but not aggressive;
rather than seeking a defeat or revenge, he tries to
communicate on an equal footing with Shimada in
order to reveal to him the reality of the victims
who have remained in the shadows. It is as though
Shimada is hearing what Kawamoto is explaining
for the very first time. His eyes are fixed on
Kawamoto, a look that has fear in it.

Kawamoto: Are you going to pay for Matsumoto
and Kosaki, yes or no, that’s all we ask! We have
wasted enough time tonight, we have no more
time to argue! […]
Kawamoto:[his voice has changed and is calmer
than before] What does Zen teach us? I don’t
know anything about Zen ... Hmm? What does
Zen teach us? And your wife, is she Zen, too?
The president: Yes ... Uh, no, my wife is
Catholic.
Kawamoto:Oh really, she is Catholic ... And what
does Catholicism teach us? Is it different from
Zen? Hmm? Between Zen and Catholicism, is
there a difference? I was told that you have three
or four children ... Hmm ... Kosaki also had chil-
dren, so did Matsumoto ... She had children ...
Hmm, Kosaki too … He was a father, just like you
... Why is there such a difference? ... Anywhere
you go in Japan, they are all fathers and mothers?
Right, boss? Is it normal for there to be such a dif-
ference? Fathers and mothers who should be
happy ... Is it normal for there to be such a differ-
ence?
[Only Shimada’s eyes are still open. Kuga,
Tsuchiya and the other managers seem to have
fallen into meditation.]
Kawamoto: You are much older than I am, hmm,
you have been around the block. You have

992

M inamata disease
patients leader
Kawamoto Teruo sits in
front of Chisso’s presi-
dent Shimada Ken’ichi
at Chisso’s head office ,
March 1973, photo:
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Don’t ask him why; the idiot will neither reply nor
discuss the issue. The idiot is a presence or, as
Whitehead2 would have put it, produces an inter-
stice. There is no point in asking him, “What is
more important?” for he does not know. But his
role is not to produce abysmal perplexity, not to
create the famous Hegelian night, when every cow
is black. We know, knowledge there is, but the
idiot demands that we slow down, that we don’t
consider ourselves authorized to believe we pos-
sess the meaning of what we know.

The word cosmopolitical came to me in a
moment when, gripped by worry, I needed to
slow down. I was facing the possibility that, in all
good faith, I was in danger of reproducing that
which I’d learned was one of the weaknesses of
the tradition to which I belong: transforming a
type of practice of which we are particularly proud
into a universal neutral key, valid for all. I had
already devoted many pages to “putting science
into politics”. The so-called modern sciences
appeared to be a way of answering the political
question par excellence: Who can talk of what, be
the spokesperson of what, represent what?3 But
there was a risk of my forgetting that the political
category with which I was working was part of
our tradition and drew on the inventive resources
peculiar to that tradition.

One could say that it would have been tempt-
ing to look for a “really neutral” anthropological
category. Unfortunately, anthropology is also us,
as well as the ambition of defining-discovering
“what is human in humans”. I therefore chose to
retain the term “political,” which affirms that the
cosmopolitical proposal is a “signed” proposal,
and to articulate it to the enigmatic term “cos-
mos”. This is where the proposal is open to mis-
understanding, liable to the Kantian temptation of
inferring that politics should aim at allowing a
“cosmos,” a “good common world” to exist –
while the idea is precisely to slow down the con-
struction of this common world, to create a space
for hesitation regarding what it means to say
“good”. When it is a matter of the world, of the
issues, threats and problems whose repercussions
appear to be global, it is “our” knowledge, the
facts produced by “our” technical equipment but
also the judgments associated with “our” practices
that are primarily in charge. Good will and

“respect for others” are not enough to remove this
difference, and denying it in the name of an “equal
before the law” of all people of the earth will not
prevent subsequent condemnation of the fanatic
blindness or selfishness of those who refuse to
acknowledge that they cannot escape “planetary
issues”. The cosmopolitical proposal is incapable
of giving a “good” definition of the procedures
that allow us to achieve the “good” definition of a
“good” common world. It is “idiotic” in so far as it
is intended for those who think in this climate of
emergency, without denying it in any way but
nonetheless murmuring that there is perhaps
something more important.

The cosmos must therefore be distinguished
here from any particular cosmos, or world, as a
particular tradition may conceive of it. It does not
refer to a project designed to encompass them all,
for it is always a bad idea to designate something
to encompass those that refuse to be encom-
passed by something else. In the term cosmopolit-
ical, cosmos refers to the unknown constituted by
these multiple, divergent worlds and to the articu-
lations of which they could eventually be capable.
This is opposed to the temptation of a peace
intended to be final, ecumenical: a transcendent
peace with the power to ask anything that
diverges to recognize itself as a purely individual
expression of what constitutes the point of con-
vergence of all. There is no representative of the
cosmos as such; it demands nothing, allows no
“and so…”. And its question is therefore intended
primarily for those who are masters of the “and
so…,” we who with our heavy doses of “and
so…” may well, in all good will, identify ourselves
with the representatives of problems that concern
everyone, whether we like it or not.

We could say that the cosmos is an operator of
mise en égalité, equalization, provided that we
strictly separate mise en égalité and mise en equiva-
lence, for equivalence implies a common measure
and thus an interchangeability of positions. The
equality in question here produces no “and so…”;
on the contrary, it causes it to be suspended. Here
operating means creating, infusing the political

2 See Isabelle Stengers, Penser avec Whitehead, Le Seuil, Paris,
2002.

3 See Isabelle Stengers, L’invention des sciences modernes, La
Découverte, Paris, 1993, new edition Champs, Flammarion,
Paris, 1995. (The Invention of Modern Science, trans. Daniel
W. Smith, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis,
2000.) Needless to say, this proposal was constructed in
close dialogue with Bruno Latour’s work.

How can we present a proposal intended not to
say what is, or what ought to be, but to provoke
thought, a proposal that requires no other verifica-
tion than the way in which it is able to “slow
down” reasoning and create an opportunity to
arouse a slightly different awareness of the prob-
lems and situations mobilizing us? How can this
proposal be distinguished from issues of authority
and generality currently articulated to the notion
of “theory”? This question is particularly impor-
tant since the “cosmopolitical” proposal, as I
intend to characterize it, is not designed primarily
for “generalists”; it has meaning only in concrete
situations where practitioners operate. It further-
more requires practitioners who (and this is a
political problem, not a cosmopolitical one) have
learned to shrug their shoulders at the claims of
generalizing theoreticians that define them as sub-
ordinates charged with the task of “applying” a
theory or that capture their practice as an illustra-
tion of a theory.

This difficulty introduces one of the themes of
this article: the distinction and inseparable nature
of political and cosmopolitical proposals. I try to
show that when proposals corresponding to what
can be called “political ecology” (the politicization
of “positive” knowledge-related issues or prac-
tices concerning “things”) become relevant, the
cosmopolitical proposal can become so as well. In
other words, this proposal has strictly no meaning
in most concrete situations today, but it can be
useful to those who have already effected the
“political shift” associated with political ecology
and thus learned to laugh not at theories but at
the authority associated with them. Another
theme in this article, related to the first, is the
question of the vulnerability of this type of pro-
posal, exposed to all possible misinterpretations
and above all to their very predictable theoretical
harnessing.

I’m very likely to be told that, in that case, I
shouldn’t have taken a Kantian term. Was it not
Kant who renewed the ancient theme of cos-
mopolitism aimed at a project of a political kind, in
this case that of a “perpetual peace” in which
everyone might envisage themselves as members
in their own right of the worldwide civil society, in
accordance with citizens’ rights? In this respect I
have to plead guilty. I was unaware of Kantian
usage while working on the first volume of what
was to become a series of seven Cosmopolitiques1

in 1996; this term imposed itself on me, so to
speak. I therefore wish to emphasize that the cos-
mopolitical proposal, as presented here, explicitly
denies any relationship with Kant or with the
ancient cosmopolitism. The cosmos, as I hope to
explain it, bears little relation either to the world in
which citizens of antiquity asserted themselves
everywhere on their home ground or to an Earth
finally united, in which everyone is a citizen. On
the other hand, the cosmopolitical proposal may
well have affinities with a conceptual character
that philosopher Gilles Deleuze allowed to exist
with a force that struck me: the idiot.

In the ancient Greek sense, an idiot was some-
one who did not speak the Greek language and
was therefore cut off from the civilized commu-
nity. The same meaning is found in the word
“idiom,” a semi-private language that excludes
from a form of communication characterized by
an ideal of transparency and anonymity (inter-
changeability of the speakers). But Deleuze’s idiot,
borrowed from Dostoevsky and turned into a con-
ceptual character, is the one who always slows the
others down, who resists the consensual way in
which the situation is presented and in which
emergencies mobilize thought or action. This is
not because the presentation would be false or
because emergencies are believed to be lies, but
because “there is something more important”.
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1 The seven volumes were published by La Découverte/Les
Empêcheurs de penser en rond, Paris, 1996-1997, and repub-
lished in two volumes by La Découverte, 2003.
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(the suffering of a chimpanzee “counts” more than
that of a mouse). But this utilitarian mise en equiv-
alence leads to all sorts of baseness, for it encour-
ages everyone to manipulate the scales in the
interest that each feels to be most legitimate,
leaving the consequences to some sort of collec-
tive market decision. Others, and this is what
interested me, have chosen to try and trust an
affordance specific to the situation. We know that
in laboratories in which experiments are per-
formed on animals, all sorts of rites and ways of
talking and referring to those animals exist, attest-
ing to the researchers’ need to protect themselves.
The grand tales about the advancement of knowl-
edge, rationality defined against sentimentality
and the necessities of method are part of such
rites, filling up the interstices through which the
“What am I busy doing?” insistently nags.4 The
correlate of the necessity of “deciding” on the
legitimacy of an experiment would then be the
invention of constraints directed against these
protective maneuvers, forcing the researchers con-
cerned to expose themselves, to decide “in the
presence of” those that may turn out to be the vic-
tims of their decision. The proposal thus corre-
sponds to a form of self-regulation but has the
advantage of presenting the “self” as an issue, of
giving its full significance to the unknown element
of the question: What would the researcher decide
“on his/her own” if that “his/herself” were actively
shed of the kinds of protection current decisions
seem to need?

This type of question corresponds to a perspec-
tive that I call “etho-ecological,” affirming the
inseparability of ethos, the way of behaving pecu-
liar to a being, and oikos, the habitat of that being
and the way in which that habitat satisfies or
opposes the demands associated with the ethos or
affords opportunities for an original ethos to risk
itself.5 Inseparability does not necessarily mean
dependence. An ethos is not contingent on its
environment, its oikos; it will always belong to the
being that proves capable of it. It cannot be trans-
formed in any predictable way by transforming the
environment. But no ethos, in itself, contains its
own meaning or masters its own reasons. We
never know what a being is capable of or can
become capable of. We could say that the environ-
ment proposes but that the being disposes, gives

or refuses to give that proposal an ethological sig-
nification. We don’t know what a researcher who
today affirms the legitimacy or even the necessity
of experiments on animals is capable of becoming
in an oikos that demands that he or she think “in
the presence of” the victims of his or her decision.
Of importance is the fact that an eventual becom-
ing will be the researcher’s own becoming; it is in
that respect that it will be an event and that what I
call cosmos can be named. Locally, if the ecologi-
cal demand results in an ethological transforma-
tion, an articulation will have been created
between what seemed to be contradictory: the
necessities of research and their consequences for
its victims. A “cosmic” event.

This example may indicate why I emphasize
that the idiot does not deny articulated knowl-
edge, does not denounce it as lies, is not the hid-
den source of knowledge that transcends them.
The constraints proposed are idiotic in the follow-
ing sense: They refer to no arbitrator capable of
judging the validity of the urgencies that the
experimenters claim to exist. Rather they take
seriously on a hypothetical basis (it could fail), the
fact that these experimenters’ ethos, defined as a
problem by the opponents of animal experiments,
seems to need an “aseptic” environment. They
refuse them the right to such an environment: We
may agree with your arguments, but we have to
make sure that you are fully exposed to their con-
sequences.

It would be interesting to extend this example
to other cases in which anesthetics seem to be part
and parcel of a situation. For instance, we are fed
on discourse that requires us to agree that the clo-
sure of production plants and the retrenchment of
thousands of workers are harsh but inevitable con-
sequences of the economic war. If our industries
cannot make “the sacrifices” that competitiveness

4 In De l’angoisse à la méthode dans les sciences du comporte-
ment, Flammarion, Paris, 1980, Georges Devereux links the
importance of method in the “behavioral sciences” – the sci-
ences that address subjects, that is, beings that themselves
address a world – to the necessity to protect themselves
from an anxiety unknown to the physicist or chemist
(“What am I busy doing ‘to him/her’?”). That is why, in
these sciences, method always amounts to belittling the
subject observed, in one way or another (p. 80), and to
“making moronic” the researcher who is presented as sub-
jected to the method, deriving glory from the economies of
thinking and sensitivity that it demands.

5 On this subject see the wonderful book by Vinciane
Despret, Quand le loup habitera avec l’agneau, Les
Empêcheurs de penser en rond, Paris, 2002.
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voices with a concern that is not a reflexive or a
self-indicting one but a positive one, to be added
to and not to undermine the way they discuss a
situation. It is a matter of imbuing political voices
with the feeling that they do not master the situa-
tion they discuss, that the political arena is peo-
pled with shadows of that which does not have a
political voice, cannot have or does not want to
have one. This is a feeling that political good will
can so easily obliterate when no answer is given to
the demand: “Express yourself, express your
objections, your proposals, your contribution to
the common world that we’re building.”

The cosmopolitical proposal therefore has
nothing to do with a program and far more to do
with a passing fright that scares self-assurance,
however justified. It is this fright that one can hear
in Cromwell’s cry: “My Brethren, by the bowels of
Christ I beseech you, bethink that you may be
mistaken!” Citing Cromwell, that brutal politician,
torturer of Ireland, addressing his Puritan brothers
filled with a self-assured and vengeful truth, is a
way of emphasizing that the passing of this kind of
fright is not deserved, reflects no particular large-
ness of soul, but happens. And it happens in the
mode of indeterminacy, that is, of the event from
which nothing follows, no “and so…,” but that
confronts everyone with the question of how they
will inherit from it. To be sure, Cromwell was talk-
ing to his brothers as Christians, and his address, if
successful, was to cause the presence of Christ to
exist among them. But here Christ has no particu-
lar message; his role is that of a presence without
interaction, causing no transaction, no negotia-
tion on the way in which that presence is to be
taken into account.

To attach the cosmopolitan proposal to the
event of this fright, “What are we busy doing?”
making an interstice in the soil of the good reasons
we have to do so, does not mean that fright is suf-
ficient. Interstices close rapidly. Worse still, silenc-
ing the fright often results in confirming our many
reasons with an additional baseness that does
away with the hesitation. This is the point of the
famous short story by Herman Melville, as told by
a lawyer confronted with his scrivener Bartleby’s
“I would prefer not to”. The character Bartleby is a
testing abstraction, a frightening enigma imposed
on his employer: We will never understand the

meaning of an indifference that eventually leads
him to death (thrown into jail for vagrancy, he
prefers not to eat). On the other hand, we can well
understand the lawyer’s reaction to this enigma.
He struggles with it, is confused, profoundly dis-
turbed, unable not to feel guilty; he is prepared to
do anything to have Bartleby accept some return
to normalcy, but he cannot defy the rules of the
social game that Bartleby disrupts. He can imagine
no solution other than Bartleby’s return to the
common world. When clients are offended by the
refusal of this idle scribe who prefers not to do
what they request, he does not consider sharing
his “idiocy” with them, and this is probably what
condemns him to baseness: He moves away from
his office (which Bartleby prefers not to leave) in
order to wash his hands of the fate of this irre-
sponsible man, knowing that others will solve the
matter for him.

One has to be wary of individual good will.
Adding a cosmopolitical dimension to the prob-
lems that we consider from a political angle does
not lead to answers everyone should finally
accept. It raises the question of the way in which
the cry of fright or the murmur of the idiot can be
heard “collectively,” in the assemblage created
around a political issue. Neither the idiot, nor the
suddenly frightened Cromwell, nor the lawyer
obsessed by Bartleby knows how to proceed, how
to give a place to the insistent question entrancing
them. Giving this insistence a name, cosmos,
inventing the way in which “politics,” our signa-
ture, could proceed, construct its legitimate rea-
sons “in the presence of” that which remains deaf
to this legitimacy: That is the cosmopolitical pro-
posal.

I would like to cite a concrete example that
may signify this “in the presence of”. It concerns
the now-politicized issue of animal experimenta-
tion. Apart from the multiple cases about which
we could say that “there is abuse,” futile or blind
cruelty or systematic reduction of farm animals to
the status of meat on legs, what interests me are
the “difficult” cases where the refusal of experi-
mentation and a legitimate cause – the struggle
against an epidemic, for instance – are “balanced
against each other”. Some have tried to create
value scales for “measuring” both human interests
and the suffering inflicted on each type of animal
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that leaves no one unaffected; in other words, it
calls into question all the “one-would-just-need-
to” statements that denote the over-simplistic vic-
tory of good over evil.

The cosmopolitical proposal takes this type of
utopia even further, weighted by the memory that
we live with in a dangerous world, where nothing
stands to reason, where any proposition may be
falsified, where we who “invented politics” also
produced the means to reduce it to a largely
empty game, leaving outside what was at work,
producing, or destroying, our worlds.

One aspect of the cosmopolitical proposal is
thus to accentuate our own rather frightening par-
ticularity among the people of the world with
whom we have to compromise. Understanding
this particularity was already Joseph Needham’s
intention at the time of World War I I, when he
wondered why, in Europe, technical inventions
that China had absorbed could be considered to
be at the origin of the great upheaval that is called
the “industrial revolution”.6 Many say that it was
physics that made the difference, the great discov-
ery of the fecundity of mathematics for describing
the world. Needham did not stop there. As an
embryologist he knew just how limited that fecun-
dity was. The work of Galileo or Newton
explained nothing; it was the very fact that they
were “events,” that they were associated with a
“new age” that needed to be explained. The expla-
nation that Needham chose is the one that high-
lights the freedom of European entrepreneurs at
the time. They actively constructed increasingly
wide networks, regardless of any ontological sta-
bility, fearlessly linking human interests with
increasingly numerous and disparate non-
humans. Galileo was in fact a builder of networks.
His knowledge concerned above all the way in
which smooth balls roll along a tilted surface; such
knowledge, together with his telescopic observa-
tions, enabled him to add arguments to support
the Copernican astronomical hypothesis. But he
put all that in direct relation to the great question
of authority, of the rights of enterprising knowl-
edge with regard to faith, to the role of facts as
being able to destroy philosophical and theologi-
cal traditions. Finally, his condemnation put a stop
to nothing in a Europe fragmented into rival
states, while in the unified Empire of China he

would probably have been prevented from under-
taking anything.

The stakeholders, those who have interests in a
new enterprise binding them together, should not
be limited by anything external. The common
world must be free to emerge from the multiplicity
of their disparate links, and the only reason for
that emergence is the spokes that they constitute
in one another’s wheels. The connection has often
been highlighted between mechanics and this con-
ception of free emergence, without transcen-
dence. Entrepreneurs (and a consumer is also an
entrepreneur) “compose,” like mechanical forces,
by addition, and emergence is nothing other than
the consequences of the factual obstacles that they
constitute for one another. Each entrepreneur is
thus motivated by his or her clearly defined inter-
ests. To be sure, they may be open to whatever
makes them advance but only in so far as it makes
them advance. They are persons of “opportunity,”
deaf and blind to the question of the world that
their efforts contribute towards constructing. It is
precisely this disconnection of scales (those of
individuals and the one that, together, they cause
to emerge) that allows the “market” as an auto-
matic composition to be put into mathematical
terms, maximizing a function that economists will
choose to compare with the collective good. Any
intrusion in the name of another principle of com-
position but also any understanding, any break
from deafness, can then be put into the same bag:
They will be condemned not described, for all
have the effect of reducing what the free market
maximizes, (the power of the mathematical theo-
rem).

This is what Greenpeace clearly understood
when it contrasted stakeholders with what it
called “shareholders,” a somewhat inappropriate
term since having market shares means having a
clearly-defined interest but nonetheless one that
has the merit of being a contrast. The idea is to
give a voice to those who wish to take part, to par-
ticipate, but in the name of that which emerges,
the consequences, the repercussions, everything
of which the stakeholders’ interests make up the
economy. In short, it is a matter of contrasting
entrepreneurs (defined by their interests, by what
concerns them) with those who “stick their noses
into what should be nobody’s business,” what

6 Joseph Needham, Grand Titration: Science and Society in
East and West, Allen & Unwin, London, 1969.
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demands, we are told, they will be defeated and
we will all lose out. So be it, but in that case the
jobless ought to be considered and collectively
honored as war victims, those whose sacrifice
enables us to survive: Ceremonies are their due,
medals, annual processions, commemorative
plaques, all the manifestations of national recogni-
tion of a debt that no financial advantage can ever
offset. But imagine the repercussions if all the suf-
fering and mutilations imposed by the economic
war were thus “celebrated,” commemorated,
actively protected from falling into oblivion and
indifference, and not anesthetized by the themes
of necessary flexibility and the ardent mobilization
of all for a “society of knowledge” in which every-
one has to accept the rapid obsolescence of what
they know and to take responsibility for their con-
stant self-recycling. The fact that we are caught in
a war with no conceivable prospect of peace might
become intolerable. It is an “idiotic” proposal
since it does not concern a program for another
world, a confrontation between reasons, but a
diagnosis of our “etho-ecological” stable accept-
ance of economic war as framing our common
fate.

I would now like to deploy the cosmopolitical
proposal in relation to the political ecology theme.
Political ecology, per se, already constitutes an
eco-ethological gamble. It implies, for instance, a
transformation of the state’s role, which means
disentangling the public servant’s ethos from any
already formulated definition of the general inter-
est and associating it with the active refusal of any-
thing transcending the issue in its concrete envi-
ronment. To serve the public then means to
promote an oikos that spurns any generality seen
to be evading or predetermining the issue. And
this demands no blind confidence (as if we lived in
a world in which proclaimed good intentions
could be considered reliable) but the building up of
an active memory of the way solutions that we
might have considered promising turn out to be
failures, deformations or perversions.

In order to participate in such political ecology
assemblages, the concerned researchers’ ethos
would also have to be transformed: They would
be required to construct and present what they
know in a mode that makes them “politically
active,” engaged in the experimentation of the dif-

ference that what they know can make in the for-
mulation of the issue and its envisaged solutions.
Memory or experience can never be built up if the
concern for relevance does not predominate. This
does not mean rejecting the methodological neu-
trality of science. There would never have been
experimental science if laboratory researchers had
not been passionately interested in what works,
what makes a relevant difference, and had been
dealing with observations that were methodologi-
cally impeccable but unlikely to be of any conse-
quence.

But the etho-ecological gamble associated with
political ecology also implies the possibility of the
emergence of an agreement that does not need an
external arbitrator responsible for ensuring that
the general interest prevails. This gamble therefore
implies the possibility of a process in which the
problematical situations that draw together the
“experts,” those with the means to object and to
propose, have the power to induce such an event.
That is why, from the outset, I posited that noth-
ing that I put forward has the slightest meaning if
those I am addressing have not already learned to
shrug their shoulders at the power of theories that
define them as subordinates. For the power of a
theory is to define an issue simply as a case that, as
such, is unable to challenge it. That power pre-
vents the representatives of the theory from giving
the issue the power to oblige them to think. The
etho-ecological gamble therefore implies that the
ethos associated with a researcher incapable of
giving up the position of spokesperson of a theory
or method supposed to make of him or her a sci-
entist, is by no means a serious and insurmount-
able problem. It is not a matter of “either that or I
stop being a scientist,” but rather one of the milieu
(oikos) that favored such a position. Hence, politi-
cal ecology is situated in the perspective of what
could be called a “utopia”. But there are all sorts of
utopias: Some make it possible to do without this
world, in the name of promises that transcend it;
others (and this is the case here, I would hope)
prompt us to consider this world with other ques-
tions, to disregard the watchwords that present it
as “approximately normal”. In this case the utopia
does not allow us to denounce this world in the
name of an ideal; it proposes an interpretation that
indicates how a transformation could take place
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If you read François Jullien’s wonderful book,
The Propensity of Things,8 you’ll discover an art of
emergency that is fairly close to that of the
chemist. Jullien describes the way in which the
Chinese honor what we despise: manipulation,
the art of the disposition that makes it possible to
take advantage of the propensity of things, to fold
them in such a way that they spontaneously
accomplish what the artist, the man of war or the
politician want. All this aside from any opposition
between submission and freedom: a thought
focused on efficacy.

One may say that it’s a strange model for poli-
tics, but this feeling of strangeness reflects our idea
that “good” politics has to embody a form of uni-
versal emancipation: Remove the alienation said
to separate humans from their liberty, and you’ll
get something resembling a democracy. The idea
of a political art or “technique” is then anathema,
an artifact separating humans from their truth.
Referring to the chemist’s art is affirming that the
political assemblage has nothing spontaneous
about it. What we call democracy is either the
least bad way of managing the human flock or a
gamble focused on the question not of what
humans are but what they might be capable of. It’s
the question that John Dewey put at the center of
his life: how to favor democratic habits. How, by
which artifacts, which procedures, can we slow
down political ecology, bestow efficacy on the
murmurings of the idiot, the “there is something
more important” that is so easy to forget because
it cannot be “taken into account,” because the
idiot neither objects nor proposes anything that
“counts”.

We thus come to the junction between the first
and the second aspect of the cosmopolitical pro-
posal. In order to protect the emergence of the
kind of agreement on which political ecology
gambles from its mechanistic reduction or its bio-
logical sublimation, we may use the model pro-
posed by the etho-ecological art of the manipula-
tive chemists. Politics is then disentangled from
any reference to some universal human truth it
would make manifest. In particular, it is not a mat-
ter of individual or collective good will, one which
could then be required of the idiot or of Bartleby:
“If you want to exist for us, come and explain
yourself, become a shareholder with us.” Politics is

an art, and an art has no ground to demand com-
pliance from what it deals with. It has to create the
manners that will enable it to become able to deal
with what it has to deal with.

Such manners may be found in other traditions,
other arts of emerging agreement. I am thinking
mainly of what I learned from the “palaver” sys-
tem and the way in which it involves what I would
call, in short, the world order. Of particular inter-
est is the fact that this ritual assemblage, which
seems to assume the existence of a transcendent
world order that will provide a fair solution to a
problematical issue, confers no authority on that
order. If there is palaver, it is because those who
gather together, who are recognized as knowing
something about that order, do not agree, in this
case, on how it applies. If they are gathered
together, it is because of an issue in relation to
which none of their knowledge is sufficient. The
world order is therefore not an argument; it is
what confers on the participants a role that “de-
psychologizes” them, that causes them to appear
not as “owners” of their opinions but as author-
ized to attest to the fact that the world has an
order. That is why no one refutes what another
one says, nor challenges the person. The palaver
proceeds “in presence of” the world order and
what emerges is recognized as its unfolding.

From the point of view of the old chemists’ art,
the fact that the palaver requires the protagonists
not to decide but to determine how the world
order applies here, gives that order a role compa-
rable to the acid solution (the “menstrue”) that
dissolves and enables the chemical actants to enter
into proximity, or to the fire that activates them.
In short, it can be characterized in terms of effi-
cacy: It compels everyone to produce, to “artifac-
tualize” themselves, in a mode that gives the issue
around which they are all gathered the power to
activate thinking, a thinking that belongs to no
one, in which no one is right.

As a second example, I would take the art of
magic, as practiced not by surviving “genuine”
witches, but by contemporary US activists, the
“neo-pagan witches”. Can we take magic seri-
ously? We certainly carry on talking about magic
in various domains. We talk about the black magic
of Nazi rituals but also of the magic of a moment,
a book, a gaze, everything that enables us to think

8 François Jullien, The Propensity of Things. Toward a History
of Efficacy in China, Zone Books, Cambridge, MA, 1995.
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should not interfere in making up the free emer-
gence of the whole.

The question is political, of course, and in this
respect the right to undertake remains the first
political word. Hence, today there is no place for
the question of shareholders – In what kind of
world do we want to live? – only for the possibility
of a defensive position. In our dangerous world,
the first meaning of the cosmopolitical proposal is
thus to “complete,” that is, explicitly to compli-
cate the idea of political ecology in such a way that
the stakeholders are (possibly) no longer able to
assimilate and falsify it, no longer have the means
to “recognize” it or to bully it into their frame –
either the free composition of interests or the
unwelcome intrusion of a transcendence, state,
plan, in the name of a knowledge that should
belong to no one (the market “knows best”).

I highlighted the mechanical nature of the
emergence of interests through composition. I will
pursue this track in order to see whether the natu-
ral sciences give us other models of emergence
without transcendence. The first one we find is of
course the biological model: Democratic life could
be likened to the harmonious participation of each
member in a single body… an old and very appeal-
ing idea, which nevertheless needs to be rejected
since this body, in the service of which everyone is
supposed to find his or her truth and fulfillment,
appears as a bad, anti-political mix of naturalism
and religion.

There is, by the way, no certainty at all that a
living body functions in this harmonic mode.7 But,
irrespective of controversies among biologists, it is
not a political model. What must be understood
when a body is concerned is a relative stratifica-
tion on which its survival depends. In case of ill-
ness, it often becomes far more difficult to
describe a body because this stratification, the
uncoupling of scales that permits us to describe it
in terms of functions, disappears. In contrast, one
way or another, the scales existing in human soci-
eties are correlated: the individual thinks his or her
society. Every time that the biological reference
prevails, thinking becomes the enemy, the poison
for a sane society, for it scrambles the scales.

The ideal of a harmonic composition could be
characterized as “the other” of the spirit of enter-
prise, a dream (that is not how traditional societies

function) that becomes a nightmare when it seeks
its own realization since it insists on inversing the
poles of the mechanical model in relation to an
invariant. What does not vary is the fact that the
composition needs no political thinking, doubt or
imaginings regarding the consequences. The body
“knows best,” it is the cosmos, an accomplished
cosmos, not the nagging in the murmurings of the
idiot, of the one who doubts. And, predictably,
intuition, instinct and immediate senses will be
celebrated, as opposed to the artifices of thought.

While the cosmos, meaning a “cosmic order,”
can protect us from an “entrepreneurial” version
of politics, giving voice only to the clearly-defined
interests that have the means to mutually counter-
balance one another, we now see that politics can
protect us from a misanthropic cosmos, one that
directly communicates with an “honest” or “sane”
reality, as opposed to artifices, hesitations, diver-
gences, excessiveness, conflicts, all associated
with human disorders. The model of biological
harmony is far too overwhelming. Thinking about
the emergence of a political ecology means with-
standing both the mechanical composition of
indifferent forces and the harmonic composition
of what finds its truth only in playing its part in the
making of a body. But there is yet another model
of emergence that relates neither to physics (the
science of laws that verify the slogan: “Obey
nature to be able to control it”) nor to biology (the
science of the manners of holding together on
which the life or death of the body depends). This
model stems from the art of chemists, who under-
stand the multiplicity of what I would call the
chemical “actants” that they are dealing with in
terms of the means to manipulate and get them to
do what they may be able to do.

Talking of the chemist’s art means turning not
toward contemporary chemistry, often conceived
of as a type of applied physics, but toward the old
eighteenth-century chemistry. Using the term
actant is a way to take over from Enlightenment
thinkers (especially Diderot, or later Goethe) who
contrasted it with the mechanical model, refusing
its submission to the ideal of a theoretical defini-
tion of chemical associations from which the pos-
sibilities of reaction were supposed to be inferred.
(This “ideal” is far from being attained by contem-
porary chemistry.) 

1000
7 Jean-Jacques Kupiec, Pierre Sonigo, Ni Dieu ni gène,

Le Seuil – Collection Science ouverte, Paris, 2000.
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mats’ role is therefore above all to remove the
anesthesia produced by the reference to progress
or the general interest, to give a voice to those
who define themselves as threatened, in a way
likely to cause the experts to have second
thoughts and to force them to think about the
possibility that their favorite course of action may
be an act of war.

It takes two to make peace. For diplomacy to
be possible, those represented by the diplomats
have to agree on the possibility of peace and thus
define themselves as capable of participating in its
invention. This is a stringent condition, for it
implies a capacity for consultation, when the
diplomats come back toward those they repre-
sented, an ability to envisage, in relation to the
proposal they bring back, the difference between
that which can be accepted (that could force cer-
tain habits to change but will not destroy what-
ever “keeps things in place,” “attaches” or
“obliges”) and that which cannot (the diplomats’
betrayal). I chose the term consultation because it
can apply both in the political domain and in
places where “invisibles” need to be convoked
and consulted; these invisibles are insensitive to
compromises and do not share human reasons
but signify that humans are not the holders of
what makes their identity. Whether a nation is
solemnly consulted in terms that question its
identity, or whether an invisible is consulted, in
both cases the oikos of the consultation suspends
the habits that make us believe that we know what
we know and who we are, that we hold the mean-
ing of what makes us exist.

Depending on the issue, a concerned party 
may send diplomats or experts. But what about
the “weak” parties, the idiots or the Bartlebys 
who prefer to be left alone, to avoid participa-
ting in a decision even if that decision directly
threatens their world? The danger here is the
temptation to enforce participation, to demand
the untold reasons (there must be some reason) 
or to try to seduce, as Bartleby’s lawyer did. 
I would suggest calling them “victims,” as victims
need witnesses. It is the witnesses’ role to make
them “present,” not arguing in their names but
conveying what it may feel like to be threatened
by an issue that one has nothing to contribute to.

The presence of the victims is obviously no

guarantee of anything, no more than is the diplo-
matic mise-en-scène. The cosmopolitical pro-
posal has nothing to do with the miracle of deci-
sions that “put everyone into agreement”. What is
important here is the prohibition of forgetting or,
worse still, of humiliating, especially that pro-
duced by the shameful idea that financial compen-
sation ought to suffice – the obscene attempt to
divide the victims, to isolate the rebels by first
addressing those who, for reason, will submit
more easily. Everything may end with money but
not “by” money, for money does not balance the
account. Those who meet have to know that
nothing can erase the debt binding their decision
to its victims.

At the beginning of this chapter I presented the
cosmos as an operator of “putting into equality,”
in opposition to any notion of equivalence. 
The roles that I have just characterized briefly cor-
respond to that idea of an operation producing
protagonists who can in no way be defined as
interchangeable, as if a common measure allowed
the interests and arguments to be weighed up
between them. Equality does not mean that they
all have the same say in the matter but that they 
all have to be present in the mode that makes the
decision as difficult as possible, that precludes 
any shortcut or simplification, any differentiation 
a priori between that which counts and that which
does not.

As for the cosmos, as it features in the cos-
mopolitical proposal, it has no representative, no
one talks in its name, and it can therefore be at
stake in no particular consultative procedure. Its
mode of existence is reflected in all the artificial
manners to be created, whose efficacy is to
expose those who have to decide, to force them
to feel that fright that I associated with
Cromwell’s cry. 

In short, it means opening the possibility of 
the idiot’s murmuring being answered not by the
definition of “what is most important” but by the
slowing down without which there can be no 
creation. We must dare to say that the cosmic
idiot’s murmur is indifferent to the argument 
of urgency, as to any other. It does not deny it; it
has only suspended the “and so…” that we – so
full of good will, so enterprising, always ready 
to talk on everyone’s behalf – master.

Translated from the French by Liz Carey-Libbrecht
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and to feel differently. While this is a word we use
without thinking, for contemporary witches, the
facts of calling themselves witches and defining
their art with the word magic are already “magi-
cal” acts, acts that create an unsettling experience
for all those who live in a world in which the page
is supposed to have been definitively turned.
Witches and witchery have been eradicated, the
art of magic has been disqualified, scorned and
destroyed at the time when the idea of public
rationality, of a man ideally master of his reason
has triumphed (a triumph soon attended by the
triviality of so-called scientific psychology with its
claims to triumphantly identify that to which
human reason is submitted). Daring to name
magic the art of triggering events where a “becom-
ing able to” is at stake means agreeing to allow a
cry to resound within ourselves that is reminiscent
of Cromwell’s: What have we done, what do we
carry on doing when we use words that make us
the heirs of those who have eradicated witches?

The magic that US activist witches have culti-
vated in the political domain is an experimental art
whose touchstone is again an emergence, giving a
very concrete meaning to Gilles Deleuze’s motto
that to think is to resist. This art stems from what
could be called convocation, as the ritual appeals
to a presence. But that which is convoked (what
the witches call Goddess) does not say (any more
than does Cromwell’s Christ) what ought to be
done, gives no answer as to the decision to take,
offers no “prophetic” revelation. Its efficacy is
rather to catalyze a regime of thought and feeling
that bestows the power on that around which
there is gathering9 to become a cause for thinking.
The efficacy of the ritual is therefore not the mani-
festation of a Goddess who might inspire the
answer but that of a presence that transforms each
protagonist’s relations with his or her own knowl-
edge, hopes, fears and memories, and allows the
whole to generate what each one would have been
unable to produce separately. 

Politics “as usual” is besieged by dramatic
either/or alternatives that slice up our imagina-
tions. On the one hand are either “naked citizens,”
each of them armed with his or her own suppos-
edly disinterested good will, and all faced with the
question of the general interest, and on the other,
the triumph of corporatist interests indifferent to

that general interest. This alternative seems to be
unavoidable as long as generality prevails, as long
as the general interest is the only thing that can
legitimately compel (selfish) interests to bow
down. Such an alternative is lethal in the political
ecology perspective, when that which brings
together is certainly not a generality (What are
your “values”?) but an issue that not only does not
allow itself to be dissociated in fact-value terms,
but also needs to be given the power to activate
thinking among those who have relevant knowl-
edge about it.

Political ecology affirms that there is no knowl-
edge that is both relevant and detached. It is not an
objective definition of a virus or of a flood that we
need, a detached definition everybody should
accept, but the active participation of all those
whose practice is engaged in multiple modes with
the virus or with the river. As for the cosmopoliti-
cal perspective, its question is twofold. How to
design the political scene in a way that actively
protects it from the fiction that “humans of good
will decide in the name of the general interest”?
How to turn the virus or the river into a cause for
thinking? But also how to design it in such a way
that collective thinking has to proceed “in the
presence of” those who would otherwise be likely
to be disqualified as having idiotically nothing to
propose, hindering the emergent “common
account”?

Designing a scene is an art of staging. It is not
naked citizens who are participating, each defend-
ing an opinion; it is a matter of distributing roles,
of artfully taking a part in the staging of the issue.
It is important here to avoid thinking in terms of
stereotypical roles, since in political ecological
terms they have to be determined around each
issue. I suggest first distinguishing the figure of the
expert and that of the diplomat. Experts are the
ones whose practice is not threatened by the issue
under discussion since what they know is
accepted as relevant. Their role will require them
to present themselves and to present what they
know, in a mode that does not foresee the way in
which that knowledge will be taken into account.
By contrast, diplomats are there to provide a voice
for those whose practice, whose mode of exis-
tence and whose identity are threatened by a deci-
sion. “If you decide that, you’ll destroy us.” Diplo-
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Herman Melville 
on Bartleby and the Limit 
of All Politics

It was on the third day, I think, of his being with me, and before any neces-

sity had arisen for having his own writing examined, that, being much hur-

ried to complete a small affair I had in hand, I abruptly called to Bartleby.

In my haste and natural expectancy of instant compliance, I sat with my head

bent over the original on my desk, and my right hand sideways, and somewhat

nervously extended with the copy, so that immediately upon emerging from his

retreat, Bartleby might snatch it and proceed to business without the least

delay.

In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating what

it was I wanted him to do – namely, to examine a small paper with me. Imagine

my surprise, nay, my consternation, when without moving from his privacy,

Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer not to.”

I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Immedi-

ately it occurred to me that my ears had deceived me, or Bartleby had

entirely misunderstood my meaning. I repeated my request in the clearest

tone I could assume. But in quite as clear a tone came the previous reply, “I

would prefer not to.”

“Prefer not to,” echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the

room with a stride. “What do you mean? Are you moon-struck? I want you to help

me compare this sheet here – take it,” and I thrust it towards him.

“I would prefer not to,” said he.

I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye

dimly calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least

uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence in his manner; in other words,

had there been any thing ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have

violently dismissed him from the premises. But as it was, I should have as

soon thought of turning my pale plaster-of-Paris bust of Cicero out of doors.

I stood gazing at him awhile, as he went on with his own writing, and then

reseated myself at my desk. This is very strange, thought I. What had one

best do? But my business hurried me. I concluded to forget the matter for the

present, reserving it for my future leisure. So calling Nippers from the

other room, the paper was speedily examined. [...]

“Bartleby,” said I, gently calling to him behind his screen.

No reply.

“Bartleby,” said I, in a still gentler tone, “come here; I am not going to

ask you to do any thing you would prefer not to do – I simply wish to speak to

you.”

Upon this he noiselessly slid into view.

“Will you tell me, Bartleby, where you were born?”

“I would prefer not to.”

“Will you tell me any thing about yourself?”

“I would prefer not to.”

“But what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me? I feel

friendly towards you.”

He did not look at me while I spoke, but kept his glance fixed upon my bust

of Cicero, which as I then sat, was directly behind me, some six inches above

my head.

“What is your answer, Bartleby?” said I, after waiting a considerable time

for a reply, during which his countenance remained immovable, only there was

the faintest conceivable tremor of the white attenuated mouth.

“At present I prefer to give no answer,” he said, and retired into his her-

mitage.

It was rather weak in me I confess, but his manner on this occasion net-

tled me. Not only did there seem to lurk in it a certain disdain, but his per-

verseness seemed ungrateful, considering the undeniable good usage and

indulgence he had received from me.

Again I sat ruminating what I should do. Mortified as I was at his behav-

ior, and resolved as I had been to dismiss him when I entered my office, nev-

ertheless I strangely felt something superstitious knocking at my heart, and

forbidding me to carry out my purpose, and denouncing me for a villain if I

dared to breathe one bitter word against this forlornest of mankind. At last,

familiarly drawing my chair behind his screen, I sat down and said:

“Bartleby, never mind then about revealing your history; but let me entreat

you, as a friend, to comply as far as may be with the usages of this office.

Say now you will help to examine papers to-morrow or next day: in short, say

now that in a day or two you will begin to be a little reasonable: – say so,

Bartleby.”

“At present I would prefer not to be a little reasonable,” was his mildly

cadaverous reply.

Herman Melville, Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall-Street, 1853
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I. The Mythical Past of the Corpus

Politicum

We know of the great Greek sculptor Polyclitus
that he measured many people in order to arrive at
a canon of the human figure by means of a perhaps
idealistic average. His famous Spear Bearer, that
idealized figure, can hardly be representative of a
differentiated society with all its dissimilarities, dif-
ferences and specializations. Instead, the canon
must have been shaped for a specific, limited social
group that aspired to homogeneity. A representa-
tive canon of the human figure can only arise, in
other words, if all the members of the community
in question are geared to a single measure and,
thus, where the ideal is balance within the group.
The aesthetic canon and the social canon were
mutually determining. The representation of the
citizens in a shared aesthetic ideal of equality cor-
responded to the representation of the citizen in
the shared social ideal of equality. As this example
shows, there is much shared ground between the
emergence of democracy and the emergence of
Greek sculpture, between the political form
(Greek democracy) and the aesthetic form (Greek
classical sculpture). The aesthetic ideal was the
product of a political program, the rise of the
Greek citizen.

We can discern in the Greek exploratory efforts
to find an ideal form of state (as is indicated by the
concepts of democracy and aristocracy them-
selves), the actual break with the past and the
actual problem, in constitutional terms, the transi-
tion from the “Nomist” to the “Cratist” age, from
the age of Gods to the age of Man, to refer to a
term that Carl Schmitt, the influential constitu-
tional theorist and later legal crown witness to the
Third Reich, proposed in his book Der Nomos der
Erde im Völkerrecht des Ius Publicum Europaeum.1

The nomist age is defined by Nomos, the Law, the
Pre-Ordained, which is linked to rules. It is hardly

surprising that the idea of the Nomos as the basis
of an eternal social order endured for millennia.
With the Cratist age, it is not an autocratic age that
commenced, the age of authoritarian rule, but the
age when the people, the Demos, received power
over the social order so that they could introduce
democracies, the rule of the people. Greek aes-
thetics was rooted in this idea of Cratist regimes –
the notion of the commensurability of anatomical
and social order, the notion that the measure-
ments of the human figure corresponded to the
mean underlying the world, that the pre-ordained
is mutable, that rules are not eternal and that the
laws of the gods do not inevitably and infinitely
define the order of Man; the people themselves
can determine the shape of society and its laws.
Man takes the stage, in Protagoras’ words from
the fifth century BCE, as the measure of all things,
taking the place of the laws of the gods, in art and
in society. Just as the people determined the shape
and order of society, defying Nomos by defining
these anew, so too the sculptor determined the
shape and order of man by positing these qualities
anew at will. That is the doctrine of Polyclitus; that
is the link between Greek sculpture and Greek
democracy.2

Once the Nomos, that is to say the gods, no
longer told men what was correct or incorrect,
good or evil, they had to make the related deci-
sions themselves. And once the old answers given
by the Nomos no longer applied, men were now
well prepared for the new decision-making
processes involved. The numerous problems that
the Greeks faced at the transition from the Nomist
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to the Cratist age are reflected less in the visual arts
than in their literature. The Attic tragedy is the real
focus of this transition. Classical tragedy plays out
the problems caused by this transition because
theater, like all good art, is an important instru-
ment for the individual to assure himself of his sta-
tus as such. By constantly playing through and
changing the old myths, the Greeks recognized
their multifarious problems through the medium
of theater. In Aeschylus’ The Persians, we experi-
ence how the traditional notion of the preordained
order of the gods is destroyed, the council of
nobles stripped of its power and the people seize
rule; in his Orestes, the law of revenge generates
one misdeed after another, a chain of injustice,

until the goddess Athena in order to discontinue
the cycle of revenge and counter-revenge intro-
duces a law that finds Orestes not guilty. How-
ever, the Greeks still required recourse to the pow-
ers of a goddess who was alone empowered to
negate a Nomos. The audience watching an Attic
tragedy experienced through the language of art
the truth about politics. 

The example of the Greeks shows us just how
much art and democracy are interwoven. The
Greeks required tragedy just as much as they
needed their council and popular assemblies. A
functioning democracy requires art as an instru-
ment for assuring itself that it functions and for
questioning Nomos. Art is one of the precondi-
tions of a functioning democracy. Anyone tending
to be against art also has reservations about
democracy. Of course we know that modern
democracy, mass democracy, is thoroughly unlike
its Greek predecessor and that therefore the aes-
thetic ideal of the Greeks cannot be the aesthetic
ideal of democracy today. It is therefore sympto-
matic, when the twentieth-century totalitarian
systems (national socialism, fascism, Stalinism)
proclaimed the ideals of Greek Classicism, the
cult of the ideal body. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the imitating of Greek archi-
tecture and ideal physical forms were an attempt
to pretend through the mirror of art that a social
order existed that did not actually exist. This did
not mean that the mirror of art was blind; it was
kidnapped. The doctrinaire use of art, the imi-
tatio of the free art, of the ideals of the Greek cul-
ture of the body, was intended to disguise the
barbaric state of an unfree society, of social dis-
order. But because it was evident that totalitarian
systems were de facto not democratic, the mirror
of art functioned as a symptom, as a sign of the
social unconscious and repressed, as an indicator
of suppressed knowledge and barbarism. In other
words, the mirror of art showed, via inversion,
the truth about the preconditions for politics.
Nevertheless, it is Greece we have to thank for
the idea of democracy, and it is the bewitching
spirit of democracy that is expressed in Greek
sculpture.

The same link between art and politics can be
detected, but reversed, in the distinction between
artes liberales and artes mechanicae reflected in the
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1 Carl Schmitt, Der Nomos der Erde im Völkerrecht des Ius
Publicum Europaeum, Duncker & Humboldt, Berlin, 1950.

2 See Christian Meier, Res Publica Amissa, F. Steiner,
Wiesbaden, 1966; Entstehung des Begriffs der Demokratie,
Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M., 1970; Die Entstehung des Politis-
chen bei den Griechen, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M., 1980;
Politik und Anmut, Siedler, Berlin 1985; Athen: ein Neube-
ginn der Weltgeschichte, Siedler, Berlin, 1993; see also Bruno
Snell, Die Entstehung des Geistes, Vandenhoeck und
Ruprecht, Göttingen, 1975. 1009

Art and Democracy
People Making Art Making People 
Peter Weibel

Polyclitus, Doryphoros [Spear Bearer], 450-440 BCE , marble
sculpture , Museo Nazionale , Naples, Italy
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Busby Berkeley’s Dames (1934): The plot is that of
the classic revue film. A young, ambitious song-
writer, Jimmy Higgins (Dick Powell) wants to
stage his first Broadway show with his lover, Bar-
bara Hemingway (Ruby Keeler). His uncle, a mil-
lionaire, who they hope will financially back the
show, is initially against it. So Jimmy uses his great
show song, I only have eyes for you, to lure the
uncle, through a visually brilliant optical illusion.
The trick works, the millionaire invests the money
and the songwriter has his breakthrough on
Broadway and can now marry his lover. The num-
ber decisive for this happy ending begins with Bar-
bara Hemingway picking her lover, played by
Jimmy himself, up from work. Together they run
to the subway station, while his song, explicitly
pointing out the optical illusion (“is this an optical
illusion”) enchants the world, transferring it into a
space-time frame that is beyond all material reso-
lution. Barbara, as the object of his loving gaze,
immediately falls asleep in the subway. However,
Jimmy, looking at her, keeps singing and transfers
her beautiful body first onto a billboard for cos-
metics; then he reproduces it endlessly, expressing
his own eternal values, because suddenly all the
billboards that he looks at through his imaginary
looking glass carry her face. The billboard image
transforms itself into a manifold reproduction of
the face of the young woman. One face becomes
many faces, carried by dancers whose bodies we
initially don’t see. One layer of faces produces yet
another layer of faces, which eventually, as the
dancers bow forward, turns into a variety of skirts.
A multitude of showgirls who all look like Ruby
Keeler now each carries a detail of the advertising
for the star under the front of her tulle skirt, swing-
ing the covered image back and forth. In the semi
close-up we keep seeing Ruby Keeler (or, rather,

we think we recognize her) before she resolves
again into the complete body of the dancers and
the body structure they form. The highlight of this
number is the moment when all the dancers lift
their skirts, covering their faces. From an overhead
perspective the camera now captures the star’s
face, for which only the singer has eyes, as a
completed jigsaw puzzle. The birth of the star has
been accomplished. This glamorous image in the
enthusiastic gaze of the lover reveals itself as an
assembled picture but also as a transformation of
many bodies – in which each carries a detail – into
a single completed picture: a double transfor-
mation – from a multitude of undistinguishable
dancers evolves an oversized glamorous image:
the  star who is immediately framed, reproducing
herself again and thereby also hinting at the tradi-
tion of Vanitas – the transitory nature of glamour.
But through his self-confident playing with media
images, Busby Berkeley tightens the screw of opti-
cal illusion even farther. After Berkeley drives the
camera onto the pupil of the jigsaw image a new
chain of resurrections occurs. Ruby Keeler, phal-
lus-like, steps out of her own painted eye (and
thereby out of our own as well as the song
writer’s) but only to turn into a picture again: to a
mirror image that, after showing us its back,
returns us to the two sleeping people on the sub-
way. They wake up and step into a rainy reality.
But the illusion of the enchantment remains. The
railway tracks sparkle. 

Many bodies form one perfect corpus that in its
uniqueness towers above them and yet at the same
time is being visually adapted by the group. But in
this number the totality seems to be carried to
extremes: The poet, his work of art and his audi-
ence (his listening lover) – are all united in one
complete body of work.

Busby Berke ley, Dames, USA 1934, b/w, 90 m in, film stills, © Warner Bros.

The Birth of the Glamorous Star
as an Optical Illusion 
Busby Berkeley’s Dames

Elisabeth Bronfen



Roman social system. The higher status of the
artes mechanicae to the detriment of artes liberales
reveals the emancipation of the slaves and wage
laborers and thus the struggle of hitherto sup-
pressed groups for a stake in the social whole. 
In other words, there is a differentiated relation-
ship between art and politics, one that can be
expressed by the words speculum artium, the mir-
ror of the arts. For this reason, it is quite justifiable
to conjecture that the development of participa-
tory practices in the arts concurs with the advance
in participatory democracy and that these
processes reciprocally influence each other, just as
originally the emergence of Greek sculpture was
closely related to the emergence of Greek democ-
racy. The reflection of social conditions in art is of
course not as straightforward as some optical
reflection. The mirroring is not some isomorphic
state or simple bijection and not even inverted or
anamorphic and thus distorted; instead the reflec-
tion entails complex transformational processes
and interdependences. The reflection of the social
subconscious through art can also take the shape
of inversion, not only through iconographic
images but through symptomatic symbols.

II. The Artificialization of the State

The history of political philosophy teaches us that
there have repeatedly been common problems and
intersections between the various fields of the
social domain – for example, between politics, sci-
ence, economics, art and technology – and that
they have all influenced one another. It is therefore
quite logical to remember that one of the most
influential treatises in political philosophy, namely
Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651), actually does
not begin as a political treatise but with the frame-
work for an aesthetics that can in terms of
approach be readily compared with the later aes-
thetics created by Kant and Hegel.

“Nature (the Art whereby God hath made and
governes the World) is by the Art of man, as in
many other things, so in this also imitated, that it
can make an Artificial Animal. For seeing life is but
a motion of Limbs, the beginning whereof is in
some principall part within; why may we not say,
that all Automata (Engines that move themselves
by springs and wheeles as doth a watch) have an
artificial life? For what is the Heart, but a Spring;

and the Nerves, but so many Strings; and the
Joynty, but so many Wheeles, giving motion to the
whole Body, such as was intended by the Artifi-
cer? Art goes yet further, imitating that Rationall
and most excellent worke of Nature, Man. For by
Art is created that great Leviathan called a COM-
MON-WEALTH, or STATE (in latine Civitas) which
is but an Artificiall Man; though of greater stature
and strength than the Naturall, for whose protec-
tion and defence it was intended.”3

Hobbes does not speak of art but of the entire
genealogy of the artificial: of the artificial animal,
artificial life, the artificial body and even of the arti-
ficial human being. The latter is the state, which is
created by art. In other words, Hobbes does not
consider community to be something natural 
but something created, and thus as techné, as
something artificially created, as art. The chain of
comparisons Hobbes makes between animals,
humans, the body and the state under the com-
mon sign of artificiality is quite astonishing for
political scientists today. The metaphors for the
political that Hobbes created were highly effective
without the majority of people being conscious of
their use. It thus bears pointing out that Hobbes
compares the commonwealth with a person,
indeed with a body, albeit with an artificial body.
The frontispiece of his book visualizes this idea by
means of a composite image in the vein of the
Arcimboldo School, made by Wenzeslaus Hollar
and Abraham Bosse: the state as an artificial body
composed of a large number of natural bodies.4

The frontispiece is the visualization of Hobbes’
theory of commonwealth as body politic. Follow-
ing the doctrine of Polyclitus, art and politics
mutually justify each other in terms of body politic
(in the sign of their artificial nature): the state as an
artwork – the art of the statesman – the artist as
politician. 

Thus, according to Hobbes, the common-
wealth is a being of art, an artificial being, an artifi-
cial body, an artwork. The aesthetic theory of art
as the imitation of nature mentioned at the outset
therefore overshadowed political theory: The
organs of the state are compared with bodily
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organs, the artificial organs of an artificial com-
monwealth are derived from natural organs. The
natural organism is paradoxically the model for
the state structure, an artificial organism, an artifi-
cial animal. For all its foundations in an aesthetics
of the artificial organism, the body theory of the
state was to predominate in the centuries that fol-
lowed. In the twentieth century, we still find labels
such as the people’s body and other biological
terms being used in the most ghastly and inhuman
of ideologies. Yet these ideologies have negated
the aesthetic foundations and the aspect of the
artistic in Hobbes’ notion of politics. 

We can glean from his introduction that
Hobbes originally wished to ban neither art nor
nature, neither feelings nor things from the sphere
of the political. Given that the things and the pas-
sions, art and nature, the body and the state artifi-
cially merge with one another, the customary
types of representation – art as the way in which
humans represent the world; science as the way
humans represent nature and its objects; and poli-
tics as the way humans represent humans – inter-
mingle and become blurred.5 In other words,
Hobbes established the theory of the political on
aesthetic theory, namely on an aesthetics of the
inorganic. This allows us today to continue to
grasp the field of the aesthetic as a domain of the
political and to derive (from the transformations in
the classical representation strategies of art and
the natural sciences in Post-Modernity) opportu-
nities for transformations in the strategies of poli-
tical representation. 

III. The Artistic Technology of the

Enlightenment

But the fascinating connection between theory of
art, artificial life, politics and technology does not
end with Hobbes. Denis Diderot is an important
and forgotten precursor of this idea of parliamen-
tary life in connection with the mechanical arts as
a tool of democracy; from 1751 to 1780 with Jean
le Rond D’Alembert he edited the thirty-five vol-
umes of the Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raison-
née des sciences, des arts et des métiers, the most
significant publishing endeavor of the French
Enlightenment, the “chapter that introduced the
Revolution,” as Robespierre put it, and which as
early as the seventh volume was officially con-

demned by Pope Clemence XIII. The elite of the
French Enlightenment – Voltaire, Rousseau, Con-
dorcet, and Montesquieu – lent the Encyclopédie
its anticlerical and anti-absolutist character.

It was above all Diderot’s efforts we have to
thank for it; he primarily focused on the arts
mécaniciens, the handicrafts and the engravings
presenting these, and technology as the langue des
arts. Diderot (1713-1784) offers a surprising version
of materialism decades before Marx and Engels.
Indeed, Engels himself commented, “If ever any-
body dedicated his whole life to the enthusiasm
for truth and justice using this phrase in the good
sense – it was Diderot.” 

Diderot wishes to sublate the division between
artes liberales and artes mechanicae as the mirror of
class society and to change society by emancipat-
ing the mechanical arts. The distinction between
liberal and mechanical arts had produced a “bad
effect in degrading the respectable and useful
people”. Diderot had three goals: to reach a large
public, to encourage research at all stages of pro-
duction and to disclose all the secrets of manufac-
turing. In terms of today Diderot was against
monopoly and for open sources and favored pub-
lishing all things for all people. He was all for an
expansion of the field of actors, for a great distri-
bution of knowledge and the development of
tools and machines, molds and instruments in the
interest of progress. He published the results of his
research in the Encyclopédie to bring about social
change, which he hoped would occur through the
widespread knowledge of the mechanical arts.
Striking a new balance in the relationship of the
mechanical arts to society would, he assumed,
change society. Technology would help recon-
struct society. The improvement of the status of
artisans and the mechanical arts, their materials,
products, machines and operations would there-
fore also augment the social status of all citizens.
In other words, he did not expect the arts in the
form of painting and sculpture to make major con-
tributions to a free society but anticipated that the
mechanical arts would deliver on this point. The
knowledge of the mechanical arts organized by his
own rational method would, he believed, lead to a
rational and just society. He therefore reminded
his readers, “Bacon regarded the history of the
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3 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, C. B. Macpherson (ed.), 
Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1968, p. 81.

4 See Horst Bredekamp, Thomas Hobbes. Der Leviathan. 
Das Urbild des modernen Staates und seine Gegenbilder 1651-
2001, Akademie Verlag, Berlin, 2003; Herfried Münkler,
Thomas Hobbes, Campus Verlag, Frankfurt/M., 1993;
Herfried Münkler, Politische Bilder, Politik der Metaphern,
Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, Frankfurt/M., 1994.

5 Stephen Shapin, Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the air-
pump. Hobbes, Boyle and the Experimental Life, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, 1985.1013



1014

mechanical arts as the most important branch of
true philosophy”. The tools of more democracy
were thus to be found in the mechanical arts, just
as today we hope to find them in the modern
media arts and media technologies. Experimental
politics and experimental media art – for example,
Internet-based community projects, – are meant
to support each other. In Diderot and the program
of the Enlightenment we find a precursor to
“object-oriented democracy,” interested in and
geared toward the tools of knowledge, the tech-
nologies of the political, the integration of the sep-
arated fields of representation of science, art and
politics. Technology and science take the place of
the body politic. Instead of the commensurability
of body and state we have the commensurability
of science, technology (mechanical arts) and poli-
tics. The Enlightenment and Diderot considered
the mechanical arts, technology and science to
form the basis of an enlightened society. It is in this
tradition that the project Making Things Public
stands.

IV. The Autonomization of Art

This complex relation between art and politics,
people making art and art making people, took a
new turn around 1800 with the industrial and
political revolutions, when Europe started to bid
farewell to political absolutism. In order to sur-
vive, the idea of the absolute migrated into philoso-
phy and art, where it rules until this very day. At
this historical juncture, under pressure from the
nascent industrial revolution, a comprehensive
rationalization of all domains of life commenced
that prompted a degree of discontent among cer-
tain groupings in society. The fight for or struggle
against this rationalization gave rise to philosophi-
cal traditions that endure today. Enlightenment is
the point where the inimical parties part ways. The
one camp espouses progression and conceptual-
ization, the other votes for regression and contem-
plation. At any rate, what has broken out is what
the one terms “progress” and the other “crisis” or
“disintegration”. Ever since the Enlightenment we
have seen the waves and floodwaters of crises – as
resistance to and as a struggle against Enlighten-
ment reason. 

As late as 1936 Edmund Husserl identified a
“crisis in the European sciences” that commenced

with their rationalization. He dated this crisis to
the “Galilean mathematization of nature”. The cri-
sis of science consisted in the loss of historical
experience, its place taken by mere mathematics.
“In the Galilean mathematization of nature the lat-
ter itself became reduced to mathematical diver-
sity.” Husserl sets contemplation (Anschauung)
and the world of experience against this rationality
of the world as “more geometrico” and the “non-
visual symbolism” of mathematics. For “in the
current act of measuring of visual objects of expe-
rience all we gain are empirical-inexact variables
and figures”.6 For him, this reduction to a mere
science of fact constituted a crisis in science, as it
led to science losing its “significance for life”. Pre-
cisely at this point the crisis in science becomes a
crisis in life. Only a turn back to history could free
us from this crisis. Like the Romantics, Husserl
evoked history as the highest authority, the high-
est source of our actions. With history, he pro-
posed a determinism that excluded free and con-
scious human activities. 

Not until the revolutionary years of 1830-1848
did the first models arise for parliamentary sys-
tems or constitutional monarchies, with all citi-
zens as equals before the law, with freedom of
expression and of the press. The German
Volksverein founded in 1834 with the objective of
the universal realization of human and civil rights
was transformed in 1847 through an alliance of lib-
eral citizens into the League of the Just, which then
set up a main office in London as the League of
Communists. In 1848, Marx and Engels published
their Communist Manifesto, which described the
state of advancing global industrialization in such
a dramatic way that one could imagine they were
painting a picture of globalization today: “All that
is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned,
and man is at last compelled to face with sober
senses his real conditions of life, and his relations
with his kind.”7 It is against this foil of a dialectic
of “revolution and restoration,”8 of wars of libera-
tion and patronization and the beginning of ram-
pant industrialization that we should see the com-

A
r
t
a
n
d
D
e
m
o
c
r
a
c
y

W
e
i
b
e
l

6 Edmund Husserl, Die Krise der europäischen Wissenschaften
und die transzendentale Phänomenologie, Felix Meiner 
Verlag, Hamburg, 1996, p. 42.

7 Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Das Kommunistische Manifest,
Reclam Verlag, Stuttgart, 1999, p. 23.

8 Klaus Lankheit, Revolution und Restauration, Holle Verlag,
Baden-Baden, 1965.1015
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CYKLOOP is a complete solution package for Vir-
tual Reality (VR). It is equipped with a special dif-
fusion screen optimized for stereo projection and
two integrated Digital Light Processing (DLP)
stereo projectors that use wide-angle lenses to
generate a stereo image. This evokes a realistic
impression which lets the user “dive” in a complex
virtual world of data.

CYKLOOP also includes a high-precision track-
ing system. This tracking system recognizes your
point of view and your direction of view via an
electromagnetic field and sends this information to
the Virtual Reality software COVISE. So COVISE
“knows” where you are and where you are looking
in your virtual world of data and adapts the image
according to this information.

CYKLOOP is made by VISENSO, Stuttgart, Germany

CYKLOOP
The World’s First Mobile 
Virtual-Reality Center

CYKLO OP, Mobile Virtual-Reality 
Center, 84” projection screen, com-

puter, tracking system , VR-software

COVISE , 251.5 x 183.5 x 82 cm ,
installation view ZKM , © Visenso,
Stuttgart, project partners: Hew lett-
Packard , VDC St. Georgen, HLRS -

University Stuttgart

The objective of the project is to optimize image
retrieval from databases and the Internet with the
aid of eye-tracking and adaptive algorithms.1Key-
words and structural attributes can be used for the
search. The efficiency of the keyword-based
search in databases depends on the usefulness of
the classification and the correct assignment of the
images to the categories. In the World Wide Web,
the keywords address terms that appear on the

web page in which the image is embedded or as
image file names. The structural search is based on
comparisons between the searched images and
structurally resembling “archetypes”.

As a start, EyeVisonBot presents nine to 25
images (depending on the monitor size). The time
that the gaze dwells on the individual image is reg-
istered via eye-tracking. The cumulated viewing
times are used to estimate the searched category.
By and by a new set of images is requested, based
on keywords that are generated from the previous
searching behavior. In addition, structural com-
parisons with the so far longest-viewed images are
performed.

EyeVisionBot shall be understood as an experi-
mental interface to capture and analyze precon-
scious perception, too. Therewith, the search and
classification behavior is to be investigated eventu-
ally in order to optimize the adaptation to the
needs of the user. This research is not restricted to
the derivation and analysis of adaptive algorithms
to estimate the desired categories but also com-
prises the optimization of classifications as well as
the presentational interface. We expect new
insights with respect to the classification of data-
bases as well as innovations in the fields of adap-
tive and context-sensitive methods. The presenta-
tion of the algorithmized decision processes
allows the user a reflection of what happened in
the background. This enforces the claim of mak-
ing things public.
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1 Sebastian Fischer, Lasse Scherffig, Hans H. Diebner,
EyeVisionBot, Interactive Installation, 2003-2004,
Institute of Basic Research, ZKM | Center for Art and 
Media Karlsruhe. See: http://on1.zkm.de/zkm/stories/
storyReader$42131017

EyeVisionBot
Sebastian Fischer, 
Lasse Scherffig, Hans H. Diebner

Hans H . D iebner, Sebastian F ischer, Lasse Scherffig , EyeVi-
sionBot, 2003/04, interactive installation, 380 x 400 x 400 cm ,
ZKM_Collection, © Hans H . D iebner, Sebastian F ischer, Lasse

Scherffig , photo: U lrike Havemann ■ An adaptive and context-
sensitive interface for image retrieval.



bination of art, literature, music and philosophy
that responded to the horror scenarios of the day
(cruel wars, impoverished districts in the cities,
rural pauperism) and which Heinrich Heine
termed “The Romantic School” in 1833.

The first to call for a battle against the philoso-
phy of the Enlightenment were the Romantics,
writes Ernst Cassirer correctly in his Der Mythos
des Staates9. Schelling, the philosophical cham-
pion of Romanticism, devised a “philosophy of
mythology” in which he accorded the myth a
legitimate place in civilization. Myth, rejected by
Enlightenment as barbaric, returned to the scene
as an object of reverence and awe, as the main
driving force behind human culture. Poetry was
now not meant to be a language of clear concepts
but of mysterious and holy symbols, indebted to
what Novalis termed “magical idealism”. Roman-
ticism was one of the myths on which the twenti-
eth century drew, and thus many historians
believe it first lay claim to the idea of a “totalitarian
state”.10

Be that as it may, the Romantic program and its
image of the artist deeply influenced Modernity.
The notion entailed poeticizing all the spheres of
human life, turning them into art. What Joseph
Beuys said had already been said by Novalis:
“Every man shall be an artist. Everything can only
be beautiful art.”11 The Romantic heritage in
Modernity led to our not being really and truly
modern. The agenda of Modernity is as a conse-
quence unfulfilled, owing to the many contradic-
tions between restoration and revolution,
between individuality and totality, between myth
and rationality, between contemplation and con-
ceptual reasoning. This is the reason why the dec-
larations of independence of art limit themselves
to the form, color and surface, the aesthetic
domain, and why the declaration of human and
civil rights found no real bedrock in Modernist
aesthetics. On the contrary, we can conclude that
Zygmunt Baumann might have been right when
he thought he had detected some relationship
between Modernity and the Holocaust.12

Heine was an opponent of Romanticism: “It
was nothing other than the re-awakening of the
poetry of the Middle Ages, such as had manifested
itself in the latter’s songs, paintings and buildings,
in art as in life. This poetry was, however, the

product of Christendom, it was a flower of Passion
that had sprung from the blood of Christ.”13

Heine already used the opposites of spiritualism
and sensualism. He understood sensualism to be
that current of thought that defends the “natural
rights of matter” and in the process cited the Hel-
lenes in his favor, embodied by the “Greek”
Goethe. Heine accused the Romantics of spiritual-
ism and asserted that the Christian religion (refer-
ring to Roman Catholicism) “through its unnatu-
ral task has actually brought into being sin and
hypocrisy,” and become “the best-tried pillar of
despotism. People have now discerned the essence
of this religion and no longer allow themselves to
be fobbed off by instructions from Heaven. Pre-
cisely because we now fully understand all the
consequences of this absolute spiritualism we may
also believe that the Christian-Catholic view of the
world has reached its end point.”14 Heine was 
a this-worldly materialist who advocated the
Enlightenment standpoint: the end of absolutism
and despotism in his political and religious forms.
The other side was Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph
Schelling as well as the brothers August Wilhelm
and Friedrich Schlegel, and Heine attacked them
in his treatise.

Schelling’s views on art had a major influence
on German Romantic art. According to Schelling,
it is art’s vocation to occupy the highest place
among products of the intellect. The task of phi-
losophy, he claimed, was “intellectual contempla-
tion”15 or “congenial intuition” in grasping the
absolute. Schelling also distinguishes between the
product of art and an organic product of nature. In
his treatise Über das Verhältnis der bildenden Kün-
ste zu der Natur (1807) this enables him to pro-
claim nature free of imitating nature and to declare
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the artwork as a self-referential Natura naturans.16

It is this that is the source of “the holiness and
purity of art” thanks to which “the tyranny of the
poet knows of no law above him,” as Friedrich
Schlegel put it when defining his view of a “univer-
sal poetry”.17 This is the beginning of the notion
of the autonomy of art. Schelling’s theory of art
helped found the autonomy of art, the primacy of
the aesthetic and the concept of the genius, the
heritage of Romanticism that was also taken on
board by Modernism, and also taken further in the
reconciliation of aesthetics and reason, beauty and
truth.

We can thus ascertain that with the Enlighten-
ment, Romanticism and German Idealism the dis-
cipline of aesthetics was founded and with it the
aesthetics that (for all its contradictions and its
recourse to Classical Antiquity, the Renaissance,
the Middle Ages and religion) sparked and defined
the discourse of Modernity. For example, the wish
to create a new basis for art in the people and the
utopia of uniting art and life was always to be the
Modernist agenda in the twentieth century. The
programmatic battle-cry of Fluxus, Happening
and Action Art “Let us transform our life into an
artwork,” was not of its practitioners’ own making
but is quite literally a demand Ludwig Tieck made
in his Phantasien über die Kunst für Freunde 
der Kunst (1799).18 The Romantic response was in
radical contrast to the Enlightenment and German
Idealism, which rested on the power of concep-
tual/rational thought. 

Hegel saw himself as an opponent of the
Romantics, whom he accused of “not construing,
but feeling and contemplating the Absolute, and it
is not the concept thereof, but the emotion and
contemplation of it that are meant to lead the way
and be expressed”.19

With Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics (1835-38)20

the end of the Romantic art form is tolled. For
Hegel, Romanticism already marks the end of art,
as is expressed in his famous statement that phi-
losophy in the guise of the self-awareness of mind
has taken the place of religion and that only it can
reach as far as penetrating the absolute truth. Reli-
gion and art take second place in this system.
Hegel defines art as “the sensuous semblance of
the idea” and thus gives it a conceptual quality
steeped in a theory of cognition. Hegel’s sympa-

thy is for Classical Greek art. In his eyes, the
Romantic art form is proof of the dissolution of art
in line with his theory that philosophy is the real
discipline in which mind comes into its own as the
highest stage of human development and to which
sensuousness takes a back seat. The sensuous art-
work only has a raison d’etre as a forum for 
the mind and not for itself as sensuousness. With
the reference of Romanticism to former forms of
creation and art, to dramatic stagings of what
were already stock images, to eclectic strategies 
of appropriation and to indifference, Hegel saw
Romanticism (in contemporary terms) as the
“post-modern” response to the Enlightenment, 
if we see him through Modernist eyes. In other
words, we are experiencing a kind of epoch repeti-
tion: Enlightenment versus Romanticism, Moder-
nism versus Postmodernism, precisely because
Modernism shed its Romantic inheritance and the
latter’s rejection of the Enlightenment. The
absolute and the spiritual, the religious and the
authoritarian continue to woo the viewer in mo-
dern art.

Precisely what Heine accused the Romantics of
survives unbroken in twentieth-century abstract
art: spirituality, as the title of an important work
on the subject puts it. The Spiritual in Art: Abstract
Painting 1890-198521 studies precisely the influence
of Romanticism, mysticism, esotericism and the
occult on the genesis and development of abstract
art. Likewise, in Hans Scheugl’s book on Das
Absolute22, which proposes a panoramic view of
Modernity, we can sense the traces of religious
Romantics. Another contribution to the history of
modern art that describes the Romantic heritage
of the search for the absolute in Modernist art is

A
r
t
a
n
d
D
e
m
o
c
r
a
c
y

W
e
i
b
e
l

9 Ernst Cassirer, Der Mythos des Staates. Philosophische
Grundlagen politischen Verhaltens, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M.,
1949, p. 236.

10 See for example Peter Robert Edwin Viereck, Metapolitics.
From the Romantics to Hitler, Capricorn Books, New York,
1961.

11 Novalis, Glauben und Liebe, see.33, Schriften, J. Minov (ed.),
Jena, 1907, II, p. 162.

12 Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust, Polity
Press, Cambridge, MA, 1989.

13 Heinrich Heine, Die romantische Schule und andere Schriften
über Deutschland, Könemann, Cologne, 1995, p. 10.

14 Ibid., pp. 11f.
15 Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, System des transzenden-

talen Idealismus, §3, “Folgesätze” (1800), cited after F. W. J.
Schelling, Texte zur Philosophie der Kunst, Reclam Verlag,
Stuttgart, 1982, p. 118.

16 Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, Über das Verhältnis der
bildenden Künste zur Natur, 1807, cited after Schelling, Texte
zur Philosophie der Kunst, Reclam Verlag, Stuttgart, 1982, p.
53-95.

17 Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Schriften, Wolfdietrich Rasch
(ed.), Hanser, Munich, 1964, pp. 37-38.

18 Ludwig Tieck, „Die Ewigkeit der Kunst,“ in: Phantasien über
die Kunst für die Freunde der Kunst, published in: Die
deutsche Literatur in Text und Darstellung. Romantik I,
Reclam, Stuttgart, 1974, p. 91.

19 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorrede, Die Phänomenolo-
gie des Geistes, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt/M., 1989, p. 15.

20 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die
Ästhetik (1835-38), Reclam, Stuttgart, 1971.

21 The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Maurice
Tuchmann (ed.), Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los
Angeles, Abbeville Press, New York, 1986.

22 Hans Scheugl, Das Absolute. Eine Ideengeschichte der 
Moderne, Springer Verlag, Vienna, New York, 2001.1019



John Golding’s Paths to the Absolute,23 which
highlights the Romantic vocabulary of the fusion
of the arts and the sublime in its chapter headings:
“Malevich and the ascent into ether; Kandinsky
and the sound of color; Pollock and the search for
a symbol; Newman, Rothko, Still and the abstract
sublime.“ There is no farewell bade to the
absolute. Modernism drowned between Scylla
and Charybdis, between the Enlightenment and
Romanticism, between disenchantment und re-
enchantment.

With the atheism of the Enlightenment (its
insistence that society be rooted in science and
technology, in the distribution of knowledge,
together with nascent industrialization and politi-
cal upheaval) began what Max Weber termed the
“disenchantment of the world”. Romanticism was
the first counter-reaction to it. It was against
enlightenment, reason, science, technology,
industry; it was the first re-enchantment program.
Since then there have repeatedly been movements
that feel the need to overcome the crisis of disen-
chantment.24

Religion served in pre-Modern times as ersatz
politics and art in Modernism as an ersatz religion.
Today, politics serves as ersatz religion and art as
ersatz politics. This is why the suggestions are
right that We have never been modern, as the title
of a book by Bruno Latour would have it25 and
that Modernity – [may be] an incomplete project
as Jürgen Habermas puts it.26 The dispute
between enlightenment and absolutism, between
sensualism and spirituality, between rationality
and religion is evidently not yet over: It continues,
albeit under different presuppositions and condi-
tions. For this reason, old equations and calcula-
tions no longer hold true, and therefore Mod-
ernism, above all its Romantic heritage, must be
overcome. 

V. Ars Pro Deo, Pro Rege, Pro Domo

The liberation from political absolutism was not
accompanied by a liberation from aesthetic or
philosophical absolutism; on the contrary. But at
least with bourgeois society there arose the sphere
of bourgeois art, a bourgeois public art in which
art could develop and free itself of its historical and
social confines.The rules of art, bourgeois aesthet-
ics, arose as part of the civil society ruled by law.

The first regular art exhibitions were held in the
eighteenth century: the Paris Salon in 1737 and at
the London Royal Academy as of 1768. A bour-
geois alternative became possible to that art com-
missioned by the church and the government. The
artist no longer worked only by appointment to
God’s church or by appointment to the aristoc-
racy on behalf of the palaces, but for the houses of
the bourgeoisie, to be more precise for the bour-
geoisie and not yet for the citoyens. A new public
arose at the same time as the new forums for pub-
lic debates on art.

These forums became a place where opposi-
tion to the existing political conditions was articu-
lated. The art of Modernity arose parallel to a pub-
lic sphere whose structure had changed. Processes
of multiplication, such as the technology of the
mechanical arts, played a crucial role in this con-
struction of a bourgeois public sphere and its con-
quest by art. The pace of the distribution of
knowledge and Bibles was accelerated by repro-
duction techniques. Art became a topic of public
debate. Artists such as Jacques-Louis David delib-
erately locked into this trend. He first displayed his
art in his studio before sending it to the Academy
exhibition in Paris and then commissioned printed
reproductions for sale in England. 

The Louvre was opened in 1794. With this dis-
play of private collections to the French people,
they were essentially no longer limited to an elite,
and the preconditions were thus laid for the
expansion of the art public. Museums were inte-
grated into the modern state in order to express a
national cultural feeling of self-esteem. The
improvement in popular education was intended
to compensate for the negative sides of industrial-
ization. Citizens were, however, by no means
equals before art. Museums staged different levels
of the public sphere, such as special openings for
collectors and artists. But museums are the calling
card of a national cultural achievement. A national
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art and a national art public arise. At an early date,
artists questioned the museums’ selective process.
Who decides what is made public in museums and
thus decides on the kind of public to be
reared/created? By dint of their selection mecha-
nisms, the official salons had already created the
dynamics of alternative forums, such as private
exhibition rooms and studios and alternative dis-
tribution forms such as dealers, galleries and
agents. New interfaces to the public sphere came
into being. Today the public spaces (streets, plazas,
newspapers, TV, radio and the Internet) form new
forums for artistic articulation. They serve as a
field of interaction for a different art in which
passers-by or users become actors engaged in cre-
ating a different society.

The modern artwork is an autonomous aes-
thetic construct, a closed system. One of the con-
sequences of Modernity is the aesthetic reflection
on the essence of Modernity. The critique of
Modernity is thus part and parcel of Modernity.
Modernity constantly has to justify itself in its
drive for transparency, and it is characterized less
by the new for its own sake than by this radical
reflexivity that continually revises the conventions
and agreements on what constitutes both art and
Modernity. This reflexivity does not thus help sta-
bilize the notion of art, as many wished and
expected, but on the contrary fosters instability
and inconstancy.

In the 1960s, parallel to political emancipation,
a critique of the aesthetic praxis of Modernism
arose. This resulted in the de-framing of the panel
picture, the rejection of pictures, and what Lucy
R. Lippard terms the “dematerialization of the art
object,” for example, the de-representation of art.
This trend to conceptualize and dematerialize the
artwork culminated in 1962 in Umberto Eco’s
theory of the “open artwork,” which, while
remaining an object, is not foreclosed; its open-
ness enhances the degree of freedom the inter-
preter enjoys.

The epoch of Modernity, as based on the
Industrial Revolution, comes to an end with the
dissolution of the artwork as an object or a surface
(like painting). The rules of the game of art are
transformed with events and situations, from
Fluxus to Happenings, from Actionism to Perfor-
mance. The “open object” is followed by “open

systems” and finally by what I term “open fields of
enactment,” in an epoch that is based on the digi-
tal information revolution.

At the end of the extension of the concept of
art (to incorporate new materials, methods and
media) were open fields of enactment. At the end
of the expansion of the art public stood the mass
public. When the state started to withdraw from
financing museums and industrial sponsors, pri-
vate patrons and collectors took its place, the pri-
vatization of the museum’s res publica set in, the
refeudalization of the art public by the dominion
of the private collector and the industrialization of
the museums as leisure-time facilities competing
with other leisure-time offerings for the mass
public. At the end of the twentieth century the
museum loses the autonomy it had achieved in the
wake of the claims art made to being autonomous.
It remains at a distance from the state but loses
any distance from sponsors, companies, the art
market. It accepts that it is competing with the
leisure industry, shopping malls, cineplex movie
theaters and even zoos, and that it is vying with
the mass media for mass public favor.

Artists adapt to these new conditions in the
market economy, work with a view to attracting
the attention of the mass media and the mass pub-
lic, for what Guy Debord calls the “society of 
the spectacle”. Pop Art is one symptom of this
attempt to blend art and mass taste, art and the
leisure industry.27 Whether what arises is art for
the masses or damage to both is a moot point.28

At any rate, the politicization of the public sphere,
one of the original goals of creating a public sphere
through art, has given way to depoliticization.

VI. The Multiplication of Public

Spheres and the Crisis of Competence

In the preceding sections we have sketched the
long and intricate history of connections between
art and politics. Constantly, we refer back to
things in nature, to people and to art that lay the
foundations for the political. But what happens
when there are deep changes in all the techniques
of representation – art, science and the political –
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23 John Golding, Paths to the Absolute. Mondrian, Malevich,
Kandinsky, Pollock, Newman, Rothko, and Still, Princeton
University Press, Princeton, 2000.

24 Morris Berman, The Reenchantment of the World, Cornell
University Press, Ithaca, 1981; Suzi Gablik, Has Modernism
Failed?, Thames and Hudson, London, 1984; Suzi Gablik,
The Reenchantment of Art, Thames and Hudson, London,
1991.

25 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, Harvard
University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1992.

26 Jürgen Habermas, Moderne – ein unvollendetes Projekt,
Reclam, Leipzig, 2001.

27 See John Russell, Suzi Gablik, Pop Art Redefined, Praeger,
New York, Washington, 1969; Kirk Varnedoe, Adam Gop-
nik, Modern Art and Popular Culture. Readings in High &
Low, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1990.

28 Dwight MacDonald, “A Theory of Mass Culture,” in: Mass
Culture, The Popular Arts in America, Bernard Rosenberg,
David Manning White (eds), Free Press, Glencoe, 1957.1021
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The object is in the shape of a half-sphere, obliging
the spectators to sit in the round. When everyone
is seated, all lines of vision converge, meet, hold
still. The stage is very small, reduced to one meter
in diameter. This contraction induces changes in
theatrical practice: The hierarchical distances
between actor and spectator and among specta-
tors are abolished. With no stage sets, curtain, or
sense of the stage as a closet-like space, the action
cannot take place – it is impossible here to stage
Racine, Shakespeare, Ionesco’s The Chairs…

It is a place or structure that cannot contain the
actions for which it was or seems to have been
conceived. That does not correspond to what is
usually meant by this place: A theater is surely not
a theater if plays cannot be staged in it. Fabien
Lerat’s Théâtre is therefore only a theater because
it has been designated as such. The artist has given
it a function it cannot contain. He has conferred a
status on it. To call “theater” an object that is struc-
turally similar to a theater is to provide a user’s
manual for that object while locating it within a
history. The object now has a purpose in addition
to that of being contemplated: This is not a sculp-
ture but a theater. The word “theater” informs in
the sense that it commands a particular representa-
tion of the object and gives it a use.

The object opens.
And given our expectation that a spectacle will

take place in it, we may imagine that the spectacle
is adapted to its structure. This eventuality does
not seem to be a projection, yet this eventuality
does not seem to have been planned for. The artist
accentuates the paradox. He not so much desig-
nates or constructs it as attributes a history and
function to it, the purpose or end of which is
unendingly undermined, thwarted.

The Expectation

By telling us, “This object is a theater,” the artist
invites us to take a place. The empty object awaits
the spectator. If we enter, we are no longer regard-
ing an object but are located in a space.

A theater is a space arranged or an edifice con-
structed for the presentation or execution of a
spectacle. So we are here, sitting in the round,
awaiting a probable spectacle. Everything around
me is spectacle. Awaiting a spectacle that cannot
happen even if it arrives. There remains, however,
something to see, to perceive, something to be
given the title “theater”. From outside we see peo-
ple in a structure; from inside, we see, touch, sense
one another, close together. Parallel to the close-
ness it creates, the theater rests on its convex base,
which logically reduces the stability of the whole
and subjects it to a kind of rocking. Inside, each
movement made by each person is felt by all – as
imbalance. If a person moves, his or her act
engages the perception of all; they are brought
into the presence of all.

The multitude of small movements imprint on
one another. This mobility is perceptible, it trans-
gresses the sphere of personal intimacy within
which it is usually contained. Movement under
these conditions has qualities that are rarely
encountered: indeterminate, insignificant, often
unconscious. Here, each movement touches the
other, without intention or excuse.

Physically, the weight of each person is decen-
tered and gathered into the same mobile point.
Perception of gravity, normally proprioceptive, is
displaced outside the self, joins with others. The
others are inscribed within a quasi-organic,
empathic structure in which their presence is not
so much represented as felt. “I” and “we” experi-
ment with having the same body.

Excerpt from Yoann Le Claire, “Théâtre,” in: Hors de soi – Fabien
Lerat, Le Quartier, Quimper and Galérie Duchamp, Yvetot, 1999.

Fabien Lerat: Théâtre
Yoann Le Claire

F
a
b
i
e
n
L
e
r
a
t

I
n
s
e
r
t

1023

Fabien Lerat, Théâtre , 1999, stee l, painted wood , Ø 300 cm , he ight 150 cm , Collection Musée d’Art moderne et contemporain,
Strasbourg , w ith funds from the Banque de Neuflize , ABN A MRO , 2004, photo: Marc Domage ■ “A half-spherical form rests on its
convex base . Thirty-one segments curve into quarter-circles to form the lim its of the structure and fold toward the center. Four

indented , circular plates meet the espalier horizontally, creating the structure’s rig idity. From outside , the structure can be seen

through at many points; inside , benches can hold up to 20 people . A metal cup , 21 centimeters high and 150 centimeters in diam-

eter, creates the step into the structure and is its connection w ith the ground .” Fabien Lerat



all at once? In his fundamental book Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere published 
in 1962, Jürgen Habermas studied the key charac-
teristics of the public sphere. As of the fourteenth
century, a “representative public sphere” existed,
and Habermas distinguishes between a secular
and a religious representative public sphere. The
religious public sphere even has a place of repre-
sentation, the church. The parliament is the loca-
tion of the secular public sphere. Out of the repre-
sentative public sphere evolves representative
democracy. The public sphere and public opinion
are the key building blocks here for a theory of
democracy. Crises in the public sphere are there-
fore always signs of a crisis in democracy. 

Not until the seventeenth century in England
and the eighteenth century in France do people
talk of “public opinion” in the precise sense of the
term, for the “bourgeois public sphere” cannot be
extricated from the evolution of “bourgeois soci-
ety”. The bourgeois public sphere and society are
woven from the same cloth. The rise of the bour-
geoisie succeeded in part by the constructing of a
public sphere and the impact of public opinion.
Many private individuals who, despite their finan-
cial power, had hitherto been excluded from par-
ticipating in state powers now achieved this
through the institutions of the public sphere. Par-
liamentarization meant the participating in the
affairs of state and the increasing weight of public
opinion in influencing decisions in parliament.
Journalistic power now offered access to the pub-
lic power of institutions of the state, such as the
judiciary, the military and the bureaucracy. Public
opinion only counts if institutionalized as a private
or state institution/agency such as the press, radio,
film, TV and the like. For this reason, mass democ-
racy in the welfare state and the liberal constitu-
tional state both have to exhibit a politically func-
tioning public sphere. How can this public sphere
still be secured today if the press, film, radio and
TV increasingly function according to the rules of
market forces? Does this not increasingly com-
mercialize the political public sphere? What is the
state of the democratic public sphere, the political
public sphere, in light of neo-liberal globalization,
renationalization, privatization, the commercial
mass media and the medialization of politics? 

The medialization of politics, from Berlusconi

to Bush, clearly shows that in the twenty-first cen-
tury the public sphere itself becomes a commodity
and with it the bourgeois, political, public sphere
disintegrates. This also threatens the survival of
the constitutional state as created by bourgeois
society and with it representative democracy. The
functions of a political public sphere are lost in the
interaction between state companies that become
private companies and company heads (private
entrepreneurs) who become heads of state – and
with them a key component of democracy gets
lost. The decline of a critical, political, cultural and
scholarly public sphere spells a decline in democ-
racy. If each year the mass media Top Ten list
grotesquely mixes politicians, sports personalities,
Nobel prize winners from the worlds of science
and literature, TV showmasters and businessmen,
then this is precisely that reduction in the critical
public sphere and competences that weakens
democracy.

By questioning how things are made public, we
also question the state of democracy. What are the
current conditions for the public sphere, in art, sci-
ence and business, and how do they influence
democracy? Following Ferdinand Tönnies’ studies
on Community and Society (1887) and his book on
Hobbes entitled The Man and the Thinker (1910),
Tönnies (1855-1936) wrote a Critique of Public
Opinion (1922). In this book he suggested that the
significance of religions had given way to public
opinion. He analyzed the power of public opinion
as a partial aspect of emancipation and democracy.
The absolutist monopoly the state and church
once had on opinion formation had been weak-
ened, he suggested, following the invention of the
printing press, by the early mass media, leaflets,
and theater.

In 1922, Walter Lippmann published a famous
critique, The Public Opinion. We know from his
book The Phantom Public (1925) that the public
sphere and the general public are not a biological
body that remains the same for time immemorial
but something that is threatened with extinction if
we do not constantly re-activate it. The issue of
what constitutes public interest and the general
public and/or specific things and public opinion, is
very broad. We could even paraphrase the title of
John Dewey’s book The Public and its Problems of
1927 and say: The problem of the public is the
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public itself, because the latter is something that is
made, made of countless other issues that are ini-
tially made public. For this reason, everyone – the
mass media, the cultural institutions, the politi-
cians – is busy hunting for the phantom that is the
public. The question: “How are things made pub-
lic?” is therefore a multiple question: How are
things made? How is the public sphere made?
How is the public made? How are things made
public?

Once upon a time, the belief prevailed that rea-
son ruled the public domain – a Kantian ideal for
the public sphere. On the free market, the new
public space of the eighteenth century, the free
exchange of opinions ensued, an intellectual mar-
ket place. This free market for opinions was the
expression of a liberal democracy and was used by
the citizens as a weapon against the monopoly the
aristocracy and the church held on opinion forma-
tion. Sovereign citizens committed themselves to
rational consensual debates on matters of public
concern in public spaces. In principle, the state
was accountable to the citizens in public space. In
the twentieth century, once public and private
interests were permeated both by the mass media
and the government, this public sphere ceased to
exist. As of 1920 the state bureaucracy or the mar-
ket started to use the media to steer opinion. The
public was transformed from a “reasoning cultural
public into a culture-consuming public,” as
Habermas puts it, from active sovereign into pas-
sive consumer. 

In the 1993 anthology edited by Bruce Robbins
entitled The Phantom Public Sphere,29 the authors
argue that the ideal of the omniscient citizen was
only drawn up to be able to denounce it as a phan-
tom and phantasm, and thus relativize the very
ideal of democracy. For this reason, they distance
themselves from proposing general solutions to
social problems and prefer instead to offer solu-
tions to actual problems on the basis of human
rights. The fleeting nature of the public and of
public space, its phantom character (as a result of
which the public cannot be pinned down as one
thing) is actually what constitutes its democratic
character. The changing “Public Phantom” or
“Phantom Public” is an expression of democracy.
In democracy all power emanates from the people,
but they cannot be pinned down as an entity and

identified, although they are likewise not an amor-
phous mass. Thus, the power actually belongs to
no one but has to be reconstituted and legitimized
each time anew. You cannot speak of democracy
without speaking of the public sphere and the gen-
eral public. This public sphere is however not lost,
as some sociologists bemoan; its absence is only a
matter of a change in representation. If the bour-
geois public sphere has perhaps been lost, this
does not also mean that the public sphere as a
whole has been lost; it only means that we can no
longer find it where we are accustomed to seeing
it and must therefore hunt for it in another shape
and another place. In La démocratie ajournée
(1991), Jacques Derrida outlines such a mobile
public sphere. 

In Public Sphere and Experience. Toward an
Analysis of the Bourgeois and Proletarian Public
Spheres, Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge in 1972
identified a different public sphere, the proletarian
variant. The public sphere is no longer a universal
entity valid for all members of society but has dis-
integrated into many sub-spheres. The prevailing
opinion is countered by a deviating opinion, and
the public sphere is complementary to a large
number of counter-spheres. The task of democ-
racy today is no longer to speak of minorities 
and majorities, of the dominant opinion and devi-
ating opinions, but to respect a multiplicity of
opinions in the public sphere. In his 2002 Publics
and Counterpublics, Michael Warner offers a
description of the distribution or circulation of
multiple public spheres. Since in the mass media,
particularly in TV, an extremely anti-democratic
impulse prevails as we know from Pierre Bour-
dieu’s study Sur la télévision (1996), new forms of
and forums for the public sphere, ranging from
interactive media art to the virtual laboratory, are
the places that now don the role once reserved
for coffeehouses, clubs, debating societies and
leagues in the early days of the public sphere;
they are thus immensely important for the new
spheres of democracy. If constitutional demo-
cracy seems about to collapse along with the
welfare state and what Alfred Müller-Armack
branded the “social market economy,” then con-
fidence in democracy will disappear along with 
it. It then becomes all the more important to 
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29 Bruce Robbins (ed.), The Phantom Public Sphere, from the
series: Cultural Politics, Vol.5, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis, 1993; see also John Dewey, The Public and Its
Problems, Holt, New York, 1927.1025



re-stimulate the idea of the democratic.
Art endeavors (by emphasizing the active par-

ticipation of the public in the construction of the
artwork) to counter the authoritarian manage-
ment of will and opinion formation by the market
or the state, and thus the transformation of a rea-
soning public into a consuming public. Press and
parliaments, now commercialized and embedded
in the state’s bureaucratic governmental struc-
tures, are no longer the sole organs and institu-
tions of the public sphere. The order of the day has
been for some time now to give the forms, forums
and functions of the public sphere new conditions
and new opportunities. It is important for the
future to make sure that the new forums of the
public sphere as presented in this book also partic-
ipate in the powers and affairs of the state, and that
the new types of assembly are also furnished with
real parliamentary competences.

Science took place in the laboratory, which is
why we talk of “laboratory life”. Analogously we
could talk of democracy as “parliamentary life”.
As we know, advances in the sciences depend on
progress in instruments, experiments and research
methods in the laboratories. For this reason, we
could analogously say that this exhibition shows
new advancements in parliamentarian tools, the
instruments, experiments and methods of democ-
racy. The focus here is not on grand political theo-
ries; we know from the past how these fail. Instead
the exhibition concentrates on the craftsmanship
of democracy, on the representational and enact-
ment technologies of democracy. We enquire less
into “what is made public?” and more into “how
does that happen?” The decision-making mecha-
nisms must become more transparent, and more
actors should be involved. The transformations of
the concept of the public sphere also imply trans-
formations in the concept of the political, which
develops from the representative public sphere
and political representation into democratic par-
ticipation in the performance of the political. We
focus here on this dynamic and expanded model
of democracy, with the new changing media,
interfaces, forums, spheres and spaces in which
and through which it is developed. The goal: demo-
cratic participation in the performance of the
political30 and thus a change from representing
politics to performing politics.

VII. From enchantment to enactment

Whereas Hobbes’ Leviathan exposed on the fron-
tispiece a body represented in turn by a multitude
of bodies,33 the frontispiece of a contemporary
book on democratic society would show Michel
Jaffrenou’s and Thierry Codys’ artwork Phantom
Public. For here the public is not represented but is
itself part of the system that it observes. The
whole exhibition is an interactive participatory
artwork that is what it shows: an assembly of
assemblies, a parliament of parliaments. A new
type of political gathering. The entire exhibition
responds to the visitors’ behavior. The visitors act
as representatives of the public sphere, and they
construct the public sphere. 

The exhibition itself is a real commonwealth
and the model for a commonwealth that arises
from the relationship between “things”. It shows
that implicitly any exhibition is an assembly. An
assembly with a political character. The exhibition
shows quite manifestly and renders quite transpar-
ently what essentially constitutes every public
assembly that is “thing”-based: a complex set of
technologies, interfaces, platforms, networks,
media and “things,” which gave rise to a public
sphere. Precisely in this way, the exhibition itself
becomes the model of an “object-oriented democ-
racy”: a “gathering,” a “thing” in itself. The visi-
tors’ behavior triggers influences, responses and
changes at every moment, repeatedly creating
new public spheres. To this extent, the exhibition
and its design are not only the image of an “object-
oriented” democracy and not only the model of
res publica but are themselves a democratic “gath-
ering”. Precisely by virtue of not being some giant
body consisting of many small bodies but a Phan-
tom, composed of many things and a diversity of
mobile and variable visitors who move through
the space, the exhibition visualizes the exact oppo-
site of the historical, political body, the massive
crowned giant Leviathan, hierarchically composed
of many bodies. The democratic public sphere is
not a “body” or an organism made up of bodies.
Democracy is a phantom of bodies, a deceptive
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30 Emanuel Richter, Republikanische Politik. Demokratische
Öffentlichkeit und politische Moralität, Rowohlt, Hamburg,
2004.

31 Peter Weibel, Offene Handlungsfelder, DuMont, Cologne,
1999. See also Gablik, The Reenchantment of Art, op. cit., p.
7: “The emerging new paradigm reflects a will to participate
socially: a central aspect of new paradigm thinking involves
a significant shift from objects to relationships.” 1027

M iche l Jaffrennou, Thierry Coduys, The Phantom Public, 2005, schemes of the project, © M iche l Jaffrennou

Abraham Bosse (attr.), frontispiece to Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan, or The M atter, Forme , And Power of A Common-Wealth Ecclesi-
asticall and C ivil, detail, Crooke , London, 1651, 24.1 x 15.7 cm , British Library, London, photo © British Library, London
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illusion of bodies, the dynamic network of moving
and acting subjects. The artist no longer chisels an
ideal body from the stone to mirror society, as
Polyclitus did, but nevertheless remains true to
Polyclitus’ doctrine by presenting the commensu-
rability of the aesthetic and political orders, of
democratic aesthetics and political democracy.
The art of democracy at the pinnacle of democ-
racy is no longer an anatomical image of the body
but the behavior of subjects as kindled by an
emerging system. Here, we can already discern
that the focus of the show is no longer on repre-
senting the enchanting spirit of democracy
through images or on captivating beholders but
on enacting democracy. Democracy cannot be rep-
resented, it can only be “enacted”. The same is
true of democratic art, as the “phantom public”
shows.

At the same time, the visitor no longer enjoys
the privilege of being a special visitor. No visitor is
a sovereign. Yet each visitor’s behavior influences
the surroundings and thus the perception of the
other visitors. Here, visitors are indeed equals. In
other words, this exhibition presents a state with-
out a state, precisely because this is one of the fea-
tures of global society today: the fact that the state
is no longer that artificial being invented in order
to protect and defend natural persons, as Hobbes
once thought, for the modern state itself may
become the enemy of man.32

In the twentieth century, we first experienced
through totalitarian systems and their wars that
the state did not defend people but could instead
destroy them. Which is why following the collapse
of the Third Reich in 1945 Ernst Cassirer pointed
to the absolutization of mythical thought in the
myth of the state.33 Mythical thought promotes
the irrational powers of man and led to the state
developing totalitarian technologies to destroy
human liberties and human life. Now we experi-
ence that the state is exposing rather than protect-
ing the people from the powers of the market.

To show the difference between the myth of
the state and democracy, we might have to turn
towards another metaphor, that of the blind lead-
ing the blind. Pieter Breughel’s painting based on
the parable of the Blind Man (1568) refers to the
Bible. (Matthew 15: 14): “Let them alone: they be
blind leaders of the blind. And if the blind lead the

blind, both shall fall into the ditch.” The painting
shows a chain of blind men, each with his hand on
the next man’s shoulder, following a blind man
leading them toward an abyss. It is not only an
iconography of belief. The customary reading
would have it that whosoever is not part of the
Christian faith will be blinded to the truth and fall
into the abyss. Yet it is actually a political iconog-
raphy, in which we see how people are blinded by
the absolute power of the state. The blind leading
the blind: There is no better image for totalitarian
systems and yet, to recognize that no superior
power is able to see better and farther than the
common folk, this is also what allows democracy
to thrive. This painting poses the question of com-
petence.

For this reason, what is needed is a democrati-
zation of politics in the service of competence. We
wish to advance the very tools of democracy, to
expand the laboratory of democracy to include
artistic and scientific tools, techniques, devices,
apparatuses, and methods, in other words to
achieve a surplus of parliamentarianism, but less
by representation and more by new technologies
and interfaces to the parliamentary. 

So the crisis of political representation is a com-
plementary phenomenon to the crisis of represen-
tation in art. The latter commenced at that histori-
cal moment when painting lost interest in
representing visible reality owing to the pressure
of the true-to-reality depiction of photography.
Twentieth-century art appears under the control
of the authoritative paradigm of photography. The
pressure of photography led to painting’s starting
to lose interest in a true-to-life depiction of reality.
With Impressionism, not only did perspective dis-
solve, but color lost its links to the object. Local
color is replaced by absolute color. With Les
Fauves, trees could now be red, horses blue, and
the sky green. Reality became a field of subjective
impressions. The compulsion to depict and to rep-
resent was lost because photography managed to
do a more faithful job of depicting the world. For
this reason, painting was no longer interested in
faithful representation. Real objects were banished
from images in abstract art. The banishment of
objects from images, which started with absolute
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32 Franz. L. Neumann, Behemoth: The structure and practice of
national socialism, Oxford University Press, New York,
1942.

33 Cassirer, op. cit. 1029
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color painting and peaked at an early date in the
paintings of Malevich around 1915, signified the
end of the representation of reality in painting,
and thus began the crisis of representation in art.
Over the decades that follow, from abstract
painting through to the painting of Nouveau
Réalisme, instead of the representation of objects
it was the means of representation itself (from the
paint to the brush, from the canvas to the frame)
that became the topic of representation. “Repre-
sentation never again,” stated Alexander Rod-
chenko in 1921 on creating the first three mono-
chrome pictures in art history, three canvases
each of which bore only one color.34 This call for
an end to representation led to the iconoclasm of
Modernist art, to the self-elected dissolution of
painting. In the final instance it was not only re-
presentation of objects that was elided in the
abstract image, but even the image itself was
repressed and then destroyed. Paintings could be
cut up, perforated or torn up. The reverse of
paintings was displayed or simply empty frames.
Even stacked planks of wood could function as
image/objects. The transformation of the surface
of the image was the first phase of the crisis of the
representation.

Around 1915 the object was thus banished from
images, representation of the world of objects pro-
hibited. This was the one side to the crisis of repre-
sentation. A glance at the other side shows that
the object returned into art to a quite unprece-
dented extent, namely not as an image or as a rep-
resented object, but as a real object. While the rep-
resented object disappeared it was replaced by a
real object that likewise did not stem from the
hand of the artist, but was an already extant found
industrial object: Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades.
This constituted the second aspect to the crisis of
representation, namely the return of the object
banished from painting as a real object in sculp-
ture. For both forms of the crisis, the uppermost
criterion was this: Representation of the object
remains scorned. 

This prohibition on representation gave birth
not only to abstract painting and, instead of objec-
tive art, an art of objects, but also through painting
led new forms of enactment in art. Probably writ-
ten in the early 1940s, a newly discovered manu-
script by Mark Rothko provides his considerable

insights into topics ranging from arts as a form of
action to plasticity, naturalism and primitivism:
“Art is a form of action,” he wrote, or to be more
precise: “Art is not only a form of action it is a
form of social action. For art is a type of communi-
cation, and when it enters the environment it pro-
duces its effects just as any other form of action
does.”35 In action painting the panel painting
served, as the name suggests, as the arena of
action, and physical action on the canvas created
painting. This physical action on the canvas led to
painting before the canvas, to a show of the
action, and then to action without the canvas, to
painting on and with the body, to action art. 

At the same time as Duchamp, a solution to the
crisis of representation and the banishment of
objects as images arose. Duchamp had introduced
the real object as an art object, but not as an object
of use. His famous urinal (Fountain) of 1917 could
not be used. This artistic proposition was contin-
ued in the Surrealists’ found objects. They likewise
used industrially manufactured commercial
objects, but by transforming them in the service of
symbolic functions these utilitarian objects were
also rendered unusable, such as Man Ray’s iron
with nails (Cadeau, 1921) or Meret Oppenheim’s
fur cup (Fur Cup, 1936). 

Since that time, the sphere of objects can be
divided along two axes: objects that can be used
and those that cannot. Art objects are usually not
objects for use. Duchamp therefore provocatively
suggested that a Rembrandt painting be used as an
ironing board.36 Yet as the term “use object” con-
veys, objects are usually there to be used. Thus
alongside the development of abstract sculpture
parallel to abstract painting, the sculptural strategy
for the future consisted of creating use objects in a
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usable function as artworks. One of the great
Modernist sculptors, Constantin Brancusi, a mar-
velous master of abstract sculpture, had as early as
1915 founded the real answer to the crisis of repre-
sentation. For he had not, like Duchamp, exhib-
ited everyday use-objects and constrained, sub-
verted or negated their use function. He exhibited
usable sculptures, such as benches, arches and
chairs that could be used as usable sculptures or as
unusable furniture. Brancusi put the furniture he
made himself or abstract sculptures to functional
use in his studio. In exhibitions he utilized his fur-
niture as the bases for sculptures or even as sculp-
tures themselves. Conversely, the bases were used
as sculptures or furniture, be it in the exhibition
hall or in the studio (see ARC, 1914-6; Bench 1914-
6, Stool, 1920). An equally radical solution to the
crisis of representation was created in 1921 by
Rodchenko, who following his monochrome
paintings, the “last pictures in art history,” as he
himself called them, and his battle cry of “Repre-
sentation never again!”, then proceeded to follow
the paradigm of photography, the new medium of
representation, or to no longer represent but
instead manufacture usable furniture, such as for
the famous Workers’ Club. The material culture
practiced by the Russian Constructivists from
Tatlin to Rodchenko, defined the agenda pursued
by the neo-avant-garde in music and the visual arts
in the 1950s and 1960s, obeying the logic and
associative wealth of the material in order to liber-
ate human products from their reification in
Marx’s sense, from their reification as commodi-
ties or false abstraction.37 Here, the concept of
“thing” is of course unlike that used in the present
volume.

Once the functionally viable use-object is intro-
duced as sculpture, the difference between the use
object and the artwork is minimal. In the decades
that followed, the world of objects entered art, not
as the image of an object but as real object. We
know, however, that each use object comes with
instructions for use. So it can happen that the
instructions for use replace the use object, just as
the object had replaced the image of the object. If
instructions for use are read not as retrograde but
prospectively, then they can be grasped as what
they are: instructions for action in using the
object. With the appearance of real objects in art,

not only the instructions for use but also instruc-
tions for action take the stage. This is clearly
expressed in one of the first instructions for action
as an art form to be found in art history, by none
other, typically, than Duchamp around 1918,
when the crisis of representation was fully afoot.
Duchamp published a close-up photo of his art-
work The Large Glass with the instructions “To Be
Looked At, With One Eye, Close To, For Almost
An Hour” [“A regarder d’un oeil, de près, pendant
presqu’une heure”]. Since then, an art of proposi-
tions, statements and instructions has existed,
from Op Art, Kinetic Art, arte programmata, Con-
cept Art via Fluxus and Performance to Happen-
ings, and above all to the interactive media arts,
the artes mechnicae, digital arts. With the banish-
ment of the representation of objects from paint-
ing came the real object. 

With the object came the use-object, with the
latter came the instructions for use, with the
instructions for use came the instructions for
action and finally the algorithmic act. By virtue of
the latter, the observer of an artwork becomes the
artist’s partner in constructing or using the art-
work; “audience participation” was called for. In
1968 Franz E. Walther published his book Objects,
to use in which he encouraged people to use the
objects he provided. Likewise, in 1971 Robert
Morris developed sculptures specifically for audi-
ence participation: ropes, on which they could
balance and the like. As early as 1967, I created
open systems and event fields, such as The Myth of
the 21stCentury, where visitors interacted electron-
ically with the image and sound sources. Viewers
in front of the image or sculpture became interac-
tive users. The end of the epoch of Modern art saw
the emergence of new practices, namely the move
from participation to interaction, to forms of
enactment beyond the crisis of representation. 

Viewers ceased to be only passive observers
before a painting that did not change materially
through the act of observation; in the case of inter-
active artworks, specifically computer-assisted
artworks, the viewers become the users and by
their observation generate material changes in the
artwork. There is a material, physical interaction
involved that in Op Art and Kinetic Art was man-
ual or mechanical and in media art is machine-
based and digital. In this way, the notion of the
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34 Alexander Rodchenko, 1939, quoted from Anna Moszyn-
ska, “Purity and Belief. The Lure of Abstraction,” in: The
Age of Modernism: Art in the 20th Century, Christos
Joachimides, Norman Rosenthal (eds), Hatje Verlag,
Stuttgart, 1997, p. 204

35 Mark Rothko. The Artist’s Reality. Philosophies of Art,
Christopher Rothko (ed.), Yale University Press, New
Haven, London, 2004, p. 10; Robert Motherwell likewise
wrote in the early 1940s in his essay A Personal Expression:
“Art is a form of action, a drama, a process. It is the dramatic
gesture itself in modern times, not a religious content, that
accounts for art’s hold on the minds of men.”

36 Marcel Duchamp, La Mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires,
même (1934), quoted from Marcel Duchamp, Duchamp du
signe. Ecrits, Flammarion, Paris, 1975, p. 49 [“READY-
MADE RÉCIPROQUE / Se servir d’un Rembrandt comme
planche à repasser”].

37 Peter Weibel, “Materialdenken als Befreiung,” 1966, in: 
Kritik der Kunst – Kunst der Kritik: Es says & I say, Peter
Weibel, Jugend und Volk, Vienna, Munich, 1973.1031



Between March 2003 and October 2004 Jenny
Marketou walked a red, helium-filled weather
balloon (with a hidden wireless cam attached to a
40-foot tether) among the public spaces that are
high orange security and under surveillance in
New York City, such as the Port Authority, Grand
Central Station, the World Financial Center and
others. Although she was arrested by the FBI and
Port Authority police for suspicious and terrorist
behavior and detained for several hours, these
walks resulted in a series of video recordings 
that led to the idea of Flying Spy Potatoes: Mission
21st Street, NYC.

Because of the immediacy and the sense of
control involved in the recording process with the
balloon’s Godzilla-cam perspective, she decided
that it was very important for her audience to
directly share this experience. Marketou col-
laborated with game designer Katie Salen to create
a real-action street game, as the art of playing
street games is a particularly well-suited form for a
socially engaging activity. In Mission 21st Street,
NYC, the narrative of each mission and the bal-
loon/cam apparatus are very important in the way
players relate to and reflect on public spaces. Styl-
istically the work is a mission-based game in
which each participant captures and reveals terri-
tory on a game board by completing individual
missions that render sections of the game board
“visible” through streaming media recording with
the Flying Spy Potatoes mission balloon. The game
board is a city street itself (21st Street between 
10th and 11th avenues) and the Flying Spy Potatoes
mission balloon/camera apparatus is controlled 
by a 40-foot tether that a player manipulates 
while playing the game. Players must master con-
trol of the balloon/cam apparatus in order to
successfully complete their mission. The game
ends when the territory of the 21st Street map has 
been collectively captured and revealed. There 

are a total of forty missions that can be played.
The game has been a great mid-winter event

for the Chelsea neighborhood. A feeling of demo-
cratic dignity grows as the balloon creates a public
space that brings people together and a place
where people can use their imaginations. Much of
the pleasure of the game lies in seeing people hold-
ing and controlling the red weather balloon from
the tether while it is flying high above 21st Street,
wandering against the blue or grey sky and among
the industrial buildings of the city.
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Jenny Marketou, F lying Spy Potatoes: M ission 21st Street,
NYC , 2002-2005, live action street game , view from a m ission

w ith the red he lium ballon/cam along 21st Street, © Jenny

Marketou, Katie Salen, photo: Sophy Naess

Jenny Marketou, F lying Spy Potatoes: M ission 21st Street, NYC , 2002-2005, installation w ith
three video projections, installation view (above), game map (be low), at Eyebeam , NYC 2005,
© eyebeam , photos: Sophy Naess



closed artwork dissolves. The aesthetic object of
Modernity was a closed object. Modernity itself
was the response of art to the machine-based
Industrial Revolution. The post-modern age is
art’s response to the post-industrial computer-
assisted information revolution. In the informa-
tion society, the aesthetic object not only becomes
Eco’s “open artwork,” but the work as such disap-
pears and is replaced by instructions for enact-
ment, for communicative action and options for
action. Open fields of enactment mean new
alliances arise between author, work and observer,
in which new actors such as machines, programs,
multiple users operate, replacing the classical art
object. 

Art expands from the object to become the
practice, and through its practice it expands its
fields into new areas previously occupied only by
the social and natural sciences.

Contemporary avant-garde artists respond
sensitively to social changes by changing the
structure of their approach to their work and
entering into new alliances with new forms of
enactments. Forms of enactment for sculpture,
images, texts and music define their practices, and
we can therefore speak of a “performative turn”.
The technical arts, the computing arts, play the
pivotal role here. In the interactive artwork, the
viewer becomes another actor in the actant’s field
of enactment who has the same rights as all oth-
ers. The artwork is no longer the dream of auton-
omy, the absolute and sovereignty but a service,
dependence and relativity. As instruction for
actions qua artwork, art finally becomes a civil
democratic medium. In the realm of instructions
for use and open fields of enactment, the artists
transpose their modus operandi from production
into services.40 Even artists operate increasingly in
the secondary and tertiary sectors of economy, IT
services and communication, rather than in the
primary sector, production. This shift stems from
acting in fields of enactment substituting for the
production of objects, as is to be seen in countless
works by members of the contemporary avant-
garde from performances to net-based installa-
tions. 

The aesthetic object collapses, and its place is
taken by the field of enactment, which of course
does not consist solely of linguistic instructions or

performative acts, for the things themselves are
actants for action. The object options and object
fields serve as the medium for actions. The aes-
thetic product is replaced by an artistic practice
that can be object-based or object-free but never-
theless expands the scope for enactment. 

VIII. The Future of the Corpus

Politicum

Theory and science once formed the arts of the
free citizens the artes liberales, the free arts. Paint-
ing, sculpture and architecture have been the artes
mechanicae. The “mechanical” crafts arts were the
arts of the unfree wage laborers and slaves. Later
painting, sculpture, architecture, music became
the artes liberales and media art the artes mechani-
cae thus the division, which corresponded to the
class divisions in Greek society, can be translated
today into the evaluation of the “arts” and the
“media arts”.

Scorn for the automatically and mechanically
made has taken the place of disdain for the crafts-
made. The media have taken the place of the
mechanical arts. The intellectual achievement of
artistic creation, the artifact made by man and the
machine, is not perceived. Essentially, the differ-
ence between artes liberales and artes mechanicae
rests on the assumption that the one was an intel-
lectual activity, the other a physical one. Today,
the division is as follows: the artist’s intuition and
hand versus rational reason and mechanical pro-
duction. Today, painting, as produced by the
human hand in line with artistic intuition, is
accorded precedence over those artworks that are
produced or reproduced by technological means.
The original works of painting are in the service of
the upper classes. The lower classes are fobbed off
with photographic reproductions of the famous
artworks. To this very day, the bane of the artes
mechanicae applies to those artworks generated
by electronic media.

If we glance at contemporary books of art his-
tory, we will again encounter the disparagement
of the media arts, which to this day have not yet
been able to fully shed the scar of their origin in a
practice of unfree and mechanical arts. For this
reason, the liberation of the so-called lower classes

1034

can be discerned in the transformational processes
of the arts themselves. The lower classes have less
the arts to thank for their emancipation and more
the natural sciences and the spirit of the Enlighten-
ment, which set out to free humans from the
social power exercised by the shackles of disen-
franchisement forged by the aristocracy and the
church and from the power of nature. The natural
sciences joined forces here with the mechanical
arts (techné) precisely in order (by means of instru-
ments, appliances, laboratories, crafts skills,
knowledge and expertise) to discover the laws of
nature and advance the mechanisms of controlling
nature. One part of the arts, such as Romanticism,
rejected the Enlightenment; another part allied
with it in order to improve the human condition.
We are in a similar position today. The intention is
to extend and advance the spheres of democracy,
by again allying them with the natural sciences
through the agency of the mechanical and digital
media arts, and in this way, with the help of the
artificial appliances provided by new technologies
and procedures, to create platforms and practices
for democratic processes. The “free” artists who
emancipated themselves in the Renaissance from
“mechanical” craftsmen did not liberate them-
selves from their thralldom to aristocratic patrons.
Their art primarily still serves to glorify the ruling
class. Today, the latter is no longer the church or
the aristocracy, bishops and lords, but corpora-
tions, companies, CEOs and government minis-
ters. Today, it is the present mechanical arts so
scorned by the free arts that actually serve purely
artistic purposes, and it is these works that can
visualize the commensurability of aesthetic and
social orders. The rise of technical art and its
struggle for recognition reflects the rise of the
working and slave classes and their struggle for
political recognition. In his two books La rebelión
de las masas (1930) and La Deshumanización del
arte (1925), José Ortega y Gasset described the
dialectics of these transformational processes
from a conservative viewpoint. He saw the rise of
the technological arts as a dehumanization of art
and linked it to the ostensibly dehumanizing rise
of the masses. Today, a type of art is required that
is unlike Greek classicism and does justice to the
requirements and problems of contemporary
democracy. Are contemporary art and contempo-

rary theater up to the task of stating the truth of
politics in the language of art? Can they address
the multifarious problems confronting global soci-
ety and for which, like Greek society before them,
they are not prepared and likewise no longer
know what is right or wrong, just or unjust? It is
hard to answer this question at this point. After all,
we are not in the fortunate position of the Greeks
and cannot simply play out old myths and then
break with them. 

What we can perhaps do today is play through
the old promises of the Enlightenment and
democracy, ascertain what we are today and ques-
tion ourselves. Wemust devise new images of man
that correspond to the new world images. The
commensurability between human figure and
world events can no longer be forged by the canon
of Classical beauty. The opposite would be to mis-
understand the doctrine of Polyclitus, for the cor-
responding measures he called for and provided
were in line with the social order of his time. What
we can learn from him is that the artist today
remains representative for the power over the
human shape and social order, and must repeat-
edly re-posit it. 

Put differently, today the aesthetic design of a
new image of man no longer obeys the macro-sys-
tem of the anatomy, but the biological system that
the natural sciences describe. The shape and com-
position of man no longer follow anatomy, but
molecular chemistry. Today, the image of man
corresponds to the rules of the biological system
as defined by sets of pairs, the four bases adenine,
thymine, cytosine, guanine, which function like
the rungs on a ladder to form the double helix that
is human DNA and which consists of 3.2 billion
base pairs or possible genetic combinations. In
other words, the laws of nature have changed and
now read as a computable, mathematical text that
can be construed in algorithms. Just as the Greeks
had to learn who they were and how they deter-
mined their own lives, we today, faced by genetic
research and the possibilities of genetic engineer-
ing, must now likewise ask ourselves who we are
and how we wish to design ourselves. Not so long
ago Freud said that given the gender difference
between men and women, anatomy was our fate;
today we know that he was influenced by the
Greek mindset. Artists today, operating at the
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40 See the exhibitions and corresponding catalogue: Peter
Weibel, Kontext Kunst, DuMont, Cologne, 1994; Das Ende
der Avantgarde: Kunst als Dienstleistung; Sammlung Schür-
mann, Pae White (ed.), exhib. cat. Kunsthalle der Hypo-Kul-
turstiftung, Munich, 1995. 1035



molecular level rather than that of the beauty of
anatomy, can show us that anatomy is not our
destiny, or no more than our genes are the basis of
our identity. Indeed, they can even inquire what is
happening to man and who it is who is determin-
ing the human measure against the backdrop of
artificial life. If the system of biological laws, the
Nomos of nature, is more radically questioned
than ever before, then who determines the human
measure that is the measure of all things? Is the
human being still the measure of all things, as for
the Greeks, and also the measure of man? What
Cratist option is then still valid? The democratic
artists of today will therefore devise a formal
vocabulary that corresponds to the variables of
artificial life and an artificial body politic, if we
wish to speak in the Hobbesean terminology of
the future. The state as an artificial body, as an arti-

ficial being, will no longer be addressed in the for-
mal language of anatomy, not as a body but as a
mathematical text. The political iconography of
modern democracy and its contradictions in the
age of globalization will call for a form of scientific
visualization that no longer grasps the laws of
nature visually, but conceptually, arithmetically
and numerically. Only in this way can the infinity
of possible genetic combinations, the infinity of
variations on human identity become discernible
as an open field for enactment. 

The human image in the mirror of art will be
different today than it was in the twentieth cen-
tury. In the name of commensurability, precisely
the “speculum artium,” it will render the conflict
lines of the Cratist age even sharper and deeper in
order to show us the immense and violent changes
in the global social order of citizens and slaves.
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M e lik Ohanian, Sw itch off-on, 2002, light box in a satin stee l frame , 200 x 403 x 30.5 cm , courtesy Galerie
Chantal Crouse l, Paris

April 8, 2004 on Capitol H ill in Washington DC: US National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice testifies

before the independent comm ission investigating the September 11 terrorist attacks on New York and

Washington. Rice defended the Bush adm inistration’s counter-terrorism action before the September 11,
2001 attacks and insisted “no silver bullet” could have prevented the devastating strikes. 
■ Photo © AFP /E-Lance M edia, photo: N icholas Roberts/PIG



A ll installation views from the exhibition M aking Things 
Public at the ZKM | Center for Art and M edia Karlsruhe , 2005, 
© the artists, photos: Franz Wamhof

Franck Cochoy, Catherine Grandclément-Chaffy,
A lexis Bertrand , Gathering Devices for M arket Choices: 
Product Packaging and Shopping Carts, 2005

D iego Rivera, Detroit Industry, 1932–33

from left to right: Various artists, Opsroom , 2005; D iego Rivera,
Detroit Industry, 1932–33; CYKLO OP, Mobile Virtual Reality 
Center; Peter Galison, Robb Moss and Students, The Wall of
Science , 2005, 6-channe l video installation; Hanna Rose She ll,
Locomotion in Water, 2005.

from left to right: XPERIM ENT!, Research Center for Shared Incom-

petence features What is a Body/Person? – A Topography of the
Possible , 2005; Ludger Schwarte , Hütten & Paläste and Fe lix Forth-

me ijer, The Public of Parliaments, 2005; Zhou X iaohu, Congress, 2002



Noëmotachograph after F. C . Donders, 1864

Arm in Linke , Assemblage, 2005Carbon Defense League , M apHub: Heard and M apMover, 2005

Natalie Jerem ijenko, One Trees, 2005

Franck Cochoy, Catherine Grand-

clément-Chaffy, A lexis Bertrand ,
Gathering Devices for M arket
Choices: Product Packaging and
Shopping Carts, 2005

M iche l Jaffrennou and Thierry Coduys,
The Phantom Public, 2005

Zhou X iaohu, Congress, 2002
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Making Things Public
Works in the Exhibition

Francis Galton, The Fam ily Composite, c . 1883, 3 reproductions

from slides, each 30 x 30 cm , courtesy of The Galton

Collection, University College London

Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Develop-
ment, Macm illan, London, 1883, book, Staatsbibliothek 

zu Berlin – Preuß ischer Kulturbesitz
Oskar Garvens, Der B ildhauer Deutschlands, in: Kladdera-

datsch (Berlin), no. 49, 1933, p . 7 , c . 36 x 29 cm , Univer-

sitätsbibliothek He ide lberg

Francisco de Goya, Colossus, before 1818, facsim ile (orig inal:
aquatint), 55.3 x 38.5 cm , Morat Institut für Kunst und

Kunstw issenschaft, Fre iburg

Francisco de Goya, Personajes trepando sobre un gigante
acostado, c . 1815-24, reproduction (orig inal: ink draw ing), 
23.4 x 32.8 cm , © Museo Nacional de l Prado, Madrid

Jules A lexandre Grün, Le caractère français, illustration, 
in: Henri Fursy, Chansons rosses, Paris, 1899, book, 
19 x 12 cm , private collection, VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005 

Grant Ham ilton, Uncle Sam is a M an of Strong Features, in:

Judge , vol. 35, no. 893, November 26, 1898, reproduction,
c . 30 x 20 cm 

John Heartfie ld , American M elting Pot, 1946, photo composi-
tion, retouched , 62.7 x 50.6 cm , Stiftung Archiv der

Akadem ie der Künste , Berlin, Kunstsamm lung , VG-B ild-

Kunst, Bonn 2005

Frantisek Kupka, caricatures in: L’Assiette au beurre, no. 41,
January 11, 1902, 3 sheets, each 32 x 24.2 cm , private
collection, VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

Vik Muniz, Joao I (pictures of magazine, portraits), 2003, 
chromogenic print, 240 x 190 x 5 cm (framed), courtesy

Gallery XIPPAS, Paris, VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

José C lemente Orozco, Las masas, September 1935, 
reproduction (orig inal: lithography), 33.8 x 42.85 cm , 
© C lemente Orozco V., VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

Bruno Paul, Der – D ie – Das (Der Pöbel – D ie M enge – 
Das Volk), 1897, draw ing , pencil, brush and pen in blue

and red , 18 x 41.5 cm , 17 x 40.7 cm , 16.5 x 41.1 cm , 
Staatliche Graphische Samm lung Munich, VG-B ild-Kunst, 
Bonn 2005

Bruno Paul, Der – D ie – Das (Der Pöbel – D ie M enge – Das
Volk), in: Simplicissimus, 1897, periodical, Das Landes-

bibliothekszentrum Rhe inland Pfalz / Pfälzische Landes-

bibliothek, Speyer

Plantu, The Voice of the Street, cartoon, in: Le Monde (Paris),
May 2003, newspaper clipping , private collection

Joe , War President, 2004, dig ital photo composition, dimen-

sions variable , source: http://photomatt.net/archives/

2004/04/07/mosaic
Arthur & Thomas Mole , Woodrow W ilson (21.000 Servicemen

in Camp Sherman, Ohio), 1918, vintage print, 61 x 51 cm ,
collection Jeffrey T. Schnapp

Robert Silvers, Lincoln, 1997, Ilfochrome , edition 10, 
120 x 81.5 cm , courtesy the artist

TB W A/NEBOKO CA MPAIGN , Parade , 2003, advertising film , 
1-channe l video, color, sound , 1 m in, © TB W A/NEBOKO

CA MPAIGN

Hollandia w ith the freedom symbol and effigy of the oranian

Prince W ilhe lm III, title page of Philipp von Zesen, Leo Bel-
gicus, A msterdam , 1660, book, 15.3 x 10.6 cm (framed),
Land Baden-Württemberg – Württemberg ische Landes-

bibliothek, Stuttgart
Zhuang Hui, Reinigungsequipe, October 13, 1997, b/w photo-

graph, edition 6/20, 18.5 x 112 cm , courtesy Galerie Urs

M e ile , Sw itzerland

Zhuang Hui, A ll children and teachers of Q ibao kindergarden of
the company Yituon, Luoyang, M arch 17, 1997, b/w photo-

graph, 19.5 x 77.5 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Zhuang Hui, Shi Huo team of the city Bei Ye, Shinan, Henan
province , November 5, 1996, b/w photograph, 20 x 108

cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Zhuang Hui, Complete student body of Bei Ye m idd leschool,
Shinan, Henan province , October 20, 1996, b/w photo-

graph, 20 x 120 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Zhuang Hui, Group-photograph of the M ilitary-O fficer Cand i-
date School, Bei Ye County, Hebei province , M ay 30, 1997,
b/w photograph, 20 x 103 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Zhuang Hui, Shi Huo team of the city Bei Ye, Shinan, Henan
province , 1997, b/w photograph, 20 x 103.5 cm , Sigg Col-
lection, Mauensee

Simon Schaffer, Assembly of Stars, 2005, in: Andreas Ce llarius,
Harmonia macrocosm ica seu A tlas universalis et novus,
A msterdam , 1661, data projection, © B ibliothèque

Nationale de France , Paris
O livier Vallet, Seeing Double, 2005, reconstruction of 

Jean-François N icéron’s optical instrument, described in:

Thaumaturgus opticus, 1646, 110 x 40 x 40 cm , courtesy

O livier Vallet, production: ZKM

Robert Silvers, Washington, before 1818, ilfochrome on alu-

m inum , edition of 10, 108 x 81.5 cm , Fabien Fryns F ine

Art, Marbe lla

3. The Good and the Bad Government

Palazzo Ducale , Venice , 2004, video, color, sound , 11:47 m in,
production: Fondazione C ini, Venice , courtesy Fondazione

C ini, Venice

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, Il Buono e il Cattivo Governo, Siena,
2004, video, color, sound , 13:17 m in, production: Canale
C ivico/Siena/Cable TV/CCS, Produzioni Video on behalf of
Fondazione C ini, Venice , courtesy Fondazione C ini, Venice

Quod libet, 2004, interactive installation, dimensions variable ,
courtesy Fondazione C ini, Venice

Domenico Tintoretto, Ritratto del doge Andrea Dandolo (e
iscrizione in ricordo dell’esecuzione capitale del doge M arin
Faliero), reproduction (orig inal: oil on canvas), Palazzo

Ducale , sala de l Magg ior Consig lio, Venice , 120 x 300 cm ,
courtesy Fondazione C ini, Venice

A mbrog io Lorenzetti, Il Buono e il Cattivo Governo, 1338–1339,
reproduction of the cycle of frescos at the Palazzo Pub-

blico, Siena, by courtesy of the Comune di Siena, photo:

LENSINI, Siena

“Reforming the Assembly” – Section curated by 

Joseph Leo Koerner:

Communion

Master of the Sforza prayer book, also G iovanni Petro da

B irago (or N icoletto da Modena), The Last Supper (w ith
dog), c . 1500, copper engraving , 21.9 x 43.8 cm ,
ALBERTIN A , Vienna

A lbrecht Dürer, The Last Supper, 1524, woodcut, 21.2 x 30 cm ,
Hamburger Kunsthalle , Kupferstichkabinett

Hans Kreutter, Last Supper (prelim inary study for the Dessauer
Epitaph), 1564, draw ing , 26.2 x 19.9 cm , Staatliches

Museum Schwerin, Kupferstichkabinett

1. No Politics Please

Capt. W.A .D . Acland , H . M .S. M iranda, 1883, 2 exhibition

prints, each 200 x 300 cm , © Pitt Rivers Museum Research

Centre , University of Oxford

Raymond Depardon, Brésil. Amazonie . Les Ind iens Yanomam i,
2002, b/w photograph, 60 x 90 cm , © Raymond Depardon/

Magnum Photos

Pierre Lemonnier and Pascale Bonnemère , Démocratie héli-
portée chez les Ankave de Papouasie Nouvelle-Guinée,
2005, 1-channe l video installation, 20 m in, color, sound , 
© the artists

Thomas Locher, A llegorien des Politischen, 2005, installation,
books, texts, courtesy the artist, VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn 2005

Anne-Christine Taylor, Philippe Descola, The Aujmartin D ia-
logue and The Anemartin D ialogue, 2005, sound installa-

tion, 2 sound tracks, 3:04 m in and 4:27 m in, courtesy the

artists

“Negotiating Value: Indigenous Claims and

Transformations” – Section curated by Amiria

Henare and Anita Herle in collaboration with

Mark Elliot:

Unknown Artist, M ere pounamu (Maori) – greenstone hand

club , New Zealand , n. d ., 26 x 12 cm , collection Sir Julius

Wernher, Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology

Unknown Artist, Korowai (Maori) C loak, 1880s, flax, fiber of the

Harakeke-plant, 152 x 132 cm , collection Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology

Unknown Artist, He i-tiki (Maori) pendant, acquired in 1913

17.1 x 7.6 cm , collection Museum of Archaeology and

Anthropology

Unknown Artist, Mode l (Haida) of a totem pole , late 19th or

early 20th century, sculptured arg illite , 32.5 x 8 x 7 cm ,
donation of H . Doncaster, collection Museum of Archaeo-

logy and Anthropology

Unknown Artist, ceremonial spoon, early to m id 19th century

horn of a mountain goat, 35.6 x 6.1 x 3.25 cm , 1907

acquired by Fenton and Son in London,  Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology

Unknown Artist, bow l (Tsimshian), 1860s, wood , 14.5 x 8.4 

x 4.8 cm , collection W. Hepburn, 1862, University of Cam-

bridge Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology 

Unknown Artist, mask (Tsimshian), early to m id 19th century

wood , decorated w ith leather and copper ribbons, 
24 x17 x 32 cm , collection W. Hepburn, 1862, University of
Cambridge Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology 

C larissa Hudson, Run World Run, 2002 lim ited print of the col-
lage (Tling it), 48.3 x 33 cm , collection Anita Herle , Museum

of Archaeology and Anthropology

Robert Davidson, Bear Hugging the World , 1986 silk screen

process printing (Haida), 22.9 x 15.2 x 11 cm , collection

G illian Crow ther, Museum of Archaeology and Anthro-

pology

2. The Puzzle of Composite Bodies

“The Composite Body“ – Section curated by

Dario Gamboni: 

Unknown Artist, Multiple Image w ith Three Portraits of Czech

Statesmen, c . 1946-1948, 3 b/w photographies (post-
cards), 2 of them slit, lantern slides, g lazed stillage w ith
pillar as decoration, 15.3 x 10.6 cm (framed), Germanis-

ches Nationalmuseum , Nuremberg

Unknown Artist, Napoleon, anti-Napoleon, broadsheet pub-

lished by R. Ackermann, c . 1810, leaflet, reproduced in: The
Paradox Box, Shambala Publications, Boston, M A , 1999

Unknown Artist, B in Laden’s Shadow over the World , 2002,
dig ital photo composition, 39.8 x 30.6 cm , in: Le Monde
(Paris), September 11, 2002, private collection 

Unknown Artist, Bozzetto for Vincenzo Ve la’s monument for

Danie le Manin in Venice , Italy, 1870-1872, b/w photograph,
14.3 x 11.8 cm , Museo Ve la, Ligornetto (Proprietà de lle
Confederazione Svizzera)

Arthur Batut, 50 habitants de Labruguière et portrait-type , 
c . 1887, exhibition print, 40 x 30 cm , Espace Photo-

graphique Arthur Batut, 81290 Labruguière-France

Arthur Batut, Portrait-type obtenu avec 50 habitants de

Labruguère (Tarn), 1887 exhibition print, 40 x 30 cm , Espace

Photographique Arthur Batut, 81290 Labruguière-France

Abraham Bosse , Frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan, or
the matter, form , and power of a Common-wealth ecclesias-
tical and civil, Crooke , London, 1651, reproduction (orig inal:
pen draw ing), 24.1 x 15.9 cm , © British Library, London

Salvador Dalí, España, 1938, reproduction (orig inal: oil on can-

vas, 91.8 x 60.2 cm), 13 x 18 cm , © Salvador Dalí. Founda-

tion Gala-Salvador Dalí / VG-B ild-Kunst, Bonn,2005

Marce l Duchamp , A llégorie du genre (George Washington),
1943, reproduction (orig inal: assemblage from colored fab-

rics, cotton, water color paper on wood), 54.8 x 42.7 

x 7 cm , © Sucession Marce l Duchamp / VG-B ild-Kunst,
Bonn 2005

Honoré Daum ier, Le réveil de l’Italie, May 07, 1859, chalk litho-

graph, 22.2 x 28 cm , Sturzenegger-Stiftung , Museum zu

A llerhe iligen, Schaffhausen

Francis Galton, The Napoleon Composite, c . 1883, 6 photo-

graphies on cardboard , 23.8 x 15.4 cm , courtesy of  
The Galton Collection, University College London
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Cranach School, D ie Spendung des Abendmahls durch Luther
und Hus, c . 1551, woodcut, 39 x 53 cm , Staatliche 

Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett

Good and Bad Assembly

Matthias Gerung , Der evangelische Gottesd ienst und der
katholische Ablaßhandel, c . 1546, woodcut, 
23.5 x 16.4 cm , Kunstsamm lungen der Veste Coburg

Lucas Cranach the Younger (or Pancratz Kempf), Unterschied
zw ischen der waren Religion Christi vnd der falschen
Abgöttlichen lehr des Antichrists, c . 1548, woodcut,
52 x 67 cm , Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett

Pieter Breughe l the E lder, Der Glaube (Fides), c . 1559, copper

engraving , 39 x 53 cm , Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Kupferstichkabinett

Johann Dürr, Gedenkblatt zum Jubiläum des Augsburger
Bekenntnisses, 1630, copper engraving , 26.2 x 41 cm ,
Staats- und Stadtbibliothek Augsburg

Danie l Chodow iecki, Setzt euch in das rechte Verhältnis unter-
einander…, (sheet of Ziegenhagen’s Verhaeltnislehre),
1791, etching , 13 x 14.5 cm , Hamburger Kunsthalle ,
Kupferstichkabinett

Place of Assembly

Matthias M erian, Weihe der Dreieinigkeitskirche, 1631, copper

engraving , 44.4 x 33 cm , Museen der Stadt Regensburg

Leonhard Christoph Sturm , Architectonisches Bedencken von
Protestantischer Kleinen Kirchen Figur und E inrichtung,
Hamburg 1712, 16 B ll., 9 copper plates, 40 x 31.5 x 2 cm

(w ith cover), Bayrische Staatsbibliothek Munich /

Thüringer Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek Jena

Unknown artist, Kirchenstuhlplan der Barfüßerkirche , c . 1780,
reproduction (orig inal: floor plan and text, pen on paper),
63.3 x 90 cm , © H istorisches Museum , Frankfurt/Main,
photo: Ursula Se itz-Gray

Teodoro Viero, Ord ine dell’elezione e sorti per la creazione del
ser.mo d .d . Lodovico M anin doge d ie Venezia seguita li 9
marzo 1789, reproduction (orig inal: draw ing on paper), 
46 x 64 cm , © Museo Correr, Venice 

4. From Objects to Things

Harun Farocki, Andre i U jica, Videogramme einer Revolution,
1991/92, video, color, sound , 106 m in, courtesy the artists

Samm lung Karl Frölich, Orte des Rechts, c . 1920-1940, 
30 digital prints, each 19.6 x 25.3 cm , courtesy Max-Planck-

Institut für Europäische Rechtsgeschichte , Frankfurt/M .
Yin Zhaoyang , Tiananmen Square, 2003, oil on canvas, 

210 x 350 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Ana M iljacki, C lasses, M asses, Crowds – Representing the 
Collective Body and the Myth of D irect Know ledge, 2005, 
5-channe l video installation, dimensions variable , video-

graphy: Jeff Silva, film footage: © F ilmske Novosti/F ilm
News, RTV Studio B , Be lgrade , Radio D iffuse Enterprise 

“B 52,“ Be lgrade , courtesy the artist, coproduction: ZKM

Opsroom , 2005, multi-part installation:

Stafford Beer, Opsroom , 1972, reproduction for the exhibi-
tion by using a draw ing of Gui Bonsiepe , 256 x 400 cm ,
courtesy Fernando Shultz, production: ZKM , design:

N ikolaus H irsch / M iche l Müller

Eden M edina, Opsroom , 2005, interactive DVD-presenta-

tion, text: Eden M edina, chapter “history”: graphical
material: Courtesy Stafford Beer Collection, Liverpool
John Moores University, Learning and Information Ser-

vices, Special Collections and Archives, COPESA ,
Holanda Comunicaciones, S.A ., CORFO , Roberto
Cañada, Sociedad de ediciones y publicaciones bobBy

s.a., director Patricio Fernandez, graphical material:
© John Moores University, Liverpool, COPESA (no. 6,
14, 16), Holanda Comunicaciones, S.A . (no. 8), CORFO

(no. 11), Personal Archive Roberto Cañada (no. 17),
Sociedad de ediciones y publicaciones bobBy s.a. (no.
18); chapter “design”: graphical material: courtesy

Stafford Beer Collection, Liverpool John Moores Uni-
versity, Learning and Infor mation Services, Special
Collections and Archives, W iley Publishers, Gui Bon-

siepe , Fernando Shultz, Rodrigo Walker. Graphical
material: © John Moores University, Liverpool, W iley

Publisher (no. 1, 3, 10, 12), Personal Archive Rodrigo

Walter (no. 2, 8, 11), production: ZKM

Patricio Guzmán, La batalla de Chile II: la lucha de un
pueblo sin armas and II part: E l golpe de Estado, Chile ,
1976, 35 mm film transferred on video, 89 m in, orig inal
versions w ith Eng lish subtitles, courtesy the artist

Fe lix S. Huber, Opsroom , 2005 (version ZKM), computer game

using the Game Eng ine of ” Unreal Tournament 2004,”
graphics and 3D animation: Fe lix S. Huber, E lke Baulig ,
Juan Pedro de Andrés D íaz, 3D mode l man: unreal deve l-
oper network, programm ing: Danie l Burckhardt, technical
advice: Doug Perkowski, OC3 Entertainment, Inc ., cour-

tesy the artist

“Printed Presence“ – Section curated by

Lisa Pon: 

Baltasare Castig lione , Der Hofmann, Adam Berg , Munich,
1565, book, 15.5 x 11.5 x 6.3 cm (w ith cover), Bayrische

Staatsbibliothek Munich

A lbrecht Dürer and Lukas Cranach, Randzeichnungen zum
Gebetbuche Kaiser M axim ilian I. in der Bayrischen Staats-
bibliothek zu München, Munich 1922, 58 plates in colored

collotype print, 40 x 31.5 x 2 cm (w ith cover), Bayrische

Staatsbibliothek Munich

A lbrecht Dürer, The Great Triumphal Car, 1518, woodcut, 
45 x 230 cm , ALBERTIN A , Vienna

Raimondi Marcantonio, Parnassus, c . 1517, copper engraving ,
35.8 x 47.5 cm , ALBERTIN A , Vienna

Raphae l, Parnassus, 1509–1510, reproduction of the fresco at
the Stanza de lla Segnatura, Palazzi Pontifici, Vatican, w idth
71.9 cm (orig inal: 670 cm), © 2005 Photo SCALA , 
F lorence

Guilio Sanuto, Apollo and M arsyas, 1562, tripartite copper

engraving , left plate: 51.3 x 41.8 cm , m iddle plate:

48.6 x 41 cm , right plate: 52.5 x 41.8 cm , Staatsgalerie
Stuttgart, Graphische Samm lung

G iorg io Vasari, Le Vite de‘ più eccelenti architetti, pittori et scul-
tori italiani, da C imbabue insino a tempi nostri, Torrentino,
F lorence , 1550, book, 22.7 x 15.7 x 4.7 cm , Württember-

g ische Landesbibliothek Stuttgart

Sir Benjam in Stone , “Parlamentaries” , 1897-1911, 24 platinum

prints, each 20 x 15.5 cm , B irm ingham Central Library

Isle of Man, The Tynwald H ill St John’s, 1900

Isle of Man 1900. Tynwald Day. From the Church to Tyn-

wald H ill
Isle of Man 1900. Tynwald Day July 5, 1900. Troops salut-

ing the Governor on his arrival at St. John’s Church

Isle of Man 1900. Reading the Law on Tynwald Day on Tyn-

wald Mount July 5, 1900

Isle of Man 1900. The Governor (Lord Henniker) the B ishop 

of Sodon ? [text vague] & Man. The Deemster &

attending ceremonies at St John’s on Tynwald Court
Day July 5, 1900

Isle of Man 1900. M embers of the House of Keys. Tynwald
Day July 5, 1900

Hon. S.F. Ormsby-Gore MP, Rt. Hon. J.L. Wharton MP,
Lord Edmund Talbot MP July 1904

Ke ir Hardie , Labour M .P. House of Commons, July 1908

The Rt. Honourable Joseph Chamberlain. Taken at the

House of Commons, 1900

Lione l Earle Esq . Colonial O ffice . House of Commons, 
July 20, 1909

Francis R. Gossett Esq . Deputy Sergeant at Arms, House

of Commons, 1897

Sir Chandos Le igh. K.C .B . Counse l to the Speaker of the

House of Commons, c . 1901

Reginald Palgrave F.D . Clerk of the House of Commons, 1897

The House of Commons sitting in Comm ittee . The Rt. Hon.
Jesse Collings in the chair, August 5, 1903

The mace in position on the table of the House of Com-

mons. Show ing that the “ House is sitting“
The Lord Chance llor Earl of Salisbury & Adm iral Leyque . 

“L’Entente“ Visit of French naval officers to Houses of 
Parliament, August 12, 1905

The Speaker’s Procession. House of Commons, July 1906

The Royal Thrones. House of Lords, 1902

The King’s Marshalmen. A t the opening of Parliament, Feb-

ruary 16, 1909

Visit of the President and M embers of the Russiona Duma

tothe Houses of Parliament. Luncheon Party. Mr. Asquith,
Mr. Balfour and the other members meeting them ,
June 22, 1909

Luncheon Party at the Houses of Parliament to rece ive the 

de legates of the Imperial O ttoman Parliament by the 

Inter-Parliamentary Union (British Group), July 21, 1909

M . M . Bhornaggree M .P. Bethnal green N .E ., 1897

“ Guy Fawkes“ search party at the opening of Parliament,
Feburary 6, 1911

David Lloyd George , Houses of Commons, c . 1900

5. No Mediation, No Representation

Peter Galison, Robb Moss and Students, The Wall of Science,
2005, 6-channe l video installation, dimensions variable ,
videos by Rebecca Wexler, C lose to Human (13:27 m in),
David Rosenthal, Weapon To Fight Cancer: The Harvard
Cyclotron (6:57 m in), Hanna Rose She ll, Locomotion in
Water (8 m in), Rajesh Kottamasu, Looking (14:30 m in),
Abby Paske , Tom & Jen (11:20 m in), Ne il Agarwal, Some
Ideas In M ath (2:59 m in), courtesy the artists

Pablo Jensen, M aking E lectrons Public, 2005, 3 posters, each

120 x 80 cm , courtesy the artist
CYKLO OP, Mobile Virtual Reality Center, 84” projection screen,

computer, tracking system , VR-software COVISE , 2

51.5 x 183.5 x 82 cm , courtesy Visenso, Stuttgart, 
partners: Visenso, Stuttgart, Hew lett-Packard , VDC 

St. Georgen, HLRS – University Stuttgart

6.Which Assembly 
for Those Assemblages

Richard Acze l, Marton Ferneze lyi, Robert Koch, Zoltan

Szegedy-Maszak, Reflections on a Table, 2004/05, inter-

active installation, dimensions variable , courtesy the

artists, coproduction: C3 Budapest and ZKM

Bruno Latour, Controverses, 2004, interactive installation, 
courtesy the artist

Arm in Linke , Assemblage, 2005, 3 photo books, each 

50 x 80 cm (open), courtesy the artist
D iego Rivera, Detroit Industry, 1932–1933, reproduction of 

the mural painting at the Detroit Institute of Arts, orig inal
dimensions south/north wall: c . 20 x 10 m , east/west wall:
12 x 10 m , G ift of Edse l B . Ford , photo: © 2001 The Detroit
Institute of Arts

Henning Schm idgen, Hans Jörg Rhe inberger, Das virtuelle
Labor, 2004-2005, interactive installation, dimensions

variable , courtesy the artists
Noëmotachograph after F.C . Donders, 1864, 79 x 94 x 42 cm ,

U trecht University Museum , U trecht
Hanna Rose She ll, Locomotion in Water, 2005, 4-channe l

video installation, triptych (3 monitors) +  1 monitor,
c . 60 m in, courtesy the artist

Pablo Jensen, M aking E lectrons Public, 2005, 3 posters, each

120 x 80 cm , courtesy the artist

“Politics of Water” – Section curated by

Wiebe Bijker and Emilie Gomart: 

Designs for Nagele – A Laboratory Town, 1946–1964, 
Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam , Plan van uitg ifte N OP,
1:50.000, pencil on print, 42 x 45.5 cm , N AI Collection,
Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam

Plan Nage le , 1:10.000, June 1, 1949, crayon on print, 
61.5 x 93.5 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , 
Rotterdam

Early sketch for Nage le , chalk on print, 98 x 81 cm , N AI Collec-

tion, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam

Sketch for Nage le , gouache and ink on transparent paper,
49.5 x 75 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotter-

dam , Sketch for Nage le
Sketch of Nage le , paste l and ink on transparent paper, 48.5 x

75.5 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam

Design of Nage le , chalk on transparent paper, 49.5 x 72 cm ,
N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam , Charcoal
draw ing of Nage le , charcoal on transparent paper, 
87 x 99 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam

Nage le 1e phase 120 woningen zo geplaatst dat … , ink on

transparent paper, 82 x 49 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling

Archive , Rotterdam

Sketch for Nage le 1:2.000, watercolor and ink on print, 
82 x 62 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam

Nage le 1:2.000, dated September 6, 1948, gouache on print,
80.5 x 64 cm , N AI Collection, Kamerling Archive , Rotter-

dam

b2, gouache and crayon on print, 80.5 x 64.5 cm , N AI Collec-

tion, Kamerling Archive , Rotterdam
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Sketch of Nage le , chalk and pencil on transparent paper, 
59.5 x 44.5 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld Archive , Rotterdam

Quadrate plan of Nage le , ink, pencil and chalk on transparent
paper, 45 x 67 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld Archive , Rotter-

dam

Quadrate plan of Nage le , pencil and chalk on transparent
paper, 69 x 46 cm , N AI Collection, Rievtfe ld Archive ,
Rotterdam

Rectangular plan of Nage le , ink, pencil, chalk on transparent
paper, 57.5 x 32.5 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld Archive ,
Rotterdam

Adm inistative and residential building separated by water, 
in section (Rietve ld), gouache , watercolor, chalk, pencil 
on paper, 24 x 65 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld Archive ,
Rotterdam

Plan, alternative trapezium shape (Rietve ld), ink, pencil and

chalk on paper, 90.5 x 85.5 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld
Archive , Rotterdam

Schetsontwerp Nage le schaal 1:2.000, watercolor, ink and

pencil on paper, 82.5 x 99 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld
Archive , Rotterdam

Sketch Nage le 1:2.000, print, 79.5 x 62.5 cm , N AI Collection,
Rietve ld Archive , Rotterdam

Voorlopig plan Nage le , w ith the annotation “ in samenwerking

met de werkgroep van de 8 en opbouw ” , marker on paper, 
60 x 62.5 cm , N AI Collection, Rietve ld Archive , Rotterdam

Plan Nage le w ith chop “directie van de W ieringermeer,” dated

February 25, 1954, crayon on print, 59.5 x 63 cm , N AI 

Collection, Rietve ld Archive , Rotterdam

Plan Nage le w ith chop “ in samenwerking de 8 en opbouw,”
dated December 21, 1957, print, 61.5 x 63 cm , N AI Collec-

tion, Rietve ld Archive , Rotterdam

West 8, A ir A lexander – L13, 34 draw ings w ith architectual
studies (right from the Netherlands’ “green heart”), 
90 x 110 cm , courtesy West 8 – urban design & landscape

architecture b .v., Rotterdam

WL | De lft Hydraulics, F lood M anagement, 1-channe l video,
color, c . 15 m in, © WL | De lft Hydraulics

Edzo B inde ls, Enno Zuidema, Arjan Klok, Jan-David Hanrath,
Wad land , 1998, plan, w idth 250 cm , © Edzo B inde ls, Enno

Zuidema, Arjan Klok, Jan-David Hanrath
B lauwe Slinger, Stelling Amsterdam , Ijburg, documentation,

diverse materials, dimensions variable

7. The Parliaments of Nature

D idier Demorcy, Anne Frézard in collaboration w ith Vincianne

Despret and G ille Le Pape , The Enclosure (Wolves as Ind i-
viduals – A C inematic Research), 2005, interactive 1-chan-

ne l video installation, dimensions variable , courtesy D idier

Demorcy and GARP ASBL, production: ZKM

D idier Demorcy, Isabe lle Mauz, Studio Polo in collaboration

w ith Julien Grave lle and Vincianne Despret, When Wolfes
Settle: A Panorama, 2005, scale mode l, pedestal, interac-

tive installation w ith touch-screen, dimensions variable ,
courtesy D idier Demorcy and GARP ASBL, production:

ZKM

Vincianne Despret, D idier Demorcy, Non Sheepish Sheep –
Thelma Rowell, 2005, 3-channe l video installation, color,
sound , each 5 m in, courtesy the artists and GARP ASBL,
production: ZKM

O lafur E liasson, Fault Series, 2001, 32 c-prints, each 

60 x 40 cm , total 255 x 355 cm , private collection Zurich

Matthias Gomme l, Christe lle Gramag lia and Jean-Pierre Le

Bourhis, Riverphonics, 2005, multi-media installation, live

stream ing video/audio, 2-channe l video installation, 18

water tanks, water leve l-measuring device , dimensions

variable , courtesy the artists and LfU Landesanstalt für

Um we ltschutz, Karlsruhe , Laboratoire 

d’Ecophysiolog ie et Ecotoxicolog ie des Systèmes Aqua-

tiques, Arcachon, production: ZKM

Chris Herzfe ld , What is it like to be face-to-face w ith a Great
Ape?, Victoria, Anvers, 1996 (Royal Zoolog ical Society 

of Antwerp), Gino, Orlando, 2004 (D isney’s Animal King-

dom , F lorida), 2 b/w photographies, each 150 x 100 cm ,
courtesy Odile Jacob , © Chris Herzfe ld

A llan Sekula, The Lottery of the Sea, 2005, DVD copy of the

orig inal video, color, sound , 24 m in (entire film 180 m in),
cutting: Liz Hesik, direction and camera: A llan Sekula,
courtesy the artist, coproduction: ZKM

8. Follow the Paper Trails

Philippe Geslin, E llen Hertz, N icolas Yazg i in collaboration w ith
Patrick Burnier and Anna N icole Jones, Public International
Ind igenes, 2005, installation, filing cabinet, file folder, doc-

uments, dimensions variable , courtesy Remo Becci, Inter-

national Labour Organization, Grégoire Mayor, F iona

Rolian, Lee Swepston, production: ZKM

Harwood / Mongre l, Lungs: Slave Labour, 2005, sound installa-

tion using anonymous data from the Generallandesarchiv
Karlsruhe , Landesarchiv Baden-Württemberg , dimensions

variable , courtesy Graham Harwood and Generallan-

desarchiv Karlsruhe

Susan S. Silbey, The Common Place of Law: Turning M atters of
Concern into Signs and Expectations of Everyday Life , 2005,
1-channe l video projection, copies of newspaper cuttings,
photographies, traffic sign, dimensions variable , courtesy

the artist, production: ZKM

Der Salmen in O ffenburg, documentation, leaflets, documents,
newspaper article , courtesy Stadtarchiv O ffenburg

“Paper Theories” 2005 – Section curated by

Anke te Heesen:

Sandra Boeschenste in, Das Mögliche ist d ie Geschw ind igkeit
des W irklichen, 2002/03, workbook, 30 x 23.5 cm , cour-

tesy Galerie & Edition Marlene Fre i, Zurich

E lke B ippus, Note-book of an expedition to New York, 1994,
39 x 25 cm , courtesy E lke B ippus, Hamburg

Lorraine Daston, Exzerptkladde [note-book w ith excerpts],
1981, 24.3 x 31.6 cm , private collection

Sarah Pante leev, Note-book, 1999/2000, 31 x 45 cm , courtesy

Sarah Pante leev, Stuttgart
Enno Poppe, Draft- and Note-book, 1999-2003, 29.5 x 41.7 cm ,

courtesy Enno Poppe , Berlin
Hermann von He lmholtz, M echanische Wärmetheorie and

Anatom ie , n.d ., note-book, 17 x 23 cm , Berlin-Brandenbur-

g ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

Hermann von He lmholtz, M athematische Akustik I, notes and

calculations, 1875, note-book, 17.5 x 21 cm , Berlin-Bran-

denburg ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

Hermann von He lmholtz, Polarisation in barometrischen Zellen,

1883, note-book w ith notes and calculations, 17.5 x 21 cm ,
Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften,
archive

Eduard M eyer, Little note-book documenting the trave l to
A merica, 1909–1910, 16 x 19 cm , Berlin-Brandenbur-

g ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

Eduard M eyer, Arbeiten im British Museum , London May/June

1877, note-book, 66 x 20.5 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische

Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

Eduard M eyer, Itinerary “ M itte lgriechenland ,“ starting from

May 1884, 16.5 x 21 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische

Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

W ilhe lm Ostwald , D iary of W ilhe lm Ostwald , 1900-1909, 
21 x 36 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie der W is-

senschaften, archive

W ilhe lm Ostwald , Laboratory notes on the theory of colors,
1920, 32.5 x 32 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie
der W issenschaften, archive

W ilhe lm Ostwald , Laboratory notes on the theory of colors,
1920-1921, 25 x 35 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische

Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

F.W.J. Sche lling , Calendar, 1850, 23.5 x 38 cm , Berlin-Bran-

denburg ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften, archive

F.D .E . Schle iermacher, Pocket diary w ith daily recordings,
1827, 17.3 x 22 cm , Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie
der W issenschaften, archive

F.D .E . Schle iermacher, Note-book calendar, 1808, 18 x 19 cm ,
Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften,
archive

O tto Warburg , Scientific diary 1924-1945, 22.5 x 38 cm ,
Berlin-Brandenburg ische Akadem ie der W issenschaften,
archive

D ifferent individuals, Samm lungsbuch [M edical note-book]

1916-1922, note-book in which the biolog ics are listed ,
which have to be prepared (black ink) and which have

already been prepared (red ink), 18 x 24 cm , Berlin M edi-
zinhistorisches Museum der Charité

D ifferent individuals, XIX D iagnosen Buch Path. Inst. Bakt.
Abt., January 1918, note-book w ith records concerning

bacterial surgery in the Charité , 36 x 46 cm , Berlin M edizin-

historisches Museum der Charité
D ifferent individuals, X 1924 - II 1928, 1924-28, note-book of

patient records, 42 x 53 cm , Berlin M edizinhistorisches

Museum der Charité

9.The Market Place 
Is a Parliament, Too

Ecke Bonk, The New Germany Fund Inc., Universalia non realia
sed nom ina, 1990/2005, 2 plates of oak tree parquet over

beech tree plywood , polished and lum inously sealed (each

139 x 98.5 x 3 cm), 2 maps of Germany (each 142 x 10.2 

x 2 cm), 4 posters “ New Germany Fund Inc .” (D in A1, two

colored , pink paper), mode l 1:10, courtesy the artist, col-
lection D ietmar Werner, Graz

Franck Cochoy, Catherine Grandclément in collaboration 

w ith A lexis Bertrand , Gathering Devices for M arket
Choices: Product Packaging and Shopping Carts, 2005,
installation, shopping carts, products, modified products,
sound , dimensions variable , courtesy the artists, produc-

tion: ZKM

Harun Farocki, D ie Schöpfer der E inkaufswelten, 2001, video,
color, sound , 72 m in, courtesy the artist, director,
scriptwriter: Harun Farocki; assistant: Matthias Rajmann;

cinematographer: Ingo Kratisch, Rosa M ercedes; editor:

Max Re imann; sound: Ludger B lanke , Matthias Rajmann,
Leo van Rooki; researcher: Rob M iotke , Stefan Pethke ,
Matthias Rajman, Brett Simon; executive producer SWR:

Thomas Lorenz; production: Harun Farocki F ilm-

produktion, Berlin, in coproduktion w ith SWR, NDR and

W DR; in collaboration w ith arte; TV- producer: Gudrun

Hanke-E l Ghomri (SWR), Bernd M ichae l F incke (NDR),
Werner Dütsch (W DR)

Fabian Muniesa and Danie l Beunza, The Parliament of 
Finance , 2005, installation, 16 dig ital screenshots, each 

20.14 x 15.17 cm (framed), courtesy B loomberg ,
co-production: ZKM

Western Union Universal Stock Ticker (patented 1872), collec-

tion Fons Vanden Berghen, Halle , Be lg ien

Guillaume Paris, We are the Children (part 1 & 2), 2003/04,
video loop , color, no sound , monitor, edition 5, courtesy

Gallery Ne lson, Paris
Guillaume Paris, We are the World (US) – Cudd ly, 1998–2000,

video loop , color, sound , monitor, edition 1/5, courtesy

Gallery Ne lson, Paris
Richard Rogers, Issue Ticker, 2004/05, interactive installation,

F lash application, data in xm l, themes from websites of
Nongovernmental Organizations, design: Marieke van

D ijk, anderemedia.nl; programm ing: Kare l Brascamp , cre-

ative-industries.nl; data: govcom .org; production: Marc

Tuters, courtesy the artist
Geneviève Te il, Antoine Hennion in collaboration w ith Frédéric

Vergnaud , Tasting/Testing/Teasing, 2005, interactive instal-
lation, visualization:  Fe lix Kratzer, courtesy the artists, pro-

duction: ZKM

10. Parliaments, Too, 
Are Complex Technologies

Jean-Noe l Ferrié and Baudouin Dupret, Parliamentary Delib-
erations in the Arabic World , 2005, 9-channe l video instal-
lation, courtesy the artists, coproduction: ZKM

Cyrille Latour in collaboration w ith Thomas Caste lle , Getting
Together in C inema, 2005, cinematic collage , color, sound ,
27 m in, courtesy the artists, production: ZKM

M ichae l Lynch, Steve H ilgartner and Carin Berkow itz, Voting
M achinery, Counting, and Public Proofs in the 2000 US
Presidential E lection, 2005, installation, 1-channe l video,
computer animation, 3 prints (each 60 x 80 cm), courtesy

the artists, coproduction: ZKM

M iao X iaochun, Parliamentarians, 2002, color photograph, 
127 x 350 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

Ben Rubin, Dark Source, 2005, plexig lass plates, paper, 
stee l cables, m icrofiche data, m icrofiche readers, 
600 x 250 x 600 cm , courtesy the artist. Acknow ledg-

ments: Thanks are due to C indy Cohen, Sarah G ifford ,
Mark Hansen, Tom Keenan, Tom Levin, Luke Sm ith,
Peter Zuspan, Dan Wallach, and the E lectronic Frontier

Foundation, all of whom provided indispensable he lp
and guidance in the conception and realization of this
artwork.
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Ludger Schwarte , Hütten & Paläste and Fe lix Forthme ijer, 
”The Public of Parliaments, 2005, 5 different scale mode ls,
various materials
Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , Pnyx, 2005, 

plaster, wood , w ire , 120 x 100 cm , courtesy the artists
Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , Ekklesiasterion,

2005, plaster, 88 x 88 cm , courtesy the artists
Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , Curia w ith Rostra

on the Forum Romanum , 2005 , plaster, 
220.4 x 80 cm , courtesy the artists

Fe lix Forthme ijer w ith Ludger Schwarte , House of Com-
mons (London), 2005, plaster, 57.4 x 39.5 cm , courtesy

the artists
Hütten & Paläste (Nanni Grau, Frank Schönert) w ith Ludger

Schwarte , “ U topie” (Parlament der Ö ffentlichkeit),
2005, wood , cardboard , plastic , 
lacquer, 100 x 100 cm , courtesy the artists

Peter Sloterdijk, Instant Democracy: The Pneumatic Parliament,
2005, 3D visualization, mode l (0.8 m x 1.2 x 0.4 m), video

interview, folder, poster (c . 2 x 4 m), dimensions variable , 
Idea and pholisophical support: Peter Sloterdijk
Architecture and scenography: Gesa Mue ller von der Hae-

gen, D ierk Jordan / Interview w ith Peter Sloterdijk: Marc

Jongen / Architectonical support: C laudia Voge l / G irder:

Büro für Tragwerk Matthias Pfe ifer / Light and air condition-

ing technology: ip5 Martin Se lig / Technolog ical support:
foiltec GmbH Wolf Ingo Kle in / 3D visualizing:

H inrichs:Grafikdesign Harry H inrichs / Graphics design:

Stephanie Schne ider, Joe M iletzki / Web design: Danie l
Wessolek / Com ic: Susanna Jerger fufu frauenwahl / Video

recording and cutting: Christina Zartmann, ZKM / Assis-

tance: Tina Schnörringer / Mode l making: Hochschule für

Gestaltung Karlsruhe , M ichae l Truxa, A lex Riechert
Carey Young , I am a Revolutionary, 2001, 1-channe l video,

sound , 4:08 m in, on behalf of F ilm & Video Umbre lla w ith
John Hansard Gallery

Carey Young , Everything You’ve Heard is Wrong, 1999

1-channe l video, sound , 6:35 m in, on behalf of Photo-

graphers’ Gallery, London

Zhou X iaohu, Congress, 2002, clay sculpture and 1-channe l
video, color, 112 x 165 x 40 cm , Sigg Collection, Mauensee

11. The Obscure Objects of Politics

Andrew Barry, Lucy Kimbe ll, Pind ices: Demonstrating M atters
of Public Concern, 2005, installation, 12 plexig lass tubes

filled w ith pins, prints, leaflets, dimensions variable , 
courtesy the artists, coproduction: Arts and Humanities

Research Board , Centre for the Study of Invention and

Social Process, Goldsm iths College , London, The Ruskin
School of Draw ing and F ine Art, University of Oxford and

ZKM . Acknow ledgement: Lucy Kimbe ll’s research is sup-

ported by the Arts and Humanities Research Board’s

creative and perform ing arts fe llowships. Some of the 

early ideas in this project were funded by an award from

Arts Council Eng land’s New M edia Projects Fund through

F ilm and Video U mbre lla. http://w w w.pindices.org , 
Website concept and deve lopment: George Grinsted .

Carbon Defense League (Greg Baltus, Scott Bricker, Carl 
D iSalvo, Jeff Maki, Nathan Martin, Evan M erz, Hans

M eyer), M apHub: Heard and M apMover, 2005, interactive

installation, m ixed media (computer, software , servo

motor, map), 183 x 87 cm , courtesy the artists. A ll the

members of Carbon Defense League extend the ir deepest
gratitude to the Institute for Applied Autonomy for its con-

tinued support and collaboration in see ing through the

deve lopment of MapHub ., w w w.carbondefense .org

Multiplicity, Solid Sea – The Road M ap, 2003/05, video 

installation, 2-channe l video projection, 4 monitors, color,
sound , dimensions variable , courtesy the artists
BORDERDEVICE (S), a project by Multiplicity, Multiplicity: 

Stefano Boeri, Marco Gentile , Maki Gherzi, Matteo Ghi-
doni, Sandi H ilal, Isabe lla Inti, Anniina Koivu, A lessan-

dro Petti, Salvatore Porcaro, Cecilia Pirovano, Francesca

Recchia, Eduardo Staszowski, Kasia Teodorczuk. W ith
the contribution of: Berlage Institute Rotterdam (sec-

ond term studio 2003: Veronica Acros Lagos, Sannah

Be lzer, Noah Haim , Yuki Hashiba, Constanze H irt,
Kiwoong Ko, Jung-Jae Lee , Hui-Hsin Liao, O lga Skaba,
Monica Villate); Accadem ia di Architettura di M endrisio
– Corso di Cultura de l Territorio, 2002-2003,third year;

Domus Academy M ilano – Em ilio Genovesi, Federica

Pastonesi, C lass of Urban Management and C ity
Design (Ivana Katuric , Se lim Salah, Robby Surya);

IUAV Venezia Laboratorio di Progettazione Urbanistica,
2002-2003, third year. Produced w ith the contribution

of Kunst-Werke , Berlin .
Solid Sea – The Road M ap, a project by Multiplicity, M ilan,

2003, The fie ld work and video shooting have been

realized by Sandi H ilal, A lessandro Petti and Salvatore

Porcaro. Multiplicity: Stefano Boeri , Maddalena Bre-

gani, Maki Gherzi, Matteo Ghidoni, Sandi H ilal,
A lessandro Petti, Salvatore Porcaro, Anniina Koivu,
Francesca Recchia, Eduardo Staszowsky.

Peter Galison and Robb Moss, Secrecy D isplay, 2005, 
1-channe l video projection, color, sound , 23 m in, courtesy

the artists
M ichae l Light, photographies, pigment print on alum inum , 

different sizes, courtesy Frehrking W iesehöfer, Cologne

FRIGATE BIRD , 600 Kilotons, N evada 1957, from: 

100 Suns, 2003, photograph, 28 x 35.5 cm , 
edition 2/5

SM OKY, 44 Kilotons, Nevada 1957, from: 100 Suns, 2003,
photograph (#23, #24), diptych, 48.3 x 71 cm , 
edition 2/5

ZUCCHINI, 4 Kilotons, N evada 1955, from: 100 Suns, 2003,
photograph, 50.8 x 61 cm , edition 2/5

M ET, 1.2 Kilotons, Nevada 1951, from: 100 Suns, 2003,
photograph, 28 x 35.5 cm , edition 2/5

D OG , 21 Kilotons, Nevada 1951, from: 100 Suns, 2003,
photograph, 61 x 76.2 cm , edition 2/5

D AKOTA , 1.1 M egatons, B ikini A toll 1956, from: 100 Suns,
2003, photograph, 50.8 x 61 cm , edition 2/5

Lorenza Mondada in collaboration w ith Serge He iden,
BE(CO M)IN G COLLECTIVE . The Constitution of Aud ience as
an Interactional Process, 2005, video loop , 3 m in, courtesy

the artists, production: ZKM

Jean-Luc Moulène in collaboration w ith Laurent Pfister, Anne-

Geneviève Hakim and Frédérique André-Rafatjah, N O
F OTO , 2005, installation, photographies, text collages,
courtesy the artists, coproduction: ZKM

Warren Sack, Agonistics: A Language Game, 2004, web-based

project, interactive software , courtesy the artist. Acknow l-

edgement: Agonistics: A Language Game was awarded a

2004 Rhizome Net Art Comm ission, from Rhizome .org at
the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York C ity
w ith support from the National Endow ment for the Arts,
the Greenwall Foundation, the Jerome Foundation, the

Rhizome .org community and the Andy Warhol Foundation

for the Visual Arts.
Brian Springer, Spin, 1995, 1-channe l video, color, sound , c . 58

m in, ZKM_video collection

N ige l Thrift, Ash A m in, Doreen Massey and He len Baker,
Politics Beyond State Boundaries, 2005, 6 maps, each

60 x 80 cm , courtesy the artists

12. A New Eloquence

Bureau d’études, World Government: A Synoptic Outline,
2005, installation, 1-channe l video, map 300 x 500 cm ,
courtesy the artists, coproduction: ZKM

Futurefarmers (A my Franceschini, Josh On, Brian Won), 
Communiculture , 2005, m ixed-media installation, courtesy

the artists
Natalie Jerem ijenko, One Trees, 2005, m ixed-media installa-

tion, trees, seesaw, video, webcam , monitor, courtesy the

artist
Golan Levin, JJ , 2002, web-based project, based on Carnivore

C lient software , courtesy the artist
O tto Neurath, Isotype , c . 1935, 11 plates, machine manufac-

tured , chamois colored paper on playwood plate , 6 plates

each 63.5 x 84.5 cm , 3 plates each 126.5 x 63.5 cm , 1 plate
84.5 x 63.5 cm , Institut W iener Kre is, Vienna

Christian Nold , Crow d Compiler, 2005, m ixed-media installa-

tion, software , 2 photographies, courtesy the artist and

The Royal Photograph Collection

Richard Rogers, Noortje Marres and Govcom .org , Issue
Craw ler, 2004/05, slide projection, data of the Issue

Craw ler in xm l, mapping in svg , geographical material for

the maps: whois.net, news from: bbcnews.com , film: stills
w ith ScreenF lash, design: Marieke van D ijk and Auke

Touwslager, anderemedia.nl, programm ing: oneworld .net,
recognos.ro, aguide l.com , sonolog ic .nl, producer: 

Marc Tuters, coproduction: ZKM , © Richard Rogers, 
Govcom .org Foundation

Tom Fürstner, Narrative Device IV , 2005, interactive installa-

tion, dimensions variable , courtesy the artist
Unknown artist, Bust of C icero, plaster cast, 60 x 55 x 35 cm ,

Akadem isches Kunstmuseum , Antikensamm lung der Uni-
versität Bonn

13. New Politic Passions

M iche l Jaffrennou and Thierry Coduys in collaboration w ith
Tim B lechmann, Julien Breval, Thomas Grill and Cyrille
Henry, Demon Demos, The Phantom Public, 2005, inter-

active , virtual, variable scenography, based on the behav-

ior of the visitors of the exhibition, 382 dig ital objects: sen-

sors, RFID-stations, m icrophones, loudspeakers, spot
lights, screens, video projections, displays, dimensions

variable , deve lopment systems software: Seth Erickson,
technical support: Achim Göbe l, Manfred Hauffen, Makiko

Maruyama, D irk Hessakker, courtesy M iche l Jaffrennou,
Thierry Coduys and La kitchen, production: ZKM

Esther Polak, Ieva Auzina and RIXC – Riga Centre for New

M edia Culture , MILK – A Dutch-Lattvian Art Project,
Riga/A msterdam 2004, m ixed-media installation and web-

site dimensions variable , courtesy the artists,
http://w w w.m ilkproject.net/ The project was supported by:

Mondrian Foundation, ECF, D ig itale Pioniers, RIXC , Royal
Netherlands Embassy, ZKM , KKF, LNV, Nederlands M inis-

terie van landbouw, natuur en voedse lkwalite it, Kastee l
Groeneve ld , AgroVak, EU Programm “ Culture 2000” ,
Foundation Bee lddiktee , K.F. He ijn Foundation.

XPERIM ENT!, Research Center for Shared Incompetence fea-

tures What is a Body/Person? – A Topography of the Possi-
ble , 2005, installation, m ixed media, colored PVC foil, 
320 m2, courtesy the artists, coproduction: ZKM

Video program

Jean-Stéphane Bron, M ais in Bundeshuus/Le Génie
Helvétique , 2003, 35mm film tranferred on DVD , color,
sound , 90 m in, production: Robert Boner C ine Manufac-

ture; DVD production: Thierry Spicher M EDIA POLIS

D idier Demorcy in collaboration w ith Gérard Jadoul and

Isabe lle Stengers, If storks know … , 1998, 1-channe l
video, color, sound , 35:30 m in, courtesy M inistere de la
Rég ion Wallonne (Be lg ium) and Sism ik ASBL

Vincianne Despret, Isabe lle Stengers and D idier Demorcy,
Vallins Experiment 1966-99, 1999, 1-channe l video, color,
sound , 21 m in, courtesy D idier Demorcy, Vincianne

Despret, Isabe lle Stengers, GARP ASBL, Antwerp Open

and Roomade

Eric Lang jahr, M änner im Ring, 1990, 35mm film transferred

on DVD , color, sound , 76 m in, production: Lang jahr GmbH

Bruno Monsaingeon, G . Rod jestvensky: Profession chef
d’orchestre, 2003, video, color, sound , 55 m in, production:

Ideale Audience

O liver Ressler and Dario Azze llini, Venezuela von unten, 2004,
video, color, sound , 67 m in, © O liver Ressler and Dario
Azze llini

Terence Turner and M ichae l Beckham , Kayapó: Out of the For-
est, 1989, video, color, sound , 52 m in, © Granada M edia

Frederick W iseman, M issile , 1987, video, color, sound , 115

m in, production: Zipponah Films, courtesy Ideale Audi-
ence

Internet

http://makingthingspublic .zkm .de

Fair Assembly – a database project, conce ived by Steve D ietz
and deve loped in co-operation w ith the ZKM | Center for Art
and M edia and the GFT Technolog ies AG . „ Fair Assembly“
is a participatory platform to which anyone can subm it a web-

based project, which re lates to the thematics of the exhibtion,
and have it be part of M aking Things Public.

http://makingthingspublic .zkm .de/fairassembly/

Communiculture: Where do you stand?
w w w.communiculture .org

A my Franchescini
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Sorbonne and of the Science and Literature Reading Group at
the University of Cambridge.

Ash Amin is head of the Department of Geography at Durham
University, UK, where he is a professor. He is interested in map-
pings of the political that escape traditional territorial and state-
based understandings of power and its oppositions. Nigel
Thrift is head of the Division of Life and Environmental Sci-
ences at Oxford University. His main interests are cities, affective
politics, bio-technology, and the history of time. His latest books
include Knowing Capitalism (2004). Helen Baker is an artist
working in painting and video and is head of Fine Art at
Northumbria University, UK. She curated exhibitions, events
and publications at Waygood Gallery, UK. Doreen Massey,
professor of geography at the Open University, UK, co-founded
and has co-edited Soundings: a journal of politics and culture. Her
latest book is For Space (2005).

Andrew Barry teaches sociology at Goldsmiths College, Uni-
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D istributive Justice , w w w.distributive-justice .com

Andre ja Kuluncic , co-authors: Gabrije la Sabol, 
Ivo Martinovic , Neven Petrovic , Trudy Lane , De jan

Jankovic , Matija Puzar, Momo Kuzmanovic , Tom islav

Janovic
C5 Landscape Database API

w w w.c5corp .com/research/dem tool/index.shtm l
C5, involved artists: Brett Stalbaum , Joe l Slayton, 
Geri W ittig , Bruce Gardner, Jack Toolin, Matt Mays, 
A mul Goswamy, Steve Durie

One Free M inute
w w w.onefreem inute .net
Danie l Jolliffe

GeneralNews

w w w.generalnews.de

Danie la-A lina Plewe

Vachiam Eecha: Planting the Seeds : Yoeme Culture 

and Language

hem i.nyu.edu/cuaderno/yoeme/content.htm l
David Shorter

The D istrict of Le istavia is you

w w w.art-themagazine .com/hybridia
Ian C lothier

Demonstrate
demonstrate .berke ley.edu/

Ken Goldberg , involved artists: Dezhen Song ,
Andrew Dahl, Jeremy Schiff, Irene Chien, Jane McGonigal, 

Kris Paulsen, Tiffany Shlain, G il Gershoni, Jesse LeCavalier

Thinking Machine 4

w w w.turbulence .org/spotlight/thinking/

Martin Wattenberg , involved artist: Marek Walczak

agoraXchange: Make the Game; Change the World
agoraxchange .net
Natalie Bookchin and Jacque line Stevens

Sw ipe 

w w w. we-sw ipe .us

Preemptive M edia, involved artists: Beatriz da Costa, 
Jam ie Schulte and Brooke Singer

Debates & Credits: M edia Art in the Public Domain
w w w.debates.nl
Tatiana Goryucheva and Eric Kluitenberg ,
involved artists: Archeopteryx, Arno Coenen, M ACHINE ,
Leo van Munster, Arseni Sergeev, PARK 4D TV, Galina
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The International Database of Corporate Commands
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Involved artists: F lorian B iehler, Edw ina B lush, Paolo Cam-

pana, Corne lius Everding , Patrick Gruban, Andor Orand ,
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m tp .zkm .de/~ warren/recent
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Women: M emory of Repression in Argentina

argentina.engad .org

W ilfried Agricola de Cologne

Ceci n'est pas un nike
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Véronique Muller

Errata
p. 173 Jules Alexandre Grün is represented by VG-Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2005
p. 176 José Clemente Orozco is represented by VG-Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2005
p. 177 John Heartfield is represented by The Heartfield Community of Heirs / VG-Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2005
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Dario Gamboni is a professor of history of art at the Université
de Genève. His latest book is titled Potential Images: Ambiguity
and Indeterminacy in Modern Art (2002).

Delphine Gardey is a historian and sociologist, whose
research focuses on gender and labor history, gender and tech-
nology and gender and science. Her publications include L’en-
gendrement des choses. Des hommes, des femmes et des techniques
(2002).

Philippe Geslin is an anthropologist working at the Institut
national de la recherche agronomique (France), at the Institut
d’ethnologie at the Université de Neuchâtel (Switzerland) and at
the École des hautes etudes en sciences sociales (EHESS, France).
He works on technology transfers and technical assistance in
critical and transformative perspectives. Ellen Hertz is a pro-
fessor of anthropology at the Institut d’ethnologie at the Univer-
sité de Neuchâtel (Switzerland). Her work concerns the perfor-
mative properties of legal and economic models.

Emilie Gomart, trained in the sociology of sciences at the
École des Mines de Paris, researches the interactions between
architecture and politics both at the Office for Metropolitan
Architecture and at the University of Amsterdam.

Matthias Gommel was one of the founding members of the
artist group robotlab; since 2000 he has been artist-in-residence
at the ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe. His work
involves sound and video installations, interactive environments
and robotics. He is working as a visiting lecturer for exhibition
design at Hyperwerk FHBB (Basel, Switzerland).

Christelle Gramaglia is a PhD candidate at the Centre de
Sociologie de l’Innovation, Ecole des Mines de Paris. She
received her DEA in sociology at the Ecole des hautes études en
sciences sociales (EHESS), after earning her MA in social and
political thought at the University of Sussex, UK, and her
Diplôme at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques (Aix-en-Provence,
France). 

Emmanuel Grimaud is researcher at the Centre national de la
recherche scientifique (Nanterre, France) and has specialized in
visual anthropology. After working as an assistant director in the
Mumbai (formerly Bombay) film studios, he wrote Bollywood
Film Studio or How Films Are Made in Bombay (2004) and works
presently on different aspects of visual culture in India. 

Boris Groys was a research fellow at different scientific insti-
tutes in Leningrad before becoming a research fellow at the Insti-
tute of Structural und Applied Linguistics at the University of
Moscow. Since 1994 he has been a professor of philosophy and
history of art at the ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe.

Michael Hagner is a professor of Science Studies at the ETH
Zurich. His recent books include Geniale Gehirne. Zur
Geschichte der Elitegehirnforschung (2004) and Einstein on the
Beach. Der Physiker als Phänomen (ed., 2005).

Donna Haraway is professor in the History of Consciousness
Department, University of California, Santa Cruz. Haraway’s
books include The Companion Species Manifesto (2003), Mod-
est_Witness@Second_Millennium (1997), Simians, Cyborgs, and

Women (1991) and Primate Visions (1989). Soon to come: When
Species Meet and Notes of a Sports Writer’s Daughter.

Graham Harman teaches philosophy at the American Univer-
sity in Cairo, Egypt. He is the author of Tool-Being: Heidegger
and the Metaphysics of Objects (2002) and Guerrilla Metaphysics:
Phenomenology and the Carpentry of Things (2005).

Frank Hartmann, doctor of philosophy, is a lecturer on media
and communication theory at the University of Vienna. He is
also an author, science journalist and PR and media consultant.
Publications: Mediologie (2003), Bildersprache (2002), Medien-
philosophie (2000).

Amiria Henare, curator at Cambridge University’s Museum
of Archaeology and Anthropology, writes on artefact-based the-
ory. Her research interests include Maori weaving, indigenous
anthropology and the political theorization of cultural change.
She has co-edited Thinking through things: theorising artefacts in
ethnographic perspective.

Antoine Hennion, PhD, is director of research at the École
des Mines de Paris. He has written extensively on the sociology
of music, culture and innovation. He is now working on ama-
teurs, taste and the definition of new forms of attachments. His
recent publications include La grandeur de Bach (2000).
Geneviève Teil, researcher at the National Institute for
Agronomic Research in Paris, is involved in researches about
consumption, taste and preferences, especially in the food
domain. Her publications include Aimer le vin (2003) and “La
production du jugement esthétique sur les vins par la critique
vinicole”, Revue de Sociologie du Travail 43.1, 2001: 67-89.
Frédéric Vergnaud is a research engineer at the Centre
Sociologie de l’Innovation, École des Mines de Paris. He is work-
ing on graphic methods for displaying huge amounts of quali-
and quantitative heterogeneous data.

Anita Herle is senior curator of anthropology at Cambridge
University’s Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, where
she has initiated several innovative projects with members of
indigenous communities.

Chris S. Herzfeld, photographer, painter and philosopher,
works on primatology and the relationship between great apes
and humans at the Museé national d’histoire naturelle in Paris.

Jean-Philippe Heurtin is a professor of political science
at the Université de Nice Sophia Antipolis (France). His current
research relates to ordinary political criticism and activists’ socia-
bility. He is a member of the Groupe de sociologie politique et
morale (EHESS, Paris) and of the editorial board of the journal
Politix. Revue des sciences sociales du politique.

Sabine Himmelsbach is curator and exhibition director at
the ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe. Recent exhi-
bitions include Banquet; Metabolism and Communication;
fast forward; Media Art from the Goetz Collection and Cool-
hunters. Youthcultures between the Media and the Market.

Inge Hinterwaldner graduated from the Institute of His-
tory of Art at the University of Innsbruck in 2000. She is a mem-
ber of a graduate research-training programme at the Staatliche
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Hochschule für Gestaltung, Karlsruhe. She is working on her
PhD project, The Systemic Image. Simulated Representations of
Bodies in Art and Science.

Nikolaus Hirsch and Michel Müller are architects
based in Frankfurt with teaching positions at the Architectural
Association in London, the Institute for Theater Studies at the
University of Giessen (Germany) and the Staatliche Hochschule
für Gestaltung, Karlsruhe. Their work includes a new synagogue
in Dresden and the Bockenheimer Depot Theater in collabora-
tion with William Forsythe.

Teresa Hoskyns practices, writes and lectures in architecture.
She is one of the organizers of the first London Social Forum. She
graduated from the Royal College of Art in 1999 and is now
undertaking a PhD at the Bartlett School of Architecture, Univer-
sity College, London.

Michel Jaffrennou is a video and multi-media artist. Since
the 1980s he has been creating video and interactive multi-media
spectacles as well as virtual scenographies. There have been sev-
eral international exhibitions of his story-boards. He released a
DVD entitled La video in scene. Thierry Coduys has worked
as a musical assistant at the IRCAM in Paris and also as a free-
lancer for many years. In 1999 he created LA KITCHEN in order
to propose a new reactive space for creation and technology
development for composers and all kinds of artists. 

Pablo Jensen is a physicist working at the Centre national de
la recherche scientifique (CNRS) Lyon (France). He has written a
book on materials science, including a sociologic perspective
Entrer en matière (2001). He founded in 1997 the first “café scien-
tifique” to allow open discussion on science and society issues.

Paul Jobin studied Chinese and Japanese at the Université de
Paris and received his MBA from Keio University, Tokyo; in 2001
he finished his PhD at EHESS, Paris. He taught the sociology of
Japan at the Université Bordeaux 3 and has been teaching sociol-
ogy of Japan at the Université de Paris 7 since 2004.

Oleg Kharkhordin, associate professor of political theory at
the European University at St. Petersburg, received his PhD in
political science from the University of California, Berkeley. He
taught politics at Yale and Harvard as a visiting professor. He is
working on theories of res publica and political friendship.

Robert Koch currently holds the chair of applied linguistics at
RWTH Aachen in Germany. He is interested in contemporary
theory, the history and philosophy of science and in media and
communication studies.

Joseph Leo Koerner is an art history professor at the Cour-
tauld Institute of Art in London and author, most recently, of
The Reformation of the Image (2004). He was a co-curator of
Iconoclash at the ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe.

Werner Krauss, research fellow and lecturer, studied social
anthropology, folklore (Volkskunde) and social history at the
University of Hamburg. His main research topics include: envi-
ronmental conflicts, political ecology and anthropology of land-
scapes. He did fieldwork in Alentejo, Portugal (1991/92, 1998)
and in Northern Friesland, Germany (2001-2003).

Cordula Kropp is a social scientist in the Munich Group for
Social Research and Sustainable Development (MPS), Germany.
She holds a position as lecturer in environmental studies at the
University of Munich, where she was responsible for science
technology and risk studies at the chair of Ulrich Beck.

Denis Laborde is a musical anthropologist and researcher at
the Centre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), Paris. He
is a member of the Mission Historique Française en Allemagne in
Göttingen. His research interests include both improvisation in
relation to the cognitive perspective and “musicoclashes”. 

Pierre Lagrange is a sociologist of science associated with
the LAHIC (Laboratoire d’Anthropologie et d’Histoire de l’Insti-
tution de la Culture, CNRS). He is studying controversies on
UFOs and other anomalous phenomena. He also works with the
National Center for Space Research (CNES) and with the Depart-
ment of Cryptozoology at the Musée cantonal de zoologie in
Lausanne (Switzerland).

Anne-Sophie Lamine is a professor of sociology at the Uni-
versité Marc Bloch in Strasbourg, France. Her research interests
are in the field of religious plurality and relations between reli-
gions and state in Europe. She recently wrote a book entitled La
cohabitation des dieux. Pluralité religieuse et laïcité (2004).

Bruno Latour is a philosopher and anthropologist working at
the Centre de sociologie de l’innovation, École des Mines de
Paris. He has written many books on the linkages between sci-
ence and culture. He was one of the curators of Iconoclash at the
ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe.

Cyrille Latour is an editor (France 2, L’Annuel du cinema,
L’Avant-scène cinema, Télévision française, la saison) and presi-
dent of the association Les Fiches du cinema.

Jean-Pierre Le Bourhis holds a PhD in political science
from the Sorbonne University, Paris. He has written a book 
on the French environmental bureaucracy (L’environnement ou
l’administration des possibles, 1997) and articles on water poli-
cies, cartography and risk. He is working on the role of informa-
tion systems in policy making at the national and European level.

Dominique Linhardt researches at the Centre de sociologie
de l’innovation at the École des Mines de Paris. One of his main
interests is the study of situations – like an attack of terrorism –
where the political link collapses in order to make explicit the
drives of a political togetherness that is usually taken for granted.

Thomas Locher, artist, works in Berlin. After studies at the
Kunstakademie, Stuttgart (Germany), he was guest lecturer at
the Merzakademie, Stuttgart. Most recent solo exhibitions: Poli-
tics of Communication / Fragmente der Notstandsgesetzgebung /
Knoten und Linien / Knots and Lines/ Human Rights / The New
Subject: The Refugee at the Galerie der Stadt Stuttgart and Kunst-
sammlung Gera, Otto Dix Haus, 2003.

Michael Lynch, professor of science and technology studies
at Cornell University, has written on scientific practices and
imaging techniques in biology and astronomy. He is currently
studying the intertwining of law and science in controversies
about forensic DNA evidence. Stephen Hilgartner is an
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associate professor of science and technology studies at Cornell
University. His books include Science on Stage: Expert Advice as
Public Drama. Carin Berkowitz is a graduate student in the
Science and Technology Studies Department at Cornell Univer-
sity. Her interests include nineteenth-century biological sciences
and epistemology, and social studies of medicine. 

Noortje Marres is completing her dissertation, entitled No
Issue, No Public. Democratic deficits reconsidered under circum-
stances of the displacement of politics, at the University of Amster-
dam. She has also organized with Richard Rogers the workshops
series The Social Life of Issues and was one of the editors of Next
Five Minutes 4, Festival on Tactical Media, 2003.

Isabelle Mauz holds a PhD in environment sciences and is a
sociologist at Cemagref (Grenoble, France). She has two main
topics of research:  relations between man and nature and the
history of protected areas. Julien Gravelle received a mas-
ter’s degree in philosophy and nature management. 

Eden Medina took her bachelor’s degree in electrical engineer-
ing at Princeton University in 1997 and received her PhD in his-
tory and social studies of technology from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology in May 2005. She is now an assistant pro-
fessor at the School of Informatics, Indiana University. 

Ana Miljacki is a PhD candidate in history and theory of
architecture at Harvard University. Her dissertation focuses on
the expansion of functionalism and the emergence of an environ-
mental paradigm in the architectural and urban discourse in
Czechoslovakia during the 1960s. She teaches at Columbia Uni-
versity, New York.

Mara Mills is a graduate student in the Department of History
of Science (PhD) and Organismic and Evolutionary Biology
(MA) at Harvard. Her dissertation considers deafness and com-
munications technologies across the twentieth century.

Andrei Mogoutov is the co-founder of the consulting com-
pany AGUIDEL and the initiator and developer of the Réseau-Lu
project, a software system for the analysis of heterogeneous data.
Alberto Cambrosio is a professor of social studies of medi-
cine at McGill University (Montreal, Canada). His work focuses
on the sociology of biomedical practices and innovations.
Peter Keating, professor of history at the University of
Quebec in Montreal, specializes in the history of postwar bio-
medicine and, in particular, clinical cancer research.

Lorenza Mondada is a professor of linguistics at the Univer-
sité Lyon 2 and at the Laboratoire ICAR (CNRS). Her research
interests focus on ordinary and professional social practices ana-
lyzed through video and audio recordings in the perspective of
conversation analysis and ethnomethodology.

Guillaume Monsaingeon is a lecturer in philosophy in Mar-
seille and has worked for museums in Italy and France. Author of
several works on Vauban and the seventeenth century, he is cur-
rently preparing a book on Vauban’s correspondence. 

Chantal Mouffe is a professor of political theory at the Cen-
tre for the Study of Democracy, University of Westminster. She
wrote (with Ernesto Laclau) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy,

Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, The Return of the Political,
The Democratic Paradox and On the Political (1985).

Jean-Luc Moulène has been working as an artist in Paris
since 1972. Exhibitions: Jeu de Paume in Paris, 2005, Venice Bien-
nial, 2003, Sao Paulo Biennal, 2002 and documenta x in 
Kassel, 1997.

Multiplicity is an agency for territorial investigations based
in Milan, Italy. The agency realizes projects in diverse areas of the
world using multiple systems of analysis, surveying and repre-
sentation. Multiplicity is an ever-changing network recruited in
the actual geographical area of intervention.

Laura Naudeix is a specialist in the aesthetics and drama-
turgy of French classical opera (“tragédie en musique”). She also
lectures on French literature of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries and on the history of theatrical and lyrical performance
at the Université Catholique de l’Ouest, Angers, France.

Christian Nold is an artist, designer and activist based in
London. At the Royal College of Art he created the Bio Mapping
project, which has been presented in England, Italy, Finland,
Latvia and Holland. He is a lecturer at the University of Ply-
mouth, England.

Gísli Pálsson received his PhD at the University of Man-
chester in 1982 and is a professor of anthropology at the Univer-
sity of Iceland. He has written extensively on human-environ-
mental relations, the social implications of biotechnology,
property rights, fisheries and Arctic exploration.

Giuseppe Pavanello is a professor of the history of modern
art at the Università degli Studi di Trieste, Italy, and director of
the Istituto di Storia dell’arte of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini in
Venice, Italy.

Laurent Pfister, professor of legal history at the University
of Versailles, France, is specialist of droit d’auteur’s history. He
has also published some studies about French private law, partic-
ulary an Introduction historique au droit privé (2004). Anne-
Geneviève Hakim is a lecturer at the Montesquieu-Bordeaux
IV University, and a member of the CRUICI (Centre de recherche
universitaire en informatique et sur les créations immatérielles).

Valérie Pihet studied history at the Université Catholique
de Louvain (Belgium). She has been an assistant to Bruno Latour
since 2002 and was in charge of the coordination of the exhibi-
tion Making Things Public. Atmospheres of Democracy at the
ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe. 

Lisa Pon specializes in the art and visual culture of sixteenth-
century Italy. Her book Raphael, Dürer, and Marcantonio Rai-
mondi: Copying and the Italian Renaissance Print has recently
been published. She is currently visiting assistant professor at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and assistant professor of
art history at Southern Methodist University.

Jocelyne Porcher is a researcher at the Institut national de
la recherche agronomique (INRA). Her researches focus on the
relationship between humans and breeding-stock animals and
on the role of breeding stock in the work of humans. She has
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published  Bien-être animal et travail en élevage (2004). Thierry
Schweitzer is an agricultural innovator and farmer. He has
founded a new program of pig-breeding, which is respectful
toward the animals, in association with the Chambre de Con-
sommation d’Alsace (CCA) and the SPA (Société Protectrice des
Animaux) alsaciennes. 

Richard Powers is the author of eight novels, including Gain
(1998) and, most recently, The Time of our Singing (2003).

Alex Preda teaches sociological theory at the University 
of Edinburgh, Scotland. He is the author of several articles on the
historical sociology of financial markets and was co-editor 
of The Sociology of Financial Markets (2005). His ongoing
research projects focus on the evolution of computerized price-
recording technologies and the behavior of non-professional
investors.

Bernard Reber, journalist, is member of CREA and a
researcher at the Centre de Recherche, Sens, Éthique, Société
(CERSES), CNRS-Université Paris V, Institut de Recherche sur les
Sociétés Contemporaines (IRESCO). He is coordinator of a proj-
ect on scientific controversies at the École des Mines de Paris.

Jessica Riskin teaches in the History Department at Stan-
ford University, USA. She is writing a book on the mechanical
simulation of life and mind from the seventeenth through the
nineteenth century and editing a volume of essays on the history
and philosophy of artificial life.

Richard Rogers, PhD, is an assistant professor in new media
at the University of Amsterdam, and director of the Govcom.org
Foundation, maker of the Issue Crawler network location soft-
ware, and the Web Issue Index of Civil Society (infoid.org). His
most recent book is Information Politics on the Web (2004).

Richard Rorty is professor of comparative literature at Stan-
ford University, USA, and, among many other publications, the
author of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature; Contingency,
Irony and Solidarity and Philosophy and Social Hope (1980).

Margit Rosen has been working at the ZKM | Center for Art
and Media Karlsruhe and as a curator for the lothringer13/halle,
Munich. She taught at the Staatliche Hochschule für Gestaltung,
Karlsruhe, Germany. Her research focuses on the history of pho-
tography, contemporary arts and the relation of art and technol-
ogy, with a special interest in early computer based arts. 

Claude Rosental, permanent research fellow at the Centre
National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), France, carries out
research on the historical sociology of demonstration. He is the
author of La trame de l’évidence. Sociologie de la démonstration
en logique (2003).

Ben Rubin, visual artist and sound designer, is the director of
EAR Studio in New York, where his practice applies sound and
new media within visual art installations, architecture, live per-
formance and critical projects. He was appointed critic in graphic
design at the Yale University School of Art in 2004.

Warren Sack is a software designer/digital artist and media
theorist whose work explores theories and designs for online

public space and public discussion. His work has been exhibited
by the Whitney Museum, New York and the Walker Art Center,
Minneapolis, USA. He earned a BA from Yale University and a
PhD from the MIT Media Laboratory.

Simon Schaffer is a professor of history of science at the
Cambridge University. He previously contributed work to the
exhibitions N01SE: information and transformation (2000) and
Iconoclash (2002).

Henning Schmidgen, a research scholar at the Max Planck
Institute for the History of Science in Berlin, has published
numerous articles on the problem of time and materiality in the
history of the experimental life sciences. The edited volume
Lebendige Zeit: Wissenskulturen im Werden (2005) is among his
most recent publications. Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, direc-
tor of the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science, Berlin,
has published numerous articles on molecular biology and the
history of science. Among his books are: Iterationen (2005) and
Geschichte und Epistemologie (in press, 2005). 

Ludger Schwarteworks as a research fellow at the interdisci-
plinary research center Cultures of Performativity at the Freie
Universität Berlin. He taught philosophy at the Université Paris 8,
at the MSH Paris, at the EHESS Paris and at Columbia University,
New York. He is working on a philosophy of architecture.

Susan Silbey is a professor of sociology and anthropology
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. She is the author of
The Common Place of Law: Stories from Everyday Life (1998)
and of numerous articles on the sociology of law. She and Ayn
Cavicchi (MIT Anthropology Department) are at work on a
study of the legal regulation of scientific laboratories, Governing
Green Laboratories: Trust and Surveillance in the Cultures of Sci-
ence.

Hanna Rose Shell is a filmmaker, historian of science and
experimental curator based in Cambridge, Massachusetts. She is
the author, most recently, of Casting Life: Bernard Palissy’s Occu-
pation Between Maker and Nature (2005). She is currently direct-
ing and producing a documentary film entitled SecondHand:
Lives and Afterlives of the Social Fabric.

Peter Sloterdijk is professor of philosophy and theory of
media at the Akademie der Bildenden Künste in Vienna and at
the Staatliche Hochschule für Gestaltung, Karlsruhe, Germany,
where he was elected dean in 2001. In 1983, his work The Cri-
tique of Cynical Reason became the best-selling book of German
philosophy in the twentieth century. Between 1998 and 2004 he
has been working on his second main work, the Spheres trilogy . 

Isabelle Stengers teaches philosophy at the Université
Libre de Bruxelles, Belgium. Her field of interest concerns both
the constructive adventure of modern sciences and the problems
born of its association with claims to rational authority. She has
written numerous books, among which, is The Invention of
Modern Science (2000). 

Angelika Stepken is a freelance author and curator in
Berlin. Since 1998 she has been head of the Badischer Kunst-
verein (Baden Art Association) in Karlsruhe, Germany.
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Anke te Heesen, a research scholar at the Max Planck Insti-
tute for the History of Science in Berlin, curated several exhibi-
tions and is currently working on a study of the notation system
of scientists. She is the author of The World in a Box. The Story of
an Eighteenth-Century Picture Encyclopedia (2002).

Pauline Terreehorst is a freelance writer on film, video
and the arts after a career of twenty years as fashion editor and
columnist on the Dutch newspaper De Volkskrant. She is cur-
rently the director of the Amsterdam Fashion Institute (Univer-
sity of Professional Education of Amsterdam). Gerard de
Vries holds a chair as professor of philosophy of science at the
University of Amsterdam. He has published widely in science
and technology studies.

John Tresch is currently a Mellon fellow at the University of
Chicago’s Institute for the Humanities. He is working on a book
entitled Mechanical Romanticism: Rebuilding the Cosmos in the
French Industrial Revolution.

Peter Weibel studied medicine, literature, film, philosophy
and mathematics [modal logics] in Vienna and Paris. Besides his
activities as artist and curator, his publications about art and
media theory earned him international renown. From 1993 to
1999 he was curator at the Neue Galerie Graz and commissioned
the Austrian pavilions at the Venice Biennal. Peter Weibel has
been chairman and CEO of the ZKM | Center for Art and Media
Karlsruhe since 1999.

Katrin Werner was a scientific assistant at the exhibition
department of the ZKM | Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe.
She is programme assistant and public relations manager for

Radio_Copernicus, a german-polish artist radio at the Univer-
sität der Künste Berlin. 

XPERIMENT! is a transdisciplinary research group based in
Vienna. The members of the working party contribute (in)com-
petencies and skills in fine arts (painting, installations), filmmak-
ing, sociology, medicine, science and technology studies.The
members want to experiment with scientific ideas at the messy
intersection of the sciences, health care, politics, publics and the
arts.

Bojidar Yanev is an adjunct professor at Columbia Univer-
sity, New York, and director of inspection and management for
the Department of Transportation’s (DOT) Division of Bridges.

Albena Yaneva has completed her doctoral thesis in sociol-
ogy at the Centre de sociologie de l’innovation, École des Mines,
Paris. She has worked at the Max Planck Institute for the History
of Science in Berlin and the Department of the History of Science
at Harvard University. She is currently the director of the Gallery
of Research  at the Austrian Academy of Sciences, Vienna.

Nicolas Yazgi, anthropologist and exhibition curator,
teaches at the Institute d’ethnologie at the Université de Neuchâ-
tel (Switzerland), and freelances for different museums.

Angela Zito teaches anthropology, history and the religions
of China at New York University, where she co-directs the Cen-
ter for Religion and Media. She now works on the upsurge of
religious practice in present-day China and its relation to money
and wealth there.
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Abbé de Vilecourt 897
Abbé Fauchet 793
Abbé Sieyès (Emmanuel

Joseph Sieyès) 30, 765f,
770f

absolutism 177, 460, 844, 1015,
1018, 1020

abstract painting 1019, 1030
abstract sculpture 1030f
Abu-Ghraib prison 970-975
Académie Royale 

d’Architecture 756
Accademia del Cimento

304, 463
Achuar Indians 54
Acland, Captain William A.D.

48-53
action art 1019, 1030
action painting 1030
actionism 971, 1021
activist(s) 306, 311, 451, 569,

594, 872, 911-923, 925,
1001f

Actor-Network Theory
(ANT) 293, 677

Aczel, Richard 204f
Adolfsson, Petra 396f
Adorno, Theodor W. 358
Aeschylus 863, 1009
aesthetics 276, 492, 588, 678f,

707, 726, 728f, 731, 733,
913, 970f, 973f, 982, 1008,
1012f, 1018ff, 1029

Afghanistan 917, 979, 980
Africa 48, 183, 214-216, 318,

360, 362, 398, 454, 457,
492, 507, 567, 598, 601,
778f, 799, 800, 803, 816,
844, 837, 945

agonistics 35, 55, 191, 798-803,
805ff, 915, 962, 965

agora 23, 31, 57, 402, 563, 726,
786, 896, 912, 919, 947-952

AIDS 209, 214-216, 342, 385
Aït-Touati, Frédérique 734
Akrich, Madeleine 754
Al Qaeda, Al-Khaida 63, 193
Albright, Madeline 180
alchemy 332, 600, 947
Alexandria 116, 946
Algeria 448, 451
algorithm 324, 898

Ali, Muhammed aka Cassius,
Clay 184

allegory 100, 101, 108, 162,
168, 173, 184, 185, 186,
195, 492, 962

Allende, Salvador 678, 708f,
709, 710, 713f, 718f

Allied Powers 568
Alpers, Svetlana 731
Alpine, Frank 213
Alps 370, 373, 486, 688
altar 83ff, 301, 407, 409, 411,

413, 415, 417, 418, 419,
421, 424, 426, 427,
428-433, 449

Amazon, Amazonia 46, 54,
252, 357

America 138, 355, 449, 507,
569, 616f, 715, 749, 823,
937, 978

American Church, Paris
(France) 449, 453

American Civil War 192f
Amin, Ash 810
Amman, Jost 436
Amman, Othmar 549f
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Manhattan Bridge 549
Manhattan, NY (USA) 

548, 591
Manin, Daniele 172, 173
Manin, Lodovico 116
Maori 46, 64, 66, 67, 68f, 

69, 132
Mapuches 566
Marcellus theater, Rome

(Italy) 760
Markovic, Goran 237
Marey, Etienne-Jules 326ff, 331
Maris, August Godfried 518
market, free 748, 798, 801,

914, 999
Marketou, Jenny 1032, 1032,

1033
Marres, Noortje 14, 26, 34, 38,

208, 727, 922, 928f, 934
Marshall Plan 519
Marshall, John 615, 617
Marsyas and Apollo 689,

690, 691f
Martian 92f, 96, 571
Marx, Karl 126, 234, 356, 714,

748, 1013, 1015, 1031
Marxism 243
Marxism-Leninism 841
Marxist transformation 734
Masaryk, Jan 186
Masaryk, Tomás Garrigue 186
Mashpees 566
mass media 184, 241, 243 ,747,

813, 939, 970, 974f
Massabuau, Jean-Charles 480f
Massey, Doreen 810
Masson, Diego 232
Massumi, Brian 293
Master of the Coronation

Book of Charles V 113, 115
mathematics 26, 121, 125,

200, 304, 306, 332, 346,
430f, 466, 600, 639,
822, 999

Mathesius, Johann 417
Mauga Lei 48f, 50
Mauga Manuma 48, 51
Mauss, Marcel 132, 972

Mauz, Isabelle 34, 370, 377f
May Day parade 236, 241
May, Simon 925
Mbeki, Thabo 216
McLuhan, Marshall 706
McPhail, Clark 850, 852
Meares Island (USA) 139f
mechanical arts 

see → artes mechanicae
media art 913, 1015, 1025,

1031, 1034f
media technologies 1015
Medici, Catherine de’ 443
Medici, Ferdinand de’ 303
Medici, Leopold de’ 303
medieval 108, 148, 185, 199,

250, 252, 257, 260, 266f,
281f, 290, 419, 429, 432,
466, 544

Medina, Eden 37, 708
Mediterranean 326, 330,

483, 844
Melanchthon, Philipp 419, 423
Melanesia 52, 68, 252
Melville, Herman 996, 1004
Menand, Louis 294
Mendeleyev, Dimitry 128
Menenius 160, 206f
Menkes, Suzy 664
Mercator, Gerardus 27, 37
merger 628-631, 630f, 633
Merholz, Peter 916
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 292
Mersenne, Marin 201f
Messerschmidt, Daniel 

Gottlob 587
Messiaen, Olivier 228
metaphysics 85, 126, 270f, 

689, 707
Mexico 176, 504, 913
Midas 689, 691
Middle Ages 113, 187, 253, 266,

273, 404, 417, 434, 512,
516, 634, 1018f

Middle East 844
Mike Mike 183, 183
Miles, Lyn 391, 393
Miljacki, Ana 30, 234, 239
Milky Way 497f
Mills, Mara 292
Milosevic, Slobodan 237, 242
Minamata ( Japan) 

310, 942, 988, 989f,
1000-1003, 1002

Ming dynasty 71, 83, 85, 291
Miyazaki, Hayao 58
Mocky, Jean-Pierre 896
modern art 163, 185, 504,

633, 971, 974f, 1019,
1021, 1031

modernism 234, 678f, 949,
1019ff, 1030,
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modernity 57, 68, 88f, 143, 145,
234, 281, 291f, 321, 486,
627, 708, 717, 719, 970ff,
975, 1018-1021, 1034

— Modernity, First 88, 489
— Modernity, Second 

486, 491
Mogoutov, Andrei 342, 344f
Mohammed 844
Mol, Annemarie 209
Mole, Arthur S. 177f
molecular biology 253
molecular genetics 254,

481, 614
Molinos, Jacques 760, 761,

762
monarchy 74, 113, 165, 168,

173, 201, 280, 954
Mondada, Lorenza 841,

876, 883
Monge, Gaspard 23
Mongrel 960, 960f
Mono-ha 59, 60
Monsaingeon, Guillaume 

540, 544
Montesqieu, Charles de 1013
Montreal World’s Fair, 1967

(Expo 67) 910
Moore, Michael 879
Morris, Robert 1031
Mosca, Gaetano 313
Moscow (Russia) 126-131, 235,

240, 281, 285, 286, 913
Moses 29f, 421
Moses, Robert 549f, 553
Moss, Robb 332, 333, 600, 601
Mother Teresa 782
Mouffe, Chantal 30, 798-801,

804, 915, 966, 969
Mount Rushmore National

Memorial (USA) 
178ff, 178, 186

Moxon, Joseph 199ff
Mühlberg defeat 419
Mulhall, Michael George 706
Müller, Christoph 432
Müller, Johannes 323
Müller, Michel 536, 537,

711, 720
Müller-Armack, Alfred 1025
multiculturalism 35, 256
Multiplicity 900, 901ff, 905
multiplying glass 

165, 196f, 199f
Mumford, Lewis 751
Mundugumor tribe 566
Mune, Matsumoto 992
Munich (Germany) 175, 260,

323, 458, 486, 488f, 489,
491, 491, 699

Muniesa, Fabian 34, 628, 632
Muniz, Vik 189ff, 190, 195

Murad IV 198, 201
Murner, Thomas 423
Muscovy 281, 285-289
Museo Correr, Venice (Italy)

113, 116, 118
Muslims 201, 448-451
Musqueam 139, 140
Mussorgski, Modest 887
Muybridge, Eadweard 327
myth, mythology 

88, 117, 121, 160, 171,
176, 195, 234, 239, 498,
516, 614, 680, 694, 731,
892, 946, 948, 989, 1009,
1018, 1029, 1031, 1035

Nabucco 892
Nadal, Jeronimo 123
Nadar 388
Nakaoka, Tetsuro 62f
Nantes (France) 317
Naples (Italy) 326ff, 330, 667
Narcissus 694
Narmada Valley (India) 928f,

930, 931, 933
NASA (National Aeronautics

and Space Administration)
20, 22, 24, 550

nation state 810, 813, 981
National Commission on 

Public Debate 314f
national security 591, 593-597,

599ff
national socialism 1009, 1029
National Air and Space

Museum, Washington
D.C. (USA) 307

nationalization 710
NATO (North Atlantic Treaty

Organisation) 243, 598
natural sciences 268, 324f, 722,

724, 1000
naturalism 1030
Naudeix, Laura 886
nave (arch.) 413, 415, 417,

429, 431f
Nazi, Nazism 180, 593, 735,

890f, 896, 973, 1001
— denazification 269
Needham, Joseph 290, 999
Negri, Antonio 294, 801
Negt, Oskar 1025
Nehru 779, 781
neo-avantgarde 1031
neo-pagan witches 1001
neophyte 488
Nero 162
nervous system 713
neural network 614
Neurath, Otto 23, 37, 678,

698f, 700, 702, 704-707
New Board 622

New Deal 750
New Delhi (India) 782
New Hampshire (USA) 615
New Labour 801
New Left 728, 801, 803
new media 220, 355, 706, 898
New Right 801, 803
New Testament 125, 445
New York City (USA) 

192f, 392, 449, 492, 548,
550, 552, 553, 558, 622,
1032, 1032f

New York City Department 
of Transportation 
625, 634, 664f, 669,
832, 979

New York Stock Exchange
(NYSE) 622, 634

New Zealand 64ff, 69, 571
Newman, Barnett 1020
Newton, Helmut 667
Newton, Sir Isaac 304, 306,

334, 358, 683, 999
NGO (Non Governmental

Organization) 923f, 931
Nicéron, Jean-François 16, 41,

160, 165, 170, 181, 186,
197f, 199-202

Nietzsche, Friedrich 
433, 861, 863, 938, 950,
969, 971

Nietzsche, Karl Ludwig 433
Nifont, Archbishop of 

Novgorod 283
nihilism 234, 271, 971
Nixon, Richard 710
Nobel Prize 336
nobility 667, 692, 755, 871
noema 61
noesis 61
Nold, Christian 846
Nomist age 1008
nomos 946, 1008f, 1037
Nomothet 231
Noriaki, Tsuchimoto 

991, 992, 993
Norinaga Moto’ori 60
Norse 250, 254
North Africa 844
North America 138, 250,

560, 569
North Sea 398f, 401, 518
Novalis 1018
Novgorod 281-286, 287, 288
nucleus 334f, 591
Nuremberg (Germany) 

120ff, 430, 436, 890f, 893
Nuu-chah-nulth tribe 139, 139

O’Connor, Feargus 846, 848
O’Leary, Hazel 594
obelisk 396f, 397

objecthood 270
objectification 64, 66, 68, 293
objectivism, objectivity 

19, 22, 293, 653f, 678,
698, 704, 747, 766,
805, 815f

objectivization 754
October Revolution 126ff,

234f, 894
Odyssey 94, 352, 862, 894, 896
Offenbach, Jacques 864
Office of Metropolitan Archi-

tecture (OMA) 530, 534
Ogden, Charles K. 707
Ohana, Maurice 231
Ohio (USA) 177, 385, 824f, 833
oikos 997f, 1003
oil 19, 88, 474, 492, 558, 710,

860, 924f, 937
Old Testament 404, 421
oligarchy 113, 115
Olympic Games 43, 862
ontology 163, 348, 695, 777
Oosterschelde (The Nether-

lands) 512, 514, 517-523,
524, 525ff, 528, 529

Op Art 1031
Open Board 622f
Opsroom (Operations Room)

708, 709, 710f, 714f, 716,
718ff, 719ff

opinion poll 317, 912
opom Ifá 457
Oppenheim, Meret 1030
Oppenheimer, Robert 306
optical artistry 196
Order of Preachers 444f
Orestes 1009
Orozco, José Clemente 174,

176, 190
Ortega y Gasset, José 240,

1035
orthodoxy 433, 449, 451
Orwell, George 715
Osiander, Andreas 419
Ostwald, Wilhelm 585
Oumma 35, 37
Oxoguiã 454
Ozouf, Mona 764, 767

Packard, David 631
Paestum (Italy) 786, 787
Palais Bourbon, Paris (France)

754, 764, 836, 839
Palais des Tuileries, Paris

(France) 762
Palais National (France) 28,

754, 760, 762
Palais-Royal, Paris (France) 793
palaver system 33, 48, 1001
Palazzo dei Dieci Savi, Venice

(Italy) 133

Palazzo Ducale, Venice (Italy)
113, 119

Palazzo Madama, Rome (Italy)
118

Palazzo Pitti, Florence (Italy)
303f, 461, 464f, 465ff, 467,
469, 469, 471

Palazzo Pubblico, Siena (Italy)
17, 100f, 104, 106-109

Palestine 900, 974
Pálsson, Gísli 23, 250, 253f
Pan see → great Pan
Panofsky, Erwin 697
pantheon 126-129, 131f,

172, 454
Papazzoni 468
paper technology 582-599,

622-627, 638-641, 836-843
papist Church

405, 409, 411, 413
Papua New Guinea 35, 47, 53,

86-89
Parc de la Villette, Paris

(France) 801ff
Pardies, Ignace 125
Paris, France 62, 130, 141,

200f, 232, 298, 317,
326, 444, 448f, 463, 543,
545, 602, 662, 664, 666f,
694, 740, 752, 756, 801f,
809, 836, 896, 1020

Paris, Guillaume 661
Paris Universal Exposition,

1900 694
Pâris, Pierre-Adrein 755f, 756,

760, 760, 790
Park, Nick 386
Parker, George F. 148
parliament
— parliament, inflatable 

18, 34
— parliament of finance 628,

632, 633
— Parliament of Man 274f
— parliament, pneumatic 

17, 19, 950-953, 952-955
— parliament, world 803, 811
parliamentary architecture

786, 788f
— parliamentary life 34, 836,

841, 844
— parliamentary procedures

754-769, 772-777,
786-794, 798-803, 810-813,
814-833, 836-845

Parnassus 686, 687, 688f, 691ff
participation 54, 135, 148, 163,

191, 235, 314, 317, 446, 448,
451f, 568, 576, 713, 717,
726, 728, 786, 790f, 793f,
801, 803, 811f, 877, 923f,
948, 1000, 1002

party see → political party
Pasha, Viceroy Ismail 844
Pasolini, Pier Paolo 971
Paul, Bruno 175
Paul, Frank R. 92f, 93
Pavanello, Giuseppe 16, 108
Pavlov, Ivan 130
Pax Romana 384
Peace Corps 386
Peirce, Charles Sanders 293
Perelman, Chaim 860
Performance 950, 958,

1021, 1031
performative turn 1034
Period of Preparation 85
Perissin, Jean 442, 443
Perkins Institute for the Blind,

Boston (USA) 292
Permanent Mandates 

Commission 568
perspectivism 322, 413
Peter the Venerable, abbot of

Cluny 417
petition(s) 380, 791, 846,

848, 950
Pfeiffer, Paul 183, 184
Pfister, Laurent 602
Phantom Public 37ff, 41,

208, 211f, 218, 219, 220,
220, 223, 308, 1025, 1
027, 1029

Pharisee 399
phenomenology 268f, 292,

695, 859f, 973
Phidias 280
Philidor, François 334
Phillip of Burgundy 162
philosophy
— philosophy, 

anti-substantialist 274
— philosophy, Greek 273,

863, 946, 969
— philosophy, history of 370
— philosophy, natural 470,

681f, 722, 724, 742
— philosophy, 

object-oriented 269f
— philosophy of language

270
— philosophy of objects 268
— philosophy of things 

268-271
— philosophy, political 

→ see political philosophy
— philosophy, social 57, 698
Philostratus 694
Phryne 694-697, 695
physics 26, 31, 291, 324,

341, 352f, 576, 593, 597,
600, 651, 722, 724, 736,
858, 999f

piano nobile 421, 426

Piccolomini, Aeneas Silvius
423

Pihet, Valérie 504
Pinochet, Augusto 710, 719
Piraeus (Greece) 280
Pitti Palace, Florence (Italy) 

see → Palazzo Pitti
Pittsburgh (USA) 210, 964f
Place du Trocadéro, Paris

(France) 448
plague 286, 617, 736
Plantin, Christoph 123
platform 83, 88, 220, 262,

710, 755f, 779, 786,
910f, 916f, 951, 964

Plato 102, 121, 270, 275, 314,
318, 423, 696, 862, 864,
871, 946-949

Platz der Grundrechte, 
Karlsruhe (Germany) 
574f, 575, 577, 580

Plautus, Titus Maccius 870
Pliny the Elder 681f, 697
pluralism 804, 806, 966
Pnyx, Athens (Greece)

786, 787
Point, Susan 139f
Poissy colloquium 

435, 442f, 442
Polak, Esther 494, 496, 496,

498, 499
Polanyi, Karl 358f
policy 
— policy, anylyst 822
— policy, energy 931, 933
— policy, foreign 72, 211, 719
— policy-making 731, 922f
— policy of sciences and 

technology 318
— policy pressure groups 923
— policy, public 923
polis 355, 853, 859, 861, 863f,

938, 945-951
political
— political act / action /

activity 139, 306, 628, 788,
791, 793, 872f, 920

— political anthropology, on
48-53, 54-57, 64-69, 90-97,
132-141, 142-155, 398-401,
454-457

— political anthropology, on
Chinese 70-85, 290f

— political anthropology, 
on Icelandic 250-257

— political anthropology, on
Indian  772-785

— political anthropology,on
Japanese 58-63, 988-993

— political anthropology, 
on Middle-East 844f

— political anthropology, on

New Guinean 86-89
— political assemblies 

48-53, 54-57, 289-307,
308-313, 320-325,
342-345, 358f, 396f, 
404-433, 444-447,
460-471, 530-535, 548-553,
614-619, 622-627, 628-633,
638-641, 642-645, 647-659,
662-669, 670-677,
708-721, 836-843, 886-893,
906-909, 982-993

— political choice 367, 872
— political control 181,

466, 496
— political ecology 994, 998,

1000ff
— political economy 137,

141, 243, 299, 612, 698,
699

— political elaboration 777
— political expression 813
— political identities 804
— political institution 804
— political issue 491, 520,

525, 872, 996
— political life 54, 89, 142,

777, 811, 837f, 843f, 944
— political party 54, 448, 489,

775, 780, 782, 801, 803,
872, 911, 918, 936

— political philosophy 
15ff 15ff, 37f, 57, 108-119,
208-217, 274f, 280,
569, 646, 664, 749, 789,
794, 798-803, 929,
994-1003

— political public 235, 567,
793f, 803, 806

— political rhetoricians 29,
966

— political role-playing 315
— political, science 14, 16,

358
— political shift 994
— political speech 878
— political sphere 23, 26, 29,

34, 789
— political sublime 973ff 
politics
politics, composition of 

162-202
— politics, counter- 810
— politics, finance 633
— politics, geography of

460-471
— politics, iconography of

108-119, 132-141, 142-155,
162-195, 196-202, 280-289,
642-645, 846-853, 872f

— politics, medialization of
1024
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— politics, metaphor of 
126-131, 206f, 360-368,
380ff, 388-395

— politics of things 677,
679, 814

— politics of transcript 883
— politics, power 966
— politics, water 474-491,

512-529, 733
polity 85, 202, 301, 307,

810, 814
Pollock, Jackson 1020
pollution 14, 484, 828, 989
— pollution, air 310
— pollution, chemical 

310, 988
— pollution, noise 310
— pollution, water 474, 476,

478f, 481, 988
Polyclitus 1008, 1009, 1012,

1029, 1035
Pon, Lisa 31, 686, 688
Pop Art 1021
Pope Clemence XIII 1013
Pope John Paul II 450
Pope Julius II 121, 693
Pope Urban VIII 201
Popular Unity 708ff, 713, 715,

719
Porcher, Jocelyne 380
Portal, Michel 233
Porto Alegre (Brazil) 801
Portrait of a Lady with a 

Unicorn  899
Portrait of Doge 

Marin Faliero 113
Posadnik 283f
post-modern age/ 

Post-Modernity 1013, 1034
potlatch 132, 134f, 141,

972, 974
Powell, Collin 18f, 21, 24,

858, 860
Powers, Richard 614
Poyet, Bernard 762
pragmatism 38, 156f, 208-217,

292-295, 308-314, 677, 706
Prague (Czech Republic) 163,

240, 462
Praxiteles 696f
Preda, Alex 34, 622
predation 362f
Preminger, Otto 896
primatology 361, 363
primitivism 1030
private space / sphere 404,

448, 602f, 913
Prodicus 862
Propylaea 280
Protagoras 864, 1008
protectorate 162
protest, global 140, 217,

238, 242f, 362f, 373, 380,
399, 401, 600, 782, 784,
800, 810f, 821, 850, 853,
922, 924, 928, 931, 933,
988, 991

Protestant architecture 429
Protestant Federation of

France 448f, 452
Protestantism 404, 408, 419,

431, 433, 451, see also
→ Luther, Lutherism

Protestants 404, 408f, 410,
412, 415, 435, 442,
448f, 451

psychology 125, 292, 294, 341,
386, 393, 681, 950, 1002

Ptolemy 120, 122, 125
public
— public action 876
— public affair 214f
— public assembly 154f,

281ff, 404, 786, 896
— public debate 66, 209f,

289, 314f, 484, 490, 548,
790, 834, 922, 933

— public discussion 
forum 969

— public domain 
127, 574f, 798, 850,
913, 948

— public evaluation 314
— public experiment

298f, 304
— public forum 786, 916
— public image 548, 686, 693
— public interest 296, 758,

771, 833
— public opinion 163, 212,

214, 651, 707, 749, 770
— Public Opinion 208-211
— public proof 19, 823ff
— public ritual 88, 777
— public space 15, 31, 34, 227,

319, 415, 427, 435, 558, 560,
563, 748, 789, 791, 794,
799, 804, 806, 836, 913,
924, 948

— public speech 876, 878,
883, 913

— public sphere 30, 294, 304,
312, 404, 448, 452, 470,
492, 589, 599, 639, 744,
747, 806, 812, 859,
952, 1025f

— public thing 281, 746, 750f
— public trust 306f, 828, 833
— public, visualization of

218-223
Pudovkin, Vsevolod 122
Pugin, August W. 140
purification 397, 484, 488
Pygmalion myth 614

Qianlong reign 70, 72, 74,
82, 84

Qing dynasty 70f, 73
Quatremère de Quincy,

Antoine-Chrysostome
732, 758

Queen of Navarre 443
Quine, Willard Van Orman

270, 275
Quintilian 695, 861

Rabeharisoa, Vololona 313
Rabinow, Paul 73
Racine, Jean 1022
Raffarin, Jean-Claude 878-881
Raimondi, Marcantonio 

436, 438, 441, 686ff, 693
Ranavalo III, Queen of Mada-

gascar 154f
Rancière, Jacques 771, 753
Raphael (archangel) 125
Raphael (painter) 686ff, 687,

692f, 899
Rather, Dan 918
Rathergate scandal 918
rationalism 433, 724
Rawls, John 15
Ray, Man 1030
Raymond, Eric 833
realitas of res 273
Realpolitik 14, 22, 24, 301
Reber, Bernard 314f, 318
Red Square, Moscow (Russia)

26, 123, 240
Redi, Francesco 303
referendum 314
Reform Act of 1832 141
Reformation 26, 199, 404,

409, 415, 419, 421, 423,
428, 431ff, 441

Regensburg (Germany) 267,
300f, 422

region of interest (ROI) 341
Reichstag 31, 120, 300f
relationalism 274f
relativism 21, 35, 294, 675
relief model 544-547
religion 40, 74, 90, 116,

177, 199, 283, 404,
409, 412f, 412, 417, 421,
423, 426-429, 431ff, 448,
451ff, 704, 744, 785, 841,
890, 993, 1000

Rembrandt 688, 1030
Renaissance 509, 704, 742,

1019, 1035
Rennert, Günther 893
representation
— representation, crisis of 16,

35, 58, 60ff, 785, 817, 1029ff
— representation, criticism of

767, 974

— representation, critique of
61, 972f, 975

representative government 837
representative system 844, 923
republicanism 108, 118, 162,

280, 287, 651, 816, 822,
825, 897

Republicans (US party) 810,
812, 814, 816, 821ff

res adversae 272
res communis 602
res Moscoviticae 287
res privata 602
res publica 14, 16, 23, 57, 162,

195, 272, 280ff, 287, 289,
299, 744, 746, 807, 949

res Romanae 287
res secundae 272
Restoration 304
Reuleaux, Franz 320
Reutz, Jakob 430
revolution see 

→ Copernican revolution,
→ counterrevolution, 
→ cultural revolution, 
→ French Revolution, 
→ Industrial Revolution,
→ October Revolution

Rheinberger, Hans-Jörg 21,
254, 320

rhetorics 44f, 54-57, 64-69,
155, 346-349, 404-433,
434-443, 694-697, 855ff,
858-865, 876-883, 884f,
922-935

Ricoeur, Paul 195
Ridolfi, Carlo 117
Riefelbild 164, 164, 186
rights
— rights, equal 354, 569, 791,

972, 974f
— rights, human 569, 571,

602f, 790
— rights, property 64, 66, 69,

304, 312, 602f
Rijkswaterstaat 512-529
Riskin, Jessica 23, 722
ritual(s) 70-89, 454-457
Rivera, Diego 502, 504-510
RIXC – Riga Centre for New

Media Culture 496, 499
Robbins, Bruce 1025
Roberts, Stephen 142
Roberval, Gilles Personne de

201
Robespierre, Maximilien

Marie Isidore de 30, 234,
767f, 771, 791, 1013

Robida, Albert 91
Rockwell, Norman 30
Rodchenko, Alexander 1030f
Rodriguez-Piñero, Luis 568f

Roebling, John Augustus 548,
550

Roettgers, Janko 918
Rogers, Richard 34, 922, 925,

928, 934
Roman Catholic Church 404,

408f, 435, 444, 451
Roman Catholicism /Catholic

426, 449, 451f, 576, 683,
859, 992f, 1018

Roman Republic 786
Roman Senate 118, 794
Romania 241, 243
Romanticism 1018ff, 1035
Rome (Italy) 118, 207, 280,

284, 289, 415, 425, 463,
527, 686, 760, 786, 788,
833, 850

Roosevelt, Franklin D. 213
Roosevelt, Theodore 178, 179,

639
Rorty, Richard 23, 274
Rosental, Claude 346f
rostrum 437, 755f, 762, 765,

768, 786, 788f, 949
Roth, Daniel 921
Rothko, Mark 394, 1020, 1030
Rotterdam (The Netherlands)

518, 530, 534f, 729
Rouen (France) 141
round table 318, 438, 483
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques 15,

168, 482, 680, 683, 726,
764f, 767, 769, 793, 1013

Rousseau, Pierre 762f
Rowe, Colin 633
Rowell, Thelma 360-367, 365
Rubin, Ben 826, 828f
Rude, George 846, 849
Rudolf II of Habsburg 163

163, 170
Rügegerichtshütte 263f, 264
Ruskin, John 143ff
Russell, Bertrand 598
Russia 234, 281f, 287, 289, 587
Russian Constructivists 1031
Rwanda 942, 978

Sabbath 422
Sack,Warren 910, 915,

962, 963f 
sacrament 199, 404, 408f, 417,

423, 426, 429, 432
sacrifice 75, 82-85, 195, 284,
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