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PORT AUTHORITY — Yesterday’s BerlinPORT AUTHORITY — Yesterday’s Berlinbased weblog imomus.livejournal.com ran a
based weblog imomus.livejournal.com ran a
piece about this paper headed “Newspaper
piece about this paper headed “Newspaper
stalked and serenaded by a ghost of its true
stalked and serenaded by a ghost of its true
self.” In an ensuing exchange with (Anonyself.” In an ensuing exchange with (Anonymous), iMomus concluded “we’re basically
mous), iMomus concluded “we’re basically
two blind men describing an elephant here.
two blind men describing an elephant here.
The only diﬀerence is that I think it’s probThe only diﬀerence is that I think it’s probably a bloody good elephant.”
ably a bloody good elephant.”
A few days beforehand one of TF/LN ’s
A few days beforehand one of TF/LN ’s
regular correspondents pitched the idea of an
regular correspondents pitched the idea of an
interview with renowned sound engineer and
interview with renowned sound engineer and
polymath Walter Murch, making a case for
polymath Walter Murch, making a case for
his inclusion with reference to the following
his inclusion with reference to the following
quotation:
quotation:
“At the basic level, a transition is simply
“At the basic level, a transition is simply
the process of changing from some state A
the process of changing from some state A
to another state, B. What we should examto another state, B. What we should examine carefully is the degree of change, and our
ine carefully is the degree of change, and our
awareness of it. Change is happening all the
awareness of it. Change is happening all the
time, though we are not always conscious of
time, though we are not always conscious of
it. But without change there is no percepit. But without change there is no perception. This is somewhat of a paradox. If you
tion. This is somewhat of a paradox. If you
are staring constantly at a static object you
are staring constantly at a static object you
would think that nothing is changing, but it
would think that nothing is changing, but it
turns out your eyeballs are constantly movturns out your eyeballs are constantly moving, though the movements are so tiny you
ing, though the movements are so tiny you
are unaware of it. You might be stationary,
are unaware of it. You might be stationary,
the object you are staring at might be stathe object you are staring at might be stationary, but your eyeballs are rapidly scantionary, but your eyeballs are rapidly scanning the image in what are called microsacning the image in what are called microsaccades, at the rate of around sixty per second.
cades, at the rate of around sixty per second.
It is this slight vibration — the eyeballs are
It is this slight vibration — the eyeballs are
moving about 1/180th of a degree — that is
moving about 1/180th of a degree — that is
keeping your perception alive, scrubbing the
keeping your perception alive, scrubbing the
image across a slightly diﬀerent set of rods
image across a slightly diﬀerent set of rods
and cones at the back of your eye. In a way
and cones at the back of your eye. In a way
it is kind of like the scanning electron gun
it is kind of like the scanning electron gun
in a video monitor. Fascinating experiments
in a video monitor. Fascinating experiments
have been performed, neutralizing these mihave been performed, neutralizing these microsaccades, and the result is that the vision
crosaccades, and the result is that the vision
of the subject quickly dims and then disapof the subject quickly dims and then disappears entirely, even though his eyes are open
pears entirely, even though his eyes are open
and he is in a lighted room. At a very basic
and he is in a lighted room. At a very basic
perceptual level, then, there has to be some
perceptual level, then, there has to be some
kind of a transition, a change, for us to perkind of a transition, a change, for us to perceive the world at all.”
ceive the world at all.”
This statement describes both the point
This statement describes both the point
and point-of-view of TF/LN with such alarmand point-of-view of TF/LN with such alarming economy, that we urged our corresponing economy, that we urged our correspondent to follow the lead. As it turned out, she
dent to follow the lead. As it turned out, she
wasn’t scheduled to meet Murch, only invited
wasn’t scheduled to meet Murch, only invited
to a dinner that he would also attend.
to a dinner that he would also attend.
“If I could ask Murch only one question,”
“If I could ask Murch only one question,”
she wondered, “what would that be — ?”
she wondered, “what would that be — ?”
“One designed to extract an exact replica
“One designed to extract an exact replica
of that quotation,” we replied.
of that quotation,” we replied.
The after-dinner conversation reportedly
The after-dinner conversation reportedly
lasted four hours. (DS)
lasted four hours. (DS)
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Google’s OCR software either can’t recognize
some text or it isn’t conﬁdent about its conversion, having checked the results against
standard grammar rules. The only way to
convert these wayward words and phrases is
to introduce human eyes into the system.
This September, Google did just that with
the purchase of reCAPTCHA.
ReCAPTCHA was invented by Luis Von
Ahn, who also invented the CAPTCHA, a
test that can tell if a user is a human or
a computer. CAPTCHAs are eﬀective at
blocking spam, verifying accounts, and a variety of other online tasks. Von Ahn’s original CAPTCHA presented a randomized set
of letters warped in such a way that a computer could not read them, though humans
easily could. A few years ago, Von Ahn began thinking of the time people were wasting ﬁlling out CAPTCHAs. It bothered him.
About 200 million CAPTCHAs are solved
everyday. Each one takes about ten seconds
of time to solve; collectively people spend
more than 150,000 hours a day solving the
tests. What if this time could be harnessed
for the global good? Von Ahn found a way:
instead
of random letters,
his new system,
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reCAPTCHA, presents users with two English words, one known and the other unknown. The unknown words are pulled randomly from a pool of scanned words that
OCR cannot convert. Users solving the new
reCAPTCHAs require the same amount of
time as before — ten seconds — to recognize
and type these two words. But now, every
test produces a human user’s conﬁrmation
and the digitization of an unknown word.
ReCAPTCHA digitizes 45 million words a
day, or about 4 million books a year. In addition to the words reCAPTCHA digitizes
for Google Books, reCAPTCHA’s other signiﬁcant source of unknown words comes from
the archive of the New York Times.
The case of reCAPTCHA once again underscores the fact that text takes time. Even
the seemingly insigniﬁcant act of parroting
back some random letters or words occupies
us for a collective 150,000 hours everyday.
But while the typical production of text is
made by one or a few writers producing words
serially in sentences one after another, reCAPTCHA has millions of users producing
text randomly, separating words from their
proper context and syntax and presenting
them to us based on their ambiguous form
and unlikely transliteration instead. Rather
than invention, reCAPTCHA’s method is algorithmic. And rather than originality, reCAPTCHA’s word generating rationale boils
down to one thing: veriﬁcation.
Veriﬁcation is also central to the snarl of
issues surrounding the legality of the Google
Books project more generally. Many works
it has scanned, like Dickens’s writings, were
already free of copyright and in the public domain long before the project started. (Mark
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,
which entered the public domain in 1942,
was ﬁrst published in 1884. Dickens died in
1870.) However, many of the works Google
Books has scanned are still under copyright,
and Google has scanned them anyway in an
attempt to make them more accessible —
like a “card catalog,” according to Google
— however, authors’ and publishers’ rights
groups have objected to this and sued Google
to stop them from scanning works under active copyright. For another large segment
of the books Google has scanned, the copyright status is simply unknown. So-called
“orphan” works, under copyright but now
out-of-print, are those works for which, after a “reasonable eﬀort” has been made to
locate a current copyright holder, no such
person can be found. On one hand, Google
must attempt to verify whether or not a current copyright holder exists. On the other, it
must verify to the court that it has been exhaustive in conducting its search in order to
make the book available to users of Google
Books. And this two-part eﬀort has led to
what the New York Times described earlier
this year as “A Google Search of a Distinctly
Retro Kind.” The article continues,
“Since the copyright holders can be anywhere and not necessarily online — given
how many books are old or out of print —
it became obvious that what was needed was
a huge push in that relic of the pre-Internet
age: print.
“So while there is a large direct-mail effort, a dedicated Web site about the settlement in 36 languages, and an online strategy
of the kind you would expect from Google,
the bulk of the legal notice spending — about
$7 million of a total of $8 million — is going
to newspapers, magazines, even poetry journals, with at least one ad in each country.
These eﬀorts make this among the largest
print legal-notice campaigns in history.
“That Google is in the position of paying
for so many print ads ‘is hilarious — it is the
ultimate irony,’ said Robert Klonoﬀ, dean of
Lewis & Clark Law School in Portland, Ore.”
Klonoﬀ’s comment is apt. In its attempt
to digitize all the world’s books, Google has
not only been forced to search for what it
cannot ﬁnd, but the company, which made
its billions by serving relevant advertisements
to users of its search engine, must now spend
millions placing similar ads in tiny publications that its Google Books service (and the
scanning of books more generally) may ultimately render obsolete.
For the readers of Discovering Dickens,
Google’s hundreds of little text advertisments
may seem reminiscent of the ads scattered
throughout the original part-issues of Dickens’s serial works, each of which included
16 pages of advertising ﬂanking 32 pages of
original text. The beneﬁts of the “Invisible Spine Supporter” and “Dr. Lecock’s Female Wafers” were proclaimed alongside entreaties urging buyers to purchase “Alpaca
Umbrellas” and “Children’s Frock Coats and
Pelisses.” It was a bazaar inside of Bleak
House, a marketplace within Martin Chuzzlewit. For Dickens’s publishers, his text provided a perfect vehicle for additional advertising revenue. But, with the aid of the recently developed idea of copyright, Dickens’s
text would soon become a commodity of its
very own. (RG)

From the New York Public Library Picture Collection: “Beijing. Reading the newspaper.
The headlines announce good news: ‘The Nationalist armies are advancing toward the South
and gaining important successes.’ On the same day the Communists reached the city gates.”

In the world of science — that fortress of
logic, reason, and knowledge — not-knowing
has inched its way into knowledge. Not to
replace it, and also not to contradict it . .
. but instead to become acknowledged as a
necessary part of how knowledge works. The
encyclopedic ambitions of the Enlightenment
(the historical period leading up to Darwin)
began losing ground, and Modernity set oﬀ
with what John Keats called “negative capability” — the ability to tolerate, and even
enjoy, the experience of confusion or doubt.
THE BLIND MAN
Marcel Duchamp was a devoted student of
Poincaré’s Science&Hypothesis (1905), which
noted that “the aim of science is not things
themselves — as the dogmatists in their simplicity imagine — but the relations between
things; outside those relations there is no
knowable reality.”
Creating an equivalent notion in the language of art, Duchamp formulated his famous algebraic comparison:

— with his superior powers of abstraction
and speculation — can do it best.”
Returning to Duchamp: after his readymade urinal was rejected by the 1917 Armory
show, he co-published two issues of a small
satirical magazine called The Blind Man, referring to the short-sightedness of the critical establishment and of the viewing public with regards to modern art. The articles
in the journal were left anonymous, fueling
more speculation.
This aphorism by Eric Dyckaerts perhaps
best summarizes such playful acts of notknowing:
“If there’s a discrepancy between certainty
and truth, the certainty of the discrepancy
sabotages its truth.”

CHILD’S PLAY
“The impulse to make a new language is a
strong one,” Matt Mullican tells us, “kids
do this all the time.” The potential of nonknowledge is often closely connected to the
curiosity of children. Not only do children
invent new languages all the time, but those
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cesses? Non-knowledge, at any rate, is not
The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in
and forth.
at all the same as ‘ignorance.’ It refers to
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understanding,
that
by
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“the
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of
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not
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by
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took
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understanding
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that“It
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always
easy
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not
easy
took in
in his
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general underunderstanding
that
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develop
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conunderstand
unless
he
is
explained
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the
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that
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not
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to
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the
revelation
of
an
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I
know
nothing.”
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proportional
to
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ability
to
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criCreating
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the
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to
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the
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for
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and
not
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that
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there,
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theory
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ordained
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many
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change.”
that weren’t there, Darwin wrote a theory of
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life
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potential
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“A earth.
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of
what
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not
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work
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importance
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not
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world
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world
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Moreover,
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inability
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what
describe
the
physical
world
in
anything
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and Modernity
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left anonymous,
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more speculation.
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what
Johncalled
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cawith what
John
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camore speculation.
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— the ability
tolerate,
and evenand even This aphorism
Eric Dyckaerts
perhaps perhaps
white glazed bowls, and four plates. These
best summarizes
suchacts
playful
acts of notenjoy,
the experience
of confusion
enjoy, the
experience
of confusion
or doubt.or doubt.best summarizes
such playful
of notwere stacked and placed on the sideboard.
knowing: knowing:
there’s a discrepancy
between certainty
Turning towards a drawer under the sideTHE MAN
BLIND MAN
THE BLIND
“If there’s “If
a discrepancy
between certainty
board next to the sink, he pulled out spoons,
the of
certainty
of the discrepancy
Marcel Duchamp
was a devoted
student of
Marcel Duchamp
was a devoted
student of
and truth,and
the truth,
certainty
the discrepancy
knives, a ladle and a longer serrated knife.
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(1905), which
Poincaré’s
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(1905), which
sabotages sabotages
its truth.”its truth.”
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noted
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is not things
noted that
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plicity imagine
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but the relations
plicity imagine
— but the
between between
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make atonew
language
a
then
arranging four places for lunch. Facstrong
one,”
Matt
Mullican
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“kids
things; those
outsiderelations
those relations
things; outside
there is there
no is no
strong one,” Matt Mullican tells us, “kids
ing
me,
still talking, he put the knives and
do
this
all
the
time.”
The
potential
of
nonknowableknowable
reality.” reality.”
do this all the time.” The potential of nonknowledge
is
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closely
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to
the
forks
down
for his own point of view: knife
an equivalent
in the lanCreatingCreating
an equivalent
notion innotion
the lanknowledge is often closely connected to the
and
spoon
right,
fork left; then corrected the
curiosity
of
children.
Not
only
do
children
of art, Duchamp
formulated
guage ofguage
art, Duchamp
formulated
his fa- his facuriosity of children. Not only do children
setting,
“So
now,
after all these years,” he
invent
new
languages
all
the
time,
but
those
mous algebraic
comparison:
mous algebraic
comparison:
invent new languages all the time, but those
laughingly
scolded
himself.
Another trip into
languages
form
the
basis
for
a
pedagogical
languages form the basis for a pedagogical
the
kitchen,
humming
to
the
removal of pamethod
used
in
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around
the
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b a /b
method used in kindergartens
around the
per
wrappers
brought
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a
square
wooden
world.
Soon
after
the
Second
World
War,
= the exhibition,
b = the possibilitiesworld. Soon after the Second World War,
a = the aexhibition,
b = the possibilities
board
with
a
large
loaf
to
one
side,
a
selection
Italian
schoolteacher
Loris
Malaguzzi
started
is in given
no way
by a cnumber c
is in no way
by given
a number
Italian schoolteacher Loris Malaguzzi started
of cheese and cold meats on the other.
a child-care
program
near the ItalNorthern Italb =by
c )the
butsign
by the
( a / b =( a
c )/ but
( / )sign ( / )
a child-care
program near
the Northern
ian
city
of
Reggio
Emilia.
“Help yourselves.” (WH)
which separates
which separates
a & b. a & b.
ian city of Reggio Emilia.
What
is
now
known
as
the
“Reggio
Emilia
What is now known as the “Reggio Emilia
Method”
sees aschildren
as little researchers
Fifty
yearsconceptualism,
before conceptualism,
Fifty years
before
DuchampDuchamp
Method” sees
children
little researchers
who
strive
to
understand
world, making
disrupted
the
territory
of
art
at
its
core,
by
disrupted the territory of art at its core, by
who strive to understand the world,the
making
their own theories to explain it. A teacher’s
asking, “Can one make a work of art that is
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How Media Masters Reality #2
How Media Masters Reality #2

THEY
THEY CAME
CAME
TO
TO SEE
SEE
WHO
WHO CAME
CAME
TIVOLI, NY — You know the script: A polTIVOLI, NY — You know the script: A politician and a military spokesperson mount
itician and a military spokesperson mount
the stage, each takes their place behind a
the stage, each takes their place behind a
podium. They face the ladies and gentlepodium. They face the ladies and gentlemen of the press and a bank of TV cameras.
men of the press and a bank of TV cameras.
A line of ﬂags provides an appropriate backA line of ﬂags provides an appropriate backdrop as the politician begins to speak. The
drop as the politician begins to speak. The
politician reminds us of the necessity of the
politician reminds us of the necessity of the
action they have taken. The politician reaction they have taken. The politician reminds us that we did not want war, in fact
minds us that we did not want war, in fact
we did everything in our power to prevent
we did everything in our power to prevent
conﬂict, but if an aggressor willfully turns
conﬂict, but if an aggressor willfully turns
aside all overtures for a peaceful resolution,
aside all overtures for a peaceful resolution,
and if the aggressor continues to threaten the
and if the aggressor continues to threaten the
fundamental values of our society, then there
fundamental values of our society, then there
is no choice.
is no choice.
The military spokesperson now points to
The military spokesperson now points to
a screen demonstrating the eﬃciency of the
a screen demonstrating the eﬃciency of the
weaponry our forces have employed against
weaponry our forces have employed against
the aggressor. It also displays evidence of the
the aggressor. It also displays evidence of the
military capacity of the aggressor. It seems if
military capacity of the aggressor. It seems if
they were given the opportunity they could
they were given the opportunity they could
inﬂict terrible harm on our forces, and to the
inﬂict terrible harm on our forces, and to the
way of life many have died to preserve.
way of life many have died to preserve.
But the press brieﬁng is more than just a
But the press brieﬁng is more than just a
script; you also need the stage, the podium,
script; you also need the stage, the podium,
the uniforms, the ﬂags, the press, and the
the uniforms, the ﬂags, the press, and the
cameras if you want to master reality.
cameras if you want to master reality.
Simply through their performance, cerSimply through their performance, certain media events can have an eﬀect in the
tain media events can have an eﬀect in the
world. In 2003, a military man mounted
world. In 2003, a military man mounted
the stage and provided evidence of Weapons
the stage and provided evidence of Weapons
of Mass Destruction. What surprised many
of Mass Destruction. What surprised many
about this performance was the comparative
about this performance was the comparative
ease with which it was exercised and the poease with which it was exercised and the potency of its result — a war could be prosetency of its result — a war could be prosecuted despite any real “evidence” produced
cuted despite any real “evidence” produced
to suggest that such weapons did exist. It
to suggest that such weapons did exist. It
was as if the whole machinery of the press
was as if the whole machinery of the press
brieﬁng was a feedback loop, which justiﬁed
brieﬁng was a feedback loop, which justiﬁed
military action but also legitimized the press
military action but also legitimized the press
brieﬁng itself. This is mastering reality.
brieﬁng itself. This is mastering reality.
For those of us raised with the notion
For those of us raised with the notion
that the press and TV news exist to somethat the press and TV news exist to somehow “get to the bottom” of things, and that
how “get to the bottom” of things, and that
the news media is a forum in which things
the news media is a forum in which things
can be proven or disproved, the ease with
can be proven or disproved, the ease with
which transparent nonsense became a matter
which transparent nonsense became a matter
of fact that could justify fatal action came as
of fact that could justify fatal action came as
a shock.
a shock.
Whatever this thing we call “the news
Whatever this thing we call “the news
media” is, it is not in its nature to simply test
media” is, it is not in its nature to simply test
matters of fact. The WMD incident demonmatters of fact. The WMD incident demonstrated that the apparatus of the media acstrated that the apparatus of the media actually has the ability to produce facts. The
tually has the ability to produce facts. The
press brieﬁng demonstrates two fundamenpress brieﬁng demonstrates two fundamental things about the structure of contempotal things about the structure of contemporary media: 1) It’s a feedback loop that gives
rary media: 1) It’s a feedback loop that gives
legitimacy and conveys narrative to its prolegitimacy and conveys narrative to its producers, 2) The incantation that “produced”
ducers, 2) The incantation that “produced”
WMD reminds us of French philosopher MiWMD reminds us of French philosopher Michel Foucault’s most valuable lesson — dischel Foucault’s most valuable lesson — discourse produces its object.
course produces its object.
Today I’d like to travel back to the beToday I’d like to travel back to the beginning of the video revolution and reﬂect on
ginning of the video revolution and reﬂect on
two media events produced by Ant Farm in
two media events produced by Ant Farm in
1975: Media Burn — in which a customized
1975: Media Burn — in which a customized
Cadillac was driven through a pyramid of
Cadillac was driven through a pyramid of
blazing television sets — and The Eternal
blazing television sets — and The Eternal
Frame — a re-enactment of the assassination
of John F. Kennedy.
Twenty-two seconds of footage of the assassination, taken in Dallas in 1963 by Abraham Zapruda, was sold to Life magazine on
the night of the shooting for $150,000. Life
published stills from the ﬁlm shortly afterwards. (Later, the Zapruda family would
be paid $10 million by the US government
for rights to the ﬁlm). Stills were also reproduced in the Warren Commission Report
of September 1964. The Warren Commission also used the ﬁlm as the basis for a series of reconstructions that served as part of
their investigation. The ﬁlm itself was not
broadcast until 1975. Perhaps more than any
other, this moving image deﬁned the turbulence of the 1960s for a wide American public
during the 1970s.
Don Delillo’s 1997 novel Underground captures the sense of this moment in a ﬁctional
account of one of the ﬁlm’s ﬁrst public, or
semi-public, viewings in the summer of 1974.
The scene takes place in an apartment with
television sets in every room. In each room
a video of the same piece of footage plays,
with a slight delay.
Delillo writes: “The event was rare and
strange. It was the screening of a bootleg
copy of an eight-millimeter home movie that
ran for twenty seconds. A little over twenty
seconds probably. The footage was known as
the Zapruda ﬁlm and almost no one outside
the government had seen it. [ . . . ]
“The footage started rolling in one room
but not the others and it was ﬁlled with slurs
and jostles, it was totally jostled footage, a
home movie shot with Super 8, and the limousine came down the street, muddied by sunglint, and the head dipped out of the frame
and reappeared and then the force of the shot
that killed him, unexpectedly the head shot,
and people in the room went ooh, and then
the next ooh, and ﬁve seconds later the room
at the back went ooh, the same release of
breath every time, like blurts of disbelief.”
In this scene, Delillo combines multiple
screens plus the delay techniques of Dan Graham’s video pieces from that era (a technique
also used by Gillette & Schneider in their
highly inﬂuential Wipe Cycle). It merges the
use of video as radical software — elements
can be patched and re-conﬁgured in ways
that were not possible with ﬁlm — together
with with an understanding that television
has been around long enough to be regarded
as junk. All this is blended with the shock
tactics of art-media groups from the early 70s
such as Ant Farm, Radical Software, TVTV
(Top Value Television).
If the 8mm footage was created in the age
of the news reel, it is mediated in the age of
video, which operates under the economy of
the feedback loop — to be re-recorded on to
tape and repeated over and over again, to be
set in the eternal frame, to cycle within the
eternal return of “rolling news.”
Ant Farm’s re-enactment of the Kennedy
assassination, The Eternal Frame, was made
the year that Zapruda’s footage became “publicly available.” Ant Farm’s copy of the ﬁlm
came from conspiracy theory sources and was
originally bootlegged out of the Life magazine lab.
Ant Farm originally wanted to ﬁlm early
in the morning, to avoid the crowds, but it
became evident to them that the light was
not the same as the light on the Zapruda
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If the 8mm footage was created in the age
of the news reel, it is mediated in the age of
video, which operates under the economy of
the feedback loop — to be re-recorded on to
tape and repeated over and over again, to be
set in the eternal frame, to cycle within the
eternal return of “rolling news.”
Ant Farm’s re-enactment of the Kennedy
assassination, The Eternal Frame, was made
the year that Zapruda’s footage became “publicly available.” Ant Farm’s copy of the ﬁlm
came from conspiracy theory sources and was
originally bootlegged out of the Life magazine lab.
Ant Farm originally wanted to ﬁlm early
in the morning, to avoid the crowds, but it
became evident to them that the light was
not the same as the light on the Zapruda
footage and they needed it to be as close to
the “real thing” as possible.
Via the Warren commission, the Zapruda
footage was already caught in a media feedback loop, forming a catalyst that generated
the noise of speculation, folding back to create a conspiracy panic. Because it was not
visible as a moving image for eleven years
after the event, the footage became the absent center of the Kennedy assassination —
22 seconds of action stretching into eternity.
The re-enactment served as a response
to the belief that the Zapruda footage could
somehow reveal something that had been hidden and repressed. But maybe the footage is
re-played and re-enacted so often precisely
because it fails to represent. A failure of
representation is, in psychoanalytical terms,
the central characteristic of trauma, but the
reenactment also fails to speak of something
at the centre of the technology of non-scripted
ﬁlm: its promise to display evidence, its promise to carry the burden of proof.
Four years after Ant Farm’s historic media interventions, Pope John Paul II staged
his own media event when he visited Poland.
The visit was described by writers Daniel
Dayan and Elihu Katz as a shamanized media event, which through its staging actually
steered a course of events (the rise of the Solidarity movement and the eventual collapse
of the Polish government). The event was
a ceremony, but a ceremony of a particular sort. Like the incantation of Weapons of
Mass Destruction, through its performance
it established the meaning of the event and
institutionalized it in collective memory. It
is the moment of shamanistic feedback when
a new deﬁnition of what is possible is established, and it is then that the next step is
urged forward. The media event can be seen
as a form of consecration because it gathers
into itself a series of values that feed back
to form a narrative of a state of aﬀairs that
requires action. The ceremony of the countdown (which is itself a media invention, introduced in Fritz Lang’s Frau im Mond, in
1929) begins the narrative that ends with
the moon landing. This event — staged for
television from countdown to touchdown —
inscribes a series of values through its performance. It speaks of an era of positivist triumph, when American know-how knew how,
it represented the end of an era in which the
vision of a murdered president was ﬁnally realized. It joins a string of images that are
pre-scripted, including the 22 seconds of the
Zepruda footage and the televised funeral of
Kennedy, which folds back into its self to
make a narrative of reality.
Media Burn was performed on July 4, 1975,
a few months prior to The Eternal Frame.
A modiﬁed 1959 Cadillac El Dorado Biarritz
(The Phantom Dream Car), piloted by two
drivers guided only by a video monitor, was
driven through a pyramid of blazing television sets. As in The Eternal Frame, Media
Burn featured the Artist-President, John F.
Kennedy, played by Doug Hall. He gives a
content-less speech that sets the stage for the
main event. Indeed, the speech highlights
the degree to which a media event needs to
be ritualized. The speech is one of the support structures that need to be put into place
in order to constitute a “real” pseudo-event.
The President speaks:
“Who can deny that we are a nation addicted to television and the constant ﬂow of
media, and not a few of us are frustrated
by this addiction. Now I ask you, my fellow
Americans, haven’t you ever wanted to put
your foot through your television screen?”
The artist-president is the rhetorical shell
of politics itself, his speech collapses past, future and present as the ghost of politics past
reports on the signiﬁcance of what is about
to happen.
“Today, there stand before us two media
matadors, brave young men from Ant Farm
who are about to go forth into the unknown,
and let me say this, these artists are pioneers,
as surly as Louis and Clark when they explored uncharted territory, they are pioneers
as surly as Armstrong and Aldrin when they
set foot on the moon . . . ”
Ant Farm’s Chip Lord, speaking on the
subject of Media Burn in 2002, cited Michael
Shamberg’s seminal book Guerrilla Television (1971) which inspired various initiatives
combining the collectivist ideals of the 1960s
with the potentially democratizing (new) technologies of video, closed-circuit TV, and cable of the 1970s: “[Using TV to destroy TV]
was consistent with the Guerrilla Television
position, to destroy the monopoly of centralized television. There was a lot of rhetoric
about how cable TV was going to democratize production.”
Ant Farm’s media critique can be understood as a critical response to the promise
of video, and perhaps more than any other
artists they articulated its contradictions. Released from the monopoly of the networks
and accessed by ordinary citizens, the Portapak video camera promised personal and social empowerment — make your own social
and technological networks, make and distribute your own programs, construct your
own social software, democratize artistic practice. But, as we will see in subsequent issues of How Media Masters Reality, the values of self-empowerment could easily be accommodated within a media feedback system
in which our performance becomes not only
a commodity that we sell to ourselves but
also a means by which the media could narrativize and legitimize itself.
In 1962, Daniel Boorstin coined the term
“pseudo-event” to describe events designed
solely to be reported: presidential debates,
press conferences (and media burns). But
Andy Warhol understood better than anyone else that the media event isn’t something
you simply consume. Describing the unfolding hallucination of the factory, Warhol said,
“They came to see who came.” The people
who come to see the party become the party,
the ﬁgure and ground become a single ﬂowing image. In the same way, the ﬁgure and
ground of the press shifts backwards and forwards from the press as they arrive to report
the event and to the press as their bodies
provide the props for the event. In the next
installment of this series we will look at why
we, as performers in the media feedback loop,
are losing the script and picking up the format. (SR)

Ant Farm: The Eternal Frame (1975) and (overleaf) Media Burn (1975)

ICONS
GOVERN
ACTION
MANHATTAN — “There is nothing funny
about the urinal,” Peter Fend insists. Perhaps not. Nor is there anything particularly
funny about the deteriorating state of our
global ecosystem. Nevertheless, several hundred otherwise sober attendees at a recent
summit held at the New York Public Library
laughed heartily as Fend showed a sequence
of Powerpoint (TM) slides leading directly
from Marcel Duchamp’s iconic urinal, Fountain, through Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty,
to a drawing of the globe in which the world’s
oceans appear to be spiraling down the tubes.
Fend was on his way to Germany from
New Zealand, where he divides his time, with
a stopover of a few days in New York to appear at the summit. There, he was allotted
seven minutes to present the work of Ocean
Earth, the corporation he founded in 1980,
which has been the focus of his considerable energies for the last thirty years. Fend
cited Duchamp’s Fountain to illustrate what
he sees as the profound inﬂuence of icons in
the development of political and social institutions: “Icons govern action. The urinal,
like Morton Shamberg’s God, which is just
a piece of plumbing, governs subsequent action. Throughout much of western culture,
the notion of the state has been embodied in
the leader, the hero, the standing ﬁgure. If
an icon is terrain, or surroundings, instead of
a role model or hero, then it causes a diﬀerent orientation of social activity — we come
to see the ideal as our surroundings, not a
leader. The surroundings are whatever bowl
we happen to be in.”
For Fend, Duchamp’s Fountain, albeit a
urinal on a pedestal, is the obvious metaphor
to eﬀectively lead society in the direction of
topological priorities, toward a radical reorientation of values. While his audience may
be laughing, Fend is not. He is taking it all
quite literally, and he has a point. After all,
if wars are fought over imaginary lines, then
icons — the images we project onto the world
— would seem to govern action, indeed.
Ocean Earth was formed by Fend in partnership with fellow artists Colen Fitzgibbon,
Jenny Holzer, Peter Nadin, Richard Prince,
and Robin Winters as the legal entity Ocean
Earth Construction and Development Corporation. Over three decades, the company’s
trajectory has extended from satellite imagery
and media programming to the development
of alternative energy resources and a nationwide school curriculum with a hands-on pedagogical agenda for sustainable ecology. According to the 1981 Corporate Statement,
“Ocean Earth Construction and Development
Corporation develops regional plansand other
architectural programs that promote those
means of energy production which in no way
contribute to ecological breakdown of the planet.” Instead, Ocean Earth would pursue development of solar-generated energy in a variety of forms, including sea-based biomass,
degradable chieﬂy to methane — the project
to which Fend and Ocean Earth are primarily
dedicated today, and which is in pilot development for the exhibition Ruhr 2010.
To be clear, Ocean Earth, by Fend’s own
account, is an architectural ﬁrm that only
happens to “use art ideas and arise from art
practices.” It is a corporation formed by
artists, built on the legacy of Gordon MattaClark and others who embraced unconventional architectural practices, envisioning the
reorganization of physical space according to
ecological priorities. In a culture in which
contemporary art practice is often oriented
towards observation and critique, and art quietly, if disdainfully, seats itself somewhere towards the back of the academic or the mediaentertainment bus, Fend makes an extraordinary claim for art, which resonates with his
take on Fountain. As Fend puts it, “Art is
the best way to approach the problem [of ecological production] because it is a modeling
of what the material values are.”
Since its inception, Ocean Earth has initiated a variety of projects using technological
means to see and render landscape and potential energy resources in unorthodox ways.
The group developed a television program
with Paul Sharits in 1981 called Space Force,
which — in the spirit of Stewart Brand or
Buckminster Fuller, though with a decidedly
darker tone — was intended to disseminate
information from satellite observation of the
earth to the public in order to “show the
public what endangers it, be that pollution,
soil exhaustion, mineral depletion, climactic changes, or hostile military preparations.
Space Force exposes the public safety dangers to public view, with state-of-art advances
in video and ﬁlm, in photography and television, most dramatically and most instantaneously on television.”
The extension of Ocean Earth’s ventures
into mass media reﬂects Fend’s belief that
“media is essentially territorial,” and therefore an aspect of architecture. In the 1980s,
using publicly-available satellite imagery captured by Landsat, a U.S. civilian satellite,
members of Ocean Earth worked with NASA
experts to analyze these images and thus produce commercially-viable information which
they then sold to major news organizations,
including NBC and the BBC. Although the
civilian satellite images were of inferior resolution to more sophisticated military satellites, weather permitting, Ocean Earth could
see enough to identify air bases and troop
movements in hot spots of conﬂict, including
Libya and the Falklands. In the context of
the Cold War, the market for images of war
zones was greater than that for prospective
project sites related to conservation, ecology
and land use.
By the end of the 1980s, most of Ocean
Earth’s founders and early collaborators, including artists Dennis Oppenheim, Paul Sharits, Wolfgang Staehle, Kirsten Mosher, and
Taro Suzuki had moved onto other pursuits.
Meanwhile, Ocean Earth renewed its energyfocused work. In 1994, a proposal to begin methane production from algae extraction and fermentation in Wellington, New
Zealand, which had been many years in development, fell through. Subsequently, Heidi
Mardon, a New Zealander who had been a
spearhead in the Wellington project, turned
to the public school system, becoming director of a program called Enviroschools, with
a pilot group of three schools. From this
beginning, in 1999, Enviroschools has grown
over the past ten years to enroll 213,000 students today — roughly 5% of the entire New
Zealand population.
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including NBC and the BBC. Although the
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By the end of the 1980s, most of Ocean
Earth’s founders and early collaborators, including artists Dennis Oppenheim, Paul Sharits, Wolfgang Staehle, Kirsten Mosher, and
Taro Suzuki had moved onto other pursuits.
Meanwhile, Ocean Earth renewed its energyfocused work. In 1994, a proposal to begin methane production from algae extraction and fermentation in Wellington, New
Zealand, which had been many years in development, fell through. Subsequently, Heidi
Mardon, a New Zealander who had been a
spearhead in the Wellington project, turned
to the public school system, becoming director of a program called Enviroschools, with
a pilot group of three schools. From this
beginning, in 1999, Enviroschools has grown
over the past ten years to enroll 213,000 students today — roughly 5% of the entire New
Zealand population.
Unlike the utopian proposals put forth by
Cedric Price, Archigram, and other visionary architects, the proposals of Ocean Earth
have taken the form of viable solutions for
mass communications, education, and energy
production. In many cases, Ocean Earth’s
work has entailed re-conceptualization of social and political territories along completely
diﬀerent lines, as well as a rethinking of labor. The work sits in unfamiliar territory,
somewhere in-between established paradigms
for art, business, and science, projecting a
worldview somewhere in-between capitalism
and anarchist utopia.
Fend is tall and thin, apparently averse
to palaver. Conversations with him begin
as if they might be ended at any moment
by forces beyond immediate control. Until then, there is a great deal of ground to
be covered and not enough time to cover it.
To a meeting during his recent trip to New
York, he brought an oversized suitcase, full
of drawings and papers, from which he procured plans and documentation from Ocean
Earth as he spoke. Files were opened. Xeroxes were made. Photographs were taken.
The air in the room was bated. In Fend’s
company, one has the palpable sense that the
clock is ticking on civilization.
Fend expresses frustration with the economic disempowerment of artists. “I have
long argued that the art world is corrupt.
It is not transparent and not ﬁnancially or
legally honest. The power structure wants
art to be disempowered.” It does not want
the changes that result from new thought,
i.e., art. As a result, the art world has engendered a religion of disbelief. “Whatever is
shown or said is supposed to be disbelieved,
and it is supposed to not become real. It is
supposed to not work.”
He calls for artists to assume political and
economic power to realize their ideas, particularly because he believes it is the role of
artists to conceive of new solutions to address deteriorating ecological conditions. He
laments, “artists are often afraid of taking
their art to its architectural or mediaspace
possibilities.” As historical reference points
for the inﬂuential practice he envisions, Fend
cites Renaissance artist-engineers Le Nôtre
and Vauban, who developed new strategies
for political control of space. Vauban designed a pentagon-shaped fortress for Louis
XIV that clearly inﬂuenced the design of the
U.S. Pentagon building, and Le Nôtre is wellknown as the designer of the landscape of
modern France, which eventually inﬂuenced
the city plan of Washington, D.C.
While Fend’s models for practice are servants of the state, his agenda for art is cultivation of territory. He explains, “Rather
than talk of money, one could use the broader
term, from French, of la Richesse. Or abundance. Our task is to assure that the territory where we are has abundance, that it
can support the healthy and long lives of the
native animals and plants, and also support
people.” Thus considered, wealth is territorial. When people reduce wealth production
to commodities, with earnings gained from
sales to consumers, then society takes a depletive approach to wealth. It plunders the
land. The French word for a site of richesse
is patrimoine.
What are we doing about our patrimony?
What are we doing, to use Duchamp’s model,
about our urinals? He called them Fontaines
— that is, they would be sources, or fountains, of more richesse and abundance.
With characteristic impudence towards an
academic status quo, Fend reaches beyond
the widely accepted reading of the urinal —
that the meaning of a cultural work is unstable, and is more or less an eﬀect of the social and political space in which it exists —
to emphasize instead the signiﬁcance of its
physical, formal qualities, in which he sees a
new paradigm for thought and action.
Marco Roth of n+1, who met Fend during his recent trip, perhaps best describes the
work of Ocean Earth as “the hopeful spirit
of Situationism (soyez raisonnable, demandez l’impossible! ) grafted on to the technological imagination of Futurism. If those
Italians hadn’t been fascists, they would’ve
been a bit like Ocean Earth. It seems like a
grandiose project, but it’s grandiosity for the
sake of the community, not for the individual
artist. He strikes me as the most thoughtful
kind of anarchist, someone who really asks
what it would take to break the state or corporate monopolies on the means of control,
surveillance and speed, and then sets about
trying to realize it.” (AK)
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“She thought ﬂeas beautiful. Gazing at
“She thought ﬂeas beautiful. Gazing at
their stained sections through the microscope,
their stained sections through the microscope,
she once said, gave her a feeling as ecstatic
she once said, gave her a feeling as ecstatic
as smoking cannabis. In her bedroom she
as smoking cannabis. In her bedroom she
kept them in cellophane bags, in order not
kept them in cellophane bags, in order not
to miss a thing that they were doing . . . A
to miss a thing that they were doing . . . A
lifelong atheist. She admitted that she had
lifelong atheist. She admitted that she had
been tempted to believe in a creator when
been tempted to believe in a creator when
she discovered that the ﬂea had a penis.”
she discovered that the ﬂea had a penis.”
It’s an obituary for Miriam Rothschild by
It’s an obituary for Miriam Rothschild by
Anne Wroe for The Economist, in 2005. AcAnne Wroe for The Economist, in 2005. According to the journalist, Rothschild’s father
cording to the journalist, Rothschild’s father
“was a ﬂea man” and that was the genesis of
“was a ﬂea man” and that was the genesis of
the passion that led her to discover the ﬂea’s
the passion that led her to discover the ﬂea’s
jumping mechanism. This obituary ranges
jumping mechanism. This obituary ranges
from the eccentric to the strangely poetic
from the eccentric to the strangely poetic
as Wroe notes, “The smell of a very gently
as Wroe notes, “The smell of a very gently
squeezed ladybird, she once said, will stay on
squeezed ladybird, she once said, will stay on
your hands for days.”
your hands for days.”
The obituary column is another of the
The obituary column is another of the
many glorious cul-de-sacs to be found in the
many glorious cul-de-sacs to be found in the
best newspapers. It demands a discipline
best newspapers. It demands a discipline
from its writers that rivals that of the haiku.
from its writers that rivals that of the haiku.
All the basic biographical information should
All the basic biographical information should
be included — date of birth and death, fambe included — date of birth and death, family, career etc. But it thrives on the telling
ily, career etc. But it thrives on the telling
detail and on anecdotes that would make a
detail and on anecdotes that would make a
novelist weep in despair. Neil Gaiman, for
novelist weep in despair. Neil Gaiman, for
instance, cites
The Telegraph’s tribute to
instance, cites
The Telegraph’s tribute to
Colonel Michael Singleton as his favorite obitColonel Michael Singleton as his favorite obituary. A prep school headmaster, Singleton
uary. A prep school headmaster, Singleton
was Spartan in his regimen.
was Spartan in his regimen.
“Long walks, cold dormitories and regu“Long walks, cold dormitories and regular hymn-singing were also an integral part
lar hymn-singing were also an integral part
of the education, along with cricket nets and
of the education, along with cricket nets and
Latin prose. Despite a brisk code of disciLatin prose. Despite a brisk code of discipline, Singleton took a laissez-faire approach
pline, Singleton took a laissez-faire approach
out of the classroom. Every November 5 the
out of the classroom. Every November 5 the
smallest boy in the school was sent down a
smallest boy in the school was sent down a
tunnel to light the very core of the bonﬁre.
tunnel to light the very core of the bonﬁre.
None, so far as anyone can recall, was ever
None, so far as anyone can recall, was ever
lost.”
lost.”
This is not just life from another, vanThis is not just life from another, vanished world but also writing that understands
ished world but also writing that understands
the tone needed to delineate it precisely:
the tone needed to delineate it precisely:
“What central heating there existed was
“What central heating there existed was
not always eﬀective, or even switched on.
not always eﬀective, or even switched on.
Boys were permitted to capture owls and keep
Boys were permitted to capture owls and keep
them in the ﬁves court, provided they caught
them in the ﬁves court, provided they caught
enough sparrows to feed them. One boy reenough sparrows to feed them. One boy recalls being given the task of rearing a lamb
calls being given the task of rearing a lamb
to which he developed some emotional atto which he developed some emotional attachment. The animal, called Lottie, disaptachment. The animal, called Lottie, disappeared shortly before the school’s Christmas
peared shortly before the school’s Christmas
feast, and the boy realised what had hapfeast, and the boy realised what had happened only when he was the ﬁrst to be sumpened only when he was the ﬁrst to be summoned for second helpings.”
moned for second helpings.”
Humour and eccentricity certainly help
Humour and eccentricity certainly help
an obituary along and often it’s the more
an obituary along and often it’s the more
obscure candidates who provide this while
obscure candidates who provide this while
the famous dead bore us with their historical
the famous dead bore us with their historical
achievements. Sometimes, though, an obituachievements. Sometimes, though, an obituary can shed an entirely new light on a tired
ary can shed an entirely new light on a tired
subject as in the case of Lady Bird Johnson.
subject as in the case of Lady Bird Johnson.
Keith Colquhoun describes a moment in her
Keith Colquhoun describes a moment in her
life like this: “November 22nd 1963 started
life like this: “November 22nd 1963 started
in a drizzle,
but soon turned
bright.
The
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and
philosophy of design — that recognizes the
philosophy of design — that recognizes the
value of making well-considered decisions in
value of making well-considered decisions in
highly contingent situations lies in its avowal
highly contingent situations lies in its avowal
of optimistic practice.
of optimistic practice.
This is the intuition that many situations
This is the intuition that many situations
which seem irresolvable when described in
which seem irresolvable when described in
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to miss a thing that they were doing . . . A
lifelong atheist. She admitted that she had
been tempted to believe in a creator when
she discovered that the ﬂea had a penis.”
It’s an obituary for Miriam Rothschild by
Anne Wroe for The Economist, in 2005. According to the journalist, Rothschild’s father
“was a ﬂea man” and that was the genesis of
the passion that led her to discover the ﬂea’s
jumping mechanism. This obituary ranges
from the eccentric to the strangely poetic
as Wroe notes, “The smell of a very gently
squeezed ladybird, she once said, will stay on
your hands for days.”
The obituary column is another of the
many glorious cul-de-sacs to be found in the
best newspapers. It demands a discipline
from its writers that rivals that of the haiku.
All the basic biographical information should
be included — date of birth and death, family, career etc. But it thrives on the telling
detail and on anecdotes that would make a
novelist weep in despair. Neil Gaiman, for
instance, cites
The Telegraph’s tribute to
Colonel Michael Singleton as his favorite obituary. A prep school headmaster, Singleton
was Spartan in his regimen.
“Long walks, cold dormitories and regular hymn-singing were also an integral part
of the education, along with cricket nets and
Latin prose. Despite a brisk code of discipline, Singleton took a laissez-faire approach
out of the classroom. Every November 5 the
smallest boy in the school was sent down a
tunnel to light the very core of the bonﬁre.
None, so far as anyone can recall, was ever
lost.”
This is not just life from another, vanished world but also writing that understands
the tone needed to delineate it precisely:
“What central heating there existed was
not always eﬀective, or even switched on.
Boys were permitted to capture owls and keep
them in the ﬁves court, provided they caught
enough sparrows to feed them. One boy recalls being given the task of rearing a lamb
to which he developed some emotional attachment. The animal, called Lottie, disappeared shortly before the school’s Christmas
feast, and the boy realised what had happened only when he was the ﬁrst to be summoned for second helpings.”
Humour and eccentricity certainly help
an obituary along and often it’s the more
obscure candidates who provide this while
the famous dead bore us with their historical
achievements. Sometimes, though, an obituary can shed an entirely new light on a tired
subject as in the case of Lady Bird Johnson.
Keith Colquhoun describes a moment in her
life like this: “November 22nd 1963 started
in a drizzle, but soon turned bright. The
sun shone on Dallas, the breeze was light,
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philosophy of design — that recognizes the
value of making well-considered decisions in
highly contingent situations lies in its avowal
of optimistic practice.
This is the intuition that many situations
which seem irresolvable when described in
general theoretical terms (ideological, metaphysical, etc.) can actually be resolved, somehow, when you dare approach them with a
readiness to listen, learn, negotiate, and improvise. This insight is at the center of pragmatist thought; it is its wit.
“By God! You old bastard! Good to see
you, boy! Damn good . . . and I mean it!”
There’s been a lot of talk about pragmatism recently, but the re-articulation of its
wit is a tricky proposition. Divested of its
philosophical humor, pragmatism is reduced
to an ideological travesty when it appears in
its current dominant form: the imposed pressure to improvise under all circumstances, to
the best of your abilities.
This is epitomized by the knee-jerk optimism of a “Can-Do” culture, whose attitude
of “scrape by and keep smiling” seems requisite for the increasing numbers of people
working under precarious conditions. Does
pragmatism as proposed in the philosophy
of William James cease to be a creative act
— an act of freedom — when precarious living conditions leave you with simply no other
choice? How do you set the emancipatory
spirit of pragmatism apart from the ideological farce that the “Can-Do” imperative
makes of it? How can you re-animate its inherent humor and wisdom? Its soul ?
It’s a question of intention: how to approach a given situation? The political, emotional, and artistic prudence of pragmatism
resides in the realization that the speciﬁc context of the situation in which one does or
says something will determine the meaning
and eﬀect of one’s actions and words. Pragmatism is deﬁned by the capacity to grasp
that context and react honestly to the speciﬁc challenges that it presents. Witty pragmatism is the art of responsive and responsible reactions.
In the air-conditioned lounge I met a man
from Houston who said his name was something or other — “but just call me Jimbo”
— and he was here to get it on. “I’m ready
for anything, by God! Anything at all. Yeah,
what are you drinkin’?”
But what if that situation is rigidly governed by questionable or intolerable laws? In
this case any response that is practically possible within the given situation will abide by
those laws and therefore conﬁrm them. Pragmatists who content themselves by “working with whatever possibilities” under oppressive conditions become conformists — by
default rather than conviction, it’s true, but
the result is the same. The tacit acceptance
that we simply grin and bear the lives we
lead, that radical change is not an option,
aﬀords pragmatism a fatalist tinge. Traditionally this fatalism is expressed, compensated, and cloaked by jovial irony, as per
the British stereotype: Carry on Seargant,
Teacher, Constable, Nurse, Doctor, England
. . . Don’t make a fuss! Carry on regardless!
A pragmatism that might defy this fatalist bias would have to wed its responsiveness with a spirit of non-reconciliation. This
stance would invoke discontent as a motivating force (rather than a side eﬀect in the
form of the begrudging and complaining that
typically accompanies “making do”). In this
spirit, the pragmatist engages with the given
not on the premise that “the given” is all
there is to life, but with an awareness that
things could be otherwise. When facing speciﬁc problems, the possibility of radical difference remains in view.
“What’s wrong with you, boy?”He grinned
and winked at the bartender.
Often it is precisely an underlying sense
of irreverence that allows people to act in a
situation at all, simply because this irreverance loosens the grip of the rules established
in that context. Is that not the originary rebellious spirit of pragmatism? Its disregard
for the rules, laws, traditions — “truths” —
that impose standards of what de iure, by the
book, cannot be done (when, as the pragmatic person will de facto demonstrate, of
course it can)? This critical edge is what can
enable pragmatism to cut through the Gordian knots created by false beliefs. When it
casts “the given” in a diﬀerent light and dispels imaginary constraints, pragmatism enables people to act, causing small insurgences.
Irreverence makes pragmatism a liberatory
force.
“Who you work for?” I stared at him
again. “Don’t you read the newspapers?”
No matter how emancipatory it sounds,
this proposal still has a peculiar ring to it.
After all, any self-help book or motivational
trainer will also aim to teach you techniques
to dispel imaginary constraints . . . but only
to turn you into a happier, healthier, more
productive slave to a competitive work culture that, deregulated as it is, knows neither
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with nothing to recommend it except a very
book, cannot be done (when, as the pragsaleable “tradition.”
matic person will de facto demonstrate, of
This insistence is inherently anti-economcourse it can)? This critical edge is what can
ical. In a scenario of all-out economic presenable pragmatism to cut through the Gorsure, ruled by deadlines, time spent considdian knots created by false beliefs. When it
ering the preliminaries of how to engage will
casts “the given” in a diﬀerent light and disalways seem like wasted time, or at least time
pels imaginary constraints, pragmatism enthat noone can aﬀord. To take that time —
ables people to act, causing small insurgences.
indeed to show that it even exists — in a culIrreverence makes pragmatism a liberatory
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makes good manners the closest you might
“Who you work for?” I stared at him
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again. “Don’t you read the newspapers?”
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No matter how emancipatory it sounds,
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It certainly doesn’t sound like civil disobediAfter all, any self-help book or motivational
ence. It seems crucial again, therefore, to
trainer will also aim to teach you techniques
switch tracks and re-emphasize the irreverto dispel imaginary constraints . . . but only
ent wit at the heart of pragmatic philosophy.
to turn you into a happier, healthier, more
(And to note that the ability to maintain a
productive slave to a competitive work culconstant awareness and balance of the two
ture that, deregulated as it is, knows neither
— the good-mannered and the irreverant —
rules nor impossibilities anyway. In which
seems to be what we’re after here.) Let’s
case to “take it and run” may just be downtake another example.
right reckless.
Conducting pragmatic negotiations in difSo, while the contrarian kernel of pragmaﬁcult situations usually requires one to act
tism needs to be disassociated from the fatalas a (good-mannered) moderator in order to
ist Carry On Conformism that it is traditionmake people talk and listen to each other.
ally prone to collapse into, it equally has to
However, this doesn’t mean that a pragmatic
be set apart from its current conﬂation with
style of engagement is moderate by deﬁnithe Can-Do culture of compulsive buoyancy
tion. On the contrary, in a situation where
and reckless competitiveness. If these two
there appears to be no possibility of discusmutations of pragmatism seem like caricasion, to politely, categorically insist on distures of postwar British- and contemporary
cussing possibilites nonetheless implies an irU.S.-American culture, that’s because these
reverent disregard for how the situation is
two countries have historically been the vanbeing portrayed — and that can hardly be
guards of both formulating pragmatism as a
called moderate. When there is no proper
philosophy and implementing it as an ideolway to solve a problem, because how that
ogy.
“proper” is construed by the book is part of
I leaned closer to him, half-whispering:
the problem, the pragmatic way to sidestep
“Look . . . how would you like a job?” He
the whole scenario must seem improper. Acts
backed oﬀ quickly. “What? Come on, now.
that testify to pragmatic philosophical wit
What kind of a job?” “Never mind,” I said.
will therefore always have something improper
“You just blew it.”
and immoderate about them. To recoup the
But this conversion is not conclusive; the
philosophy from the ideology, then, means
relation between the originary philosophy and
embracing the immoderate consideratedness
its ideological version is an ongoing struggle
of an irreverent, improper, gonzo pragmacarried out in the arena of everyday culture,
tism.
politics, and ethics. As such, it seems imThis gonzo pragmatism, alive and critiportant to highlight instances of people who
cal with its irreverent, improper, immoderate
perform the adversary ethos of pragmatism
wit ought to ﬁnd itself perpetually at odds
in their work and wit. To write the history of
with the order of ordinary ways and conthis antagonism is to support those who have
ventional procedures. The apparently goodtaken sides with the philosophy and against
mannered mode of “quiet conversation,” for
the ideology.
example, may well still be the perfect medium
Against this backdrop, the optimistic pracfor negotiating pragmatic solutions to contice of “good manners” amounts to a similar
tingent problems, but we should be careful
deﬁance of both the backslapping pragmato dissociate this ideal from a conservative
tism of the Carry-Ons and the coercive nonostalgia for gentlemanly customs.
holds-barred pragmatism of the Can-Dos.
“You’ll know him when you see him; don’t
Good manners demonstrate a degree of conworry about that.” Creeping Jesus, I thought.
sideration, a refusal to simply accept the rules
That screws the press credentials. I had a viof an imposed, false game, instead insisting
sion of some nerve-rattling geek all covered
on the time, right, and freedom to consider
with matted hair and string-warts showing up
one’s terms of engagement in a given situain the press oﬃce and demanding Scanlan’s
tion. This is crucial, because neither of the
press packet. Well what the hell? We could
two ideological versions of pragmatism grant
always load up on acid and spend the day
anyone this time, right, and freedom. Both
roaming around the clubhouse grounds with
construe a scenario of economic pressure (the
big sketch pads, laughing hysterically at the
phantom threat of eternal postwar scarcity,
natives and swilling mint juleps so the cops
or the bottomless fear of precarious futures)
wouldn’t think we’re abnormal. Perhaps even
in which taking time to consider terms seems
make the act pay; set up an easel with a big
out of the question; only immediate action
sign saying, “Let a Foreign Artist Paint Your
appears appropriate. Doesn’t an insistence
Portrait, $10 Each. Do It NOW!”
on good manners, then, eﬀectively contest
The traditional site for quiet conversaeconomic pressure as the ultima ratio, the
tions about important decisions is the drawgold standard, in relation to which everying room, to which powerful upper class men
thing else must be measured and justiﬁed?
withdraw (after dinner) to do politics and
But what the hell? Anybody who wanders
business, in private, excluding women specifaround the world saying, “Hell yes, I’m from
ically, and the public generally. In order to
Texas,” deserves whatever happens to him.
disavow this dubious legacy, then, quietly spoAnd he had, after all, come here once again
ken gonzo pragmatists may have to radically
to make a nineteenth-century ass of himself
resituate the quiet conversation outside the
in the midst of some jaded, atavistic freakout
drawing room, in noisy places, central locawith nothing to recommend it except a very
tions, right where problems present themsaleable “tradition.”
selves and where participation is not just posThis insistence is inherently anti-economsible but inevitable, simply because people
ical. In a scenario of all-out economic presare all around, passing by. Following this
sure, ruled by deadlines, time spent considthought to its illogical conclusion, then, it
ering the preliminaries of how to engage will
would be most appropriate for the negotiaalways seem like wasted time, or at least time
tions between gonzo pragmatists to take place
that noone can aﬀord. To take that time —
in loud, populated places, where they are
indeed to show that it even exists — in a culabsurdly inappropriate. Given that all the
ture governed by the economic imperative,
inevitable noise and interruption will make
makes good manners the closest you might
staying focused on any conversation all but
get to civil disobedience.
impossible, what else could it be? Nothing
The danger of embracing “good manners”,
less than a mockery of the idea that there
however, is its tacit espousal of conservatism.
was ever a “proper” way — by the book —
It certainly doesn’t sound like civil disobediof handling such situations. (JV)
ence. It seems crucial again, therefore, to
switch tracks and re-emphasize the irreverent wit at the heart of pragmatic philosophy.
(And to note that the ability to maintain a
constant awareness and balance of the two
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THE PITS
NEW YORK — Walking or riding along the
avenues, you can imagine the storefronts without tenants. Bank branches, juice bars, shops
selling electronics and scarves: all of them
gone, unable to make the rent, and the landlords, verging on default, unable to lure replacements. It’s a feasible scenario, if you
consider the consumer-conﬁdence and consumer-price indices, the wealth destruction,
all the layoﬀs and trickle-down eﬀects, and
the allegedly unrelated possibility, as the New
York Times reported last week, that “something funny is happening on the dark side of
the universe.” (“A better and more enticing
explanation for the excess is that the particles are being spit out of the ﬁreballs created by dark matter particles colliding and
annihilating one another in space” — and
here we were blaming Alan Greenspan.) A
friend who worked in Southeast Asia in the
nineteen-nineties, during the recession there,
recalls visiting Bangkok and Jakarta to see
the abandoned high-rises of the preceding economic boom. He found ranges of half-ﬁnished
buildings, derelict superstructures occupied
by tent shanties and with squatters gathered
around ﬁres. It may be no great leap from
there to a vision here of burning garbage
cans and jerry-rigged cardboard in Washington Mutual’s cashless vestibules or the bare
aisles of Circuit City.
“What will it look like?”is a question of
the hour, as people try to visualize the ways
in which life will change in New York as a
result of the ﬁnancial and economic crisis.
In the mind’s eye, we tend to populate our
recessionary streets with squad cars painted
green, cat’s-eyed ambulances, and other anachronisms — “Fort Apache, the Bronx: The
Remake.” But, really, the city will probably
just look the way it does now. After an extraordinary era of construction and renovation, demolition and replacement, there will
almost certainly come a long period in which
little to nothing gets built. Putting aside
the long-discussed public projects that are
endangered or doomed (the Second Avenue
Subway, the West Side Railyards, Brooklyn
Bridge Park, Moynihan Station, etc.), dozens
of private undertakings have stalled or died.
The calls go out to the architects: pencils
down. We have inherited, from the good
years, a glut of housing, almost all of it of the
unaﬀordable kind — condos galore — and an
increase in oﬃce space amid a sudden, steep
decrease in the need for it. Throw in the high
cost, or total unavailability, of capital, owing
to the credit freeze, and you have a New York
that may be frozen in time. The skyline,
which has been very dynamic recently, like a
stereo’s equalizer display, should sit still for
a while. The clothes in our closets today will
be the ones we’re wearing when we’re old.
Keep an eye on the construction pits that
developers dug to make way for the foundations of new buildings. The town is pocked
with them. The real-estate boom fostered
grand schemes, which, though they are in
many cases now stillborn, began with holes
in the ground. The expiration, earlier this
year, of a tax-abatement law, 421-a, encouraged residential builders to dig quickly, to
achieve grandfather status and thus better
ﬁnancing. Hence a sudden spate of new pits,
some that builders may have had no intention of ﬁlling soon anyway. In some cases, if
a developer hasn’t already paid for the steel,
he will be inclined, or forced, to walk away.
Buildings that are halfway built tend to get
ﬁnished, although they may wind up being
what are called “see-throughs.” What will
become of the pits? Can we turn them into
half-wild swimming holes, like the granite
quarries of New England? Ring them with
barbed wire and convert them into debtors’
prisons or internment camps for the culprits
who structured synthetic C.D.O.s? They’d
make excellent ha-has, for livery horses or
livestock. Corn mazes. Extreme-cockﬁghting
arenas. Or perhaps they could serve, over
time, as urban tar pits, entrapping and preserving in garbage and white brick dust the
occasional unlucky passerby for the scientiﬁc
ediﬁcation of future generations, if there turn
out to be any. Or they could become parking
lots.
Vacant space tends to remain vacant, in
anticipation of an upswing. Tax policy, inertia, and the eternal belief that things will get
better (proﬁtable) again usually trump civic
dreams of pocket parks or stickball ﬁelds.
Whoever ends up owning it all, after the foreclosures and the workouts are done, holds out
for the big payday. The greatest pit of them
all is at Ground Zero, where the squabbling
among constituents and stakeholders, as well
as the usual big-city incompetence, even before the ﬁnancial meltdown, has kept the hole
a hole for years. Now it’s hard to imagine a
way out of it. (NP)
From The New Yorker, December 8, 2008
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