





Honesty to the Human
Catherine Borra

Just over 1000 words on:

A) Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance
(Robert M. Pirsig, 1974). The narrator through the
eyes of me;

B) Living in the Maniototo (Janet Frame, 1979).
Janet Frame through the eyes of herself;

C) All the Divided Selves (Luke Fowler, 2011).

R.D. Laing through the eyes of Luke Fowler.

A)

“Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” was given to
me by a friend for my 21st birthday. It came with a note on
the first blank page, that told me:

“From now on, it will not be as easy. Dear C, you will soon
find yourself at a cross-road: you can either choose the
path that is marked by the river bed, follow the current
that together with the other little boats will convince you
that your passion is free and unconditioned (rivers are
good at hiding their necessities) or, like a boat in a video
game, you will need to look for power ups, fight against
the end-of-level monster, utilise all available cues to pro-
ceed towards the ultimate Suez canal.”

This went on. | remember feeling a bit daunted by this
foreword, on a book about motorcycles?!, of all things, so
| buried the present away till last summer.

The book is a long diary, that follows the thought-journey
of the narrator while he’s taking a road trip along the back
roads of America, together with his young kid (who has
been manifesting psychotic tendencies), and two adult
friends travelling on a motorcycle along with them.
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Landscape and geography are the maps to this accurate
soliloquy, from which, as a reader, | obtain an initial im-
age of the self-centred universe of a man who is nostalgic
for his former visionary, genius self - that was erased by
electro-stimulation therapy some years earlier.

The travel journal does exactly what it says in the title

- expanding widely on the subject of motorcycle mainte-
nance, and the approach that will allow for ‘good” motor-
cycle maintenance - the ecology of self/work/machine
that can also be usefully applied to other fields - there-
fore | read.

Up to here, all is good, | can endure metaphors with no
problem - but what | find disturbing in parallel to this is
the constant, omniscient criticism reserved for the two
friends (the lack of elasticity in the narrator’s judgement
of them, performed solely from his point of view and own
system of values), and even worse, the accessory feature
of the son, a young kid on probably the worst holiday of
his life, embarked on with a distant father, who he's seen
“going crazy” just a few years ago, and who is now writing
a book in his head as he drives into the American land-
scape - with the kid's own hours spent forever looking at
his father’'s helmet and shoulders, as he holds on for the
ride.

The empathy for this kid and the powerful aversion | have
for all experiences that children are put through so care-
lessly, that will shape them and chain them as adults, the
superficiality with which these developing, blossoming
creatures are moulded and hurt - it makes me so angry.
In short, it was the most fastidious book | have read since
Madame Bovary - the same sense of unjust, socially con-
structed, inevitable fragility of the human experience - so
common and hopeless. The river my friend was talking
about, | guess.
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Next suggestion is Violet Pansy Proudlock, Alice Thumb,
Mavis Furness Barwell Halleton - the split incarnations of

a woman writing fiction, struggling with herself as the sub-
ject and object, at the same time, of the fiction “Living in the
Maniototo”, by Janet Frame - herself a woman writer, her-
self with a past of mental health issues and misdiagnoses -
schizophrenia, a broken (schizo) heart (phrenos].

Janet Frame lived in New Zealand between 1924 and 2004,
was interned for years in a psychiatric institution — a candi-
date for lobotomy - this narrative informing and exchanging
roles at times with her prolific production as an author. Be-
ing the patient, being the writer, declared first sick then sane
- adapting to contradicting selves and social statuses applied
by something/someone else, as always.

“No doubt, opposing the mood of the weather, | might have
made soup or stew, but | was in a compliant mood - if the day
says weep then why not weep?”

“Living in the Maniototo”, as well as being a book about the
selectiveness of perception, is a story about the selective-
ness of the imagery and cues we choose to deliver about our-
selves to the world - shaping our relationships with others.
My paperback copy was one of the many Frame books given
to me by my aunt, chief librarian with a great knowledge of
New Zealand literature, sister to three other women that
have always exchanged with each other their thoughts on
readings and stuff for the mind. | always felt that the purpose
of passing on the bibliography of an author that can be so sad
and vulnerable, was to the symbolic gesture of valuing the
good?, bad?, in any case inevitable human heritage that ac-
companies genetic relationships.
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Last topic: “All Divided Selves”, a feature-length film by Luke
Fowler, the affectionate portrait of one of the most radical
figures in European psychiatry during the past century - cre-
ated by assembling existing footage of R.D. Laing’s life and
work in long-recovering post-war Glasgow, and fragments of
film produced by the artist - landscape, associations.

Far from the objectifying treatment reserved for the subjects
of documentary, this is an intimate research into some-

one the artist defines as an inspirational figure. Inspiration
doesn’t trigger rational measures necessarily, and it is in-
teresting how such a film, though it addresses a thematic
that can concern science and medical history, thus inevitably
remains within the realms of contemporary art - positively,
an allowing field.

| bought “The Divided Self”, Laing’s landmark book, after
seeing the film, when | thought it could be in some way useful
for writing this text. The first chapter is called “Foundations
for a Science of Persons”. This is the part that | find helps
most:

“If it is held that to be unbiased one should be ‘objective’ in
the sense of depersonalising the person who is the object

of our study, any temptation to do this under the impression
that one is thereby being scientific must be rigorously re-
sisted. Depersonalization in a theory that is intended to be a
theory of persons is as false as schizoid depersonalization of
others and is no less ultimately an intentional act. Although
conducted in the name of science, such reification yields a
false 'knowledge’. It is just as pathetic a fallacy as the false
personalization of things.”

It had never occurred to me that there was such an easy and
efficient linguistic stratagem, that can hold itself both as a
personal precept, and as a guideline for research, writing,
production in possibly all fields of knowledge: objectify the
object; subjectify the subjects.
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Interview with Asta Meldal Lynge
Tom Clark

Tom — | think we could begin by contextualising your
work in Reality Considerations arising from the work
of David Smail, where outside, external power struc-
tures form the subject rather than arising from the
subject’s internal desires. With this view, you can
begin to see how the experience of both the type of
spaces in Lobbies not only define your experience,
but inform how you perform this interiority outwardly
as this subject as a structural component of a larger
whole ... And while the video very apparently deals
with this type of space as a subject matter — it also
seems to disrupt the affective nature of the structure
of reflection and representation as a language...

Asta - Yeah, | think there is a language in the move-
ments of the camera - when it falls in to moments of
vertiginous disorientation. | guess I'm reflecting on this
with the medium itself, the camera will be gazing up
these really tall buildings and all these shiny surfaces,
but at the same time you have these tracking dolly shots
that are really slick, in a sense speaking the same lan-
guage as the lobby.

T — So, you'd say that the place of the viewer and the
character almost merges the camera with the archi-
tecture?

A — Yeah, yeah, someone described it as like a weird
ménage a trois between the girl, the lobby and the
camera. The character is very aware of the camera, she
gazes directly into it: it's like introducing the camera,

or the field of experience watching a film, as a journey
through a series of membranes...

T — Yeah, that idea of membrane is perhaps more
appropriate: it really felt like | was implicated as a
viewer both on my side and on the other side of this
membrane. The double gaze of the character on the
lobby is really key, in that it is also at the viewer, and
at the camera as an apparatus - so there is a kind of
complication between the screen and the reflection of
the architecture...

A — Yeah, yeah, | think the reflected surfaces are also
like a crystalline universe of images in a sense: | mean
the video came out of just walking around the City of
London and you were constantly clasped by your own
image - the reflection of your self. Also, depending

on whether it's dark or bright when you walk past the
lobbies, this decides how far in you can go with your
eyes, yet you're always positioned by the reflection:
even though the glass is set to be transparent it actually
informs you of your position outside of that space.

T — I think we should come back to that point about
positioning, but | wanted to pin down the space be-
tween the sounds, you know the interaction between
that and the external diagetic sound - because there’s
a real sense of orchestral movement or narrative by
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the sound and the solid colour plains that come up
— the red, yellow and blue — this feels quite at odds
with the homogeneity of the architecture on screen.

A — The colours come out of the image before or after
it, so with the red, the frame after it is a guy passing
by a red sculpture, with the blue, he’s standing in front
of a blue wall, and with the flowers, yellow... And with
the music as well it sort of divides it into chapters with
a start, a middle and a finishing point. Also with this
piano it's only there long enough that you notice it, and
then you kind of forget that it's there and it surprises
you again. So it's also something about being aware
that the film is a film and of the affective nature of
sound and image.

T — | suppose this is most noticeable with the rotat-
ing metal globe, when the sound becomes really
awful and discordant especially with this process of
digitization.

A —I'm thinking about when | made this film, about
the colours and the sound: | thought a lot about it as
a composition in time, imagining spreading out all the
frames and looking at them literally and having this
experience. Like with a lot of my work, having this ex-
perience of framing and filming something and putting
it together and thinking Oh I've seen this image before,
its this kind of stock-image experience. | think extract-
ing the colour from an image is a point of extracting
something and taking out one component: that mate-
rial, that colour, that one thing that everything is made
out of...

T — Maybe we could talk a bit more about position-
ing and what it is these sorts of spaces imply for a

Interview with Asta Meldal Lynge

neoliberal immaterial public+private, with no clear
separation between the two or between work and
non-work. If you look at difference between early
post-modern architecture — which was very reflec-
tive, mirrored office blocks format the 80s/90s,
and which very much imbued an inside and outside
and cemented the power of business. Then look at
this shift into these kind of cinematic, transparent
spaces, as you get this move into a much more dis-
solved separation between work and leisure, work
at home, work in the office, or the internal space of
private capital and the outside of public, society or
politics.

A — 1 mean, | hadn’t thought about that at all, but
yeah, it's an interesting point. So what, you mean the
fact that the architecture might mirror some kind of
social approach to working?

T — Maybe something not so passive: the perfor-
mance of work being imposed onto the outside
world. The social factory not just being a condition
of the gamification of leisure, but also as defined
architecturally — so the building becomes a sort of
subjectivising apparatus in this destruction of the
distinction between our capacity to work and need
to have time for rest...

A — That's a really interesting thing, because these
global, new towers of glass, they're present in their
absence in a way, yet they're so there in terms of
height and shininess ...

T — That's a really nice way of putting it — their pres-
ence in their absence, and a pervasiveness in the
way that you can see all the desks up against the
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window and your eye line is filled with this view of
corporate finance, and it mirrors the market's net-
worked, global presence. The work going on may
be ostensibly behind this glass but the reach of its
network extends well beyond the fagade. Likewise,
you may be inhabiting the space amongst the archi-
tecture as a body, but it's an image or reflection of
your self on this same visual schema that forms your
part in this network.

A — Think about the situation with the World Trade
Center, | mean that's a whole different discourse, but
the gravity of the lack of those two towers, formally
perhaps you can talk of some kind of underlining
through evocation of absence. You've probably seen
those fountains and they also have the light coming
up, all together creating that ever-present void. | mean
of course the twin towers are more absent — they are
actually not there anymore — than an existing glass
tower but you're still talking about some sort of invis-
ibility and that is quite interesting as a concept in a
society...

T — That's an interesting combination of things:
bringing together this idea of the lack — in ground
zero for example — and the kind of more affective

lack within the late post-modern, late-capitalist archi-

tecture is something very pertinent.

A — Also, cities like New York and London are synony-
mous with modern life, these are places a lot of people
are drawn to, and such cities are growing bigger. So

perhaps by looking at the physicality of what surrounds
us the film deals with a notion of progress in relation to
the city. and | think that when looking at the physicality
of what surrounds us when we're in the city, how does
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that talk with that kind of life?

T — I mean, what is in this negotiation you're per-
forming by making the video? Because the kind of
narrative content of the video and the way that you
describe how you came to make the video, comes
from quite an experiential, personal kind of reaction
perhaps to the space and the feeling amongst it,
but then there’s the choice to make use of a some-
what structuralist approach to articulate that experi-
ence. I'm really reminded of Michael Snow’s ma-
chine made for filming La Région Centrale (1971)",
a multi-jointed dolly. There's a precision to the
aesthetic, sumptuous treatment — which separated
it from the image glut you mentioned before. Is that
a negotiation or is it just a confluence?

A — Erm, well its not a film on film, its digital, so you
can always discuss how structural, how material it
really is...[laughs]... but | think that the actual kind of
structural influence is my method of understanding or
looking at something and how this is done. | was very
curious of this concept of the lobby: it's so abstract,

| mean, is it an image, is it a space? You know it's
functional, but you have the desk which is 50 meters
over there, and there's a vase of flowers over there...
So | wanted to look at the material conditions, you
know, with close-ups looking at the material or texture
of this abstract concept of the lobby. So | think the
structuralist/materialist drive is a sort of journalism...

T — Or a way of trying to puncture through the skin
of the reflection?

A — Yeah, yeah

" See: http://rhizome.org/editorial/2012/jun/21/robopix/
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Sisyphus
Amelia Groom

Why is it that everyone remembers his punishment
but no one remembers his crime?

After violating the goddess Xenia's laws of hospitality,
Sisyphus seduced his niece Tyro, only for Tyro to slay
the children she bore by him when she discovered
that Sisyphus was planning on eventually using them
to dethrone her father, Sisyphus’ brother and rival.
The implacable Zeus then ordered the god of death,
Thanatos, to take Sisyphus to the underworld, but
Sisyphus tricked Thanatos and chained him up, re-
sulting in disaster on land because nobody could die.
When Sisyphus was finally sentenced to execution,

he tricked his wife by demanding that upon his death
she throw his naked body in the city square to prove
her love for him. He then used this as a sign of her
disrespect for him, in order to be granted access to
the upper world again - ostensibly in order to publicly
scold her for not giving him a proper funeral, as a lov-
ing wife should.
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He was a scandal!

Finally condemned to push an immense boulder

up a hill, only to watch it roll straight back down,

ad infinitum, Sisyphus would famously become Al-
bert Camus’s absurdist hero, whose “whole being is
exerted towards accomplishing nothing”, and whom
we “must imagine as happy.” Emphasising the no-
tion of repetition for its own sake, Camus was in fact
repeating ideas expressed previously by the Japa-
nese philosopher Kuki Shuzo. Fourteen years before
the publication of Camus’ Myth of Sisyphus, Kuki had
given a lecture in France, where he declared that we
should imagine Sisyphus, with his “firm and certain
will of always beginning again,” as happy. “He per-
petually renews his effort. Is there suffering, is there
punishment, in this act? | do not understand,” said
Kuki, “Sisyphus should be happy, being capable of a
perpetual repetition of dissatisfaction.”"

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=711bZ_pLusQ

A (happy?] slinky on a treadmill. A single gesture,
dispossessed of its capacity to move forward, re-
peated for three and a half minutes, and viewed on
YouTube three and a half million times (as of October
2012). Unlike the Fordist conveyor belt that divided
up time and labour into achievable units, each com-
pletion here folds back on itself. The immediately
anthropomorphised slinky is propelled onwards by
its own momentum, but each motion is cancelled out
by the reiteration of the same. This is the paradox of
the Modernist notion of ‘progress’: with the indefinite

13



Amelia Groom

postponement of closure, it demands that we strive
for it but never reach it.

Moishe Postone has described what she terms

the “treadmill effect” that occurs under capital-

ism, paradoxically, with its demand for accumulation.
Because there is always more to acquire, the arrow of
time loops back on itself. The treadmill makes us run
in place, so step-by-step becomes step-on-top-of-
step. But can self-consciously redundant gestures of
self-replication also work to resist processes of ob-
jectification, commodification and accumulation? Bea
Fremderman’s two-minute-twelve-second video loop,
Kafka Office (2012), presents us with a generic grey
space of regulated and enforced productivity where
nothing passes besides time itself, with the cyclical
passage of day to night, on repeat. This sort of exag-
gerated, staged inefficacy asks if we can find a way to
proceed without progressing; if we can use tautology
to resist teleology.

“Meaningless work is obviously the most important
and significant art form today.” (Walter de Maria,
1960)

Before he was punished, Sisyphus had fought pro-
gression. He attempted to disrupt the linear trans-
ferral of the throne, he halted the human passage
from life to death, and he rapaciously refused his own
divinely dictated fate. As the only possible retribution
his existence would be condemned to eternal redun-
dancy, where he can never be done with what he has
nevertheless already finished. Refusing to meet his
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end, he was to be punished with endlessness - ac-
tion without purpose, perpetually unconsummated
process where achievement would be impossible
since the completion of each gesture would roll

back on itself to its own beginning. But perhaps this
punishment only amounted to the highest reward,
and purposive purposelessness is an ideal towards
which we can all aspire? Kuki Shuzo in 1928: “it is the

enterprise that interests us, not the goal.”

'Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. Justin O'Brien, Penguin Books
— Great Ideas, 2005

" Kuki, Shuzo. “The Idea of Time and the Repossession of Time in the Orient”
in Sourcebook For Modern Japanese Philosophy: Selected Documents

trans. and ed. David A. Dilworth, Valdo H. Viglielmo, Agustin Jacinto Zavala,
Greenwood Press, 1998

" Postone, Moishe. Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of
Marx’s Critical Theory, Cambridge University Press, 2003
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On Filipa César’s F for Fake
Joao Laia

The work of Filipa César has permanently questioned human behav-
iour patterns. The artist focuses on chronicling daily situations that are
embedded in narrative layers through the use of different cinematic
devices. This method allows the artist to explore the limits between
fiction and documentary and enables a meaning to be brought out
that was subtly present in the captured events but would have gone
unnoticed. More recently her production shifted towards contexts and
stories of direct political significance.

In F for Fake (2005) César reconfigures Orson Welles' 1974 ho-
monymous last film. Mimicking Welles’ structure, César employs a
fast editing rhythm and blends found footage from the 1974 original
piece with newly recorded imagery, while juxtaposing realistic events
with fantasy and illusion. Welles’ feature length re-edits footage from
a television documentary about EImyr de Hory, a famous art forger,
combining it with new material. The film is a complex exploration of
the cinematic medium and an inquiry about artistic practice in rela-
tion to ideas such as authenticity, originality, ownership, expertise and
value. César’s video mixes extracts from Welles’ F for Fake with four
people watching and commenting on the 1974 film. A more recent
work, Four Chambered Heart (2009), also stages a similar situation;
here Israeli students watch and discuss Jean Rouch’s La Pyramide
Humaine (1959).

The characters of César’s F for Fake are introduced as experts and
engage with Welles’ film at an individual and social level. Each of the
characters watches it alone and is later interviewed, also in isolation.
The four come together during what appears to be a dinner to talk as
a group about the work. Like Welles' film, F for Fake, blurs storytell-
ing with chronicling. On the one hand there are reality-like situations,
as in the interviews with the experts, to which the video's visual tex-
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ture brings an illusionary reality effect. On the other hand the viewer
is confronted with magic tricks and surreal situations that function as
Brechtian distanciation devices, like the fleeting figure of a bearded
man dressed in black that resembles the character played by Welles
in his film.

In striking contrast to Welles’ omnipresence in the original work,
throughout F for Fake César is never to be seen. The presence of
the artist is nevertheless strongly felt in the meticulous editing of the
visual mosaic used to compose the video. Expanding Welles’ dialogic
and free-associative editing, César's powerful cut-and-paste strate-
gies constantly underline the manipulation taking place. In addition

to the fast-paced editing and the framing and reframing of the im-
ages, the use of found-footage as well as the recurrent close-ups
are sediments of the artist’s presence and an index of her actions.
The cuckoo clock seen and heard regularly in the video emphasizes
its rhythm and personifies the control imposed onto the images and
characters. Similarly to Welles’ magician, the cuckoo clock in F for
Fake links unrelated footage together and may therefore be read as a
replacement-image for César herself.

César’s paradoxical invisibility adds a layer to the director’s question-
ing of authorship and originality in relation to value and expertise.
The artist’s physical absence may be read as an embodiment of the
diffused and naturalized control mechanisms that operate within and
are made operate by contemporary neo-liberal thinking; wherein the
rapid privatization of society, its disengagement from social thinking
is, nevertheless, bound to collective forms of regulation and power
enforcement. In this way César’s paradoxical procedure expands
Welles’ inquiry, relating his critique of authorship in cinema and art to
our economic reality, emphasizing a meaning that was subtly present
in the feature-length film. The cuckoo clock would then also stand
for the standardization of time, a naturalized form of control in which
contemporary societies are based. In F for Fake both art forms are
reframed as microcosms of a bigger social context that influences
and controls individuals.

17



1T 9)TI1 1994 NOA JT SJow XSe 01 93J) 1994 jburieutwny)T ST STyl =doy

(OAT1R1DJ 1B SIT ‘wwy:-=3Jom Aw 01 HuTiey1aJ 31T Jot SY

SPMOJD JO 1UBJS101
A13AT1E)19J WT pue S3STIJUaXd 3Sayl Agq padJojus AJTATIERJD JO SJaiaweded
SUl YITM 91Qe1J0JW0d WT 0S SWT1 01 awrl wod) asnoy/d eynsed 1e sdoysyJom
SPTY Op T pue A19pTIMm 21Tnb XYJoMm T 3sSnedaq U0 aW %001 JEET NUTYl I

j@aniTeJlJI0d
SWaJ1-X *uoTieutisedoodd Jo Aunxny] Syl woJd) pal1eJICI] 31194 T eyl

UT DUT}SSJS3UI pue ‘419SIT UT XSk} e ST SuoTlTque ,sJayro butgaosge jeyiz

ut butisneyx3j -burisadaaluT ybnoyl ‘HButisneyxs A19191dwod 1T punot T pue
uayelJapun JsaAd p,T 1eyl PUTY STY} JO MJOM 1SJT) 9yl sem styl -bHButbpn( wouy
pautediad T 0S umo Aw wod) jJede pue Ajtddey a1Tnb suoTidouny eyl plrJiom

e S1T 1ng ‘J4931unodud 0} PawsdsS T WSTIOTUAD 913131T1 Moy AQ ¥dnJu3ls sem |

40343yl oel Jo Adeundde S3IT JO ssa)pJebad

SS9UMT] e Aq suoAue ST se pajeurdse) A14311n suam ASyl 9sed YdTym

ut ‘ieyl T HuTylswos Juo woouyleq ayi o} Aem syl uo I1gel Jno passed
Asyl 1eyl sdueyd> Aq sem 1T ssa1un AJTATIOR UNO 01 SSSUITM 3J40Q SIUSTLD
9yl JO suou ‘Aep ayl JO 954N0D 3yl JOAO0 SiTeJlJod 0IUT SleTIURISQNSURI]
01 si1stT1/sydeuaboloyd o o91Td e yitm 1431 1snl ausm am ‘A1 1niyueyl

pa311d> Aj3lusnbau)} 0Sy1e sem usawnde ssaursnqg

!A11ueutwopasd a1tnb paunbTy Sdoueleq 9JT1-YJom ! (9sed s,91doad Auew

UT SUO0 puod3S e J0) 3Tsodap asnoy e U0} dAeS {}uns-03}-A3TD 9ay3y 931a1dwo)
*XeluAs pue aouanbas swes 1oexs

9Ul UT pPOST1LQJIA USAS dSJ4dM dWos ‘OdTJausb 31Tnb susm syjeob sayy 1o Auep

*1T 0} paJJalad Asyl se €4 JO ‘€IQ¢ UT SOA]195-1N}1SS8I0NS

JToyl Jo obewT ue yiTm paingrdiie Asyl ieyir si1eob Jo SOTISTJU910eUIRYD
‘satiTlenb syl Jo juaT1d yoes Aq paprqodd 3ST] USI1ITJM B YiTm bBuole
‘sobewr/sitedidod Syl p1TNg 01 PIasSnh SJSM 3sayl pue Aep syl 1o bButuutbaq
9yl 1e sn Agq usyel aJsm sprodelod *A119Aou JTIayl Jo) 0S)1e pue abels

J91e] SW0S 1B U0 129149J 01 SIUST1D 9yl JOo4 3Yesdasy sawodaq p1nod eyl
butylswos ‘unonel Ajued JO puTy B SE PIPUIIUT dJ3M IAST1aq I Sbutmeup ayl

aJeme 9q Aew noA woym JO 1STlJde ue os]e
S,9H "3JOM 3yl Y3}TM 31qgerJtojwod 33Tnb sem ay se wsayl Jo) AjTdeded DT3STIJE
2WO0S S1TJ1N} 9y awnsse I 3Inq ‘ST 9104 STY 1eYm aJns A11dexa 1ou wl

S9STOJaxa bBurp1Ing-wesl 93elT)Tdey
01 SuoTleJodJod YlTm MJom oym ‘I NN/ P°11e> Auedwod e U0} SHJIOM
oym HEEENY BN ‘pudTJl) e Aq NEEEEM EEEEC UlTM Buole paljdeJluod sem I 0S

jJouea13 bButuiop

<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<
<<

<

<wod *)Tewbdewsolsued1pl> ewlsolay *q'C 81/6/210C <
<wod *1TewbPiagam iouesl s> 4agam AJOAT Joueald :0l
<wod*)Tewbpewiojsuedipl> ,ewtoyay *"q@*r, :WoJd
uoTlows ai1edodiod :3y :12algng



Excerpts from Power,
Interest and Psychology
David Smail

David Smail, ‘Introduction’ (pp. i-viii)
and an excerpt from ‘A Societal
Perspective’ (pp. 48-61), Power,
Interest and Psychology: Elements
of a Social Materialist Understanding
of Distress. PCCS Books 2005

With kind permission of the author.
For more information and to read/
order, visit:

www.davidsmail.info
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Introduction

When I was very young, and optimism about ‘science’ was at its height, I used
to worry that by the time I grew up there would be nothing left in the world to
discover and that I would be redundant as a thinking being. Well, I needn’t
have worried: now that I am considerably older, it seems to me that the world
| inhabit has never been so sunk in superstition and ignorance.

The ironies are unending. The idealism that led me to study psychology
was partly founded on a feeling that here, at least, there were still mysteries to
be unravelled. In fact, as it turns out, psychology—all unknowing—has done
more to mystify the human condition than just about any other even remotely
intellectual enterprise.

As T grew up in the 1950s—as callow a youth as any of that era—the
post-war world was pretty grey and Spartan, but there was nevertheless (or so
it seems to me now) a general belief in the possibility of improving the lot of
common humanity—if not on a global scale, at least on the home front. A
Labour government had come to power that, whatever its shortcomings,
addressed inequality and injustice in a way that seems extraordinarily radical
as against the dishonest manipulations of today’s ‘New Labour’. There were
real jobs for people to do and an optimistic beliet in the benefits of health and
cducation for all. Much to the discomfort of some of the more affluent sections
of the population (to which most ot the people 1 knew aspired even though
they didn’t belong), it seemed that the snobbery and privilege so characteristic
of pre-war British society were on their way out for good. Even if vestiges of
it lingered here and there, it seemed that Bertie Wooster’s world was dead.

But it wasn’t. Though wise enough not to draw too much attention to
itself, it continued more or less unabated among significant minorities of the
population, and nostalgic memories of its glories festered resentfully in the
psyches of those who were only too soon to mount the Thatcherist counter-
revolution. And now we’ve got it all back with-—literally—a vengeance.
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The “Twenty-First Century” which politicians and tabloids love to invoke
as emblematic of progress, is culturally and economically a rewind to the
between-the-wars society so many of us hoped we’d seen the back of: a world
in which a greedy and self-satisfied middle class re-establishes and
ostentatiously celebrates the advantages of its parasitism on those who really
produce the goods.

Not that nothing has changed—the mechanics of exploitation and privilege
are far less crude than they used to be, and far less apparent to even the interested
onlooker. The principal locations of exploitation have been moved, through
the apparatus of ¢ globalisation’, to where most of us can’t see them and don’t
really care about them even if we can. The mass of the population, no longer
so obviously belittled and patronised by its ‘betters’, is pacified by the de-
regulation of pleasure and stupefied by the relentless ‘dumbing down’ of
information. The depth of perspective of even the educated class has been
reduced to the span of no more than a few years, making it less and less easy to
understand how and why societal change comes about.

And in all this ‘psychology’—a central tool of ideological power—plays
its crucial part. If people are to be diverted from criticising the material
circumstances that condition their lives, they must believe those circumstances
to be irrelevant, and psychology has over the past century invented and sustained
a magical theology in which it seems that people may choose themselves and
shape their future by eradicating their past. Tragedy may be averted by no
more, essentially, than wishing that things might be otherwise, and reality is
reduced to a set of stories that may be manipulated to result in happy endings.

The only thing that people are called upon to do to realise their dreams is
to consume, and psychology has been fundamental to the creation of the perfect
consumer. The latter is an individual detached from every kind of social and
environmental context other than that of greedy competition for goods and
services with other individuals, existing otherwise in a fantasy world where
there is in theory no limit to the achievement of gratification.

It is precisely in establishing the theory that psychology has been so
influential. One of the central problems that faces the limitless ‘growth’ on
which capitalism depends is the restrictions placed by material circumstances
on what we can achieve—restrictions, that is, that arise out of our physical
environment, our physical bodies and the existence of other people. These
have to be dematerialised, changed from potential barriers into sites and objects
of desire, where limitless aims may be attained through acts of consumption
which are, crucially, mediated by essentially mental processes such as wishing
and deciding—and dreaming. The modern consumer is in this way a pleasure-
seeking idealist, dislocated from a real world, a real body and a real society.
We must believe, among other things, that the earth’s resources are infinite,
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that mind will triumph over matter and that lhcrg’s no limit tq what you can
achieve if you really try. Psychology helps a lo.t in this enter‘prlse. ,
One should be careful, however, about using the wgrd psyf:h.o.logy too
loosely, as it covers a wide range of academic and professmniall actwltles},lrrlxany
of which have very little in common with each other. Th.e 'km(’i of psycho qgi/l
[ am concerned with in this book is essentially the ‘chm(’:al variety, whic
takes for its subject matter the broad field of ‘mental health. a’nd. evolveq fr(l)m
a mixture of behavioural learning theory, ‘dyna'm?c’ (in partlf:u a;
psychoanalytic) psychologies and the so called ‘humam'stlic psychologlzs od
the mid-twenticth century. It is in many respects closely s1m11ar‘to—and indee :
for the purposes of my argument includes—other approaches to . psychoghera.tpff
and ‘counselling’ and is as concerned as they t'o establish pr.ofe'ssz.onal 01: ent}lla st;
‘Psychology’ of this kind is no longer an intellectual d1s01p11nfe, ? ra:c .on
philosophy or science, but seeks recognition as a protected, tejchmc.a pro esslio'
with established procedures for the treatment (?f psychologlcal disorders. t1s
taught not to students, but to trainees, and it W}ll soon ?be illegal for‘ anyone to
call him or herself a ‘psychologist’ unless 0fﬁc1a11'y réglstered as .such. o
As I have already suggested, the claim to objectively established validity

i i i i i ion in anythin
" implied in this professional stance is entirely without foundation ything

other than a carefully constructed mythology which has much in commolr(; w1t}:
many other branches of ‘knowledge’ in the twgnty-f?rst-cen.tury wor 1,t no1
least the ‘postmodernist’ flights of many influential philosophical and Clll' l:ll'al
commentators, as well as theorists in some other branch.es of non-c 1mcaI
psychology. I will say no more at this stage about why this should be so—
hope the reasons will become apparent as the 'argument progresses. ’

The dilemma facing me at this juncture is to find a name for what / am

ing!

domi’s hard to see how I can avoid ‘psychology’ at. 1e'as‘f as part of lznz
enterprise, as there is no doubt that that has been the d%smphne that has 'bei
most influence over the field to be considered. But it does have terribly
misleading connotations and built-in assgmptlons—,for cxaml‘alc thlitt v’ve ai';
concerned primarily with what goes on inside people’s heads or ‘psyc els (wi
what I shall call the world of ‘ideality’). In fac.t we qre concerned at least as
much with people’s worlds. Not to mention their bodies. ,

The terms ‘therapeutic’ psychology and ‘psychoth'erapy' are also
profoundly unsatisfactory, for the kind of human distress with which we a‘:le1
concerned has nothing to do with illness or treatment. The analogy wi
‘therapy’ and ‘treatment” has already misled us for overa cgntury. A

‘Clinical’ psychology is problematic because prtS similarly un or‘u‘na’ ‘
association with medicine, and also because cln?lcal psycho].ogy.l}ls,lils
indicated, become a technical profession, like chiropody or dietetics, that
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focuses on the pragmatics of relief rather than on any more abstract intellectual
or scientific enterprise, Clinical psychology has given up any serious attempt
to explain,

‘Counselling’ looks like quite a good term on the face of it, but has become
ineradicably associated with the professional provision of a quite circumscribed
form of psychological help, based in particular on understandings of Carl
Rogers’s approach to “client-centred therapy’. Although there are brave attempts
to rescue counselling from this conceptual dead-end (for example Alex
Howard’s work),! they are in my view unlikely to be successful: counsellors
are too set on becoming established professionals.

In many ways sociology and anthropology might seem to offer a more
appropriate home, but their focus is too broad: despite an hostility towards
individualism, I am stil] focally concerned with individual experience.

I think perhaps—under protest, so to speak—I’m stuck with ‘psychology’,
but tacitly hedged round with all the qualifications I've mentioned.

Ultimately, our? concern is with human subjectivity, with the expcrience
of being a person, and in particular with the types of suffering and pain that
being a person can engender. Perhaps I should say avoidable pain and suffering,
for otherwise our project becomes at once too grandiose and too simplistic:
much suffering and pain is inevitable in a human lifetime, and may be
understood and endured in many ways, many of them nothing to do with any
branch of psychology.

The avoidable pain and suffering that forms the focus of our attention is
nota ‘mental’ thing, but arises from our nature as embodied beings. But neither
would it solve our problem to search for the origin and end of our suffering—
as so much of psychiatry has done—simply in our biogenetic make up.? For
we are bodies in a world: of course (and very importantly) in a physical world,
but also a socially structured, material space-time in which what we do to each
other has enormous importance.

The strength and integrity of the subject is determined not (as therapeutic
psychology would have us believe) by efforts of individual will, but by the
adequacy or otherwise of the environment (including, crucially, the public
societal structures) in which it is located.

Where public structures are stable, supportive and nurturing, the spirit
may blossom and flourish; where they disintegrate (where ‘all that is solid
melts into air’)* the subject becomes shrivelled and reduced to its biological
elements of survival. A culture adequate to the blooming of subjectivity
constitutes a form of enchantment’ born of our benign social collusion in
buttressing ourselves against the harshness of our place in the universe to make
it habitable in peace and civility. To destroy that enchantment is (rather like

stripping the flesh from the steel skeleton of the Terminator) to reduce ourselves
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to our animal nature, revealing an asocial set of ruthléssly compeu?ve
individuals. The most pitiless of these rise to the top as g kind of agg;ega L(irli
of oppression (a ‘band of brigands”)® while th.e most fragile and‘senm 1veif1 i
to the bottom, struggling anxiously for survival, as (needflll'l}f.) parano .
little birds that hardly dare to snatch a crumb for fear of failing to spot the
' i the crouching cat. .
htoo}’)rlgft?: \\:vvlljyogocial Darwiniim comes to the fore at t'imes when the blriga.nds
are in charge: the focus on human ‘nature’’ as the l?a51s for comn;ur}lla lvufé
the Thatcherite repudiation of ‘society’ and the glorlﬁQatlon of secl1 is nlzss a
competition reflect accurately enough the state of .a disenchanted wor t.bliSh
What kind of world we want is an ethical chsnce: the a.ttem'pt toes ell'k 1
one or another as somehow necessarily more desuable' or r1ght.1s never 1Le t};
to succeed—hence, perhaps, the inevitabi'lity of'the p'ohtlcal split l})letweerlx1 ! fld
and Right. There is no indisputably objective or te_chmcal reason why fve sn e
consider or try to alleviate the individual’s exp.enen.ce of pain. Pe(;)p € cat i
often do ignore or deny their common hurnamty. with others, or deny, ath .
implicitly, that their common humanity commits them to (e;ny szmpzttii/ude
compassion for those less advantaged than themselves. Indee ,'51'10 an o
towards one’s fellows can be represented as tO}lgh, uncompromising, ;])((1)31 v by
heroic: the supermen versus the wimps.® But just as this ruth]etgs wor T;y (;
chosen—as it is chosen by the current rulers of the globalised neo-libera
ar : it also be rejected. ' .
o k"l?}tlis ;(z)(r)lllji}; founded oanust such a rejection.. I'm si.ding V'Vlth the‘w1mps.
We are not bound to accept that the ‘real world’ is one in which the ‘bottan
line” defines and determines right and wrong. We do not have to a}cqgle:Fen;I;
the impoverished vocabulary and banal ideological a].apa'xra.tus of Elsn}tlu 100rc
Business culture. We do not, furthermore, have to bf: intimidated by the lirelt ©
sophisticated intellectual apologists for postmodernism and the free mar .
be found in various academic nests like the Lf)ndon Scl.lool.of E@nor;ncs. -
undertaking, in contrast, rests on a compasswr‘late sohdaxflty w1th- ot ders, a <
the fact that this is fundamentally and irreducibly an ethical choice oeﬁ n :
mean it is in any way irrational (like many others, I have argued elsew etr)flz
{hat reason and ethics are not—and certainly do not have to be—separable
T : - ., .
“mn\;/(llmcill]e(iglll;)founds and fuels our enquiry is a mpral p,)osmon, the enqul}l;y
itself must be an essentially scientific one. By ‘sc.lence 1 do not rrzieani;t:
rigid, dogmatic, ‘positivist” orthodoxy S(,) rightly r§v1led by .th.e plostmo er}?tha:[
I mean rather the kind of open, inquisitive, sceptical, empmc‘a a‘plpri)lact -
keeps itself free of dogmatism by seeking to refer b?le f,(/)l?s/t'dnl )ir (,)m)d
intellectual peer group of men and women who are both informed and of g

, Sekes o 710
will (Habermas).
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In struggling to elucidate the mysteries of the world and our relations to it,
science has to acknowledge that its enquiries cannot be so objective as to be
completely uninfluenced by our own interests, preoccupations and biological
characteristics (Habermas,!! Polanyi).!2 At the same time, however, it strives
for evidence that is as Jar as possible free from conceptual and empirical
mistakes and ideological distortions of one kind or another (e.g. religious or
political—including ‘politically correct’—biases). Science is about our
passionate conviction that we are placed within a universe that is not simply
the result of our own imaginings, and our longing and determination to
understand it. Ultimately, science is about reality, truth and freedom.

Our part is to occupy a tiny corner of this enterprise: i.e., to attempt to
grasp and elucidate some of the ways in which human beings are brought to
suffer avoidable distress. Much of this book is the continuation of a search I
have been engaged in now for several years for a language—a set of concepts—
which may offer us a better way of thinking about this field than has so far
been available; a language, that is to say, that makes sense of our suffering,
that may enable us to place it within a real world and perhaps even to begin to
get a grip on it.

Most of the themes considered in these pages, and indeed a good deal of
the text, originated in the ‘Internet publication’ Power; Responsibility and
Freedom that 1 developed on my website over the past five years or s0.13 I
undertook that project in the hope that writing on the Internet would allow
both a continuous interaction with readers and the possibility of maintaining a
fluid, changing text that, freed from the constraints of paper and ink, could
keep pace with changes of mind as well as changes in circumstances. In the
cvent, however, the outcome of this experiment has been fairly disappointing.

Although I have no idea how many people actually read the web pages, I
do know that very few people indeed actually responded to them in the way
that T had hoped—a mere handful. T suspect that reading lengthy texts on the
Internet is not something many people choose to do, and downloading and
printing out, apart from being somewhat tedious and expensive, does not carry
the same satisfaction as handling or owning a book. Published books, moreover,
however unwarrantedly, carry with them a kind of authority that is lacking in
Internet texts: the very freedom of expression that is such an attractive feature
of the Web is also a drawback to those who need to feel—possibly quite
unconsciously—that what they are reading has at least some kind of official
endorsement.

It only became apparent after a couple of years or so that what had seemed
another advantage of Web writing—its topicality—turns all too quickly into a
disadvantage, or at least a burden on the writer. The instancy and fluidity of

electronic text makes it possible to refer to other publications and events within
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minutes of their occurrence, and this can 1111}](0 for CXh-iléljmmgbw:l?ﬁt:s?rig
reading. Many excellent news, current affairs and actwlst. we s;;asm -
this huge benefit of the Internet. But for an amateur Web-writer sul 1 u}ilckl}:
material written in the heat of the moment becc?mes sta}e surpn;m% y qfar .
and unless one constantly updates the text one is left with a pro uct tltOeI:l o
obviously reliant on yesterday’s news. Books,.m contrast, are wri
awareness of the relative permanence of t'hc printed page. L
Although, then, much of the material in these pages can t'>e Fracczle A ((1) b
Responsibility and Freedom, it has bc;ei ﬁ;ndflmlez‘;?ngsrf;;g;rz}s]estizlxl begfound
' . T have removed many of the topica .
:l):?gtr}?ee\rzlvt:l()lsiie and introduced new material (especially b1.1t not only in C;:)ﬁ:
2) that, I hope, carries my argument further. My resorting tc;da mct)rve; s
medium of publication does not mean, howgver, that 1 yvou no
reader response, and I can still be contacted via the website.

David Smail
Nottingham
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1. A person is the interaction of a body with a world (environment).
2. By ‘environment’ is meant, most importantly, social space-time.
3. The environment is structured by material power.

4. Power may be coercive, economic or ideological. These may be, but are not
necessarily, positively correlated.

5. Ideological power is viable only to the extent that it can be rendered material
through concerted action with others.

6. The person’s relation to the body is mainly one of sensation.

7. The person’s relation to the environment is mainly through experience
(intransitive reception of power) and action (transitive exercise of power).

8. Both the experience and the exercise of power may be benign or malign.

9. Power operates at varying distances from the person, proximally and distally. ‘

It is always mediated proximally, but may well originate distally.

10a. From an objective perspective, the absolute magnitude of power is
negatively related to its proximity to the person.

10b. From a subjective perspective, the relative magnitude of power is positively
related to its proximity to the person.

11. Each person operates within: a) a ‘power horizon’, and b) a ‘memory span’
which limits his/her ability to identify the reasons for proximal events and
actions, including his/her own.

[ 12. Environmental influence becomes embodied (i.e., becomes a collection of

biological assets and liabilities).

13. There are no such things as ‘inner worlds’, but personal powers acquired
(embodied) over time.

14. The extent to which a person can influence present circumstances will
depend on the availability to him/her of material powers and resources, including
embodied personal assets.
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15, Powers and resources may be economic, cultural, educational, ideological,
physical.

16. The degree to which the effects of the past can be influenced will depend
on the nature and extent of their embodiment, as well as on the person’s access
{0 resources.

17. A person’s ‘psychology’ consists of the meaning systems through and with
which his/her embodied experience of the environment is understood,
interpreted and represented.

18. Such meaning systems may be, for example, idiosyncratic or cultural,
implicit or explicit. Even such simple distinctions as these, which may be
represented on two orthogonal axes as shown, can give a theoretical cohcrence
to psychological phenomena which, if treated as entities in ‘internal space,’
tend simply to multiply perplexingly without any real explanation. The schema
here owes a great deal to the work of Rom Harré. 1

Cultural

Implicit \ Explicit

Idiosyncratic

According to this schema, the character of a psychological phenomenon will
be determined by its location relative to the two axes of meaning. For example
a scientific production, and indeed language itself, would be found in the upper
right quadrant, while some artistic productions (making explicit an idiosyncratic
view) would be in the lower right quadrant; dreaming, and some forms of
psychotic ideation, would be located mainly in the lower left quadrant.
‘Symptoms’ of distress which are commonly experienced but which people
are at a loss to understand might find their place in the upper left quadrant. An
example of one of these latter might be ‘anorexia’ (the meaning of self-starvation
is almost certainly culturally determined, but remains mysteriously inarticulate;
inasmuch as it becomes articulated as a demonstration—hunger strike,
mortification of the flesh-—it moves along to the right of the horizontal axis).

By means such as these, the curious mixed metaphors of ‘dynamic’
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psychology—for example, the hydraulics of ‘internal’ space in which ‘menta]
contents’ are pushed into and out of consciousness‘may be replaced by

22. A person’s well-being (freedom from distress) is largely determined by

currer'lt Circumstances and the nature and significance of his/her embodjed
experience and exercisc of power.

24. Consultation consists of three main elements:
(1) provision of comfort
(ii) clarification

(iii) encouragement in the use of available powers and resources,
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it horizontality. Equivalence. Homogeneity. Whatever. You

Reallty Considerations (fOI’ the sake Of) think you fly but someone sees you fall; anyway, falling is

Eleanor Weber

... the sleeper returns to a primary state and attempts to ex-
perience in the dream that which during the day he [sic] kept
under strict control for the sake of reality considerations.1

You wake up, you check your phone, you turn on your com-
puter — maybe you take coffee or pills or cigarette or food

- you go to work, you are at work, you walk there, you surf
there, you are there, there you are. You see the street as

a giant plasma, towering over you. In your nervous system
there exists incredible adaptation to sensation - you will not
perceive your own hand if the nerves are cut. But you will
still learn to scroll the pad. The skyscrapers and smaller
shops bulge and shrink as your eyes scan for points of ref-
erence - seeking safety (always safety) - most often clearly
signed with logos we know like lovers. It’s hard to get lost
on the way to work. Endlessly lounging and rolling around
in bed with F and G, the governors of sex and sense. You
tab constantly so there is always the possibility of more, but
more no longer means more. The authority is there, where
you are, screened; in you to produce and be produced; you
begin to see yourself as the interface you have always been.
The way you're supposed to think resembles precisely the
lobby of a corporate tower. Which in turn resembles pre-
cisely the interface. This is not the removal of difference,

it is far simpler: the irrelevance of difference. You will be
deleted. A corporate tower is a tower of corps. They fall or
fly according to the logic of the screen. Zeroes and ones.
Tumbling. But the falling is not such that we associate with
the concept of ‘down’, and likewise the flying is not the syn-
onym of ‘up’. Rather, in the screen plasma street dream we
must understand both falling and flying are produced by the
all-encompassing, all-defining interface. Some would call
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delegitimized and flying impoverished. Touch is you scan-
ning in and out. Checking in. Logging on. Caressing at the
exclusion of all others, to produce more. Monopolisation

of touch makes sense - seems smart to the screen sys-
tem interface. Facial recognition is the logical progression,
whereby all faces must become perfect representations of
the inter-face: a fixed identity. Protected. As you swipe to
enter, type to pass, glance to be scanned and buzzed and
x-rayed and then pushed out the other side (which is not, in
fact, other) to simply more buzzing and beeping and veri-
fication and system confirmation. And you pay to partake.
Your time (which was never really yours) is sold. You buy it.
The time of human becomes malleable; society functions
on the myth of immortality. And the dreams you have no
longer come as reminders of truth because truth is long
dead and the day-work has been turned into the dream - or
all of it into a nightmare sold as dream. Interfaced infinitely
until the nightmare no longer resembles anything except
something we've seen and touched before, so fear of the
unknown can be forgotten. Fear reigns. From the inside we
panic, seeking private types to explain our anxiety; as the
interface won’t accept system breakdown, we cannot. We
hide, lie, alone. And the system produces internal safety-
mechanisms for its own failure; it sustains itself by sell-
ing its failure, its inherent ruin, back to itself. Your mortal
panic is no longer something of the world; it is now some-
thing only of you, your interfacing, a problem to be privately
managed. A system error blip, who gives a shit. Purchase
anti-virus software, proxy alias! But we all know this is a
lie, really, nobody believes. Everyone’s just playing along.
But if all this playing is for the sake of reality considera-
tions, what could they possibly be?

1 Anna Freud, ‘The Meaning of Dreams: Introduction’, Sigmund Freud: The Essentials
of Psychoanalysis (ed. Anna Freud), Penguin 1986 (p. 78)
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