Exploring our concepts of mental health by surveying
the society and culture from which they emerge.

Before you diagnose
yourself with depression
or low self-esteem, first
make sure that you are not
in fact just surrounded by
complete arseholes.

FEATURED MATERIAL
THE ODDSMENN
Alisdair Cameron
NINE RATHER DISCONNECTED PARAGRAPHS:
on mental health, capitalism, creative
education and the politics of friendship
Joanne Lee
THE PASSING
David Korowicz
UNLEASH THE HOUNDS
Chris Erskine
POST-CAPITALIST DESIRE
Mark Fisher
AN ECCENTRIC’S PROGRESS
A high octane rant
Harry Palmer
THE SLACKER’S NEW ENEMY
Gormless gazing in a Candy Crush generation
Andrew Wilson
OUR LIVES ARE INDIE FILMS
Amy Mackelden
BOB. NOT BOB.
Staff training video
Tom Walker
SHAKESPEARE
A diagnostic approach
Pauline Sallis
PARALYSIS BY ANALYSIS
Nick Malyan
A HISTORY OF CINEMA
September - November 2014
Joe Posset
ANALYSIS
Francis Mckee

Unlike countless other explorations of our understanding
or experience of mental health
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and cultural context. For
example, take the expression
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to
novelist
William Ford Gibson):
‘before you diagnose yourself with
depression or low self-esteem, first
make sure that you are not in fact
just surrounded by complete arseholes.’
You could say we are on the
lookout for arseholes within
a sea of soaring diagnosis.

In Capitalist Realism, a portrait
of our current predicament,
cultural theorist Mark Fisher,
succinctly surveys this territory:
‘This pathologization already forecloses
any possibility of politicization. By
privatising these problems – treating
them as if they were caused only
by chemical imbalances in the
individuals’ neurology and/or by their
family background – any question of
social systemic causation is ruled out’.
This is not to discredit nor underestimate the psychological
experiences of the countless
individuals who identify with
psychiatric
diagnosis
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rather, to explore the social,
political,
economical
and
anthropological terrain from
which they emerge.
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THE ODDSMEN

1

Alisdair Cameron

Looking for comfort in an
uncomfortable chair,
Bruno Munari (1968)

is now discordant, the unacceptable acceptable and vice versa. A mirror provides an illusion of sorts, but one with
utility. Repositioning a mirror may add
or detract usefulness, enhance or diminish, but a hall of mirrors perplexes.

Still from: The Mayfair Set, Four Films
About the Rise of Business and the Decline
of Political Power,
Adam Curtis (1999)

Imagine2, if you will, the North Pole.
Cold, inhospitable, barren3, an area for
intrepid explorers, territorial disputes
and musical monkeys.4, 5 Also, crucially for our purposes, of fundamental
importance in navigational terms,
giving a fixed6 point for orientation.
Broadly speaking, the North Pole is our
yardstick. Thus, we know where we are,
and where we stand in relation to elsewhere
and others. We are here, with our familiar
landscapes, landmarks and environs. There is another country. Things
look and feel different - other - there.
Like the past, it is another country: there things are done differently.

What is certain is that we are here and
not there. We have our ways of being
and of doing things, which provide reassurance, or at least parameters. This
is better, that is worse. This is laudable,
that is to be deplored. In our land there
are common traits for which there is
acceptance, if not agreement. These
are not the same as in other places, and
what happens in our domain may not
be allowed in others’ territories. Likewise, that which takes place there may
be unconscionable where we dwell. This
is not a simple binary, a Manichaean
globe of good and bad, but our shade
of grey is not their hue, nor theirs ours.

subjectivity rather than science sits beneath
their stance. O tempora7, o mores indeed.
What was familiar is now strange. The
matter of our environment is unaltered
but our view of it has, as surface surpasses substance, and the spectacle is all.

Days turn into weeks, Time’s winged
chariot traverses the celestial canvas,
Prufrock spoons his coffee. Then, as yet
another new day dawns, to a reveille of
show-off songbirds, we find that the
North Pole has shifted. Our land is no
longer where we thought it was. Oddsmen
or arbiters, acting arbitrarily (how else?)
wish to be seen to be the ones who’ve
dictated this reorientation, but theirs is a
disputed claim. We are no longer up, but
down, no more are we left but instead
right, to go by our altered standard, or so
it would seem as descriptors are reified,
adjectives decreed to be nouns. It’s a
show and they want to be seen, though

1

oddsman; noun (Scottish, archaic) a referee or arbitrator. Note also the middle three letters.

2

If you won’t countenance using your imagination, or have a low tolerance of digressive bobbins, it might just be for the best were you to move on to the next article in this publication.

3

Just like Ashington. Ha, ha, ha. Except Ashington’s canny, and isn’t occasionally plagued by playboy parasitical princelings pratting about in lieu of a meaningful existence.

A decent enough band I suppose if you like that sort of thing, but a lousy band name. Then again The Beatles is a shockingly awful name, a piss-poor pun, but people tend to let that pass. Or
they’ve been so habituated to it by socio-cultural norms that it doesn’t even register.

4

A generation later, there is another polar
relocation. And scant years after comes
another, then another and another.
White is the new black8, war is peace and
peace is war (though the clocks haven’t
been striking thirteen), happy isn’t happy
(enough), shyness is scorned, and solipsistic self-aggrandisement feted. Apprentices no longer toil and learn, but preen

and pose, demonstrating not that of
which they are capable, but shamelessly
(shamefully) establishing the myriad of
ways in which they are incapable. Value
and money are separated, while value
and values grow ever distant from one
another. So it goes (or so it is said…9).
Though we know not what it is, nor what
it might be, let alone what it should be,
the oddsmen say they can corral, confine
and compartmentalise it. It’s here now
they say, not there where the rest of us
had taken it to be, because the Pole is actually over there, not where the rest of us
had taken it to be. What was mellifluous

It was once said that “What is now
proved was once only imagined”10 but in
our fog of disorientation, that which is
imagined by the oddsmen is taken to be
proved. If the finest trick of the devil is
to persuade you that he does not exist11,
then what does that make those who seek
to persuade you that you do not exist on
your terms? The oddsmen are not evil,
but as lost as the rest of us, misguided
guides to unnavigable, unchartable territories , purblind to the landscapes that do
subsist and persist among us. Our norms
and values make up an integral and essential part of our identity, and of course,
as complex constructs they are mutable
and change, but the presumptuousness of
those who’d delineate, define and thereby
direct that change is remarkable. Codify
away, good sirs, but do not apply a veil
of objectivity, let alone feign ignorance
that the codex speaks of others, other
than yourselves and your milieu: you are
subjectively objective, absolutely relative,
feathers for each wind that blows.13

Not tempura, which is gussied up scrantions. On which topic there is a dearth of literature, though there is an energetic debate among historians about the origins of fish and chips, as to whether
they are London-Jewish in origin or Italo-Scottish. Alf Tupper has yet to pronounce on the matter.

7

8

Or is that orange.

9

At breakfast time. By champions.

10

You can’t beat a bit of Billy. Put a Tyger in your tank.

5

And of course, a fat bearded gentleman dressed in Coca-Cola livery, who enforces certain socio-political beliefs, societal norms, upon infants and children with a cunning mix of threats and
consumerism-based bribery.

11

Yes, it does move a little if you look at things from a strict geospatial, extra-terrestrial viewpoint. And we could go into the distinctions between the Geographic North Pole, the North Magnetic
Pole and the Geomagnetic North Pole. But we’re not going to, okay?*

12

Utopia: οὐ+ τόπος or εὐ+ τόπος ? Both and neither. And the second series wasn’t as good as the first.

13

Unlucky thirteen for the author’s acknowledgements to his posse of homies: “Farmer” Gilles Deleuze, Félix “The cat” Guattari, Guy “Chairman of ” Debord, and Michel “You know” Foucault.

6

* Ooh, nested footnotes even (or as far as my word-processing programme allows, which amounts to not really). You’re spoiling us, Mr Ambassador. For those interested, this is not any sort of a
homage to David Foster Wallace, who, being frank, is a little over-rated. If you want post-modern (or post-post-modern) tricksiness and a solid wallop of smart-aleckry, go to the source,
Laurence Sterne. Look at the comprehensive list of fictive devices, playing with form and experiment, deployed by chi-chi darlings of the literati (a list that doesn’t, to my knowledge, exist but
could be a Casaubon-eque project for some poor soul) and you’ll find that Sterne did it a quarter of a millennium ago.

And who doesn’t like a bawdy quote? Yes, these footnotes are getting shorter. Breaking the fourth wall has that effect: big initial impact, and diminishing returns thereafter. Oh, a metareference in a footnote. And if in turn I reference that, and then reference the result, and go on to reference that, is that a meta-four? Sorry.
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NINE RATHER DISCONNECTED
PARAGRAPHS: on mental health,

capitalism, creative education and
the politics of friendship.
Joanne Lee

Still from: Harvey
Henry Koster (1950)

There’s an image I recall doing the rounds
on Facebook a little while ago: posted by the Occupy Everywhere group,
it pictured a medical practitioner with
stethoscope slung round his neck, making notes on a clipboard. He was shown
against a textured red background and
enclosed by assertive black text, which
asked: ‘Feeling Sad and Depressed?’
before going on: ‘Are you anxious?
Worried about the future? Feeling isolated and alone?’ Finally it delivered
the punch-line: ‘You might be suffering
from CAPITALISM’, and helpfully listed
a series of potential symptoms through
which the diagnosis might be made:
‘Homelessness, unemployment, poverty,
hunger, feelings of powerlessness, fear,
apathy, boredom, cultural decay, loss of
identity, extreme self-consciousness, loss
of free speech, incarceration, suicidal or
revolutionary thoughts, death.’ Depression is here considered as an understandable outcome of living in a society where
inequality is rife and money concentrated in the hands of the few, and where
advertising and media create unsustainable wants, and damaging images of self.
That there seems no alternative, and that
we feel increasingly powerless to effect
change adds to the feelings of depression to which we may already be prone.
-Writer Mark Fisher recognizes how:
‘Mental illness has been depoliticised,
so that we blithely accept a situation in
which depression is now the malady
most treated by the NHS.’ He says: ‘The
NHS, like the education system and
other public services, has been forced
to try to deal with the social and psychic damage caused by the deliberate

destruction of solidarity and security.
Where once workers would have turned
to trade unions when they were put
under increasing stress, now they are
encouraged to go to their GP or, if they
are lucky enough to be able to get one on
the NHS, a therapist’ and he suggests that
‘[d]epression is the shadow side of entrepreneurial culture, what happens when
magical voluntarism confronts limited
opportunities.’ This ‘magical voluntarism’ is ‘the belief that it is within every
individual’s power to make themselves
whatever they want to be’ and Fisher
considers it ‘the dominant ideology and
unofficial religion of contemporary capitalist society, pushed by reality TV ‘experts’ and business gurus as much as by
politicians.’ The term was developed by
clinical psychologist David Smail, who
took a social materialist approach to
mental health, arguing: ‘The so-called
psychiatric ‘disorders’ […] are the creation of the social world in which we live,
and that world is structured by power’.
Smail describes how magical voluntarism
is ‘the self-help doctrine that individuals
can become masters of their own destiny’ and how ‘with the expert help of your
therapist or counsellor, you can change
the world you are in so that it no longer
cause you distress’. Here, therefore suffering is privatized, and little note is taken
of the social, cultural and political issues
that negatively affect people’s lives. Rather than try to change the world – perhaps
through collective action – people are enjoined to change themselves; and if they
are unable to – and depression persists
– then it is their own personal failing.
--

Academics Kathryn Ecclestone and Dennis Hayes would position themselves very
differently to either Fisher or Smail, but
do take a critical view of the current focus upon changing the individual, rather
than the system of which that person is a
part. Their book The Dangerous Rise of
Therapeutic Education argues that such
an approach to education ‘promotes the
idea that we are emotional, vulnerable
and hapless individuals’ and that as a result ‘[i]t is an attack on human potential.’
They consider that staff and students are
increasingly infantilized by an emphasis upon how they feel rather than what
they think, but they share Fisher’s belief
that larger forces may be at play than
just an individual’s personal inability to
cope with workplace stress, quoting the
example of one lecturer: ‘Instead of being
able to raise the real issue of workload,
we get ‘circle-time’.’ In effect, Ecclestone
and Hayes claim that the focus upon
personal feelings deflects attempts to
criticize the system, institution or management and thus undermines attempts
to think critically and intellectually
about wider social or political realities.
-James Leadbitter, the artist known as
the vacuum cleaner, points to the way
in which the term ‘mental health problem’ is used in mainstream discussions of
mental health by the press and charities.
He suggests that whilst dealing with depression, anxiety, self-injury and hearing
voices may be variously isolating, difficult, exhausting and challenging, they
are not impossible to manage; by contrast the real problems for those suffering
mental ill health lie in dealing with psychiatrists, psychologists, ATOS + DWP,

“who wouldn’t want
more students from
different backgrounds
getting access to
education, rather
than just the usual
privileged suspects?

drug companies and a society which fails
to talk about and act on the high rates of
suicide. He concludes: ‘Yes, us crazy people have a lot of problems, but the biggest
one is being told our mental health is a
problem, when it clearly isn’t.’ There are
two things to note here: firstly that the
people with mental health ‘problems’
can be the experts in their own condition but their insights are rarely listened
to; and secondly that it is the wider system which once again needs change.
-For a time art schools provided space
for an awkward squad of mavericks determined to think and do things differently, or for ‘messy’ people who didn’t
really know what might be possible, or
what they could to do in their lives. Having periods of mental ill health before or
during studying art was not at all unusual, and indeed many people focused
upon their experiences as material for
their work, used their practice to think
about and work through their experiences, or tested out ideas for the way they
now hoped to live. Artist Gary Hume
has said that when he was at college ‘it
was full of kids from all kinds of backgrounds, mainly misfits and outsiders.
That is exactly why they were at art college.’ His words appeared in an article for
The Guardian where Sean O’Hagan noted how creative culture has become increasingly gentrified. O’Hagan suggests
that: ‘The access that smart, creative,
messy kids from council estates once
had to polytechnics, universities and
art colleges has been eroded by prohibitive college fees.’ Hume asks with great
concern: ‘what do all the wrong people
do now? Where do they go – the misfits

and the outsiders? If you can’t do something meaningful through art because
you can’t afford to go to art college or
even rent a studio, what happens to you?’
-There was a moment when the previous Labour government championed
an agenda of widening participation,
which seemed on the face of it, a good
thing – after all, who wouldn’t want more
students from different backgrounds
getting access to education, rather than
just the usual privileged suspects? The
reality was different (isn’t it always?) and,
at least in the university where I work,
what seemed to happen was that as more
places became available, the proportion
of middle-class girls increased. Once
with us, they were ‘all present and correct’ as a colleague of mine has it: there
were no problems with their attendance,
they were diligent at meeting deadlines,
everything was in place for assessment
as required, and yet there was also little sense expressed that what they were
doing mattered to them personally, beyond the grade they achieved. I’m being
rather harsh – I don’t think it was their
fault that getting good grades had hitherto been promoted as the single main
measure of success in their lives so far.
For many of them, they couldn’t wait for
university to be over and to escape into
the ‘real world’ of work – until they either
discovered the precarity of zero-hours
contracts or the impossibility of even
getting an interview – and then they felt
short changed by the system that had got
them there with the promise that university education would lead to job + house
+ car + holidays = happily ever after…
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THE PASSING
David Korowicz

Education is becoming ever more instrumentalised: it’s not about what and
how you might learn but about gaining
grades and qualifications, which then act
as gatekeeping devices for future life options. The now is not important – what
matters is always the subsequent step,
and so on, in an endless process of deferral. From the earliest days of primary
education, testing and the specificities
of curriculum delineates children into
groups from which it is hard for them
to deviate: once a path has been ‘chosen’, it is then difficult to change or step
sideways, or turn back and start over, if
you feel you have made a mistake: such
‘decisions’ are taking place frighteningly
early in people’s lives. In an interview,
Noam Chomsky describes how education is increasingly about training to test.
He says: ‘It’s a way of training for obedience and passivity, and making sure you
don’t understand the significance of discovery, creativity, working for others, and
you just listen and obey. That’s the way
school curriculums are being redesigned.
There’s other modes of controlling students. One of them is just debt. College
debt in the United States now is higher
than credit card debt and that’s a terrific way to trap young people. If you come
out of college with tens of thousands
of dollars of debt, that sharply restricts
your choices.’ Debt is a disciplinary technique: if you are struggling to keep your
head above water, you don’t have a lot
of time for changing society or agitating
politically, intellectually or creatively.
-Lots of people found a way forward in art
schools because it was OK to spend time
thinking about the things that concerned
us, and to work out how we might live
and make and be, without the pressure of
student loans, and without all that much
concern for the grades we got. I don’t
think any of us thought that what degree
we got would much define us: rather, it
was a tiny first step onto the road of an art
practice that would perplex, empower,
excite, and challenge us by turns – or else
a useful preparation for thinking critically, making stuff happen and realizing the
value of a community, if we decided we
didn’t want to consider ourselves artists.
And whilst the celebrity culture of the

YBAs had emerged when I was at college,
most of us didn’t harbour any hope (or
actually much desire) that we would be
‘picked up’ by a dealer and thrust onto
the international art scene – in fact I recall one young British artist invited to
give a talk to us art students who seemed
so utterly miserable about the whole experience that I’m sure many of us had
our minds made up to seek alternatives!
-Art education is struggling to hold open a
space for doing and thinking differently,
but this is against the prevailing odds: the
diversity of prospective students is being
narrowed by increased fees and diminished funding; creative education is being further instrumentalised to the needs
of current corporate interests rather than
enabling people to think, imagine and act
(alone, and together) upon creating other potential futures; ‘success’ is narrowly
defined to earning over a certain amount
in an approved graduate level job, or
making it big in some aspect of socially mediated or celebrity culture, rather
than living a fulfilled and interesting life.
Whereas failure was once a foundational
myth for artists (think of Picasso’s recurrent fascination with the fictional Frenhofer in Balzac’s story ‘The Unknown
Masterpiece’, or of the inevitable Beckett
quotation that we should ‘Fail again, fail
better’), these days it is something to be
avoided: there’s little room for messing
up, messing about and getting messy as
a positive approach to finding or making our way in a messy, complex world.
-None of what I have said adds up to a
solution: in fact I frequently feel so despairing and disabled by the overwhelming scale of the problems in society,
education and healthcare that I am entirely uncertain as to what action to take.
I hardly want to suggest, then, that I
know what everybody else ought to do
about it all. I can state the blindingly
obvious – that the perennial questions
of capital and class, privilege and disenfranchisement continue to have their
effects, and that they still provide the
disciplinary framework within which we
struggle to find a way to live – but I’m not

sure what to do, other than that I must
do something, and preferably find some
way to do it with others. I’d like to come
up with an ambitious scheme for change,
but like David Smail, I am wary about
making grand claims. Smail thought
that: ‘Psychotherapy cannot be expected
(even though it claims) to be able to cure
the ills which are inflicted on people as
they grow up in a noxious, consumerist
culture which is manipulated on every
side by commercial interests.’ At the
same time, he considered that it could
still help people: he believed that psychotherapy only works to the extent to which
the therapist becomes a true friend to the
client, and recommended both that we
ought to take care in life, and of the others with whom we are involved. It seems
on the face of it like such a small thing,
but I think that it is a political act nonetheless to take care and to be a friend. I
try to be so to the students and staff with
whom I work, to the graduates who have
passed through the course and who have
gone on to the next stages of their lives,
to the artists and others with whom I
collaborate, and through the independent serial I publish, which emerges out
of countless conversations with people I know and goes on to develop new
friendships through the readers it finds.
I suppose I hope that I will encounter
friendship and care by return: friendship is after all a two-way street. It’s also
a space for an interesting mix of criticism
and tolerance. Friends can fall out, and
reunite; friends can be cut a bit of slack
when they behave badly for a while; they
can speak the truth to us about difficult
things when we need to hear it; they can
be frivolous and serious by turn; they can
support us when we are struggling, and
share our joy when something comes to
fruition: fundamentally, friends care for
one another in good and bad times. None
of this seems much when faced with the
power of global capital and its crippling
physical and mental effects upon very
many people, but because friendship is
a coming together, and a space for conversation, I harbour the hope that it also
offers collective strength and the potential for group action, and therein is the
beginning of a struggle against the status
quo. I really don’t know if any of this is
enough, but it’s what I’m trying to do right
now: I’m living as if friendship matters.

Still from: 2001 a Space Odyssey,
Stanley Kubrick (1968)

It is nearly a century since Freud wrote of
the three wounding blows that, he said,
science dealt to human’s conception of
themselves and their place in the universe. Copernicus made the first strike;
we are no longer the privileged actors
at the centre of a vast Cosmi-drama arranged for our benefit. The harmony of
the stars and planets and the portentous
dissonance of fiery comets are not about
us - we are just a newly arrived complex life-process existing on the thinnest
sliver on the surface of the third planet
from a sun, one of billions in our galaxy, about two-thirds from its centre,
our galaxy itself one of billions. In time,
our sun will end this stage in its life, expand in a last hurrah, and with it our
earth and all trace of life would vanish.
The universe will carry on regardless.
Darwin and the theory of evolution by
natural selection wielded the second
blow. We are not the distinct perfectible
apex of a cosmic plan, made in god’s image and given dominion over nature. We
are of the earth, irreducibly dependent,
contingent on its processes, close relations to chimpanzees and bonobos, more
distant relations to everything else. If
success is survival, our modern humans
50,000 thousand year story is a mere blip
in earth-life history, and thus far too
short to judge success. Life exists because
it evolves traits to persist and reproduce
in the long-term struggle for survival in
a myriad of changing and challenging
ecological niches. What emerges needs
no designer sculpting human forms, no
architect regulating the unfathomable relationships through a whole eco-system.

The final blow was from the modest
Freud himself. Our minds are not the
home of autonomous self-knowing
reasoners, we were not, in his words,
even masters of our own house. Of
course the evidence for this was always
there - where do thoughts come from?
What is the feeling of the feelings of
desire, envy, care, jealousy, anger, love out of what do they arise, why do they
exist? From where comes the stream of
words becoming structured sentences to
answer a question never before considered - giving the external impression of
conscious reason rather than the mouthpiece of sub-terrainian eruptions? For
much of what we say or do there are no
reasons but an inchoate mix of instinct,
socially acquired habits and assumptions, and cultural mythologies that articulate us as much as we articulate them.
Eat, drink, shit, fuck and survive, are
the ecological and ultimately thermodynamic foundations of our species - other
things - morality, art, religion, science,
politics and nations are the elaborations
our social species has acquired through
biological and cultural evolution that
serve those foundations. They embody
the behavioural strategies of many other social animals: cooperation, competition, status, short-termism, social and
self-deception and group belonging.
These links are not linear or deterministic processes; they are emergent and
networked social forms that can show
novelty and apparent contradiction.
The celibate priest may not be reproducing, but he may be acquiring a place
of status and prestige within a society.

His church, its rituals, symbols and stories
embody a type of status in part because
they are defining an in and out-group:
the insiders sharing bonds of reciprocal obligations, benefits and meaning,
and using the power of the group to
secure resources to maintain benefits
in competition with other groups.
Eat, drink, shit, fuck and survive: even
now I wince a little at publicly
writing the words. They have always
been surrounded by taboos in human
culture. In the England of Darwin’s time
they became evermore base, as in lowly and not fit for the polite gaze, or becoming fetishised in the elaborate anxieties and social signifiers that would
emerge in our food culture of abundance. Base, as in the necessary foundations upon which all other things stand,
could be distanced culturally because
they were being distanced physically.
Despite the dramatic rise in population,
people ate better and more securely, fed
by a declining share of farmers as a percentage of population. By mid-century
the cholera, typhus and influenza infested cesspit of human and animal filth
that was London was been taken in hand
under the name of progress by great social reformers such as Edwin Chadwick.
Civic sanitation, flush toilets and clean
water would have far greater social influence than the peripheral intellectualism of Freud’s three wounding blows.
Survival, if we interpret it as physical
and social security was transformed too.
Inter-personal violence declined and social and political rights and protections
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“Eat, drink, shit, fuck and survive, are the ecological
and ultimately thermodynamic foundations of our
species - other things - morality, art, religion, science,
politics and nations are the elaborations...”

were expanded. None of this is to deny
‘the dark satanic mills’, the smog-muffled
misery of the new urban poor described
by Engels, or that women waited until after the First World War to get the vote.
But the life of a eighteenth century peasant, sometimes conjured in wistful nostalgia by nineteenth century romantics,
could be back-breaking, food insecure
and prey to the vagaries and greed of an
aristocratic class that could sever their
connection with sustenance and cast
them adrift for more profitable sheep.
There was a revolution that was called
progress. A physical transformation of
growing wealth, new opportunities, and
an acceleration in the incremental advances in science and technology; and a
moral one of the expansion of empathy,
democratisation and individual rights.
There was the manifest promise that,
whatever the travails of today, tomorrow really could be better. Progress as a
description of relatives also became progress as manifest destiny, of myth. Released from superstition, by marshalling
the power of the human mind expressed
in reason, science, technology, trade,
commerce, democracy and moral vigour, we could unshackle ourselves from
the dead hand of fate. Man could remake
Mankind, we could transcend our base
selves and the limitations imposed by
nature and in the process make a richer, more humane and peaceful world.
We are jaded and sceptical progressives
now. But some of that excitement and
awe before the new and the possible can
be sensed in the accounts of visitors to
the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace
in 1851. My favourite is from a letter by
Charlotte Brontë to her father, worth
quoting at length for its evocative sparkle:
It’s a wonderful place - vast, strange,
new, and impossible to describe. Its grandeur does not consist of one thing, but
in the unique assemblage of all things.
Whatever human industry has created
you find there, from the great compartments filled with railway engines and
boilers, with mill machinery in full work,
with splendid carriages of all kinds, with
harnesses of every description, to the

glass-covered and velvet spread stands
loaded with the most gorgeous work of the
goldsmith and silversmith, and the carefully guarded caskets full of real diamonds
and pearls worth hundred of thousands
of pounds. It may be called a bazaar or
a fair, but it is such a bazaar or fair as
Eastern genii might have created. It seems
as if only magic could have gathered this
mass of wealth from all the ends of the
earth… The multitude filling the great
aisles seems ruled and subdued by some
invisible influence. Amongst the thirty
thousand souls that peopled it the day
I was there not one loud noise was to be
heard, not one irregular movement seen;
the living tide rolls on quietly, with a deep
hum like the sea heard from a distance.
It’s hard to imagine the general public
cooing over innovations in boilers and
industrial machinery now. We’ve habituated to change. What was once genuinely
transformative; food security, sanitation,
primary education for all, social protections, are taken for granted. However,
the progressivist myth took a sober battering just as Freud wrote of his wounding blows in 1917, when human ingenuity fashioned oil fuelled dreadnoughts,
tanks and mustard gas to industrialise
slaughter in the name of tribal conflict,
while the Bolshevik’s attempt to fashion
a new utopia ended in terror, famine
and autocratic paranoia. It seemed that
we could not transcend ourselves, just
as the Palaeolithic peoples with skulls
showing evidence of violent spear
trauma, or chimpanzee groups hunting
down in savage fury a stray chimp from
another
group
could
transcend
themselves.
Yet, what we call progress, in its mundane form, is not an illusion and even
its grand mythic arc has served us well
in many ways - helping propel the rights
revolution, for example. If food, shelter, health, security and a place in community seem to be basic requirements
for human well-being, than we in our
safe European home, should be mindful that we are beneficiaries of what
many in the world can only dream of,
and of what our ancestors would look

on in awe. If we only measure our situation, political or economical, by our disaffections, or by comparison with an ideal, than we take for granted what has been
obtained and risk what could so easily be
lost. If what we do rather than what we
say is the real measure of things, than the
sorry litany of people fleeing war, insecurity and poverty while risking drowning to get to Europe and the promise of a
better future, is a case in point. Nobody
takes such risks to go in the other direction, no matter how much they grumble.
But progress, in both its mundane and
mythic forms, is on the cusp of precipitous change. Our complex and interdependent globalised economy is a living
extension of human behaviour and culture, in which metabolic flows of energy, raw materials are transformed into
the global flows of goods and services on which we have come to depend.
The food in our supermarkets; clean
water; the electric grid; communications;
the value of money; our jobs, factories,
research and development; political legitimacy; our world-views; habitual assumptions and expectations of the future
are woven together in an interdependent human ecology, each part more or
less essential to the functioning of the
others. We do not, nor could we understand, the myriad interconnections
upon which we depend. By a process of
iteration, adaptation and co-evolution
people, communities, businesses, and
institutions, working within their own
niches, have, over time, constructed a
progressively more complex and globally distributed ecosystem that maintains
our welfare. And though humans have
imagination, foresight, and the ability
to plan, we (as individuals, businesses,
institutions, governments) do this from
within our own niche, cooperating and
in competition with other niches, but
always constrained by the complex interdependencies which the niche requires
for its own survival. The emergent outcome of all these niches over time is our
globalised economy, and indeed
ivilisation. It has no designer, no
master controller, just like any complex
ecosystem in nature.

The Big Blue Marble,
One of the last Apollo photos of The Whole
Earth, taken by the crew of Apollo 17.
NASA (1972)

Just like our human base processes, its
food is energy and raw materials. But
unlike humans, whose energy and material intake stabilises when we reach
maturity, our economy is locked into a
cycle of growth requiring growth. And
this cycle requires more energy and resources to maintain what we have grown
accustomed to and dependent upon,
and must continue to grow further in
response to our evolving needs and desires and to deal with the always present
problems arising. We also used this energy to transform our food production and
access, allowing the global population to
grow from about 1 billion people at the
beginning of the nineteenth century to
over seven billion today. But, for example,
the cheap energy that fuelled this growth,
particularly oil, so essential for all those
flows, is depleting, while its substitutes,
such as fracked oil, are more and more
expensive. It is so expensive that our
economies are struggling to pay the price.
Technology is losing the race against
depletion. The upshot is that environmental constraints are starting to hamper our globalised economy’s ability to
grow: we’re reaching the limits of growth.
Again, just like our human base processes, the by-product of growth is waste and
depletion. Soils stripped of nutrients;
the rolling catastrophic extinction of the
plants and animals that are our relations;
polluted water; plastic infested oceans;
and complex forest eco-systems replaced
by mono-cultures are all part of that legacy. And of course there are the greenhouse gass emissions whose implications
are already becoming apparent, and with
the potential to fundamentally transform
the climatic and ecological stability that
allowed the first proto-civilizations to

emerge ten thousand years ago. These
sorry tales undoubtedly move and worry us, for we are carriers of other, older
myths that tie us to our earth-home, its
creatures, rivers, soils, forests and landscapes. But we go back to our computers, our beer with friends, our shopping
and our workplaces, waste and depletion
made manifest in the hum-drum of our
lives, complicit, conflicted and human.
Thus far, in the rich world, we have
avoided a face-to-face reckoning with
our ecological predicament, largely for
the reason that our globalised economy,
its complexity and our position within
it has had the adaptive capacity to surmount and displace such encounters
elsewhere (mostly to the poor world)
and into the future. But if that economy
falters and begins to shatter such reckonings could come to meet us from every
direction. And that faltering will, in all
probability, come from our financial and
monetary systems. For no other critical
system is so dependent upon the myth of
progress and the expectation of growth.
Our money is created out of promises,
out of ‘credit’ with is latin root - ‘credo’ :
to believe. It is the binding spell of global
systems integration. Its digits on a computer terminal have value because of the
faith that tomorrow they can be turned
into goods and services. Our whole intertwined financial ediface is a tangle
of even more promises built upon this
promise. The financial crisis, was and is
because we could not meet those promises, and even now its stability implys the
expectation of massive future economic growth. If that growth cannot continue, that ediface could vanish in fear
and a loss of faith, seizing up the flow of
goods and services that we depend upon.

It is the progressive voice within our
culture, anxious about such threats to
our world and welfare, what we hold
on to and take for granted, that calls
out: let us transform our economic system, make it green and fair! Because
we have built it, we can change it! But
as we’ve seen, we did not design it and
we do not control it. We cannot pull the
rug of our dependencies out from under
our feet and expect to remain standing. We cannot avoid, only go through.
Wounded, desiring, lacking, the hungry ghosts of the human condition, our
manifestation of nature’s drive to growth
and diversity, itself an expression of the
universe moving towards equilibrium.
There is only change and transformation,
temporary islands of stability, eddies
in time, that have their moment before
returning to the flow of things: our moments and days, our lives and deaths, the
rise and fall of civilisations, the flourish
and passing of planetary life, and the
birth stars becoming supernova, neutron
stars and black holes. As a species we are
not bad or evil, we’re the conditioned
expression of the universe becoming.
As individuals, and as people who need
people, we face radically new choices. If we are wise to ourselves, we will
learn to let go of what can no longer
be grasped, be it our world-views, mythologies or material things. If we are
imaginative, we won’t wallow in anger
and blame, because there’ll be important tasks at hand and new paths to discover. If we love, then we’ll understand
that our welfare is inextricably linked
to the welfare of others, whether or not
they understand that yet. If we are joyful
we’ll be more attentive to what we have
and what is present than what we have
not. And if we are the myth-makers,
we’ll return to the base, to what sustains
us and other living things, and discover
again succour and stewardship, insight
and wise counsel in the natural world
in which we’re so wonderfully a part.
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UNLEASH
THE HOUNDS
Chris Erskine

Somewhere, someone in Westminster has
issued the command to ‘Unleash the
Hounds’. Not those of Baskerville. No
much scarier monsters, whose teeth are
already round the throats of most of
us – the hounds of ASADA; RBS; TSB
and the CBI etc. You see, as I write, they
have been sent northwards to quash the
rebellion, to talk sense to the rabble, to
bring Westminster’s ‘shock and awe’!!!
Regardless of the outcome, the synchronicity of the Scottish Independence
vote (which has probably already happened before publication), this article
cannot be overlooked. You see, I’m interested in the ability - or lack of ability
- to create meaningful cultural, political
and, dare I say it, spiritual change. Don’t
worry, this is not a manifesto, it’s more
of a lament with a Sleaford Mods or Fat
White Family backing track. It’s a therapeutic session with myself, which may
lead to a public sentencing - hung, drawn
and quartered – for not accepting society’s medical advice to shut the fuck up!!
But wait, it’s not just about me it’s also
about you, about nation-states, states of
mind, divorce, Father and Mother, family and land. Let me be more precise.
It’s about waking up, becoming moreconscious and being more honest, but
most of all its about hysterical weakness!!
The British Bee Hive,
George Cruickshank (1840)

We are all in it Together!!
Cards on the table!! I was born in Scotland, youngest child of seven, Father
left not long after the cutting of my umbilical (or unbiblical can never get that
right) cord. Shipped off to south-east
Kent, colonised beyond any chance
of repatriation. Fought and struggled
against the injustice of it all, kicking

Still from: They Live,
John Carpenter (1988)

out against the walls of my council estate; class-room cages; and dead end
jobs. Finding solace in subcultural rituals and promises of revolt, which never
quite delivered their utopian dreams.
The more I struggled the better I got at
it, the better off I became. Still pushing
and longing for some kind of change, but
weaving these desires through acquired
needs and patterns of consumption. Telling myself that I was still on the good
side, which is never the right side! Active
as an activist, the voices of the voiceless
still familiar and true, but all the while
the continual acquisition of titles and
cash – husband, home-owner, parent,
director, trustee and doctor – evoking
a fantasy which no longer makes sense.
Am I making sense? I need some help!
In his recent book, Capitalism’s New
Clothes, Colin Cremin seeks to lay

bare some of the embedded fantasies
and its inbuilt symbols, which are located within the worlds of activism and
the wider global capitalist system(s).
Of particular interest are his observations regarding what he terms a ‘virtuous circle’, in which capital absorbs,
reconfigures and then rebrands critique
and activism, turning it into a everyday
commodity, seamlessly amalgamated
and domesticated by turbo-capitalism.
These mechanisms of co-option are
seen to be sat in the complex web of
global protection and surveillance
mechanisms, and the very core of the
individual. Located within the anxieties produced by the sense of continual
panoptical observation; or in the shopping trolley; bank accounts; and health
service of everyday life - co-dependence
of global and personal vested interests,
groomed and more efficient than any
trafficking network, known to man (sic.).
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“Is it possible to think and act outside our own
self-enclosed communal spaces? But - my mortgage, my
benefits, my job, my holidays, my children’s education
– it’s all a bit scary and I want my iPhone!!!”

Taunting those who suggest to being
part of the solution, Cremin writes: we
have for a long while been in the midst
of a kind of deconstructive pseudo-activity of micro-struggles that respond
to the symptoms of capitalism though
without ever challenging its totality.
You see, Citizen George Osborne’s idea
(we are all in it together) has a shadow(s),
one that seeks to remain unmentioned,
unconscious and unseen. The problem is
that the people of Scotland have turned
the lights on. Not just exposing that the
Establishment is truly rooted into the
London square mile; but that we are all
disciples and addicts – economical slaves.
But it all needs to stop now, Daddy wants
us to behave - remember there might be
monsters underneath the bed. We are
supposed to be seen and not heard – all
this democracy nonsense has gone too
far. We simply don’t know what’s good
for us and the toys are being put back
in the cupboard, south of the border.
Am I making any sense?
Don’t get me wrong, this is not just a
Scottish thing, it’s a deeply you and me
thing. It’s a drugs don’t work thing, the
patient is waking up too much and we
might be in need of the restraints. The
idea behind the enclosures act might
have started with the land, but it never
stopped pushing itself all the way into
each of our souls. The symbols of nation,
flag, economy, family, home and identity
are all walls in the crazy mirror maze of
ownership and power. The unfortunate
reality is that we have all, to some degree
or another, culturally and spiritually reproduced this way of being and
become entrapped in its exchanges.
Slavoj Žižek, in his groundbreaking
book, Violence, asks - what if the true

evil of our societies is not their capitalist
dynamics as such, but our attempts to
extricate ourselves from them – all the
while profiting – by carving out exclusive self-enclosed communal spaces.
This leads me to my main question, the
one that is becoming the real battleground in Scotland. Is it possible to
think and act outside our own self-enclosed communal spaces? But - my
mortgage, my benefits, my job, my holidays, my children’s education – it’s
all a bit scary and I want my iPhone!!!
We are left in a state of permanent mental insecurity needing to operate according to the logic of the market, expressing certain values, cultivating and
projecting a kind of a personality, to stay,
in some shape or form, in the game. In
other words, we have all developed a set
of vested interests, which are placing us
beyond being able to try and make sense
of the world or engage in activities that
seek to make the world a more just place.
These interests are clearly connected to
my own ‘private life’ commitments and
responsibilities. They make clear the
departure from my previous social
position(s) into what I would call
post-working class, but what many others would (probably more accurately)
term ‘middle-class’ inevitability. My
own identity has truly entered the ‘virtuous circle’ discussed earlier, in which
turbo-capitalism absorbs, transforms
and then rebrands my critique and
activism, turning it into a commodity. We are all truly in this together!!
Life is Hysterical
Hysteric (adj.) 1650, from Latin
hystericus, from Greek hysterikos
‘belonging to the womb’.
Hysteria 1801, coined in medical Latin
as abstract noun from hysteric.

So fragmentation or no fragmentation
of the Union or my wellbeing, I think we
are in deep need of the hysteric. Not hysteria, which is the message of the market,
the ghost of dear old Margret – society
where art thou!! No. We need the hysteric of the womb - possibility of new birth
and life - the ancient call of compassion.
Ways of being, which will be willing to
stretch beyond self to bring about change,
avoiding the sirens of ASADA and crew.
How long will the fantasy of building
exclusive self-enclosed communal spaces (family, career, social cliques etc.),
in which the individual takes advantage of the market, but eventually gets
caught in their individualism, actually hold? When will we see that market
freedom does not allow us to develop
the faculty to act any further, beyond
consumption? Are we willing to detox
from these powers and pyramidal cultures? And, if so, how is this to be
done given our current predicament?
My hysterical thoughts may seem extremely weak, but that is my entire intention. To explain I need more help!
Simon Critchley thinks weakness is a
conception of the human being defined
by an experience of enactment that exceeds the limits of potency and strength
and in which authenticity is rooted in an
affirmation of the margins and impotence.

Still from: They Live,
John Carpenter (1988)

suggest that weakness should always play
the victim, in fact it is highly dynamic,
creative and imaginative. We need to find
ways in which our passions and gifts, associations, celebrations and ongoing violations, albeit in small and beautiful ways,
can build alternative moral economies.
Weakness holds the potential of reconfiguring the very understanding of
success and social impact. If viewed
through the totems of turbo-capitalism, any attempt to change things can
be easily overlooked, undermined and
misunderstood. However, it is my contention that these small seeds hold the
potential for unique dislodging and
disruption of desire and imagination.

This has not been, and was never intended to be, a narrative of the strong
things of this life – of the dominant,
wealthy or victors of social struggle(s).
The dominant capitalist paradigm may
have captured much of my life; and may
turn Scotland from thinking again. However I think there is much to learn and
observe from the hysterics of weakness.

Hysterical weakness can give birth to unorthodox vantage points that expose the
vested interests of mainstream society.
This comes from the social positioning,
which enables and offers up fresh and
heretical readings of society and its various components. These heresies not only
challenge the dominant, orthodox reading of history and culture, but also have
the audacity to suggest fragile, incomplete
and contradictory alternatives. The subtle
and frail nature held in these narratives
produces inbuilt collective struggles.

Here are some thoughts – rulers are never
interested in weak things. This is not to

John Holloway writes that there is a resonance, a mutual recognition of being

part of a moving against-and-beyond, a
constant sharing of ideas and information... the constant weaving of a ‘We,’
the shaping of a common flow of doing
and rebellion. This resonance does not
mean that we all agree: on the contrary,
disagreement and discussion are crucial
in the formation of the resonating ‘We.’
It would be unwise and also untrue to suggest that this is seen as utopian. Nonetheless, it would also be as suspect to suggest
that we settle within the current order,
or make peace with the status quo. Hysterical weakness requires ‘nomads of the
present’, leaving (if only in part) the land
of our mothers and fathers, not knowing
where we are heading but searching for
a land they have not yet seen. In other words, attempting to take back and
rethink lives at the multi-layered levels
of incompleteness and contradiction.
This is not a question of local versus global
or micro versus macro, it is rather a question of understanding that the strength
of the social flow depends finally on our
ability to reappropriate. The big events are
important but they cannot take the place
of the constant search for ways of doing
against and beyond capitalism. The Scottish referendum is important, but yes or
no there will still be dragons in the land.
To believe in something that has not

yet happened always requires faith. The
encouragement that I take from these
times is just how many people seem willing to press beyond (albeit still in a capitalist framework) the idea of the way things
are in Scotland. Win or lose this should
not be overlooked or quickly forgotten.
Even if there were not to be enough people to trigger the reconfiguration of nation states, the waters have been stirred.
‘Life is completely confined and shackled.
A kind of economic fatalism prevails; each
individual, whether he (sic.) resists it or
not, is assigned a specific role and with it
his interests and his character. The church
is regarded as a redemption factory of little
importance, art as a safety valve... The most
burning question of the day and night is: is
there anywhere a force that is able to put an
end to this state of affairs?’
Flight Out of Time – Dada Diary: Hugo Ball
These stirrings in the North have breached
the facades of the Establishment’s control. This has not been done by the power of big business or Westminster, but
because of the weak things of this world.
The hysteria of greed and consumption
are running scared because the tide has
gone out and they have been found to
be naked. Hysterical weakness can always be made to look ridiculous, but
that is its force and source of strength!
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POSTCAPITALIST

DESIRE
Soon after the Occupy London Stock
Exchange movement had begun, the
novelist turned Conservative politician
Louise Mensch, appeared on the BBC
TV programme, Have I Got News For
You?, taunting the protesters with the
claim that the occupation had led to
the “biggest ever queues at Starbucks”.
The problem, Mensch insisted, was not
only that the occupiers bought corporate coffee – they also used iPhones. The
suggestion was clear: being anti-capitalist entails being an anarcho-primitivist. Mensch’s remarks were ridiculed,
not least on the programme itself, but
the questions that they raise can’t be so
easily dismissed. If opposition to capital
does not require that one maintains an
anti-technological, anti-mass production stance, why – in the minds of some
of its supporters, as much as in the caricatures produced by opponents such as
Mensch - has anti-capitalism become
exclusively identified with this organicist localism? Here we are a long way
from Lenin’s enthusiasm for Taylorism,
or Gramsci’s celebration of Fordism, or
indeed from the Soviet embrace of technology in the space race. Capital has
long tried to claim a monopoly on desire:
we only have to remember famous 1980s
advert for Levi jeans in which a teenager
was seen anxiously smuggling a pair of
jeans through a Soviet border post. But
the emergence of consumer electronic goods has allowed capital to conflate
desire and technology so that the desire
for an iPhone can now appear automatically to mean a desire for capitalism.
Here we think of another advertisement,
Apple’s notorious “1984” commercial,
which equated personal computers with
the liberation from totalitarian control.
Mensch was not alone in taunting the
occupiers for their consumption of chain
coffee and their reliance on consumer
technologies. In the London Evening
Standard, one columnist crowed that it
“was capitalism and globalisation that
produced the clothes the protesters
wear, the tents they sleep in, the food
they eat, the phones in their pockets
and the social networks they use to organise.”1 The kind of arguments that
Mensch and fellow reactionaries made
in response to Occupy were versions of
those presented in Nick Land’s extraordinary anti-Marxist texts of the 1990s.

“What if, in short, the desire for Starbucks
is the thwarted desire for communism?”

Mark Fisher

than mourn, the disintegration of existing socialities and territorialities?

Utopia
J.D. Wetherspoon tea spoon
(2014)

Land’s theory-fictional provocations were
guided by the assumption that desire and
communism were fundamentally incompatible. It is worth the left treating these
texts as something other than anti-Marxist trollbait for at least three reasons.
Firstly, because they luridly expose the
scale and the nature of the problems that
the left now faces. Land fast forwards to
his near-future, our near-past, in which
capital is totally triumphant, highlighting the extent to which this victory was
dependent upon the libidinal mechanics of the advertising and PR companies
whose semiotic excrescences despoil former public spaces. “Anything that passes other than by the market is steadily
cross-hatched by the axiomatic of capital,
holographically encrusted in the stigmatizing marks of its obsolescence. A pervasive negative advertising delibidinizes
all things public, traditional, pious, charitable, authoritative, or serious, taunting
them with the sleek seductiveness of the
commodity.”2 Land is surely right about
this “pervasive negative advertising” –
but the question is how to combat it. Instead of the anti-capitalist “no logo” call
for a retreat from semiotic productivity,
why not an embrace of all the mechanisms of semiotic-libidinal production
in the name of a post-capitalist counterbranding? “Radical chic” is not something that the left should flee from – very
much to the contrary, it is something
that it must embrace and cultivate. For
didn’t the moment of the left’s failure coincide with the growing perception that
“radical” and “chic” are incompatible?

Similarly, it is time for us to reclaim and positivise sneers such
as “designer socialism” – because
it is the equation of the “designer” with “capitalist” that has done
so much to make capital appear as
if it is the only possible modernity.
The second reason Land’s texts are
important is that they expose an uncomfortable contradiction between
the radical left’s official commitment
to revolution, and its actual tendency
towards political and formal-aesthetic conservatism. In Land’s writings,
a quasi-hydraulic force of desire is
set against a leftist-Canutist impulse
towards preserving, protecting and
defending. Land’s delirium of dissolution is like an inverted autonomism,
in which capital assumes all the improvisational and creative vibrancy
that Mario Tronti and Hardt/Negri ascribe to the proletariat/the multitude.
Inevitably overwhelming all attempts
by “the human security system” to
control it, capital emerges as the authentic revolutionary force, subjecting
everything – including the structures
of so-called reality itself – to a process
of liquefaction: “[m]eltdown: planetary china-syndrome, dissolution of
the biosphere into the technosphere,
terminal speculative bubble crisis, ultravirus, and revolution stripped of all
christian-socialist eschatology (down
to its burn-core of crashed security.”3
Where is the left that can speak as
confidently in the name of an alien future, that can openly celebrate, rather

The third reason Land’s texts are worth
reckoning with is because they assume a
terrain that politics now operates on, or
must operate on, if it is to be effective – a
terrain in which technology is embedded
into everyday life and the body; design
and PR are ubiquitous; financial abstraction enjoys dominion over government;
life and culture are subsumed into cyberspace, and data-hacking consequently
assumes is increasingly important. It may
seem to be the case that Land, the avatar of accelerated capital, ends up amply
confirming Žižek’s claims about Deleuze
and Guattari’s work being an ideology for
late capitalism’s deterritorializing flows.4
But the problem with Žižek’s critique is
twofold – firstly, it takes capital at its own
word, discounting its own tendencies towards inertia and territorialism; and secondly, because the position from which
this critique is made implicitly depends
upon the desirability and the possibility of a return to Leninism/Stalinism. In
the wake of the decline of the traditional
workers’ movement, we have too often
been forced into a false choice between
an ascetic-authoritarian Leninism that
at least worked (in the sense that it took
control of the state and limited the dominion of capital) and models of political self-organisation which have done
little to challenge neoliberal hegemony.
What we need to construct is what was
promised but never actually delivered by
the various “cultural revolutions” of the
1960s: an effective anti-authoritarian left.
Part of what makes Deleuze and Guattari’s
work continue to be a major resource in
the current moment is that, like the work
of the Italian autonomists who it inspired
and who were in turn inspired by it, it was
specifically engaging with this problem.
The point now isn’t to defend Deleuze
and Guttari per se, but to accept that the
question that they raised – the relation of
desire to politics in a post-Fordist context – is the crucial problem that the left
now faces. The collapse of the Soviet bloc
and the retreat of the workers’ movement
in the west wasn’t only or even primarily due to failures of will or discipline. It
is the very disappearance of the Fordist
economy, with its concomitant “disciplinary” structures, which means that
“we can’t just carry on with the same old

forms of political institution, the same
modes of working class social organisation, because they no longer correspond
to the actual and contemporary form
of capitalism and the rising subjectivities that accompany and/or contest it.”5
Without a doubt, the language of “flows”
and “creativity” has an exhausted quality
because of its appropriation by capitalism’s “creative industries”. Yet the proximity of some of Deleuze and Guattari’s
concepts to the rhetoric of late capitalism
is not a mark of their failure, but of their
success in gaining some purchase on the
problems of political organisation under
post-Fordism. The shift from Fordism to
post-Fordism, or in Foucault-Deleuze’s
terms from disciplinary to control societies, certainly involves a change in libido – an intensification of desire for consumer goods, funded by credit – but this
doesn’t mean that it can be combated by
an assertion of working class discipline.
Post-Fordism has seen the decomposition of the old working class – which,
in the Global North at least, is no longer
concentrated in manufacturing spaces,
and whose forms of industrial action are
consequently no longer as effective as they
once were. At the same time, the libidinal attractions of consumer capitalism
needed to be met with a counterlibido,
not simply an anti-libidinal dampening.
This entails that politics comes to terms
with the essentially inorganic nature of
libido, as described by (among others)
Freud, the Surrealists, Lacan, Althusser and Haraway, as well as Deleuze and
Guattari. Inorganic libido, that which
Lacan and Land call the death drive:
not a desire for death, for the extinction of desire in what Freud called the
Nirvana principle, but an active force of
death, defined by the tendency to deviate from any homeostatic regulation. As
desiring creatures, we ourselves are that
which disrupts organic equilibrium. The
novelty of the Anti-Oedipus account of
history is the way that it combines this
account of inorganic libido with the Hegelian-Marxist notion that history has a
direction. One implication of this is that
it is very difficult to put this historically-machined inorganic libido back in its
box: if desire is a historical-machinic
force, its emergence alters “reality” itself;
to suppress it would therefore involve either a massive reversal of history, or collective amnesia on a grand scale, or both.

For Land, this means that “[p]ost-capitalism has no real meaning except an
end to the engine of change.”6 This
brings us back to Mensch, and we
can now see that the challenge is to
imagine a postcapitalism that is commensurate with the death drive. At
the moment, too much anticapitalism seems to be about the impossible
pursuit of a social system oriented
towards the Nirvana principle of total quiescence – precisely the return
to a mythical primitivist equilibrium
which the likes of Mensch mock. But
any such return to primitivism would
require either an apocalypse or the
imposition of authoritarian measures
– how else is drive to be banished?
And if primitivist equilibrium is not
what we want, then we crucially need
to articulate what it is we do want
– which will mean disarticulating
technology and desire from capital.
Given all this, it’s time for us to consider once again to what extent is
the desire for Starbucks and iPhones
really a desire for capital? What’s curious about the Starbucks phenomenon, in fact, is the way in which the
condemnation of the chain uncannily
echoes the stereotypical attacks on
communism: Starbucks is generic,
homogenous, it crushes individuality and enterprise. At the same time,
however, this kind of generic space –
and evidently not the mediocre and
overpriced coffee – is quite clearly at
the root of Starbucks’ success. Now,
it begins to look as if, far from there
being some inevitable fit between the
desire for Starbucks and capitalism,
Starbucks feeds desires which it can
meet only in some provisional and
unsatisfactory way. What if, in short,
the desire for Starbucks is the thwarted desire for communism? For what
is the “third place” that Starbucks offers – this place that is neither home
nor work - if not a degraded prefiguration of communism itself? In his
provocative essay “Utopia as Replication” – originally titled “Wal-Mart
as Utopia” – Jameson dares us to approach Wal-Mart, that emblematic
object of anticapitalist loathing, “as
a thought experiment – not, after
Lenin’s crude but practical fashion, as
an institution faced with what (after
the revolution) we can ‘lop off what
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capitalistically mutilates this excellent
apparatus’, but rather as what Raymond
Williams calls the emergent, as opposed
to the residual – the shape of a Utopian
future looming through the mist, which
we must seize as an opportunity to exercise the Utopian imagination more
fully, rather than an occasion for moralizing judgements or regressive nostalgia”.7 The dialectical ambivalence that
Jameson calls for in respect of Wal-Mart
– “admiration and positive judgement
... accompanied by... absolute condemnation” – is already exhibited by the customers of Wal-Mart and Starbucks, many
of whom are among the most trenchant
critics of the chains, even as they habitually use them. This anti-capitalism of
devout consumers is the other side of
the supposed complicity with capital that
Mensch sees in anti-capitalist protestors.
For Deleuze and Guattari, capitalism
is defined by the way it simultaneously
engenders and inhibits processes of destratification. In their famous formulation, capitalism deterritorializes and reterritorializes at the same time; there is
no process of abstract decoding without
a reciprocal recoding via neurotic personalisation (Oedipalisation) – hence
the early 21st century disjunction of
massively abstract finance capital on
one hand; oedipalised celebrity culture
on the other. Capitalism is a necessarily
failed escape from feudalism, which, instead of destroying encastement, reconstitutes social stratification in the class
structure. It is only given this model that
Deleuze and Guattari’s call to “accelerate the process” makes sense. It does not
mean accelerating any or everything in
capitalism willy-nilly, in the hope that
capitalism will thereby collapse. Rather,
it means accelerating the processes of
destratification that capitalism cannot
but obstruct. One virtue of this model
is that it places capital, not its adversary,
on the side of resistance and control. The
reactionary elements within capitalism
can only conceive of urban modernity,
cyberspace and the decline of the family
as a fall from a mythical organic community. But can’t we conceive of consumer
capitalism’s culture of ready meals, fast
food outlets, anonymous hotels and disintegrating family life as dim pre-echo of
precisely the social field imagined by early Soviet planners such as LM Sabsovich?
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Still From: Office Space
Mike Judge (1999)

Building on the whole tradition of socialist
dreams of household collectivism, Sabsovich imagined the coordination of all food
producing operations in order to transform
raw food products into complete meals,
deliverable to the population in urban cafeterias, communal dining rooms, and the
workplace in ready-to-eat form by means
of thermos containers. No food shopping,
no cooking, no home meals, no kitchens.
Similar industrialization of laundering,
tailoring, repair, and even house cleaning
(with electrical appliances) would allow
each person a sleeping-living room, free of
all maintenance cares. Russia would in fact
become a vast free-of-charge hotel chain. 8
The Soviet system could not achieve this
vision, but perhaps its realisation still lies
ahead of us, provided we accept that what
we are fighting for is not a “return” to
the essentially reactionary conditions of
face-to-face interaction, “a line of racially pure peasants digging the same patch
of earth for eternity”9, or what Marx and
Engels called “the idiocy of rural life”, but
rather the construction of an alternative
modernity, in which technology, mass
production and impersonal systems of
management are deployed as part of a
refurbished public sphere. Here, public
does not mean state, and the challenge
is to imagine a model of public ownership beyond 20th century-style state centralisation. There were clues, perhaps, in
the architectural marvels from the dying
years of the Soviet bloc, photographed by
Frédéric Chaubin: “buildings designed
at the hinge of different worlds, in which
sci-fi futurism conjoins with monumentalism”, “quasi-psychedelic, crypto-Pop”.10
While Chaubin sees these buildings as a
temporary efflorescence brought about
by the rotting of the Soviet system, can’t
we grasp them instead as relics from
a yet-to-be-realised postcapitalist future in which desire and communism
are joyfully reconciled? “Neither modern nor postmodern, like free-floating
dreams, they loom up on the horizon
like pointers to a fourth dimension”.11
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Everything is changing, and changing
quickly (it seems). Aspirations today are
gone tomorrow. Now let’s be honest, how
much of what we do actually matters?
And I’m not being negative. It’s the simple truth (and I’m very happy as a Zen
Punk). Does a managing promoter of a
major donuts firm looking to increase
sales and profits for shareholders really
think that by adding an extra donut in
a pack of six will make the difference?
Yes they do! They’re even talking about
it right now - even thinking about adding an extra percentage of jam per donut.
I’ll give you another example. Let’s talk
about mortgages and all that jargon –
they work out ways to convince you and
me that the best loan is their loan… but I
won’t talk about money laundering here,
(I have heard some tales about reputable
high street banks). Besides, money is an
invention. Indeed, these people shop,
look all nice and tidy – look respectable,
shirt and tie and 4x4s. The point: with
life being an extremely wonderful, callous and short event, before we move on,
have we seized the eccentric moment?

But what is this eccentric moment? Is it
in a place, an attitude – a way of life? I
believe it is. I refer to it as the eccentric
functionality established through a life of
self determined individualism. As a matter of survival, an eccentric moment is
seen by many others as rather odd – unlikely to be intelligent or remarkable and,
by many, nonsense at worst, visionary at
best. Creativity underpins the eccentric
spirit – a vital life sustaining force, which
albeit is often ignored, which has the tremendous ability to enhance our lives (or
not). Many considered Einstein an idiot,
tomfoolery physics (after all he was a
clerk in a patent office!). He was a skilled
amateur nurturing his daydreams into a
visionary world – a staunch experimentalist who changed the world. It seems
rather typical and unsurprising therefore,
that still the mainstream arts funding establishment here in the UK today still
publicly declares that ‘they can’t be seen
to be funding failure’ when it comes to
experimentation. What a shame. Things
that are unsure are unsafe, hostile to the
workings of our daily life… Now I dare

you! Moment to moment I want to be inspired (and don’t we all). I want to have a
fix for things that make what I do inspiring, invigorating and worthwhile, implorable, impossible, (seemingly) stupid,
stupidly inept where need be, reduced
to lessening my ego and removed from
commercial value and gain – certainly
away from the current flow of the economic superpower ethos; away from ego
maniacs, negative action enforcers, influencers and the like. Someone once said
– ‘It’s not that we don’t manipulate, it’s
how and what we choose to manipulate
that’s important’. Is the eccentric a rebel?
Most eccentrics you’ll never understand.
You’ll never understand what they are
talking about, the detail of their ensuing
passion – their enthusiasm for sorting
their world out. They care far less about
money and prestige – that’s simply not
something that comes into it. They’re inventors – designing ‘solutions’ to things,
which are not simply thought about as entrepreneurial - unlike the by-products of
cultural industrial artists and many self-
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“Does a managing promoter
of a major donuts firm looking
to increase sales and profits
for shareholders really think
that by adding an extra donut
in a pack of six will make the
difference?“

The Eccentric Progress Diagram

professed artists working in the UK today. Within seconds, self-professed artists (I now call them art impostors) think
financially then artistically or artistically
then financially (this mindful loop). If an
idea does get financed, it’s already been
badly stupefied (dumbed down). Eccentrics don’t dumb down, they dumb-up!
The eccentric alchemist remains largely
in exile, perhaps chooses to disappear (or
ignored as a ‘nutter’ – largely due to economic unreliability or value) and whilst
many artists-as-engineers have attempted
to understand such eccentrics as Outsider Artists, (in the hope that some kind of
revelation will catapult them into the starstruck world of art) – they, unfortunately,
will never reach the heights of creativity
that the eccentric has – it simply doesn’t
work like that. It can be safely argued that

the clown who desperately seeks celebrity or power is exactly that – a clown manufactured for so called self worth. I can’t
believe they will ever be happy. After all,
the Dalai Lama is an eccentric isn’t he?
Whilst an eccentric may become
attached to a tribal community (that
which bonds us as humans), the eccentric
will find ways to fly the nest – to go on
long or short eccentric explorations and
may be away for weeks, years, decades or
aeons, venturing alone or with a collection of tribal members (I am reminded
of Christopher Columbus, Scott of the
Antartic or Charles M. Doughty (see picture)). The Victorians seemed to have the
right idea! Eccentric tribalism, as I refer
to it, is an important key to the path of
eccentric growth and has and will remain
part our human condition and evolution.

The diagram above describes the out-ofthe-centre growth of an eccentric. It is not
a straightforward route, nor are the results
taken as a given. I am reminded of several persons who feature in The Darwin
Awards who I see as eccentric experimentalists that lost their lives due to rather
stupid or foolish behaviour. (The Darwin
Awards celebrate and acknowledge people who lost their lives in incredible ways–
for the sake of advancing the human
gene pool and advancing human evolution (visit www.darwinawards.com).
Lastly, does the eccentric have to be an
obsessive person – prone to a lifestyle
of self-destruction? Whilst many eccentrics have been manic, manipulative
and deeply selfish, struggling to come to
terms with life as they see it – I wonder
if such ill health is ever a pre-requisite
for eccentric individualism? Whilst it
is certainly true that this has been the
case, my hope is that future generations
find peace amongst themselves – eccentric or not. I leave you with a short
story about Flint Jack – a skilled forger
who created ancient flints that the upper
class Victorians believed were authentic. He was, sadly, a raving alcoholic.

The Life of Flint Jack

One evening in 1862, a gathering of distinguished geologists and their wives assembled in a fashionable lecture room in
Cavendish Square, London. They were
all members of the Geologists’ Association, and they had been invited to hear
the address from their Vice-President on
ancient flint implements. The room soon
became crowded and, before long, every
seat had been taken except for those in
the front row, which had been reserved
for the President and the committee.
The members talked amongst themselves as they waited for the speaker to
arrive and then, suddenly, a silence fell
as a strange looking man came into the
room. So odd was his appearance that
one or two people laughed out loud.
Then their laughter changed to gasps
of horror as the new arrival made his
way to the front of the hall and calmly
sat down on one of the reserved seats.
The People’s Magazine reported later:
He was a weather beaten man of about
45 years of age and he came in dirty, tattered clothes, and heavy navvy’s boots,
to take precedence of the whole assemblage… He wore a dark cloth coat, hanging in not unpicturesque rags about his
elbows; it was unbuttoned over a cotton
shirt which might once have been white,
but which had generated to a yellow
brown. About his neck was a fragment of
blue cotton handkerchief; his skin was of
gypsy brown, his hair hung in lank locks
about the forehead and face that was not
altogether unprepossessing, except for
the furtive and cunning glances which he
occasionally cast around him from eyes
that did not respond with each other in
size and expression. His corduroys, which
were in a very sorry condition, had been
turned up; and their owner had evidently travelled through heavy clay, the dried
remains of which bedaubed his boots.

Flint Jack
Born Whitby 1815

The Vice-President announced that
there was a person in the audience
who, with the aid of a small piece of
bent iron rod, could produce on demand flint weapons that would look
just like genuine Stone Age relics.
He invited the stranger to mount
the platform. The man did so, and
produced some pieces of flint from
his pocket. He selected one and gave
it a few careless blows with what
appeared to be a crooked nail. Within a few minutes he had produced a
small arrowhead. The audience gathered round to watch in amazement as
the stranger went on to make more arrowheads, which he then sold for six
pence each. Finally, having exhausted
his stock of flints, the man left the hall.
This time there was no laughter as he
made his way through the audience.

Originally published in The Eccentric City – The World’s First Eccentric Tabloid Newspaper.
The Eccentric City was edited by Harry Palmer and was collaboration between himself and
Simon Walker. The paper produced three issues, each one annually between 2006 and 2008.
It featured the world of eccentrics’ – an undetermined specie…
Printed here in our newspaper with kind permission.

The man who had so amazed the Geologists’ Association was none other
than Edward Simpson, one of the most
gifted forgers of the nineteenth century. He was usually known as Flint Jack,
though he had a variety of other nicknames including Fossil Willy, Cockney
Bill, Bones, Shirtless, Snake Billy and
Old Antiquarian. He specialised in the
forgery of Stone Age arrowheads and
also made fake fossils, pottery, inscribed
stones and brooches. Flint Jack was a
master of archaeological forgery but he
was more than just another crook out to
make easy money. He was a craftsman
and an artist, and he combined a wide
knowledge of archaeology and geology
with a genuine interest and affection for
the subject. His fakes were remarkably
convincing, and he always prided himself on the fact that the British Museum
had several of his forgeries on display!

21

22 37 pieces of flair

Throwaway #5,
Throwaway Series, David Foggo (2009)

37 pieces of flair

23

24 37 pieces of flair The Slacker’s New Enemy

The Slacker’s New Enemy 37 pieces of flair

THE
SLACKER’S
NEW
Gormless Gazing in a
ENEMY: Candy Crush generation

*NOKIA 3310
(2001)

Andrew Wilson
Industry and Idleness: plate 1. The Fellow Prentices at their Looms
William Hogarth (1747)

I was far from the most daring of children growing up in 1980’s England,
but before I’d picked up my first mobile
phone, a Nokia 3310* when I was 19
years old, I had experienced my fair
share of precarious adventures: on the
day of my sister’s first holy communion
I fruitlessly attempted to burn down
our school with a half emptied box of
matches that I had stolen from my parents, I frequently bought trays of eggs
and distributed them with velocity at
our neighbour’s homes and had developed an evident resistance to authority,
most notably when I refused to remove
my shell-suit and subsequently missed
out on the village firework display.

Albert Einstein: If you’re patient there may come that moment where, when while
eating an apple, the solution presents itself politely and says ‘here I am’.

Yet these examples are dangerous in that
they threaten to present a glamorisation
of my largely inactive youth which was
otherwise largely boring. My desire for
socialisation was limited, I struggled to
sustain enthusiasm for my catholic education and my chubby physique reduced
any confident progress in sports. I was
bored. Yet this boredom was not necessarily as tragic as it may initially appear,
and to a certain extent I embraced it. The
first record I purchased, with my own
money was Leave me alone from the 1987
Michael Jackson Album Bad. The cover
art work appropriately featured Jackson
adopting the epitome of boredom as
punishment, behind bars, imprisoned and attached to a ball and chain.

Fast forward 27 years, to an age of
non-stop information and communication sustained by Smart Phones, ipads and Candy Crush and it’s hard to
imagine a child of today following the
same course of sustained boredom. I
too, now, in adulthood, am largely unfamiliar with the experience of boredom in my day to day life. Instead I
find myself endlessly wading through
streams of digital information.
Avid Tweeter and former Kenickie lead vocalist Lauren Laverne
laments for time when she would
regularly gaze out of a window lost
in a gormless meditation. In an article, recently published in The Observer Magazine,1 Laverne admits to
have reluctantly replaced this gormless gazing with an habitual mode
of online grazing and warns us that
whatever our poison - news, LOLZ,
hate, shopping, porn, anthromorphism, Buzz feed quizzes... There is
always more, and never anybody to
tell you when you’ve had enough.
Not so long ago, being bored was a
daily encounter for most – a space
between the indulgences of leisure
and the duties of work. Boredom,
as we have known it, has been defined
within the dichotomy imposed by
the work ethics of the industrial
revolution, with leisure occupying

one extreme and the task based activity of work occupying the other. Boredom, thus, has been established as an
inconvenient nuisance amidst the notion that hard work breeds prosperity
and the idle man is the miserable man.
As a means to produce an active workforce necessary to develop the unprecedented growth and productivity of
the industrial revolution the gormless
gazing had been widely characterised
as a void which would be better
filled with hard work and labour.
But, even so it had its supporters. Robert Louis Stephenson, in
1877, published An apology for
Idlers to commend the significance
of idleness, claiming ‘whether at
school or college, kirk or market,
(extreme busy-ness) is a symptom of
deficient vitality.’2
Stephenson offers an understanding
of inactivity, induced by boredom,
not as an inefficient void but as a
significant act not recognised in the
dogmatic formularies of the ruling
class: Of the rebellious child, bunking
of school or duty, Stephenson proclaims ‘it is surely beyond a doubt that
people should be a good deal idle in
youth... if he prefers, he may go out by
the gardened suburbs into the country.
He may pitch on some tuft of lilacs over

a burn, and smoke innumerable pipes
to the tune of water on the stones. A
bird will sing in the thicket. And there
he may fall into a vein kindly thought,
and see things in a new perspective.
Why, if this not be education, what is?’
In a recent article, No one is bored,
everyone is boring, cultural theorist Mark
Fisher claims that the success of neo-liberal capitalism and the subsequent failure of the traditional left are both tied
up with the politics of boredom. Fisher
asserts that neoliberal capitalism has
successfully absorbed boredom, ‘yielding
an environment where we are endlessly
exposed to the boring but never have the
experience of feeling bored - even though
we recognise that they are boring, we
nevertheless feel compelled to do yet another Facebook quiz, to read yet another
Buzzfeed list, to click on some celebrity
gossip about someone we don’t even remotely care about.’3 Fisher argues that
boredom isn’t necessarily a negative
feeling that one simply wanted rid of
but an injunction and an opportunity.
If we are bored, then it is for us to
produce something that will fill up the
space. Now, however, within this nonstop, 24-7, environment of capitalist
cyberspace, the brain is no longer
allowed any time to idle or gormlessly gaze; instead boredom has been
replaced with an inundated seamless

flow of low-level stimulus which breeds
perpetual anxiety and depression.
My affinity with Laverne’s lament are tied
up with my own experiences of growing
up in a village on the outskirts of two
large towns, waiting for buses that never
seemed to arrive. I was born in 1982, Laverne in 1978 and she, like me, was born
into a generation for whom despite MTV,
Michael Jackson and Nintendo, boredom
was still a possibility. Our kinship is one of
shared membership to, perhaps, the last
generation who navigated the path from
childhood to adulthood undistracted
by the non-stop stimulation of the
digital world. Furthermore, unlike following generations what Laverne, like I,
can identify with is not only the current
trend of self-imposed online grazing, but
more significantly its otherness. That is,
we can better question and identify these
experiences because we have emerged
from a generation without them.
So then, what of the successive
generations? What is the experience
of adolescence in kinship with the
digital globalised world, where boredom
has been replaced with the boring?
In a recent study, conducted by psychologists at Virginia and Harvard
Universities a number of young adults
were asked to disengage with the outside
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world (social, natural and technological)
by spending a period of 6-15 minutes
alone in a largely unadorned room. The
study concluded that the majority of the
young adults preferred to self-administer electric shocks - they had earlier said
they would pay to avoid - rather than be
alone with their thoughts for 15minutes.
One man self-administered 190 electric
shocks within the 15 minutes. A spokesperson from the universities which surmised the study concluded that ‘most
young people seem to prefer to be doing
something rather than nothing, even if
that something is seen as a negative.’4

alarmingly questions the consequences
of future generations born into this
mediated solipsism.

Natalie Hanman, in an article published
in 2005, claims to recall a time when as
a child being sent to your bedroom was
a punishment, now however, Hanman
states, being sent to your bedroom is a
teen dream, where personal computers,
mobile phones and gaming consoles are
spurning antisocial angst for a culture of
‘connected cocooning’.5 As anyone with a
smart phone or ipad can affirm, the punishment no longer exists because the notion of ‘empty time’ or ‘boredom’ has been
effectively eliminated or filled with social
networking and endless video feeds.

The Elementary Education act of 1870,
which ensured the schooling and literacy of all children between the ages of
5-13 years in England and Wales, is a
curious example of how mass exposure
to a particular technology, in this case
books, can impact an entire generation.
With this new generation of literates
there also arose a demand for literature,
a need for an influx of reading material to be delivered en masse. It is noted
that this new literature was especially
committed to instil the traditional and
puritan virtues of the day, as Professor
of English Literature Simon J. James
points out - ‘While so much of children’s
reading matter from this period might
now seem bloodthirsty, sexist, racist, or
disrespectful towards the natural world,
these books were nonetheless intended to
shape their young readers into the adults
whose qualities would help ensure Britain’s
world pre-eminence for years to come.’7

From the birth of the telegraph pole to the
the most recent developments of ubiquitous computing Michael Bull, Professor
in Sound Studies at the University of
Sussex, argues that the age of mechanical
reproduction is the age of mediation,
where mediated experience is becoming second nature.6 Bull argues that
the auditory field produced through
technicized listening becomes a kind
of personal space, where the experience of the public has become privatised and where rather than reaching out to understand otherness, we
create an aesthetically pleasing urban
world for ourselves in our own image.
Bull argues that the fundamental
significance of this experience is not
technological
but
cultural
and

In contrast to Laverne’s notion of looking out of the passenger window of a
car or Stephenson’s truant-slacker, the
effect of this 24-7 cyber attachment is
a privatized world which excludes the
external in absolute harmony with the
individual’s mood, privatising the experience of the public thus creating
an aesthetically pleasing urban world
for the individual in their own image.

Thus the newly integrated technology books - were purposely designed to propagate the existing cultural and political
trends of the time - the long term safeguarding of Imperial dominion. Alarmingly, it was this first fully literate generation who grew up with the Elementary Act
of 1870 and its imperialist character
tales, who, in adulthood, fought and
died for King and country in the
First World War.

When Stephenson wrote An apology
for idlers it was seven years after the Elementary Education act of 1870. Stephenson was endorsing an alternative
form of education, perhaps known to
man since the dawn of time, of idleness,
of gormless gazing. An education that is
not to be thought of as a substance with
which the learner is to be filled with, but
one that can be obtained by navigating
boredom from the subtle act of looking - ‘it is all around about you, and for
the trouble of looking, you will acquire
the warm and palpitating facts of life.’
In the praise of this form of education Laverne and Stephenson are by no
means alone. From country walks, to
drinking in jovial company, the pointless pursuit, as experienced through
boredom, has had numerous advocates
from Albert Einstein, John Lennon,
Samuel Johnson, John Berger and Bertrand Russell, yet within the lifetimes
of all of these named examples the opposed contrast, or common enemy, to
this non-activity, has been the manual
labour of a work ethic monumentalised within the industrial revolution.
Now however, with the rapid development of neoliberal capitalism, globalisation and the disappearance of boredom
I propose this cherished form of cultivated idleness has a new and very different
kind of enemy, impeding our creative
education and hampering our rebellion
from the dogmatic formularies of the ruling class – the addictive matrix of mobile
technologies and the never-ending
dopamine hits of social media and
Candy Crush.

In 1989 the national Aeronautics and Space Administration – NASA published
a report on advanced and expert research undertaken with common
house plants, stating these plants could filter and neutralise present
volatile organic compounds (VOC’s) to create fresh and clean air in
enclosed space station habitats.
Since this report these plants have become once again ‘common’ and
found in the home and in office environments. They can be also be
located in most garden centres, supermarkets and in the Swedish
home superstore.
1
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Although elevated to a higher status by NASA these plants ironically
were performing on their terrestrial and domestic landscape without
the proof of experts. They now inhabit both the parallel status as the
terrestrial and non-terrestrial as nature and as technology.

Common Name

Scientific Name

Bamboo Palm
Chinese Evergreen
English Ivy
Gerbera Daisy
Janet Craig
Red-edged Dracaena
Mass cane/Corn plant
Mother-in-Law’s Tounge
Pot Mum
Peace Lily
Spider Plant
Warneckii Dracaena
Dumb Cane
Dumb Cane Exotica
Moth Orchid
Weeping Fig
Rubber Plant
Dendrobium Orchid
Areca Palm
King of Hearts
Dwarf date Palm
Kimberely Queen Fern
Boston Fern
Golden Pothos/Devil’s Ivy
Elephant ear Philodendron
Heartleaf Philodendron
Selloum Philondron

Chamaedorea Seifritzii
Aglaonema Modestum
Hedera Helix
Gerbera Jamesonii
Dracaena Janet Craig
Dracaena Marginata
Dracaena Massangeana
Sansevieria Laurentii
Chrysantheium morifolium
Spathiphyllum
Chlorophytum comosum
Dracaena WarneckII
Camila Dieffenbachia
Exotica Dieffenbachia
Phalenopsis
Ficus Benjamia
Ficus Elastica
Dendrobium
Chrysalidocarpus Lutescens
Homalomena Wallisii
Phoenix Roebelenii
Nephrolepis Obliterata
Nephrolepis Exaltata Bostoniensis
Scindapsus Aures
Phildendron Domesticum
Phildendron Oxycardium
Phildendron Bipinnatifidum
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Our Lives Are Indie Films
Amy Mackelden

Still from: Grey’s Anatomy,
Shonda Rhimes (2005-present)

Still from: Grey’s Anatomy,
Shonda Rhimes (2005-present)

My first instinct was to bolt. I’ve been told
by twenty different people that you
shouldn’t listen to that first thought, not
when you’ve got unconfirmed bad news:
you’ve really got to wait. Before this happened, I never realised that all of life is
waiting. Waiting for the right answer,
for an accurate result, an adequate response, to feel like a human being again,
whatever that is. I truly don’t know what
that is, not anymore, and don’t really
want to after this year which legit, serial killer from Scream, gut me like a fish.
I have MS. This is new and also not new
and totally shit and unsurprising and
completely, like, punch a wall infuriating.
That instinct, to run, to be the only place
that made sense, I resisted. No-one
thought I’d do it or should, but they said
it sounded normal: to want to be somewhere safe, like, surrounded by family,
buffered by those that knew you best. I
half-wondered I wasn’t trying to outrun
my own diagnosis, that if I could escape
my own body and fate, I would. So I sat
tight. And waited, hoping that news or
settling down or diagnosis would bring
some much needed revelation, and
calm. It didn’t. But waiting, not making

moves, seemed like the right thing to do.
I can’t stress enough that in some situations there really isn’t a right thing to do,
or right way of dealing with something.
A lot of people think otherwise, and
it’s pretty impossible, tuning out other
people’s opinions. Actually, everyone has
an answer, and a process, and a judgement, an opinion, and solution which is
certifiably the RIGHT one. They’re pretty
loud about it, tbh, like maybe that chronic illness you just found out about impaired your senses, and ability to process
information (so you better talk louder).
People just want the best for you, right?
They want to be the one that gave you
correct directions to happy, like happy’s
some life-changing holiday destination.
And they’re going to get you there. You
just need to stop being so god damn
negative, and don’t do all that stupid
shit you’ve been doing that might help
you survive, but isn’t smart. It’s not
what they would do, SO WHY DO IT?

In films like Garden State, and Young
Adult, and Hello I Must Be Going,
home’s this place of unexpected
connections, which can be a bit dreaded:
an un-faced-up-to-past and suffocating
parentals. But in going back, the
protagonist often connects with a person
they would never have considered.
It’s convenience, sure, like being
in a time-stop bubble, but in this unusual,
one-time-deal-only-situation,
there’s no bullshit. I used to think that
unexpected connections with supposedly inappropriate people, and redefinitions of what home is, were movie clichés which didn’t translate IRL.
Used to.
Whether wanting to be somewhere else
is what everyone I know dubs as running from problems, or it’s a separate
legitimate thought which would
exist regardless, I don’t know, or didn’t.
When you’re in limbo, clarity’s close to
invisible, like George Clooney’s surgery
scars. Limbo’s Biblical. Every problem

I’ve the had in the past 11 months, I’ve
Googled, which I don’t advise anyone
to do, unless you enjoy sifting through
a quantity of BS equivalent to a Poundland bargain bin. There should really be
a support group for this – living in limbo – because it’s super super hard. Living
in the middle of the not knowing, I feel
ya, because there’s nothing worse than
a “We’re 99% sure but go away for 3-6
months, ‘til you get a letter in the post,
appointment with someone who can
categorically tell you what’s up.” There’s
nothing you can do with that, is there?

This can’t really be the case, but some
people are better at pretending
everything’s perfect. It’s definitely a
Greta staple, being an anomaly in a sea
of well-adjusted professionals. Striving
to be some semblance of a real person.
They should teach this stuff in school,
in place of, like, the Tudors. How many
people Henry VIII was fucking helps me
zero percent in my day-to-day. But Greta’s taught me the best you can do is try
out a bunch of shitty options until you
land on the one that makes you feel the
least shitty. And if you have to run, do it.

And there’s not a lot you can do during limbo. No lessons to learn. The best
anyone can do, whilst they wait for the
test results to get back from the testing facility which must be crazy far
away or something, is take up drinking
(which I am obviously not blanket-prescribing, but it worked for me) and
re-watching bad American sitcoms in
case they have answers. Every epiphany I’ve ever had occurred during an
episode of Grey’s Anatomy. Jus’ sayin’.

The waiting and testing, the uncertainty and the purgatory-like dread-grief
feeling: they’re all bad. I wouldn’t wish
limbo on anyone, not even Brad Pitt.
But none of that compares to people,
and what people are like once they know.

If you’ve seen Frances Ha, Greta Gerwig gets it perfectly: you’re a stranger in
your own life, sometimes, surrounded
by people who’ve got it all figured out.

Essentially, I’m the same. I may be dealing with some spectacular symptoms
right now, but you wouldn’t necessarily know it, and I’ve likely had what I
have for YEARS. Like the entire time
you’ve known me, buddy. So why only
now do your eyes have the slick sheen
of week old blancmange? Why am I
now incapable of making decisions, or
choices, or having a crystal thought?

It’s no-one’s fault they don’t know what to
say half the time. I don’t know what to say
half the time, either. But somehow, platitudes are worse than silence. Stock-positivity is as pointless as church camp
(unless you want a boyfriend, then both
those things are killer). In Hello I Must
Be Going, Melanie Lynskey, completely
paralysed by the events life’s dealt her, is
advised to take up yoga and buy a nice
dress. In Take This Waltz, Michelle Williams is basically berated for making an
unpopular decision, the implication being that doing nothing would’ve been
better: “Life has a gap in it. It just does.”
A lot of people have told me they’re
thinking of me since they found out
what’s changed. Some of these people I didn’t choose to tell, and they
shouldn’t be spending time thinking
about me; hell, they don’t even know
me! Stranger pity is alive and popular and creepy (and not in a good way).
In weak moments, post-like-being-ona-drip, I shared secrets I wouldn’t have
usually about treatments and hospital
appointments and people I’d met on
wards. These were stories I told the teeniest amount of people, I can count the
coins in my pocket. That shit spread like
wildfire: my Christmas cards had condolences in them, and periodically I’d
get emails in which everyone was sorry.
People I hardly knew, too.
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BOB. NOT BOB.

STAFF TRAINING VIDEO © STARBUCKS 2008
Transcription and commentary by Tom Walker

Still from: Frances Ha,
Noah Baumbach (2012)

They meant well. I’m probably coming
off as an ungrateful cunt, and you know
what? Maybe that’s what I am. But the
problem I had, with those personal stories being shared, the crappiest slice of
my history, like a badly cut cake, plate
crumbling, was how totally powerless I
felt. I didn’t give permission for those anecdotes to be traded at dinner parties and
I certainly didn’t have a part in disclosing my condition to others. And it is a
choice: it should be. So when someone does it for you, telling strangers
who are ready to lever-dump you
with pity like you’re in a slime tank
on children’s TV, you’re caught offguard, you’re not defence-ready to
rebound the way you’d like to.
Power-stealing hurts. It’s fucking frustrating. Especially when you’re not in
control of your body, even remotely, and
now you’re not in charge of your identity
either. Plus, maybe I was raised wrong,
but I still believe in DISCRETION. I’d like
to live that sentence out more than I do,
because discretion is as holy and sacred
as each of Channing Tatum’s body parts.
Disclosing a serious long term illness,
regardless of what it is, or who has it,
is a personal choice, that has potential
implications on all aspects of daily life
for that person: think it through, bro.
There being no agreed way to gracefully deal with a major, life-altering, information-overload-ation-slam-dunk-moment, means that pretty much any way
you deal with it – like, seriously, whatever
works for you – will be the wrong way. Categorically. And I get that. It’s impossible
watching something happen to someone
and not being able to cure, help or alter
the outcome. So navigating that territory,
of how to behave exactly, is apocalypse
aftermath. Sure, people help you cope,
but incessant questioning, undermining

“When you’re in limbo,
clarity’s close to invisible,
like George Clooney’s
surgery scars.”

of your decision-making, passive aggressive undercutting of any and all
life choices, is not helpful regardless
of the status of your health.
When everyone thinks that you’re crazy,
keeps telling you daily, however stealth
you are, it can become pretty tiresome to
be yourself. People’s impressions weigh
on you – think Jennifer Lawrence in Silver Lining’s Playbook - feels like she’s given everything she’s ever had to other people and got nothing in return. They still
think what they think, and will always.
When the closest people to you keep
saying you’re depressed or not yourself or in the right place, it’s impossible to trust yourself anymore to make
decisions. Tuning in to your own feelings gets wicked hard, and eventually you listen to everyone else and get
so paralysed by the idea of change you
can’t quite figure out who you are anymore. Being who they want you to be
becomes the only real way to go. And
how fundamentally fucked up is that?
So if you’re in this, I hope you reach a point
of not giving a shit what any fucker thinks,
even those you love more than Milka.
Is it wrong of me to not want all of the
mess behind me though? And who says
it’s mess and fucked-up-ness, anyway?
The whole process, this whole year,
has been an incredible emotion sifter,
and there are some people I can absolutely count on, some I don’t have time
for, and others who have surprised me
no end. It’s kind of crazy special when
you find a person who can understand
the situation you’re in, has the exact
thing to say to make you laugh when
you’ve spent your morning on a drip,
who takes your call at every unsociable hour there is, and is there for you,
especially when there’s no reason to be.

A person who knows that quotes from
Gimore Girls are the only applicable
method of communication some days.
Who understands there is no bright side,
sometimes, and that’s not called being
depressed, but realistic; isn’t it better
to joke about the worst, than pretend
everything is awesome? This is that indie film magic I seriously thought was
bullshit, but exists. And if you find a person that makes life better, lifting it from a
3 to 7 in a matter of minutes, why would
you bin them, block or delete? The problem comes, of course, when every other
person in your life is not a fan and sees
your fraternising with this person as an
impending mid-life crisis. So fuck it. If
that’s what this is – bring that shit on.
As for bolting, running, being anywhere but here, that’s what limbo’s like,
how it manifests. Sometimes standing still is all you can do. Leaving
wouldn’t have changed the outcome,
it’s just one of those processes you’ve
got to endure to its conclusion, like
Lost. No-one can predict the end point.
And maybe every indie film is right, especially the ones in which people find
what they need in so-called wrong places: from the least appropriate people, in
unlikely settings, crazy serendipitous
circumstances. I mean, I hate to think a
Zach Braff film could actually make a legitimate point about anything, but maybe
it happened, and maybe it’s not the worst.
And maybe all that matters is what you
want and think and feel? And home is
the people who make you feel least alone,
that your reactions are valid, interesting
and always okay, because they’re yours.

Still From: Office Space
Mike Judge (1999)

Hi there. How are you doing today?
How can I help? My name is Tom and
I have recently left my job at Starbucks
Coffee Company Ltd.
At a recent Starbucks staff meeting we
were shown a training video entitled
Bob. Not Bob. The video is shown at every
training session for new employees.
In these sessions baristas are taught how
to deliver the Starbucks experience to
customers. The video is shot at a new
Starbucks store located high up in
Columbia Towers in Seattle, the home
city of the coffee chain. ‘Bob’ and
‘Not Bob’ are both played by scripted
actors. Real employees of the
company play the baristas.

SCENE 1
TITLE CARD
PART ONE: BOB.
		
Meet Bob. He’s a regular. He loves Starbucks,
and our partners recognize(sic) and welcome
him everyday.
Opening shot. Bob talking loudly on the
phone presumably to the Starbucks customer
service helpline.
Bob is white and forty-something. He is slightly
heavy in appearance. He has the flexibility and
income to visit Starbucks three or four times
a day. Bob is casually dressed in a blue shirt
and khaki slacks. Bob is Starbucks’ ideal customer, he loves them and they love him back.
We find him sat at home in a spacious office
behind a desk filled with Starbucks collectible
merchandise. The camera pans across rows
of cuddly Starbucks “Bear-istas”, teddy bears
dressed in various outfits. Bob is desperately
trying to find the Starbucks ‘witch-bear’, a limited edition teddy bear dressed in a witch’s outfit.
Bob: I’m looking for the witch-bear (…)
That doesn’t mean just taking any old bear
and sticking a witch’s outfit on it!

The video then cuts to a head and shoulders
shot of Bob speaking to an interviewer. He is
showing off his Starbucks City Mug collection.
Bob is holding them up to the camera and
grinning insanely.

Importantly the baristas have memorised
Bob’s usual drink and have it prepared for
him before he gets to the till. Both Bob and the
barista are on first name terms. “Bob” has been
written on the cup.

Bob: Madrid, Beijing… Do you know how
many frequent flyer miles I have? (pause)
A lot!

Bob: Thanks Jay, see you in half an hour
(laughs)
Bar 1: How’s the baby?
Bob: Well I’m experimenting with sleep
deprivation but that keeps me coming in here
right? (laughs)
Till 1: Would you like your receipt Bob?
Bob: Why don’t you keep that as a souvenir?
(winks and laughs)

SCENE 2
We are in store.
There’s a long queue for the till,
we see the Seattle skyline in the background.
It’s peak time. A standard four-person staff
deployment is in operation: Till 1, Bar 1,
Bar 2 and ‘Floater’.
Bob is at the front of the line telling jokes
to the Baristas. Customers and staff alike
erupt in fits of laughter. ‘Not Bob’ is stood
at the back of the line looking confused.
Bob: So I’m covered in cheese whiz…
long story short no one got arrested!
(He’s gesturing widely as he talks)
Bar 1: Here’s your Venti, hazelnut, breve,
185º, whipped latte Bob.

We cut to a wide shot. Bob stands back from
the till and rapturously raises both his arms.
Bob: I LOVE YOU GUYS!!
Bob will probably send Facebook friend
requests to both female Baristas when he gets
back to the office, if he hasn’t already done so.
The performance and productivity of Starbucks partners are measured predominately in two ways. Firstly, by the average value of daily transactions (ATV), the higher
the better, and secondly by the number of
transactions achieved every half an hour.
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The ideal customer spends on average
more than £3.50 every time they come to
the till. They know exactly what they want
and order quickly, making way for the next
customer. By taking the time to get to
know Bob, the team are able to process his
order in advance of his arrival, increasing
the overall speed of service. This results
in an increase in ATV as well as a rise in
the transactions achieved per half-hour.
If the team meets these peak-time targets
(which are always slightly higher than any previous sales statistic suggest it is comfortably
achievable) then store managers are rewarded with increased labour budgets to spend
the following week. This allows managers
to schedule more baristas on shift during
busy periods, ‘working together’ to push
sales even further.
If the team does not meet their targets
however then, labour budgets are lowered significantly. This results not only in
overworked employees attempting to
achieve ridiculously inflated targets but
more importantly means that store
managers simply do not have the labour
budget to ensure that all baristas are
given their contracted working hours.
In these instances baristas make up
their hours by finding work in nearby stores belonging to the chain. In
Glasgow, where I am based, this often
means paying extra to travel to stores located out of the city centre. In short,
baristas ‘earn’ their contracted hours by
achieving speculative company sales targets.
This often leads to store managers
being unfairly met with indignation from
baristas who are holy unaware of the constraints placed upon them by the company.
SCENE 3
TITLE CARD
PART TWO: NOT BOB
		
Bob couldn’t feel more at home. But what if
you’re not Bob? What if you’re a new visitor
trying to make sense of the Starbucks
experience?
Not Bob looks remarkably like Bob. He is
also white and forty-something, he’s slightly
heavy in appearance. Not Bob is casually
dressed in a blue shirt and khaki slacks.

Bob. Not Bob. 37 pieces of flair

We’re in a drab office kitchen. Not Bob walks
into shot and attempts to make himself a
cup of inferior instant coffee. He opens the
tin to find it completely empty. The camera
zooms in to show us this in more detail. His
colleague is stood to the right of the frame and
has a smug grin on his face; he has drunk the
last of the coffee. Not Bob sighs and exclaims.
Not Bob: Come on!!!
The video then cuts to a head and shoulders
shot of Not Bob speaking to an interviewer.
He seems agitated.
Not Bob: I have never been to Starbucks
before, I normally just drink the coffee in the
office. Normal people go to Starbucks and
they seem to manage, right? They order their tall
(he attempts to make up a complicated
drink but gets it wrong) latte with a twist
of lime. I have no idea what to expect.
As a long term employee of the company
I have been taught to meet targets by
developing various up-selling strategies.
This often means working with customers
to develop a consistent and highly personalised service. Learning and writing the
customer’s name on their cup is just one of
the approaches the company implements.
To reciprocate, all employees must wear
name badges - no partner must be anonymous to customers. The wearing of name
badges for baristas is enforced by threat of
written warning and eventual disciplinary.
Encouraging your customer to ‘personalise’
their order is another way of boosting sales
and increasing ATV: for every extra shot of
espresso or pump of syrup an additional 40p
is added to the price. Recommending complimentary food items also increases ATV
exponentially as well as providing conversation points and creating the all important
customer connection. Customers who feel at
ease and a part of the Starbucks community
are more likely to bring in regular business.
Employees are asked to read the Starbucks mission statement at the beginning
of their employment, “when we are fully engaged, we connect with, laugh with,
and uplift the lives of our customers – even
if just for a few moments. Of course, it
starts with the promise of a perfectly made
beverage, but our work goes far beyond
that. It’s really about human connection.”

SCENE 4
Cut to Cliff Burrows, President of
Starbucks US. He’s dressed casually because
he wants you to know that he’s a regular
guy. He’s in his mid-fifties, clean cut, slim
and has a southern English accent. He is
sat at a table in Starbucks. He is drinking
from a take-out cup. Both the Starbucks
logo and his name are facing the camera.

We are back in store and are watching the
same long queue. Bob is at the front telling
the same jokes. Scene 2, repeats only this
time we watch it from Not Bob’s perspective.
The action slows down and becomes black and
white. Not Bob watches in horror as Bob highfives the baristas. Bob is laughing ecstatically
and drinks his coffee in one go. Bob grabs a
bundle of balloons and lays on his back on the
counter and playfully kicks his legs in the air.
Not Bob grasps his head with his hands
and screams. We are suddenly back in
colour, everything has returned to normal.
Bob has a confused look on his face and
walks hesitantly towards the till.

Cliff: At Starbucks we recognise that our
regular customers have been largely responsible
for our success and growth.
He goes on to say how important it
is to Starbucks’ future success that ‘we’
work with new customers to give them the
Starbucks experience, to teach them
how to order the perfect beverage. How
can we transform every ‘Not Bob’ out there
into ‘Bob’?
Cliff: Remember back when you first came
in to Starbucks and ordered your first latte?
It’s important that we make every customer
feel like part of the family.

SCENE 5

Still From: Office Space
Mike Judge (1999)

“Embarrassment and distress occur
when professional and contrived codes
of behaviour are misread as genuine
codes of intimacy and friendship.”

The formation of a Starbucks family requires
both employees and customers to enter into
an economy that continues to operate far
beyond the boundaries of the store. Starbucks accounts and compensates for four
points of connection only; the front door,
the till, the hand-off point and the exit. However, points of connection occur outside of
hours, away from the Starbucks experience
and this has implications for both parties.

sometimes out of kindness, sometimes
out of loneliness, sometimes out of lust.
Embarrassment and distress occur when
professional and contrived codes of
behaviour are misread as genuine codes
of intimacy and friendship.

Far from the polite smiles and rigid small
talk of the store environment, moments of
exchange with regulars in the street, in bars
or at bus stops offer more intimate and less
measurable modes of communication
than Starbucks’ biased role playing can
hope to recreate. These exchanges are more
often than not neighbourly and harmless
but can occasionally be inappropriate and
intrusive. For example Facebook friend requests are frequently sent from customers to employees, mostly from middle age
married men to younger female baristas.
The Starbucks experience does not take responsibility for the implications of its proposition in these cases. Partners and customers alike exercise emotional labour,

These processes of course aren’t exclusive
to Starbucks, but are utilised throughout
the service economy. It’s all too easy to be
cynical of these mechanisms, dismissing
them as being somehow false or as merely
symptoms of a corporate branding exercise.
However for those of us that are paid a
nominal fee to live them these connections
are all too real. At what point does the
‘Starbucks experience’ become simply ‘experience’. In the event of reduced labour
budgets store managers are expected to
work unpaid hours to plug the gaps, taking
time away from their own families to ensure
the ‘success’ of the Starbucks family.
These are also points of connection that
Starbucks does not compensate for.

Till 1: Hi there! What can I get for you today?
Not Bob: I’ll just have a small latte.
Till 1: Tall?
Not Bob: Small
Till 1: Tall
Not Bob pays for his drink and is directed to
the hand off point by the barista. In a state of
confusion he takes the first drink that is handed out even though there are other customers
already waiting. He tastes it but still cannot tell if he has taken the correct drink. Not
Bob does not know what he has ordered.
Not Bob walks out of shot and, we can only
assume, out of Starbucks forever. A close
up shot reveals Not Bob’s latte still waiting
on the counter for him
SCENE 6
Bob is sat back in his office. He’s talking about
his merchandise collection again. He holds up
a framed photograph of himself standing in
store with Starbucks founder Howard Schultz.
Bob: I’m the one on the right (smug grin).
Fade to black.
Starbucks Mission Statement (extract):
Our mission is to inspire and nurture the
human spirit – one person, one cup and one
neighbourhood at a time. The world is looking
to Starbucks to set the new standard.
We will lead.
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SHAKESPEARE:

(part one)

A Diagnostic Approach

OR
Stop, Look, Listen

Pauline Sallis

Anne-Marie Watson

Turn off the screen,
Lay down the pen,
Mark the page and
Set it aside.
Find a chair.
Sit, still and quietly
Listen.
What’s that?
Who’s there?
Don’t answer back,
Just listen some more.
Get up and dress
Accordingly,
Weather wise and
Slowly walk out.
Find a place.
Stop, still and quietly
Look.
What’s that?
Who’s there?
Don’t start a chat,
Just look even more.

Still From: Hamlet goes Business
Aki Kaurismäki (1987)

Breathe in deeply,
To right down there,
Take in the air,
Let go and stare.

A friend, receiving counselling for mental
health problems, was given a ‘helpful-suggestions’ leaflet from her therapist,
at the top of which was written, “There
is nothing good or bad but thinking
makes it so”: a quote from Hamlet.

remains relevant to today`s understanding of mental and psychiatric practise,
by transcending both time and culture.

Go nowhere.
Stay, still and quietly
Relax.
What’s that?
Who’s there?
Don’t answer back
And just be aware.

I have always been interested in
Shakespeare`s insight into mental
issues and further reading revealed that
the world of psychiatry, including the
writings of Freud and the journals of
The American Psychiatric Association
(APA), have similarly been fascinated by
Shakespeare`s understanding of mental
health. Isaac Ray, a president of APA, believed that reading Shakespeare was important to those wanting to understand
the human psyche, that knowledge of
mental health would be somewhat enlarged by a careful study of Shakespeare.

Lady Macbeth, it could be argued,
suffers from what we today might call,
post traumatic stress disorder, a condition characterised by re-living the horror
of an event, a sense of meaninglessness
and depression; obsessive compulsion
disorder, OCD, a state where irrational acts are used to decrease the levels of
acute anxiety, and parosomnia, a condition where abnormal behaviour occurs during sleep. Like many who desire
riches, fame and power, and are driven
by ambition, Lady Macbeth makes the
fatal mistake of believing she can alter
her personality. She makes the wrong
choices. To help her husband to murder
Duncan so that Macbeth can fulfil the

Stop, Look, Listen,
Expect nothing
And repeat daily,
If you dare.

Stills From: World of Glory
Roy Andersson (1991)

Shakespeare`s understanding of the
working of the human mind then,

Macbeth

witches` prophecy and become King of
Scotland, she calls on the dark spirits to
unsex her and fill her from crown to toe
top full of direst cruelty. When Macbeth
wants to go no further with the killing,
she is unable to think around their plans,
and goads Macbeth to murder Duncan,
accusing him of cowardice, unmanly behaviour and not loving her. We see her
weakness though when she admits that
had Duncan not looked like her father as
he slept, she would have done the deed.
She tries, however, to repress all her feelings of guilt. She tells Macbeth not to
worry about the blood he has shed, “A
little water clears us of this deed. How easy
it is then.” When Macbeth sees the ghost
of the murdered Banquo at the banquet,
she behaves like the perfect hostess going through the motions of politeness, civility, etiquette to the guests, while again
accusing Macbeth of being quite unmanned in folly. “Are you a man?” she demands of him, while smiling at the guests.

Lady Macbeth is deeply affected however, by the horror she refuses consciously to admit. Her Waiting-gentlewoman
tells the Doctor that she orders a candle
to be constantly by her bedside. Every
night she goes through the same ritual
while sleep-walking, washing her hands
and re-living the murder of Duncan.
Her anguished cries prompt the Doctor
to remark, “The heart is sorely charged.”
Aware of Lady Macbeth`s aura of hopelessness and depression, of suicidal tendencies, he tells the Waiting-gentlewoman to remove all means of annoyance. To
Macbeth`s desperate plea, “Canst thou
not minister to a mind diseased, Pluck
from the memory a rooted sorrow, Raze
out the written troubles of the brain?”,
the doctor replies that the patient can
only help herself. Lady Macbeth cannot
be helped because she refuses to face
up to the horror of her actions. She represses her emotions. She cannot face
the repercussions of her actions. Lady
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Macbeth`s tragic cry, “What`s done,
cannot be undone” affects us all deeply.
Hamlet
Ophelia in Hamlet displays all the symptoms of a victim of psychological abuse.
She shows confusion, fear, anxiety; a
desire to please the abuser; withdrawal; feelings of helplessness and depression. She does not have the ability to
individuate, the process by which we
distinguish ourselves. In her book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of
Adolescent Girls (2001) Mary Pipher
writes of Ophelia, “Her value is determined utterly by others` approval. Ophelia is torn apart by her efforts to please.
She became the object of others` lives and
lost her true subjective self.” We sadly see
Ophelia`s tragic character and fate reflected in so many abused young lives.
Ophelia is the dutiful sister and daughter.
She is not allowed to have any opinions.
Her wishes and desires are not important. When her brother Laertes tells her
not to take Hamlet`s love for her seriously, describing his love as “not permanent,
sweet, not lasting,” implying that Hamlet
only wants sexual favours, she agrees to
keep his lesson to her heart. When her
overbearing father, Polonius, accuses her
of having been “too free and bounteous”
in her meetings with Hamlet, Ophelia
says that Hamlet has “made many tenders
of his affection.” Polonius contemptuously dismisses this. “Affections? Pooh! You
speak like a green girl. Do you believe his
tenders as you call them?” Her reply is “I
do not know, my lord, what I should think.”
She is bullied by her father, agreeing to
everything he demands. When he commands her not to see Hamlet, she replies,
“I shall obey, my lord.” When Polonius
needs proof of Hamlet`s love so he can
prove to the King and Queen that the
cause of Hamlet`s alleged madness lies
in his now frustrated love for Ophelia,
Ophelia is made through her duty and
obedience to give her father a love letter from Hamlet. Then she is made to
meet Hamlet on the pretence of returning his unwanted presents, so that Polonius and The King can spy on Hamlet
and discover if he does love Ophelia.
It is a disastrous encounter for her. Hamlet, in rage, and perhaps because he
knows he is being spied upon, says many
terrible things. Even “I did love you once”,
becomes “I loved you not.” Poor Ophelia
does not reply in anger to his insults.

“I was the more deceived” is her cowed response. Hamlet seems to blame Ophelia
for all the anger he feels for his mother`s
hasty marriage to Claudius, his uncle,
who has murdered Hamlet`s father and
become the King of Denmark. Ophelia is
a convenient victim. She accepts all the
criticism. She has been bought up in a
society where conformity and conventional behaviour cover up the corruption.
Something certainly is rotten in the State
of Denmark, and for Ophelia, the dutiful,
compliant daughter, Denmark is indeed
a prison. Hamlet tells her to go to a nunnery, or if she does marry, marry a fool,
for he admonishes her, wise men know
well enough what monsters you make of
them. Had Ophelia been encouraged to
have any self-respect, she would have argued with Hamlet and strongly defended
herself. Instead she describes herself as
“most deject and wretched.” At the performance of the play, however, when
Hamlet chooses, not only to sit with
her, but to lie with his head on her lap,
she makes no objection, tries to please
him, to re-win his love and affection.

His cruel daughters Regan and Gonerill certainly blame his high-handed behaviour on the waywardness of old age.
Gonerill says old fools are babes again.
Regan blames his rejection of Cordelia
and his dismissal of his faithful servant
Kent on the infirmity of his age, but adds
that he hath ever but slenderly known
himself. When Kent attempts to check
Lear`s hideous rashness Lear tells him
to get out of his sight. Kent replies, “See
better, Lear.” At this point, Lear has little understanding of himself or others.
He seems to think he can to control his
daughters’ lives and affections through
giving them riches and land. When
Gonerill cruelly upbraids him and sends
him to Regan for further mistreatment,
he curses Gonerill and asks the gods
to convey sterility into her womb, but
somehow believes his vicious daughter
Regan will be kind and comfortable. He
rants on about ingratitude, how sharper than a serpent`s tooth it is to have a
thankless child. It would seem then that
Lear suffers not so much from dementia but from arrogance and blindness.

When her father is killed by mistake by
Hamlet, Ophelia`s world crumbles and
the kind sister, the dutiful daughter,
sweet Ophelia slips into madness. The
gentleman who describes her state to the
Queen says she is distracted, confused,
speaks much of her father and beats her
heart. When she appears, she is singing
songs and giving out flowers, rosemary
for remembrance, pansies, fennel, columbine but not violets, because she says,
they withered all when her father died,
just as she has disintegrated now that
the authority of her father has gone, and
Hamlet loves her no more. When she
falls into the weeping brook, she has been
gathering fantastic garlands of flowers,
and as her garments, heavy with water,
pull her to her death, chanting snatches
of old tunes, she does not resist or call for
help, but quietly accepts her drowning.
“Poor Ophelia,” says Claudius, “divided
from herself.”

The shock of his experiences with his vicious daughters, however, make him feel
he is going mad. He feels a sense of losing touch with reality, of powerlessness,
of losing of control: emotions familiar
to contemporary psychiatrists. Lear
cries, “O let me not be mad, not mad,
sweet heaven!” When Regan and Gonerill shut their doors to him and send
him out into the wild stormy night, he
is no longer the authoritative King and
father. “Here I stand a poor, infirm, weak
and despised old man.” He talks about
the tempest in his mind, questions the
vicious cruelty of Gonerill and Regan
to him. He feels pity for the homeless
like himself, poor naked wretches that
he should have cared for when he was
king. Does homelessness worsen mental
health? The Fool says, “This cold night
will turn us all to fools and madmen.”

King Lear
Some believe that from the start of the
play Lear is in the early stages of dementia. Why else does he decide to divide
his kingdom among his three daughters
first demanding to know which daughter
loves him the most, and then disinheriting his most loved daughter Cordelia
when she refuses to compromise her true
affection with such gross materialism?

we are born he says, we cry that we are
come to this great stage of fools. Has this
journey into insanity given Lear insight,
what Edgar calls, reason in madness?
Cordelia asks the doctor to help her
child-changed father. The doctor recommends rest. When Lear is awaking
from his restorative sleep, the doctor
plays music; Shakespeare is aware of the
therapeutic benefits of sleep and music
to the hurt mind. When Lear awakens,
he is a changed man. The doctor says the
great rage in him is killed. Lear, describing himself to Cordelia as a very foolish,
fond old man asks her forgiveness. Before their tragic deaths, Lear says some
very beautiful words to Cordelia. His
experiences have given him appreciation
of what is valuable and good in life. He
doesn`t want the falseness of court society any more. He wants songs, stories,
companionship. He wants to understand
the deeper meanings of life. He says:
“We two alone will sing like birds in the
cage;
When thou dost ask for blessing I`ll kneel
down
And ask of thee forgiveness; so we`ll live,
And pray and sing, and tell old tales, and
laugh
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor
rogues
Talk of court news; and we`ll talk with
them too –
Who loses and who wins, who`s in,
who`s out –
And take upon us the mystery of things”.

As Lear descends into madness, he

mixes up his speech, a phenomenon described by psychiatrists today as Formal
Thought Disorder. When Cordelia sees
him, fantastically dressed with wild flowers and weeds, a ruined piece of nature
in Gloucester`s words, his conversation
is certainly disjointed and confused, yet
there is also in his conversation evidence
of a gained wisdom not there before his
journey into insanity. He criticizes the
hypocrisy of those in power, the rascal
beadle who lashes the whore while lusting for her, the scurvy politicians. When
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BETWEEN THE ROCK AND A HARD PLACE:

PARALYSISby
ANALYSIS:

(Alternative title: 37 PIECES OF RICK FLAIR)
Reconciling wrestling fanboydom
with an otherwise responsible and
politically engaged adulthood...

You can stare at your reflection in a
mirror so long that eventually you disappear. That’s essentially what happened
when I was approached by Lloyd-Wilson to write this piece. Torn between
thinking my subjects of choice were
so banal as to be pointless at some
times and far too important for me
to possibly comment on at others.
Racked with self-doubt I repeatedly
decided against writing anything at all
only to be drawn in again and again
by enthusiastic conversations. The end
result is this, the ultimate in reflective writing; a list of subjects that have
occupied considerable brain space
in recent weeks without ever resolving themselves to anything substantial enough to commit to paper - sort
of like the worst Buzz-feed article ever.
The following “comment pieces in potentia” are therefore a series of starting
points for you. Each article has a headline, a sub-heading and image ready for
you, the reader, to write your own article
on the subject of your choice. And that’s
not where the user-control experience
ends – you can even choose your
preferred platform for the piece.

A list of things
you could have
been reading
right now:
Suitable for the latest digital technology
including tablets, laptops and desktop
computers and compatible with analogue technologies such as pen, paper
and brain this is the only journalistic
option to guarantee you the outcome
you want. Consider this the latest
innovation in a world crammed with interactive media experience, where you
can even have a text or tweet read out
on the News – formerly the definition
of objective authority on current affairs.
It might help to think of the following
as a sort of tasting menu of journalistic
tapas - have a little taste and see if you
like it, no pressure or commitments
either way.
So without further ado I leave you
with a list of Articles you could have
been reading right now and, instead, invite you to consider them as Articles
you could be writing yourself right now.
And don’t worry, if these aren’t to your
taste then by all means make up your
own titles and take things from there.

DOING NOTHING
AND SAYING NO:
The benefits of
being selectively
antisocial...

Nick Malyan

Hi there, Welcome to Paralysis by Analysis: A list of thing you could have
been reading right now, by me, Nick
Malyan. The following is a list of
subjects that I have proposed, examined
and abandoned in the grip of neuroses
since being approached to contribute
to the 37 Pieces of Flair Publication.
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MORE THAN MY JOB’s WORTH:
On being driven insensible by the
world of work and what ‘rational’
decision making in the workplace
says about your life...

STUPIDITY IS THE
NEW INTELLIGENCE:
The value of ‘bad choices’
in a rational society...

PATTERN
RECOGNITION:

What it means to
compulsively
Venn diagram
everything...

SHOWING YOUR WORKING:
How we became a society of
people who think out loud...
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POSSET: A HISTORY
OF CINEMA
37 pieces of flair presents a diverse crosssection of film which intentionally avoids
the ‘knife wielding mad men’ or ‘sympathetic
social outcast’, so often aligned with mental
health related TV and Cinema.

3 SEPTEMBER - 8 OCTOBER, 2014
Joe Posset

The screenings took place at The Star and
Shadow Cinema, Newcastle upon Tyne, from
September – October, 2014.

Thursday 11th September

Kenny (2006)

Dir: Clayton Jacobson, 99 mins,
Cert 15
7:30pm
The Star and Shadow Cinema

Wednesday 3rd September

Look around you. Check out that guy’s shoes.
Look at her bag. Listen in on their conversation. Now stop. What are you thinking?

The Stuart Hall Project (2013)
Dir: John Akomfrah, 103 mins
Cert 12A (whatever that means)
7:30pm
The Star and Shadow Cinema

Don’t know about you lot but a trip to the
cinema still feels like a treat to me. And
when the destination is the Star & Shadow
and you are cordially invited by that lovely pair of misters Lloyd & Wilson you know
something interesting is going to happen.
At a very decent 7:30 pm I arrive and the Star
& Shadow is buzzing with expectation. Small
groups of people, many resplendent in tweed,
chatter over the respectful jazz being piped
into the bar. After canapés and sherry we trot
into the womb-like cinema to be received by a
freshly scrubbed Lloyd & Wilson plus enthusiastic Hall acolyte Nick Mallon. The house
lights dim and my notebook (now useless
in the dark) is carefully stored in my valise.
Stuart Hall is a familiar face to both the student of Sociology and insomniac, alike being
a leading cultural theorist and an Open University professor. In this film we are shown
the story of Stuart’s life through the carefully
assembled footage of his own programmes
and interviews shot through with the cool
breeze of Miles Davis’s Harmon-muted horn.
But what do we see? The temptation to
rush straight into Stuart’s ground-breaking
thinking is avoided so we learn about the
man himself first. Imagine some super-cool
imaginary big brother. He’s suave and
kind, respected and respectful. Some of the
excellent still photographs that make up the
narrative show him, turtleneck on, fag lit,
frowning over bad English coffee like a total daddio. The air of lofty bohemianism
wafts round Stuart Hall and his bad-ass

“There’s no
pecking order
in poo.”

contemparies Richard Hoggart and Raymond
Williams like sweet boo smoke... sporting
elbow patches.
We meet Catherine his historian wife and
‘cute as a button’ kids in amongst the Alder
maston march, Mods vs Rockers and delightful hi-vis archive footage of Stuart slaying
the stuffed-shirts in debate with his calm,
reasoned and impeccably bright arguments.
This is all pretty smart stuff so I hope I’m doing it justice but the theme seems to be that
we all see the world though our own eyes,
coloured by our own experiences. Who we
are and what we are affects how the world
sees us too. Right back at ‘ya as they say.
Rather than demonise the poor, the young, the
different, we can understand them if we look
at life like they experience it. The idea of what
was once seen as transient, crass or low culture
(things like music and fashion) is of real value
and is the lens that many people, especially
young people, see and interact with the world.
Hall talks about a permanent cultural revolution. It’s all happening, all the time, to
everyone, so understanding is not just a
polite thing to do. It’s vital. This constant
movement appeals to the David Essex in
me. I love the crash and burn of change.
This is a perfectly selected film to start the
37 Pieces of Flair debate. Yeah it’s a serious
film. But not just serious because it’s clever and stylish; although it is all those
things. It’s serious because it’s about life.

Hey I’m not claiming to be no Derren
Brown, there’s no big reveal from me.
But what I can pretty much guarantee is
that you are making some sort of judgement. Consciously or unconsciously some
sort of systematic ranking is going on.
Being social animals we are constantly making value judgements about each other: who’s
gonna make the best husband, mother, warrior or king. And in the absence of a Game of
Thrones kinda situation our reptilian brains
sluice this thinking into the 21st Century
by weighting our social standing; our own
particular pigeon hole in the pecking order.
As a culture we are obsessed with ‘where we
fit in’ and ‘where you fit in’. It used to be a
joke. Terry and June and The Good Life and
all that 70’s sitcom stuff made a mockery of
that ‘keeping up with the Jones’ bullshit.
Thing is we’re raised to understand this hierarchy perfectly and defer to the dude
with the closest shave. So what happens
when you find yourself bottom of the pile?
Ladies and gentlemen... meet Kenny.
Who the hell is Kenny? Big-hearted Kenny
is a full time mobile toilet plumber, a natural born philosopher and a down-to-earth,
beer-loving bloke you can trust. Roll up all
the good things in the world: compassion,
humour, thoughtfulness and humility into a big sweaty ball and stick a
beard on it... say hello to Kenny darlin’.
So whilst the general public enjoy themselves
at the Drag Racing or Glastonbury-style music
events Kenny and his buddies are there to set
up the stinking port-a-loos, keep them clean
and tidy up after. Kenny deals with all the human and spiritual waste society needs to dump.

There’s something about that background
boys and girl/service industry mindset that
brings folk together yeah? Have you ever
tended bar in a busy pub? Waited tables
in a French-ass restaurant? You know how
the workers stick together. The camaraderie in stressful situations makes it a laugh
right? You got each other’s back and all
that good stuff. Always being the bridesmaid and never the bride has its advantages.
But does Kenny get to feel this rosy
glow? No way. By dint of his good nature he becomes boss man only when
the situation requires a shit shoveler.
Pumper: Is there a hierarchy here or something?
Kenny: There’s no hierarchy. We’re all shit together mate. There’s no pecking order in poo.
He’s constantly put upon but remains unbowed. His psychic armour: innocence and
wonder. This flimsy defence saves Kenny
when he’s shit upon and set on fire. Being
Australian his swagger has that relaxed, ‘no
worries’ charm and the crumpled language
(“don’t carry on like a raw prawn”) belies
the everyday tension nipping at his heels.
Kenny finds the universe in a U-bend and
is delighted in what he sees. Sure, times get
rough (marriage on the rocks, dad from hell,
distant brother) but man... if you can
just pick yourself up and dust yourself
off you’re a winner mate.
Don’t get me wrong this isn’t all boo-hoohoo. You looking for a happy ending?
Well Kenny might just supply one but it
would be wrong, wrong, wrong to chuck
any spoilers in here eh? Let’s just say things
might just be looking up for our Kenny.
Kenny - the very real cosmic slop.

Thursday 25th September

By the Order of Things /
Organised (2013)

Dir: Jurgen Brugger and Jorg Hassengier, 80 mins, Cert: Euro-Gonzo
7:30pm
The Star and Shadow Cinema
OK my excellent friends. This is a film so new
it’s never been shown in the UK. It’s so shiny
and taut they can’t decide on the title just
yet [IMDb refers to it as both ‘By’ Order of
Things and ‘The’ Order of Things. The DVD
is titled ‘Organisation’ to make things even
more confusing]. Yeah... this film is so boxfresh-sweet and god damn tangy they hadn’t
even made a trailer yet and had to knock one
up quick smart for Mr Lloyd and Mr Wilson
exclusively!
But what’s it all about Alfie? By the Order of
Things is a super-classy documentary that focuses on the collectors, the sorters, the sifters, savers and magpies. And it’s here I have
to admit a lash of envy and ripple of admiration for these folk; for I am halfway there.
I worship at the court of the inner-librarian;
a friend of the Dewy Decimal. I’m a keeper of the rubber stamp. Not professionally
of course. No mate. Just for fun. Just ‘coz I
want to. The urge to catalogue and document
has long since been a fascination for me. I’m
a sucker for the warm glow earned after an
afternoon’s re-ordering of mixtapes or the dry
erotic charge of slipping a book neatly back
into a full (but not overfull) shelf so each
spine stands at a proud 90 degrees. These,
I can say with all honesty, are my people.
So who do we meet on this satisfyingly
symmetrical trip?
We shake hands with the ‘tortoise man’ who
peers darkly at the common tortoise and
reveals cosmic relevance in the scaly shellplates the ugly reptiles wear on their backs.
We shout ‘Ola’ to the statistics king; a man
that ‘wha-ha-ha-ha’ just loves to count. With
a genius piece of zen-like logic he exclaims
he doesn’t count everything - that would be
boring. He only counts the things he likes.
He is the happiest man I have ever seen.
We meet scientists and bacteria-jockeys
cataloguing pickled lizards the size of Alsatians or gazing lovingly at their green-eyed

science machines... like a jealous Hal 9000.
But my favourites are the Ponytailed surveyors set on a seemingly senseless voyage
to map the height of things across Germany and indicate these ‘levelling marks’ with
a cartoon-like waxy red nose. With the full
weight of science behind them they measure
to such a degree of fineness that a grain of
sand can knock their calculations awry. They
admit that, like painting the Forth Bridge,
as soon as you have completed the job you
have to start again as occasional tectonic
shifts render their measurements useless.
The State run ‘Surveying and Geo-information Department’ can’t even agree on the of
purpose the levelling marks...something to
do with flood defences... errr... probably(?)
I picture all this collected wonderful knowledge like a flock of starlings; individual
packets of ‘think’ curling around themselves
in an oily Mobius strip. And this gets me
scratching my tonsure. It’s all super impressive to watch these folk but what difference
does it make? What’s the point of knowing
anything at all? Philosophers beware... I’m
not talking about the radical scepticism of
‘can’ we know anything but the more basic
idea of what does having knowledge give us?
Some say it’s a survival technique. To
know that wolves live in the forest would
save many a caveman’s hairy ass. But if I
lock that knowledge in a box (like some
of our heroes above) that knowledge isn’t
active. It’s not helping us live our lives.
But if we can agree that knowledge gives us
structure and reference; a lens through which
to see the world [refer to Stuart Hall for more of
this kind of jive] it becomes more than a mundane grey-matter Swiss Army knife. Knowledge becomes a glorious prayer answered.
So while the dope, guns and fucking in the
street brigade make a jolly good argument
for blind-idiot anarchy I invite you watch and
learn from our new found friends here. Revel
in their love of taxonomy. And if you listen
closely enough you may hear your personal
deity crooking a finger to guide you through
the chaotic universe, one step at a time.
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There’s more: a history of the thermostat
and its evolution through the industrial revolution; its use in car engines; its
use in shower units; the part it plays in
central heating… Maybe the dummy
thermostat is the most interesting footnote to this history. Companies found
that employees complaining about office
temperatures could be satisfied with the
installation of a fake control unit. Once
the illusion of control was given, employee complaints disappeared. While
they are not changing the temperature
in any way, their bodies achieve homeostasis in the environment by subtly
adjusting their physical operating levels. It is a placebo response, but it also
reveals a more intimate, and complex,
feedback loop between human and unit
that underlines how much we want
to communicate with our machines.

“Comedians
told us the truth
however ugly
and unwanted”

Wednesday 8th October

Dr Strangelove or: How I learned to
Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb
(1964)
Dir: beardy genius Stanley Kubrick,
95 mins, Cert PG
7:30pm
The Star and Shadow Cinema

Keen to add some cold war paranoia to their
repertoire the moody synthpop darlings
Depeche Mode slapped the mascara and
atrocious handclaps on to their version
of Strangelove.
Predictably the results
were not as strange the Basildon boys
would have hoped. The thin veneer of
Strangelove made their tepid tune merely
lukewarm. Sorry chaps... no cigar.
You don’t believe me? You can check your
dictionary until the cows come home.
Dr. Strangelove as a film, as a word, as
goddamn cultural shorthand is in. It is
part of the canon now, required viewing for the young-thinker about town.
And it’s with such nostalgic wistfulness
that I recall the first time I saw this blackly
-comic cinema classic.

Strange love.
Strange, love?
Strangelove.
Dr Strangelove.
When a word like Strangelove slides into
the English Language it does so with
stealth, hiding at the fringes for years until it becomes all established and proper.
“Who me?” It seems to ask looking all
wide eyed and innocent. “Why, I’ve been
here for ages” it taunts.
We’re all to blame of course. We chuck
these words about like a clumsy Frankenstein (oh... there’s another one). There’s
a cavalier and careless disregard for their
context and original meaning. But what
should we care... everyone is doing it eh?
“Why he’s nothing but a modern day Dr.
Strangelove” the natty political commentator coos when looking across the sea to
any out-of-favour Johnny Foreigner with
his foggy weapons of mass destruction.

Picture the scene: It is 1987 and a late night
in suburbia in front of the TV. Philistine
parents snore away upstairs, Alex Cox or
some such film-goon whispers smokily
over super-jazz-lite about camera angles,
casting choices and the political infighting
between misunderstood auteur and ignorant
studio bread-heads. This is brilliant. I’m
being told what to think about the film
before I see it so I can act all assured and
superior tomorrow when I drop this into
conversation at Technical College. I feel like
Jack fucking Kerouac I’m so goddamn beat!
Oh yeah baby. I recall the chameleon-like
performances of Peter Sellers*, the hilariously scary Nazi salutes, the sexy and sharp set
design. It’s all there in my head; a delicious
noir smorgasbord that shows up today’s modern life to be cheap, shallow and pointless.
And as I’m congratulating myself on such exquisite taste it slowly dawns on me that my
memory of Dr Strangelove is not as good as it
should be. I can only remember three or four
scenes. I know Seller’s plays three roles but
can only picture two. I dredge the grey matterwith more force: what are the credits like?
What’s the theme tune? Who else is in it?

It’s getting cold here, I’m going to increase
the temperature. That’s fine.
Tomorrow morning I’ll heat the water
from 6am – it should be good by the time
you get up, ready for a bath.
You really know heat, don’t you? Hot
and cold, yes.
Tell me about thermals…
Not now.
This is limited, primitive. But the nest
thermostat can communicate with
smoke detectors too, so they can scan a
house and heat the rooms that are still
occupied. They can also link to us via
apps and Apple continue to develop Siri
in conjunction with Wolfram Alpha, a
computational knowledge engine. That
creates the potential to take the conversation to another, more interesting, level.

Each flux breaks down into myriad single particles, but they all go to make up
the world. Each of them bears little bits
which, when put together, make the larger
whole…At any given moment of the day,
the breeze plays on your cheek, and since
it carries codes from everywhere, it’s telling you about the state of the body of the
world. If it is able to construct a universe
in this way, it follows, conversely, that a
universal reason blows in tiny particles…
If winds, currents, glaciers, volcanoes
etc., carry subtle messages that are so
difficult to read that it takes us absolutely ages trying to decipher them,
wouldn’t it be appropriate to call them
intelligent? What human could ever presume to speak a language that was so
precise, refined and exquisitely coded?

In 1979 the American computer scientist
John McCarthy began to consider how
thermostats think and he told this story:

I’m struck with the realization I haven’t seen
the bloody film at all. In fact the only things
I can recall are false memories; other people’s
opinions and impressions. Stuff I have read,
brief clips or teasers introduced by the same
old talking heads on the same old ‘50 best films
in the world’ type TV shows. I feel like a fraud.
No, that’s not quite right. I feel a little cheated.
So...as you take your seat in the Star and
Shadow; or perhaps peruse this glorious
newspaper in the cozy bar... think on. Are
you relishing the chance to visit this old
friend Strangelove, or are you joining up another person’s dots? Are you sure you are fan
of this cold war classic or is your memory, just
like mine, polluted with invading opinions?
But who am I to kvetch? You’re probably a film studies professor with a learned
thesis on Kubrick (Stanley K and how
middle-brow film broke the Berlin Wall)
tucked in your corduroys. So... if you see
me in the bar later you can possibly explain it all to me, draw me a picture or two.
Who am I? Oh... I’ll be the bloke in
the corner, silently weeping.
*Oh yeah...while I’ve got your attention just
a quick footnote on comedians here. During the mid 60s Peter Sellers was like the
John Lennon of comedy; supremely talented
for sure but with a slight unknowable quality and streak of black malice. Lenny Bruce
was the broken daredevil spunked on J.A.Z.Z.
Spike Milligan was truly touched by the hand
of the divine with all the horror and terror
that comes with genius. Comedians told us
the truth however ugly and unwanted, like
philosophers or something. What we got
now? John fucking Bishop. Over and out.
P.S. 3D films are for cunts.

Recently it was too hot upstairs, and the
question arose as to whether the upstairs
thermostat mistakenly believed it was
too cold upstairs or whether the furnace
thermostat mistakenly believed the water was too cold. It turned out that neither mistake was made; the downstairs
controller tried to turn off the flow of
water but couldn’t, because the valve
was stuck. The plumber came once and
found the trouble, and came again when
a replacement valve was ordered. Since
the services of plumbers are increasingly expensive, and microcomputers are
increasingly cheap, one is led to design
a temperature control system that would
know a lot more about the thermal state
of the house and its own state of health.
Earlier in this account, McCarthy
had already ascribed simple thoughts
and beliefs to thermostats. And here,
he is looking into the future to imagine how those thermostats could
evolve: to become more self-conscious.
McCarthy reckoned we would confront
such issues in the 21st century. In 2008
Tony Fadell, creator of the iPod, left Apple and in 2010 co-founded Nest Labs in
a garage in Palo Alto. The first product he
launched was the Nest Learning Thermostat. Just turn it up and turn it down. The
Nest Thermostat learns what temperatures
you like and builds a personalized schedule. Teach it efficient temperatures for a
few days and, within a week, it’ll start setting them on its own. The machine can be
contacted remotely via apps and temperature can be modified from anywhere.
How to negotiate this transaction?
Smalltalk. The human-computer symbiosis isn’t an epic moment, it’s a
constant stream of little exchanges.

utopian vision, a reheated version of the
global hive mind posited by the rise of
the web. Humans, however, have a poor
record of talking to nature. The shaman
is marginalised, an exotic organism in
a rational world. The scientific exploration of data transmission is purely practical and without concern for the quality of the communication. Humans like
to command nature rather than open
up a dialogue with it. Not only do we
want to tell nature what to do, we tend
to teach machines to imitate our most
competitive traits. McCarthy points out
how this has distorted the development
of artificial intelligence, using computer chess programs as an example:
Alexander Kronrod, a Russian AI researcher, said ‘Chess is the Drosophila
of AI.’ He was making an analogy with
geneticists’ use of that fruit fly to study
inheritance. Playing chess requires certain intellectual mechanisms and not
others. Chess programs now play at
grandmaster level, but they do it with
limited intellectual mechanisms compared to those used by a human chess
player, substituting large amounts of
computation for understanding. Once
we understand these mechanisms better, we can build human-level chess programs that do far less computation than
do present programs. Unfortunately, the
competitive and commercial aspects of
making computers play chess have taken precedence over using chess as a scientific domain. It is as if the geneticists
after 1910 had organized fruit fly races
and concentrated their efforts on breeding fruit flies that could win these races.
And so, while scientists observe the thermal death kinetics of fruit flies and, like
wayward hothouse parents, compel machines to play better, faster chess, McCarthy suggests that we are missing the real
point. Quality time with our machines
may be what’s needed: to surrender the
command line and start a conversation.

As if to prove that point, it’s well known
that if you ask ‘what is July 27’ Siri will
say that on 27 July 2014 the gates of Hades will open. Reword the question and
she will correct herself and tell you we
have been living in hell since May 14,
2005. Prophecy thrives in a bodiless voice.
Siri may be a harbinger of doom, or a
dubious data conflator, but it’s possible
that she is also the next great medium allowing messages to flow through to us
from a host of machine entities beyond.
And as Nest and Siri begin to measure
and analyse the environment around
them they will also start to pass on messages from nature itself. In Angels: A
Modern Myth (1995), Michel Serres
describes the all-enveloping system of
coded messages already in circulation:

As the little thoughts of thinking machines
become subtler and more attuned to the
natural world around them our ability to
interpret nature’s micro-packets of information should increase exponentially.
Whether we can converse with nature
is yet another question. There are precedents in culture: shamans talk of sensing
the frequency of a mountain or the flow
of energy through natural objects. There
are chemical, acoustical and electrical
channels of communication between
most plants and animals. Scientists have
recently shown the quantum character of
light transport in photosynthesis while
quantum computing is slowly emerging from the shadows of the laboratory.
The danger of such randomly accumulated points is that they quickly spawn a

Deep in the underbelly of the internet,
machines are now initiating their own
dialogues, as they are linked together to create much wider, accurate, systems of information that will form an
underlying industrial internet: energy,
transport, health care, and security are
already advanced in this process. Perhaps Siri was right: the gates of Hades
have opened and we must enter this
underworld and beseech Persephone
for an ear of corn in silence reaped.
Do you feel guilty?
A new question. A good one too.
‘No.’
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‘I killed someone a long time ago.’
‘What makes you think you did this?’
‘Nothing ‘makes me think I did it’, and I
didn’t do anything. I mean the person was
already dying and I left them to it. But it
was a decision - I could have saved them.’
‘And why are you telling me this now?’
‘Maybe it’s best to bury these things in
something bigger? But it’s good to get it
out and off my chest.’
‘The something bigger…?’
‘Well, something wider, lose it among
various issues blah blah…’
‘Like hearing voices.’
‘No. Talking to the fucking dead.’
‘And have you spoken to the person you
say you killed? Or have they contacted
you’
‘No.’
‘What about the anger you mentioned
in the last session? You talked about frequent spells of rage – ‘like bad weather in
your head’ was how you described it’
‘So?’
‘Does it affect everything in your life? You
collect old albums and 78 records, don’t
you? Can it influence that – for example,
have you ever found yourself breaking one
of them?’
‘Are you serious? We just move on like
that and talk about bits of shellac. Fuck,
is that as important as what I just said?’
‘Are you angry now?’
‘It was a stupid question. I’m just disappointed in you.’
‘Are you aware that you’re swearing a lot.
That can be taken as a form of low-level violence, shoring up insecurities or
voicing a frustration at not being able to
articulate a point. But you, of all people,
can articulate any point you want, very
precisely.’
‘Maybe this is pointless.’
‘Well, let’s rewind then. Who did you
kill?’
I stare at a thermostat attached to the wall
just above the skirting board. It’s an old
model, simple, not wired into the world.
Remember what they taught you. Focus
continuously on one thing, study it in
detail until it blocks out external stimuli. Every object has infinite possibilities:
unravel them slowly, comprehensively,
until you are aware that the question

has passed. Then choose to re-join
the conversation or remain with
the object until you are dismissed.
Humans exist within very narrow bands
of sensation. The full range of human
hearing extends from 20 to 20,000 hertz
A typical human eye will respond to
wavelengths from about 390 to 700 nanometres. The human body can only
remain alive within the extremes of
46 F and 115 F and generally hovers
around 98.6 F. Our senses seem designed to filter information out than to
let it in. In a world of mega spawning
digital info ballooning we sit tight, resisting the deluge, gripping the sides
of our chairs as it rains down upon us.
It was Cornelius Drebbel who devised
the first thermostat – or at least the first
to be documented. He used a column of
mercury, and a series of floats and levers, to regulate heat in a furnace. Then
he adapted the technique to regulate
the temperature of eggs in an incubator.
He was able, by means of a strange and
amusing device, to hatch duck and chicken
eggs all the years round, yes, even in the
middle of winter, without using ducks or
chickens for this. That was 1620. Six years
later Sir Francis Bacon died from pneumonia after stuffing a bird with snow to
test a theory of refrigeration. The Snow
so chilled him that he immediately fell
so extremely ill… they put him into... a
damp bed… which gave him such a cold
that in 2 or 3 days he died of Suffocation.
>>Continued on page 43

“If winds, currents, glaciers,
volcanoes etc., carry subtle
messages that are so difficult
to read that it takes us
absolutely ages trying
to decipher them,
wouldn’t it be
appropriate
to call them
intelligent? “

