


If corporate identity used to be the image-clad wall around an 
organization—a visual border between its members and its nonmembers—
today there are plenty of ways in which holes can be poked into that wall. 
It is probably better to view identity as a membrane that is both tran-
sient and permeable. As the world deorganizes, there are fewer and fewer 
clear ways to set an organization apart from its surroundings, as our book 
Uncorporate Identity, published last year, has argued. This is not to say 
that every organization has become alike, or that organizations are los-
ing their purpose. But membership in an organization has turned into an 
ambiguous concept. 
 One of the great achievements of HBO’s seminal series The Wire
was how it showed that distinct blocks of social power—the criminal under-
world and the police, the trade unions, the school system, and the press—
are in fact intimately connected ecosystems. As the artist and geographer 
Trevor Paglen has argued in his work on the U.S. military’s “black proj-
ects,” even the most secretive of organizations celebrate their members’ 
birthdays in semipublic places like bars and restaurants. The spouses of 
MI㻘 employees hang out on Facebook too.
 The increased awareness of their own permeability has led cor-
porations and states to protect their secrets ever more desperately, which 
has in turn added to the power of whistleblowing; with the WikiLeaks 
revelations, it has moved to the center stage of geopolitics. Cyberconflict 
routinely involves stealing someone else’s valuable data from behind the 
permeable membrane, and today’s digital Robin Hoods, the cyberinsur-
gents of Anonymous and LulzSec, do just that, to the embarassment of 
power.
 In their desire for friends and followers, corporate brands will now 
gladly shelve a costly logo restyling over the risk of losing valuable “repu-
tation”—as happened last year, when the clothing company Gap abandoned 
its planned rebranding, returning its Ultravox-esque logo of stretched 
capitals after outcry on Twitter. Such brands now prefer “dialogues” and 

“conversations” to the unilateral power of visual overhaul. Obviously, there 
is an increased fear of making mistakes now that the days of consumer-
brand fetishism are through and the economic outlook leaves much to be 
desired for corporate capital.
 Arguably the last remaining 㽾berfetishized brand is Apple, which holds more cash than 
the U.S. government. Other winners are the Taiwanese manufacturers of cheap smartphones 
sold as “BlockBerries” (which reportedly helped facilitate the Arab Spring), the fake Apple 
stores that have sprouted up in China, the companies that design and build cloud-data centers, 
and, indeed, the online social platforms monetizing the deorganization of the world. Ironically, 

The Big 㻧eorganization
by Metahaven

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

If corporate identity used to be the image-clad wall 
around an organization, today there are plenty of 
ways in which holes can be poked into that wall.

㻘0

If ccororporratte identity usseded tttoo o bebe the image-clad wall around an
organiizazationn—a—a visisuaual border bbetette weew enne  its members and its nononmemembm eeers——
today ththerree aarree plplenne tyty ooff waw ysy  in n whwhw icich hh hoholeless cacann bebe ppokok dedd iintntoo ththat wwwall..
It is prrobbablyy bbetetteter toto vvieiew w ididentiit tytyy aas aa mem mbmbraane tthahhatt isis bboto h h trt anan-
sient annd pep rmmeae blble. As thhee worlrldd dedeeororgag niin zezes,s, theherere aarere ffewewer aannddn  fewwerer
clcleaear waaysys tto seset ana oorgrgananizization aparartt fromm iiitsts ssururror unndiingn s,s, aass ououur r bobook
UnUncoocorprpororatate IdIdenentiityty, , pupublisishehed last yyear, hhasas arguued.. Thihis s isis nnoott tto ssayy yy
thhthatt eveeryry orgrgananizizatata ioiion hahass bebecoomem aalil kee, oor thahatt orrgaganinizazattioons arree llos--
ining g ttheiir pupurposose.e. BBButut mmemembeberssr hihip p in ann orgganizationn hhhasa  tuuurrnnedd intoto aan 
aammbiib guouous coconcepept.

OOnene oof ff ththee grgreaeatt acachihievevememeentst oof f HBHBO’’ss sesemim naall ses ririese TThT e e Wire
wwas howww itt sshoowew dd d ththatat ddisistitincn tt blbloco kkss of f sosocial ppowowerer—t—thehe ccrir mimim naaal uunder-
woorldd annd thhee popolilicece,, ththe trtradadee unions, thee scchohooolol ssysystetem,m aandndd tthhee ppress—
araree in fffaca tt iinnttitimateelyly connen cteded eecooc sysyststemems.s. AAs ththe arartistt aandnd ggeoogrgrappher
TrTrevevoror Paglel n n hass aargued in his woworkrk oon ththee UU..S. mmilili itititarar ’y’y ss “bblalackk pprooj-j-
ecectsts,””, eevevenn ththeee mmoosst secretive of oro ggannizazatitionno s cecelebrbrb atata ee ththeir r meembmbers’
bibirtthdhdayays inin ssememiipububblilicc plplaces like barsrs and rreesstataurranntsts.. ThThT e e spspouo sees s of
MIMI㻘㻘 ememplployoyeeees s hahh ngg oouttut oonn FaFacec book too.

Theh iinccrereasa eded aawawarer neessss off f ththeieirr ooowwnn peep rmmrmeaeabibilil tyty hasa led coror--
poporations and states ttoo prp ototecectt ththeieirr sesecretetss eveverer mmorrore e dedespspeeratatelyy, whichh
hahas in turn added to the ppowowerre ooff whwhisistltlebeblolowiwinng; wiwithth tthehe WikiLeaks
rerevelations, it has moved to the ccenenteterr ststagagee of geopolitics. Cyberconflict 
routinely involves stealing g sosomeone else’s valuable data from m bebehihind tthhe
permeable membmbrar nene,, and todaday’y ss did gital Robin Hoods, tthehee cybyberinsusur-
gegentnts s ofof AAnon nyymom uss andn  LulzSecc, doo just that, too tthehe eembmbaarasssment t of
power.

In their ded sire fforo  friends andnd ffollowers, cocorporate e brbrranna dds wwililll now 
glglada ly shelve a a coc stly logo restyling g ovoverer tthheh rrisiskk off llossininng g vvaaluuluaba lele “repu-
tatatitionno ”—”—asas hhapappepenen dd lalastst year, whenn thhe clclotothihingng ccomompappannyny GGGapap aaabab ndndononed
itits s pllp annnenedd rerebrbranandidid nggg, rer tuturnrniningg ititss UlUlU trtravavoxxo -e-esqsqueue logogo o ofoff sstrtretetchcheded
cacapitaalss aafter oututcry onon TTwiwittt er. SuSuchh bbrandds s nonow w prprefefere  “dialogoggueues””s aandndn

“ccononveversatata ioionsns”” toto ttheeh uuniilal terall poweerr off visuauall oovererhahaulul.. ObObviviououslsly, ttheheh rere
isis aan inincrcreased d feearar of f mamaking miistatakekess nonoww ththatat tthehe dddayayss ofof cononsumer-r-
brannd d fefetiishhisism m are tthrough and thee economic ooutlook lleeaeavves s mmuuchc  to be
desiireredd ffoorr cocorpporratate e capital.

AArgguauablblyy ththe lala tst remm iaininingng 㽾㽾beb rfrf tetisishihizeddd brbranandd isis AApppplle, which holds mmoorere cccasashh ththaan
ththe U.U.SS. ggovernmentt. OOtther winnneers are the Taiwanesese mmananufufaca turers of cheap smsmara tptphohonen s s 
sos ldld aass ““BlockBerriees”” (which reepportedly helped faciilil tate the Arabb Spring),, tthehe ffaake Appplp e 
storreses that have sproutetedd upup iinn CChhina, the companies tthat design andd build clooudud d-datata centerrs,s,
and, indeed, the onlinee sosocicialal pplalattforrmsm mmonon tetizizining ththe deorgag ninizaz tionon oof the e wworld. Ironicaalllly,

by Metahaven

PriPrint,nt, 㻙㻘㻙㻘.㻘,.㻘, OcOctobtober er 20120111
priprintmntmag.ag.comom

IIff ccoorrpppoorraaatttee iiidddeeennnttiittyy uusseeeddd ttoo bbe tthhe  iimmmaaggge--ccllaadd wwaallll 
aarroouunnddd aaann oorrggaannniiizzaattiioonn,, tttooodddaaayyy tthhheeerreee aaarree pppllleeennntttyyy ooofff 
wwaaayyss iinn wwhhiicchh hhoollleess ccaann bbee  pppookkeeddd iiinnto thhaatt wwaallll.

㻘0

OCT11_intro-FINAL.indd   50 8/11/11   3:21 PM



a world as chaotic and unpredictable as ours is overseen by a “cloud” of social software. The 
cloud, facilitating our ever-present access to online tools and networks, is a social and infra-
structural standard provided by a corporation; it’s a focal point in the sense that we literally 
expect to convene in it, just as we might gather in the main concourse of New York’s Grand 
Central Station. In the cloud, our membership and participation are a central value resource for 
the corporation. We, in turn, tend to stay in it, for we might miss opportunities otherwise. We 
haven’t built our own cloud—yet. Even to publicize how we are against the cloud and its gover-
nance, we tend to depend on it. 

  |||||
Print’s tagline is “redefining design.” For this issue, we moved to the 
fringes of the design world and cast a look at what is going on there that 
might inform a contemporary view on “identity.” Ryder Ripps, when we 
asked if he would be interested in being a part of this issue, responded (sic):

“I find it sort of funny that you are approaching me for a design pub-
lication, my design sensibility is very much function over form,,, I feel that 
the best design is honest, true to the tool/application and purpose.. I have 
friends who went to Yale for graphic design and I work with great design-
ers at my job at 㻹isionaire/㻹 Magazines—I am familiar with that world, but 
also skeptical. Concerned with what facilitates interaction on a conceptual 
level, I have a lot of thoughts on the forms intended to be transparent/
sans-culture found within social networks. This might make for a good 
story. I dont believe in good or bad design from an aesthetic point of view,, 
I think most design is terrible because its unnatural and forced,, this is the 
same reason I think most stand up comedy is bad,, anyone who thinks they 
are funny probably isn’t funny. I like design by people who would never 
think of what they do as design, yet they are shaping, setting the tone of 
everything,,, this is very common the internet and extremely exciting, what 
I am most inspired by.. In a world driven by consumer culture, defaults are 
most honest,, exploiting them,, exploiting their flux in turn shows their 
spiritual function and purpose, which is what I am most interested in. That 
being said, I wouldnt want my work to be understood as graphic design in 
a magazine, without its contextual and conceptual baring. So lets think of 
something that shares this aspect.”

This should stand as a slightly provocative but mindful warning about the 
larger world’s perception of design as little more than an unnecessary 
appendix—a perception that design’s esteemed broadcasters and narrow-
casters should perhaps exhibit much more concern for.
 Is the world, now largely beyond corporate identity, similarly beyond 
design㻢 Ripps’s love for the honesty of the default affirms social media’s 
obsession with standards; it makes seemingly trivial things like a button or 
a profile graphic today’s grand design. Also, these apparently authorless 
shapes are memes. The term “meme” was introduced by the evolution-
ary biologist Richard 㻧awkins to describe a self-replicating “cultural gene” 
(and was also chosen for its rhyme with “cream”). The meme appears to be 
a broadly shared interest of new generations of artists and online activists. 
They are avid subscribers to its ability to propagate by imitation. And for 
them, the survival of the fittest can mean the survival of the political.

 In another strand of visual production, Ryder Ripps works with the Sri Lanka-born singer 
M.I.A. Her songs present a connection between glam and politics—a glam that is more Bollywood 
than Gucci and a politics that is more Al Jazeera than CNN. We detect a similar energy in Lon-
don’s 㻧eterritorial Support Group (㻧SG), a self-styled think tank for 21st-century communism, 
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and responsible for, among others, the recent online wildfire claim that the 
Lacanian-Marxist philosopher Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek and the pop icon Lady Gaga 
were best friends. This meme, crafted by 㻧SG, made its way into the Los 
Angeles Times, 㻹ogue Italia, the New York Post, Interview, and elsewhere. 
㻧SG’s link between two distinct spheres—radical politics and pop—is as 
absurd as it is plausible; so, at least, thought the countless professional 
journalists who copied it. 㻧uring a public debate with the WikiLeaks edi-
tor, Julian Assange, 㿿i䀀ek denied even knowing Gaga’s music—instead, he 
assured the audience, he listens to Schubert and Schumann. The 㻧eter-
ritorial Support Group is not a design group in the narrow sense, but its 
activities are relevant to the design field; this is a new kind of insurgent 
agency, using the free software of the cloud.
 Amid a plethora of exciting material, Benjamin Bratton of the 
Center for 㻧esign and Geopolitics at the University of California, San 㻧i-
ego, puts these tendencies into perspective. Bratton argues that geopoli-
tics is itself a design problem, and from this vantage point he makes sense 
of the possibilities of the global cloud. In our interview with him, Bratton 
notes that:

“As I write these sentences in Google 㻧ocs and Gmail 㻾...㼀, my words 
are framed by advertisements. By parsing my words about 䇱designing 
geopolitics,’ the algorithmic phylum has figured out what I might be in-
terested in at this moment, and what goods and services might interest 
me. (In this case, according to AdSense, several companies that will 䇱help 
you use Twitter to do business in China.’) This is a frightening aspect of 
social media: that the domain of private, interior human communication 
has already been absorbed by nanotargeted advertising. Anything I might 
write to you is made possible by the fact that my ideas might hold your at-
tention long enough for you to notice an ad about something that my own 
words have already put you in mind of.”

 |||||
This section of Print is, really, a status report of torrential change around 
a discipline—design—conventionally preoccupied with sameness and simi-
larity. Maybe we are mistaken in our conviction that design and designers 
will ultimately benefit from uprooting their deeply held “stable” worldviews 
with new information that cannot be categorized in its routine slots. But 
maybe we aren’t. The term “graphic design” is itself less than a century 
old; it is too young for us to proclaim it beyond fundamental change. Up-
rooting is, in a way, its only real tradition. The arrival of the printing press 
disturbed the manual tradition of scriptural reproduction and ultimately 
made it possible to print cartoons, pulp fiction, and political pamphlets. 
The internet is equally disruptive to the culture of artifacts from which 
this magazine derived its name. 
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If you send an email to Experimental Jetset, the Amsterdam-based 
graphic design studio founded in 199㻚 and consisting of Marieke
Stolk, Erwin Brinkers, and 㻧anny van den 㻧ungen, you will re-
ceive an immediate, automatic reply. In fact, that autoreply is a mini 
manifesto of more than 1,000 words. An excerpt:

“As we write this, we are approaching the last few days of July. We 
are currently working on a couple of projects that will occupy all 
our time and attention—in order to fully concentrate on this, we 
decided to effectively close down our studio for the full month of 
August. 㻧uring that time, we will be checking e-mail only sporadi-
cally—and we probably won’t be able to answer e-mails at all. We 
are very sorry about that. We will return to our usual studio routine 
in the beginning of September—we will try to answer your mails 
then. In the meantime, please find below a list with answers to the 
most common questions. We hope this will help you further.”

While their heroes are modernist designers like Wim Crouwel, they 
combine this affinity with a 㻧IY punk spirit that they claim has 
always been part of modernism’s vocabulary. Experimental Jetset is 
one of the oldest “young” 㻧utch graphic design studios and by far 
the most consistent. The trio has worked on projects for Stedelijk 
Museum CS (SMCS), Purple Institute, Centre Pompidou, Le Cent 
㻴uatre (10㻗), 㻧e Theatercompagnie, Musée d’Art Contemporain 
de Bordeaux (CAPC), Bureau Europa (NAiM), and the Japanese 
T-shirt labels 2㻮/Gingham and Publik, among others. In 200㻚, a 
large selection of their work was acquired by the Museum of Mod-
ern Art, in New York, and included in its permanent collection. In 
contrast with the anonymous technocracy and consultancy of the 
late-modernist fallout of Total Identity and others, Experimental 
Jetset, educated at the Gerrit Rietveld Academy, has maintained a 
hands-on and personal approach. The following email conversation 
took place in the summer of 2011.

||||| Metahaven
We are keen on establishing a link between the postwar culture of 
graphic standardization that produced the Swiss International Style 
and the post-2000 culture of social networking and communica-
tion standards that seems to have replaced mass communication at 
large, with memes as self-replicating visual genes. We regard your 
whole approach as a proper meme, as you seem to have created a 
viable compression of certain modernist tropes that propagate into 
contemporary visual culture, comment on it, and demarcate a clear 
position. Your most successful meme seems to be the “&&&” shirts, 
which have, by imitation, multiplied their presence beyond control. 
Ultimately, there is a generosity and a significance to this that goes 
beyond the narrowly defined “graphic design” practice. We are 
also aware that you regard your visual culture as one governed by 
material objects. Nevertheless, we would propose that the way you 
treat these objects, or the way that “visual culture” treats them in 
turn, is not so much about immaterializing them into virtual objects 
floating on websites and desktops as it is about taking their es-
sence and then teleporting this to all kinds of other destinations and 
purposes, much as in Lawrence Weiner’s famous dictum that “You 
can experience my work by someone telling you about it”—which is, 
again, nothing else than his version of a meme.
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If f yoyou seend nd an email to Experimental Jetset, the Amsterdadam-bm asased
grgraphic ddesie gn studioo fofoundu ed in 199㻚 and consisting of MMariarieke
StoSt lk, Errwinw BrBrinkerers, aand 㻧anny van den 㻧ungen,en, you will ree--
ceic ve an imimmediediatea , aautommatic reply. In fact, that autautoreply iss aa minminii 
manifestoo of momore r thhan 1,,000 words. An excerperpt:t:

“AsA  we wrwriite tthisis, wee are approaching the lasastt few dadayays os off Jf JJululyulyy W. WWee e 
arear cucurrrently wy worko inging onon a couple ofof prprojeojectsts ththat t wilwililll ol ooccccucupy py alalll
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decdecided to effectively close downown ouour sr stutududdiio io o fforfor thththhee fe fuullll moonthnth ofof
AAugust. 㻧uring that time, wwee willl bbee chchheckeckkininging ee-mamaiail ol onnlynly spspororadi-di-
ccally—and we probably woonn’t bebe abblle le tto to anansnswerwer e-e-maimailsls at t allll. W. We e 
are very sorry about that. We We wilwilll rreetutuurrn rn toto o oourour ususuaual studiio o rrooututineine
in the beginning of Septeptemmbbeer—wwewe e wiwilwill tl ttryry y to ansanswer yoourr mmails s
then. In n the meantime,, pleaeaasse e ffinfindd d bbelelolow aw a lilist st wwithh answeerss toto the e
mostt commmm onon quequestiioonss. WWee he hhopopepe tththhisis s wwill helpe  youu furtherer.””

WhiWhiWh lele thetheir ir herheroesoes arree me mmododedernrniststt dedessigners like Wim CrC ouwouwel, thhey ey
comombinibine tte hihisish afaffinifiniityityy wwiwiithth a 㻧a 㻧㻧IYIY Y ppunk spirit that theyy clclaaimm hhaas
alwalwaysays bebeenen ne paparart ot off mf moododedernrniismsm’ss vocabulary. Experimenttal JetJetseett isis
oneone fof ththe e ooldeldldestst “yo“yoouunung”” 㻧ututch graphic design studtudioios aannd bd by y ffar ar 
thee moost coconnssissistentent.t. TTheThe trio has worked on pn projrojectcts fs foror SteSteddeldellijijkjk
MMusseueumm CSC ((S(SMCSMCS),), Purple Institute, CenCentre PoPompimpipiddoudou, L, Le Ce Cenentnt
㻴㻴u㻴uatrtree (1(10㻗)0㻗), 㻧e Theatercompagniee, MMuséusée de d’A’ArArtt Ct Contontteempmpoorarain in 
dde de BorBorrdeaade uux (CAPC), Bureeauau EurEuropaopaa (N(NAAiMAiM)),), aandand ththe Je Japaapanenese
TT-sT-shirirh t lt lt abeabea ls l 2㻮/2㻮/GinGin hgham aandnd d PPububliliklik, a, ammonong og og oththehers.rs. InIn 20000㻚, aa 
llararge ge selels ectctec ioniio ofof thheireirr woow rkrk wawasas acaccquiquiuiredred byby thhthe Me Museuseumu oof MoMod--
eernrn ArArt,t, inin NewNew YoYYorkrk,k, annand id inclnclludeudeuded id iin in itsts ppepermanmanentntn  collelection.on. InIn
concono tratrastst wwittw hh tthe he ananonymmny oousus ttetechchnchnocrocracyacy aand ccononssultancy oy of tthe 
latla e-me-modeed rrnnistst fallfa louut oof TTf Toottaall l IIddenentittity ay andd n othhhersers, , Expexperimrimenental al 
JetJeetsetsetse , e, edudducuccateted ad at thhe GerGererrrititt RRiRietvetveldeld AcAcadeademymyy,y, haahass mainaintainnedd aa 
hahhanannds-s-ds onnon aandand pepersorsonalnal apappprroop acchcha T. TThehe folfolfollowwlol inging ememaaaill coonven rssatitioon 
totoooook pk placlacee iin ttn he he summmermer ofof 202002 11111.

||||| ||| Metetahahavenn
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aandand ththhe ppe p tostos -2000-202 00000 culculculturture oe of ssf sociioc al ala netnetwoorrkinking aag nd ndn comcommunmunicaca-
tiotioonn sstantana darddardsds ththahat tt sseeeemms ts tt ho ho haveve reer plaplaceded mmass ccommumuniccaatiotion aatt 
llarlargege,, wiiwithth mememesese aas selselff-r-replep icacatitinngg vvisuisuaal ggenees. WeWe reeggagarard yd youur
whowhoolele apprroach h asa a pa prroperr memmemee,, aas youu sseeeem too hhavave ce ccrreaeatedtedd a a
viaviablee cocomprmpressessioni of cecertatain n mododderernnistst trtroopes ts thhatat prpropopapaggatgate ie iintntoo
conontemporary visuau ll cuultuurere, c commmmmeentnt on iit, a, and d ddememmaararcatatee aa cleclear 
pposition. Your most succceesssfuful mmeemmee seeeemsms toto be be tthehee “&“&&&&&&”&” shirts,
which have, by imitatioon,, mmuultipiplieedd ttheirei prprreeseesenncence bbbeeyyonond contn rolo . 
Ultimately, there is a ggenerrossityity aannd ad a isisignignifficficcanancce te too tthihis that goegoes
beyond the narrowly deffinedned “g“graprapphichic dedeessigsig ”n” prpracctice. We arre e 
also aware that you reegard rd youy r vr visuisu lalal culcultturture as os onne governed ed bby 
material objects. Neveertheless, w, we we oulould pd pproropose that thethe wawayy you 
treat these objects, orr thehe waw y ty hat ““visuisualal culcu ture” trtreatsats ththem in 
turn, is not so much abobout immmateeriarializl ing thhemem intinto vo irti ual objects
floating on websites and desktktopso  as itit isis about taking their es-
sence and then teleporting this to all kinds of other destinations and
purposes, much as in Lawrence Weiner’s famous dictum that “You 
can experience my work by someone telling you about it”—which is,
again, nothing else than his version of a meme.
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 The Swiss International style emerged out of postwar 
Europe. Univers promoted its own “universal” applicability; Hel-
vetica promoted Switzerland. Helvetica was also the first typeface 
to be honored with a feature film (which, of course, featured you). 
You have often noted that despite this tradition of Swiss neutrality, 
to you there is a more subversive side to modernism. In his article 

“Graphics Incognito,” Mark Owens establishes a few links between 
modernism, West Coast punk rock, and principles of anonymity 
and pseudonymity inherent to underground culture. Could you 
elaborate on why for you modernism is subversive, and what that
subversion consists of㻢
 Then there has been a consistent urge to treat 
modernism as a style sheet, where it can be separated from its 
substance—like a Helvetica-styled “identity” can perfectly 
essentialize a luxury beauty product, an airline, a mediocre sushi-
bar franchise, and countless other examples. No doubt part of the 

“success” of modernism is its lightness, the fact that it can from 
some perspective be seen as a legitimizer of the entity that it is 
pasted on. Nevertheless, your treatment of modernism is more 
concerned with its substance and therefore must at some point have 
(perhaps violently) confronted the sushi-bar version of the contem-
porary Helvetica fetish. So what is your position and point of view 
on modernism’s style versus its substance㻢
 At the time when the most prominent modernist visual 
tropes came into existence, visual communication meant that an 
institution or organization broadcasted its information and identity 
to a constituency of receivers. It seems that today, organizations 
increasingly seek to redefine the relationship to their audience to 
the detriment of this sender-receiver duality. Corporate ads now 
lead viewers to a company’s Facebook profile, soliciting “likes” and 
gathering visible social capital. There is also an important sense 
of continuity, in that both the Swiss International Style and Face-
book’s sterility provide a powerful means of standardization. The 
modernist standard had been overriding regional, “vernacular” 
peculiarities, and Facebook in turn eliminates materiality and real-
ness in the prefab virtual bathroom. Finally, could you give your 
views on modernism as a standard㻢 How does Experimental Jetset,
which maintains an active Facebook profile with many subscribers, 
look at the continuum and/or break in the use of standards from
print to internet and back㻢

||||| Experimental Jetset 
We would first like to say something about our views on modernism 
as a standard. And before we can do that, we’d like to point out 
the obvious: the fact that we don’t necessarily see the so-called 

“International Style” as synonymous with modernism. In our view, 
the International Style constitutes only a very small part of mod-
ernism—and more important, we don’t believe this small part to be 
exemplary of modernism as a whole.
 However, since we grew up in an era in which we expe-
rienced a particular 㻧utch version of the International Style first-
hand, we do believe that this very indirect version of the IS is now 
part of our cultural vocabulary, and as such it became part of our 
natural graphic language—in a genuinely authentic way, rather than 
in a contrived, studied manner. Having said that, we like to admit 
that we never have been particularly inspired by the International 
Style itself. We have never studied those coffee-table books or grid 
guides filled with Swiss masters. Our point of reference has always 
been the particular way in which the International Style has been 
filtered into 㻧utch culture. And that is ultimately what interests 
us most: the way in which a phenomenon such as the Internation-
al Style has been applied within very different cultural contexts. 
There are 㻧utch versions, Brazilian versions, Italian versions, Jap-
anese versions, “working-class” versions, “middle-class” versions, 
and so on. Just to give a simple example, we would argue that the 
way in which Crouwel employed the International Style is typical 
for a 㻧utch context, while the way in which 㻹ignelli used that same 
language shows the sensibilities of an Italian working within a New 
York context. In other words, it’s all a matter of accents.
 It is this “bastardized” version of the International 
Style that interests us the most (not that the International Style 
was ever “pure” in the first place). The more removed it becomes 
from the source (both in place and time), and the more regional and 
vernacular peculiarities it absorbs, the more interesting it gets. We 
really love that whole notion of second-, third-, fourth-, or even 
fifth-generation versions of the International Style.
 In other words, what interests us much more than the 
standard are the variations on that standard. And if “identity” is 
the way in which a particular object is similar to its own category 
(which is roughly how Adorno defines identity), then what we are 

personally interested in is ex-
actly the “non-identity” that 
exists between the standard 
and its variation.
 A text that we al-
ways believed to encapsulate 
this notion of non-identity re-
ally well is Leon Trotsky’s The 
ABC of Materialist 㻧ialectics
(19㻖9), in which he argues that 
a letter A is never equal to an-
other letter A—it is not even 
equal to itself.
 When we think of 
the word “standard,” we al-
ways think of the way the word 
is used in the field of music: a 
blues standard, a jazz stan-
dard, a rock standard. What 
is interesting about standards 
is the fact that they can be 
used by every musician as a 
platform for a certain voice, a 
certain aesthetic. It is exactly 
the standard’s inherent “same-
ness” that becomes a stage for 
differences. What’s also fasci-
nating about standards is that 
they belong to everybody; they 
have an egalitarian, public di-
mension. We were once at a pop 
quiz where one of the assign-
ments consisted of a playlist of 
20 different versions of “Hey 
Joe”—the question was to guess 
the names of the interpreters. 
We came to fully realize the 
role of the standard in differen-
tiating between different voices, 
between different dialects. In 
other circumstances, it would 
be impossible to compare Jimi 
Hendrix and Mink 㻧e㻹ille. We 
never think in the categories of 
style and substance. We always 
preferred the notion of “lan-
guage”; after all, a language 
is a system that incorporates 
both style and substance, both 
form and content. The idea of 
a language presupposes a sort 
of embedded ideology, the 
weight of history, an inherent 
narrative dimension—all these 
notions seem to be missing 
from the word “style.” We see 
International “Style” more as a 
language than a style.
 The way a standard 
relates to its variations is obvi-
ously very similar to the way in 
which a language relates to its 
accents, its dialects, its differ-
ent pronunciations, its different 
spellings, jargons, pidgin ver-
sions, and the like. In the same 
way that there is always a criti-
cal distance between the stan-
dard and its variation, a dialect 
can be seen as a way to chal-
lenge the cultural hegemony of 
the standard language (while 
simultaneously affirming it).
 When we brought 
up the subject of modernism’s subversiveness in the Helvetica
documentary, we were specifically thinking about modernism as a
dialectical model defined by “deconstructive” tendencies on one
side and “constructive” tendencies on the other side. On the one 
side, there are movements like 㻧ada and surrealism; on the other 
side, there are movements such as Bauhaus and Constructivism. 
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“We are interested in the 䇱non-identity’
that exists between the standard and its variation.”

㻘㻗

The Swiss Internarn tionall styleyle ememerged outou off ppostwar
EurEu ope. Univers promoted iti s own “univeiversrsal” applicability; Hel-
vetveticaica prpromoo ted Switzerlandd. Helvetica waswas also thethe fif rst typeface
to be honoreored wd ith a feature fe ilm (which, h of of courserse, f, feateatured you).
YouYou have oftenen notnoted d that despe ite this traditdition ofof SwS isss nneutrality,
toto youyou ththeree  is a mormore subversive side to momodernnismi . IIn hn his arta icle 

“Gr“GrGraphaphicscsic InI cocognito,”o ” MaM rk Owens establishishes a feww llinnks ks bettb wween 
moddmodernne ismsmis , W, WW, estest CoC ast pupunk n rock, , andnd princciipleses ofof ananoonymmityity
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pororaryaryy HeHelvelv tica ffetietish.sh. SSo wwhhat is is youyour pposisitition and point of f view
on on mododmo ernernismmis ’s stystyle le versusus itts ss subsubstannt ce㻢㻢
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gatgatherheriing ivisibbsi le lel sococcialiali cacapitpital. ThThereere isis alalsoso an an impimportortantant ses nnse
oof continuity, inin thaathat bbbt othoth ththe Se Swiswiss Is Inteent rnarnatitionalnal StStyleyle anand Fd acacee-
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views on modernism as a standard㻢 How does Experimental Jl Jetsetet,t,
which maintains an active Facebook profile with many subscririberb s, s, 
look at the continuum and/or break in the use of standards fromom
print to internet and back㻢

||||| Experimental Jetset
WeWe would firfirst s likl e to say something about our views on modernism
as a standardd. AAnd before we can do that, we’d like to point out 
thee obobviov us: thhe fact that we don’t necessarily see the so-called

“In“Internattioni al StStyle” as synonymous with modernism. In our view, 
the Innternnational al Style constitutes only a very small part of mod-
ernismsm—annd md ore imimporp tant, we don’t believe this small part to be 
exemplmp ary ofof modernisi m am as a whole.
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thahat wt e ne nevever hr haveave beeenen parparpa ticticulaula lrlyrly innspiispiredred byby thhe Ie nternanationaln
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al Style has been applied within vevery dy iffererent n culculc turturalal conconnc texext ts.t
There are 㻧utch versions, Brazilian verversiosions,ns Italian verve siosions,ns JaJaJ p-p--
anese versions, “working-class” versions, “miiddlddle-ce-class” s” verversiosions,ns,
and so on. Just to give a simple example, we would argargue ththat t thehe
waway in which Crouwel employed the International Stylee is typypicall
for a 㻧ut㻧utch ch concontexe t, whiw le the way in which 㻹ignelli used ththatat samsa e 
lanlanguagu ge shohows w thethe sesensins bilb ities of an Italian working within a New
YorYork ck ontontextex . In other wordords,s, it’t s all a matter of accents.

ItIt isis ththis “bastardirdizedze ” version of the International
StyStyleel thathat it intenteresrests us us the most t (no(not that the International Style
waswas evverer “pu“pure””re inin ththe ffirsirst pt place). ThThe me moree removed it becomes
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reare llyy lloovve thathatt wwhole notiionon of of secs ondond-, third-, ffourourth-th-, or er evenv
fiffifth-h-gegenneraeratiotion vn versersionions os f f the InInternatiationonal Style.

In oother wowordsrds, whatat interests us us ms much mmorere ththan thehe
staanndadard d aree ththe variatiationss onon ththata standard.rd. And id f f “ideid ntntity” isis
thee wway iy in wwhicich ah a pap rticulularar objob eect is simillarar to itsits oown cateat goory
(whwhiichch iss rroughughly ly howhow AdAdornorno do efie nes identtityity), thethen what wwe araree

personally interested in is exe -
actly the “non-identit ty” thatat
exists between thehe sts andard
and its variation.
 A text tt thatat wwe al-
ways believed to eencancappsulate
this notion of non-iddenentity re-
ally well is Leon Trotsky’s The
ABC of Materialist 㻧ialectics
(19㻖9), in which he argues that
a letter A is never equal to an-A
other letter A—it is not evenAA
equal to itself.

When we think of
the word “standard,” we al-
ways think of the way the word
is used in the field of mussic:ic: a a
blues standard, a jazzz z stan--
dard, a rock standardd. W. Whathat
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be impossiblible te too comparee Jimi m
Hendrix and Mink 㻧e㻹illee. WWee
never think in the categorir es of of 
style and substance. We alwl aysy
preferred the notion of “lan--
guage”; after all, a language
is a system that incorporates 
both style and substance, both
form and content. The idea of
a language presupposes a sort
of embedded ideology, the
weight of history, an inherent
narrative dimension—all these
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What makes modernism so interesting, so multifaceted, and ulti-
mately so paradoxical is the fact that between these two poles, all 
different combinations and variations (of destruction and construc-
tion) are possible. (In fact, sometimes these opposite poles can be 
active within one single person—think of Theo van 㻧oesburg’s role 
in 㻧e Stijl and his interest in 㻧ada.)
 We often see punk as a sort of “scale model” of modern-
ism. After all, punk is also a phenomenon defined by deconstructive 
tendencies on one side (No Future, 㻧estroy) and constructive ten-
dencies on the other (the whole 㻧IY culture). What we were trying to 
explain in the Helvetica documentary is that we regard modernism in 
a similar way. However, if you would ask us now to elaborate on the 
subversiveness of modernism, we would probably start by defining it. 
For us, modernism has everything to do with the notion of breaking 
spells, and the ambition to go beyond the chains of illusion. When 
we say “beyond the chains of illusion,” that is a specific reference to 
Erich Fromm’s book of the same title, in which he tries to synthesize 
the languages of Marx and Freud. And in our view, it is exactly in 
the push and pull between Marx and Freud where modernism can be
located. To quote Marx, “The demand to give up illusions about its 
condition is the demand to give up a condition which needs illusions.” 
This connects all modernist manifestations. From the most frag-
mentary surrealist collage to the most grid-based Constructivist 
composition, and everything in between: They all aim, each in their 
own way, to go beyond the chains of illusion. In that sense, we believe 
that every manifestation of modernism is inherently subversive. We 
believe that even in its most harsh and rigid form, modernism still 

offers a way out. Even in those rare cases when modernism puts on 
an unbearable authoritarian face, it still gives the viewer the possi-
bility to completely disagree. It provides a person something to chew 
on, to work with, to bounce off of. It always demands an active posi-
tion. Therefore, we even believe that the more corporate outgrowths 
of late modernism possess a subversive potential.
 The idea of Helvetica as a “sushi-bar aesthetic” already 
seems a few years behind us—in fact, when the documentary came 
out, the whole idea of Helvetica as a sort of light, lifestyle-based 
language seemed already on the decline. When you look at that 
whole retail-and-lifestyle sphere now (fashion chains, for example), 
you see an aesthetic that is much closer to what some people might 
perceive as postmodernist: stretched letters, neoclassical centered 
typography, vernacular irony, moodboardlike imagery. And we’re 
pretty sure that in a couple of years’ time, it will look completely 
different again. But hasn’t that always been the case㻢 There are al-
ways brief periods of time during which one person’s authentic voice 
seems indistinguishable from another person’s fad. The only way to 
distinguish between the two is simply through time. After awhile, 
when fashions and trends move on, it’s easy to see who remains 
true to his/her personal language and who was just in it for more 
opportunistic reasons. So the “violent confrontation” you talk about 
is much more like a duration test. Moreover, it’s not as if we have 
anything to prove, or anything to lose, or anything to win. We just 
know that our interest in late modernism is completely authentic and 
that it is grounded in the cultural landscape in which we grew up. It’s 
not a mask that we can put on and off whenever we feel like it—it is 
our actual face.

||||| Metahaven
Eh, Facebook㻢

||||| Experimental Jetset 
It is tempting to see the internet as the ultimate fulfillment of the 
ideals of modernism—after all, the world wide web seems the perfect 
embodiment of Paul Otlet’s “Mundaneum.” Also, when you look at 
it from a strictly formalist viewpoint, the whole visual landscape of 
the internet is made up of exactly those elements that most people 
seem to associate with International Style: templates, grids, sans-
serif type, the specific use of “empty” space, flush-left ragged-right 
columns. Even the use of all-lowercase letters in text messaging can 
be seen as stylistically linked to International Style. But still—we 
would say there is one fundamental, crucial difference between the 
print culture of modernism and the digital culture of the internet. In 
our view, print is still a more public medium. If a poster is hanging 
in the street, it is seen by every passerby in more or less the same 
way. Sure, the interpretation of the poster will differ from person to 
person, but by and large, the poster itself will appear in roughly the 
same way to every viewer, regardless of his/her class, race, gender, 
age, personal preferences, etc.
 This is different on the internet, where websites and 
pages conform themselves instantly to cater to the personal tastes 
and preferences of the individual viewer. Google search results 
change from person to person, the advertisements that clutter on-
line profiles are specifically targeted toward the viewer, etc., etc. 
This makes the online environment ultimately an individualistic, 
isolated experience, despite the promise of “being connected.” It 
also makes most online activity a somewhat unadventurous, undia-
lectical affair, as you only will be confronted with stimuli that are 
algorithmically curated for you, based on what large corporations 
(such as Facebook and Google) expect you to want to see. Whereas, 
within the context of the street, you will be confronted with informa-
tion that is not specifically intended for you—posters you might not 
immediately understand, slogans you might disagree with (or not), 
kiosks carrying newspapers that are not necessarily tailored toward 
your specific lifestyle, book stalls displaying secondhand books ex-
pressing conflicting opinions. In our view, it is this notion of print 
culture within the urban environment that offers the most dialectical, 
and therefore most modernist, experience. So it’s exactly that idea 
that we try to explore most in our work. And, as paradoxical as it 
may sound, it is this theme of modernist print culture that is also one 
of the main subjects of our online presence—whether it is our actual 
website or the Facebook group you mentioned.

Experimental Jetset,
“The ABC of Materialist 㻧ialec-
tics” poster (200㻙). 㻧esigned 
for Plexifilm as a fundraiser 
for Gary Hustwit’s Helvetica 
documentary. A2-sized,
letterpress print.

Experimental Jetset, “Two or 
Three Things I 㻮now About 
Provo” poster (2011), W1㻖9, 
Amsterdam.

Experimental Jetset, “Antibod-
ies” poster (2010). 㻧esigned 
for NAiM/Bureau Europa. 
Screenprint, A0-sized.
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Ripps It Up
The artist Ryder Ripps searches for honesty online.

by Paddy Johnson

“The only way to distinguish yourself from 
anyone else on the web is through honesty,” 
Ryder Ripps told me over dinner in Brooklyn 
one night. “People have the ability to choose 
what they want to see at any point, and be-
cause of that, you have to be more honest.” 
Ripps, a 2㻘-year-old artist and internet afi-
cionado, has a peculiar way of showing candor 
and transparency in his work. With charac-
teristic directness and stylized aggression, 
he uses all kinds of web junk—GIFs, JPGs, 
Twitter memes—to try to force us to consider 
what underlies the graphics and applications 
that most of us use without thinking.
 There’s a problem that nearly 
everyone online grapples with: How do we de-
fine ourselves in a visual environment that is 
mostly built on sharing other people’s stuff㻢 
Ripps solves this issue primarily through force 
of personality, which may be why he’s inter-
ested in that same quality in other things. 
He’s drawn to the loud and the aggressive.
 That doesn’t just mean that he’s 
averse to sentimentality but that he moves 
quickly; he rejects ideas that don’t material-
ize fast enough. Ripps has a constant stream 
of projects and possible projects that he’s 
continually reevaluating. Since I met him a 
year and a half ago in connection with 㻧ump
.fm—an image chat room he cofounded with 
Scott Ostler, Tim Baker, and Stefan Moore 
that’s known for its frantic (and often raunchy) 
postings—he’s become involved in countless 
new things. He was recently hired as the cre-
ative director of the website for the high-end 
fashion magazine 㻹isionaire, which is now in 
the process of building a robust online pres-
ence. In the last two months he has also 
started a series of love poems to his iPhone. 
He has started a Tumblr, two Tumblrs, seven 

Tumblrs, moving from idea to execution with 
self-assurance. (Actually, he’s only got two 
Tumblr and three Twitter accounts, but you 
get the point. He’s prolific.)
 The aggressiveness that drives his 
productivity also informs his aesthetic. He’s 
drawn to recent Boost Mobile and Monster 
Energy 㻧rink advertisements. (He asked that 
they be reprinted alongside this story exactly 

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

Ripps solves the issue of honesty primarily through 
force of personality, which may be why he’s interested 
in that same quality in other things.
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The artist Ryder Ripps searches for honesty online.
by Paddy Johnson

“The only way to distinguish yourself from
anyone else on the web is through honesty,”
Ryder Ripps told me over dinner in Brooklyn
one night. “People have the ability to choose
what they want to see at any point, and be-
cause of that, you have to be more honest.” 
Ripps, a 2㻘-year-old artist and internet afi-
cionado, has a peculiar way of showing candor
and transparency in his work. With charac-
teristic directness and stylized aggression,
he uses all kinds of web junk—GIFs, JPGs,
Twitter memes—to try to force us to consider
what underlies the graphics and applications
that most of us use without thinking.

There’s a problem that nearly
everyone online grapples with: How do we de-
fine ourselves in a visual environment that is
mostly built on sharing other people’s stuff㻢
Ripps solves this issue primarily through force
of personality, which may be why he’s inter-
ested in that same quality in other things.
He’s drawn to the loud and the aggressive.

That doesn’t just mean that he’s 
averse to sentimentality but that he moves
quickly; he rejects ideas that don’t material-
ize fast enough. Ripps has a constant stream
of projects and possible projects that he’s 
continually reevaluating. Since I met him a 
year and a half ago in connection with 㻧ump
.fm—an image chat room he cofounded with
Scott Ostler, Tim Baker, and Stefan Moore
that’s known for its frantic (and often raunchy)
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self-assurance. (Actually, he’s only got two
Tumblr and three Twitter accounts, but you
get the point. He’s prolific.)
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Ryder Ripps, 
㻧ump.fm visual-chat program 
(2009), screenshot, August 2011.

Picture from 㻧ump.fm, August 
2011.

Ryder Ripps,
screenshots from a world-map 
interface; website in progress for 
M.I.A. (2011).

The Identity Issue

Ryydderer RipRipps,s, 
㻧umump.fp m vviisual-chachatt proggrramm
(2009)9), sscrec enshotot, Augugustt 2012011.1

PPicPicturture ffe romrom 㻧ump.p.fmfm,, AAuAuggusust 
220120111.

Rydder Ripps,
sscreenshots from aa wworldrld-map 
innterrface; websbsiteite inn pprrogogress foforr 
MM.I.A. (201111).

The Identity Issue

OCT11_RyderRipps-FINAL.indd   57 8/17/11   3:40 PM



as they usually appear. Monster responded to 
the magazine’s request in an email: “We will 
not grant permission to do this.”) The phone 
ad, part of a largely unintelligible campaign, 
shows a garden hose between the letters 

“UN’㻧”; the Monster one has a guy doing 
a flip on his bike. “My interest in those ads 
comes from attraction to pubescent male ag-
gression as a thing to attain,” Ripps tells me. 
He says that the Monster Energy ad has a 
highly emotional pull. Together, they are the 
visual equivalent of an adolescent male grunt—
and presumably appealing to Ripps because 
they likely would have rankled the average 
Print reader.
        But Ripps indulges in their absurd ex-
cess. In the easily parodied commercial world, 
nothing is enough: “You can’t do a kick flip 
that’s too high,” he says. Ripps engages 
that aesthetic, and it makes its way into his 
own work. Log onto Facefacefacebook.com— 
which he created with Jacob Broms Engblom, 
one of many websites Ripps has made for the 
designer-turned-rapper M.I.A.,—and you’ll 
see five million floating status bars over your 
face. The site takes over users’ webcams and 
projects their images, and those of other visi-
tors, alongside repeated graphics. Even the 
GIF background—a sparkling rose mirrored, 
Narcissus-like, in water—is tiled. It’s a video-
chat-room-cum-teenager-torture- chamber; 
you can’t actually talk to anyone else on the 
site.
           Like other websites Ripps has de-
signed for M.I.A., few original graphics were 
used. “It’s very much like sampling,” Ripps 
says, though he doesn’t draw a clear link be-
tween the websites and her music. He does 
believe, however, that “authentic” identity 
branding relies on ideas, not original material. 
As such, websites like 㻹ikileekx (www.miauk.
com/vickileekx)—which is embedded with 
a free, streaming album of the same name—
try to find new ways to express her inter-
ests. It’s a pun on WikiLeaks, of course, but 
the material being “leaked” is a commercial 
product. The album, which comes with text 
trumpeting a free internet and open-source 
creativity, is paired with a Google Street 
㻹iew interface. A gold flash-drive icon is 
positioned at different locations on the page, 
each of which links to the music. Clicking the 
song “FCC H㻴” brings you to the actual 

bollards outside of the agency’s bland 㻧.C. 
office building; select the gold flash drive, 
and a hypnotic cloud of downloading status 
icons spills onto the screen, while what looks 
like a computer battery somersaults through 
the air as though on a trampoline. (This last 
image reappears from song to song.) The 
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idiosyncratically titled “C0NSulate G㻖Ner㻗l of 
SRILAN㻮A” and “NATI0NAL SECURIT㼧 
C0UNCIL” both use scroll bars to make a wide 
letter M, while the battery splits the symbol 
to spell the musician’s name. It’s playful stuff 

and generous, too, as all 12 tracks are free to 
anyone who lands on the site.
         “Web design and branding is about de-
veloping contextual relationships with human 
beings,” Ripps says, “and being a good artist is 

Ryder Ripps, Internet Therapy 
(2010). “I view this piece more 
as a document of a time in my 
life than an art piece. It is the 
result of an hour-long session 
I had with my 㻙8-year-old 
therapist on 11/㻖/10. It was 

recorded on my iPhone without 
his knowledge. Compelled by 
the ways people talk about the 
internet and how time spent on 
it changes our social world, I 
bring you Internet Therapy.”

Ryder Ripps, Sprites Gallery, 
ongoing.

Ryder Ripps, Old Tools (2011),
Gateway laptop, paint brush, 
acrylic paint, tools.

Ryder Ripps, 㻹ickileekx 
website for M.I.A. using Google 
Street 㻹iew (2011). Every loca-
tion is embedded with a music 
video.
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about having a lot of friends.” It’s an idea seen 
not just in his M.I.A. websites but in his larger 
work as well. Most of us like to believe, on the 
contrary, that the quality of art is paramount 
to its evaluation; Ripps is simply interested in 
exposing people to it. “Art lives within society, 
and society by definition is social,” he says. 

“So if you’re not making an impact on many 
people, you’re not going to be a known artist. 
There’s the folk model, the Henry 㻧argers of 
the world who get discovered after the fact, 
but to me that’s really bleak and not glamor-
ous at all.”
           This might be why Ripps finds his new 
position at 㻹isionaire so appealing. The up-
scale fashion magazine’s new website will fail 
if no one uses it; Ripps’s job is to make sure 
they do. 㻹isionaire is creating an enormous 
archive of hand-scanned images from fashion 
magazines that is designed to appeal to Tumblr 
users. It uses a search function that privileges 
image uniqueness, as opposed to Google’s 
algorithms, which weight the quantity of incom-
ing links. The site will also feature a “㻹LI㻮E” 
button, developed in collaboration with Engb-
lom, that measures how much you like an item 
based on how long you hold down the mouse, 
adding depth to the popular but limited func-
tion. “It’s not about strength in numbers; it’s 
about strength in passion,” Ripps says, seem-
ingly unaware that this quality also reflects his 
values. A graded “like” button will give users 
greater expressive control over their sharing. 
Ripps is banking on that being very popu-
lar. People instinctively want to express their 
enthusiasm in more ways than just text. I my-
self am evidence of this. After I discussed the 
site with Ripps, we began preliminary talks 
on creating a video series in which I would 
critique fashion shows and art exhibitions. I 
intend to exude judgment.
           Ripps and I share this trait, and there’s 
very little we talked about that he didn’t meet 
with opinion. On the subject of the art world, 
and internet art in particular, Ripps lamented 
the minimalist aesthetic that’s popular today. 

“That online journal Triple Canopy was trying 
to tell me about some artist who made some 
screensaver that’s, like, a block of color that 
floats across your screen,” Ripps says, “and I 
was, like, 䇱Have you guys fucking seen Harry 
Potter㻢’” He wasn’t dissing the publication, 
which he later explained he liked, but rath-

er expressing his frustration that so much 
of contemporary popular culture seems off-
limits to contemporary art. “I had different 
kinds of magic-wand effects coming at my face, 
and you’re trying to come at me with some 
primary-color block floating on the screen㻢”
          Of course, from my perspective, if the 
art and design crowd doesn’t get into Harry 
Potter enough to steal from it (and as Ripps 
mentions, it’s unrealistic to expect artists 
to produce such high-budget projects them-
selves), the loss isn’t so great; 㻖-㻧 movies 
give me a headache. That’s an honest reac-
tion, though, one I expect Ripps might like, 
provided it was hurled at him.
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Ryder Ripps, 
㻗thepeopleontheboat.com, 
website for M.I.A. (2010).

Ryder Ripps, LuckyPlop, user-
generated web-tiling site (2011).
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Ryder Ripps, Monster Energy 
for PS1 (2011).

Ryder Ripps, ASCII animation 
for M.I.A. (2011).
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Ryder Ripps, Monster Energygy 
for PS1 (2011).1

RRydRyddererr RRipps,ps, AASSCCCIII annimimation 
fforfor MM.M.I.AI.A. (. 2010 11)).
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Benjamin Bratton is a design thinker who 
combines theory, fiction, and design. He 
leads the Center for 㻧esign and Geopolitics, 
a California-based think tank. We asked 
him about territorial branding and image-
making in times of turmoil, and about the 
many forces that supersede the national 
sphere: software, social media, and cloud 
computing, as well as their political implica-
tions. We also discussed Google and reason, 
China and Facebook, Apple and 㻧isney, and 
the future of citizenship and politics. This is 
what design can also be about.

 ||||| Metahaven
What does “designing geopolitics” mean㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
“㻧esigning geopolitics” has several conno-
tations, obviously. I am deeply invested in 
some of these, and not at all in others. For 
㻧:GP, the Center for 㻧esign and Geopoli-
tics, which I direct at Calit2 and the Univer-
sity of California, San 㻧iego, it means more 
than just designing on a geopolitical scale, 
but rather that the geopolitical domain is 
itself the design problem. 
 What do I mean㻢 The geopolitical ar-
chitectures that we have inherited from the 
Treaty of Westphalia, the Mountbatten Plan, 
Bretton Woods, and the like were, first of all, 

“design” decisions and were based on par-
ticular political, discursive, even topological 
understandings of the world. To recognize 
them as such, it becomes obvious that the 

“alterglobalization” we imagine for the years 
to come must take different forms and for-
mats than those through which we currently 
govern. In time, those forms may be based 
upon rather different relations to whatever 
becomes of things like sovereignty, nation, 
narrativity, geography, polity. These are the 
material design problems of the next century. 
 Planetary-scale computation has 
both deformed and distorted tradition-
ally modern geometries of jurisdiction (think 
of the Google/China conflict as one ex-
ample). It is also producing new territories 
of jurisdiction in its own image. Unusual 
and as-yet-unnamed networked patterns 
of informational and urban subjectivity are 
already shifting the geopolitical landscape. 
The Arab Spring made this obvious to even 
the most numb observer. For 㻧:GP, design 
is as much about understanding and “scaling 
up” these patterns as it is about conceiving 
new things ex nihilo. 

 Ultimately, I am interested—through a 
convergence of theory, fiction, and design—
in how the “post-Anthropocene” era can 
be more deliberately prototyped and how a 
genuine, robust cosmopolitan intelligence 
can enforce itself against its many enemies, 
both internal and external. 
 It’s interesting. In our discussions 
about 㻧:GP, Mc㻮enzie Wark has offered 
some very helpful remarks to me challenging 
the word/idea “political” as the crux of our 
initiative, some of which I very much agree 
with. Reza Negarastani has done similarly 
about the premise/prefix “geo-.” I myself 
am perhaps most dubious of “design,” if only 
because the word, the idea, and the pro-
gram have been so thoroughly abused by the 
marketing and decoration industries. 

 ||||| Metahaven
What forces influence and contribute to a 
state’s global image㻢 Who makes the design 
decisions㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
This question could be taken in at least two 
ways. The state’s “image” is a product of the 
civilizational history of states and of nations 
and also is a function of how states are today 
constructed as brands. The deeper history 
animates many interesting debates: from 
the primordial origins of archaic states and 
their relation to agriculture and theological 
geography, Plato’s formulas as renewed by 
Alain Badiou, 㻮ant’s architectures and their 
role in contemporary transnational and cos-
mopolitan models, Eric Hobsbawm and the 
invention of national tradition, and Chantal 
Mouffe and Gopal Balakrishnan’s Marxian 
takes on Carl Schmitt, to more liberal proj-
ects, such as Bruno Latour’s, which would 
expand the domain of formal constitutions. 
Perhaps most important are the multifac-
eted postcolonial and various non-Western 
histories of nations and states, which, while 
partially indecipherable to the parochial vi-
sions of transatlantic political theory, may be 
more directly influential on the global, des-
ignable future of the “state.” 
 On the other hand (or perhaps right 
in line with the above) the state seems to 
be steering further into simulacrum: a mal-
leable brand defined by a two-letter internet 
suffix, a captured tax base, a nativist bloc, 
and an Olympic team. At the same time, 
especially in the BRIC countries, the state 
is a refortified machine of privatized pub-

lic control. (Informally, we could say that 
just because the state becomes a brand, it 
doesn’t become any less violent, and vice 
versa: just as the brand becomes a state—
Google, Walmart, FIFA, etc.—it doesn’t 
necessarily inherit all the same charac-
teristics of the Hegelian model. Sometimes 
it really does, if only as another order of 
simulation; in other ways, not at all. Tim 
O’Reilly talks about “government as a plat-
form.” By opening up the state’s capacity as 
an information gathering and structuring 
machine to its user-citizens, it can become 
a more powerful machine for economic and 
cultural circulation. In turn, then, software 
platforms become governments, and end-
user agreements become de facto consti-
tutions. There is a wonderful piece to be 
written comparing Government 2.0 to the 
㻮oj㽪vian End of History.)
 We don’t know where any of this 
leads. I can only presume that things which 
appear to have one effect today may prove 
to have quite the opposite in the long run. 
While the martial privatization of the public 
sphere may end up turning states into en-
tities much more like multinational corpo-
rations, this could have surprising effects. 
Perhaps this would radically undermine jus 
soli citizenship, such that to switch, add, or 
subtract layers of one’s citizenship would be 
no harder (or easier) than moving from Win-
dows to Mac, or switching from Protestant-
ism to Catholicism (to extend Umberto Eco’s 
analogy). In turn, that may force another set 
of demands on corporate space, challenging 
the sovereignty of brands in a way that would 
be unthinkable today. 
 “California, Inc.” might offer strong 
ecological regulation and platforms, good 
climate, multicultural vibrancy, and excellent 
bandwidth, but at a premium price. 㻧isney 
might enter into an agreement with Apple, 
making Florida even more of a megawalled 
garden. It’s not hard to imagine neoprovin-
cial territories, legal and translegal enclaves, 
and exclaves defined by some weird mix of 
legacy Westphalian jurisdictions, software 
platforms, and branded theology taking up 
a lot of the Earth’s crust! Most of these I 
would hate, but that is probably the point. 
 The 㻧:GP project presumes that 
it’s time for robust political science fiction, 
both to index our options and to make them 
available to various design programs. It isn’t 
about defining ideal or dystopian spaces but 
gaming what is emergent.

㻧esign and Geopolitics: 
The Alterglobal, Soft Power, 

and 㻧isaster Capitalism
An interview with Benjamin Bratton

by Metahaven

“Software platforms become governments, and end-
user agreements become de facto constitutions.”

㻙2

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011
printmag.com

BenB jajamammminin n BraBraB ttotton in is aa dedesigsignn ttthhihininkkekerr who
combbinnneses thethet oryory f, fi tictionion, aa, nnd nd ddedesesigngn. He
leads thehethe CeCeC ntenter fr for r 㻧esignign anandd d GGeoeopolitics,
a CCaliforf rniaa-bab sedd ththinkki tatannk.nk. WWe asked
him ababoutut territorial brandndiing and image-
making in titimesmes ofof tuturmorm il, aand about the
many forces that suppersede the national
sphsphere: software, social media, and cloud
commputputingi , as well as ttheir ppolitical implica-
tions. WeW ala so discusseed Gooogle and d rear son,
China and Facebce ook, AApplp e aand 㻧isisneyney, and
theth  future of citiizenze ship ap and d polittics. TThis is 
whaaw t dt design can alalso be about..

||| ||| MetM ahaaven
WWhaat dt ooes “designning geopolitics” mean㻢

|||||| BBenjamin Brattonn
“㻧e㻧esigsigninng geopolitics” has several connnono-

j

tatatioions,s, obbviously. I am deeply investeted iinn 
sommee of tthhese, and not at all in othotherss. F. For or 
㻧:G:GP, tthe Center for 㻧es㻧esiign annd Gd Geopeoppolioli-
tictics, whwhich I ddireirectct atat CCalit2it2 and td thehee UniUniiveverr--
sity of f Caliifofornia, San 㻧i㻧ieegogo,o, itit mmemeanans mmorere 
than justust desigsigninningg on an a ggegeoopoopolitliticicaal sl scallee,
butb  ratheh r tthatat ththee ggeoeoppooliolitticticalal ddommainain is
itstself the ddeesiggn proproblbleemm. . 

Whaat ddo II mmeaean㻢 㻢 TThhehe geoeopolp itical ar-
chiitecte turess thhaat we hhaveve ininhereritedd from the
Treatyty of WWestptphhalhalia,, tthhee MMountbaatten Planlan,
Brettonn WWooodss, aandd thee likeke were,, first ofof all,

“design”” ddeecissioonnss anndd weere baseed on par-
ticular r poolliticticalal, ddiscuursivve, even ttopolological
undundererstaannddinings gs oof ththe wworld. Too recocognize ze 
them aass ssuucuchh, iitt bbecommes obvioouus ththat tthehe 

“alterterglolobbaalliizzatition”  we iimagine ffoor thhe years
to ccommee mmmusust tatake didifferent foforms and for-
matatss tthanhann ththosse through whihicch we currenr tly
govgoveernrn I. Inn ttimime, those fe fororms may be basb ed ed 
upoupon rrathatheer different relations too whatateeveerr 
beccoomemes of thinhings like sovereigntty, natnaatioionn,
narrarativity,y, gegeogography, polity. Theese aree ththe
matterial ddesignign problems of the nneext cennttuurry.

Pllanettary-scale compmpuutation haas
both ddefoeformed and disisttorted traadiitiion-
ally modern geoeo tmetrier s oof juriurisdisdi tictionn (ththinkink
of the Googlogle/Chinnaa confnflict aas oone ex-
ample). It iis alsoso prodduccinng ng newe terrt ritritoriieses
of jurisdicictionn in itits owwwnn imamage.ge UUnuusual
and as--yet-u-unnamedd nneettwoorkerk dd pattatterns 
of infforormational and urbrbaan subjecje tiivityty are
alralreaeady shifhifting the ggeoeoppoolitiicalc laanndsscacape..
The Arabb SprS ing madee thhis os obvbvioususo ttoo evven en
thehe mostst numb observver.. For 㻧:㻧 GP,GGP, ddesiggn 
isis as much about underststaandingin anna d ““sscacalinng 
uup” these patterns as it is abba outout coconcceeivving 
nnew things ex nihilo.

 Ultimately, I am interested—t—throroughugh aa 
convergence of theory, fiction, and desde ignign—
in how the “post-Anthropocenne” era can 
be more deliberately prototyped and how a 
genuine, robust cosmopolitan intelligence
can enforce itself against its maany enemies, 
both internal and external.
 It’s interesting. In our discussions 
about 㻧:GP, Mc㻮enzie Wark has offered
some very helpful remarks to mee challenging
the word/idea “political” as thee crux of our 
initiative, some of which I very much agree
with. Reza Negarastani has doone similarly
aboa ut the premise/e/preprefixfix “ggeoo-.” I myself 
amm perperhaphaps most dubious of “ded sigsign,”n,  if only
because the word, the idea, aand the proo-
gram hhaveave bbeen n soso thohthorouroughlhlgh y ay abbusbbu ed by the
mamarketetingingg anand dd decoecoratrationion inindusdusd ttrittries.e

||||||||||| MetMetahaahavenven
WWhWhahat ft forcrceses i finflluencenc anand cd conntonntribributeute toto a a
ststatate’te’s globobal imaage㻢ge㻢 Who makeakeees ts the h desdesignign
ddececisiisionons㻢

||||| BenBenjjammin Braattotton
Thihis quesstiot n couuld bd be taken iin aat lt least ttwo w
wways. ThThe sstate’s’s “imagee” is a prroduct ct of the
cciviliilizationnaal hisstory of states s anndannd of nations 
andnd also isis a funcction of how stattess are today
coonstruccted as brbrands. The deeee per history
aanimates many iy ntnterestinngg deebates: from
tthe primmmordial ororiginins os of af archaiic ststateates and
their reellatition on tot agagriculture andd thheoleoloogical
geograrapphhy, Platato’ss formulas asa  renewed by
Alainin BaBaddiou, 㻮㻮ant’s s arcar hitectcturereu s as and nd theth ir 
rolrolee in contemporary traransnn atiatioonal and cosos-
mopopoliittan models, Eric HHobssbaawb m and the
invinvenntion off nanational traditition, anda  Chantal l 
Mououffef  and Gd opopal Balakrishnshnaan’a s MMarxarxianian
ttakkese onon CarrC l Sl chchmitt, to moree liliberberal prop j-j
ecects, such  as Bruuno Latour’u s, which would
expexpandd thee ddomamain of forrmalmal cconstitutions.
Pererhapaps mmosst imimportant aarere tthe multifacac-
eteted d pposostcololoniial and various nnon-Westeern 
hishistororiess of nanattions and states, whiich,ch whhile
pararttialllly indedecipherable to the parrochial l vi-vi
siosions oof trannsatlantitic pc polio tical theoory, mayy bbe 
more directlly iy inflnfluenentiatial on thee gglobbal, ddees-
ignablle future of the “staate.”
 On the other handd (o(or pperhapps righght
in linline we ith the abovb e) the staate seeemsems to
bebe steeeering further ir intont  simulaccrrum:u  a malal-
leaableble bbrand defined by a ta two-wo-leetterr interernnetet
susuffix, aa cacaptupturered tax base, a nnativistist blbllococ,
and ann OlOlyympic ic tteam. At A thee sameme titimimee,
espespecieciaally iy in the BBRIC counntritriees,ee  thee sstattate
is a ra refortifieed md machhineine ofof prprp ivvaivv titizeded d pubpub-

llic coc ntrol. (Informally, we could say that 
jusjust bt because thhe state becomes a brand, itit
doed snn’t become me any less violennt, t, andand vivice 
verv saa: just ass thehe brbrandand bebecocomes a state—
GooG glele, Wallmart, FIFA, etc.—it doesn’t 
necn essararily y inherit all the same charac-
tere istics fof the Hegelian model. Sometimes
it really does, if only as another order of 
simulation; in other ways, not at all. Tim
O’Reilly talks about “government as a plat-
form.” By opening up the state’s capacity as
an information gathering and structuring
machine to its user-citizens, it can become 
a more powerful machine for economic and 
cultural circulation. In turn, then, software
plaplatftformsms bebecomco e governments, and end-
user agreements bebecomcome de de fe factacto co onso ti-
tuttutionons.s There is a wonderful piece to be b
wriwrittetten cn compmpariaring ng Governrnmenment 2t 2 0.0 to t the
㻮oj㻮oj㽪vi㽪vianan EndndEn ofof HiH story.y.))

WeWWe dodon’tn’tn knknowow whewheherere anyany ofofo thhthisis 
leall dds. II cancan ononlyly preep sumsumme te th thatat hththingingin s ws whichich h hh
appappearar toto hahave v oneone efeffecfect tt todaoday my mayay prorop ve ve
to have quite te the oppopposisitete in the lolongng runrun. 
While thee mmartial iprivatizazatition of thhe pubbpu liclic
sphere mamay y end nd up u turnning states into en-
tittitiesies much mororee like muultiltinatna ional corpopo-
rations,s, this could have surprrisii ng effectcts.
Perhaps tthishis wow uld raradicdically unddermine jujus
soli citizenship, ssuch that toto swittch, add, or
ubsubttract layers of one’s citizizenshihip wouldd be

no hharder (or easier) than movingg fromm WWin-
dowdows tto Mo Mac,ac, orr swswitcitchinhing from PrProteotestant-
issm to Catholicism (to extend Umbertto Eo Eco’s 
ananalogy). In turn,, thhata may force anothotherer set
of o demands oon cn corporatete space, chaallenggingi
tthe soverereignty of brands s in a way thhat woululd
bbe unthiinkable today.

“CCalifornia, Inc.” mmight offeer strong 
ecologgicaal regulationon and pd platla forf mms, good 
climatatee, mmulticulturral vvibribrancancy, anda exexcelcellent 
banbanddwidthdth, b, ut atat a premiumm pprice. 㻧isnneyey 
might enterr intnto an agreemeentnt with Apple, 
makingg Florida eveven mn moree of a megawaawallel d
garden.. It’s noot t hard to imimagia ne neooproviin-
cial terrritorieess, legal and tranansleglegal eenclavees,
andand exexclaveves deefinfined e by b some weireird mixx oof 
legacy Weestphahalian juurisrisdicdi tions, ssoftwwarre
plaapl tfotformsms, aandnd braranden d theoeologlogyy taakingg uup 
a lla otot of of ththehe EaEa thrthth’s s crucrust!st Most oof theese e I
wouwouwo ldld hahatatee, butbut ththaatta iss proobably the popointnt. 

ThTh 㻧e 㻧:GPGPP prprojeojectct presumes thathat t 
it’it’t s tts imeime foor rrobuobuuststtts poollpo ititicala  scienencece ficficctiotionn,,
botboth th to iiindendex ox ouur oooptpttioiononi s aand ndn ttoo makmakee tthemhemm
avaav ilable to varioousus deesesde iigngn prrp ogrogramsams I. IIt it isn’n tt 
aboaboutut defdefining idealal l orr ro dysdystoptopianian sppaceces bbutut 
gaming what is emergrgeentnt.

AnAnAn iiinntntererviv ew witith hhh BeBeBeB njnjjnjamammma inin BBraaaatttoonn
byby MMetahaha aavava enennen

““SSSSooooffftttwwwaaaarrreee ppplllllaaaattttfffooorrrrmmmmmsss bbbbeecccooommmmmee ggoooovveerrnments, and end-
uuusseeerrr aagggrreeeemmmmmeeennnnttttsssss bbbeecccooommmmee dde faccto constitutions.”
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 Social Media and the U.S.

 ||||| Metahaven
Facebook, Twitter, Google, Apple, Obama: 
Is this the post-Bush American identity㻢 
See, for example, Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton’s address on “internet freedom.” 
Isn’t that a case in point of how social media 
are actually deployed as nation-branding 
tools㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
I live in the U.S. and so can only com-
ment on shifts in perception of the U.S. 
by the world as a whole from that lim-
ited, skewed perspective. The idea that 
Facebook and Google have replaced 
Halliburton and Mc㻧onald’s in the minds 
of Europeans, and that this shift is analo-
gous and parallel to Obama’s replacement 
of Bush, seems quite plausible to me, espe-
cially in light of the social-media thematics 
of 㻧avid Cameron’s Big Society, the “Twit-
ter revolution” discourse around the Arab 
Spring, etc. (One question is how much of 
these global technologies will remain avail-
able and ownable by unofficial actors in the 
ways we have seen recently. It may be that 
the heralded Cairo triangulation of Face-
book/Twitter/YouTube can never happen 
again. Like May ’㻙8, it may have been a 
one-time deal. In terms of both network 
openness and a critical mass of users, per-
haps the seam in the system was exploited 
for a unique fleeting moment that is never-
more possible. Or perhaps this is the new 
system. The new normal is upon us. If so, 
then that would include the Obama brand 
as well. It’s either a fleeting instant of false 
hope or the new normal, or both.)
 Of course, Secretary Clinton did 
not mention the U.S. in her address as a 
source of problems with freedom on the 
internet. This cannot be expected of the 
State 㻧epartment, but that is precisely why 
the “American internet” should be eclipsed 
by many other global and local internets 
constituting a more plural ecology of ter-
ritories. Speaking again as someone who 
lives in the U.S., I think that things like the 

“Internet 㻮ill Switch” are surely danger-
ous, but there are more systematic prob-
lems. We know these: our retrograde digital 
intellectual-property statutes, a dangerous 
over-privatization of bandwidth that should 
have had as serious political consequences 
here as it is having now in India, and, in 
general, a cannibalistic exploitation of the 
digital commons as a matter of course. 
 That said, “internet freedom” is 
clearly too simple a phrase to account for 
that needed plurality. Whatever purpose 
it may serve is largely meaningless without 
a sophisticated understanding of how one 
kind of freedom results in another kind of 
domination and vice versa. Everything we 
learned from Adorno, Horkheimer, even 
Fromm and Arendt, about the dialectic of 

“positive” and “negative” freedom is appli-

cable here. In other words, it’s simply not 
possible for Clinton to conceive, let alone 
address as a matter of policy, how the priva-
tization of the common intellect is antitheti-
cal to robust digital cosmopolitanism. This 
is not only because she is a spokesperson 
for a particular political economy but be-
cause the real story is happening elsewhere. 
Nevertheless, your point is well taken. I 
know from my time in Russia that Google 
is synonymous with U.S. power in many 
circles. To talk about it in a positive light, 
one might as well be pouring Coca-Cola 
into the vodka. It is widely seen as a force 
of cognitive imperialism, not in the nuanced 
way that Geert Lovink or Matteo Pasqui-
nelli examine the soft power of search but 
in the dusty terms of a bipolar Cold War of 
two superpowers and their competing me-
gamachines: Sputnik vs. Apollo. (It prob-
ably doesn’t help to assuage that percep-
tion that the new director of Google Ideas 
is Jared Cohen, whose tenure at the State 
㻧epartment is associated, however inac-
curately, with a supposed conspiratorial 
manipulation of social-media platforms to 
orchestrate events in the Arab Spring. Evg-
eny Morozov’s take on this is an important 
correction.)
 The key point is this: Facebook, 
Apple, and Google all represent, embody, 
and are enacting different geopolitical fu-
tures. The architecture of their brands and 
their software platforms are not only rep-
resentative of geopolitical interests; they 
are geopolitics. The more difficult question 
for these very global technologies is less 
how they extend U.S. foreign policy than 
how they constitute three different and in-
complete options for what comes next, both 
as actual privately held companies and, as 
Eco pointed out years before in “The Holy 
War: Mac 㻹s. 㻧OS,” different political-
theological programs. 

 ||||| Metahaven
To what extent do these brands/standards 
assert U.S. power or extend cultural and 
political influence abroad㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Allow me to speculate a bit improvisation-
ally on what each of them might mean as an 
imminent geopolitical form in its own right. 
It goes without saying that they should be 
challenged by a range of other standards 
that are more open and more available to 
multiple cultural interests.
 Facebook, it seems to me, explicitly 
and emphatically does not wish to foster 
open information infrastructures, and may 
prove in time to be critically hostile to the 
very idea. As for user freedom and the larg-
er picture of digital civil society, the default 
mind-set of Facebook’s core leadership is 
not so totally unlike that of the Chinese 
central government in certain respects. 
Both are interested in enforcing control 
and profit over the domain they exercise as 
a monopoly, and each looks at the other—
state versus internet—as an ambiguous but 
indispensable variable in its own schemes. 
Facebook (perhaps like China itself) is un-
derestimated, at the moment at least, as a 
technology-infrastructure player. It under-
stands the cloud in ways that Apple can’t, 
and it has its pick of whatever scraps will 
be left of Microsoft (Office, Skype, Azure, 
etc.). Facebook’s goal is a private inter-
net. Not Facebook online, but Facebook as 

the line. Here, too, China’s total policy is 
broadly analogous. 
 Apple has taken the mantle from 
㻧isney in its expertise over closed-system 
experience design and operates, by com-
parison to Facebook or China, much more 
with carrot than stick. Apple bases its 
market-sector dominance in enforcing a 
total-design seamlessness into which in-
dividual consumers can effectively invest 
their most utopian desires. All utopias are 
closed systems, and perhaps vice versa. In 
a future of nation-size gated communities, 
that utopian desire (yes, in Fredric Jame-
son’s sense) may lead Apple well out of con-
sumer electronics as we conventionally un-
derstand it, and into the wider envelopes of 
everyday life. Peter Sloterdijk’s landscape 
of “spheres” is Apple’s long-term horizon 
and program. 
 Google believes itself to have a much 
more cosmopolitan and reason-driven 
mission. This week, it bid against Apple 
and Microsoft for a series of patents from 
Nortel, with sums representing sometimes 
obscure mathematical strings. For example, 
they bid 㻇㻖.1㻗1㻘9 billion, or pi multiplied 
by a billion, for the bundle. They had bid 
numbers that were Brun’s constant and the 
Meissel-Mertens constant, which relate 
to prime numbers. This I take as an em-
phatic symbolic statement by Google that 
ultimately the immutable, ecumenical, and 
universal laws of mathematics, which are 
by their nature uninterested in the hu-
man folly of political hierarchies, will win 
out over the hysterical mere “numbers” of 
the financial market. There are asymmetric 
echoes of Badiou in this, though he would 
choke on the suggestion. Google recently 
dumped PowerMeter but still has its license 
to sell energy; and I think, in the longer 
term, Google Energy will be a key player 
in the retail and wholesaling of renewables 
and the management of both consumer and 
municipality-facing smart grids. It sees the 
pairing of bits and electrons as part of its 
vocation in ways that other companies can-
not: Google Space. Google AI. Google Ca-
liphate. 
 Twitter is too new and too one-
dimensional to compare to the others’ more 
grandiose geopolitical potentials. It may be 
better compared to a critical insect spe-
cies in a larger ecology, moving memes 
from place to place, like bees spread pollen 
among flowers. It never builds more than 
simple clusters on its own, but without it, 
other more complex architectures would 
decay. It’s hard to say. For some time I’ve 
argued (directly to Twitter, in fact) that it 
mustn’t overlook the nonhuman user base, 
and that its potential as a universal plat-
form for the internet of things may prove 
an equally important function as human-
human threads. Twitter could be very 
important in the deeply addressable space 
of the “IPv㻙 universe.” Who knows㻢 It’s 
purely speculation on my part. However, 
right now I see Twitter operating more in 
terms of epidemiology than geopolitics, 
though obviously one involves the other. 

 ||||| Metahaven
What about when these networks are used 
to distribute information and content that 
may shift the geopolitical balance—for in-
stance, the images of abuses at Abu Ghraib; 
the video of a U.S. Apache helicopter kill-
ing civilians in Iraq, leaked by WikiLeaks; 

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

“Strangely, many people think that WikiLeaks is an 
American company.”
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Social Media and the U.S.

||||| Metahaven
FacFaceboeb ok, Twitter, Google, Apple, Obama:
Is this the he pospost-Bush American identity㻢 
SeeSee f, for or example, SecSecretretaryary ofof StState Hillary
CliClintonton’sn adaddred ss on “internett frf eedom.”
IsnIsn’tt thath t aa cacase in i poipointnt ofof howhow social ml medie a
areare acactuaallylly de lployedyed asas nanatioon-bn randinngg 
tootools㻢l

||| ||| BenBenjamjamin Brattttonn
I live inn ththe Ue .S. annd sd o canan only coom-
ment on shhifts s in i perceptioion off the e UU.S.
by b the world as a a whole frfromm that liim-
itetedd, skek wedwe perspspective. TThee idei a thathat
FacFaceboebook ok andand Google hhavee rreplacede
HalH libburtu on andand McMc㻧on㻧on ldald’s inin ththe mminds
of of Europeeansan , and thaat tt thishis shiftift is aanaloo-
gougo s andnd parpa allel to Obabama’ma ss replplaacemement t
of fo BusBush,h, seems quite plausibleble toto me, eespe-
cicially in lightht ofof ththe se sococial-media thehemmatics
of 㻧av㻧 id Cameron’s Big Societyy, t, thhe “Twit-
terer revollution” discourse arounnd the Arab
SSpringng, etc. (O(Onene quequestion is howow much of 
thethesse global technologiegies ws willi  remain aavail-
able and owownablle be by uy nofficiall aca tors in thehe 
ways we hhave seen reccently. It mam y by be te hat
the heraalded Cairo trianangulgulatia on of FacF e--
book/TTwwitter/YouTube can neeverver hah ppen
agag in. LLike Mayy ’㻙㻙8, 8, it i mmay hahave been aa
oneon -timme deal. l. In terms of both netwetworkork
opeop nnesss and a a critical masss oof uf userse s, per-
haps the seseam inn the systeem was expll itoited
for a a uniu que flfleete ingng mom mennt that is neverer--
mmore possssible. OrOr perhaphaps tthish  is the neew
system. The he new normrmal iis uponn uus. I. f sso,
then that wouldd includede thehe Obama bbrandd
as well. It’s eitherer a fleetting iinstns ant of fafalse
hope or the new nonormal, oror both.))
 Of course, , Secretarary ClC intoon didd
notn mention the U.S. in heher adddress as a a
souource of prprobloblems wiwithth freeedoom oon tthe 
intnteernet.e TThis cannotnot be exppectted oof thhe 
StState 㻧ep㻧epaartmennt,t, but that is precciselyy why y 
the “AAmericacan interneet” shouldld be eclippseds
by maany ootther globbal andand loccal iinternenets
constiitutingng a morre plural eecoologogy of tter-
ritoriees. SSpeaking again as soomemeone whwho
lives iin thee U.S., I ththink thatt thhings s liklike te he h

“InInternnet 㻮㻮ill Switchh” a” are suurely dangeer-r-
ouus, buut thhere are more sysysttematic pc prob-
lemms.s WeWe knoow tw thhese:: ourour reretrogragradde digitaitall 
intelllecte ualual-prpropeopertyrty statutess, a dangerouus
over-pprivatization of bandwndwiidth that should
have hhad a ass sereriouious political consequences
here as iit is having g now in InIndiad , and, in
general, a cannibalistitic exploploitatiot nn of the 
digital commons as a mamatterer of course.e

ThThat said, “internet freedomom” is
clearly y tooo simple a phrase to accountnt for
thaatt needeed plurality. Whatever purpose
itit may servve is largely meaningless without
a sophisticcated understanding of how one 
kind of freeeedom results in anotheer kr ind of
domination aand n vice versa. . EvEverythinhi g we 
learned from Addorno, Horkheimer, even
Fromm and Arendt, about the dialectic of 

“positive” and “negative” freedom is appli-

cable here. In other words, it’s simply not
possible for Clinton to conceive, let alone
address as a matter of policy, how the priva-
tization n of the common intellect is antitheti-
call tto robusbust dt digiig tal cosmopolitanism. This
is not only becauuse she is a spokesperson
forr a particular ppolitical economy but be-
caause the real storry is happening elsewhere. 
Neevertheless, your point is well taken. I 
knnow from my timme in Russia that Google
is synonymous wiith U.S. powp er in many
cirrcles. To talk abbout it it it in a positsitiveiv lightg , 
onne might as well bbe pouring Coca-Cola l
intto the vodka. It isis widely sy seene  as a force 
of cocognitive imperialism, nnot in theth  nuancedd
way ththatat Geert Lovink or Mattteo Pasquii-
nelli exammine the soft poower of ssearch buut
in the dustyty terms of a bbipolar Coold War oof
two superpowowers and thheir comppeting mee-
gamachines: SpuSputnik vs. Apollo. (It probb-
abla y dy oesn’t hellp to asssuage thaat percepp-
tion tthath  the new directoor of Goooogle Ideas 
is Jareed Cohen, whose teenurnuree at the State 
㻧eparttment is assossociated, however ininac-
curately,ly, wiw th a supupposed conspiraatorial
manipulation of social-m-media platformms to to 
orchestrate evvents in the Arab Spring. Evg-
eny Morozov’s s take onn this is an important
correction.)
 The key poipointnt is thithis: Facaceboebook,ok,
Apple, and Google all reppresennt,t, embodyy,,
and are enacting different geoppololititical fu-
tures. The architecture of ttheir brrandsnds andd 
their software platforms aare noot oonly rep-
resentative of geopoliticaal inteereessts; they 
are geopolitics. The mormoree difficuultt queuestistionon 
for these very globall technologgiiees iis less
how they extend U.SS. foreign ppoollicy y than
howho  they constitute tthree ddiffif ererenntt andnd in-
com lplete options fs for wwhat comeom s nnexxt, booth
asas actual prp ivately hheld companiies aand, as
Eco pointed d outut yeyears bebeforfore ie inn “TThhe Hooly 
WarWar: M: Macac 㻹s.㻹 㻧OOS ”S,” diiffef renentt ppoliticical-
thetheoloologicgical a prop graams.ms.

|||||| MetMetahaa ven
To To whawhat et extent do do thethese brands/sttanandardds 
assert U.S. powp er or extextenden  cultuturral anand
polp itical influencce ae abrobroad㻢

||||| BenBenjamjamin Brattott nn
Allow me tto speecculate a bbit immproprovisvisatation--
ally oy on whaat each h of them mmigghhtt mean as aan
immimminenent n ggeopololitiit cal formm iin n itts own rrigight..
It goes wwithhi out saayinying tthhatt ththeey shoulld bebe
chahallellengenged d by a range off ottheer standdardds
ththat are mmore oe opepen anndd moore avv ilailabable too 
multiple cuultural intterests.

FaFacebbookook, i, it st eems to mme, e, explliciciitltly y 
and ememphahaticti ally doeses not wishh to fofossteer
oopen infonformarm tioti n in infrn aststrucr tures, aand mmay 
proprovve in n timti e tto bo e ccriticacallylly hohostis lle to o thehe
very iiddea. AAs fs for ususer r freedomd annd td he he larrg-g-
er ipicture of digigital cic vilvil sos ciety,ty, thht e de defafaultult
mind-set of Facacebookok’s ccoore leeadeadershhr ipip isis 
not so totala ly unlnlikei that of f thethe ChhC inein se
cencentratral gl goveernmr ennt inn ceerrtaainin resr pecpects.
Both arer interresteed id n enfoforcicing ng concontrol 
and profit over tht e ddoomain n thehey exererciscise as 
a monopoly, andd each h lolooksks at the other—
state versus interrnetne —as aan ambiguous but
indispensable variable in its own schemes.
Facebook (perhaps like China iitself)lf) isis un-
derestimated, at the momenent at least, as a
technology-infrasttrucructuture player. It undeer-
stands the cclouloud id n ways that Apple cann’t,
andand itit hahas its pick of whatever scraps wwill
be left of Microsoft (Office, Skype, Azurre,
etc.). Facebook’s goal is a private inteer-
net. Not Facebook online, but Facebook aas 

the line. Here, too, China’s total policy cy is is
broadly analogous.

Apple has taken thhe maantlee from
㻧isney in its expertise overr closeed--sysstetem
experience design and opeerates, bby com-m-
parison to Facebook or Chhina, mmucch moore
with carrot than stick. ApApple basasb ees itsit
market-sector dominance in enfforccinng a a
total-design seamlessness intoo wwhicchh inn--
dividual consumers can effectivelly invvestt 
their most utopian desires. All utoopiaas ara e 
closed systems, and perhaps vice vverssa. InIn
a future of nation-size gated ccommmunnitii es,
that utopian desire (yes, in Frredricc Jame-me-
son’s sense) may lead Apple well l out ofof con-
sumumer electronics as we conconvenventtionally un-n-
derderstand it, and into thhe wider envelopes of 
eveeveryday life. Peter SSloterdijk’s landscape 
of of ““sphereres”e isis ApAppleple’s long-tg-termm hohorizonon 
andand progrgramam.

GGoogle believes itseself to o havhave ae a muucch 
mormore e cosmopolititanan and reason-driven en 
mmission. This wweek, it bbiid agagaiinst At Apppple e
anand Microsoft ft for a sa sereries s of patpatentents fs frorom
Nortel, withh summs reppresresentntingng sosometmetimeimes 
obscure mmathemmatictic lal strininggss. For exampple,le,
they by bid 㻇㻖.1㻗1㻗1㻘㻘9 billliolion, or pipi mmultipi lilied 
byby a billionon, foror ththe bundlle. TThey had bid
nummberbers thatt werre BruBrun’sn’s coonstant and the
MMeissel-MMeertenens constant, , which relae te 
toto priprime nummbberrs. This I take ass ann eem-
phatic symbobolicc statatemenmentt by Googooglee tthat 
ultimately tthe e immmutable, ecummeenicalal, and
uniivversal llawws of f mathematics,, whhich are 
by theheirir natture uninterested iinn the hu-
man folly ofof popolilitical hierarchieies, s wwill win 
out over thehe hhystericcalal mermere “e “numbbers” of 
tthe finanancial mmarket.et. There are asymmmetric
ecchoes of Baadiou in this, though hee would
cchoke onon the suggegestion. Google rrecently 
ddumped PowewerMetMeter butbu  still has is itsts license 
toto sell energy;y; and Id  think, in the lononger
tererm,m Google Enneergy wwillill bebe a keykey playayer
in n theth  retail and whwholesaling ng of of renewableles 
aand the me management of bobotth consummer andd
municcipality-fa-facing ssmamart ggridri s.s. It sees ts the 
paipai irinngg of bf bitsit anand electrotrons as parrt ot f iitsts 
vvoccatation n in wayays tthathat otherer coompampanien s cs can--
nott: G: oogle SpaSpacce. Gooogogle Ae AI. Gooogleg CaCa-
liphattee.

TwTwittitter r is is tooo nnew and tooo onne-e
dimensionon lal toto comcompaarare tto the othersrs’ moree
ggra dndiose ggeopolliticaaical ppoteotentiialsals I. Itt mmayay be 
betbetterter coompareed to aa ccritical insinseect sppe-e
ciecies in a largeer ecoollogyyo , m, mooving memmemes 
from pplace to po placlacee, llikee beese spprearead pd pollo en n
amoamong n flflowerwe s.. It neever r buildlds momore thahan n
simplee clususteers on itts os own,n buutt withthoutout itt,,
other er momore ccoomplexx aarchitececturures e wouuw ld ld
dececay.ay. IIt’s’s harard to saay. FoForr somme timme I’vI’ ee 
aargrguedd ((ddiirectlc y tto To Twitterr, in ffact)) thatt it
mmususttn’t t ooververlooool k tk he e nonno humu ann useser bbaase,
anandd ththatat itsits popotential as a ununiveversar l plat-
foform fm for the internet off ththingings mmay prove 
anan equequaallly iy impoportrtant funfunctict on asa hhuman-
huhuman tthreadadss. TwiTwittetter coulould bbd e veryery
impimporttant in the deeply addaddresressable l spaspacce 
of thethe “I“IPv㻙Pv㻙 ununiveiverserse.”. Who knowsws㻢 I㻢 It’st s
ppurely speculation on my papartrt. HoH wever,
right now I see Twitter operating more inin 
terms of epidemiology than geopolitics,
though obviously one involves the other. 

||| |||| MMetahavenen
WWhat abouub t whenn ththese networks are uused
tto distriibute information and content tthat
may shifft tthe geopolitical balance—for in-
stance, tthee images of abuses at Abu Ghraaib;
the videeo oof a U.S. Apache helicopter kilill-
ing civilianns in Iraq, leaked by WikiLeaks;;

PPrint, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

“Strangely, manyy ppeople think tthhatt WWiikkiiLLeaks is an 
American comppannyy.”
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or the HBGary emails obtained by Anony-
mous㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton 
Strangely, many people think that 
WikiLeaks is an American company. Many 
also think that it has something to do with 
Wikipedia and that, in turn, Wikipedia is 
implicated with “marines getting killed in 
Afghanistan.” It’s easy to overestimate the 
reflexive macro-systemic comprehension 
of actors within any complex order. Bear in 
mind that isolationism and exceptionalism 
are still very powerful recipes of U.S. po-
litical culture. The very idea that Google, 
for example, could be a global platform for 
a decentralized, postnational democracy 
of energy, information, knowledge, etc.—
however dubious that idea may or may not 
be—is taken by some to necessitate conspir-
atorial suspicion. Glenn Beck has referred to 
Google’s supposed involvement in Egypt as 
a sign of its sympathies with “global jihad.” 
Ridiculous, sure, but not to about one-third 
of the U.S. electorate. 

 ||||| Metahaven
Why does China censor websites like Face-
book and Google, but then allows in-state 
surrogate sites to flourish㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
And flourish they do. Obviously, the institu-
tional space of the internet, and its relation 
to the state, are very different in China than 
in the U.S. or Europe. Consider what “net 
neutrality” might mean in Beijing. In the 
U.S., protecting the functional indepen-
dence of the internet as a civic space means 
protecting the implied constitutional posi-
tion of each receiver of information as equal-
ly a producer. All those spoken to, equally 
have voice. This is clearly distorted when, 
as in Citizens United vs. FCC, a corporation 
that wields power closer to that of a state 
than of a person is granted the protections 
afforded to the individual. In the U.S., net 
neutrality means that the public intervenes 
through the state on its own behalf to ensure 
greater access and a more robust informa-
tion ecology. To use these terms again, it 
acts on behalf of long-term “positive” free-
dom at the expense of short term “negative” 
freedom.
 It could be argued that in China a 
kind of inversion of this is at work, with the 
state having more fully absorbed the func-
tions of corporate capital, including a more 
explicit agenda for social media as a mecha-
nism of governance. In China, net neutrality 
is a very different issue because according 
to its institutional logic the internet, like the 
body politic itself, is something to be crafted 
and curated by the state as a component 
content of the unified nation. 
 If you read the opinion pages of Chi-
nese newspapers after every confrontation 
with Google, the reasoning is not circum-
spect or inconsistent, though perhaps disin-
genuous. The phrase “information imperial-
ism” is deployed frequently. As your readers 
are aware, I am sure, China already has 
more internet users than any other coun-
try. The Chinese internet is “emergent” 
only in relation to what it itself will become. 
The central state hopes to sculpt Chinese 
society through that infrastructure as it 
does through all others at its disposal, and 
in doing so, the elite can realize enormous 
financial profit that would not be possible if 
American first-movers were to capture Chi-
nese market share. Anyone reading this in 
ten years may be surprised to learn that in 
2011 hardly any English speakers were us-
ing Renren, Baidu, or Weibo yet. These sites 
may start off as clones, but they will evolve 
into global platforms in competition with 
Facebook, Google, and Twitter, not only in 
the service of geopolitical interests but as 

an imminent material form and expression of 
geopolitical architectures that are as pow-
erful as the sponsoring states from which 
they came. They will surely be much harder 
to control once they are successful global 
brands. 

Iceland

 ||||| Metahaven 
After Iceland’s economy crashed in 2008, 
the country established the Icelandic Mod-
ern Media Initiative and rebranded itself as a 

“transparency haven,” touting press freedom 
and protection as its global brand as well 
as an economic model. Is Iceland uniquely 
qualified to pull something like this off㻢 㻧o 
you think it’s working㻢 How does the notion 
of an island-based zone of legal exception 
tie in with the networked nature of today’s 
global communications㻢 Isn’t a haven that 
can be easily pinpointed especially vulner-
able to outside aggression㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
WikiLeaks underscores both the upside (po-
tential) and downside (risk) for national ini-
tiatives like Iceland’s. To use the privileges 
of a sovereign state in this way is a very in-
teresting geopolitical strategy, but perhaps 
not as unusual as it may appear at first read. 
Iceland has certain advantages, but it’s hard 
to say which might prove most important. Its 
history as an in-between state during the 
Cold War (e.g., the Fischer-Spassky chess 
match), as well as its cultural and linguistic 
independence, means that it is not entangled 
in the same kinds of ethnic and military al-
liances that might complicate an initiative of 
generalized sovereign exception for informa-
tion economies as it might for other states. 
Its physical location in the near-remote of 
Europe makes direct connection and com-
merce feasible, it has deep cold caverns 
for data centers, and as an island it has a 
geometrically unambiguous jurisdiction. 
The later is an advantage over Switzerland, 
which shares some of the same ambitions. 
 Nauru is a classic case of an island 
nation using the privileges of sovereignty in 
ways that other states would consider illegal. 
The little island’s guano had been exploited 
for a century by other states under the du-
bious rights of the colonial flag, and once 
independent, Nauru became a hub of money 
laundering, sham passports, and tax havens. 
Nauru’s schemes were dependent on inter-
national telecommunications infrastructure, 
but perhaps not as much as Iceland’s project 
is a direct function of what planetary-scale 
cyberinfrastructure makes possible. (The 
Bank of Iceland’s internet banking was, as 
the British will remind us, exemplary of the 
risks of transnational deregulation of intra-
state banking. Losses related to Icesave 
were hundreds of billions of pounds.)
 Fredric Jameson and others have 
written at length about the relationship be-
tween islands and utopian spaces. Both are 
sites where total design is possible because 
they are closed systems. It’s interesting 
then that Iceland uses its island status to en-
able a more indiscriminate and ungoverned 
circulation of valuable information through 
its national body. Iceland can be a site of 
informational transparency and promiscuity 
because it has a discrete and distinct geog-
raphy. 

 Greece

 ||||| Metahaven
The current debt crisis and austerity plan in 
Greece have a grim outlook. 㻧oes its state 
of emergency present a novel situation in 
terms of design and geopolitics㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
I am hesitant to make claims or prognosti-
cations about Greece because I don’t think 
we really know the full extent of the situa-
tion yet. It’s quite possible that the finan-
cial rot goes even deeper than we know, not 
just in Athens but in Brussels and Berlin as 
well. It’s easy to say now that Greece prob-
ably never should have joined the European 
Union in the first place, and this “conclu-
sion” suits both left and right perspectives, 
but it sidesteps the question of how it was 
possible for the European Central Bank not 
to know how fragile and fraudulent the situ-
ation really was and is. It’s much worse that 
it didn’t know. Of course, the economic vio-
lence of the current solution, where genera-
tions of young Greeks watch their country 
sold on eBay to the very financial industry 
in London whose systemic incompetence 
diagrammed the calamity in the first place, 
is shocking and painful. I don’t need to re-
peat the obvious points (for example, that 
the lack of enforcement of the tax code in 
Greece, along with the empty accounts that 
follow, is a criminal example of private profit 
and public risk/loss). 
 So, to answer your question: yes, in 
that Greece is now the poster child to the 
left for disaster capitalism and to the right 
for disaster socialism. The ECB, the IMF, 
the NBA—you name it, they will all have a 
seat at the auction. Perhaps the refinancing 
of the debt fails, the ECB or the bond mar-
ket decides to cut Greece loose. And in that 
case, it’s uncharted territory, and anything 
is possible, including the wholesale nation-
alization of Greek cities, monies, historical 
possessions, land, time, language, or—we 
don’t know what, something genuinely new. 
No one can fail to note the possibility that 

“democracy” might be reinvented in Athens. 
Novel situation㻢 Not yet; possibly soon.

 ||||| Metahaven
Is an austerity package a design strategy㻢 
Who is effectively ruling the Greek people㻢 
The citizens via their democratically elected 
politicians; or investors, shareholders, and 
rating agencies via the stock market, the EU, 
and the IMF㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Certainly it is, but that is not an evaluation 
of its merits. The methodological shift to 

“design by subtraction” away from the high-
modern “design by addition into tabula rasa” 
is important for the post-Anthropocene 
era. When the planet is full—and it is always 
full—then subtraction is the other half of the 
technical economy. In the case of the aus-
terity package, it is painfully clear that the 
body politic is being dismembered for spare 
parts. This is a design strategy, yes, but like 
war is design strategy. 

 ||||| Metahaven
If Greece sells off its national assets—from 
mining rights to airports—would this priva-
tize “Greekness”㻢

The Identity Issue
㻧esign and Geopolitics: 
The Alterglobal, Soft Power, 
and 㻧isaster Capitalism 

or the HBGary emails obtained by Anony-
mous㻢

||||| Benjamin Bratton 
Strangely, many people think that 
WikiLeaks is an American company. Many 
also think that it has something to do with
Wikipedia and that, in turn, Wikipedia is
implicated with “marines getting killed in 
Afghanistan.” It’s easy to overestimate the 
reflexive macro-systemic comprehension 
of actors within any complex order. Bear in
mind that isolationism and exceptionalism
are still very powerful recipes of U.S. po-
litical culture. The ververy iy ideadea that Google,
for example, cocoulduld be a global plp atform for
a decentrr lalized, p, postostnatnationionalal dedemocracy 
of energygyy, i, infonformation, n, knowleew dgeged , e, etctc.——
howeverr ddubiousous ththat idea may orr may not
be—is s ttakkkeen by some te too neceecessissitattt e c ce onons ipir-
atatorial ssuususpspiciicioon. Glennn BeBeck hassha reer ferredd toto 
Gooooglegle’s s supsuppospos ded iinvolvement ini EgyEg pt as
aa ssignign ooff itits ss ympmpathathiesies wiwithth “gll“g obabaob l jl jihaihadd.” 
RiRidicuulolouuss, sure, butbut nonot tt to ao abouubout oot one-ne thithi drd 
of f tthe UU.SSS. eleelectoctoratte. e. 

||||||||| MetM ahaven
WWhyhy ddooeess CChina censor websites liikeke Face--
boboook ak andnd Google, b, utt thethen allows in-statate 
suurrrogrogaate sitees too fllourish㻢㻢

||||| Benjamin Bratton
Annd flourish they do. Obviously, the institu-
tiional space of the internet, and its relation
too the state, are very different in China than
inn the U.S. or Europe. Consider what “net
nneutrality” might mean in Beijing. In the 
U.SU ., protecting the functional indepen--
dence of the internet as a civic space means
protecting the implied constitutional posi-
ition oof ef each receiver of informatationion asas eqequalu -

lyly a pa producecer. All those sppokoken to, equallallyy 
hava e voicoice.e. ThiThis is is cs clealearly didistostorterted wd when,
as in CitCitizeizens UniUnitedte vsvs F. FCCCC, a a corc poratiion on
hthat wwielields powowere closer toto tthat of a sstattate 

thathan on of af  persorson in s granted ththe protrotectectioni s
affaffordorded ed to thethe individual. Inn ththe Ue U.S..S., n, et t
neuneutratralitl y mmeanea s thath hthe publblicic intinterverveneess
through the he stast te on iits own behaehalflf toto ensurere
greater acceccess andd a more robuust informma-a-
tion ecology. TTo usese thethese terms againin, itit
actacts os on bn behalf of long-term “positive” free-
dom at the expensense ofof shshortort tetermrm “nenegatgative”
freedom.

It could be argued that in China a 
kind of inversion of this is at work, with the 
state having more fully absorbed the funcnc-
tiot ns of corporate capital,, includinding ag moore 
eexplicit agendada fofor sr sociocial meddiaia as a mmececha-
nisnism om of gf oveovernance. In China, net neutrtraality 
is a very different issue because accorording 
toto itsits ininstis tutionon lal loglogic ic the internet, likeke the 
body poliitictic ititselselff, isis somethet ing to be crafted d 
andd curatrated ed bby y thethe sttateate asas aa component
concontentent ot f the e unified nd natia onon.

IfIf you rread thhe oe pininionn ppapagesges ofof ChChi-i-
nese newsspapapperers afafter eveveryy cconfrfrontation 
witith Gh Goooogle,e, the reaseasoning g is i not circum-
spect or ininconsistent, tthouho ghh pperhaps disin--
genuous. The pphrase “infformmatation impmperial-al-
ism” is deployed ffreqrequenu tlly. AAs your rereadadersrs
arere awawareare, I, aam sure, CChina already dy has
more internnett users than anny other counoun-
try. The ChiCh nese ie intterneett is ““emergent”
only in relatiotion too what itit iitsellf wf willll bebecome. 
The central staatete hopopes too sculpt ChChineinesese
society throhrouugh ththat infinfrasastrutructut re as it 
dodoes thrhrough alalll others att its dispoosasal, and d
in doidoinng so,so, tthe elite ccanan realize ee enormous
financial pprofit that wwould noot t be possible if
Americanan first-movers were tto capture Chi-
nesn e maarket share.e. Anyonee reading this in
ten years mama by be surpprisiseded to learn that in
2012011 h1 harardly ly anyany EnEnglish speakers were us-
inging Renrerenn, Baidu, or Weibo yet. Thesese sitsiteses
may start off as clonneses, bubut ttheyhey will evolve
into global al platforms in competition with
FacF bebook, Google, and Twitter, not onlynly inin
the service of geopolitical interests bs but as

an imminent material form and expression of
geopolitical architectures that are as pow-
erful as the sponsoring states from which
they came. They will surely be much harder 
to control once they are successful global
brands. 

Icceelannddd

||||||||| MeMettaahahavenven 
AftAfterer IcIcecelanand’d’ss ecconomy cracrasheedd iinn 2008,
thethe coc uuntuntry ry eesttablishheded tthe Icelanddic Mod-
ernern MeMMeddiadia Innitiitiatiativeve andand reebrandended id ittself as a

“trtransan paarreency hy haven,” touting prer ss s freedom 
andand prrootetectionn as its global brand as well
as anna eecononomic c model. Is Iceland uniquely
quaq liffl ieiedd to pull ssomethinging lilike k this off㻢 㻧oo
you ththinink it’s workking㻢 g㻢 How dooes the notioon 
of an island-baseed zoone of legal l exceptioon
tie in with thee nnetworkrked nature of of todt ay’y’s
global commmmunications㻢 I㻢 Isn’t a havenen thatat 
can be eaeasily pinpointed especially vuulner--
able to ooutsu ide aggression㻢㻢

|||||| Benjamin Bratton
WikiLeeaks unnderd scores both the upsidde (ppo-

j

tententiaall) andd ddownswnsideide (r(riskis ) for national a inini-
tiativtives likke Iceland’s. To uuse the privililegees
of a sa soveo reiigngn stastatete in this wayay is a veryry inn--
terrestining geopoliticaal sl stratrategtegy, butbut perhahapps
noot as uunusual as it may appeaar at fiirst read. 
Iceeland has certaiain advantages, b, butu iit’s hard
to say which might prove most important. Its 
hishistortory ay as as an in in-bbetween state duduring the
Colold Wd War (e.g., the Fischerher-Sp-Spassky y chechesss
match), as wellll asas itits cs cultu ural and nd linlinguisticc 
indindependendencence, m, meanea s that it isi  not entangled
inin thethe sas me kinds of ethethnicnic anand md miliilitartary ay all-
lialiancences ts hat might coomplmplicai te an iniinitiati tive ooff 
gengeneraer lized sovereignign exexceptioi n for informa-
tion economiies as itit migmight ffor other states. 
Its physii lcal llocatcationion in the nnear-re tmote of
Europe makes direct connectectionion anand cd com-
mermercece feafeasibsiblele, it has deep cold caverns
for data centers, andd asas anan isislanland id it ht hasas a
geometrically unambiguous jurisdiction.
The later is an advantage over Switzerland,
whiwh ch shares some of the same ambitions. 

Nauru is a classic case of an island
natationion using the pprivri ileges of sovereignty in
ways thatat ototherher statees would consider illegal. 
Thehe lilittle island’s gguananu o ho had been exploited
fforr aa cencenturtur by by oothhet r stattees under the du-
biobious rightsh ofof ththe c lolonianial fflaglag, aand once
inddepependendentnt,, NaNauru bebecamca e e a huubb off money
launderinng,g, ssham passsssporports,s annd td ax havenss.
NauNauru’ss schehemes weewerer depdepd endende entte onn inter-
natioonaal teleecoommunnicatiiat onons ininfrafrastructctureure,
but perrhaps nonot ass muum hch asas Icecelanla d’sd’d prrojeoj ct t 
is a ddirerect fuuunctiion o of of whawhat pplanla etaet ry--scas le
cybybeerinfrfrastas rruructure mmakeak s ppossssiblbli ee. (Th(The
BaBannk of f Icelelaanand’s intnternett banb kinnk g wg was,a asas
thehe BrBritiit shsh wwiwilll rl reminnd us, exxemempllary oy f tf the he 
risskks of f traransnnationnal dderegulatition n of inintra-
ststatee banankiningg. Losseses rerelatated ed tto IceIc savavee 
weere hhuundrereddss of bf billil ionns of pounds.)

Fredrre icc JamJ eesonn andnd othotheers have e
written att leenggth h abooa ut ththe relationshship be-
tween islanandds as nd nd utou piapian ssppaces. BoBoth h are
sites wheree tototal a ddesesignig  is popossissiblble beb caucausese 
they are clolosedd sysystems. ItIt’ss intintereee stistingng 
then that Icelaand uuses is itsts islislandd ststatua s ts to eo en-n
able a more inddisci rriminate anand ungovoverne ed
circulation of valaluabbu lele infnformation throughh 
itsit  national body. Icelaland canan be a sits e of
infformormatia onal transpsparency cy aand promiscuityi
because ie it ht has a discretrete and distinct geog-
rapraphy.hy.

GGGrrereece ee

|||||||||| MetetM ahaahavveven
TheThe currreent debdebt ct ririssr iis andand aausteteritrity plan in 
GreGreeceece hhaaveve a ga grimmm ououtlolook.k. 㻧㻧ooese itsits stateate
ofof emeemergrgeencyncy prp eeseent a nnovevell ssituuatiationon in 
terte msms oof f ddessignig aand d gd eopoliolititics㻢㻢

|||||| Bennjamammj iin Brattottonn
I aam hm heesitant tto mmakeake clclaimms os or prognosti-
cationions abouout Grreeecec beccaausse Ie don’t think
we reaeally knknowo tthee full exteennt ofo  the situa-
tion yyet.et. IIt’s quiquitee possibs lele thathat tt he finanan-
cial rroot goes evenve ddeepper tr thaan wee know, nnot
jusstt in Athehens n but inin BBrussells and Bd Berlerlinin as 
wewell. l. It’It’s easyy to say now thaat Gt Greece prob-
ablbly never sr hoouuld l have joineedd thhe Europeanan
UUnionn in n ththe fiirstrs  place, aanndd thhis “conncclu-
sion” suits boothh lefteft anand rd righht perserspecpectives,
buut it sidesteepss the questionon of how it was s 
poossible for thhee Europeaean Cn Central Bank notot
to know how frragile aannd fraudulent the sittuu-
attion really wwass and iis. It’s much worse tthhatt
it didn’t knnoow.. Of ccourse, the economicmic viioo-
lennce e ofof the ccurrennt solution, where genneraa-
tions of youyoung Greeeks watch theirr coountntryy 
sols d on n eBay to thhe veryry financiaall indnduustrtry y 
inn Lonndon whosese systestemmic inncommppetetenencee 
ddiagraammed the e calamiitty in ththee ffirstt pplaccee, 
is shohocking and painful. I dodonn’t’t neneed tto o ree-
peapeatt the obvious ps poinointsts ((foforr eexxammpleplee,, thahatt
the lack of enforcemeentnt oof ththe ttax ccodede inin
Greece, alonlong with the eempmptyy accccountts tthhat
folfollowlow i, is a crrimiiminal exampamplele of of pririvatvate pprrofit 
and publiblicc riskk/lo/lo )ss). 
 So, t, to answnswerer youurr quesestition: yes, in 
thathat Gt Greecece iis nownow ththe ppososter chichildld toto the
left fforor ddissastaster capapitaitalilism aandnd to the rightght
for disasasterr ssocialism.m. ThThe ECB, the IMFF,
thethe NBBA—A—youu nname it, they will all have a a
seaseatt at tthehe auction. Perhaps the refinancing
ofof thethe debt fails, the ECB CB or the bobond mar--
ket decides to cut Greeccee loose.. AndAnd in that
casase,e, it’s uncharted territritoryy, a, and annything
is possibsible, including thehe whoollesale nation-
alization fof Greeek cities, s, monniesie , hisstorical
possessions, lannd, titimeme, languuageage, or—we
don’t know whatat,, somomethihing ng genuinelyy new.
No one can fail too nootte the po issibibility thatat 

“democracy” migght bebe r ireinveentented id in An Athethens.n
Novel situation㻢㻢 NNot t yetyet; p; posso ibly soon.

||||| Meetaahahavvenen
Is an austerittyy packkaage a da esiign g strtrateategy㻢gy㻢
Who isis efeffecfectivveelyely rrulling the he Greek peopeopleple㻢 㻢
Thee citizens viiaa theihe r r dememocraticticalllyy elece teddte
polpolititiciacianns; or ininnvesttorrs, sharehrehololderrs, andd n
ratratiningng agagencencieiess vvia ta thhe e stock mararket, tthe EU,EU
andd ththe Ie MF㻢M

|||||||| BeBennnjamjamin Bratton
CerCerrttainlynly itt isis,, buutt that is noot an eevaaluatioion 
of of iitsts memeritrits.s. Thhe mem thoodolloggio call sshift too

“desisiggn bbn y sy subtb racction” n” awway ffroom tthhe highh-
momoddernn ““desies gn n by adda itiionn intto ttabuulla rasaa” 
is iimportant for tr hee ppost-AAnththroroppocenee
eraer . When the planet et is fuulll—annd iit is alwayys
fulull—tl— hen subtractionn iss thee othherr hhalflf of thhe e 
tecte hnicalcal economy. IIn thhe casese offo  the ausus--
tert ityity papackage,ge itit iis papainnfuully cy leleaar tthathat tthhe 
bodody py polio tictic isis beeinging diissmmembemberededd for spapare 
pararts.ts Thhisis isis a desisigngn strtrattegy, yyees, butb  likeke 
warw  is dedesigsign strategy. y. 

||||| MetMetahaahavenven
If I Greecece sesellsl  off its nnational assssetsets—from m 
minmininging rirightghts to aiirports—wwoulo d thisis ppriva-
tize “Greekness”㻢㻢
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 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
It would. But what does that mean㻢 If these 
things have exchange value, then why can’t 
they be “rented” instead of sold outright㻢 
You recall the campaigns in recent years 
trying to wield international trademark pro-
tection for the names and brand of certain 
foods and drinks associated with particular 
regions. In the U.S., for example, you can-
not sell champagne that is not grown in the 
Champagne region of France and officially 
certified. The same is true with certain Ital-
ian ham, French mustards, Russian vodkas, 
as so forth. I wonder if there isn’t a way for 
the rich semiotic commonwealth of Greece, 
from Plato to olive oil, to be held in some 
entrepreneurial national trust, a sovereign-
wealth fund of a new sort, which over time 
would leverage the exchange value of these 
assets against the national debt in such a 
way that the Greeks would profit from the 
speculative investment, which is what the 
outright sale of assets is as well. The irony 
that this rent would be capitalized in Lon-
don should not pass unremarked upon.

 Bahrain

 ||||| Metahaven
It was reported that Bahrain hired an 
American PR agency, Potomac Square 
Group, prior to brutally suppressing popu-
lar uprisings. Can a state use PR to man-
age an image crisis in the same way Lindsay 
Lohan would㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Lindsay Lohan would not manage the crisis 
well at all! While this sort of Machiavellian 

“Council of 㻧issimulation” is ancient, the 
example you cite points to the incredible 
power of advertising as a social force, one 
which goes even beyond what the Situation-
ists identified as the Society of the Spec-
tacle. In the U.S., the public-relations in-
dustry moved into this space as a technique 
for managing emergencies: Bhopal, Three 
Mile Island. The origin of this contempo-
rary form of “crisis communications” as 
a service is generally thought to be the 
1982 recall of Tylenol pain medication in 
response to tampering. The client lists of 
Burston-Marsteller and Edelman are a 
who’s who of the world’s most powerful and 
deeply capitalized enterprises, including 
sovereign states. If they recognize them-
selves as brands and understand that their 
power is dependent upon maintaining a de-
gree of public trust, then it is not surpris-
ing that they would source the production 
and management of public perception to a 
professional expert agency. There is much 
that is disturbing about the pervasiveness 
of branding and advertising as predominant 
discursive economies, and that pervasive-
ness is only becoming more deeply in-
grained into everyday life. 
 As I write these sentences in Google 
㻧ocs and Gmail in response to your ques-
tions, my words are framed by advertise-

ments. By parsing my words about “design-
ing geopolitics,” the algorithmic phylum has 
figured out what I might be interested in at 
this moment, and what goods and services 
might interest me. (In this case, according 
to AdSense, several companies that will 

“help you use Twitter to do business in Chi-
na.”) This is a frightening aspect of social 
media (and both search and email are so-
cial media now): that the domain of private, 
interior human communication has already 
been absorbed by nanotargeted advertising. 
Anything I might write to you is made pos-
sible by the fact that my ideas might hold 
your attention long enough for you to notice 
an ad about something that my own words 
have already put you in mind of. 
 Our information technologies are 
becoming more intelligent as we use them, 
and click by click, search by search, we 
train them about who we are and what we 
know. It’s a useful exercise to look at one’s 
search history at the end of the year—the 
important and banal searches, the upstand-
ing and the dodgy—and imagine who your 
search engine thinks you are. Lacan could 
only dream of it! 
 Perhaps soon the cutting edge of 
neuroscience will be funded by the big 
holding companies, Omnicom, Interpub-
lic, WPP, Publicis, 㻧entsu. In this kind of 
environment, how can Bahrain not hire an 
American PR agency㻢 When the emergency 
is permanent, the techniques of crisis are 
the infrastructure over which interests 
compete. 

 ||||| Metahaven
How might something like a conference to 

“set the agenda for a national dialogue,” with 
over 㻖00 participants dealing with political, 
social, economic, and human rights, shift 
Bahrain’s image㻢 (One is being held as we 
speak.) What do you make of the Bahrain 
National Safety Council sentencing eight 
dissidents to life in prison within the same 
two-week period㻢 

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Imagining the event you describe, I think of 
Albrecht 㻧㽾rer’s woodcut “The Triumphal 
Arch of Maximilian I,” a political cosmol-
ogy rendered in section. You know, I just 
finished rereading one of my favorite books 
of political philosophy, the play The Balcony, 
by Jean Genet. It’s all about the transves-
tism at the heart of any structure of political 
representation: the law, the revolution, the 
moral order, or of the one true challenge 
to that order. 
 I don’t know enough about this par-
ticular forum in Bahrain to offer any specific 
critique regarding its goals, who is and isn’t 
involved, or what paths to transformation 
it can contain or curtail. But even if it is 
a “theatrical” event, that does not mean 
that it is without political substance. The 
substance of power is transvestite, and its 
proscenium is a factory of consensus. Now, 
there is more than one kind of consensus: 
that which is doxic and so deeply habitu-
ated that it cannot even be addressed as 
such, and also that which is agreed to in 
bad faith, like the terms of a truce, and 
also that which is informed by a Foucauld-
ian process, where the protocol of an event 
becomes over time the architecture of 
the political itself (such as how “left wing” 
and “right wing” shifted from a parliamen-
tarian seating plan into the shape of the 

ideological spectrum).
 There is consensus that is implicit 
and explicit, latent and manifest, and the 
transvestism of power depends upon the 
state’s management of these economies. 
Bahrain, I imagine, is hoping to physically 
stage a diagram of the structures of power it 
proposes to perform going forward, which, if 
people perform in place, becomes itself the 
consensus. Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek has built his oeuvre 
on the dissection of these necessary hypoc-
risies. 

 ||||| Metahaven
Facebook, Twitter, or Google㻎㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Google㻎 is too new to say. So far, so good. I 
can imagine a version of Google㻎 that would 
be much better than what we have now, but 
that is only my whiteboard dream. They 
haven’t asked me for my input. Twitter will 
be very useful for nonhuman actors com-
municating to human users and, likewise, 
other nonhumans. Facebook has made huge 
gains in cloud architecture and, well beyond 
any direct social play, will be a dominant 
technology company in the years to come. 
It is also the most politically dangerous 
of the big American players. I am writing 
something now about its hyperlibertarian 
early funder, Peter Thiel, and his tutelage 
under René Girard. 㻹ery strange. 

 ||||| Metahaven
Something you’d like to disclose in the 
name of transparency㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
I saw Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek and Lady Gaga leaving 
㻧ominique Strauss-㻮ahn’s hotel room the 
night of the supposed incident. 

 ||||| Metahaven
㻧ream leak㻢 

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Not sure, but it is in Chinese. 

 ||||| Metahaven
First order as newly appointed king of Bah-
rain㻢 

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
Merge with Iceland.

 ||||| Metahaven
Last best lulz㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
“Prisencolinensinainciusol” by Adriano 
Celentano. http://youtu.be/Wz0㻗IB㻽qfFE

 ||||| Metahaven
The next neologism㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
More interface features turning into verbs 
of intimacy; e.g., overheard this morning: 

“Circle me on that” (meaning add me to your 
Google 㻎 circle on that topic).

 ||||| Metahaven
Top three power players in design geopoli-
tics㻢

 ||||| Benjamin Bratton
LAMP stack, Walmart, Al Jazeera, An-
droid, Hu Jintao, IPv㻙, Eurovision, Lula—
too hard. Too many options.

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

“There is much that is disturbing about the
pervasiveness of branding and advertising as
predominant discursive economies.”
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||||||||| BeBenjamminnn BBrattoton
It wwoouulldd. BuBut whatt ddoooes es thath t t mmeean㻢 IIf these
thhinnggss hhave exchaannggee valv uee, thhen whhy can’t
theeyy bbbee ““rennre tedd” iinnssteaead off solld ouutright㻢
YouYou reecalcalc l thehe caamppaaignsns iinn rerecennt years 
tryryingng too wwiieldd internnattiononi aal ttraaddememark prp o-
tectioionn fforr ththe nan mmess annd bd brraand d of cf ertrtain
foofoodds s anandd ddrdrinks asssociciaatedd wwwithh parpa ticiculau rr
regregioiononnss. InInn the UU..SS., for er exxaammplee, yyou can--
notnot sseellll chchaampampagnneneg  thatt is is nnotot grgrown in thee 
ChaChaammppagnne regiogioonn of FFranrancece anddn ofofficiciallly ly
certiftifiedd. The sammme ie s ttrruue wwith h cerrtataiit n In Italtal--
ian haham,m French mmuustarrdds, RRussssianian vvovodkadkas,s
as soo forth. I wonnddeer if tthherere iisn’tn t aa wwaywayway foforr 
thethe riir ch semse ioticc coommomonnwwealthth of GGGrGreeecece,e
frofrom Pm laato to oo ollivve oe il, tooot bebe heeld iinn n ssoooomme e
enten reeeppreeneuururial naationalal trtrustust, a, a sosovververeeeigign-
weaeaw lltthh ffuunddd of a na new soro t,t, whiwhichch ovoverr tttiimee
wwouuw lddd d leevverraage ge the exchange valueuelu ofo ttthhhheese
aassssetettsse aaggaiinnsst the nationalal ded bt b inn i ssuuucucchh a
wwwayy ththht atat thheeth  Greeks woulld profrofitt frofroommmm tthe
sspepecucululc atiatativeve ininvestmenment, , whwhich h isiss whwhhaaat the
outoutrigigri htht th salsalle oe f assesetsts is asas welwelelll. l. TThThehee iirony
thathat ttt hhishish reerentnt wouldld bebe capapca itaiitalilizzzeeded d iin Lon-
don shshouloulu d nnd otot paspass us unrenremararm kekedkedd uuponon.

BBaha rain

|||||| MMetahaavenn
It wass rrepoported ththat Bahhraain hired an 
Ammericricann PR agency, Pototomac Square
GGrooup,, prioor to brutally suppressing popoppu-
larlar upuprisinngs. Can a state use PR toto maann-
agee an immage crisis in the samsame we way LinLinddsasay y 
LoLohan would㻢

||| |||| Bennjamj inn BBraattottotonn
Lindsay Ly Lohahan would nnot t mmananagagege ththee crisisis 
welw l at all! WWhhileile ththiis s ssorortt ot oof Mf Machachiaviav llellian

“CoCouncil off 㻧㻧issimsimululaatiotioon”n” is is ancient, the
exaamplm e yoou citite pe poinints s toto thee incredible
powerer of aadveertrtiisiingng asas a a socicial force, onnee 
which h ggoeess eevveenn bbeyoyond d whatat thee Situatition-
ists ideenttifieiedd aass ththe SSocieety off the SSpec-
tacle. IIn ththe e UU.SS.., thehe puublic-rrelationns in-
dustryry mmoovevedd iinnttoo thihis spaace as aa techhniquuee 
forfor mannaaggiingng eemmerrgenciees: Bhoopal,, Thrree
Mile IIslslaanndd.. ThThe oorigin of thiiss conntemmpo-
rarrary fy foormrmm ofof “ccririsis cocommununicatioions” as
a sa serverviicece iss gegenerally tthouhought too be the
1981982 r2 recacallll of of Tylenol pain mediicationo in n 
resrespoponse e tto o tampering. The cliennt listsst oof
BurBurstston-MMarsteller and Edelmaan araree aa
whowho’s s who of the world’s most powwerful u aandnd
deepply capitpi alized enterpriises, , incluuddiinng g 
sovsovereignn ststates. If they rrecoecoggnize tthheemm-
selves as brb ands and unddererstand thatt tthheirir
power is dependndentent uponn maiaintatainiining ng aa dde-
gree of public ic trust, theen itit is not surppris-
ing that thehey woulu d ssourourcce thethe prproduductiion o
and managagemeent ofof puubliicc percepttion on to a a 
professioional eexpert aagenenccyy. ThTherre is much h
that is s distuurbing aboouut tthe pe pervervassiveness
of of brabranding ng and adverrtiisiinnng as prpreedoomininant
discursivvee economies,, annd td thathat pepervvaasivive-
ness is only becomining momore deeded pplly inin--
ggraineinedd into everyday lilifee.

As I write these sentenncess inin GGooogllo ee 
㻧㻧ocs and Gmail in responsese toto youyyourr quues-
tiions, my words are frammed ed byby adaddvveertiise-

mennts. ByBy pap rsiingng my my worordss abouut ““deesignn-
ing gegeopoliticsics ”,” thethe algoritthmic pphyllum m has 
figfigured od outut whawhat IIt mimightght bbe interresteded in n at 
thih s moment, ana d d wwhathat gogoodsods and sd servve icees 
migmightht intinteerest me.e. (I(In tn thishis cacase,e, acaccocordidingg 
to t AdSense, sevseverrae l ccompompaniniese thhat wt willil

“hehelplp youyou ususe Te Twitteterr to do buusinsi essss inin ChhC i-i-
na.”) This is aa frighghtenteninging asaspeccp t oot f socciaall 
media a (an( d bbothho  search and emmaail aree ssoo--
ccial mmmedidied aa nnow)ow)ow : tthathat the domaiin off priprivavaattee,
innteereririoror huhumumman nan comcommmmunicaatiot n hhaas alreaadddy
beebeebeennn aabsobsob rbrbebed bd bd y ny ny aannonotart getgeted addvertisiinng.g.
AnyAnyAnyAnytthithiingng gn II mI mmighighhi t wt writriitr e te tte oo youu iss mmade pooos-s-
sibbsibllele e by by ththee faaf ctctc thaathat t mmy iy iy deaass mighight ht hololdlddo
youyouyourr atteentntionn long eeg nonououugh ghgh forforf yyou tto notit ccee e 
an an adad aboabout u somethethingnggi ththt atat a mmy my ownwnow  worddss
havvee alreadydy puput y you in in minminnmi d ood ff. f. 
 Our informmatioion ttechechhe nolnolooggigio es s arree
becoming more intetellil genent aas ws e uuuuse theht mm,,
and click by click, searchh by by seeeaase rchchrc , w, wee 
train them about who we areare and d wwhathath wewe
know. It’s a useful exercise to lo lookkook atat onne’se’s
search history at the end of the yyeaar—ttr— he 
important and banal searches, the upupstand-
ing and the dodgy—and imagine who yoyour
search engine thinks you are. Lacan could
only dream of it!
 Perhaps soon the cutting edge of
neuroscience will be funded by the big
holding companies, Omnicom, Interpub-
lic, WPP, Publicis, 㻧entsu. In this kind of
environment, how can Bahrain not hire an 
American PR agency㻢 When the emergency
is permanent, the techniques of crisis are
the infrastructure over which interests
comc pete. 

|||||||| Metahaven
How might sosometmethinhing lg likeike aa conc ference to

“set tt thehe agegendanda fofor a nanatiotionalnal didialola gueue,” ,  with 
oveer 㻖r 㻖0000 0 paparar iticticipaipantsnts dedealialing ng witwith ph ph oliolitictical,al,
sococialial, e, econconomiomic, andand hhumanman ririghttghts, shishiftft 
BBahBahhrairai ’n’ss imimageage㻢 ((㻢 (OneO e isis bebb inging hehh ldld asas wewe 
spspepeakak.) W) Whhat dodo you mmakeake ofo ththe BBe hahrainain
NNatNatiional Safafety CoC ununcil sentencincing eg eighhg t 
disissidsidente s tto lo ife in prisoison within the same 
two--week perriodiod㻢

||||||||| BeBenjajamin Braattotton
ImImagigining the ee event you descricribe,be, I think of
Albbrecht 㻧㽾r㽾rer’er’s woodcut “The Trriumpphalhal
ArArch of MMaximilliani  I,” a political l cosmmol-ol
oogy renddered in ssection. You kknnow, I just 
ffinished rerereaddingin oone of mmy fy favorite books 
of politiccaal philosoophyhy, ththee play The Balcony,y
by Jean n GGeneenet. It’t’s all aboutt thet  transves-
tism aat t thhe e heaheart of aany structture oe of pf poliolitictical
repreesenntation: the llaw, the rrevolution, the e
mormoraal oorder, or of thhe oone ttrue challenge 
to o thathat o drder.r

II dondon’t knonow enough gh about ut this par-
ticticulaular fr foruor m iin Bn ahahrain to offerfer ana y specpecifiific 
cricritiqtique u reggarddingi iits goals, who isis anand id sn’n t t 
invvolvo eded, orr whhat paths to transformation 
iit caan ccontatain n or curtail. But even if it is
a ““ttheheatrricical”l” evvent, that does not mean 
ththat t it iis wwitithoutut political substance.ce. The 
subsubstatancece of poowerwer is trtransvestittee, annd its
proosscennium is aa fafactoct rry of conseensus. Now,
theere iss more than onne kkind off conseensus: 
thathat wwhhich is doxic and so ddeeply hhabitu-
ated tthat it cannot et ven bebe addresssed ass 
such, and also thaat wt hich is agreed toto inin 
badd fafaaithit , like the t termerms of a trruceu , and d 
alsl o thatha  which is iinformedmed byby a Fououcauuldld-
iann prp occess, where the protocol of an eevvenentt 
bebecomees over timme the architecturee of
thethe popolilitical itself ((such as howow “left wwwiinng”ng
aand “r“right wingng” sshiftedted frfromomm a ppa arlarliiamammmen-n
ttarian seatia nng plaplan iinntonto ththee sshaphaph ee ooff f tthhe he 

ideological spectrum)m).
 There is connsensus tthatat iis imimmpliplicitcit
and explicit, latentt and mmaninifestt,, aannd the
transvestism of poower deepeends uupoon tthe h
state’s managemennt of tthesse ecoono imies.
Bahrain, I imagine,  is hopiing n toto phyphysicsicallllyy 
stage a diaggramra ofof ththe structuures ofof pop wer itit
proposeses to perp form going forwwarrd, whichi hh, if 
peop pleple peperfoformr in plaplacece, bebeccomeses itselff tthhee
connssennsuuss. S. Slavlavojoj 㿿i䀀㿿i䀀㿿 ekek hashas bbuiltlt his ooeeuvuvvrere
oon thehe ddidissesectictionon ofof thethese s necesssaryyary hyhyyppocpoc-
rissr ieiess.

|||||||| MetMetahaven
Facebebobookok, TwTwitti er, or GGoooglglo e㻎㻢e㻎㻢

|||||||| BBenBenjjamjamiin in BrBraraattottoot nn
Goooglle㻎 i㻎 iss ttoooo newnew toto ssaay.y. So SoS fararfa , s, so go go oodood. I. I
can imimmmagiaginene a va veerser iion ofof GooG oglgllog e㻎 㻎e thaath t wt wououulldd 
bbe mumuucuch bh bbettetter thath n wwhahat wewe hahah ve ev nnowow b, bbuuut
thathahatt iiss oonlynly my whiteboard dredream.mam TThTheeey y 
hhavavenen’n’tt asked me for my input. TwTwitttti erer wwiwill
bbebe vevery useful for nonhuman actors com-
municac ting to hhuman users and, likewise, 
othother nnonhumansns. Facebook has made hugege
gaiins iin cloud arcrchith ecturee and, d, welwell bl beyoy nd 
anyny diirrect socicial plaplay, y will be a dominant
tecchnologlogy ccoompany in the years to come.
It is also to thhe most politically dangerous
of the big American players. I am writing
something now about its hyperlibertarian 
early funder, Peter Thiel, and his tutelage 
under René Girard. 㻹ery strange.

||||| Metahaven
Something you’d like to disclose in the
name of transparency㻢

||||| Benenjamjaminin Bratton
I saw Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek and LL dady GGaga lealeavinvingg

j

㻧om㻧 i iiniqueue StStrauss-㻮ahn’s hotel room the
niginightht fof thethe susuppoop sedsed inincidcidenent.

||||| |||||| MetetMe ahahahavenven
㻧re㻧reamam lealeak㻢 k㻢k

||||| Bennjamjamin in Braattotton
Not sure, but it is in Chinese.

|||||||| Metahaven
First order asas newne ly appappoinointed king oof BBah-
rain㻢

||||| Benjamin Bratton
MMergee with Iceland.

||||||||| MetM t hahaven
LaLast best lulz㻢

||||| Benjajamin Braatton
““Prissencolinensiinaincnciusiusool” by Adriano no

jj

Celelentano. httpp://://yyoutu.be/Wz0㻗IB㻽qfFEE

||||| Metahaven
The next neologism㻢

||||| Benjamjamin Brattonn
MorM e e interface ce features turnining ig intonto veverbsrb
of iintimacy;; e.g.,, ovoverherheard td his morrningg:

“Circle me oon thatat” (meanini g add me too yourr
GooGoogle 㻎 cicirclecle on tht at topic)).

||||||||||| MMetMetahaahaavveenv
TTTopTopop ththreeree popowerwer lplplaayyeyersrs in design geopoli-
ttiticiccs㻢s㻢s

|||||||||| BBenjamminnn BrBraraB ttottoonnn
LLLAMAMP sP tactackk, WalWalmmmarrrtt,t Al Al JazJazeereeraa, An-An-
ddrroid, Hu Jintao, IPPv㻙㻙,㻙, EurEuroviovisioionn, LLululaa—
totoo hard. Too many opoptiotionsns.

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011
printmag.com

““TTTThhheerrreeee iiiisss mmmuuuuuuuccchhh ttttthhhhhhaaaatttt iiiss ddddiiisssstttuurbbbiinngg about the
ppeerrrvvvaasssiivveenneeeeesssss ooofffff  bbbrraaannndddiiinnnggg and advertising as
pprreeddoominannttt dddiiiisssccurssiivvee economies.”
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Mark 㻽uckerberg wants people who use Facebook to register and op-
erate under their real names in order to increase “transparency” and 

“accountability.” 㻧eterritorial Support Group, or 㻧SG, does not comply 
with that directive. Athough the group maintains a Facebook profile, 
the names of its members are not publicly known. We do know, however, 
that 㻧SG is based in London and advertises itself as ultraleftist. The 
group makes playful, humorous, and intellectually penetrating use of 
the internet and pop culture. 㻧SG belongs to an emerging archipelago 
of activist artists and writers, including prolific authors such as Mark 
Fisher (Capitalist Realism) and Owen Hatherley (Militant Modernism). 
In “Twenty Reasons Why It’s 㻮icking Off in Cyberspace,” 㻧SG writes:

“Make no mistake—this is not a minor struggle between state nerds and 
rogue geeks—this is the battlefield of the 21st Century, with the terms 
and conditions of war being configured before our very eyes. Given the 
significant economic disruption online activism and hacking can cause, 
and the power online tools have to agitate, plan and execute IRL activ-
ism, the current increase in tensions between hackers and the capital/
state partnership is every bit as significant as the continuing develop-
ments of the Arab Spring, with which the online activist movements are 
inextricably linked.”
  Two of 㻧SG’s major projects to date have been the birth of a 
meme and the debunking of a fraud. On the first occasion, 㻧SG launched 
an online rumor that the Lacanian-Marxist philosopher Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek and 
the celebrity pop singer Lady Gaga had developed a friendship. “Proof” 
was given in a blog post titled “㿿I㿿E㻮/GAGA: Communism 㻮nows No

Monster,” in which 㿿i䀀ek alleg-
edly wrote:

“But what of my good friend 
Lady Gaga’s theoretical con-
tributions㻢 Certainly, there is 
a certain performance of theory 
in her costumes, videos and 
even (some of) her music. Nina 
Power has already noted that 
the infamous 䇱meat’ costume 
could be seen in reference, in-
deed, a performance of, Carol 
J. Adams’s The Sexual Politics 
of Meat: A Feminist-㻹egetarian 

Cloud Communism
A conversation with 㻧eterritorial Support Group

by Metahaven

㻧eterritorial Support Group,
“We Will Fight We Will 㻮iss—
London Rome Cairo Tunis” 
(2011)

㻧eterritorial Support Group,
㻧SG LOL sign (2011)

The Identity Issue

MaMaMarkrkr 㻽㻽㻽ucucuckkekee brbrbberererggg g wawaw ntntn ss pepeopoppllee whho use FFacacebebooook k toto register anndd opp-
ereratate e uununnddederr r ththth ieieir rr rerealalal nnammeeses iinn orded r ttoo iincncreasse “trarannspaparencnc ”y”y aanddn

“a““aaccccououunntntntababiillitittyy.”” 㻧e㻧e㻧 teet rrrrr itoorriiaal SSuupppporortt GrGrrooup,p, or 㻧S㻧SG,G, ddoeoess nonott cocompmplyly
wiwithhth ttthhhaatt ddidirectivve. AAAththoouuggh tthehe ggroupp mmaia ntntaiainss aa FFacacebebebooookk prproffililee,
ththee nnaammes s of its mmemembbeerrrs aarere nnnotot ppububliclly y knk owwnn. WWe dodo kknonoww, hhoowweeveerr,
tht atat 㻧㻧㻧SGG iis s baseseedd d inin LLonnddodon n anandd d adadvevertrtisiseses iiitst elelff as ulltrraleefttisist.t. TThhee
groupp maakekess plpllaayayayffufull,, hhummororouous,s, aandnd iintntelellele tctuualllly penen ttratatiningg uususee ofof
ththee inteernrnett aandndnddd ppppopoppo ccuulu ttuurre. 㻧S㻧SG G belolongs too aan n ememeerrgigingngng aarcrchhihipepelalaggoo
offof activiviistt aararrttititisststttss ananndd wwwrrw ittere s, innccluuddinngg pprorolilifificcc aauuththorors susuchch aass MMark
FiFiiFishhsherer (((CaCaCaapipipittataaalllilisstst RRReealiliissmsmmm(( )) annd OOwenn HHatheherlrleeyeyy (((mm MiMililitatantnt MModernin sm).m
InnIn ““TwTwweenenttytyty RReeaaasosoonnsns WWhhhyyy IIt’t s 㻮i㻮ickinngg OOff inin Cyybberrsps acace,” 㻧SGG wrwritites:

“M“MMMakakakee e nono mmisistatakekeke—t—thihihiss iisis nnot a minoror strtrugugglglg ee bebetwtwt eeee n n ststatatee nen rdds and 
roor gguuee e gegeekeks——ththhisis iiiss ththhe e bbabattttlelefif eld off theh 221s1stt CeCeC ntntn uru y,y  witith h ththt ee tet rms 
annd dd coconnddititioionnss ooff f wawar r bebeiing confnfigi urreded bbefeforore e ouour r vevev ryyry eeyeey s.s GGivivenn tthe
sisiggngniificaanntt ececcoononnoommicic disruptioonn onlinene aactctiviviism anand d haackckining g cac n caususe,
anandd d ththee ppopoweweerr oonliinene ttoooolsls hhhavavee toto aagigitate, plplanan aand exxecucutete IIRLL aacctiv-
ism,m, tthhehe ccururrerent inccrereasasee ininin tttenensisionons s bebettween hackers ana dd tthhe ccapipital/
ststatattee e ppapaarrttnnerrshiip p iisis eeevveveryryry bbbiitit aaas ss isigngniffi ici anantt aas tthehe cconontinunuining gg ded vevelop-p-
mememenntntss fofof the AArarabb b b SSpSpSpririingngng, wiiwitthth wwwhiihichchc tthehe oonlnlinine e activist movovemmenentstst aaree
iniinexextrtricicablyy llinininkekekeedd.d.d.””

TwTwwoo oofof 㻧㻧㻧SSGG’s’s majajor pprorojej ctcts s toto dddatata e e hahhaveev  beeeenn the e birth of aa
meemmee aanndnd tthehe ddebebuunkking off a frfraud. OOnn thhe fifirssrstt ococo caacasisionon,, 㻧S㻧S㻧SGG G lalaununcchedd
ann oonlnliininee rumomorr ththatat tthe Lacaniaian-n-MMarxist phphilililososoppophehherr SllSlS avavojojoj 㿿㿿㿿i䀀i䀀i䀀ekkek aandnd
tthee ccelebrittyy ppopop pp sisingnggn eer Laddy GGaga had devvele opedd aa fff iririenne dsddshihihip.pp. ““PrPrProooof”ff
waaw s givevenn inin aa bbloologg g popooop sstst tittleled “㿿I㿿E㻮/GAAGA:A: CCommunism 㻮㻮non wss NNo 

MoM nsnstter,” in which 㿿㿿i䀀i䀀ek alleg-
edly wrote:

“But what ofof my y gogoodod friend 
Lady GGagaga’s s ththeoretiticacal ll conn-
trtribibutionns㻢 CCeCertrt iaiainllnly,y, ttheherere iiis s
a cecertaiain ppeperrfrfororrmmamancncee ofofof tttheheorrory yy
in herer coososttutuumemeess,s, vvididdeoeos ss anand dd
evveen ((ssommemee oof)f) hherer mususicic.. NiNinana
Powewer r haass s alla rreeadda y non ted thatt
tht e ininnfafamomoouususu 䇱䇱mmemeem atat’ cocoststumume
cooulu d bebe sseeeeeee nn ininin rrr fefeferererenene cecece, , inin--
deedd, a peerfrfr orormamaam ncncn ee offofof, , CaCaCaC roorolll l
J. Adams’s’s ThThe SeSSexuxu lalal PPPollolo itititiciici sss
of Meat: A FFememininisist-t 㻹e㻹 geg tatariirianna
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Critical Theory, a book that notes the consistent linking in the oppressive imaginary of the pa-
triarchy of the female body and meat, of animality and the feminine. Equally, her moral support 
for the cause of gay rights in The States has been well documented—in an underrated piece 㻧an 
Hancox traced the spidery pathways between her work, WikiLeaks, Bradley Manning and the end 
of the 䇱don’t ask don’t tell.’ Gaga’s work as a cultural phenomena has generated its own theory. 
But what of her actual theoretical project㻢”

 On the second occasion, 㻧SG began tracing and analyzing a supposed interview with the 
Italian leftist philosopher Antonio Negri, conducted by the celebrated journalist Johann Hari and 
published by The Independent in 200㻗. 㻧SG noted that while the purpose of the interview seemed 
to have been to slant Negri, the “quotes” that Negri purportedly said in an encounter with the 
journalist in fact came directly from his books. This was widely publicized, and many other similar 
incidents were discovered in pieces by Hari, exposing his work as a highbrow, liberal variation of 
tabloid journalism. We asked 㻧SG three questions.

 ||||| Metahaven
Slavoj 㿿i䀀ek 㻎 Lady Gaga㻢

 ||||| DSG
㿿I㿿E㻮/GAGA made us laugh, that’s all. It was a chance to experiment with how we can utilize 
other media outlets to help spread certain ideas; we took a Facebook joke being spread around 
parts of the British student movement, moved content around, tried to see how far we could ma-
nipulate the path of a meme. It seems to sum up our mode of operation well. We work on a model 
that sits somewhere between an affinity group and a think tank—descriptions of our organization 
as a “political blog” or “anarchist collective” miss the point; class struggle is the imperative, not 
maintaining a constant media presence.
 Using multiple fields of communication and modes of transmission, our proposals, specu-
lations, and invective can find a thousand ways to engage with the push and pull of everyday politi-
cal struggle. So we have a fluctuating group of contributors, working on different shared strands 
rather than toward a unified goal. We wouldn’t classify ourselves as a blog node with attached 
social-media feeds, but rather we utilize those as tools for dissemination. We engage in scenario 
planning, speculative research, street actions, and lectures; we pick things up as we go along. We 
push out forced memes from a network of online identities; we brief journalists, we manipulate news 
cycles, we troll. This is part of 21st-century communist practice.

 ||||| Metahaven
Antonio Negri 㻎 Johann Hari㻢

 ||||| DSG
So perhaps you can say we’re working in a new political situation which is just revealing its nature 
to us—a European generation who does not frame our experience as “post-socialist” but “pre-
communist,” with little in the way of sympathy to traditional (now-defunct) structures of working-
class power, such as trade unions or the welfare state. 㻧SG was formed explicitly within the 
context of the European anti-austerity struggles. The sharp end of that struggle has recognized 
and internalized the completely new landscape in which we operate, initiated by the Nixon Shock 
and end of the Marshall Plan in 19㻚1, and the subsequent victory of neoliberal economics in its 
battle with organized labor.
 The challenge to this form of capitalist realism—the “third way” of Blairism, Schroede-
rism, Clintonism; the conflict-averse middle ground of liberalism—is currently finding political 
form, and lacking political content; but the move away from the mediation of struggle and toward 
autonomous forms of organizing seems vital. It’s impossible to overstress the fragility of the Eu-
ropean social fabric during the latest phase of restructuring of capital as welfare states are torn 
down; millions live in poverty of precariousness, with traditional power structures of parliaments, 
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“㻧esign is vaporous but it has remarkable effects. 
Like chlorine!”
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Critical Theory, a book that notes the consistent linking in the oppressive imaginary of the pa-yy
triarchy of the female body and meat, of animality and the feminine. Equally, her moral support 
for the cause of gay rights in The States has been well documented—in an underrated piece 㻧an 
Hancox traced the spidery pathways between her work, WikiLeaks, Bradley Manning and the end 
of the 䇱don’t ask don’t tell.’ Gaga’s work as a cultural phenomena has generated its own theory. 
But what of her actual theoretical project㻢”

On the second occasion, 㻧SG began tracing and analyzing a supposed interview with the 
Italian leftist philosopher Antonio Negri, conducted by the celebrated journalist Johann Hari and
published by The Independent in 200㻗. 㻧SG noted that while the purpose of the interview seemedt
to have been to slant Negri, the “quotes” that Negri purportedly said in an encounter with the 
journalist in fact came directly from his books. This was widely publicized, and many other similar
incidents were discovered in pieces by Hari, exposing his work as a highbrow, liberal variation off
tatablbloioiidd d jojojoururnalism. We asked 㻧SG three questions.

|||||||||||||||| MeMeM tahaven
SSlSllavavojojoj 㿿㿿㿿i䀀i䀀i䀀ekekkkee 㻎㻎 LLLLadada yy GGaG gaga㻢㻢

|||||| DSDSSSDSD GGG
㿿I㿿E㻮/GAGAA mmmaddadee e usus lllauauaughhghgh, hththatat’’ss aallllll. ItItI wwwaassa a chance to expererimimmenentt wiw th howw wwee e ccacaann utututilililiize 
other media outlets to hhellelpp spspsprereaddad cccerertatainiin iiidedeedeasassa ;; ; wewew  took a Faacceeboboo kokok jjjjokokkoke ee bebeb iningg spspprrrereeadadd aarround
parts of the British student movement, moveddd cccononno tetet ntntn aaroorounundd,d, tttriririedededd tttoo o sesee ee hohohoww w ffafaarr wwwwewee ccould ma-
nipulate the path of a meme. It seems to sum up pp ouuour rr momom ddede ooff f opoppeereratatattiioioionn wewew llllll .. WeWeWe wwwororkkk k oon a model
that sits somewhere between an affinity group annddd a aa thththininkkk ttatanknkk——d—ddeescriptiononss s offof oourur orrganization 
as a “political blog” or “anarchist collective” miss thehe ppoioiointnt;; clclclaass struggle is thhe iimperative, not 
maintaining a constant media presence.

Using multiple fields of communication and modes of transmission, our proposals, specu-
lationons, and invective can find a thousand ways to engage with the push and pull of everyday politi-
ccal sts rruggle. So we have a fluctuating group of contributors, working on different shared strands
raaththeer tthan toward a unified goal. We wouldn’t classify ourselves as a blog node with attached
sosocialal-mmede ia feeds, but rather we utilize those as tools for dissemination. We engage in scenario
plplanannningng, spspeculative research, street actions, and lectures; we pick things up as we go along. We
pup shsh ooutut ffororcecedd mememes from a network of online identities; we brief journalists, we manipulate news
cyycyclcleses, wewe ttrorolllll . ThhThT isiis iiiss papartrt oof f 21st-century communist practice.

|||||||||||| MeMetatahahahavevev nn
AnAntotoniio o NNeegrgrii 㻎㻎 JoJohahah nnnn HHarari㻢㻢i㻢

|||||||| DSG
SoSo perhahapps yyouou ccanan say we’re wwororkikikingngng iiin nn a aa neneen w w popolitical situtuatatioionn wwhwhicichh iisis jjjusustt rerereveveala ining its nature 
to uus—s—a a Europeann ggeneneeration whwhoo dodoeses nnnottoto fffraarameme oourur eeexpxpererieieencnccee asas ““poopostst-ssococo iiaialililiststst”” but “pre-
communist,” with littlle inin the wwaya  of sympmpatathyhyhy tttoo trtradadditititioioonnanalll (n(n(nowowow-d-dd fefefununctct))) stststruructctctururu eses oooff f wowow rkrkining-g-
class power, such as trar ded  uniionons s or thehe wwwellelfafafarere sstataattete. 㻧S㻧SSGGG wawass fformedd eexpxplililicicic tltlyy y wiwiwiw ththhthiinin ttthhehe
context of the European anti-austerirityty sstrugglleses.. ThThee shsharpp enend d ofof tthahatt ststrurugggglele hhas rrececcoggog ininizezedd d 
and internalized the completely new landdscscapapee inin wwhihichch wwe opo erate, initiated bby thhe NiNixooxonn ShhShococckk k
and end of the Marshall Plan in 19㻚1, and the subsequent victory of neoliberal economicscs iin n its
battle with organized labor.

The challenge to this form of capitalist realism—the “third way” of Blairism, Schroede-
rism, Clintonism; the conflict-averse middle ground of liberalism—is currently finding political
form, and lacking political content; but the move away from the mediation of struggle and toward
autonomous forms of organizing seems vital. It’s impossible to overstress the fragility of the Eu-
ropean social fabric during the latest phase of restructuring of capital as welfare states are torn 
down; millions live in poverty of precariousness, with traditional power structures of parliaments, 
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police, and the press losing credibility at an incredible rate and the very European project itself on 
the edge of collapse with the failure of the euro. We do not intend to sit back and play the passive 
liberal observers while capital restructures all that surrounds us. Circumstances force us to take 
sides, and the edges of the tolerated “political sphere” are barriers, not limits.

 ||||| Metahaven
 㻎 㻢

 ||||| DSG
Like we said, the rapidly changing political-economic envi-
ronment in Europe forces us to take sides. The design-form 
is an important part of what we do, and we find it useful 
because of its history as a mediator between the individual/
private and the collective/public, and its present role as a key 
player in the structuring of reality. 㻧esign is vaporous but it
has remarkable effects. Like chlorine!
 No doubt, there’ll be designers reading this who don’t 
see this power reflected in their daily work life—and this is 
precisely our point. With the advent of the post-Fordist, 
neoliberal form of capitalism, design has become too critical 
to be entrusted to designers; and the general trend across 
the board for the past few decades has been worsening work 
conditions, less autonomy, and generalized proletarianiza-
tion of industries once considered desirable or bourgeois. As 
proletarians, designers have immense collective power that 
is necessarily diffused within capital. Occasionally, though, 
we see some amazing trolling—a subliminal “goatse” hidden 
in a recent Audi advert was a particular favorite, a brand-
narrative war in the making. Postindustrial sabotage has im-
mense potential when we consider the similar roots of the 
labor movement. 㻧esign produces coherent visual environ-
ments that make certain modes of thought possible: this is 
how we see design contributing to the present struggle.
 For designers dissatisfied with the present conditions, 
the discourse around design is stagnant. Why are design in-
stitutions still wheeling out 㻮en Garland and Milton Glaser 
every time we want to talk about our collective conscience㻢 
If we make “critical design,” what is it criticizing㻢 And of what 
relevance is an ethical appeal of selective client-rejection and 
humane capitalist social relations when most of us can’t get 
paid work in the first place㻢 We all know professional institu-
tions such as AIGA and 㻧&A㻧 exist for a conception of the 

designer-subject as a free agent, in a position of autonomy in relation to clients and coworkers, and 
with full control over the direction and content of a given job: a conception which is at best rooted in 
select circumstances and at worst in pure fantasy. We suspect this discourse of ethics and selective 
refusal of work will, in the face of austerity, be replaced with TOTAL REFUSAL.
 The struggle against austerity certainly has historical precedents and similarities, but the 
majority of commentators have misinterpreted this strange situation borne from a crisis with no ob-
vious discursive opposition. We hope this state of affairs lasts for as long as possible—an uncodified 
opposition based upon the most radical gestures of refusal. One by one, across Europe, capitalist 
states are slipping into confusion; when the state finally looks to its citizens, they find no loyalty, no 
pride, just a contempt for the old world and .

“Marxist Muse Befriends Gaga,”
New York Post screenshot 
(2011)

“Gaga/㿿i䀀ek: The Odd Couple,” 
㻹ogue Italia screenshot (2011)
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police, and the press losing credibility at an incredible rate and the very European project itself on
the edge of collapse with the failure of the euro. We do not intend to sit back and play the passive
liberal observers while capital restructures all that surrounds us. Circumstances force us to take
sides, and the edges of the tolerated “political sphere” are barriers, not limits.

||||| Metahaven
㻎 㻢

||||| DSG
Like we said, the rapidly changing political-economic envi-
ronment in Europe forces us to take sides. The design-form
is an important part of what we do, and we find it useful
because of its history as a mediator between the individual/
private and the collective/public, and its present role as a key
player in the structuring of reality. 㻧esign is vaporous but it 
has remarkable effects. Like chlorine!
 No doubt, there’ll be designers reading this who don’t 
see this power reflected in their daily work life—and this is 
precisely our point. With the advent of the post-Fordist, 
neoliberal form of capitalism, design has become too critical
to be entrusted to designers; and the general trend across
the board for the past few decades has been worsening work
conditions, less autonomy, and generalized prooletarianiza-
tion of industs ries once considered desirable or boouurgeois. As 
prprololetetarriai nsn , , designerrss hah ve immense colleectc ivve power that
is necessaaririlyly difffufused wiwitht in capittalal. OcOcccasisiono ala ly, though, 
wewe ssseeeee ssomommee amamazazininingg g trtrtrolollingng—a—a subliminal “ggoatse” hidden 
inin aa rrrececenenttt AuAuA didi aaaddvdvverere ttt wawaaw ss aa papartrticiculular favoorite, a brand-
nanarrrr tatativiivee wawarrr inin tthehehe mmmakakakinining.g.g PPPosostititindndussustrrt iaial sabbotage has im-
memensnsee popotetentntntiaiaialll whwhwhenen wwwe ee cococ nsnsidididerer ttheheeh  simmilarr roots of the
labor movement. 㻧esign pprorodduducecess cocooc hheeh reer nttnt vvisisuau l l environ-
ments that make certain mmodees s ofof thhoougughttht ppposossiisis bllb e:e: tthihis s isis
how we see design contributing to thhe prpresesennentt ststs ruruur gggle.
 For designers dissatisfied wiwithth thehe ppreesesenntt coonditions,
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This fall Print will release its first book, 
Identify, which looks back at the last half cen-
tury of work by Chermayeff & Geismar, the 
design studio behind many of the world’s most 
recognizable trademarks: Chase Bank, the 
Library of Congress, NBC, National Geo-
graphic, PBS, Showtime, and many others. 
Established in 19㻘㻚, the firm helped pioneer 
the modern movement of idea-driven graphic 
design, and its projects span every discipline, 
including visual identities, exhibitions, print and 
motion graphics, and art in architecture.
 In the spirit of the Identity issue, we 
talked to the firm’s partners, Ivan Chermayeff, 
Tom Geismar, and Sagi Haviv, about swooshes 
(never!), whether Paul Rand shares responsibil-
ity for Enron (no), and who is really the boss 
(none of them).

||||| Aaron Kenedi
After being in business for 㻘㻘 years, why did 
you decide to write a book on identity design 
now㻢 

||||| Sagi Haviv
There is not much written about identity design 
from the standpoint of practitioners. We felt 
that through the stories of how these enduring 
trademarks came to be, people could learn a lot 
about the topic.

||||| Tom Geismar
For the first time, to try to explain some of the 
issues and the thinking that led us to develop 
the wide range of marks we’ve designed over 
the years.

||||| Aaron Kenedi
What makes a memorable identity㻢

Marks Men
An interview with Chermayeff & Geismar

by Aaron 㻮enedi

Chermayeff & Geismar, 
identity for the Library of 
Congress (2008).

Chermayeff & Geismar, logo and 
identify for the cable channel 
Showtime (199㻚).

Chermayeff & Geismar, logo for 
the search engine 㻧o㻣 (2010).

Chermayeff & Geismar, logo 
for Public Broadcasting System 
(198㻗).

Chermayeff & Geismar, logo for 
New York University (19㻚2). 

Chermayeff & Geismar, brand 
update for National Geographic 
(2002).

Chermayeff & Geismar, logo 
for the Smithsonian Institution, 
(1999).
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||||| Ivan Chermayeff
A memorable identity is one that is appropri-
ate, flexible, and distinguished by its origi-
nality. Further, a good trademark, whether a 
word mark or a symbol, is devoid of fashion or 
trend, which makes it potentially iconic if it’s 
seen for long enough in the right places.

||||| Sagi Haviv 
It has to be unusual in some way, even awk-
ward sometimes, in order to “hook” the view-
er and persist in the mind. It nevertheless has 
to be simple and uncomplicated in form. This 
dichotomy—between simple shapes on the 
one hand, yet distinctive ones on the other—
is what we work with every day.

||||| Aaron Kenedi
At a time when companies’ images are more 
dispersed over more media than ever before, 
is the era of what you call “simple, focused, 
concept-driven” identity design over㻢

||||| Tom Geismar
No, just the opposite: “Simple, focused, con-
cept-driven” graphic identities, if done well, 
work best in a wide range of media. It’s the 
ones that rely on details of shading and other 
graphic niceties that have a hard time.

||||| Sagi Haviv
In this supersaturated visual environment, 
simplicity and consistent application of a 
brand identity are even more valuable be-
cause they naturally make the company or 
institution stand out in the crowd of busier, 
more complicated visuals.

||||| Ivan Chermayeff
There is no “era” of simple, focused, con-
cept-driven identity design. There is only 
design that grows out of understanding audi-
ences for specific problems, and that evolves 
from an idea. This is an approach that does 
not depend on any specific time period or its 
technology. 

||||| Aaron Kenedi
A trademark often becomes the public face 
of a company. Among the companies you 
have worked for, some inevitably have gotten 
black eyes, most recently in the financial cri-
sis. When you see your logo for a client like 

Chase (now J.P. Morgan Chase), do you feel 
a sense of responsibility because, in a sense, 
you vouched for them㻢 Or do you think the 
design work can be separated from the ac-
tions of the client㻢 

||||| Ivan Chermayeff
Good graphic design is not tarnished by the 
greed or the illegal or other self-implod-
ing acts of clients. We do not feel respon-
sible for the character of those we work for. 
Good design should follow looking into the 
products and reputation of clients who 

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

“We do not see ourselves as saving the planet. In the 
same way, we cannot take responsibility for the 䇱evil’ 
actions of corporations we brand.”

㻚2
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approach you, but this does not mean you 
have to follow them into bed.

||||| Tom Geismar  
We have always been concerned not to work 
for companies and institutions that we can’t 
feel positive about, and we have refused vari-
ous assignments over the years. But we don’t 
feel that doing work for a particular client 
means that we have “vouched for them.” Ob-
viously we have no say over what they may 
or may not do in the future, and in any case 
what people think of a company or institution 

is determined by their experience with and the 
actions of that entity, and has little to do with 
the logo. Should Paul Rand have some mea-
sure of responsibility for the Enron debacle㻢

||||| Sagi Haviv
When we create a great logo for an environ-
mental organization, we do not see ourselves 
as saving the planet. In the same way, we can-
not take responsibility for the “evil” actions 
of corporations we brand. All we can hope is 
that by doing good work for visible companies 
and organizations, we can have some positive 
effect on the visual environment. 

||||| Aaron Kenedi
What logo would you redesign㻢 Is there one 
you wish you had designed yourselves㻢

||||| Tom Geismar
I wish I had designed the CBS eye and the 
ABC sphere. They’re both brilliantly concise, 
powerful, and memorable.

||||| Ivan Chermayeff
Mc㻧onald’s would be great to redesign, as 
they are so much in the landscape and con-
tribute so little to its quality. 

||||| Aaron Kenedi
How do the three of you collaborate㻢 Who has 
final say㻢

||||| Ivan Chermayeff 
Tom, Sagi, and I all put forward ideas or make 
comments, which include additions, subtrac-
tions, or alternatives to one another’s work. 
We discuss all the options (as there are always 
choices to be made), pick the best by common 
agreement, and throw out the seconds. It’s a 
democratic process, without too much fight-
ing, and no one has the last say. No one is 
boss. Sometimes, by the way, good ideas come 
from the staff in support below, and we try not 
to be deaf to them.

||||| Aaron Kenedi
You say you design a logo today in the same 
way as you always did. Haven’t leaps in tech-
nology and the media changed how you work㻢

||||| Tom Geismar
㻧o authors today write differently because 

Chermayeff & Geismar, 
logo for Chase Manhattan 
(19㻘㻘), three-dimensional 
version at Park Avenue branch.

Chermayeff & Geismar,
identity for Armani Exchange 
(2008), and application in adver-
tising campaign.
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their words may appear in digital form, and 
because they use computers rather than 
typewriters or pencil and paper㻢 I don’t think 
so, although it’s now much easier for them to 
make changes, edit, print drafts, and, where 
appropriate, take advantage of the potential 
provided by digital media. 

||||| Sagi Haviv
As someone who grew up during the rise of 
the digital era, I’ve been astonished to see 
how these simple marks, conceived before 
this technology, thrive in the new visual 
environment—in tiny sizes on the web, as fa-
vicons and mobile-device application icons.

||||| Aaron Kenedi
What advice would you give to young design-
ers who have all the necessary technology at 
their disposal㻢

||||| Sagi Haviv
To treat the technology as a tool but not as 
the generator of ideas. The technology of 
today will facilitate anything your mind can 
dream up—but first you have to dream it up 
in your mind. Only then should you go and 
execute it on the computer. 

||||| Aaron Kenedi
Looking through Identify, there is a noticeable 
lack of drop shadows, bevels, and swooshes.

||||| Tom Geismar
Most of our clients are looking for a graphic 
identification that can work successfully for 
many years without becoming stale or dated. 
We consciously try to avoid graphic trends 
and can proudly say we’ve never done a 
swoosh. 

||||| Sagi Haviv
We find that as long as we create something 
simple and distinctive, it can then take on any 

“fashionable” treatment when necessary, such 
as 㻖-㻧 rendering, drop shadows, and so on, 
without losing its basic recognition. 

||||| Ivan Chermayeff
Show us a current trend, and its death will not 
be far behind it. Once a trend is “current,” it 
is in fact already dead. No point in starting 
out at the finish line.

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

Chermayeff & Geismar,
Identify book, Print Publishing, 
(2011).

Chermayeff & Geismar,
identity for NBC (1980), shown 
in television studio.
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When the baseball slugger Harmon 㻮illebrew died on May 1㻚, 
several of his obituaries mentioned that he had been the basis for 
Major League Baseball’s familiar “silhouetted batter” logo. In the 
days following his death, this factoid was repeated by writers, broad-
casters, and fans throughout the baseball world. It’s a good story, one 
that’s been circulating for years. 㻮illebrew himself believed it. But 
it isn’t true.
 First, some background: The MLB logo has had an 
unusually long run as the symbol of America’s national pastime. Orig-
inally designed in 19㻙9 to celebrate professional baseball’s centennial, 
it soon became adopted as the official MLB mark. As MLB’s branding 
and merchandising programs have exploded in recent years, the logo 
has become more ubiquitous than ever, both on the field (it now ap-
pears on every big-league cap, jersey, batting helmet, and ball) and 
off (on countless licensed products, which totaled 㻇2.㻚㻘 billion in sales 
last year, according to the trade publication The Licensing Letter).
 Baseball executives didn’t acknowledge the logo’s 
designer until 2009—㻗0 years after it first appeared—when they for-
mally gave credit to Jerry 㻧ior, who created the logo while working 
for the marketing agency Sandgren & Murtha. This lengthy period
of indeterminate parentage allowed several stories about the logo 
to spring up, chief among them the 㻮illebrew connection. The sto-
ry seems plausible enough if you put a photo of 㻮illebrew’s batting 
stance side-by-side with the logo. There are clear similarities. The 
thing is, you can play this same game with photos of Johnny Bench, 
Joe Torre, Orlando Cepeda, and literally hundreds of other ballplay-
ers. Put any of them next to the logo and you’ll have a good match.
 Jerry 㻧ior, now 㻚9 and retired, could have settled all 
of this if anyone had asked him. Since being credited as the logo’s 
designer, he has repeatedly told interviewers that the silhouette was 
a “nondescript” composite image, not a 㻮illebrew likeness. But since 
㻧ior wasn’t officially credited as the logo’s designer until 2009, the 
㻮illebrew myth had time to grow and become entrenched.

 But how did the myth begin in the first place㻢 Based on 
reporting I did in 2008, it appears to have originated with 㻮illebrew 
himself. Around 19㻙8, he was in the baseball commissioner’s office 
and saw a photo of himself being marked up with a grease pencil. He 
was told that it was for a logo. Jerry 㻧ior maintains that he’s never 
been in the MLB offices (“I wish I had,” he says. “That would be 
nice!”), and it’s not clear what became of that marked-up 㻮illebrew 
photo. In any case, when the silhouette logo appeared, 㻮illebrew as-
sumed, sincerely but mistakenly, that it was based on himself. He said 
as much to friends and associates for decades, and from there it took 
on a life of its own, so much so that it was repeated in 㻮illebrew’s 
obituaries, even though 㻧ior had spent the previous two years dis-
avowing the story. 
 I write about uniforms and logos for ESPN.com. So when 
those erroneous obituaries began appearing, I wrote a small item 
reminding everyone that the 㻮illebrew myth had already been de-
bunked. That prompted some nasty emails accusing me of “defaming 
a defenseless man,” “speaking ill of the dead,” and several things that 
aren’t printable. Of course, I hadn’t said anything negative about 
㻮illebrew (who, for the record, was an extremely gracious and likable 
man in my limited dealings with him). I’d simply pointed out that a 
widely repeated story about the design of an iconic logo was inac-
curate. But it turns out that in this case, as in so many others, some 
people prefer the myth over the truth.
 Part of this, clearly, is because 㻮illebrew was a beloved 
figure, and some fans can’t bear to see his stature diminished in any 
way. But I think the reaction also speaks to the way people gravitate 
toward origin stories that are rooted in recognizable figures. Baseball 
fans like seeing a connection between the logo and 㻮illebrew (just as 
basketball fans like seeing Jerry West in the NBA logo). Sports, after 
all, is all about myth-making, and most fans find the 㻮illebrew myth 
more satisfying than the reality of a persona-free composite. It’s like 
believing in the Biblical version of creation instead of evolution.
 As if to reinforce that point, on July 11, nearly two 
months after 㻮illebrew’s death, MLB held its annual Home Run 
㻧erby exhibition at Chase Field in Phoenix. The ESPN broadcaster 
Chris Berman opened the network’s coverage of the event by dedi-
cating it to 㻮illebrew’s memory. Soon afterward, Prince Fielder of 
the Brewers hit a titanic shot that slammed against a large poster of 
the silhouetted batter logo, prompting Berman’s broadcast partner, 
Nomar Garciaparra, to quip, “You were giving respect to Harmon 
㻮illebrew earlier. Well, Prince Fielder gave him some respect—he 
hit his silhouette!” The following night, during the All-Star Game, a 
Fox Sports broadcaster briefly mentioned 㻮illebrew, and the camera, 
right on cue, showed a shot of the MLB logo. 

Major League Myth
Why did Harmon 㻮illebrew—and everyone else—believe he was 

the batter in baseball’s iconic logo㻢 
by Paul Lukas

The Identity Issue

Harmon 㻮illebrew, top;
left to right: Hank Aaron, 
Mike Schmidt, Mickey Mantle

The Major League Baseball logo 
was incorrectly supposed to 
portray 㻮illebrew.
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When the baseball ssluuggeer Harmarmon o 㻮illebrewew didieded d on May 1㻚, 
several of his obituariies s mmentntioned thahat he had ad bbeen the basis for
Major League Basebaall’ss faammiliar “s“silhohouetue tedd babatter”” logo. In the
days following his deatath, tthiiss factooidid wass rerepeae tedted byby wwrw iters, broad-
casters, and fans throoughhouut tthe bbaseballl worworld.ld ItIt’s ’s a ga gooodo d story, one 
that’s been circulatiting g fforr yeyearss. 㻮illebrbrewew himhimselse f bbeelielieveeved id it. t ButBut
it isn’t true.

FiFirst, ssomome babackgc grour nd: ThThe MMLB loglogoo ho ho asas hadhad anan
unusually loong run ass the symbymbolol of America’s naatiotionalnal ppastime. Orig-
inally designned in 19㻙9㻙9 to t celc ebbratete prprofeofessissionaonall baseeballballl’sl’s ceentent nninnial,al,
it soon becameme adopteed ad as tthehe offofficiicial al MLBBM mam rk.rk. AAs MLLLLB’sB’s brbrandanding
and merchanddisising g prop graramsm havhave ee expllp odeodedd in rreceecentt yeears,r  the logogo
has become moree ububiquiquitous u thathan en verr b, bothoth on ththe fe fieieelld (d (it it nown apap-
pears on every big-league e cap,a jersey, y batbattinting hg helmet, and bd balla ) aannd 
off (on countless licensed producucts,ts, whw ich totaled d 㻇2.㻇 㻚㻘 bbillioon in inn ssalealess 
last year, according to the trade publiicatcationion TheThe LiLicenc ssing Letttter).rr
 Baseball executives didn’t acknoknowlewl dgdgee the llogoogo’s s 
designer until 2009—㻗0 years after it first appep arer d—w—wwwhenhen they forf -
mally gave credit to Jerry 㻧ior, who created the logo wwhihilele worworkinkingg 
for the marketing agency Sandgren & Murtha. This leengthy period
of indeterminate parentage allowed several stories abbout the logo 
to to sprp ingng up, chief among them ththe 㻮e 㻮illi ebrew connecttion. The sto-
ryry seeseems s plaplausiusibleb  enough iif yf you ou putput a a phohp to ofof 㻮il㻮illebblebbrewrew’ss batbattinting g 
stastancence sisis de-e-d by-by-siddside wwithith tththe le logoogo T. Therhere ae ree clel arar simmsimmilailaritritiesies. T. Thehe 
thithingng is,is, yoyoou cu can an plaplay tthihis ssame me gamgame we withith phphotoo s os of Jf JJJf J hohnny BenBenchch,
JoeJoe ToTorreerre, OO, lrlandondo CeC pedpedaa, andand lliter llally hy hundundredre s of oof ther ballll lplay-
ers P. Putut anyany of ththem em nexnext tt to tthehe logo and nd youyou’llll hahave a gga ggoodood mamat htch.

JeJerryrry 㻧i㻧ior,or, nonow 㻚㻚9 a9 a dnd retretireired,d, coucould l haavve se settettledl all 
of this if anyone hadhad asaskedked him. Since being credited as the logo’s
designer, he has repeatedly told interviewers that the ssilhouette was
a “nondescript” composite image, not a 㻮illebrew likeneess. But since 
㻧ior wasn’t officially credited as the logo’s designer unntil 2009, the 
㻮illebrew myth had time to grow and become entrencheed.

BuBut ht how did thhe myth beb gin in the first place㻢 Basased d on n 
reportingng I didd  in 2008, it appears to have originated wiith th 㻮㻮illeblebreeww
himself. Around 19㻙8, he was in the baseball commisssisionerne ’s ’s offffiicee
and saw a photo of himself being marked up with a ga greare se se penpe cilcil. H. Hee 
was told that iit wt as a for a logo. Jerry 㻧ior maintaitains thathat hhe’se’s neneverver
beebeen in in tn the he MLBMLB ofo fices (“I wish I had,” he ssaayss. “. “ThaThahat wt wouould bd ee 
nice!”), and it’s not clc ear what became of ththatat maarkekedd-upp 㻮i㻮illellebrebrew
phophoto.to. InIn anany cy case, wwhenhe  the ssilhhoueouettette lologo appappeaearareded,d, 㻮i㻮illllebrew aw s-s-
sumed, sinceerelrely by but mismistaktakenenly, y that it wwasas bbasaseded oonon hhimmselelff. HHe said 
asas mucmuch th to friendsndsn anand ad assossociaciatestes fofor dr decacadesdess, a, and froomm therh e it tookk
on a llifeife ofof itits os own,wn soo mumuch ch soso thathat it it wt waas reprepeeateded in 㻮illebrew’s 
obituatu ries, eveev n tthouh ugh gh 㻧io㻧 r hhadad spep nt thee prreviouous two years dis-
avoowing tg the he stostoryry.

I wriwritete ababout iuniforf msms and logos foor Er ESPNSPN.co.com.m So when 
ththose errerroneoneoous obobituituariarieses begbegana appearingg, , I wrwrotete aa small iteemm 
remminindingg eve eryeryone that thehe 㻮i㻮illel bbrew mythyth had alreadyady been n de-de-
bubunnkedked T. Th that prompted some e nasty emaemailsils acaccusing me off “d“defamiming g
a da defenseless man,” “speaking ill of thhe de deead,” and several thihingsng thhat at
aren’t printable. Of course, I hadn’’t said annythythingi  negative ababout
㻮illebrew (who, for the record, was an extremremelely grgraciaciouso  and likakableble
man in my limited dealings with him). I’d’d simply pointinted ed out that a
widely repeated story about the design of an iconic logo go wasw  inac-
ccurrateeat . B. But it turns out that in this case,, as in so many ototherhers, s, somme
ppeoeopleeple prprefeefer the myth over the truth.

PaP rt t fof thithis, lclearla y, is because 㻮illebrew wass aa belbeloveoved d
figfigureure, aa, anddnd somoms e fe fansans cca ’tn’t beeb ar a to see hhis stature diminished e in any
waway. B. But tu I ttI hininhi k tk thehe reare ctic on n alslsa o so peakss to the way people gravitate
towtowarda orrigigiig n sn ttoriiese thhhatat arare rorooteed id n recoecognign zable figures. Baseball
fans ls likeik  seeineing ag  connectitionon bettbe weeween tn thehe loglo o and 㻮illebrew (just as
basketketbalb l fans lilikeke seeiing JeJ rrryry WeWest t inin thethe NBBN A lA ogo). Sports, aafter 
all, is all ll aboab ut myty h-makinng, ana d md mostst fafans sn fifind tthehe 㻮il㻮illeble reww mymyth
more satisfyinging tthan thee reaality fof a pa persononaa--frree compositite. IIt’st’  likke 
believing in the Be Biblibliical verssioni  of creeationn iinsttead of evoluutionon..

AAs if too rereinfinfoorce thathat popointint,, oonn July 11, nneararly ly twwo
months afteter 㻮i㻮illllebrerew’sw s dedeathath, M, MLLBLB hehelldd its annual HHomeme Ruun
㻧er㻧e by y exhhibitiotion an att CChashase Fe Fielield id in Pn PPhoehoenixnixx T. The ESPN bbroaroadcadc stter 
Chrhrisis BerBermaan oopopenened td thehe netnetworwork’k’ss cocoververage of the evenent by ddeedi-
catatiing it to 㻮㻮iilllleebbrebrew’sw’s memomory. SSoon aaftefterwarward,rd, PrPrincince Fielder ofof
thet  Breweerrss hhitit aa tititanianic shot that slammmed against a large possterter of
thehet isilholhouuetetteteedd babatter logo, prompting BBerman’s broadccastas ppartner,
NomN ar GarGarcciiaappaarra, to quip, “You weree giving ng resespecpect tt to Ho armon on 
㻮ili㻮illebblebrewwre eaearrlieer. Well, Prince Fielder gagaveve himhim some respecct—t—he
hithit hihis ss silhilhoueuetttte!” The following night, durduriing the All-Star Gr Gamea , a
FoxFox SpSportto ss broroadcaster briefly mentionedd 㻮illebrew, and tthhe camerar ,,
right on cuecue, showed a shot of the MLB loglo o. 

Why did d HaHarmr on 㻮㻮illleebrb ew—a—andnd everyone else—believe he was 
ththee babatttter in bbasebaalll ’s iconic logo㻢 

by Paul LuLukas

The Identity Issue

Harmon 㻮illebrew, top;
left to right: Hank Aaron,
Mike Schmidt, Mickey ManManttlee

ThThee MaaM joor League Baaseball logo 
waswas ininccoorrreectly suppoosed to
portrarayy 㻮y 㻮㻮illlebrew.
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The Mask of Myself 
Self-representation in autobiographical comics

by Bill 㻮artalopoulos

Paying for It, Chester Brown’s frank, autobio-
graphical account of his experiences with pros-
titutes, was one of 2011’s most significant and 
critically acclaimed graphic novels. More than a 
confessional, the book makes an overt case for 
the decriminalization of prostitution and, con-
troversially, against the customs of romantic love 
(or, in Brown’s terms, “possessive monogamy”). 
Paying for It is wryly humorous at times—as when 
Brown, in his first encounter with a prostitute, 
wonders how much to tip—but in my first reading 
the book seemed deadpan, even astringent. 
 My sense of the book’s tone was near-
ly transformed by a reading Brown gave at the 
Strand bookstore in New York City. Brown was 
antic, chirpy, and charming, and his performance 
got big laughs. But Brown’s expressive vocal ca-
dences are necessarily absent from his book. The 
text in a comic book interacts with the work’s 
images, and Paying for It is strongly inflected by 
the way Brown chose to draw himself. Panel after 
panel, Brown’s face is cadaverous and unsmiling, 
his mouth taut, his expression nearly unchang-
ing. Brown’s cartoon avatar is less the elastic hu-
man face of the author than an austere, impassive 
mask worn in a performance. 
 Masks have a long history in American 
comics. The superhero comic books that emerged 
in the 19㻖0s—and currently dominate cineplexes—
featured a parade of masked men (and occasion-
ally women) who sought to conceal their identities 
while executing vigilante justice. The under-
ground comics of the 19㻙0s and ’㻚0s emerged 
outside of corporate comic-book publishing, and 
gave voice to artists who expressed their own 
concerns directly to an audience of peers. These 
countercultural comics, with their frequent evo-
cations of grotesque sex and violence, tore down 
the fa㽩ades of polite society and revealed the per-
sonalities of the artists who produced them. Many 
turned to the self as explicit subject. The under-
ground comics pioneer Robert Crumb was among 

A parade of masked men (and occasionally women)
sought to conceal their identities while executing 
vigilante justice. Print, 65.5, October 2011 
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Chester Brown, Paying for 
It, panel from book, 㻧rawn & 
㻴uarterly (2011).

Story by Gardner Fox, art by 
Mart Bailey (“Michael Blake”), 

“The Face,” from Big Shot 
Comics No. 2. Excerpted from 
Supermen! The First Wave of 
Comic Book Heroes: 19㻖㻙䇬19㻗1,  
edited by Greg Sadowski; Fanta-
graphics Books (2009).
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the first contemporary American cartoonists 
to regularly depict himself in his own stories. In 
19㻚2’s “The Many Faces of R. Crumb,” the art-
ist variously draws himself as “the long-suffering 
patient artist-saint,” “the status-quo booshwah 
businessman cartoonist,” the “na㽱ve, lovable hay-
seed,” the “sex-crazed fiend and pervert,” and 
many more. Crumb ends the two-page story with 
a shrug: “It all depends on the mood I’m in!!” In 
this knowing play of personae, Crumb’s shifting 
roles are consistently rendered in a visual style 
informed by the traditions of satirical American 
cartooning. Aline 㻮ominsky-Crumb, before she 
was his spouse, also drew early autobiographical 
comics, but her aesthetic is rooted less in com-
ics history and more in the expressionistic work 
of artists like George Grosz. 㻮ominsky-Crumb’s 
self-revealing comics in Wimmen’s Comix, 
Twisted Sisters, and elsewhere are drawn from the 
inside out, constructing a grotesque self-image 
based on acute emotional memory and the expe-
rience of the human body. 
 㻧espite their differences, both Crumb’s 
and 㻮ominsky-Crumb’s images of themselves 
proceed from a long tradition of caricature, which, 
in its original meaning, refers to an image that is 
charged or given extra weight. In his 199㻖 book,
Understanding Comics, the cartoonist and com-
ics theorist Scott McCloud examines another 
approach to representation. He argued that the 
simplicity of iconic cartoon characters like Mickey 
Mouse or Tintin invites readers to fill in the blank 
spaces of the image and, therefore, to identify 
with the protagonist.
 But even these kinds of abstracted self-
representations can control the reader’s per-
ception. Maus, Art Spiegelman’s Pulitzer Prize䇬
winning graphic novel, which depicts Nazis as cats 
and Jews as mice, is a prime example. His Jewish 
characters’ mouse heads—including Spiegelman’s 
own—are profoundly iconographic, but they in-
fuse a specific historical and ethnic identity into 
the cat-and-mouse dynamic’s broader cultural 
associations. The German cat faces are more 
inhuman and determined, while the schematic 
downward-facing triangle of his mice prompts the 
reader to invest humanity in the characters’ not-
quite-human features—and visually echoes the 
triangular patches that identified untermenschen
in Nazi Germany. In a 199㻗 essay, Spiegelman ex-
plained that “the mouse heads are masks, virtu-
ally blank...a white screen the reader can project 
on.” The key word is “virtually.” Less a blank 

screen than a shaped canvas, Spiegelman’s visual 
strategy invites the reader to empathize with his 
characters while signaling a very particular iden-
tity. The potential meaning of those masks is open, 
but not open-ended.
 The collaborative comics of the French 
artists Florent Ruppert and Jerome Mulot take 
abstraction to a further extreme. Although the 
duo’s comics aren’t strictly autobiographical, they 
frequently make themselves characters in their 
own self-referential narratives. The faces atop 
Ruppert and Mulot’s realistically proportioned 
self-images show the merest suggestion of eyes 
and noses. Other characters’ facial features are 
uniformly rendered with an abstracted 㻹 shape. 

“It’s a bit like Greek theatre,” Ruppert told an in-
terviewer. “The actors would do the plays with 
masks.... By accentuating the gestures in relation 
to the text, you can read other emotions in the 
㻹.” The naturalism of the pair’s carefully posed 
figures supports reader investment in the heav-
ily abstracted faces, even while the specific ren-
dering is so schematic as to be nearly alienating. 
The confrontational ambiguity of these images 
is consistent with the conceptual game-playing 
that characterizes the duo’s comics; the relative 
specificity of their features identifies Ruppert and 
Mulot as the author-characters who manipulate 
the synthetic narrative at hand. 
 The mask that Chester Brown wears 
throughout Paying for It similarly denies easy 
identification. Brown’s simplified image disguises, 
rather than projects, any interior emotional land-
scape. Because the book is a polemic that seeks 
to persuade, he wishes to direct attention to his 
rational arguments, unsupported by emotional 
display. In his desire to be convincingly dispas-
sionate, he is willing to risk appearing humorless 
and remote. Brown claims to have decoupled his 
desire for sex from the messy emotional thicket of 
romantic relationships, but by the book’s end he 
reveals that he has entered into something like 
a monogamous relationship with a prostitute for 
whom he feels affection. For some critics, this 
revelation undermined Brown’s controversial ar-
guments against romantic love. Brown’s synthetic 
visage, designed to be an avatar of uncompro-
mised rationality, may have concealed more emo-
tion than even he will openly admit. Or perhaps, 
behind a constructed mask that has prompted 
readers to suppress a visceral response to his 
stronger arguments favoring decriminalized pros-
titution, Brown is enjoying the last laugh. 

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

Brown’s cartoon avatar is less the elastic human face 
of the author than an austere, impassive mask worn in 
a performance.
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babaseseddd onnn acucutete eemmootititionono alala mmmeemmororyy anand d tht e exexpep --
rienncee ooff ththee huhumaman n bobobodyydy..

㻧㻧esese pipip tete ttheheiir ddififfeff rerennccesese , , boboboththth CCCruruumbb’s’ss
ananndddd 㻮㻮o㻮omiminnsskyky-C-CCrurur mbmbmb’s’s iiimmamagegeess ofof ttheheemsmsellelvevevev ss
prprrp oooceeeedd frfroommm aa llononng g trtraddada itiitioioionnn ofofof ccararriccicataturrure,ee, wwhiicchhc ,
ini iittsts oorriigig nnaaal l mememeaanannining,g, rrefefererersss totot aan n immimagage e ththatat iss
chcharargged d oror gggivivenenn eeexxtrara weieighghtt. IIn n hihiss 199191 9㻖9㻖9 bbooooookk,k,
UnUnUndededersrsrstatat ndnding g CoCCommiccs, thhe cartoonist aand cococ m-m-
icici sss thththeooeoriiristtst SScoocottttt MMMcCcCClloudd examines anotthheer r 
apa prproaoachchch tttooo rerer prrpreesessenene ttatatiit onono . HeHeH  argued ththatat tthehe
simpmpmpliliciityty ooff iciicononiciic ccarara tototoonono cchaaharaaractctctc erererss lilike MMickek y
MoMMouuuse oro Tintin inin ivitetess rerer dadadererersss tototo fffililillll ininin tthehee bbbblalalanknknk
spacaceses of the image and,d ttheh rerefofof rere, tototo iiidededenttntifififyy y 
wiwiw th tthhe protagonist.

Butut eeven these kinds of absstrtracctetedd seselflf-
rereeprreesentatiiononss cac n contntrorol l ththe e rereadadeer’s per-
ceceptptioion.n MaMausus,, ArArt t SpSpieiegeg lman’s Pululititzezer PrPrizize䇬e
wiinnnnining grgrapaphihicc nonovevel,, wwhhich depicts Nazis ass cacatsts
and Jews as mice, isis a prir me example. His Jeewiwishsh
characters’ mouse heads—including Spiegeg lmmanan’s’s
owown—n—n arare e prprofofououndndlylyly iiconographic, but theheyy ininin-
fufusese aaa sspepepeciciififificc hihihiststtorororiccici alala aandndnd eeththnic idenentitityty iinttntooo
ththee cacac t-t-anand-d-d momoususse e dydyd nananamiimic’c’c ss brbrb oaoadededer r cccucultltlttuurur lalal
asasssociiatatioonsns. ThThe GeGermrmanan ccatata fffacacaceses aaarerere mmmorore
inini huhumamamann aananddd dedeteteermrminini edede ,, whwhilli e e thee schehhemmaaticc
dodod wnwnwwawardrdrd-f-facacining g ttrtriaianggn leele ooff hih s mimicce prompptsts ttheheh
rerer dadderer tto inveveestst hhumumananittyy y in thee characterss’ not-
ququq itite--huhumamannn ffefe tatatururesess——a—aannd visuauallllyy ecechohoesse tthehe
trriaiangng lulularar pppatatatchchcheses tthahahatt iididenentitififieded ununtetermrmmennenscschehenn
iinin NNNazazii GeGGermmanany. IIn a 1999㻗㻗 eessssayay, SpS iegggeelman ex-
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allyy bblalanknk....aa white screenn thhee rerereadadaderer cccaanan pprojej ct
on.” Theh  key word is “vivirtrtuaualllllly.y.”” LeLess a blankk

screen than a shaped cannvavasss, SSSpipipipeggggelmaan’n s vviv sual
strategy invites the readeer ttotoo eeemmmmpmpppaaathihizzzee wwwititithh h hihiss 
characters while signalingg aa vvverere y y yy papaartrtticicculularara  ided n-n-n
tity. The potential meaning ofof tthohooooseee mmaaskskkss iis opennn,,
but not open-ended.
 The collaborative commiicccss offof tthhhehe Freenccnch hh 
artists Florent Ruppert and JeJ rome Mulot take e
abstraction to a further extreme. Although the
duo’s comics aren’t strictly autobiographicaall,, tthhey 
frequently make themselves characterrsss iinin their
own self-referential narratives. The fffacca eses atop 
Ruppert and Mulot’s realistically pprpropopopopoporortitiononeded
self-images show the meressttt susuggggesessttitiononononnn ooff eyeyyeses
and noses. Other characterrrs’s’ fffaciiaall l fefeatataatuurures aaaarerer
uniformly rendereded wwitithh anan abbstracactetedd d 㻹㻹㻹 shaaapep ..㻹㻹
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scapape.e Becauausese tthehhe bbook is a pololememicic tthaat seseekeks
toto persuade, he wishes to direct attenentitionon tto o hihis s
rational argumenntsts,, unu suppppooro ted by emotional
display. In his deessisirere tttoo bebe ccconvincingly dispas-
sionatate,e, hhee isis wwillinnng too rrissk aapppearing humorless
and d reremote. Browwwnn clclaaiimms ttoo have decoupled his
dedesisirere for sexex ffroroomm m ththhe e mmemessssy emotional thicket of
ror mam ntticic rreelelatattiioionnnsnshihiihih pppsp , bubut by the book’s end he
rerevevealalss ththhaatatat hhhee hahahasssss enene teteredd ininto something like 
a aa momononoogagagammomomouusus rrelaatatttioioionsnshihih p pp wiwithth aa pprooststititutu e e for
whwhw omom hhe e ffefeellss afaffefecctctioiion.n FFFororo ssomomo ee critics, tthis
rerevevvelalattitioon uundndn ererminened d BrBBrowowo n’’nn sss coocontntntrroroversial arr-
gugugummementntntts s agagaiaiainsnsn tt roromamam ntntn icic llove.e BBBrorownnnnwn’ss’s synthetic
visagge, ddesiggngnneded ttoo bbe aan n avatar ooff f f uununncocompmpmproror --
mimiseseddd raratitiononnaality,y, mmayay havee concealeddd d mmomom rere emomo--
tititionon tthhahann n evevenen hhee wiwillll oopepennly admit. OOOrr pepeperhrhrhapapaps,s,,
bbehih nd aa ccononststtruructcteded mmasa k that has proromppm teted dd 
reada erss too ssuppress a viscceral resspoponsnsse e toto his
strongerr arguuments favvoringg decrimmmiinnalalizizeded pproros-s
ititu itionon, BrBrowo n is enjnjoyo ining g thhee lalastst llauaughgh. 
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ooooffff tttthhhheeee aaauuutttthhhhoooorrr tttthhhhaaaannn aaannn aaaauuussstttteeerrrreee,, iiiimmmmppppaaaasssssssiiiivvvveeee mmmmaassskkkk wwwoooorrrrnnnn iiiinnn 
aaa pppeeerrrfffoorrmmaancee.
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Rupert Murdoch, his son James, and their protégé, Rebekah Brooks, are at the time of this writing 
embroiled in a self-inflicted Shakespearean tragedy centered around phone hacking and political 
influence. The closure of their “toxic tabloid,” News of the World, with a final headline, “Thank You 
& Goodbye,” should be read as an act of design. It tried, in fact, to rebrand (and thus protect) the 
parent companies, News International and News Corporation, moving them away from the sprawl of 
bad news. Rebrand...or else!
 “Forced rebranding” is a coercive process. It can result from some sort of public scan-
dal, it can lead to one, or it may be used to avert one. It cuts both ways; many of News of the 
World’s advertisers withdrew from the paper under public pressure leveraged by Twitter campaigns. 
Brands like Ford, Renault, T-Mobile, and Orange began to “review their advertising options”—i.e., 
they pulled the plug. Being seen advertising with News of the World became an undesirable asset; 
advertisers that had once enjoyed the paper’s soaring sales (thanks to its many corrupted “rev-
elations”) now pledged eternal goodness. Ford called itself “a company which cares about the 
standards of behavior of its own people and those it deals with externally.” Boycotting became the 
new advertising.
 The intricate mechanisms of branding and identity today manifest themselves in a mix 
of public-relations strategies, secret payments, fact manipulation, legal action, extracourt settle-
ments, and other such methods. Especially since the 2008 financial crisis, the term “rebranding” 
has increasingly been used to describe a change of strategy rather than a change of logo. The New 
York Times described Citigroup’s 2010 shake-up of its audit committee and advisory board as a 
“rebranding attempt.” Similarly, a strategic overhaul a year earlier at the banking giant UBS was 
referred to by a Swiss news portal as a “rebranding.” Observable visual change—like a new logo 
or name—is often just the tip of the iceberg. Invisibility is even more strategic than visibility. As 
WikiLeaks’ editor in chief, Julian Assange, has asserted, “power that is completely unaccountable 
is silent.” A forced rebranding can be a hurried pledge to meet the taste of the public; it can also be 
a move to restore silence. 

 ||||| Precursor: Enron
The new millennium of corporate misconduct was spearheaded by Enron, the 
Houston-based energy, commodities, and services corporation that went bank-
rupt in 2001 after its massive accounting fraud was discovered. The Enron logo 
was the very last piece of work by the designer Paul Rand, one of the fathers 
of American modernism. Rand was born and raised in a “prebranding” age, in 
which corporations were largely seen as enlightened caretakers, hiring artists 
to do their advertising campaigns. Enron exposed such beliefs as false when 
it collapsed under the weight of its fictitious profits—casting a new, somewhat 
harsher light on Paul Rand’s presumably timeless musings on design, art, and 
the world of business. For example, in 1991 Rand wrote, “A well-designed logo, 
in the end, is a reflection of the business it symbolizes. It connotes a thoughtful 
and purposeful enterprise, and mirrors the quality of its products and services. 

Rebrand...or else!
by Metahaven

Enron logo in front of the 
company’s onetime corporate 
headquarters in Houston (2001). 
Logo design by Paul Rand.
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headquarters in Houstonon (20(2001)01). 
LogLogg do do esiesigngn g byby PauuP l Rl Randan .
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Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

It is good public relations—a harbinger of goodwill.” Though Enron did not have the opportunity 
to rebrand itself to survive its own collapse, it now stands as a symbol, not of “goodwill” but of 
the new economy’s accounting bubble of limitless profit that would ultimately lead to 2008’s, and 
subsequent, financial crises.

 ||||| From Terror to Template: Blackwater > Xe
The Bush (and now Obama) administration’s extensive wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
have been fought by a conglomerate of public-private parties, reminding us once again 
that warfare is big business. U.S. troops in the Middle East are served at Pizza Hut and 
Mc㻧onald’s branches staffed by a giant service sector of Asian laborers—“third-country 
nationals” who, according to reporting by The New Yorker, are being promised work 
in 㻧ubai luxury hotels, only to find themselves serving fast food in a military camp in 
Iraq. Combat itself is also partially outsourced to private security companies, of which 
the best-known was a corporation called Blackwater, based in the borderlands of North 
Carolina and 㻹irginia and named after the color of the swamp there. After reporters 
found out in 200㻚 that Blackwater employees were responsible for various shootings of 
Iraqi civilians under the mantle of security operations and risk management, the size and 
nature of its corporate governance became exposed; in 2009 the company rebranded 
itself as “㻻e.” Blackwater’s distinctively carnivorous logo, depicting an animal claw in 
crosshairs, was swapped for a piece of nondescript typographic stealth that could have fit equally 
well on a business jet, a laser printer, or a modem. A spokesperson for the company said that 
the new name was supposed to have “no meaning.” Blackwater’s founder, Erik Prince, has since 
stepped down and is now creating a private mercenary army in the United Arab Emirates. The 
Obama administration in 2010 awarded a 㻇2㻘0 million contract to 㻻e and, according to The Na-
tion, “actively defends the company’s continued existence as a government contractor in good 
standing.” But the forced rebranding was only partially effective; most people still refer to 㻻e as 
Blackwater.

 ||||| From Greenwashing to Crowdsourcing: BP by Greenpeace
Greenwashing is a strategy whereby corporations—especially energy companies—seek 
to impress the public by appearing committed to the environment. For example, in 2000 
the U.㻮. energy giant British Petroleum changed its long-held green-and-yellow crest 
into a beautiful flower, paired with the slogan “beyond petroleum.” In April 2010, an 
explosion aboard Beyond Petroleum’s oil platform the 㻧eepwater Horizon (which sat on 
the deepest oil well in history), triggered an environmental disaster in the Gulf of Mexico. 
Subsequently, both the company’s real policies and the sailing habits of its CEO, Tony 
Hayward, became painfully obvious, sweeping aside a ten-year-old greenwash of the BP 
brand. Greenpeace, in turn, deployed an original protest method. It invited the public 
to rebrand BP. 

 ||||| “Gapvetica”: The Failed Rebranding of a “Classic”
Last October, the giant American clothing retailer Gap announced a rebranding cam-
paign. Its existing trademark was a blue box with its name in white, stretched capital 
serif letters. A sneak preview of the new sign, released on the company’s website, con-
sisted of “Gap” rendered in Helvetica with a blue square behind a section of the p. To 
some, the new mark brought to mind an oil company, while the deadpan use of Helvetica 
was vaguely reminiscent of American Apparel. The brand’s “loyal fans”—or, more accu-
rately, various people using social media—began to “protest” the rebranding, demand-
ing that the change be revoked. In typical corporate lingo mastered by CEOs, politicians, and 

“sociopreneurs,” Gap’s North American president, Marka Hansen, wrote an open letter to the 
angry mob praising the new logo’s consistency: “We chose this design as it’s more contemporary 
and current. It honors our heritage through the blue box while still taking it forward.” Now comes 
the best part: “Given the passionate outpouring from customers that followed, we’ve decided to 

Branding and identity today manifest themselves in a 
mix of public-relations strategies, secret payments, fact 
manipulation, legal action, and extracourt settlements.
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have been fought by a conglomerate of public-private parties, reminding us once again 
that warfare is big business. U.S. troops in the Middle East are served at Pizza Hut and
Mc㻧onald’s branches staffed by a giant service sector of Asian laborers—“third-country
nationals” who, according to reporting by The New Yorker, are being promised work rr
in 㻧ubai luxury hotels, only to find themselves serving fast food in a military camp in 
Iraq. Combat itself is also partially outsourced to private security companies, of which
the best-known was a corporation called Blackwater, based in the borderlands of North 
Carolina and 㻹irginia and named after the color of the swamp there. After reporters
found out in 200㻚 that Blackwater employees were responsible for various shootings of 
Iraqi civilians under the mantle of security operations and risk management, the size and
nature of its corporate governance became exposed; in 2009 the company rebranded
itself as “㻻e.” Blackwater’s distinctively carnivorous logo, depicting an animal claw in
crosshairs, was swapped for a piece of nondescript typographic stealth that could have fit equally
well on a business jet, a laser printer, or a modem. A spokesperson for the company said that 
the new name was supposed to have “no meaning.” Blackwater’s founder, Erik Prince, has since
stepped down and is now creating a private mercenary army in the United Arab Emirates. The
Obama administration in 2010 awarded a 㻇2㻘0 million contract to 㻻e and, according to The Na-
tion, “actively defends the company’s continued existence as a government contractor in goodn
standing.” But the forced rebranding was only partially effective; most people still refer to 㻻e as
Blackwater.

||||| From Greenwashing to Crowdsourcing: BP by Greenpeace
GrG eenwashing is a strategy whereby corporations—especially energy companies—seek
tto impress the public by appearing committed to the environment. For example, in 2000 
tthe U.U 㻮. energy giant British Petroleum changed its long-held green-and-yellow crest
inintoto aa beautiful flower, paired with the slogan “beyond petroleum.” In April 2010, an 
exxplplosso ion aboard Beyond Petroleum’s oil platform the 㻧eepwater Horizon (which sat on
ththe ddeeepest oil well in history), triggered an environmental disaster in the Gulf of Mexico.
SSubsseequently, both the company’s real policies and the sailing habits of its CEO, Tony
HaH yywward, becamme papainfully obvious, sweeping aside a ten-year-old greenwash of the BP
brbranndd. Greenenpepeacacee, in turn, deployed an original protest method. It invited the public
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waw s vavagguu lelyy remininiscenent of Ammeeriir ccan AppAppaparell. TThehe bbbrarandnddn ’s “loyall fanns”—or, mmoree aaccccu-u-
ratet lyly, , vavarioous pepeopoplele uusing ssocciaall mediaa—beb ggann to ““prproottese t”t”t ttheeh rreebranddingg, ddememmmanand-d-
iningg ththat thee cchhange bee revokkedd. InIn ttypypicicalal ccoorrporaate lliningog mmassa teered by CCEOEOss, ppololiittiicciaiaanns, anandd 

“sociopreneurs,” Gap’s NNoro th AAAmmemeriricacann prpresesidident, MMararkaka Haansseen, wrotee an oopenen lleetettteter r tto the
angry mob praising the neww logo’o s s coconsnsisistetencncyy: ““WeWe cchohoseese tthhis ddeesign as iit’s mmororee coconnteemporary
and current. It honors our hherritage ththrrouggh thhee blblueue bboxx wwhihilele ssttilll taking iit forwawardrd ”. Noow comes
the best part: “Given the passiionatte o tutpouring from custot mers that follow ded, we’ve ddecided to

Branding and identity today manifest themselves in a 
mix of public-relations strategies, secret payments, fact 
manipulation, legal action, and extracourt settlements.
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engage in the dialogue, take their feedback on board and work together as we move ahead and 
evolve to the next phase of Gap.” Hansen invited them to submit new Gap logos to the company’s 
Facebook profile, and covered the silent withdrawal of “Gapvetica” on a positive note: “Thank 
you to everyone who has already shared feedback,” she wrote. “I’m excited about continuing the 
conversation and believe passionately in where we’re taking our brand.”

  ||||| Emergency Brand Evacuation:
              HBGary and Anonymous
Following the WikiLeaks release of a trove of U.S. diplomatic cables last 
㻧ecember, companies such as Amazon, PayPal, MasterCard, and 㻹isa 
terminated services to the organization under circumstances that, ac-
cording to the Harvard Law scholar Yochai Benkler, amounted to extra-
legal political pressure. In response, a loosely coordinated hacker group 
working under the collective handle Anonymous launched “Operation 
Payback.” The action consisted of distributed denial-of-service attacks 
targeting companies involved in the WikiLeaks boycott.
 In February, the Financial Times broke the story that Aaron Barr, the 
CEO of a cybersecurity company called HBGary Federal, claimed to 
have used social-media tools to discover and map out Anonymous’s much 
sought-after “top leadership,” which he was to unveil at an upcoming 
security conference. It did not take long for Anonymous to strike back 
at Barr; the group hacked his Twitter account, broke into HBGary’s 
servers, and leaked tens of thousands of company emails, which revealed, 
among other things, HBGary’s role (together with two other technology 
firms) in an anti-WikiLeaks information-manipulation task force called 

“Team Themis” and commissioned by the law firm Hunton & Williams, 
which was itself working for Bank of America. The subsequent revelations 
jeopardized not just Aaron Barr’s position but also HBGary Federal’s 
role in the industry and, eventually, the company itself. In March, Barr 
stepped down. “I need to focus on taking care of my family and rebuild-
ing my reputation,” Barr said in an interview with Threatpost. “Given 
that I’ve been the focus of much of the bad press, I hope that, by leav-
ing, HBGary and HBGary Federal can get away from some of that. I’m 
confident they’ll be able to weather this storm.” Again, we observe the 
familiar pattern of corporate risk containment—ironic, since Barr’s fatal 
bluster about his Anonymous research was clearly intended to boost the 
company image and, perhaps, get new clients on board. And again, the 
visual regimen of all this seemed to be the least concern for all involved. 
The most striking symbol of the episode was the pictures taken of the 
vacant HBGary booth at the conference and fair where Aaron Barr was 
supposed to address security professionals: Nothing to see here. At the 
time of this writing, HBGary Federal’s website is still offline.

  ||||
Further study of the anonymity and pseudonymity strategies of volatile 
network insurgents like Anonymous and LulzSec should be a vital task 
for anyone making sense of visual identity today. The tools these groups 
deploy may be technologically new, but they’re part of a long conceptual 
tradition. In a post-Enron era of rebellion against corporate and ad-
ministrative misconduct, the laws of Rand’s enlightened despotism are 
suspended, and the mask reigns supreme.

㻻e’s logo, replacing Blackwater 
(200㻚).

Winning entry for Greenpeace’s 
“Behind the Logo” BP rebrand-
ing, by Laurent Hunziker, 
France (2011).

New (but canceled) logo 
for Gap, (2010).

Message at an abandoned 
HBGary booth at the RSA 
security conference, 
San Francisco, February (2011).

Logo for Anonymous (2010).
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engage in the dialogue, take their feedback on board and work together as we move ahead and 
evolve to the next phase of Gap.” Hansen invited them to submit new Gap logos to the company’s
Facebook profile, and covered the silent withdrawal of “Gapvetica” on a positive note: “Thank 
you to everyone who has already shared feedback,” she wrote. “I’m excited about continuing the
conversation and believe passionately in where we’re taking our brand.”

||||| Emergency Brand Evacuation:
HBGary and Anonymous

Following the WikiLeaks release of a trove of U.S. diplomatic cables last 
㻧ecember, companies such as Amazon, PayPal, MasterCard, and 㻹isa
terminated services to the organization under circumstances that, ac-
cording to the Harvard Law scholar Yochai Benkler, amounted to extra-
legal polititical pressure. In response, a loosely coordinated hacker group 
workinngg unded r ththe collective handle Anonymous launched “Operation
Paybacck.” The acactit on consisted of distributed denial-of-service attacks 
targettingg coompmpaniees invoolvlveded in the WikiLeaks boycott.
 In FFebbrruaaryry, ththe FiFinanannciaal l Times bbroroke the story that Aaron Baarrr, thhe es
CEEOO ooff aa cybyberre secuurirityty ccomo pany ccalalled HBGary Federal,, clclaiaimed toto
havve usseedd sociaal-m-mediaia toolsls to discooveer and map out Anonymomous’s’s mucuchh 
soouught--aftfter “ttopp leadderrshshipp,” whichh hhe was to unveil atat an upuppcocommiingng
ssecuriritty ccononfeferrennce. IItt didid d not take lloong for Anonymymous toto strtrikikkee bbaackck
at Barrr;r; tthehe ggrooup haccked his Twitter account,t, bbrookeke iintnto HHBHBGaG ryry’s’s
serveerrss,, aand lleeaked d tetens of thousands of compaanyy eemmamaililss, wwhihichh revveae leedd,d,
ammonongg otothheerr thhiningsg , HBGary’s role (together wiwitthh ttwowo otthheer ttechnologoggyy y 
firmss) iin n aan aantti-i-WiW kiLeaks information-maaniippupulalatitionon ttask fforce callleedd

“Teamm Themis”” aannd d cocommmmiissisiono ed bby y thhee laaww fifirmrm Hunton & Williammsms,
whicchh was ititsellff wwoorkingng ffor BBanna kk ofof AAmeriricaca. TThThhee subsequent rrevevelelatationnss
jejeopopardidizeedd noott juujust AAaaron BBBararr’r s poposisititionon bbutut also HBGary Fedeeral’’ss
rorolele iinn thhe iindusttrry aandnd, evenenntutualallyly,, tthhee ccoommpany itself. In Mararchch, BaBarrrr
ststepeppeped ddoown. “I nneeed toto ffoccusus oonn tatakikingng care of my famimilyly aannd rrebebbuiuildd-
ining g mymy reepputation,”” BaBarrr ssaiaid d inin aann interview with ThThreeatatpopostst. “G“GGivivent
that II’v’vee beb en the ffoccuus ooff muuchc  of the baad d prpresess,, II hhopopee ththatat, byby leaeav-v-
ing,g, HHBGBGarry and HHBBGGaryy FFede eralal ccan gget aawawayy frf omom somomee ofof tthaat.t. I’m
coonfnfident t thheyy’l’lll bebe aabble e to wweaaththerer thih s ststoororm.m.” AgAgaiain,, wwe obseerrve the e
fafamim liarr ppatatteternrn of f cocorprpororatate e rrisksk ccono taainnmemmentnt—i—ironic, ssincce Baarr’s fatal l
bluussteter ababouuo t t hhihis Anoonymymouuss reesearrchc wwaass cclearly intenndededd toto boost thee
coommmpmpaany y immagaggee and, pperhahapspss, geeg t t nneww clc iientntn s onon bboaoardd.. AAAndd again,n, tthehee
vissuuualal regimimenen of all l tthhiis seeeemed d toto bbbee ththee leleastt coonncernn foforr alalll ininvvoolvlveded.
Thheee mostt sstrt ikinngg g sysyymbmbbollo oof f ththee epepissododee wass thhe pipicctctururesese takakene ooff ththee e 
vaaccaannt HHBGBGarary y bbooototh h atat tthhee cconno feferrenccee anand d ffairr wwhehere AAararonon BBBarrrr r waw ss
suupppososo edd ttoo adaddrress seseccuurirityty pprooor fefesssiioonanalss:: NNoththining g tto seee hherere.e AAt ththe e
timee oof f hthiss writingng,, HHBHBGGaGaryy FFeddedereralal’’ss wwebebsis te iis s sttillll offlinne.e.

||||||
FuFurtrthheer ststuuddyy of tthehe anonymity and pseudoonnyymmitity ststraateteggigieess of vov lal titilele
nenetwtworrkk ininsuurrgents like Anonymous and LuulzzzSSeSec shhouuldld bbee a vitatal l tat sk
foforr aannyyonene making sense of visual identity ttoddayay. ThThee totoololss these e grroups
dedeplployy may be technologically new, but theyy’ree ppara tt of a lonng g coconnceptual
tradadititiion. In a post-Enron era of rebellion agagainst cocorprporate and ad-
miministrative misconduct, the laws of Rand’’s enlilighghtened despotism are
suspended, and the mask reigns supreme.
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The New York-based graphics firm 2x㻗 has 
been in the identity business since 199㻗, 
developing visual lexica that speak to the 
particular missions and messages of clients 
as varied as Nike and the Harvard Art Mu-
seum. In work that runs the gamut from print 
to film to digital design, the office has shown 
a knack for turning information overload into 
a compelling aesthetics, especially in its col-
laborations with Rem 㻮oolhaas, that master of 
data-driven mayhem. 
 It’s also a practice whose own iden-
tity is a rather fraught business. As Michael 
Rock tells it, he and the other founders, 
Susan Sellers and Georgianna Stout, started 
out knowing that “we wanted to work interna-
tionally, and that...we wanted to focus on art, 
architecture, and fashion clients.” They’ve 
done just that, as evidenced in their revolving 
high-concept interiors for 㻮oolhaas’s Prada 
store in New York’s prosperous Soho neigh-
borhood, and in their kaleidoscopic, acid-test 
digital wallpaper for Tiffany’s Beijing outpost. 
 That only tells half the story, however. 
The firm’s global reputation, and its acute in-
sight into consumer culture, sit side by side 
with a critical inclination that seems frankly 
hostile to the enterprise of branding itself—
viz., the title of Rock’s 200㻘 essay “Fuck 
Content.” “I still believe that we make our 
commercial projects investigative,” he says. 
But the firm’s signature swirl of imagery (as in 
the near-blizzard of statistics and photogra-
phy that packs its 2009 book for Prada) seems 
not merely an interrogation of its theme but a 
kind of assault on the very notion of a single, 
knowable identity. 
 “We start from a position of skepti-
cism,” Rock says. He frames the 2x㻗 approach 
as a matter of radical objectivity, exposing ev-

ery available data point, every floating factoid, 
to produce a composite image of its subject. 
The firm’s special relationship with 㻮oolhaas 
(which began when 2x㻗 guest designed an 
issue of ANY magazine that featured the 
architect) is especially meaningful in this 

Smoke Screen of Information
The many identities of 2x㻗

by Ian 㻹olner

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

For 2x㻗, the compromises of working in the global 
marketplace incite an angst that issues forth in a rush 
of graphics, text, and figures.
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ThThee NNew Yoorkkrk-b-basasededd gggrraaphhp icics firm 2x㻗 has
bebeennen iiinnn thhe ididenenttiityty bbbususu ininesesss since 1999㻗9㻗,
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seseumumum. IInIn wwwororo k k thththatatat rrununs s ththee gagamumum tt frfromomm pppririntnt
totoo fffilililmm tototo dddigigigitititalala ddeesiggn,nn  thehe oofffficce e hahas s showownn
a a kknack k fooforrr tutuuturnrnr iniingg ininfoformrmmatatioionn ovovererloloaddad iiinttntoo
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laborations withthh RRRemem 㻮㻮ooooolhlhlhaaaaaass,s, tthahahattt mamaststerrer ooof fff
data-driven mayhhem. 

It’s also a practice whose own ididenn--
tity is a rather fraught business. As Michhaeaell
Rock tells it, he and the other founded rs,
Susasann SeS llers and Georgianna Stout, started
out knowwinng that “we wanted to work interna-
tiiononalally, annd that...we wanted to focus on art,
archchiteectuurere, and fashion clients.” They’ve
doonene jusust thhatat,, as evidenced in their revolving
hihighgh--conncec pt intntererioiorsr fforo  㻮oolhaas’s Prada 
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2x㻗, GuilT, wallpaper 
for Prada (wallpaper project: 
2001䇬ongoing; GuilT: 200㻘).

2x㻗, Tableau 㻹ivant, wall 
covering for Maharam (2011). 

2x㻗, Pole 㻧ance website and 
mobile app for MoMA PS1 
(2010).

2x㻗, Masked/Hooded Women, 
wallpaper for Prada (200㻚).

2x㻗, 㻧esign Machine, pattern-
making application for Tiffany 
Beijing (2011).

2x㻗, Caryatids, wallpaper for 
Prada (2011).

The Identity Issue connection, since 㻮oolhaas has been a prime 
advocate for embracing the informational tide 
of the digital age. If anything, 2x㻗 has car-
ried that tendency even further: In 2010, it 
designed a smartphone app for a MoMA PS1 
exhibit that turned the user-generated move-
ments of a site-specific installation into a 

dizzying array of visual schema and diagrams. 
The project signaled the firm’s interest in ever 
more fluid, dematerialized realms for design. 

“We’re aspiring to push ourselves toward in-
between spaces,” Rock says.
 Yet it’s an aspiration that also seems 
driven, at least in part, by anxiety. “We had 

2x㻗, GuilT, wallpaper
for Prada (wallpaper project: 
2001䇬ongoing; GuilT: 2000㻘).㻘).

2x㻗x㻗, TTaablablableeauauue 㻹㻹i㻹 vvvaannt, walw l 
cocovoverieririnng nng fofor MMaahhhharramm (2011). 

222x㻗2x㻗㻗 P, Poleole 㻧a㻧ancncee wwebbsite and 
mmobmobilele appa p fp ffororor MMMooMMAA PS1
((20(2010)1 ).

2x2x㻗, Maskasked/d Hooded Women, 
wallppaperer foor Prada (200㻚).

2x㻗, 㻧㻧eesign n Machine, pattern-
making application for Tiffany 
Beijing (2011).

2x㻗, Caryatids, wallpaper for
Prada (2011).
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“We had real freedom at first,” Rock says, 
“but then eventually you have to work with others.”

real freedom at first,” Rock says, “but then 
eventually you have to work with others.” The 
modernists of old, at ease with their corpo-
rate clientele, aimed for clear, iconic designs 
that said it all in a few simple strokes. For 
2x㻗, the compromises of working in the global 

marketplace incite an angst that issues forth 
in a rush of graphics, text, and figures. Wary 
of the political wages of their practice, the 
designers obscure their clients’ identity (and 
their own) in a smoke screen of information.

8㻗
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“Wee hhaadd real ffrreeeeddoom at first,” Rock says, 
““bbuutt ttthhhheeennn evveennttuuaalllyy you have to work with others.”

, y ,

real freedom at first,” Rock says, “but then
eventually you have to work with others.” The
modernists of old, at ease with their corpo-
rate clientele, aimed for clear, iconic designs
that said it all in a few simple strokes. For 
2x㻗, the compromises of working in the global 

marketplace incite an angst that issues forth
in a rush of graphics, text, and figures. Wary
of the political wages of their practice, the
designers obscure their clients’ identity (and 
their own) in a smoke screen of information.
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For Stewart Smith, defining what he does may 
be the hardest part of his job. He once told 
an interviewer that he “navigates between art, 
code, and design,” but speaking from his home 
in London, he admits, “I think that’s just me 
putting a label on things that I want to do any-
way.” Smith, 29, has filled the last few years 
with these things: His visualization of world vi-

ticulture appeared in an exhibition at the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art last fall; two 
other digital pieces, “Windmaker” and “Exit” 
(a collaboration with 㻧iller Scofidio 㻎 Renfro), 
are currently on view in “Talk to Me,” at New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art; and all the 
while he’s been operating his punningly named 
design house, Stewdio. 
 Smith, who moved to the U.㻮. from 
New York last year, spent his teenage years 
in Connecticut and cut his teeth on design 
while working on his fanzine, Tweed, in the late 
1990s. “If now it’s art, code, and design, back 
then it was music, politics, and 㻧IY,” he says. 
Somewhere amid the glue sticks and 㻻erox 
copies, he learned that the presentation of his 
ideas could communicate just as much as what 
was inside. 
 After receiving his M.F.A. in graphic 
design from Yale (“I spectacularly did not fit in”), 
Smith began producing work that showed both 
a sense of play and a quiet critique. “Browser 
Pong,” for instance, enlists the flotsam of the 
internet—pop-up windows—in an homage to the 
classic Atari game. Meanwhile, “Windmaker” 
subjects web content to the weather conditions 
of a particular location. Try reading The New 
York Times’s home page on Mt. Washington, 
once the world-record holder for wind speed, 
and John Boehner’s grim face bounces around 
the screen alongside the newspaper’s logo. It’s 
as if Smith pulled up the anchor of corporate 
identity and quietly sailed away into the night.
 “i㻴uit,” which he describes as “a 
one-liner, a wisecrack,” borrows Apple’s slick 
template but uses it to perform an act of ne-
gation. “With just a few clicks,” it promises, 

“the i㻴uit website will email your desired party 
a polite but firm resignation letter, construct-
ed on the fly just for you. No configuration 

Unmooring
Stewart Smith’s quiet critiques

by Justin Sullivan

Stewart Smith, 
“Browser Pong” (2009).

Stewart Smith, 
“Exit” (2008).

The Identity Issue

For Stewart Smith, defining what he doess may
be the hardest part of his job. He oncee told
an interviewer that he “navigates betweenn art,
code, and design,” but speaking from his hhome 
in London, he admits, “I think that’s jusst me 
putting a label on things that I want to doo any-
way.” Smith, 29, has filled the last few yyears
with these things: His visualization of worrld vi-

ticulture appeared in an exhibition at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art last fall; two
other digital pieces, “Windmaker” and “Exit”
(a collaboration with 㻧iller Scofidio 㻎 Renfro),
are currently on view in “Talk to Me,” at New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art; and all the
while he’s been operating his punningly named
design house, Stewdio.
 Smith, who moved to the U.㻮. from
New York last year, spent his teenage years 
in Connecticut and cut his teeth on design
while working on his fanzine, Tweed, in the late d
1990s. “If now it’s art, code, and design, back 
then it was music, politics, and 㻧IY,” he says.
Somewhere amid the glue sticks and 㻻erox
copies, he learned that the presentation of his
ideas could communicate just as much as what
was inside. 
 After receiving his M.F.A. in graphic
design from Yale (“I spectacularly did not fit in”),
Smith began producing work that showed both
a sense of play and a quiet critique. “Browser
Pong,” for instance, enlists the flotsam of the 
internet—pop-up windows—in an homage to the 
classic Atari game. Meanwhile, “Windmaker”
subjects web content to the weather conditions
of a particular location. Try reading The New
York Times’s home page on Mt. Washington,
once the world-record holder for wind speed,
and John Boehner’s grim face bounces around 
the screen alongside the newspaper’s logo. It’s 
as if Smith pulled up the anchor of corporate 
identity and quietly sailed away into the night.

“i㻴uit,” which he describes as “a
one-liner, a wisecrack,” borrows Apple’s slick
template but uses it to perform an act of ne-
gation. “With just a few clicks,” it promises,

“the i㻴uit website will email your desired partyy
a a popolil te but firrm resignation letter, construcuct-t-
edd oon n the flfly justt fforor yoou. No configuraatition

Stewart SSmith’s quiet critiques
byy Justin Sullivan

SteStewwarrt St Smmith,h,
“Browswser Ponng” (2009)9).

eStewarw t Smith, 
“ExE it”it” (2(2008).
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necessary. Perfect for quitting any sticky sit-
uation.” It certainly seems to be a jab at the 
shiny, happy aura of productivity surround-
ing Apple, though Smith says that wasn’t his 
intent. “I don’t think I’m making a statement 
about brand identity,” he says. “Which is a 
bit unfortunate, because I’d like to at some 
point. But to say I’ve dwelled on it and pro-
duced some informed, pointed response just 
isn’t true.” Whatever we might read into his 
work he ascribes more to levity than political 
intent. “I actually don’t like postmodernism 
when it comes to visuals,” he says. “But my 
sense of humor is so influenced by the nine-
ties and things that are about pastiche that, 
whether I want it to or not, it makes its way 
into my work.” 

 |||||
His projects increasingly seem to abandon 
some of that lightness. “Exit,” influenced by 
Paul 㻹irillo’s theory that humanity is defined 
by migration, quite beautifully but earnestly 
renders the movement of people into lights. 
With his frequent collaborator Robert Gerard 
Pietrusko, Smith is currently putting the fin-
ishing touches on a data-visualization project 
that examines the art world itself. Set to ap-

pear this fall in a show at the 㻽㻮M gallery, 
in 㻮arlsruhe, Germany, called “The Global 
Contemporary: Art Worlds After 1989,” the 
piece “explores the art trade’s dramatic ex-
plosion around the end of the Cold War.” 
For the project, a panoramic animation that 
employs geolocated data, not unlike “Exit,” 
Smith and Pietrusko created a database of 
art-world trends in both financial and cultural 
capital. Smith says that the work explores “the 
growth of the major auction houses around the 
world, commercial art fairs that emerged from 
or were sometimes inspired by major bienni-
als, and the creation of new art 䇱regions’ for 
profit.”
 “I think there’s so much poten-
tial there,” he says. “The foundation we’ve 
had to build—databases, content-management 
systems, methods for building narratives from 
these observations—we think that has a much 
longer shelf life. No one else has the kind of 
data 㻾㻽㻮M㼀 now has for biennials.” He’d like 
to make the information public as a research 
tool. His focus on the financial apparatus of 
the art world seems to have a bite-the-hand-
that-feeds quality, but Smith describes the 
project as a scientist might: It’s a “particular 
globalization story.”

“I’ve grown sensitive to artists and 
designers making big, unfounded claims.”

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com
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 Smith is hesitant to answer ques-
tions of intent, a reaction to his zine days. 

“I’ve grown sensitive to artists and designers 
making big, unfounded claims,” he says. “I 
used to do this a lot when I was younger, and 
now I’m very embarrassed by it.” It could 
explain why Smith gets so excited about 

these newer data-visualization projects; the 
rigor of the research speaks for itself, while 
leaving the project open to many possible 
interpretations and uses. Meanwhile, he’s 
focused on the work. “In my own spare time 
even,” he says, “I’m just producing things, 
and I can’t really help it. I can’t even stop it.”

Stewart Smith, 
“i㻴uit” (200㻙).

Stewart Smith,
“Windmaker” (200㻚).

Stewart Smith, 
“Histoface” (200㻚).
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Creativity + Commerce
The Creativity 㻎 Commerce competition is meant to highlight the best business-focused 

design from around the world: logos, identities, annual reports, advertising campaigns, signage, 
and corporate brochures. But over the years, that world has sometimes seemed very small in-
deed, with very few international winners at all. We’re happy to report that this year’s finalists 

could not be more visually or geographically diverse. Of the 2㻙 winning designs, nearly half 
are from outside the United States. (Surprisingly, four come from one Brazilian firm, Greco 
㻧esign.) Also represented are Spain, Canada, Singapore, Italy, and Croatia. Closer to home, 

Mohawk Loop Almanac

JDA Inc., Retail 
Ready Design

The Identity Issue

1st
㻧esign Firm: Tomorrow Partners, 
Berkeley, California
Art 㻧irector: Gaby Brink
㻧esigners: M㽵nica Hern㽣ndez, 
Scott Hickman, Amber Reed
Illustrators: Paul Tebbott, Edel
Rodriguez, Grady McFerrin, 
Sarah Labieniec
Writers: Nathalie 㻧estandau, Natalie
Linden, Wendy Jedlicka, Jason Mc㻹ay
Photographers: Ron van 㻧ongen, Steve
Cohen, Misha Ashton, Laurie Frankel, 
㻧aniel Geiseke, Blaise Hayward, 㻮ane 
Longden, Tier Und Naturfotografie
J & C Sohns, Michael Hall, 
Getty Images; 㻮atherine Wolkoff, 
Art & Commerce 
Client: Mohawk Fine Papers
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EarBudeez 
Earbud Packaging

Version 26

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

㻧esign Firm: J㻧A, 
Long Beach, California
Art 㻧irector: Jerome Calleja
㻧esigners: 㻧ean 㻮ojima, 
Stephanie Windham
Client: Audiovox Accessories

㻧esign Firm: Space1㻘0, Minneapolis
Art 㻧irector: Billy Jurewicz
㻧esigners: Roven Bashier, 
㻮ari Tate-Anderson, 㻧ustin Sparks, 
Michael Watson, 㻧ustin Joyce
Writers: Cassie Broeckert, Todd Lintner
Client: Space1㻘0

2nd

3rd

you’ll see some familiar names, such as 㻧esign Army, Leo Burnett, Wieden 㻎 㻮ennedy, and 
Crispin Porter 㻎 Bogusky. Newer, smaller firms made the cut, too, including J㻧A, a graphic 
design office from Long Beach, California; Space1㻘0, in Minneapolis; and Chicago’s Grip 
㻧esign. All of this is to say that while business may be idling worldwide, business design

seems to be thriving.

90
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VF Annual Report 2009
㻧esign Firm: And Partners, New York City
Art 㻧irector: 㻧avid Schimmel
㻧esigners: Craig Bailey (print), Nina Boesch (interactive)
Illustrator: Laura Molloy
Writer: Charles 㻹eprek
Photographer: Julian 㻧ufort
Client: 㻹F Corporation

Burger King Global 
Packaging

design (re)Invents

The Identity Issue
Creativity 㻎 Commerce

CREA
㻧esign Firm: Baillat Cardell et Fils, 
Outremont, Canada
Art 㻧irectors: Jean-Sebastien Baillat, 
Guillaume Cardell
㻧esigners: Jean-Sebastien Baillat, 
Guillaume Cardell, Melanie Martin
Client: Info-Presse Labieniec 

㻧esign Firm: 
Crispin Porter 㻎 Bogusky, Miami
Creative 㻧irector: James 㻧awson-Hollis
Art 㻧irector: Mike 㻧el Marmol
㻧esigner: 㻧avid Iglesias
Client: Burger 㻮ing

㻧esign Firm: 㻧esign Army, 
Washington, 㻧.C.
Art 㻧irectors: Pum Lefebure, 
Jake Lefebure
㻧esigner: Sucha Becky
Illustrators: Sucha Becky, Matt Chase
Client: AIGA
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Intel Infoscape

Fundação Dom Cabral 
Signage System

Boudoir Logotype

Print, 㻙㻘.㻘, October 2011 
printmag.com

㻧esign Firm: Greco 㻧esign
Art 㻧irector: Gustavo Greco
㻧esigner: Ana Luisa Gomes
Client: Funda㽩㽥o 㻧om Cabral

㻧esign Firm: Elements 㻧esign Group, 
San Francisco
Art 㻧irector: Janet Brockett
㻧esigners: 㻧aniel Schambach, 
Elie Jamaa
Client: Foghorn Creative

㻧esign Firm: Greco 㻧esign, 
Belo Horizonte, Brazil
Art 㻧irector: Gustavo Greco
㻧esigner: Ana Luisa Gomes
Client: Alessandra e Rebecca 㻧ias

Wanderlust Identity
㻧esign Firm: Foreign Policy 㻧esign Group, Singapore 
Art 㻧irector: Yah-Leng Yu; 㻧esigner: Yah-Leng Yu
Illustrator: Cheryl Chong; Photographer: Michael Tan
㻧esign Production: Tianyu Isaiah 㻽heng (TY)
Project Management: Arthur Chin
Client: Wanderlust Hotel

Bear Flag Wine
㻧esign Firm: Eduardo, Madrid
㻧esigner: Eduardo Bertone
Client: Bear Flag Wine
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Mendes Junior 2009 
Annual Report

Ayrton Senna’s 50th 
Anniversary Invitation

Visual Identity of “True 
Stories” Exhibition

Death’s Door 
Spirits Packaging

The Identity Issue
Creativity 㻎 Commerce

㻧esign Firm: Greco 㻧esign 
Art 㻧irector: Gustavo Greco
㻧esigner: Ricardo 㻧onato
Client: Mendes J㽼nior Civil Engineering

㻧esign Firm: Greco 㻧esign 
Art 㻧irector: Gustavo Greco
㻧esigner: 㻽umberto
Client: Ayrton Senna Institute

㻧esign Firm: Grip 㻧esign, Chicago
Art 㻧irectors: 㻮elly 㻮aminski, 
㻮evin McConkey
㻧esigners: Joshua Blaylock, Molly Wells
Client: 㻧eath’s 㻧oor Spirits

㻧esign Firm: Jekyll & Hyde, Milan
㻧esigner: Marco Molteni
Client: Scuola Politecnica di 
㻧esign
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Self-Promotional 
Valentine’s Day Card
㻧esigner: Oussama Mezher, Montreal

Pula Is More
㻧esign Firm: Parabureau, 
㻽agreb, Croatia
Art 㻧irectors: Igor Stanisljevic, 
Marko Baus, Petar Popovic
㻧esigners: Aja Turcic, 㻮ristina Ivancic
Illustrator: Petar Popovic
Client: Tourism Office Pula

The Most Important Book You’ll Ever Reread
㻧esign Firm: Leo Burnett, Chicago
㻧esigner: Shereen Peterson
Writers: 㻧avid Schermer, 㻧ave Loew
Illustrator: Blake Calovic
Chief Creative Officer: Susan Credle; Agency Operations: Frank Cirrincione
Corporate Strategy: Michael Peters; Strategic Planning: 㻮aren Green
Producer: Anne Trout
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W + K Studio Goodness

Mohawk Solutions 

Lerner Digital Trademark Robert Marc Campaign

Make Better Art from 
the Streets

The Identity Issue
Creativity 㻎 Commerce

Ideas + Buildings Vol. 
02: Perspective–Global 
Context
㻧esign Firm: Perkins 㻎 Will, Atlanta
㻧esigner: Mimi 㻧ay
Writers: 㻧iana 㻧avis, 㻮alpana 㻮uttaiah
Client: Perkins 㻎 Will

㻧esign Firm: Space1㻘0, Minneapolis
Art 㻧irector: Ned Wright
㻧esigners: Michael Seitz, 
Andrew Ridgeway
Writer: Michelle Swanson
Client: Space1㻘0

㻧esign Firm: Space1㻘0, Minneapolis
Art 㻧irector: Jason Strong
㻧esigner: Ian Crombie
Client: Lerner 㻧igital

㻧esign Firm: The O Group, 
New York City
Art 㻧irectors: Jason B. Cohen, 
J. 㻮enneth Rothermich
㻧esigner: J. 㻮enneth Rothermich
Client: Robert Marc

㻧esign Firm: 㻹olume, San Francisco
Art 㻧irectors: Adam Brodsley, 
Eric Heiman
㻧esigners: Eric Heiman, Adam Brodsley, 
Talin Wadsworth
Client: Mohawk Fine Papers

㻧esign Firm: Wieden 㻎 㻮ennedy, 
Portland, Oregon
Art 㻧irector: Paul Levy
㻧esigner: W 㻎 㻮 Studio
Writer: Nathan Goldberg
Client: W 㻎 㻮 Studio
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The Judges
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Amanda Spielman is a graphic designer 
at SpotCo, an advertising agency that 
specializes in creating artwork for 
Broadway theater and other live enter-
tainment. Prior to SpotCo, Amanda was 
an associate art director at Time Inc. 
Custom Publishing, where she helped to 
launch Proto, an award-winning maga-
zine for Massachusetts General Hospital. 
Her work has been recognized by Print, 
the Society of Publication 㻧esigners, 
and Graphis and has been featured in 
Step, Metropolis, Good, The 㻧esign 
Entrepreneur, and Fingerprint. Amanda 
graduated from the M.F.A. design 
program at the School of 㻹isual Arts and 
holds a B.A. from 㻹assar College. She 
lives in Jackson Heights, 㻴ueens.

Joshua Liberson and Ethan Trask, 
vice presidents of Creative, spent the 
first part of their careers designing 
magazines in-house for a range of titles 
as varied as US Weekly and the fashion 
bible 㻹isionaire. In 2001, brought 
together by a job, they decided to form 
Helicopter, a New York䇬based design 
consultancy. Over the next ten years, 
Helicopter expanded its practice to 
include both design and strategy across 
multiple sectors including media, the 
arts, retail, and hospitality, receiving in-
ternational recognition along the way. In 
January 2011, Helicopter was acquired 
by its then client One 㻮ings Lane. Josh 
and Ethan now run the creative group. 
Josh holds a degree in studio arts from 
Wesleyan University and was a founding 
member of the School of 㻹isual Arts’ 

Master’s in Branding Program. Ethan 
holds a degree in English from Lewis & 
Clark College and is a former member of 
the New York board of AIGA. They are 
both inordinately fond of toile.   

Wake Forest Football
㻧esign Firm: Wildfire, 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina
Art 㻧irector: Shane Cranford
㻧esigner: Ross Clodfelter
Writer: Sarah Lassiter-Mason
Client: Wake Forest Athletics
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