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 “Universe versus pluriverse: thinking space and democracy globally"

TRANSCRPTION OF: Doreen Massey reflects upon the spatial turn 
I come to this meeting though from a very different trajectory, but also because Chantal and I have spent a lot of time talking to each other and we were both talking about the concept of multi-plurality and I suppose sharing basically a political concern that there must be ways countering what has seemed to be over recent decades the drive a uni-polar world. I mean I take it that that is what everyone is interested in getting and the imperial dimension of that is the domination by the United States, the Washington consensus. All those government institutions which are dominated by the United States like the IMF.

But I come to that also because of my dissatisfaction with a lot of the theorising of globalisation that’s happened on the left in relation to the way in which it thinks about State and place so I agree very much with what Costas was saying. In particular I would want to argue that a lot of progressive left theorising about globalisation that we have seen over the 20 years has radically suppressed the potential of space and of place and particularly place as a world in which we can potentially organise counter hegemonic struggles. There’s lots of different ways in which the discourses of the left have done that and I’ll just mention one or two of them in order to get the discussion going.

But my question then is to what extent can place – and that might include the city, it might include the Nation State, it might include other kinds of places I’ll perhaps mention later – can place still be kind of politically acceptable to the left, organising arenas for counter hegemonic struggles?

Now there’s one sort of classic left-wing theorising about globalisation that to my mind completely eradicates that potential and it’s the one in which actually the whole of cultural studies studies, a lot of radical political philosophies goes for this economic analysis and that is big end theories of neo-liberalism. Neoliberalism, this big thing that happens in the core and it sweeps down and around the world like a global Tsunami …. Recently it has been called big end theories of neoliberalism and because we’re not economist we take it from an economic backdrop, accept it and then read it into our studies of particular places and I think it is highly dangerous.

In terms of the way in which it thinks about religion and inequality the approach I referred to sees variation around the planet, as something that is inherited from the past and implicit temporality of the study structure as well as the spatiality, neoliberalism arrives as the global modelling force, the global force of now, into a planet which is spatially differentiated. The places are the thing which accept the new. Also, you’ve got an opposition between local place and global force, all the dynamism is with this and is situated as though it came from nowhere, as though it has its personal place roots (where of course it comes out of Washington, New York, London, Shanghai and other places) but a global force which is somehow un-situated and to which all the agency has attributed and global places which kind of sit there and await the wreckage of their locality, from forces that come from above and from elsewhere.

What happens is that in that scenario all places in the end get seen as or get interpreted as being neoliberalism’s latest fix and we see that all over the place in many writings, and it’s very easy to do. We assume that the incoming force, this big big thing is the dominant force in the new articulation, with the arrival of the global, in an implicitly conceptualised contained local and so we re-articulate the local into its term.  And I want to say that is not true. It is politically disempowering of course because it means that places just sit there and all they can do is resist but in that implicitly imagined scenario there is no active force within that place to which it fights back. The fact that it is politically disempowering doesn’t mean that it’s actually incorrect of course. I would also say that it is incorrect and if you look around the world there are plenty of places which are, at the moment, being the basis for the organisation of counter hegemonic struggles.

So that’s one set. A long-standing, left wing, fundamentalist Marxist – I don’t know how to put it – but again that way of theorising neoliberalism. It’s a big thing that’s happening and it’s a steam roller; the Tsunami that goes around the world.

The other way of theorising, which is really really important on the left, is that that comes out of Empire, out of the concept of Multitude and Empire. Out of Hardt and Negri, out of John Holloway (How to Change the World without taking Power), all of those theories. 

They are explicitly, of course, against place because they are against any kind of locus for political organising because they are against, in their language, though I would argue actually  not in their practice, though in their theories, they are against any form of containment of the global flux; any form of containment in all that potentia, all that bottomless energy which is the force of the world. 

They would argue in particular about place and of all possible places most especially of course against the Nation State, but that form of containment of the bottomless energy of the world, they accept the global multitude. Because of the imposition of boundaries set against each against each other can lead to Fascism, all of those arguments we see in all of the books of Hardt and Negri and there’s a host of problems with that. I’ll just mention one or two which we all know, and I’ll mention one or two that come specifically out of the way in which it thinks about space and place.

The first thing I say is that to argue that we must think of everything in terms of precepts, which is one of the founding arguments, basically means that there are not themes. I mean there’s a tendency, particularly when you go to the further ends of this spectrum to say that because everything is processed then we cannot conceptualise an entity. My argument is that emphasising process is not about the non-recognition of entities, it’s about the re-conceptualisation of entities and so what that must be about is the re-conceptualisation of the Nation State, the re-conceptualisation of place so that it does not necessarily give rise to these us/them politics in quite the same way. [audio improves from this point forward] Some people here will know I’ve written endlessly about the re-conceptualisation of place – I won’t go on about that. So what this issue is not, the abandonment of entities in that sense.

The second very dangerous thing that’s happened, and I think mainly in the books Multitude and Empire is that there’s been a gradual process of translation. It takes its roots from people like Bergson and Spinosa. It comes through Delueze and Guattari with the people that I spoke about and one of the things that’s happened in that process, as of now in the 21st century, is that Bergson’s notion of becoming, that whole notion of being ‘is becoming’ has been translated into the spatial. That actually the way in which Hardt and Negri see becoming is as flow. It’s as though the whole translation of the notion of the process of being as being itself a process, has been translated into geographical flow and the whole notion of stasis has been translated into geographical territory. Now that has been done quite explicitly in the sense that they would argue that it is this spatial ontology which has the potential for producing the greatest threat to the current form of empire. So, you will see in Multitude and in Empire whole sections saying that the migrant is the most important figure of our time. It is the migrant who will cross boundaries and de-stabilise the capitalist system.

Now I want to argue that we would be totally wrong to take the migrant as the iconic figure for our time. I would argue that even if we did their glorification of migrants that cross national borders is more to do with their problem around national borders than it is to do with what’s going to pose the greatest political threat. The biggest migrations are in China from country to city, or in India from country to city and you read say Mike Davis’ book on Cities of Slums, that is as much a political threat to the system as migrants that cross boundaries. First of all they’re translating becoming into migrancy in a sense and then they’re reading it as specifically international and it seems to me that that is a constriction and a denigration and a single dimensional reading of what is a very rich philosophy which is wrong but also I would say a political misreading on some of the most important things we should be addressing at this moment.

That whole kind of emphasis of the migrants as the iconic figure of our time, of course, plays into the denigration of place as a possible focus for organising and a lack of appreciation for. It almost makes – in fact at times they’re almost explicit – that an appreciation of the specificity of place is sometimes reactionary in the ways in which they theorise. In other words, that whole focus on migrancy flow, international migration is a result of a political assessment I don’t accept and of a theoretical slippage which I think they’re not explicit about. Coming back to what Costas was saying, we can’t do without borders. There is a way in which they talk about smooth space, the way in which they talk about the dominance of flow and of process would have us believe that in the end we’re moving towards a situation in which there are no borders. This isn’t a kind of a nation-topic process, I think it is one in which there is a real belief.

I would argue that space is always in some way or other striated, necessarily. Partly we need borders ((?)), we need borders to protect – not every border is an act of violence – but also in its very nature space is always necessarily, in some way or another, striated. You cannot have smooth space, I would argue. In fact I think it’s their denigration of striation, their inability to recognise the necessity for striation and the possibility of striation, which produces a kind of counter position of two idealisms, two romanticisms (smooth space and striated space), both of which are idealisms, both of which are romanticisations. We will always have both, and of course at times they even say that. 

The aim then is not abandoning all boundaries. The aim is taking responsibility for the terms on which those boundaries are constructed, which relates back to the issue of re-conceptualisation that I was trying to get at before.

It seems to me that that is one of the fundamental challenges of the spatial. Somebody said earlier that when it all gets to be flow you don’t have space but of course you do. You have a space of flows, you have a space which is created in a whole load of ways and that is a challenge. But one of the fundamental challenges of the spatial is how we create boundaries that are not necessarily of the sorts that they are quite legitimately opposed to. To appeal, it seems to me, all the times migrants to flow to smooth space is precisely to abdicate that responsibility. The whole lack of the reserve behind one’s arguments is to abdicate the responsibility for thinking about ‘so how then do we construct boundaries?’

I want to argue, and there’s a lot of very recent stuff that we haven’t written out yet (so this is very tentative) is about trying to argue against this denigration of the potential of place as a basis for counter hegemonic organising. However, I don’t think that this potential exists only at the level of the Nation State. I have been working in Venezuela for quite a long time and what’s going on in Latin America is obviously one of those places that one might want to look at empirically as precisely denying big end theories of neo-liberalism, precisely standing up as a place and saying no, trying to hold out the possibility of alternatives. But I’ve also been very involved in what London as a city might have done during the period, the possibly lamented period of Ken Livingstone’s Mayoralty and the GLC. I’m old enough to have worked in the previous incarnation of Ken Livingstone in the 1980s. In other words, cities themselves, and there was this beginning of an alliance between left wing cities and also between, of course, London and Venezuela in Caracas that one of the first things that Boris Johnson did when he got into power – n fact the first antagonist thing he did towards Ken’s regime – was to cancel the agreement with Caracas Venezuela. 

The other place I’m working with is a thing called the Inuit Circumpolar Council, which is a place that is only just beginning to come into existence as a place, through struggle, and Inuit people are saying “We will not be victims of climate change nor will we be figured as victims for canaries in the global hothouse, we are going to be active” and they formed an alliance with the Pacific islands groups called Many Strong Voices and they are insisting on participating in the science of climate change, they are insisting on being a place which is not a victim of neoliberalism and environmental change but a place which has a voice. My new work is called Voices of Places actually. 

Because I’m concerned specifically with place and with the globally differentiated organisation of our political thrown-togetherness, I wanted to know what potential there was in that.  So pluriverse in that way definitely appeals to me. What I began to learn from you, what I am less understanding of is why pluriverse is normally assumed to have a spatial basis because Hardt and Negri would argue that you can have lots and lots of little global struggles but they’re not necessarily organised into boundaried places.  I think this comes back to the different theories of democracy and so that can leave absolute democracy versus representative democracy and so forth.

I would want to pose to radical democracy that question. I absolutely agree we need multi-polarity, absolutely agree pluriverse but why does that have to be organised into places? I think that’s one possible form but not necessarily the only and specifically of those potential palatial forms why necessarily the Nation State? I half way know the answer but I think it’s something that needs to be more explicit in the ways in which we follow it through.
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