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Burning Man has always been difficult to describe and direct. ‘That Thing in the Desert’ may still be the most precise term ever applied to Black Rock City and its pre-urban predecessors. With the mushrooming of regional events across the globe, ‘That Thing’ has mutated and multiplied beyond its Black Rock bounds, further transforming its own mythos. From Austin to Australia and Spain to Shanghai, Burning Man’s social networks and material culture have spread not only centrifugally from the center to the peripheries, but have forged transversal connections between burgeoning burner communities. The San Francisco-based Burning Man Project, has itself been refashioned by its entanglement in the emergent global superstructure of the ‘Regional Network’. Indeed, the regionals were the initial impetus for Burning Man co-Founder Larry Harvey to pen the Ten Principles in 2004, well after Black Rock City had congealed into a fairly stable form. In this sense, the regionals were made retroactively responsible for the Principles that prompted their cultural norms, redefining the official values of Burning Man at home and abroad.

The metaphors of ‘region’ and ‘network’ are a vital part of Burning Man’s past and present. If event organizers wish to receive official legitimation from the Burning Man Project, they must have their proposals approved by a local ‘Regional Contact’ and an ‘Events Committee’ appointed by the Project’s San Francisco staff. Lately, however, it seems that representations of Burning Man are everywhere. For example, a June 2018 New York Times article about a jam poetry event in Manhattan reported, “Tech Elites Recreate Burning Man Inside Their Living Rooms”. Across the globe in China, in addition to the official Dragon Burn regional event, several copycat outfits have emerged, folded, and transformed. 

Such efforts have both challenged and catalyzed new circuits of growing transregional ‘burner’ communities, which have articulated with a broader transformational festival and participatory urban culture that may or not claim explicit affiliation with the Burning Man Project. In other words, Burning Man’s global efflorescence effectively transects ad hoc regional borders and effaces boundaries between official and unofficial expressions. Therefore, while still empirically salient, the spatial imaginary of ‘region’ and ‘network’ falls short when accounting for the complexity of the present or participating in the possibilities of the future.

In response, this paper, based on long-term participant-observation conducted as a Regional Contact since 2003, is an immanent intervention that thinks of, with, and for Burning Man towards a transformational geography with generative implications for both scholars and practitioners. Drawing conceptual inspiration from assemblage thinking, it develops and presents the ‘global rhizome’ as a provisional analytic aimed at apprehending the emergent topology of a globalizing Burning Man. The aim is to both stimulate scholarship and inform the theory and practice of community members, event participants, and Project management.

Before continuing, I’d like to clarify what I mean here by ‘transformational geography’. This paper stems not only from years spent in the regional spaces of Burning Man, but from my training in the academic discipline of Geography, which literally means “earth-writing”, and privileges space and spatiality as its point of entry for understanding the social. 

This paper will offer a rhizomatic spatial ontology derived from the work of Deleuze and Guattari as a ‘transformational geo-graphing’ of Burning Man. My hope is that it not only illuminates an event and community in perpetual flux, but serves as a Gift to further catalyze a transformation of our spatial imagination and the manifold assemblages in which it articulates. In other words, it’s meant not so much as a model but as a tool, however crudely crafted, to be appropriated, adapted, and altered at will.

Allow me now to preface the remainder of our time with a warning, or daresay, a caveat. Attempting in 20 minutes to present a topology that reconciles the analytical demands of academic theory-building and the practical demands of an organization requires a 747-level of hubris. Realizing my goal here will take far longer than this talk allows. But Burning Man would have vanished long ago had it not deluded people into pursuing the partial realization of silly dreams, so please fly with me a bit further, if just for a moment.
 
Radicals, Regionals, and Rhizomes
Having raised my rhetorical umbrella, I’d like to proceed by further clarifying the terms of my title, and to sketch, however schematically, their articulation in the Burning world.
The word, “Radical”, was a favorite word of the late event co-founder, Larry Harvey. Larry’s use is provocative and problematic for several reasons. Most obviously, ‘radical’s polysemic pedigree can imply a contentious political stance that neither he nor the Project’s spokespeople have ever advocated. More germane to my argument, however, is its spatial implication of rootedness, its evocation of an arborescent metaphor, as in tree branches that share a common and fixed source.  

As he wrote in his ‘Radical Ritual: Spirit and Soul” post for the 2017 Event Theme, “The word radical occurs three times in the Ten Principles, and most people regard this as referring to a breaking of boundaries and a shedding of restrictions. But radical has a second meaning: It refers to all that is fixed and fundamental in human nature.” That year’s theme, and Burning Man in general, has found great utility in playing with assumptions about the fixed and fundamental in human nature. Indeed, such transgressive urges drive many an experimental engine on and off playa. Allow me to humbly suggest that a metaphor that augments, if not outright destabilizes, the imaginary fixity portended by the word ‘radical’ may get us more mileage.

As for “Regionals”, this word has in practice evolved into a heuristic short-hand that simultaneously indexes at least three distinct but related referents: Communities, events, and persons, ie regional contacts, all at once. Let’s unpack these referents in turn, while recognizing that all of them continue transforming formally and informally at various speeds:


First, the Regional community. The word region, whether for Burning Man, for a nation-state like Switzerland, or for a supra-national entity like the European Union or ASEAN, implies a complex spatial imaginary whose production and reproduction relies on a variety of social and technical devices, including maps and institutional structures. Burning Man regions are not congruent with typical territorial subdivisions. Our nominal regions have included cities, states and provinces, countries, ad hoc sub or supra-national regions, or any combination of these. This regionals map has been produced iteratively through a centralized yet contingent and path dependent regional contact intake process. For better or worse, it has never been rationalized or redrawn according to population or other possible metrics.

Second, the regional event. Formally, these events include official burns and decompressions, theme camps and art installations and their backers. Informally, they include unofficial, renegade, or copycat efforts, especially in my corner of the world. The main actors driving these events include organizers, funders, theme camps, artists, and more. Key players often include people who arrive from outside the supposed regions, or are recent arrivals, or who had very little familiarity with Burning Man to begin with. For example, Spain’s Nowhere was initially driven by burners from the UK. Shanghai’s Dragon Burn was launched by expatriates. Japan Burn was started by someone who had never even been to BRC, who was then gently co-opted by an approved RC. Proper study of these complex social and spatial histories requires not only considering the registered organizations that run them-- some of which have even bought substantial land holdings-- but the far looser and nimbler associations that underpin and transect them.

Finally, regional can mean the regional contact, or RC, who may or may not be event organizers. Evangelists, stewards, and gatekeepers, a key formal function is to legitimize local events. Informally, their activities vary widely over space and time, and range the gamut from ignoring emails, to losing themselves in ill-considered schemes, to sparking strange and wonderful new creations. I know these various possibilities all too well.

Given the excess of meaning that suffuses this term, Regional, then, both researchers and practitioners would do well to ask what the Regional Network is in fact networking, both formally and informally, and how. This is both an operational and ontological question.

Operationally, the Global Network Team and Regionals Committee, run by several full-time staffers and supported by volunteers, facilitates communication between several hundred regional contacts. It collaborates with an Events Committee to confer “official” status, and implicitly keeps an eye on other happenings. However, beyond contractually-defined terms like “RC” and “events”, it is still developing a lexicon and administrative architecture for handling the wide variety of actors and entities that have emerged, whether under its tutelage or through its cracks. To grasp such complexity, phrases such as “Network of Networks” or “Federation” have circulated lately within various working groups and brainstorming gatherings. All such efforts face the same ontological question: These are meant to be a network, or a federation, of what, exactly? What are its components? What is its shape and extent? And upon becoming so named, how will the nodes and actors be conjured and connected, whether as autonomous agents or otherwise? Further twisting the topology is an ongoing lexical drift from “Regional Network” to “Global Network” within the Project, and the interesting activities of Burners Without Borders.

Enter the Rhizome, which may free up our thinking and give us a provisional line of flight.

While Rhizome may be an odd and unfamiliar word to many— probably one of its tactical strengths, really—it should be a familiar figure not only to chefs and gardeners, but for anyone acquainted with Deleuze and Guattari’s landmark book, A Thousand Plateaus. This French philosophical fever dream, the second part of a two-book series, Capitalism and Schizophrenia, has been wildly influential not only in the humanities and social sciences, but has even wound its way into management consulting and military strategy, for better or worse. 

“We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radicles. They've made us suffer too much,” say Deleuze and Guattari in their Introduction. They champion instead the rhizome, which embraces the best and the worst, celebrates the multiple and messy, weeds and crabgrasses that proliferate wildly, the tubes and bulbs that break off to form new life, the assemblages that connect at all points, that “produce stems and filaments that seem to be roots, or better yet connect with them by penetrating the trunk, but put them to strange new uses.” Indeed, as we’ve already heard today, Burning Man’s regional events have done nothing if not put the mothership’s mythos and materials to strange new uses.

The rhizome serves as a botanical figure for a more abstract construct, the assemblage, which has several characteristics. These include connection, heterogeneity, multiplicity, and rupture: “Any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be… A rhizome may be broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines.”

We might think of how a Mongol army of warriors on horseback, or standing on the playa
forms something far stranger and more compelling than the simple sum of its parts, or how 
swarms of bees or drones exceed their individual components to reshape their own spaces of becoming, or of how many regional events and organizations have developed their own lines of connection and could likely carry on even following a rupture.

For Deleuze, an assemblage is “a multiplicity which is made up of many heterogeneous terms and which establishes liaisons, relations between them, across ages, sexes, and reigns — different natures. Thus, the assemblage’s only unity is that of co-functioning … It is never filiations which are important, but alliances, alloys; these are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, the wind” (Deleuze & Parnet, Dialogues, 69-70).

Contagions, epidemics, the wind… more elemental than a swarm of drones, a playa white-out comes to mind, whisking our historical memory back to the beginnings of Burning Man, to the serendipitous smelting of the very different Baker Beach Burn with the Cacophony Society and the alchemical agency of the Black Rock Desert, to the co-functioning of entities as initially uneasy yet evermore symbiotic as the Burning Man Project, the US Bureau of Land Management, and the city of Reno. All of these alliances are of a piece with the unlikely co-functionings of the 2018 projects I showed above, which were partially funded through previously unimaginable alliances with entities such as BMW and the Chinese Ministry of Culture. As Deleuze and Guattari write, “We form a rhizome with our viruses, or rather our viruses cause us to form a rhizome with other animals”, although in this case I might suggest our capital--cultural, financial or otherwise-- whether surplus or deficient, causes us to form rhizomatic relationships with other organizations.

Returning our gaze to the regionals and even to renegades and copycats, we might see them not as a series of successions or of offspring, but rather as a cultural contagion with multiple vectors of infection. It is an epidemic that has also effectively reshaped Black Rock City—or if you will, the San Francisco and Gerlach Regional -- in its own evolving image, not only through the recursive application of the Ten Principles, but through the influx of new social, material, and financial, and communicative resources. Such contagion has spread to broader fields of industry and governance and vice versa, proliferating hybrid forms of ever higher dimensionality if not incommensurability.

The question I’d like to leave us with is not so much whether “rhizome”, as an analytic, is a perfectly accurate description of a reality that is always too complex to capture, but rather, whether it has transformational potential for the praxis of Burning Man as a global event and object of knowledge, and as a prompt to produce a new typology of the variety of actors rearticulating these worlds. 

‘Rhizome’ works, I think, as a map rather than a tracing. Not as a representation of the real world, but as something that could do real work in the world. For Deleuze, “a map is entirely oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the real… It fosters connections between fields, the removal of blockages… It is itself a part of the rhizome. The map is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, group, or social formation. It can be drawn on a wall, conceived of as a work of art, constructed as a political action or as a meditation. Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the rhizome is that it always has multiple entryways” (12).

As Black Rock City’s gates get harder to scale even as the city pushes its bounds, the global burner efflorescence, or rhizome, drops aerial roots and extends mycelial threads, opening multiple entryways to new spaces of contagion. Yet we would do well to remember that what we’re here calling transformational festival culture, and its many economies of desire, precedes and exceeds Burning Man.

After all, “A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely alliance. The tree imposes the verb "to be," but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, ‘and. . . and.. . and. . .’ And with that, let’s park this plane and have a conversation. 
