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Oh sure you’ve got 
your giant floating neon dragons 

and your epic desert sculptures 
and your hissing Mad Max-ish 
art cars shooting flames 400 

feet into the air, and every single 
thing everywhere smells like 

some combination of sweat and 
dust and marijuana and urine 
and fire and tequila and glue. 

And sure there’s your rampant 
glittering nudity and writhing 

all-night dancing and improvised 
kitchen-sink costumes and sudden 

vicious unrelenting alkali dust 
storms that could choke a cow 

and make your throat feel like it’s 
been rubbed with sandpaper and 

your eyes dream of saline solution. 
This is pretty much a given. 
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You’ve got your requisite body 
painting and drum circles and 
kite flying and giant kickball 

and rope-bondage class at Camp 
Arachnid, music at the Church 

of Wow, penis gourds on parade, 
yoga and massage and the ragin’ 
Thunderdome bash-fest and the 

famed Critical Tits all-female 
all-topless bike procession. 

All topped off by the glory that is 
the ever-present Pinky’s nightclub/
libation station, stuck somewhere 
on the spoke of Imagined between 

the roads known as Faith 
and Evidence. Bless you all. 

And of course there are always, 
always the rows of mandatory 
and simply indescribable porta-
potties stuck out in the middle 

of the Nevada desert in 102-
degree heat for a week. For 
this, there are no words. 
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Just another Burning Man, 
really. Sort of pedestrian, all this 

astounding otherworldliness, this 
sense of entering another planet, of 
stepping out of reality as you know 
it an into a place where anything 
goes and usually does and no one 

really thinks much of it except 
that it’s usually pretty relaxed and 
ridiculous and surreal and friendly 

and half naked and grinning. 

Do we need to be clearer? Are there 
still those who don’t know, don’t 

really understand? Is it even possible 
to describe the indescribable? 

Because you can’t explain Burning 
Man to your parents and you 

can’t explain it to the religiously 
terrified and you can’t describe it 
to those who, no matter what 
you say, refuse to see such events 

as anything other than some sort 
of freaky-deaky druggie Grateful 

Dead-esque Satan-worshipping sex-
romp thing, one that they pray 
their kids never get sucked into 
lest they become kinky beautiful 

liberal atheists who like anal sex 
and weird art and vodka shots 

and open-mouthed laughter. 
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OK look. Burning Man is not an 
orgy. It’s not a sweetly blasphemous 

pagan love-fest. It’s not a giant 
drunken drug-addled overly hot 

week-long rave party with lots of 
beer and margaritas and bikes and 

exposed nipples and unshowered 
flesh and flashing shiny things and 
dust and crazy nouveau idealistic 

neo-hippies and breathtaking 
starlight. Not solely, anyway. 

What it is, really, is a chance 
at unfettered self-expression, 

with drinks. And this is why it’s 
still so vital, so important. 

What BM is, really, is 30,000 people 
who erect this bizarre gorgeous 
temporary fully functional art-

filled dust-drunk city in the 
middle of nowhere sans money 

sans phones sans work sans rules 
and tear it all down a week later, 
and that, in effect, is what makes 

it so gorgeous and strange. 
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And you’d think this lack of 
rules, this lawless inebriant-fueled 
glitter bomb of an event, would 
result in this teeming screaming 

free-for-all, this haphazard mess, 
nothing but violence and mayhem 

and rape and sodomy and hey 
you jerk quit grabbing my ass. 

When in fact you might be amazed 
at how civilized and generous 

and open and friendly most people 
can be in such circumstances, how 
relaxed and smiling and accessible, 

with the notable exception of 
the camp that played very loud 

and very mediocre techno 24 
hours a day, nonstop, right 

next door to my camp, and we 
nicknamed you Annoying Music 

Camp and you were unfathomably 
obnoxious and I wish you ill. 



What BM is, really, is a chance to 
hang with like-minded creative 

nutballs who, at the conservative 
end of the spectrum, are so 

urgently in need of release they 
look forward to Burning Man 

the entire year so they can 
finally cut loose and be the type 
of person they always want to 
be, at least for a week, at least 
a little, before they dive right 
back into their oatmeal lives 

and hunker down for another 
paycheck and sigh wistfully. 

And on the other end, there are 
those who live on the fringe of 

the culture all the time and view 
BM as the pinnacle, the cumulative 

blowout result of all their 
nonconformist energies, the status-

less judgment-free dream utopia 
they’ve always felt could exist year-

round, if we all just tried really 
really hard and gave up money 
and air-conditioning and ATMs. 
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And Burning Man can, in fact, 
become a little tiresome. A 

little stale. A little less than 
magical after a few trips and 

what’s amazing is how you can 
begin to take it for granted, 
begin to forget that there’s 
nothing like this happening 

anywhere else on the planet. 

But of course, that’s just me. It 
happens. Because Burning Man 
is just exactly as much or as 

little as you need it to be. It is 
exactly the experience you make 
it, and as any seeker of intense 

transformational pops will tell 
you, if you aren’t craving a step 

outside your normal reality, or if 
you aren’t really needing a sticky 
injection of semi-radical, liminal 

vision questing at that particular 
moment in your life, Burning Man 
might not yank you the right way. 

No matter. Because regardless 
of how powerfully it slaps your 
spiritual ass on a given year, the 
truism remains that this event 

is still one of the few bright 
glimmers of rabidly creative, pro-
individuality hope in a snarlingly 

uptight, lockstep BushCo world. Try 
saying that about Ozzfest, dude. 
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Because in the end,   it doesn’t really 
matter what anyone thinks of this 

stunning festival. Burning Man 
shrugs off criticism as easily as it 

defies definition. You simply take one 
look around the playa, one glance 
at the art and costumes and the 

people, and no matter how tired or 
ennui filled you might have become, 
you can only feel an overwhelming 

sense of, well, gratitude. 

That it’s still happening. That 
it’s still here, still strong and 
still diverse and outrageously 

imaginative, still pulsing with funky 
divine alt-vibes, retaining its core 

sense of release and evolution and 
joy and well-lubed creative flow. 
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This is more important than 
you know. This is more vital 
than many of us realize. In 

the age of Homeland Security 
and bludgeoning deficits and 

a government that would 
love it very much if everyone 

with any independent opinion 
whatsoever would please shut 
the hell up so they can pillage 
the world at will, you realize 

how precious a commodity this 
sort of energy has become. 

Ultimately, BM reminds you of just 
how desperately undernourished 

is the world when it comes to 
exactly the mind-set the event 

itself illuminates. No matter how 
it hits you, no matter how deeply 

you connect with it, you can’t 
help but look around and say 
to yourself, sweet Jesus with a 

tequila shooter and a sequined 
Buddha costume, thank God this 
event still exists. And flourishes. 
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Because this ain’t hippie-dippy 
New Age crap, not some Grateful 

Dead Rainbow Coalition acid-
trip hemp expo. It’s raw, it’s dirty, 
it’s hot, it’s ugly, it’s beautiful, it’s 
surreal and funny and strange 

and uncomfortable and incredibly 
freeing and connected and honest 
and man are you ever grateful for 

a shower when you get home. 

And if that’s unreality it sure as 
hell feels like the real thing. 



Interview with Larry Harvey
Black Rock city, 26 September 2003

 BY Marc Goldchstein
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People learn civic 
virtue here. And a 
lot of the younger 
people really need 
that because they 

just see society as a 
vending machine. They 
don’t see that there’s 

a social contract. 

We’ve created a 
model, an experiment,  
indeed an initiation 
that has lead to the 

formation of positive, 
constructive values. 

And a renewed believe 
in the possibility of 

transcendence.

Transcending 
your isolation 

as an individual, 
transcending the 

small confines of the 
100 people you can 

keep up a relationship 
with. Identifying 

with society itself.

I confess it is one of my 
goals to  prove that 
civilisation is possible.Larry Harvey 

founder, executive director,  master of ceremonies    
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generated. And what needs to happen, is that we have to start 
with the individual and then work to a sense of the communal and 
then work to a sense of the civic and then work to a sense of the 
universal.

As the dialogues continues people will be more and more intelli-
gently informed and develop a coherent philosophy. That’s part of 
my job: to give them some ideas on what their experience should 
coalescence around. I can number the phrases that we’ve used. But 
they really mean something because they’re continually ground-
ed through this ritual founded in dirt, in immediate experience. 
And as that intellectual sophistication grows, that will be a means 
to form a consensus within the community, so that masses, thou-
sands on thousands of people, begin say yes,  that’s something 
that should be done. And at a certain moment what will happen is 
people will self-initiate political action. Everything we’ve learned 
at BM is scalable to a much larger domain. 

If it hasn’t yet borne through as organised political effort. That’s 
because we have to till the field, remove the rocks,  and nurture 
the vines, until the cultural factor self interpenetrates the lives of 
those that have gone through this experience. And hundreds like 
them across the country.  

But in all societal changes there has been a role for leadership. 

That’s what we’re about to assert. The most important event that 
will occur on the playa this year -and probably the least conspicu-
ous- will be a summit meeting with all our regional representa-
tives. We founded a non-profit organisation, the Burning Man 
network, which binds them to us and protects the interests of the 
community. 

We have 80 and upwards and it’s a very interesting story because  
it illustrates some of our basic principles. Our philosophy has al-
ways been that we offer a social context for culture to self-organ-
ise. What we’ve always done is watch the growth of the community 
as it takes place through numberless interactions And as creative 

Q: Burning Man is one of the most fascinating events in the West-
ern World, no doubt about that.  One of the many things that 
make it unique is the ethical, societal content you give to it in your 
speeches and through the rules that you enforce on the playa: a 
money-less society, the gift economy, self expression, leave no 
trace, the importance of volunteer work, radical inclusiveness, etc.  
But on the other hand it remains a six day event in the middle of 
nowhere with no impact on society. Conservative America can rest 
assured: all these creative, energetic people spending all that time 
and money to create a fata morgana in the desert. As long as they 
spend their time on that they don’t use it on politically relevant 
subjects. Burning Man as opium for the people?

A: I’d love to get to the political phase of Burning Man because 
that’s when you start rearranging the furniture. But I think that you 
have to go through certain stages of experience for it not to be just 
another version of the same thing.  I’ve learned to be patient, hum-
ble. Because if you start with the premise that culture is a naturally 
occurring, self organising process then you can’t force it. You can 
help it. You can accelerate its development. As anything in nature 
it’s a chaotic system but very subtly and more intricately ordered 
than anything we can create. 

People learn civic virtue here. This has been a nursery school for 
that.  And a lot of the younger people really need that because they 
just see society as a vending machine. They don’t see that there’s 
a social contract. We’ve created a model, an experiment,  indeed 
an initiation that has lead to the formation of positive, constructive 
values. And a renewed believe in the possibility of transcendence. 
Transcending your isolation as and individual, transcending the 
small confines of the 100 people you can keep up a relationship 
with. Identifying with society itself. And people will begin to real-
ise that they can apply the ethos, the values that they’ve learned 
here on how an entire society might function.

I think that to recreate workable politics in our present world, we 
first have to toil in our vineyard. It may not seem apparent now, 
but what we’ve patiently been doing is preparing the ground. And 
that ground is to recreate the basis by which culture itself can be 
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action emerges, to learn from that ourselves and then lead by tak-
ing new steps so that it provides a model to others and teach us 
all what we value. 

The regional people have spontaneously began to contact us and 
say we want to get in touch with other participants. In essence 
they were saying we don’t want to  stop being as we were on BM. 
We began to link them up. And as time went on we began to of-
fer them advise in particular instances because they were facing 
problems we were facing years before and develop tools or phi-
losophies. We put them on a list so they could talk to one another  

Now we founded a non profit whose mission it is to promote so-
cially robust interactive art. That is art that requires community for 
its production and actually produces ad hoc a community in its 
exhibition.  What we’ve always done is emphasize the importance 
of art, in part because marching under the legitimizing banner of 
art makes you get away with quite a lot. You can be the court jest-
er, you can say things  that would not be permitted otherwise. 

What we’re going to encourage through the non-profit organiza-
tion, is that they’re not be content by simply forming refuges from 
the world. What we’ll particularly do is create art events that uses 
the public space in their home town  Many have told us very sin-
cerely that BM has changed their lives, then our question to them 
is, well why can’t it change the life of their neighbors? It’s always 
been one of our rules: radical inclusivity.

We’ll show them how we can all unite and form a united network 
with formed governance and institutions. We’re going to divide 
the group up into geographic regions and ask larger organisations 
to mend towards the smaller groups. They begin to form a real 
community on earth.  I believe this is ultimately the foot in the 
door. It will be the first part of the third phase of Burning Man, 
after communal life on the beach, and the civic community in the 
desert.
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We began by visiting the offices of the congressmen and senators 
of the Bay area, we found that creating relationships with their staff 
would do most of the work, that you’re halfway there. We didn’t 
hire a lobby firm, what it turned out that in more than one case the 
people on the staff had relatives who had come to the event.  So 
we had ourselves organised in this end, that they sent a message 
preparing our entrance in Washington. We were very well received 
and as a result we caused a federal agency to change it policy. It 
was indeed instructive.

We were offered the opportunity by the environmentalists to write 
ourselves into the legislation and therefore assure our survival. We 
found out how laws get written. They’re written by lobbyists. I 
didn’t understand how naked it was. They said well, OK, write it! 
At first it was even suggested to include it in law itself, you know,  
“Burning Man is secured”,  we said well that’s a little extreme, let’s 
put “large scale events”.

What struck me that the two sides were polarized but each mo-
tivated by very ideological positions that prevented them from  
talking to one another. We’ve been something of a moderator and 
it was perfectly obvious to me that they cared essentially about 
the same things. Everybody’s positive values could have been 
achieved if we actually got them in the same room. But oh no they 
completely demonised one another, they completely misunder-
stood one another.  It’s often a mistake to demonise or to regard 
the things that you disapprove of as simply “evil” and therefore un-
worthy of examination. Our president learned a lesson from that. 

Burning Man and religion. The Christian right is vehemently op-
posed to Burning man because it is a pagan humanistic event. 
Their worst nightmare is that labour day will become a religious 
event, with young children burning a man in their front yard to cel-
ebrate the pagan humanistic gods. And then, almost adding insult 
to injury, you choose “beyond belief” as the central theme of the 
2003 event. Why?

Last year our theme was Waterworld, so people came to see me at 

And you think the Internet will play a role in this?

When the Internet came along people said it will change every-
thing and then the future didn’t seem to happen. Part of that was 
because people mistook the nature of the media. They thought it 
was like TV. We’ve always known that that the real power of it was, 
and one of the highest and best uses, to organise social networks. 
And I see the political implications of that.  There are a series of 
events that have fascinated me.  Falung Gong,  Zapatistas, the WTO 
protesters  have used the internet to organise.  China executes of 
middle and top level bureaucrats because they know people are 
talking on the internet. Of course flash mobs do it. But all this is 
mostly negative.  We have learned over the years at BM to use the 
Internet in a constructive way. Our extranet is like a great open 
studio where each group has a space to organise in and then look 
in on other people’s efforts. And it’s a very potent tool for people 
to organize.  We have learned that the internet is most potent and 
most useful when it coincides to real living, breathing communi-
ties where people struggle together, share resources. 

When you can really unify sentiment the result is tremendously po-
tent. What we’re able to do because of the real community behind 
it is to cause thousands of  people to write unique letters based on 
information we given them. And those are very very potent. You 
walk into a senators office and the first thing you see in the front 
office is the big map.

You’ve had to lobby to Washington?

The Black Rock Desert is now a national conservation area. In that 
process was a great political battle which took place. And it pitted 
the rangers and the real estate developers, against the very organ-
ised environmental organisation. That was trying a fourth time to 
designate this in such a way that there was slightly more protec-
tion to the environment. We became caught in the middle.  We 
had hoped to be neutral and friend to all, but became apparent 
that we couldn’t.
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provision that that we do not define what it meant. We said that 
that emerges from your experience. Now, to be open minded is 
not to be empty headed. A whole discourse has grown up around 
it. Not so much about what it means, but how it means. And look at 
the fruit of it, how it unifies, how it connects them to one another. 
But we’ve done this in this utterly non coercive way. We have in ef-
fect created the experience of religion but we’ve disintermediated 
the political apparatus of religion. There aren’t any priests, we just 
took them out and said: you and your experience. 

The danger of religion has always been that it appeals to uncondi-
tional realities that, when applied to secular affairs, are among the 
most dangerous things on earth.  It is dangerous when you create 
a power with authority that derives from an absolute source. And 
yet people have the need to feel that within themselves there is 
something of absolute value. Unconditional value. That you are a 
vision and like any vision, transformative and unconditional in its 
value. You need to have that, to share that feeling with other peo-
ple and you need to feel that you’re united collectively by that. But 
I  cannot see why people can possess these experiences while at 
the same time the potential for political coercion is removed.  

But I’m not going to climb up the mountain and come down with 
the ten commandments. Everybody knows we make the man. He 
didn’t descend from heaven. I don’t think that even I could get 
away with saying “the man says that you must…”  Our community 
wouldn’t allow it. It would shrink down to a few diluted souls that 
would put on their tennis shoes to catch the space ship. This is 
a satire, I hope you noticed. That’s the provocation: some people 
will come out serious and then maybe they’ll achieve that wonder-
ful intelligent ironic ability  to see it as both at the same time. 

One reason the right has so much power is because they have this 
dreadfully literal interpretation of religion, very authoritarian. They 
are nevertheless inspired by faith. It’s a mistake to just ignore peo-
ple you disapprove of. For them the power of faith is a very power-
ful thing. How they got a corner on it I don’t understand. We just 
let in happen because we were saying to one another well you live 
your way and I live mine. And that’s how a minority in this govern-

the end and ask me “what’s the theme next year”: Wild West world 
or so? And it all sounded like a Disney attraction. I made a vow 
to do a theme next year that Disney would never touch.  I like to 
provoke. What I wanted to do this year was to make it possible for 
people to engage in a dialogue about spiritual values. It’s almost 
to the point that you can talk about bestiality at the dinner table 
but if you bring up spiritual experience, there’s no way to commu-
nicate about it.

When people ask me what my beliefs are I say: I’ve had a mystical 
experience and in some sense that makes me a mystic. But I’m also 
a thorough grown atheist and I don’t see any necessary contradic-
tion between the two. I don’t believe in some gaseous vertebrate 
ordering human affairs, it’s absurd, it’s childish. But I have had a 
mystical experience. I know how they work, how they affect peo-
ple, and I had it. And in some way it’s permanently in my heart in 
a way that has allowed me to be more fully that I could ever have 
without it. 

I know from my experience that the most significant things I’ve 
done were based on a leap off the ladder of proof. We have no 
choice but to live by faith, but to seek for what feels essential with-
in us and project it out into the world as vision that guides us. But 
we have no proof. If I hadn’t had faith in this from the beginning it 
would never have existed. It was a time when I was the only per-
son on earth who had that faith. And now we got 30.000 people 
with some version of that faith.

I also want them to understand that this is a spiritual movement, I 
want them to be able to value it that way, to exchange immediate 
experience with one another. Later on when it becomes a political 
movement I think that will give it a robust power. And make it act 
with confidence. 

Every society I believe, needs a transcendent core that is larger 
than them, but which reflects every individual, like a mirror, a re-
ceive back a greater identity towards all who experience it. The 
Man for years has had a sacred identity. From the beginning the 
plan was to put the Man in the centre of the experience, with the 
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About Europe and America. We wonder whether there is enough 
time left for the generation-long transformation process you de-
scribe, when you see the speed by which this administration is 
changing the basic rules of geopolitics.

Don’t worry. We’re going to do such a bad job in Iraq it’s going to 
turn into a Vietnam. It’s only dawning them that, although they 
were dreaming of an American imperium, cut out Europe and so, 
that we can’t even afford Iraq. Our credit card’s maxed out.  There 
were trying to change the basic premises of geopolitics but they’re 
going to fail, for material reasons.  Most people were saying: my 
god, the only sane ones are the Europeans. Hey the Germans, al-
right!

We Americans, in our absolutely appalling naiveté, have gotten so 
far from the practice of democracy that we actually think there’s 
no cultural basis for it. You can summon them up, have an elec-
tion and all you need is maybe some voting machines and they’ll 
elect and drive SUVs and then they’ll be like us. It would take an 
entire generation to change Iraq and a real kind of idealism that 
they don’t even have.  

Mr Harvey, thank you for the interview.

ment came to govern it where the majority of the people are very 
much more like Europe. But they are disarmed and unable to act. 

Consumerism and the entire apparatus that supports it intends to 
not only exploit culture but to simply dissolve it and to isolate eve-
ryone  for everyone else and to define themselves strictly in terms 
of their manipulated desires. But the great appeal of consumerism, 
that appears to every new tribe that encounters it, is that they can 
have things their way. They can be individuals. And to not under-
stand the valid, the real and spiritual appeal of that to people is to 
be blind. 

So the only way to win this struggle is to compete on the same 
ground. So our message to people is that yes, it’s all about what 
you are. The difference between us and consumerism  is that what 
they sell to people are simulations of authenticity. Elusions of be-
ing. And we’re offering them the actual thing. 

And if people don’t think that’s attractive, then witness this rap-
idly growing city where people are going in the harshest possible 
environment, the most inconvenient place and all of those things 
that make supposedly make consumers so attracted: convenience, 
comfort, no it turns out what they really wanted, and what con-
sumerism really exploits, is what religion is always been preoccu-
pied with: and that’s the opportunity to be. And to be in succes-
sively larger units too. To belong to yourself, to belong to other, to 
belong to the stars, I think that in our modern world we have to 
reverse that continuum. We’ve got to start with the individual. 

In former times the individuals was not important. In our world -
and I embrace this, I’m an American- there is the supreme value of 
the individual. The one thing European will tell me when they’re 
over here, is that, yeah in terms of social identity and communal 
life, relationships, that America is a wasteland, but the other things 
they’ll say, well we wouldn’t get away with this at home. The ideal 
thing would be if you could combine both, and I don’t know why 
not. That working from Europe and working from here that wis-
dom couldn’t be achieved. 
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