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Designer Communism: 
non-places as utopia 
Mark Fisher 

When we are told that we must knuckle down and prepare 
ourselves for a period of austerity, we might be forgiven If we 
are bewildered. For hasn't the period we've just lived through 
been marked by a certain austerity? As Franco Berardi has 
argued, the neollberal moment was governed by a very 
restricted definition of wealth - "a projection of time aimed 
at gaining power through acquisition and consumption:' 
The alternative model of wealth that Berardi proposes
"the simple capacity to enjoy the world available in terms of 
time, concentration, and freedom• - has become impossible 
for precarious workers endlessly harried by always-on 
digital communications equlpment. 1 There is no time to 
ilnger; any time not spent hustling (for sales, for work, for 
opportunities) is time wasted. 2 But perhaps this other kind 
of wealth is just as inaccessible to the super-rich, too, who 
take their laptops and smartphones on holiday with them, 
who are never free from the pull of email, who are only 
as good as their last deal, and whose ceaseless agitation 
operates as a Stakhanovite example that the rest of us are 
supposed to follow. 

For Berardi, the consequence of all this infernal inertia is 
a reduction in eroticism, where eroticism is understood 
not just In the narrow sense of sexual contact, but in the 
broader sense of the art of enjoyment. For the super-rich, 
money possesses no use-value (and, at any rate, they have 
no time to spend the money they have accumulated). Their 
massive salaries function as signs: a multi-million dollar 
bonus can seem like a humiliation if it less than what a rival 
receives. Similarly, the houses of the super-rich are not in
tended to be lived in; they are objects for display, in which 
wealth is signalled by the conspicuous wastage of space. 

As a major generator of sign value, design has been crucial 
to all this, and we shouldn't underestimate the role that 
the co-option of design played In the success of neo
liberallsm. The prefix designer Is now synonymous with 
hyper-capitalist, whereas anything anti- or non-capitalist 
is deemed to be drab, functional. The sarcastic coinage 
of the concept of designer socialism In the 1980s was 
meant to suggest that the 'designer' and the 'soclalist' 
were Incompatible: a designer socialist was someone 
who espoused left-wing principles but who consumed 
like a capitalist. Owen Hatherley has worked tirelessly 
to overturn these cliches. From Hatherley's perspective, 
design is a prisoner of capitalism rather than as Its willing 
servant. While neoliberalism presents us with a situation 
in which the rich retreat Into heavily protected compounds 
and invite us to admire their interior designs, the "militant 
modernism• that Hatherley excavates and reconstitutes 
involves extravagant visions of public space: "Imagine If ... 
the paragon of the Twentieth Century's inorganic desires 
was a Delirious Moscow rather than New Yor1<•1• 

Designing capltallst reallsm 
The destruction - both physical and conceptual-of public 
space has been central to the neoliberal world's libidinal 
austerity. Steven Spielberg's seemingly anodyne 2004 
tragicomedy, The Terminal, provides us with a vision of 
this degraded public space. Loosely based on the real-life 
case of Mehran Karimi Nasseri, who spent eighteen years 
at Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris, the film stars Tom 
Hanks as Viktor Navorskl, a citizen of the fictional Eastern 
European country of Krakozhia. While Navorski is flying 
to the United States, Krakozhia becomes embroiled in a 
revolution. By the time he lands at JFK airport in New York, 
the United States no longer recognises Krakozhia, and 

Navorski is not permitted to enter America. Navorski is 
plunged into a state of suspension - Spielberg doing a 
kind of Kafka-lite - In which the ratification of his status 
as an authorised person is perpetually postponed. 

The significance of The Terminal is the fantasy that 
underlies It- the idea that, beyond the airport, there is 
a 'real' United States that can be distinguished from 
the 'artificiality' of the airport termlna~ a promised land 
which Navorskl Is prevented from entering. But what 
could be a more authentic Introduction to United States 
culture than Spielberg's hypercommerclallsed terminal, 
crowded with franchise retail outlets and all of the 
semiotic paraphernalia of multinational corporations? 
The terminal fulfils a similar function for the United 
States that, according to Baudrlllard, Disneyland once 
did. Baudrillard famously argued that Disneyland was 
presented as imaginary in order to make us believe in 
the reality of the rest of the United States; in the same 
way, Spielberg's airport is presented as inauthentic, as a 
(non)place of waiting and suspension, in order to secure 
the authenticity of the America outside the terminal. 

The Baudrlllardian resonances multiply when we reflect 
on the terminal building Itself. As the film's title suggests, 
it is the terminal that is the real star of the movie. The 
auteur behind The Terminal would then be Spielberg's 
production designer, Alex McDowell. The construction 
of the terminal was a considerable design feat, as archi
tecture critic Hugh Pearman explains: 

Spielberg's JFK is not the real place or even a close 
replica of one of the terminals there, but a set built 
at huge expense in a hangar in Palrndale, California. 
Production designer Alex McDowell produced a 
full-size, fully operational terminal derived from 
a selection of American and European airports. It is 
deliberately made just slightly more terminalistlc 
than the real thing. Its surfaces are just a bit shinier 
and more brittle, there are more escalators and 
flight-Information screens, a state-of-the-art Dutch
designed airport slgnage system, a veritable casbah 
of familiar shops and cafes, and of course there is the 
inevitable section undergoing rebuilding, a parallel 
universe for the characters who Inhabit the place. 

The interesting thing about Spielberg's terminal 
is that- in order to function convincingly- It had 
to be built as a real, three-storey building rather 
than as a flimsy set. Complete with 60,000 feet of 
granite floors and 35 familiar retailers, some with 
real Starbucks-style staff, It took 20 weeks and 
200 workers to build. No virtual reallty for Spielberg 
here: what you see, apart from spliced-In scenes 
of planes pulling up outside, is physical actuallty. 
As love interest Catherine Zeta-Jones remarked: 
"It even smelled like an airport.,.. 

Pearman's account of the design and building of 
Spielberg's terminal Is a parable for Baudrlllard's 
much misunderstood concept of the hyperreal. Rather 
than being defined by the disappearance of reality, as 
is sometimes misleadingly claimed, the hyperreal is 
instead characterised by a claustrophobic excess of 
reality. Change can be imagined, but only as a meta
static expansion of that which already exists. Just as 
Spielberg's terminal Is "slightly more terminalistlc than 



the real thing•, so the hyperreal is more real than real. 
Pearman Is quite right when he observes that Spielberg's 
JFK is •not even close• to the actual JFK. In fact, the 
differences between the airport and Spielberg's simulation 
are striking. Whereas practically every frame of Spielberg's 
film features a conspicuous corporate logo, the actual JFK 
is surprisingly spartan, with only a modest selection of retail 
outlets. But in order for Spielberg's composite-simulation 
to seem realistic, it was necessary for it to Include far more 
multinational retail spaces than are at JFK. The Terminal 
is therefore an exemplary case of what I have elsewhere 
called capitalist realism5: a worldview which assumes that 
there are no plausible-or even imaginable-alternatives 
to capitalism. The appearance of brands in The Terminal is 
not only a matter of representation-In much the same way 
that the film's retailers were populated by •real Starbucks· 
style staff", so the corporate logos are, naturally, real 
logos. Criticising Spielberg for facilitating the intrusion of 
corporations into culture misses the obvious point that the 
culture which Spielberg Is depicting Is already saturated 
with corporate signlfiers. In such a situation, product 
placement becomes a technique of realism, and realism 
necessarily becomes advertising. 

The dialectics of the non•place 
The fact that Navorski comes from Eastern Europe Is of 
course crucial. Despite being annexed by capitalism 
over two decades ago, Eastern Europe still carries with 
it a residual sense of being outside capitalism - in the 
Hollywood imagination at least Navorski's wandering 
around the retail arcades of the airport therefore suggests 
a total subsumption by the homogenous spaces of global 
capitalism; now, even the ghost of an outside is absorbed. 
The disappearance of Krakozhia stands in for the dis· 
appearance of all localities, of all places. In addition to 
being a parable about the hyperreal, The Terminal also 
seems to exemplify Marc Auge's discussion of the non· 
place. Auge draws a well-known distinction between the 
anthropological place- small towns with market squares; 
villages with greens-and non-places- zones of transit 
such as retail parks, hotels, and of course, airports. The fact 
that such spaces are increasingly interchangeable-and, 
after all, Spielberg's airport terminal is nothing if not a 
multi-levelled retail park-seems to reinforce Auge's point 

Yet we should resist any reactionary take on Auge's typology, 
not only because appeals to tradition and to the local have 
an intrinsically reactionary tenor, but also because anti· 
capitalism will continue to fail if it does not reckon with the 
libidinal pull of the non-place. J. G. Ballard understood the 
appeal of the non-place very well. His Mfavourlte building in 
London was Michael Manser's 1992 Hilton hotel at Heathrow 
airport-a slab of international style with a dizzying glass 
atrium. 'Sitting in its atrium one becomes, briefly, a more 
advanced kind of human being: he told Hans Ulrich Obrist 
in 2003, echoing Marc Auge's message that antiseptic non· 
places, in particular hotels and airports, give us a glimpse of 
an anonymous future city-world .... In in-between spaces and 
non-places, Ballard saw an architecture that appealed to the 
immediate here and now, the instant, as opposed to bowing 
towards some abstract posterity or an idea of taste. We are 
at our most free in the non-place, the atrium, the departure 
lounge, on the motorway!" 

Ballard's intuition that we are most free in the non-place 
echoes the views of none other than L M. Sabsovich, one 
of the early Soviet planners, who imagined the future 
communist society as a series of non-places: 

In Sabsovich's vision, communal life replaces the 
wasteful and deadening private household, a "scourge 
that deforms the lives of adults and children alike" •.• 

The aims of communalism? To free all workers (espe· 
cially women) from responsibility for the provision of 
daily needs and from the private obligation of child· 
rearing and education, to make woman equal to man 
by opening the doors of her domestic jail, to release 

energies for the fulflllment of individual needs and 
collective life, to enhance the health of children, to 
raise the cultural level of all people, and to end the 
distinction between hand and brain tabor. The means? 
The "industrialization• of all tasks previously performed, 
separately and wastefully, inside the •petty bourgeois• 
home. Building on the whole tradition of socialist 
dreams of household collectivism, Sabsovlch imagined 
the coordination of all food producing operations in 
order to transform raw food products into complete 
meals, deliverable to the population in urban cafeterias, 
communal dining rooms, and the workplace in ready· 
to-eat form by means of thermos containers. No food 
shopping, no cooking, no home meals, no kitchens. 
Similar Industrialization of laundering, tailoring, repair, 
and even house cleaning (with electrical appliances) 
would allow each person a sleeping-living room, free of 
all maintenance cares. Russia would in fact become a 
vast free-of-charge hotel chain.7 

If we adopt Sabsovich's perspective for a moment, we 
can see late capitalism, with Its shoddy ready meals, 
dreary franchise coffee bars, inadequate and expensive 
childcare arrangements, and disintegrating family units, 
as a blind and flailing attempt to attain what Sabsovich 
planned. In the spirit of Fredric Jameson's startling 
suggestion that there are utopian possibilities to be found 
in something as super-capitalist as Wal·Mart8, ifs possible 
to argue that, far from signalling the ultimate triumph 
of corporate capitalism, the success of something like 
Starbucks-which has proliferated through high streets 
and retail parks with all the Implacability of a commercial 
super-virus- is testament to a thwarted desire for commu· 
nism. It's striking, In fact, how much the cliched attacks 
on Starbucks echo the caricatures of communism: both 
are condemned for their homogeneity, for their generic 
replicability. What if the desires that Starbucks caters 
for were nothing other than the desires for a public space 
that neoliberalism has dismantled at the level of ideology 
but which capitalism is now forced to reconstruct In a 
disavowed form? After all, what is sought out in Starbucks 
has little to do with capitalism or consumerism: the plea· 
sures here are to do with the predictability and anonymity 
of standardised spaces. Many, In fact, go to Starbucks 
because of its public toilets- and it can't be an accident 
that Starbucks has risen to popularity in the wake of the 
decline of public amenities under neoliberalism. 

In conditions where the world is increasingly dominated 
by the same few multinational chains, It is hard to argue 
that capitalism is delivering the diversity or choice that it 
promises. But the poverty of experiences in such spaces 
actually make the task of revivifying public space seem 
like an surprisingly easy one. The very homogeneity of 
corporate chain space compels us to imagine a superior 
form of homogeneity: one designed for public enjoyment 
rather than corporate profit Surely it is possible to 
envisage standardised spaces- public non-places-that 
are far better designed than the ones we currently endure? 
In any case, this is the project that designer communism 
must undertake. 
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