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What Happened in Vegas

We come to this questionnaire from two perspectives. As a curator, an artist,
and an art historian, we have professional interests in visual culture, and
things to say about it. In 2008, however, we were also partisans and
volunteers for Barack Obama’s campaign. In March, one of us volunteered 
in El Paso, during the Texas Democratic primary and caucuses, and in
November we canvassed together the exurbs of north Las Vegas – we were
among thousands of Californians who had swarmed into Nevada to get out
the vote in the nearest swing state to home. 

Neither identity precludes the other, of course, and no doubt many reading
this will have done something similar. But it seemed to us that the question
of visual culture in the 2008 campaign would best be answered by moving
between these two positions: the first, in front of various screens, on which
spectacular, absurd, worrisome or inspiring events played out in the realm of
images; and the second, canvassing on foot the residential mazes just south
of Nellis Air Force Base. 

The latter activities had their visual dimension. Signs, porch decorations and
conspicuous possessions provided clues to political commitments. Owners
of boats were without exception McCain supporters, we found. The tract
housing and apartment buildings of the neighborhoods also presented a
distinct form of visual culture: cheap, quick, modern construction with
tacked-on Western flourishes, stucco surfaces, tile shingles, gravel front
yards. Yet this visual culture seemed distant from the one called up by this
journal’s questionnaire. Even images of the national campaign were present
only in the degraded form of Obama ‘schwag’, our precinct captain’s
dismissive term for the campaign’s stickers, pins, posters and door hangers.
Stuffed into pockets, heaved into the trunk or shoved under the car seat, this
form of visual culture was rather less seductive than the image-war played
out on the screens. 

What follows, then, is an attempt to locate a relationship between the visual
culture evoked by this questionnaire, the one we voraciously consumed
through electronic media, and our brief, and less satisfying, experience
canvassing in the dusty north. With this travelogue, we want to respond,
though indirectly, to some of the questions posed, and offer a localized but
rounded account of the role that we think visual culture played in politics
this time.

Scene 1: The Hotel

Our visit began with a speech by Obama himself. We arrived from San
Francisco on an early flight, and drove immediately to Henderson, where we
joined a medium-sized crowd in a high school football stadium. The speech
was notable only for its well-rehearsed character. Months of news consumption
meant that all present had seen this exhortation in mediated form already;
few of the ‘black church’ cadences or spontaneous riffs were in this particular
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performance. Everyone politely reproduced the call-and-response of political
rhetoric, but it was obvious that the event was primarily a matter of habeas
corpus: we wanted to see our candidate in person – we wanted him to
appear. When the speech resolved, volunteers assembled on an adjacent field
to receive instructions. After a wait and some pep talk, we received our
‘packet’ – a fat bundle of names, maps and addresses – and we set off for the
first day of canvassing. 

That evening, as every evening till Election Day, we holed up in our 200-
square-foot room at the Imperial Palace Hotel & Casino. The Obama
Campaign put us up, and we paid travel and everything else. The room had
no view, but was equipped with TV and wireless internet. After canvassing,
instead of checking out Vegas (though we did once wander next door to The
Venetian – a spectacular indoor simulation of a Venice perpetually at
twilight), we’d stay in and obsessively flip between MSNBC, CNN and Fox.
We’d search for online election videos, and refresh the latest polls page at
fivethirtyeight.com.

These were the last days of the nation’s immersion in the image war of the
2008 presidential campaign. And, as all along, there was no reason to think
that Obama was winning that war. Much has been said about the image of
Obama, its political valence and potency. It is no less discussed now months
later (as these words are being written, a few feet away, the front page of 
The New York Times, 31 May 2009, carries a picture story about artists’
representations of the 44th President). Evidently, there is something, many
things, about Obama’s appearance that matter. Images of Obama have
visualized him in various guises and contexts (as if searching for his place in
the visual imaginary), capitalized on the visibility of his candidacy (as did the
gray economy of bootleg merch around the campaign), and many (notably
those produced by Obama Girl, Will.i.am and Shepard Fairey) took the form
of independent electioneering. 

Yet it is important not to overstate the power of Obama’s image in the Obama
strategy. Obama’s campaign was not memorable for its use of images. Its
televised ads were unremarkable (Hillary Clinton did better); its website was
notable for its social media functionalities but not its visuals; its schwag
resembled that of any other politician. It could be argued that an otherwise
astute campaign’s two worst decisions were visual: the use of a quasi-
Presidential Seal and the Greco-Roman columns at his speech at the
Democratic National Convention. Obama was not a powerful brand image.
Indeed, in Sarah Palin, the GOP was undoubtedly able to present a vice-
presidential candidate more effective in the realm of the image. Palin was the
brand. Palin was not, and probably would never have been, defeated in the
realm of the image.

She was defeated in and by language. That the election was fought and won
to such a degree in the realm of language – speeches, debates, interviews,
emails, texts, blogs, even books – that’s the most memorable thing about
2008. It was a measure of their cynicism that the Republicans assumed that
the election could be won in the realm of the image. They wasted energy and
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money in a series of so-called ‘Hail Mary’ passes though the media (Palin
herself, Bill Ayers, Joe the Plumber). 

By contrast, the Obama campaign, with its emphasis on the ‘ground game’
(no US politics without sports metaphors), challenged the primacy of the
visual in national politics. 

‘What the cynics don’t understand’, Obama said in that DNC speech, ‘is that
it’s never been about me; it’s about you.’ It was one of his repeated refrains,
but it wasn’t the most convincing. It surely was quite a lot about him, and
erasing the difference between a politician and the people risks a cynicism of
another kind. Nevertheless, it poses a question. Did Obama’s campaign
succeed because of an image he was able to create and project? Or was it
about his ability to offer the possibility of participation in a process (as an
antidote to the spectacularization of politics)?

Scene 2: The Turf

The distinctive and decisive character of Obama’s campaign did not belong
to the realm of images, we are saying. It was a matter, above all, of language,
numbers and process.

Some of those numbers might help here. By his campaign’s own estimate,
Obama had 8 million volunteers working for his ground game. It was a
phenom enon almost as heavily discussed as the candidate’s image. The
emphasis on the ground game, and GOTV, was motivated by dozens of
studies in recent years by political scientists (e.g. Donald Green and Alan
Gerber), showing that door-to-door canvassing by volunteers is by far the
most effective tactic for increasing turnout. It produces on average 1 vote for
every 14 visits. Personal phone calls by volunteers are the next best. Mailings,
emails, robocalls and calls from paid telemarketers produce no discernible
effect on the electorate.

We were driven to campaign for Obama because we shared a conviction, not
only that this method would be the most effective, but that it would be better
politics – that politics need not play out completely in the spectacular realm
of images and money, but in the texture of social encounters and public
assemblies. By comparison, Republicans abandoned this method in 2008,
and mocked community organizing at their national convention in
September – ‘the first problem on [Obama’s] resume,’ sneered Rudy
Giuliani. We relished the fact that this selfsame organizing – which is to say,
not political spectacle – handed the GOP their hat in November.

It would be easy to romanticize this process, and our effectiveness within it.
Multiplied by 8 million volunteers, and by previous campaigning weekends,
the numbers demonstrate that GOTV was of primary importance. Obama
defeated McCain by less than 10 million votes nationwide. Volunteers played
a vital part. On the streets, however, there was no visible political community,
just an unsentimental, mechanical, almost militaristic, process of surveying,
mapping and strategizing.
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Nevada was the most intensively canvassed place in the country. Volunteers
were sent to the doors of likely Obama voters several times a day, on the
grounds that we’d enfranchise a higher percentage of voters than we’d
discourage or hand over to McCain. It wasn’t about us; it was about the
numbers. Like dispassionate poker players, we needed to play the odds not
the man. So aggressive was this tactic that we called it ‘carpet bombing’ – a
tactless but telling metaphor. Compounding our disillusionment was the
simple fact that hardly anyone was home. We covered a lot of ground, but
each of us made contact with but a few dozen people. It was hard to see how
we were having an effect. If we were compelled to volunteer by the idea of a
campaign made up of social, rather than spectacular, encounters, those
encounters were thin on the ground. We never found the social substance
we’d imagined the campaign might provide.

Still, our experience contradicted the political horse race online and in the
media. While the image wars in the media gave no indication that Obama was
winning, the street suggested that he undoubtedly was. McCain’s ground
game was all but non-existent. Buried amidst a pile of Obama flyers, one odd,
lonely McCain-Palin doorhanger gave flimsy evidence that Obama was
running against anyone at all. In our hotel room, however, connected again
through our image-umbilicus, what was ‘really’ happening became dizzyingly
impossible to guess.

Scene 3: The Casino

Even in the hour before polls closed, polling places around Las Vegas were
nearly empty. Half of Nevada’s electorate had voted early. Just as our naïve
desire to see the community of the campaign had gone unfulfilled, so too
were we denied the spectacle of assembly promised by elections. We’d wanted
to witness the aggregation of small political decisions in a public space, the
counter-spectacle of democratic participation – perhaps a futile hope at
the edge of the most privatized city on the planet. Instead we listened to the
results from Pennsylvania and Ohio over the radio of the rental car.
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The Clark County Democratic Party held its election night party in the
Brasilia Ballroom of the Rio Hotel, just off the Strip. In the casino, punters
played the slot machines like any other night. In the ballroom, 2,000
campaign workers watched the results of their efforts on screens around the
room. The statistical reality, a dispersed and invisible process, became visible
first as digital graphics; deferred for days, the experience of participation, of
community, was realized through rallying around this impoverished image.
Then, finally, the numbers gave up their kernel of visual plenitude. The crowd
at Grant Park sparkled with the flashes of digital cameras, as the President
Elect spoke: ‘If there is anyone out there . . .’, he began.
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Dear journal of visual culture,

Thanks for asking me to contribute to journal of visual
culture‘s ‘Questionnaire on Barack Obama’. To be honest with
you, I feel a serious aversion to these questions, for a
number of reasons. I think it’s way too early to ask or
answer most of them. Then, the answers are largely
empirical, and there fore there is going to have to be a lot
of gas in the responses you get. We are all guessing now,
and that’s a certain kind of data, but not the kind to which
I want to contribute. Additionally, you’ve missed out on
addressing many questions about which speculation might
actually shift future conversation. For example, there’s
nothing about what kinds of opening people see in the
extended moment of this shift. Also, there’s nothing about
the crises and contingencies of the contemporary historical
moment globally or in the US, and inattention to the ways
that the event of Obama might be an effect of these (Obama
may not have won without the economic crisis but you’re
posing the event of Obama as emanating from him).

In other words, the structure of your own fandom
tautologizes lots of the questions. There’s also nothing
about the fantasies of the sovereign that are so behind what
a presidential race reanimates – in certain places more than
others. I would have liked to see some transnationally
oriented questions. I have concerns, then, with both the
questions you ask but, also and especially, the ideas about
power, politics, publics and popular culture behind your
Questionnaire. 

Having said that, out of loyalty to your journal, I tried to
imagine not just saying no to you. I began thinking about
ways I could absurdify and bring down the project of speed-
sociology that you and six other journals to my knowledge
are addressing currently toward managing the meaning of
Obama. I had an idea that I could respond to each question
with a different image and refuse the flab of overconfident
speculative expertise about analysis and political virtue.
But I can’t do it well enough yet. I wish I could.

Then I thought about performing a substantive refusal to
your questions, responding to them without providing
answers. The results are below. 

Yours as ever, 

LB
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1.  It is impossible to tell yet. Reagan, JFK and Roosevelt were also
extensively self-merchandised and deliberately auto-iconized.

2.  The inflation of politicians to supersacred and subhuman scale goes back
to medieval carnival. Ubiquity is a different thing than scale, though:
many pundits call the 24-hour news cycle and YouTube the really
transformative scenes of the campaign, in that they have multiplied 
and intensified the news event into myriad private consumption
opportunities. At the same time, though, fewer and fewer people watch
the ‘news’ and more and more people are seeking out and boutiquing
their political knowledge in a way more akin to how people find and use
porn than to rational critical discourse about society.

3.  If I were designing a research project, I would think about how Obama
tapped into both fantasies that organize the democratic body politic in
the US: voting as agency that both changes power and releases emotions
of attachment and general belonging. Obama is the first candidate since
Milton Friedman birthed the possibility of Ronald Reagan not to be
running against politics. He’s released in people a huge desire for
pleasure in the political, and his joy in it, along with his adorableness,
seems to have produced a rush for swag. He knew this about himself,
which is why his campaign orchestrated so many kinds of object (small,
private objects of attachment that are closer to being like pets than
fetishes). In Hyde Park, Chicago, people still wear their Obama swag
with pride. 

4.  No one knows yet. It’s just an opening. 

5.  It’s possible that Fairey’s poster did the most, because it’s so beautiful.
But again, when you look at the demographics, the Democrats did not
pick up that much sway in the electorate in this election – that happened
in the 2006 election. So your sense of the momentous change Obama
represents in contrast to Bush is really not represented in a demographic
shift.

6.  I have no idea! Power is sexualizing, and it would be even if they didn’t
have sexiness and beauty. Remember that Donald Rumsfeld was held 
as a sex object by many Republican women. I’d say we should think
about the power of branding. At the same time, though, Biden didn’t get
nearly the sex bump that the Obamas did, and that’s because, I think, he
has no composure. Lack of composure diminished the Clintons’ sexual
allure, their enigmatic distance. By his own admission, Obama’s self-
containment gives people much more opportunity to project onto him
their fantasies of reciprocity. 

Lauren Berlant
Department of English
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[email: l-berlant@uchicago.edu]
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