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Am I dough? Am I an island?

If the dough is representative of the masses – a passive, 
homogenous field that is susceptible to kneading – and the 
island represents the archipelago of autonomous, free-thinking 
individuals; what, then, inhabits the gradient condition between 
these two extremes?

To Sloterdijk, the state of in-between is foam; a state of 
“insulated multiplicity”. 
So then, am I foam?

Sloterdijk begins his discussion of foam with an embellished 
account of the way in which we may belong to a particular group 
or cluster of society at any given moment in time. For instance, 
a momentary connection is forged between persons stuck in a 
traffic jam.  
Is foam an appropriate metaphor for this condition?

Although the metaphor is efficient in that is allows us to 
immediately visualise a possible spatial configuration of the 
argument – we picture dynamic, episodic clusters – it fails in its 
ability to accurately represent the way in which we can exist in 
multiple clusters simultaneously. It does, however, give us an 
understanding of the co-dependent, yet insulated (to varying 
degrees) nature of each cell.

Perhaps the foam city would be better visualised as a cluster 
of fluid Venn diagrams – each with varying threshold porosity to 
reveal the permanency or exclusivity of each of the connections 
forged between actors in any given moment. 

Regardless of the metaphor employed, Sloterdijk’s primary 
question remains the same – what does it mean to assemble? 
This question is tackled in the article through a meticulous listing 
of historical precedents, centred largely in Europe during various 
stages of political upheaval and revolution. 

However, contrary to the impression given by the title of the 
article, Sloterdijk’s primary argument revolves around the nature 
of the dough – not the foam – and the way in which we, the 
masses, are manipulated by both architectural container and 
contemporary political circumstances. After all, there can be “no 
dough without a vessel to form it in; no mass without a hand that 
knows the purpose of its kneading”. 

Sloterdijk insists that ‘modern mass culture’ and ‘event 
production’ are conceptually synonymous, and that the way 
in which the societal dough behaves en masse is shaped by 
“the relationship between audience, spectacle, and collection 
container”.

Impossible to ignore is Sloterdijk’s tone, which implies that the 
dough is both dumb and naive. He states, in reference to mass 
gatherings, that “those who don’t understand the words must 
be able to follow the plot; those who are alienated by the plot 
must be riveted by the colours of the spectacle” – as though 
all those who willingly participate in any form of mass culture 
are blindly susceptible to the “penetrating power of ritual” and 
itching to be consumed by a spectacular “we-phenomenon”. 
Of particular note is Sloterdijk’s discussion of the sonospheric 
fusion experienced when large groups of people gather – and 
the way in which, “by way of mimetic contagion, one person’s 
scream becomes another’s”.

But, can I not enjoy the spectacle of mass culture and still retain 
a degree of autonomy? Can I not shift between social isolation 
and immersion? 
Can I not exist in all three states simultaneously?

I am dough.  
And I am foam. 
And I am an island.
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