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March 14, 2017 - Adam Curtis is a BBC journalist who makes documentaries exploring the superstructures of society. His
filmmaking is iconic: montages using BBC archival footage he sources; great music that builds emotion and fun; and his

inquisitive voice asking challenging questions about power and self.
As told to Yancey Strickler, 1621 words.
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Adam Curtis on the dangers of self-
expression

Art

Art is good; self-expression is great. What it isn’t is a substitute for political action to transform the

world and challenge power.

Art is a very good way of distilling and describing the world and the mood of a time. Some of the painters
who painted the wives and families of the robber barons of the 19th century tell you a great deal about
what that world was like.

What happened from the early 1970s on was a shift, which said self-expression is the new politics. Self-
expression is the new way of challenging the bad things in the world. But it can’t, because the whole

world is actually based upon self-expression.

Maybe there is a new radical way of looking at the world. A new exciting, fresh way which we haven’t seen
yet because it doesn’t fit with our preconceptions. Every age has a thing that it deeply believes in that
50 years later people will look back and say, “My God, look how conformist they all were.” You look at
photographs of men in bars in the 1930s. They’re all wearing exactly the same clothes and same hats.

We may look back at self-expression as the terrible deadening conformity of our time. It doesn’t mean it’s
bad and it doesn’t mean it’s a fake thing. It’s gotten so that everyone does it—so what’s the point?

Everyone expresses themselves every day.

We’re all self-expressing. It’s the conformity of our time. They’1ll look back and say, “My God! It’s a bit

like they all wore the same hats in the ’30s. They were all self-expressing.”

That’s the thing we can’t see. It’s not to say you can’t make art if you want to do it, but it’s not the

radical outsider. It’s not the hipster cool outsider. It’s everything. It’s conformity.

Individualism

The history of modern self-expression dates from the hippies. It comes into focus with the collapse of the
new left at the end of the ’60s and early ’70s. Patti Smith wrote a very interesting book called Just
Kids, which is a memoir documenting her relationship with Robert Mapplethorpe. She’s very clear that
people like her are absolutely fed up with the idea of giving themselves up to marching with groups,

because what’s it doing? It’s doing nothing.
Instead what you do is express yourself. You express your anger with the system in an imaginative way as

an alternative to the failure of the left. That’s where it starts, and it’s exciting. You can feel the

excitement in her book.
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I made a series called “The Century of the Self” where I showed that in the ’70s capitalism went through a
great big shift. It went away from this idea that it was just selling goods that are all like each other,
so everyone looked the same and wore the same clothes. Capitalism reinvented itself and started to sell

you a much wider range of products so you could express yourself.

What seemed rebellious to the artists was actually a reflection of something much deeper that was

happening within the very power structure they didn’t like. Capitalism was actually becoming like them.

The interesting thing about our time is that however radical the message in your art, if you do your
criticism through self-expression, you’re actually feeding the very power structure you’re trying to
overthrow. The power structure you’re criticizing also believes in self-expression as the ultimate goal.

Capitalism is about self-expression; art is about self-expression. Art is far from being a radical outside
movement. It’s at the heart of the modern conformity. That’s why nothing ever changes, because the
radicals have gone to a form of expression at the very center of the power structure they disapprove of.

So they’re neutered.

Power

If you want to make the world a better place, you have to start with where power has gone. It’s very
difficult to see. We live in a world where we see ourselves as independent individuals. If you’re an
independent individual, you don’t really think in terms of power. You think only in terms of your own

influence on the world.

What you don’t see is what people in the past were more able to see. When you are in groups, you can be
very powerful. You can change things. You have confidence when things go wrong that you don’t when you’re
on your own. That’s why the whole concept of power has dwindled. We’re encouraged just to talk about

ourselves and our feelings towards others. We’re not encouraged to see ourselves as part of anything.

But the computers know the truth. They see us as a group. We’re actually quite similar to each other. We
have the same desires, ambitions, and fears. Computers spot this through correlations and patterns.

Computers can see us as large groups, but they’re glum and only aggregate us to sell us stuff. In reality,
the computers give great insight into the power of common identity between groups. No one’s using that.
What’s sitting with the computers is a way of seeing new groups, new common identities between people.

Freedom

Collective self-expression is what was politics. You express your unity with people by surrendering

yourself up to it. The most recent powerful example of it in the US was the Civil Rights Movement.

In the 1950s, young white activists went down to the South, worked with the young black activists for
years. Many of them were beaten up; some of them were killed. They surrendered themselves to something,

and they changed the world using that power.

There are different definitions of freedom. The contemporary idea of freedom is very much an individualist

one. I, as an individual, want to be free to do what I want to do.

There is another definition of freedom which simply says, “In whose service is perfect freedom.” By giving
yourself up to the Lord, you free yourself of the narrow cage of your own desires and your own
selfishness. You become bigger. You become a bigger person and part of something.

The idea of individual self-expression—whilst feeling limitless because the ideology of our age is
individualism—looked at from another perspective is limiting because all you have is your own desires.
There are other things that could free you from that. It’s a different kind of freedom.

Myth

I was reading a sociologist called Max Weber the other day. Back in the 1920s, he was predicting that we
would all be taken over in a bureaucratic age. It could be left wing or right wing, but we would enter
into what he called an iron cage of rationality. It would be a wonderful world where everything was
managed, everything was rationally done. But what you would lose was enchantment. It would become a
disenchanted age. You would miss the sense that there are things that are mysterious and wonderful in
their mysteriousness. He said, “The price you pay for going into the iron cage is you become
disenchanted.” I sometimes wonder whether conspiracy theories are an attempt to re-enchant the world in a

distorted way.

It’s like religion knocking on the door and trying to come back in a strange and distorted form. A sense

of mystery beyond our own understanding of the world. If you ever talk to conspiracy theorists, that’s the
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sense you get from them. A sort of almost romantic sense of awe that there is this dark mysterious thing

that a rational thing could never penetrate. That’s sort of religious.

Maybe what’s trying to get back into our world is enchantment, and the only way it can come back in is in
these strange distorted ways. The downfall of capitalism is that it’s become appropriated by rational
technocratic disenchantment. It’s become an iron cage. It’s trapped us. Some new form of enchanted myth is

going to have to come back in.

A myth that tries to explain the things you don’t understand and gives you a sense of consolation beyond
your own existence. I think that’s really good. We’re missing that. Take a mythical force like religion
and talk about things like power that normal, boring, limited, rational technocratic journalism can’t. It
dramatizes them beautifully.

Melodrama is the next thing. The heightened sense of things as a way of jumping out of this failed
rational technocratic cage that we’re in where finance says you’ve got to do this, or austerity says you
have to do that. It’s so limited. It’s so dull.

The trick has to be that it allows you still to feel you are an independent individual. The
hyperindividualism of our age is not going to be going back into the bottle. You’ve got to square the
circle. You’ve got to let people still feel they’re independent individuals, yet they are giving
themselves up to something that is awesome, greater, and more powerful that carries them into the future

beyond their own existence. That’s what people are yearning for.

Essential Adam Curtis:

The Century of Self — The four episode series explores the rise of individualism and capitalism through

Freud and the invention of PR.

The Power of Nightmares — Politicians realize that people no longer believe in their promise of a better

world, so instead they scare us with nightmares.

All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace — Hippies and technology.

It Felt Like a Kiss — No narration, his trippiest work.

HyperNormalisation — His newest. Why the world doesn’t make sense.
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Name
Adam Curtis

Vocation
Journalist

Fact

Adam Curtis is a BBC journalist who makes documentaries exploring the superstructures of society. His
filmmaking is iconic: montages using BBC archival footage he sources; great music that builds emotion and
fun; and his inquisitive voice asking challenging questions about power and self.
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