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Today I will talk about the evolution of post-Olympic Barcelona as a laboratory for 
collective mobilisation, from its “classic” form (i.e. political consensus, social cohesion 
and voluntary work as concrete form for participation) to its postmodern form (i.e. the 
city as a corporate/collective project, the call for social creativity, the promotion of 
diversity as the expression of society…). I will briefly talk about the 1992 to 2004 
period: from the Olympic Games to the Forum of Cultures; from the Barcelona Model to 
the Barcelona Brand; from the “city of consensus” to the “city of differences” as two 
models of mobilisation. To conclude, I will sketch some ideas about “the anonymous 
city” and the ambiguity of a citizenship that nowadays has at the same time lost and 
exceeded its frames of visibility and representation. 

From where do I speak? As what? Why will I constantly alternate between “I” and 
“We”? 

I am speaking as someone who in 1991-92 was starting her Philosophy studies at 
University. They were five very rich years academically and personally speaking, but 
very poor politically. Post-Olympic Barcelona was very boring: it was a self-satisfied, 
narcissistic city where the only ways for critique or political engagement where 
humanitarism, solidarity, NGOs, and foreign conflicts (e.g. Sarajevo). In other words, 
the development of the “good conscience” that the Barcelona Model had fostered. 

I finished my Philosophy Studies and engaged in a PhD thesis entitled “In the prisons 
of the possible”. This title put a name to my situation: the paradox of living in a society 
where everything was possible but nothing could be changed, where everything could 
be said but we had nothing relevant to say. That was the real sense of “consensus” 
(“consensus is censorship when everything can be said”).

I began my PhD alone, feeling politically alone. But in 1996-97, the first cracks 
appeared in the post-Olympic, successful, city. The symbolic moment of that change 
was the spontaneous response to the violent eviction of a squatted movie theatre, the 
“Cine Princesa”. The very image of social and political consensus and cohesion started 
to crack that day. Where had the city of volunteers gone? Who were all these people 
that were not satisfied, that wanted to organise themselves? Why, considering 
Barcelona was a model of consensus, cohesion, participation? Why were these people 
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talking about opening “spaces for life” beyond and against the model of citizenship that 
Barcelona so well represented? 

From there on, my “prisons of the possible” started to be more crowded and more 
lively. Collective autonomous experiences began to be possible again in Barcelona and 
we started to experience “the possible against the possible”. And we didn't mean that 
“another world is possible”, as we would all hear two years later, but that each situation 
can create its own conditions for subversion, for not accepting the field of possibles that 
are offered to us as forms of life, citizen roles, culture styles, etc.

In the meantime, during these long and boring post-olympic years, Barcelona (“an 
exemplary model of citizenship in the Spanish transition to democracy”), was entering 
the globalised capitalist competition for being a “top” city. As many people have 
analysed, the model was becoming a brand – the political entity was becoming a 
corporation. So the need for political consensus and social cohesion characteristic of 
the dictatorship years changed: what was needed now was a big mobilisation towards 
a collective project of valorisation. The city was loosing its sense of political entity and 
was starting to act as a corporation in the new, globalised capitalism. The image of the 
“good citizen” changed: from the volunteers (good people from all ages all dressed in 
blue and white), to the diverse, creative, adaptable and enterprising youngsters; from 
the good conscience and the Christian idea of communality and collective work as a 
gift, to the new capitalist idea of singularity and creativity as the core values for making 
a project valuable, competitive and successful. As the Forum of Cultures would try to 
symbolise, we were no longer in the city of mere consensus but in a more exciting “city 
of differences”: “come and join it”, “Barcelona will move the world”. In fact, being 
mobilised to move the world was the project. That was what made of Barcelona a 
laboratory for collective mobilisation. But to whom was addressed this call? To each 
citizen, to each of us in our difference. Thatʼs what in 2004 some of us called 
“postmodern fascism”. I will shortly explain this concept, but before that we need to 
address something else. 

Already in 1997 a quite wide group of activists took this call to join “the city of 
differences” seriously, literally, and squatted an old building that belonged to the City 
Council and named ourselves the “2004 Office”2. The manifesto which accompanied 
that collective action, organised by 30 people and followed by two or three thousand, 
finished with these words:

“The explanation of the name Oficina 2004 is simple. […] With the Forum 2004, 
they are also selling us the idea of multiculturalism, tolerance, etc., presenting 
Barcelona as the “city of differences”. We also want to participate in this 
celebration, and that is why we have set up the “office”. In other words, 
considering how tolerant they pretend to be, we want to give them the 
opportunity to recognise us as a “difference”. Of course, our difference resists 
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being represented and has a bad temper! By opening the Oficina 2004 in the 
city centre, we raise the following question: how long will power tolerate the 
existence of a difference whose mere presence uncovers its own actions' 
hypocrisy and fakeness?3

The occupation, of course, didn't last long – a few hours later we were evicted. 

Once again, it's been rendered evident how the so-called city of differences can 
only tolerate captive and capitulating “differences”. Because, in the end, if 
power is the ability to kill, tolerance is just forgiveness.4 

Between 1997 and 2004 these non-captive and non-defeated differences split and 
scattered all around Barcelona (in connection with many other places in Europe and 
the world). There was activism, experimentation in all fields: from direct antagonism to 
culture; from local social work in neighbourhoods to antiglobal and antiwar 
mobilisations; from radically autonomous politics to hybridation with cultural and other 
institutions; from new publications to the discovery of new technologies… This wave of 
creativity, experimentation and antagonism against the project of the city-corporation 
and its postmodern fascism gave us (some of the “2004 Office” people) the opportunity 
to create a time and space for collective and practical thinking that we called and still 
call Espai en Blanc (“blank space”)5: a “gap” in which we could breath, share questions 
and problems, practice philosophy beyond academia, speak in one's name and with 
others, break with all agendas – even the ones of the activist movements. From 2002, I 
have been coordinating with Santiago Lopez Petit the activity of this Blank Space 
(gatherings, a film, direct actions, publications, research…).

I will not describe those years in detail. We all know and lived them from one 
perspective or another, with their lights and shadows, their power and fragility. What is 
important to recall is that the collective creativity and resistance developed during this 
period didnʼt respond to the project of mobilisation of the city-corporation. On the 
contrary, it started to be clear that the “city of differences” had nothing to do with the 
mix of soft values and new capitalism that the Forum of  Cultures wanted to 

3 “En cuanto al nombre OFICINA 2004 la explicación es sencilla. (…) Con el 2004 nos van a  
vender además la idea de multiculturalismo, de tolerancia... presentando, en definitiva,  
Barcelona como la ciudad de las diferencias. Nosotros también queremos contribuir a los  
festejos del 2004 y, por esa razón, nos hemos constituido en OFICINA.  En otras palabras,  
queremos darles la oportunidad de que si son tan tolerantes nos reconozcan en tanto que  
diferencia. Por supuesto, nuestra diferencia no se deja representar y además tiene mala  
leche. (¡Qué le vamos a hacer, esta sociedad nos ha hecho así!). Abriendo en el centro de  
la ciudad la OFICINA 2004 la cuestión que se plantea es la siguiente: ¿cuánto tiempo  
soportará el poder que exista una diferencia  cuya sola presencia desvela como hipócrita y  
falsa toda su actuación?”

4 “Así se evidenció una vez más que la pretendida ciudad de las diferencias sólo puede  
soportar diferencias cautivas y claudicantes. Porque, en definitiva, si el poder es poder  
matar, la tolerancia es perdonar la vida.”
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(re)present. On the one hand, the city of differences was a collective creation that no 
brand could capitalise and expropriate. On the other hand, the city of differences 
started to show new inequalities and conflicts that globalisation was producing and 
which started to be obvious in the everyday life of a city like Barcelona. 

This is what we analysed in a report we published in 2004: “Barcelona 2004: the 
postmodern fascism”6. It had an enormous response, and there are two important 
factors to consider here. First, how the book was written and distributed. It was a free 
book, available both in the internet and in paper copies, and we wanted to come up 
with a strategy to give it away meaningfully. So we decided to make people go to 
“invisible” places to pick it up (Bellaterra, Clot, Aurora), to go beyond public commercial 
space to find other people, other activities, other words and ideas. Second, what the 
book said: 1) It articulated an analysis of a system of power that dresses itself up with 
the language of non-power (values, culture, etc.) to be more powerful. Within this so-
called paradox we analysed three mechanisms of the neutralisation of politics: the 
project, cultural diversity, and the brand. 2) It revealed how the city-corporation is 
sustained not by a pure web of free creativity, communication, etc., but by what we 
described as the three theatres of life: the theatre of enterprising people (the main 
characters of the city-corporation); the theatre of puppets (or living under a mortgage); 
and the theatre of shadows (residual lives, those who cannot move, or are forced to 
move, those who cannot chose, those who cannot create). We showed how fear is 
behind mobilisation, because the collective project of the city-corporation only works 
under the pressure of a threat: with us or against us (what we called “the logic of 
connection”). People knew all that and found ways and words for saying it in the book, 
and that surprisingly made acceptable such a strong concept as “postmodern fascism”. 

That tension between the sterilised ideology of difference and its antagonistic and cruel 
reality made the ideology of the Forum of Cultures unbelievable and unbearable, and is 
one of the keys of its failure. The Forum's nice and colourful call failed: as an event and 
also as a model of mobilisation, as an ideology for legitimating the new values of the 
city-corporation. 2004 was the climax and the decline of the Barcelona Model 
transformed into the Barcelona Brand; the beginning of a widening gap between power 
institutions and the people; the starting point of a new wave not of collective creativity 
and resistance anymore but a wave of uneasiness, escapism and despair. 

Still today, we have a very colourful publicity for a very cruel city. Since 2004, what 
Barcelona could mean (politically, culturally, socially speaking) is sinking, collapsing. 
This is something everyone knows and says – even the City Council and the official 
media. Two examples of this are Bohigas' and Casavella's recent articles in El Pais7, 
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and the announcement of the new president of the Federation of Neighbours' 
Associations (FAVB), Jordi Bonet, a very active member in the social movements and 
with whom I shared my five years of philosophy studies. The former represents the 
distance that Barcelona has produced even with its “sons” and more impetuous lovers; 
the latter is a symptom of the need for “new blood” in a city that really moved from 1997 
to 2004. It's a dangerous and interesting moment… 

These two examples donʼt constitute, I think, the only possible alternatives but are, 
precisely, the alternatives we need to overcome. In order to think about “the possible 
against the possible” again, we need to go beyond these two immediate options: 
lamentation and the return to traditional politics and frames of representation. How can 
we do this? We need to start thinking about the city as a political and cultural entity in 
other ways, with new categories. Thatʼs what we have tried to do for the last years, at a 
small scale, in Espai en Blanc. We've been working in two directions:

1) Anonymity as the new condition of citizenship after the collapse of public space and 
the modern subject (in its double existence, individual and collective). Anonymity is not 
only the passive condition of homogenous individuals. It is also a condition conquered 
by people, individually and collectively, in order to be active: active in their desertion, in 
their dissent (e.g. the movement for affordable housing or the internet-led forums 
against the “Sinde” law). Anonymity is essentially ambiguous. It doesnʼt fit neatly into 
squemes of participation and mobilisation. How can we think it politically? What are the 
new politics of the anonymous? What is the relationship between anonymity and 
difference?

2) These questions bring us to a second issue: what is politics nowadays? How can we 
delimitate the margins of political action to make it more effective? What role does the 
city as an entity play when the political becomes more and more blurred? We are now 
living in the “impasse of the political”. It is not valid to just fall into the trap of pointing 
against privatisation (of life, of space, of institutions, etc.) from a dualistic logic that 
simply opposes private (bad) to public (good), economics to politics, city to new 
capitalism. The transition from the Barcelona Model to the Barcelona Brand showed us 
that they're the two sides of the same reality. Our aim nowadays must be to find 
concrete, very concrete spaces for giving new senses to political action, to a political 
life in a common world in which cities are our closest and affective ground. 


