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110 Burning Man

process, immigrants are digested by the city, which dis-
organizes their communities only to create a greater
urban one. Through several purgatorial stages, Burgess,
like a twentieth-century Dante, moves his characters
from the slum up into the area of second immigrant set-
tlement and beyond. It is the characteristically Ameri-
can tale of social mobility, through which the immigrant
progressively loses his or her ethnic peculiarities and
becomes more cosmopolitan and thus Americanized.
Yet there are passages in the essay that introduce an ele-
ment of perpetual instability into Burgess’s vision, as
the immigrant is constantly looking to urban areas
beyond the one in which he or she is living at present.
Later in his career, Burgess focused his research on
other types of communities: the institution of the family
and the elderly. In particular, he tried to elaborate a
model to investigate marriage stability, which, he
hypothesized, is reached when a steady synthesis of
attitudes and social characteristics of husband and wife
occurs. From his research, Burgess developed a chart to
assess the possible failure or success of a marriage. His
work on the elderly is concerned with the effects of
retirement and the efficacy of government programs.

—Luca Prono
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as BURNING MAN

Burning Man, founded by the artist and land-
scaper Larry Harvey (b. 1948), is an annual event held
for a week culminating in Labor Day. It brings together
participants through art, celebration, gifts, and the cre-
ation of community. The Burning Man Web site
(www.burningman.com) describes the project as “an
experiment in temporary community, and one that is
radically all-inclusive.”

The first Burning Man was a small bohemian gath-
ering in 1986 on Baker Beach in San Francisco, Cali-

fornia. Harvey and his friend Jerry James constructed
an eight-foot wooden figure to burn at the beach.
Accounts of the event note that, once lit, the crowd dou-
bled and instantly created community. Since its sponta-
neous inception, Burning Man has grown from 20 par-
ticipants to over 25,000 in 2001. In 1990, the venue
changed to Black Rock Desert in Nevada. Each year,
participants and project staff create a temporary city,
called Black Rock City, in the desert, with infrastruc-
ture, newspapers, radio stations, and camps for the
week-long event.

Burning Man community is created by and for par-
ticipants (called Burners) who share a commitment to
free art and expression, participation, and a spirit of giv-
ing. In a speech at the 1998 Burning Man, Harvey
stated, “We’ve given all of you a chance to live like
artists out here . . . that means you can give everything
away and live on the edge of survival” (Harvey 1998).
Burners come from various backgrounds and geo-
graphical regions, and membership in the community is
open to anyone who can purchase a ticket and attend the
event. The price of tickets (between $165 and $225 for
the 2003 event) and additional costs (for food, artistic
materials, and so on) of attending are potential limita-
tions to membership. Within the larger community ded-
icated to free expression, participants represent a
diverse group of interests and communities. They
include performance artists, musicians, nudists, fire
dancers, hedonists, and activists. Many Burners create
elaborate costumes or new personas for the event.
Media reports often describe Burning Man as an amal-
gam of various facets of counterculture coming together
for wild celebration in the desert. While the association
with counterculture is accurate, Harvey and other mem-
bers of the Burning Man organization stress the impor-
tance of artistic expression, involvement, and giving as
key to the creation of the Burning Man community.

Art is an essential element of community in Black
Rock City. Planned and spontaneous art installations
and performances occur throughout the city. At the cen-
ter of the city stands the man, an enormous wooden fig-
ure ranging from forty to seventy feet. The climax of the
week comes when participants gather for “the Burn,” a
metaphorical purification in which the wooden man is
set on fire, followed by a wild citywide celebration
including fire dancing performances, drumming, and
burning of various art installations.

Participants are admonished to bring enough food,
water, and supplies to last a week in the desert, remove
everything brought in upon leaving (including trash),
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and observe rules of safety and well-being. Although the
gradual increase in rules in Black Rock City is unpopu-
lar with some members of the community, the Burning
Man organization maintains that those few rules (for
example, concemning fire safety) are necessary and
enhance the community. One of the few protocols guid-
ing Burners is the no-spectator rule, which encourages
participation in the community. Rather than just watch-
ing the festival, participants are expected to get involved
in the creation and maintenance of community through
art, free expression, volunteerism, and interaction.

The Burning Man community is sustained through a
gift economy that prohibits vending, advertising, and
consumerism: It depends on free gifts to the community,
often with no intended recipient or expectation of reci-
procity. Gifts come in many forms. Theme camps,
which double as living and public spaces, are created by
groups of participants and present art, performances,
music, food and drink, shade from the sun, and activities
at which everyone is welcome. Additionally, volunteers
maintain the city’s infrastructure; the Lamplighters, for
example, install over a thousand oil lamps every
evening. The gift economy is also manifest in individual
acts, as participants are encouraged to bring small gifts
to give to those they meet. Though cash and bartering
are not completely absent, the gift economy differenti-
ates Burning Man from other festivals that rely on vend-
ing. Harvey emphasizes the gift economy as essential to
the creation of community at Burning Man.

Though the event lasts a week, the sense of commu-
nity does not end with the deconstruction of Black Rock
City. Harvey urges participants to incorporate the tenets
of creative free expression and giving in their lives out-
side of Black Rock City. Many Burners stay connected
with the community throughout the year via the Inter-
net, newsletters, local organizations, regional events,
and planning for the next year’s Burning Man.

—Danielle Endres
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