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Empire of the Intensities:
A Random Walk Down Las Vegas Boulevard

Jeffrey T. Nealon

Capitalism no longer looks outside byt rather inside its domain, and
Uus expansion is thus intensive rather than extensive.

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire

Vegas, in other words, represents a kind of ground zero of the post-industrial
American €conomy, with its just-in-time (which is to say, all-the-time) delivery of
extremely high-concept sensory overload, staffed by wave after wave of service labour.
As Marc Cooper writes, ‘if Lenin once summed up Communism ag “Soviet power
plus electrification”, the highest formulation of the New American Economy might
just be “casinos plus part-time Jobs™ ! And every 20-minute change of dealers and
croupiers displays the flexible specialization integral to this post-Fordist economy.

However, one could argue that today’s Las Vegas is an exemplary economic site in
more ways than one: it obvio usly works according to the logic of the service economy,
but it also figures the shifi from such a post-Fordist world to the emergent ‘new’
economy that one reads about every day in the Wall Street Joumal. Those trying to
hame and diagnose this ‘new’ cconomy often file it under the rubric of ‘finance
capital’, that regime in which speculative capital is wagered on a future of supposed
or projected worth, rather than being invested in the production and mass marketing
of new commodities or services. In other words, the future of capital seems like it
rests not so much on the innovation of products or manufacturing processes (a Fordist
model), nor on the colonization of new services or clients (the post-Fordist model),
but in a futures market on capital itself, on a kind of gambling on the future worth
of stocks and other speculation devices. Asg Fredric Jameson argues in Culture and
Fnance Capital, the future of capitalism resides

no longer in the factories and the spaces of extraction and production,
but on the floor of the stock market, Jostling for more intense
profitability. But it won’t be as one industry competing with another
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branch, nor even one productive technology against another more
advanced one in the same line of manufacturing, but rather in the
form of speculation itself.?

The future of capitalism, in other words, rests not on the extraction of profit from
commodities or services, but on the production of money directly from money —
making profit by wagering on an anticipated future outcome. And the future, it
seems, 1S NOw.

Because it’s a sector of the economy where capital is staked directly in order to generate
more capital, rather than investment creating tangible goods or services (which are then
bought or sold to produce capital), the regime of finance capital has often been
nicknamed ‘casino capitalism’.’> As Marx himself wrote, stock markets and futures
markets work according to the logic of gambling — where no commodity is directly
produced or consumed. According to Marx, it is precisely this gambling logic that gives
bankers and other speculators ‘their nicely mixed character of swindler and prophet’.*

In Capital, M-C-M'" names the dialectical formula whereby accumulated wealth (M) is
invested in the production of commodities, thereby becoming capital (C); the
commodities produced by that investment capital are then sold to produce profit (M").
Thus begun, the dialectical adventure of money continues — with ever-more
accumulation, ever-more investment in the production of commodities and ever-more
profits reaped by the capitalist: M-C-M'. In this economic vocabulary, one might say
— as Marx does — that finance and credit capital skips a step, and its formula might
be written as M-M".> In other words, an increase in finance capital requires no direct
or overt mediation by a commodity or service: no actual goods or services are required
to represent or serve as a placeholder for the abstract value of invested money; and
no labour power is required to account for the transformation or generation of surplus
value as profit. One might say in a kind of shorthand that M-M' comprises the formula
for all forms of gambling, where money 1s directly intensified - made greater or smaller
- rather than being transformed into a different state through the mediating work of
investment, labour, commodity production or exchange.’

Following this logic out to its limits on the streets and gaming tables of las Vegas,
one might argue that contemporary Vegas doesn’t primarily produce either goods
or services; rather, it produces what Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari call ‘actual’
and ‘virtual’ intensities — the thrills of winning, the aches of losing, the awe of the
spectacle, weddings and divorces.” Like the booming speculation markets in stocks,
tutures and options that fueled its reinvention, Vegas’s primary products are two:
winners and losers. 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, capital of all kinds — phantasmatic,
symbolic, monetary - is staked in the hope of producing more.

Insofar as Las Vegas specializes in the production of such ‘Intensities’ - hypnotic
states of excess, loss and expenditure — it deserves some renewed attention as a
privileged site in the emergence of the newest American economy. If we spent the
1970s and 80s ‘learning from Las Vegas’ the cultural lessons of a triumphant kitschy
postmodernism, I want to suggest that there are a number of emergent economic truths
that we can learn from Las Vegas 20 years later.
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Of course, the most insistent thing we’ve already learned from Las Vegas is that
so-called economic truths are inseparable from cultural or aesthetic ones. You don’t
have spend much time in Vegas to witness the utter collapse of the base/
superstructure model and obliteration of the classical Marxian idea that capital
speculation is wholly parasitic and cultural, producing nothing of consequence for
the real economic base.® From Bugsy Seigel’s original gamble in the desert, through
the Rat Pack Years of livin’ large, right up to the new “Theme Park’ Las Vegas
(re-built on junk bonds and culture industry profits), all of Las Vegas’s economic power
is built on a series of cultural speculations; and even today its economic power and
well-being is based solely on its cultural caché. Vegas has plenty to teach us about
the economic base of today, but we learn first and foremost from Las Vegas that this
economic base is always already shot through with superstructural, cultural capital.’

Capital that’s merely parasitic, that adds or produces nothing ‘real’, can’t build this
kind of massive Empire in the middle of the desert. Las Vegas is a kind of testimonial
to contemporary modes of power, and functions oddly like the symbols of bygone
imperial dominance that Vegas so gleefully appropriates: the Egyptian Pyramids and
the Sphinx (Luxor), the glory and decadence of Rome (Caesar’s Palace), the Italian
Renaissance (Venetian and Bellagio), the power of the Sultans (Aladdin).

Ancient capitols of Empire functioned as centres of both cultural and economic
power, with the sheer spectacle of their symbolic excesses working to cement a
pedagogical relation between the imperial force of Empire and the symbolic spectacle
of aesthetic expenditure. On a pilgrimage to ancient Rome from the provinces, one
would be led to recognize very quickly (if somewhat unconsciously) that the awe-
inspiring architectural spectacles of Rome were made possible by the very same
forces of imperialism that rule your home village — just as the vacationing Iowa
Knights of Columbus Group learns, at some level, the truths of the new economy
through Las Vegas’s logics of intensity and speculation.

And there is still much learning going on in Las Vegas every day; it’s a place of hard
economic lessons. However, [ want to shift ground somewhat, and suggest that we
don’t so much ‘learn from’ the spectacle of intensities that js Las Vegas (‘learning’
implies critical distance and rational Judgement; it implies that we can decide to
accept or reject the lessons played out there). Maybe these days we don’t leamn from
Las Vegas as much as we are forced to respond to the emergent mode of power — the
new global casino capitalism - that is ‘Las Vegas’. Or maybe, like an ancient Roman

subject from the hinterlands, we are even compelled to obey Las Vegas.'°

Hail Caesar!

Perhaps the best site to begin surveying this burgeoning empire of commerce and
culture is Caesar’s Palace Casino and Hotel, located at the centre of the Las Vegas
Strip, an appropriately labyrinth imperial site. If Jameson had a hard time making
his way around the Bonaventure Hotel in LA, one shudders to think of the
disorientation he’d experience in the ‘Forum Shops at Caesar’s’: an unapologetic
overlap of hotel, casino, restaurant, theme park and shopping mall - all done up in




some hyper-postmodern version of the ancient past. Around Caesar’s shops are
scattered mythological Greek figures like Poseidon, Homer, and the Trojan Horse —
all emblems that, we may recall, were already ‘ancient’ by the time of Plato, some
400 years before the reign of Augustus Caesar. The statuary rubs elbows with a
roaming live Cleopatra and her buff Roman Centurions, all of whom will gladly
pose for pictures with Caesar’s honoured guests.

The Forum Shops comprise a hybrid of the contemporary suburban mall and the
19th Century flaneur’s Arcade (curiously decked out with ubiquitous Roman
aqueducts — flows, everywhere flows). You’re ferried into the Forum from the
sweltering Strip along a series of covered moving sidewalks - a welcome fit for an
Emperor. When you want to leave, however, you have to trudge the 500 yards back
to Las Vegas Boulevard like a plebeian — through the Caesar’s casino (where the
poorly marked exit is right beyond ‘The World’s Largest Slot Machine’), and out
over the unforgivingly hot acres of blacktop set aside for horseless carriages. {Caesar’s
Empire, or at least this version of it, is a little like a swanky Roach Motel: ‘You can
get in, but you can’t get out’.) While you’re there, the ‘experience’ of the Forum
Shops is rounded out by the usual American mall stores (Gap, Victoria’s Secret,
Banana Republic) as well as unusual ones (Armani, Versace, Hugo Boss); two
restaurants launched by ubiquitous uber-chef Wolfgang Puck; and a huge aquarium,
which both complements the statuary in ‘Poseidon’s Fountain’ and serves as a teaser
for the $10-a-pop 3-D movie-cum-thrill-ride, ‘The Search For Atlantis’."’

In Caesar’s New Empire, the myths of the absolute past and the promises of the deferred
future are mishmashed together for easy, intensive, one-stop ‘experience’ shopping. The
heroes of Atlantis, Troy, Greece and Rome did not die in vain; they perished to help
create this new Empire of ‘freedom’ — which, as we all know, means subjective
empowerment as consumer choice, the only water fit to satisty our thirsts. But, one
might ask the FAO Schwartz Trojan Horse (which curiously talks, making it an
appropriately anachronistic mix of Mr. Ed and the Oracle of Delphi): What do you
get for a crowd that has already experienced everything? The answer: more of the same.

Contemporary Las Vegas is not so much a figure for imperialist expansion or
assimilation — the old-time ‘fuck you, we’re movin in’ Vegas of the Mob and the
Teamsters — as it is an ongoing, live experiment conducted to see what happens
when a certain imperial project has completed itself, when there are no more lands
for Caesar to conquer. In other words, Las Vegas’s current modes of power are no
longer primarily deployed in the service of legitimating the enterprise or overcoming
an enemy (the government, the middle-American prude, the other casinos); those
battles have already been decided. Rather, emergent modes of both corporate and
subjective power in Las Vegas are aimed at intensifying what you’ve already got:
expanding market share and deepening demographic base by deploying new forms
of value-added entertainment ‘experiences’.

In short, the economic force that’s deployed in Las Vegas functions not by conquering
or assimilating new territory, but rather by intensifying new versions of familiar
things. For example, the newest casinos are ‘Paris’ (with its own FEiffel Tower), ‘The
Venetian’ (with its replica frescoed ceilings and gondolas in the annexed shopping







