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INTRODUCTION

The Enigma of the Market

La coutume, en faisant un livre, c’est de commencer
Par un petit préambule et en voila un.

—Marivaux, Le paysan parvenu

FROM THE STREETS OF LONDON...

“Dolls that THINK together, dolls that LAUGH together, dolls that CRY together,
dolls that DRINK together. NOT sixty—1I'll give you your bus fare home if it
helps you. NOT fifty, NOT forty, THIRTY-FIVE IS CHEAP, NOT thirty-two fifty,
‘ere, an’ to CLEAR 'EM, [ won't even charge you thirty. HALF THAT [BANG]
FIFTEEN POUND THE PAIR.”!

The streets of London, mid-198os. Science and technology studies scholar
Trevor Pinch is there to try to understand the mechanisms of an activity almost
as old as human societies. The British call it “pitching.” How do you convince
a random person lost in thought—it could be you, it could be me—to develop
a sudden enthusiasm for perfumes with unfamiliar names or an avid inter-
est in Chinese porcelain seen a million times before? How do you get them
to be attracted to ordinary bath towels, to feel a sudden emotion at the sight of
banal kitchen utensils, or to be drawn by compositions of freshly cut flowers?
In short, the activity involves producing cupido emptrix, the passion, the fever
to acquire, in this passerby. Not only to interest them, attract their attention,
divert them from their trajectory, persuade them that all this is good for them,
that they need it, that they are in a state of lack, but above all (because at that
point, the outcome might be theft, barter, or gift) to convince them to shell out

cash. If that does not happen, the pitcher will have pitched in vain.
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The seller’s ultimate objective, his holy grail, is to lead a stranger to engage

in a market transaction. Whether this challenge is taken up by the pitchers on
the streets of London or the engineers and sales representatives of Renault,
Fiat, Samsung, Apple, or the French telecom company Orange does not make
any difference: the nature of the solutions they must invent are the same. What
is true for the street vendor is even truer for high-tech companies that have to
create demand for products no one had yet dared to imagine. The questions a
street seller must answer every morning are the same ones that any multina-
tional company has to face daily. The former merely does so with a great econ-
omy of means, counting only on himself, like a magician with nothing in his
hands, nothing in his pockets. As Pinch understood perfectly, street sales make
more easily visible what complex modern organizations tend instead to render
opaque and difficult to decipher.

The pitcher experiments, observes, interprets, and transforms his prac-
tices. He has to make a living off this work and live by its daily repetitions.
If the quality of his observations leaves something to be desired, if the les-
sons he draws from the experiments he attempts turn out to be irrelevant, if
the actions he decides on are inappropriate, he faces failure and finds himself
at a loss, helpless in front of a crowd that evaporates in an instant. Pitching
is a full-fledged trade and it needs to be learned. There are, indeed, training
courses for beginners. Neophytes start by learning by heart a spiel drilled into
them by an elder. They also train at organizing the material space in which
they will operate. They practice the scenario they will follow. Experienced
pitchers can be spotted by their capacity to adapt, their talent for improvising,
but above all, by their way of structuring the action, which, as Pinch describes,
runs through four successive stages.

The first stage aims at constituting an audience, or, better, an interested
public. Pitchers speak of “building the edge,” alluding to a Cockney expres-
sion that plays on words to refer to the English expression “hedge and ditch,”
designating the practice of limiting a terrain by hedges and ditches in order
to ensure one has a hold on it. Once this is accomplished, the anonymous flow
of a lonely crowd gives way instead to an agglutination, a limited space occu-
pied by those who have been diverted and grouped together, set aside from
the current, extracted from the continuous flux. This space, which is circum-

scribed by a sort of invisible border, porous, but not too porous, will become
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the pitcher’s field for maneuvering. Creating the clinamen, the diversion that

allows for a first coalescing, is neither obvious nor natural. As Pinch observes,
inducing the first person to stop is a delicate venture.

Multiple strategies are elaborated to facilitate this first diversion, the first
stepping aside. The pitcher can, for instance, call on an accomplice to stand
ostentatiously in front of the stall, or he can sacrifice goods, giving them away
to those just passing by, who then play the part of a fixation abscess. Once the
first potential clients have been stopped in their blind rush, they must not be
lost, since they will serve as bait, or réclame, to use a French word from fal-
conry that refers to the lure that induces the bird of prey to return, but equally
refers to an advertisement. “Closer to me, closer to heaven, ” says the hawker.
Humor plays a crucial role in the whole process, capturing and fixing atten-
tion. And price figures early on in this process of catching people’s attention
because, as Pinch underlines, the customer’s mind must be prepared. No
tricks or false hopes. No pretense that any favors are being done. “Look at the
prices, you'll never believe them. They’re the lowest ever seen.” The stakes are
established immediately: not only is one there to buy, one is there to buy not
goods, but a price.

This is therefore the first point the street seller must make, and since what
is for sale has not been mentioned yet, he explains why it is so inexpensive.
“These jewels belong to a guy who took off for Spain with my wife; since he’s
taking care of my wife, I've decided to take care of his things.” The scene grows
more crowded. Henceforth the seller, his assistants, and the customers are no
longer alone. New characters have invited themselves in: the seller’s wife, her
lover, and the jewels, which the seller—who can blame him?—has decided to
get rid of, since he cannot get rid of the lover. When it comes to clothes for
sale whose price needs to be justified, the pitcher invokes the London depart-
ment store that went bankrupt and was forced to sell off luxury items at bar-
gain prices. Each good is thus inscribed in a story that explains why it is a
good deal—and the story does not matter much because no one quite believes
it. When in the market in Sarcelles it is said, with a little smile, that the pair
of Ray-Bans or the Hermes scarf being sold at rock-bottom prices fell off the
truck, highlighting in a striking phrase that the good’s career is complicated,
that it followed an exceptional path, is it not that career that, making it unique,
determines its value? The good, even if it looks like a thousand others, even if
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it is only one copy, is actually different because of this history, which has led

it to this particular stall on this particular day. It has been made particular,
or, as I would put it, singularized. Extracted from the anonymous crowd by the
twists of a plot, it, in turn, contributes to extracting from the anonymous flow
those particular customers whose attention is caught and who begin to take
an interest in this particular good, rather than any other.

Price is proof of this singularity, sometimes the only proof: “Look at this
garment. It’s not even worth thirty pence, not even twenty pence. When I tell
you the price, it will knock you over!” This dress, which looks like so many
other dresses, is made different by the simple fact that it is offered at a different
price. The pitcher turns things around, going against the grain of everything
that is generally said about markets. It is not the case that there is the dress,
on the one hand, with its intrinsic properties (color, style, and so on), and the
price on the other, external to the dress and determining its value. The price is
attached to the dress; it is one of its qualities. The dress is red, has a plunging
neckline, and is not...expensive. The customer did not get interested in a dress
but in that dress, the one that is not expensive. And that is no doubt the reason
he let himself be roped in, the low price of the dress being a result of its singu-
lar story, a story he does not yet know, but that he guesses between the lines
of the pitcher’s speech. No dress is quite like any other; this unique character
helps put the customer and the dress in a singular relationship to one another,
a singularity that hails the gawker, saying, “This one’s for you.” Throughout the
warm-up that leads to the transaction, the singularity of this relation will be
maintained and developed by the third actor in this event: the pitcher.

After the first framing operation and the constitution of a gathering in
which each person expects to get a personal deal and already knows they will
have to pay to make good on the deal, the second step can begin. Speeches
are one thing: they can convince, excite curiosity, pave the way for a positive
decision. But then there are also the things themselves. A relation is not just
a matter of intelligence, reason, and calculation. It supposes a physical attach-
ment. To get the customer to shell out money, he must be touched deep down,
and for him to be touched, the simplest thing is to invite him to...touch, test,
feel, stroke, so that all his senses are solicited and solicit him to ensure that
the good enters his life, to become an integral part of himself, to transform

and constitute his new identity. The customer must be affected. The pitchers
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in the streets of London call this the “flash” and, they add, “Flash means cash.”

The pitcher strokes the necklaces and earrings, offers a whiff of perfume to a
lady whose age makes one surmise she has smelled and inhaled many others
over the course of her existence; he invites an onlooker to manipulate the tow-
els, crease the materials so they reveal their softness to the onlooker’s expert
fingers; he demonstrates the exquisite delicacy of the china by placing behind
it a candle that the customer discerns through the transparency of the mate-
rial. The goods’ qualities (or at least some of them, since some must be hidden
in order to put others forward) are made evident, palpable, graspable, and thus
add to the promise of rock-bottom prices, the first quality around which the
others gravitate.

The better to showcase, put forth, or make explicit the qualities of their
wares, pitchers attend to the presentation, playing with different dispositions,
piling up towels on this side so as to make obvious how soft and supple the fab-
ric is or composing on that side pyramids of bracelets that set off one another’s
value, just as a book’s value is drawn from the collection it belongs to, from
which it is detached with an exlibris proudly underlining the connection. Sin-
gularity is formed from comparisons and the groupings that are suggested
and materialized on the seller’s stall. To insist on the importance of the mate-
rial demonstration of qualities, pitchers claim that “what cannot speak cannot
lie.” It is not enough to state the facts. Rather, just as in laboratory research,
facts must be shown, demonstrated, tried through an experiment that tests
the properties and reactions of the substances or entities involved. The ven-
dor may thus efface himself behind the mixer that “does everything by itself,”
and he proves it by showing it. Or throws the plates in the air to show off how
robust they are.

Henceforth, these goods have been rendered desirable, their qualities have
been demonstrated over the course of a series of trials that involve the body
and the five senses of the customer and have in the end (perhaps) affected
him so strongly that he no longer can contemplate breaking the links already
established between himself and some of these goods. He agrees to pay to
obtain them. All that is left is for the price, which none but the vendor knows,
to be affixed.

The formulation of a price, that is to say, the determination of a number

that the customer knows at this stage to be the lowest found in the market (the
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market thus appears in the background, a décor to highlight and contextualize

the action), is set by going down the price ladder, step by step. Hawkers refer to
this descending movement during which prices are broken one after another
as “ramping.” First, prices as set by competitors are announced, either by the
pitcher, by a customer, or by a carefully primed accomplice. The pitcher also
brings in the prices quoted in catalogs he shows or passes around. Remember
the twin dolls at the beginning of this prologue and the final price—fifteen
pounds for the pair—that the pitcher reached after having gone through all
the prices that would have been reasonable, but that he swept aside. Each time
a price is announced, the pitcher hits the table in front of him with a large
stick that looks like a baseball bat. When he reaches the price he has chosen,
the bang is even louder than the previous ones, putting an end to the batting
process. Prices are knocked down, literally as well as figuratively. Each time a
new and lower price is announced, the pitcher asks who is interested. Hands
are raised. More and more hands go up as the beating (produced by the blows)
and the beat (as in a musical beat) of the prices progress. In order to transform
the interest (evidenced by raised hands) into a firm commitment (consent-
ing to pay and paying), the pitcher announces a new lowering, which further
heats up the crowd. The beating and the beat ring out like a military march
that brooks no retreat and pushes the gawker to pull bills from his pocket as
though that were an inevitable gesture, the logical conclusion of a gradual and
collective commitment. Turning back would be to abandon one’s word or to
contradict oneself. Having agreed to a higher price, he can only accept to pay
a lower price.

The customer feels compelled to buy. It is hard to find an adequate expres-
sion for this process, an expression that captures its intimate logic. The pitcher
holds out the bag into which he has placed the clothes or the china, or even the
dolls, with their tinned laughter. An onlooker grabs it, and it is passed from
hand to hand until it reaches the person whose hand had been up through-
out the price batting. Did he decide, or was he made to decide by the disposi-
tif—the staging and the devices?? Obviously it was both. Were he to go back
on his word, he would lose face; he does not want to go back on his word. The
deal is sealed, in the bag. The will to buy belongs to him, but it belongs just as
much to the assembled crowd that passes the bag along until it reaches him

or to the showman and his demonstrations, his know-how [savoir faire], and
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his knowing how to induce [savoir faire faire]. It is clear how impoverished the

usual representation of the transaction is when it presents this transaction in
terms of a supply and a demand, elaborated and constituted independently of
one another, external to one another, simply meeting in such a way as to pro-
duce an agreement.

How insufficient is the idea that the price measures a value, when it in
fact participates in the constitution of value? (I will return to this point at
length because I know it may be hard to grasp.) We all remember the syllo-
gism our philosophy teachers presented with a sly smile: everything that is
rare is expensive, a cheap horse is rare, so a cheap horse is expensive. But
what if the economy of markets actually rests entirely on that syllogism, which
seems lame only to those who have understood nothing of the ways markets
function? Transforming a dress, twin dolls, or a china plate into a unique and
singular piece destined for that particular customer or setting up a device that
makes the meetings between each of these goods and a client extracted from
the anonymous crowd into a unique event, is that not to create a rarity, an
extreme rarity? And when that singularity, when the uniqueness, is largely
(although obviously not only) the price, a price below what can even be imag-
ined, the miracle happens: what is cheap is dear to me. The pitcher knows
what all merchants the world over know, but that those who theorize about
markets sometimes forget. The price is on sale, no more, but no less, than the
china’s delicacy, the fabric’s softness, or the dolls’ performances. The formula-
tion of the price, the ramping that runs all the other market prices before our
eyes, is an attempt to make the good as dear as possible in both senses of the
term: cherished and expensive.

The pitcher’s commercial activity does not end with this first purchase.
For the activity to be profitable, other clients must come forward while the
logic of singularization that produces the aforementioned rarity is preserved.
This is the fourth step. The vendor faces a daunting dilemma: how to recon-
cile a mass market—he must reach a certain sales volume to hope for a profit—
with goods and transactions that he so successfully singularized? To refer to
the solution they devised, street sellers speak of “twirling the edge.”

This twirling allows the pitcher to catch the attention of those who are still
on the far side of the border between the general public and those onlookers
who are already interested. It aims to recruit new customers, to push farther
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into the clustering of people and to transform them into customers. This

requires competence, know-how, and a specific type of work. The whirlwind
of the sale chalks up sales so as to increase the quantity of goods sold without
compromising the singular dimension of each transaction. The pitcher shows
us the most fundamental of strategies, the one that includes all the others.
He moves about through the proxy of assistants. While he takes care of one
buyer, he shouts, “Over there!” to his assistant, pointing to an onlooker who
seems ready to join the audience assembled around his stall. The assistant flits
among the gawkers, twirling to induce them to join the ongoing demonstra-
tion. Meanwhile, the pitcher, ready to welcome the newcomer, must not lose
those he has already begun to ease toward a commercial transaction.

The twirling of the sale makes it clear that there are not, on the one hand,
personalized markets, and on the other hand, anonymous mass markets
where everything is alike and simply adds up to create sale volumes. Mass
markets should always be perceived as juxtapositions of a myriad of bilateral
transactions. The challenge facing all those who live by commercial trans-
actions and give life to markets is to produce the mass from singularization
without losing the latter in the process.

This reveals market dynamics clearly. A supply is not a given, precon-
stituted block that faces an equally set block, that of a demand. Supply and
demand emerge and express themselves over the course of a continuous pro-
cess. They are constantly in motion. They are inscribed in a space, delimited
by the borders of the audience traced out by the vendor; they unfurl over time,
the time that unfolds through the eddies of the sale. These eddies give a form
to the deployment of the sale that can overcome the apparent contradiction
between quality and quantity, between, on the one hand, bilateral transactions
and the singularization they require and, on the other hand, their aggregation
and massification. The clients were not already there, defined as such, waiting
to respond to the pitcher’s call. Their number is not a given. Working simulta-
neously on the clustered crowd and conquering new clients by twirling: this is
the program for any seller worthy of the name.

Over the course of the quest for the transaction, the importance of the
material framework becomes clear. The pitcher, set up behind his stall and
raised on a stage that gives him an overview, sees everything; he supervises

the sale space. He dominates the battalions of pedestrians flowing by, and he
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identifies, a bit like profilers at the entrance of nightclubs, those whose pace

slackens or whose head turns; he sees the hand go up and the commitments
of potential buyers; he delegates to his assistant the mechanics of the transac-
tion and money collection, but he also sends him to the front to attract those
pedestrians who are hesitating. With his loudspeaker, he imposes his speech
and masters the sonic space. He sets up his word as the dominant discourse,
relaying and amplifying customer questions and the answers provided.

This is how one sells what, to a hurried observer, may look like hundreds,
thousands, or millions of copies of the same object, but that from the point of
view of the sellers and, let it be added, the buyers, is a succession: a multitude
of separate transactions, each distinct and different, are juxtaposed in time
and space. The fiction of supply and demand curves crossing in the single
plane of a sheet of paper, collapsing time and space, does not hold up in front
of the reality of the devices required to produce this intersection—I should say

these many intersections— Dby deploying, unfolding, both space and time.

...TO THE STRIP IN LAS VEGAS

The bilateral transaction is at the very core of markets, their ways of function-
ing, and their developments. The constantly renewed challenge to which mar-
kets find practical solutions is to singularize, ensure payment, and multiply
the number of transactions. The solutions imagined by street hawkers have
general value. The four steps Pinch describes, which are recognized by the
sellers themselves (building the edge, flashing, ramping and batting, twirling
the edge) can be found in every sector of market activity. To be convinced of
that, one need only take off for Las Vegas and its topography of addiction.
Gone are the pitcher’s china cups and dolls afflicted with pathological
empathy. Here is Las Vegas, shimmering like a mirage in the middle of the
desert, with its casinos, its rooms in which slot machines unfurl as far as
the eye can see, lined up next to one another, all alike to untrained eyes, but
to untrained eyes only. Let us listen to anthropologist Natasha Schiill, who
surveyed those game rooms for months, followed and interviewed dozens
of gamblers, from the occasional gambler to those who lose body and soul
to it, met the architects who designed these sites so as to trap the custom-

ers, the computer scientists who assemble microprocessors and write the
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algorithms that get better and better at capturing gamblers and their money.

It is a game of cat and mouse in which the mouse knows it is a mouse and
is happy to be one, and the cat is a cat that knows it is a cat and sees in the
mouse nothing other than prey that should be captured under other cats’
very whiskers.3

What do Pinch’s London and Schiill’s Las Vegas have in common? At first
glance, nothing, or almost nothing, except that money is exchanged for good
or services. One is a primal scene, the other modernity in its tackiest, most
cynical, most elaborate, and as some people denounce, most amoral version.
Yet there is no qualitative leap between the two. The same obsessions domi-
nate on both sides of the Atlantic: deflect, capture, attach, make pay by singu-
larizing goods and, with them, those who will be their beneficiaries, and then
multiply bilateral transactions to build up sales volume. The street sellers in
London help us understand Las Vegas; Las Vegas helps us understand both
the street sellers and capitalist markets.

First step. What Las Vegas, its casinos, and its slot machines attempt to
deflect is not the flow of pedestrians hurrying toward their daily occupations.
If one took a bird’s-eye perspective, one would see the masses rushing to travel
agencies, checking out tour operators, buying cheap plane tickets on flights
specially chartered by Las Vegas casinos that offer them slash-priced rooms;
one would see crowds, hypnotized by the Strip’s lights, in procession from
the whole world toward gambling’s Mecca, letting themselves be swallowed by
the majestic entrances to Caesars Palace, Excalibur, or Paris Las Vegas, letting
themselves be carried along through the labyrinths that lead them to the slot
machine rooms, allowing themselves to be caught by one of them in order to
take possession of the place that has been saved for them, specially designed
for them. Here they are now, finally crossing the threshold to heaven...or
hell. Here they are now in the “zone,” as gamblers call the space around the
machine, cut off from the rest of the world, a space that becomes their habi-
tat, their ecological niche. Building the edge. The mouse is now within reach
of the cat’s claws, already consenting, open to being played with by the cat
through the slot machines. The machine’s virtual rollers slide over each other
in a digital-mechanical din; the ruthless face-off, the dance, can start. The
choreography of this dance has been practiced hundreds and thousands of
times. The space has been rarified, folded back on itself. All that is left is a
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singular point, the point of contact between two agencies, the one that plays

and the one that makes play.

Molly is in the “zone.” She’s fed up with turning in circles, dragging her
existence like a ball chained to her ankle from one slot machine to another.
She draws a map. She starts in the top left-hand corner of a sheet of paper
with the MGM Grand, the casino where she works. A little lower to the right
she draws the 7-Eleven, the gas station where she refuels and where, when
she’s filled her tank, she plays the slot machine lined up there like a reminder,
just to relax a little and take the edge off her impatience. A little lower down,
the Palace Station crops up, her neighborhood casino, where she gambles in
the evenings and on weekends. Next comes the supermarket where she shops
on weekends and gambles for a handful of minutes, just so as not to lose the
touch. Then her clumsy fingers, more accustomed to pushing the button that
allows her to sever contact with the world than to hold a pen, draw the clinic
from which she gets the medication for her anxiety. Finally, in the bottom
left-hand corner, the last step before the loop closes back on itself and another
circuit begins through the same steps, is the building where she goes to Gam-
blers Anonymous meetings every Wednesday evening. Molly then traces the
path, or one should say the bumpy route, that connects all these sites. Finally
she finishes the map by drawing herself in the middle of the space she has
delimited, sitting in front of a slot machine. No exit—she doesn’t want one;
what she wants is an absolutely closed-off space, the space of compulsive con-
sumption in which she gives herself over to what she knows is a vice and that
she struggles to fight with molecules and collective expiation practices. As we
will see, the casinos have calculated that a gambler who pursues her path,
from remission to relapse, is more profitable than one who lets out all the
blood in a single session. Casinos prod users they way a cat prods a mouse
with its paw to ensure the latter is still alive. When it becomes clear the user
has somewhat revived, the casino brings out its claws. From this perspective,
therapy is not necessarily an antidote to addiction; it is one of its essential
components, financed by the casinos. One goes back and forth between one
and the other the way one can go from mall to mall, run from one errand to
the next, or go into debt from one loan to another while giving oneself breaks,
allowing oneself the pleasure of a cup of coffee while sitting at a terrace to

catch one’s breath for a few minutes before diving back into the crowd that is
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going in circles, rushing, and from which one is extracted for a moment, but

only for a moment.

The capture of a gambler who delights in staying in the “zone,” a sort of
black hole where forces are reversed and keep her prisoner, has been calcu-
lated precisely. Organizing the tracking and the catch requires sophisticated
devices: a group of human and nonhuman beaters far more complex than the
hawker’s assistant, but carrying out the same tasks. Once attracted into the
“zone,” the customer has to be kept there so that she doesn’t escape, at least
while she can still be used. When they describe this capture, gamblers talk
about being hooked, caught, harpooned, bewitched, or about becoming junk-
ies. As in the streets of London, the capture is effected by gaining hold of
bodies and minds. There, to touch the customer, to attach him, he had to be
allowed to touch the cloth, encouraged to finger it. Here, the task is a little
more complicated: one does not fall in love with a slot machine as one does
with a smiling doll or a piece of lingerie whose crazy story and silky texture
get the better of you. To ensure the hold and to make it as active as wished
require more preparatory work, studies, behavioral observations, brain imag-
ery. It requires starting from the observation that all slot machine experts now
share as though it were obvious, although there is nothing self-evident about
it. What Molly, like all her fellow gamblers, is looking for is not only or even
mostly the pleasure of the bet, the frisson that runs up her spine for the few
seconds before the virtual rollers come to a stop. None of that is what she des-
perately seeks. Rather, she is looking for escape, for being able to cut herself
off from the rest of the world, detach from her life and her environment. “You
who enter here, abandon all hope.” As Molly puts it, “No exit, no escape.”

Once gamblers are in the “zone,” once their territory has been circum-
scribed and the borders traced out, the gambler has to be kept, has to be
attached to the machine; in other words, things must be managed so that she
becomes attached to it. The flashing—a little more complicated than in Lon-
don with china and cloth that can be touched. Here there is none of that. But
for a good engineer, a good psychologist, a good architect-designer, a good
computer scientist, no challenge is too daunting. It is worth rising to this one.
What needs to be done especially is to carefully define the profiles of a good
candidate for addiction in order to attract and attach her and then to take care
of everything from the music to the smells, to compose an atmosphere that
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provides a bubble for the gambler, providing all the nourishment she might

require and protecting her from the rest of the world. Carefully eliminate every
perturbation, any parasites. Casino design professionals think of everything.
For instance, it often happens that a gambler does not hold up to the pressure
and succumbs to a heart attack. What has to happen at that point—and many
studies, as well as lucrative contracts for those researchers who landed them,
were required to figure out how to set this up—is for the unconscious guest to
be whisked away immediately without upsetting other players. Cameras, con-
trol centers, nurses, stretchers and defibrillators that can be reached within
seconds, dexterity at eliminating the body without a sound. And it works. You
can watch it on the screens: the other gamblers do not notice a thing. Lost in
their machines, it is as if they have been disconnected from everything around
them. Like the one who fell beside them, they are cut off from their environ-
ment; unlike him, they are lucky enough to be able to continue.

The observation systems for behavior and the great amount of accumu-
lated data make it possible to singularize the attachment; it is made to mea-
sure. One can figure out the pain threshold for a particular gambler, whose
name one might not know, but to whom the facial recognition software has
assigned a number in order to be able to track him. When the threshold
beyond which he may not be able to withstand the pressure is reached, the
algorithms pull back, the sequences of gains and losses are recalculated to
bring down the pressure without thereby giving up on siphoning off the bank
accounts. The state of equilibrium, what ensures the most regular and sys-
tematic withdrawals, is achieved in full with the customer’s complete cooper-
ation when the user who cannot calculate anything any longer gives himself
over to the machine and, rather than regularly pushing the button that sets off
the rollers’ infernal cycle, delegates that last action by opting for autoplay. This
abandonment is even more impressive with the poker games. The machine
has learned the gambler’s favorite strategies, the risks they like to take, the
rate of their gains, and it becomes such a good substitute, such a faithful lieu-
tenant, that the gambler does not even have to play anymore to enjoy the ben-
efits of the anesthesia the game provides. The machine plays against itself,
the gambler being so deactivated, so cut off from everything, that there is no
source of greater pleasure for him than these automatic plays. To reach this

abandon, the relationship and the service had to be personalized. “Tell me
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how you play, and I promise to play in your stead as you would have liked to

play,” says the machine. “I know, better than even you do, what you like and
what binds you to me. I will relieve you even of the burden of playing. Relax.
Enjoy life—enjoy your life! I have your back, I am thinking of you constantly. I
know, for instance, that you have natural needs to satisfy. Take the time to get
a meal at the casino restaurant where you can win free games. Take the time
for a bathroom break.” The gambler, however, is not always credulous. There
are limits to trust. What if the machine went off the rails? What if it were slyly
disguising its treachery, taking advantage of these interruptions to change its
mind and accelerate the player’s bankruptcy? Some gamblers, fearing such
betrayal (they do not fear losing all their money, but they do fear not being able
to go on playing at their own rhythm and for as long as possible before they’re
broke for good), pull on several pairs of pants or diapers in order to be able to
pee as much as they need to without taking their eyes off the machine as it
plays in their stead and takes all their money.

By way of the machine, the casino has attached the customer, pinned him
down, holding him in its claws. All that is left is to get him to pay. Let us not,
however, imagine for a second that the sequence of affixing a price and its
payment begins after the harpooning, the way a ransom is requested after the
hostage is captured. To imagine that prices are external to the processes of
attachment and singularization would be to understand nothing about market
mechanisms. As in London, the price is a quality, or rather an essential com-
ponent, of the service. In Las Vegas, that is so much the case that it is by affix-
ing the price and getting the gambler to pay it that attachment is obtained,
that the deal is sealed. The pleasure that payment produces, that the repeated
pressing of the button provides, attaches the gambler, somewhat as in a psy-
choanalytic cure, the money given over to the therapist ensuring that one is
attached to him; the transfer of money paves the way for affective transfer.
What a pleasure to be able to pay to forget, to not owe anyone anything, to wipe
oneself out. Ah, cupido emptrix, when you have a hold on us, it is a powerful
one. Slot machine designers and computer experts have understood that so
well that they offer the gambler the sequences of gains and losses that provide
maximal pleasure for him. These sequences and relative volumes, activated by
pressing on a button, are part of the game. To formulate the price is to formu-

late the good. Read for its economic significance, what Schiill’s discomforting
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ethnography demonstrates is that in machine gambling, the price is one of the

good’s qualities, no more, no less. Price is both the supply and the demand;
it is not the result of a meeting, a confrontation, between preconstituted sup-
plies and demands.

The hawker’s problem of capturing the attention of passing traffic is but
one kind of challenge. Casinos further face the problem of constantly increas-
ing the number of visitors flocking to Las Vegas so they can multiply bilateral
transactions and grow sales revenue. What is the point of managing to get
crowds of onlookers to come from the other end of the world if one fails to
capture them as they cover the last few yards that separate them from open
slot machines? In order to manage this capture, casinos design devices that
combine the traditional and tested know-how that pitchers and their assistants
have with high-tech tools. Twirling the edge? As in London, street beaters har-
poon anonymous onlookers, seduce them with attractive propositions, and
take them on, as soon as they hit the Strip, so as to lead them to the machine.
To boost revenues, however, the best strategy is to establish and maintain a
state of addiction; one must not let slip between one’s fingers someone who
has already come, who has tried a game of poker and left traces and a pro-
file (here is how I play and react) in one of the centers of big data, someone to
whom the machine can offer the games he likes and his favorite sequences as
soon as he is within range of screens. One day it will be possible to reach him
at home through an app. Each gambler is a person whom the casino addresses
and to whom it sends its propositions. There is no contradiction between quan-
tity and quality; quantity is not antithetical to a bespoke service and the singu-

larization of goods and agents. Datafication makes this even more obvious.

You might think it a strange idea to open a book devoted to the markets, and
more precisely to the most recent and complex types of markets, with street
vendors, who seem of another age. Isn’t it even stranger to establish a parallel
between that primitive form of commerce and the gambling industry, which
so skillfully deploys the glitzy resources of modern technology? By bringing
together these two very extreme situations, I want to suggest the problems that
have to be solved have not changed: the point is to tie supplies and demands
together around goods whose characteristics are constantly evolving, the only

aim being to set up a transaction that takes place in exchange for payment.
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Market activities always face the same questions: Who is ready to pay, how

much, and for what? But what does change between situations are the mecha-
nisms of solving these problems.

This book sets out a hypothesis, namely, that when confronted with the
enigma of the market, actors constantly invent new devices that are repeatedly
modified and transformed. But these changes are not random or arbitrary. In
order to be successful (sometimes), commercial activities must be organized
(agencées) in a certain way. One cannot rely on chance to lead a man wander-
ing down the street without a care or rushing toward an important business
meeting to take a sudden interest in a pair of dolls he did not know existed a
few minutes earlier or to fight to be able to take advantage of the exceptional
opportunity given to him to be one of the lucky few to have a chance to acquire
this rare good. It is not by chance that you lead a homemaker to take an avid
interest in laundry detergent that promises the most dazzling white, an ado-
lescent to go broke for flavored vaping products, or a senior executive to no
longer be able to disconnect from screens he used to do very well without.
None of these results could be obtained without the design and implementa-
tion of rigorously structured agencements.* This book is devoted to exploring
and analyzing those structures. Before getting to the heart of the matter, how-
ever, we need to rid ourselves of a number of mistaken assumptions and com-
mon notions—such as the concepts of supply and demand—that contribute to

obscuring, rather than illuminating the enigma of the market.
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