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…	everything	humans	create	ends	up	as	waste.	A	single	thing	which	preserves	some	dignity	are	the	ruins	…	
(Lacan,	1974;	own	translation)

1 	 | 	 INTRODUCTION

In	times	of	crisis,	 the	ruin	acquires	a	symbolic	function.	As	material	remnants	of	political	 failure,	economic	specula-
tion,	and	social	decline,	“ruin”	and	“ruination”	become	key	tropes	for	cultural	narrations	of	“the	crisis”	(O’Callaghan,	
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Abstract
In	recent	years,	geographers	and	related	social	scientists	have	worked	intensively	
against	 the	 fetishisation	of	ruins.	The	ruin	 fetish	 is	widely	considered	as	being	
problematic,	because	it	does	not	allow	us	to	face	the	complex	reality	of	processes	
of	ruination	and	instead	turns	the	ruin	into	an	object	with	a	fixed	meaning	and	
transcendental	value.	This	paper	supplements	this	current	state	of	research	via	
the	fetish	concepts	of	Walter	Benjamin	and	Jacques	Lacan,	who	both	grasp	fet-
ishisation	 through	 the	 inscription	of	 fantasy	 into	an	object.	This	 fantasy	 is	not	
inherently	bound	to	the	fetish	object,	but	persists	depending	solely	on	our	stand-
point	to	it.	The	paper	elaborates	on	the	ruin	having	to	be	perceived	from	a	certain	
distance	to	obtain	a	status	as	fetish	object	by	turning	into	a	nostalgic	rem(a)inder	
of	loss.	While	the	fetishist	maintains	a	distance	to	the	fetish	object,	the	explorative	
view	of	ruins,	dismissively	coined	as	“ruin	porn,”	is	distinguished	by	its	manner	
of	getting	as	close	as	possible	to	it.	Ruin	porn	is	therefore	not,	as	it	is	often	stated,	
the	most	 recent	peak	of	 the	ruin	 fetish,	but	 rather	a	way	of	 losing	sight	of	 the	
ruin's	aura,	a	way	of	turning	the	fetish	object	into	a	pile	of	waste.	Artists,	on	the	
other	hand,	bear	witness	to	something	that	lies	beyond	the	factual	givenness	of	
the	ruin	and	thus	reintroduce	the	fetish	back	into	it.	Shifting	between	these	ways	
of	 fetishising,	 defetishising,	 and	 refetishising	 ruins,	 the	 paper	 investigates	 the	
conditions	of	the	ruin	fetish	and	ultimately	calls	for	a	more	serious	engagement	
with	fantasies	as	a	way	of	getting	with	the	ruin	fetish	instead	of	getting	over	it.
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2018;	O’Callaghan	et	al.,	2014).	Throughout	the	past	two	decades,	one	can	witness	a	rising	interest	in	human	geography	
and	related	fields	to	study	the	ruins	resulting	from	our	crisis-	ridden	pasts	and	presents.	From	the	“ruins	of	modernity”	
stemming	from	the	18th	and	19th	centuries	(Dawdy,	2010;	Hell	&	Schönle,	2010),	and	the	“industrial	ruins”	of	the	20th	
century	(Edensor,	2005;	Mah,	2012),	to	the	“new	urban	ruins”	of	the	21st	century	(Kitchin	et	al.,	2014;	O’Callaghan	&	Di	
Feliciantonio,	2021),	researchers	increasingly	addressed	the	ruin	as	an	object	of	interest	(for	an	overview,	see	DeSilvey	&	
Edensor,	2013;	Mah,	2017).	One	of	the	central	presuppositions	underlying	the	ever-	present	fascination	with	ruins	within	
and	outside	of	academia	is	that	ruins	are	more	than	simple	waste	products	of	human	society.	Unlike	other	human	lefto-
vers,	which	remain	inaccessible	and	invisible	to	the	majority	of	a	population	because	they	are	stored	in	landfills,	sewers,	
and	other	non-	places,	the	ruin	“preserves	some	dignity”	by	obtaining	a	prominent	position	within	the	realm	of	social	life:	
“ruins	and	ruination	reveal	social	and	cultural	values	and	commitments	that	become	legible	through	the	different	nar-
ratives	that	ruins	are	asked	to	carry”	(DeSilvey	&	Edensor,	2013,	p.	467).	This	tendency	of	attributing	a	certain	“value”	to	
ruins	is	common	in	most	cultural	contexts	and	often	relates	to	the	ruin's	function	as	a	remnant	of	the	past:	“As	reminders	
of	the	past,	ruins	are	invested	with	cultural	meaning,	value,	and	memory”	(Mah,	2017,	p.	201).	However,	the	value	of	
ruins	is	not	unquestioned.	In	fact,	scholars	have	vehemently	insisted	over	the	years	that	the	attribution	of	value	to	ruins	
is	a	highly	problematic	matter	that	must	be	critically	investigated	and	ultimately	rejected.	The	“ruin	fetish”	is	often	used	
as	a	term	to	point	out	how	some	ruins	are	staged	as	magnificent	symbols	and	heritage	sites,	while	others	are	simply	seen	
as	rubbish	or	rubble	(Gordillo,	2014).	Furthermore,	the	fetishisation	of	ruins	is	widely	considered	as	being	problematic,	
because	instead	of	facing	the	historical	genesis	and	complex	processes	behind	ruination,	it	turns	the	ruin	into	a	mythic	
object	with	a	fixed	meaning	and	transcendental	value	(Arnold,	2015).	The	ultimate	aim	of	ruin	research	is	then	to	liber-
ate	the	ruin	from	the	illusory	value	that	is	attributed	to	it	by	the	fetishistic	view	and	to	approach	ruination	in	its	“vivid	
present”	rather	than	its	“mythic	past”	(Millington,	2013,	p.	280).

While	the	fetish	is	one	of	the	master	signifiers	used	by	scholars	to	engage	with	ruined	objects,	it	is	often	investigated	
as	something	that	has	to	be	overcome	through	critical	analysis.	This	paper	aims	to	supplement	the	current	state	of	schol-
arship	by	bringing	together	Walter	Benjamin	and	Jacques	Lacan	(via	a	reading	of	Slavoj	Žižek).	For	both,	Benjamin	and	
Lacan,	fetishisation	is	not	something	that	has	to	be	overcome,	but	something	to	work-	through,	something	whose	condi-
tions	have	to	be	studied	carefully,	because	without	the	fetish	we	lose	the	singular	attribute	that	distinguishes	fetish	objects	
from	other	kinds	of	objects.	It	is	in	this	way	of	“getting	with	the	(ruin)	fetish”	that	I	seek	to	develop	a	different	approach	
of	ruins	and	to	pave	the	way	for	further	geographic	scholarship	working	on	the	value	of	ruination.

Although	the	main	emphasis	of	this	paper	is	centred	on	the	Benjaminian-	Lacanian	framework	it	aims	to	implement,	
its	theoretical	implications	are	further	situated	within	two	empirical	case	studies.	This	paper	is	based	on	four	years	of	re-
search	(2015–	2018)	on	two	outstanding	crisis	relics	of	our	time:	Michigan	Central	Station	in	Detroit,	and	Sathorn	Unique	
Tower	in	Bangkok.	While	both	Bangkok	and	Detroit	were	left	with	a	vast	amount	of	vacant	and	abandoned	buildings	after	
being	hit	by	political-	economic	crises,	these	two	ruins	received	monumental	status	in	their	cities.	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	
is	a	49-	storey	condominium	building	located	in	the	centre	of	Bangkok.	Its	construction	began	in	the	early	1990s	and	was	
never	completed	due	to	the	Asian	financial	crisis	in	1997.	Planned	as	one	of	the	most	luxurious	apartment	buildings	in	
Thailand,	Sathorn	Unique	became	internationally	known	as	the	“Ghost	Tower”	of	Bangkok	“destined	to	remain	one	of	
the	world's	most	prominent	temples	to	urban	decay”	(Morris,	2017,	n.p.).	When	Michigan	Central	Station	was	opened	
in	1913,	it	was	the	tallest	train	station	in	the	world,	and	Detroit	one	of	the	most	wealthy	and	prosperous	American	cities	
of	the	20th	century.	In	the	wake	of	the	crisis	of	Fordism	and	political	riots	motivated	by	racist	police	behaviour,	Detroit	
gradually	shrank	from	the	1960s	onwards	by	more	than	half	its	population.	In	1988,	the	last	train	left	the	train	station.	
Michigan	Central	Station	became	“America's	most	famous	ruin”	(Vergara,	2016,	p.	29)	and	the	global	symbol	for	“ruin	
porn.”	Based	on	material	from	field	trips,	semi-	structured	interviews,	participatory	observations,	and	image	analyses,	I	
engage	with	the	various	perceptions	of	these	two	crisis	relics	by	demonstrating	what	fetish	they	possess.

To	delve	into	two	sites	and	two	thinkers	is	ambitious	for	the	limited	scope	of	one	paper.	However,	I	am	convinced	
that	each	of	these	pairings	amplifies	the	strength	of	the	argument.	Just	as	Lacan	supplements	the	theoretical	underpin-
nings	of	Benjamin's	approach	to	the	fetish	object,	and	vice	versa,	the	empirical	references	to	Michigan	Central	Station	
are	enriched	by	those	referring	to	Sathorn	Unique	Tower,	and	vice	versa.	In	the	following,	I	will	start	by	retracing	the	
debates	surrounding	the	fetish	in	ruin	research.	I	will	then	introduce	the	theoretical	underpinnings	of	my	approach.	By	
bringing	together	the	fetish	concepts	of	Benjamin	and	Lacan,	I	sketch	out	the	foundations	for	a	(spatial)	theory	of	fetish	
objects.	Following	from	there,	I	will	introduce	the	two	ruins	this	paper	engages	with	by	highlighting	the	special	place	
they	occupy	in	the	fantasy	space	of	their	respective	post-	crisis	realities.	Subsequently,	I	develop	my	approach	of	the	ruin	
as	fetish	object	to	emphasise	how	fetishisation	is	structurally	bound	to	the	topological	position	from	which	one	looks	at	
the	object.	I	investigate	the	conditions	that	allow	the	ruin	to	be	fetishised	as	well	as	what	leads	to	its	defetishisation	and	
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refetishisation.	In	the	conclusion,	I	call	for	an	immanent	critique	of	the	ruin	fetish	based	on	a	more	serious	engagement	
with	the	fantasies	that	ruins	entail.

2 	 | 	 GETTING OVER THE RUIN FETISH

It	has	been	repeatedly	emphasised	by	recent	scholarship	that	the	fetishisation	of	ruins	is	by	no	means	a	new	phenomenon	
but	“has	existed	if	not	for	millennia,	certainly	for	centuries”	(Arnold,	2015,	p.	334).	The	ruin	fetish	has	a	long	tradition,	es-
pecially	in	the	Western	hemisphere,	which	takes	its	course	from	the	Roman	Empire	to	the	Renaissance,	and	had	already	
found	its	first	peak	during	the	18th	century	with	the	emergence	of	the	Germanic	“ruin	lust”	(DeSilvey	&	Edensor,	2013;	
Dillon,	2014).	In	her	book,	Pleasure of ruins,	Rose	Macaulay	(1953)	famously	demonstrated	how	the	ruin-	gazer	becomes	
fascinated	and	emotionally	attached	to	the	ancient	remnants	of	former	civilisations.	In	the	20th	century,	the	fetishisa-
tion	of	ruins	reached	another	peak	in	Nazi	Germany,	where	architecture	itself	started	to	be	conceived	under	the	sign	of	
its	decay	(Hell,	2019).	Albert	Speer's	“theory	of	ruin	value”	was	based	on	the	belief	that	architectural	design	should	not	
only	be	thought	of	in	terms	of	its	use	and	perception	but	also	be	given	consideration	in	relation	to	its	potential	aesthetics	
as	ruins.	Proceeding	from	this,	one	can	already	address	a	few	initial	criteria	of	the	fetishistic	view	of	ruins.	As	Gastón	
Gordillo	points	out:

Those	who	view	ruins	as	fetishized	objects	with	transcendental	historic	value	…	tend	to	highlight	their	pos-
itivity,	presence,	and	resilience	…	This	affirmative	view	of	ruins	was	exemplified	by	Albert	Speer,	who	fa-
mously	persuaded	Hitler	to	remake	Berlin	using	stone	instead	of	concrete	so	that	in	a	distant	future	the	ruins	
of	Nazi	Germany,	like	those	of	Rome,	would	look	grand	and	imposing.	(2013,	p.	246)

While	the	ruin	fetish	has	a	long	tradition,	it	is	often	considered	as	having	found	another	peak	in	the	21st	century	with	the	
rise	of	ruin	photography	and	urban	exploration.	The	crisis-	driven	realities	of	the	last	decades	led	to	a	massive	increase	in	ruins	
all	over	the	world	and	a	new	wave	of	fascination	for	visualising	and	documenting	ruined	spaces;	“the	visualization	of	ruins	
has	gained	a	new	inflection	in	…	a	period	that	is	said	to	be	suffering	from	a	dual	“eco-	eco”	crisis:	the	current	global	economic	
crisis	and	the	impending	–		and	irreversible	–		ecological	crisis”	(Zylinska,	2017,	p.	9).	“Ruin	porn”	becomes	a	new	umbrella	
term	to	understand	this	more	recent	“obsession	with	decay”	(Lyons,	2018)	and	to	grasp	it	as	a	“fetish	for	the	exploration	and	
photography	of	dereliction”	(Garrett,	2014,	p.	270).	Similar	to	former	critiques	of	the	fetishisation	of	ruins,	ruin	porn	is	widely	
recognised	as	a	way	of	looking	at	ruins	solely	based	on	their	aesthetic	quality	and	transcendental	value,	and	thus	distorting	
the	reality	behind	the	ruin:

The	ruin	photograph,	focusing	on	things	alone,	is	therefore	seen	as	creating	a	certain	atmosphere	of	failure	and	
abandonment;	an	impression	of	a	post-	apocalyptic	void	that	fetishizes	rather	than	critically	engages	with	or	scru-
tinizes	these	matters.	This	claimed	artificial	staging	is	also	seen	as	crucial	to	ruin	photography’s	assumed	idealiz-
ing	and	stereotyping	effect;	by	choosing	particular	perspectives,	modes	and	postures	the	captured	object	appears	
to	conform	to	an	easily	recognizable	visual	trope	or	genre,	an	aesthetic	ruin	canon	that	involves	repeating	certain	
inevitable	elements	that	allude	to	drama	and	nostalgia	…	(Pétursdóttir	&	Olsen,	2014,	p.	10)

There	is	broad	consensus	among	ruin	scholars	that	the	“pornographic”	gaze	of	ruin	photography	and	urban	exploration	is	
problematic,	because	it	privileges	the	tragic	beauty	of	the	ruined	object	while	neglecting	the	socio-	political	structure	behind	
its	imposing	nature	(Apel,	2015;	Arnold,	2015;	Dawney,	2020;	Millington,	2013;	Safransky,	2014;	Woodworth,	2020).	Even	
though	ruin	porn	is	supposed	to	show	us	all	the	grimy	and	intricate	details	of	ruination,	it	remains	blind	to	the	actual	reality	
behind	the	fetish	object.	While	ruin	porn	converts	the	city	into	a	“no	man's	land,”	it	simultaneously	privileges	certain	ruined	
sites	over	others.	As	Paul	Draus	and	Juliette	Roddy	point	out	with	regard	to	Detroit,	ruin	porn	turns	some	ruins	into	“typical	
poster	shots,	although	the	abundant	vacant	homes,	office	buildings,	and	factories	scattered	throughout	the	city	provide	nearly	
limitless	fodder”	(2016,	p.	71).	Most	scholars	therefore	criticise	ruin	porn,	because	it	“has	a	shocking	but	ultimately	dulling	
effect,	and	does	not,	in	the	end,	promote	a	more	sustained	contemplation	of	the	inevitable	place	of	decay”	(Cairns	&	Jacobs,	
2014,	p.	6).

After	considering	the	critical	accounts	of	the	ruin	fetish,	we	are	able	to	extract	one	basic	line	of	argument:	the	
ruin	fetish	is	considered	problematic	because	it	loses	sight	of	the	(social,	political,	economic,	etc.)	forces	that	lead	to	
ruination	by	solely	focusing	on	the	imposing	appearance	of	the	ruined	object	itself.	Instead	of	capturing	the	lively,	
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vibrant,	and	powerful	processes	behind	objects	in	decay,	fetishisation	grasps	the	ruin	as	a	static,	passive,	and	dead	
thing	that	artificially	stages	a	form	of	transcendental	value	and	representative	function.	One	of	the	main	aims	of	
critical	ruin	research	is	thus	to	overcome	the	ruin	fetish:	to	demystify	the	ruined	object	and	to	strip	away	its	value	im-
plemented	by	means	of	its	outward	appearance	as	a	way	of	breaking	the	spell	of	the	spectacular	ruin	imaginary.	Ruin	
research,	in	this	sense,	fulfils	the	task	of	every	proper	critical	analysis,	as	it	goes	“beyond	the	fetish,	to	get	beneath	
the	surface	appearance	in	order	to	provide	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	occult	forces	that	govern	the	evolution	of	
our	social	relations	and	our	material	prospects”	(Harvey,	2003,	p.	53).

In	the	following,	I	want	to	pursue	a	different	reading	of	the	fetishisation	of	ruins.	While	most	of	the	literature	cited	
above	aims	to	find	the	truth	of	the	ruin	fetish	underneath	its	surface	appearance,	I	rather	approach	this	fetish	in	terms	
of	an	“objectively-	necessary	appearance”	(Žižek,	2004,	p.	94),	as	something	that	is	structurally	bound	to	the	ruin	and	
without	which	the	ruin,	strictly	speaking,	does	not	exist.	My	aim	is	to	pave	the	way	for	a	ruin	scholarship	that	“gets	with”	
the	ruin	fetish	instead	of	getting	over	it	(Taussig,	1992).	While	such	an	approach	has	already	been	implemented	by	geog-
raphers	working	on	commodity	fetishism	(Cook	et	al.,	2004;	Jackson,	1999,	2002;	Kingsbury,	2011;	Page,	2005),	I	seek	to	
demonstrate	what	it	means	for	geographers	working	on	ruins	to	not	dismiss	“fetishism	as	mere	ideological	illusion	but	…	
to	affirm	and	understand	the	importance”	of	it	(Kingsbury,	2011,	p.	656).	Such	a	reading	aims	to	encourage	geographers	
to	grasp	the	fetish	not	as	a	distortion	of	the	ruin's	(social)	reality	but	rather	as	part	of	it,	just	as	it	seeks	to	call	into	ques-
tion	whether	ruin	porn	is	the	most	recent	peak	of	the	ruin	fetish,	or	if	it	rather	works	against	it.	Adopting	Peter	Jackson's	
phrase,	I	thus	consider	this	paper	as	“an	agenda	that	calls	for	an	'unsettling'	of	conventional	accounts	rather	than	an	
'unveiling'	of	the	…	[ruin]	fetish”	(2002,	p.	15).

3 	 | 	 THE FETISH OBJECT BETWEEN BENJAMIN AND LACAN

Most	of	the	critical	accounts	of	the	ruin	fetish	referenced	in	the	last	section	do	not	legitimise	their	critique	through	a	
particular	concept	of	fetishisation.	To	supplement	this	research	with	a	more	theoretically	grounded	approach,	I	mobilise	
the	fetish	concepts	of	Benjamin	and	Lacan,	which	not	only	helps	us	to	understand	how	fetish	objects	come	about	in	the	
first	place,	but	also	why	fetish	objects	seem	to	matter	more	than	others.

For	my	reading	of	Benjamin's	notion	of	fetish	object,	I	focus	on	his	concept	of	“aura.”	Aura	is	one	of	the	key	categories	
in	Benjamin's	writings	and	finds	its	most	extensive	discussion	in	The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction	
(Benjamin,	2006a).	In	this	essay,	Benjamin	traces	the	influence	of	modern	technology	on	the	fetishistic	attachment	of	
humans	to	their	material	environment.	The	possibilities	created	by	technological	reproduction	lead	to	a	crisis	of	every	
notion	of	exclusivity,	originality,	and	authenticity,	which	Benjamin	describes	as	a	“decay	of	the	aura”	(2006a,	p.	104).	A	
masterful	painting,	for	instance,	derives	an	aura	because	it	could	never	be	painted	in	exactly	the	same	way,	which	is	why	
it	is	located	at	a	particular	place	and	kept	inaccessible	to	the	public.	This	contributes	to	what	Benjamin	calls	its	“cult	
value.”	Objects	with	cult	value	are	more	than	just	objects,	they	are	sacred	things	–		in	other	words,	fetish	objects	–		that	
have	their	“basis	in	ritual”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	105).	The	cult	value	of	an	object	is	not	rooted	in	its	material	properties	
and	thus	“goes	beyond	its	factual	givenness”	(Adorno,	2002,	p.	45),	which	is	why	Benjamin	(1991,	p.	440)	speaks	of	aura	
as	a	Gespinst	resembling	the	German	word	Gespenst,	spectre.	This	peculiar	value	that	haunts	the	fetish	object	without	
being	physically	attached	to	it	is	called	into	question	by	modern	technology,	which	grasps	and	reproduces	objects	solely	
based	on	their	physical	appearance,	their	“exhibition	value.”

Similar	to	Benjamin,	Lacan's	notion	of	 the	fetish	concept	 leads	us	directly	to	the	heart	of	his	theoretical	en-
terprise:	“the	object	a.”	For	Lacan,	“all	psychoanalysis	is	founded	on	the	existence	of	this	peculiar	object”	(1979,	
p.	194).	What	distinguishes	the	object	a	from	other	kinds	of	objects	is	that	it	does	not	simply	exist	independently	
from	the	subject,	but	obtains	its	quality	from	the	place	it	occupies	in	the	subject's	 fantasy	structure.	The	object	
a	 only	 exists	 after	 the	 subject	 has	 gone	 through	 castration,	 it	 is	 an	 “effect	 of	 castration”	 (Lacan,	 2019,	 p.	 368).	
Castration,	for	Lacan,	has	nothing	to	do	with	the	literal	loss	of	the	penis,	but	functions	as	“the	essential	crisis”	
(Lacan,	2020,	p.	204)	the	subject	goes	through	in	order	to	become	a	subject	of	desire.	While	the	“castrated”	subject	
of	desire	considers	itself	as	lacking	(fulfilment,	coherence,	stability,	etc.),	the	object	a	qua	fetish	object	functions	
as	 a	 substitute	 and	 memorial	 of	 the	 moment	 prior	 to	 castration	 where	 things	 are	 supposed	 to	 be	 alright.	 “The	
fetish	causes	desire”	(Lacan,	2014,	p.	102),	because	it	allows	the	subject	to	disavow	the	loss	introduced	by	castra-
tion.	Furthermore,	Lacan	insists	that	the	fetish	object	obtains	a	“ritual	value,”	which	derives	not	from	the	object's	
inherent	material	properties,	but	 from	its	“mediating	function	with	regard	to	 the	gap”	opened	up	by	castration	
(2019,	pp.	339–	340).
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Despite	the	different	terrains	in	which	Benjamin	and	Lacan	unfold	their	notions	of	the	fetish	object,	there	is	a	striking	
similarity	between	the	two.	In	both	cases,	the	fetish	object	is	determined	by	a	certain	“value”	not	because	of	its	inherent	
properties	but	because	of	the	particular	place	it	occupies	within	the	structure	of	 its	social	environment.	It	 is	only	via	
this	place	that	the	fetish	object	maintains	its	ritual/cult	value:	“When	we	are	victims	of	the	'fetishistic'	illusion,	we	(mis)
perceive	as	the	immediate/'natural'	property	of	the	fetish-	object	that	which	is	conferred	upon	this	object	by	virtue	of	its	
place	within	the	structure”	(Žižek,	2008,	p.	134).	However,	it	is	crucial	to	not	read	this	argument	in	a	way	that	would	allow	
us	to	treat	the	fetish	as	something	that	simply	distorts	the	“real”	nature	of	an	object.	For	Benjamin	and	Lacan,	the	fetish	
does	not	simply	conceal	the	truth	of	an	object	but	more	precisely	functions	as	the	element	that	creates	a	particular	kind	of	
object	in	the	first	place.	Fetishisation	is	not	something	projected	onto	the	object	but	rather	something	that	(topologically)	
produces	the	object,	which	is	why	when	we	lose	sight	of	the	fetish,	we	also	lose	sight	of	the	object.

4 	 | 	 FETISHISING RUINS

To	 further	engage	with	 the	 fetishistic	value	of	 ruins,	 I	want	 to	 continue	by	 focusing	on	 the	peculiar	place	Michigan	
Central	Station	and	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	occupy	in	their	respective	post-	crisis	cities.	On	7	April	2009,	the	City	Council	
of	Detroit	passed	a	resolution	to	demolish	Michigan	Central	Station.	Detroit's	former	train	station	had	been	falling	apart	
for	more	than	three	decades,	and	the	politicians	decided	to	tear	it	down.	Shortly	after	the	announcement,	The	Michigan	
Central	Station	Preservation	Society	was	formed,	a	social	initiative,	supported	by	the	local	and	international	community,	
leading	to	demonstrations,	online	petitions,	and	attempts	to	sue	the	city	of	Detroit	to	stop	the	demolition	effort	–		success-
fully.	The	demolition	plans	were	cancelled.	In	June	2018,	Detroit's	mayor	Mike	Duggan	gave	a	speech	in	front	of	the	train	
station.	Justifying	the	decision	of	the	City	Council	in	2009,	Duggan	stated	that	at	that	time	“there	was	no	hope	to	bring	
this	building	and	the	city	back.”	From	a	political	point	of	view,	there	was	no	reason	to	maintain	the	abandoned	structure.	
It	had	no	“value”	and	it	did	not	appear	as	if	it	could	ever	have	any	value	again.	From	the	standpoint	of	those	who	wanted	
to	save	the	old	train	station,	the	situation	(or	object)	looked	quite	different.	For	them,	the	ruin	was	something	that	needed	
to	be	preserved.

To	understand	why	Michigan	Central	Station	remained	standing,	we	have	to	understand	the	structural	place	it	occu-
pies	in	the	social	reality	of	Detroit.	One	of	the	first	lessons	to	learn	while	visiting	Detroit	is	that	one	cannot	speak	about	
the	city	without	facing	its	(lost)	past.	Scott	Hocking,	a	local	artist,	describes	this	way	of	seeing	the	city	through	its	loss	in	
the	past	in	relation	to	the	ruination	of	the	city's	present:

Detroiters	often	refer	to	a	time	when	the	city	was	the	“City	of	the	American	Dream,”	the	“Auto	Capital,”	the	
“Grand	City	of	Detroit,”	the	“Paris	of	the	West,”	the	“Arsenal	of	Democracy”	…	The	city	has	been	full	of	peo-
ple	and	full	of	life,	and	now	you	can	see	these	places	empty,	being	reclaimed	by	nature.	I	think,	for	a	lot	of	
people,	this	is	a	sad	thing,	because	they	are	nostalgic	for	a	different	time.	(Interview,	1	May	2017)

Given	that	the	perception	of	many	Detroiters	living	in	the	post-	crisis	city	is	marked	by	a	strong	sense	of	nostalgia,	Michigan	
Central	Station	is	the	most	striking	part	of	Detroit's	built	environment	to	trigger	this	longing	for	a	different	time.	During	my	
fieldwork,	I	interviewed	Detroit-	based	photographer	Bruce	Giffin,	who	has	portrayed	the	city's	abandoned	landscapes	since	
the	1990s.	Asking	him	about	the	difference	between	Michigan	Central	Station	and	other	abandoned	places	in	Detroit,	he	
simply	said:	“It's	just	the	One”	(Interview,	10	September	2015).	Considering	the	fact	that	Detroit	was	flooded	with	ruins	at	the	
time,	it	sounds	a	bit	odd	to	speak	of	Michigan	Central	Station	as	the	ruin	of	Detroit.	However,	there	is	a	strong	tendency	in	
Detroit	to	separate	this	ruin	from	the	rest	of	Detroit's	rubble.	As	local	journalist	John	Gallagher	points	out,	“the	train	station	
has	a	special	place	in	the	people's	hearts”	(Interview,	22	September	2015).	The	reason	why	this	ruin	occupies	a	special	place	in	
the	hearts	of	many	Detroiters	is	that	it	is	through	Michigan	Central	Station	that	Detroit	appears	as	the	former	“centre	of	the	
world,”	as	Masha	Music,	a	local	writer	and	community	organiser,	puts	it	(Interview,	8	September	2015).	No	other	structure	
relates	Detroit's	social	reality	more	with	the	crisis	the	city	went	through,	no	other	object	functions	more	as	a	reminder	of	the	
time	when	things	in	Detroit	seemed	to	be	alright.

Sathorn	Unique	Tower	in	Bangkok	received	international	attention	in	recent	years	as	Bangkok's	“Ghost	Tower”	and	
as	the	last	and	most	prominent	remnant	of	the	Asian	financial	crisis.	While	Sathorn	Unique	was	only	“one	of	a	dozen	or	
more	major	‘ghost’	structures	that	haunt[ed]	Bangkok's	skyline”	(Barta,	2007,	n.p.)	after	the	crisis	hit	the	Thai	economy,	
none	of	these	structures	were	more	representative	of	the	pre-	crisis	era.	As	Pansit	Torsuwan,	the	ruin's	current	caretaker	
and	son	of	its	architect,	puts	it:

 14755661, 2022, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://rgs-ibg.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tran.12481 by H

um
boldt-U

niversitat Z
u B

erlin, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [25/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



158 |   POHL

This	piece	is	not	only	an	abandoned	building.	It	shows	the	taste	and	the	atmosphere	before	the	economic	
crisis,	 how	 people,	 the	 middle-	class	 people,	 dreamed	 about	 being	 Roman	 emperors,	 the	 Roman	 empire,	
something	they	cannot	achieve	…	[It]	meets	the	desire	of	the	middle-	class	people	to	have	their	own	palaces	…	
So,	this	building	itself	was	powerful.	After	it	is	abandoned	for	20	years,	it	is	even	more	powerful.	(Interview,	
29	March	2018)

What	makes	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	more	than	just	an	abandoned	building	is	that	it	is	“haunted”	by	the	atmosphere	before	
the	crisis.	In	2017,	for	the	20th	anniversary	of	the	Asian	crisis,	one	of	Thailand's	most	popular	film	studios	released	The prom-
ise,	a	movie	set	in	the	Ghost	Tower.	The	whole	plot	of	the	movie	is	based	on	the	loss	of	a	future	that	has	never	become	reality	
(Pohl,	2020).	And	in	February	of	the	same	year,	a	local	museum	decided	to	host	an	event	in	front	of	the	Sathorn	Unique	to	
give	a	voice	to	those	whose	lives	changed	dramatically	after	the	financial	decline.	To	this	day,	this	ruin	houses	the	desire	of	all	
those	who	believed	that	this	building	would	give	them	access	to	the	privileges	of	the	upper	class.

Despite	their	different	contexts,	Michigan	Central	Station	and	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	share	a	representative	function	
as	“rem(a)inders	of	loss”	(Pohl,	2021).	They	are	more	than	waste	products	of	capitalist	urban	development,	which	is	why	
it	seems	reasonable	to	state	that	there	is	“value”	in	these	ruins.	These	ruins	are	monuments	of	crisis,	“monuments	of	
being-	no-	more”	(Benjamin,	2002,	p.	833)	and,	as	such,	they	are	monuments	of	fetishisation.	There	is	something	taking	
place	in	these	objects,	which	relates	to	the	(fantasies	of	a)	world	prior	to	the	lack	that	distinguishes	their	post-	crisis	reali-
ties.	The	reason	why	hundreds	of	people	were	actively	engaged	in	saving	Michigan	Central	Station	in	2009,	even	though	
there	seemed	to	be	no	hope	for	an	actual	“comeback”	of	the	city,	was	not	simply	to	preserve	the	ruin's	material	structure	
but	to	preserve	its	way	of	occupying	a	place	in	the	fantasy	structure,	the	fetish,	that	this	structure	accommodates:	“if	this	
exceptional	element	is	disturbed,	[there	is	a	chance	that]	the	whole	system	collapses”	(Žižek,	2001,	p.	14).	A	similar	point	
can	be	made	with	regard	to	Sathorn	Unique	Tower.	Here,	it	is	also	not	the	material	structure	but	the	reference	to	the	
dreams	of	those	for	whom	this	building	was	supposed	to	accommodate,	which	makes	this	ruin	more	than	just	an	aban-
doned	building.	The	ruin	still	recalls	“the	desire	of	middle-	class	people	to	have	their	own	palaces,”	which	is	another	way	
of	saying	that	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	functions	as	a	stand-	in	for	castration.	Both	ruins	are	thus	haunted	by	a	spectre,	a	
Gespinst,	of	a	world	without	castration,	a	world	where	things	were	supposed	to	be	alright.	In	both	cases,	the	social	reality	
after	the	crisis	appears	as	a	“castrated”	reality,	a	reality	we	cannot	perceive	without	the	desire	to	re-	establish	the	lost	status	
quo,	and	the	function	of	Michigan	Central	Station	and	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	is	to	disavow	this	loss	by	maintaining	a	
link	to	the	pre-	crisis	reality.	It	is	through	these	ruins	that	the	subject	can	“seek	out	the	shadow	of	that	life	of	his	which	he	
[sic]	at	first	lost”	(Lacan,	2019,	p.	373).

Now,	to	further	engage	the	conditions	under	which	these	ruins	maintain	their	function	as	fetishistic	rem(a)inders,	it	
is	crucial	to	emphasise	that	from	a	Lacanian-	Benjaminian	standpoint,	the	most	elementary	condition	for	approaching	a	
fetish	object	resides	in	the	inability	of	the	gazer	to	get	“too	close”	to	it.	As	Benjamin	(2006a,	p.	106)	emphasises,	an	object	
can	only	maintain	its	aura	when	it	is	“out	of	sight”	and	kept	inaccessible:	“the	characteristic	feature	of	genuine	aura	is	
ornament,	an	ornamental	halo,	in	which	the	object	or	being	is	enclosed	as	in	a	case”	(Benjamin,	2005a,	p.	328).	This	idea	
finds	a	similar	expression	in	Lacan's	account	of	the	fetish,	which	is	based	on	the	premise	that	the	“fetish	is	…	the	thing	
that	hides”	(Lacan,	2019,	p.	479),	and	that	it	receives	its	“magical	value”	or	“ágalma”	only	from	being	hidden	inside	of	a	
case	(Lacan,	2017,	pp.	137–	138,	143).

Throughout	the	last	decade,	Michigan	Central	Station	and	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	both	became	important	attractions	
for	people	to	visit.	While	fences	surround	these	ruins	to	prevent	any	access	to	them,	hundreds	of	people	come	to	visit	
these	objects	every	day.	During	my	fieldwork	in	Bangkok,	dozens	of	tourists	showed	up	every	day	in	front	of	the	ruin	
trying	to	find	a	way	inside.	They	either	tried	to	climb	over	the	fence	or	searched	for	openings	to	slip	through	the	fence.	
Mostly	the	guard	who	protected	Sathorn	Unique	from	the	“spider	men,”	as	one	of	them	called	these	visitors,	simply	told	
them	to	leave.	Once	two	men	tried	to	break	through	the	fence	and	the	guard	showed	up	with	a	huge	machete	to	stop	
them.	In	the	case	of	Michigan	Central	Station,	several	people	I	met	in	front	of	the	ruin	told	me	how	much	money	they	
would	pay	to	get	inside	the	ruin.	A	security	guard	mentioned	that	a	rich	couple	once	offered	to	pay	one	million	dollars	
to	enter	the	site,	but	the	owner	refused.	However,	especially	in	Detroit,	it	was	not	only	“outsiders”	who	came	to	see	the	
ruin	but	more	often	locals	who	came	to	share	their	historical	knowledge	and	childhood	memories	about	the	former	train	
station	with	me	and	others.	When	meeting	a	“real	Detroiter”	in	front	of	the	ruin,	it	usually	did	not	take	long	until	the	
conversation	turned	to	how	beautiful	the	train	station	looked	back	in	the	day	and	what	it	was	like	to	be	inside	of	it.	“I	can	
still	hear	the	trains	and	the	smoke	and	the	people,”	one	of	the	local	visitors	once	told	me	while	looking	at	the	ruin	in	front	
of	us.	Locals	often	mentioned	that	they	were	glad	that	the	ruin	had	been	fenced	off	to	protect	it	from	further	vandalism,	
and	I	met	several	Detroiters	who	preferred	to	look	at	the	ruin	from	the	outside	instead	of	wanting	to	go	inside.
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The	repeatedly	failing	attempts	as	well	as	the	avoidance	of	getting	“too	close”	to	the	ruins	demonstrate	what	Benjamin	
means	when	he	states	that	“the	unique	value”	of	auratic	objects	is	based	on	the	fact	“that	they	are	present,	not	that	they	
are	seen”	(2006a,	p.	105–	106).	Ruins	qua	fetish	objects	can	only	be	perceived	from	a	distance,	because	they	only	success-
fully	occupy	a	place	in	the	fantasy	space,	when	something	about	them	remains	outside	the	realm	of	perception,	behind	
the	veil.	What	fuels	the	voyeuristic	pleasure	of	the	fetishistic	ruin-	gazer	is	precisely	that	part	of	the	ruin	which	cannot	be	
seen:	“What	the	voyeur	is	looking	for	and	finds	is	merely	a	shadow,	a	shadow	behind	the	curtain.	There	he	[sic]	will	phan-
tasize	any	magic	of	presence”	(Lacan,	1998,	p.	182).	As	already	stated	by	geographers	working	on	commodity	fetishism	
(Jackson,	1999),	distance	therefore	functions	as	a	fruitful	spatial	metaphor	to	capture	the	workings	of	fetishisation.	This	
distance,	however,	is	not	an	empirical	distance	but	a	structural	one.	The	fetish	object	is	defined	by	“the	unique	apparition	
of	a	distance,	however	near	it	may	be”	(Benjamin,	2006,	p.	105),	which	means	that	even	if	there	was	no	fence	or	camera	
or	guard	protecting	the	ruins,	there	would	be	no	way	of	reaching	the	sacred	kernel	that	turns	these	objects	into	rem(a)
inders	of	loss,	because	this	kernel	belongs	to	the	realm	of	fantasy	and	not	the	realm	of	the	object	itself.	Adopting	a	phrase	
by	Žižek,	one	could	state	that	the	ruin	qua	fetish	object	“is	an	object	which	cannot	be	approached	too	closely:	if	we	get	
too	near	it,	it	loses	its	sublime	features	and	becomes	an	ordinary	vulgar	object	–		it	can	persist	only	in	an	interspace,	in	an	
intermediate	state,	viewed	from	a	certain	perspective,	half	seen”	(1989,	p.	192).	If	we	faced	the	ruins	directly,	if	we	looked	
directly	“into	the	case,”	they	would	lose	their	aura	and	turn	into	“an	object	like	all	the	rest,	an	object	that	can	be	rejected	
or	exchanged”	(Lacan,	2017,	p.	145).	In	the	following	section,	I	will	demonstrate	that	it	is	precisely	this	way	of	getting	“too	
close”	to	the	ruin	that	characterises	the	gaze	of	ruin	porn.

5 	 | 	 DEFETISHISING RUINS

I	have	already	mentioned	the	labelling	of	ruin	porn	in	current	research	as	the	latest	peak	of	the	fetishisation	of	ruins.	In	
this	section,	I	provide	a	different	reading	of	ruin	porn.	I	argue	that	ruin	porn	turns	the	ruin	into	an	object	solely	based	
on	its	“exhibition	value,”	and	thus	leads	to	a	defetishisation	of	the	ruin.	In	ruin	porn	“exhibition	value	begins	to	drive	
back	cult	value	on	all	fronts”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	108).	To	refine	this	idea,	I	start	by	considering	one	of	the	prime	fea-
tures	of	ruin	porn,	namely	the	way	it	erases	humans	from	the	picture.	The	way	of	picturing	the	city	as	no	man's	land	is	
emphasised	by	Benjamin	as	finding	its	origin	in	the	portrayals	of	Paris	by	Eugène	Atget.	At	the	end	of	the	19th	century,	
when	Paris	was	one	of	the	busiest	and	liveliest	metropolises	in	Europe,	Atget	documented	its	streets	as	abandoned	and	
hollowed	out	 from	the	everyday	rhythms	of	 the	bursting	city	 life.	 Instead	of	condemning	 these	 images	 for	distorting	
what	is	“really”	going	on	in	the	city,	Benjamin	acknowledges	this	way	of	picturing	Paris	as	“suck[ing]	the	aura	out	of	
reality”	(2005b,	p.	518).	Similarly,	I	propose,	ruin	porn	“sucks	the	aura	out	of	the	ruin.”	In	ruin	porn,	“the	human	being	
withdraws	from	the	photographic	image”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	108)	to	put	the	ruin	on	display.	If	it	was	crucial	for	objects	
with	cult	value	“that	they	are	present,	not	that	they	are	seen,”	here,	the	decisive	criterion	lies	in	the	object's	full	visibility.

The	most	impactful	way	to	suck	the	aura	out	of	a	ruin	is	to	look	inside	of	it.	Benjamin	states	that	the	age	of	aura	ends	
with	“the	desire	of	the	present-	day	masses	to	‘get	closer’	to	things”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	105).	Such	a	desire	is	precisely	what	
structures	the	exponents	of	ruin	porn.	The	ultimate	challenge	of	ruin	porn	is	to	get	“behind	the	scenes.”	It	is	therefore	no	
surprise	that	The ruins of Detroit	by	Yves	Marchand	and	Romain	Meffre,	considered	to	be	“[t]he	most	well-	known	book	of	
Detroit	ruin	porn”	(Scarbrough,	2018,	p.	558),	is	primarily	concerned	with	getting	inside	abandoned	places.	In	particular,	
the	perspective	into	Michigan	Central	Station	has	an	emblematic	status	in	this	book.	The	cover	shows	the	train	station	from	
a	frontal	view	of	its	exterior,	tightly	framed,	to	make	it	seem	like	you	hold	a	miniature	version	of	the	ruin	in	your	hands.	By	
opening	the	book,	one	symbolically	enters	Michigan	Central	Station	and	after	a	few	pages	we	suddenly	find	ourselves	in	
the	gloomy	underground	tunnels	of	the	ruin	(Figure	1).	There	is	something	profoundly	defetishising	about	perceiving	the	
ruin	in	this	way.	Instead	of	facing	the	ruin	as	a	fetishistic	rem(a)inder	of	a	pre-	crisis	era,	here	the	object	is	solely	pictured	
through	its	vulgar	materiality	in	the	post-	crisis	present.	“This	is	the	post-	phantasy	relationship	to	the	object:	the	object	is	
‘abolished,’	‘suppressed,’	it	loses	its	fascinating	aura.	The	thing	that	earlier	had	dazzled	us	with	its	charm	is	revealed	to	be	
a	disgusting	and	viscous	piece	of	trash”	(Žižek,	2014,	p.	119).

However,	the	best	way	to	illustrate	this	sucking	out	of	the	ruin's	aura	is	through	a	personal	exploration.	Being	inside	
Sathorn	Unique	Tower	myself,	I	was	able	to	take	a	“closer	look”	at	it.	The	Thai	graffiti	running	up	the	walls	adjacent	to	
the	staircases	immediately	drew	my	attention	and	I	was	lucky	that	May,	a	local	who	helped	me	with	my	research,	accom-
panied	me	and	translated	it	into	English.	The	staircases	were	covered	with	inscriptions.	Dozens	of	signifiers	such	as	“fuck	
you,”	“death,”	“sex,”	“shit,”	covered	the	dilapidated	walls,	along	with	more	elaborated	hate	speech,	sexual	harassment,	
and	all	kinds	of	stories	about	the	hard	life	in	Bangkok.	In	a	corner	of	an	apartment,	we	even	found	a	giant	inscription	
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insulting	the	king,	which	was	a	shock	for	my	companion,	since	such	outbursts	are	very	unusual	in	the	Thai	context.	May	
told	me	that	she	gets	goose	bumps	everywhere	and	that	the	“dark	energy”	inside	of	the	place	made	her	feel	uneasy,	be-
cause	it	seems	to	represent	all	“the	unknown.”

While	there	is	no	question	that	ruin	porn	fuels	the	fascination	with	ruins,	it	is	crucial	to	insist	that	this	fascination	has	
nothing	to	do	with	fetishisation,	at	least	not	in	the	sense	I	seek	to	implement	in	this	paper.	To	capture	this	ambiguity,	it	
is	helpful	to	mobilise	the	Lacanian	distinction	between	the	fetish	and	the	phobic	object:	“in	both	cases	we	are	fascinated,	
our	attention	is	transfixed,	by	an	object	which	functions	as	the	stand-	in	for	castration;	the	difference	is	that	in	the	case	
of	the	fetish,	the	disavowal	of	castration	succeeds;	while	in	the	case	of	the	phobic	object,	this	disavowal	fails,	and	the	
object	directly	announces	the	dimension	of	castration”	(Žižek,	2008,	p.	132).	Since	ruin	porn	values	the	ruined	object	
solely	based	on	its	exhibition	value,	and	not	through	its	function	as	a	rem(a)inder	of	loss,	it	turns	the	ruin	into	a	phobic	
object.	Ruin	porn	directly	announces	the	dimension	of	castration	by	showing	how	little	is	left	of	the	world	lost	through	
the	crisis.	The	“problem”	of	ruin	porn	is	thus	not	that	it	shows	us	“too	little”	but	that	it	shows	us	“too	much.”	Erasing	all	
distance	to	the	ruin,	ruin	porn	disconnects	the	object	from	its	function	as	a	substitute	for	the	lack	opened	up	by	the	crisis	
and	instead	turns	it	into	a	harbinger	of	this	very	lack.	Through	this,	ruin	porn	paradoxically	loses	sight	of	the	only	thing	
that	really	matters	for	the	fetishised	view.	When	the	ruin	loses	its	function	as	a	rem(a)inder	of	loss,	all	we	are	left	with	is	
“rubble,”	to	use	Gordillo’s	(2014)	phrase.	Precisely	in	this	sense,	ruin	porn	is	incapable	of	taking	the	(social)	reality	of	the	
ruin	into	account,	because	it	neglects	the	fantasies	this	object	entails.	Instead	of	facing	the	“mythic	past”	of	a	world	prior	

F I G U R E  1  Inside	of	the	Michigan	Central	Station	
Source:	Photograph	“The	Ruins	of	Detroit”	by	Yves	Marchand	and	Romain	Meffre.	Courtesy	of	the	artists
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to	the	crisis,	ruin	porn	shows	us	nothing	but	the	vulgar	“vivid	present.”	However,	“[t]he	point	not	to	be	missed	is	that	we	
are	dealing	with	one	and	the	same	object.	The	difference	[between	fetish	and	phobic	object]	is	purely	topological”	(Žižek,	
2008,	p.	133).	In	a	way,	it	is	only	through	ruin	porn	that	we	become	aware	of	the	topological	conditions	through	which	
the	ruin	fetish	operates.	Only	when	we	detach	the	fetish	from	the	ruin	we	can	see	how	much	it	contributes	to	the	ruin's	
value.	In	ruin	porn,	the	“decaying	structures	no	longer	hold	sway	over	the	collective	imagination,”	which	is	why	“it	is	
possible	to	recognize	them	as	the	illusory	dream	images	they	always	were”	(Buck-	Morss,	1989,	p.	159).	Before	I	conclude,	
I	will	demonstrate	by	means	of	two	artistic	projects	how	it	is	possible	to	allow	a	part	of	the	aura	to	return	to	the	ruin	after	
ruin	porn	has	sucked	it	out	of	it.

6 	 | 	 REFETISHISING RUINS

During	my	fieldwork,	I	interviewed	Dax	Ward,	Thailand's	most	well-	known	ruin	photographer.	I	was	curious	to	talk	to	
him	after	I	came	across	a	series	of	photographs	from	the	interior	of	Sathorn	Unique	Tower,	which	he	published	in	July	
2018.	Asking	him	why	he	had	not	considered	portraying	the	Ghost	Tower	at	an	earlier	stage	of	his	work,	he	told	me	about	
his	reservation	to	enter	it:

I	had	avoided	the	Ghost	Tower	for	years	due	to	the	fact	that	it	became	such	an	over-	documented	cliché	in	
the	news	and	on	social	media	…	However,	I	came	to	the	realisation	that	it	would	be	impossible	to	complete	
my	portfolio	of	abandoned	 locations	 in	Thailand	without	documenting	 the	most	 famous	one	of	 them	all.	
(Interview,	28	August	2018)

Taking	a	look	at	his	photographs,	one	can	easily	recognise	a	striking	difference	between	Ward's	photographs	and	the	stan-
dard	images	of	ruin	porn	(Figure	2).	While	in	ruin	porn,	our	view	is	directed	to	the	ruin's	material	properties,	here	our	gaze	is	
directed	to	a	blot	that	prevents	us	from	seeing	the	ruin	properly.

There	is	a	strange	similarity	between	Ward's	photographs	and	Hans	Holbein's	painting	The Ambassadors,	which	Lacan	
(1998)	refers	to	in	order	to	elaborate	his	concept	of	the	gaze.	The	peculiarity	of	Holbein's	painting	is	an	anamorphic	blot,	
which	at	first	glance	appears	to	be	nothing	more	than	a	distortion.	Only	by	“looking	awry”	(Žižek,	1992)	at	the	painting,	
the	blot	reveals	its	true	form	by	turning	into	a	skull.	For	Lacan,	the	blot	marks	the	material	inscription	of	the	observer	
into	the	object	observed.	It	is	structurally	impossible	to	have	a	proper	look	at	both,	the	painting	and	the	skull	at	the	same	
time,	because	our	gaze	is	already	responsible	for	shaping	the	object	we	look	at.	Therefore,	one	can	state	that	“there	is	no	
‘full	frontal	nudity’	of	the	gaze”	(Dolar,	2015,	p.	129).	Similarly,	it	is	structurally	impossible	to	have	a	proper	look	at	Ward's	
photograph	of	Sathorn	Unique	Tower,	because	of	the	blot	that	marks	his	inscription	into	the	object.

A	similar	attempt	guided	Hocking's	project	The Egg and Michigan Central Train Station	(Figure	3).	In	2007,	Hocking	
started	to	build	a	huge	sculpture	of	an	egg	made	from	marble	sheets	(that	were	used	to	line	the	walls	of	the	train	station)	
on	one	of	the	top	floors	of	Michigan	Central	Station.	In	an	interview,	I	asked	him	to	tell	me	more	about	the	meaning	of	
this	sculpture.	He	stumbled	and	told	me	that	he	did	not	want	to	describe	what	it	is	about.	Eventually,	however,	he	said:

The	train	station	became	the	iconic	abandoned	building	of	Detroit	…	And	an	egg	to	me	is	a	real	architype	of	
symbol	…	There	is	a	very	strong	symbolism	for	something	happening	inside	the	egg	that’s	about	to	hatch.	It’s	
the	idea	in	your	mind,	it’s	the	idea	before	it	becomes	manifest.	(Interview,	1	May	2017)

The Egg	is	all	about	the	impossibility	of	fully	symbolising	what	the	ruined	train	station	is	about.	The	sculpture	points	
to	something	that	disorientates	our	view	of	the	ruin,	and	the	reason	why	Hocking	hesitated	before	responding	to	my	
question	was	that	he	does	not	want	to	fill	this	void	with	any	particular	meaning.

Hocking	and	Ward	follow	an	oppositional	approach	to	that	of	ruin	porn.	Instead	of	putting	the	exhibition	value	
of	the	ruin	on	display	by	taking	a	“closer	look”	at	it,	these	works	highlight	an	immaterial,	even	spectral,	element	that	
makes	it	impossible	to	approach	the	ruin	in	its	sheer	visibility.	In	both	cases,	one	cannot	see	the	ruins	in	“full	frontal	
nudity.”	From	a	Lacanian	standpoint	one	can	state	that	the	blot	and	the	egg	undermine	“our	position	as	‘neutral,’	‘ob-
jective’	observer,	pinning	us	to	the	observed	object	itself.	This	is	the	point	at	which	the	observer	is	already	included,	
inscribed	in	the	observed	scene	–		in	a	way,	it	is	the	point	from	which	the	picture	itself	looks	back	at	us”	(Žižek,	1992,	
p.	91).	Benjamin	makes	a	very	similar	argument	in	relation	to	aura:	“To	experience	the	aura	of	an	object	we	look	at	
means	to	invest	it	with	the	ability	to	look	back	at	us”	(2006b,	p.	338).	In	Ward's	photograph	and	Hocking's	sculpture,	
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the	ruin	“looks	back	at	us”	in	the	way	that	it	points	to	the	fantasies	these	objects	entail.	Through	this,	the	ruin	receives	
back	its	aura,	the	“something	human”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	413),	which	ruin	porn	was	not	able	to	take	into	account.	
However,	this	aura	is	not	the	same	aura	as	the	one	we	have	encountered	in	relation	to	the	fetishised	view.	We	deal	here	
with	what	one	might	call	an	“artificial	aura”	(Gilloch,	2005)	that	relates	to	an	inauthentic	form	of	fetishisation.	Of	
course,	every	fetish	turns	out	to	be	artificial	in	a	way,	because	no	fetish	is	“naturally”	bound	to	an	object.	However,	the	
difference	between	the	two	notions	of	fetishisation	lies	in	its	standpoint	to	the	fantasy	space.	While	the	fetishised	view	
approaches	the	ruin	as	a	nostalgic	rem(a)inder	of	a	world	before	the	crisis,	the	refetishised	view	does	not	strive	for	any	
deeper	meaning,	and	instead	solely	points	to	the	formal	distance	between	observer	and	observed.	Here,	it	is	only	“the	
blur	itself,	the	distortion,	the	break,	the	crack,	the	division	of	the	visible	and	the	intelligible”	(Dolar,	2015,	p.	138)	that	
matters.	The	fetish	is	thus	dismantled	from	any	genuine	meaning	and	openly	addressed	as	“a	pure	semblance	devoid	
of	any	substantial	support”	(Žižek,	1993,	p.	38).	After	ruin	porn	lost	sight	of	the	ruin	by	sucking	out	its	aura,	Hocking	
and	Ward	restore	the	ruin,	at	least	in	some	way,	by	bearing	witness	to	something	that	is	not	restricted	to	its	exhibition	
value	and	thus	goes	beyond	its	factual	givenness.	If	exhibition	value	emancipates	the	object	“from	its	parasitic	sub-
servience	to	ritual	[value]”	(Benjamin,	2006a,	p.	106),	the	two	artistic	projects	clearly	are	attempts	to	transplant	the	
parasite	back	into	the	host.	While	in	ruin	porn,	the	ruin-	gazers	“gain	possession	of	the	thing”	(Benjamin,	2002,	p.	447),	
here,	the	object	again	conjures	to	possess	its	gazer.

7 	 | 	 GETTING WITH THE RUIN FETISH

Analysing	the	different	narrations	of	Michigan	Central	Station	in	Detroit	and	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	in	Bangkok	allows	
us	to	reflect	on	the	peculiar	dignity	of	these	crisis	relics.	What	is	crucial	about	the	different	ways	of	perceiving	these	
ruins	is	that	none	of	them	pictures	these	objects	“as	a	whole.”	Each	way	of	approaching	these	ruins	is	just	another	way	of	

F I G U R E  2  Inside	of	the	Ghost	Tower	
Source:	Photograph:	Dax	Ward.	Courtesy	of	the	artist
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failing	or	misperceiving	(a	part	of)	them.	As	a	fetish	object,	the	ruin	becomes	an	auratic	rem(a)inder	of	loss,	a	memorial	
or	monument	of	the	world	prior	to	crisis.	Yet,	it	is	crucial	that	this	world	appears	only	from	a	distance,	both	in	time	and	
space,	so	that	the	ruin	receives	a	ritual	value	in	reality,	but	without	“fully”	belonging	to	it.	The	fetishised	view	stands	in	
contrast	to	the	view	of	ruin	porn,	where	the	loss	is	lost	in	favour	of	getting	as	close	as	possible	to	the	ruin.	Although	the	
defetishised	view	of	ruin	porn	allows	its	viewer	to	“gain	possession	of	the	thing,”	this	thing	remains	partial,	because	by	
erasing	all	distance	to	the	ruin,	ruin	porn	turns	the	ruin	into	a	phobic	object,	which	might	impress	by	its	exhibition	value,	
but	which	remains	only	a	rotten	leftover	and	not	the	auratic	rem(a)inder	it	was	before.	Finally,	from	the	standpoint	of	
refetishisation,	we	again	get	a	glimpse	of	the	fantasy	space	that	is	inherent	in	the	ruin.	Although	this	view	is	richer	than	
that	of	ruin	porn,	because	it	takes	the	auratic	quality	seriously,	without	which	the	ruin	cannot	be	distinguished	from	
other	waste	objects,	it	does	so	at	the	price	of	losing	sight	again	of	the	factual	givenness	of	the	ruined	object.

What	we	gain	from	this	shifting	of	the	gaze	is	an	understanding	of	ruins	based	on	the	insistence	that	fetish	objects	
matter	more	than	others	because	of	the	place	they	occupy	in	the	fantasy	structure	of	their	gazers.	Ruins	like	Michigan	
Central	Station	or	Sathorn	Unique	Tower	are	“fantastical	materializations”	(Wilson	&	Bayón,	2017)	or	“sublime	objects”	
(Pohl,	2019)	that	can	only	be	suitably	understood	when	facing	the	intertwining	of	fantasy	and	reality.	When	faced	from	
one	angle,	 they	appear	as	magnificent	rem(a)inders	 invested	with	cultural	meaning,	value,	and	memory;	when	faced	
from	another	angle,	they	appear	as	repulsive,	albeit	imposing,	piles	of	waste.	By	shifting	the	position	from	which	we	look	
at	these	ruins,	we	thus	become	aware	of	how	the	fetish	determines	what	kind	of	object	we	(want	to)	see	in	them	and	
how	these	objects	change	as	soon	as	the	fetish	no	longer	holds	sway	over	the	imagination.	The	aim	of	such	an	analysis,	
however,	is	not	to	reach	the	(manifest	content	of	the)	object	by	unmasking	the	fetishistic	illusions	that	distort	our	view	
of	it,	but	rather	to	carefully	extract	the	formal	conditions	that	allow	the	fetish	object	to	emerge	(or	not	emerge)	as	well	as	
to	focus	on	the	fissures,	gaps,	and	conflicts	that	open	up	between	the	different	perspectives	on	one	and	the	same	object.	
In	other	words:	“the	‘secret’	to	be	unveiled	through	analysis	is	not	the	content	hidden	by	the	form	…	but,	on	the	contrary,	

F I G U R E  3  The	Egg	and	Michigan	Central	Train	Station	
Source:	Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	David	Klein	Gallery	
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the	‘secret’	of	this	form	itself”	(Žižek,	1989,	p.	3).	What	such	an	approach	of	ruins	brings	to	the	fore	is	an	understanding	
of	the	formal	conditions	that	allow	the	ruin	to	be	fetishised	as	well	as	what	leads	to	its	defetishisation	and	refetishisation.

From	here	we	can	extrapolate	a	shift	in	the	way	(geographic)	research	on	ruins	engages	fetishisation.	Instead	of	getting	
over	the	ruin	fetish,	scholars	should	be	encouraged	to	get	with	the	ruin	fetish,	which	means	paying	less	attention	to	what	
lies	underneath	the	surface	of	the	peculiar	value	ruins	obtain	in	their	respective	realities,	and	more	to	thinking	about	how	
this	value	contributes	to	an	understanding	of	these	realities.	Instead	of	unmasking	what	the	fetishistic	view	conceals,	a	
scholar	who	gets	with	the	ruin	fetish	subscribes	to	the	practices	that	help	to	keep	the	fetishisation	of	a	ruin	intact.	In	a	
way,	researchers	who	get	with	the	ruin	fetish	become	fetishists	themselves	–		“fetishists	in	practice,	not	in	theory”	(Žižek,	
1989,	p.	28)	–		by	mirroring	the	fantasies	with	which	people	attribute	value	to	ruins	in	their	social	realities.	For	instance,	
examining	the	everyday	life	surrounding	ruins	through	long-	term	observations	at	the	site	can	provide	a	helpful	approach	
for	engaging	ruin	fetishists	in	practice.	To	get	with	the	ruin	fetish	is	therefore	not	only	a	particular	mode	of	thinking	fe-
tishisation,	but	also	affects	the	ways	of	doing	ruin	research.

Geography	in	particular	is	well	suited	to	set	out	such	a	research	agenda.	Geographers	have	already	shown,	with	re-
spect	to	commodity	fetishism,	that	there	is	something	problematic	about	the	standard	attitude	of	“unveiling”	the	illusion	
of	the	fetish,	which	would	imply	“that	academics	have	a	uniquely	critical	insight	into	the	social	relations	and	conditions”	
(Jackson,	1999,	p.	98)	behind	the	fetish	object.	A	geographer	who	gets	with	the	ruin	fetish	does	not	simply	aim	to	unveil	
what	lies	behind	the	fetishistic	illusion,	but	reveals	how	the	social	reality	of	ruins	is	itself	guided	by	illusion,	and	how	
we	lose	sight	of	the	social	reality	when	we	lose	sight	of	the	illusion:	“the	task	is	neither	to	resist	nor	admonish	the	fetish	
quality	of	modern	culture,	but	rather	to	acknowledge,	even	submit	to	its	fetish-	powers”	(Taussig,	1992,	p.	122).	This	is	
what	geographers	working	on	ruination	should	aim	for:	not	to	resist	nor	to	admonish	the	fetish	quality	of	ruins,	but	to	
acknowledge,	even	submit	to	their	fetish-	powers.	Žižek	retorts	when	we	encounter	someone	who	claims	to	accept	reality	
“the	way	it	is”	without	being	blinded	by	fetishisation:	“OK,	but	where	is	the	fetish	that	enables	you	to	(pretend	to)	accept	
reality	‘the	way	it	is'?’”	(2001,	p.	15).	Maybe	we	should	raise	a	similar	question	to	everyone	who	proposes	analysing	the	
ruin	without	the	ruin	fetish:	OK,	but	where	is	the	fetish	that	enables	you	to	(pretend	to)	analyse	the	ruin	like	that?
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