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Burning Man

• Started as a beach bonfire with 20 persons in 
1986 

• Now an annual temporary arts community of 
almost 80,000 in the Nevada Black Rock 
Desert
• At the time of my study, @ 2,500 volunteers 

helped create temporary city

• Burning Man mission: develop and support a 
community that emphasizes the arts, 
expression, and participation 







Burning Man organization  

• Black Rock City Limited Liability Company (1997) 
• Headquarters in San Francisco, additional offices in Gerlach, NV
• Board of 6 organizers
• Small paid staff

• Predominantly volunteer-powered
• The Burning Man Project, a new non-profit organization, has 

taken over coordinating Burning Man and supporting local 
communities as of 2014



What can we learn from Burning Man:
How do groups organize, and how can they 
support creativity?
• How do members select and carry out 

organizing practices about…
• How to recruit members?
• How to motivate members to contribute?
• How to make decisions?
• How to manage relations with “outsiders”?

…without either under-organizing (insufficient structure 
and coordination) or over-organizing (too much 
structure and coordination and coercive control)?
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Jomny Sun’s Everyone's a Aliebn When Ur a Aliebn Too
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10 Principles

• Radical inclusion
• Gifting
• Decommodification
• Radical self-reliance
• Radical self-expression
• Communal effort
• Civic responsibility
• Leaving no trace
• Participation
• Immediacy
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Organizing challenges of creativity

• “Our event is just on the edge of chaos sometimes.  With that, there 
is a tremendous amount…of creativity and a tremendous amount of 
freedom, but we [as organizers] try not to be overbearing in our 
control….We try to give people as much freedom [as possible].” 
• Michael Mikel, a.k.a. Danger Ranger 





Dangers of suppressing creativity: Burning 
Man could become a conventional event
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Creativity in relations
• “Whether you make a cup of 

coffee for the folks camped next 
door or help someone you hardly 
know unzip the back of their 
costume in preparation to use the 
port-a-potty, you can be a 
participant of Burning Man.…If 
you reach inside of you, chances 
are you will enjoy Burning Man.”
• Article penned by anonymous 

author on Burning Man website 







Work with people to find the right place

• “We don’t want a volunteer walking away feeling like they failed.” 
- Organizer Harley Dubois
“I got a call on the radio, [another department] needed a skilled volunteer, which this 
person isn’t.  I said [to the person], “I can give you a ride on my golf cart home to camp.”  I 
told him I was looking for a rigger, and he said, “I know a person I drove out with who was 
sailor.” He [the sailor] tied knots for 3 days. That same guy who was a total nightmare at 
Checkpoint - days later, him and his loud voice were at Recycle camp, pedaling [the 
aluminum can crusher].  He’s now the volunteer coordinator of the Recycle camp”
- Volunteer coordinator Molly Tirpak at training session




