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AreYou Working Too Much?
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Let’s be clear about something:itis infuriating that
most interesting artists are perfectly capable of
functioning in at least two or three professions that
are, uniike that of art, respected by society in terms
of compensation and general usefulness. And com-
pensation—which is money—is not only for feeding
lavish lifestyles or taking spontaneous beach vaca-
tions. Ask anyone who has children or sick relatives
in a country without good health care—which could
by now be almost any country, as the administra-
tion of life is deferred more and more to the private
sphere of personal finance. This onty makes the
question of fair compensation all the more press-
ing.itis nolonger anissue of some kind of moral or
ethical principle, but of life itself. So why should so
many talented and hyper-qualified artists submit
themselves willingly to a field of work (that is, in art)
that offers so little in return for such a huge amount
of unremunerated labor?

For some reason, either due to artists’ own
vanity, to being hypnotized by some sort of authorial
diva imperative that promises large-scale recogni-
tion, or to the expectations of the culture itself (not
the field of “cultural production” but the de facto
one, the less dynamic and slower moving one) and
its own befuddlement with regard to artists’ use-
fulness, the artistis left to expend an enormous
amount of professional energy in the doldrums of a
murky pseudo-profession that absorbs work under
the auspices of some kind of common beliefinits
higher value. |

But artis notareligion,and, though it often
seems structurally similar, it is not a charity either.
This idea of a “higher value” that presides over—and
indeed fuels—an idea of art labor as free labor must
be contested. All are to blame for it: though classi-
cal exploitation is rampant, it may actually pale in



comparison to the amount of seif-exploitation—the
willingly inconclusive, highly generative work that is
either too useless or too stubborn to ever align itself
with the mundane, but remunerated, field of aver-
age labor: that of bakers, garbage men, police offi-
cers, cobblers, lawyers, engineers, day laborers, and
so forth.These are the people you make your work
about, and perhaps who your parents are. Art, you
would like to think, is a shining vision of a possibility
for something else. ,

So you secretly support your art work with
your money job, even a high-paying one.You are your
own sugar daddy and trophy wife in a single pack-
age. Your gallery sells your work, maybe for a lot of
money, yet something does not line up there either.
The work does not find its reception even when it
is well received. You keep dumping your personal
resources into producing your work, your relation-
ships crumble, and the work simply doesn’t find its
audience the way an engineer’s building plan will
inevitably be constructed, for better or worse.

One optionisto blameit all onauthorship and the
cult of the author. But that seems frankly ridiculous.
Erase your name, and not only will you not get paid
for your time, you will not get credited either. It’s

like performing an act of charity for a plant. The only
option available could be to simply work more—but
while claiming the privileged capacity of the artist
within the fields in which your determined amateur-
ism has made you a functional expert.
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1. Classical Music vs. Free Jazz

When an adultin Berlin or Vienna wants to
spend an evening with company, there are two basic
options:one can have a cozy dinner with friends at
arestaurant or someone’s apartment, or one can
go out. The second option may not be a radical step
into the unknown, as there are familiar signposts,
but nevertheless, when we go out, we switch into an
entirely different mode of experience.

Now “going out” can mean all sorts of things:
an art opening followed by dinner with the artist or
artists and a visitto a club, or acertain constella-
tion of bars and clubs where we are sure to meet
acquaintances. Or we go to a specific club straight
away, one that offers everything in a single package.
But really, the distances we cover, the outside world
fading in and out of the theater of our increasingly
inebriated perceptions, the glistening pavement,
diffuse light, car doors slamming, unexpected music
inthe cab:these are all part of it, the whole program.

The first variant, dinner with friends, is not
necessarily any shorter or more sober. This sort of
night among friends can be no less long—and no
less boozy. Here, however, we get intoxicated notin
order to enable ourselves to react more smoothly
to new stimuli, but so we can bear the social den-
sity and concentration. Friends often show upin
couples, and when they don’t, there are many long-
term friendships boasting of accumulated intimacy
not too different from the monogamous relation-
ships that become the dominant model as we get
older.This means that many possible constellations
of arguments, agreements and disagreements of
taste, antagonisms and harmonies of temperament
and mentality, have already been played out, and
may well have reached a stage at which they no lon-
ger ruffle any feathers. Still, these evenings demand
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our attention. We are curious to discern minute new
details in well-rehearsed scripts.

To do so is a perfectly rewarding labor, one
we are often fond of, but it is also taxing, requiring
a focused mind. Those who prefer not to engage in
it, who are not really interested in their friends, will
quickly grow bored and provoke a scene or a fight—
but this is nota big problem, nor does it really dis-
rupt an evening that is otherwise business as usual.
Meeting friends is precision work, and all sorts of
events, even unusualones, are permissible, as long
as they are truly interesting, providing intellectual
stimulus. Such a meeting calls for a review session
with a best friend, partner, or significant other, as
the Americans say. If we could put them into writing,
these review sessions would read like reviews
of classical music recordings:in a hyper-precise
specialist’s language, the participants frame obser-
vations in ways that only absolute connoisseurs
could appreciate.

The night out is different. Here, casual sensa-
tion is always preferable to precise observation.

A permanent state of distraction is desired. In con-
versation, our eyes permanently wander just past
our interlocutor. Do | know the person back there,
orwould | only like to know him, or isn’t he actually
kind of butt-ugly? Even in the rare event of a-truly
detailed conversation taken seriously, the aimis to
stage an intimate colloquy for the public, a form of
ostentation, not the colloquy itself. That promises
are made is what matters most, not that they are
fulfilled. Everything breathes potentiality: Brecht’s
“So much might yet happen” rules the night.

And of course this pleasant feeling that so
much might happenis sustained inthe long run only
by the things that do occasionally actually happen:
the decisive events, beautiful or disastrous-—either
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one being preferable to the delicate wark of the
night in.Yet the sense that something must actually
happen changes its meaning over the course of a
lifetime of nights out. When we are young, the drama
of going out is defined by the climactic event: sex,
drugs, or sex. Later on, going out becomesanendin
itself; any overly targeted attempt at picking some-
one up would disrupt its magnificent potentiality.
The promise we sense, and the risk we feel, is more
important than really having something to fear or
to hope for. We need to realize, and commit to, only
as much as is absolutely necessary for maintaining
this diffuse mood. The important thing is to enter
into brief and dense contact with as many people
as possible, people who are as different and dis-
tant from one another as possible;realizing in each
instance a maximum degree of commitment fora
brief moment—and this moment had better be as
brief as possible to keep the number of encounters
high.In this way we playfully learn what the
Nietzsche economy calls networking.

We keep the number of encounters high,
while perceiving each one as less binding, entailing
less commitment, because this strategy maintains
the sense of freedom and potential whose funda-
mental message is that we are all interconnected to
each other, or at least to those present.In encoun-
ters that entail commitment—whatever that
means—I| mustact as aresponsible and self-aware
[,in the dense but noncommittal encounters that
make up a hyperactive social—and sometimes sex-
ual-—promiscuity, | can shed my self-awareness and
step outside myself. It is only when | am ecstatic,
outside of myself, that | can be with everyone, that |
can float in a sense of potential. A networker must
always be ecstatic, must maintain a slightly exag-
gerated enthusiasm, must get high on the potential



of so many contacts that can never be realized or
translated into actual collaboration, using this high
in turn to leap to the next encounter,

Coming home after an evening of this type—
it is usually very late or already the next morning—
we don’t need to review anything, there is no need
to go over our friends’ texts with philological preci-
sion:itis enough to take pleasure in the birds
singing outside our windows—so early and already
so chipper!—signifying a world that is great and
wide open.The word we use to describe the past
six or eight hours is:intense. Now that was a pretty
intense night. The resident of a metropolis like
Vienna or Berlin leaving home at six in the morning
will meet all these smiling faces, satisfied goers-
out—sometimes even a newly formed couple, but
most are alone—floating homeward, buoyed by the
wealth of potential they have just inhated. “Anything
is possible,” they think before falling asleep.

We may dispute what the word “intensity”
means. We might argue, for instance, that the
focused self-examination of a circle of friends,
the refined micro-debates over micro-problems or
the molecular shifts in articulating grand and tena-
cious problems that mar familiar vitae—that is to
say, all that we experience when meeting friends—
could also be called intense; whereas the openness
and potentiality of a night out fail to fit the term.

If I nonetheless call the experience of a night out
intense, itis for two reasons. One is a matter of
musical aesthetics: both types of experience can
be compared to certain aesthetic experiences. The
dinner with friends corresponds to the focused
attention to a piece of classical music that has long
been familiar or at least potentially familiar. The
point is not what the next note will be, but rather
how it arrives—how, within a set of elements
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defined with regard to instrumentation, timbre,
sound, and so forth, everything is decided by subtle
shifts and small movements.The key term here
would be focus.

The night out, by contrast, corresponds to the
aesthetic experience offered by free jazz and cer-
tain excessive styles of rock or electronic pop music:
what matters is density proffered with a grand ges-
ture, backed not necessarily by musical substance
but, more often, by its social content. Physical
exertion to the point of exhaustion tends to trigger
euphoria or aggression: elevated registers of emo-
tion, in every possible direction on the scale. Writers
and critics who have followed the phenomenon, but
also the musicians themselves, have always spoken
of intensity in this context, down to a very technical
use of the termin describing music:“And thenhe
played an intense solo on the tenor sax”—that is
to say, he used certain overblowing techniques, the
solo had a certain minimum duration, and so forth.

The second reason for my suggestion of using
the opposing notions of focus and intensity to des-
ignate these two ways of spending an evening is
the role intensity played in the self-conception of
hedonistic countercultures during the 1970s and
1980s—years | would describe as formative in the
development of a phenomenon we see emerging
today:the revaluation of this wasteful way of life as
a form of work that is not merely productive, but a
model of productivity. An important landmark in this
process is an essay by Jean-Francgois Lyotard that,
although he presented it as a lecture as early as
1972, was first published in the German-speaking
world by Merve publishersina 1978 collection
of Lyotard’s essays that bore the indicative title
“Intensitdten”—intensities.?



2.Intensity vs. Intention

Lyotard’s essay represents, as it were, the
intermediary between what | would like to call on
the one hand the Nietzsche economy and, on the
other, the culture of intensity built by the hippies
and, to a certain degree, by the punks, as wellas
by techno culture later on, and ultimately by the
new type of metropolitan hedonist no longer distin-
guished by any subcultural identity. The concept of
intensity allowed the so-called generation of '68
to preserve a part of its life, of its first decade after
1968, up through its political defeat. intensity
described a devotion to unreserved investment into
the potential of grand moments—moments that
were also a medium of collectivity—that might be
salvaged and maintained even if the better world
the movement foresaw could never be realized in
this life. And it is clear that intensity was inscribed
in people’s biographies and aspirations as a concept
that ran decidedly counter to the dreary everyday
organizational chores of those who had chosen to
become invested in politics.

In the abovementioned essay, Lyotard
explicitly links his idea of intensity to concepts in
Nietzsche as well as to the tradition of the artistic
avant-gardes of the twentieth century. Lyotard,
like other French writers of his generation, wants
to inscribe the Nietzschean Ubermenschina
radical identity politics that would continue to fight
the battle of ’68. Lyotard explains:

These are the “people of intensification,” the
“masters” of today: outsiders, experimental paint-
ers, pop artists, hippies and yippies, parasites,
the insane, inmates. An hour of their lives con-
tains more intensity (and less intention) than a
thousand words from a professional philosopher.®

15




16

People of Intensity, People of Power:

The Nietzsche Economy

Diedrich Diederichsen

And thus he introduces a second term that can
stand as the opposite of intensity: intention.
Indeed, the idea of the evening among friends can
be described as one in which the intentions of plan-
ning subjects are in every respect highly important.
Set entirely in the world of intentions, for instance,
is the full agenda, the date set after a great deal
of coordination, the date we keep meaning to set
but fail to; compare, on the other hand, the eupho-
ria with which a date is setin the rush of network-
ing. Another element related to intentionality is a
subtext that is always on our minds when we meet
old friends: our effort to produce a well-rounded
biography. How much control does a subject have
over his or her life? s control even desirable? s it
nice when someone accomplishes a goal he or she
spoke of as ateenager, as we who have known him
or her foralongtime can clearly recall? The entire
hermeneutics of friendship—“that is so him!"—
is built on the question of how we relate the self-
descriptions we have heard for decades to people’s
actual practice. Have we perhaps misread one
another? Should we reproach the friend for being
unfaithful to him- or herself? And do we even think
that the concept of being faithful to oneselfis a
good idea?

But what did Lyotard mean when he spoke
of Nietzschean intensity? Or what did we under-
stand him to mean? Well, on the ane hand, intensity
was a hackneyed term, a hippie word; when
Intensitéten came outin German in 1978, | was
an adolescent who had sympathized with punk, but
had begun to grow disenchanted with it. | thought
that the idea of intensity was a form of self-
betrayal. On the other hand, perhaps it was not the
concept that was wrong, but what the hippies
had made of it. /ntention was certainly a game we



didn't want to play, with all its miserable numbers:
responsibility, calculation, categorical imperative.
We wanted to be further to the left, true, but not
moral leftists.

But the distinctive feature of Lyotard’s true
masters and people of intensification seemed to
be:if there was any sign that they might represent
nothing but a return of the authorities whom our
anti-authoritarian older brothers had overthrown
(and hence not potential allies, so long as we
wanted to remain leftists), they countered it by
being clearly recognizable as outsiders—experi-
mental painters, pop artists, yippies, inmates.

Even Gilles Deleuze, a great admirer of Nietzsche
and the schizos, cautioned that, by affirming

(with Nietzsche) the unreliabitity of the lumpenpro-
letariat and the asocial, the revolutionaries might
turn out to have fallen for a political unreliability

as well (one that would give them a nasty surprise,
entirely beyond their intellectual horizon); mean-
while, we were still thankful for having escaped
family, Protestantism, the authorities—anyone who
was asocial was to us a liberated personality.*

A few years ago, a very popular “oral his-
tory” of this period appeared in print, Verschwende
Deine Jugend (Waste Your Youth) by Jirgen Teipel.
The title refers to an early song by the band DAF.®
From today’s perspective, the zeal for wastefulness,
ignited also by the writings of Georges Bataille, is
the most salient feature of the era for good reason:
wastefulness is nota cause anyone would champion
anymore, But the book also suggests that those
youthful wasters who didn’t die in the process were
able to invest their wasted youth in a very produc-
tive midlife. At the time, by contrast, it seemed
unfathomable for this wastefulness to be unable to
flout any calculation or economy in the conduct of
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life (in the interest of grand moments of potential
and infinity), but neither could we imagine, in our
wildest dreams, that this very wastefulness might
perhaps be none other than the loss of the abil-

ity to defend our own interests, that wasting might
perhaps simply mean relinquishing such things as
rights, or a strategic position developed over time.
Butthenitisn’t allthat simple, either.

What is certain is that wastefulness stands
onthe same side as intensity, and both of them
stand in opposition to intention and focus. We coul
construct a matrix composed of four elements that
would give rise to all sorts of philosophical specula
tions focus would play one role as intensity’s coun-
terpart,and another as that of wastefulness;inten-
sity might act one way in opposition to intention,
and another when set against focus.

If we hold on to this distribution of pairs of
opposites, however, something else emerges: on th
one side, we find the description of work, at least in
the conventional sense; on the other, that of leisure
Intensity and wastefulness, at least at first glance,
obey extra-economic, if not counter-economic,
principles. Someone who is wasteful neither saves
nor invests; he or she does not speculate, does
not even submit to the ritual calculation of the pot-
tatch and its indirect benefits. Wastefulnhess is the
opposite of husbandry. Intensity enjoys potential
and irresponsibility: whatever happens, we do not
putitinthe biographical piggybank of subjectivity,
heaping up experiences;nor does it even need to
happen at all—it may well remain a dream. And the
responsible utilitarian subject permits this for a
single reason only: for the purposes of reproductior
The complex of recreation and the domain called,
In Marxist terms, the “reproduction of the com-
modity that is labor,” which is, of course, indirectly



subject to utilitarian calculation, permits intensity
during hours of leisure, in extreme sports or in the
experience of nature or, if absolutely necessary, dur-
ing a night out.

Work, by contrast, especially the traditionally
more highly-valued, white-collar work, classically
resembles the evening among friends:its principle
is that of focused mutual observation, the nego-
tiation of social hierarchies, and the finely tuned
micro-observations of the structures in which our
own working selves must prove their worth. Only in
- the working environments of white-collar work’s
substratum-—and | would argue that the boundary
divides industrial labor down the middle—of day
- laborers and unskilled workers and in jobs under
harsh conditions, on the high seas and in construc-
tion, does something similar to the intensity |
described above reappear: physicality, inconstant
conditions, the pleasure of potentiality in wild
dreams and petty crime, the absence of husbandry,
, and an economy of the worker’s own biography: free-
dom’s just another word for nothing left to lose, etc.

Butthe phenomenon we are interested in
hereis this: a society in which intention and focus
are on top and intensity and wastefulness are at
the bottom—also existing, perhaps, on the romantic
margins of leisure, of bohemianism and puberty—
is being reshuffled into a society where all these
relations are reversed. And if we accept that thisis
a social fact, we can describe this developmentin
terms of a larger diagnosis of the transition from
Fordism to post-Fordism, from a society of disci-
pline to one of contral, as the victary of artistic cri-

. tique described by Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello,
orin terms of the much-touted ideas of the artist
as entrepreneur and of the creative cities in which
the creative class allegedly leads a life thatis as

19



creatively intense as it is economically productive
and successful, -

Yet these diagnoses rarely account for how
such transformations are framed in the experi-
ences of those they concern, which are also the
diagnoses these people use to make sense of these
experiences. And in fact, these diagnoses often
reveal how the structural transformations they
describe have not truly entailed a migration of the
old subversive lifestyles from the margins and the
bottom of society to its center and to the top; rathe
they often describe cases in which intensity and
experience are at stake in name only, in which the
values have actually been shifted only from one
place to another—in order not to preserve them
but to betray them, to use them as pure decoration.
In other words, the familiar and slightly paranoid
tropes of cooptation and assimilation are very ofter
mobilized to prove that capitalism has not yet
choked on the values of its opponents or antago-
nists. Measured against their original meaning, as
this view has it, these resistant values themselves
fall by the wayside.

My point, however, is not that these diagno-
ses are entirely wrong: it is probably impossible to
draw a straight tine between the structural trans-
formation or migration of an ethical or anti-ethical,
a political or biopolitical principle on the one hand,
and the betrayal of such a principle on the other.
Noram [ trying to prevent others from reading my
own observations as further evidence of one of the
overarching diagnoses | have mentioned. Rather,
my intention is to reconstruct a line that leads from
the attitude toward life and the self-conception
of the punk and Nietzschean left to a situation in
which their will to power, which has always atready
existed, and was always already felt as such,
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blossoms in a practice thatis far removed from their
original intentions.®

3.The Schoneberg Customs Office

First, the diagnosis:the focused labor of
intent workers was appreciated and rewarded as
long as capitalism was primarily shaped by instru-
ments such as the analysis of existing markets, the
design of production processes, and the study of

- complex needs—including a cultural understand-

ing of how these needs could be aroused. The cor-
responding attitude was one of discipline, of hard,
precise, and focused work—work that was con-
stantly confronted with, and involved in the produc-
tion of, a society ever richer in ever more divergent

. cultural offerings, and whose contents usually

swung back and forth between romanticism and
escapism. The television series Mad Men and mov-
ies such as Revolutionary Road have recalled this
erato great acclaim: an era when executives lived
with the intrinsic conflict between two roles, pro-
ducing leisure offerings while their own practice—
hard work and the occasional excessive party, to
let off some steam—remained unrepresented. The
focused, intent worker of this era was described,
especially in the existentialism-tinged movies of the
1960s and 1970s, as bigoted and deeply dishonest;
in a Bunuel film, the reward for hard work was typi-
cally a masochistic relationship with a dominatrix.
It was in the early 1970s that—for the first
time ever, to my knowledge—executives (in the
advertising industry, of course) hired artists for the
specific task of interfering with business as usual.
Inthe 1970s; Henning Brandis, a young man with
a background in the Fluxus network, was hired at
the advertising firm GGK Disseldorf, where his job
was to think up little assaults on the safety and
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continuity of everyday company operations.One
morning, for instance, three creative directors found
their desks nailed, legs up, to the ceiling. Every-
thing that had been on the desks had been glued to
them and covered, Daniel Spoerri—style, with a
layer of white paint.Or there would be surprising
noises, abused furniture, adolescent pranks, point-
less assignments, and other critiques of conform-
ist work, ranging in intetlectual quality from class
clown to Joseph Beuys. Around the same time,
the owner of Marz publishers,Jorg Schroder, had
founded the advertising agency Bismarc Media,
whose employees were told to produce nothing, and
when they couldn’t bear producing nothing,observe
cach other labaring under the pointless compulsion
to be productive. A general manager was appointed
whose task was to undermine any possible output.
In 1984, | myself enjoyed an opportunity to spend
half a year working at an agency founded by Michael
gehirner that, following Bismarc Media’s business
model, undertook to do nothing, and had rented a
former gallery for Conceptual art for this purpose.
After a while, this agency ended up producing some
thing after all, namely concepts—the genius loci
may have been at fault—and ultimately it became
a perfectly normal advertising agency.’

All these early models of a wasteful work-
ing environment, however, still have a good-naturec
entrepreneur holding the whole thing together.
Someone who is, deep-down, a Fordist planner,
incorporating the irrationalism of disruption and
wastefulness at selected moments, much like a for
est official who shoots some game to manage the
wildlife stock or a firefighter who sets a fire to fight
a larger fire. This situation changes the moment
the traditional style of entrepreneurial subjectivity
—planning—meets two new competitors: on the



one hand, the casino-style capitalism that has
served as its own form of income, but has also
come underincreasing public scrutiny;on the other
hand, the invention of the “passion to perform” —
prominently manifested in Deutsche Bank’s motto:
“Leistung aus Leidenschaft”—which is to say,

the introduction of entrepreneurial principles into
the everyday operations of business.

Several writers, including Boltanski and
Chiapello, have characterized this process on the
level of values officially articulated in management
seminars, in corporate communications,and in
the seif-conception of the actors. The question is:
how does it feel from the inside when the magic of
potential and the intoxication of highly promising
noncommittal interactions assume the form of a
permanent networking imperative incumbent upon
middle management and executives as well as
academics? The pointis, after all, that principles of
intoxication and wastefulness function only when
they are precisely not subject to deflective inter-
pretation, watered down by entrepreneurs, instru-
mentalized, devalued: when we can believe in them
without allowing ourselves to get screwed.

In today’s working world, that belief can be
sustained by agreeing to an exchange (outsourcing,
freelancing, and sham freelancing provide the
corresponding economic and social form) that func-
tions this way: | forsake any possibility of projecting
myself as a private self, independent from my work,
ultimately also renouncing any chance at negotia-
tion, co-determination, or living the conflict of inter-
est between capital and labor, and instead project
myself as a holistic total self that is identical to my
work. In return, I regain the intensification, the force,
the power of my early years. All the miserable humil-
lations | suffer, as well as the successes that fill me
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with euphoria, are pushed as faras possible into the
sub-subjective realm, the realm of psychology—of
emotional experience. | agree to talk about them in
the language and imagery of a widespread narcis-
sism and its models and stereotypes, as events
taking place between me and myself, between land
the self, where they constantly engender provisional
objectivations of these experiences as they are
displaced into my inner life. The result are rituals of
introduction and bar-chatter openings of “I'm the
kind of person who....”

Within this modet, the subjectivation of the
self seizes, time and again, precisely on those ves-
tiges of the structure that shaped them as objective
social relations just before they were fed into the
illusion of omnipotence harbored by the outsourced
subject of the post-Fordist economy. But this model
also reveals a subject within the subject, a highly
self-possessed and possessing subject that can
triumph in the victories of the person who has to
survive all of this in addition to his or her defeats.
This subject is strong, harboring no illusions, and is
a master that constantly dissociates from its own
loser-ish qualities, either kicking them when they’re
down or flirting with them, tender and bored. The
sentences that start with “I’m the kind of person
who...” allow for both.

And yet even the outsourced entrepreneur
whose business is his or her own self, enjoying the
self-possession that serves as compensation for
economic defeat, has someone to look down upon:
today’s version of the intent and focused worker—
living in a small, low-risk world where coworkers’
birthdays, other coworkers’ absenteeism, the

“irregularities of third parties, and other incalcula-

bilities still matter. It is a world in which the affably
precise—or paranoically exaggerated—incessant



hermeneutics of small hierarchically organized
groups, a lifestyle designed to privilege long-term
projects and intentionality, is alive and well. And it
looks pretty paltry in comparison with the contin-
gencies our heroes deal with all day, every day, in the
cultural, gastronomic, information-dealing, symbol-
processing culture of self-employment.

Berlin is one of the sensational places where
especially drastic and beautiful manifestations of
the confrontation between these two worlds are
staged daily. There is a customs office in a no-go
area near a highway interchange in the south of
Schdneberg.You are ordered to show up there when
you have received a shipment from abrcad whose
value the customs officers were unable to deter-
mine, either because they were unfamiliar with the
contents of the parcel (having aiready opened it) or
because the shipment was not accompanied by an
invoice. The people ordered to come here are not
only those who, like myself, have scored records on
eBay; most are self-employed Ubermenschen deal-
ing, in the owner-operated dumps they call stores,
with things like bodybuilding medications, American
vitamin formulas, strange luxury watches, designer
hi-fi components, Asian food products, plant porn,
and other junk—junk that, through one customs
loophole or another, makes for good business once
they've identified their internet-based sub-sub-
clientele. This processing facility for unidentifiable
goods is where one finds people up to their ears in
micro-cultural awareness, scrutiny of the economy,
self-marketing, and adventurism.

An approximately knee-high counter sepa-
rates such people from an open area where the
customs officers officiate. These are, to the last
man, lovingly preserved museum pieces from
Social-Democratic times, looking like television
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kiddie-show hasts from the early years of public
broadcasting:coarse fabrics, no sense for color
combinations, fairly out of shape, their movements
slow and without haste. A sophisticated division
of labor governs these movements, an elaborate
scheme in which the clients they serve, who usually
have to stand in line, must be seen by three differ-
ent authorities before they can take their merchan-
dise home. They are pedantic and very polite, work-
ing in accordance with highly complicated rules,
which also seem to determine the interactions
between them and their desks, laden with docu-
ments and objects and covered with funny stickers.
Before them stand the self-fulfilling selves, gussied
up and unshaven, repeatedly stepping out to take
a call, impatient, their fierce eyes roaming over the
drama of a bureaucracy in demise—a scene from
the museum of the public welfare state as though
it were directed by Christoph Marthaler and set-
designed by AnnaViebrock. Outside, the winds of
hazard are roaring, a hazard they accept with forced
euphoria, feeding it,doped up and amped up, into
a constantly efficient and ceaselessly active eco-
nomic person, while on the inside the officers shuf-
fle back and forth, the last people to distinguish
between private life and work.

Yet there is an upper echelon, too, one
that the members of the Nietzsche economy, the
masters of intensification, look up to—and itis
not populated only by successful people. Rather,
It consists of those who, without lying to them-
selves, without having to will the / triumphant
and the humiliated I into a single soul in order to
experience their triumph and power, have been
able to wholly transform their old waste-your-
youth leftist Nietzscheanism into a pragmatic
Nietzscheanism of efficiency. That is to say, those




who had no difficulty combining the Nietzschean
enmity against the state Deleuze had praised—it
was probably in reality never a leftist enmity, but
perhaps people had been able to do something left-
ist with it—and the vitalist enmity against bureau-
crats, to translate the result into an entrepreneurial
attitude; those who, rather than dreaming their
will to power into their freelancer identities, have
indeed acquired actual power.

Since novels such as American Psycho
(1991) appeared, this type has circulated, at first
as a fictional pathological monster, now as a real-
ity,and most recently also in popular culture as a
stock object at which to direct the general hatred
of casino capitalism. If we look at the actions of
this type in the way we ought to in a Nietzschean
economy, that is to say, “in an extramoral sense,”
his life, propelled by checks that might bounce at
any moment, is not uninteresting. It is indeed this
stuff that produces the truly great subjects, the
ones that the contemporary arts repeatedly dream
of, between Hannibal Lecter and Matthew Barney,
between Jason Rhoades and Jonathan Meese—a
theater of unfounded assertions, insane through
and through, that has made it into the efficient heart

of a well-organized economic routine. The dominant -

figure in this same routine, however, represents the
other type described above, the omnipresent free-
lancer who doesn’t worry about tomorrow because
he can't afford to anyway, the overman driven not by
the grandeur of excess but by naked want.

Several ideological constructs have been
brought to the market promising to bridge the gap
between these two models. The magazine brand
eins is full of first-person biographical narratives
from active economic agents who package the
move from intention and focus towards intensity
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and ecstatic involvement outside of themselves.
The so-called digital bohéme, as invented by Holm
Friebe and Sascha Lobo, uses the term bohemian
to dress up precisely the type l just called a
Nietzschean.This brings a couple more people on
board who prefer to describe the intensification
of life through self-realizing work in slightly less
brutal terms;it also leaves open the possibility of
an implementation based on more than just will and
vitality by using a technological paradigm shift as
a solid foundation for calculation. The true eco-
nomic Nietzschean, however, needs none of that—
unlike thirty years ago, he doesn’t want to be part
of any movement: he just wants to move money
into his own pockets. ~

Even back then, Jacob Taubes, back then a
brillant and dazzling lead character of those who
would later find their way via leftist Nietzschean-
ism into the all-nighter of capitalist adventure
doped up on euphoria, expressed a skeptical view
of this development. Taubes, a scholar of religion
and philosopher who was the founding editor of
Suhrkamp’s “Theorie” series, was always open to an
intellectual adventure.Yet in an interview in an
early issue of the magazine Tumult, he cautioned
against the “Nietzsche boys” who suddenly popped
up all over places where a very rigid left had pre-
vailed: the other side of the critique of power, as it
were, was a new will to power—and it would ulti-
mately find its way to power as well.?




1

This essay is not about Nietzschean
philology. In the following, the name
“Nietzsche” is used torefer to a spe-
cific reception of Nietzsche's work in
France during the 1970s, and then in
Germany during the 1980s, and to the
ways this reading helped shape an
atmosphere and attitude toward life
that paved the way for the aspirations
and life-defining decisions of people
who are now middle-aged—and have
jobs.

2
Jean-Francois Lyotard, intensitdten
{West Berlin: Merve, 1978).

3

Jean-Francois Lyotard,
“Bemerkungen iiber die Wiederkehr
des Kapitals,” in Intensitdten, 32. As
quoted in Jean-Frangois Lyotard,
“Notes on the Return and Capital,”
in “Nietzsche's Return,” ed. Sylvére
Lotringer, special issue, Semiotext{e) 3,
no.1(1977): 44.

4

See Gilles Deleuze and Claire
Parnet, “Many Politics,” in Dialogues
Il, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara
Habberjam (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2007), 124-~47.

5

Jiirgen Teipel, Verschwende Deine
Jugend {Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
2000).

6

For more onthese types, see
Jan Rehmann, Postmoderner
Linksnietzscheanismus: Deleuze
& Foucault; Eine Dekonstruktion
{Hamburg: Argument, 2004). Especially
instructive for the issues discussed
here are pages 132-138, where
Rehmann describes Foucault’s strategy
of mobitizing Nietzsche to outdo the
Paris radical left in terms of its willing-
ness to fight and its radicalism—
but, as it were, on its own territory:
the radical rejection of the status guo.

7

See Michael Schirner, Werbung
ist Kunst (Munich: Klinkhardt &
Biermann, 1988).

8

See Diedrich Diederichsen,
“Schénheitschirurgie am gewach-
senen Schnabel: Der Genufd ander
Selbstrezeption in der Floskel:Ich
bin ein Mensch, der...,” Zeitschrift
fir Asthetik und Aligemeine
Kunstwissenschaft 52, no, 2 (2007).

9

Jacob Taubes in conversation
with Wolfert von Rahden and Norbert
Kapferer, “Elite oder Avantgarde,”
Tumult 3(1982): 64-78.
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A standard way of relating politics to art assumes
that art represents political issues in one way or
another. But there is a much more interesting
perspective:the politics of the field of art as a place
of work.! Simply look at what it does—not what

it shows.

Amongst all other forms of art, fine art has
been most closely linked to post-Fordist specula-
tion, with bling, boom, and bust. Contemporary art is
no unworldly discipline nestled away in some remote
ivory tower. On the contrary, it is squarely placed in
the neoliberal thick of things. We cannot dissoci-
ate the hype around contemporary art from the
shock policies used to defibrillate slowing econo-
mies. Such hype embodies the affective dimension
of global economies tied to ponzi schemes, credit
addiction, and bygone bull markets. Contemporary
art is a brand name without a brand, ready to be
slapped onto almost anything, a quick face-lift tout-
ing the new creative imperative for places in need
of an extreme makeover, the suspense of gambling
combined with the stern pleasures of upper-class
boarding school education, a licensed playground for
aworld confused and collapsed by dizzying deregu-
lation. If contemporary art is the answer, the ques-
tion is: How can capitalism be made more beautiful?

But contemporary art is not only about beauty.
Itis also about function. What is the function of art
within disaster capitalism? Contemporary art feeds
on the crumbs of a massive and widespread redis-
tribution of wealth from the poor to the rich, con-
ducted by means of an ongoing class struggle from
above.? It lends primordial accumulation a whiff of
postconceptual razzmatazz. Additionally, its reach
has grown much more decentralized—important
hubs of art are no longer only located in the Western
metropolis. Today, deconstructivist contemporary

31



32

and the Transition to Post-Democracy

Politics of Art:Contemporary Art

art museums pop up in any self-respecting autoc-
racy. A country with human rights violations? Bring
onthe Gehry gallery! .

The Global Guggenheim is a cultural refin-
ery for a set of post-democratic oligarchies, as are
the countless international biennials tasked with
upgrading and reeducating the surplus popula-
tion.® Art thus facilitates the development of a new
multipolar distribution of geopolitical power whose
predatory economies are often fueled by internal
oppression, class war from above, and radical shock
and awe policies.

Contemporary art thus not only reflects, but
actively intervenes in the transition towards a new
post-Cold War world order. It is a major player in
unevenly advancing semiocapitalism wherever
T-Mobile plants its flag. It is involved in mining for
raw materials for dual-core processors. It pollutes,
gentrifies, and ravishes. It seduces and consumes,
then suddenly walks off, breaking your heart. From
the deserts of Mongolia to the high plains of Peru,
contemporary artis everywhere. And when it is
finally dragged into Gagosian dripping from head
to toe with blood and dirt, it triggers off rounds and
rounds of rapturous applause.

Why and for whom is contemporary art so
attractive? One guess:the production of art pres-
ents a mirror image of postdemocratic forms of
hypercapitalism that look set to become the domi-
nant political post-Cold War paradigm. It seems
unpredictable, unaccountable, brilliant, mercurial,
moody, guided by inspiration and genius.Just as

- any oligarch aspiring to dictatorship might want

Hito Steyerl

to see himself. The traditional conception of the
artist’s role corresponds all too well with the self-
image of wannabe autocrats, who see government
potentially—and dangerously—as an art form.




Postdemocratic government is very much related
to this erratic type of male-genius-artist behavior.
It is opaque, corrupt, and completely unaccount-
able. Both models operate within male bonding
structures that are as democratic as your local
mafia chapter. Rule of law? Why don’t we just leave
it to taste? Checks and balances? Cheques and bal-
ances! Good governance? Bad curating! You see why
the contemporary oligarch loves contemporary art:
it’s just what works for him.

Thus, traditional art production may be arole
model for the nouveaux riches created by privatiza-
tion, expropriation, and speculation. But the actual
production of art is simultaneously a workshop
for many of the nouveaux poor, trying their luck as
jpeg virtuosos and conceptual impostors, as gal-
lerinas and overdrive content providers. Because
art also means work, more precisely strike work.*

It is produced as spectacle, on post-Fordist all-
you-can-work conveyor belts. Strike or shock work
is affective labor at insane speeds, enthusiastic,
hyperactive, and deeply compromised.

Originally, strike workers were excess tabor-
ers inthe early Soviet Union.The termis derived
from the expression “udarny trud” for “superpro-
ductive, enthusiastic labor” (udar for “shock, strike,
blow”). Now, transferred to present-day cultural
factories, strike work relates to the sensual dimen-
sion of shock. Rather than painting, welding, and
molding, artistic strike work consists of ripping,
chatting, and posing. This accelerated form of
artistic production creates punch and glitz, sensa-
tion and impact. Its historical origin as format for
Stalinist model brigades brings an additional edge
to the paradigm of hyperproductivity. Strike work-
ers churn out feelings, perception, and distinction
in all possible sizes and variations. Intensity or
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evacuation, sublime or crap, readymade or ready-
made reality—strike work supplies consumers with
all they never knew they wanted.

Strike work feeds on exhaustion and tempo,
on deadlines and curatorial bullshit, on small talk
and fine print. It also thrives on accelerated exploi-
tation.'d guess that—apart from domestic and care
work—art is the industry with the most unpaid labor
around. It sustains itself on the time and energy of
unpaid interns and self-exploiting actors on pretty
much every level and in almost every function. Free
labor and rampant exploitation are the invisible dark
matter that keeps the cultural sector going.

Free-floating strike workers plus new (and old)
elites and oligarchies equal the framework of the
contemporary politics of art. While the latter manage
the transition to post-democracy, the former image
it. But what does this situation actually indicate?
Nothing but the ways in which contemporary art is
implicated in transforming global power patterns.

Contemporary art’s workforce consists largely
of people who, despite working constantly, do not
correspond to any traditional image of labor. They
stubbornly resist settling into any entity recogniz-
able enough to be identified as a class. While the
easy way out would be to classify this constituency
as multitude or crowd, it might be less romantic to
ask whether they are not global lumpenfreelanc-
ers, deterritorialized and ideologically free-floating:
a reserve army of imagination communicating via
Google Translate. _

Instead of shaping up as a new class, this

- fragile constituency may well consist—as Hannah

Arendt.once spitefully formulated—of the “refuse
of all classes.” These dispossessed adventurers
described by Arendt, the urban pimps and hood-
lums ready to be hired as colonial mercenaries and




exploiters, are faintly (and quite distortedly) mir-
rored in the brigades of creative strike workers pro-
pelled into the global sphere of circulation known -
today as the art world.® If we acknowledge that
current strike workers might inhabit similarly shift-
ing grounds—the opaque disaster zones of shock
capitalism—a decidedly un-heroic, conflicted, and
ambivalent picture of artistic labor emerges.

We have to face up to the fact that there is
no automatically available road to resistance and
organization for artistic labor. That opportunism and
competition are not a deviation of this form of labor
but its inherent structure. That this workforce is not
ever going to march in unison, except perhaps while
dancing to aviral Lady Gaga imitaticn video. The
international is over. Now let’s get on with the global.

Here is the bad news: political art routinely
shies away from discussing all these matters.®
Addressing the intrinsic conditions of the art field,
as well as the blatant corruption within it—think of
bribes to get this or that large-scale biennial into
one peripheral region or another—is a taboo even
on the agenda of most artists who consider them-
selves political. Even though political art manages
to represent so-called local situations from all over
the globe, and routinely packages injustice and des-
titution, the conditions of its own production and
display remain pretty much unexplored. One could
even say that the politics of art are the blind spot of
much contemporary political art.

Of course, institutional critique has tradition-
ally been interested in similarissues. But today we
need a quite extensive expansion of it.” Because
in contrast to the age of an institutional criticism,
which focused on art institutions, or even the sphere
of representation at large, art production (con-
sumption, distribution, marketing, etc.) takesona
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different and extended role within postdemocratic
globalization. One example, which is a quite absurd
but also common phenomenon, is that radical art
is nowadays very often sponsored by the most
predatory banks or arms traders and completely
embedded in rhetorics of city marketing, branding,
and social engineering.® For very obvious reasons,
this condition is rarely explored within political art,
which is in many cases content to offer exotic self-
ethnicization, pithy gestures, and militant nostalgia.
| am certainly not arguing for a position
of innocence.® ltis at bestillusory, at worst just
another selling point. Most of all it is very boring.
But ! do think that political artists could become
more relevant if they were to confront these issues
instead of safely parade as Stalinist realists, CNN
situationists, or Jamie-Oliver-meets-probation-
officer social engineers. It’s time to kick the ham-
mer-and-sickle souvenir art into the dusthin. If
politics is thought of as the Other, happening some-
where else, always belonging to disenfranchised
communities in whose name no one can speak, we
end up missing what makes art intrinsically political
nowadays: its function as a place for labor, conflict,
and...fun—a site of condensation of the contra-
dictions of capital and of extremely entertaining
and sometimes devastating misunderstandings
between the global and the local.

The art field is a space of wild contradiction
and phenomenal exploitation. It is a place of power
mongering, speculation, financial engineering, and
massive and crooked manipulation.Butitisalsoa
site of commonality, movement, energy, and desire.
In its best iterations it is a terrific cosmopolitan
arena populated by mobile shock warkers, itinerant
salesmen of self, tech whiz kids, budget tricksters,
supersonic translators, PhD interns, and other



digital vagrants and day laborers. I’s hard-wired,
thin-skinned, plastic-fantastic. A potential com-
monplace where competition is ruthless and soli-
darity remains the only foreign expression. Peopled
with charming scumbags, bully-kings, almost-
beauty-queens. {t’s HDMI, CMYK, LGBT. Pretentious,
flirtatious, mesmerizing.
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This mess is kept afloat by the sheer dyna-
mism of loads and loads of hardworking women.
A hive of affective labor under close scrutiny and
controlled by capital, woven tightly into its multiple
contradictions. All of this makes it relevant to con-
temporary reality. Art affects this reality precisely
because it is entangled into all of its aspects. It’s
messy, embedded, troubled, irresistible. We could
try to understand its space as a political one instead
of trying to represent a politics that is always hap-
pening elsewhere. Art is not outside politics, but
politics resides within its production, its distribu-
tion, and its reception. If we take this on, we might
surpass the plane of a politics of representation
and embark on a politics that is there, in front of our

eyes, ready to embrace.

1

am expanding on a notion devel-
oped by Hongjohn Lin in his curatorial
statement for the Taipei Biennial 2010.
Hongjohn Lin, “Curatorial Statement,” in
1078 Taipei Biennial Guidebook (Taipei:
Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2010), 10-11.

2

This has been describedas a
global and ongoing process of expro-
priation since the 1970s. See David
Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism
(Oxford: Oxfard University Press, 2005).
As for the resulting distribution of
wealth, a study by the Helsinki-based
World Institute for Development
Economics Research of the United

Nations University (UNU-WIDER)
found that in the year 2000, the richest
1 percent of adults alone owned 40
percent of global assets. The bottom
half of the world’s adult population
owned 1 percent of global wealth.

See http:/www.wider.unu.edu/
events/past-events/2006-events/
en_GB/05-12-2006/.

3

Far just one example of oligarch
involvement, see http:/www.nytimes.
com/2010/04/28/nyregion/28trustee.
htmi.While such biennials span from
Moscow to Dubai to Shanghai and many
of the so-called transitional countries,
we shouldn’t consider post-democracy



to be a non-Western phenomenon. The
Schengen area is a brilliant example

of post-democratic rule, with a whale
host of political institutions not legiti-
mized by popular vote and a substantial
section of the population excluded
from citizenship (not to mention the Old
World’s growing fondness for demo-
cratically-elected fascists). The exhibi-
tion “The Potosi-Principle,” organized
by Alice Creischer, Andreas Siekmann,
and Max Jorge Hinderer, highlights

the connection between oligarchy and
image production from ancther histori-
cally relevant perspective.

4

 am drawing on a field of meaning
developed by Ekaterina Degot, Cosmin
Costinas, and David Riff for their 1st
Ural Industrial Biennial, 2010,

5

Arendt may have been wrong on the
matter of taste. Taste is not necessarily
a matter of the common, as she argued,
following Kant. In this context, itisa
matter of manufacturing consensus,
engineering reputatian,and other deti-
cate machinations, which—whoops—
metamorphose into art-historical
bibliographies. Let’s face it: the politics
of taste are not about the collective, but
about the collector. Not about the com-
mon but about the patron. Not about
sharing but about sponsoring.

6

There are of course many laudable
and great exceptions, and | admit that |
myself may bow my head in shame, tco.

7

As is also argued in Institutional
Critique, eds. Alex Alberro and Blake
Stimson (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 2009). See also the collected
issues of the online journal transform:
http.:/transform.eipcp.net/trans-
versal/0106.

B

Recently on show at Henie
Onstad Kunstsenter in Oslo was
“Guggenheim Visibility Study Group,”
a very interesting project by Nomeda
and Gediminas Urbonas that unpacked
the tensions between local (and
partly indigenist) art scenes and the

Guggenheim franchise system, with
the Guggenheim effect analyzed in
detail in a case study. See http://www.
vilma.cc/2G/. Also see Joseba Zulaika,
Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa: Museums,
Architecture, and City Renewal

(Reno: Center for Basque Studies,
University of Nevada, 2003). Another
case study: Beat Weber, Therese
Kaufmann, *The Foundation, the State
Secretary and the Bank — A Journey
into the Cultural Policy of a Private
Institution,” http:/transform.eipcp.
net/correspondence/1145870626.
See also Martha Rosler, “Take the
Money and Run? Can Political and
Socio-critical Art ‘Survive’?” http:/
www.e-flux.com/journal/view/107,
and Tirdad Zolghadr,“11th Istanbul
Biennial,” hitp:/www.frieze.com/issue/
review/11th_istanbul_biennial/

9

This is evident from this text’s
placement on e-flux as an advertise-
ment supplement. The situation is
furthermore complicated by the fact
that these ads may well flaunt my own
shows. At the risk of repeating mysetf,
i would like to emphasize that | do not
consider innocence a political position,
but a moral one, and thus politically
irrelevant. An interesting comment
on this situation can be foundin Luis
Camnitzer,"The Corruption in the Arts /
the Art of Corruption,” published in the
context of The Marco Polo Syndrome,
a symposium at the House of World
Cultures in April, 1995. See http:/www.
universes-in-universe.de/magazin/
marco-polo/s-camnitzer.htm.
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Irene ist Viele!

An extensive 2004 study undertaken by the
Swiss Federal Office of Statistics (BFS) found
that, in one of the world’s wealthiest countries, of
nearly fifteen billion annual work hours, eight bil-
lion went unpaid. Two-thirds of that free labor was
performed by women, while women in the wage- &
labor sector were paid on average 18 percent less
than men.? The study shows that the “invisible
hand of the market,” with its celebrated promise
of economic equality, fails when it comes to social,
cultural, and life-sustaining activities; furthermore,
it appears that the “free market” has something
against women. If, on top of this, the current form
of capitalism is characterized by its extension of
the logic of commodity production into the social
realim (although, according to its classical self-
conception, the capitalist economy actually claims
to exclude the interpersonal realm), this means that
not only wages and social services are reduced and
cut, but above all that the reproductive reserves are
plundered.® According to many contemporary theo-
rists, what was considered in the Fordist system to
be external to the concerns of the economy—com-
munication, personalized services, social relation-
ships, lifestyle, subjectivity—today establishes the
conditions for the generation of wealth. Social and
cultural competences and processes—the most
varied forms of knowledge production and dissemi-
nation—are central to what Antonella Corsani calls
“cognitive” capitalism.*

Thus the current debate surrounding precar-
ity in Europe, as a neoliberal condition and a com-
prehensive mode of subjectivity, doesn’t stop where
wage labor or social-state welfare ends, but rather
seeks out perspectives that help us to think beyond
the reductive logic of the current conception of

]
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- work, and beyond the nation-state as well. This also

means being able to consider the material, social,
and symbolic conditions necessary for life as inter-
connected entities that can overcome the tradi-
tional dichotomies of public/private and production/
reproduction to set new standards for living life with
allits facets and contingencies.®

But how does a life look when it doesn’t
define itself in relation to the status of wage labor,
but rather through the desire to freely decide one’s
own conditions for living and working, effectively
comprising a demand for a flexible labor market?
What does it mean for our work and life when the
social, the cultural, and the economic cease to
be clearly distinguishable categories and instead
condition and permeate each other? Beyond this,
what does it mean when people come to terms with
these new forms of work as isolated individuals?
What can forms of collectivity look like? And what
does it mean when there is not only no consider-
ation of the redistribution of wealth in the precarity
debate, but also no consideration of a good life for
all? How do we expect to work politically to develop
overall social conditions when the theoretical
premises of their transformation remain to a large
degree unexplained?

In this text 1 will pursue these questionsiin
relation to a 1978 film by Helke Sander titled
Redupers. Die allseitig reduzierte Persénlichkeit
(The All-Around Reduced Personality: Outtakes). At
the end of the 1970s, this film already tried to con-
sider the immanence of liberation ideals and self-
determination in capitalist societies. In a way, it rep-
resents a possible historical starting point for the
current debate over forces of production, precarity,
and critical potential by illustrating that, evenin
the upheaval of changes in the capitalist as well as



gender order that took place in the transition from
Fordism to post-Fordism, many networked and
self-organizing production conditions (what today
would be considered the source of “immaterial
work”) were already present—and were being ana-
lyzed by feminists.

Inthe Magnifying Glass of Non-Work

Redupers is set in the still-divided Berlin of
the 1970s. The film begins with, and is continuously
interrupted by, pans of Berlin’s graffiti and slogan-
covered facades, reminding us of the social struggles
of 1968 or the binary socialist and capitalist power
blocs. Against this backdrop of the city’s ever-
present division and the fading memory of the 1968
revoluticn, the film tells of the everyday life and work
of ayoung press photographer and single mother
who works with a feminist collective in addition to
her regular job. Director Helke Sander plays the main
character in Redupers, herself:a photographer who
“produces,”’ develops, prints, and sellsimages as a
freelancer for a Berlin newspaper, lives in a shared
apartment with her daughter and a friend,andisina
relationship with a man who is not the father of her
child. She works with a feminist producers’ collec-
tive on a countercultural project in the public sphere
and, as part of a Berlin art collective, on an exhibi-
tion directed against the dominant capitalist image
of West Berlin. The whole construction of the film
doesn’t only destabilize prevailing notions around the
separation of public and private realms, or the clas-
sical division of labor between director, author, and
actor, but can also be read as a document of a form
of self-representation that destabilizes parliamen-
tary democracies’ claims that the will and interest of
“the people” or the subaltern must be represented by
institutions and the media in order to be valid.®
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From the beginning, this can be understood
as political positioning on the filmmaker’s part.
Helke Sander is also a central figure of the so-called
First Women’s Movement. At the 1968 conference of
the Socialist German Student Union (SDS) in Berlin
she delivered the speech on behalf of the Action
Committee on the Liberation of Women, an event
that ended with the famous tomato being thrown
athercomrades. In this speech, Sander demanded
that the functionalist precept rooted in political
economy, according to which capitalism must
determine all social conditions, be set aside. Power
relations in the private sphere, which affect women
above all, cannot be accommodated in this per-
spective, but are instead denied and dismissed as
a secondary contradiction. The political project
shared by leftist men and women could not, accord-
ing to Sander, be successful as long as only “excep-
tional women” were recognized by the merit system
of the leftist intelligentsia. The question of the polit-
ical project lies, according to Sander, in the method
by which itis practiced. What was necessary was
a political practice that recognizes the private
realm, the body, gender relations, and the reatm of
reproduction as a political sphere.

The politicization of the private is a central
motif of the social movements of the 1970s and
is found throughout the film. Redupers no longer
places this critique of the normative role of the
housewife at the center. Instead, the filmmaker
uses the politicized perspective on the private to
examine the most varied activities and constraints,
drawing connections to the social, economic,
and cultural fields, and the power relationships at
work between them.The question of the mother’s
care for the daughter and their relationship plays
an importantrole, although social conditions in the



film are indicated primarily by the ever-changing
demands imposed upon the overworked protago-
nist, whose career as a press photographer requires
“herto be on location atirregular times, and with
little notice. Beyond the unresolved question of
care, the film remains attentive to all the invisible
operations that comprise work within the culture
as well—those not related directly to the sale of
photographs: shopping for film, working in the dark-
rocom, developing the film and printing the photos,
drying and pressing the prints as well as retouch-
ing the images; but also: negotiating assignments,
remaining informed about social events, maintain-
ing contact with the persons photographed, which
also goes beyond a working relationship, as well
as submitting invoices and coilecting honoraria,
preparing tax returns, etc. The cash-value of the
compensation that the photographer Edda receives
in Sander’s film for her photos, with which she
defrays all expenses for both her daughter’s and her
own subsistence, and for all her other projects, can
never make up for all of this activity. Even just with
regard to the production of the photos, it doesn’t
even amount to a decent hourly wage. The sale of
photographs as a finished product thus contains
contradictions very similar to those of selling one’s |
own labor to capital. As the photograph is only a
snapshot of an instantin a live event, frozen and
commodified, so also is the work performed for the
production of the image not contained in the price.
In a similar way, life-sustaining, social, and commu-
nicative activities are also frozen in the concept of
labor, consumed by capital like a commodity.’

This understanding has a historical side: that
of the discovery of work as a source of property
and wealth, from John Locke and Adam Smith to
Marx’s Systems of Work and the political economy
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as science.Inthe late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries thinkers of all stripes apparently agreed
that “work” alone represents human beings’ most
productive means of shaping the world and form-
ing values. Even when Karl Marx, in his critique of
the Gotha program, strongly criticized the claim
that work is the source of all wealth (he asserted
that nature is also a source of wealth and that the
fetish for work is an expression of bourgeois ideol-
ogy), during the period of industrialization through
the radical re-evaluation of the overall social sta-
tus of work, there were a striking number of other
activities that assumed that they could form world
and value as well. The most obvious reason why the
theorists of the nineteenth century weren’t aware
of the radical limitations of this concept of work is
rooted, according to Hannah Arendt, in the fact that
they only attributed work to the production of sell-
able goods.®

Throughout industrialization, the concept of
work came to be understood according to its capac-
ity for maximizing profit and producing value. But
this also meant that such a concept can neither
encompass “work” in the life-sustaining sense nor
productivity in any non-capitalist sense. Karl Marx
conceived of work in much broader terms than
those of the male factory worker. He also consid-
ered “making the audience laugh” (cultural work /
entertainment industry) to be work, and protested
against those of the workers’ movement who only
understood traditional industrial labor as work.
Sweat and muscle power, real manpower, and the
machine hall were apparently easier to politicize
than the comics, entertainers, or women—for whom
the “other” industry of unpaid caretaking, childrear-
ing, shopping, and housework were intended—on
the basis of their so-called feminine characteristics.



The circumstances of their exploitation were hid-
den, but no less brutalin their effects. In contrast to
the entertainment industry, which was quite small
at the time, this second industry concerned almost
the entire “other half” of society. Alongside the
sticky psycho-social dependency of the genders,
the dichotomy formed by the woman’s dependency
upon the money of the man would determine the
entire symbolic order of industrial capitalism.

But reducing work to production also went
beyond this to lock the theoretical approaches
inside the factory, so to speak. It did not take long
for the critique of capitalism to consider the gen-
dering of paid and unpaid labor alongside its role in
producing capital as well.®

Living a life that unfolds in opposing direc-
tions, the main character in Helke Sander’s film
points to the imprecision of this discourse. While her
“free time” is spent working with her female friends
on an art project—as she says “one interesting proj-
ect or another is always blowing into my house” —
her days remain filled with different activities
characterized by usefulness and/or idealism, both
informal and normally undocumented. While her
work as a press photographer secures her income
and is what she describes as her actual career, the
other activity—working on a cultural project—ful-
fills her desire for a collective, feminist practice, for
change and cultural and political empowerment.

At the same time, both are work, as is caring for her
daughter. But in these apparently self-determined
conditions, as the film shows, the unpaid care work
remains not only the responsibility of women, but
also invisible to the commodity forms of knowledge
and cultural production. Self-organized work is also
splitinto remunerative work offering financial sup-
port and artistic, self-actualizing, collective wark
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that brings in cultural and social capital. And yet the
care work at home is taken into account by neither
occupation. While her cultural-political work is cou-
pled with the actualization of meaningful individual
and collective desires, the care work must somehow
be organized around it. Her work with a group of
women on a project to design a counter-image to
the dominant one of a divided and cut-off Berlin is
indeed more meaningful than freezing into photo-
graphs “events which are of publishable value for
the newspaper.” The women’s project for the Berlin
art association doesn’t only reflect the de-valuation
of care work to that of a burdensome activity, but
also points to the different levels of their own par-
ticipation in the same dominant condition, as well
as to theirindividual desires for public recognition.
The sexist logic of society and the desire to change
itthus come dangerously close to one another.In
this way, the film’s politicization of the private dis-
solves into new concepts of occupation and career,
but while it finds its place in the self-actualization
of “more meaningful” work, it no longer locates this
change in the social conditions themselves.!?

All-Around Reduced Views

Sander’s film focuses on this absence in its
descriptions of all the daily activities we perform
In private and public space. For more than thirty
years, feminist economists have examined work
relationships and conditions from the perspec-
tive of non-work, calling our attention to the fact
that the field of political economy (which is about
two hundred and fifty years old) has until now
only addressed commodity production and not
the question of how to bring about sociality. On
the one hand, this is because the field developed
alongside mechanization and industrialization and



was in a position to theorize these new production
systems and capital relations, but also becausea
specific ruling form of subjectivity became central
to the development of Western capitalist society:
the homo economicus, the subject of this economy,
with white skin and masculine gender, who fol-
lows his own interests and whose self-interest is
also believed to serve the interests of all others.
According to Elisabeth Stiefel, an economist from
Cologne, the homo economicus represents not only
the tasks of the public economic sphere, but also
those of the head of household, while the interior
of the household is terra incognita for economic
theory. The social and the cultural thus remain
fundamentally exterior to the understanding of the
economical. As classical economic theory assumed
care work to be self-evident—and therefore per-
formed for free—women had to take on unpaid
«oxtra-economical” activities for “cultural” reasons,
and this gendering of paid and unpaid work, which
even today finds a significant disparity in the pay of
men and women, has not hurt capitat in the slight-
est in two hundred years.

The separation of sacial, cultural, and eco-
nomic discourses from those of production and
reproduction has solidified a theoretical reduction-
ism which has made it difficult to discern where and
how to economically position the analysis and cri-
tigue of post-Fordist work and life conditions, espe-
cially because it is precisely those extra-economic
conditions that have become central for the pro-
duction of added value. How can we begin to bring
these into a discussion about the re-distribution
of wealth, when above all wage labor can no langer
be guaranteed? How can we demand payment for
something that is not yet considered in an economic
sense work? And do we even want to recognize and
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monetize non-work as “work” at all, thereby econo-
mizing all aspects of life?

It becomes even more complicated to add-
ress these questions when they extend, together
with gender duality and its location in the (neo-)
classical work imperative, into the desire economy
of a “good life.”

Sander’s film also speaks to this.The figure
of the photographeralso plays a double role in the
film:as both occupation and as a self-actualization
project. The photographer historically represents
an exception to the gendered division of labor, as
it was one of the first occupations to witness an
altered discourse of visuality brought about by new
technologies, and this opened possibilities for self-
sufficiency and financial independence to not just
men. The female photographer thus functions as
a kind of role model for women, since the posses-
sion of her own money in this “creative occupation”
could be associated with liberation from the het-
eraosexual regime. Thus it was not unusual for these
self-sufficient women to live with other women and
not be married to men.The techno-emancipative
role model in Sander’s film witnesses this historical
narrative at the end of the 1970s, in a new situation
between diligent self-organization and a relatively
bureaucratic information and culture industry, in
which the underpayment of freelance workers has
become the rule. At the same time, Sander’s figure
of the photographer shows who has access to the
representation of the world and who selects, deter-
mines, and utilizes it.

In a central scene, in which the photographer
Edda calls the newspaper editors seeking payment
due to her,and her just-awoken friend finds the
bathroom full of developed film, a conflict emerges:
the good, non-heteronormative life together—



being self-sufficient and earning money from
home—and being dependent on editors. The eco-
nomic reality of self-employmentthat was previ-
ously understood as emancipatory eats more and
more into Edda’s personal relationships. The eman-
cipatory struggle that had the good life as its objec-
tive now reappears in the unsatisfied longing for
change and the struggle to su rvive.

Against this backdrop, the film reflects the
fact that the desire for feminist, occupational, and
cultural-political self-sufficiency—the personal
responsibility of earning money and working in the
counterculture—have inverted to become their
opposites. They are not only unable to resolve the
social contradictions that they set out to overcome,
but become mired in them instead. The protagonist’s
various motivations for wanting to become self-
sufficient (by becoming a press photographer and
an artist) connect completely in the film for the first
time when the protagonist enters a new relationship
with herself by going on a visit to the editorial floor
of the magazine Stern to promote her feminist art
project.In the scene, the photographer Edda puts
on makeup and perfume, and, thinking as she walks
down the hall to the journalist’s office, “if | really
wanted to represent what is right in my job as press
photographer, | would have to be at home here (in
the halls of Stern)” In this situation, itis her cultural
self speaking, but not her career self, and certainly
not her activist self. The interplay of her various
repertoires—the fragmentation of her person—is
especially clear here.This scene suggests how, by
working by herself and on projects outside of her
career, Edda finds options fora “better position” on
the horizon. The mix of positions and activities also
becomes a “portfolio”; what she has done without
pay and possibly with a higher degree of political
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investment accumulates social or cultural capital
which is usable in other markets for a better position
oracareerinart.This points to a practice that has
transformed into a dominant work-related demand
today, in which unpaid internships and other indigni-
ties are partofa “normal career”

In Switzerland today, job seekers show their
unpaid work in their résumés, on the one hand to sig-
nal their “willingness to work,” but also to show their
flexibility and versatility in the tightening job market.
The feminist demand for the visibility of unpaid work
seems realized here, but at the same time, the docu-
mentation of the informal serves only the efficiency
logic of existing capitalist conditions by indicating a
capability and readiness for wage labor.
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Stilt from Redupers. Die aliseitig reduzierte Persénlichkeit, 1978.
Courtesy Helke Sander.



The Stern editor was unresponsive to the
film’s protagonist. For him, she is “only” a figure
of the women’s movement—a feminist and a politi-
cal activist. Not only is she denied the role ofa
cultural producer who can represent political
conditions, but so is she denied any possible suc-
cess as well. Here Sander illustrates what usually
remains acknowledged in current theories on the
emergent productivity of individual desires within
neoliberalism:that pay for work performed in vastly
different markets does not equal the sum of the
parts.Viewed from today’s perspective, the film
not only caricatures government-funded start-ups
and the plans of the Hartz commission, butalso
corrects the idea that the celebrated figure of the
“entrepreneurial self” is not gendered or part of
a hierarchy. The reflective, connection-forming,
and knowledge-producing form of work sketched
out here also points to a change in society through
which new claims to activity, collectivity,and prop-
erty can be negotiated.

The protagonistis not only photographer,
feminist activist, and theorist, that is, cultural
producer, but also a product of emancipatory
demands and capitalistimpositions,a subject who
has pulled away from wage labor and its regula-
tory apparatus in the factory or in the office, as the
Autonomia Operaia called for. At the same time, she
is a Reduper (an all-around REDUced PERson)—

a figure who cannot be located biographically, and
instead requires a new form of subjectivity to be
realized in the contradictions of capitalist social-
ization. In this way, Redupers marks the post-
Fordist convergence of work relationships, subjec-
tivity, desires, and political demands that has
consequently brought about a multitude of all-
around reduced personalities.
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Creating Probabilities

Three decades after Redupers, the call for
self-determination and social participationis no
longer only an emancipatory demand, but increas-
ingly also a social obligation. In the new conditions
of governance, subjects are pushed towards matu-
rity, autonomy, and personal responsibility. They
seem to willingly subordinate themselves to the
dispositions of power—they are “obliged to be free”
(Nikolas Rose). Forms of discipline that were used
in the time of mechanization and industrialization
have been extended in post-Fordist societies into
new forms of control. Contemporary forms of orga-
nization discipline subjects and their bodies less
through “guilt and punishment,” and more by aiming
atinternalizing productivity goals. This produces a
new relationship of the subject to itself—friendli-
ness towards customers, working with the team,
increasing one’s own motivation, self-organizing
work routines, managing time efficiently, and being
personally responsible for both the company’s and
one’s own actions are not only demands being made

- onthe work subject, but increasingly also on the

unemployed. According to Michel Foucault, this new
concept of governing “is not a way to force people
to do what the governor wants; it is always a versa-
tile equilibrium, with complementarity and conflicts
between techniques which assure coercion and
processes through which the self is constructed or
modified by himself”"" One’s behaviorin a more or
less open field of possibility therefore determines
the path of success. Exertion of power consists,
inthis sense and according to Foucault, in the “cre-
ation of probability.”?

Accordingly, it is not a disciplinary regime
that guides the subject’s actions, but rather a set

of governing practices that mobilize and encourage



rather than “survey and punish.” The new subjects
of work should apparently be as contingent and
flexible as the “markets.” A work subject who is able
to find a productive relationship between work time
and life time is “supported and challenged,” and
within this relationship private activities are also
geared toward economic use value. The entrepre-
neur of one’s own labor should also be the artist of
his/her own life.!® The hope that these paradoxical
demands could become dominant labor market
politics is likely due to the fact that under such con-
ditions, workers can always feel “liberated” from
constraints, as Helke Sander’s film was already
able to show in 1978. It must be worked out, there-
fore, how the transition from liberation programs
to job specifications takes place, and whether and
for whom they are effective. Three decades after
Redupers, we need to ask how the relationship
between work and non-work can be politicized
when their coupling has already become hegemonic
in its representation.

Although the economic field, in a double
sense, mobilizes and controls the social realm,
the paradigms of capitalist production remain the
same. They do not inform the “resources” of our
social lives themselves, even (and especially) if
cognitive capitalism has parasitically positioned
itself at the side of reproduction. Acceleration and
maximizing profit continue to be advanced as the
necessary logic of the market. Life itself is sub-
sumed under the rules of efficiency and optimiza-
tion that were first encountered under the regime of
automated industrial work in order to synchronize
the body with machines.* Today, it is our cognitive
capabilities that we are expected to optimize and
our self-relation (to our work) that we are expected
to correct in the interest of lifelong learning.’”
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Beyond this, the film Redupers shows that
the anchoring of neoliberal ideology in the subject
cannot only be considered to be a product of post-
Fordist production or the information economy.
Rather, the film points to arguments made by Eve
Chiapello and Luc Boltanski, who in their book The
New Spirit of Capitalism undertake a sociology of
the critique of capitalism since 1968.'* They examine
the “social critique” that became engaged on the
political level for the redistribution of wealth and
for equal rights as well as the “artistic critique” that
emerged from the artistic and intellectual avant-
gardes such as the Situationists and various social
movements of the postwar era. With demands for
autonomy, authenticity, and creativity, but also
through artistic practices beyond the classical con-
cept of the work of art, these critiques attacked the
use of the social as commodity form, discipline in
the factory, bureaucratic inertia, and hierarchical
power relations in the industrial societies. Boltanski
and Chiapellothen argue thatitis precisely capital-
ism’s adaptation to these “cultural critiques” that
increasingly corroded the politicization of life and
the social critique of property relations, thus paving
the way for neoliberalism.

According to Yann Moulier Boutang, the
classical conception of economic value and mea-
surement changes in cognitive capitalism, since
the growing use and exchange of knowledge in
post-Fordist production extends far beyond its eco-
nomic utilization as commodity.”” The viral dynam-
ics of new distribution technologies such as the
internet renders information and knowledge far
less accessible to supervisory bodies, as Sander’s
film also suggests. In the transformation of the
old economy, these new possibilities also point to
a new field of struggle—such as the conflicts and



arguments over intellectual property and the so-

called commons.

After viewing Redupers against a backdrop
of contemporary economic analysis, it seems
insufficient to simply point out the limitsin the
study of political economy or to show that capital-
ism has incorporated certain concepts of life for
its own advancement. Rather, we must also ask
whether and how a critique of capitalism can make
allowances for the alliance of work and life within
the subject’s own domain—its biopolitical pre-
parations and desires—without getting mired in
merely describing them as another advanced form

of exploitation.

1

“Irene ist Viele” refers to Helke
Sander’s film Eine Prdmie fir Irene
[A Bonus for Irene] (1971),in which the
voiceover says “Irene ist Viele” (Irene
is many). In the film, the figure of [rene
stands for the many factory workers
wha are single mothers. Eine Prdmie
fiir irene was one of the first films in
Germany to suggest the interrelations
between the public and the private
spheres. “Irene ist Viele” was also
the titte of a film program i curated
together with art historian Rachel
Mader in the Shedhalle Zirich in 1996,
in which films by feminist filmmakers
from Germany and Switzerland were
reviewed and reevaluated together with
the filmmakers. Hetke Sander was
part of this important event that also
tried to bridge older and younger
generations.

2

According to a 2004 study by the
Swiss Federal Office of Statistics
(BFS), two-thirds of all unpaid work
is performed by women. This corre-
sponds to an equivalent of 172 billion
Swiss Francs or 70 percent of the gross
domestic product. In the future, unpaid
work is to be economically evaluated
on a regular basis. Although this cal-
culation, based upon an estimation of
market costs, is necessarily inexact,
this sum corresponds to nearly the
entire yearly wages of employed work-
ers in Switzerland.

3

Mascha Madérin, *Der kleine
Unterschied in hunderttausend
Franken,” Widerspruch 31 (1996):
127-142.See also Pauline Boudry,
Brigitta Kuster,and Renate Lorenz,
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eds., Reproduktionskonten félschen!
Heterosexualitdt, Arbeit und Zuhquse
(Berlin:b_books, 1999).

4

Contemporary production models
are characterized by their transforma-
tion of workers’ learned skills not used
inthe workplace into a productive force.
The post-operaistic theorists in France
and Italy have shown that all immate-
rial and affective work gains signifi-
cance in post-Fordist production. With
investigations into the rearganization
of the automotive and textile industries
in northern Italy and the image indus-
tries in [le de France, these theorists of
“immateriat work™ have also shown that
communication and subjectivity are
notonly components of postindustrial,
informalized, and informal produc-
tion, but also themselves become an
applied process in the industrial sector
and the scene of new struggles. See
Maurizio Lazzarato, “immatericlle
Arbeit. Gesellschaftliche Tatigkeit unter
den Bedingungen des Postfordismus,”
in Umherschweifende Produzenten.
Immaterialle Arbeit und Subversion, ed.
Thomas Atzert (Berlin : 1D-Archiv, 1998),
39-52, and Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2000).

&

Affective and communicative
interaction and the creation of social-
ity and subjectivity never become
economically valuable, but are rather
always valuable for life itself. The social
doesn’t stop when one leaves the work-
place, whether this be at home orinthe
office, and thus it can also never fully
be absorbed by capital, since affects
cannot be exclusively industrially orga-
nized (even if this is attempted in the
image and film industry). If immaterial
work, interaction, and communication
can become a resource for accumula-
tion, or even become a commaodity,
then this means that a vital aspect of
the work force can no longer be clearly
determined through measurements
such as working hours, price compari-
s0Ns, or possessions. The subjectivity
of the workers doesn'tend in an imagi-
nary factory, but has rather a further
effect on different social processes
which are not only marked by their

economic value, although they can, in
the reverse argument, generate it. This
also means asking how we ourseives
reproduce or bring about the conditions
that we criticize. See the project Atelier
Europa, which | developed together
with Pauline Boudry, Brigitta Kuster,
Isabell Lorey, Angela McRobbie, and
Katja Reichard, in which we carried out
a "militant investigation” with cultural
producers; see also Be Creative! The
Creative Imperative, which | organized
with students and theorists for the
Museum of Design, Zurich, http://www.
k3000.ch/becreative/.

8

The film is the expression of these
demands for (self-)representation
which emerged from the struggles
against the exercise of control over
subjectivity and are and wers central to
both the social and global emancipa-
tion movements.

7

It was Marx’'s achievement to have
analyzed the abstraction process
in which work is transformed in the
capitalist accumulation into tabor
(Arbeitskraft, lit. work-force): into a
seemingly measurable size. Capital
doesn’t buy all the necessary and living
work, nor eventhe social, cultural, and
spatial conditions to afford them, but
rather a time-energy-money equiva-
tence, in which life-sustaining activities
are unnamed but apparently included.
Labor was therefore also boughtin the
time of industrialization as a pre-pro-
duced commodity, in which the actual
production relations which produce the
commodity labor remain hidden. Thus
capitalin the time of industrialization
had command over care work, commu-
nication, and lifestyle.

8

Hannah Arendt, The Human
Condition {Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1958).

9

This missing perspective refers
to the “becoming-subject” of fac-
tory work as a mascutine muscular
body with white skin, which would
have to be analyzed in order to make
a complete critique of the discipline



and the making-effective of the body
and its exploitation—up through
existential destruction in the time of
industrialization.

10

Today, this means that migrants
are underpaid to perform the remain-
ing non-prestige care work sc that the
men and women wrapped up in thair
wage work or prestige work can carry
out their paid or unpaid status work.
Care work, which under traditional
gender regimes was coupled to the
subject position of the housewife, is
now bought as a service on the market,
or pushed upon those who can'’t buy
it. After finishing cleaning and care
work, the servant cannot afford a ser-
vant of his/her own who would perform
this work in their cwn home,

11

Michel Foucault, “About the
Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the
Self: Two Lectures at Dartmouth,” in
Political Theory,Vol. 21, No. 2 (May,
1993):198-227,203f Foucault's con-
ception of governing as “determining
the canduct of individuals” focuses
on how “the contact point where the
individuals are driven by others is tied
to the way they conduct themselves.”
Foucault's argument is that, by means
of these so-called “technologies of
the self,” a much more profound inte-
gration of the individual into power
takes place, without which the func-
fional modes of modern Western soci-
ety are difficult to imagine.

12

Originally “Schaffung der
Wahrscheinlichkeit,” in Michel
Foucault,“Das Subjekt und die Macht,”
Jenseijts von Strukturalismus und
Hermeneutik, eds. Hubert L. Dreyfus
and Paul Rabinow (Frankfurt am Main:
Athendum, 1987}, 255.

13

See (. Ginter Vol and
Hans J. Pongratz, “Der
Arbeitskraftunternehmer. Eine neue
Grundform der Ware Arbeitskraft?”
Kolner Zeitschrift fir Soziologie und
Soz-ialpsychologie 50, no. 1 (1998):
131-158.

14

The effects of this acceleration
and its attendant standardization
are especially clear in the service sec-
tor, the care economy, and the entire
health and social systems that come
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Artis a history of doing nothing and a long tale of
useful action. It is always a fetishization of deci-
sion and indecision—with each mark, structure,
and engagement. What is the good of this work?
The question contains a challenge to contemporary
practitioners—or “current artists,” a term l will use,
as contemporary art no longer accounts for what

is being made—that is connected more to what we
have all become than to what we might propose,
represent, or fail to achieve. The challenge is the
supposition that artists today—whether they like it
or not—nhave fallen into atrap thatis predetermined
by their existence within a regime that is centered
on a rampant capitalization of the mind.

The accusation inherentin the question is that art-
ists are at best the ultimate freelance knowledge
workers and at worst barely capable of distinguish-
ing themselves from the consuming desire to work
at all times, neurotic people who deploy a series of
practices that coincide gquite neatly with the require-
ments of the neoliberal, predatory, continually
mutating capitalism of the every moment. Artists

are people who behave, communicate,and innovate

inthe same manner as those who spend their days
trying to capitalize every moment and exchange of
daily life. They offer no alternative to this.

The notion of artists as implicated figures has
a long history, visible in varied historical attempts to
resolve the desire to examine high culture as a phil-
osophical marker, attempts beset by the unresolv-
able problem that the notional culture being exam-
ined and the function of high cultural reflection are
always out of sync—meaning the accusation that
we are functioning in a milieu dominated by preda-
tory neoliberalism is based on a spurious projection
of high cultural function in the first instance that
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cannot account for the tensions in art, which remain
the struggle for collectivity within a context that
requires a recognition of difference.

Theories of immaterial labor—an awareness
of the informational aspect and cultural content of
the commodity—have exerted a profound influence
on the starting point of current artists, allowing
them to perceive the accusation as framed by the
doubts that form the base of art’s work. As a result,
the question “What is the good of work?” is at the
heart of the work—itis not a symptom or product
of accidental proximity. It accounts for the doubts
and confusion that exist and explains why there
seem to be moments of stress and collapse within
any current art structure. These moments of critical
crisis are an expression of resistance to the struc-
ture—a constant restructuring in response to the
desire to avoid work within a realm of permanently
unrewarding work.

Thereason it is hard to determine observable
differences between the daily routines and opera-
tions of a new knowledge-worker and those of an
artist is precisely because art functions in close
parallel to the structures that it critiques.

It requires precise and close observation of
the production processes involved in order to
differentiate between knowledge workers and cur-
rent artists. If the question “Why work?” is the origi-
nal question of current art, itis necessary, in order
to counterthe accusation that artists are in thrall
to processes of capitalization beyond them, to look
at a number of the key issues around control. And
to address them in a fragmented way. What fol-
lows is a discussion of these issues—a negotiation
of which is necessary in order to replace a critical
mirror with a window.



So what happened to the promise of leisure?
Maybe this is what art can offer us now-—a thing to
use or reflect upon in a zone of permanent future
leisure, as the “arts” as instrumentalized deploy-
ment becomes a more refined and defined capital-
i-ed zone. This zone is never geared towards artists
alone but instead directed towards the general
population as a way of rationalizing and explaining
away innovations within the workplace as being
part of a matrix of doubt and difference. Modes of
leisure have been adopted by artists as a way to
openly counter notions of labor as sites of dignity
and innovation and in order to critique, mock, or
parody the notion of an artistic life as role-play
within the leisure zone. Yet the promise of leisure
is not synchronized with artistic production.The
withdrawal of labor and the establishment of struc-
tures in which intentions and results are uneven
are markers that go beyond the promise of post-
labor, which was always just the projection of a
neurotic non-state.

So are we left with only the possibility of
the good artist who fulfills the critical criteria? The
artist who works—more or less permanently—
and always finds a way to account for him or her-
self within a context demanding more and more
interpretation? Itis not leisure, but is it really work?
Within this subset we have to engageina careful
process of categorization, meaning that we have to
look at the methodological groupings that emerge
within the art context rather than what is produced.
One answer on offer over the last years was the
formation of communities of practice forming new
leisure/work modes. For artists are often creating
new life in opposition to lifestyles. This involves
a complete reorganization of relationships, wherein
relationships themselves may become the subject
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of the work and discursive models of practice
become the founding principle rather than a result
or product.

At the opposite extreme there is deliberate
self-enforced isolation and a concurrent lack of
accountability, amounting to a structural game
within a context where notional support structures
are mutable and dynamic. The two main trajec-
tories of current art both attempt to clear us of

the accusation: restructuring life (ways to work)
and withdrawing from life (ways to free work).
Categorizations of art in this case can superficially
appear to mirror attitudes to work. Itis quite appro-
priate for artists to co-opt working models and

turn them to their own ends, from the factory to the
bar and even to the notion of the artist’s studio, as
specific sites of production that can be used to
either mimic established daily structures or deliber-
ately avoid and deny them. Categorizations of art
are not limited to what is produced but are con-
nected more deeply to how things might be pro-
duced. It is necessary to focus on production rather
than consumption (including the new formalism

of responsible didactic criticism) if one is to unlock
art’s potentiat and permit arecasting of the
accusation.

The notion of withdrawing or limiting produc-
tion is the key to decoding the anxiety about work.
One of the enduring powers of art,and one of the
devices used by contemporary artists to consoli-
date specificity once they have attained a degree
of recognition, is a withdrawal of labor or a limiting
of supply. Doing the opposite—operating freely,
openly, and on demand-—is viewed as a problem
within the gallery structure and resists the simple
commodification of art. This shift to production



consciousness by current artists, away from recep-
tion consciousness by contemporary artists, isa
form of active withdrawal.

This notion of withdrawal can be understood
in relation to the following: are there answers or
questions in the work?This is central to the defense
against the accusation. A postmodern under-
standing is that the current artist asks questions
of the viewer while standing beside them. It is this
sense of art as something that asks questions of
the viewer that is misunderstood in the knowledge-
worker accusation. The shift of position from
confrontation to proximity is in practice a shiftin
category. Within the realm of the knowledge worker,
the new consumer is always activated and treated
as a discriminating individual who can be marketed
to directly—spoken to face to face. Documentary
practice places the user and the producer alongside
each other. The exhaustion created by the continual
capitalization of the recent past and the near future
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has its source in the knowledge worker’s attempt to
account for every differentiation, whereas the art-
istis producing every differentiation alongside the
recipient of the work.

This dynamic is linked to a game the artist
plays with control over the moment of completion.
For current art, the moment of judgment is not
exclusive to an exterior field. The sense of control or
denial exercised over that moment marks a zone of
autonomy within a regime of excessive differences.

Aresponsetothe accusationis the creation of
one’s own deadlines, as opposed to the apparent
creation of imposed deadlines. The notion of the
deadlineis a crucial applied structure that links the
accused with the flexible knowledge worker. The
number of deadlines increases exponentially, and
they are created by the producer as much as they
are introduced by others. An awareness of the con-
structed nature of deadlines allows one to electively
engage and disengage and thus to create a zone of
semi-autonomy.

Working for a long period with limited dead-
lines is a prerogative of not just the artist, but also
of the occasional worker, whose job description
is one of unbearable tedium but includes hard-won
rights over steady employment. This prerogative
marks the tension between the notion of applied
flexibility and a critique of flexibility that permits
a projection of potential.

Observing versus living is the most profound
difference here.The notion of endlessly observ-
ing rather than taking part links the artist with the
ethnographer and the alien. It is a continual flow
between states of engagement and disengagement
that provides potential and allows us to understand
the why of production as opposed to the what.



Relationships with others are crucial. Roles
are recast daily—alone together, together alone. For
artists do not operate in isolation. And artists can
only function in complete isolation. The acquisition
or rejection of relationshipsis acrucial markerin
art production, defining an artistic practice over and
above a super specific knowledge-producing activ-
ity peppered with deadlines. This means that the
entry of the artist into the apparently undifferenti-
ated territory of infinite flexibility is made critical
by a recognition of a series of encounters, borders,
humps, and diversions.

The identification of ethical barriers emerges in

the course of making art under the stressful cir-
cumstances of the accusation. Circumstances and
subjects in this case appear as moral zombies—
undead and relentless victims—that artists reject
or acceptintension with the creation or rejection of
ethical barriers. Ethics are not stable, easy toreach,
feed, or kill off.

Under these stressful circumstances there
is an assumption that art extends memory forwards
and backwards. In other words, art is not neces-
sarily synchronized to the present. What appears
to be a methodology linked to present works is an
illusion. Art deploys flexibility in order to account
for the moral zombie—to navigate the terrain of
ethical mutability. Art extends and reduces memory
using tools that were instead developed to shorten
memory—that is, capitalize the near future and
recent past.

As there are no limits to work there are also no
limits to not working. The idea that artists find a way
to work is a defining characteristic of current art,
emerging in the context of post-labor anxieties and
the creation and dismantling of ethical barriers.
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Research and reading as activities are not
accounted for in the accusatory model. Artists
whose modes of production are primarily informed
by research are assumed to he the “good” workers.
Toresearch in adirected way and then present the
results as a final work is not a leisure pursuit. But
accounting for things and relationships in the world
leads to displaced work, the creation of structuratl
subjects. There is a sense in which all new art
accounts for all other work previously made. This
awareness is not necessarily accompanied by full
knowledge of all the other work, but a sense that all
the other works exist somewhere.

Evenindocumentary work, in addition to
the creation of didactic structures or the replace-
ment of a super-self-conscious and worn-out
fourth estate, there is a sense that the nature of art
is being questioned. The pursuit of documentary
strategies is also a critique of the flow and capital-
ist logic that is applied to the commodification of
art. The documentary is permanently working off
of other fields. It also offers the possibility of being
arrested while thinking about art. This is not pos-
sible while working as a knowledge worker.

This leads us to the equation: “just another
citizen in the room versus everything | do involves a
special perspective on the specificity of others.” At
the heart of the latter artistic personais the asser-
tion of citizenship combined with an invitation to
view the extraordinary ordinary. [t makes the bio-
graphical a locus of meaning. As art became more
specific the biographical became both more generic
and more special, a way to present the specific in
a form that would encourage more specificities and
more difference. Art now is an assertion of differ-
ence, not an assertion of flexibility.



o g e sz -

How to find a better life in all of this? Current
work undermines a sense or possibility of infinite
leisure. Infinite leisure is only one form of utopia
based in religion—a nightmare full of virgins and
mansions. Will there be dogs? Oh, | hope there will
be dogs.To be a clerk would be heaven for some
people. A breakdown of the barriers between work,
life,and art via direct action is a rather more
rewarding potential outcome. Art appears to be
result-based but is generally action-based and
occupation-based. It is towards something. It
reaches out. [t only has meaning within a context
and that context will always determine what activi-
ties might be necessary to improve the context.

This leaves us explaining everything in total
communication anxiety about differentiation. Art
viewed as a generalized terrain of collectivity and
difference operates within a real of anxiety that
is merely a reflection of multiple apparently con-
tradictory moments of differentiations chiming
simultaneously. Anxieties about too many artists,
overproduction, and lack of ability to determine
quality are all ideologically motivated and defer to
a defeated series of authorities who would prefer
the attainment of a neo-utopian consensus, a
market consensus, or at least the regime of a big
other consensus. All of these things are attacked
and are permanently defeated within current art.
Otherwise things will default towards authority
and control. The entropic quality of art’s structural
and critical trajectory is its resistance.

For the relation between art production
and the development of creative tools for decen-
tralized production is also a historical coincidence.
Itis only necessary to look at what is produced
though the primary defensive mesh arrayed
against predatory capitalization—its structural
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approaches to tools that may well have been devel-
oped for other purposes.

Artis notazone of autonomy. It does not cre-
ate structures that are exceptional or perceivable
outside their own context. Therefore current art
will always create a sequence of problems for the
gen-erally known context. For example, with regard
to the undifferentiated flexible knowledge-worker
who operates in permanent anxiety in the midst of
a muddling of work and leisure, art both points at
this figure and operates alongside him or herasan
experiential phantom.

Artis aplace where therules of engagement
are open to question. The knowledge worker also
appears to challenge rules of engagement but can
only do soin the production of software or a set
of new fragmented relationships. The artist can cre-
ate alienated relationships without all these intri-
cacies. Adifferent sense of “super-self-conscious”
commodity awareness is at the core of current
artists’ desire to come close to the context within
which they work. Projection and speculation are the
tools they rectaim in order to power this super-
self-conscious commodity awareness. Artists proj-
ectinto the near future and the recent pastin order
to expose and render transparent new commodity
relations. The surplus vatue thatis artis not lim-
ited to its supposed novelty value butis embedded
in its function as a system of awareness.

Art is a series of scenarios/presentations that
creates new spaces for thought and critical specu-
lation. The creation of new time values and shifted
time structures actually creates new critical zones
where we might find spaces of differentiation from
the knowledge community. Foritis not that artis
merely a mirror of a series of new subjective worlds.



ltis an ethical equation where assumptions about
function and value in society can be acted upon.
There is no art of any significance made in the last
forty years that does notinclude this as a base-level
notion of differentiation.

The idea of the “first work” or the develop-
ment of ideas is no longer directed towards the total
production of all work in the future. This fact creates
anxiety within the culture in general and leads to
a search for analogous structures that also appear
to temporarily function with a contingent potential
for projection.

A sense of constantly returning to ideas or
structures by choice rather than by intuitionis an
aspect of contemporary art that defies the logic of
capital. The notion that an artistis obsessed by a
structure or by an idea-context is sometimes self-
perpetuated.The apparent work is no more thana
foil to mask a longer deferral of decision-making.
The art becomes a semi-autonomous aspect of lived
experience, for the artist as much as for the viewer.

Not thinking about art while making artis
different to not thinking while preparing a Power-
Point presentation on the plane.Of courselam
working even when it looks as if | am not working.
And even if | am not working and it looks as if | am

not working I still might claim to be working and wait

for you to work out what objective signifiers actu-
ally point towards any moment of value or work.
This is the game of current art. Art production and
work methods are not temporally linked or balanced
because the idea of managing time is not a key com-
ponent of making art, noris it a personal or objec-
tive profit motive for artists. Unless they decide that
such behavioris actually part of the work itself.
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Working alone but in a group is a contradiction at
the heart of current art practice. It is always an
active decision to give up the individual autonomy
of the artistic persona with the goal of working
together. Within the flexible knowledge community
the assertion of individual practice always has to
be subsumed within the team-worked moments

of idea-sharing. Art as a life-changing statement

is always the product of a specific decision that
involves moments of judgment that cannot be con-
trolled exclusively by the artist but are also oper-
ated on by all other artists. The them and us is me
and us and us and us and them and them.

The assumption that there is a“they” or
“them” is part of the problem involved in under-
standing how artists function within society. Artists
are also “they” or “them” who have made a specific
decision to operate within an exceptional zone
that does not necessarily produce anything excep-
tional. For adherence to a high-cultural lifeis a
negotiated concept within the current art context.
This critical community is simultaneously subject
and audience. Therefore we have a situationin
which an artist will propose a problem and then
position it just out of reach precisely in order to test
the potential for an autonomy of practice.

Reporting the strange in the daily—that
which cannot be accounted for is at the heart of
artistic practices, yet not for purposes that can be
described outside the work itself. And still, work-
ing less can result in producing mare. The rate of
idea-production within artis inconsistent, which is
a deliberate result of the way art is produced and
how it can become precise and other even while it
flounders and then proudly reports back to us within
the self-patrolled compound masquerading as a
progressive think tank.



Artists function in micro-communities of
discourse that are logical and contingent within
their own contexts, as well as (often) generationally
related. Current artists are caught within genera-
tional boundaries. The notion that artists are a per-
fect analogue of the flexible entrepreneurial class
is a generational concept that merely masks a fack
of differentiation in observation of practice and
the devastating fact thatartis in a permanent battle
with what came just before. That is the good of
work. Replacing the models of the recent past with
better ones.

At the beginning of his film Dear Diary,

Nanni Moretti says: “Why all? Why this fixation with
us ‘all’ being sold out and co-opted!” “You shouted
awful, violent slogans. Now you’ve gotten ugly,” the
characters say in the film he is watching, full of
depressed sell-out nostalgia from the perspective
of success and authority. “I shouted the right slo-
gans and I'm a splendid forty-year-old.” “Evenin a
society more decent than this one, 1 will only feel in
tune with a minority of people. i believe in peaple
but [ just don’t believe in the majarity of people. |
will always be in tune with a minority of people.” This
is easy for an artist to say and hard for a knowledge
worker to understand. Maybe here we canfind a
space where there is real antagonism and differ-
ence rather than just questions of taste or manners.
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Undead and abject, the zombie is uncontrollable
ambiguity.! Slouching across the earth, restlessly
but with hallucinatory slowness, itis athingwith a
soul, a body that is rotten but reactive, oblivious to
itself yet driven by unforgiving instinct.

It follows that if the zombie is defined by
ambiguity, it cannot be reduced to a negative pres-
ence. In fact, it could be a friend. So why does it
lend itself so easily as a metaphor for alienation,
rolling readily off our tongues? Resorting to the
zombie as a sign for mindless persistence is unfair
to this particular monster, to be sure, but also
apathetic and facile in the perspective of the his-
torical space we inhabit.

My proposal, perverse or braindead as it may
be, is that the zombie begs a materialist analysis
with a view to contemporary culture. Such an analy-
sis is necessarily double-edged. The zombie is pure
need without morality, hence it promises a measure
of objectivity; we know exactly what it wants—
brains, flesh—because this is what it always wants.
Abject monstrosity is naturally impossible to render
transparent, but abjectness itself harbors a defined
function that promises instrumentality (of a blunt
and limited kind, admittedly). In this way we may
proceed to address contemporary relations of cul-
tural production, at the same time as we reflect on
the analytical tools we have for doing so.

Thus the following is an attempt at a sociolog-
ical reading of the zombie that draws its necessity
fromthe pressure that the capitalization of creativ-
ity has exerted on artistic practice and spectator-
ship in the recent decade. But it is also the inevitable
subversion of the conclusions of such an analysis,
as we begin to return to artistic thinking.
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1. Marxploitation of the Gothic

The zombie as a figure of alienation is the
entranced consumer suggested by Marxian theory.
It is Guy Debord’s description of Brigitte Bardot
as a rotten corpse and Frederic Jameson’s “death
of affect”; and of course what media utopianist
Marshall McLuhan called “the zombie stance of
the technological idiot.” Thus zombification is eas-
ily applied to the notion that capital eats up the
body and mind of the worker, and that the living are
exploited through dead labor.

When Adam Smith invoked the moral opera-
tions of the “invisible hand of the market”, he had
something else in mind than an integrated world
economy that recalls Freud’s unheimlich:“Severed
limbs, a severed head, a hand detached from the
arm, feet that dance by themselves—all of those
have something highly uncanny about them, espe-
cially when they are credited with independent
activity.”® Under the globalized reinforcement of
capital, the independent activity of ghost limbs is
increasingly only apparent, yet no less gratuitous
and unsettling.

Economy and production have in this way
often been dressed up in Gothic styles; just think
of William Blake’s “dark satanic mills” of industri-
alization. It is doubtful, of course, that Marx would
have endorsed the zombie as a figure of alienation,
inasmuch as it incarnates a collapsed dialectics
(between life and death, productivity and apathy,
etc.) that can only be recaptured with great dif-
ficulty. However, leafing through The Communist
Manifesto of 1848 one finds rousing Gothic meta-
phor. The power of class struggle is famously
likened to a ghost that is haunting Europe—the
“specter of Communism”; we are also told that
with the proletariat, the bourgeoisie has produced



“its own gravediggers,” and that modern bourgeois
society “has conjured up such gigantic means of
production and of exchange” that it is like “the
sorcerer,who is no longer able to control the pow-
ers of the netherworld whom he has called up by
his spells.” The Gothic, understood as the revival
of medieval styles in the seventeenth century and
since, is the theatrical representation of negative
affectthat emanates from a drama staged around
power;a pessimistic dialectic of enlightenment
that shows how rationality flips into barbarism and
human bondage. Thus it is puzzling (or populist, agi-
tational) that Marx and Engels employ Gothic meta-
phor related to the middle ages “that reactionists
so much admire.”® The Gothic contraband in pro-
gressive politics is the notion that fear can be sub-
lime. [tis as if the reader of the manifesto cannot
after all rely on the “sober senses,” but needs a lit-
tle extra rhetorical something to compel her to face
her “real conditions in life.”® How did the excess

of counter-enlightenment tropes come to promi-
nence in processes of political subjectivation? As
Derrida writes in Specters of Marx, “Marx does not
like ghosts any more than his adversaries do. He
does not want to believe in them. But he thinks of
nothing else....He believes he can oppose them,
like life to death, like vain appearances of the simu-
lacrum to real presence.”” Once it becomes clear
that Marxist ghost-hunting is already corrupted

by a Gothic impulse, it allows for a reconstruction
of Marxist critique; a new “spirit of Marx,” as dis-
cussed by Derrida. In terms of traditional aesthetic
hierarchies, the Gothic definitely belongs amongst
the underdogs of genres, to the embarrassing aes-
thetic proletariat. Maybe this is what spoke through
Marx, like spirits inhabiting a medium, and helped
shaped his formidable literary intuition?
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In this perspective there is no political rea-
son to exclude the Gothic. The New York artists
coltective Group Material were among the firstto
establish a link between the Gothic and a Marxist
line of cultural critique, before the former became
a curatorial trope.? The flyer for their 1980 show
«plienation” mimicked advertising for Alien, and the
fitm program included James Whale's Frankenstein
(1931). In their installation Democracy (1988), a
sombie film was continuously screened throughout
the exhibition: Dawn of the Dead, “George Romero’s
1978 paean to the suburban shopping mall and its
implicit effects on people.” The film was “an espe-
cially significant presence...,one which indicated
the pertinence of consumer culture to democracy
and to electoral politics.™®

Franco Moretti makes it clear that you can't
sympathize with those who hunt the monsters. In
his brilliant 1978 essay “Dialectic of Fear” he notes
that in classic shockers such as Bram Stoker’s
Dracula and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein "we
accept the vices of the monster’s destroyers with-
out a murmur?® The antagonist of the monster is
a representative of all thatis “complacent, stupid,
philistine, and impotent” about existing society. To
Moretti this indicates false consciousness in the
literature of fear: it makes us side with the bourgeoi-
sie. But by passing judgment on the literature of
fearthrough a dialectic of reason and affect (Stoker
“doesn’t need a thinking reader, but a frightened
one”), Moretti’s ideology critique joins the ranks of
the destroyers of the monster and thereby,ona
cultural level, of those fictitious characters he criti-
cizes. In fact, Moretti kills the monster twice: he
doesn’'t question its killing in the text, and he has
no need for it outside the text.

George Romero analyzes the conflict between
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the monster and its adversaries in a similar vein.
Crucially, however, his trilogy Night of the Living
Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), and Day of
the Dead (1985), reverses Moretti’s conclusion,
thereby turning cultural space inside out. In Romero,
antagonism and horror are not pushed out of society
(to the monster) but are rather located within
society (qua the monster).The issue isn’t the zom-
bies;the real problem lies with the “heroes”—the
police, the army, good old boys with their guns and
male bonding fantasies. If they win, racism has a
future, capitalism has a future, sexism has a future,
militarism has a future. Romero also implements
this critique structurally. As Steven Shaviro
observes, the cultural discomfort is not only located
inthe films’ graphic cannibalism and zombie geno-
cide:the low-budget aesthetics makes us see “the
violent fragmentation of the cinematic process
itself.”’ The zombie in such a representation may be
uncanny and repulsive, but the imperfect unclean-
ness of the zombie’s face—the bad make-up, the
failure to hide the actor behind the monster’s
mask—is what breaks the screen of the spectacle.
Brian Holmes writes in “The Affectivist
Manifesto” (2009) that activism today faces “not so
much soldiers with guns as cognitive capital: the
knowledge society, an excruciatingly complex order.
The striking thing...is the zombie-like character
of this society, its fallback to automatic pilot, its
cybernetic governance.”'? Holmes'’s diagnosis gets
its punch from the counterintuitive tension between
the notion of control and the zombie’s sleepwalk-
ing mindlessness. Even our present culture’s
schizophrenic scenario of neoliberal economy and
post-democratic reinforcement of the state appa-
ratus cannot be reduced to evil. But if Holmes uses
the monster trope to define a condition of critical
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ambiguity, he follows Marxist orthodoxy by setting
this definition to work dialectically vis-a-vis an
affirmative use of the manifesto format. The mani-
festo is haunted by its modernist codification as

a mobilization of a collective We in a revolutionary
Now. This code, and the desire it represents, is
invariably transparent to itself, as opposed to the
opacity of the zombie.

2. Monster of Mass and Multitude

What most informs metaphorical applications
of the zombie is perhaps the functional dimension
that its abjectness seems to lend to it. According to
Julia Kristeva’s definition, the abject is what | must
get rid of in order to be an /'* The abject is a fantas-
matic substance that must be expelled—from the
body, from society—in order to satisfy a psychic
economy, because it is imagined to have such a like-
ness or proximity to the subject that it produces
panic or repulsion. This, Hal Foster writes, echoing
critical preoccupations in the art of the 1980s (the
abject) and of the 1990s (the “return of the real”),
qualifies the abject as “a regulatory operation.”
The obverse of the abject is a hygienic operation
that promises a blunt instrumentality of getting rid
of—of expulsing, excluding, severing, repressing.
As we have seen, things are not so clear. The
abject sneaks backin as a supplement, subverting
attempts at establishing hygienic categories.

| will therefore hypothesize that the zombie’s
allegorical (rather than merely metaphorical)
potential lies in trying to elaborate and exacerbate
the zombie as a cliché of alienation by using it to
deliberately “dramatize the strangeness of what has
become real,” as anthropologists Jean and John L.
Comaroff characterize the zombie’s cultural func-
tion.’s Why would one want to do such athing?As



Deleuze and Guattari had it, the problem with capi-
talismis not that it breaks up reality; the problem
with capitalism is thatitisn't schizophrenic and
proliferating enough.'® In other words, it frees desire
from traditional libidinal patterns (of family and
religion and so on), but it will always want to recap-
ture these energies through profit. According to this
conclusion, one way to circumnavigate capitalism
would be to encourage its semiotic excess and its
speculation in affect. Capitalismis not a totalitar-
ian or tyrannical form of domination. It primarily
spreads its effects through indifference (that can be
compared to the zombie’s essential lack of protago-
nism). It is not what capital does, but what it doesn’t
do or have: it does not have a concept of society; it
does not counteractthe depletion of nature;it has
no concept of citizenship or culture;and so on.Thus
it is a slave morality that makes us cling to capital
as though it were our salvation—capitalismis, in
fact, what we bring to it. Dramatization of capital
through exacerbation and excess can perhaps help
distill this state of affairs.

The zombie isn’t just any monster, but one
with a pedigree of social critique. As already men-
tioned, alienation—a Marxian term that has fallen
out of use—is central to the zombie. To Marx the
loss of control over one’s labor—a kind of viral effect
that spreads throughout social space—resultsin
estrangement from oneself, from other people, and
from the “species-being” of humanity as such.”
This disruption of the connection between life and
activity has “monstrous effects.”'® Today, in the
era of immaterial labor, whose forms turn affect,
creativity, and language into economical offerings,
alienation from our productive capacities results
in estrangement from these faculties and, by exten-
sion, from visual and artistic production—and
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from our own subjectivity. What is useful about the
monster is that it is immediately recognizable as
estrangement, and in this respectis non-alienating.
Secondly, we may address alienation without a con-
cept of nature; a good thing, since the humanismin
the notion of “the natural state of man” (for Marx the
positive parameter against which we can measure
our alienation) has at this point been irreversibly
deconstructed. In other words: the natural state of
man is to die, not to end up as undead.

Franco “Bifo” Berardi describes how ltalian
Workerist thought of the 1960s overturned the
dominant vision of Marxism. The working class was
no longer conceived as “a passive object of alien-
ation, but instead the active subject of a refusal
capable of building a community starting out from
its estrangement from the interests of capitalis-
tic society.”’® For the estranged worker, alienation
became productive. Deleuze and Guattari were part
of the same generation of thinkers and overturned
a traditional view of alienation, for example by con-
sidering schizophrenia as a multipte and nomadic
form of consciousness (and not as a passive clinical
effect orloss of self). They put it radically: “The only
modern myth is the myth of zombies—mortified
schizos, good for work, brought back to reason.”®

The origin of the zombie in Haitian vodoun has
an explicit relationship to labor, as a repetition or
reenactment of slavery. The person who receives the
zombie spell “dies,” is buried, excavated, and put to
work, usually as a field hand. In his book The Serpent
and the Rainbow, ethnobotanist Wade Davis tells
the story of a man called Narcisse, a former zombie:

[Narcisse] remembered being aware of his pre-
dicament, of missing his family and friends and
his land, of wanting to return. But his life had the



quality of a strange dream, with events, objects,
and perceptions interacting in slow motion,

and with everything completely out of his con-
trol. In fact there was no control at all. Decision
had no meaning, and conscious action was an
impossibility.?!

The zombie can move around and carry out tasks,
but does not speak, cannot fend for himself, cannot
formulate thoughts, and doesn’t even know its own
name:its fate is enslavement. “Given the colonial
history”—including occupation by France and the
US—Davis continues:

the concept of enslavement implies that the
peasant fears and the zombie suffers a fate that
is literally worse than death—the loss of physical
liberty that is slavery, and the sacrifice of per-
sonal autonomy implied by the loss of identity.?

Thatis, more than inexplicable physiological
change, victims of voodoo suffer a social and mental
death, in a process initiated by fear. The zombie con-
sidered as a subaltern born of colonial encounters

is a figure that has arisen then out of a new relation-

ship to death: not the fear of the zombie apocalypse,

as in the movies, but the fear of becoming one—
the fear of losing control, of becoming a slave.

In pop culture the zombie is a twentieth-cen-
tury monster and hence related to mass phenom-
ena: mass production, mass consumption, mass
death. Itis not an aristocrat like Dracula or a star
freak like Frankenstein; it is the everyman monster
in which business as usual coexists with extremes
of hysteria (much like democracy at present, in
fact). The zombie also straddles the divide between
industrial and immaterial labor, from mass to
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multitude, from the brawn of industrialism to the
dispersed brains of cognitive capitalism.

With its highly ambiguous relationship to
subjectivity, consciousness, and life itself, we may
hence consider the zombie a paradigm of immate-
rial labor.” Both the zombie and immaterial labor
celebrate logistics and a colonization of the brain
and the nervous system. The living dead roam the
world and have a genetic relationship with rest-
lessness: they are “pure motoric instinct,” as itis
expressed in Romero’s Dawn of the Dead; or they
represent a danger “as long as they got a working
thinker and some mobility,” as one zombie hunter
puts it in the novel World War Z by Max Brooks.** The
latter, counterintuitive reference to the zombie’s
intellectual capacity may be brought to bear on the
terms “intellectual labor” and “cognitive capital-
ism,” used to denote brain-dead—and highly regu-
lated—industries such as advertising and mass
media. Or, the “working thinker” in the zombie’s
dead flesh is an indication of the Marxist truth that
matterthinks. As Lenin asked: What does the car
know—of its own relations of production?in the
same way, the zombie may prompt the question:
What does the zombie’s rotting flesh know—of the
soul? As Spinoza said: what the body can do, thatis
its soul.?® And the zombie can do quite a lot.

in Philip Kaufman’s 1978 film /nvasion of
the Body Snatchers, a space plant that duplicates
people and brings them back as empty versions
of themselves spreads its fibers across the Earth as
if it were the World Wide Web. The body-snatched
don't just mindlessly roam the cities in search of
flesh and brains, but have occupied the networks of
communication and start a planetary operation to
circulate bodies, as if proponents of the great trans-
formation from industrialism to immaterial labor,



in which production is eclipsed and taken over by
a regime of mediation and reproduction. This is our
logistical universe, in which things on the move are
valorized, and in which more than ever before the
exchange of information itself determines com-
municative form. The nature of what is exchanged
recedes in favor of the significance of distribution
and dissemination. Exigencies of social adapta-
tion, by now familiar to us, also appearin Invasion.
Somebody who has clearly been body-snatched
thus tells the main character, played by Donald
Sutherland, to not be afraid of “new concepts”:
imperatives to socialize and to reinvent oneself, shot
through with all the accompanying tropes of self-
cannibalization (self-management, self-valuation,
self-regulation, self-consume, and so forth). Thus
the body snatchers are a caricature of ideal being,
incarnating mobility without nervousness.?

3.“Solipsistic and asocial horror”

The necessity of a sociological reading of the
modern monster derives, for our purpose, from the
pressure that the capitalization of creativity has
inthe past decade exerted on artistic practice and
thinking. Art has become a norm, in a different way
than it was under the cultural order of the bourgeoi-
sie.In short, within the “experience economy,” art’s
normative power consists in commaodifying a con-
ventional idea of art’s mythical otherness with a view
to the reproduction of subjectivity and economy.

Ten years ago, management thinkers James
H.Gilmore and B.Joseph Pine Il launched the con-
cept of the experience economy with their book
The Experience Economy: Work is Theatre and Every
Business a Stage. Here they describe an economy
inwhich experience is a new source of profit to be
obtained through the staging of the memorable.
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What is being produced is the experience of the
audience, and the experience is generated by means
of what may be termed “authenticity effects.” In

the experience economy it is often art and its mark-
ers of authenticity-—creativity, innovation, provoca-
tion, and the like—that ensure economic status

to experience.”

Gilmore and Pine advise manufacturers to tai-
lor their products to maximize customer experience,
thus valve manufacturers could profitably increase
the “pumping experience”; furniture manufacturers
might correspondingly emphasize the “sitting expe-
rience”; and home-appliance manufacturers could
capitalize on the “washing experience,” the “drying
experience,” and the “cooking experience.”* The
“psychological premise” of being able to “alter con-
sumers’ sense of reality” is a central theme.?® Gilmore
and Pine’s mission is to highlight the profitability of
producing simulated situations. Their arguments
will not be subverted by simply pointing out this fact:
the experience economy is beyond all ideology inas-
much as itis their declared intention to fake it better
and more convincingly. In the experience economy’s
ontological displacement towards an instrumental-
ized phenomenology, it becomes irrelevant to verify
the materiality of the experienced object or situa-
tion. Memorable authenticity effects are constituted
in a register of subjective experience. In other words,
one’s own subjectivity becomes a product one con-
sumes, by being provided with opportunities to con-
sume one’s own time and attention through emotive
and cognitive responses to objects and situations.
Similarly, when the experience economy is applied
to culturalinstitutions and the presentation of art
works, it revolves around ways of providing the public
with the opportunity to reproduce itself as consum-
ers of cultural experiences.



It is difficult not to see the consequences of
the experience economy as the dismantling of not
only artistic and institutional signification but also
of social connections. Thus the syllabus for the
masters-level experience economy course offered
by the University of Aarhus explains how consumers
within an experience economy function as “hyper-
consumers free of earlier social ties, always hunting
for emotional intensity,” and that students of the
course are provided with “the opportunity to adopt
enterprising behaviours.”*°

Cultural critic Diedrich Diederichsen calls
such seif-consume Eigenblutdoping, blood doping.
Just as cyclists dope themselves using their own
blood, cultural consumers seek to augment their
self-identity by consuming the products of their
own subjectivity. According to Diederichsen, this
phenomenonis a “solipsistic and asocial horror,”
which reduces life to a loop we can move in and out
of without actually participating in any processes.*
Inside these loops, time has been brought to a halt,
and the traditional power of the cultural institu-
tion is displaced when audiences are invited to play
and participate in an astensible “democratization”
of art.Inthe loop, audiences ironically lose the pos-

sibility of inscribing their subjectivities on anything

besides themselves, and are hence potentially
robbed of an important opportunity to respond to
the institution and the exhibitionary complex where
artis presented.

The zombie returns at this point, then, to stalk
a new cultural economy that is necessarily already
no longer current; nor is it ever outdated, because it
cancels cultural time measured in decades and cen-
turies. The time of the experience economy is that
of an impoverished present.*
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Group Material, Democrocy: Culturat Participation, 1988, Dia Art Foundation,
New York. Courtesy Jutie Ault, The TV plays George Romera’s Dawn of the Living Dead
continuousty on loop.



4.The Death of Death

There are several reasons why we need a
modern monster. Firstly, it can help us meditate on
alienation in our era of an immaterial capitalism
that has turned life into cash;into an onto-capital-
ist, forensic culture in which we turn towards the
dead body, not with fear, but as a kind of porno-
graphic curator (as testified to by any number of TV
series about vampires, undertakers, and forensics).
As Steven Shaviro writes, “zombies mark the rebel-
lion of death against its capitalist appropriation
... our society endeavors to transform death into
value, but the zombies enact a radical refusal and
destruction of value.”®3 Shaviro sharply outlines
here the zombie's exit strategy from that strangest
of scenarios, the estrangement of death itself. But
atthe same time, one wonders whether it can be
that simple. Immaterial capitalism’s tropes of self-
cannibalization render it more ambiguous than ever
whether the abjectis acrisis inthe order of subject
and society, or a perverse confirmation of them. In
ctherwords, beyond the destruction of value that
Shaviro discusses, it all revolves around a riddle: If,
during our lifespan as paying beings, life itself has
become capital, then where does that leave death?

One answeris that,in a world with no out-
sides, death died. We are now witnessing the death
of death, of which its overrepresentation is the most
prominent symptom. For the first time since the
end of the Second World War there are no endgame
narratives. Apocalyptic horizons are given amnesty.
A planet jolted out of its ecological balanceis a
disaster, but not something important. In art, the
mid twentieth century’s “death of the Author” and
“death of Man” are now highly operational, and
the "death of Art,” a big dealin the 1980s, is how
eclipsed by the splendid victory of “contemporary
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art.” This in spite of the obvious truth that art, con-
sidered as an autonomous entity, is dead and gone,
replaced by a new art (a double?) that is directly
inscribed on culture; a script for sociat and cultural
agency. There is nothing left to die, as if we were
caughtin the ever-circling eye of the eternal return
itself. As the blurb for George Romero’s Survival of
the Dead (2009) goes: “Death isn't what it used to
be.” This ought to be a cause for worry. Endgame
narratives have always accompanied new para-
digms, or have negated or problematized the repro-
duction of received ideas.

The zombie is always considered a post-
being,a no-longer-human, an impossible subject.
But can we also think of it as a pre-being? Can we
turnitinto a child; that most poignant embodiment
of the monster and the ghost (the “child-player
against whom can do nothing,” as Spinoza put it),
or at least allow it to indicate a limit of not-yet-
being?** That is, the lack incarnated by zombie is
also present at the level of enunciation in the zom-
bie narrative. In Romerd’s films, the zombie apoca-
lypse gradually recedes into the background and
other—inter-human, social-—problems become
prominent during the unfolding of the plot. The zom-
bie, always mute, is never at the center of the plot
the way Dracula or Frankenstein are, hence its pres-
ence cannot be explained away as a mechanism
for reintegrating social tension through fear. It is a
strange, tragicomic monster that displaces evil and
its concept:the zombie isn’t evil, nor has it been
begot by evil; it is a monstrosity that deflects itself
in order to show that our imagination cannot stop
at the monster. tisirrelevantif youkill it (there will
always be ten more rotten arms reaching through
the broken window pane). The zombie pushes a hori-
zon of empty time ahead of it; whether that time



will be messianic or apocalypticis held in abey-
ance.Or,the zombie represents the degree to which
we are incapable of reimagining the future. So the
question becomes: How can we look over its shoul-
der? What future race comes after the zombie? How
do we cannibalize self-cannibalization? The only
way to find out is to abstract the zombie condition.
Sooner or later, the opacity of our fascination
with the zombie exhausts sociological attempts
atreadingit. There is ultimately no way to rational-
ize the skepticism the zombie drags in. Asimilar
mechanism is at work in art. Whereas sociology is
based on positive knowledge, art is based on the
concept of art and on culture’s re-imagining of that
concept. Beyond the experience economy, and
beyond sociological analysis of these, there lie new
artistic thinking and imagining. Thus we can witness
how it all falls apart in the end: sociology, zombie
as allegory, even the absence of the end that turns
out to be one. What is left are material traces to be
picked up anew.
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1. Basic Provisions for the Theory

of Immaterial Labor

In his programmatic work A Grammar of
the Multitude, Paolo Virno describes a number of
signs of post-Fordist capitalism that mark radical
changes in the First-World production system’s rela-
tion to labor over the past forty years. Most impor-
tantly, he states that post-Fordism has annulled
or complicated the traditional Marxist correlation
between the worker’s labor time and the degree of
his or her exploitation.! As labor is dematerialized
and the division of labor in industrial production
erodes, capital not only occupies the warking hours
during which products or goods (and its surplus
value) are produced; it absorbs all of the worker’s
time, as well as his or her existence, thoughts, and
creative desires. Products or goods are produced
not to be consumed, to be swallowed directly, but as
a set of new modes of communication, knowledge,
languages, or even worlds.

Labor coincides increasingly with the cre-
ative maneuvers of a virtuosic performer, with
active memory and an engagement with knowl-
edge. According to Maurizio Lazzarato, the aim of
consumption today is not merely the production
of goods, but the multiplication of new conditions
and variations for production itself.? The preroga-
tive of immaterial industry becomes the production
of subjectivities and worlds—and these are cul-
tural and creative categories, not economic ones.
Consumption in turn gives rise to a consumer who
does not merely devour, but communicates, is
“creatively” engaged. In this way, production acti-
vates and occupies life, social and societal space,
the intellect, the “soul.” Contemporary material
labor only reproduces this scheming of worlds, situ-
ations, and events automatically, finding itseif on
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the periphery of strategies of modern production.?
Despite all this, Virno believes a positive aspect of
post-Fordist capitalism can be found in its having
created the conditions for the emergence of non-
private, non-capitalist public benefits—languages,
network-based know-hows, systems for informa-
tional and cultural dissemination.*Virno as well
as other theorists of post-operaism (André Gorz,
Maurizio Lazzarato, Antonio Negri, Enzo Rulani,
Antonella Corsani) refers to what Karl Marx called
“general intellect.”® As Virno puts it,

Marx ... claims that ... abstract knowledge—
primarily yet not only of a scientific nature—is ...
becoming no less than the main force of produc-
tion and will soon relegate the repetitious labor of
the assembly line to the fringes. This is the knowl-
edge objectified in fixed capital and embedded in
the automated system of machinery.®

This knowledge is social and general;itis a collec-
tive competence that creates a shared common
space of production. Although it is true that post-
industrial capitalism has blurred the boundary
between consumption, information, cognition, and
communication, this doesn't mean that post-Fordist
capitalism automatically generates a post-capital-
ist utopia. On the contrary, when corporations vie

for control over the power of knowledge objectified,
the space of the commons becomes areal battle-
ground. Slavoj Zizek, in a recent talk at the “ldea

of Communism” conference in Berlin, made an apt
observation: the wealth of monaopolies like Microsoft
or Nasdagq derives not so much from their sales
profits, but mainly from the fact that they are acting
inthe name of a universal, nearly Enlightenment-
style standard of “general intellect.”’



The French researcher of immaterial and cre-
ative production André Gorz has presented a variety
of examples of the new postindustrial economy
in which cognitive, symbolic, and aesthetic value
exceeds both use and exchange value.? Added value
and profit depend on an immaterial, imaginary
dimension of the goods involved. And it is for this
reason that mostindustrial enterprises do not cre-
ate their own brands, but simply provide services to
firms whose products are immaterial. For instance,
as Gorz points out, Nike doesn’t actually own any
machines or equipment at all. The company only
develops footwear concepts and designs, and, in
a sense, even the “philosophy” of a certain product.
All other production (including the creative stage
of advertising and marketing) is handled by partner
companies and license holders. However, at the
same time, the central-office company that pro-
duces the product concept buys up the goods
produced in these industrial enterprises at very low
prices and makes enormous profits by reselling
them as brand-name products.

So onthe one hand, the field of immaterial
production allows capital to occupy an increas-
ingly generalized territory, the space of the common
good. On the other hand-—and the ambivalence of
post-operaist theory is revealed here—all the theo-
reticians (Virno, Negri, Lazzarato, Gorz) agree that
modern postindustrial goods contain such a density
of creative and communicative effort that even its
commodity form cannot cancel it out completely;
the process of creative and intellectual work, still
evident in the commaodity, reconnects the result of
immaterial labor back to a commonly owned general
social knowledge.

Itis onthis basis that the concept of the
“communism of capitalism” emerges in the work
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of Virno and Lazzarato.? In other words, the hope
emerges that if capitalism itself so quickly gave
birth to technologies that allow for the socialization
of industry and information, and the transformation
of labor and economy into knowledge, then the
opportunity will arise to “subtract” this knowledge
away from capital. It becomes possible to imagine
the reappropriation of the commons and their
leaving the grasp of a capitalist economy. The politi-
cal subject or agent for this withdrawal or “exodus”
must be a class of immaterial workers—the so-
called cognitariat, or the cognitive multitude.

In Les Révolutions du capitalisme, Maurizio
Lazzarato confirms that he considers it possible to
draw up new forms of activity in such away as to
precisely dissaociate the creation of common goods
from the accumulation of profit by a company.'® This
should provide access to a non-exploitative type
of temporality that “allows for the creation of sub-
jectivity as well as material values.” By subjectivity,
Lazzarato means the factor of creative, intellectual,
and political independence from the interests of
capitalist production. One of the specific tasks
in the struggle against the privatization of public
goods involves, on the one hand, distinguishing
invention from occupational, automatic, and
routine reproduction, and on the other hand, neu-
tralizing the division between mindlessly repetitive
routine labor as subjugated activity and creative or
intellectual invention. Bearing in mind that indus-
trial production facilities are located in Third-World
countries while large companies’ branding and
strategy whizzes live in the First-World, it is striking
that today this division takes on not only a social
but also a geopolitical character.

André Gorz, in turn, sees potential for over-
coming capitalism in the overcoming of productiv-



ism (i.e., in endless production), which, in a sense,
counters post-operaist positions.' Gorz insists that
the Marxist position is more about overcoming post-
Fordist economism, in which humans are in service
to production rather than production serving human
development, as the post-operaists would have it.
In that sense, Gorz explicitly acknowledges that,
just as Fordist capitalism did, post-Fordism entails
amassive intensification of labor. If the former
captured people’s bodies, the latter now captures
people’s souls. This totality of immaterial produc-
tion leaves no time free of work.

Meanwhile, the common good is obtained not
only through productive labor (material or immate-
rial), but via any other free activity, which is not just
optimizing this or that productive achievement or
goal. Gorz refers here to one of the most impor-
tant components of the common good in the frame
of a socialist and communist project—free time,
enabling one to develop artistic, or, as Gorz writes,
“non-instrumentalized capacities.”™

2.A Few Contradictions in the Theory

of Immaterial Labor

Most scholars of cognitive capitalism
position themselves as Marxists when speaking of
immaterial (“spiritual” or general) values. However,
the post-operaists understand the very catego-
ries of the general (as in “general intellect”), the
“immaterial,” and the “common”in a somewhat
one-sided manner. Immaterial labor—especially for
Virno and Lazzarato—is often identified only with
intellectual production or entrepreneurial virtuos-
ity. In Virno’s thought, for instance, the concept of
virtuosity (which is interpreted in culture, art, and
performance more as a superficial spectacular
stunt founded on mere mechanical dexterity than
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as athought-through apprehension of creative
activity) constitutes an essential property of both
political and creative activity.”? In this case Virno
identifies the category of the general with the intel-
lect and its efficiency factor, which is to say that
immaterial production in any form and the postin-
dustrial economy overall are synonymous with the
production of the common. But this means that only
developed cognitive capitalism and technologically
advanced forms of production can generate general
values. Correspondingly, the new general forms of
the commons can only develop in countries of the
First or,in extreme cases, the Second World. (By the
way, this is one of the reasons why the industrial
and postindustrial lag of the Soviet economy that
began in the 1960s is identified among Western left-
ists with the political, philosophical, cognitive, and
creative “immaturity” of Soviet society.) We end up
with anideathatitis only possible to imagine mod-
ern creative potentialities and intellectual inven-
tions proceeding from the technological capabili-
ties of developed countries. If we were to describe
the classical Marxist notion of surplus value under
the conditions of a late post-Fordist economy, we
would have to acknowledge that immaterial labor
today generates more surplus value than material
labor; which in turn gives us the grounds to consider
immaterial or creative workers as being the most
exploited social layer. It is not surprising, then, that
“revolutionary” vocabulary and “proletarian” poet-
ics are predominantly employed in the discourse of
contemporary criticism and the creative industries,
and rarely emerge in the realm of unprestigious
material labor.

But this formulation contradicts the generic
and humanist horizon of Marx’s notion of general
intellect. (The notion of the “generic” stands out
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Hans Hollein, Mobiles Biiro, 1969. Austrian architect and designer Hans Hollein
created a mabile office in the form of a plastic bubble. Inside, the individualized,
nomadic worker was simultaneously shielded from the outside and connected to it
by telephone and telefax. @ Atelier Hollein,
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as one reminiscent of the post-romantic work of
Marx’s youth, when he spoke of the social nature

of all human practice, including language, in terms
of generic being—an anthropological category
gleaned from a dialectical critique of Ludwig
Feuerbach’s idealist philosophy.) The “general”in
“general intellect” assumes not only quantity, avail-
ability, and technologies for the dissemination of
knowledge, nor just the engagement of knowledge
and creative abilities towards one or another goal
(which is essentially a purely practical task). In fact,
it also assumes the horizon of the “spiritual” that
rests upon an exclusionary paradox: no immaterial,
intellectual, or even creative production carries the
scale and quality of general, non-private interests.

The following argument presents yet another
contradiction preventing the universalization of
the theory of immaterial labor. The class of imma-
terial workers often stands out as an avant-garde
of political opposition based on proximity to the
most modern postindustrial means of production.
However, if we turn to Lenin’s revolutionary moti-
vation for singling out the proletariat as the class
of struggle and universalization, here the founda-
tion was not only the nature of proletariat’s tools
but also the fact that the proletariat was the most
dehumanized and disadvantaged social group of its
time. Unlike a certain echelon of immaterial work-
ers (the so-called cognitariat), which is able to con-
trol the means of production to a significant degree,
the proletariat could not.

Slavoj Zizek and Alain Badiou believe that the
motivation for proletarian uprising did not spring
from the proletariat’s proximity to the means of pro-
duction, but, on the contrary, from their detachment
to them, from the impossibility of directing them.'*
And so, for example, when criticizing immaterial



workers’ (in)capacity for resistance, one can argue
that the worker already controls part of immate-
rial labor and its means of production, evenif he or
she does not own them. However, there is no way
to explain why this does not lead to perceptible
changes in the infrastructure of neoliberal societ-
ies. The reason lies in the fact that the social role
of today’s immaterial workers (in the sense of the
concept of “precarity,” the lack of social security) is
very elastic. The “cognitariat” does not constitute a
class. It is a social group that can include top man-
agers of the highest echelon, white-collar workers,
and service-industry warkers on short-term con-
tracts. The class gap within the “class” of immate-
rial workers is enormous and often depends on the
area or country of residence. As André Gorz writes,
inthe US, for instance, workers in the immaterial
sphere make up 20 percent of the working popula-
tion, while only 5 percent of this 20 comprise the
wealthiest part.'”S The bulk of immaterial labor work-
ers make no use whatsoever of their higher educa-
tion and are working outside their specialization.

3.The Theory of Immaterial Laborand the

Post-Soviet Labor and Production Space

And so, the central contradiction of the
theory of immaterial labor consists in the fact that
the zones of oppression, physical exploitation, and
material labor often lie beyond its interpretation
of the commons (general intellect, culture, artistic
creativity, science, etc.). These zones are automati-
cally isolated from the spaces of the general, from
artistic creativity. It is interesting that the work of
Western artists investigating routine, industrial,
poorly paid labor is always conspicuously marked
by the impossibility of a shared cultural space
constructed by a pan-European middle class that
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includes material-labor workers and representa-
tives of non-prestigious professions.'®

Inthe social space of developed countries,
physicallaborisinvisible;and if it comesinto
view, it is seen as something hovering between the
exotic and the obscene. In the works of artists such
as Artur Zmijewski, Michael Glawogger, or Mika
Rottenberg, material labor testifies to the fatal divi-
sion between routine, mechanical labor, and the
intellectual-creative and cultural space of middle-
class life and activity. In Artur Zmijewski’s Selected
Works,an industrial worker’s twenty-four cycle
appears as bare life, akin to that of an animal, split
between existential survival and the material-
physical labor necessary for that survival.”” The cul-
tural, creative, or cognitive dimension of the work-
er’s life is entirely out of the question here. Michael
Glawogger tries to emphasize this same effect of
“bare life” in his labor epic, Workingman’s Death,
which depicts Nigerian workers at a livestock fac-
tory, a private team of Donetsk miners who have
organized illegal coal mining and sales gut of an
abandoned mine, Pakistani welders taking apart old
ships at a scrap-metal yard, and Indonesian peas-
ants gathering sulfur to sell to tourists. Each group
is shown as marginal beings torn away from the
life of any rational community.

For our purposes, itisinteresting to see
how the film depicts the history of Soviet industri-
alization, the Stakhanovite movement, monuments
to the heroic shock workers, and the industrial
heritage of the Donbass as unnecessary remnants
of industrial trash. The director does not see them
as part of the historically emancipated genealogy
of labor that, despite its physical component, was
anirremovable part of productive and industrial
processes in the Soviet Union. The postindustrial



remnants of the heroic feats of Soviet labor and the
paid labor of self-organized work teams find them-
selves on the same side of the scale.

This is not surprising. Many zones of post-
Soviet industrial production were subjected to
closure in the mid- to late 1990s. However, to this
day neither alternative industrial enterprises nor
any postindustrial development have emerged
to take the place of the old production facilities.
Thus, a great number of former Soviet industrial
regions have become postindustrial not because
they exceeded theirindustrial capacities, but rather
because they were simply made inaccessible. While
industrial parks in the West now serve as testa-
ments to the next step in an ongoing urbanization,
post-Soviet industrial “trash” presumably reveals
the opposite: the deurbanization and cultural
provincialization of many post-Soviet cities. The
possibilities for so-called creative industry are con-
centrated in the few major cities of an enormous
country, while a rather significant portion of the
population is keyed into products of the creative
industry only at the level of passive consumption
(through television, advertising in various media,
and so forth). The economic paradox of the post-
socialist countries is that in the absence of devel-
oped technological and social infrastructures, the
expansion of a middle class there leads to the abuse
of underpaid service labor by that very middle
class. This is the reason why the rise of the creative
industries under the auspices of aresource econ-
omy (which is the case in post-Soviet space as well
as in other non-First-World countries) may often
be combined with a return to serf labor provided
mainly by illegal migrants. While it is possible in the
Western European context to talk about a certain
homogenous cognitive component of immaterial
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labor and about its (at least) potential function
inthe emancipatory transformation of society, in
Russia immaterial labor often appears as a zone of
privileged job placement for prestigious residential
areas. It is more likely to denote social segregation
and gentrification zones than social development.

In Glawogger’s film, there is an episode on
post-Soviet Ukrainian miners who extract coal from
aclosed mine and subsequently sell that coal to
illegal clients. These are the exact opposite of the
images in Dziga Vertov’s Donbass Symphony (1930).
Despite the Taylorist elements in the Soviet project
of shock work, in the latter film, physical labor does
not prevent us from imagining these workers as pro-
ducers of immaterial, “spiritual” values.

The scholar, revolutionary, poet, engineer, and
highly qualified metalworker Aleksei Gastev—who
was also the founder and director of the Central
Institute of Labor (1920-1938) and author of the
Labor Configurations (1924)—used to call his direc-
tives relating to the organization of labor “poetologi-
cal epistles.””® Devoting a great deal of attention to
the Taylorist rationalization of labor, he nevertheless
believed that material labor and its organization
do not cancel out poetry, creativity, and invention.
On the contrary, the becoming of a creative person-
ality was inseparably tied to the goal-oriented and
volitional configurations in the organization of labor
directed towards socialist construction. When not
reduced to its Stalinist background, shock work
ts not just extreme overproduction. The worker’s
satisfaction derives from a belief in him- or herself
as the subject in the project of building a new soci-
ety, defining goals and procedures and sharing the
means of production. Contrary to interpretations
of physical overwork and production results as
the only goal of socialist industrial modernization



between the 1920s and 1960s, it should be noted
that it was not only physical overwork that counted
as'emancipatory, but also the opportunity for an
industrial worker to lay claim to values beyond
factory and overwork—the values that, despite a
worker’s physical engagement in production, could
exceed his or her particular skills or efficiencies.

In his article “Dialectic of the Ideal” (1963), the
Soviet philosopher Evald llyenkov goes far beyond
the concept of “general intellect” by reintroducing
the concept of the “ideal” into the materialist dia-
lectic. He asserts that it is impossible to think about
material prerequisites without ideal prerequisites.
Butthe ideal in this case is not Hegel’s idealism. It is
“a specific mode of reverberation of the surround-
ing world by the human brain,” which would never
appear without material preconditions.” Thus the
Marxist interpretation of the ideal presupposes
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the real process, in the course of which the mate-
rial life and activity of the social human being
start to produce not onlty the material, but the
ideal product; but having appeared, the ideal

in its own turn becomes part and parcel of the
material life of the social human being.®

Unlike post-operaist theoreticians, who state that
general knowledge and common goods are an
external coordination of equipment, knowledge,
and societal organs, and that the category of the
“general” is identical to these qualities, llyenkov
emphasizes the ideal as a permanent horizon of
human existence.?' It cannot be reduced to pure
brain function, to the physical-material form of one
object or another, nor to some material orimmate-
rial activity. Labor as a social-human activity that
separates things and life from their natural qualities
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is also related to the dialectical category of the
ideal.?? But labor in its turn—be it material orimma-
terial—cannot be reduced to the thing produced or
the labor process. Laboris a form of a person’s vital
activity, yet it lies outside the person and is real-
ized in the form of the “things” he or she creates.
According to llyenkav, the possibility for such vital
activity lies in the very potential of the ideal in the
context of human existence. If laboris not exploita-
tion of a person’s will and consciousness, thenitis
a “spiritual” category, the possibility of a dialectical
connection between the material and the ideal—
independent of its materiality or immateriality.?

Interestingly, in the most recent films of the
so-called post-Soviet new wave (particularly in
Boris Khlebnikov’s Free Floating [2006] and Crazy
Aid [2009]), physical labor does not separate people
from the areas of cognition, creativity, reflection,
and, even less, ethical action—unlike in the above-
mentioned Western works addressing material
labor.?* The simplicity of the provincial worker does
not contradict the potential for a poetic or political
relationship to reality. For a person with a Soviet
background, itis not difficult to unite the elderly
physicist-inventor and the Belorussian guest-
worker in their collective ethical justice project
(Crazy Aid), which they bring about by inventing and
creatively implementing absurd situations in urban
space, helping their fellow citizens.

The unity of mental activity and physical labor
is the heritage of the socialist project, in which
general intellect appears not only as a distribution
of abilities and knowledge, but also as a general,
ideal, ethical presumption of cognition’s availability
to workers in any area. On the other hand, both of
Khlebnikov’s films demonstrate to what extent the
humanist horizon of the socialist project has fallen



out of the collective post-Soviet consciousness; it
has only been preserved in the form of rudimentary,
merely personal, and therefore inevitably eccentric
attempts to restore the space of the “general.”

P.S.

Today, with culture having become one of
the most prestigious forms of consumption, many,
especially Russian, contemporary artists are going
to extremes. Some see themselves in the manipu-
lative role of a human office or enterprise for the
production of art. Some, on the contrary, assess
their artistic activity in the system of contemporary
art as “precarious” and exploited immaterial labor.
This is unequivocally the case. The creative indus-
tries exploit enthusiasm, desires, ideas, and feel-
ings while simultaneously teaching that they should
be expediently “packaged” as artistic services.
These processes must be made self-conscious.
However, we should also not forget that there does
exist an area of the non-exploited and non-com-
modified. And this is not the field of “non-commer-
cial” or public art (which often fails to distinguish art
from social activism), nor that of the distribution
of knowledge and information in society. Rather, this
area is created from the presumed potential of the
general without a segregation between material
and immaterial labor—without an anthropological
division of people into two races of producers.
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Hidden Labor and the Delight
of Otherness: Design and Post-
Capitalist Politics |



1. Ritualistic Negativity

One of the most intriguing tasks of the theme
and thesis of this issue of e-flux journal is the
imagining and reframing of cultural and aesthetic
practice in decidedly post-capitalist terms—that
is,as embedded in and engendered by processes
of globally networked solidarity, diversity, coopera-
tion, interdependence, and so forth.' | would like
to begin by supplementing the notion of practice
with the notion of design, which may provide the
discussion with an initial spin. Of course, “design”
is a contested term, and its meaning and function
can differ dramatically. In this article, “design” will
be taken to be synonymous with “urban design,”
though even this specification doesn’t help much to
reduce the problem of reference and cultural differ-
ence, as “urban design” is deployed in highly ideo-
logical ways and is necessarily steered by varying
institutional interests.? |

The very notion of *design,” not to mention
the ideologies and machinations implied in “design-
erly approaches to problem-solving as potential dis-
ciplining force,” are most questionable.®* Moreover,
the “logics of design” are being mixed and modu-
lated to transform society in heretofore-unknown
ways. According to Michael Hardt, “design” has
become a “general name” for post-Fordist types of
production, which is to say that nobody can claim
to be outside of design anymore. As Hardt argues,
this marks “a position of great potential” for the
immaterial laborer, and can also indicate “a certain
kind of critique and struggle that can be waged
from within.” Hence, the usual rebuttal of design
(and urban design in particular) to accusations of
being a top-down, master-planning imposition of
value-making schemes of urbanity (justified as it
may be) needs rephrasing, as it tends to freeze the
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critique in predictable anti-capitalist stances with-
out looking for ways of negotiating differing visions
of urban and cultural production pursued within the
practice itself. As Hardt points out, the immanence
of design—the fact that design cannot be escaped
because it effectively organizes post-Fordist sub-
jectivity, both materially and metaphorically—
necessitates a political and ontological reframing
of design discourse, as a discourse on being as both
designed and designing.

That said, a perspective might be proposed
that goes beyond well-rehearsed figures of critique,
namely, those accusing design and its practitioners
of being complicit with capitalist commodifica-
tion and, ultimately, exploitation; or looking at the
neoliberal city in the only way that seems viable
and acceptable from and for a position of the radi-
cal left: as something to be relentlessly opposed,
denounced, and scandalized.

While there are certainly countless reasons
for criticism, rejection, and disgust, one may also
agree with Adrian Lahoud—an architect and critic
from Sydney who maintains the (quite fantastic and
tellingly titled) blog “Post-Traumatic Urbanism”—
in his opinion that

Lists and examples of urban injustices like
uneven development, gentrification, and zero-
tolerance policing make for an appropriate cor-
rective to the historical account of capitalist
development but fall short of any transforma-
tional consequence. ... By constraining political
agency to action within the confines of a given
political landscape, we exclude the contours
and limits of this landscape as a site for political
action.The system itself must be up for grabs.5



Any consideration of “design” in this quest for politi-
cal agency should allow for the dialectical tensions

~ between, say, planning and change, destruction

and construction, critique and mapping, and so
forth. Ifthere is no outside to design, political action
would have to address the designed as much as the
designable nature of reality, the techno-social fall-
outs and catastrophes of design processes and the
palliative step-by-step cures of vernacular, infor-
mal, low-visibility ways of going about design. These
tensions relate to the relationship between mic-
ropolitics and radical politics, between on the one
hand a longue durée practice of small steps, dis-
persed moments of counter-hegemonic resistance
amounting to change, and, on the other, the single
decisive act—the “event” so eloquently evoked by
Alain Badiou, Slavoj Zizek, and others—seems key.
What is to be done to unchain criticism from ritu-
alistic negativity, from being simply the “anti-” of
capitalism or neoliberalism?The current dispensa-
tion connects thinking and doing to the idea of
fighting rather than overcoming, of confronting the
enemy directly rather than rendering it obsolete.
The “system itself” must be up for grabs, indeed, but
its suspension may not necessarily come through
the means and strategies proposed so far.

2.Thinking Like a Craftsman

Dedicated to the ideas of libertarian com-
munism, libcom.org is a website that pursues the
“political expression of the ever-present strands
of co-operation and solidarity.” In March 2009 a
contributor posting under the alias “Kambing” ven-
tures the interesting thought that “the artisan”
may qualify as “a rather attractive concept for a
post-capitalist subject—it certainly beats the bour-
geois star artist or proletarianized designeras a
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way of organizing creative activity.” However,
“Kambing” continues, the concept of the artisan is
atthe sametime

doomed as an attempt to overcome capitalism,
as it can be so easily drawn back into capital-
ist processes of accumulation and disposses-
sion. This is precisely the problem with a [ot of
autonomist (and anarchist) strategies for resis-
tance or “exodus”—including some forms of
anarcho-syndicalism.®

This skepticism is onty too familiar by now—any
candidate put forward for the new revolutionary
subject will be quickly rendered inappropriate, defi-
cient, co-optable. The reasons for such pre-emptive
skepticism, popular even among the most hard-line
autonomists, anarchists, or anarcho-syndicalists,
are manifold. However, a central argument for this
co-optation is linked to the awe-inspiring malleabil-
ity and adaptability of capitalism as such, accom-
panied by post-political renderings of “democracy,”
helpful in reducing politics “to the negotiation of
private interests,” as Slavoj Zizek puts it in his dis-
cussion of what he considers to be a symptomatic
proximity between contemporary biopolitical capi-
talism and the post-operaist productivity of the
multitude: “But what if, in a parallax shift, we per-
ceive the capitalist network itself as the true excess
over the flow of the productive multitude?”’

The structure of the argument has been so
thoroughly rehearsed in past decades that it has
assumed a somewhat mythical truth. Capitalismis
the shape-shifting creature-beast always already
ahead and above—regardless of which revolution-
ary force tries to overthrow or subvert it—as it
continually vampirizes any signs of resistance. It



may be necessary to deploy the perceptual model
of the parallax, as Zizek does, in order to maintain
the structurally paranociac—if absolutely legiti-
mate—belief in capitalism’s shrewdness, which
sometimes seems to resemble the clever hedgehog
family in the Grimms’ fairytale “The Hare and the
Hedgehog.” Its remarkable ability to re-invent itself
and stay alive even as the current full-fledged crisis
ininterlinked systems of state and corporate capi-
talism turn capitalism-as-such into a transcendent
miracle and/or metaphysical force with increas-
ingly violent repercussions on the ground, with its
most recent turn being the recruitment of state and
legal powers. Referring to Carlo Vercellone’s 2006
book Capitalismo cognitivo, Zizek points to how
profit becomes rent in postindustrial capitalism.®
The more capitalism behaves in “de-regulatory,
‘anti-statal,’ nomadic, deterritorializing” fashions,
the more it “relies on increasingly authoritarian
interventions of the state and its legal and other
apparatuses.”® While the “general intellect” in reality
doesn’t appear to be that “general” or shared—with
the products of the innumerable and increasingly
dispersed multitudes becoming copyrighted, com-
moditized, and legally encapsulated as part of the
accumulation of wealth by way of “rent”—the unity
of the proletariat has split into three parts, follow-
ing Zizek's Hegelian idea of the future: white-collar
“intellectual laborers,” blue-collar “old manual
working class,” and the “outcasts (the unemployed,
those living in slums and other interstices of pub-
lic space).”® Any possibility of solidarity amongst
these factions appears to have been foreclosed, and
in many respects the separation seems absolute.
The liberal-multicultural self-image of the cognitive
workforce doesn’t rhyme particularly well with the
populist, nationalist position of the “old” working

119




120

Hidden Labor and the Delight of Otherness:
Design and Post-Capitalist Politics

Tom Holert

class, and both are further ostracized by the unruli-
ness,illegality, and poverty of the outcasts who
alienate white-collar workers and blue-collar work-
ers alike, as they seem to indicate through their fate
how imperiled their remaining privileges of citizen-
ship may be.

But Zizek’s Hegelian triad of postindustrial
proletarian factions is debatable. The identities
(intellectual laborers, working class, outcasts) are
much too unstable, much too fluid and transient for
a theorization of the (im)possibilities of overcoming
capitalism.And it remains doubtful whether their
insertion into the discourse provides more than a
paralysis characterized by deadlock, tribal opposi-
tions, and endless desolidarity.

In fact, these and otheridentities shift
according to (but also against) the self-transfor-
mation of capitalist institutions enabled by vari-
ous neutralizations and recuperations. And these
self-transformations entail wars of position, to use
Gramsci’s term. As Chantal Mouffe put it a few
years ago in pre-9/11, pessimism-of-the-intellect/
optimism-of-the-will style:“although it might
become worse, it might also become better.”!" Even
Zizek—who has always endorsed a strong idea of
capitalism, evincing a certain obsession with the
task of proving capitalism’s fascinating, horrifying, -
and stupefying superiority as one that could only
be seriously challenged by a return to the Leninist
act—is himself looking for other actors and differ-
ent processes now. Currently, his hope lies with the
hopeless, the people fooled and victimized by “the
whole drift of history”—in other words, the very
“outcasts” from the proletarian triad mentioned
above, those who are forced into improvisation,
informality, clandestinity, as this is supposedly all
they are left with in a “desperate situation.”"?



To rely on the desperation of others for one’s
own idea of a successful insurrection is of course
deeply romantic and utopian. Zizek may be right
in asserting that waiting for the Revolution to be
undertaken by others has been the fundamental
error of too many leftists. However, would he count-
himself or anyone in his vicinity to be “desperate”
enough to act, especially in a spirit of voluntarism
and experimentation that would effectively dis-
solve the constraints of “freedom” as it is granted
by neoliberalism?

The “artisan” evoked by “Kambing,” though
immediately disregarded as allegedly “doomed”
to fail in the face of capitalism like so many others,
may be an interesting figure to reconsider here—
less out of interest in revolutionary politics thanin
envisioning alternate ways of organizing “creative
activity” to replace and/or evade capitalist modes
of production. As Rags Media Collective have
pointed outin their essay “Stubborn Structures and
Insistent Seepage in a Networked World,” the figure
of the artisan arrived historically before the worker
and the artist, before “the drone and the genius,”
while it enabled the “transfiguration of people into
skills, of lives into working lives, into variable
capital.”’®“The artisan,” Rags claim, “is the vehicle
that carried us all into the contemporary world.”
However, after the artisan’s role in “making and
trading things and knowledge” had been replaced
by those of the worker and the artist, by the ubiquity
of the commodity and the rarity of the art object,
the artisan now seems to be returning, butin dif-
ferent guises—the migrant imbued with all kinds
of tactical knowledges, the electronic pirate, or the
neo-luddite, many of whom are immaterial labor-
ers, pursuing processes of “imagining, understand-
ing, and invoking a world, mimesis, projection and
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verisimilitude as well as the skillful deployment of a
combination of reality and representation.”

Interestingly (and similarly), “Kambing” dis-
tinguishes the “artisan” from the “bourgeois star
artist” and the “proletarianized designer.” However,
one may also imagine these distinct figures align-
ing—with each other and with others beyond them-
selves. These alignments or fusions would depend
on an ability and a willingness to recognize and
accept difference and diversity not only in ane's
own social surroundings, but also within oneself
as a subject. To acknowledge the fact that one may
simultaneously inhabit more than one identity
leads almost inevitably to co-operation with others
that would go beyond the model of the homoge-
neous community.

But, in Capital, Marx is highly skeptical of “co-
operation” as a way out of capitalism: “Co-operation
ever constitutes the fundamental form of the capi-
talist mode of production.” Its poweris

developed gratuitously whenever the workmen
are placed under given conditions and it is capital
that places them under such conditions. Because
this power costs capital nothing, and because,

on the other hand, the labourer himself does

not develop it before his labour belongs to capi-
tal, it appears as a power with which capital is
endowed by Nature—a productive power thatis
immanent in capital.’®

The very power of co-operation that Marx located at
the center of the capitalist project has become the
keystone of post-operaist theories of post-Fordism.
They have observed that the value-increasing func-
tion of co-operation has become increasingly tan-
gible in a system based on an essential superfluity



of labor and the permanence of unemployment, a
system that simultaneously captures and exploits

~ the very “power” of non-labor-based communatity
and communication. “Since social cooperation pre-
cedes and exceeds the work process, post-Fordist
labor is always, also, hidden labor,” as Paolo Virno
wrote in A Grammar of the Multitude.'® Defining
hidden labor as “non-remunerated life” in the very
“production time” of post-Fordism that exceeds
“labor time,” Virno also provides an opportunity to
discuss un-accounted for, unpaid labor—exploit-
able and valorized by capital as it is—as a realm of
potential freedom and disobedience. Indeed, the
politics of cooperation and communication (which
include affective labor) operate at the heart of the
post-operaist project, and the mingled and some-
times dirty practices of such cooperation between
different factions of contemporary laborers are
illustrated by one of the many examples of the hid-
den labor of artisanry in Richard Sennett’s book

The Craftsman. Reflecting on the debilitating split
between head and hand that occurred when archi-
tects and designers began to use computer-aided
design (CAD) programs, Sennett postulates the need
“to think like craftsmen in making good use of tech-
nology,” and to consider the “sharp social edge” of -
such thinking. Thinking like craftsmen could entail ‘
a certain kind of work that one executes after the

designers have left the building. Particularly inter-

ested in the parking garages of Atlanta’s Peachtree

Center, Sennett noticed a specific, inconspicuous ;]
kind of post-factum cooperation between designers
and artisans/craftsmen:
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liable to scratch cars or calves. Some bumpers,
though, had been turned back, on site, for safety.
The irregularity of the turning showed that the job
had been done manually, the steel smoothed and
rounded wherever it might be unsafe to touch; the
craftsman had thought for the architect.'

The labor of modifying and repairing the work of
others is certainly not groundbreaking in terms of
anti-capitalist struggle per se. However, the physi-
cal skills, the attitude of care and circumspection,
the inscription of a hand that performs “respon-
sible” gestures, and so forth, all engender a shared
authorship—in this case a cooperation between the
absent architect’s and/or construction company’s
work and the subsequent, careful labor of detect-
ing and correcting the building’s design problems.
This cooperation is neither contractually negoti-
ated nor socially expected, but instead results
from a specific situation in which a problem called
for a solution. It is inseparable from local condi-
tions and constraints, and should not be takenas a
model for action.Yet, on other hand, it is intriguing,
as it displays relationalities within material-social
practices that usually remain unnoticed, and whose
resourcefulness is thus overlooked.

In some respects Sennett’s concept of
“thinking like craftsmen” resembles a definition
of “design” that Bruno Latour introduced the same
year The Craftsman was published. Speaking at a
conference held by the Design History Society in
Cornwall, Latour differentiated “design” from the
concepts of building or constructing. The process
of designing, according to Latour, is marked by a
certain semantic modesty—it is always a retroac-
tive, never foundational, action, always re-design,
and hence “post-Promethean.” Furthermore, the



concept of design emphasizes the dimension of
(manual, technical) abilities, of “skills,” which
suggests a more cautious and precautionary (not
directly tied to making and producing) engagement
with problems on anincreasingly larger scale (as
with climate change). Then, too, design as a practice
that engenders meaning and calls for interpreta-
tion thus tends to transform objects into things—
irreducible to their status as facts or matter, being
instead inhabited by causes, issues, and, more gen-
erally, semiotic skills. And finally, following Latour,
designis inconceivable without an ethical dimen-
sion, without the distinction between good design
and bad design—which also always renders design
negotiable and controvertible.'® Here, at this site of
dispute and negotiation, especially on an occasion
in which the activity of design is “the whole fabric
of our earthly existence,” Latour finds “a completely
new political territory” opening up.”

3.“Weak Theory”

Such a notion of politics, based on a specific,
if slightly idiosyncratic idea of design as a modest
and moderating practice that follows rather than
leads, can now be linked to another project that
envisions a “politics of (economic) possibility.” J.
K.Gibson-Graham, the pen-name of two feminist
economists and geographers, whose elaborate
argument draws on a pioneering spirit of “disclos-
ing new worlds” rather than flocking to the same
subject position, take an approach that may initially
appear overly optimistic in its rhizomatricy, but that
is well founded in fieldwork and action research
inthe Pioneer Village in Massachusetts, the Asian
Migrant Centre in Hong Kong, and the Latrobe Valley
in Australia. They obviously know what they are
talking about when they refer to the “cultivation of
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subjects” for these “community enterprises and ini-
tiatives” of post-capitalist “new commons,” which
are capable of affording an understanding and, even
more, an enjoyment of difference, as well as “new
ways of ‘being together.”

J. K. Gibson-Graham’s books, The End
of Capitalism (As We Knew It) (1996) and A
Postcapitalist Politics (2006), are organized around
what they call “techniques of ontological reframing
(to produce the ground of possibility), rereading
(to uncover or excavate the possible), and creativ-
ity (to generate actual possibilities where none
formerly existed).”® Gibson-Graham base their
ideas, which are informed by,among other schools
of thought, feminist poststructuralism and queer
theory, on strong notions of un-thinking (avoiding
notions such as economic determinism), anti-
essentialism (avoiding any understanding of cau-
sality), anti-universalism, and anti-structure, allin
order to conceptualize “contingent relationships”
that replace “invariant logics.” By way of this sub-
stitution, “the economy loses its character as an
asocial body in lawful motion and instead becomes
a space of recognition and negotiation.”"

Gibson-Graham use words that denote a
deliberate weakness, pliability, and openness, such
as “underlaboring,” and the two intensely advocate
a tolerance of “not-knowing.” Contingency, dif-
ference, and differentiation lie at the core of their
thinking, as do the empiricism and materialism of
actor-network theories and object-oriented ontolo-
gies that offer a means of describing and thinking
through the unfolding logic within an objectas a
thing, but also as “a very concrete process of even-
tuation, path-dependent and nonlinear,” thereby
de-privileging global systems under the auspices of
emergence and becoming.



As they put it, “With the aim of transform-
ing ‘impossible into possible objects, reading for
absences excavates what has been actively sup-
pressed or excluded, calling into question the mar-
ginalization and ‘non-credibility’ of the nondomi-
nant.”?® Underscoring the “always political process
of creating the new,” Gibson-Graham consider poli-
tics to be “a process of transformation instituted
by taking decisions on an ultimately undecideable
terrain”—and their own thought process as “start-
ing in the space of nonbeing that is the wellspring of
becoming”;itis here that they discover the “space
of politics” and its “shadowy denizens”—the “sub-
ject” and “place.”?' Gibson-Graham are not naive,
however, when it comes to theorizing the dynamics
of subjection, the question of “how to understand
the subject as both powerfully constituted and con-
strained by dominant discourses, yet also available
to other possibilities of becoming.”?? But they call
for an acknowledgment of the necessity to with-
draw from a “traditional [leftist] paranoid style of
theorizing” that also brings about changes in the
effects that give rise to social transformation and
communal becoming, a “wonder as awareness of
and delight of otherness” combined with a “growing
recognition that the other is what makes self pos-
sible.”* This bewildering and enjoyable “recogni-
tion” drives Gibson-Graham’s research, and their
(pedagogical) vision of a post-capitalist politics is
inseparable from a belief in the possibility of “cul-
tivating subjects”—citizens for a different, com-
munity-based, cooperative economy. And in con-
tradistinction to theorists such as Zizek or Badiou,
Gibson-Graham actually speak of individual agency,
of specific persons whose subjectivities have reg-
istered the experiences of community economies
and their particular potentiality, embracing the
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weakness and micrological scale of such fieldwork,
also in terms of theory. Writing in the vein of Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, GibsomGraham suggest that

Weak theory can be strong politics—it opens up
social options that would be inaccessibleto a
theorist intent on eliminating surprise (by explor-
ing the unknown rather than extending and con-
firming the known). It widens the affective pos-
sibilities of politics (who knows what emotions
will arise in an experimental, only partly mapped
space?) and allows for the possibility of maxi-
mizing positive affect (something we all want to
do, which means that participationin politics
would not be limited to the stoical cadre of the
already politicized).”

Although Gibson-Graham do not address the

realm of culture and cultural production explicitly,
their thinking remains relevant to the question of
how design can be approached within the scope of
a post-capitalist project. Even if aspects of their
discourse appear familiar in the context of theo-
ries pertaining to art and to cultural productionin
general—and may therefore lack the scandalizing
or provocative edge they purportedly have inthe
disciplines of economics and geography—even
savvy readers trained in narratives of “becoming”
should gain a sense of how politics can be framed
differently with regard to predominant “progressive”
discourses of radical-democratic or neo-Maoist
persuasion. Moreover, Gibson-Graham’s attention to
contingency and agency, to singularity and a “place-
based politics of subjectivation” can be enormously
helpful in providing a framework for approaching
cooperative cultural productionina different way—
as a politics that boldly centers on the localand



the particular without falling victim to a retrograde
romanticism of the homogenous community or the
“neighborhood.” As much as Gibson-Graham are
critically aware of the governmentality of the coop-
erative found in the “third way” politics of 1990s
neoliberalism (with their rhetoric of “trust,” “mutual
obligation,” “reciprocity”), so should one be aware

of the misuses of terms such as “participation”in
urban government and design discourses.? However,
the capacity for Gibson-Graham’s path-dependent,
de-disciplining, and place-specific methodology
to be extended towards cultural (discursive and
material) practices of doing—such as design and
craftsmanship (conceived roughly along the lines of
Sennett or Latour)—make them vital for articulating
ameans of going beyond the failure of grand designs,
demonstrated so drastically by the current crisis of
large-scale state and economic institutions. Given -
that everyone is affected-—if to different degrees
{but much too often disastrously)—by the neoliberal
abolishment of everything, small-scale endeavors

of solidarity, however networked, that intention-

ally neglect or dismiss the disciplining effects of
capital (and of anti-capitalist politics as well), and
that develop humble ways of altering and improv-
ing inherited designs, do not appear to be the worst
option available at the moment.

4. Participation -

What would be necessary to transform
“design”into a discipline of un-disciplinary moves
and motions, into a practice of possibility and an
articulation of becoming? In “Design and Human
Values,” a legendary Aspen design conference that
took place in 1957, the American designer Richard
Latham interrogated the ideas that designers cater
to and the kind of responsibility they should take:
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As designers, we may properly assume respon-
sibility for goodness and badness in the work we
create; we are called upon, and entitled, to make
value decisions. We are also entitled to a pio-
neering spirit and a desire to see things change
for the better; we need not assume that what

is is always inevitable or for the best. | believe
that change, even for its own sake, can be a good
thing. But | contend that, before we dare assume
this right to judge and shape other people’s val-
ues, we had better first examine our own values
and our own motives for wanting to exercise this
control over the lives of others. ... We design-
ers...can begin to build a meaningful aesthetic
culture if we are willing to prepare ourselves for
a new learning experience, and we cannot learn
unless we participate.?®

Unless one simply dismisses these lines as old-
school navel-gazing or as the exhortative sophistry
of someone who made a good living from the value
systems of the design trade, the statement con-
veys a surprising desire to open the profession to
the uncertainties and challenges of a becoming.
Terms such as “change” and “learning experience”
can be read as a purposeful destabilization of the
social and aesthetic contracts of the design profes-
sion. Latham’s punch line, “we cannot learn unless
we participate,” certainly suggested, in 1957, a
paradigmatic re-orientation of the role and posi-
tion expected of the future designer. Interestingly,
participation was not yet considered to be integral
to adesigner’s or planner’s role, but only a means
of improving knowledge and experience:in order

to learn, one has to take part. Yet the question
remains: Who is invited to participate,and whois
inviting them? The desire to participate must not



necessarily meet recognition by others. You may
ask whether you are allowed, but the question can
be refuted. An inherent right to participate cannot
be taken for granted by the designer, much less the
non-expert citizen. One may further ask whether a
right to design should be declared and henceforth
claimed, based on the fundamental role assignable
to design, designing, and, particularly, the con-
temporary condition of a weak and hidden (post-)
artisanal potentiality distributed throughout net-
works, whether global or local. Granted that these
networks are subject to “seepage,” as Rags Media
Collective call it—to “those acts that ooze through
the pores of the outer surfaces of structures into
available pores within the structure,” resultingina
“weakening of the structure itself”—design may be
conceived and enacted as a multiplicity of acts that
persistently erode such structures while eliciting
conversations between neighboring, shared, and
communal practices.?
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Recent years have witnessed a new techno-social
framework of contemporary subjectivation. And |
would like to ask whether a process of autonomous,
collective self-definition is possible in the present
age.The concept of “generalintellect” associated
with ltalian post-operaist thoughtinthe 1990s
(Paolo Virno, Maurizio Lazzarato, Christian Marazzi)
emphasizes the interaction between labor and
language: social labor is the endless recombination
of myriad fragments producing, elaborating, dis-
tributing, and decoding signs and informational
units of all kinds. Every semiotic segment produced
by the information worker must meet and match
innumerable other semiotic segments in order to
form the combinatory frame of the info-commodity,
semiocapital.

Semiocapital puts neuro-psychic energies
to work, submitting them to mechanistic speed,
compelling cognitive activity to follow the rhythm
of networked productivity. As a result, the emo-
tional sphere linked with cognition is stressed to
its limit. Cyberspace overloads cybertime, because
cyberspace is an unbounded sphere whose speed
can accelerate without limits, while cybertime (the o
organic time of attention, memory, imagination) v
cannot be sped up beyond a certain point—or it - ks
cracks. And it actually is cracking, collapsing under
the stress of hyper-productivity. An epidemic of
panic and depression is now spreading throughout
the circuits of the social brain. The current crisis
inthe global economy has much to do with this
nervous breakdown. Marx spoke of overproduc-
tion, meaning the excess of available goods that
could not be absorbed by the social market. But
today it is the social brain that is assaulted by an
overwhelming supply of attention-demanding
goods. The social factory has become the factory of
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unhappiness:the assembly line of networked pro-
duction is directly exploiting the emotional energy
of the cognitive class.

| wish to pinpoint the problem of organic
limits, which is often eclipsed by an emphasis on
the limitless potential of technology. We should
speak of technology in context, and the present
context of technology is culturally oriented towards
economic competition. Info-producers are neuro-
workers. Their nervous systems act as active receiv-
ing terminals. They are sensitive to semiotic acti-
vation throughout the entire day. What emotional,
psychic, existential price does the constant cogni-
tive stress of permanent cognitive electrocution
exact? The acceleration of network technologies,
the general condition of precariousness, and the
dependence an cognitive labor all induce patho-
logical effects in the social mind, saturating atten-
tion time, compressing the sphere of emotion and
sensitivity, as is shown by psychiatrists who have
observed a steep increase in manic depression and
suicide in the last generation of workers.

The colonization of time has been a fundamen-
talissue in the modern history of capitalist develop-
ment:the anthropological mutation that capitalism
produced in the human mind and in daily life has,
above all, transformed the perception of time. But we
are now leaping into the unknown—digital technolo-
gies have enabled absolute acceleration, and the
short-circuiting of attention time. As info-workers
are exposed to a growing mass of stimuli that cannot
be dealt with according to the intensive modalities
of pleasure and knowledge, acceleration leads to
an impoverishment of experience. More information,
less meaning. More information, less pleasure.

Sensibility is activated in time. Sensuality is
slow. Deep, intense elaboration becomes impossible
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when the stimulus is too fast. A process of desen-
sitization is underway at the point where electronic
cyberspace intersects with organic cybertime. The
prospect of individual subjectivation, and of social
subjectivation, has to be reframed in this context,
and a series of radical questions arise: Is it still
possible to envisage a process of collective subjec-
tivation and social solidarity? Is it still possible to
imagine a“movement”in the sense of a collective
process of intellectual and political transformation
of reality? Is it still possible to forge social auton-
omy from capitalist dominance in the psycho-eco-
nomic framework of semiocapitalism?

Dismantling General Intellect

The refusal of work-——which is better defined
as a refusal of the alienation and exploitation of liv-
ing time—ahas been the main engine of innovation,
of technological development and knowledge. The
organic composition of capital (as a relationship
between dead labor and living labor) progressively
changed throughout the twentieth century as the
workers’ resistance, their sabotage and insubor-
dination, forced capitalists to hire engineers to
replace human labor with machines. Similarly, the
intellectualization of human activity is—from any
perspective—a consequence of the workers’ insub-
ordination and resistance to exploitation. When
the cost of labor increases (as happened in the
1960s and ’70s), the capitalist replaces worker with
machine, as the machineis less costly in the long
run. Since the massive wave of industrial workers’
resistance, information technology has helped to
replace human toil with intelligent machines, and
this has provoked the enhancement of the sphere
of intellectual labor and cognitive activity linked to
value production.



The ‘90s were a decade of alliances: cogni-
tive labor and venture capital met and merged in
the dot-com. Expectations were high, judging by
the amount of investment, and creativity became
an inherent feature of social labor. Then, after the
dot-com bubble burstin spring of 2000, neoliberal-
ism broke the alliance of cognitive labor and venture
capital. Using technology itself, neoliberalism
managed to subvert the social and political rapport
de force between labor and capital. As far as we
can see now, the result of neotiberal politicsis a
general reduction of labor cost and an impoverish-
ment of the cognitarians. Both industrial labor,
delocalized to the peripheral areas of the world,
and cognitive labor, are devalued and underpaid, as
precarization has fragmented and finally destroyed
social solidarity. In this new context, defined by
precarization of cognitive labor, we must rethink the
question of subjectivation.

Just after the financial collapse of spring
2000, the dot-com crash and the crumbling of big
corporations like Enron and WorldCom, the Swiss
philosopher and economist Christian Marazzi, a
sharp analyst of the social implications of financial
crises, wrote an article on the danger of privatizing
the general intellect, in which he predicted the trend
that ten years later is in full swing:the reduction of
research financing, the manipulation and militariza-
tion of state-financed research, and the impover-
ishment and precarization of cognitive labor.

If we look at the politics of the European
neoliberal ruling class, we see that they are doing
exactly this:in some countries (such as ltaly)
they are reducing the financing for school and for
research, privatizing public schools, and provoking
alarge-scale de-scholarization that has already
begun showing signs of producing widespread
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ignorance and fanaticism.In some countries (like
France), they increasingly limit the public financing
of research to that which can immediately translate
into the politics of economic growth. Subjugating
research to immediate economic interests reduces
the role of research, rendering it a mere tool for gov-
ernance, for the repetition of an existing framework
of social activity. As cognitive workers are forced
into precarity, they are also denied the possibility of
deciding the scope of their own research. This obvi-
ously reduces the creativity invested by cognitar-
ians in their work, as well as the pace of innovation
and progress in technology.

In the long run, this trend obliterates the pro-
gressive features of capitalism. As the cost of labor
becomes so low that exploiting the physical force
of a worker costs less than looking for some tech-
nological replacement, the push toward innovation
slows to a halt. The interest in immediate profit pre-
vails over the long-term development of productive
force. Notwithstanding the shortsighted opinions
prevailing in the field of neoliberal economics, a
decrease in labor cost suggest that the progressive
impulse of capitalism is fading; capitalism becomes
a factor of de-civilization, of intellectual and tech-
nological regression.

Cognitarians Searching for a Body

Cognitarians are those who embody the gen-
eralintellect in its many forms: they process infor-
mation in order to give birth to goods and services.
As the cognitive function of society is inscribed in
the process of capital valorization, the infinitely
fragmented mosaic of cognitive activity becomes a
fluid process within a universal telematic network,
redefining the shape of labor and capital. Capital
becomes the generalized semiotic flux that runs



through the veins of the global economy, while labor
becomes the constant activation of the intelligence
of countless semiotic agents linked to one another.

Cognitarians are the social body of the soul
at work in the sphere of semiocapital, but this body
is dimidiated in a sphere isolated from the other’s
body. The form of alienation thatis spreading in the
living sphere of the cognitarians is a form of psychic
suffering that escapes the Freudian definition of
neurosis. If Freud’s definition of neurosis lingered
on repression of desire, semiocapital is pushing
demand for consumerist hyper-expression: just do
it. Panic, depression, and a de-activation of empathy
—itis here that we find the cognitariat’s problem.

Precarious cognitive workers are forced to
think in terms of competition. You can become
friends with another person on Facebook, but genu-
ine friendship is difficult under conditions of virtual
isolation and intense economic competition. If we
want to find the way towards autonomous collec-
tive subjectivation we have to generate cognitarian
awareness with regard to an erotic, social body of
the general intellect. The way to autonomous and
collective subjectivation starts here: from the gen—
eral intellect searching for a body.

Our main political task must be handled
with the conceptual tools of psychotherapy, and
the language of poetry—much more than the
language of politics and the conceptual tools of
modern political science. The political organizer of
cognitarians must be able to do away with panic
and depression, to speak in a way that sensibly
enacts a paradigm shift, a resemiotization of the
social field, a change in social expectations and
self-perception. We are forced to acknowledge that
we do have a body, a social and a physical body, a
socioeconomic body.
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Cyber-optimists were fashionable in the ’90s,
and they were able to interpret the spirit of an alli-
ance between venture capitalists and artists or
engineers. But the alliance was broken in the Bush
years, when technology was submitted to the laws
of war, and financial capitalism provoked a collapse
that may still lead to the destruction of modern
civilization. Today, cyber-optimism sounds fake, like
advertising for a rotten product. In his recent book,
You Are Not a Gadget,Jaron Lanier,the same person
who engineered the tools of virtual reality, writes:

true believers in the hive mind seem to think that
no number of layers of abstraction in a finan-

cial system can dull the efficacy of the system.
According to the new ideology, which is a blend-
ing of cyber-cloud and neo—-Milton Friedman
economics, the market will not only do its best,

it will do better the less people understand it. |
disagree. The financial crisis brought about by the
U.S. mortgage meltdown of 2008 was a case of
too many people believing in the cloud too much.?

Governance and Cognitive Subjugation

In the present, agonizing phase of neoliberal-
ism (an agony thatis more ferocious and destructive
than the previous phases) European governments
are staging an assault on the educational system—
and particularly on scientific research—as a part
of a war against cognitive labor,a war aimed at its
subjugation. The university system across Europe is
based on a huge amount of precarious, underpaid,
or unpaid labor. Researchers and students have
staged protests against this trend, attempting to
return the educational system to its original voca-
tion: a place of non-dogmatic knowledge, of the
public sharing of culture. Research should not be



subjected to any restraining criterion of functional-
ity, because its very function is to explore solutions
that, although dysfunctionalin the present para-
digm, may reveal new paradigmatic landscapes.
This is the role of scientific research, especially
when we are facing conundrums that seem unre-
solvable within the capitalist paradigm.

The European ruling class aims to reduce
research to a method for the governance of com-
plexity. The ideology of governance is based on
the naturalization (hypostatization, | would say
in Hegelian parlance) of economic reasoning. The
economy has achieved the status of a universal lan-
guage, of the ultimate standard of choice, whereas
economics should be just a branch of knowledge
among others. The normative role that the economy
has acquired is unwarranted from an epistemo-
logical point of view, and devastating at the social
level. If research is subjected to economic concep-
tualization, it is no longer research, but technical
management. The so-called reform of the European
educational system launched in 1999 (the year of
the Bologna Charter) is aimed at the separation of
applied research from the questioning of the very
foundations and finalities of scientific knowledge,
accompanied by the subjugation of research to
standards set by economic evaluation.

The epistemic implications of this move are
enormous:to submit research to the laws of eco-
nomic growth obliterates the most important
purpose of knowledge, what Thomas Kuhn calls
its “paradigmatic” function. The ability to produce
paradigm shifts in the field of knowledge and in
the field of experimentation depends on the auton-
omy of research from established standards of
evaluation. Only when research can work and dis-

cover and create concepts regardless of established
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social interests can knowledge move beyond
repetition, and open new prospects to |mag1nat|on
and technology.

“Governance”is the keyword for this process.
Governance produces pure functionality without
meaning, the automation of thought and of will.

It embeds abstract connections in the relation
between living organisms, technologically subject-
ing choices to logical concatenation. It recombines
compatible (compatibilized) fragments of knowl-
edge. Governance is the replacement of political
will with a system of automatic technicalities forc-
ing reality into a logical framework that cannot be
questioned. Financial stability, competitiveness,
labor cost reduction, increase of productivity: the
systemic architecture of EU rule is based on such
dogmatic foundations that cannot be challenged or
discussed, because they are embedded in the tech-
nical function of managerial subsystems. No enun-
ciation or action is operational if it does not comply
with embedded rules of techno-linguistic disposi-
tifs of daily exchange. |

Governance is the management of a system
that is too complex to be governed. The word
“government” means the understanding (as a reduc-
tion to a rational model) of the social world, and the
ability of the human will (despotic, democratic,
and so forth) to control a flow of information suf-
ficient for the control of a relevant part of the social
whole. The possibility of government requires a
low degree of complexity with regard to social infor-
mation. Information complexity grew throughout
the late modern age, and exploded in the age of the
digital network. Therefore, the reduction of social
information to comprehensive knowledge and polit-
ical control becomes an impossible task: control
becomes aleatory, uncertain, almost impossible,



and an increasing number of events escape the
organized will. |

At this point, capitalism shifts to the mode
of governance. It employs abstract concatenation
of technological functions in place of the conscious
processing of a flow of information. It connects
asignifying segments in ptace of dialogic elabora-
tion. It automatically adapts in place of forming
consensus, using technical language in place of
shared meaning resulting from dialogue and con-
flict. In place of planning, it manages disruption. It
assesses the compatibility of agents entering the
social game in place of mediating conflicting politi-
calinterests and projects. And it employs the
rhetoric of systemic complexity in place of a rheto-
ric of historical dialectics.

Looking for Autonomy

As the governance model functions perfectly,
in itself, it destroys the social body. Conceptualiz-
ing the field of cybernetics, Norbert Wiener argued
that a system exhibiting positive feedback, in
response to perturbation, increases the magnitude
of perturbation. In contrast, a system that responds
to a perturbation in a way that reduces its effect is
said to exhibit negative feedback.

Alogic of positive feedback is installed in
the connection between digital technology and
financial economy, because this connection tends
toinduce technological automatisms, and psycho-
automatisms too, leading to the advancement of
destructive tendencies. Look at the discourse of the
European political class (almost without exception):
If deregulation produced the systemic collapse
with which the global economy is now confronted,
we need more deregulation. If lcwer taxation on
highincomes led to a fall in demand, let’s lower
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high-income taxation. If hyper-exploitation resulted
in the overproduction of unsold and useless cars,
let’s intensify car production.

Are these people insane? ! don't think so. |
think they are incapable of thinking in terms of the
future;they are panicking, terrorized by their own
impotence;they are scared. The modern bourgeoisie
was a strongly territorialized class, linked to mate-
rial assets; it could not exist without a relationship
to territory and community. The financial class that
dominates the contemporary scene has no attach-
ment to either territory or material production,
because its power and wealth are founded on the
perfect abstraction of a digitally multiplied finance.

And this digital-financial hyper-abstraction
is liquidating the living body of the planet, and the
social body. Only the social force of the general
intellect can reset the machine and initiate a para-
digm shift, but this presupposes the autonomy of
the general intellect, the social solidarity of cogni-
tarians. It presu pposes a process of autonomous
subjectivation of collective intelligence.

1 2
See Christian Marazzi, “The Jaron Lanier, You Are Not A Gadget
Privatization of the General Intellect,” {New York: Random House, 2010), 97.

trans. Nicolas Guilhot, http:/destruc-
tural.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/
christian-marazzi-the-privatization-
of-the-general-intellect.pdf.



Antke Engel
Desire for/within Economic
Transformation

147




148

Desire for/within Economic Transformation

Antke Engel

With The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It) (1996)

J. K. Gibson-Graham won the hearts of many social-
ist, post-socialist, and queer-feminist readers.’

The book’s main argument is that new possibilities
for economic transformation will arise once we no
longer understand capitalism as a monolithic entity
or as covering the whole range of existing economic
practices. The argument is taken up againinthe
more recent book A Postcapitalist Politics:“As we
begin to conceptualize contingent relationships
where invariant logics once reigned, the economy
loses its character as an asocial body in lawful
motion and instead becomes a space of recogni-
tion and negotiation”? Gibson-Graham work sys-
tematically to establish the conditions for thinking -
through economy by other means, for developing
other economies. In order to do so they combine a
Foucauldian approach that focuses on self-tech-
nologies as a means of reproducing and/or trans-
forming power relations and modes of governance,
with “a counter-hegemonic project of constructing
‘other’ economies.”

Three elements are decisive for what they
call “a politics of possibilities”; the three elements
are thoroughly intertwined, and yet each may also
become a point of entry for far-reaching, even global
processes of transformation. First of all, they pro-
pose developing new forms of thinking, and, accord-
ingly, a new economic language. They present this
as working on the level of the political imaginary to
invent a language of economic difference:

A capitalocentric discourse condenses economic
difference, fusing the variety of noncapitalist
economic activities into a unity in which meaning
is anchored to capitalist identity. Our language
politics is aimed at fostering conditions under



which images and enactments of economic diver-
sity ... might stop circulating around capitalism,
stop being evaluated with respect to capitalism,
and stop being seen as deviant or exotic or excen-
tric—departures from the norm.*

Second, Gibson-Graham articulate “self-cultiva-
tion” as a means of encouraging forms of subjec-
tivity that would be open to trying new economic
practices: “If we want other worlds and other
economies, how do we make ourselves a condition
of possibility for their emergence?”® Consequently,
the third elementis “the collaborative pursuit of
economic experimentation.”®

This combination of anticipatory imagination,
language politics, and everyday practices incites
ameans of imagining and enacting a postcapital-
ist politics. It constitutes space for a heterogeneity
of economic practices, which do not take the logic
of capital and maximizing profit for granted, and
does not present them as inescapable. Collective
practices, community economy, and the lately popu-
lar notion of the commons are central to Gibson-
Graham’s reflections on—and social experiences
of—developing economic alternatives. Yet they con-
spicuously insist on aiming for socioeconomic and
political practices that resist an ideal of sameness or
homogeneity. Instead, they understand community
as a form of Jean-Luc Nancy’s “being-in-common”:

In constructing a discourse and practice of the
community economy, what if we were to resist
the pull of the sameness or commonness of eco-
nomic being and instead focus on a notion of
economic being-in-common? That is, rather than
thinking in terms of the common properties

of an ideal economic organization or an ideal
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community economy, we might think of the being-
in-common of economic subjects and of all pos-
sible and potential economic forms.’

Practices of being-in-common create space for dif-
ference, for a potentially conflictual heterogeneity
defined by complex interdependencies. A notion of
the social, which encounters freedom in relational-
ity, is theoretically indebted to Louis Althusser’s con-
cept of overdetermination. Explaining the use of this
conceptin detail in The End of Capitalism, Gibson-
Graham explain that building an understanding of
society on the thesis of overdetermination means
that everything is seen as effected and effecting—
any cause must necessarily also be an effect at the
same time. The authors underline that this leads to a
complex dynamic in which power relations cannot be
isolated from one another, with no all-encompassing
“truth” with which to effectively distinguish them.
Any image of society depends on the perspective
one takes, and the perspective one takes influences
what one sees. Thus, academic as well as political
practice, research, socioeconomic experimentation,
or cultural and artistic work gain from a historically
contextualized analysis that does not pretend to dis-
cover a single truth or present a universal soltution.®
Overdetermination is a tool for extending
models of centralized power—whether an econo-
mistic view on capitalism or an androcentric view
on patriarchy. Accordingly, for Gibson-Graham the
project of diverse economies is always already and
inherently intertwined with working, reworking,
and transforming multiple relations of power and
domination, including racist, sexist, and hetero-
normative regimes. Furthermore, they even insist
that, “successful political innovation ... requires an
entirely new relation to power. It will need to escape



power, go beyond it, obliterate it, transform it.”®
Although they refer explicitly to Michel Foucault,
they somehow undermine his all-encompassing
notion of power by reactivating the notion of libera-
tion.Via theories of hegemony, a Marxist heritage
finds its way into their thinking. Here they refer to
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, who insist that
power relations are not simply given, but only exist
when being politically articulated and consensually
agreed upon by a wide range of people.”® Thus the
unchallenged monopoly of capitalism only exists
as long as people agree to take its supposedly ines-
capable power for granted. However, to counter the
phantasmatic whole cf capitalism does not neces-
sarily mean to present a singular alternative, but to
engage in ongoing struggles over recognition and
resources, over truth defined by contingency:

If politics is a process of transformation insti-
tuted by taking decisions on an ultimately unde-
cidable terrain, a politics of possibility rests on
an enlarged space of decision and a vision that
the world is not governed by some abstract com-
manding force or global sovereignty. This does not
preclude sedimentations of practice that have an
aura of durability and the look of “structures,” or
routinized rhythms that have an appearance of
reliability and the feel of “reproductive dynam-
ics.” It is, rather, to question the claims of truth
and universality that accompany any ontological
rigidity and to render these claims projects for
empirical investigation and theoretical re-vision-
ing. Qur practice of thinking widens the scope of

possibility by opening up each observed relation-

ship to examination for its contingencies and
each theoretical analysis for its inherent vulner-
ability and act of commitment.!’
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The Desire for Queering Capitalism

Giving up on notions of universality, truth,
and rigid identities is sometimes referred to as
a practice of “queering,” connected to the notion
- of desire. However, queering and desire are never
explicitly linked. Queer theoryis presented as a
politics of language and a technique of rereading
rather than of taking partin the “process of ‘resub-
jectivation’—the mobilization and transformation of
desires, the cultivation of capacities, and the mak-
ing of new identifications.”’2“Queering” comes up
in the context of “reading for difference rather than
dominance,”’ a practice that Gibson-Graham pres-
ent as a tool “to queer economy.”"® Desire, however,
appears as a promising force in all three fields of
practice previously mentioned:it enables imagining
things otherwise, as well as “economic experimen-
tation” and the engagementin “new technologies
of the self.”' Yet even though the concept of desire
continuously escorts the reader through the text,
and is central to Gibson-Graham’s understanding of
transformative processes, the conceptremains sur-
prisingly vague and under-theorized. Thus the ques-
tion of how queering and desire converge remains
an open one. Does desire automatically produce
queerness or processes of queering? Should we
consider some special kind of queer desire and, if
so, would such a desire also then queer economy?
Or would Gibson-Graham suggest that the queering
of desire and the queering of economy are mutu-
ally constitutive and mutually dependent?

It is hard to argue that desire is queer in and
of itself, that there is something ontologically queer
in desire. Much critique has been developed from
queer-feminist perspectives showing how phal-
locentric and heteronormative desires contribute
to installing hierarchies and inequalities, even
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grounding violent practices—a critique elabo-
rated upon in detail by Gibson-Graham when they
deconstruct the image of capitalist economy as an
impenetrable body.™ | would therefore insist that
there is no queering of economy without a queer-
ing of desire. What | would like to explore in the
following concerns whether some kind of queer-
ing of desire has already taken place or is at work
implicitly in Gibsan-Graham’s approach. This will
allow me to ask a second question: whatis the role
of desire in constituting new forms of community,
society, and global social relations that function
according to a logic of being-in-common rather
than commonness per se?

| ask these questions against the backdrop of
queer theory in general, and in particular of having
co-organized a conference on economy and sexu-
ality. Heteronormativity and desire are categories
central to queer theory. The former provides an ana-
lytical tool used to explain how heterosexuality and
the rigid binary distinction of gender become natu-
ralized and reproduced as social norms. As such,
they regulate subjectivities, social relationships,
and institutions, and install hierarchies.'®* The latter,
desire, provides for re-articulations of heteronorma-
tivity, opening up an anticipatory and transforma-
tive dimension. Feminist and queer approaches to
desire not only challenge the heterosexual norm and
the premise of binary gender difference, but also
point to the sociopolitical productivity of desire.”
Against this backdrop, “Desiring Just Economies
/Just Economies of Desire,” an international con-
ference to be held in Berlin inJune 2010, seeks to
explore how desire not only sustains current econo-
mies, but also carries the potential for inciting new
forms of understanding and “doing” economy.’® The
organizers propose to focus on the notion of desire



as a tool to explore the sexual dimension of econ-
omy as much as the economic dimension of sexual-
ity. To what extent can the pursuit of economic and
sexual justice be made to coincide when economy
is queered by desire?J. K. Gibson-Graham are major
sources and inspirations for this conference, which
is, as is this article, an attempt to connect with their
project of thinking against “the view that anything
new would not work.”®

For Gibson-Graham, the concept of desire is
not sexualized. Although they analyze how sexual
imagery and imagination organize economic dis-
course and practice, desire is invoked mainly with
more general connotations of wishing, longing, or
striving. It is sometimes associated with pleasure,
libidinal investment, or seduction, but more often
manifests as a desire for “noncapitalism” or a
desire to be part of a community economy.2° What
particularly interests me about their concept of
desire concerns its—paradoxical—presentation
as a primarily conservative force that keeps people
in their place and impedes the emergence of daring
new forms of being or acting, while simultaneously
also carrying the potential of inciting “an interest in
unpredictability, contingency, experimentation, or
even an attachment to the limit of understanding
and the possibilities of escape.”? This paradox—
when played out as a productive tension—holds the
promise of linking Foucault’s insights into desire
as a product of historical power/knowledge with
aDeleuzoguattarian understanding of desire as
movement and becoming.?? As such, | would argue
that desire allows the envisioning and enacting
of a “politics of possibility” while acknowledging
the normative or violent conditions of the present.
However, this openness to paradox is sometimes
Countered by another tendency, of installing a
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clear-cut distinction between repression and lib-
eration, one that leads to a promise of liberating
desire from being “stalemated in a fixation.”?* | find
this rather problematic, however, because it sug-
gests a space where neither power relations nor
conflict nor violence need to be dealt with.

It therefore seems mostimportant to empha-
size those moments in Gibson-Graham that under-
line the necessity of dealing with and socially
organizing “negotiation, struggle, uncertainty,
ambivalence, disappointment” rather than solely
focusing on “friendliness, trust, conviviality, and
companionable connection.”?* Even as | introduce
this insistence on thinking of transformationasa
power struggle—although a pleasurable one—|
would still like to point out the promising potential
of Gibson-Graham'’s proposal of understanding
desire and economy as inherently intertwined and
mutually constitutive. Itis this conceptual move
that connects the politics of language, the politics
of the subject, and the politics of collective action,
allowing for new political imaginaries to develop
practical effects:
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Alanguage of economic difference has the poten-
tial to offer new subject positions and prompt
novel identifications, multiplying economic
energies and desires. But the realization of this
potential is by no means automatic. Capitalism

is not just an economic signifier that can be dis-
placed through deconstruction and the prolif-
eration of signs. Rather, it is where the libidinal
investmentis.? |
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If capitalism is the place of libidinal investment,
then it is obvious that political challenges to capital-
ism likewise need to work on libidinal investment
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and search for new forms of identification and
desire—and this is exactly what Gibson-Graham
are doing when they call for resubjectivation, devot-
ing a fult chapter to “Cultivating subjects for a
community economy.”

Cultivating the Postcapitalist Self

With their project of cultivating a post-
capitalist self ready to live togetherness as inter-
dependency rather than commeonality, while still
acknowledging the ethics of connection, Gibson-
Graham rely on a Lacanian version of psychoanaly-
sis and its critique of the autonomous, rational
subject. For Gibson-Graham the “Lacanian subject
of lack™ defined by the impossibility of identity guar-
antees an empty structural space that invites “a
politics of becoming” or “the possibility of politics
itself.”*® However, Lacan’s (masculinized) subject
of lack is nevertheless hopelessly caught in a long-
ing for identity and a fantasy of coherence, there-
fore projecting an unfixed and incomplete identity
onto femininity. Although for Gibson-Graham this
inspires the powerful gesture of naming the subject
of politics “she,” they are unfortunately also lim-
ited by a Lacanian notion of desire, defined by its
covering up of lack, and for that matter constituting
complementary gender identifications. While
Gibson-Graham do not reflect upon the latter, the
former brings them to assign a significant role to
that of the analyst:

From a Lacanian perspective, the role of

the analyst is to interpret the analysand’s pro-
ject of shoring up her fantasies, which lock her
into fixed structures of desire and identity.
Aninterruption by the analyst can provoke the
analysand’s curiosity and begin the exploration

157



158

Desire for/within Economic Transformation

Antke Engel

that unravels fantasy and reveals it for what
itis.?

While | am quite sympathetic to the idea of work-
ing with the potential of curiosity and explorative
practices, | remain skeptical with regard to the
authoritative or pedagogical power relation intro-
duced through the figure of the analyst. Would we
like to install this as the exemplary relationship for
transforming subjectivity? Would we like to build
our understanding of society on this kind of rela-
tionship? These are vital questions, since Gibson-
Graham indeed see the role of the analystin their
own position in “action research processes” that
aim at inciting communal economy building. What
in the beginning of the book sounds like a refresh-
ing means of doing politics becomes suspect when
presented in the hierarchical context of a research
setting in which social scientists activate the
deprived inhabitants of a de-industrialized region
and stimulate them to overcome their resistance
to change: “Our repertory of tactics might include
seducing, cajoling, enrolling, enticing, inviting.”? As
in advertising, desire is seen as an individual longing
for phantasmatic fulfillment capable of seducing
people into doing what one wishes.

Insofar as the process avoids suppression
and rather encourages the individuals’ curiosity,
capacities, and activity, it can be understood as a
form of late modern Foucauldian governmentality
—a way of linking subjectivation and rule in such
a way that people submit out of free will. The
role Antonio Gramsci envisioned for the “organic
intellectual”is similar, as educating the people
to become active contributors to a counter-hege-
monic struggle aiming for new hegemonic consen-
sus. And this brings us to the crux of the matter:



does Gibson-Graham’s project of diverse economies
and non-normative subjectivities, while providing
space for heterogeneity and contingency, legitimize
“seducing” people into their well-being? Precisely
what form of redistribution secures the joy of the
“pastor” who finds the non-believers, the resistant
ones, finally “enlightened” by submitting to the truth
of communal being-in-common?

| see two problems here in Gibson-Graham’s
attempts to cultivate subjects of communal econo-
mies. One is that they lose sight of their declared
aim to think in terms of complex interdependencies,
which would necessarily demand analyzing the
politics of subjects as not oniy constitutive of new
economic relations, but also of existing late modern,
neoliberal discourses and power relations that pro-
mote self-responsibility, team-building, and inde-
pendence from state support. The focus of attention
falls on the development of a self that is engaged
incommunity enterprises, is poor-but-happy, and
functions as a self-activated, positive thinking
being who forsakes global perspectives of social
justice or the damnation of capitalism, but creates
alternative economies posing no threat to profit-
oriented structures. However, the absence of doubt
with regard to whether this self fits all too well into
the creation of a divided world of non-profit survival
and capitalocentric rule, remains questionable.

The other problem that results from stabiliz-
ing established power relations lies in a delight over
difference that neglects the difference of conflict,
contradiction, competition, privilege, or antagonistic
political views or interests. Energies for building
community economies are understood to be fruitful
when there is “no militant advocacy, no talk of strug-
gle against a despised capitalism.”*® Furthermore,
conflicts internal to being-in-common, but which
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jeopardize togetherness, are presented as a result
of the “psychic difficulties of relinquishing estab-
lished economic identities,” which can be overcome
once a new perspective is achieved whereby one is
open “to the humanity of others, to the possibility of
being other than she was, to participating with those
most different from herself (in her own antagonistic
worldview) in constructing a community economy.”®
Both problems, | would like to argue, are duet
an unresolved and excessively harmonious relation
between identification and desire. Here it would be
interesting to turn to Judith Butler’s latest consider-
ation of desire. In Undoing Gender (2004), she pres-
ents a re-reading of Lacan in which she insists that
desire is not “the desire of the Other”—as Lacan
suggests to undermine the illusion of the self-con-
tained subject—but rather constituting “the Other
of the Other” that becomes relevant in desiring rela-
tion.3? One has to take into account that the Other
is shifting between the social or concrete Other, my
fantasy of the Other, and the Other as an “ek-static
self” who is not in control of her/himself, occupying
all these positions simultaneously, yet never fully.
Accordingly, identification finds multiple entrance
points, and desire and identification may combine
in various, even contradictory ways. This clearly
subverts a heteronormative understanding that con
siders desire and identification to be mutually exclu
sive—| am not to desire who | identify with,and | am
not to identify with who I desire. Whereas Butler’s
notion of desire thoroughly complicates processes
of identification, which can no longer rely on clearly
defined positions of subject and object, Gibson-
Graham’s process of cultivating a postcapitalist self
in the end reconciles identification and desire. Even
though they insist on the impossibility of fixing iden
tity, their aim is to develop desires for community
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economies embodied by subjects who identify as
being connected to others. Interdependency is not
always taken as granted, but is the result of an ardu-
ous process, which captures and contains the Other
of the Other in the very act of providing space for it.
For Gibson-Graham the pointis not to incite a never-
ending process of dynamic tensions between identi-
fication and desire, desires prompting or subverting
identifications, identifications inciting or stabilizing
desires; rather, there is only one of these directions
present and valued: that is, desires effecting identi-
fications with communal economies.
Gibson-Graham’s argument carries a built-
in opposition between the discursive constitution
of the subject and its limits, namely its embodied
affectivity, showing itself by the fact that “the body
has a‘mind’ of its own, that there might be resis-
tance to new identities, attachments to old ones,
unconscious refusals to change, fears of symboliza-
tion.”* They present this as a distinction between
the “emptiness of the subject” and the “fullness of
embodiment.” Yet why would the emptiness of the
subject “that is the ultimate ground for our abil-
ity to change” stand in opposition to the “fullness
beyond the level of conscious feeling and thaught”?
My impression is that the search for transformative
potentials is too much directed towards the uncon-
scious, habitual, sensational, embodied dimen-
sions of a new postcapitalist self. Transformative
perspectives are bound to the idea of emancipating
the subject from the ego, rather than starting from
aselfthatis “from the start, given over to the other”
and the social relations developing from there.®
Queer theory proposes to understand desire as not
solely a category of subjectivity, of sexual practices
orintimate relations, but as productive in and of the
social—which includes macropolitical processes
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and institutions.® It problematizes the understand-
ing of desire as lack, because it produces the (phan-
tasmatic) object that promises satisfaction as well
as the subject longing to appropriate and control
the object.*® Instead of seeing desire as some-
thing inherent to a subject and directed towards an

' object, it is conceptualized as a process or move-

ment, productive in the sense that it constitutes
and designs social relationships and relations. In
this sense Elspeth Probyn suggests to understand
desire as moving through images on the surface
of the social-—drawing connections and forming
assemblages, either according to well-known pat-
terns of identity, difference, and their hierarchized
power relations, or through images that confuse
or disrupt established normalities and invoke sur-
prising assemblages. Referring to Deleuze and
Guattari’s consideration of desire and power, she
distinguishes between de-territorializing and re-
territorializing processes. Yet, while she presents
desire as a deterritorializing force, she also agrees
with Foucault, who sees desire as constituted by
sociohistorical power relations, and thus as poten-
tially compliant with reterritorializations.®

Since Probyn acknowledges desire’s inher-
ent ambiguity, her notion of it seems to fit well with
Gibson-Graham'’s double vision of desire as a con-
servative as well as a transformative force:

At any point in the history-making process, an
individualis caught up in two places, experienc-
ing the dissatisfactions and disappointments of
what they know and habitually desire and the
satisfactions and surprises of what is new, but
hard to fully recognize and want.*®



Yet taking into account Probyn’s proposal to under-
stand desire as a social-surface energy also invites
the question of how this ambiguity or paradoxical
tension can structure socioeconomic or, for that
matter, sociosexual surfaces, and which images
function as “means of transportation” in these
processes.* This would indeed go well alongside
Gibson-Graham’s language politics and search for
a new political imaginary. Rather than being cap-
tured by the need to translate such ambiguity into
a story of liberation and progress, Gibson-Graham
would gain space for collective practices moving in
images that disrupt harmonious linkages of iden-
tification and desire. According to Probyn, desire
may provide me with belonging—yet not because
it comes from somewhere, but because it is going
somewhere. This is aiso what Teresa de Lauretis
invokes when she speaks of desire taking place in
fantasy scenarios, where each of the protagonists
is simultaneously subject, object, and beholder
of the scene. In De Lauretis’ account, it is not only
desire that turns social, but also fantasy. Far from
being an individualized psychic capacity, fantasy is
made up of historically shaped, publicly available,
and biographically gained imagery—effecting iden-
tification as plausibly as repulsion, alienation, or
self-alienation.4

Drawing on this corpus of queer-feminist
theory, it is possible to extend Gibson-Graham's
politics of the making and remaking of an imaginary
inaway that also revises their Lacanian under-
standing of fantasy. In correlation with their notion
of desire, they define fantasy as “the mode of inte-
gration of the subject into the symbolic order and
the anchor of identification™ Here fantasy remains
bound to “wholeness” and functions as a “conserva-
tive” force submitting the su bject to the symbolic
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order, and as such counteracts curiosity, experimer
tation, and desubjectivation. If we consider instead
how Teresa de Lauretis and Judith Butler—who
both refer to Laplanche and Pontalis’ consider-
ations of the simultaneous origin of fantasy and
sexuality—deploy the subject, fantasy becomes

a process of negotiation between public and per-
sonal imagery.** As such, it is thoroughly intertwine
with sociohistorical power relations.Yet it’s alsoa
resource in social and often semi-private subcul-
tural practices that allows us to imagine ourselves
and others otherwise, not bound to the heteronor-
mative ideals of coherence and complementarity
but, maybe, involved in fantasy scenarios, where th
desiring encounters of various Others of the Other
take place. Fantasies, seen as images drawing con-
nections on social surfaces, are not chimeras but
means of collective transformation.

“All this adds up to a willingness to become
communal subjects, to accept theirincomplete-
ness, interdependence, and connection across dif-
ferences of age, race, sexuality, body type, financial
need, and social status.”3 Gibson-Graham clearly
mark this as a “fantasy,” a fantasy of “becoming
community,” a fantasy built upon the promise that
differences might no longer constitute conflict,
competition, or violence, a fantasy of “a class rela-
tionship understood from the reparative perspec-
tive of potential and connection, ratherthan sep-
arateness, rip off,and alienation.” Yet the question
remains whether we might also need fantasies of
togetherness and being-in-common defined by
competition, conflict, and violence—fantasies of
negotiating the precarious thresholds between
power, abuse of power, and violence, and the com-
plex overdetermination of structural and symbolic
inequalities, and of transformative agency.



ForJulie Graham, who left much too early.
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The week of November 10, characterized now by the
dramatic occupation of Millbank and described as
“the event of the generation of debt, precarity, and
unemployment,” brought 50,000 people into the
streets of London.!' Entering the halls of Britain’s
Conservative Party headquarters, many of us found
ourselves overwhelmed by a movement we did not
know existed. Formerly tucked in the folds of stu-
dent unions, further education colleges, local coun-
cils, trade unions, and classrooms, a mobilization
that seemed almost unthinkable only the week
before materialized before our eyes. At once beauti-
ful and perplexing for many of us involved in the for-
merly benign feeling of London’s cultural scene, was
to see how quickly so many of us—artists, lecturers,
students of fashion, design, music, and theatre—
shed years of a neoliberal lockdown on the arts to
re-conjugate ourselves as active political agents.
What can only be described as an ideologi-
cal attack on the poor, an arts and humanities—on
critical thought and production and on what little
remains of the British welfare state—threw Britain
into a state of crisis. In response, we demanded
free education for all, for cultural assets to be man-
aged through democratic processes, for decisions
about the future of culture and education to stay
out of the hands of non-elected “advisors” (such as
Lord Browne, former Chief Executive of British
Petroleum and current Chair of Trustees of the Tate
Gallery). We also shouted that our resistance to
the current cutsis not a call for the restoration of
New Labour’s public-private confusion, but some-
thing else:the articulation of a cultural and political
commons. Finally, we demanded an end to police
violence and showed solidarity with those who have
been arrested, and against those who have sus-
pended ourright to be in the streets.



In the frenzied chronicling of this autumn of
discontent, and of a movement with no end in sight,
itis impossible to analyze from outside, to make
reviews or predictions about “them”—the students,
artists, or activists. With the force of life that has
moved us from art schoolto art school, from cam-
pus to campus, from meeting to meeting, those
regimes of spectatorship, observation, and aes-
thetic judgment (in all their contemporary pseudo-
critical wrappings) that felt soc impenetrable before,
suddenly seem anachronistic in the context here
and now. -

We therefore write cur recount in fragments,
moments, and movements from the multiplicity
and power of these recent events that we do not
yet know how to name. Names will surely come, but
thereis also tremendous happiness in the semio-
clasm of the early days and nights of a movement
atits beginning.

National Day of Action, November 10,2010, London UK. Photo: NC-SA. @,
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I. New Occupations...or Rehearsals for the
Re-enchantment of Consequence

In the years preceding this moment, the common

- frustration of London’s critical art agents had been

directed towards the total inefficacy of sophis-
ticated so-called “radical” debates and projects
staged inside cultural and education institutions.
Always remaining confined within a space of cri-
tique without consequence, we had watched and
even participated in the instrumentalization of our
work. We had observed those capacities of art we
hold dear being converted to models of cultural dis-
sociation, imported and exported to and from an
international art arena.

Working in the context of such deeply prob-
lematic institutions, and being so deeply inscribed
within them, without a movement, our struggles
were often isolated, disjointed, and unheard. Our
individual {and often inaudible) protests of non-par-
ticipation, attempts at critical occupancy, telephone
rants, and negative reviews often seemed as alien-
ated as the subjects of our critiques.

These divisions performed themselves in
early September when members of the political art
collective Chto Delat? came to London as part of the
ICA's “Season of Dissent.” They invited artists and
activists to spend forty-eight hours in residence,
working on a learning play about the very subject of
how to intervene in the landscape of instrumental-
ized political art. Some members of London’s critical
arts community refused to attend in protest against
the ICA's mass layoffs, mismanagement, and inter-
pellation of critical artists into seemingly disingenu-
ous (and uncompensated) attempts at institutional
rebuilding in recent years.



Forthose who did take part, the play and
process asked us to perform this division, to place
ourselves on the side of “Art” or “Activism.” Though
many felt this to be a reductive polarity, it was pre-

scientin retrospect, as it demanded that we choose
which political subject we imagined ourselves to be,

what we were willing to risk, and what we desired.
This made it a dress rehearsal for what was about to
come: moments in which we would have to choose
between going to work or going to the demonstra-
tion, between getting good grades or learning to
collaborate, between supporting student demon-
strators in the face of police attack or succumbing
tovilifying media campaigns and university admin-
istrators who threatened punitive actions.

However, this rehearsal was smallin compari-
son to the wave of art school and gallery occupa-
tions that took ptace in the weeks that followed, a
few of which are outlined below in diary form.

November 24,2010
University College London, Occupation
of Jeremy Bentham Room.

- Atthe heart of many of the London occu pa-
tions, the daily performances, outdoor life drawing
classes, and banners that draped the UCL courtyard
formed a meeting place in London for students, art-
ists, and teachers. A timeline of the mobilizations in
the central hall charted the work that had been done
to date. In the main room tables were assembled with
the titles “media,” “food.” and “legal.” Here, skills
indealing with legal issues, consensus decision-
making, large-scale organization, and media liaising
could be acquired. Ata microphone in the front of
the room, visitors from various social movements
and student organizations announced themselves,
€Xpressed solidarity, and planned future actions.
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December 2,2010

Slade Student Occupation

Inspired by the success of UCL (just across
the street), students at the Slade occupied a centrat
room in the art college. After having anticipated a
longer timeframe for participation, students were
told that security on campus was to be increased,
and quickly occupied a main building of the school.

December 6,2010

Occupation Camberwell College of Artand

Teach In: Turner Prize, Tate Britain

Students took the upper main room at
camberwell’s Wilson St. building, staying through-
out the Christmas holidays. Arts groups suchas
London’s Radical Education Forum and Ultra-red
presented workshops at Camberwell as partofan
open program. Food and support were brought by
local groups in solidarity.

Over two-hundred students and lectur-
ers from Goldsmiths, the Stade, St Martin’s,
Camberwell, and other art and fashion colleges
occupied Tate Britain during the live, televised pre-
sentations of the Turner Prize in a sit-in organized
by the Arts Against Cuts Campaign. Corralled out
of sight, away from official guests—the best and
brightest of London’s art world—the students and
artists protested:“We are not just here to fight
fees! We are here to fight philistinism!” The chant-
ing could be heard on the live television broadcast,
drowning out the presenters’ words. Support was
expressed by Turner Prize winners and some guests,
with others treating the students’ protest as a per-
formance for their own edification, describing the
disruption as “naive.”



December7,2010

Goldsmiths Occupation and Royal College

of Art Occupation

A coalition of students and lecturers occupied
the university library at Goldsmiths in opposition to
the cuts and subsequent increase in university fees.
Opened as a center for organization, “available 24
hours a day to students and all those on the receiv-
ing end of the government’s assault in the local
South London Lewisham community,” it was here
that students made demands to the management at
Goldsmiths, such as making a statement to oppose
fees and refuse further cuts or staff redundancies
at the university, and demanding that management
defend all those from Goldsmiths arrested in pro-
tests and retract their threat to charge the Student
Union £15,000 in response to the occupation of
Deptford Town Hall.® The occupation flared many
tensions between staff and student participants,
between generations and styles of activism, and
between political agents from different movements,
but it was also an important site for planning and for
bringing students together in collective action.

In the name of education for all, support for
student demonstrators, and a statement demand-
ing an end to the cuts, students at The Royal College
of Art occupied parts of the College, including its
gallery, along with thirty-seven other colleges and
universities in the country. Their letter of demands
also addressed the teaching and learning condi-
tions at the college. They requested access to
the gallery, which rents for £4,500 per day, higher
teacher-student ratios, and financial aid.
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December9,2010

Teach-in at the National Gallery

On the day of the parliamentary vote to
increase student fees, many student protesters
found themselves kettled for hours. Meanwhile, arts
students and lecturers staged a teach-in at Room
43 of London’s National Gallery. Their aim was to
produce a manifesto for their portion of the edu-
cation movement (read as a “nomadic hive”) that
promoted tactics of swarming, avoiding kettles,
and coming together for strategic actions. Staying
beyond the closing hour, and holding the space until
the task was completed, over two hundred artists
and cultural workers contributed to the manifesto.
In preparation, teachers using names from the
history of art, such as Frida Kahlo, gave performa-
tive lectures about works of art on display nearby,
including Manet’s Execution of Emperor Maximilian
of Mexico (1868). While the manifesto was largely
poetic, the task of coming together taught the group
to make decisions, to better understand the poten-
tial of artists and the arts in a broader movement,
and how to be in an institution on our own terms.

Il. Reflection and Action: Long Weekends

Catalyzed by the excitement and organizing buzz
of art departments and college occupations, two
long weekends were arranged as opportunities

for reflection, making, and planning. The first,
December 5 and 6, 2010, was initiated by students
at the Slade and hosted by the newly-formed Arts
Against Cuts at Goldsmiths College. Its stated aim
was to be “a furnace of creativity, a place to re-imag-
ine resistance against the cuts [to] reclaim the pub-
lic, critical space that universities and art schools
should be.” This weekend also sought to



transform the buildings into a living laboratory,
an art school for the future, which brings together
art students, artists, cultural workers, and those
fighting the cuts from across the UK to share in
defiance against the relentless marketization of
our education and our lives .... It’s not important
what artis but what it does, and right now it has
the potential to turn the crisis of cuts into an
-opportunity for change.*

The two weekends, the December Long Weekend at
Goldsmiths and, more recently, the Direct Weekend
at Camberwell College of Art, were first and fore-
most forums that made use of spaces in universities
and art colleges. They built upon and developed the
proliferation of groups, discussions, and affini-

ties generated across departments, in museums
and galleries, along all levels in the school system.
Actions such as the Book Block and the gallery
occupations came directly out of the discussions
during the first Long Weekend. Importantly, so did
the beginnings of a shared analytic framewaork.
Primary topics of discussion included guestions of
composition—class, education, skill—and the con-
stant challenge of keeping a movement open and
connected to different struggles. The language of
maovement—how to express opposition to the cuts
without producing a nostalgic glorification of what
existed before—was an ongoing debate. How could
students support teachers in their protest for better
wages while supporting each other in challenging
the ways schools are run? We debated unions, how
todefend a public sector from the multiple posi-
tions of cultural practitioners and educators, art-
ists and freelancers, students and teachers—all of
whom are precarious, part-time, and disaffiliated
frominstitutions of public culture and education.
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Beyond the slightly declamatory language of
art manifestos, what emerged was a search for a col-
lective time-space in which the critique of existing
cultural and educational institutions could be artic-
ulated, but could also form the basis for learning and
organizing towards concrete alternatives. Stemming
from a shared sensitivity to practices of collective
production and thought, experiments settled into
the discomfort of finding forms that do not replicate
the art world with its authorial and spectatorial
regimes: the lecturers lecturing and the students
studying;the artists making art while the rest of the
world observes: the poster and the performance
quickly crystallizinginto an authored commodity.

The recognition of these often unspoken
issues and tensions within critical cultural produc-
tion around authority prompted a rapid process of
self-education. Together students, teachers, and
artists learned strategies of horizontal decision-
making and facilitation—bearing the fruits of years
of experiments and discussions arou nd anti-autho-
rial and autonomous forms of artistic action in the
art world—we patiently nibbled away at habitual
polarizations between art and politics.

Tensions and new skills were developed
between different forms of organization—consen-
sus versus voting, lectures versus group work—but
also between the voices of teachers and students,
between those with a lot of organizing experience
and those with none at all. Teachers and students
together found ways to move away from authorita-
tive forms to act with hundreds of people, made
plenaries, opened spaces, and learned to move from
‘dea to action. These lessons were perhaps the most
formative. Different from the spaces of the main
student assemblies, these were zones of micropo-
litical learning.



Ill. Docile Bodies and Police Violence:
The Pedagogy of the Kettle

We continued learning the organizational forms of
a movement, atbeit much more rapidly in the days
of the protests and demonstrations. Beyond the
ambiguous messages of the spectacularization

of occupations and street demos—“making goad
TV”—the Millbank event marked for many of us the
beginning of an embodied crash course in contem-
porary biopolitics. If critical cultural workers and
art students had bathed for more than a decade in
Foucauldian analysis and terminologies, now was
the moment to wear the theory in practice, to feel
it on the collective body of the movement, and on
the individual bodies of its participants. The first
kettle was unexpected for most, except for the few
of us who had experienced the G8 demonstrations
around the world in the early 2000s. Critical teach-
ers had brought their students, freelance practitio-
ners had invited friends and collaborators, and all
found themselves immersed in a joyful swarm of
fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds walking outin rage
against the fee increases. At one pointin the day,
we were suddenly blocked, surrounded, and vio-
lently held for ten hours in freezing temperatures,
with no explanation given, no dialogue possible, no
water, no food, and no toilets. Agamben’s state of
exception suddenly translated from some seminar
room debate to the here and now, in the shadow of
the so-called democratic Houses of Parliament in
central London.

The body in these moments became the
meeting place for abstract notions of state vio-
lence, for various knowledges of performance art,
agitprop, and situationism: gesture and voice sur-
faced and combined to bring about new levels of
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awareness and understanding that was far more
than skin-deep.“There is knowledge,” as one dem-
onstrator said, “and there is knowledge.” We came
to know differently in the kettle that the police
exist to protect private property, and no matter how
harmless and docile we are, they will contain us and
shout at us, shove us around, and hold us still in
uncomfortable positions. Qur initial bewilderment
and liberal rationalizations—*“they’ll let us free
once they realize there’s been a mistake”—became
passive resignation and quickly grew into a pensive
anger,whose embers are kept alive in recounting
the stories to our bewildered and unsympathetic
friends alike.

in all its painful and futile violence, the event
of the kettle became, out of necessity, a space of
political self-education for those among us who had
inhabited a more detached version of cultural poli-
tics, of gentle dissent and civilized debate. These
experiences contradicted the inculcated belief—
certainly the by-product of the education we are so
proud of—that state instruments of repression are
only used against those who misbehave. Those of
us who thought we had a “right” to peaceful protest
were spectacularly reminded that this right had
been bestowed upon us by a high authority that
can withdraw it at will and with the least credible
excuses, if any excuses were even to be bothered
with at all. At the same time, we also relearned
the performative dimensions of these rights and
remembered that the making of a space of dissent
is a composition of gestures, not a procedurally
granted abstraction.

In being there, being kettled and breaking out
of it, our bodies understood the dynamic relation-
ship between power over and power to, the latter
found in our actions togetherinside this space, in



our collective memory of physical oppression, the
sharing of stories and reflections. In affinity grou ps,
we rediscovered the importance of our critical and
artistic education in giving us the tools to decon-
struct and de-legitimize supposedly “legitimate”
use of “reasonable force”: to realize, narrate, and
understand collectively that violence is structural
and had always been there, and that violence has
now simply revealed itself to a larger swathe of
society who found themselves suddenly and quite
unexpectedly on the frontline of a conflict for a right
as basic as public education. Avoiding and break-
ing out of the kettle, we learned the value of free
movement—that space is created through action,
and that swarming the city in small groups of joyful
spontaneous running is one with shouting “Whose
streets? Our streets!” Situationism was no longer an
art historical movement or a feeble attem ptatre-
enactment but a necessary practice.

As students and educators we also used the
kettle to reflect on questions of politics and respon-
sibility. And after the kettle we learned again. We
learned about the images within and the images
outside:the way the helicopter light shined down on
us in the dark without really illuminating anything,
the absurdity of police choreography, the hours of
waiting in line to get out, of warming our hands by
the fires fueled with burning placards—all of which
were reduced to one image in the mainstream press.
This reminded us of the power of spectacle, a practi-
caltraining in media literacy that we will not forget.

IV.Some Questions to Take Forward
Atthe end of these intense weeks, we are left with

affects and questions, with a fundamental intensifi-
cation of collective ties, and a deep interrogation of
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our existing, conflictual positions within and beyond
the institutions we inhabit. We assess now how far
we are willing to go.

Our sense of belonging is shifting and growing
at the same time as our institutions are becoming
increasingly hard to work within. How can callec-
tivity be strengthened in the coming weeks and
months? How can it not be overcome by legal and
administrative controls in the reduced versions of
the places where we work and go to school?

How can these recent events inform the
micro-practices of groups, as a more sustainable
mode of struggle that goes beyond the state of
emergency status of these weeks? With these expe-
riences in hand, how do we begin to set up the world
we wantto bein?

How do we maintain the momentum of event-
togetherness-excitementin all of our practices?
How do we make this the reality in which we live in
at amore elongated pace?

How do we engage with the media? What are
the other ways of increasing our numbers and mov-
ing public opinion into direct forms of action?

Regardless of how these questions are to be
resolved, we are naticing how nice our bodies feel
after these weeks, having been away from our rou-
tines and the computer, from the mute sites of our
work. It becomes even clearer that this “work”—
whether that of the teacher, student, or artist—
is not allthere is to fight for. The world we create
will make that alienating rhetoric of “work” void, it
will stop work from dividing us. Instead, our self-
organization shows what pleasures lie in messing
with the divisions of labor and life in the context of
struggle. Occupations and demonstrations have
been laboratories of such un-division, of joyful cot-
laboration, of a conviviality that has something more



in mind than a career, the next job, a house,and a
car.Up and down stairs, off to meetings in unfamil-
iar places, carrying cookies and teabags, exploring
ourvocal range, gazing at strangers, designing last-
minute placards, turning lecture halls into spaces
where life and learning finally overlap again, learn-
ing to perform in protest. A collective becoming is
never based on a fixed identity, on a set plan,orona
few steps—it happens because our potentials reso-
nate with our givens, because we enjoy and grow.
We work to keep this resonant, growing, spreading,
building, fun; that’s the “work” we like. We'll stay
with it: moving, sensing, fighting, dancing.

1 3

See http:/www. edu-factory.org/ See http:/goldsmithsinoccupa-
wp/the-british-university-as-a-mill- tion.wordpress.com/2010/12/07/
bank-riot/ goldsmiths-occupied/,

2 4

See http://www.newstatesman. See http:/artsagainsteuts.
tom/blogs/laurie-penny/2010/12/ wordpress.com/2010/12/02/

tu rner-prize-art-you ng-future. arts-against-cuts-the-long-weekend/.
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—Who wants to know?
—/I/wantto know.

—What do you want to know?
—/ldon’t know!

At some point last year | proposed within my insti-
tution, Goldsmiths, University of London, that we
develop a free academy adjacent to ourinstitu-

tion and call it “Goldsmiths Free.” The reactions

to this proposal, when not amused smirks at the
apparently adolescent nature of the proposal, were
largely either puzzled—*What would we get out of
it? Why would we want to do it?”—or horrified—
“How would it finance itself?” No one asked what
might be taught or discussed within it and how that
might differ from the intellectual work thatis done
within our conventional fee-charging, degree-giving,
research-driven institution. And that of course was
the point, that it would be different, not just in terms
of redefining the point of entry into the structure
(free of fees and previous qualifications) or the
modus operandi of the work (not degree-based,
unexamined, not subject to the state’s mechanisms
of monitoring and assessment), but also that the
actual knowledge would be differently situated
within it. And that is what | want to think about here,
about the difference in the knowledge |tself its
nature,its status, and its affect.

The kind of knowledge that interested me
inthis proposal to the university was one that was
not framed by disciplinary and thematic orders, a
knowledge that would instead be presented in rela-
tion to an urgent issue, and not an issue as defined
by knowledge conventions, but by the pressures

and struggles of contemporaneity. When knowledge

isunframed, it is less grounded genealogically and
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can navigate forwards rather than backwards. This
kind of “unframed” knowledge obviously had a great
dealto dowith what | had acquired during my expe-
riences inthe art world, largely a set of permissions
with regard to knowledge and a recognition of its
performative faculties—that knowledge does rather
than is. But the permissions | encountered in the art
world came with their own set of limitations, a ten-
dency to reduce the complex operations of specula-
tion to either illustration or to a genre that would
visually exemplify “study” or “research.” Could there
be, | wondered, another mode in which knowledge
might be set free without having to perform such
generic mannerisms, without becoming an aes-
thetic trope in the hands of curators hungry for the
latest “turn”?

Heads will surely be shaken! The notion of
“free” is currently so degraded in terms of the free
market, the dubious proposals of the new “free”
economy of the Internet, and the historically false
promises of individual freedom, that it may be dif-
ficult to see what it might have to offer beyond all
these hollow slogans. Nevertheless, the possibility
of producing some interrogative proximity between
“knowledge” and “free” seems both unavoidable
and irresistible, particularly in view of the present
struggles over the structures of education in Europe.
The actual drive towards knowledge and therefore
towards some form of expansion and transforma-
tion seems far more important than simply a dis-
cussion of the categories it operates within. In order
to attempt such a transition | need to think about
several relevant questions:

1. Firstand foremost, what is knowledge when
itis“free”?




2. Whether there are sites, such as the spaces
of art, in which knowledge might be more
“free”than in others?

3. Whatare the institutional implications of
housing knowledge that is “free”?

4. What are the economies of “free” that might
prove an alternative to the market- and out-
come-based and comparison-driven econo-
mies of institutionally structured knowledge
at present?

Evidently, en route | need to think about the strug-
gles over education, its alternative sitings, the types
of emergent economies that might have some pur-
chase on its rethinking, and, finally, how “education”
might be perceived as an alternative organizational
mode, not of information, of formal knowledges and
their concomitant marketing, but as other forms of
coming together not predetermined by outcomes
but by directions. Here | have in mind some process
of “knowledge singularization,” which | will discuss
further below.

Obviously it is not the romance of libera-
tion that | have in mind here in relation to “free.”
Knowledge cannot be “liberated,” it is endlessly
embedded in long lines of transformations that link
ininexplicable ways to produce new conjunctions.
Nor do | have in mind the romance of “avant-garde”
knowledge, with its oppositional modes of “innova-
. tion” as departure and breach. Nor am | particularly
interested in what has been termed “interdiscipli-
narity,” which, with its intimations of movement
and “sharing” between disciplines, de facto leaves
intact those membranes of division and logics of
separation and containment. Nor, finally, and | say
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this with some qualification, is my main aim here to
undo the disciplinary and professional categories
that have divided and isolated bodies of knowledge

~ from one another in order to promote a heteroge-

neous field populated by “bodies” of knowledge
akin to the marketing strategies that ensure choice
and multiplicity and dignify the practices of epis-
temological segregation by producing endless new
subcategories for inherited bodies of named and
contained knowledge.

There is a vexed relation between freedom,
individuality, and sovereignty that has a particu-
lar relevance for the arena being discussed here,
as knowledge and education have a foothold both
in processes of individuation and in processes of
socialization. Hannah Arendt expressed this suc-
cinctly when she warned that

Politically, this identification of freedom with sov-
ereignty is perhaps the most pernicious and dan-
gerous consequence of the philosophical equa-
tion of freedom and free will. For it leads either to
a denial of human freedom—namely, if it is real-
ized that whatever men may be, they are never
sovereign—or to the insight that the freedom of
one man, or a group, or a body politic, can only

be purchased at the price of the freedom, i.e.the
sovereignty, of all others. Within the conceptual
framework of traditional philosophy, itis indeed
very difficult to understand how freedom and
non-sovereignty can exist together or, to put it
another way, how freedom could have been given
to men under the conditions of non-sovereignty.'

And in the final analysis it is my interest to get
around both concepts, freedom and sovereignty,
through the operations of “singularization.” Perhaps



itis knowledge de-individuated, de-radicalized in
the conventional sense of the radical as breach, and
yet operating within the circuits of singularity—of
“the new relational mode of the subject”—that is
preoccupying me in this instance.

And so, the task at hand seems to me to be
not one of liberation from confinement, but rather
one of undoing the very possibilities of containment.

While an unbounded circulation of capital,
goods, information, hegemonic alliances, populist
fears, newly globalized uniform standards of excel-
lence, and so forth, are some of the hallmarks of the
late neoliberal phase of capitalism, we nevertheless
can not simply equate every form of the unbounded
and judge them all as equaliy insidious.“Free” in
relation to knowledge, it seems to me, has its power
less in its expansion than in an ultimately centrip-
etal movement, less in a process of penetrating and
colonizing everywhere and everything in the relent-
less mode of capital, than in reaching unexpected
entities and then drawing them back, mapping them
onto the field of perception.

STRUGGLES

In spring and autumn of 2008 a series of pro-
longed strikes erupted across Austria and Germany,
the two European countries whose indigenous
education systems have been hardest hit by the
reorganization of the Bologna Accord; smalier
strikes also took place in France, Italy, and Belgium.?
At the center of the students’ protests were the
massive cuts in education budgets across the board
and the revision of state budgets within the cur-
rent economic climate, which made youth and the
working class bear the burden of support for failing
financial institutions.
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The strikes were unified by common stands on three
issues:

1. against fees for higher education

2. againsttheincreasinglimitation of access
to selection in higher education

3. forre-democratization of the universities
and re-inclusion of students in decision-
making processes

Not only were these the largest and most organized
strikes to have been held by school and university
students since the 1980s, but they also included
teachers, whose pay had been reduced and whose
working hours had been extended, which, after con-
siderable pressure from below, eventually moved
the trade unions to take a position.

The concerns here were largely structural and
procedural, and considering all thatis at stake in
these reorganizations of the education system, it
is difficult to know what to privilege in our concern:
the reformulation of institutions into regimented
factories for packaged knowledge that can easily
be placed within the marketplace;the processes of
knowledge acquisition that are reduced to the man-
agement of formulaic outcomes that are compara-
ble across cultures and contexts; “training” replac-
ing “speculating”; the dictation of such shifts from
above and without any substantive consultation or
debate. All of these are significant steps away from
criticality in spaces of education and towards the
goal that all knowledge have immediate, transpar-
ent, predictable, and pragmatic application.

The long, substantive lines that connect these
struggles to their predecessors over the past forty



years or so, and which constitute “education” as
both an ongoing political platform and the heart of
many radical artistic practices, are extremely well
articulated in a conversation between Marion von
Osten and Eva Egermann, in which von Osten says of
her projects such as “reformpause”:

Firstly, | tried to create a space to pause, to hold
on for a moment, to take a breath and to think—
to think about what kinds of change might be
possible; about how and what we might wish to
learn; and why that which we wished to learn
might be needed. | guess, in this way, both Manoa
Free University and “reformpause” shared
similar goals—not simply to critique the ongo-
ing educational reforms and thereby legitimize
established structures, but rather to actively
engage in thinking about alternate concepts and
possible change.

Secondly, there is a long history of student
struggles and the question arises as to whether
or not these are still relevant today and, if they
are, how and why? The recent student strug-
gles did not simply originate with the Bologna
Declaration. The genealogy of various school and
university protests and struggles over the past
forty years demonstrates that we live in an era of
educational reforms which, since the 1960s, have
led to the construction of a new political subjec-
tivity, the “knowledge worker.” This is not just a
phenomenon of the new millennium; furthermore,
many artistic practices from the 1960s and 1970s
relate to this re-ordering of knowledge within
Western societies. This is one of the many rea-
sons why we so readily relate to these practices,
as exemplified by conceptualism and the various
ways in which conceptual artists engaged with
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contemporary changes in the concepts of infor-
mation and communication.’

All of this identifies hugely problematic and very
urgent issues, but we cannot lose sight of the status
of actual knowledge formations within these. When
knowledge is not geared towards “production,” it
has the possibility of posing questions that combine
the known and the imagined, the analytical and the
experiential, and which keep stretching the terrain
of knowledge so that it is always just beyond the
border of what can be conceptualized.

These are questions in which the conditions
of knowledge are always internal to the concepts it
is entertaining, not as a context but as a limit to be
tested. The entire critical epistemology developed
by Foucault and by Derrida rested on questions that
always contain a perception of their own impos-
sibility, a consciousness of thinking as a process of
unthinking something that is fully aware of its own
status. The structural, the techniques, and the appa-
ratuses, could never be separated from the critical
interrogation of concepts. As Giorgio Agamben says
of Foucault’s concept of the apparatus:

The proximity of this term to the theological dis-
positio, as well as to Foucault’s apparatuses, is
evident. What is common to all these terms is
that they refer back to this oikonomia, thatis,toa
set of practices, bodies of knowledge, measures,
and institutions that aim to manage, govern,
control, and orient—in a way that purports to be
useful—the behaviors, gestures, and thoughts of
human beings.*

So the struggle facing education is precisely that of
separating thought from its structures, a struggle



constantly informed by tensions between thought
management and subjectification—the frictions

- by which we turn ourselves into subjects. As
Foucault argued, this is the difference between the
production of subjects in “power/knowledge” and
those processes of self-formation in which the per-
sonis active. It would seem then that the struggle
in education arises from tensions between con-
scious inscription into processes of self-formation
and what Foucault, speaking of his concerns with
scientific classification, articulated as the sub-
sequent and necessary “insurrection of subju-
gated knowledges,” in which constant new voices
appear claiming themselves not as “identities,” but
as events within knowledge.® The argument that
Isabelle Stengers makes about her own political for-
mation has convinced me that thisis a productive
direction to follow in trying to map out knowledge
as struggle: |

My own intellectual and political life has been
marked by what | learned from the appearance
of drugs users’ groups claiming that they were
“citizens like everyone else,” and fighting against
laws that were officially meant to “protect” them.
The efficacy of this new collective voice, relegat-
ing to the past what had been the authorized,
consensual expertise legitimating the “war on
drugs,” convinced me that such events were
“political events” par excellence, producing—
as, | discovered afterwards, Dewey had already
emphasized—both new political struggle and
new important knowledge. | even proposed that
what we call democracy could be evaluated by
its relation to those disrupting collective pro-
ductions. A“true” democracy would demand the
acceptance of the ongoing challenge of such
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disruptions—would not only accept them but
also acknowledge those events as something it
depended upon.®

Knowledge as disruption, knowledge as counter-
subjugation, knowledge as constant exhortation to
its own, often uncomfortable implications, are at
the heart of “struggle.” The battle over education as
we are experiencing it now does not find its origin in
the desire to suppress these but rather in efforts to
regulate them so that they work in tandem with the
economies of cognitive capitalism.

ECONOMIES

The ecanomies of the world of knowledge
have shifted quite dramatically over the pasttento
fifteen years. What had been a fairly simple subsidy
model, with states covering the basic expenses of
teaching, subsidizing home schooling on a per cap-
ita basis (along with private entities incorporated
in “not -for-profit” structures); research councils
and foundations covering the support of research
in the humanities and pure sciences; and industry
supporting applied research, has changed quite
dramatically, as have the traditional outlets for such
knowledge: scholarly journals and books, exhibi-
tions, science-based industry, the military, and pub-
lic services such as agriculture and food production.
Knowledge, at present, is not only enjoined to be
“transferable” (to move easily between paradigms
so that its potential impact will be transparent from
the outset) and to invent new and ever expand-
ing outlets for itself, it must also contend with the
prevalent belief that it should be obliged not only
to seek out alternative sources of funding but actu-
ally to produce these. By producing the need for a
particular type of knowledge one is also setting up



the means of its excavation or invention—this is
therefore a “need-based” culture of knowledge that
produces the support and the market through itself,

So, when | speak of a “free” academy, the
question has to be posed:ifitis to meet all the
above requirements, namely, that it not be fee-
charging, not produce applied research, not function
within given fields of expertise, and not consider
itself in terms of applied “outcomes,” how would it
be funded?

Interms of the Internet, the economic model
of “free” that has emerged over the past decade ini-
tially seemed to be an intensification or a contempo-
rary perpetuation of what had been called by econo-
mists, the “cross-subsidy” model: you'd get one thing
free if you bought another, or you'd get a product free
only if you paid for a service. This primary model was
then expanded by the possibilities of ever increasing
access to the Internet, married to constantly low-
ered costs in the realm of digital technologies.

A second trend is simply that anything that
touches digital networks quickly feels the effect of
falling costs. And so it goes, too, for everything from
banking to gambling. The moment a com pany’s pri-
mary expenses become things based in silicon,
free becomes not just an option but also the inevi-
table destination.” The cost of actually circulating
something within these economies becomes lower
and lower, until cost is no longer the primary index
of its value.

Athird aspect of this emergent economic
model is perhaps the one most relevant to this
discussion of education. Here the emphasisisona
shift from an exclusive focus on buyers and sellers,
producers and consumers, to a tripartite model, in
Which the third element that enters does so based
onitsinterestin the exchange taking place between
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the first two elements—an interest to which it con-
tributes financially. In the traditional media model,
a publisher provides a product free (or nearly free)
to consumers, and advertisers pay toride along.
Radio is “free to air,” and so is much of television.
Likewise, newspaper and magazine publishers
don’t charge readers anything close to the actual
cost of creating, printing, and distributing their
products. They’re not selling papers and magazines
to readers, they’re selling readers to advertisers.
It's a three-way market.

In a sense, what the Web representsis the
extension of the media business model to indus-
tries of all sorts. This is not simply the notion that
advertising will pay for everything. There are dozens
of ways that media companies make money around
free content, from selling information about con-
sumers to brand licensing, “value-added” subscrip-
tions, and direct e-commerce. Now an entire eco-
system of Web companies is growing up around the
same set of models.®

The question is whether this model of a
“free” economy is relevant to my proposal for a free
“academy,” given that in an economic model the
actual thing in circulation is not subject to much
attention except as it appeals to a large public and
their ostensible needs. Does this model have any
potential for criticality or for an exchange that goes
beyond consumption? Novelist, activist, and tech-
nology commentator Cory Doctorow claims that

there’s a pretty strong case to be made that “free”
has some inherent antipathy to capitalism. That
is, information that can be freely reproduced at
no marginal cost may not want, need or benefit
from markets as a way of organizing them. ...
Indeed, there’s something eerily Marxist in this



phenomenon, in that it mirrors Marx’s predic-
tion of capitalism’s ability to create a sy rplus of
capacity that can subseq uently be freely shared
without market forces’ brutality.?

The appealing part of the economy of “free” for
debates about education js its unpredictability in
throwing up new spheres of interest and new con-
gregations around them. It has some small poten-
tial for shifting the present fixation on the direct
relation between fees, training, applied research,
organization-as-management, predictable outputs
and outcomes, and the immediate consumption

of knowledge. This however seems a very narrow
notion of criticality as it is limited to the produc-
tion of a surplus within knowledge and fails to take
onthe problems of subjectification. And it is the
agency of subjectification and its contradi ctory
multiplicity that is at the heart of a preoccupation
with knowledge in education, giving it its traction as
it were, what Foucault called “the lived multiplic-

ity of positionings.” The Internet-based model of
“free” does break the direct relation between buyers
and sellers, which in the current climate of debates
about education, in the context of what Nick Dyer-
Witheford has called “Academia Inc.,” is certainly
welcome. But it does not expand the trajectory of
participation substantively, merely reducing the act
of taking part in this economy of use and exchange.
The need to think of a “market” for the disruption of
paradigms emerges as an exercise in futility and as
politically debilitating. To think again with Agamben:

Contemporary societies therefore present
themselves as inert bodies going through mas-
sive processes of desubjectification without
acknowledging any real subjectification. Hence
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the eclipse of politics, which used to presuppose
the existence of subjects and real identities (the
workers’ movement, the bourgeoisie, etc.), and
the triumph of the oikonomia, that is to say, of a
pure activity of government that aims at nothing
other than its own replication.’

What then would be the sites of conscious subjecti-
fication within this amalgam of education and cre-
ative practices?

SITES

Over the pasttwo decades we have seen a
proliferation of self-organized structures that take
the form, with regard to both theirinvestigations
and effects, of sites of learning.' These have, more
than any other initiative, collapsed the divisions
between sites of formal academic education and
those of creative practice, display, performance,
and activism. In these spaces the previously clear
boundaries between universities, academies,
museums, galleries, performance spaces, NGOs,
and political organizations, lost much of their vis-
ibility and efficaciousness. Of course, virtually every
European city still has at [east one if not several
vast “entertainment machine” institutions, tradi-
tional museums that see their task as one of inviting
the populace to partake of “art” in the most conven-
tional sense and perceive “research” to be largely
about themselves (to consist, that is, in the seem-
ingly endless conferences that are held each year on
“the changing role of the museum”). These institu-
tions however no longer define the parameters of
the field and serve more as indices of consumption,
market proximities, and scholastic inertia.

What does knowledge do when it circulatesin
other sites such as the art world?
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As Eva Egermann says:

Of course, the art field was seenasa placein
which things could happen, a field of potential,

a space of exchange between different mod-

els and concepts and, in the sense of learning
and unlearning, a field of agency and transfer
between different social and political fields and
between different positions and subjectivities.
In a way, the exhibition functioned as a pretext,a
defined place for communication and action that
would perhaps establish impulses for further
transformations. So, the project fu nctioned as an
expanded field of practice from which to organ-
ize and network between many different groups,
but also to question and experiment with meth-
ods of representation and distribution for collec-
tive artistic research. We wanted to disseminate
our research for collective usage through various
means, such as the study circle itself, a wiki,
publications and readers and through the model
of a free university."?

More than any other sphere, the spaces of contem-
porary art thatopen themselves to this kind of alter-
native activity of learning and knowledge produc-
tion,and seeinitnotan occasional indulgence but
their actual daily business, have become the sites of
some of the most important redefinitions of knowl-
edge that circulate today.

As sites, they have marked the shift from
“lvory Towers” of knowledge to spaces of interlocu-
tion, with in between a short phase as “laborato-
ries.” As a dialogical practice based on questioning,
on agitating the edges of paradigms and on raising
external points of view, interlocution takes knowl-
edge back to a Socratic method but invests its



operations with acknowledged stakes and interests,
rather than being a set of formal proceedings. It
gives a performative dimension to the belief argued
earlier through the work of Foucault and Derrida,
that knowledge always has at its edges the active
process of its own limits and its own invalidation. In
setting up knowledge production within the spaces
and sites of art, one also takes up a set of permis-
sions that are on offer. Recognizing who is posing
questions, where they are speaking from, and from
where they know what they know, becomes central
rather than, as is typical, marginal qualifications
often relegated to footnotes. Permission is equally
granted to start in the middle without having to
rehearse the telos of an argument; to start from
“right here and right now” and embed issuesina
variety of contexts, expanding their urgency;to bring
to these arguments a host of validations, interven-
tions, asides, and exemplifications that are not rec-
ognized as directly related or as sustaining provable
knowledge. And, perhaps most importantly, “the
curatorial,” not as a profession but as an organizing
and assembling impulse, opens up a set of possibili-
ties, mediations perhaps, to formulate subjects that
may not be part of an agreed-upon canon of “sub-
jects” worthy of investigation. So knowledge in the
art world, through a set of permissions that do not
recognize the academic conventions for how one
arrives at a subject, can serve both the purposes of
reframing and producing subjects in the world.
Finally, | would argue that knowledge in the
art world has allowed us to come to terms with par-
tiality—with the fact that our field of knowing is
always partially comprehensible, the problems that
populate it are partially visible, and our arguments
are only partially inhabiting a recognizable logic.
Under noillusions as to its comprehensiveness,
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knowledge as itis built up within the spaces of art
makes relatively modest claims for plotting outthe |
entirety of a problematic, accepting instead that it
is entering in the middle and illuminating some lim-
ited aspects, all the while making clear its drives in
doing so.”

And itis here,in these spaces, that one can
ground the earlier argument that the task at hand
in thinking through “free” is notone of liberation
from confinement, but ratherone of undoing the
very possibilities of containment. It is necessary
to understand that containment is not censure
but rather half acknowledges acts of framing and
territorializing. |

VECTCRS

In conjunction with the sites described
above it is also direction and circulation that help
inopening up “knowledge”to new perceptions of
its mobility.

How can we think of “education” as circula-
tions of knowledge and not as the top-down or
down-up dynamics in which there is always a given,
dominant direction for the movement of knowledge?
The direction of the knowledge determines its mode
of dissemination:ifitis highly elevated and canon-
ized then itis structuredina particular, hierarchi-
cal way, involving original texts and commentaries
on them: if it is experiential then it takes the form
of narrative and description inamore lateral form;
and if it is empirical then the production of data
categories, vertical and horizontal, would dominate
its argument structures even when itis speculating
on the very experience of excavating and structuring
that knowledge."

While thinking about this essay | happened
to hear a segment of a radio program called The




Bottom Line, a weekly BBC program about business
entrepreneurs | had never encountered before. In
it a businessman was talking about his training;
Geoff Quinn the chief executive of clothing manu-
facturerT. M. Lewin said he had not had much edu-
cation and went into clothing retailing at the age
of sixteen, “but then | discovered the stock room—
putting things in boxes, making lists, ordering the
totality of the operation.”*® He spoke of the stock-
room, with a certain sense of wonder, as the site
in which everything came together, where the bits
connected and made sense, less a repository than
a launch pad for a sartorial world of possibilities.
The idea that the “stockroom” could be an epiphany,
could be someone’s education, was intriguing and |
tried to think it out a bit. .. part Foucauldian notion
of scientific classification and part Simondon’s
pragmatic transductive thought about operations
rather than meanings—the “stockroom”is clearly
a perspective, an early recognition of the systemic
and the interconnected, and a place from which to
see the “big picture.” While the “stockroom” may
be arich and pleasing metaphor, itis also a vector,
along which a huge range of manufacturing technol-
ogies, marketing strategies, and advertising cam-
paigns meet up with labor histories and those of
raw materials, with print technologies and Internet
disseminations, with the fantasmatic investments
in clothes and their potential to renew us.
Therefore what if “education”—the complex
means by which knowledges are disseminated
and shared~—could be thought of as a vector,as a
quantity (force or velocity, for example), made up of
both direction and magnitude? A powerful horizon-
tality that looks at the sites of education as con-
vergences of drives to knowledge that are in them-
selves knowledge? Not in the sense of formally
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inherited, archived, and transmitted knowledges
butin the sense that ambition “knows” and curiosity
“knows” and poverty “knows”—they are modes of
knowing the world and their inclusion or their rec-
ognition as events of knowledge within the sites of
education make up not the context of what goes on
in the classroom or in the space of cultural gather-
ing, but the content,

Keller Easterling in her exceptionally inter-
esting book Enduring Innocence builds on Arjun
Appadurai’s notion of “imagined worlds” as “the
multiple worlds that are constituted by the histori-
cally situated imaginations of persons and groups
spread around the globe...these mixtures create
variegated scapes described as “mediascapes and
“ethnoscapes.” Which, says Easterling, by “natu-
ralizing the migration and negotiation of travel-
ing cultural forms allows these thinkers [such as
Appadurai] to avoid impossible constructs about an
authentic locality.”’® From Easterling’s work [ have
learned to understand such sites as located forms
of “intelligence”—both information and stealth for-
mation. To recognize the operations of “the network”
in relation to structures of knowledge in which no
linearity could exist and the direct relation between
who is in the spaces of learning, the places to which
they are connected, the technologies that close
the gaps inthose distances, the unexpected and
unpredictable points of entry that they might have,
the fantasy projections that might have brought
them there—all agglomerate as sites of knowledge.

We might be able to look at these sites and
spaces of education as ones in which long lines of
mobility, curiosity, epistemic hegemony, colonial
heritages, urban fantasies, projections of phan-
tom professionalization, new technologies of both
formal access and less formal communication, a



mutual sharing of information, and modes of kKnowl-
edge organization, all come togetherin a heady
mix—that is the field of knowledge and from it we
would need to go outwards to combine all of these
as actual sites of knowledge and produce avector.
Having tried to deconstruct as many discur-
sive aspects of what “free” might mean in relation to
knowledge, in relation to my hoped-for-academy, |
think that what has come about is the understand-
ing of “free” ina non-liberationist vein, away from
the binaries of confinement and liberty, rather as
the force and velocity by which knowledge and our
imbrication in it, move along. That its comings-
togetherare our comings-together and not points
inacurriculum, rather along the lines of the opera-
tions of “singularity” that enact the relation of “the
human to a specifiable horizon” through which
meaning is derived, as Jean-Luc Nancy says.”
Singularity provides us with another model of think-
ing relationality, not as external but as loyalto a
logic of its own self-organization. Seif-organization
links outwardly not as identity, interest, or affilia-
tion, but as a mode of coexistence in space. To think
“knowledge” as the working of singularity is actually
to decouple it from the operational demands put
on it, to open it up to processes of multiplication
and of links to alternate and unexpected entities, to
animate it through something other than critique or
defiance—perhaps as “free.”
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Let’s be clear about something: it is
infuriating that most interesting artists
are perfectly capable of functioning in

at least two or three professions that
are, unlike art, respected by society in
terms of compensation and general use-
fulness. When the flexibility, certainty,
and freedom promised by being part of
a critical outside are revealed as exten-
sions of recent advances in economic
exploitation, does the field of art become
the uncritical, complicit inside of some-
thing far more interesting?
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