

[image: image]



Art as Capital


Global Aesthetic Research

Series Editor: Joseph J. Tanke, Professor, Department of Philosophy, University of Hawaii

The Global Aesthetic Research series publishes cutting-edge research in the field of aesthetics. It contains books that explore the principles at work in our encounters with art and nature, that interrogate the foundations of artistic, literary and cultural criticism, and that articulate the theory of the discipline's central concepts.

Titles in the Series

Early Modern Aesthetics, J. Colin McQuillan

Foucault on the Arts and Letters: Perspectives for the 21st Century, Catherine M. Soussloff

Architectural and Urban Reflections after Deleuze and Guattari, edited by Constantin V. Boundas and Vana Tentokali

Living Off Landscape: or the Unthought-of in Reason, Francois Jullien, translated by Pedro Rodriguez

Between Nature and Culture: The Aesthetics of Modified Environments, Emily Brady, Isis Brook and Jonathan Prior

Reviewing the Past: The Presence of Ruins, Zoltán Somhegyi

François Jullien's Unexceptional Thought: A Critical Introduction, Arne De Boever

Figural Space: Semiotics and the Aesthetic Imaginary, William D. Melaney

Eroticizing Aesthetics: In the Real with Bataille and Lacan, Tim Themi

Baumgarten’s Aesthetics: Historical and Philosophical Perspectives, edited by J. Colin McQuillan

Fernando Pessoa and Philosophy: Countless Lives Inhabit Us, edited by Bartholomew Ryan, Giovanbattista Tusa, and Antonio Cardiello

Art as Capital: The Intersection of Science, Technology, and the Arts, Polona Tratnik


Art as Capital

The Intersection of Science,
Technology, and the Arts

Polona Tratnik

Afterword by Lev Kreft

ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London


Published by Rowman & Littlefield 

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE

Copyright © 2021 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Tratnik, Polona, author. | Kreft, Lev, writer of afterword.

Title: Art as capital : the intersection of science, technology and the arts / Polona Tratnik ; afterword by Lev Kreft.

Other titles: Transumetnost.

Description: Lanham : Rowman & Littlefield, [2021] | Series: Global aesthetic research | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2021023976 (print) | LCCN 2021023977 (ebook) | ISBN 9781538154229 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538154236 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Science and the arts—History—21st century. | Technology and the arts—History—21st century. | Art and telecommunication. | Arts and society—History—21st century.

Classification: LCC NX180.S3 T73 2021 (print) | LCC NX180.S3 (ebook) | DDC 700.1/05—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021023976

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021023977

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


Contents

  Acknowledgments

  Introduction

1 The Openness of Art

The Semantic and Formal Openness of Art

The Modern Universe and Perceptual Openness

The Issues with Truth and Intention

The Relevance of Interpretation

The Death of Art: Dissolution of Art into Philosophy

The Loss of Autonomy of Art

2 Playing with Algorithms

Subverting the Program

The Program of Evolution and the Art of Biotechnology

Smart Technologies

3 Tactics of Resistance to the Governance over the Bodies

Apparatuses and Profanation

Political Resistance with Taking over the Power over One’s Own Body

The Power over the Body of Becoming-Mother/Child

4 Science, Technology, and the Arts

Art as a Mechanical Art

Science as Apparatus

Art as a Machine: Pure Productivity

The Potential of a Magical Approach toward New Media

5 Hybrid Art and the Democratization of Science

The Third Culture

Mode 2 Science Formation

The Democratization of Science

The Artistic Use of Biotechnology

Art as a Promotor of Capitalist Ideologies?

6 Swimming against the Current

The Legacy of the Avant-Garde

~

Take-off: Retro-Avant-Garde and Retro-Utopianism

Tactical Media

The Global Empire and Evasion

Media Activism

Hacking

Revealing the Codification

7 Art as Investment

The World of Art and Its Market

Art as a Commodity: The Autonomization of Art in Capitalist Society

The End of Art for the Rise of the Art Market: Banalities Made Art

Advertising Tactics for Making Art

8 Art Addressing Consumerism

Art as the Unconcealment of the Truth

Interventions into the Temples of Consumption

Art in the Phase of Late Capitalism

9 Creativity in the Service of Capital

The Creative Economy

Art as Craft and Autonomous Art: Creativity in Western Tradition

Creativity in the Cultural and Creative Industries: The Importance of the Market

Art and the Social Revolution: The Concept of Art according to the Romantic Tradition

The Self-Destruction of the Enlightenment

  Afterword: What Is There Left for Art to Do?

  Sources and Bibliography

Index


Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Lev Kreft for writing the afterword, Petra Berlot Kužner for translating three chapters (Swimming Against the Current, Art as Investment, and Creativity in the Service of Capital) and the afterword from Slovene, Karry Close for copy editing, and Arnela Abdić for technical help. This book has been made possible with the financial support of the National Agency for Research of the Republic of Slovenia, for which I am thankful. I wish to express my gratitude to Curtis Carter for believing in my work and in this book. I am thankful to Joseph Tanke for supporting me. I want to thank Rok Svetlič and the anonymous reviewers for reviewing my book, Frankie Mace and Scarlet Furness for collaborating, as well as Matej Mertik for the discussions. I also thank Darko Darovec and Miško Šuvaković for their support and Zoltán Somhegyi for his suggestions.

This book is about art in contemporaneity. I would, however, not know this field so well had I not regularly attended art venues and got to know so many fascinating artists who truly inspired my writing. I am indebted to them, as this project would never have been realized without their exceptional artistic achievements. I am pleased to be able to portray the work of many of them in my book. I am thrilled to share the excitement about these art projects with the readers. I am grateful to Adam Zaretsky, Dragan Živadinov, Paul Vanouse, Marko Peljhan, Maja Smrekar, Hege Tapio, Dunja Zupančič, Miha Turšič and Delak Institute, Jurij Krpan, Sandra Sajovic and Kapelica Gallery, Janez Janša and Aksioma Institute, and Sašo Sedlaček not only for the permissions to publish the reproductions but also for the invaluable discussions about art I have enjoyed with them in these twenty-odd years and which have undoubtedly influenced my understanding of art. I as well thank Vladan Joler and SHARE Lab, Eva and Franco Mattes, Jani Novak and Laibach, Anita Jóri and Flusser Archive, Janez Janša, Damien Hirst and Science Ltd., Siegfried Zielinski and Damjan Švarc.

Throughout my work on this book, my family showed me inestimable support and infinite patience. I therefore, in grateful thanks, devote this result to them, my dearest.


Introduction

The foundations for this book were set with the book I published in 2010 in the Slovenian language (Transart: Culture and Art in Contemporary Global Conditions, Ljubljana: Pedagogical Institute). I urged an examination of the specific features of the contemporary globalized world, such as digital communication technologies, consumerism, and the specifics of techno-science, which I noticed were reflected in many regards in art. With the break between modernity and postmodernity, the social conditions have changed to such an extent as to shape the appearances and interests of art. In art, not only have digital communication technologies become alternatively used but also techno-scientific methods have been introduced, and artists have stepped into environments that were traditionally not meant for art. Networking, hybridization, and interactivity have increased in all spheres of culture. In art, a shift took place from passive reception to significantly more active roles—the end users have become much more involved. Instead of being just spectators, the recipients have often become players. In addition, works of art changed as regards their structure. Instead of being just static, formally and semantically closed artifacts, art projects have become complex interdisciplinary research platforms, bringing together specialists from different fields and resulting in performances with experiments in process and hands-on workshops. Art has become interested in nonartistic topics and has entered various social discourses to addresses current ethical, cultural, anthropological, and philosophical issues. I called the emerging form of hybrid art with an increased level of social responsibility at the verge of techno-science and philosophy or humanities and social sciences, transart, wherein I believed the prefix trans expresses a transient, transdisciplinary, and overall hybrid character of art.

I continued to be interested in the profound changes that occurred to art, particularly since 2000. In the book Art as Intervention (Ljubljana: Sophia, 2016), published again in Slovene, I upgraded my discussions on the changed character of art and added chapters on tactical biomedia and on cultural and creative industries. Overall, I was interested in the very contemporary artistic tactics, socially engaged art, which aims to reveal seduction mechanisms, which challenges dominant ideologies and offers alternative perspectives, and which resists the growing uniformity in culture. I therefore argued for the interventionist character of contemporary art, which I addressed in relation to the legacy of Romantic “revolutionism,” expressed most radically in the historical avant-garde. I explored the concept of art that might be understood to have potential for change or at least to function toward social emancipation.

This book is built upon these considerations on the current situation, particularly as regards visual arts, but goes much further and deeper. I wish to believe that I manage to show that these changes which I explore suggest that art has undergone profound ontological and epistemological shifts. Truly, there is not much left from the initial book here. The chapter on media activism (Swimming against the Current), in which I address interventionist art, has remained the same. The chapter on culture and creative industries is here expanded. The chapter on science, technology, and the arts is considerably reworked. The other six chapters are either completely rewritten or added, as they did not appear before. My interest in the social role of art and creative practices has remained. I investigate circumstances that have enabled the establishment of art as a special social practice, which is worth preserving. I am afraid however that part of the reason for writing this book lies in my mourning that today art has lost a great deal of what it had accomplished in modernity.

It is not that now there is less interest in art. On the contrary, spectacular art venues attract visitors. Visiting world-known museums, art festivals, and biennials is among the main touristic activities. The monetary value of contemporary works of art in the art market is high and speculative. Art is today called to stimulate innovation in technology, industry, and society. I focus in this book, accordingly, on how the capitalist economy and politics have contextualized, and in many respects shaped the developments in modern and contemporary art. I consider also how this shaping involves the conditions of art’s modes of exhibition and distribution and continuing changes of social status. I examine art in the context of globalized capitalism, which determines economic as well as political aspects that direct the production and circulation of art. If the developments of the cities have democratized access to art and given rise to public institutions for showing art, today the auctioned works of art end up in repositories, far from the eyes of the public. While modernist investigations of new media were at the same time conceptual explorations of these media’s ontologies and how they change epistemologies, today the artists are called to consider the possible applications of creative experiments in industry. Creative economy is an economic sector that urges creative approaches to stimulate economic growth. Creative industries and arts are often expected to make some active contribution to citizenship to establish socially and ecologically responsible models for a better everyday life. Often, the boundaries between creative industries and art blur. Has economy usurped the domain of art? Art today has so many tasks that it might perhaps forget what it means to be art.

What are the functions of art for society today? In the book, I explore the role of art in the context of globalized capitalism and current communication technologies. This context is defining contemporary existence. Contemporaries are immersed in smart technologies, play with them, and are in constant mode of communication. I dwell on the entanglement in the algorithmic technologies. In surveillance and consumerist capitalism, these apparatuses make their users functionaries and their behavior data commodities. In the digital communication technologies, the capitalist interests lie in human experiences which, translated into data, play a role in the market as commodities or serve surveillance mechanisms linked to political ends. My objective here is to examine the artistic tactics that resist the new setups of power and to analyze the mode of hacking as a mode of art. I also analyze the hybrid art collaborations with techno-science. In the biotech century, art has found its mission in addressing the advancements of biotechnology. But has art become biotechnology itself or a sole promoter of capitalist ideology encompassed in techno-science? I trace the specifics of artistic approaches. For instance, by establishing transient situations art ensures aesthetic confrontations with ethical issues concerning biotechnology, as this is not the kind of setup that would be established for the laic public in the context of science. Art has its special features worthy of support via public funding. This is extremely important, because it is a way to ensure the independence of art from other interests, such as social, economic, and political.

Art appears with many faces. It has also become social service. Contemporaries urge collaboration, to be creative in any effort, to take part in every debate and to make the world a better place. These imperatives are reflected in art: in the popularity of a collaborative mode, in the do-it-yourself approach, in the form of participatory art, and in the increase of projects offering various innovative solutions to ecological or social issues. Creative industries and arts are often expected to make some active contribution to citizenship, to establish socially and ecologically responsible models for improving everyday life. The social differentiation generated in modernity, which led Mallarmé to claim that the modern poet is “on strike against society” (Calinescu 1987, 108), is gone, as the reverse has been generated by technological means. Still, I like to think art is an agent of critical thinking, with a potentially emancipatory role for society.

I have addressed the issues discussed in this book at various occasions, for instance, at various conferences. Part of the chapter “Tactics of Resistance to the Governance over the Bodies” appeared in the article “Artistic Body Interventions as Strategies of Resistance to the Governance over the Bodies” in the Technoetic Arts, vol. 16, no. 3 (2018), “Art as Investment” was published in Slovene as “Umetnost kot investicija: institucija umetnosti v službi umetnostnega trga” in Annales: Series historia et sociologia, vol. 29, no. 3 (2019), a shorter version of “Creativity in the Service of Capital: The Cultural and Creative Industries” was published in Slovene as “Kreativna ekonomija: mit o ustvarjalnosti, ki prinaša blaginjo in uspeh« in Annales, Series historia et sociologia, vol. 25, no. 3 (2015).


Chapter 1

The Openness of Art

One of the main features of contemporary art is that it is considered as open: be it interactive—open for the user, participatory—open for the participant, or semantically open. The notion of the openness of art has elaborated in regard to modernist art and hallmarks a break with a representational regime of art. The notion of “the open work” refers to the structure and communication of a modernist work of art in which the work of art is no longer about something that exists outside of it. The open art work does not use media in a utilitarian fashion, but establishes an autonomous art structure. The open work is essentially poetic. Paul Valéry elaborated upon an analogy on the difference between walking and dancing and the difference between prose and poetry in order to explain that poetry is not about transmitting definite meanings, but “Poetry is an art of Language” (Valéry 1958b, 59). Poetry establishes a poetic universe and is performative. Walking, according to Valéry, has a prescribed direction and speed and, above all, has a definite end. Dance is a system of actions whose end is in themselves. Dance is different from utilitarian movements. “When the man who is walking has reached his goal [. . . ] this possession at once entirely annuls his whole act; the effect swallows up the cause, the end absorbs the means; and, whatever the act, only the result remains” (Ibid., 71). It is the same with utilitarian language—the language I use to express my design, my desire, my opinion, my command, continues Valéry, evaporates almost as it is heard. It transforms into something else, it is replaced by its meaning. And speech no longer exists. “The poem,” on the contrary, “does not die for having lived: it is expressly designed to be born again from its ashes and to become endlessly what it has just been” (Ibid., 72). As discussed in this chapter, philosophers, deriving from Valéry, distanced themselves from the myth of the artist as a genius and put emphasis on the performative character of art. What art does to the receiver has become more relevant than why it was produced in the first place. The discussion on the open work was therefore part of a broader debate on interpretation which was linked to the philosophy of weak thought and postmodernism. In addition, Umberto Eco considered that poetry and autonomous art in general—by establishing autonomous poetic situations, exploring the means of art, working with rhythm more than with meaning—has become essentially about itself, so that art executes the philosophical discussion on what makes it art. In this regard, the concept of the open work is linked to the debate on the end or the death of art.

I reconsider the poetics of the open work and different dimensions of its openness, as addressed by Umberto Eco, and compare his concept of the open work to a similar consideration on the modernist text by Roland Barthes. Furthermore, I question the open work as regards the considerations on the end of art: the open work might, in this sense, be connected to the dissolution of art into philosophy. Another sort of dissolution of art that means its death regards its dissolution into culture in a broader sense or its subordination to propagandist or political goals, which means art is losing its autonomy. Finally, I question the contemporary mode of participatory art as a potential contemporary successor to the open work. I argue that participatory art does not present an open structure which offers creative potential to the participant but a structure rather closed with its semantic dimensions.

The Semantic and Formal Openness of Art

With the concept of the open work, Umberto Eco addressed the modernist character of art, which was much different compared to the traditional one. Modernist art disregarded the external references, it refused to report on the world out there, and instead it founded its mode of operation in the autonomy of the medium. Modernist works of art were opening up ways of seeing, perceiving, and composing realities. At the same time, they explored the very features of the medium in which it operated.

In 1962, Eco published an important work on the philosophy of art, Opera aperta, in which he presented his theory on the open work. The English translation appeared much later (1989) and is not just a translation. It comprises some later writings as well (relevant for this discussion is the essay “Two Hypotheses about the Death of Art,” from La definzione dell’arte 1968). The English-speaking public has come to know his theory on the open work not only from The Open Work but from his previous publication, The Role of the Reader (1979), which included the main essay on this theory, “The Poetics of the Open Work,” which was actually written much earlier in 1959 (Eco 1984, vii).

The openness of the work of art is above all structures and refers to the work itself. The use of the term work was already archaic at the time Eco used it. Martin Heidegger, in a 1935 lecture in Freiburg on “The Origin of the Work of Art” considered art as “inferable from the work” (Heidegger 1993, 144) and deliberated on the thingly character of the work of art, wherein it is exactly the work invested that differentiates the work of art as an artificial or artistic work from a natural thing. Valéry, in reference to his 1922 poem “Graveyard by the Sea” (Valéry 1958a, 152), as well as in his 1939 Zaharoff lecture on “Poetry and Abstract Thought” (Valéry 1958b, 68) used the term text to explicitly denote the sort of structure of modernist art with characteristic differences compared to a traditional form of art, as Eco addressed with the notion of open work. Eco noted that he discussed this semiotic phenomenon in the mode of categorical polarity (open vs. closed) before he fully developed his semiotic approach (Eco 1984, vii). In the book The Role of the Reader, he used the term text to denote the open text (Ibid., 4).

The work of art or the text is open—this structural phenomenon interested Eco, however, the question of the openness of art actually speaks about the relevance of the reader. In 1979, Eco was well aware of the dominance of the problem of the reader in interpreting texts that he was interested in at the time (Ibid., vii), but also already in the “The Poetics of the Open Work”: “The reader of the text knows that every sentence and every trope is ‘open’ to a multiplicity of meanings which he must hunt for and find” (Eco 1989, 5). The idea of the openness of the work to interpretation was perceived as heretical in the structuralistically oriented milieu of that time, noted Eco: “the idea of taking into account the role of the addressee looked like a disturbing intrusion, disquietingly jeopardizing the notion of a semiotic texture to be analyzed in itself and for the sake of itself” (Eco 1984, 3). The esteemed French structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss noted in an interview with Paolo Caruso (Paese sera-Libri, January 20, 1967) that he could not accept the perspective of the open work; he and Roman Jakobson made a structural analysis of a Baudelaire sonnet, and they “did not approach it as an ‘open work’” in which they “could find everything that has been filled in by the following epochs,” they “approached it as an object which, once created, had its stillness––so to speak––of a crystal” (Eco 1984, 4).

Eco himself admitted that he was immediately fascinated with the opening of an infinite number of possible interpretations right after his initial study on the aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, so much so that he even wrote a book entitled The Open Work, “which celebrates the activity of the interpreter as fundamental to the life of a work of art” (Eco 2007, 39). The exemplary “unlimited” work is James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939), wherein, there are different notions of openness which interested Eco. As David Robey noted, in Wake it is the semantic content that is open, while in Mallarmé’s Livre it is the material form (Robey 1989, x). The formal dimension of openness is to be found in its most extreme form in what Eco called a “work in movement,” in cases of the music of Stockhausen, Berio and Pousseur, Calder’s mobiles, and Mallarmé’s Livre. “Work in movement” is not a static artifact but has a liquid or moving character. It does not have one definite order, but many possible orders. For its liquid or moving character, the open work is not a fixed, single perspective picture of something. The changing character of art stresses the point that art no longer assures static reports on the truth.

The Modern Universe and Perceptual Openness

The concept of the open work undermines the ideology of objective representation of truth in art and is a critique of objective metaphysics. This stance is accordant with the changed view on the world, as expressed in philosophy by Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s criticism of Euclidian perspectivalism. Eco was aware of the fact that art reflects contemporary views on the world: “In every century, the way that artistic forms are structured reflects the way in which science or contemporary culture views reality.” The closed, single conception presented by a medieval artist reflected the conception of the cosmos as a hierarchy of fixed, preordained orders (Eco 1989, 13). The openness that he noticed in modernist art presents the cultural striving to unfold new vistas.

Mallarme’s projects for a multidimensional, deconstructible book envisaged the breaking down of the initial unit into sections which could be reformulated and which could express new perspectives by being deconstructed into correspondingly smaller units which are also mobile and reducible. This project obviously suggests the universe as it is conceived by modern, non-Euclidean geometries. (Ibid., 14)

Merleau-Ponty emphasized the relevance of perception in the comprehension of the world: “The perceiving body does not successively occupy different points of view beneath the gaze of some unlocated consciousness which is thinking about them. For it is the reflection which objectifies points of view of perspectives, whereas when I perceive, I belong, through my point of view, to the world as a whole” (Merleau-Ponty 2005, 384).

As regards examples from the world of art to demonstrate the phenomenology of perception, Merleau-Ponty is most interested in painting, since the painter is involved in painting with his body, which relevantly emphasizes the special and bodily dimensions of perception.

Space is not what it was in the Dioptrics, a network of relations between objects such as would be seen by a third party, witnessing my vision, or by a geometer looking over it and reconstructing it from outside. It is, rather, a space reckoned starting from me as the null point or degree zero of spatiality. I do not see it according to its exterior envelope; I live it from the inside; I am immersed in it. After all, the world is around me, not in front of me. (Merleau-Ponty 1993, 138)

Eco referred to the modern psychology and phenomenology and their notion of “perceptive ambiguities”—although he found it to be a problematic notion. Perspective ambiguities allow “the observer to conceive the world in a fresh dynamics of potentiality before the fixative process of habit and familiarity comes into play,” as Eco in this regard recalled Edmund Husserl (Eco 1989, 16). The concept of the open work actually embodies Merleau-Ponty’s reconsiderations on the visual and relevance of perception with substantiality of the principle of ambiguity of the phenomena as perceived by the spectator, as well as with the emphasis on the movement and incompleteness of various phenomena and processes. Eco found the notion of the openness in Merleau-Ponty (Ibid., 17), when he acknowledged the incompleteness of the world and things perceived: “How can any thing ever really and truly present itself to us, since its synthesis is never a completed process, and since I can always expect to see it break down and fall to the status of a mere illusion?” (Merleau-Ponty 2005, 385)

Merleau-Ponty has contributed not only the awareness that perception does not take place by a disembodied consciousness in some place distant from flesh called mind but also he significantly emphasized the dynamics of the world and of perception, according to which a constant process of perceiving is taking place, which makes perceptual synthesis ultimately an open process. Taking this account literally means a work of art cannot be completed. An aspect of the notion of the open work is its incompleteness, which is itself an issue, related to those of intention and interpretation. The questions regarding interpretation were thoroughly debated in continental (German, French, and Italian) philosophy in the second half of the twentieth century and will be addressed in the continuation of the chapter. They still echo today in philosophical strivings to overcome the setting that gives too much freedom to interpretation with requirements for a “new realism.” Since 2005, the debate on intention and artistic creation has strengthened in analytical and pragmatist aesthetics, but the scholars who address these issues in this framework render the authority of the author and the notion of completeness of the work of art in a manner that sounds rather naïve if one considers the rich findings on these issues delivered by philosophers, such as Hans Georg Gadamer, Gianni Vattimo, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Umberto Eco, but which are surprisingly completely ignored in these accounts.1

The Issues with Truth and Intention

The objective of the open work is not to transmit the truth. For Heidegger, on the contrary, art was “the setting-into-work of truth,” the essence of art was “the founding of truth” (Heidegger 1993, 199). The work of art was for him, accordingly, essentially linked to the process of creation. Creation is “bringing forth,” therefore, the work has its “createdness” (Ibid., 183). The open work is to be comprehended quite on to the contrary. Paul Valéry declared: “there is no true meaning to a text – no author’s authority” (Valéry 1958a, 152). Eco referred to Valéry on this point (Eco 1989, 9), yet he did not completely disregard the author, as we will soon see. The view of Roland Barthes—who, in a short essay (“The Death of the Author,” 1968), discussed the same phenomena in art—is closer to that of Valéry. Valéry compared the text with an apparatus that an interpreter can almost freely use: “Once published, a text is like an apparatus that anyone may use as he will and according to his ability: it is not certain that the one who constructed it can use it better than another” (Valéry 1958a, 152). Barthes differentiated between the two notions—the work and the text—in order to describe the differences between the traditional and the modernist mode of art. The work, according to Barthes, is a structurally closed entity, delivered by the author, who creates the work. The idea of the work is linked to the idea of creation; its creator has a God-like status. The text, on the contrary, has an open structure. The difference between the two lay in the diachronic or synchronic conceptualization of the two structures. The diachronic nature of the work follows a single line divided into before and after, which is present in the narration, but also in the production of the work, as the Author precedes his work as the father precedes his son. The synchronic nature of the textual structure is just the opposite; it means the here and now, the current moment of production. Text is performative.

According to Barthes, “a text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multidimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash” (Barthes 1977, 146). The text is semantically open. In addition, it does not have the origin in its Author. The writer, as Barthes called the producer of the text, is only a mediator. “The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture” (Ibid.). With ascribing the text to an Author the text is closed: “Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing” (Ibid., 147). This is a strictly structuralist stance opposing the diachronic axe of the process of production, which also comes with a criticism of the author’s intentions. The text, Barthes believed, closes if it is fixed to the Author and his intentions, therefore he demanded “the death of the Author” in order to get the real openness of the text, which is “made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation”—a self-contradictive network of references and semiotic relations—“but there is tane place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but it its destination” (Ibid., 148). Barthes speaks about unity, Eco about completeness: the open work is rendered complete with the reader, “the author offers the interpreter, the performer, the addressee a work to be completed” (Eco 1989, 19).

Barthes however strictly protested against the relevance of the historical axe that would condition the reading, instead offered a rather vague, but very structuralist, synchronic definition of the reader: “Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is constituted” (Barthes 1977, 148). For Eco, the reader is quite the opposite: “Indeed, according to how he feels at one particular moment, the reader might choose a possible interpretative key which strikes him as exemplary of this spiritual state” (Eco 1989, 11).

Valéry also believed the author’s intentions are irrelevant or can even be disturbing for the perception of the art he produces: “Whatever he may have wanted to say, he has written what he has written” (Valéry 1958a, 152). Jacques Derrida, addressing the medium of writing, emphasized that in this mode of communication, the receiver is absent, but also the mark the sender produces, “cuts itself off from him and continues to produce effects independently of his presence and of the present actuality of his intentions” (Derrida 1992, 5). Text is cut from the context of its origin, from “the collectivity of presences organizing the moment of its inscription. [. . .] This allegedly real context includes a certain ‘present’ of the inscription, the presence of the writer [. . .] and above all the intention, the wanting-to-say-what-he-means, which animates his inscription at a given moment” (Ibid., 9). The intention might be very relevant for the author and for the production of the text, yet the text is a tissue of marks that exists independently of the context of its origin.

Eco, however, differently from Barthes and Derrida, did not transfer the relevance from the author to the receiver so that he would refuse the relevance of the author’s intention. There is a plurality of interpretations available to the performer of a musical open work or the reader, but there is no chaos in the internal relations; that into which the performer is invited to intervene, “always remains the world intended by the author” (Eco 1989, 19). Eco, although saying the work completes with the interpreter, was recognizing one of the crucial characteristics of the open work in its openness to incompleteness. This character reflects not only the phenomenological findings as claimed by Merleau-Ponty, but as well the ascertainment in physics that “an incomplete knowledge of the system is in fact an essential feature in its formulation” (Ibid., 15). Robey enlightened the persisting influence of Luigi Pareyson and his aesthetics of “formativity,” from which Eco takes over the concept of “organic form.” Eco’s requirement for the open work is to be of a “controlled disorder” or to be an “organic fusion of multiple elements,” which means the open work is not freely produced. Additionally, “the interpretation of the modern open work is far from entirely free: a formative intention is manifest in every work, and this intention must be a determining factor in the interpretive process” (Robey 1989, xii). Eco himself later explained that he used the oxymoron “the open work,” on purpose. “That which opened itself was nevertheless a work and thus a form, something that was already there before one began to interpret it” (Eco 2007, 39). He continued to say that he developed the aesthetics from his master, Luigi Pareyson, “which was based on a continual dialectic between the legality of a form and the initiative of its interpretations, between freedom and fidelity” (Eco 2007, 39).

The Relevance of Interpretation

In his profound 1960 hermeneutic analysis (Truth and Method), Hans Georg Gadamer found the eighteenth-century cult of genius and the sacralization of art characteristic of bourgeois society in the nineteenth century. Therefore, in modernism, the concept of genius was conceived from the point of view of the observer. Gadamer was critical toward the transference of the authority of creation from the point of the author to the point of the reader and interpreter, because “genius in understanding is, in fact, of no more help than genius in creation” (Gadamer 2006, 82). This shift, from the author to the interpreter, is fundamentally linked to the question of completeness of the work of art. If the work of art is not completed by the author and the correct interpretation set by him, “how is one to conceive of the criterion for measuring the completeness of a work of art?” (Ibid., 81). Valéry, Gadamer ascertained, “did not work out the consequence that followed for someone who encounters a work of art and endeavors to understand it. If it is true that a work of art is not, in itself, completable, what is the criterion for appropriate reception and understanding?” (Ibid., 82). Gadamer’s assertion on this issue is that the reader inscribes in the text, so that there is always a-text-for-the-reader. There is no text per se, instead there is an event: “all encounter with the language of art is an encounter with an unfinished event and is itself part of this event” (Ibid., 85). The notion of event emphasizes the moment of reading when the text actually happens; taken more broadly, emphasizing the event instead of the statics of the artifact opens up the possibility of thinking of art as something that happens to somebody and not as something that exists as an artifact independently of the observer.

Gadamer actually knew Pareyson’s Theory of Formativity (1954) and agreed with it.2 Eco studied with Pareyson and eventually became his assistant. During their years of study, a long friendship began between Eco and Gianni Vattimo (Zabala 2007, 5). The concept of the open work can be understood in the framework of what Vattimo called weak thought, in which metaphysical power weakens. In his thesis on the end of modernity, Vattimo stressed, reading Heidegger’s nihilism, that postmodernity is, in relation to modernity, not in the state of Überwindung (the notion often used by Heidegger), which would mean a sort of overcoming, but of Verwindung, which denotes a twist, but also a convalescence and resignation (Ger. verwunden means to hurt)—while Heidegger seldom used this term, it semantically links with Nietzsche’s understanding of the “philosophy of mourning” (Vattimo 1988, 173). Eco himself noted that some readers had enlisted him among the theorists of weak thought (Eco 2007, 42). He did not, however, completely agree with that. Similarly, Stefano Rosso noted that Eco had been linked to the philosophy of weak thought or, more generally, of postmodernism, while Rosso was rather prudent in claiming that “some tendencies which we could call ‘postmodern’ [. . .] or even ‘weak’ often emerge in Eco’s text” [In the Name of the Rose]. (Rosso 1990, 86) The connections and diversions between Eco’s theory of interpretation and weak thought and postmodernism were addressed by Eco himself and were studied in detail by Loredana Di Martino. Vattimo argued in his lectures at the University of Bologna (given upon Eco’s invitation) and later published in Beyond Interpretation: The Meaning of Hermeneutics for Philosophy (1994) that “philosophers used to think they were able to describe the world, but now the moment has arrived to interpret it,” as formulated by Santiago Zabala (Zabala 2007, 20). Everybody agreed on the relevance of interpretation for epistemology and hermeneutics, Eco wrote: “The world as we represent it to ourselves is an effect of interpretation” (Eco 2007, 51), yet, Eco conceded, the problem remains, what criterion to use to distinguish between “dream, poetic intervention, and an ‘acid trip’ [. . .] and acceptable statements about the things” (Ibid.). Eco addressed the issue of free interpretation in several writings. Already in the 1980s, Eco developed a concept of a “model reader,” which is structurally inherent to every text and which limits interpretation (Eco 1984, 7–11), yet, as Di Martino claims in her 2012 article, “while Eco’s recent theory of ‘negative realism’ further distances the author from the philosophy of weak thought, it does not argue [. . . ] for an overcoming of postmodernism” (Di Martino 2012, 189).

In 2012, Maurizio Ferraris, Gianni Vattimo’s student and coauthor of Jacques Derrida, published a book Manifesto del nuovo realismo (2012), in which he calls for a return to realism and presents a theory of “new realism,” which aims to overcome the issues of weak thought. Ferraris abandons the relativist position as defended by postmodernists and grounds his position in the critical reflection upon the outcomes of postmodernism. He believes that “new realism” means a turn, marked with social events that postmodernists did not count on: the post-9/11 wars and media populism which showed that Nietzsche’s claim upon which postmodernism rests that there are no facts, only interpretations, has turned to the fact that “the argument of the strongest is always the best” (Ferraris 2014, 3). Ferraris believed the two dogmas of postmodernism were accordingly severely denied: “that all reality is socially constructed and infinitely manipulable, and that truth is a useless notion because solidarity is more important than objectivity” (Ibid., xv).

The Death of Art: Dissolution of Art into Philosophy

In his theory on communication functions of language, which was relevant for Eco (The Role of the Reader), Roman Jakobson wrote this ascertainment about poetic function: “This function, by promoting the palpability of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs and objects” (Jakobson 1981, 25). This feature distances art from external reality and sets grounds for constructing reality by art itself. Therefore, modernist art founded its autonomy in the poetic use of artistic medium. The poetics of the open work of art are, in this regard, linked with its conceptual self-referentiality. The acknowledgment of this link is to be found in Eco’s writing: “in modern art, from Romanticism to our day, poetics has not been considered only as a project aiming at the production of an artistic object (and, as such, destined to disappear once the object has been realized). On the contrary, it has become art’s main subject matter, its theme, its raison d’être” (Eco 1989, 169). Another feature is added to the open works of art: “Works of art have become treatises on art” (Ibid.). In the essay on the death of art, Eco paid attention to the modernist works of art that show a character of ontological philosophy. Mallarmé wrote poetry to discuss the possibility of writing poetry, Joyce’s Finnegans Wake is its own poetics, a cubist painting is a discourse about the possibilities of a new pictorial space (Ibid.). The level of rationalization has increased, Eco observed: “aesthetic pleasure has gradually changed from emotional and intuitive reaction it once was to a much more intellectual sort of appreciation” (Ibid., 171). Still more, Eco recognized that the “intensely self-analytical trend [. . . ] can certainly be seen as a sign of the decline of art – more than that, of a concrete example of its death” (Ibid.). Should this phenomenon be taken “as a facile Hegelianism, implying the dissolution of art into philosophy?” (Ibid., 172). The connection of the self-analytical trend of art with the concept of the open work establishes a link of the open work with the debate on the end of art, which was particularly strong in the 1980s and which corresponded to the postmodernist debate on the end of “grand narratives” (as announced by Jean-François Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition, 1979). According to Vattimo, the end of art is one of the notions which constitute the era in which metaphysics is ending (Vattimo 1988, 52).

The prominent scholar in the debate on the end of art was Arthur C. Danto, who originated from analytical aesthetics, but who made a turn to Hegel by addressing the subject first in his essay “The End of Art” (1984). He referred to a notion of a “cognitive progress, where it is understood that art progressively approaches that kind of cognition. [. . .] History ends with the advent of self-consciousness, or better, self-knowledge. [. . .] Art ends with the advent of its own philosophy” (Danto 1984, 28). Art had become a kind of philosophy in action. It concerned itself with the ultimate ontological question, which is: why am I a work of art? Then art, according to Danto, had to hand over the philosophical task to philosophy. Danto linked the assertion on the end of art to the end of history, wherein he claimed that for posthistorical art, no direction is obligatory, therefore, any account is equally legitimate: “there was no internal historical direction for art, and this is precisely what the condition of pluralism amounts to” (Danto 1998b, 134).

With the notion “the death of art” Eco addressed the increased level of self-analytics in modernist art, yet he did not anticipate the plurality of modes of art without their historical relevance, such as Danto did. Danto discussed the end of art as the end of a progressive practice. For Danto, art still exists in the posthistorical age; it just does not have historical relevance. His theory announced the break between modernity and postmodernity, as modernity trusted in progress, while postmodernity did not. The notion “the death of art” has a slightly different connotation. It denotes the extinguishing of art as established in modernity, which means first of all the extinguishing of its autonomy. This corresponds with Eco’s anticipation of the loss of artistic autonomy and a strong, fundamental, or even existential connectedness of art with something else outside of art. According to Eco, one aspect of the death of art that means the loss of artistic autonomy is that art serves as a pretext for philosophy or that it has become philosophy itself, a philosophical-scientific reflection. Another aspect of the death of art is that art begins to serve propagandistic, political interests. These two sorts of heteronomy are reciprocally exclusive, and they have happened before, Eco noted, in the same historical context (Eco 1989, 174).

In 1985, Vattimo discussed the death of art and referred to the loss of art’s autonomy and the spreading of art outside of the world of art. Vattimo noticed the intrusion of the non-artistic elements into the world of art. In his view, “the death of art signifies two things: in a strong—and utopian—sense, it indicates the end of art as a specific fact, separate from the rest of experience, thanks to the renewal and reintegration of existence; in a weak—or real—sense, it points to aestheticization as an extension of the domain of the mass media” (Vattimo 1988, 56).

The Loss of Autonomy of Art

In the closing paragraphs of the essay “The Poetics of the Open Work,” Eco implied that the openness of art is a feature that leads to “a new chapter in the history of art,” it “organizes new communicative situations,” it “opens a new page in sociology and in pedagogy,” “it installs a new relationship between the contemplation and the utilization of a work of art” (Eco 1989, 23). It seems that the increase in the interaction and participation in art since the 1990s has aptly demonstrated this announcement.

The assertion that in the world of art, social encounters matter most, that is, more than the individuals who compose them and more than the works of art alone, delivered by the French curator Nicolas Bourriaud (Relational Aesthetics1998), echoed quite intensively in the art scene. Bourriaud argued that the new is no longer a criterion, but artistic activity is a game where the liveliest factor “has to do with interactive, user-friendly and relational concepts” (Bourriaud 2002, 8, 11). Being himself actively involved in the world of art, he, based on the findings of his own observations, put stress on the relevance of communication between people within the world of art for the concept of art and the world of art, as well as on other sorts of social relations that concern art, such as activities within art projects and all sorts of being together that have to do with art in any way, and also relations of art to social issues and issues of everyday life. Establishing that social relations are highly relevant for the world of art and for art, he came to a conclusion: “Art is a state of encounter” (Ibid., 18).

The emphasis on relations introduced by Bourriaud that mirrored what was going on in the world of art has also interested the British art historian Claire Bishop, who edited a book Participation (2006) along with an exhibition with the same title in the Whitechapel gallery in London. Bishop, who has detected a participatory impulse in art from the 1960s on, stressed the relevance of the social dimension of participation and defined the precursors for participatory art in the 1920s Dadaist cabaret move to the streets, the Soviet mass spectacles and partly Brecht theatre plays, as well as Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty. She defined the conceptual grounds for the topic, which in addition to Bourriaud’s relational theory, also rely on the early work of Walter Benjamin in his call for art to actively intervene and allow viewers to be involved in the process of production, Guy Debord’s demand for emancipated subjects of participation who will be able to determine their own social and political reality (Bishop 2006, 12). In addition, Bishop defined the theoretical framework for the topic, from which to consider participation—here the main references are Eco’s and Barthes’s essays: “The Poetics of the Open Work” and “The Death of the Author.”

Bishop, who has been interested in the social turn and less so in the increased interactivity that has taken place with the explosion of new technologies and the breakdown of medium-specific art, has studied cases of art projects that appropriate social forms as a way to bring art closer to everyday life (Bishop 2006, 10). The objective she has followed is to move spectators out of the role of passive observers into the role of the producers (“Viewers as Producers” is the title of her introduction). In her later publication, she intensified the political dimension of the art she has been interested in and wrote: “artistic practice can no longer revolve around the construction of objects to be consumed by a passive bystander. Instead, there must be an art of action, interfacing with reality, taking steps—however small—to repair the social bond” (Bishop 2012, 11).

This appeal for art to act politically takes charge of participatory art to contribute to social emancipation. This links Bishop’s concepts to Jacques Rancière’s considerations on the emancipated spectator, wherein, for Rancière, emancipation should be the presupposition of equality; therefore, we should abandon the binary active/passive that maintains the differentiation of those with capacity, on the one side, and those with incapacity, on the other. The emancipated spectator is one who should have the engaged role of an interpreter (Rancière 2009a). If the aesthetic regime of the arts as defined by Rancière is essentially the regime of modernity, the regime that initially meant the breakdown of the system of representation (Rancière 2009b, 32), wherein the aesthetic efficiency meant an efficiency to behold any direct relation between the production of art forms and the production of certain effect on a certain public (Rancière 2010, 37), then participatory art with its social engagement presents another model of art which tends to abolish itself, which tends to turn the spectator into an active participant, an art performance that leads art outside museums and transforms it into a street event or abolishes the separation between art and life in the museum. This model, which has been among us for a while, corresponds to the ethical regime of art (Ibid., 36). These two regimes present a tension between autonomy of art and its heteronomy, which means the blurring of art and life.

Speaking in terms of the open work as discussed by Eco, participatory art has a sort of openness that corresponds to formal openness. Eco himself discussed the openness of Brecht’s plays—a solution is desirable and also actually anticipated, but it must come from the collective enterprise of the audience. “In this case the ‘openness’ is converted into an instrument of revolutionary pedagogics” (Eco 1989, 11). There is similar sort of openness at work in the contemporary trend of participatory art. Participatory art might be considered an open form of art since what happens within a project depends on the participant. However, the question remains whether the participant truly contributes to the outcome differently than in the way predicted by the artist. The role played by the participant in a participatory event is necessarily planned by the designer of the project and is in such a manner “written in the screenplay,” although vaguely; it is limiting or directing the “player.” The discourse is set in advance and even the voices are anticipated; if they are to present different ideological viewpoints, they are possibly anticipated as categories. The participant is, in that case, no individual but a preplanned representative of a category. The participant is not free to produce whatever he or she likes but is invited to take part in something that is arranged as a closed situation, similar to political voting.

Bishop believes that participatory art is taking on a political charge and involves the participants in art projects to take an active part in the community, where we live together. Not only has art moved out of its autonomous domain to the province of social or political services, but the assumed social or political participation of the participants and that kind of art is questionable. Slavoj Žižek referred to the increase of participatory activities in general, placed stress on a quite contrary effect to the one endorsed by Bishop, namely an effect of pseudoactivity. There is an urge to be active, to participate, to mask the nothingness of what goes on in the contemporary world, Žižek argues. People intervene all the time, academics participate in meaningless debates; today it is difficult to step back, to withdraw. “Those in power often prefer even a ‘critical’ participation, a dialogue, to silence––just to engage us in ‘dialogue,’ to make sure our ominous passivity is broken” (Žižek 2008, 217). From this critical perspective, the participation in making a social change through participatory art is something of an illusion.

NOTES

1. See for instance the following accounts. Paisley Livingston distinguishes between genetic and aesthetic completion. He defines aesthetic completion as “the possession of all of the essential or characteristic elements of the genre or form, and so on,” while “a work is genetically complete only if its maker or makers decide it is so” (Livingston 2005, 54–55). In “The Artist’s Sanction in Contemporary Art” (2005), Sherri Irvin argues for the artist’s sanction for the reception of contemporary art: “the artist’s sanction can fix features of the work” (Irvin 2005, 316). Irvin suggests “we examine the artist’s publically accessible actions and communications, the contexts in which they were delivered, and the conventions operative in those context to determine what the artist has sanctioned” (Ibid., 315). Such understanding is aligned with what Hans Georg Gadamer defined as hermeneutic theory of romanticism to which he distanced. Hermeneutic theory of romanticism “conceived of understanding as the reproduction of an original production. Hence it was possible to say that one should be able to understand an author better than he understood himself. We examined the origin of this statement and its connection with the aesthetics of genius” (Gadamer 2006, 295). In “You Complete Me: Posthumous Works and Secondary Agency” (2015), Sondra Bacharach and Deborah Tollefsen deal with the issue of completion in cases another author “completes” the work of an artists that “is deemed incomplete by any standard of completion” (Bacharach and Tollefsen 2015, 71), whereat already this initial definition of completion demonstrates how the authors in their comprehension are not familiar with or disrespect the possibilities of the work to be open as discussed in this chapter.

2. The aesthetic object is not constituted in the aesthetic experience of grasping it, but the work of art itself is experienced in its aesthetic quality through the process of its concretization and creation. In this, I agree fully with Luigi Pareyson’s aesthetics of ‘formativita’” (Gadamer 2006, 164).


Chapter 2

Playing with Algorithms

It is interesting to focus on the concept of an artist in the media theory of Vilém Flusser, as Flusser is one of the first scholars to address the systems of technical media, as well as biotechnological manipulation of the living world, in relation to the issue of programmability. Flusser questioned the position of the actor, the operator, or perhaps the creator in these systems. If the functionary and the apparatus merge into a unit, and the apparatus has its program, what is the role of the artist if he or she is not just anyone exhausting the options offered by the program? This is the question to which I want to devote my attention. I will compare the functionary of the apparatus of the camera and the “creator” in the field of biotechnics to establish the similarities in both the “creative” practices of an (artistic) photographer and of a biotechnological artist, as well as discuss the similarities with other artistic practices discussed by Flusser. Because the subject involved in the game of the apparatus is subjected to its structure, the issue of power also needs to be addressed. This transposes the notion of the artist as a supposed creator to the notion of the artist as the one who resists the structures of power.

Subverting the Program

First of all, to get to the notion of apparatus, one must pay attention to the notion of information. In Towards a Philosophy of Photography, Flusser defines information in the lexicon of basic concepts: information is an improbable combination of elements and inform means (1) create improbable combinations of elements; (2) imprint them upon objects (Flusser 2000, 84). In this book, information is at the center of his discussion, since the book is about technical images, which are images produced by apparatuses, and technical images that belong to the information or postindustrial age, a posthistoric context. Yet the process of informing is not something that would belong only to the information age or the functioning of the apparatuses. In the triad, tools–machines–apparatuses, tools were already informing objects, meaning they were involved in the production of information. “Tools tear objects from the natural world and change the form of them. They inform them. They get an unnatural, improbable form, it becomes cultural. This production and information of objects is work, and its result is called work. The traditional works of art fit in this category” (Ibid., 23). According to Flusser, tools are extensions of human organs, they simulate the organ they are extended from: the arrow simulates the finger, the hammer the fist, a pick the toe. A brush is tool. Machines are not extensions of human organs but operate autonomously. In this case, machines do the work and human subjects attach to machines so that they are in service of machines. If the tools are replaceable when humans use them, humans are replaceable, when machines are in operation. In case of machines, machines are constants and humans are variables.

Yet there is a basic difference between the industrial society and postindustrial society, between the functioning of tools and machines, on the one hand, and the apparatuses, on the other hand. In postindustrial society, the category “work” must be replaced by the category “information.” “The basic category of industrial society is work. Tools and machines work by tearing objects from the natural world and informing them, i.e. changing the world. But apparatuses do not work in this sense. Their intention is not to change the meaning of the world. Their intention is symbolic. Photographers do not work in the industrial sense [. . . ], but they do something: They create [my accentuation], process and store symbols” (Ibid., 25).

Photographer, who is involved in producing informative images (since the production of redundant images does not interest Flusser), is a creative individual. However, more attention has to be devoted to this concept of creativity. In this manner, the process of taking photographs as described by Flusser is not very creative. Rather, it means exhausting the program which pre-exists the action of the photographer, so the photographer’s activity is a realization of something given a priori and also to everyone: “The camera is programmed to produce photographs, and every photograph is a realization of one of the possibilities contained within the program of the camera. The number of such possibilities is large, but it is nevertheless finite” (Ibid., 26). Two issues central to this discussion need to be addressed further on. (1) If the program is set prior to the act of photographing, which is to be comprehended as a creative activity, and it defines the activity itself, it is a matter of power to which the photographer is exposed. Photographer's activity therefore has to do with entering into the relationship to power structures. (2) If the same program is given to everyone and the activity of the functionary is about exhausting the program of the apparatus, then anyone involved in the apparatus is positioned in the same situation. “The camera is not a tool but a plaything, and a photographer is not a worker but a player: not Homo faber but Homo ludens” (Ibid., 27). In this function, human beings are neither constant nor the variable, but they merge into a unity. Therefore, photographers are functionaries of the apparatus of the camera. The activity of photographer looks more similar to a player of roulette than to individual creative activities that differ greatly in accordance with the differences between the individualities. In other words, is artistic photographic activity specific in any respect or should all photographic activities be comprehended in the same manner? Perhaps here we can find a partial answer to this question:

With every (informative) photograph, the photographic program becomes poorer by one possibility while the photographic universe becomes richer by one realization. Photographers endeavor to exhaust the photographic program by realizing all the possibilities. But this program is rich and there is no way of getting an overview of it. Thus photographers attempt to find the possibilities not yet discovered within it: they handle the camera, turn it this way and that, look into it and through it. (Ibid., 26)

This is somewhat of an answer because we can see that the photographer is in a kind of struggle with the apparatus of the camera. The general definition of apparatus is to be found in Flusser’s lexicon of basic concepts: “a plaything or game that simulates thought; organization or system that enables something to function” (Ibid., 83). Apparatus is thus a power structure to which a photographer is subjected, subordinated. “All apparatuses (not just computers) are calculating machines and in this sense ‘artificial intelligences’, the camera included” (Ibid., 31). For the photographer then, it must be a challenge to ascend to the position of thinking (instead of the apparatus). Perhaps “creative” photographers aspire to subvert the system of power; instead of being subjected to the apparatus and its program, they strive to subject the apparatus to their agency. In such a manner, the “creative” photographers do not use the camera according to the primary program, as other functionaries of the apparatuses do, but tend to misuse it instead.

In his writings, Flusser does not use these “heavy” terms that perhaps best describe taking photos as an “artistic” practice: resistance to the program and the power of the apparatus, misusing the program and subversion and subjection of the power structures. In his words, photographer’s creativity is to be found in his tendency to inform, to produce information: “photographers wish to produce states of things that never existed before; they pursue these states, not out there in the world, since for them the world is only a pretext for the state of things that are to be produced, but amongst the possibilities contained within the camera’s program” (Ibid., 37). The practice of photographer is to create, process, and store symbols according to Flusser, and there have always been people who have done such things: writers, painters, composers, book-keepers, managers. In the process, these people have produced objects: books, paintings, scores, balance-sheets, plans—objects that have not been consumed but that have served as carriers of information (Ibid., 25). Flusser further states that writers can be considered functionaries of the apparatus “language” that plays with the symbols contained within the language program—with words—by combining them. Their intention is to exhaust the language program and to enrich literature, the universe of language. Similar to before, just that language is not a true apparatus, because it was not created as a simulation of a body organ and in its creation it is not based on any scientific theories at all (Ibid., 28).

Before passing over to the field of biotechnics, let me expose one more issue that is relevant in both cases: the photographic activity and the biotechnological intervention. We have seen that photographer’s practice is fixed to a program. The “artistic” activity of the photographer was subsumed above a practice of resistance. Flusser did expose this oppositional stance of the photographer toward the apparatus explicitly: “photographers do not play with their plaything but against it” (Ibid., 27). However, there are spots in Flusser’s writings where one could say he does not ascribe any truly powerful action potential to photographers, as for instance here: “Photographers can only act within the program of the camera, even when they think they are acting in opposition to this program. This is true of all post-industrial acts” (Ibid., 38). There is not much room for resistance in the postindustrial era of the apparatuses. Yet, so far we have overlooked the position and role of another person, another human agency involved in the functioning of the apparatus. And here the situation with apparatuses is unique in comparison with the older systems made up of machines and tools. Flusser provides a clue: “Programming is post-ideological manipulation” (Ibid.). The one who programs the apparatus is the one who establishes the system, not the one who plays and gets involved in the game. Perhaps the programmer is to be considered the creator. In the continuation, I will discuss the issues of power and resistance, as well as of creativity in further reference to biotechnology.

Is the “program of the evolution” to be compared with the program of the camera? One could say that for Flusser, biological morphogenesis means exhausting the genetic program. One could say that similar to what photographer or the writer does, through biological morphogenesis, every new biological form realizes one of the possibilities contained within the program of the evolution. In such a manner, the number of such possibilities is large, but finite. With every new form, the evolutionary program becomes poorer by one possibility while the evolutionary universe becomes richer by one realization. We need to reconsider the significance of “information” to address this issue properly.

The Program of Evolution and the Art of Biotechnology

In his essays “On Discovery,” Flusser considers biomass and writes

“‘biomass’ forms a sort of slime that covers the globe; its weight can be calculated with some precision. It consists of individual microscopic drops containing information. Those drops tend to divide, and they transmit their information to their successors. Yet information is not only transmitted, which would mean it never changes, but during the transmission variations or mistakes may occur and the information changes. These mistakes are called mutations. Thus living matter as a whole carries a stream of ever more diversified information” (Flusser 1988a, 14).

What is going on in this process of evolution is the production and transmission of information by living matter. Flusser writes that it applies an extraordinary stupid method—new information—creativity, as he even names it—comes about by mistake, or if you prefer, by pure chance. Complex information, such as the nervous system of an octopus, or the human brain, is the result of blind, hazard variation. Thus, what evolution does is variational creativity, which does its work by chance. Considering the question, does evolution have a program, we would need to answer, no; there is no deliberate program at work. But still, evolution does produce and does preservation of information. And here is an interesting point: Flusser also writes: “Art is always the production and preservation of information” (Ibid.). So how does the activity of an artist differ from the evolutionary processes?

Flusser acknowledges that once the “microscopic drops” of the biomass that carry biological information—molecules of complex acids, which are even smaller—were discovered, it became possible to manipulate them. It has now become possible to create information that can be inserted into living matter that can become hereditary. It has become possible to create a work of art that will live, will multiply, and will itself create other works of art, potentially forever. This, Flusser recognizes, is the essence of what biotechnics is about—this is the new “art of living” (Ibid.). It is art, he acknowledges, thus to the artists who put information into stone, canvas, paper, celluloid, electromagnetic fields, etc., must now be added those who can create living beings and who do so by a method apparently more intelligent than the one that brought us ourselves into existence. If this “intelligent method” is obviously not making creations by mistake, by chance, it must have been by a deliberate program. Biotechnology could therefore be comprehended as an apparatus with a deliberate program.

One must also emphasize at this point—Flusser differentiates between variational and true creation. “The artists,” as he calls those involved in the “art of living,” don’t discover the shapes, the contemporary “morphogenesis,” the “birth of forms,” is about creation, today we “invent” or “create” forms, “Our artists are ‘creative’” (Flusser 1988b, 17). Art, biotechnology, and creativity are even more explicitly interconnected here: “This new ‘art of living’ enables us to become not just metaphorically but literally creative. Thus it might be said that biotechnics is art in the literal sense of the term” (Flusser 1988a, 15).

The notion of true creation is linked to the notion of God’s creation. When artists “invent” forms, “The artist becomes godlike” (Flusser 1988b, 17). In the domain of biotechnics, if a form was created that had never existed before, this would be an instance of true creation. True creation or transcendental creation is the province of a genius: “we might suppose that an artist —or a genetic engineer, or any kind of ‘creator’ for that matter [i.e. living matter]—is the more godlike the more he or she has access to it” (Ibid., 18). The model of variational creation is evolution. It is used in computing, but also in genetic engineering (including synthetic biology) since it produces combinations and permutations of already existing elements of information. By contrast, true creation would challenge the very idea of evolution, which is exactly the aim of present-day life engineering. Perhaps Flusser’s distinction between the two must simply be discarded. Genetically modified and synthesized organisms are not created in the sense of bringing something formed from dead matter to life, which was actually the original, Biblical sense of creation: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul” (Genesis 2: 7). This dualism between dead matter and a living soul is present in Craig Venter’s aim to create a life form originating from another, nonliving source (as for example from a computer program) as in the case of synthetic biology. I put forward that the achievements of biotechnology in the manipulation of life do not simply re-present this ancient dualism between body and soul. The boundaries between living and nonliving matter have become blurred, and the concept of life has acquired novel dimensions that are quite incomparable with traditional ones. The notion of having life “on” and “off” is simply obsolete, since life can be dissolved, dispersed, diluted, or delayed. This is relevant here because in the tradition of the comprehension of an artist as a creator, the artist produces a creation from scratch.

According to Flusser, variational creation is a method requiring a great deal of work being done not just with computers but also with biotechnology, “biotechnics is doing the same thing natural evolution does—variational creativity, the sole difference being that it does its work not by chance but according to a deliberate program” (Flusser 1988a, 14–15). Variational creation operates within given possibilities, one could say within the natural apparatus, similar to how Flusser once considered pictures produced within the apparatus of photography, how every particular realization within this program exists as a potential, even if it will never actually be realized: “Every shape in which Earth’s living beings could manifest themselves is encoded within the existing genetic information as a potential, a virtuality” (Flusser 1988b, 18).

There is another relevant dimension of the notion of true creation with biotechnics to be mentioned at this point. In the case of true creation, we would be dealing with magic, the magical power that is characteristic of artistic creation. This bringing to life will result in something its creator will be incapable of understanding: “we shall be incapable of understanding the spirits to which we shall be giving life” (Flusser 1988a, 15). This idea shares similarities with the production of technical images and Flusser’s notion of projection: technical images are projected into space without being decoded, thus we are incapable of understanding the technical images we produce.

There are similarities between the activity of the biotechnologist in the apparatus of biotechnology and the photographer in the apparatus of the camera. If Flusser is to introduce the same logic he used in Towards Philosophy of Photography, then he must have appreciated the resistance to the program that is to be performed by the creative agents. If biotechnology is to be comprehended as an apparatus with its program and if “creativity” is to be comprehended by analogy as an oppositional or resistant activity, it is not the biotechnologist who performs the resistance. There are analogies between the idea of a “creation” of new (biological) forms and producing informative photographs, both essentially have to do with the production of information. Thus, one could understand why according to Flusser, there is no difference between a biotechnologist and an artist. Yet, if we are to follow the notion of an artist as one who opposes or resists the apparatus, to be consistent with the theory on photographic apparatus, Flusser would have to establish the concept of a biotechnological artist. According to this logic, a biotechnological artist could not be the same as a biotechnologist. The latter is a functionary in the sense of merely executing the options of the program, there is no struggle with the apparatus at work, no opposing, no subversion, just a passive acceptance of the game. This brings us to the issue of power as the central theme for this debate.

There are two dimensions of power to be discussed. One is related to the functioning of the apparatus, the “power of the apparatus” as the “intelligent” system. The other issue is power in a broader and more “traditional” sense, that is, related to the access to the functioning system, the apparatus. In this sense, the issue of power is related to the question who benefits and how do they benefit.

Smart Technologies

If the apparatus is to be understood as an “artificial intelligence,” a kind of brain by itself, then, on the one hand, the apparatus “thinks” and other side, this questions the thinking of the functionary. For Flusser, humans become liberated with the “smartness of the self-functioning systems”:

These “smart tools” replace human work and liberate human beings from the obligation to work: From then on they are free to play. The camera illustrates this robotization of work and this liberation of human beings for play. It is a smart tool because it creates images automatically. Unlike painters, photographers no longer need to concentrate on a brush but can devote themselves entirely to playing with the camera. (Flusser 2000, 29)

Yet such liberation for play is suspicious. Addressing culture industry, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer were aware of how dangerous the moment of amusement is for people and how directly it is linked to actual manipulation. The suggestion to switch your brain off for the enjoyment means switching off the brains for thinking.

Today, we are invited to play and not think almost everywhere—when we sit down in an airplane, the first thing we see is instructions for entertainment. We are called, even required to buy “smart” apparatuses, “smart” phones, and other “smart” devices for everyday life, even “smart” cars. With deep neuronal networks, machines learn and extract patterns. In smart technologies, algorithms have ascended to the next stage of programmability. The programmers can no longer completely control the programs of smart apparatuses. Smart technologies have gained more autonomy compared to the ancient mode of algorisms in the sense of making conclusions by themselves. However, even smart technologies require, not necessarily human agencies (except from the initial programming), but some sort of changing entities to attach to and to get the inputs in order to function and generate outputs. Artificial intelligence is not autonomous in its operation.

What could the resistant position in the world of algorithmic apparatuses be? An easy answer would be—total rejection of apparatuses. Yet this would actually be impossible to do because it would ultimately mean complete social exile, since everybody is drawn in by apparatuses in the technologized society. Even other sorts of apparatuses involve us in their programs: could we imagine not going to kindergarten and to school. At the end of the day, everybody is included in some apparatuses. The state apparatus, for instance, also mentioned by Flusser, is an apparatus in which everybody takes part; it is unimaginable not to be a citizen. Louis Althusser considering ideological apparatuses ascertained each of us belongs to several of them. Many inclusions are defined even before one is born—before the baby is born, he or she has a name, pink clothes wait for the girl to be born and technical toys for the boy. The essence of the apparatuses for Althusser is ideology. One can never escape it. Yet, one can aim to be aware of it and avoid overly manipulated by it.

The challenge is how to establish a critical or perhaps oppositional relationship with the apparatus, how to get into a position in which one can minimize the absorption of himself by certain apparatuses, perhaps even one could decline inclusion in some of them. How does one establish a certain distance from which one is able to get a better overview of the system and a better insight into its functioning? It would be naïve to believe in an external position, a noninvolved observer, an idea heavily criticized by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. There has to be a way to minimize being absorbed by certain apparatus from within. Obviously, one needs to get involved and gain experience to be able to develop a critique. Flusser himself was loyal to this idea; he became involved with experimentation with new media, video, and computer (Bernd Wingert, Flusser-Hypertext Prototype 2, 1990) in relation to the media of language (as a system) and speech. He participated in the production of art and at the same time practiced art theory with the means of art. The exhibition Without Firm Grounds. Flusser and the Arts (West den Haag, March 19, 2016–May 07, 2016) demonstrated that.

In his experimentation with video, there is not only a criticism of the media from within, that is with the media, there is also another person involved, Fred Forest, the video artist who is shooting the video (Les gestes du professeur, 1974) as long as the professor has something to say about the issue. This creativity crucially arises from a dialog: with the media, between media (speech and video), between theory and art. Marcel Rene Marburger ascertained that dialog is a creative act according to Flusser. In Marburger’s reading of Flusser, it is relevant that one understands the apparatus, then the intention to break the black box lies in a further step to develop artistic strategy with which to go against the program of the apparatus: the more complex the technical apparatuses are, the more acting against the program can only be possible by the collaboration of several people (Marburger 2011). Both mentioned projects, Flusser-Hypertext Prototype (see figures 2.1 and 2.2) and Les gestes du professeur, show that Flusser bore that in mind in his artistic involvements.
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Figure 2.1  Content Card of the Flusser Hypertext (running on Mac OS9), Including “Horizontal” Links (tabs) and Vertical Links (Small Squares Attached to Words of the Text). Copyright: ITAS, Karlsruhe Institute of Technologie; Apple Inc. Source: Vilém Flusser Archive, Berlin University of the Arts. Courtesy of Vilém Flusser Archive.
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Figure 2.2  Flusser Hypertext Main Menu: a Map with Overlapping Windows. Copyright: ITAS, Karlsruhe Institute of Technologie; Apple Inc. Source: Vilém Flusser Archive, Berlin University of the Arts. Courtesy of Vilém Flusser Archive.

Furthermore, the program of an apparatus has almost infinite possibilities: “this program is rich and there is no way of getting an overview of it” (Flusser 2000, 26). In this regard, an overview is not possible because of the multiplicity of options. In playing with the apparatuses as well as in criticism about them, it is not the point to know or master all the possibilities that the apparatus offers. To be able to develop a criticism, it is relevant to be familiar with the functioning of the apparatus, to know the rules and certain functions of it. In addition, it is relevant to establish, what significance do these functions have for certain interests. There are interests involved on the side of the power holders and there are interests involved on the side of the functionaries of the apparatuses. Very often the motive of contemporary functionaries is amusement. However, this comes with a price. A former secret service agent explained what a vast quantity of work agents were required to do in the past to collect information about people, their habits, social networks, etc. With Facebook their work has become so much easier, people voluntarily, in the name of the game, devote themselves to surveillance and they let themselves be susceptible to manipulation and get wounded, at the same time believing that they are free to play and spend their time having fun.

As regards the issue of power, Flusser acknowledged: “Power has moved from the owner of objects to the programmer and the operator” (Ibid., 30). There is certain power that the programmers have in today’s world, they are masters of the technological apparatuses. Yet the power that originates from their work of programming or establishing the system is located in a somewhat external position, a preceding one. When the system is launched, it goes its own way. It is not the programmer who is in control of running the system. The programmer is a person with professionalized knowledge in the program of the apparatus, which gives him or her a certain power. It was previously mentioned that understanding the apparatus is a necessary condition to act against the apparatus. This person is the programmer. The programmer therefore has the potential to act against the program. The way to do it from within is perhaps to re-program, which means to intervene, make a disturbance. There are actually two categories of programmers involved in this sense. One is the programmer of the program of the apparatus. The other is the “re-programer,” the one who acts against the program of the apparatus, which could also be referred to as a hacker.

It is difficult to agree with Flusser that power has completely moved from the owner to the programmer. The programmer is yet another person working for those in power, the owners of the platforms. Contemporary “owners” are not so much owners of the objects as they are owners of systems and through them of different sorts of capital, such as information. A contemporary owner owns an apparatus which generates information with the help of the functionaries that join the system. The question is who has the power over the apparatus and how the information produced by the apparatus is going to be used. Information has enormous strategic and economic value. When you decide to take part in a game with an apparatus, a seeming plaything, the question is, who do you devote yourself to, who do you let yourself be subjected to. Flusser said, the camera is a black box (Flusser 2000, 25). It is not transparent; one cannot see its interiority from the outside. Vladan Joler and SHARE Lab analyzed Facebook as a platform many people use today (Facebook Algorithmic Factory, 2017) (figures 2.3 and 2.4). They consider it a black box, because it has an invisible infrastructure and functionality.
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Figure 2.3  Vladan Joler and SHARE Lab,Facebook Algorithmic Factory, 2017. Courtesy of the artist and SHARE Lab.
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Figure 2.4  Vladan Joler and SHARE Lab,Facebook Algorithmic Factory, 2017. Detail. Courtesy of the artist and SHARE Lab.

Facebook Algorithmic Factory sheds light on the invisible processes that take place inside the world’s largest social network. Inside this black box, nontransparent algorithms are deciding what kind of content will become a part of our reality, what will be censored or deleted, which ideas will spread and what news gain most visibility. (Ars Electronica 2017)

Joler makes visible, how people with Facebook profiles provide their user behavior data, which are used by the owners of the system as marketing information. Joler speak of the exploitation of user data. Human subjects as the functionaries of the Facebook apparatus donate themselves to the market, which trades with them as with commodities. We might not erase our Facebook profiles, but at least we can get aware of its inner structure and recognize what are the nonvisible operations that are taking place in the apparatus that concern us.
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Figure 2.5  Vladan Joler and SHARE Lab, Facebook Algorithmic Factory, 2017. Detail. Courtesy of the artist and SHARE Lab.

When speaking about power relations, there are two main interests at work at the side of the power holders according to Marxist theory. One is carrying into effect ideology and the other is accumulating capital. I would say both are very much at work also in the case of smart technologies. Today, the capitalist interests lie in human experiences which, translated into data, play the role in the market as commodities or serve the mechanisms of the society of control, that is, biopolitical interests, tax and other financial regulations, social normalization protocols, etc. Shoshana Zuboff called this age, in which information and communication technologies reach 43 percent of the global population and are more spread than electricity, the age of surveillance capitalism. “Surveillance capitalism unilaterally claims human experience as free raw material for translation into behavioral data” (Zuboff 2019, 8).

To conclude: if an artist is really to play with the program of the apparatus, there must be a difference between an artist and an ordinary social member involved in the apparatus. Is the kind of activity that everybody is invited to do with today’s smart apparatuses, such as the choosing of certain colors, motifs, backgrounds, and other appearances as offered by the program, creativity? Is one getting more and more creative if he or she exhausts the options given by the apparatuses offered on the market by the huge multinational corporations, if one takes part in their business? If an artist is to be comprehended in such a manner, he or she completely loses his or her social significance and there is no point to insist on the concept of an artist. The role of an artist is to be based on revealing the hidden mechanisms of power, the power relations, in resisting the apparatus, in subverting the program, in misusing the apparatus, in revealing the mechanisms of manipulation, in looking for the alternatives, in developing a criticism of the established systems, in challenging the mechanisms of power, etc. This emancipatory engagement is a very relevant function of art.


Chapter 3

Tactics of Resistance to the Governance over the Bodies

Apparatuses and Profanation

Michel Foucault emphasized the role of the apparatuses in the late capitalist societies, and Giorgio Agamben traced the genealogy of this notion. Foucault’s definition of apparatus is broad and incomplete. In an interview from 1977, he defined apparatus as:

a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions—in short, the said as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the network that can be established between these elements. (Foucault 1980, 194)

Agamben summarized Foucault’s notion of the apparatus: the apparatus is a heterogeneous set that includes virtually anything; it always has a concrete strategic function and is located in power relations; it appears at the intersection of power relations and relations of knowledge (Agamben 2009, 2, 3). Agamben traced the genealogy of apparatus or dispositive back to its Greek origin and the term oikonomia, which was later translated as dispositive in Christian theology. Okionomia meant administration of home (Gr. oikos) or more generally, management; for Aristotle, oikonomia is “the way in which he [God] administers his home, his life, and the world that he created” (Ibid., 8). The rather recent concept of apparatus or similar concepts (for Heidegger, Ge-stell means in ordinary usage an apparatus, Gerät, whereas the German stellen corresponds to the Latin ponere, the root for dis-positio, dis-ponere) “refer back to this oikonomia, that is, to a 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” (Ibid., 12).

Apparatuses, according to Agamben, must always imply a process of subjectification, they “must produce their subject” (Ibid., 11). Yet at the same time, the apparatuses in this phase of capitalism act through the process of desubjectification, which is implicit in every process of subjectification (Ibid., 20). One who lets himself be captured by the “cellular telephone” apparatus, whereat desire has driven him to that, “cannot acquire a new subjectivity, but only a number through which he can, eventually, be controlled” (Ibid., 21). Yet, in the current phase of capitalism, apparatuses “no longer act as much through the production of a subject, as through the processes of what can be called desubjectification” (Ibid., 20). Apparatuses capture living beings, such as the animal is captured by the disinhibitor.

With the stress on captivation within the apparatuses, Agamben refers to the theory of die Umwelt of Jakob von Uexküll on the circle of receptors and disinhibitors. Martin Heidegger later discussed the difference between humanity and animality originating from this concept. Within the die Umwelt, a living being is captured. Agamben accordingly defined apparatus: “I shall call apparatus literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings” (Ibid., 14). For this discussion on the entrance of art into the apparatus of life sciences, the following Agamben’s conclusion is very helpful. For Heidegger, the break or the interruption of the relationship between receptors and disinhibitors produces boredom in living beings—“that is, the capacity to suspend this immediate relationship with their disinhibitors—and the Open, which is the possibility of knowing being as such, by constructing a world” (Ibid., 16). In another work, Agamben focused on the Open as a possibility given to human with the descend from the position of superiority, as human has been considered as essentially different, distinct to animals altogether (Agamben 2004).

This postanthropocentric stance can help us consider the possibilities for art to resist the apparatuses. Art can be considered as striving for the Open, and as such, art has the ability to interrupt the captivation of the subject in the apparatus, or at least to launch the process of becoming Open.

Agamben calls for the strategy of “the liberation of that which remains captured and separated by means of apparatuses, in order to bring it back to a possible common use” (Agamben 2009, 17). For this purpose, he introduces the concept profanation, which means that which was sacred or religious, but was then restored to the use and property of human beings, as defined by jurist Trebatius. Accordingly, “one can define religion as that which removes things, places, animals, or people from common use and transports them to a separate sphere” (Ibid., 18). Agamben recognizes profanation as the counter-apparatus that restores to common use what was separated. He recognizes that capitalism and other modern forms of power have generalized and pushed the processes of separation that define religion to the extreme.

I address artistic body interventions as tactics of resistance to the governance over the bodies, that is, as resistance to the apparatuses that govern, control and manage our bodies, and that also make our bodies sacred. This means the resistance to the apparatuses that separate my body from my own management. Agamben calls for the strategy of profanation, for bringing back what was sacred to the use and property of humans. I argue that the artistic acts which resist to the power over the bodies do not construct counter-apparatuses to the apparatuses of power, but they do challenge or even sometimes subvert the machines of governance over the bodies.

Political Resistance with Taking over the Power over One’s Own Body

Today, the Western human has difficulties to reconcile with a “disfigurement” of the body or with a destruction of its wholeness. This testifies to a certain sacredness surrounding the body in the Western culture, where its wholeness and completeness are strong ideological constructs. Yet, there are crucial differences in the cultural reception of the body intervention, depending on the objectives of the act of inflicting the wound. Regenerative medicine proliferates life to save it. Aesthetic surgery intervenes to “make more beautiful.” Both body interventions are culturally accepted. Both take place within the separate domain of the body management. The governance over the bodies is trusted to the experts and is exercised within medical apparatus. Medical purpose to save life, or optimize the functionality of the human body, is particularly appreciated.

Regenerative medicine requires living cells in order to generate tissues in vitro. The process of acquisition requires a cut into the flesh and a removal of a part of tissue for the goal to render back a tissue-engineered, that is, improved body part. To construct the body with regenerative medicine, it first needs to be deconstructed. Because the medical purposes are considered as highly valuable for being on the side of life of human, this case demonstrated how the purpose—proliferation of life—justifies the acceptance of the act of a body intervention.

For aesthetic purposes, body interventions are culturally accepted, as long as the accepted beauty canons are regarded. In such a manner in certain contexts of the popular culture, the enlargement of the breasts and lips, liposuction of the adipose tissue and similar procedures have nearly become a requirement for the women publically performing in the movie or other pop culture. On the contrary, following unconventional aesthetic standards and showing the transformation process is comprehended as controversial. This was demonstrated by Orlan’s body modifications, with which she disobeyed the accepted beauty norms, adding horns to her face and similar. Her work clearly speaks about the dictate of the dominant discourse, which disallows multiplicity of aesthetic voices in contemporary Western culture.

Body modifications in general, however, are to be considered as a cultural matter and the stance to accept them or how to accept them depends on one’s cultural position. In various cultures different modifications, such as scarifications or body limitations, are a matter of traditional beautification. For instance, women from the Padaung tribe in Myanmar design their neck with wearing neckties. One aspect of the trend to be found in the contemporary Western capitalist culture to make even more extreme body modifications than those to be found in the tribal cultures is the competition in extremity of intervening in the body by painting it, scarring it, cutting it, adding to it, and mutilating it.

Whereas extreme body interventions are to be found in art as well, they are usually not performed only or solely for the extremity of the act itself but are to be read as well considered conceptual acts. Ive Tabar is a body artist who, in the 1980s, decided to execute performances with intervening into his own body. As Ive Tabar is professionally a first aid nurse, in his everyday life, he is constantly confronted with injuries, medical body interventions, and effects of violence on human bodies. He is so much used to medical practice that he can act with using it in order to enact or perform certain metaphors with putting his own body at stake. For instance, there is a popular saying that one would rather make a hole in his knee than do or accept something. In his 2002 performance, Europe II, Ive Tabar decided to make a hole in his knee in order to express his protest against Slovenia’s entering the European Union or to say that he is not going to get “out” undamaged after entering the EU (figure 3.1). This was the second of the performances in trilogy responding to the political propaganda of political unambiguity. In the first one, Europe I (1999), he injected enormous quantity of European blue liquid into his stomach and pumped it through a catheter into a vessel where there where yellow European stars floating (figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.1  Ive Tabar,Europe II, 2001. The artist made a hole in his knee in order to express his protest against Slovenia’s entering the European Union. Photographer: Jaka Jerasa. Courtesy of Kapelica Gallery.
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Figure 3.2  Ive Tabar,Europe I, 1999. Tabar injected enormous quantity of “European blue” liquid into his stomach and pumped it through a catheter into a vessel where there where yellow European stars floating. Photographer: Igor Andjelić. Courtesy of Kapelica Gallery.

In the third performance on political brainwashing, Europe III (2003), Tabar pulled off his nail and installed it on a chimera human-fish-human-finger. The performance was also entitled For a Nail, which is again a metaphor for “scarcely,” as Slovenia scarcely entered the EU, for a nail (figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.3  Ive Tabar,Europe III, 2003. Tabar pulled off his nail and installed it on a chimera human-fish-human-finger. The performance was also entitled For a Nail, which is again a metaphor for “scarcely,” as Slovenia scarcely entered the European Union. Photographer: Miha Fras. Courtesy of Kapelica Gallery.

In Europe IV (2007), Tabar addresses the entering and the existence of Slovenia in the European Union, concretely the level of political consciousness, which favorizes the system of values linked to the myths on progress, democracy, competitiveness, and economic Darwinism. Besides economic privileges, Tabar problematizes and interprets human-to-human relations, erosions of values and abuse of the positions of power of any kinds. Tabard drinks blue liquid before the performance and then pumps it out of his stomach by inserting the needle in his urinary bladder and pours it into twenty-seven test tubes that stand for twenty-seven member-states in 2007. When the test tubes are full, the liquid is finally poured into the aquarium with a golden fish, so that the water in it gets completely colored and the life in it gets blurred.

When performing his radical body art performances, Ive Tabar’s intention is not to cynically deconstruct taboos. His professional practice disturbs him pretty much so that he decided to bring it to light and to thematize the disturbing issues within the world of art. In a performance, which was part of the theater performance In the Name of People (Glej 2010, Jure Novak), Tabar surgically removed a bullet from his belly and then loaded the gun with that bullet, made it ready and cocked it while standing in front of the terrified public. In his words, this gesture was a call against suicide as one of the most horrific ideas. During his eighteen-year triage practice, he has become more and more convinced that life is a huge gift that simply needs to be lived, even if one has to predominantly suffer it.

Ive Tabar’s performances show that one’s own body and intimacy are not only individual properties, but are determined by social–political reality. His employer claimed that his performances throw bad light on medical practice and are non-ethical because he is putting himself into danger, whereas he as a nurse shall be the one to save life and promote living, not to cause pain and to hurt one’s body for “non-ethical,” that is, nonmedical purposes. Tabar used to organize performances with help of his colleagues, while later on they were prohibited to assist him at his “artistic” doings. Some of his performances are life-endangering, such as the one performed after he met the girl of his life and touched his heart with one-meter-long catheter through a vein in his hand and risked fibrillation.

Tabar’s performances have been censured within the world of art for several times for being allegedly life-threatening, while Tabar comments that the only thing that they truly threaten is people’s false feeling of security. The performance Invisible Touch performed together with Vasja Kokelj in which he warns about enormous problem of radioactive waste with using uranium ore was cancelled in the last moment at five festivals in 2010 (Linz, Belfast, London, Liverpool, and Berlin).

The Power over the Body of Becoming-Mother/Child

The dogma says and medical ethical committee utters the judgment: it shall not be an artist’s choice to expose himself or herself to danger. One is not supposed to legally perform a cut into his or her body for “non-ethical” purposes, as are considered the artistic purposes. The Committee of the Republic of Slovenia for medical ethics responded with this argument, when I and my colleagues asked for an approval for a project Hair in Vitro (2010), for which we aimed to get a sample of tissue to conduct a surgery for in vitro cultivation in a bio station (figures 3.4, 3.5, 3.6).
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Figure 3.4  Polona Tratnik,Hair in Vitro, 2010. Detail. Hair samples with roots were surgically taken from human donor and then were grown in bio station under optimized conditions for two months. The growth and dying out of two hairs was documented with time-lapse recording. Photographer: Damjan Švarc. Archive Horizonti.
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Figure 3.5  Polona Tratnik,Hair in Vitro, 2010. Detail. Photographer: Damjan Švarc. Archive Horizonti.
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Figure 3.6  Polona Tratnik,Hair in Vitro, 2010. Detail. Archive Horizonti.

Extreme body modifications express the will of oneself to power over one’s own body. Within the apparatuses one actually does not possess the actual power over our bodies. The objective to cultivate oneself in an aquarium in a manner rather similar to cultivating flowers or fishes at the night table (Polona Tratnik, 37°C, Hair in Vitro) (Polona Tratnik Official Website 2018) is therefore an act of resistance to the power over the body, it is an act of taking over the body, taking over the control, taking over the power over the body. This means, the power may not be transferred to the subject itself. The sacred may not be returned to the use of the human, which is a kind of profanation. From the dogmatic perspective of the ethical committee, this is not an ethically legitimate act of intervention into a healthy body to be allowed; the objective does not justify the authorization of the artist to perform that cut of flesh.

For the Hair in Vitro we finally got the permission to take the sample of the living tissue in order to cultivate it in a specialized tissue engineering laboratory with a permission for human tissue cultivation, and yet we did not get allowance to reveal the donor of the tissue, allegedly for the protection of personal data, although the donor had no hindrances in getting publically revealed. Furthermore, the committee did not decide on allowing the cultivation of human tissue in gallery space but did declare that medical research is a proper reason for doing this, while artistic practice is not.

Human species has taken in its hands the complete domination over the living world, whereas handling living human tissues is highly regulated and is not allowed on private initiatives. Cultivating one’s body in an aquarium is more than just a controversial act (Polona Tratnik, 37°C, Hair in Vitro), while at the same time cultivating a plant or an animal in a home-kept glass vitrine is culturally a widespread practice.

We actually do not have the power over the materiality of our bodies and the tissues and organs we produce. There are institutions that are authorized for treating human tissues according to certain procedures. When I hand over the treatment of myself to an authorized institution, I simultaneously authorize this institution to treat my taken tissue according to the regulated procedures. This means if there were samples taken from my body, I am not allowed to take my tissues with me out of that institution after they were expropriated from the wholeness of my body. When I was giving birth, I wanted to preserve the placenta and the umbilical cord and save them (Re-Placenta, 2013) in a bio bank, which had the proper permission for handling the human tissue. The maternity hospital in Ljubljana, in its name the legal department, prohibited the recording of the procedure for artistic purposes and also did not allow the handing over the organic material to the bio bank. Instead, they advised me to give birth somewhere else, such as at the street on my own, because this will give me the power over my body that I actually required from this public institution, which is entitled to ensure proper and safe procedure of giving birth for me and my child. As this case, the apparatus rather refuses to perform its primary mission than to allow the change of power relations. Maternity hospital, which is called and authorized to perform the birth management, refuses to fulfill its function, if the request is to transpose the power over my body and the placenta from the institution to myself. If power cannot be exercised according to the organization of the set through a process of separation, apparatus will not accept the living being into its mechanisms at all.

My individual power over my body is extremely limited with the apparatuses with jurisdiction to govern and manage the bodies and the living tissues. In order to avoid the exposition of herself and possibly also of the baby to the danger of death, the expecting mother giving birth will freely let herself to the management, the economy and politics of the apparatus, which holds professional service and proper equipment that assure safety. One voluntarily declines her own power over her body and life. Michel Foucault “demonstrated how, in a disciplinary society, apparatuses aim to create—through a series of practices, discourses and bodies of knowledge—docile, yet free, bodies that assume their identity and their ‘freedom’ as subjects in the very process of their desubjectification,” explains Agamben and continues: “Apparatus, then, is first of all a machine that produces subjectifications, and only as such it is also a machine of governance” (Agamben 2009, 20).

If hospitals subjectify the expecting mother, and then the mother and the child become machines of governance over these bodies, which are then desubjectified, is there any governance exercised over placenta? What or who is the placenta that the becoming mother gives birth to, just like to a child? Placenta is actually an interface between the expecting mother and the fetus. Yet, many questions arise, after the birth of placenta. Who takes one’s right to get the power over it or her or him? When and on what grounds can the power that the expecting mother—of who placenta was a constituent part—possesses to a certain degree, pass over to an institution?

Artistic body interventions or interventions into the set of practices and rules that govern, control, and manage our bodies are tactics of only minimal resistance. They do not establish actual counter-apparatuses for everyday praxis. This was perhaps the suggestion given by Agamben with the call to profanation. Profanation is not what the artistic body interventions produce. But they do challenge or even sometimes subvert the machines of governance over the bodies. And even if such social practices are rather minor for the society because of the weak practical effect of art on the society, they, through performing the interruption of the relationship between the subject and the apparatus, aesthetically unfold the power of the modern apparatuses, which effectively immobilize and apathy population.


Chapter 4

Science, Technology, and the Arts

According to still common beliefs, art and science are two separate, unrelated and different social spheres and cultures. At the point of the so-called birth of modern science, during the Renaissance, science and art were not yet established in the modern sense. Instead, visual arts were considered to be mechanical arts, the domain of craft and various kinds of technical professions that were highly appreciated at the time. Still more, as science historian and philosopher Paolo Rossi wrote, technical and scientific work were considered inseparable in the sixteenth century. Many humanists and philosophers, along with the majority of technical and scientific writers, claimed that literary and theoretical education is to be replaced by a predominantly technical one. This tendency arose from the needs of a specific phase of social and economic development in European civilization (Rossi 1968, 6). Perhaps the similar trend of favoring technical professions and recognizing the applicable role of art is a specific contemporary phenomenon. Comprehending the ontological status and social function of mechanical arts in the Renaissance might help to understand the contemporary interest in innovation that is expected to come from the sphere of art. The STARTS prize offered by the European Commission is meant to honor “innovation in technology, industry and society stimulated by the arts” (STARTS Prize 2020). The letters of the name stand for science, technology, and the arts (figure 4.1). The actual phenomenon of art as hybrid art shows that art is no longer considered an autonomous domain with no interest in application in everyday life. Hybrid art operates at the intersection of art, science, and technology.
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Figure 4.1  The STARTS Prize offered by the European Commission is meant to honor innovation in technology, industry, and society stimulated by the arts. Printed screen February 4, 2021 <https://starts-prize.aec.at/en/>

Art as a Mechanical Art

Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), as the originator of the great revolution that struck science between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, is usually referred to as a milestone between the ancient and modern in discussions regarding the beginnings of what is now modern science. In the scientific realm, Leonardo contributed to the idea that blood circulates throughout the body, to astronomical knowledge the heliocentric composition of the universe, in the field of mechanics he knew that force creates acceleration and that the universe is ruled by immutable laws of mechanics, regarding optics he thought of light as a wave, and so on. At the same time, as regards methodology, he pointed out that mere observation is not enough, but that thinking that can be translated into mathematical forms must also be involved. He advocated a convergence between practice and theory, and by his example showed the transcendence of the ancient division into manual and mental work—so there is no experience in the mindset without which there is no certainty and there is no certainty without the application of mathematics. Nevertheless, according to Rossi’s view, we should not see in his mind the beginning of the experimental method and the new science of nature, because for “Leonardo’s research, though rich in dazzling intuitions and brilliant insights, never went beyond the level of experiments made for the sake of curiosity, and so did investigations, wavering between experiments and notation, appear fragmented and pulverized into a series of brief notes and random observations that he kept for himself in a personal and obscure notation that was deliberately nontransmittable” (Rossi 2001, 34). Leonardo was “more involved with the elaboration rather than the execution of his projects,” Rossi wrote. “Rather than being designed to alleviate the labor of men and increase their domination over the world, they appear to have been designed as tools of escapism: festivals, entertainment, mechanical surprises, etc.” (Ibid.).

Although from today’s point of view, we cannot regard him as a true modern scientist, more than anyone before or after Leonardo da Vinci embodied the ideal of a universal man who connects art, technology, and science in his work. His name is a symbol of activity without prejudice about the insurmountable differences between the culture of science and art and about the artist’s inability to attain complex knowledge and to master various professional techniques. One could claim his approach was truly transdisciplinary, however, the disciplines he mixed were not yet established as disciplines one could mix at that time. Leonardo da Vinci understood painting as “science” and therefore instructed painters: “Study the science first, and then follow the practice which results from that science” (da Vinci 1877, art. 27, p. 10). The mimesis to which Renaissance art aspired must be understood more profoundly, not just in a technical sense. The artist resorted to nature, but nature for Renaissance artists was not a model merely to be optically imitated. Nature contains a hidden essence and a complex of principles that need to be understood first in order to be presented in the second phase. Mimesis is therefore not a mere imitation but also a rationalization and even a mathematization of the subject. As formulized by Katharine Everett Gilbert and Helmut Kuhn, the more Renaissance naturalists sought to imitate nature, the more their artistic ideal was imbued with the strict ideal of essential form and harmonious structure (Everett Gilbert and Kuhn 1967, 166).

Fifteenth-century artists often came from a handicraft environment, sculptors and architects in Florence were members of the less important guild of masons and carpenters, and painters were placed in the more important association of physicians and pharmacists. Workshops multiplied where apprenticeship began with handicrafts and produced paintings, coats of arms, clay works, jewelry, etc., and architects were employed in the construction of buildings, the manufacture of mechanical aids and combat devices, the preparation of scaffolding, machines for processions and celebrations, etc. “A new sort of knowledge was born that had to do with the design of machines, the building of offensive and defensive weaponry, the construction of fortresses, canals, dikes, and the extraction of meals from mines. The people behind this type of knowledge—engineers or artists/engineers—acquired prestige equal to if not greater than that of physicians, magicians, court astronomers, and university professors” (Rossi 2001, 32). For Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472), who was a painter, sculptor, urban planner and humanist, mathematics (then the theory of proportions and the theory of perspective) was the common field of painting and science—seeing the world in terms of perspective and the management of the visible in painting made painting “science.” Between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, a series of writings were produced—Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446) was among the first to glorify the artistic-engineering practice. In the sixteenth century, attempts were made to invite scholars who felt a traditional contempt for manual labor to practice in workshops in order to better understand the work of artisans. The discrepancy between theorist and practitioner proved to be a hindrance to scientific development. Therefore, the labors of craftsmen, artists, and engineers began to be comprehended in the light of scientific progress. It was in the Florentine workshops of the fifteenth century, where painters and sculptors, engineers, technicians, and machine designers were trained, that handicraft and theory began to be combined—Leonardo da Vinci also arose from such a workshop (that of Verrocchio).

In the Renaissance, the field of science was not yet established in the modern sense, therefore art merged with what later evolved into science and technology. Not only was there no clear distinction between art, science, and technology, handicraft—and visual arts were considered part of them—were much appreciated in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. “The accomplishments of artisan, engineer, technician, navigator, and inventor were considered of equal importance to intellectual achievement” (Rossi 1968, 2).

Until the Renaissance, the arts were conceived of as existing in two sets, covering liberal “arts” (“artes liberales”) and ordinary “arts” (“artes vulgares”) or mechanical “arts”—the latter, which required manual labor, included painting, sculpture, and architecture, while poetry (literature) belonged to the liberal “arts.”

In the sixteenth century, commissions for handicraft ceased to be in line with the dignity of the artist, whose status in society had changed greatly with the evolving concept of a genius, and above all through the liberalization of the engagement of the artist. The production of art was no longer only at the behest of clients and patrons. The artists began to follow their own motives for making art. They were also liberated in their choice of artistic motives. In a broader sense, through the process of autonomization, art has become economically and culturally, relatively independent. At the same time, in a capitalist society, the work of art, easel painting, has become a commodity that enters the market. The market furthermore fosters the split between high and low culture. Art as high culture does not pay attention to the assumed taste of the customers. The bohemians set themselves in radical opposition to ordinary capitalist culture in a holistic sense, with their worldview, way of life, norms and values, as well as the goals they aspired to. The artists devoted their lives to art. The other orientation turned in the opposite direction: toward the wider accessibility of cultural production and thus its trivialization. By means of technical reproduction, in particular with radio and film in the first half of the twentieth century, the sort of production of culture that was meant in the first place to increase capital has become a culture industry. The grounds for the industrial production of culture were, however, set earlier with the possibility of large quantities of printed copies facilitated by the press revolution in the early nineteenth century.

The transcendence of the distinguishing between mental activities and handicraft, between knowledge and work, took place through the defense of mechanical “arts” and is strengthened in the eighteenth century by the argument of political equality. Jean d’Alembert and Denis Diderot aim to surpass the disregarding of mechanical “arts”—as is still to be found, for instance, in the encyclopedia of William Chambers—in their Encyclopedia or Methodological Dictionary of Science, Arts and Crafts (1751). In their genealogical tree showing the system of human knowledge, they reorganize Bacon’s division of knowledge into history, poetry, or art and philosophy in a broader sense into memory, reason, and imagination. Each of these masters in their own field of knowledge, that is, history, philosophy, and fine arts (d’Alembert and Diderot 2009, 128–31). Although d’Alembert and Diderot still use the term “philosophy” as the umbrella term for the knowledge of man (ethics and logic) and knowledge of nature (physics and mathematics), the deviation from the field later occupied by philosophy is strongly present in the theories by Isaac Newton (Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica, 1687), who achieved an “ultimate expression and coherent organization, both methodologically and theoretically, of the scientific revolution in science begun with Copernicus and Galileo” (Rossi 2001, 203). For Newton, philosophical principles had a mathematical character. At the same time Newton consolidated the empiricist tradition (he accepted the principles of Bacon’s, Hook’s, and Boyle’s experimentalism) and was distrustful of hypotheses that were not empirically substantiated (thus opposing Cartesian physics and Descartes, who spoke about introducing mathematical principles into geometry, but where mathematical character was only featured in the axiomatic and deductive character of his world construction) (Ibid., 107).

An important defense of empiricism and thus of the method of induction, as well as of the mechanical arts, was brought about with the new researchers’ confidence in gadgets. Galileo Galilei placed his trust in binoculars (1609) which eventually led to abandonment of the ancient anthropocentric position and over time to recognizing that mechanical devices need to be included in science where they should become its instruments. Rossi called the period between Copernicus and Newton the period of macro-sciences (astronomy was the strongest among the sciences of the time) and micro-sciences (detailed observation) (Ibid., 123, 191). The development was supported by the technical invention of the lens. In the beginning of the seventeenth century, tubular glasses with lenses were used (with tenfold magnification). Approximately fifty years later, the first generation of the so-called classical microscopists was at work, among them the Baconian researcher Robert Hooke, who wrote in the Micrographia (1665) that “because our sensory organs do not permit us to see how nature actually works, we hope that one day the microscope will allow us to observe the true and indivisible structures of bodies” (Ibid., 193). In the meantime, man is forced to imagine the true causes of things and use similitudes and comparisons. One needs to draw analogies between hypothetical bodies and those produced by causes accessible to the senses.

In the philosophy of science and technology, both methods used by science, induction, and deduction are proven to be problematic. Induction expands databases to cover new cases, wherein it is not certain that the same principle applies to them. In addition, the circumstances also change so that the established principles cannot be universally applied (Popper 1963). The problem of deduction was highlighted by Duhem–Quine’s thesis, which says that a theory can never be definitively verified in isolation, for what is verified is a network of beliefs. Theories thus never form assumptions out of nothing, but are determined by beliefs.1 Furthermore, the problem of underdetermination with empirical evidence has been recognized in the philosophy of science (Ibid., 7). If one tries to understand the obtained data according to a principle, one has necessarily generalized the results when harmonizing them with the principle. This could lead to wrong conclusions. One can make further tests and exclude some results, but there will always be a great number of those that were not executed. Scientific theories should be understood as instruments for interpretation and prediction and not as real or realistic representations (van Fraasen 1980). Thus, in science evaluations of evidence lead to only approximately true theories (Boyd 1984, 41–82). The modern myth of scientific objectivity has been undermined in recent decades. Nevertheless, natural science, especially in more standardized research when tasks are relatively routine (and the level of uncertainty is low), is under the pressure of expectation to produce facts rather than interpretations, while new and more innovative research is less routine and the risk of uncertainty is higher (Fuchs 1992).

Science as Apparatus

Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, a transition took place in Europe from the medieval scientific tradition to modern science, which is now referred to as the “scientific revolution.” During this time, the understanding of nature and research methodology changed radically. Novelties and inventions began to be appreciated. Several claims that up to then had been considered valid were refuted and new principles were acknowledged. Evidence (argument, the results of experiments) replaced the previously respected authority. Rossi detected a strong discontinuity between the scientific heritage of the Middle Ages and modern science, which justifies the notion of the “scientific revolution” (Rossi 2001, 5). Modern philosophers who succeeded the philosophers of the Middle Ages did not essentially distinguish between natural and artificial bodies. Their philosophy was mechanical. Modern scientists have begun to observe nature in an artificial environment. Artificially established experiments confirm or refute theories. The knowledge of scholastics was not appropriate to question nature, but only themselves, wherein they always provided satisfactory answers. The modern age has recognized the figure of an inventor. The Middle Ages required absolute accuracy, which was an obstacle for the conceptualization of mathematical knowledge regarding nature. Modern scientists moved to the quantitative study of natural phenomena. Galileo worked with “freedom” and “methodological opportunism.” Although he continued inventing ever more precise measurement systems, he “shifted the focus from ideal precision to that precision required for the goal at hand, and one achievable by means of the available instruments” (Bianchi 1990, 150). In addition, the modern scientist claimed that the modern ideal of scientific research is thoroughly different from the traditional modes of magic and alchemy. The appraisal of mechanical arts and the concept of science as Rossi found in Francis Bacon (Bacon 1609), his reaction to magic, his reasons for both acknowledging and rejecting it “must be seen in the light of his reaction to the Renaissance magical hermetic tradition” (Rossi 1968, 10–11).

In his famous study The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), Thomas S. Kuhn rejected the earlier belief that science can be understood as stable and progressively connected in time. Kuhn’s contribution to the philosophy of science, however, also lies in his focus on activities related to scientific research, making him understand science primarily as what scientists do. Robert K. Merton’s functionalist aspect, according to which science serves a social function by providing confirmed knowledge or “[t]he institutional goal of science is the extension of certified knowledge” (Merton 1973, 270), marked the sociology of science in the 1960s. Standards and norms are thus the basis for scientific knowledge and behavior, as well as a source of scientific success and authority. In the 1970s, ethnographers (Bruno Latour, Karin Knorr Cetina, Harry Collins, Michael Lynch, Sharon Traweek, Michael Zenzen, Sal Restivo, and others) entered laboratories where they conducted ethnographic studies with a method of observation with participation on how scientists conduct experimental work. They examined the practice of scientists in their laboratories, their social lives in these environments, as well as their culture, understood in the anthropological sense. Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar analyzed scientific work and argued that scientific facts are constructed by scientists in their social milieu (Latour and Wooglar [1979] 1986). In science and technology studies, the subject of study has shifted significantly from understanding science as knowledge to understanding science as practice and culture. The new approach to thinking about science in the 1970s within the sociology of scientific knowledge interpreted science as a practice that is social in its constitution all the way to its technical core, therefore scientific knowledge, likewise, is to be understood as a social product (Pickering 1992, 1). Pierre Bourdieu interpreted this new approach as causing an epistemological shift:

“Sociologists have, to varying degrees, opened Pandora’s box of the laboratory, and this exploration of the scientific world as it really is bring to light a whole set of facts which strongly call into question the scientific epistemology of the logicist type as I have described it [‘Logicism, which is associated with the names of Frege and Russell, is a programme for the logical foundation of mathematics which posits that there are general a priori rules for scientific evaluation and a code of immutable laws for distinguishing good from bad science.’ Bourdieu 2004, 2] and reduce scientific life to a social life with rules, constrains, strategies, ruses, effects of domination, cheating, theft of ideas, etc.” (Bourdieu 2004, 3).

At the turn of the century, Bruno Latour argued for a transition from a culture of science to a culture of research over the past 150 years: “Science is certainty; research is uncertainty. Science is supposed to be cold, straight, and detached; research is warm, involving, and risky. Science puts an end to the vagaries of human disputes: research creates controversies. Science produces objectivity by escaping as much as possible from the shackles of ideology, passions, and emotions; research feeds on all of those to render objects of inquiry familiar” (Latour 1998, 208). There is a difference between a theoretical scientist and an experimental scientist. Experimental work is performed by technicians and laboratory technicians. The experimental scientist uses a hands-on approach, and in a mode similar to the traditional work of a sculptor, works with a material with which he or she becomes entangled in a relationship. In this common moment, which actually means téchne, it is not difficult to understand that some contemporary hybrid artists, who have developed an attitude to living matter to the level of using actual living materials, have replaced studio environments with biotechnological laboratories, and thus themselves have become a sort of biotechnologist. When Bourdieu aimed at defining the specificities of the scientific field, he considered the question of the equalization of the scientific and artistic field: “Some researchers, assimilating the scientific world to the artistic world, tend to reduce laboratory activity to a semiological activity: the scientist works on ‘inscriptions’, he puts texts into circulation” (Bourdieu 2004, 3). For Bourdieu, the scientific field is a social field like others, yet it has some mechanisms that give rise to its specificity. Comparing both formations of science and of art as they have been established through modernity, the specificities of each become evident. Yet, something else is the contemporary phenomenon wherein artists take over scientific practice and knowledge, when they intervene in the field of science.

The discourse on communities, environments, and social institutions to which scientific research is linked presents a special chapter in the studies of science and technology. It is worth mentioning that for centuries before the Renaissance, the idea that knowledge must be hidden prevailed and the mystery was based on the difference between a handful of sages and a multitude of uneducated people. The antagonism toward the secret knowledge of magicians and alchemists did not, however, come from the realm of philosophers but from the realm of engineering and mechanics. Many Renaissance artisans and engineers still insisted that their inventions should remain secret (Rossi 2001, 18–25). The concept of public knowledge was thus brought about by modern society. It gave rise to public institutions for culture. Literary salons, cafés and bourgeois clubs, theaters, and exhibitions appeared in the cities of the eighteenth century (Habermas 1991, 31–43). Scientific environments began to become institutionalized in the Renaissance. But early modern philosophers took a critical view of universities (Francis Bacon and René Descartes), because they were conservative (around 1600) and did not welcome the advent of modern science. On the contrary, they understood the university as one that threatens true philosophy as an inspired religion. In addition, universities were not the only place of science. It was only with the scientific revolution that the necessary conditions were created for the creation and transfer of knowledge in the academic environment (Rossi 2001, 192–202, 297–313). In the modern age, science has been established as a relatively independent social field. Within it, through schooling and introduction, the agents accept and form a practical consensus on what is happening in the scientific field based upon a set of institutional mechanisms that ensure the social and academic selection of researchers, the training of selected individuals, controlling the research instruments and publications, etc. (Bourdieu 1975, 34).

Kuhn pointed to the predominant periods when science acts as the so-called “normal” science, which means that members in the field acknowledge the same past achievements, believe in the same theories, equally understand which problems are important and which methods are appropriate to solve them. The field is standardized when consensus is reached. Science as a “normal” science is not truly open to address novel research questions but works on the principle of solving puzzles, because in “normal” scientific research, the result is known in advance, therefore the scope of expectations in research barely expands, as the scientist is not focused on confronting an unexpected novelty. According to Kuhn, “normal” science is based on a paradigm considered certain at the time the research takes place and which provides a criterion for selecting problems for which the scientist believes they have a solution. The natural sciences in particular are successful in socializing future scientists who are trained by solving well-understood and well-structured problems with well-known answers. The functioning of “normal” science is important to scientists because it increases the scope and accuracy of the paradigm application (Kuhn 1996, 35–42).

In modernity, a distinction has been established between natural sciences, on the one hand, and humanities, on the other; between the so-called “hard” sciences, oriented toward scientific facts, and the so-called “soft” sciences, offering interpretations of the world. In particular, with the development of experimental sciences in the seventeenth as well as in the eighteenth century, science has distinguished itself from philosophy. In the nineteenth century, positivism sought to bridge this gap, but it has remained deep with continental philosophy. Not only are the research methods and outcomes profoundly different, the infrastructural differences have also become enormous in modern times. Natural scientific research is, as a rule, more expensive due to the need for specific equipment and materials, as well as involving complex and sophisticated technologies and specially designed experimentation environments, such as laboratories. In addition, researchers in the natural sciences are more interdependent; they usually work in teams and may be subject to standardized types of research. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari recognized an important differentiation between “hard” science and philosophy in Kuhn’s theory: “science is paradigmatic, whereas philosophy is syntagmatic” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 124). At the same time, however, Kuhn shows that science cannot be satisfied with a simple linear chronology, with stratigraphic time that expresses before and after in the order of the stratification of things, “science” instead “displays a peculiarly serial, ramified time, in which the before (the previous) always designates bifurcations and ruptures to come, and the after designates retroactive reconnections. This results in a completely different pace of scientific progress” (Ibid.). Therefore, by claiming that Kant broke away from Descartes means making philosophy science. But the key problem, according to Deleuze and Guattari, is not in the relationship between science and philosophy but the “more passionate relationship with religion, as can be seen in all the attempts at scientific uniformization and universalization in the search for a single law, a single force, or a single interaction. What brings science and religion together is that functives are not concepts but figures defined by a spiritual tension rather than by a spatial intuition. There is something figural in functives that forms an ideography peculiar to science and that already makes vision a reading” (Ibid., 125).

Kuhn analyzed scientific paradigms as theoretical constructs that govern scientific work at a certain time, but which change after a revolution takes place. These theories or doctrines are implemented through education, communication within scientific communities and through their everyday work. One could claim that Kuhn’s theory actually speaks about how scientists become indoctrinated through the apparatus of science and how the whole apparatus of science functions according to the dominant ideologies at work. Paraphrasing von Uexküll, when describing the functioning of die Umwelt and the captivation of beings within it, scientists are “captivated” by the apparatus of science. Bourdieu claimed science is to be understood as a result of actions performed by individual researchers acting as agents, while scientific achievements derive from the interplay of researchers within the scientific field.

The scientific field is similarly structured and functions in a similar manner to other social fields. In Bourdieu’s theory, social fields are relatively autonomous. The dynamics in them arise from the inherent power relations. The scientific field is governed by the antagonism:

The sociology of science rests on the postulate that the objective truth of the product—even in the case of that very particular product, scientific truth—lies in a particular type of social conditions of production, or, more precisely, in a determinate state of the structure and functioning of the scientific field. The “pure” universe of even the “purest” science is a social field like any other, with its distribution of power and its monopolies, its struggles and strategies, interests and profits, but it is a field in which all these invariants take on specific forms. (Bourdieu 1975, 19)

In the field of science as the locus of the political struggle for scientific domination, the function of each researcher is related to his position in the field, his political and scientific problems and methods, so that scientific strategies are, at the same time, political strategies (Ibid., 21). Natural science therefore has “only a false autonomy: whereas the dominant class grants the natural sciences an autonomy corresponding to the interest it finds in the economic applications of scientific techniques” (Ibid., 36).

Art as a Machine: Pure Productivity

A specialist on magical phenomena, James George Frazer, whose work The Golden Bough first appeared in 1890, acknowledged that modern science, that is, experimental physics, actually evolved from magic: “Thus its fundamental conception if identical with that of modern science; underlying the whole system is a faith, implicit but real and firm, in the order and uniformity” (Frazer 1994, 45). Both, the magician and the scientist believe in the principle of causality, therefore: “[t]he magician does not doubt that the same causes will always produce the same effects, that the performance of the proper ceremony, accompanied by the appropriate spell, will inevitably be attended by the desired results” (Ibid.). Ernst Cassirer recognized the basics for the functioning of magic in relation to the reality, wherein “the goal of the action is precisely anticipated in the imagination” (Cassirer 2012, 28). “Magic is not merely a way of world-apprehension, but contains within it real seeds of world-formation” (Ibid.).

Cassirer however recognized an ontological difference between magical activity and technological activity. In technological activity, Cassirer wrote, “power of the will replaces the power of mere desire” (Ibid., 29). The “I” and the “world” were not differentiated but were merged for homo divinans, the magical human being. His will jump directly toward its goal. Homo faber, on the other hand, experiences proximity and distance in confrontation. The “will reveals itself in the force of the forward-driving impulse but also in the way in which this impulse is led and mastered.” The technical man has the ability to seize the goal with his will, but also the ability to distance the goal from the will and let it stand there. “It is only this letting-stand of the goal that makes an ‘objective’ sense of perception possible, a sense perception of the world as a world of ‘objects’” (Ibid.).

A basic circumstance for the complete unfolding and present structure of technology presents itself in the invention of the first tool, Cassirer claimed. It is a turning point in knowledge, because the tool anticipated the human “mastery of the world,” as it means the first invention and application (Ibid., 30).

Cassirer acknowledged that through the power of the tool and the tool-users,2 “[a] new world-attitude and a new world-mood now announce themselves over and against the mythical-religious worldview. The human being now stands at that great turning point in his destiny and self-knowledge that Greek myth embodied in Prometheus” (Cassirer 2012, 33–34). This mode of being presents freedom and pleasure in pure productivity (Cassirer quotes Goethe saying: The human being experiences and enjoys nothing without at the same time being productive). The technological human being is “expelled onto a limitless path of creative work that promises him no essential goal,” writes Cassirer, “the genuine ‘purpose’ of action is /. . . / the pure form of doing, the type and direction of the productive force as such, that determines this purpose” (Ibid., 34). This idea Cassirer expressed in the essay “Form and Technology” (1930), where he initially refers to Max Eyth (1836–1906) as a pioneering advocate of cultural autonomy of technology and his essays “Poetry and Technology” and where Cassirer also parallels language and tools, reminiscent of the writing of Paul Valéry in “Poetry and Abstract Thought” (1939): “A poem is really a kind of machine for producing the poetic state of mind by means of words. The effect of this machine is uncertain, for nothing is certain about action on other minds. But whatever may be the result, in its uncertainty, the construction of the machine demands the solution of many problems” (79) (Valéry 1958, 52–99). Almost three decades later, Barthes wrote about the current moment of production when discussing the notion of the text, which has no master, no preceding Author. Barthes recognized such here and now of writing as performative.

Almost three decades before Valéry, the Italian Futurists addressed the merging of art with technology. They also took up their position against tradition and standardized form, appreciated the Variety Theatre, which was based on unexpectedness and simplicity. In a manifesto on the Variety Theatre Filippo Tommaso Marinetti wrote: “We are deeply disgusted with the contemporary theatre (verse, prose, and musical) because it vacillates stupidly between historical reconstruction (pastiche or plagiarism) and photographic reproduction of our daily life” (Marinetti 2009, 126). The Variety Theatre “is lucky in having no tradition, no masters, no dogma, and it is fed by swift actuality” (Ibid.). The Variety Theatre that had become an ideal model for Futurist performances was appreciated because it “explains the governing laws of life’, including ‘the necessity of complication and varying rhythms” (Ibid., 128). The Futurist Theatre aims to be instant in order to avoid the standardized formations. Their Synthetic Theatre has to be “Synthetic. That is, very brief. To compress into a few minutes, into a few words and gestures, innumerable situations, sensibilities, ideas, sensations, facts, and symbols” (Marinetti, Settimelli, and Corra 1915). Improvisation is the crucial dimension of Synthetic Theatre, which has to be “Dynamic, simultaneous. That is, born of improvisation, lightning-like intuition, from suggestive and revealing actuality. We believe that a thing is valuable to the extent that it is improvised (hours, minutes, seconds), not extensively prepared (months, years, centuries)” (Ibid.).

The Potential of a Magical Approach toward New Media

Reconsideration of the ancient practice of magic might prove fruitful for the comprehension of art approaching new technologies, believes media archeologist Siegfried Zielinski, who recognized the potential of a magical approach toward technology for the new media art at the turn of the twenty-first century. “For the generation that began to work imaginatively in and with media worlds at the turn of the twenty-first century, it is of vital importance to know that a magical approach toward technology continues to be possible and to be reassured that investment in it is meaningful” (Zielinski 2008, 255). Zielinski reads Cassirer’s comparison of magic and science, where he claimed that magic is “primitive,” “not in its form of thought but in the measure and the security of its knowledge content. The circle of observation is too narrow, the nature of observation too fluctuating and uncertain, for it to be able to erect truly durable empirical laws” (Cassirer 2012, 27). Zielinski reflects on Cassirer and suggests the potential of the magical approach for new media art: “This is precisely why the magical approach to technical media worlds holds such potential for new impulses and inspiration.” (Zielinski 2008, 258) The obsessive focus is essential, considers Zielinski, “for the kind of experimental thought and practice that can afford to fail and is not afraid of including the possibility of failure in its calculations” (Ibid.).

Anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss elaborated on the differences between natural sciences and “the science of the concrete.” Science of the concrete, which Lévi-Strauss ascribed to tribes, or that he called “prior,” is still, in his belief, present as the basis of our own civilization. He called it “bricolage.” It “was necessarily restricted by its essence to results other than those destined to be achieved by the exact natural sciences but it was no less scientific and its results no less genuine” (Leví-Strauss 1994, 16). The “bricoleur” is “someone who works with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman” (Ibid., 16–17). The bricoleur is a kind of layman who uses the tools at his disposal to improvise solutions to the challenges of daily life. The engineer, on the contrary, takes a well-organized approach and acts exactly following a plan made in advance. He or she subordinates the tasks to the availability of raw materials and tools conceived and procured for the purpose of the project. The bricoleur works with whatever is at hand (Ibid., 17–18).

According to Lévi-Strauss, mythical thought appears to be an intellectual form of “bricolage,” whereas art “lies half-way between scientific knowledge and mythical or magical thought” (Ibid., 21–22). For Lévi-Strauss, the relation of priority between structure and event is exactly the opposite in science and “bricolage.” “Mythical thought /. . ./ builds up structures by fitting together events, or rather the remains of events, while science /. . ./ creates its means and results in the form of events, thanks to the structures which it is constantly elaborating and which are its hypotheses and theories” (Ibid., 22). Art has, in this regard, an intermediate position. But Lévi-Strauss comprehended the work of science as the production of new real products, which means it operates on the real scale by means of inventing, while in his belief art works on a diminished scale to produce an image homologous with the object. Science works in a metonymical order, it replaces one thing with another, an effect by its cause, while art works in a metaphorical order (Ibid., 24–25).

At the end of the 1980s, Vilém Flusser asked: “Why hasn’t the breeding of animals, still principally an economic concern, moved into the field of aesthetics? /. . . / [W]e can now make artificial living beings, living artworks” (Flusser 1988b, 9). Here, Flusser seems not to differentiate between the work of the artist and the biotechnologist, except for background knowledge and skills. He assumed biotechnology is an art of “creating” in a manner similar to the traditional concept of art as a practice of creating with Christian connotations. Biologist François Jacob used Leví-Strauss’s concept of bricolage to argue that the action of natural selection is not suitably comparable to the action of an engineer. He claimed instead that natural selection “works like a tinkerer – a tinkerer who does not know exactly what he is going to produce” (Jacob 1977, 1163). Evolution works similarly like a tinkerer who “gives his materials unexpected functions to produce a new object” (Ibid., 1164). Jacob however believed that “[e]volution does not produce novelties from scratch. It works on what already exists” (Ibid.). In a similar fashion, Flusser differentiated between variational creation and true creation, wherein the first belongs to the domain of evolution, while the latter to bio-engineering (Flusser 1988a, 18). There is imagination required for the biotechnological practice of creating as conceptualized by Flusser, which means according to him, projection of images and ideas into the future. Those who are capable of projecting are basically the artists and not the scientists. Scientists approach reality, they observe and examine it. Artists contribute new meanings, open new perspectives of reality, they work with imagination. The contemporary mode of art at the verge of science-technology, hybrid art, is however in methodological proximity to biotechnology as a sort of technology and engineering.

NOTES

1. In this way, Newton, when his predictions of the path of the moon did not correspond to the data obtained from observations, did not discard his theory of gravity or his laws of motion, but concluded that something was wrong with the observations. (Sismondo 2010, 5)

2. Cassirer did not comprehend the tool as an extension of man. The tool does not belong to the human being. It is detached from its immediate being and becomes something that exists in itself. The “thing-hood” of tools does not stand alone, it is truly real only through the effects it wields on other beings, which are not simply joined to the tool, but belong to its particular essence. The function of the tool becomes apparent in its very stuff. (Cassirer 2012, 32).


Chapter 5

Hybrid Art and the Democratization of Science

Biotechnological artists who have responded to the advancements in biotechnology in “the biotech century”1 have entered laboratories and started using them as their own studios or established their own laboratories as art studios.2 Art has converged with biotechnology. This has affected the shape of art projects, the artistic methodologies, epistemologies, as well as artistic tools and materials. Has art become biotechnology, or worse still, its mere promoter? What is the function of art addressing biotechnology? The rise of biotechnological art predominantly within the last two decades is related to the rise of biotechnology. Nevertheless, in a broader picture, we can see that not only has art approached biotechnology and the institution of art has changed but the formation of science has also gone through a profound transformation which has opened up possibilities for science to collaborate with art.

The Third Culture

In 1959, Charles Percy Snow claimed that science and the humanities have split into two cultures, which are different to such a degree that the representatives of each are no longer familiar with the basic knowledge from the other culture. This division presents a hindrance for researchers working in disciplines of natural sciences and humanities to communicate and collaborate in projects requiring knowledge from various disciplines. Snow believed a new generation of scientists will have to find a way to overcome this communication gap (Snow 2019). While studying the formation of science in modernity, Paolo Rossi acknowledged that science and art have become separate domains that can no longer unite: “The great choices that underline modern science (mathematization, corpuscularism, mechanization) led, using today’s terminology, art and science to follow different paths, to move along strongly divergent trajectories, and to progressively become distant from one another. It makes no sense any longer to attempt to bring them closer together or weld them once again into one” (Rossi 2001, 35). In the last half of the century collaborations between art, science, and technologies appear in increasingly complex research structures that comprise artists, scientists, technologists, and philosophers. While highlighting the connections between two cultures, artistic and scientific, and to explain contemporary artistic and research tendencies, the reference is often the age of Renaissance and Leonardo da Vinci as a universal researcher and artist. The journal Leonardo published by MIT Press is dedicated to art, science, and technology. Leonardo celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in 2018. It was founded in Paris by a group of artists, scientists, and engineers who have recognized as their mission collaborative international research to promote interdisciplinary projects and information on interdisciplinary practices (Leonardo 2020). Today the European Commission opens tenders to connect the arts and sciences. An important turning point is the inclusion of artists in the financial support structures for research under the European Horizon2020 work program3 (European Commission, n.d.).

In the last two decades, artists have increasingly started to enter research institutions, worked in laboratories, space observatories (Dragan Živadinov, Miha Turšič, Dunja Zupančič), and other environments that are not associated with the art institution (figures 5.1 and 5.2). These artists actively connect with scientists (especially characteristic is the connection with biotechnological institutions or the establishment of alternative biotechnological research laboratories). Some artists have established autonomous technological research stations (Marko Peljhan, Macrolab, figures 6.1 and 6.2), art research laboratories (Symbiotica: Art and Science Research Collaborative Laboratory, Incubator: Hybrid Laboratory at the Intersection of Art, Science, and Ecology) or various sorts of platforms that enable heterogeneous research and involve professionals from a variety of disciplines. In the last decade, even the previously, exclusively scientific research platforms opened to welcome participation from artists. In 2011, the European Organization for Nuclear Research in Geneva launched Arts at CERN, the official arts program at the cutting edge of scientific research. It is not only the artistic discipline which instigates collaborative initiatives, this time collaboration has been initiated by a scientific discipline, physics. Arts at Cern promotes a dialogue between art and particle physics. The program encourages the creation of a new expertise in the arts by disseminating artistic practice in conjunction with basic research (CERN 2021). Since 2011, a three-month art residency at Cern has been offered in the form of the Collide Award.
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Figure 5.1  Dragan Živadinov, Miha Turšič, Dunja Zupančič,Biomechanics Noordung 1999. Retro-utopian performance in zero gravity space, Kazakhstan. Archive Delak. Courtesy of the artists.
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Figure 5.2  Dragan Živadinov, Miha Turšič, Dunja Zupančič,Noordung 1995::2005::2045, 2005. Retro-utopian performance held in Star City, Moscow (Zvyozdny gorodok), a closed military area hosting Yuri Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center. Archive Delak. Courtesy of the artists.

In the publication Art & Science: Creative Fusion, published by the European Commission in 2008, the authors wrote that “it seems that a new type of researcher/scientist is being born called artistic researcher who is involved in the applications of art & science and who needs, in order to pursue the thinking and the applications, to acquire more knowledge about science and technology” (Krpan et al. 2008, 30). They believed that a third culture, as predicted by Snow, is being established with artists exploring new creative forms in innovative projects that do not fit into the traditional art world. Artists and scientists have taken elements from science and humanities. An innovative field of art is growing, Jurij Krpan et al. claimed, using science and research to make thought-provoking pieces. Artistic research is becoming commonplace, appreciated not only by artists but also by scientists. “In the form of collaborative art-and-science research project, reciprocal exchange and public presentations, these projects create an intercultural landscape of aesthetic and ethical knowledge production” (Ibid., 8).

Mode 2 Science Formation

The formation of science in a traditional sense, with prescribed protocols, methods, and objectives, has taken its shape in modernity. Art as an autonomous field, separated from others in society, and with its interest in artistic issues, has also been established in modernity. With their discussions on the end or the death of art, Danto, Vattimo and Eco contributed observations on how the institution of art loosened with the ending of modernity and the decline of strong thought. Some changes have occurred to the formation of science that signal similar shifts to those ascribed to art. The formation of science has loosened its internal structure, the boundaries between the scientific fields have become permeable, the external boundaries of science toward society and other social fields have loosened as well. These changes have actually opened the possibilities for collaboration between art and science. Have the differences between art and science diminished, has art become like science or science like art?

The modern formation of science has been established as an autonomous sphere in which problems are set and solved in a context governed by the largely academic interests of a specific community. According to Gibbons et al., the traditional formation of science, which they have called Mode 1 science, is homogenous and operates based on an internally driven taxonomy of disciplines. This mode is characterized by the hegemony of experimental science and by the autonomy of scientists and their host institutions—universities. In the 1990s, Gibbons et al., however, asked how knowledge is produced today and ascertained that a new mode of knowledge production has emerged, which they have called Mode 2 science. This mode is different in many significant aspects from Mode 1 science. It is transdisciplinary based, internally heterogeneous and externally interdependent, even transgressive. It is more temporary in nature and comprises a heterogeneous set of practitioners who collaborate in projects based on a defined problem in a specific and localized context.

The Mode 2 theory speaks of profound changes that occurred to the formation of science. Connections have been facilitated by the new mode of science, of previously narrowly operating scientific disciplines with other disciplines and sciences, as well as with other social fields. This transformation opened up possibilities for the collaboration of art with sciences. On the other hand, something similar holds true for the transformation of the artistic formation which has opened up to new connections with diverse social activities and which has decisively loosened its modern definition as art for art’s sake with its inner laws and aesthetic definitions. Instead, contemporary biotechnological art projects are transdisciplinary-based, problem-oriented; they temporally join collaborators of different profiles and are highly socially responsible.

The theorists of Mode 2 science furthermore acknowledge that the new mode of science is socially accountable, that is, related to society and its requirements. Research groups are less institutionalized and can function beyond traditional research institutions (are institutionally decontextualized). Mode 2 science is socially distributed, application-oriented, and subject to multiple accountabilities. A profound shift has taken place from weakly contextualized to strongly contextualized knowledge production. Mode 2 science is socially responsible. Some of the authors of this theory later emphasized the social aspects of the change which occurred within science. Science has moved from a more “segregated” model of interaction to a model in which science becomes more “integrated” with its social context. Later the authors of the Mode 2 theory of science explained that the: “Implication of our argument has been that science could no longer be understood as an autonomous space, clearly separated from ‘others’ in society, culture and (more disputable) economy. Instead of this all these domains have become ‘internally’ heterogeneous and ‘externally’ mutually dependent, even transgressive, thus it has become impossible to distinguish and separate them” (Nowotny et al. 2007, 1). Mode 2 science theorists call the move of science to society as the move to the agora—the social space where the transformation takes place in which reliable knowledge has been superseded by a richer and more resilient, socially robust form of knowledge. The results of knowledge production can no longer be abstract but are being tested in concrete circumstances. Therefore, science has had to develop greater context sensitivity.

The Democratization of Science

Because there is the need in society for science to use different modes of communication with the broader public, science has the interest in collaboration with art that integrates scientific protocols and addresses actual research objectives as art can be a means for communicating biotechnological research with the broader public. Here, art is not necessarily seen as a promoter of science, but the world of art has become one of the areas, agoras, where different social agents and the broader public meet to discuss scientific research and technologies, such as what are the effects of the expected outcomes, what are the benefits and eventual unwanted consequences. The agora has importance for weighing up the pros and cons. Science needs a social response, as well as a response from professionals, such as philosophers, anthropologists, sociologists. Humanistic researchers need to examine the outreach of techno-scientific research in order to provide reflection. The ethical committees only approve or disallow the proposed research. Society needs a discourse that sheds light on different aspects of a suggested objective in order to build the grounds for ethical consideration. Such discourse has been extremely relevant as regards the implementation of reproductive medicine with in vitro fertilization, stem cell research, and the use of human embryos for research purposes. Deciding on the implementation of such techniques and allowing such research to take place cannot be based only upon existing religious dogmas which comprise concepts of life, reproduction, biology elaborated in reference to pre-biotechnological reality.

Science has become popularized. Outside the institution of science, people increasingly tend to do scientific experiments. Several biohacking initiatives invite people to do experiments following scientific protocols or deviating from the canonized protocols in a do-it-yourself fashion at workshops. Some also tend to solve some technical or medical issues by themselves in order to avoid the gigantic power systems of science and technology which might not be available to them for various reasons such as financial concerns. Steve Fuller recognized “the rise of Protscience,” which means the flowering of the Reformation to modernize the stratified sense of authority that currently results in the idea that we are all scientists now. Particularly interesting in this regard is the trend of “do-it-yourself science.” Fuller has observed a “new atheism”—the new amateurism—which has established vis-à-vis academic science. Fuller has distinguished three forms of Protscience: self-organizing research, an oppositional stance to the scientific establishment, and biohacking (Fuller 2010, 71).

Each September in Linz, the Ars Electronica Festival, meant for art, technology, and society sets up a large platform that invites people to various do-it-yourself or do-it-together workshops, particularly since 2015, when the central location of the festival was moved to POSTCITY, an 8.000 m2 space that once served as a logistics center for the Austrian postal service and which is now used for exhibitions, conferences, stands, and workshops in the framework of the festival (figure 5.3). The hands-on approach has become increasingly popular to address biotechnology. Several organizations, such as the Stichting Waag Society from Amsterdam, organize programs with hands-on art and science workshops with registered volunteer participants which take place in front of the broader public. One of the most provocative performers to address the effects of biotechnology on society and the environment through the means of workshops is Adam Zaretsky. In his street “lab,” the participants extracted DNA from organic matter (figures 5.4, 5.5, 5.6). This workshop demystified the work of scientists.4
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Figure 5.3  POSTCITY, the central location of the Ars Electronica Festival since 2015, meant for art, technology, and society with a large platform that invites people to various do-it-yourself or do-it-together workshops. 2016. Photographer: Polona Tratnik.
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Figure 5.4  Adam Zaretsky,VASTAL Public Radical Food Science Lab. Street DNA extraction from organic matter. Kapelica Gallery, Ljubljana, 2014. Photographer: Miha Fras. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.5  Adam Zaretsky,VASTAL Public Radical Food Science Lab. DNA extraction tools and material remains. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.6  Adam Zaretsky,VASTAL Public Radical Food Science Lab. A workshop attendant is blowing the hybrid DNA produced at the workshop into Adam Zaretsky. The DNA is mouth pipetted through a DIY handmade microinjection needle. Stichting Waag Society, Amsterdam, 2009. Courtesy of the artist.

At another workshop, Zaretsky encouraged participants to “broadcast” seeds in the Amsterdam city center. This workshop showed how easily living organisms, including genetically modified ones, can be disseminated into the environment. At the Lowlands Paradise music festival in the Netherlands, he installed a “lab” in which people could microinject algae into zebrafish embryos. The project questioned the scientific ambition to produce green energy and create sustainable biomass. Theoretically, the Solar Zebrafishes would become solar powered mutants, but in reality, the modified embryos most likely just died after being injected with algae (figures 5.7, 5.8). With his hands-on approach, Zaretsky gets people to engage in biotechnological interventions at the verge of legality in order to address the policies and the politics regarding living organisms and the environment, as well as ethical issues accompanying the possible biotechnological interventions into the world.
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Figure 5.7  Adam Zaretsky, VASTAL lab for microinjecting algae into zebrafish embryos to produce Solar Zebrafish, Lowlands Festival, Biddinghuizen, 2012. Supported by Foundation for Fundamental Research on Matter (FOM), The Arts and Genomics Centre, Leiden University, Waag Society and BioSolar Cells, August 2012. Photographer: David Louwrier. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.8  Adam Zaretsky, VASTAL lab for microinjecting algae into zebrafish embryos to produce Solar Zebrafish, Lowlands Festival, Biddinghuizen, 2012. Supported by Foundation for Fundamental Research on Matter (FOM), The Arts and Genomics Centre, Leiden University, Waag Society and BioSolar Cells, August 2012. Photographer: David Louwrier. Courtesy of the artist.

Because of the high level of complexity, science is often distanced from the broader, non-professional public. Zaretsky’s objective is to reduce the gap between science and society. The message he brings is that the laymen in science may not just hand over the competences for biotechnological interventions into organic matter to science technology. Research projects and programs and their results are not something that would concern only a narrow community of scientists or investors, but they concern every one of us. By launching do-it-yourself science that includes a simplification of scientific protocols, one, particularly a non-professional, can much more easily understand the ethical, philosophical, and legal complexity of what science technology is doing behind the walls of research institutions. This makes people aware of the breadth and depth of the effects of scientific achievements, as well as how these achievements echo in our everyday lives. The goal of these projects is to encourage people to become actively involved in the discourse concerning biotechnological issues.

The Artistic Use of Biotechnology

Considering how science and art have been established in modern times, there are a number of institutional and systemic differences to be found between them. The field of science is comprised of institutions and several national, transnational (such as European), or private financial mechanisms that support scientific research so that researchers can be employed and their research costs covered. Compared to scientific research, the mechanisms that support artistic activities facilitate substantially lower financial and weaker institutional support. Furthermore, science is a highly organized formation in which projects are precisely planned and the work systematically executed, methodologies are clearly defined and strictly obeyed. The tools, equipment, and materials are carefully chosen in order to correspond to planned research activity. The ideal of scientific operation is a research so exactly planned that nothing escapes the predicted execution. A scientist is not supposed to improvise. The research outcomes in science have to be precisely anticipated. Biotechnological artists are using biotechnological protocols, tools, and equipment. Yet artistic research is quite different from scientific research in many regards. First of all, the essential difference is in the position of an artist and a scientist. An artist planning genetic engineering or tissue culturing would originate from a financially and institutionally substantially weaker situation. The artist is, as a rule, not trained and educated in the scientific discipline. This might present a hindrance, yet it is also an advantage because the artist is not “captivated” by the apparatus of science. The artist is not positioned in the power relations of the apparatus of techno-science, but has a chance for a freelance position. Structurally, artistic projects are small compared to biotechnological projects. For this reason, the artist might be forced to choose not the most appropriate materials, tools, and equipment for the planned research but to use some alternative material, cheaper or even “whatever is at hand,” which might be the true reason why many artists work like tinkerers.

Many biotechnological artists, however, aim to execute their projects in a “techno-scientific fashion”: with carefully defined protocols and precisely corresponding materials, proper tools and equipment, so that the work will result in reliable and functional outcomes. In the case the artist is working with living or organic components, the functional outcomes are living or other bio-engineered constructs. For biotechnological art, it is crucial that living matter is truly living and growing or transforming in the designed manner. It is relevant that the construct is produced according to the defined scheme. Disregarding the performative dimension of these projects would render them mere illustrations. There are different levels of performativity to be found in biotechnological art. A rather classical sort of performativity with an artist performing reveals the changed ontological status of art. Art as a performative action aims not to re-present reality, but to directly affect it with its actions, interventions. This feature of contemporary art echoes the performative turn through which art has gone in the late 1960s and during the 1970s and which was addressed by Erika Fisher Lichte (Fischer Lichte 2008). The performative turn does not only present a major ontological and epistemological shift for art, it also hallmarks the structural changes that occurred to art. Artists left the institution of art and entered into the public sphere they pulled social discourse decisively into the institution of art and questioned them through their own bodies. The most significant recognition brought about with this wave was the performative dimension of art which led art to resist the task of depicting reality at large, instead it continued to perform. If John Austin claimed that the performative is an uttering that does things with words, as opposed to a constative, which is a mere description of the state of things (Austin 1962), then visual artists aspired to make art in a performative fashion, to do things by performing them. Art re-considered itself not as a secondary reality, not as a practice of reproducing, but aimed at being a practice of taking over the power of intervention into social discourses, through intervening into the artistic bodies, into the social settings, into the order of things. Through this break with representability, art resisted reflecting reality or illustrating it. It demonstrated that it aims to influence the course of events and take part in the social discourse. Biotechnological art rises from this legacy. Therefore, the pioneers of biotechnological art could no longer address bio engineering in the way to depict a double helix on a canvas. The goal of the artist has become to work with live material on a real scale, to do genetic engineering. Biotechnological art means manipulating living matter. This aspect presents another sort of performativity. The ultimate sort of performativity is particular for biotechnological art and could be called microperformativity, because it means to “get the organisms or tissues performing by themselves in front of the public.”5

Many biotechnological projects take place live, in front of the public, as performances, for instance Vanouse’s Suspect Inversion Center is a live performance (figures 5.9 and 5.10). The artists even invite observers to take part, as did Maja Smrekar with her yogurt drink (Hu.M.C.C. , or Human Molecular Colonisation Capacity), 2012; figures 5.11 and 5.12). Yet, performance art is not entirely controlled. A performer follows a plan with execution, but the form of performance is so open that not every possible detail can be predicted. For this structural openness performance art is open to eventual complications; it can even be life or health endangering for the artist or even for the public. Such was the performance “Rhythm 2” by Marina Abramović, for which she took pills, a gunshot to which Chris Burden exposed himself, cutting and bleeding body art performances by Ron Athey, whose body is H.I.V. positive, medical art performance “El-en-I” by Ive Tabar (Krpič 2014), for which he pushed a catheter via his vein in the proximity of his heart causing an irregular heartbeat. The DNA extract produced in the Vastal street “lab” injected in the body of Adam Zaretsky could have been dangerous. These contemporary performances are still precisely planned. They are not opened in the manner as the early modernist works of art were structurally open to assure spontaneous creativity and express revolt against the establishing apparatuses.
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Figure 5.9  Paul Vanouse,Suspect Inversion Center. This is as an open working laboratory where, witnessed by visitors to the exhibition, the artist and collaborators create master copies of historical DNA courtroom images from the 1995 OJ Simpson murder trial: live, on-site, using the artist’s own DNA. Ernst Schering Foundation, Berlin, Germany. Paul Vanouse and Kerry Sheehan performing, January, 2011. Photographer: Axel Heise. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.10  Paul Vanouse,Suspect Inversion Center. Ernst Schering Foundation, Berlin, Germany. Paul Vanouse and Kerry Sheehan performing, January, 2011. Photographer: Axel Heise. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.11  Maja Smrekar,Hu.M.C.C. (Human Molecular Colonization Capacity), 2013. The project dwells on food industry and addresses the exploitation of human body in the context of global food deficit. The artist designed a yoghurt drink, containing her own enzyme, which was offered to the public to consume. Maja Smrekar and Špela Petrič performing producing the yoghurt drink in the gallery. Photographer: Jože Suhadolnik. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.12  Maja Smrekar,Hu.M.C.C. (Human Molecular Colonization Capacity), 2013. The end product bottle design. Design: HUMAN1ST. Courtesy of the artist.

Many artists produce projects that are biotechnologically quite complex and that result in successfully engineered outcomes. To name just a few: Maja Smrekar invented a fermented drink made with human lactic acid, which she named YogHurt (figures 5.11 and 5.12). Paul Vanouse designed images of symbols, such as ©, ID, 01, with electrophoresis, decomposing and recomposing the bacterial genetic material with precisely chosen enzymes (Latent Figure Protocol, 2006–2009, figure 5.13). Hege Tapio engineered and produced human fuel as an alternative power (Humanfuel, 2016, figure 5.14, 5.15). For the project ART_mis as part of the K-9_topology project series, Maja Smrekar inserted a dog’s somatic cell into her denucleated reproductive cell.
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Figure 5.13  Paul Vanouse,Latent Figure Protocol, “Copysign,” 2006. Figure was produced with the DNA of bacterial plasmid pET-11a. Enzymes used to process the DNA are listed in each column. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.14  Hege Tapio,Humanfuel, 2016. The project is a response to the hunt for alternatives to fossil fuel and posits an obligation to embrace a larger perspective to the Anthropocene—to include the human form in the biological chain of recycling—through the proposal of using human fat to fuel vehicles. Photographer: Lèa Nielsen. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 5.15  Hege Tapio,Humanfuel, 2016. Photographer: Lèa Nielsen. Courtesy of the artist.

These examples, however, demonstrate that the differentiations between art and science, which define science as a reliable and exact practice that assures facts and art as an unreliable experimental practice that delivers uncertain results, possibly even caused by failures, are quite misleading ideological conceptions of both formations. For these art projects, any relinquishing of exact biotechnological protocols would present a risk factor, similarly this holds true for the work of techno-science. The projects would simply not be successful if their outcomes would result in failures. The answer to the question, why they are still artistic and not scientific projects therefore does not lie that much in their inner structural difference to scientific projects, but in setting them in the world of art. This setting, however, only defines whether something is art or not, it does not offer any qualitative features that would differentiate between good and bad art. The qualitative characteristics are to be found in their discursive and aesthetic charge.

Art as a Promotor of Capitalist Ideologies?

Following this claim by the Mode 2 theorists of science, operating within the new model of science, biotechnology as well needs to communicate its doings with society and negotiate its objectives and production. Has biotechnological art become structurally— politically and economically—supported in order to promote biotechnology? Joanna Zylinska recognized an often present pedagogic character of bioart projects to be related to the “agenda for promoting the ‘public understanding of biotechnology,’ which is so explicitly espoused in many bioart projects,” which “can make artists adopt a somewhat servile role toward biotech and bioscience, with at becoming a mere handmaiden to science.” Despite critical tones in their declarations, bioartists often reaffirm “the authority of biotech as well as disciplinary hierarchy” (Zylinska 2009, 151). Zaretsky also considered the issue of art serving as a promoter of biotechnology and further claimed that art is often an agent of economic and political power:

is artistic product just an aid in the panic diversion of cash flows? Is art just another way to lure press coverage away from our mismanaged Computer World? Are the technologies of Cloning, Transgenics and Genomics just charismatic suck-holes seducing faux-independent art exploration? Are our artists slaves to the rhythm of the latest big boom/bust bubble, the biotechnological fad market? I would say yes, often yes. Sometimes bioart is a gateway drug, the road to harder drugs, war, creative accounting, fraud and dashed dreams. Some artists are like unwitting pimps and pushers, hooking dupes of waning cultural capital on the next ‘born to lose’ high-risk venture. (Zaretsky 2004, 90–92)

Promoting biotechnology is closely related to promoting capitalist interests. The issue could be accordingly re-addressed: Does hybrid art serve as a promoter of capitalist ideologies? Revital Cohen and Tuur van Balen added a strain of bacteria to pigeon feed to induce the pigeons to defecate soap (Pigeon d’Or, 2011) in order to facilitate “bespoke urban disinfection” (Cohen and van Balen 2011). Their “creation,” for which they used synthetic biology—the biobrick6—is freely accessible. Anyone can access the design and create the bacteria to feed the pigeons. By inducing the pigeons to defecate soap instead of excrement, humans will presumably make the cities cleaner instead of dirty as they are now made by pigeons. In this case, art is helping to solve environmental issues in a creative fashion, as is pertinent for creative industries for which art has often become in the very capitalist contemporaneity.

The Cosmopolitan Chicken Project (2000–, Prix Ars Electronica Golden Nica 2013) is, according to the interpretation of the artist, Koen Vanmechelen, to be considered “[m]uch more than a mere domesticated animal, the chicken is art in itself” (Vanmechelen 2000). Vanmechelen crossbred chicken breeds from different countries with the ultimate goal of creating a Cosmopolitan Chicken carrying the genes of all the breeds of chickens on the planet (figures 5.16 and 5.17). The project advocates the mixing of races and nations, while at the same time evokes the notions of race and nations. When British art historian Julian Stallabrass critically examined the relations between art and economy, he recognized that contemporary art serves the interests of a neoliberal economy (Stallabrass 2004). The greatest effect of the global economy is in the rhetoric that expresses enthusiasm for globalization with “praising the demolition of cultural barriers that accompanies the supposed destruction of barriers to trade, and the glorious cultural mixing that results” (Stallabrass 2006, 9). Stallabrass did not refer to particular art projects, but to the world of art in general. In his view, “the art world has taken up the politically liberal aspect of this rhetoric, in particular recommending the benefits of cultural mixing or hybridity,” which reflects “the overall vision behind it—the dream of global capital” (Ibid., 9–10). The Cosmopolitan Chicken Project communicates the same ideas as present in the rhetoric critically interpreted by Stallabrass as regards the developments in the institution of art, at the level of an art project.
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Figure 5.16  Koen Vanmechelen,Cosmopolitan Chicken Project, 2000–. Vanmechelen crossbred chicken breeds from different countries with the ultimate goal of creating a Cosmopolitan Chicken carrying the genes of all the breeds of chickens on the planet. Verbeke Foundation, 2007. Photographer: Polona Tratnik.
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Figure 5.17  Koen Vanmechelen,Cosmopolitan Chicken Project, 2000–. Verbeke Foundation, 2007. Photographer: Polona Tratnik.

NOTES

1. For the announcements of the coming innovations, implementations and ethical considerations regarding biotechnology see the pioneering work on the topic: Rifkin (1998).

2. Ingeborg Reichle has presented this interest in art for biotechnology from the perspective of art history (Reichle 2009).

3. The STARTS Prize was first announced in 2016.

4. I discuss Zaretsky’s performances here: Tratnik (2020a).

5. I addressed this concept of performativity here: Tratnik (2020b).

6. “To achieve this, we have created a new biobrick, or standard biological part, that when added to the genetic information of the bacteria, creates lipase. We have also used a biobrick that lowers the ph. The result is a biological device that produces a kind of window-soap. We have built this device in the bacteria Lactobacillus, which is a bacteria that naturally occurs in the digestive tract. So when feeding this bacteria to a pigeon, it should produce and defecate biological soap” (Cohen and van Balen 2011).


Chapter 6

Swimming against the Current

The Legacy of the Avant-Garde

Heidegger observed that art related to experience and existentialism was slowly dying; by now, contemporary art has veered far away from such a focus. In fact, whereas the high modernism of the twentieth century could still somehow be interpreted as a continuation of this line of art, the artists of the historical avant-garde, as defined by Peter Bürger, were definitely breaking with it. The historical avant-garde emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century (1910–1930) not only as movements1 striving for change in the field of art (so that it would no longer be detached from daily life, and the boundaries between art and daily life would be erased) but also as ones that ascribed to art a central importance in changing social reality. Contrary to high modernism, their goal was not the production of works of art as highly valued end products—artifacts—but practical activity, often involving concrete political objectives (consequently, some representatives were at the same time politically active, and some of these movements eventually made the transition into politics, and even war). The historical avant-garde in the sphere of art focused on the negation or abolishment of the existing values of modern art. The European avant-garde movements can thus be defined as an attack on the status of art in bourgeois society. What was negated was not art as a style, but art as an institution which was disconnected from man’s quotidian. When the avant-gardists called for art to be practical, their demand was directed at the way art functioned in society (Bürger 1987, 49). Art should be integrated into the praxis of life (Ibid., 53‒54). Historically, avant-garde movements demanded a shift from the imaginary level to reality, calling for a rational construction instead of illusory composition. In this perspective, they assumed an authoritarian role, transforming from a total project into totalitarianism—not stopping at the level of individual, intratextual criticism (as modernist art did), but emerging as an extra-artistic critique of art; trying to customize the world to their eschatological program (Debeljak 1989, 71‒72). Left Hegelian philosophers with their critical philosophy stimulated the tendency to change (Ludwig Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer, Karl Marx). The concept of avant-garde, originating from military use, encouraged progressive and radical approaches in politics and culture. It was introduced into revolutionary thought in the nineteenth century and is a typically modern concept. Avant-garde can be regarded as a more radical version of modernity (Calinescu 1987, 96).2 Both modernity and avant-garde are tied to the concept of time and departure from tradition—except that modernity wants to live with time (and not negate the past entirely), while avant-garde looks ahead, toward a better tomorrow (at the same time usually demanding a complete destruction of the past). One has to bear in mind that the concept of avant-garde itself is only possible in the presence of what Dušan Pirjevec described as

certain implications determining the mode of existence, the way developments in literature, art, etc., take place. Avant-garde does not and cannot exist without something moving toward a determinate goal or without something moving along the lines of a criterion determining the correct direction of movement. This means that avant-garde is what is at the helm of this movement, that which makes it clear in advance that concepts, such as avant-garde literature, art, criticism, only have meaning if art is indeed moving in a certain direction, which, in turn, means that the very moment we agree to such a concept, we accept the teleological understanding of developments and essence of literature, art, and history in general.3 (Debeljak 1989, 68)

If we view the twentieth-century avant-garde as part of the modern emancipatory plan, the current teleological version of modernity (as adopted from Hegel by Marx and other Left Hegelians) no longer suits the modern world and knowledge: Left Hegelian calls for a full revision that would have a purifying effect are now seen as utopian. Still, we may wonder: are there any tendencies similar to modern or romantic avant-garde in contemporary culture? What type of resistance is contemporary critical resistance in cultural or artistic practices and what is its role?

Contemporary curator and critic Nicolas Bourriaud believes that twentieth-century avant-garde from Dadaism to the Situationist international can be understood as part of the modern project: to change the culture, mind-set, individual, and social living conditions (Bourriaud 2002, 4). To Bourriaud, the idealist and teleological versions of modernity are now dead. So what then is the perspective of modern art and what is its relation to postmodernism? Lyotard believed that postmodern architecture was “condemned [emphasis mine] to undertake a series of minor modifications in a space inherited from modernity, condemned to abandon a global reconstruction of the space of human habitation” (Lyotard 1997, 76), but Bourriaud then poses the question: “And what, on the other hand, if this ‘condemnation’ represented the historical chance” from which most of artistic practices have been emerging since around the 1990s? (Bourriaud 2002, 5) According to him, the task of contemporary artistic practices could be summed up with but a few words: to teach how “to inhabit the world in a better way, instead of trying to construct it based on a preconceived idea of historical evolution” (Ibid.). Nowadays—he claims—the continuation of modernity can be seen in techniques of bricolage or do-it-yourself principles, in the recycling of the cultural reality, in the invention of everyday life and organization of time, which replace Messianic utopias and formal novelties that were topical yesterday. He believes that in modernity “the role of artworks is no longer to form imaginary and Utopian realties, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within the existing real,” regardless of the scale that the artist chooses (Ibid.). In other words: instead of trying to build a world around a predetermined idea of historical development, we should learn how to inhabit it better (Ibid.). At the same time, Bourriaud finds nothing “more absurd [. . . ] than the assertion that contemporary art does not involve any political project, or than the claim that its subversive aspects are not based on any theoretical terrain” (Ibid.).

~

In the postmodern era, power is typically dispersed; the mobility of the capital has increased; the field of power has become nomadic, decentralized, and deterritorialized. The transition from an industrial to an information economy has resulted in decentralized manufacturing, and in the organizational model of production, the assembly line has been replaced by a network, write Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt. “Advances in telecommunications and information technologies have made possible a deterritorialization of production that has effectively dispersed the mass factories and evacuated the factory cities” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 294‒295). The ideal of production in information networks is liberation from territorial restrictions. Bill Gates in his work The Road Ahead sees a future “in which networks will overcome entirely the barriers to circulation and allow an ideal, ‘fiction-free’ capitalism to emerge: ‘The information highway will extend the electronic marketplace and make it the ultimate go-between, the universal middleman’” (Ibid., 296). While modern networks play an important role in production and power, the building of this new information infrastructure provides the necessary conditions and terms of global production and government in the same way the building of roads did for the Roman Empire (Ibid., 298).4 Since modern technology facilitates control from remote locations, global production networks are now managed and directed through financial and trade activities taking place in a handful of key cities in the world (e.g., New York, London, and Tokyo). Indeed, “the decline and evacuation of industrial cities has corresponded to the rise of global cities of control” (Ibid., 297).5

At the same time, we would be jumping to conclusions if we claimed that in communication structures, which normally allow two-way communication, one-way and single-minded communication is no longer present, and that modes of modern communication channel polyphony instead. The networks have formed into a complex design of interconnections and points of concentration. Their structure should not deceive us into thinking there are no centers of power. The power of an individual position of authority is measured by its potential for distribution and management or manipulation of information. Communication points have now formed where the individual collects data about themselves, voluntarily and for fun, and yields them to someone else to store, organize, and use. The issue of structuring power is acquiring new dimensions.

It is also worth noting that in the paradigm of network we have moved from modern concepts of unity, totality, truth, and progress, realizing that nothing is truly real, completed, and solid, to the awareness that a call for deconstruction of one single, uniform, dominant discourse is today unlikely. For this reason, the demand made by the (modern) historical avant-garde for a total transformation of something that exists in its integrity, unity, when what is demanded also represents a totality in itself, is no longer realizable. Living inside the network implies dispersion and extension; it is not something that can easily be turned around. The network clamps you, and even when it slackens at certain points, there is no escaping it.

Contemporary man is embedded in numerous discourses, several of them dominant at various levels and interconnected. Such a complex structure of power today calls for appropriate contemporary resistance tactics. Negri and Hardt do not speak of resistance any more, but of rebellion, of the activist standing in revolt, although no longer in the modern way, for the empire with its global networks does not include the modern machines of power. Nevertheless, they say, “we insist on asserting that the construction of Empire is a step forward in order to do away with any nostalgia for the power structures that preceded it and refuse any political strategy that involves returning to that old arrangement” (Ibid. 43). The structuring of power is now specific and corresponds to the model of network, observe Negri and Hardt—network is the one to exert control and guarantee security to the positions of power. But they also believe that:

The first question of political philosophy today is not if or even why there will be resistance and rebellion, but rather how to determine the enemy against which to rebel. Indeed, often the inability to identify the enemy is what leads the will to resistance around in such paradoxical circles. The identification of the enemy, however, is no small task given that exploitation tends no longer to have a specific place and that we are immersed in a system of power so deep and complex that we can no longer determine specific difference or measure. We suffer exploitation, alienation, and command as enemies, but we do not know where to locate the production of oppression. (Ibid., 210‒211)

Contemporary approaches of social criticism or resistance could hardly be recognized as subversive in the sense of a covert operation with ambitions of a total coup. Art may have shed its utopianism in terms of tasks with which to effect a complete deconstruction of the existing social and political systems through its demand for a complete transformation (of society or even merely the institution of art), but such as one can only encounter in modern avant-garde.6 Critical resistance in contemporary art also avoids the politicization of art in the sense in which Walter Benjamin, for example, calls for—as a subordination or service to certain political ideologies. Modern practices seek to contribute to small or gradual social change through suggestions concerning a certain segment or area, whereby consumerism, ecology, or the protection of deprived social groups or individuals has become topical issues. Contemporary critical projects and practices of resistance draw from the critical theories of society and, just like the historical avant-garde, frequently employ strategies that elicit shock or provoke scandal. At the same time, contemporary practices take place in typical circumstances of telecommunication systems and network structuring. Critical resistance is exploring information systems and detecting noise, which the information theory defines as at least as strong as the signal itself or even stronger, and which therefore cannot be ignored. Noise (as defined in the 1948 mathematical theory of communication by C. E. Shannon, father of the cyber age) corrupts the system, causing errors, uncertainty, loss, and incapacity. Through a critical deconstruction of the premises of contemporary society, we can come to understand how the production of hegemonic signals and noise works. Critical approaches of resistance and activism are important for the culture of today, because they stimulate critical thought in the public sphere. Noam Chomsky views the role of intellectuals in much the same way—to him, intellectuals are those who expose the lies of governments, analyze actions according to their causes and motives, and can even point at hidden intentions. The power of the intellectuals derives from political liberty, access to information, and freedom of expression; their responsibility is to speak the truth and expose lies (Chomsky 1969, 324‒25).

Practices of resistance are interested in the centers of power that hold sway over the high technology. The dominant segment of society consists of the agents possessing political and economic power and of those centers of power that control the media, that is, the dissemination and circulation of information. Contemporary artistic practices that pursue the logic of communication information society and are aware of the principle that in a rhizomatic structure the user is also the potential disseminator (which is, considering the existing dominant networks, only an ideal model, not the actual practice) are not only interactive, but typically strive to ensure their own ability to manipulate information. They establish various media matrices within which they manage and manipulate information—being thus essentially tied to questioning, positioning, and manipulation of cultural, social, economic, or political power. The critical and activist approaches encountered in the sphere of art act as points of questioning the governing discourses and their codification modes, as points of resistance against the existing, allegedly natural patterns and ideologies and against everyday forms of social and political domination. Art is in a position to reveal hidden relations of power and controlling mechanisms of social domination, but it can also indicate possible alternatives to these relationships and models. By revealing and deconstructing the dominant mechanisms and their effects, practices of resistance themselves generate noise in the system. In their more radical approaches, activists try to take over the positions of transmission, which enables them to withhold information and, at least temporarily, seize power.

But even much less ambitious practices guided by “do-it-yourself” or “bricolage” precepts (e.g., in Sašo Sedlaček) point to the principle of resistance moving toward increasingly homogenized capitalist society.

Take-off: Retro-Avant-Garde and Retro-Utopianism

During the 1980s (following the Ausstellung Laibach Kunst – Monumentalna retroavantgarda exhibition in 1983), and especially during the 1990s (through Peter Weibel, Marina Gržinić, and the Irwin artistic group), the term retro-avant-garde was gaining acceptance in reference to a movement that entailed a revision of the history of art and represented an alternative to the dominant narratives of the West; Irwin, for example, developed a concept of “Eastern modernism.”7 The rewriting of history coincided with the recent awareness of constructed history, which emerged primarily through poststructuralism.8 Whereas after the end of modernism, the early art projects moved through history like wandering nomads, combining and recombining it in different ways and writing it anew (this wave corresponded with numerous theories about postmodernism in art),9 being preoccupied primarily with its revision, later practices eventually concentrated more clearly on the today and the tomorrow. Retro-utopianism, as Inke Arns uses the term in regard to certain practices, could in this sense be understood as an intermediate stage between retro-avant-garde and media activism, when contemporary practices were still evidently looking back to the historical archive of avant-garde contributions, seeking to realize in the present what may have once been recognized as utopian (hence their important relation to utopia). Inke Arns writes about retro-utopianism: 

“This artistic confrontation with historical avant-garde in a sort of retrospective, media-archaeological review of utopias of the avant-garde examines the media-technical possibilities that were present in the avant-garde but not realized [. . . ] Contrary to the other three movements (retro-avant-garde, postutopianism, neo-utopianism) [. . . ], it is characterized by a marked media-archaeological interest in a reactivation of media and technological utopias of historical (particularly east European) avant-garde” (Arns 2004, 361). 

Arns identifies a parallel to this concept in the archaeology of the media in Siegfried Zielinski. The archeology of the media “bends the arrow of time out of the present moment and directs it through past events and people into a possible future. In a sweeping movement it tracks down ideas, designs and practices dealing with forgotten, repressed, or so far unknown adventures of an impossible present of the media.”10 Arns traces retro-utopianism in the works of Vadim Fiškin and Marko Peljhan, who “concentrate exclusively on unrealized (technological) utopias of historical avant-garde” (Arns 2004, 361), while the Cosmokinetic Cabinet Noordung by Dragan Živadinov (initially a Neue Slowenische Kunst theater group—figures 5.1 and 5.2) represents for her a hybrid link between the retro-avant-garde of the 1980s and the retro-utopianism of the 1990s.

Marko Peljhan ties his work to some of the names from the early twentieth century, including Velimir Khlebnikov, Bertolt Brecht, and Nikola Tesla. According to Peljhan, Khlebnikov (a representative of Russian futurism) is relevant today due to his early emphasis on the positive effects of the use of new technological media (radio in particular) on global consciousness, his emphasis on the importance of dimension or “time axis” for the future space-time global order and due to his notion of “star language,” which can also be read as a global medium concept (Arns 2004, 339). The Russian Telegraph Agency (ROSTA), where Khlebnikov himself worked in 1921, is in the text The Radio of the Future (1921) understood as “the consciousness of the mankind,” as its “brain,” “a single consciousness-will point of mankind” (Chlebnikov 1972, 270). Khlebnikov, who contemplated poetically on the future role of the mass media (radio and television), thus saw great importance in the Radio’s main station, but also reflected about a media network—“[t]he whole country will be covered with Radio stations” (Khlebnikov 1990, 156). However, in his vision, the radio of the future, which can be described as the impulses of those phenomena which instantly “annihilate distance” (Ibid., 157), does not only transmit sound but also visual information and even the sensory stimuli of smell and taste.

The next reference for Peljhan from the history of modernism is Bertolt Brecht with his Theory of Radio 1927–1932. In his essay “The Radio as an Apparatus of Communication,” Brecht was critical of the radio, defining it as a medium which only served to consolidate existing social conditions. Instead, he proposed we should “change this apparatus over from distribution to communication. The radio would be the finest possible communication apparatus in public life [. . . ] if it knew how to receive as well as to transmit, how to let the listener speak as well as hear, how to bring him into a relationship instead of isolating him” (Brecht 2003, 29).

Tactical Media

At the very point where the media system builds up from the mere role of distributor in a transmission system to an interactive model of communication network—rhizome—where any receiver can also act as distributor, which, in present times, is no longer supposed to be a utopian notion but a lived reality, Peljhan’s work shifts from the strategy of the retro-utopianism so convincingly presented by Arns to tactical media action. Although several of Peljhan’s projects from the 1997‒2001 period featured Nikola Tesla as an important reference figure (Wardenclyffe Situations, Solar, Signal-North!), contemporary man would sooner consider the referenced ideas of this scientist to be visionary rather than utopian. In 1900, Tesla, the first to propagate the idea of global wireless transmission/communication, began to work at Wardenclyffe in Long Island, focusing on a so-called “World System,” involving a radio-energy transmitter for the whole world (which Tesla actually started constructing the same year). The world system according to Tesla would enable rapid and accurate wireless transmission of any kind of signal to any part of the world, making use of all the existing telegraph and telephone systems. Tesla actually contemplated the construction of a rhizome in which any telephone subscriber could establish a connection with any other person around the globe, a system that “annihilates distance” (O’Neill 2006, 209). Telegraphy would, in his opinion, “prove very efficient in enlightening the masses, particularly in the still uncivilized countries and less accessible regions” (Tesla 1904, 430). Such a system was based on multiple stations, all capable of transmitting individualized signals across the world. Further he wrote: “A cheap and simple device, which might be carried in one’s pocket, may then be set up somewhere on sea or land, and it will record the world’s news or such special messages as may be intended for it. Thus the entire earth will be converted into a huge brain, as it were, capable of response in every one of its parts” (Ibid.).

Putting it quite generally, modern society is a society of communication. Numerous telecommunication technologies, the principle of the constant travel or nomadism of modern man, interstate cooperation, etc., promote a way of global networking of the population that is related to the global circulation of capital and ideology. The contemporary global communication and forms of media communication are and will for a while longer continue to be one of the most considered problems. However, we know already that the catch is not in devising a simple process of global communication of everyone with everyone, which would establish the desired democracy at a global level in actual fact. One of the problems, as John D. H. Downing points out, is for example the fact that people of the world speak multiple languages (Downing 2008, 53). Another obvious problem, caused by the fact that gathering and distributing information is expensive, is that “poorer Third World countries often find themselves driven by economic factors to buy ‘white’ news of themselves or of their neighbors” (Fiske 2001, 288).

With the rise of the new media, which coincided with the beginnings of globalization in the late phase of capitalism, during the 1990s, critical reflections and incentives to strategies of tactical action began to emerge within an increasingly controlled society. This gave rise to media activism or development of the so-called tactical media. Such denomination was also given to Peljhan’s multi-year project Macrolab (1997–), as confirmed by Geert Lovink (Lovink 2009, 33), who together with David Garcia authored the manifesto “The ABC of Tactical Media” that introduced this term. The manifesto explains that tactical media are what happens when cheap “do-it-yourself” media, made accessible by the revolution in consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution (from public access cable networks to the internet), are exploited by groups and individuals who feel threatened by or excluded from the wider culture. Tactical media do not just report the events; since they are never impartial, they themselves help shape the developments and that, more than anything else, is what separates them from mainstream media (Garcia and Lovink 1997). “Tactical media are media of crisis, criticism, and opposition,” and that is both their source of power and their limitation (Ibid.). In a recent reflection, Lovink explained:

The term “tactical media” arose in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall as a Renaissance of media activism, blending old school political work and artists’ engagement with new technologies. The early 1990s saw a growing awareness of gender issues, an exponential growth of media industries, and the increasing availability of cheap do-it-yourself equipment ‒ creating a new sense of self-awareness among activists, programmers, theorists, curators, and artists. Media were no longer seen as mere tools for the Struggle, but experienced as virtual environments whose parameters were permanently “under construction.” This was the golden age of tactical media, open to issues of aesthetics and experimentation with alternative forms of story telling. (Lovink 2009, 32)

Toshiya Ueno (1997) provides his own explanation of media activism. He defines the media activist as the person interested in political and social issues who uses an alternative way to address the problems. Media activism is when someone uses (mass) media to oppose the existing system or institutions (e.g., museums, schools, networks). A media activist thus escapes any dogmatic politics (Ueno 1997). The basic approach of tactical media follows the do-it-yourself principle, for the latter allows innovative action and ensures independence from the structures of power.

Critical, resistance, and political strategies are of great importance for contemporary art. In his essay “Contemporary Art,” Igor Zabel lists a few such strategies that can be used in art. 1. exposing the missed and secret mechanisms used by the power for exerting social control and enforcing discipline, art. 2. discovering alternative uses for the existing mechanisms and technologies, art. 3. seeking and developing alternative models of economic, social, and political behavior, and art. 4. finding opportunities for parallel (sometimes only temporary) communities or social groups (Zabel 2006, 191‒192). Zabel stresses two key concepts of resistance strategies: autonomy (in the sense of “temporary autonomous zones” as defined by Hakim Bey) and invention. Autonomy creates parallel spaces, mechanisms, and groups that can escape the ruling social systems, while in invention art finds or invents new devices or uses that enable such autonomy. An example of such artistic practice is for Zabel the opus of Marko Peljhan, who describes his work as “strategies of minimal resistance,” underlining this way that resistance art, even large-scale, still represents a small point of resistance compared to the huge systems of economic, military, and political power.

Peljhan strives to act tactically in a society of control. To map out the path of his program, he studied the basics of strategic action, which he “had taken over directly from the US contemporary doctrine of command, control, and communications” (Peljhan n.d.). The Macrolab project (figures 6.1 and 6.2) was begun with the purpose of establishing an independent and self-sufficient system and research structures in isolation. It focuses on telecommunications systems, climate change, and migration patterns (Ibid.). In his work, Peljhan displays a continuous interest in an invisible signal territory which the political, military, and economic powers use for their own communication and strategic planning. Moreover, these powers have developed “huge systems of [surveillance which] control and monitor communication channels and obtain essential information, which [is] then used by the powers-that-be in developing their strategies” (Zabel 2002, 92). Igor Zabel relates Peljhan’s work to military strategies, for he recognizes in it two key notions: art and war, where the word art “cannot refer exclusively to military skills; it necessarily involves questions about the role of art in ‘global warfare’ and the possibilities it offers to a strategically acting individual” (Ibid.). Thus Peljhan, according to Zabel, wonders about the possibilities of an efficient system of resistance against the mentioned powers and their manipulations. Peljhan himself commented regarding his Trust-System 15 (1999) saying: “[M]y work speaks of the art of war, that is, of the appropriation of certain systems of power and their redefinition and use for civil purposes.” (Čufer 1999) Zabel recognizes in Peljhan’s “theater of resistance,” as he calls it,
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Figure 6.1  Marko Peljhan, Macrolab, 1997–. An independent and self-sufficient system and research structure in isolation. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 6.2  Marko Peljhan, Macrolab, 1997–. An independent and self-sufficient system and research structure in isolation. Courtesy of the artist.

three main aims, and all of them are connected to the idea of pointing to the (socially) invisible or overlooked. The first aim is to turn the attention of the audience to the particular structure of the contemporary world and the antagonistic social relations (the ‘global warfare’) determining this structure. The second aim is to make the audience aware of the possibilities offered by the very technologies used by the power elite as means of repression, neutralization, and control. [. . .] The third aim is to propose actual, developed models of strategic behavior and resistance. (Zabel 2002, 93)

In this sense, deduces Zabel, according to Peljhan’s proposition, to establish an autonomous, independent, and encoded communication system (INSULAR Technologies), the participant in such an information network is never isolated, for he is not only a passive recipient of a program transmitted by others but an active user of the territory of communications with the goal of connecting with other, similarly isolated units (Ibid.).

Marko Peljhan has been developing an autonomous communication system called INSULAR
11 Technologies since 1999 (it was presented at the festival Ars Electronica in 2008). It is designed as a globally open, decentralized radio network for the transfer of data in the high-frequency range (1 MHz do 30 MHz) using digital HF communication capabilities and modes. The system should ensure reliable communication between independent social and cultural practices, including tactical media action and between nongovernmental organizations and individuals in remote parts of the world whose circumstances of location make their communication limited or nonexistent or force them to connect in unsafe ways. INSULAR Technologies should also serve as a support system; in the event of emergency, it is capable of replacing existing commercial and state-controlled networks and telecommunication infrastructure (Arns 2008, 31).

Networking is in modern times one of the leading premises of postmodern global society. But according to Lovink, “[t]he hype of networks reveals a conceptual crisis of collaboration and cooperation” (Lovink 2009, 49). Global information infrastructure is, Negri and Hardt explain, a combination of a democratic and an oligopolistic mechanism. The former corresponds to the model of rhizome (as described by Deleuze and Guattari) and the latter to transmission systems. An example of the democratic network structure is the internet, which started out as a DARPA (U.S. Defense Department Advanced Research Projects Agency) project based on an original design for repelling a military attack. “Since it has no center and almost any portion can operate as an autonomous whole, the network can continue to function even when part of it has been destroyed” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 299). At the same time, the network guarantees its general control, as it “can always function and [. . .] it cannot function against those in power” (Ibid., 320). The exercise of domination is thus formed through communicative networks (Ibid., 211). Similarly, Lovink states that “networks have become the dominant mode of power” (Lovink 2009, 49), while Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari established: “We do not lack communication, on the contrary we have too much of it. We lack creation. We lack resistance to the present” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 393).

The Global Empire and Evasion

Given the monstrous power of the Empire, Negri and Hardt question the possibilities of resistance, the power “of autonomously constructing a counter-Empire, an alternative political organization of global flows and exchanges” (Ibid., xv). The problem is, they claim, that nowadays it is difficult to identify the enemy against which to rebel (Ibid., 211), as domination and exploitation occur in a generic nonplace, are amorphous, and give us the impression there is nowhere we can hide (Ibid.). How then do they think we can rebel?

[D]esertion, exodus, and nomadism. Whereas in the disciplinary era sabotage was the fundamental notion of resistance, in the era of imperial control it may be desertion. Whereas being against in modernity often meant a direct and/or dialectical opposition of forces, in postmodernity being-against might well be most effective in an oblique or diagonal stance. [. . .] This desertion does not have a place; it is the evacuation of the places of power. (Ibid., 212)

Negri and Hardt believe that in modern society we are no longer dealing with imperialism, but with an Empire. “Imperialism was really an extension of the sovereignty of the European nation-states beyond their own boundaries” (Ibid, xii), while in more contemporaneous times “sovereignty has taken a new form, composed of a series of national and supranational organisms united under a single logic of rule. This new global form of sovereignty is what we call Empire” (Ibid.). “Empire established no territorial center of power and does not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers” (Ibid.). Given the changed social structure “new militancy does not simply repeat the organizational formulas of the old revolutionary working class. [. . . ] Militancy today is a positive, constructive, and innovative activity. [. . .] Militants resist imperial command in a creative way” (Ibid., 413). The tactical media practice of Marko Peljhan is an emblematic illustration of contemporary forms of resistance, that is, invention of alternative autonomous systems at a time when power is mainly exercised through a global information infrastructure. Peljhan’s interest in establishing autonomous zones and other interventions into extra-national territories, such as space, international waters, and both poles, indicates his tactic of evading nation-based authority. Opposing the rule of the Empire through a peculiar form of nomadism, an “exodus” or territorial evasion, and mixing and crossing national representatives within a transnational structure of a non-territorial “state” is the NSK State in Time strategy.

The Irwin group, which became part of the art collective NSK (Neue Slowenische Kunst) in 1984, played a decisive role in the 1991 constitution of the NSK State in Time—a state without territory, of which anyone can become a citizen (figure 6.3). Initially, the state founded a few temporary embassies (the first one in 1992 in a private apartment in Moscow, where “The Moscow Declaration” was signed, emphasizing the importance of the eastern European identity shaped by specific experience with totalitarianism).12 In interviews conducted by Inke Arns, five members of the Irwin group stated that they wished to “leave behind the field which is normally defined as the territory of art” (Arns 2004, 117). The activities they called “real-time projects,” which included collecting and the Transnacionala (1996) project, as well as the NSK State in Time, were not conceptualized as artistic, but as means for influencing real life (Ibid.). The NSK State in Time is an on-going project with its own website (www.nskstate.com)—the state issues passports to its citizens (in 2008, the media reported numerous cases of individuals actually using them to pass certain state borders)—and in 2010, it held the first NSK Citizens Congress. This project can be taken as a response to the concept of nation state—that is, an entity firmly established in physical space, with its own borders where the movement of goods and people is controlled, with its military, economic, and legal systems (the way nation states have been consolidating since 1750),13 which is, not least, also related to national identity. During the postmodern period, with the concept of state disintegration, transnational associations being encountered in the global context in place of national formations, and with multiculturality or transculturality or world (global) citizenship featuring more frequently as subjects of discussion than national culture, the NSK state proves to be a notable contribution to transcending state limitations in the direction of global nomadism, an undertaking fitting the era of modernity.
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Figure 6.3  NSK State in Time Passport, 1991–. The art collective Neue Slowenische Kunst, established in 1984 in Ljubljana, was transformed into NSK State in Time in 1991, an autonomous artistic state without its own territory, but with its own passports and embassies. Photographer: Polona Tratnik.

Media Activism

Power is nowadays sporadically articulated in short-lived, barely recognizable forms, and is in essence typically dispersed and nomadic. This makes it difficult to attack any visible and solid centers where power is supposed to be centralized and concentrated and would otherwise exist in their fullness and integrity. From this point of view, homogeneous revolutionary attacks that would yield liberatory results seem predestined to fail. In democratic modes of communication or in the rhizome model, the “observer” is transformed from a passive recipient to an active “application user.” In such a case, the democratic method is employed—the user is the co-creator of the emerging meanings. If art criticism were performed using this model, it would generate a sort of referendum form. But such practice still manages the information for which it has created a discourse-limiting matrix. A critique of the referendum method and the fact of the matrix were well presented by Janez Janša14 in his project DemoKino.15

But resistance in art and culture can sometimes be even more radical or socially or politically engaged—information can also be managed directly, with interventions into the existing current of information; that is, the existing communication networks. The oligopolistic communication model (typical of transmission systems) includes determinate information distribution centers representing centers of power. In such cases, activists employ the tactics of parasitizing, usurping, and subverting the dominant systems and related ideologies. Critical resistance practices dispute and manipulate the symbolic, political, and other types of social power. Luther Blissett sabotages centers of media control and power by staging cultural guerilla actions that sow panic among the varied media outlets. Brian Springer advertises the possibilities of electronic resistance and guerilla action by employing satellite technology; using a standard consumer satellite TV system, he exploits the possibility of interfering with open TV channels, intercepting raw video feeds. Etoy is an art group that reveals the possibilities of manipulating international data network. ®™mark conducts sabotages of corporate products—tampering with computer video games and inserting homoerotic content, or switching voice chips in toys. The group Monochrom warns of the problem of global intelligence systems and CCTV camera networks invading the privacy of individuals in city centers and shopping malls or in electronic systems used in companies for personnel surveillance.16 A fine example of media activism was the project Infocalypse Now! (2007) by Sašo Sedlaček, an initiative for the establishment of an autonomous media zone in the 700 MHz frequency band. Sedlaček provided the instructions for the assembly of a simple and inexpensive mobile television transmitter able to broadcast any kind of content. The project was topical in light of the decision of the Slovenian public broadcasting system to replace the analog signal with digital signal technology by 2012. The analog frequency spectrum was planned to be closed out at auction, although it was actually a public good. Infocalypse Now! was thus an effort for civil or independent action within the local communication network promising to introduce into the media information field contents not controlled or fed by large (commercial) corporations. Similar in many ways was the project Insular Technologies, coordinated by Marko Peljhan, an initiative for a global high-frequency radio or internet network. Activism can also approach artistic practices through various types of infiltration into the art system which allows the activists to manipulate the power relations within the art or cultural sphere, questioning through acts of sabotage the established artistic norms and canons and adapting them to the new communication information reality. An example of that is the practice of 0100101110101101.org, a group represented by Eva and Franco Mattes, which relies on the possibilities of internet manipulation to demonstrate the contradictions of ordinary cultural systems (particularly with regard to originality and authorship). 0100101110101101.org is author of the art project of the pseudonym Luther Blissett, which is a collective name available for use by anyone. Between 1998 and 1999, in the context of Luther Blissett, 0100101110101101.org staged a project called Darko Maver, which was a great art hoax (figures 6.4 and 6.5). Maver was presented as a Serbian “war” artist, and a documentary about him was even featured at the Venice Biennale, but the artist and his work were no more than a fabrication by the mentioned authors, existing in the “world of art” thanks to the internet. The photographs of Maver’s artworks were in reality wartime photographs of butchered corpses. The Darko Maver project was an instance of resistance against any widespread form of art (Blissett 2001).
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Figure 6.4  Eva & Franco Mattes, press clippings on Darko Maver, 1998–2000. Courtesy of the artists. Darko Maver was an art project about a nonexisting “war” artist that was arrested for his brutal art interventions and then found dead in his prison cell in Priština on April 30, 1999. Free Art Campaign sent a press release to the national press agency ANSA claiming the death was suspicious. In the world of art, protesting response to the maltreating of the artist was huge.
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Figure 6.5  Eva & Franco Mattes, Darko Maver(Deposition), 1999. Found photograph, frames, caption. 73.5 × 94.5 × 4.5 cm. Courtesy of the artists. The artists used found photographs and disseminated the news that those were images of the leftovers of artistic interventions by the artist Darko Maver, which took place in abandoned places and hotels with life-sized dummies from wax.

In its essay “Nomadic Power and Cultural Resistance,” the art collective Critical Art Ensemble (CAE) explains how structured, present, and centralized power began to dissolve into its absent, invisible, and decentralized form of today: what once was resistance is now domination, and vice versa. CAE also speaks about vectors of world power that has now extended into virtuality. For CAE, however, keeping afloat does not necessarily mean agreeing and cooperating. Although in an awkward position, political and cultural activists can still produce disturbances (CAE n.d., 12). Even CAE finds the former strategies of subversion or concealed attack questionable, for knowing what to subvert presupposes that forces of oppression are unchangeable and can be defined and eliminated (Ibid.). Today, the modes of subversive strategies depend on the power. In the 1980s, Fredric Jameson observed that “aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing fresh waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover” (Jameson 1992, 4). But CAE believes that credit should be given to those who resist and that a subversive act or product is not as quickly made over as the bourgeois aesthetic of efficiency dictates (CAE n.d., 12). The group observes that contemporary society is peculiar in terms of its nomadic power. The power field is diffused, without a location or a solid, fixed point, and presents itself as a spectacle. We may notice a shift from archaic space to an electronic network. Although technology connects the diffused power field and the sight machine, which both make up the global Empire, the power field is now typically nomadic—in such a panoptic spatial lock-down (to reference Michel Foucault), the site of resistance needs not necessarily be defined, for the power of the nomads is the greatest when they are not forced to take a defensive position (Ibid., 15‒16).

CAE wonders how it is possible to critically assess a subject that cannot be located, studied, or even seen. Appeals to revolution (on the part of the Situationists, for example) are a dead strategy for they require impractical unity and historical attempts of taking possession through occupation have led to poor results. In postmodern times of nomadic power, architectural monuments of power are hollow and safe places, mere representations of the traces of power. It is possible to occupy these places (bunkers), but such occupation will at best constitute a disturbance that can always be made invisible through media manipulation (Ibid., 23).

Hacking

Hacker culture is a postmodern phenomenon defining the age in which production is transformed from a stable, material, physical system into a more fluid, rapid system of knowledge production (Thomas 2002, xvii); it is the computer underworld. Popular stereotypes reflect the public fear of the Information Age. Hackers are also criminalized. While Protestant values are money, work, optimality, flexibility, stability, and accountability to results, hackers represent the alternative spirit of informatization—practicing the antithesis of dominant ethics, striving for social openness and absolute freedom of speech. Pekka Himanen stresses their “nethic,” which is defined by two values: activity and care. “Activity in this context involves complete freedom of expression in action, privacy to protect the creation of an individual lifestyle, and a rejection of passive receptiveness in favor of active pursuit of one’s passion. Caring here means concern for others as an end in itself and a desire to rid the network society of the survival mentality that so easily results from its logic” (Himanen 2001, 140–141). Himanen maintains that a hacker living in line with hacker ethics—work, money, nethic— is held in deep respect by society; and if he manages to prove his creative abilities as well, he raises in rank to a true hero (Ibid., 141). Still, hacker ethic is not obligatory for all hackers, as they do not make up a collective.

In the broader public, hackers are a synonym for individuals fighting for free availability of internet information and the knowledge based on it. The reality of the twenty-first century demands a redefinition of the questions of social power, social organization, (intellectual) property, state and political antagonism, and resistance, claims Janez Strehovec (Strehovec 2008, 244). The new technologies enabling global real-time communication and activity give rise to new forms of domination, hegemony, and segregation, as well as resistance (Ibid., 241‒242). Within these practices based on alternative forms of self-organization, hackers perform an important role. They strive for free access to information and penetrate the firewalls of multinational and national institutions driven by interest in the codifications themselves (Ibid., 243; Thomas 2002, 67).

While early hackers were part of the underworld and believed in free access to information, 1990s hackers were already facing a world overloaded by commodified information—and that was when their activity assumed a cultural and activist nature. Hackers see themselves as avant-garde, writing manifestos, quoting Marx and the Communist Manifesto (e.g., M. Wark, A Hacker Manifesto); posing themselves questions about class struggle in this day and age and the related transformation of private property (Wark 2004, 22). Wark also ponders the question of class and proletarian movements and the related transformation of private property in state monopoly. Her manifesto deals with immaterial labor and products typical of information society, where former industrial production has been replaced by services placing great emphasis on intellectual innovation (Strehovec 2008, 246). Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt (and Jeremy Rifkin, Paolo Virno, and others) have observed the rise of immaterial labor that occurred in the final years of the twentieth century, labor generating immaterial products, such as knowledge, information, communication, a relationship, or an emotional response (Hardt and Negri 2004, 108). Wark believes that the laws that protect the creators of intellectual services are actually there primarily to protect the interests of the corporate owners of intellectual property. That is why she refers to producers of intellectual services as the exploited class; that is, the hacker class.

Wark’s manifesto upholds the tradition of critical theory, while striving for activist intervention, trying to mobilize a wider readership and motivate it to remedy the current situation which exploits authors of creative work in the realm of abstraction. This manifesto displays evident avant-garde ambitions, similar to those encouraged by Benjamin, who believed that art strikes the hardest and most important blows “wherever it is able to mobilize the masses” (Benjamin 2006, 120). The very term “hack” is interpreted by Wark quite broadly, as a synonym for contemporary creative and innovative activities (particularly in the field of social e-services), includes those on the part of programmers as well as musicians and writers but also engineers, biologists, and other natural scientists, who are even more involved in the actual socioeconomic relationships.

When power is associated with the internet or the cyber world, resistance strategies need to be suitably adapted to such technological bases, and such individuals need to possess adequate hardware and software skills. The Critical Art Ensemble (CAE) group was one of the first to proclaim electronic civil disobedience in reaction to the institutions of the e-Empire and cognitive capitalism. Hacktivism as a coalition of art activists and hackers also follows such challenges, attacking the servers of multinational corporations and the like (Strehovec 2008, 242‒243).

Revealing the Codification

Some contemporary art critics see a great divide between the self-concept of contemporary art and its actual function, for art is managed by and integrated into the new world order, and thus serving the interest of the neoliberal economy. Although this kind of criticism has generated many important insights into the functioning of the contemporary art system, such views are nevertheless too general and distort the critical and resistance mechanisms that can be encountered in certain contemporary art practices (e.g., in media activism or the employment of tactical media) into their own opposites. Media (art) activist groups or individuals oppose the passive stance of social individuals on topical social and political issues. Through artistic experiments, they critically reflect the use of technological innovations, institutions of political, economic, media or information power, social control and invasion of privacy, and the like. Practicing Derridian-inspired deconstruction, they search for and expose cracks in complex relations and power games, which in the social space inevitably appear. From contradictions or forces of disruption17 discovered in hegemonic texts, they derive strategies of oppositional reading18 which generate those meanings on which strategies of resistance against dominant discourses can be based. They develop critical and resistance strategies against existing, allegedly natural patterns and ideologies, which are in reality a product of culture and history (i.e., against the so-called “mythologies,” as Roland Barthes defined them),19 or against ordinary forms of social and political domination.

Codification methods—ways “to formalize and to adopt formal behavior” (Bourdieu 1990, 78)—are paramount in this. Codification, in fact, “makes things simple, clear, communicable” (Ibid., 82) and “goes hand in glove with discipline and with the normalization of practices” (Ibid., 80). A successful codification is therefore in close relation to establishing discourses as dominant; it is related to prevailing modes of thinking, value systems, and ideologies. The cultural activity of criticism and resistance is thus a battlefield for testing dominant discourses and their codification modes, toward which art now directs its active interventions: exposing their logic and mechanisms and proposing different views on them, transforming and deforming them, acting almost as a sort of virus. Like disruption or noise in the system, such action raises the critical awareness of a broader public.

NOTES

1. While Bürger includes among them Dadaism, early surrealism, Russian avant-garde following the October Revolution, the term also partly refers to Italian futurism and German expressionism. See Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, p. 109.

2. Considering it one of the five major art movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Calinescu dedicated to the avant-garde an entire chapter (95–148) of his book the Five Faces of Modernity.

3. See also D. Pirjevec, “Avantgardna umetnost i avantgardna kritika,” in Delo.

4. This analogy was made by Peter Cowhey, former advisor to the Federal Communications Commission. (Cowhey 1995, 175).

5. See also Saskia Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo, 90–125.

6. By that I refer in particular to the Left Hegelian avant-garde tendencies which became prominent in the second half of the nineteenth century and called for a total reconstruction of society—a case in point being, for example, according to Lenin, the Communist Party in the communist revolution. Aside from these two, at the beginning of the twentieth century, a series of radical avant-garde tendencies could be observed in art, which followed different, even opposing political orientations—thus the Italian futurists, for example, did not support communism, but fascism.

7. Borut Vogelnik of Irwin stated: “The retro-avant-garde is the act of mapping a specific artistic practice which has a fifty-year-old tradition on the territory of ex-Yugoslavia, and which has so far not been comprehended as a connected whole. The retro-avant-garde makes visible the continuity of the activity of artists of different generations who each in their own period were considered as avant-garde” (Vogelnik 2001, 70).

8. As early as 1962, Claude Lévi-Strauss discussed in The Savage Mind the problem of historiography and historical fact from a structuralist point of view, but the greatest contribution to the problematization of historical narratives was later made by the wave of poststructuralist thinkers with Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida at the forefront. 

9. Bürger’s term neo-avant-garde with regard to these practices is questionable—while the neo-avant-garde movements emerging during the 1960s and early 1970s are, in his opinion, much less radical and less utopian than their historical avant-garde counterparts, they also acquiesce to art institution. For Bürger, one of the examples of neo-avant-garde is Pop Art.

10. Blurb from a German 2002 edition of Deep Time of the Media. Toward an Archaeology of Hearing and Seeing by Technical Means by Siegfried Zielinski.

11. INSULAR stands for the International Networking System for Unified Long-distance Advanced Radio.

12. Documentation collected in NSK Embassy Moscow. How the East Sees the East, edited by Eda Čufer.

13. See States, Nations and Nationalism by Hagen Schulze.

14. In 2004, the artist was still using his birth name, Davide Grassi. Later, in 2007, he and two other artists, Žiga Kariž and Emil Hrvatin, renamed themselves Janez Janša, after the Slovenian Prime Minister, as part of artistic action.

15. The audience of the performance incidentally find themselves voters in a referendum on abortion, euthanasia, and similar controversial issues. They discuss them together with the actor, as he is moving around his apartment. After the referendum, they learn that their votes had no impact on the results of the voting.

16. See also the concept of curators for the exhibition Medij je orožje, vzemi ga v roke (Reach for the Medium: It Is a Weapon) <http://www.worldofart.org/0001/tekst_tecajnice.htm> May 19, 2009.

17. I am borrowing this term from John Fiske, who wrote about forces of disruption in television’s discursive practices. Although the latter is constructed by means of numerous “strategies of containment,” it includes many disruptive forces available to a suitable (oppositional) reader. See Fiske, Television Culture.

18. In cultural or media studies, Stuart Hall’s paper “Encoding, Decoding” about decoding the television discourse compelled broad attention (he wrote it after reading Roland Barthes’ essay on the death of the author). In it, Hall writes about three possible ways of reading: (1) In line with the dominant discourse (dominant-hegemonic reading); (2) negotiated reading (the reader understands the connotative inflection and largely acknowledges the message, while at a more restricted level forming his own, contradicting views); and (3) oppositional reading (the reader understands the literal and connotative meanings of the message, but forms a completely different opinion).

19. Roland Barthes, Mythologies, Paris: Seuil, 1957.


Chapter 7

Art as Investment

The World of Art and Its Market

Freelance journalists Danièle Granet and Catherine Lamour investigated the lively developments of the global art market right before the beginning of the economic crisis in autumn 2008, which did affect the trade in works of art. In 2009, collectors expected to witness its demise, for the speculative market of fine arts appeared to be the most inflated bubble of all: “All the elements were there: the tax-free money from tax havens and stock broker profits; the ease of concealing artworks in extra-territorial duty-free zones; significant profits made in very short periods of time. Art was the sanctuary of the billionaires” (Granet and Lamour 2013, 9). With the onset of the crisis the prices of some highly regarded artists plummeted, some galleries had to close, the revenues of auction houses decreased. The art market system, however, did not change, adjusting instead to the circumstances. During the crises, in fact, art collectors adhere to the Warren Buffett rule: “‘Buy more and sell less.’ It is in moments like these that good business is made” (Ibid., 82). The results of Granet and Lamour’s research, published in 2010, remain a valuable source for understanding the structure and operation of the globalized art market, which is speculative and allows for enormous investment and, in turn, generates even greater profits. According to Granet and Lamour, at the time of the market bubble between 2003 and 2008, when the art market was booming, there were fewer artworks available than there was investment money. The demand exceeded the supply. “This imbalance helped accelerate the development of contemporary art, which can provide new works without quantitative restrictions. This is not the case with classic and modern artwork, their value is stable, but dependent on coincidences” (Ibid., 15). During the five years of economic growth, the prices of artworks increased by 800 percent. On the night of February 27, 2008, one of the two world’s most renowned auction houses, Sotheby’s, exceeded all results previously recorded in London in the field of contemporary art, with 142 million euro for 54 lots sold. The other famous auction house, Christie’s, broke its record on June 24, 2008, when a secret bidder bought Monet’s Le Bassin Aux Nymphéas for 51 million euro. On May 13 that same year, Roman Abramovich, bidding anonymously by phone, paid 21.38 million euro for Lucian Freud’s painting Benefits Supervisor Sleeping auctioned by Christie’s, making Freud the most expensive living artist at the time. The very next day, Abramovich acquired from Sotheby’s the Triptych by Francis Bacon for just over 50 million euro. The situation today is comparable to that preceding the economic crisis. The art market is particular, in that it does not exist without the world of art rather derives from it. In this chapter, I intend to show how crucial the institution of art is to the machinations of the art market.

In their book, Granet and Lamour present the structure of the art market. The artists are producers of works without which the market would not exist. Discoverers operate on the primary market. These are small and mid-size gallerists with little capital who are looking for, showing in their exhibition spaces, and selling works of art by yet unknown artists, including students. These small dealers invest in catalogs and accompanying promotional materials, such as videos, brochures, etc. The artists can also largely be “made” by talent discoverers. These sell works of art either to individuals or larger dealers who then take over the successful artist. Large international star-studded galleries present works recognized by museum directors, curators, and critics, as well as artists able to keep a consistent price. “Their task: trying to control the supply and, especially, the prices through a mobilization of their network, which includes both art dealer friends and large collectors” (Ibid., 54–55). Granet and Lamour add: “The most powerful galleries set the trends, use marketing and other methods of promotion to create or maintain demand, with more or less explicit support from curators, museum directors, and art consultants – who have all become more important in the art market than the artists themselves” (Ibid., 55). Art businessmen take part in this game out of economic interest. For the most prominent among them, Larry Gagosian, Granet, and Lamour write he “does not ‘make’ artists, he ‘creates gold’” (Ibid.). Gagosian has top-class clients and monopoly over numerous celebrated artists. Ranking highest among art collectors is François Pinault, owner of Christie’s auction house, who has stated: “Art is not an investment” (Ibid., 83). By exhibiting carefully selected artworks from his contemporary art collection in Venice’s Palazzo Grassi and Punto della Dogana, he influences the public taste the same way great world museums do. “He internationalizes the culture of contemporary art. His culture. ‘After Venice, I would like to connect with other cities around Europe and, hopefully, in France. I’d like to attempt to build an international network that would enable a circulation of artwork, suggestions, ideas, views’” (Ibid.). That Pinault recognizes the importance of advertising for art marketing and exhibiting for successful sales is manifest, in that Christie’s management organized the route of Freud’s Benefits Supervisor Sleeping, taking it around the world from London to New York to bring it closer to the major collectors, just like financiers from large multinationals promote their companies to investors via world tours. Globally, there is but a handful of agents on the art market strong enough to govern its developments, and their names are published by Art Review, while ARTnews rates the most influential people in art who make or break the market.

For a contemporary tracking of relationships between capitalism and art, it is important to take into account the contemporary social conditions in which art has ended up in recent decades. By this, I mean both the globalized swing of capitalism and the related changes in the institution of art. One of the most vocal critics of such changes in art and of its dependency on capitalism is Julian Stallabrass who provided a very critical insight into the functioning of the contemporary art system which, precisely through large art events and newly built contemporary museums, serves to affirm neoliberal ideology and ensure an adequate circulation of capital for the existing relations of power. He sees contemporary art as a “zone of freedom” closely connected with free trade; these are said to be two factors “forming respectively a dominant system and its supplement” (Stallabrass 2006, 4–5). Stallabrass associates art promoting free trade and the dream of the global capital with the foundation of biennials and other art events during the 1990s, with the construction of new museums of contemporary art in cities and expansion of old ones, as well as with business ideals espoused by museums, which started taking a more commercial approach to their activity and striking alliances with businesses (Ibid., 9–10).

Art as a Commodity: The Autonomization of Art in Capitalist Society

Paul Ardenne realized that art was in the service of business back in the 1980s: “The slow, inexorable decline of ideology typical of this entire period was matched by a euphoric celebration of art and the market—business joined hands with creativity” (Ardenne 1995, 100). With this marriage, economy and art set out on a road of a victorious relationship. While political ideologies were sinking, capital-related ideologies were rising in their stead. After World War II, particularly in the United States, the business world recognized an extraordinary opportunity in the trade in fine art. However, the crucial role in the world of the art in the market in which artworks, even contemporary, can these days reach tens of millions in exchange value, is not played by creators—producers—rather by collectors. This very fact reflects the spirit of capitalism, which operates through possession and sale. And the key to successful sales is a good advertising strategy, which also applies to the art market. It also points to the basic principle of the use of capital; that is,, making it grow. Artworks are considered as investment goods.

But the basis for the link between art and the market should be traced to much earlier periods. With the technical invention of the easel, pictorial art became a conveniently portable artifact. It enabled painters to go outside, into nature, changing their view of the world, introducing many new viewing perspectives. It also accelerated art research. Art was liberated in terms of motifs; the artist broke free from the client. Art ceased serving other interests and detached itself from them. In the course of modernity, therefore, Kant’s emphasis on the disinterested pleasure of aesthetic judgment resonated in modern art theory. With modernization, the artists also found freedom in creating and exhibiting their artworks. With the structure of public space changing, the newly emerging galleries enabled the artists to exhibit. These circumstances increased the production of art products, which resulted in art works starting to be made to stock. Artists were presented with the opportunity of entering the market with their works. The institution of art as it was established in modernity—that is, as an autonomous social sphere governed by its own laws—independent of other social activities, was therefore structurally and functionally open to entering the market as any other commodity. The so-called disinterest of modern art that was to release art from ministering to other interests, however, led art into a new service. The work of art turned into a special kind of commodity the exchange value of which could grow higher than that of any other commodity. Art perceived in this sense has not always existed; it is a construct of the modern age and capitalist society.

Art—in terms of the concept that evolved in the course of modernity and its artistic uniqueness and singularity being further supported by industrialization—was to the client a nonpareil luxury. There only exist so many works by an individual artist. Granet and Lamour cite words by a member of the Nahmad family, one of the world’s most renowned families of art dealers-collectors at the exhibition of Picasso’s works in their London gallery: “‘They’re not for sale.’ [. . .] ‘We’re not really sellers. In my opinion, these are works that are disappearing. Those who do not realize that they will disappear do not reckon right. There are very few sellers and so many buyers’” (Granet and Lamour 2013, 79). But today, the most expensive, or in this world appreciated, works of art do not end up in permanent exhibitions for everyone to see, as might have been the outlook at the foundation of these institutions of the public sphere that represented an important aspect of modernization and autonomization of art; instead, they are locked up in safe-deposit boxes in duty-free zones, such as the Praille quarter at the outskirts of Geneva, where huge gray warehouses extend over a fenced and maximum-security area of 140,000 square meters. Art collector Pierre Huber explains that “this is one of the world’s largest museums. If we touched a magic wand to all the safe-deposit boxes in this vast duty-free area, we could stage any exhibition we wanted and discover the world’s most exceptional masterpieces” (Ibid., 77). These art works do not become public good nor wind up in museums to be viewed by the general public. They are classified as goods of exceptional exchange value, ranking even higher than diamonds and fantastic pieces of jewelry, carpets, and furniture. Owing to their uniqueness, these works of art represent a sort of commodity fetishism that Karl Marx, when in the mid-nineteenth century upon the advancement of industrial society he formulated this concept, could not have imagined in the dimensions known in our globalized world today. There is a marked contrast between the functionality of a representation for a client preceding modernization and the functionality of an artwork for a contemporary collector-businessman. A king commissioned a painter to produce a representation of himself, the Church to obtain representations of its narratives, and both of them foremost for a representation of their wealth and power. The possession of works of art did not much increase the wealth of the ancient ruler; instead, art was utilized as an ideological means for the consolidation of power. To a contemporary art businessman, the collecting of and dealing in artwork represents the possibility of increasing their capital, and that in turn is a possibility of strengthening their social power. The display of works owned by a modern collector-businessman does not serve as much to demonstrate the power of the latter as it helps create a supply, advertise, and consolidate a brand that he is betting on, with the aim of improving sales opportunities. The showing of artwork owned by the modern collector-businessman follows the principle of what’s not on display cannot be sold. It is primarily about the market, not about the interest in or understanding of art. Art is a marketable good.

The new spaces, the warehouses of these collectors-businessmen that house the most valuable works of art in the world, but are not open to the public, should be reflected on in comparison with a museum as an institution of the public sphere founded together along with bourgeois society. The critical philosopher Jürgen Habermas, who investigated the structural transformation of the public sphere brought about by the emergence of bourgeois society, classifies public events not according to the ownership, but according to accessibility: “We call events and occasions ‘public’ when they are open to all, in contrast to closed or exclusive affairs” (Habermas 1991, 1). The predominance of the town was consolidated by the institutions of the public sphere which transformed the aristocratic association of nobility with the upper layers of the bourgeoisie—the great hall at court where the monarch held his celebrations was superseded by the salon. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, coffee houses and salons were “centers of criticism—literary at first, then also political—in which began to emerge between aristocratic society and bourgeois intellectuals, a certain parity of the educated” (Ibid., 32). In France, in the salons, the nobility and the grande bourgeoisie of the worlds of finance and administration would meet with intelligentsia on an equal footing, for this is where the “opinion” emancipated, writes Habermas, and thus the salons, which originally still resembled the scenes of elegant parties, would become an open floor for discussions (Ibid., 33). In the coffee houses, salons, and scholarly round tables, that in the eighteenth century opened all across Germany, debates were encouraged. Habermas points out common institutional criteria of these institutions of the public sphere. First, a claim for a kind of social intercourse that left aside the social status and displayed a tendency for parity. Second, the discussion presupposed the problematization of areas hitherto unimpeachable. The Church and State as authorities lost their monopoly of interpretation, while philosophy, literature, and art sought information and discussion. Habermas even detects parallels between these activities entering the market and the accessibility of information: “To the degree to which philosophical and literary works and works of art in general were produced for the market and distributed through it, these culture products became similar to that type of information: as commodities they became in principle generally accessible” (Ibid., 36). A work of art no longer represented the Church’s and court’s publicity, but was profaned, becoming available as a commodity. By freeing itself from the services it previously performed and entering the market, the world of art became democratized. Third, according to Habermas, the same process that turned culture into a commodity form and made much of it an object for debate defined the public as open, granting everyone the possibility of participation. But the public stratified into lay and professional. Raymond Williams, who studied culture and society from the end of the eighteenth century through the first half of the twentieth centuries, established that during this period the term art, which used to principally denote a human skill, started to be used for referring to a set of determinate activities, to imaginative or creative arts. Art now meant a particular kind of truth, an imaginative truth, and the term aesthetics was coined to describe the judgment of art (Williams 1960, xiii–xiv).

The End of Art for the Rise of the Art Market: Banalities Made Art

During the economic boom between 2003 and 2005, the money-making art proved to be the biggest deal of all in the context of globalized capitalism, the third phase of capitalism according to the renowned historian Ernest Mandel, which succeeded the first, industrial, and the second, imperialist phases. The collapse of the eastern bloc further underlined this moment in the process of globalization when capitalism was left with no alternative to threaten it and which the political scientist Francis Fukuyama called the end of history (1989).

The end of history will be a very sad time. The struggle for recognition, the willingness to risk one’s life for a purely abstract goal, the worldwide ideological struggle that called forth daring, courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by economic calculation, the endless solving of technical problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of sophisticated consumer demands. In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history. (Fukuyama 1989, 18)

But there are other considerations, too, regarding an end, also in relation to art, that are connected with the rise of the art market. German art historian Hans Belting debated about the end of the era of art or art history (Das Ende der Kunstgeschichte? 1983), U.S. aesthetic philosopher Arthur C. Danto about the end of art (1984), Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo about the end of modernity and the death of art (La fine della modernità. Nichilismo ed ermeneutica nella cultura post-moderna 1985). All these considerations should be understood as symptomatic of the detection of significant change in the field of art. Danto, citing Hegel and Marx, noted that the end of history had come, and with it the era of pluralism, when it no longer matters what you do. One direction is as good as any other and no concept of direction is feasible. There has always been a service for art to perform, and it will continue to be so, if that suits the artists. But freedom ends in its own fulfillment, established Danto. Based on that he concluded that the institutions of the artworld— galleries, collectors, exhibitions, journalism—which rely on history, and mark what is new, would slowly wither away (Danto 1986, 115). It is twenty years later and the withering of the institutions, the artworld has not occurred. On the contrary, interest in mainstream art has significantly increased; to enter the most celebrated museums, we purchase tickets in advance and still wait in line for several hours. There have been, though, changes in the world of art—where reference to history, which Danto emphasized as essential, has become less crucial.

The changes described as observations of certain ends associated with art in the 1980s are related to a changed understanding of art. This was crucial to the establishment of conditions for such an expansion of the art market as that which ensued. The changes that took place in the appreciation of art are best illustrated by the discussions of U.S. analytical aestheticians, which indicated a crisis in the attempts to define the nature of art. That gradually led to the conclusion that art cannot be defined essentially, according to its immanent, intrinsic properties, but only in relation to conditions. In this discussion, Morris Weitz initially (1956) established that art cannot be defined and should only be understood as an open concept: “If we actually look and see what it is that we call ‘art,’ we will also find no common properties – only strands of similarities” (Weitz 1956, 31). The role of aesthetic theory, according to Weitz, is no longer to provide a definition, but to seriously make recommendations (Ibid., 35). In 1964, Danto pondered what made Rauschenberg’s and Oldenburg’s bed, as well as Warhol’s Brillo box art. He saw the problem in that the artists used real objects; although Warhol actually made the boxes out of wood himself, he did not buy them from a store. In the spirit of Weitz, Danto extrapolated: “An artistic breakthrough consists, I suppose, in adding the possibility of a column to the matrix” (Danto 1964, 584). And finally: “Whatever is artistically relevant predicate in virtue of which they gain their entry, the rest of the Artworld becomes that much the richer in having the opposite predicate available and applicable to its members” (Ibid.). But Danto also famously concluded as follows: “[T]hese things [would not] be artworks without the theories and the histories of the Artworld” (Ibid.). The discussion of American analytical aestheticians toward the end of modernism was dedicated to establishing how something may enter the art world as art in the first place.

Key to this discussion is the thesis that an artwork should first be recognized as such to be able to even join the game of art trading. The contemporary American materialist aesthetician Paul Mattick summed up the conditions for something entering the world of art and acquiring the status of artwork, in the sense of what Arthur C. Danto had realized forty years before, that “his or her product, if it succeeds in entering the stream of art, will find a place in a home, a museum, a reproduction in a book or postcard. The work of art, to have a chance of entering that stream, must show its kinship to other things called art and so to the social world in which artists and art have their places” (Mattick 2003, 2). In Danto, the questioning about the difference between ordinary material objects and their indiscernible counterparts in the world of art reaches the acme with his work The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (1981), which offers an array of such doublets and shows what is that which makes something art. Danto believes it is about a sort of status and ontological elevation of something into the realm of art.1 Prompted by Danto’s early discussions about how Warhol’s Brillo box can be art, in 1974 George Dickie developed his institutional theory of art: “Danto points to the rich structure in which particular works of art are embedded: he indicates the institutional nature of art” (Dickie 2007, 429). But Dickie uses the term artworld to refer to the broad social institutions in which works of art find their place, while Danto’s understanding of art and artworld is much different, as demonstrated in his further writings, after 1964.2

How importantly the exhibition area itself contributes to a work of art was analyzed in detail by Brian O’Doherty in his study of the gallery as a white cube (for the first time in 1976), in which he presented the ideology of gallery space. A white, ideal space is the archetypical image of the twentieth-century art more than any single painting. It contains some of the sanctity of a church, some formality of a courtroom and mysticism of an experimental lab, paired with elegant design, creating thus a unique chamber of aesthetics. An ideal gallery pries from the artwork all cues related to the fact that it is “art.” The work is isolated from everything that could distract the observer from the work. Things turn into art in a space where powerful ideas about art converge on them. In fact, an object often becomes the medium through which these ideas are communicated and put forward for discussion. The gallery is constructed in keeping with laws as rigorous as for building a medieval church: the windows usually seal off the building from the outside world which must not penetrate inside; the walls are painted white; the ceiling becomes the source of light; the wooden floor is polished, the sound of heels clacking on it, or carpeted, muffling the footfall (O’Doherty 2000, 14‒15). Testifying to the fact that the ideology of art-making exhibition is still used to successfully market works of art is the experience of Granet and Lamour on their visit of the exhibition of Freud’s Benefits Supervisor Sleeping in London before Christie’s auction:

Shocking! At the end of a very long, white empty space with windows screened by white curtains and with two enormous bouquets of cuckoo pints as the only decoration, there is a huge canvas erected on a podium and illuminated by dimmed lights. It portrays an obese, naked woman curled on a sofa, sleeping. [. . . ] The security guard in uniform is sitting motionless on the other side of the room. In deadly silence we stop in our tracks, focused, enraptured by this display of greenish flesh, marbled by bluish veins, splayed over the saggy sofa. We have a feeling of witnessing the transfer of a corpse to a morgue. (Granet and Lamour 2013, 101–102)

The white cube is the idea of a gallery dedicated to exhibiting modernist works. The case as described by Granet and Lamour, however, indicates a different idea of theater-like presentation, with curtains, flowers, and a podium. The viewing is staged in order to affect the spectator. The focus guided onto the painting makes the latter speak to us with its power through its solemn presentation that emphasizes its relevance. The allusions to mortuary place stress on the finiteness, which adds tragic tones to the experience, perhaps even evokes some nostalgia for the past times. This moment is additionally accentuated with Freud’s academic mastery of painting as was appreciated in modernity and has died out in contemporary art. The finiteness further suggests only a limited number of works of the concrete artist have been produced. Singularity validates the uniqueness of the artwork exhibited. This experience of artwork provided an important basis for the painting being subsequently sold for over 20 million euro. It was ultimately, therefore, a marketing ploy.

More useful for understanding the workings of contemporary art market than Danto’s theory, which relies on the relevance of inner qualities of artwork, references to history, and on the theory of art, proves to be Dickie’s understanding of art and artworld. Indeed, Dickie’s theory of art only speaks about a classification of something as art, and not about the qualitative criteria. It does not, therefore, provide an ontological definition of art, only a relational one. Dickie states that in terms of qualification, a work of art is contingent on two conditions: one is artifactuality and the other is related to the world of art, which confers the status of art—Dickie writes that the definition “will be given in terms of artifactuality and the conferred status of art or, more strictly speaking, the conferred status of a candidate for appreciation” (Dickie 2007, 431). While the first condition is simple, the second appears complicated; Dickie is aware that in terms of a work of art he speaks of a series of aspects of an artifact upon which the status of candidate for appreciation has been conferred by some person or persons acting on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld). There is a certain procedure to the conferring of the status of candidate for appreciation. Dickie compares it to official procedures (conferring of a doctoral degree by a university, election of a person as president of a club, declaration of an object as a relic of a church) defined by a certain social system or framework within which the conferring and establishment of status takes place. The ceremony itself is not necessary for the conferring, and its absence does not suggest that the practice of conferring status does not exist. Such is for Dickie also the conferring of status within the artworld, which is tied to a social institution.

But how can one tell whether the status has been conferred? “An artifact’s hanging in an art museum as part of a show and a performance at a theater are sure signs” (Ibid., 432). The institution confers status, says Dickie. It is a social system called the artworld (Ibid., 432).

The artworld consists of a bundle of systems: theater, painting, sculpture, literature, music, and so on, each of which furnishes an institutional background for the conferring of the status on objects within its domain. No limit can be placed on the number of systems that can be brought under the generic conception of art, and each of the major systems contains further subsystems. These features of the artworld provide the elasticity whereby creativity of even the most radical sort can be accommodated. (Ibid., 430)

In other words, regardless of the form and medium of the work of art, each falls within the institutional framework of the art system. Each work of art is thus tied to institutionality. Dickie, however, does not explain in detail the structure of these institutional systems in relation to space-time forms, nor to forms of functioning (financing, state or private involvement, programmatic aspect, and the like) or embeddedness into a broader sociopolitical and cultural-historical context; instead, he is mainly interested in the system as general and abstract in nature, which he understands primarily as a public, if loosely organized community of people engaged in art. Anyone can become a member of the artworld, but there exists a core personnel of the artworld. It consists of a (loosely organized) set of persons including artists, producers, museum directors, museum-goers, theater-goers, news reporters, critics for all types of publications, art theorists, philosophers of art, and others. “These are the people who keep the machinery of the artworld working and thereby provide for its continuing existence” (Ibid., 431). But within that core there is a minimum core, says Dickie, without which the world of art would not exist. “This essential core consists of artists who create the works, ‘presenters’ to present the works, and ‘goers’ who appreciate the works” (Ibid.).

Dickie’s theory of art does not contribute so much to the understanding of art as it does to the understanding of how important the institution of art is for something even being recognized and accepted as art. This mere relationality between art products and society, participants in an artworld in which no essentiality of artwork, no content or skillfulness nor any historical relation is set as significant for the understanding of art, also transpires from the presentation of the art trading artworld as given by Granet and Lamour. Precisely social relationality was the point of reference that the renowned curator Nicolas Bourriaud recognized as relevant for contemporary art: “Artistic activity is a game, whose forms, patterns and functions develop and evolve according to periods and social contexts; it is not an immutable essence” (Bourriaud 2002, 11).

Advertising Tactics for Making Art

Charles Saatchi is among the most relevant personalities in the art market. The Saatchi & Saatchi advertising agency, which he and his brother founded in 1970, ran Margaret Thatcher’s election campaign. With the expert advertising strategy that “made” Margaret Thatcher, Saatchi & Saatchi proved the relevance of creative industries, which Thatcher then inaugurated, joining under one roof practically all creative social practices. After that success, Charles Saatchi focused on art. First, following the advice of Larry Gagosian, he bought works by Pop Art and others, already established artists, and gradually became a dealer. In the late 1980s, he turned Damien Hirst into “a gold mine” and founded the Young British Artists movement (Granet and Lamour 2013, 31). For the contemporary world of art, which revolves around trade, we could conclude the same as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer did way back in 1944 for the culture industry as the central feature of the capitalist system (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002). Just like in the film industry, the prices of certain works of art in the art market exceed the inputs multiple times. Although uniqueness in the art market is relevant, high productivity is nevertheless highly desirable, particularly with names that are created as successful brands and market well. Collectors-dealers want a highly productive creator to bet on. Also, some production techniques increase the number of works. The printmaking techniques that Pop Art utilized enabled a larger number of an individual work. This, however, reduces the uniqueness of such work, and therefore its potential for a jump in exchange value. An example of how the value of a work of art by a desirable artist in the market can jump by the multiples from the amount invested to the market price is Damien Hirst’s project For the Love of God, where it is evident that it is not the uniqueness of production that determines the market prices of an artwork (figure 7.1).
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Figure 7.1  Damien Hirst,For the Love of God, 2007. Platinum, diamonds and human teeth. 6 3/4 × 5 × 7 1/2 in. (17.1 × 12.7 × 19.1 cm). © Damien Hirst and Science Ltd. All rights reserved, DACS/Artimage 2021. Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates Ltd.

This same work also serves as an example how a work of art can by far surpass the exchange value of diamonds. In 2007, Hirst produced a platinum cast of an eighteenth-century human skull encrusted with 8,061 diamonds. The production cost was about 17 million euro. The artwork titled For the Love of God was first exhibited by Hirst in June 2007 at the White Cube gallery in London—in an illuminated showcase at the center of a dimmed room—and was sold in the August of the same year supposedly for 60 million euro to an anonymous buyer. This was a marketing project.

Like other commodities, art, too, is on the market and as such in the mechanism of consumerism. American educational researcher Joel Spring sees in consumerism the dominant American ideology of the twenty-first century. In his study, he presented how the United States has been systematically educating the consumer-citizen since at least the 1950s. This education pervades all pores of society, from the mass media and culture industry to the incorporation of fast-food establishments into university campuses and management of education policies, all the way to the ideological representation of home and housewife as an efficient consumer of ever new commodities, which was the central element of capitalist propaganda against Marxism during the Cold War (Spring 2003). It is therefore no coincidence that precisely in the 1950s, the American cultural scene admitted abstract expressionism, an otherwise high-end art, into the world of haute couture. But it did so by subordinating it as a decorative backdrop to fashion shows (Beaton 1951, 159; Mattick 2003, 152). What followed was the unmistakable moment when consumerism invaded the world of art: pop icons, soup cans, Coca-Cola, and washing powder boxes occupied the walls and rooms of white cube galleries and muddled the American cultural scene. The use of high modernism in everyday decoration already displayed the consumer culture forcing itself into the world of art and the consumer apparatus’s greed for art. From this point of view, it seemed for a moment that the introduction of commercial products into a gallery stalled the assimilation of art into the world of high consumer culture—if we only compare Pollock’s paintings, which were easily used for the patterning of fabric structures, and washing powder boxes, which were much more difficult to subordinate to any other service. The appearance of Brillo boxes in the world of art was daring and autonomous, in the sense that they were ill-suited for a manipulation for other purposes. After all, it makes one wonder who would want to have a box of washing powder in their living room. But precisely this challenge showed that the artworld required artistic artifacts in their service to place them on the art market or otherwise into the world of consumerism. Brillo boxes discomfited the artworld. It is therefore easy to understand why Danto, upon visiting an Andy Warhol exhibition, which he discussed in his 1964 essay “The Artworld,” posed himself the question that in a later writing he formulated as follows: “[H]ow is it possible for something to be a work of art when something else, which resembles it to whatever degree of exactitude, is merely a thing, or an artifact, but not an artwork?” (Danto 1993b, 129) What eventually “makes the difference between a Brillo box and a work of art consisting of a Brillo box,” says Danto, “is a certain theory of art. It is the theory that takes it up into the world of art” (Danto 1986, 581). Or, in other words: “To see something as art requires something the eye cannot decry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld” (Danto 1964, 580). According to Danto, the artworld transfigures the commonplace. And it is this very procedure, which implies the elevation of things, even ordinary ones, into the realm of art, which makes art as a luxury commodity so interesting for the market.

The moment when the art market realized that art can also be something that traditionally was not to be understood as such if it is accepted by the artworld, contemporary artworks became especially interesting to buy. So not for appropriation without interest—as the theory of art with Clement Greenberg argued, for the aesthetic pleasure, that is, pure pleasure and contemplation—but as investment. With the Pop Art movement, artworks became the best investment commodity. The success of the investment depended on the recognition of the work and the artist in the artworld. Danto may have believed that it is knowledge as well as theoretical and historical arguments that define artwork as such—properties that works of art are supposed to intrinsically possess—but one can see that theoretical, let alone historical substantiation of an artwork is barely or not at all relevant in contemporary art marketing.

Old, traditional art critics made every effort to prove Pop Art was a form of social criticism. In the 1980s, Frederic Jameson, one of the most well-known contemporary Marxist aestheticians of the West, expressed sharp criticism of Pop Art. He ascertained that postmodernism had established itself as a cultural dominant and noticed that postmodern artists, although speaking of the spread of consumerism as the principal feature of late capitalism, were not critical of it:

Andy Warhol’s work in fact turns centrally around commodification, and the great billboard images of the Coca-Cola bottle or the Campbell’s soup can, which explicitly foreground the commodity fetishism of a transition to late capital, ought to be powerful and critical political statements. If they are not that, then one would surely want to know why, and one would want to begin to wonder a little more seriously about the possibilities of political or critical art in the postmodern period of late capital. (Jameson 1992, 9)

But some are nevertheless convinced that Warhol was a socially critical artist. Rainer Crone believes that by making the structure of the utilized medium visible (Brechtian alienation effect) and depersonalizing the actual production of art (Benjamin’s principle of mechanical reproduction), Warhol stood up to the fetishization of art in bourgeois society, enabling art to become available as a means of political education. According to Crone, Warhol challenged the system of consumer society, but unlike certain European artists did not go about it adopting an idealistic approach. He argues that Warhol’s picture was not meant to express his critical stance; instead, its political character lay in the content itself, which was fully revealed through the elimination of traditional aesthetics. Only a mirror that can be held up to society without any comment, claims Crone, reflects its negative sides—in that lies the criticism of Warhol’s art (Mattick 2003, 142). Paul Mattick’s riposte to this explanation is: critics like Crone reiterate Danto’s understanding of art as a “transfiguration of the commonplace”—by creating a concretely existing alternative to tawdry products of consumer culture, art embodies or is expected to embody a critique of the alienation and oppressiveness of capitalist society. Yet it was precisely this notion of art as something in opposition to the mundane that Warhol’s works confronted. Warhol did not seek to justify the special status of art, direct criticism at its dissolution under modern conditions or point out the vapidity of consumer culture but accepted the commercial aspect of high art and extolled the sign system of “popular” culture (Ibid., 151).

But all these examples of criticism refer to the rhetoric of works, while their entrance into the artworld is essentially dependent on the acceptance of decision-makers and on the works’ promotion. We should not neglect the fact that Pop Art works were exhibited in relevant galleries; that is, as high art. And differing from any art until that moment they were in that sense fresh, even controversial. This made them an excellent marketing opportunity. From the standpoint of marketing, which relies on advertising, Pop Art invented brilliant tactics. Artwork advertised itself everywhere: in stores through washing powder and soup cans, at lunch with the drinking of Coca-Cola, in the film industry with appearances by Pop icons, in comic books, crime news reports, etc. Advertisements for Pop Art permeated the everyday culture of the time. Not only did Pop Art works reference everyday culture, the opposite was also true. Thus every single American was familiar with Pop Art. From the point of view of circulation and direction of capital, however, it was important for the U.S. economy to find American goods and have its capital increased within the United States. A special role in the promotion of American artists was played by Leo Castelli, who in 1949, in New York, founded the Club, a coterie of artists, such as Willem de Kooning, Robert Rauschenberg, Ad Reinhardt, and later many others, including Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, Richard Serra, Bruce Nauman, so that the Club membership itself signified a nonpareil recognition in the artworld. In his gallery, which operated for fifty years, Castelli exhibited works of Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, Minimalism, and Conceptual Art. He introduced a stipend system for artists, tying them to himself. He worked with important clients. In 1958, Castelli exhibited paintings of the American flag by Jasper Johns, which sparked outrage, as it was not clear whether Johns was mocking the American Flag or paying a tribute to it. Later, Johns ranked first on the Art Review’s Power 100 for years and made over 100 million euro with the sale of his artwork. When Saatchi picked out Hirst, it was because he had been attracted by the artist’s revision of ready-mades that he linked to the topics of illness and medicines (figure 7.2).
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Figure 7.2  Damien Hirst,A Thousand Years, 1990. Glass, steel, silicone rubber, painted MDF, insect-o-cutor, cow’s head, blood, flies, maggots, metal dishes, cotton wool, sugar and water. 81.69 × 157.48 × 84.65 in (2075 × 4000 × 2150 mm). © Damien Hirst and Science Ltd. All rights reserved, DACS/Artimage 2021. Photographer: Roger Wooldridge. Early Hirst stunned Charles Saatchi, who bought this work and founded the Young British Artists movement inspired by death and morbidity around Hirst. Saatchi directed the attention of the global art market from the USA over to Great Britain. Charles Saatchi buys, monitors and promotes his artists through various networks.

To direct the attention from the United States over to Great Britain, Saatchi tied the Young British Artists brand to death and morbidity, two of the greatest taboo themes (Granet and Lamour 2013, 31). A certain amount of controversy in artwork and artists is desirable for a marketing breakthrough in the art market, a fact advertisers are well aware of. Not only have artists stopped being crucial in the world of art, contrary to what Danto and Dickie still believed, now even artistic interests are directly governed by advertisers, who create brands to succeed in the market.

In October 2018, the contemporary street artist known under the pseudonym Banksy, a graffiti artist, but a desirable collector prey nevertheless, caused a trade excess. Although the basic medium chosen by Banksy for his activity is unsuitable for marketing, much like Brillo boxes were, this can also be seen as a marketing challenge. Sotheby’s auctioned his framed stencil spray painting Girl with Balloon (figure 7.3).
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Figure 7.3  In 2018 Sotheby’s auctioned Banksy’s framed stencil sprayGirl with Balloon. Immediately upon being sold for 1.2 million euro, the painting self-destructed in front of the eyes of all present by shredding itself like a paper shredding machine destroys confidential waste. (Instragram).

The auction audience were shocked by the artist’s intervention, which he staged unbeknownst to auctioneers and buyers. Namely, immediately upon being sold for 1.2 million euro, the painting self-destructed in front of the eyes of all present by shredding itself like a paper shredding machine destroys confidential waste. With this gesture, Banksy disrupted the regular process of the art sale and actively intervened in the logic of the market, taking a stand against the subordination of art to the market by rejecting as an artist what is supposed to be understood as his own success—i.e., a successful sale of his product. It was a witty and at the same time insolent gesture—the auctioneers, whom the artist should presumably want to please, lost their prey at the very moment when the transfer of property should have taken place. From the viewpoint of capitalist logic, which seeks to take possession of everything, from land to art and events and people, such intervention was inadmissible, as it prevented taking possession while also destroying the fetish commodity by ostensibly sacrificing its own creative input. However, this is not an original in the classical sense of the word. The framed work was a reference to the known graffito. The street graffito is subject to transience. Graffiti are vulnerable interventions created without the concern of their own preservation, without the aim to land in a museum, a luxurious living room, or a depot as investment goods. In this sense the destruction of the print at the auction is a rigorous execution of this discursive logic in the context of the art market. Should we therefore take this as a critical attack on the institution of art and at the art market? Let’s not overlook that this action earned the artist the central attention of the art market, thus only increasing the appetite of the capital to eventually possess him. Banksy’s gesture can be interpreted as an excellent business move which only increased the exchange value of his works.

NOTES

1. The title of the work is significant for Danto’s theory and the present discussion about a work of art as something with an elevated relevance. The term transfiguration, according to Danto, also includes a reference to the metaphor, which to his mind is essential in art. Danto reflects on what distinguishes commonplace objects from works of art and how something that in appearance is identical to an ordinary object can be elevated to the stature of an artwork. With the term commonplace Danto refers to mere things. The entire title speaks to how an ordinary object can transform into something else—i.e., as we can see in the book, into a work of art; this collocation also has religious (Christian) connotations, through which Danto further emphasizes the particularity and subtlety of this action. In the introduction to The Transfiguration of the Commonplace he writes that he understands “transfigurations of the commonplace” as “banalities made art.” But the meaning of the Latin transfigurare is to change form; the word is composed of the Lat. prefix trans- (beyond, through, across) and the Lat. verb figurare (to form) or Lat. noun figura (form). In the Christian doctrine, transfiguration refers to Christ’s changed appearance before his disciples. Since transfiguration thus involves a visual change, and particularly a change at the level of substance, transubstantiation might be a more adequate term. Still, in Danto the connotation of religion is important, for objects do not transform into something merely ontologically more elevated, but acquire some sort of metaphysical status. It is in a way a religious-metaphysical experience.

2. I have dealt with this topic more broadly in my monograph Konec umetnosti. Genealogija modernega diskurza—od Hegla k Dantu, in pages 173–225.


Chapter 8

Art Addressing Consumerism

The globalized world is still in the phase of late capitalism as defined by Ernst Mandel, signified by the establishment of multinational corporations, globalized markets and work, mass consumerism and the fluid flow of capital, which has taken place from the 1960s onward (Mandel 1972). The question of art’s criticism toward the capitalist system, its ideology, and consumerism is therefore still current. Considering this issue, the recurrent theoretical reference is American materialist aesthetician Fredric Jameson, who was among the first to define culture and art in the context of late capitalism. His theory on postmodernism has gained such theoretical relevance that it has not yet been replaced by any other more current theory of similar or comparable importance. I will therefore revise Jameson’s critique of art which addresses consumerism. The deconstruction of this influential theory is important in order to open space to examine the functioning of the means of consumption, to borrow the term from Georg Ritzer, and the critical potential of artistic intervention into these means. In order to do that, we need to consider the ontological changes through which art has gone and pay attention to performative art, while Jameson, on the other hand, was still focused on a representational mode of art. By being performative and also by setting out actions outside of spaces traditionally designed for art, one can assert that art has a much better chance of engaging in political action in the public space.

Art as the Unconcealment of the Truth

According to the observation of Fredric Jameson, Pop Art as art that appears in the phase of late capitalism reflects commodity fetishism but fails to develop criticism (Jameson 1992, 9). In his observation of consumerism, Jameson examines the problem of commodification. Objects are transformed into commodities and are fetishized. This holds true not only for Coca-Cola but for human subjects as well. Stars such as Marilyn Monroe are transformed into images of themselves. Jameson is focused on the works of art as artifacts. He does not, therefore, for instance, acknowledge that artists, such as Andy Warhol, whose work he discussed, have themselves become fetishized commodities. Instead of broadening his perspective on commodity fetishism, he approached the works of art as if they were still the “consecrated” objects meant for contemplation. Because Warhol’s paintings obviously don’t have this function, he sees them as works of art which are hollow and poor. This perspective is supported by his recognition that a feature of postmodernism is a new depthlessness. He acknowledges “intensities,” which are free-floating and euphoric and which are in accordance with the spirit of consumerism. In contrast, modernism praised depth, living context, space for the observer who had a possibility to supplement the work of art. Loneliness, social fragmentation, and isolation were expressed, and the world of anxiety and alienation was revealed. Instead of deep expressions and existential themes, postmodernism shows and repeats the fetishism of consumer goods and its ubiquity. The situation is comparable to an addiction, “with a whole historically original consumers’ appetite for a world transformed into sheer images of itself and for pseudoevents and ‘spectacles’” (Ibid., 18). Such objects are “simulacrum,” that is, “the identical copy for which no original has ever existed” (Ibid.). Parody and speaking in a dead language are significant for postmodernism. Modernism, on the other hand, is characterized by originality and the search for truth. Jameson refers to Martin Heidegger and his study of Van Gogh’s painting A Pair of Shoes (1886) to outline the characteristics of postmodernism (in art) by comparing Van Gogh’s and Warhol’s shoes.

For Heidegger, art is the “setting-into-work of truth” (Heidegger 1993, 199). He studies the case of the painted peasant shoes and ascertains: “Van Gogh’s painting is the disclosure of what the equipment, the pair of peasant shoes, is in truth” (Ibid., 161). The truth as addressed by Heidegger means “the unconcealment of beings” which the Greek called alētheia (Ibid.). “If there occurs in the work a disclosure of a particular being, disclosing what and how it is, then there is here an occurring, a happening of the truth at work” (Ibid., 161–162) in the work of art. Heidegger deliberately chose a commonly found equipment—a pair of peasant’s shoes, which is a mere thing, a self-contained thing like a block of granite is a material in a definite form. Then he took Van Gogh’s painting of the pair of peasant’s shoes to articulate the significance of the work of art representing the pair of shoes:

From the dark opening of the worn inside of the toilsome tread of the worker stares forth. In the stiffly rugged heaviness of the shoes there is the accumulated tenacity of her slow trudge through the far-spreading and ever-uniform furrows of the field swept by raw wind. On the leather lie the dampness and richness of the soil. [. . . ] This equipment is pervaded by uncomplaining worry as to the certainty of bread. (Ibid., 159)

There is a meaningful difference between the mere thing and the work of art. Everything that the peasant’s shoes are is to be found in the painting. “The peasant woman, on the other hand, simply wears them” (Ibid., 160). Art is thus understood essentially as the agent unconcealing the truth. The work of art presents it. At the same time, what art is “should be inferable from the work” (Ibid., 144). There is work invested in the work of art that makes it a work. Heidegger sees art as essentially artifactual. In addition, this thingly element, as Heidegger called it, actually refers to the sensual character of art. “The thingly element is so irremovably present in the artwork that we are compelled rather to say conversely that the architectural work is in stone, the carving is in wood, the painting in color, the linguistic work in speech, the musical composition in sound” (Ibid., 145). At this point, we recall Georg W. F. Hegel’s consideration that “art presents itself to sense, feeling, intuition, imagination” (Hegel 1975, 5). The beautiful has its being in “pure appearance” (Ibid., 4). “But appearance itself is essential to essence. Truth would not be truth if it did not show itself and appear” (Ibid., 8). Hegel required the freedom of art. Art in general can serve other ends and in this sense is a mere passing amusement. This required autonomy of art, its freedom, makes fine art “truly art, and it only fulfills its supreme task when it has placed itself in the same sphere as religion and philosophy, and when it is simply one way of bringing to our minds and expressing the Divine, the deepest interests of mankind, and the most comprehensive truths of the spirit” (Ibid., 7). For Hegel, art assures a special kind of appearance through which it communicates what is “inherently true” (Ibid., 8). Art is a special kind of representation for both Hegel as well as Heidegger. For Hegel, even if it subordinates itself to serious aims and produces serious effects, the means that art uses for this purpose is deception (Ibid., 4). The “representations of art” are “a deceptive appearance”; truer representations would be of historiography, however, the content of the latter “remains burdened with the entire contingency of ordinary life and its events, complications, and individualities, whereat the work of art brings before us the eternal powers that govern history without this appendage of the immediate sensuous present and its unstable appearance” (Ibid., 9).

For Heidegger, truth is the truth of Being. “Beauty does not occur apart from this truth. When truth sets itself into the work, it appears. Appearance—as this kind of being of truth in the work and as work—is beauty. Thus the beautiful belongs to truth’s propriative event” (Heidegger 1993, 206). In Heidegger’s view, art has such high status that the truth can or even must happen as art. Yet, he concludes the discussion on the origin of the work of art with a reference to Hegel’s question which “remains: Is art still an essential and necessary way in which that truth happens which is decisive for our historical existence, or is art no longer of this character?” (Ibid., 205)

Jameson finally answers this question in a way with his criticism of Pop Art, which actually appears in direct opposition to what Heidegger and Hegel comprehended as art. Pop Art and the whole culture of postmodernism, as observed by Jameson, do not assure any unconcealment of the truth, they don’t create any such representations. Pop Art products are not “works” in the Heideggerian sense; they are simulacrums. “Appropriately enough, the culture of the simulacrum comes to life in a society where exchange value has been generalized to the point at which the very memory of use value is effaced, a society of which Guy Debord has observed, in an extraordinary phrase, that in it ‘the image has become the final form of commodity reification’” (Jameson 1992, 18).

Jameson is focused on the problem of the image and its representational ability, whereas, according to his observation, Pop Art fails to present the truth in the manner as Van Gogh’s painting represents the peasant shoes by communicating the truth about the life, the everyday struggles and worries of the peasant. Warhol’s paintings, according to Jameson, don’t stand for any kind of truth or reality they would aim to unconceal. They are “empty” signifiers, bare images oriented only toward themselves.

The way Jameson understood Van Gogh’s paintings is accordant with Guy Debord’s comprehension of images in the society of the spectacle: “Everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation” (Debord 1989, 7). This does not mean that the images follow and depict reality. Debord placed stress on the fragmentation of views that takes place with the flood of images, which finally establishes a separate “pseudo-world.” Therefore, “The spectacle is a concrete inversion of life, an autonomous movement of the nonliving” (Ibid.). The simulacrum is conceptualized as an illusion of reality, wherein the signifier no longer refers to reality. Yet, the criticism of images has relevant ground in Plato’s criticism of images as substitutes for the real things. According to the Platonian perspective, images are to be examined in relation to the truth. Images have a secondary status in this regard, as they are not real or true, therefore also not, as formulated by Susan L. Feagin “as powerful as the original, and so they are condemned as being weak imitations of the real thing, with a correlative tendency to confuse us about the nature of truth and reality” (Feagin 1995, 267). Yet Feagin contributed an important argument against this assertion that images are weaker than the original, namely she claimed that “substitutes extend the power of the original” by making the signified being present in different places at once, such as the emperor in every province, the Virgin Mary on every altar, ancestors in every vestibule, the president in every post office. Ludwig Feuerbach (1841) noticed the power of images, which is based on widening the gap between the signifier and the referent and which inverts the relevance of the original in favor of the copy: “But certainly for the present age, which prefers the sign to the thing signified, the copy to the original, fancy to reality, the appearance to the essence, this change, inasmuch as it does away with illusion, is an absolute annihilation, or at least a reckless profanation; for in these days illusion only is sacred, truth profane” (Feuerbach 1855, 10).

This remark of Feuerbach that truth has become profane and the illusion sacred anticipated the notion of the simulacrum as conceptualized by Jean Baudrillard:

Neofiguration is an invocation of resemblance, but at the same time the flagrant proof of the disappearance of objects in their very representation: hyperreal. Therein objects shine in a sort of hyperresemblance [. . .] that makes it so that fundamentally they no longer resemble anything, except the empty figure of resemblance, the empty form of representation. (Baudrillard 1994, 45)

As regards the showing of art works to the public, Jameson did not pay attention to the exhibiting environment in which art is to take place. Here, there is a relevant difference between the ever-present images and the spaces appropriate for showing art. These spaces create conditions for certain devotion and to perform a ritual to experience art, which holds some religious qualities of experiencing art. Walter Benjamin, one of the scholars of the Frankfurt school, linked traditional sorts of artwork, such as paintings, to the cult—magic and religion:

Originally, the embeddedness of an artwork in the context of tradition found expression in a cult. As we know, the earliest artworks originated in the service of rituals—first magical, then religious. And it is highly significant that the artwork’s auratic mode of existence is never entirely severed from its ritual function. (Benjamin 2006, 105)

Feagin considered paintings to be the ones to have the transformative power for the spaces to become ritualistic places: “paintings transform the space, and place, where they are, into one where certain ritual observances are appropriate” (Feagin 1995, 265). It could be added however that paintings also have a sort of transformative power for the observers, which is particularly effective if they are shown in spaces that establish better conditions to bring this power to effect. Precisely for this reason, to enable the enforcement of this power which is supported by the ritual, modernism established the gallery as a white cube. The white cube is still the appropriate space for showing Warhol’s paintings. The carefully designed gallery creates an ideological context that enables the objects exhibited there to become consecrated as the works of art. The art gallery also supports the ritual of experiencing art and of the contemplation of the works of art. In such a manner, the artistic context establishes the conditions for the truth to happen through the work of art. It seems that such were also Jameson’s expectations, as he was shocked by the flatness of Warhol’s paintings.

Heidegger was aware of the proper way to present such works of art as he appreciated, which is to exhibit them. This means that how art is presented is not irrelevant. This setting up, however, does not mean a bare placing. Setting up a work is “an erecting that consecrates and praises,” “the work opens up a world and keeps it abidingly in force” (Heidegger 1993, 169). Exhibition establishes conditions for the consecration of the works of art. Heidegger recognizes the analogy between the sacred temples and art exhibitions. The spaces of art consolidate the sacredness of art and invite people to perform rituals of the appreciation of art. The work of art opens up a world at the exhibition as well as the temple opens up a world. “The temple-work, standing there, opens up a world and at the same time sets this world back again on earth” (Ibid., 168). The temple comprises sacredness: “By means of the temple, the god is present in the temple” (Ibid., 167).

One aspect of the end of art, addressed by Hegel and Heidegger, but also by Jameson, can be related to the withdrawal of the sacredness related to art and its enjoyment. Jameson actually determined this has happened with Pop Art. Consumerism as a theme entered the world of art. In addition, the works of art have themselves become fetishized commodities par excellence. This is another effect of consumerism that Jameson did not recognize. But art also moved out of the context of art into other public spheres and into the centers of consumption. In order that this could become possible, art had to change its ontological status from being the representational means for unconcealing the truth to becoming an action, a performance, an intervention. Not only have changes occurred to the institution of art, the religious moment has found its place in the increasingly growing centers of consumption. These facts open up space for quite different considerations about consumerism and art in late capitalism.

Interventions into the Temples of Consumption

In his study of postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism, Jameson noted that it was from architectural debates that his own conception of postmodernism initially began to emerge (Jameson 1992, 2). In architecture, postmodernism stages itself as aesthetic populism, which has at least the merit to efface the high-modernist frontier between high culture and commercial culture (Ibid.). Although interested in consumerism as the central feature of late capitalism, Jameson, however, does not examine how the means of consumption seduce the consumer and how shopping malls organize people’s behavior. He is not interested in the consumer’s experience of shopping, the milieu in which consumption takes place, consumers’ psychology, their shopping addiction, and the ideology at work in the places of consumption. All these are the actual grounds that establish the cultural logic and the success of late capitalism. At about the same time that Jameson first published his theory of postmodernism (in 1984), American theologian Ira G. Zepp analyzed shopping malls as ceremonial centers (Zepp 1986). Zepp acknowledged that in the urban United States (of that time, in the 1980s) people continue to seek community, construct centered spaces and ritualize their lives, this time through shopping malls. These comprise mythic geometry, architectural rhetoric and offer a meaningful variety of human activities that take place there. Even earlier than Zepp, in 1980, cultural anthropologist Alexander Moore analyzed Walt Disney World as a ritual space and a playful pilgrimage center. Moore ascertained that Walt Disney World organizes behavior by combining play and ritual, which “comprise a metaprocess of expressive behavior rooted in our mammalian past” (Moore 1980, 207). The ritualization of the lives of the majority of people in late capitalism has not only fundamentally evolved around consumerism. The means of consumption have become the “cathedrals of consumption,” ascertained George Ritzer and he points out the “quasi-religious, ‘enchanted’ nature of such new settings” (Ritzer 2005, x). He establishes that people make “pilgrimages” to these places, “in order to practice our consumer religion” (Ibid.). These means of consumption are structured to have enchanted, even sacred, religious character. For example, sociologist Peter Corrigan acknowledged that “the Church and industry can draw upon the same awe-inspiring techniques” and recognized “department stores as similar to cathedrals” (Corrigan 1997, 56). They are immense, vast gigantic, with huge galleries and staircases inside the buildings that enable one to look down into the vast and bustling throng. Corrigan compares the effects of the architecture of the sites of consumption with architecture of the church: “size is a characteristic of many buildings that are designed to awe small human creatures” (Ibid., 55). The other relevant idea emphasized by Corrigan regarding shopping malls is that they provide everything. He links this idea to the “broader notions of power: rulers who really can provide everything will forever have people in their debt, and a department store may well borrow some of the same effect” (Ibid.). Suddenly such a place “almost magically abolishes all thought of deficits or shortages” (Ibid.).

Ritzer further establishes that shopping malls have become “more than commercial and financial enterprises; they have much in common with the religious centers of traditional civilizations” (Ritzer 2005, 8). People are enthusiastically part of consumer society, and these settings offer the “greatest spectacle” (Ibid., xi). Because we can easily grow bored, the consumption settings compete to see “which one can put on the greatest show” (Ibid.). Not only shopping malls, but different types of settings “are rushing to emulate the cathedrals of consumption,” such as universities, fast food restaurants, souvenir shops, video arcades (Ibid., x), and even megachurches which offer aerobic classes, bowling alleys, counseling centers, and multimedia bible classes (Ibid., 23).

Zygmunt Bauman analyzed shopping as a rite of exorcism. People are “running after pleasurable—tactile, visual or olfactory—sensations, or after the delights of the palate, promised by colourful and glittering objects displayed on the supermarket shelves” or “sensations promised by a session with a counselling expert. But they are also trying to find an escape from the agony called insecurity” (Bauman 2000, 81). The crowds gather in the temples of consumption, but not in order to talk and socialize, points out Bauman. Encounters in a crowded space are brief and shallow. People don’t establish deeper or more complex relationships. However, crowded the place may be, it is not collective, reflects Bauman. “To deploy Althusser’s memorable phrase, whoever enters such spaces is ‘interpellated’ qua individual, called to suspend or tear up the bonds and shed loyalties or put them on a side burner” (Ibid., 97). This fundamental link between the means of consumption and ideology is crucial to understanding the processes of subjectification and desubjectification taking place via the means of consumption, which is itself an apparatus. As demonstrated by Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben, apparatuses in a disciplinary society seize the bodies in the very process of their desubjectification. In order to produce new subjects, the apparatuses first split the subject through the negation and at the same time the assumption of the old. The apparatus of the prison, for instance, produces “the constitution of a subject and of a milieu of delinquents, who then become the subject of new—and, this time, perfectly calculated—techniques of governance” (Agamben 2009, 20). In a quite similar manner, the means of consumption produce the constitution of a subject and a milieu of consumers who become the subject of the calculated technique of governance, altogether with the ultimate objective to accumulate capital and to increase the economic and political power of the social elite.

In 2003, Laibach, the founding art and musical group of the art collective Neue Slowenische Kunst, performed a visit to the shopping mall City Park in Ljubljana (figure 8.1). As part of their outfits, the group wore a kind of military uniform particularly reminiscent of the Wehrmacht uniform. The group became known for provoking the public during the disintegration of the Eastern Bloc with ambiguous performances with which they addressed the functioning of totalitarian systems. Their interventions were a torment for a society with collective memory of the German and Italian occupation. Within the performance Einhauf (Shopping), they simply took a shopping cart and walked in a military style around the mall, doing their shopping in their uniforms with serious expressions on their faces. Their performance was uncomfortable for the people present in the given context. The consumers felt threatened and security guards were unsure whether or not to stop the intervention. The invisible envelope of the Arcadian environment designed for enjoyment and relaxation was suddenly broken. The action unconcealed the fact that the consumerist space is clearly politically structured in a totalitarian manner, as it does not tolerate any penetration of other ideas, behaviors, rites, or ideologies. The performance showed the parallels between consumer ideology, as well as the functioning of its means of consumption, and political totalitarian systems. The seemingly nonpolitical consumerism is proved to be fundamentally political. Art has, in this case, shocked the present public who was not expecting to come in contact with art in that context. Its function was to awaken consumers and to unconceal the political structure of the temple of consumption.
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Figure 8.1  Laibach,Einkauf, 2003. The group Laibach has performed shopping soon after the opening of shopping mall City Park in Ljubljana. Photographer: Sašo Podgoršek. Courtesy of Laibach.

Temples of consumption offer “the comforting impression of belonging” (Bauman 2000, 99). Bauman pictured the places as a “floating boat,” a “self-contained ‘place without a place,’” which is a “purified space.” The place had been cleansed of variety and difference; the differences inside “are tamed, sanitized, guaranteed to come free of dangerous ingredients – and so be unthreatening,” so that “what is left is pure, unalloyed and uncontaminated amusement” (Ibid.). The isolative and the excluding character of the temples of consumption is complete:

The place is well protected against those likely to break this rule—all sorts of intruders, meddlers, spoilsports and other busybodies who would interfere with the consumer’s or shopper’s splendid isolation. The well supervised, properly surveilled and guarded temple of consumption is an island of order, free from beggars, loiterers, stalkers and prowlers—or at least expected and assumed to be so. (Ibid., 98)

Consumption is related to the destruction of critical potential and moral indifference. In 2006, the artist Sašo Sedlaček hit to the core of this problem with his project Beggar (figure 8.2). The Beggar is a robot made at home from recycled material, designed to help socially marginalized people. Sedlaček noticed that the huge places of consumption are exclusionary, as there are no homeless people to be found there, whereas poverty is an increasing social problem. Despite replacing historic city centers, these places have not fully assumed the function of an open public space for all (Tratnik 2009, 18). The Beggar was let into the City Center in Ljubljana as a robot collecting money for the homeless. It collected much more than homeless people collect in the same time frame on the street, selling their newspaper Street Kings which is meant to be an alternative to direct begging. This says a lot about the compassion people have toward the poor compared to the sympathies we have toward digital technology. If, on the one hand, people feel uncomfortable when confronted by poverty and homelessness which may invoke feelings of fear, on the other hand, they are attracted to the mechanical, or even more with the digital, gadgets that they can play with.
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Figure 8.2  Sašo Sedlaček,Beggar, 2006. The robot was designed from recycled technological devices and sent to collect money in the shopping mall (City Park, Ljubljana) to help socially marginalized people. Courtesy of the artist.

The means of consumption rely on the mechanism of seduction. Bauman recognized that the heavy, Fordist-style capitalism, passed over to the light, consumer-friendly capitalism. If the first was the world of the rulers, law-givers, and supervisors who directed other people, the latter has preserved authorities, but they have been allowed to coexist. The authorities of light capitalism no longer command, but they ingratiate themselves with the chooser; they tempt and seduce (Bauman 2000, 63). Yet in a consumer society, everything is a matter of choice except the compulsion to choose. This compulsion grows to an addiction and is thus no longer perceived as a compulsion (Ibid., 73).

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the former communist European countries started to join the European Union one after another, as to an alliance of the European countries with a collective political governance and a foundation in capitalism. In the former communist countries, the shopping centers were quickly built during the transition to capitalism. The phenomenon of consumerism at once struck the population in these countries. People who experienced a shortage of goods under the previous regime and used to smuggle them from other countries, where they would go on shopping trips, were suddenly overwhelmed by the richness of the offer, the surplus of commodities that suddenly appeared near their homes. They were enchanted by the means of consumption and the complete experience that shopping at once became. The population, disappointed with the previous ideology, was subject to uncritically accept the arrival of the new capitalist ideology. The directors Vít Klusák and Filip Remunda showed how high the level of seduction and even addiction to shopping was for the Czech population in 2004, with their film project The Czech Dream. They studied the components required for the successful establishment of a shopping mall, apart from its construction, that would draw the consumers to the defined location. Klusák and Remunda built the whole promotion of the coming center; they made out their own appearance, conducted the advertising campaign and even produced a theme song to emotionally attract the consumers. Finally, people arrived many hours before the expected opening of the mall, but the location was just a rural field, and instead of wandering in the shopping mall, they got a chance to take a walk in the countryside. Many of the people who had arrived expecting to have a shopping experience felt angry. Afterward, the project triggered rich public discussions as rarely seen regarding consumerism, the role of art and public financing of art, as well as on the political question of joining the European Union, which was current at the time.

In 2003, Sašo Sedlaček collected the advertising leaflets that he had been receiving from the shopping centers and invited the public to build bricks out of this material in the gallery space (Kapelica Gallery). With a group of colleagues, he then conducted an action: with those bricks, they built a wall with which they closed off the entrance of the City Park in Ljubljana. He accompanied the intervention, which he named Just Do It!, by stating that he was only giving back what he had received and had not asked for (figures 8.3, 8.4 and 8.5).
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Figure 8.3  Sašo Sedlaček,Just Do It!, 2003. Sedlaček collected the advertising leaflets that he had been receiving from the shopping centers and invited the public to build bricks out of this material in the gallery space (Kapelica Gallery) (figure 8.4). With a group of colleagues, he then conducted an action: with those bricks they built wall with which they closed off the entrance of the City Park in Ljubljana (figure 8.5). Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 8.4  Sašo Sedlaček,Just Do It!, 2003. Courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 8.5  Sašo Sedlaček,Just Do It!, 2003. Courtesy of the artist.

These cases of performative art unconceal the truth of capitalism, its refined hidden mechanisms and ideology, as well as its (side) effects, such as the increase in poverty within the population, ecological pollution due to the hyper-production of goods, shopping centers, and promotional material. Art is, in this case, not experienced through the mechanism of contemplation. Its function is to stimulate critical thinking. This is possible with an intervention of art into the marrow of capitalism, into its means of consumption which is the capitalist means of enchantment. This is an intervention into the Church of capitalism, the sacred environment, where the consecrated ritual of seduction takes place.

Art in the Phase of Late Capitalism

Jameson’s mourning for contemporary art that does not fulfill expectations to be critical toward capitalism is grounded in his ontology of art. His comprehension of true art is built upon Martin Heidegger’s concept of art. For Heidegger, art is expected to communicate truth. Heidegger’s ontology of the work of art rests upon Hegel’s ontology of art, according to which art has the status of representation in the sense that it is established as a secondary reality which is set in relation to the first. As such it functions as a medium, intervened by the artist, which can facilitate the unconcealment of the truth. Jameson’s ontology of art did not pay regard to the rising phenomenon of the temples of consumption which are the crucial point for the examination of culture in late capitalism. Jameson did not fully consider the passage of capitalism from the end of the nineteenth century or the beginning of the twentieth century to contemporaneity, or from what Zygmunt Bauman called the “heavy,” Fordist-style capitalism, to the light, consumer-friendly capitalism which is signified by the growth of temples of consumption. Jameson, furthermore, did not consider the great changes that art had gone through in the second half of the twentieth century, from the representational to the performative mode of art. If he considered art as performative and had searched for its task in relation to the interpellation of the consumer, supported with the specially designed environments as centers of experience, he might have imagined the possibility of critical art in the context of late capitalism much differently.


Chapter 9

Creativity in the Service of Capital

The Cultural and Creative Industries

The Creative Economy

The creative economy as an important sector of modern economy, encompassing all creative and related professions, comprising the creative and cultural industries, is promised to be an area of infinite opportunity. During the 1940s, the authors of the Frankfurt School critically analyzed the rise of the culture industry, understanding it as one which augments the capital of the wealthiest class of society and acts as a means of blunting critical thinking in society. Today, the ruling political authorities promote the development of cultural and creative industries, interpreting them as industries conveying a cultural expression regardless of the commercial or useful value they may have.

The creative economies comprise all creative activities, including art. With that, the creative economy usurps the field of creativity in general, as art is not interpreted as a social practice that is essentially distinct from the creative practices in the service of capital. Contemporary interpretations of the creative economy (by UNESCO, the European Commission, Caves, Howkins) exhibit similarities to the definitions of art. In modernity, art established itself as an independent social sphere which is not in the service of other interests. To properly comprehend creativity, creative professions, and art in contemporaneity, it is important to first understand the creative practices in antiquity, when these were defined as techné and art was not perceived as the specific social practice that it has become, then in the circumstances of bourgeois society, when the market established itself and art entered it too, and, finally, during the romantic era, when art assumed the meaning of an insurgent social practice. Should contemporary art be understood as insurgent or socially critical in this day and age too, then it cannot conceptually coincide with the cultural and creative industries, as these are, after all, in the service of socially dominant ideologies. Indeed, if we are steering creativity toward utility and profitability, concepts consistent with the cultural and creative industries, aren’t we shutting down artistic creativity and, eventually, critical thinking?

According to the British government, the creative economy is a term encompassing both creative industries and other creative occupations outside these (Department for Culture, Media, and Sport 2014, 5). The creative economy is an important economic sector of modern society. The statistics show that in 2012 in the United Kingdom, this sector employed 8.5 percent of the population. The creative economy includes professions in the fields of advertising and marketing; architecture; crafts; product, graphic, and fashion design; film, television, video, radio, and photography; information technology (IT), software and computer services; publishing; museums, galleries, and libraries; music, performing, and visual arts. Not only do public relations and communication activities, advertising agencies and media representation, for instance, count among creative industry occupations from the fields of advertising and marketing but creative economy in broader terms also includes advertising and sales directors, as well as marketing associate professionals.

In its report on the creative economy, the United Nations organization states that two key concepts are fundamental to understanding what the creative economy comprises and how it functions in developed and developing countries: the concepts of culture industry and creative industry (UNDP/UNCTAD 2010, 3). The UN further finds that the definitions of creative industries in academic literature and policy-making circles have been quite inconsistent, particularly in relation to the parallel concept of cultural industries. Sometimes the differences between the two concepts are emphasized; sometimes the terms are used synonymously. Cultural economics or the economy of culture is a concept used by politicians and academicians when dealing with the economic aspects of cultural policy (Ibid., 5). In 2010, the European Commission provided the following working definition of cultural and creative industries in its document titled Green Paper—Unlocking the Potential of Cultural and Creative Industries:

“Cultural industries” are those industries producing and distributing goods or services which at the time they are developed are considered to have a specific attribute, use or purpose which embodies or conveys cultural expressions, irrespective of the commercial value they may have. Besides the traditional arts sectors (performing arts, visual arts, cultural heritage—including the public sector), they include film, DVD and video, television and radio, video games, new media, music, books and press. This concept is defined in relation to cultural expressions in the context of the 2005 UNESCO Convention on the protection and promotion of the diversity of cultural expressions. ‘Creative industries’ are those industries which use culture as an input and have a cultural dimension, although their outputs are mainly functional. They include architecture and design, which integrate creative elements into wider processes, as well as subsectors such as graphic design, fashion design or advertising. (European Commission 2010, 5–6)

Rosamund Davies and Gauti Sigthorsson have established that the cultural industries as a unified category do not exist, which is why in their book they consider them as an umbrella term covering numerous different activities, products, and services (Davies and Sigthorsson 2013, 1). The inconsistency in defining the fields, on the one hand, and the time frame attributable to the emergence of creative as well as cultural industries, on the other, are related to serious questions concerning the task and function of art, as well as the integration of new technologies into the cultural sphere. The creation of objects with an expressive and symbolic value as well as the quality of practical use is as old as humanity itself; the exchange of these objects is some sort of economy. But Adorno and Horkheimer have observed that in the media suitable to be distributed to mass audiences, there is a shameless focus on an industrial production of “cultural” products, and junk is delivered to consumers instead of quality contents, that is, art:

Films and radio no longer need to present themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but business is used as an ideology to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce. They call themselves industries, and the published figures for their directors’ incomes quell any doubts about the social necessity of their finished products. (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 95)

The UN traces the term culture industry back to the Frankfurt School, which presented pessimistic views of the relation between culture and capitalist enterprises, which some continue to adhere to even today, particularly in the context of the debate on the threat of a global cultural homogenization. However, writes the UN, during the 1960s, numerous analysts began to recognize that the process of commodification does not always or necessarily lead to a degeneration of cultural expression. Thus in the 1980s, many academics and politicians acknowledged the culture industry as a positive label referring to cultural production and consumption with a symbolic or expressive element at its core (UNDP/UNESCO 2013, 20). During the 1980s, UNESCO, too, promoted the culture industry globally, gathering under this term a gamut of fields, such as music, visual arts, publishing, film, and television production, and not limiting its range of activity to technology-intensive production but also including crafts, since much of the cultural production in developing countries is artisanal in nature. According to this interpretation, the cultural industries can also encompass investment in traditional rural crafts, which enables local producers of cultural products to generate family income, especially if other income opportunities are scarce. Such products hold important economic, as well as social and cultural value (Ibid., 20). UNESCO considers the cultural industries as those industries that “combine the creation, production and commercialization of contents which are intangible and cultural in nature. These contents are typically protected by copyright and they can take the form of goods or services” (UNDP/UNCTAD 2010, 5). Another important aspect of the cultural industries for UNESCO is that they are central to the promotion and preservation of cultural diversity and to ensuring democratic access to culture.

Art as Craft and Autonomous Art: Creativity in Western Tradition

Such a broad notion of cultural industries covers both fields, that is, what we have conceptualized as art through modernity as well as what we call artistic craft or applied arts. A comparison between art and the creative industries is thus appropriate, but to do that we have to review the historical conceptualization of art. It is also important to highlight the premises such as artisanship, creativity, utility, the commodity character of products and services, and ideological positioning. The latter in particular is crucial in art, which inherits romantic revolutionism and is understood as an agent of critical thinking. In contrast, the creative economy presents what it has taken from art as a cultural good, delivering it for the purpose of consumption, greedily absorbing into its system anything that can be interpreted through association with creativity, and promising in the process the dream of prosperity and success for everyone.

To Aristotle, what we nowadays understand as either art or craft was both comprehended in the term techné, which also covered medicine. Techné was to him the cunning of a mind able to outwit nature and turn it to its own advantage. He who uses techné, learns from nature, its laws and functioning, imitating it in this sense (mimesis) but is able to do better—to complete what nature has started. This, for example, is how we can interpret the purpose of medicine—medicine heals, much like nature does, but is able to do much more and is in this sense superior to nature. That is why art and culture in Aristotle’s and later Hegel’s systems ranked higher than nature, its functioning and its products. At the same time, up until the period of romanticism, there was an understanding of art as tied to skills and rules that had survived from the ancient notion of art as a skill or technique. In the conflict between the modern and the ancient, art as a skill and creating in accordance with “the rules” represents the side that is linked to academicism and which the modern oppose. Until the Renaissance, there was a distinction between “liberal arts” and crafts. Artes liberales were not tied to material presence. Juxtaposed to them were “mechanical arts” or artes vulgares, which in the process of creation also involved physical power, and were a sort of craft. These included painting and sculpture, and not, for instance, poetry. During the Renaissance, artes liberales and artes vulgares merged. Gradually, the notion of art as has been preserved to date established. To this day, architecture oscillates between art and craft. The Renaissance episteme was based on imitation, with the sight as the most appreciated among the senses. But the Renaissance placed foremost importance on the explanation of the existence of the world and the functioning of things. The artist, too, had to learn about natural principles, which he then employed in his representation of the world. As a result, imitation was not merely an optical mirroring of the surfaces but rather a reflection of the world distilled down to its essence. This meant re-producing the world, as well as perfecting it. Leonardo da Vinci ranked painting the highest of all activities. In Hegel’s view, art, though surpassed by both religion and philosophy, was a third way to present a true idea to the spirit. Hegel saw a deficiency of art in the fact that it commits itself to the sensuous, which prevents the spirit from being represented in its true conception, “[f]or spirit is the infinite subjectivity of the Idea, which as absolute inwardness cannot freely and truly shape itself outwardly on condition of remaining molded into a bodily existence as the one appropriate to it” (Hegel 1988, 79).1 Much later, Martin Heidegger would place art at the highest level, for according to his explanation, art is that which best reveals the truth of things.

As the understanding of art changes in time and space, it is impossible to capture in this treatise all its conceptions; nor is that my intention. What interests me is the basis on which art is understood as related to or different from craft. The understanding of art as techné brings art closer to craft. Related to that are the skills which were required of the artist and because of which art was already perceived as a sort of craft. As late as the Renaissance, works of art were still created in workshops and were thus considered as handicraft products. The production of works of art on commission was an additional factor in understanding art as craft. The distinction between these two categories started to become clearer later on when art began to develop as an autonomous social sphere, separate and independent of others, with its own laws and focus on exclusively artistic research. Art in this form established itself only in the eighteenth century, as did two disciplines specifically preoccupied with art, namely, the history of art and aesthetics as a philosophy of art. Such autonomous art served no other interests but artistic. In a narrower sense, only such art could genuinely be considered art. Hans Belting reflected on the era of art and on the time preceding it (Belting 1987).2 Similar discontinuity can, according to Belting and Danto, be identified between the art produced during the era of art and art produced after the end of this period. That is why the discourse about the end of art or of the history of art also calls forth reflections on the end of the era of art.

The necessary condition for autonomous art was the establishment of bourgeois society. Jürgen Habermas studied the structural transformations of the public space. With the town taking over the cultural functions, the court as a public sphere lost its leading status. The formation and growth of towns considerably democratized the access to works of art. Whereas the addressees, users, and critics of art and literature in seventeenth-century France were primarily people from court circles, gradually they would come to include urban nobility and the thin upper stratum of the middle class. New forms of gathering and socialization took shape among people interested in art, which were tied to the urban space. Specific institutions assumed the role of representative points of dissemination, production, and evaluation of art—the eighteenth century saw the emergence of literary salons, coffee houses, and bourgeois clubs (Habermas 1991, 31–36). Although the salons, which connected urban aristocracy and important writers, artists, and scientists (who were often of middle-class origin), at first still retained the elements of the noble code of conduct and constituted a peculiar enclave, the ideas, works of art, artists, audiences, and critics circulated with increasingly more freedom. Centers of dissemination of art developed, such as literary papers, exhibition spaces, opera houses, and theaters, which undoubtedly changed the reception of artworks (Ibid., 40–43).

With the town displacing the court as the upholder of culture, art became increasingly human, and rather than conveying the image of power and greatness, it aspired to be beautiful and agreeable—it was meant to be attractive and yield pleasure. It was in this sense that the bourgeoisie saw the role of art in Western capitalist societies. However, we should not neglect the fact that the rise of art as a social discipline was only made possible by the bourgeoisie, which ensured it social reputation. For the nobility, art was merely a means of representation, a propaganda tool, an item of decoration and entertainment, while the middle class began to value it as the core of spiritual goods, a source of satisfaction and comfort. While the public space underwent a transformation, art became rapidly tied to collecting and sponsorship. The changes that took place mostly in the eighteenth century, crucially marked art and its role as well as importance in society since. Or, as Raymond Williams persuades us, only in the eighteenth century did art and culture acquire their modern meaning of a sphere that is detached from the reproduction of social life. Formerly referring to any human skill, art now came to signify a specific set of skills: imaginative and creative. From a skill, it developed into a sort of institution, a body of activities of a certain kind (Williams 1960, xiii).

Arnold Hauser studied another important factor: the establishment of the market and the changed forms of labor relations involving the artist. The decline of the religiously marked Romanesque met with the late medieval monetary and market economy and the concurrent development of the bourgeoisie. With living conditions changing, art changed too. Although craftsmanship and commerce emerged as early as the twelfth century and were immediately followed by the first stage of production stepping away from direct consumption and, in turn, the artist moving away from the private interest, true commodification did not yet take place in this period. In the Renaissance, the artist’s focus redirected importantly from the practical task (of assistant, teacher, propagandist, etc.) to the awareness of his personal understanding and views of things. In the fifteenth century, the bourgeoisie began to commission paintings for private purposes in greater numbers, and arrays of paintings could since be found in the homes of rich citizens as well, not only in palaces and castles of monarchs and the nobility, as before. (Hauser 1992, 34)

Hauser called attention to a turning point in the history of art which occurred with the appearance of the art connoisseur and art collector, which not only transformed the art market but also shifted the artist’s goals and his role in the life of society (Ibid., 35–36). Before, the art market was mostly ruled by the demand and only to a lesser extent marked by the supply; now, the patron placing a commission turned into a person interested in art and a prospective buyer, the art user into an art lover, connoisseur and collector, that is, into a modern art consumer who no longer ordered what he needed but rather bought what was offered. The understanding and appreciation was made possible by the knowledge of art history and aesthetics. This, in turn, allowed the art to focus on artistic research, explore the artistic medium, investigate the question of form, and, finally, address ontological issues. These circumstances pushed art into an autonomous sphere, separating it from handicraft. Fine art became increasingly independent from daily use, and the artist started to produce artworks for the free market. But up to the fifteenth century, the artist was still considered a craftsman and fine art a handicraft; this notion only changed after the autonomy of high, nonutilitarian art had been recognized. The followers of art and buyers helped develop the notion of art without a definable purpose but in pursuit of ideal form—this doctrine was, according to Hauser, very close to the idea of art for art’s sake philosophy (Ibid., 36). Thus, the modern understanding of art rooted in the emergence of middle-class society and in the free market was that of a special, autonomous sphere without a direct practical meaning. It is only from then on that we can begin to speak of an art which is not taken into someone’s service but is internally bound and has evolved into an independent profession. Such autonomous and in this way free sphere has art become in modernity.

Creativity in the Cultural and Creative Industries: The Importance of the Market

During the eighteenth century, interestingly, art was established as a cultural activity producing cultural products with the same characteristics as those that the United Nations recognized in the products of the creative and cultural industries. Cultural products and services, such as works of art, musical performances, literature, film, television programs, and videogames, according to the definition by the UN, all have in common the following characteristics: (1) their production requires an input of human creativity; (2) they are the media through which symbolic messages are conveyed to those who consume them, that is, they are more than merely utilitarian, since they additionally serve some higher communicative objectives; and (3) they contain, at least potentially, some intellectual property that can be ascribed to an individual or group producing a good or service. Alternatively, or additionally, cultural goods or services can be defined by the type of value they incorporate or generate. In other words, one could say that these goods and services, in addition to commercial value, possess a certain cultural value which cannot always be determined in monetary terms (UNDP/UNCTAD 2010, 4–5).

Emphasizing the dual nature of the products of the creative and cultural industries—the cultural or creative and economic—leads back to the notion of art as established in the eighteenth century. The decisive turn with regard to the capital mode of production and the related free market, which left a mark on art as well, can be located at the turn of the eighteenth century. From the point of view of the free market, cultural products, too, acquired the status of goods.

Furthermore, the concept of creativity as the provision that is supposed to apply to both art and the creative and cultural industries does not get us far in terms of defining or distinguishing between these notions, as different definitions of creativity have been known over time and still can be found in interpretations of the creative and cultural industries. The UN’s definition of artistic and other creativities states that artistic creativity involves imagination and a capacity to generate original ideas and new ways of interpreting the world, expressed in text, sound, and image; scientific creativity involves curiosity and problem solving; economic creativity is a dynamic process leading toward innovation and technology, business practices, marketing, etc., and is closely connected with gaining competitive advantages in the economy (Ibid., 3).

Moreover, not only the concepts of cultural and creative industries and art overlap, art itself is already comprised in the concept of the cultural and even creative industries. In the United Kingdom, politics statistically measures the degree of creative intensity in occupations in the creative industries—with the highest percentage being held by artistic creation (91.5%), and the lowest by museum activities (22.3 %) (Department for Culture, Media, and Sport 2014, 27). Adorno and Horkheimer would have construed the contemporary creative industries and the accompanying discourse on the creative economy in the same way they did the culture industry; that is, in the context of enlightenment, for everything in the creative economy has to bow to calculability and utility as the enlightenment requires (Adorno and Horkheimer 2002, 3).

If we understand an artist, such as a painter, as a creator in creative industries, we consider his work to be different from a purely artistic creation, particularly due to the emphasis on market calculability and in terms of the utility of his artwork. Richard Caves also reflects about traditional occupations, such as painting, in the perspective of the creative industries. He is interested in finding ways to help a visual artist who is looking at having to make a career shift or settling for merely scraping by in his current profession. Caves proposes an economic apprenticeship for artists. He promotes artists’ training for a better cooperation with the dealer of his works and for efficient communication of information about his creative works to the final buyers (Caves 2001, 21). Following Caves’ recommendation, the artist can remain in his profession and continue to create according to his creative impulse, producing artwork as a commodity; there is just one thing he needs to do first—train to become a better seller. The same is expected of his gallerist. The role of communication or successful transmission of the intended message is thus, in Caves’ view, crucial to the success of the creator, which is measured by the success of the sale of his works. But this focus on designing the promotion of the artworks and the artist’s credo on public relations and the publicizing of the artist and his works leads to the phenomenon that I address in another chapter; that is, of art as investment.

From the point of view of commodification, there is no essential difference between art as it has been established in modernity and the products of the cultural and creative industries, for the idea in both cases is the production of saleable products (or services); still, the basic motive in the cultural and creative industries is market success; whereas—presumably—this is not so in art. To understand the essential differences, it is necessary to also shed some light on the ideological aspects of the phenomena under consideration. Bourgeois society introduced into art the freedom of creation in the sense that it separated the artistic production from the client and thereby enabled ideological independence. With the freedom of production, art entered the market with products in smaller format, which allowed for their portability, and thus supported the commodification of art. In the market, the artist was faced with the difficult dilemma of which aim to pursue: on the one hand, marketability, therewith perhaps achieving a comfortable life, or, on the other, higher aesthetic aims, addressing art questions, following an artistic expression or searching for truth in art, even if that might mean resigning oneself to precarious existence. With romanticism, artistic freedom acquired new dimensions which became particularly manifest in the artistic historical avant-garde movements of the early twentieth century, when art was perhaps at its most liberal and heroic, but also mostly ceasing to be completely autonomous, as soon as it began following other interests, political in particular. It seems that the least political among historical avant-garde was Dadaism, because it did not relate to any political ideology, but it nevertheless emerged in response to social developments and can in this sense be understood as a political statement about the nonsense of taking political stances and expressing political zeal, particularly through art.

Art and the Social Revolution: The Concept of Art according to the Romantic Tradition

The autonomous status of art in modern bourgeois society “is based on the authorities of intimacy, privacy, inwardness, and creation for the free market of an anonymous public” (Debeljak 1989, 50). As important as the emergence of cultural spaces was, one should not discount the significance of the possibilities of technical reproduction either. These were constantly advancing and allowed the cultural products in the market to become accessible to the masses. Literary and broadly cultural journals of the mid-eighteenth century were all competing for the favor of the reading public. This gave rise to a dilemma which eventually resulted in the polarization between high and low culture. It is in fact logical that the greatest earnings should be attained by those who take into account the needs of the broader readership, which frequently implies reliance on the simplicity and pleasantness of the texts. The invention of the powered printing press in the early nineteenth century (1811) allowed for cheaper distribution. Given these circumstances, it was impossible to preserve artistic universalism for the bourgeoisie; consequently, two paths diverged in the first half of the nineteenth century—one leading in the direction of an ever greater mass trivialization, the other toward elite art. The latter direction also meant that the artist forsook the requirements of the mass market and low aesthetic taste and retreated in the enclave of his or her own subjectivity instead. In this sense, the artists also subtracted themselves from the system of the capital market. The artists, who felt superior to commercial activity, rather turned to psychological depictions of irrationality, existential topics, pain and suffering, than to the quick entertainment for the uneducated and insensitive population and struggling for money that disregarded individual personality. Art revealed as a sphere abstracted from the functioning of the capitalist system—as its own, autonomous reality; as the opposite pole of the capital market even. In art, the key role was not played by the market but by imagination as the true creative power and by the concept of the beautiful pursued by every true artwork. The romantic paradigm was thus based on the schism between aesthetic creativity and dingy empiricism. At this point, aesthetic values and economic values parted ways. The autonomous self, which creates from pure subjectivity, also supports the separation of the public into a handful of “cultivated” or the elite and a “mass of simpletons” and lowbrows, as this split was strongly perceived by the modernist artists.

In romanticism, the artist in a way embodied the life ideal that people followed as if hypnotized, without actually agreeing with it. The artist exuded a special aura and held a very special status. He was seen as a peculiar, interesting, and mysterious man, a creator, a hero even, around whom entire legends, tales, adventures, and love novels were spun. Romanticism was also the period that witnessed the nascence of the idea of an art for the artists, the l’art pour l’art movement, the justification of life as an artistic experience, and the emergence of an art community which proudly showed off its inability to live a practical life as if it were a halo (Hauser 1988, 226–227). Hauser associated these phenomena with the post-revolutionary atmosphere characterized by the disappointment over the unsatisfactory outcome of the revolution. Faced with the political reality, the younger generation, feeling cheated and deprived of their supposed rights, turned to the past and utopia, to images of longing for intoxication and irresponsibility; that is, to ideas fought against by the enlightenment. The artists now openly opposed society as a whole, refusing to participate in task solving and taking a firm stand against subordination to any authority. Consequently, nonconformism came to be one of the principal characteristics of the romantic paradigm.

The contented and half-educated bourgeoisie did not expect to be shocked and enlightened by the works art, only amused and distracted. The new art consumers, who at the end of the nineteenth century composed the large part of the reading and theater-going public and developed an interest in paintings and sculptures, would turn to art for some lightweight entertainment and quiet respite. Their decisions about what is expected of art, what is satisfactory, and what is not radically affected the withdrawal of “true” art from the general public. On the one hand, this could be seen as a failure of art for losing thus its social relevance (and becoming less intertwined with society), or as the mark of one of the deepest declines in the history of the artistic taste, as Hauser put it (Hauser 1988, 233). On the other hand, we should bear in mind that in bourgeois society, art became “high” through its own juxtaposition to the “low” culture. The fact that it turned into an ivory tower, shut off from practical affairs, striving for purity and increasingly elitist, can from a certain point of view (Clement Greenberg’s, for example) be taken not as a weakness, but as a quality, even a sort of rebellion against low culture and bourgeoisie culture in general. The l’art pour l’art movement emerged from romanticism and represented a form of effort toward liberating art from outside pressures, claimed Hauser. At the beginning, merely a part of the romantic struggle for freedom, it gradually evolved into an expression of passive resistance against the prejudices, hypocrisy, brutalization, and obduracy of parvenu bourgeoisie (Ibid.). Though for the romanticists, l’art pour l’art may have been simply overt resistance against the establishment of practical, rational, and moral principles in art as the only valid ones, later the artists used the l’art pour l’art principle to exclude themselves from social life in general; they wished to play no role in the bourgeois world and preferred to live in isolation.

Not unimportant to the understanding of the role and conception of art in modernity are also the revolutionary social developments in Europe. The end of the seventeenth century, the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries were marked by revolutions (1688 in London, 1789 in Paris, 1848 in Germany), but the artistic expression of revolutionary spirit was genuinely conveyed by the artistic style of romanticism, which the revolution had only laid the ground for. It is not until romanticism that we truly encounter the kind of paradigm that marked art all through to the twentieth century. The romanticists were the first to create art for themselves and for the artists. At this point, radical aestheticism emerged among the public, while the attitude of the artist toward the public became hostile. Spiritual freedom ceased to be a particular right of a genius and became a common right of every single individual. With romanticism also came the realization that every personal confession is unique, incomparable, and irreplaceable, each carrying within its own rules and criteria. This was an extraordinary realization for art and a great achievement of the revolution. Art triumphed over unconditional authorities, traditions, and conventions—this was a result of the revolution and the romantic spirit. The period following the birth of the romantic spirit is that of modern art. Modern art has always been characterized by a paradox: there exist, on the one hand, the conflict between liberal-oriented art and the bourgeoisie, and, on the other, the fact and awareness that modern art is essentially bourgeois. According to Hauser, romanticism may even be the most typical bourgeois art movement, for it is that art school which had broken with the conventions of classicism, courtly affectedness, and over-refined behavior. Romanticism set the position of the bourgeois as the self-evident measure of man (Hauser 1988, 227‒8). And romanticism did become a ubiquitous phenomenon of the West. The modern Western world was in its art and literature thoroughly romantic bourgeois, yet all the while hostile toward the bourgeoisie.

Naturalism, which succeeded to romanticism, was, according to Hauser, in many ways nothing but a romanticism with new conventions, adapted to the changed circumstances (Hauser 2005, 37); particularly in that art remained the expression and result of the same kind of disappointment that had swept over the intelligentsia after the partly abortive revolution and after the bourgeoisie as the liberal class had failed to meet expectations. And from more recent perspectives, the romantic paradigm is yet more typically seen as the basis for all subsequent art of the nineteenth and even twentieth centuries. Hauser also detected the (contemporary) diminished trust in art as a partial consequence of the degeneration of aesthetic culture. With impressionism as an aristocratic style characterized by political indifference further reinforcing the feeling that art had no function or use, listless resignation to fate prevailed, wrote Hauser. Artworks were believed to have been created for the artists, and the object of art was supposed to be art itself, the world in artistic perspective. Under the burden of such delusion, continued Hauser, art inevitably collapsed and the next step could be none other but the rejection of art. Whatever rejection Hauser had in mind, characteristic of the radical movements of the “historical avant-garde” was, according to Peter Bürger, particularly the attack on the autonomy of art (Bürger 1987).

Romanticism also inspired the rejection of bourgeois norms, expressed in the entire way of living and the conveyed principles of operation among the littérateurs and artists (most prominently in bohemians) in the nineteenth century, when artists emphasized the avant-garde nature of their creative work already with the militant tone of their products.3 Historical avant-garde movements, the Dadaism of the first half of the twentieth century, in particular, were the ones to take the most decisive stand against bourgeois culture; the latter to the point where they considered it a success if their actions provoked shock and indignation among the public. “Dadaist manifestations actually guaranteed a quite vehement distraction by making artworks the center of scandal. One requirement was paramount: to outrage the public,” writes Walter Benjamin (Benjamin 2006, 119). To the Dadaists, therefore, the market usefulness of their products and their appropriateness for contemplative reception were not relevant. They sought to avoid the latter by a principled defilement of their material—sticking buttons and passage tickets to their paintings, their poems being mere “word-salad” containing obscene reversals and every linguistic refuse imaginable (Ibid.). Benjamin himself was less interested in the autonomy of the art than he was in the possibility of politicizing art, which, however, the Dadaists never directly put into effect. Benjamin found the best possibility for the politicization of art in the “new” media which enabled technological reproduction, especially in the art of the cinema—he himself examined the importance of the propaganda film for Nazism and called attention to intra-structural connections between the technologically reproducible media and ideology. These media, observed Benjamin, have the potential to mobilize the masses—we can therefore understand why he in the 1930s prodded the reader with the conclusion that since the “new” technological media were used by capitalism, on the one side, and fascism, on the other, they should, on a third side, be used by communism. The field of (possible) mobilization by communism was in fact that of “artistic” avant-garde, its political function clearly being more important than its “purely” artistic one. This is why Benjamin did not even view the avant-garde as art—the avant-garde was here far from art in the sense of an autonomous sphere. Benjamin’s near equating of futurism and fascism and communism and the avant-garde (the way he imagined it) also tells us that to him “true art” (which was not that any longer)—i.e., avant-garde art—was in fact a political propaganda. “Artistic” avant-garde was either in the service of political ideology, or its occurrence was truly just an expression, or instrument even, of an ideology which readily used new technological media for propaganda and mobilization purposes. In this sense, Benjamin’s view does not differ much from that of Georg Lukács, who also called for the politicization of the arts, literature in particular, specifically the communication of Marxist ideas through realism.

Even a brief illumination of how the romantic paradigm prompted a re-direction of art toward avant-garde, which has its contemporary continuation in the tactical media, makes it evident how important ideology was and still is for artistic activity. But ideology, perhaps even direct politicism, in these artistic practices did not support bourgeois mentality and was generally not in the service of the ruling ideology but taking a stand against hegemonic powers. It pursued social engagement and addressed the public, but it did so autonomously, not on behalf of someone else, some external force of power that would merely employ such creative activity.

Avant-garde artists withdrew from the ghetto of art and bohemia. These were not artists without interest in social life or in participation in political life; on the contrary, they were constantly politically active, their political engagement on a par with their artistic activity. The futurists were the first to play such a privileged role of artists in society and the socially “irresponsible” role of politicians. The historical avant-garde as an attack on the autonomy of art, with its turn away from aestheticism, represents a certain cut in the course of the history of art and definitely breaks the continuity that Greenberg argues existed in modernistic painting.

For the historical avant-garde and the tactical media as its successor, the ideological aspect of engagement is thus crucial but is not in the service of socio-economic powerholders. The economic aspect is utterly irrelevant to these arts; in fact, the potential marketability of the artifacts is fundamentally incompatible with the rebellious nature of engagement and could even cast doubt on the ideological purity of such art, which works at exposing and criticizing the ruling forces and mechanisms of manipulation. In the culture industry, the exact opposite occurs. In their analysis of this phenomenon, Adorno and Horkheimer underlined two goals of what they called the “culture industry”: the economic and the ideological. Both of them are most successfully achieved through diversion or promise of entertainment. With its mechanisms, the culture industry is constantly and in every respect cheating its consumers.

The Self-Destruction of the Enlightenment

A typical trait of the culture industry is the standardization of products, which is supposed to stem from consumers’ needs, but “[i]n reality, a cycle of manipulation and retroactive need is unifying the system ever more tightly” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 95). The culture industry is supposedly servicing the tastes and needs of its customers, yet it is itself the generator of those very tastes and needs. The consumers of the culture industry are uniformed, the differences automated and advertised—there is something planned for everyone, no one can escape. The products are more or less the same; the highlighted differences only serve to give the appearance of competition and possibility of choice. Adorno and Horkheimer believed it is not a question of waning stylistic power in the Western world. The culture industry is mockingly implementing the notion of uniform culture with its stereotyping and imitation and has reduced itself to merely a style. The culture industry is in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s view so defining for an individual within a world controlled by the culture industry that they observed: “The whole world is passed through the filter of the culture industry” (Ibid., 99). This means that the moviegoer, leaving the cinema, perceives the street outside as a continuation of the film he has just seen and that the models presented by the culture industry determine people’s most intimate reactions (Ibid., 136).

Whereas the culture industry fights against the thinking subject, encouraging the subject toward critical thinking is the very aim of the tactical media. Ideological commitment is important to an engaged contemporary art, but in the sense of social engagement and drawing attention to current social issues and problems, generally in the absence of an economic interest. These projects, although addressing most serious social problems, such as poverty, waste, irreversible degradation of the environment, etc., are not necessarily serious in their rhetoric; they can well be humorous (like Sašo Sedlaček’s projects) or ironic (such as Maja Smrekar’s YogHurt). Whether humorous, possibly marketable or not, such contemporary art projects, critically engaged in a direction departing from the dominant mindset, simply cannot be lumped up under the umbrella of creative economies.

When it comes to the creative industries, the exact opposite is true. They are consistent with the dominant ideology and working to convey it, too. Their dominant, hegemonic position may be concealed behind the element of amusement, which can, by playing on people’s emotions, train the audience to conformism and help the dominant ideology to consolidate even more easily. In the creative industries, due to the breadth and diversity of their field, the element of amusement is not expressly emphasized but is naturally present in areas which are themselves already intended for entertainment, such as video games, video, television, film, fashion design, etc. The creative industries are more or less intended for complaisant communication of ideologies, and even when employed as support products and services for other objectives (e.g., economic or political advertising, educational advertising of museums, galleries, and libraries, etc.), it is the mere amusement factor that can make them successful. For example, museums nowadays pursue the trend of introducing virtual reality simulators as a means of attracting the contemporary customer with their entertainment qualities, making it easier for the museums to address the customer.

If we consider such examples of the creative industries, which are so strongly reliant on modern technologies and reflect the contemporary interconnection of numerous disciplines within complex projects where creativity is present and multiple goals are pursued, like in the above example of setting up a modern technological interface for educational purposes, which involves artists, designers, computer programmers, museum custodians, and entrepreneurs, then we can understand why the creative industries are viewed as a fairly recent phenomenon, which has only been present for some twenty years or so, and can have some socially beneficial effects as well.

The true origin of the contemporary creative industries, however, is supposed to be the 1980s Great Britain, when Margaret Thatcher indirectly inspired the creative industry to become bolder, more creative, and possibly the best in the world (Theaker 2013). As the prime minister she adopted a series of unpopular measures to save the economy—abolishing state subsidies, privatizing the principal British energy provider, and telecommunications and transport companies, cutting the social policy, education, and environmental protection budgets. All the while she was cleverly using the creative industries; in fact, her own rise to power had been backed by a successful campaign organized in 1978 by the Saatchi & Saatchi creative agency (figure 9.1). Later, during the 1980s, her government relied on agencies to promote and sell ambitious social and economic changes in the healthcare sector, as well as in relation to mass privatization and financial deregulation. Her triumph was a demonstration of the true power of creative thought (Ibid.).
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Figure 9.1  The power of creative industries was demonstrated when Margaret Thatcher adopted a series of unpopular measures to save economy with advertising campaign by the creative agency Saatchi & Saatchi. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Labour_Isn%27t_Working#/media/File:Labour_Isnt_Working.jpg> Accessed February 4, 2021.

This was actually a practical confirmation of what the humanists had been warning against. A systematic deconstruction of the functioning of representation, especially in the visual images of advertising, had been conducted twenty years before Thatcher’s ascent by Roland Barthes, whose semiology analyses crucially influenced the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies during the 1970s, at the time when it was run by Stuart Hall. Barthes showed how ideology is conveyed through visual images even when that is not immediately noticeable: it works on the connotative level of signifiers which refer to the receiver’s previous culturally transmitted knowledge. Following this trace, the cultural studies, a field established precisely in the United Kingdom, analyzed the hegemonic discourse in the public media, such as television, and the possible conformable (dominant-hegemonic) and oppositional readings (Hall 1999). The studies of the humanists were not only useful for critical readings of all kinds of representations, their findings were also used to ensure the success of ideological propaganda and gave the creative industries their true meaning.

Nowadays, the creative industries interpret, guide, and promote the governing policies and economic interests. This threatens the ideological independence of creative practices and thus the existence of critical thinking. In fact, what is happening now is close to what Adorno and Horkheimer observed during the 1940s: “No terms are available which do not tend toward complicity with the prevailing intellectual trends” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, xv). Every intellectual resistance that enlightenment encounters only makes it grow stronger. “Enlightenment is totalitarian” (Ibid., 4). If triumphant thought “leaves behind its critical element to become a mere means in the service of an existing order, it involuntarily tends to transform the positive cause it has espoused into something negative and destructive” (Ibid., xv). This leads to a self-destruction of enlightenment. Along with their essay “The Culture Industry,” Adorno and Horkheimer wrote that it “shows the regression of enlightenment to ideology which is graphically expressed in film and radio. Here, enlightenment consists primarily in the calculation of effects and in the technology of production and dissemination; the specific content of the ideology is exhausted in the idolization of the existing order and of the power by which the technology is controlled” (Ibid., xviii‒xix). And while enlightenment as the advanced thought once pursued the goal of liberating people from fear and installing them as masters and committed itself to a program aimed to disenchant the world, it is now entangling itself in mythologization (Ibid., 1‒8). The statistical calculations, precise data, and the “amusement,” so often mentioned in writings on the culture industry and the creative economy, are trying to persuade us that this sector today appears as a natural opportunity of the contemporaries for an active entry into a world of countless possibilities for squeezing money4 from their ideas (figure 9.2).5 The creative economy promises welfare and success, attainable through equal opportunities at a global level. With this, it shows itself as a contemporary version of the American dream as defined in 1931 by James Truslow Adams: “that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each” (Adams 2012, 404), regardless of their social position and circumstances of birth.
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Figure 9.2  The cover of the publicationThe Orange Economy: An Infinite Opportunity(Restrepo, Felipe Buitrago, and Iván Duque Márquez 2013) illustrating the analogy between the creative economy and the squeezing of juice from oranges.

NOTES

1. While the classical form of art achieved the highest that a sensuous representation of art can deliver, the romantic form of art abrogated the complete fusion of the idea with its reality, re-establishing the dichotomy, the contrast between the two sides.

2. Belting was particularly interested in the history of the religious image in the Christian West—from the late Roman times to around the year 1400. He did not claim that these images do not constitute art in some broader sense but rather that the factor of their being art did not play a role in their creation, because the concept of art had not really formed in the general consciousness and these images (icons, really) played a very different role in people’s lives compared to that which the works of art began to play once the concept of art had finally emerged and something like aesthetic observation began to steer the people’s attitudes toward them. The religious images were not meant to be art, not even in the sense that they were made by artists. The concept of artist became central during the Renaissance.

3. The use of avant-garde in a literary-artistic context was directly derived from the language of revolutionary politics—in fact, the first use of the term avant-garde in reference to art can be traced to the writings by Olinde Rodrigues, a close friend of Henri de Saint-Simon. See Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity, p. 101.

4. As John Howkins, author of The Creative Economy: How People Make Money from Ideas, a best-selling book with several reprints, explicitly explains the creative economy (Howkins 2001).

5. This is a deliberate allusion to the idea pervading the Latin American region and the Caribbean, namely the concept of “the Orange Economy,” a term referring to the creative economy by analogy to the squeezing of juice from oranges, first used by Felipe Buitrago Restrepo and Iván Duque Márquez (Restrepo and Márquez 2013). Their publication is also a fine illustration of the mentioned characteristics (statistical calculations, precise data, polished entertainment of the representations).


Afterword

What Is There Left for Art to Do?

Lev Kreft

It is not only the Marxist critique of political economy that sees production as the basis of the economic life cycle of capital—such were already the posits of classical political economy. The main problem that capital has to battle with over and over is how to generate surplus value. To achieve that, capital has to establish a fair and equal exchange with labor; that is, pay to it the cost dictated by its production, just like in any other commodity. Once it gets labor to cross the threshold of exchange and enter the sphere of production—problem solved! The capitalist’s beehive starts filling with honey. Capital handles the problems of labor supply in the market by removing all the obstacles tied labor to landlord and land. By doing so, it creates a free worker able to choose their own master, and social relationships in which one does not survive without choosing their master by exchanging labor force for capital. Of course, a free worker implies other problems, but such that can be solved using dominant ideology or, when that does not work, even violence.

However, even more than the problems of the capital with the production of things—use values carrying within the nectar of surplus value—the global expansion of capital-based production into the various work processes and modes of production brings to the fore difficulties on the other side of the cycle: the problem of realization. For once labor is bought, fed into the production process and harvested for its own and surplus values, allowing for a mass of products to be issued from the productive enterprise, that is when trouble for the developed industrial production, not to mention postindustrial production, really begins. The labor has won the right to wages and the material costs must be paid, but the goods sitting outside the exit door are dead capital unless they find a buyer. And quick, too, for the loans granted by the banks so that the production could run smoothly at all times, without having to wait for the inflow of funds from the sales, require the time between production and the realization of capital to be reduced to a minimum—preferably to a zero; that is, that the goods are realized the very moment they are produced. Which means that not only time is limited to nearly zero but also the space separating the place of production from the place of consumption. And a commodity that is realized at the very moment of its production can no longer be any thing that possesses the material properties of a product. If the product is a material artifact, it cannot travel through time and space at the speed of light, and not even exceeding that of sound, because it is slowed down by various forms of friction, from transport to storage, from the organization of the market to the whims of the consumers. Capital needs to be able to exert control over the market, so the market, which in capitalist economy, despite what ideological vapidities claim, has never been free, is now becoming even more controllable, compliant, and subservient. As a result, not of physical coercion, but preponderance of new modes of production which no longer produce items limited by physical properties and thereby enable virtually synchronous completion of the product, its transfer to the consumer, and end of use, and under the domination of new financialization tricks reaping interest even before the surplus value has been produced—but only as long as such explosive derivatives do not blow up.

Unlike the early days of industrialization, the capital cycle is nowadays primarily focused on as successful and fast a realization as possible. The manufacturing industries that enable such realization, whose product is not a physical good that would require movement against friction through time and space, and in which the production and consumption moment is one and the same—those are the most rapidly developing industries. The entire social community is establishing itself as a consumer community, where Gramsci’s hegemony is no longer focused on the domination of the ruling ideology, particularly as a culture field; rather, the ideological object of hegemony is installing consumption as the main categorical imperative for the whole community. Creative industries are industries of modern production and at the same time the producer of the ideological hegemony of consumption. And critical art is, in particular, art that exposes, stops, hinders, and prevents the realization of the capital and the hegemony of consumption.

But as soon as we start discussing the importance of creative industries for the capital or how the capital controls artistic labor we come against claims that, politically and economically speaking, art is some sort of exception. Dave Beech in his study Art and Value investigates this avenue (Beech 2015). Scrutinizing everything that has been said about art in the history of (political) economy, he discerns recurring, although short-lived and incidental, appearances of the idea of the exceptionalism of artistic production: “What mainstream economists and Marxists have underestimated is the extent to which art has been exempt from market forces by the virtue of art’s economic relations of production” (Ibid., 356). If we compare Beech’s “exceptionalism of art” and Danto’s “artworld,” they will largely, though not completely, overlap. In his essay “The Artworld” Danto asserts: “To see something as art requires something the eye cannot descry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld” (Danto 1964a, 580). In his later divergence with the institutional theory of art, which draws inspiration precisely from his “artworld” and is developed as a sociological definition of art by George Dickie, Danto additionally declares against the sociological understanding of the term “institution”:

The expression “artworld” sounds vaguely sociological, though at the time I had in mind something quite different, moved as I was in those years by the poetry with which writers like Wittgenstein used the word “world.” I actually meant a world consisting of works of art, a self-enriching community of ontologically complex objects, often inter-referential (or, as the expression later came to be used, “intertextual”), and which above all had a historical vector, so that something could be part of that world at one time but not at an earlier time. (Danto 1993a, 203)

Economic, sociological, and philosophical views of art differ, of course, and each provides its own vision of the world. Where a sociologist sees an institution with rules and procedures, an economist sees a collection of commodities and (as Beech finely illustrates) finds fault with defining artistic labor as unproductive—where an economist sees a thing that is irrelevant to, and in poetry and fine arts even incapable of, generating profit or surplus value, an artist sees the most productive thing of them all, that which brings meaning and purpose to the world. But the fact that now, following the epidemics and the containment measures, many families make and bake their own bread does not mean that bread has become an exception that does not fall under the sway of economic laws of capitalism. Clearly, a person baking their own bread is not a wage laborer, as they do not offer and sell their capacity for labor in the market, and the bread not intended for the market does not enter the cycle of capital accumulation. But although relatively little bread is made this way in capitalism, the ingredients for making it still have to be purchased in the market as a commodity. Even if we take a step further and get the flour from a farmer in exchange for some product of our own labor without the intervention of the market, we set the value of this exchange using the same criterion provided and forced by the market. It is not to say that every single thing is a matter of capital and that every painting eternally displays its commodified nature. It is to say that all types of production are forced to exist under the scepter and domination of capital. The aspiration for as many people as possible to bake their daily bread themselves, circumventing industrial bakeries, immediately results in the sale of machines that mix, knead, raise, and bake the bread dough overnight, while the “baker” is asleep, providing in the morning bread from a “non-commodity-based” production, with a breakfast merit, an exchange value not soiled by the lust for profit, and which is organic and eco-friendly to boot. If the artist does not participate in what the philosophers of the Frankfurt School called the culture industry and we now refer to as creative industries, they are nowadays truly an exception, but even this exception is part of the world of art and consequently of the various economic functions that a collection of artworks in the world of art can have. In a world where the only survivors are those able to transform and change all the time, sooner or later any work of art ends up as a market commodity, a result of productive labor, because it yields profit, or as a capital investment, in which the capital is taking a moment to rest when the crisis tempest in the capital high seas is making it seasick. Lately, we could see on several occasions how fast entire museum fundus is turned into a commodity, when due to the crisis the art institutions had to ensure additional solvency to avoid going bankrupt—they started selling out their supposedly untouchable archives, beginning where the damage to the collection was the greatest: with the most exquisite, most desirable, and therefore most expensive works. But regardless of whether an artist sets themselves as their life’s goal to get rich or rise to fame or save humanity (the typical modernist artists sought to achieve all of those together), one way or another, their works eventually appear in the role of commodity, competing with one another regardless of the fact that any work of art is unique and incomparable. What is compared, after all, is not the use value of the commodity but rather its exchange value. Giorgio Vasari was aware that Florentine artists created more and better because the constant demand had attracted them to Florence in such numbers that they were in competition with each other and therefore willing to work faster and for lower fees, laboring in a pursuit of excellence and original innovations that would hopefully help them achieve greater visibility (Vasari 1998).1 Arthur Danto, after predicting the end of art and after speaking about art after the end of art, arrives at the artistic principle of “anything goes!” The latter, despite its aftertaste linking it to Paul Feyerabend, is significantly different from Feyerabend’s anarchism in science claiming: “Case studies such as those reported in the preceding chapters show that such tests occur all the time, and that they speak against the universal validity of any rule. All methodologies have their limitations and the only ‘rule’ that survives is ‘anything goes’” (Feyerabend 1975). Feyerabend takes down the unfounded attribution of absolute validity to scientific methods to show that they each have their own limitations. Danto, on the other hand, claims that the dissolution of modernist art ideologies opens up a space of free choice:

My second point is that “doing everything” is distributed across the whole face of the art world, as if by a division of labor. But the most interesting artists in this respect, I think, and artists who, moreover, have no easily identified predecessors, are in fact those who do everything themselves, and in whose oeuvre there is in consequence a certain magnificent openness, whatever one thinks of the component works. (Danto 1998a, 127)

Interestingly, among examples of this artistic activity so dear to him he cites two representatives of German capitalist realism, Sigmar Polke and Gerhardt Richter, who jump from abstraction to figuration and back and are capable of other similar acrobatic feats. Thus, Danto celebrates “Anything Goes!” for ideological reasons, as that entails the possibility of choosing any artistic means and abolishes the domination of one institutionalized ideology above any other; and in the next step, he expresses his choice in this liberated ideological field of the “end of art” as the choice of those artists who in their own work exercise the postmodern freedom of choice to select, every time anew, how to approach their work, regardless of where they have been previously categorized by the division of labor, making Richter’s survey exhibition look like a display of works produced by a group of artists, not by a single one. But to gain insight into the contemporary creative industries together with precarity as the tightening of the competition to the point of constant uncertainty, we have to avail ourselves of another abstraction that removes all the characteristics that distinguish a work, from baking to art, including their highly significant use values expressed in bread and games. We are talking of Marx’s abstraction in the criticism of political economy, which proves the general tendency of the capital to move into all pores of production and consumption and of anything in between. But rather than in this abstraction, we (and Polona Tratnik) are interested in the social concreteness of the world of art and art developments in contemporaneity. Three notions—the circumstances of production, distribution, and consumption of artworks and art events—make up the coordinates defining the conditions that govern and guide the contemporary world of art from its major foci, their global reach erasing the distances on the map of the art world. These foci are located in megalopolises—big cities, such as New York, Berlin, London, Tokyo, Los Angeles, Paris, and other places standing in line to take the role of centers. It is here that modern conditions of production, distribution, and consumption of art are created, absorbing all that the rest of the world of art possesses, from the authors moving into these centers to the artwork and documents on art events piling up in art institutions. There are three features that co-determine the economics of contemporary art and describe its circumstances: gentrification, precarity, and creative industries.

Gentrification as the process of new, mainly more affluent types of population moving into an already formed urban neighborhood, is usually set in motion precisely by art communities, groups of budding young entrepreneurs in start-ups and other newer “freelance professions.” The appeal of the have-nots living outside the bourgeois realm is a reflection of enduring nostalgia for glorified bohemianism and of romantic bourgeois ideas of poverty and life without a solid anchor, outside the beaten track and rules, which entails existence in an open public space, part of which are also open doors to private dwellings—homes and workplaces at the same time, the constant flowing through space and moving around of people, the massive network of contacts and exchange of information on what goes on, what people yearn for, running business from cafes with a cup of coffee and computer on the table and a smartphone in hand, but also living amidst people from the margins of society and involved in criminal activity. The world of art settles in a neighborhood that evokes the possibility of such apparently bohemian life, at the same time profaning such life and depriving it of the undeserved charismatic attraction of “authenticity.” Even before the irruption of newcomers attracted by the convenience of the place where poverty is but a memory, and by the possibility of speculating with estate prices, gentrification has already produced a fake life best suiting younger parvenus, who are rather than in the passage into a bohemian atmosphere interested in rising from the nonvoluntary initial bohemia to the successful heights of entrepreneurship, be that artistic or any other kind. Gentrification transforms the environment into a handy pool from which creative industries draw impetus, ideas, suggestions, and fashion profiles. Former institutions of national and international culture, whether public or private, together with a number of institutes, nongovernmental organizations, and informal creative groups, have become part of creative industries, which alongside numerous products and events first of all produce lifestyles, the kind which increase the convenience of living in certain circumstances and bring profit. That creative industries have a regenerative effect on both the capital cycle and the democracy cycle is only seemingly cynical. Creative industries do not necessarily overlap in space with gentrified neighborhoods; on the contrary, very often their new and magnificent centers emerge as “cultural islands” and tight neighborhoods that attract crowds of visitors with their concentration of public, private, and mixed institutions and weave a wide network through which cultural productions can then exert their influence on the design and redesign of all products and events into aestheticized and ritualized moments of everyday life, for which consumer masses are being generated through targeted advertising campaigns. Not only are the culture industries important because they introduce the logic of capital and profit into art and other moments of “immaterial” labor (“immaterial” because it involves labor that more visibly produces the symbolic dimension of a product, and because it nevertheless involves working with the matter that embodies this symbolic dimension) into art and culture, but even more because they support the reproduction of capital by making the world created by the circulation of capital more comfortable, convenient, and appealing—and thereby installing the life under the conditions of capital accumulation as the hegemon of all lifestyles, including the “bohemian authentic.” Typical of all these styles and modes of life is the erasure of the boundary between working and nonworking hours, between public and private life, between transparent and intimate in the quotidian existence. Equally characteristic is all-round competition within the creative industries that causes uncertainty, people flitting from one production to another, caught in a constant change of jobs and professions; instead of longing for a safe bourgeois life, it generates the desire to retreat into an interim or disconnected life, in which one can take at least some time off for themselves and their close ones. While speculators with financial derivatives, like burglars, aim for dream earnings that would set them up for life, no work from there on, just pleasure, workers in creative industries dream of a longer break, time to dedicate themselves to traveling the world, uninterruptedly creating for their own enjoyment, not for the market, or simply to their partners, children, or anyone who has been ignored or pushed to the periphery of their life by the wild production tempo. Creative industries bring along precarity—constant uncertainty of work and lack of social, financial, and psychological security—and precariousness—uncertainty as a way of living that one would like to shed and leave behind, although it seems quite impossible that one could. In the Romanticism of the nineteenth century, bohemians relied on their success in time, predicting that the audience would accept them fifty years after their death or even later. In contemporaneity, in which only the present counts, the agents in the creative industries base their hopes that they would get their break and become one of the happy few on statistics. Take sports, for example, which is part of the creative industries, just like art. Millions of young people push themselves for years, honing their basketball skills in pursuit of perfection, but there are only 600 basketball players per one NBA season. The chance of becoming one of them is no greater than the odds of winning the lottery. Precarity is a life completely dominated by deep play: a game with a permanent all-or-nothing stake built in.

As centers of immaterial production (social software, as it were), creative industries are localities where the gathering of so many people employed in these production fields simultaneously produces a lifestyle that uses the entire neighborhood and all encounters and contacts as moments in the production process, and, consequently, they automatically reduce the cost of immaterial labor force due to stiff competition and produce the effect of a common workshop or manufacture, which Marx speaks about in relation to material production. Aside from that, being together has become a source of relative surplus value; Marx defines the absolute and relative surplus values as follows:

The surplus-value produced by prolongation of the working day, I call absolute surplus-value. On the other hand, the surplus-value arising from the curtailment of the necessary labour-time, and from the corresponding alteration in the respective lengths of the two components of the working day, I call relative surplus-value. (Marx 1887, 221)

A little later, he explains that the immanent laws of capitalist production manifest themselves in the external movement of capital and assert themselves as coercive laws of competition, which each individual capitalist perceives as their own guiding motives. In other words, it is not the capitalist who manages the capital, it is the other way round, that is why individual will and the subjective factor have no real meaning and power—yet manifest to the individual as results of their own free will. Marx leaves all this to be discussed later on, only adding here that

a scientific analysis of competition is not possible, before we have a conception of the inner nature of capital, just as the apparent motions of the heavenly bodies are not intelligible to any but him, who is acquainted with their real motions, motions which are not directly perceptible by the senses. (Ibid., 222)

Being that commodity is the basic cell form of the wealth of nations, a logical analysis of capital would start with it, but the historical emergence of capitalist production takes place much later, when the commodity form has long been well-established, although not as the only or dominant form of value. The beginning of capitalist production in creative industries is the same as it was in other previous, more material production industries:

Capitalist production only then really begins, as we have already seen, when each individual capital employs simultaneously a comparatively large number of labourers; when consequently the labour-process is carried on on an extensive scale and yields, relatively, large quantities of products. A greater number of labourers working together, at the same time, in one place (or, if you will, in the same field of labour), in order to produce the same sort of commodity under the mastership of one capitalist, constitutes, both historically and logically, the starting-point of capitalist production. (Ibid., 227)

Creative industries, at first, are hardly anything more than the choice of a common way of life at a chosen location, which in itself brings about the effects of competition and circulation of ideas, the establishment of connections and the mutual enrichment with styles, orientations, techniques, initiative, and all kinds of social dynamics. There is a large difference and temporal distance between the artistic poverty of the Rive Gauche and contemporary cultural quarter, but the principle is essentially the same, except that in contemporaneity the construction of Left Banks has itself become a sector of creative industries. In such an environment, Marx, too, perceives the effects of the constant invention of better modes of production and its relatedness to the competition that pervades the common space where until just recently guild solidarity rules used to apply.

Apart from the new power that arises from the fusion of many forces into one single force, mere social contact begets in most industries an emulation and a stimulation of the animal spirits that heighten the efficiency of each individual workman. (Ibid., 229)

Regardless of whether an artistic work even in contemporary circumstances remains individual, changes into an organized manufacturing workshop, or enters the creative industries or even material industrial production, for example, of image and sound carriers, new media, and gaming devices—in each of these cases, both an individual producer, who has proudly come by a room of their own, and a creatively and organizationally complex group of animated film makers or animated video game creators, and even scientific and artistic collaborators in a laboratory, are subject to the same laws of capital as have previously put under their sway other production sectors. A hundred years ago, members of avant-garde movements fought in disgust against the commodification of artwork and artistic labor. Today such a front would be nonsensical: both the artist’s product and the notion of the artist’s capacity for labor are commodities. The artist therefore can no longer fight against art turning into a commodity production and their work into wage labor (and in conditions of precarity and without a social safety net, to boot!), but only for all human activity to break free from capital. The artist may think, of course, that they are independent of the laws of capital and acting on their own subjective free will when deciding on the ways to work and to survive, but that is just an indication of their Ptolemaic way of perceiving their own reality. Polona Tratnik’s study and analysis speaks precisely about how typical art activism and typical art interventions are no longer staged as resistance against bourgeois institutions of art nor do forms of struggle prevail that would foreground the autonomy of art through the demand that art remain untouched by and independent from seamy market speculations. Moreover, referencing autonomy is not even in fashion any more, for the large part of art operates outside the field of art as defined by Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu took the expression “field” (Fr. champ) from sports and made it a sociological term that not only denotes a marked circumscribed social setting in which special site-specific rules, habits and customs apply but an area in which affiliation is expected as well as something that Bourdieu calls “a feel for the game” (Bourdieu 1990a, 66), which confers to the game playing a subjective and objective belonging to the field and a sense of mastering the game in the field that makes one feel at home there. The ideal after which Bourdieu modeled the meaning of the category of field was not, say, art, but football. So we could still comment that this is just a game, but it should be added that:

By contrast, in the social fields, which are the products of a long, slow process of autonomization, and are therefore, so to speak, games “in themselves” and not “for themselves,” one does not embark on the game by a conscious act, one is born into the game, with the game. (Ibid., 67)

The field is a space of sensibility characterized by the fact that it cannot be mastered by reason and knowledge alone. In fact, the relationship between the knowledge of the field and the feel for the game is twisted like the Moebius strip:

It is because agents never know completely what they are doing that what they do has more sense than they know. (Ibid., 69)

From the report on the analysis of contemporary art movements prepared by Polona Tratnik we can infer that agents of art are entering an intervention which immediately stands out in and is stepping out of the art world, and dealing with the condition of possibility of their own action, as only reflexive activity allows them to “get sucked into the game” and at the same time watch the field from outside, from exceeding its boundaries. So quite legitimately, we feel that contemporary art no longer intervenes in the field of art but rather in several fields at the same time, setting general interventionism as its rule, while no longer standing in any of the fields itself, not even in the field of art but choosing the limit and inbetweenness as its location: transart is art on the verge, art in-between. Will this art finally change the world or, once more, just itself? Art cannot, does not change the world—people do. And the very way we have changed what we call “contemporary” art, and the very intervention units in it acting against the current, point at the nature of the current of contemporaneity and suggest the ways to swim against it even now. If nothing else, contemporary critical intervention art makes us see it is high time we also learned to swim against the current.

NOTE

1. There are countless mentions of the importance of competition among artists, sculptors, and architects in Vasari’s Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects. As James Clifton emphasizes, “Vasari embraces healthy competition—and rejects its opposite, envy—as a means not only of developing individual’s skill but also of improving art itself in a communal endeavor” (Clifton 1996, 32). One should not forget that the first to use the concept of concorrenza in its modern-age market economic sense was Vasari himself. This proves there is a link between the idea of modernist progress and the institution of competition, as well as a solid link between commodity production and artistic production. When the postmodern motto “Anything goes!” asserts itself in the world of art, it replaces the postulate of constant progress in which the new and bad every time downgrades the old and good.
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