city to Chicago, London, Berlin, Copenhagen,
eyorid; The critic’s essay did not end on a pessimistic
n a gesture invoking Benjamin’s “The Author as
1 artists to reject their own class interests in order
mininity to call attention to, and mobilize the political
res East Village art serves (as the artists affiliated with PAD/D,
sible for the illustrations accompanying this text, have done).”
P ?*}Fh.‘?ﬂc_'?i comment referred to several graphics that had been part of a
style poster campaign PAD/D directed (ineffectively) against the gentrifi-
:_o'f__th'e’Lower East Side. The street exhibition was entitled Not For Sale, and
overtly parodied the informal character of East Village art galleries in a bid to
: '.'_s'timulate some form of social involvement by an otherwise politically passive art
+'scene, By linking his text with these agitational graphics, Owens likewise shifted
the tenor of his commentary from that of a purely analytical tract, to something
approaching political pedagogy, and therefore closer to the tendentious style of
Benjamin’s anti-fascist essay.

However, when T opened the posthumous collection of his writings the Art in
{-‘imerzm essay appeared quite different. There were no reproductions of PAD/D’s
images, and no parenthetical statement praising the group’s anti-gentrification
sta:mce. I turned to the index. There 1 found an entry entitled PAD/D 266. But
this index entry was all that remained of PAD/D, a small residuum certain éo be
O‘Terlooked by even the most observant reader, The most interesting angle to this
minor art-historical mystery is not why or how PAD/D’s presence was excised
from Fhe text—such editorial oversights happen all the time and no doubt m
book is no exception—but rather it is the way this textual ellipsis relates to my
own project, which secks to unearth this and other accidental remainders or, morz
accurately, to point to their present absence. Granted, it is a warning th;t z:lmost
certlainly comes too late. With increasing, often cybernetic energy, a shadow
?qocml productivity now haunts the very notion of a proper artistic, canon witlz
;ts cxe;lnplary practices and necessary acts of exclusion, These ghosts pour out
rom the crypts and basements of culture’s dwelli ' ing i
kept records and shadowy archives of over—prolclfiitli)\if: es"Tl}Tdudmlg'ltS oo

than any newly devised tomb (or text-tomb) could en hoo o 1 “P.IY et
. uld even hope to retain them.
Along with the explosive activity of non-artists, the increasing visualization of
countless failed professionals, and the diminutive trace of activist groups such
as PAD/D, the uncomfortable but growing presence/absence of culture’s Elissin
ixcess mass announces its arrival. Think of this book therefore, as a tentativ§
lumpenography” of artistic dark matter.s

INTRODUCTION:
THE MISSING MASS

The dreaming collective knows no history.
Walter Benjamin!

Dark Matter

Astrophysicists describe dark matter (and dark energy) as forming an invisible
mass predicted by the big bang theory, yet so far only perceived indirectly by
observing the motions of visible, astronomical objects such as stars and galaxies.
Despite its invisibility and unknown constitution, most of the universe, perhaps
as much as 96 percent of it consists of dark matter, a phenomenon sometimes
called the “missing mass problem.” The gravitational presence of this unseen force
presumably keeps the universe from flying apart. This bock borrows the metaphor
of an unknown but ubiquitous stellar mass and applies it to the world of art and
culture. Like its astronomical cousin, creative dark matter also makes up the butk
of the artistic activity produced in our post-industrial society. However, this type of
dark matter is invisible primarily to those who lay claim to the management and
interpretation of culture—the critics, art historians, collectors, dealers, museums,
curators, and arts administrators. It includes makeshift, amateur, informal,
unofficial, autonomous, activist, non-institutional, self-organized practices——all
work made and circulated in the shadows of the formal art world, some of which
might be said to emulate cultural dark matter by rejecting art world demands of
visibility, and much of which has no choice but to be invisible. While astrophysi-
cists are eager to know what dark matter is, the denizens of the art world largely
ignore the unseen accretion of creativity they nevertheless remain dependent upon.
Consider the destabilizing impact on high art were some of these hidden
producers to cease or pause their activity. What would happen for example if
the hobbyists and amateurs who purportedly make up a billion-dollar national
industry in the US simply stopped purchasing art supplies or no longer took
classes with “professional” artists, or ceased going to museums to see what
bona fide artists do?? And why consider only the tactical withdrawal of amateur
participation, which is by definition marginal? What about the dark matter at the
heart of the art world itself? Consider the structural invisibility of most profes-
sionally trained artists whose very underdevelopment is essential to normal art
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PAD:
Waking Up In NYC

PAD {Political Art Documentation/Distribution) is an artists'
resource and networking organization coming out of and
into Naw York City. Qur main goal is to provida artists with
an organized relationship ta scoiaty; one way we are doing
this is by building a collecfion &f documentation of infer-
national soclaly-concerned arl. PAD defines “saclal con-
cern” in the broadest sense, as any work thal deals with
issues—~ranging from sexism and radism o ecologicai
damage or cther forms of human oppression. We docu-
ment all kinds of work from movement posters to the most
personal of individual statements. A comes from art as
wall as from fife. Knowing this makes us want to leam mora
absut the production, distitriion and impact of sociatly-
cancermned art works in the context of our culture and
society. Historically, politicized or social-change arists
have been denied mainstream coverage and our interaction
has been limited. We have to know what we are doing. In
New York, in the US. In Canada and Latin America, in
Europe. In Asia and Afica. The development of an

effactive oppositional cultre dspends on communl-
cation.

UN_CERTAIN
ANGLAIS!

PAD calabrated its first birthday with a Valentine's evening
of entedainment and discussion around a slide show of
political art {followed by dancing. but not in the streets—
yet). We bagan in February 1980 as an amorphous group of
artworkers dimly aware of a mutual nesd % organize arounc
issues, but without much notion of how to do it. We met at
Printed Malter once a month and agreed to start collacting
documentation so we would have a physical core from which
1o reach oul. For a while we looked at aach others work,
discussed i, and thought sbout a social club end various
possibiities for cultural activism. Then in late Spring we were
oftered aroornin a former high school on the Lower East Side
under ﬂz'a aagis of Seven Loaves—an umbrella group tor
community ans organizations, Suddenly we existed physi-
cally. We had 1o be In the wonld, and that ied to the present
structuring, st in process.

Wae have three kinds of mestings now: 1} The relatively
flexibie core or work group of 15-20 peopie gets togather on
three Sunday aftamoons a month atthe Seven Loaves space
[when riot too cold). Here we deat with: saliciting and handiing
of the archive materials; how fo connect with other culural
organizetions in NYG with similar purposes so thera's no
overlapping and dupiication of waork. {For instance, we are
working with Gityarts Workshop, which has an impressive
Tes0UrCe center on the community murat enovement, and with
Karin di Gia of Gallery 345, who has & collection of original
political art.) We are also beginning 1o connect with and
infoem each other about the political events and struggles
taking place in the city, understanding the ways thase
relate to natignal and intemational situations. Finally, we
are thinking abowt collectively created issus-orented exhi-

pnlonf in public spaces, such as windows, subways, librar-
ies, atc.

2) The open meslings with which we began. Thay take
place on the second Sunday of every manth at 8 PM at
Printed Matter (7 Lispenard St, NYC 10013; 925-0325).
Here reports are made from the work group and & brief
visuat or verbal presentation Is given by a PAD member or
guest as & sont of laboralory to sbmulate discussion,
education, consoiousness raising and activism,

3} We are just beginning a series of public everis
centered around speciic social issues seen in thelr histor-
cal perspeciives, focusing on how they wers opposed or
supported by the socially concerned art of the time; for
instance in May, a day on militarism in the “cold war* ars,
the Visinam era and teday, discussed by people from WRL
{the War Resistors League}, CARD (Committee Against
Reglstra_iieq for the Draft} and artists who have done wark
with anti-militaristic contont, We want o understand how
the dialectic batween eppositional art and socisty changes
and takes diferent forms al different moments. These
public afterncons will be publicized, and will dead up to an
Autumn conference, at which we hope to bring iogether a

wide coslition of cultural groups and artists. (For more
information on events, ses tha “Calendar” saclion of PAD)

PAD'’s theory is going to develop out of real axperience
instead of from the idealized ang romenticized notion of a

The first newsletter of PAD/D (Political Art Documentation/Distribution), a single folded
offset page published in February 1981, approximately one year after the group’s founding,
Shown is the group’s mission statement “Waking Up in New York City,” as well as the

artwork “Un Certain Art Anglais!” by artist and founder of the journal Third Text, Rasheed
Araeen. Image courtesy Gregory Sholette Archive.
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essays that make up this volume do not seek to link the growing illumination of
imaginative dark-matter productivity with a market-generated notion of outsider
art or some other facile locus of cultural colonization. Rather, their allegiance is
with those artists who self-consciously choose to work on the outer margins of the
mainstream art world for reasons of social, economic, and political critique. In a
sense, these artists have learned to embrace their own structural redundancy, they
have chosen to be “dark matter.” By grasping the politics of their own invisibility
and marginalization they inevitably challenge the formation of normative artistic
values. Here “politics” must be understood as the imaginative exploration of ideas,
the pleasure of communication, the exchange of education, and the construction
of fantasy, all within a radically defined social-artist practice. Such informal,
often highly politicized micro-institutions are proliferating today, and have been
growing in number for the past 15 years at least. This kind of self-organized dark
matter infiltrates high schools, flea markets, public squares, corporate websites,
city streets, housing projects, and local political machines in ways that do not
set out to recover a specific meaning or use-value for are world discourse or
private interests. Which is why the responses to this growing illumination made
s0 far—including the various narratives and theoretical atrempts to manage dark
matter, from the academicization of public art to relational aesthetics—are no
doubt transitory, and merely part of a greater shif taking place within the broader
cultural paradigm. .,

Look again at the art world and the dark marter it occludes. Few would deny
that the lines separating “dark” and “light” creativity, amateur and professional,
high from low have become arbitrary today, even from the standpoint of qualities
such as talent, vision, and other similarly mystifying attributes typically assigned
to high culture. What can be said of creative dark matter in general, therefore, is
that either by choice or circumstance it displays a degree of autonomy from the
critical and economic structures of the art world by moving instead in-between its
meshes. It is an antagonistic force simultaneously inside and outside, like a void
within an archive that is itself a kind of void. But, as I hope to show, the archive
has split open, its ragged contents no longer hidden from view. Stifl, this growing
materiality is not necessarily a politically progressive event. Increased visibility
not only poses certain risks for any institution that seeks to enclose it but also—
by privileging spontaneity and discontinuity, repetitions and instability—dark

matter can seldom be sustained as a political force. What proves effective in the
short term or locally remains untested on a larger scale. And that is the point we
appear to be rapidly approaching: an encounter with matters of scale and the need
for a new sustainable political culture of the Left. Dark matter’s missing cultural
mass is both a metaphor for something vast, unnamable and essentially iner, as
well as a phantasmagoric proposition concerning what might be possible at this
moment of epistemological crisis in the arts and structural erisis in global capital.
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Commitment

is a book about the politics of invisibility that could only have been written
I
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must operate under within a post-Fordist enterprise Cu!tul;i‘()d;lar); le,ss odd asa
book about invisible artists and artwork may seem, my rlrllcd ae ess orihodox
still. In his essay “The Author As Producer,” Benjamin ca }f .upot'Stic ral workers
become producers transforming the very means of their artistic p e
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specifically with two artists’ collectives—Political Art Docun;le.ntfat;[ci:aﬂ (ribtion
or PAD/D (1980-88), and REPOhistory {1989-2000)—bot ‘m o : iynai e
roups whose relationship to the art world was, and rema.msl,lma fecn ac e
%inally, whenever possible, attempts to define art and aefs;hen;ss u;\]rediscourse de
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Art Ensemble, the Tactical Media group Kurtz.co-
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6 DARK MATTER

to separate art from non-art, the rubbish from the dross, but to examine how
these self-defined cultural practices operate within a changing economy involving
material and symbolic rewards and penalties, visibilities and shadows. I leave it
to the reader to decide if this idiosyncratic approach permits the airing of ideas
and histories that would otherwise remain in the dark. What follows therefore
is one admittedly partial attempt to articulate the politics of this missing mass.
To paraphrase the cosmologists: there is perhaps no current problem of greater
importance to cultural radicals than that of “dark matter.”

Redundancy

“We can measure the waste of artistic talent,” the art historian Carol Duncan
perceptively observed as early as 1983, “not only in the thousands of “failed’
artists—artists whose market failare is necessary to the success of the few—but
also in the millions whose creative potential is never touched.” Duncan adds
that this glut of “art and artists is the normal condition of the art market.”* As
an artist trying to make my way through the complexity of New York’s cultural
scene in the 1980s her comments struck me as both accurate and suggestive of
an unglimpsed reality just below the surface. It seemed as though some vaguely
visible structural condition peculiar to contemporary art had briefly flashed up
before me. After several decades of working at being an artist, political activist,
writer, teacher, curator, and founding member of rwo political artists’ collectives,
Duncan’s comments returned to me with a vividness thar only lived experience can
furnish: The oversupply of artistic labor is an inherent and commonplace feature of
artistic production. Why? In preparing this study I reinterpreted the art historian’s
remarks as a series of questions. What do rhe many, necessarily “failed” artists, as
Duncan calls them, actually provide to a system that handsomely rewards some of
its participants? Artists are educated by the art world to see such failure as a kind
of chaff that must be removed to release a small nucleus of value. Yet, even this
agricultural metaphor reminds us that a “wasted” husk once protected a valuable
seed. Perhaps most importantly, this creative chaff maintains and reproduces the
system’s symbolic hierarchies by exchanging information abour the luminaries
of the art world at openings, parties, on blogsites, doing so reflexively, like a vast
field of heliotropic flowers always oriented towards a brightly lit center. Even if
the soil at the margins of this field is sewn with bitterness, such gossip reinforces
the apparent naturalness of the overall art econoiny and its hierarchies. To restate
this point with a shift of metaphors, the artist Martha Rosler was once brazenly
informed by an art dealer that either you're on the art world “table” or your not.
The question today is, who supports the table?®
As peculiar as the cufrural economy of fine art may be, there is no getting around
the fact that an increasing number of individuals are choosing to become artists.”
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This is all the more striking given the past 30 years in whicfh a 'form of deregulated
capitalism has dominated the global economy transforming liacreasmgl s(?gme}r:ti
of the population into an under- or simply un—ernpl::ycd su.rp1 us p;:px; ano.n t. a
' exceeds even the necessary “reserve army of laE.)(Jr ess.er.ltla' toht ; unc;u?mng
of capital. So why has art, an inherently precarious activity in the >e;t Od;lme:’
actually flourished during this process of c?@petltlve global ‘austerltyl.) cedless ;)
say, the answer appears to lie not strictly within the ar.t esta bllshmer}t, ut is instea
part of a broader change in the status of culture within ti?e neoh.beral ecofnomg
of the past 30 years. For one thing, enterprise culture requires a kllnc;.;)lf er; o;ce
creativity that is imposed on all forms of labor. Workers, wh.o.se liveli -0(1) s lfave
been made increasingly precarious by the coila%:-se of the tradxtlona_l social welfare
state, are expected to be forever ready to retrain themselves at their own f:xpensz
(or their own debt), to labor continuously cven‘when at .hom.e or on VE.lCettzl‘OH, a.lzl
finally, they are expected to be constantly c:rea'twe, to t'hmk hk.e an art.istijl OLTSI e
the box.” Such universal demand for imagination anfi m.novatlon. inevitably places
added value on forms of “creativity” previously dlsr.ms§ed as informal or non-
professional. In a very tangible sense dark matter is 51.mp.ly not as dlfrl;;S 11(;
recently appeared. The spread of information tec'hnqiogles %nciudmg dt e f 533
Wide Web directly enhance this process of illumination Whllle expanding forms
of creative economic discipline into the affective ar}d dom.estlxc spheres o.f humag
life. As never before, producing, copying, re-mixing, printing, uplczadm.g,.ian _
distributing images and information has become (almost) feveryf:)nc s pr1v1hegf:,
even their social responsibility. Digital technology also functions like al prost ch
memory permitting the excluded to document andl narrate cpherr}era » EVERY Z
activities and overlooked forms of expression or reefkstance. As ?orls.Gr(;yé insists,
no one sits in the audience any longer, everyone is On stage. Whlch rl‘ngs mcz
to the third and most important phenomenon and Fhe one this book is mos
keen to address—the way this twin expansion of neoliberal de.ma.nd and creat;\l{:;
“mining” technology has inevitably led toa kind of rL'lpture within cell fvast sut]fpns
archive “from below,” a vault of pent-up ideas and desires, hopes a!.l rustratio “;
littered with odds and ends, and structured (if thaif word apphels1 here atea !
by narrative gaps and lacunas. In an age of enterprise culture, w er;c (:onctll:er
of labor and class and resistance are being taken apa.rt.and. p};t bac t;)ge her
again, it is to this shadow or surplus archive that artistic diSSidf:llltS an : re o
now look for inspiration on “how to fight.” For what posi-Fordist t;n erp e
culture and its precarious dependency on social networks' have unleaslk:e Zl:zlism
be fully compatible with the kind of giddy, self-regulating frefz mar Izt) ; -
digita! libertarians have cheerfully promoted. The new ele_ctrom(i‘ ':icomS i
instead be thought of as the return of an old C(l)I'-anﬂ.S, or, as Blake 5ti peon ane
I proposed: “the newness of the new e-coliectwnsr.n, like the n.e\.avmfass 0 fhe ey
Arab street, is only a rebirth of intensity, the welling up of spirits from the past,
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a recall to the opportunities and battle lines of old.”® This materializing missing
mass is no doubt permeated with its own historical baggage, half-submerged
resentments, but also a sense of anticipation. Under these circumstances, even once
formidable modes of artistic dissent such as institutional critique have become
deeply ambivalent about the role of self-criticism.!® In a sense, the once-hidden
surplus archive is now eating its host. Or, more precisely, like some extraterrestrial
vegetal pod it is becoming its host. But I am getting ahead of things.

The book begins by selectively examining politically committed forms of mostly
collaborative art that arose on the cusp of the post-Fordist structural adjustment
of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Following an initial chapter that serves as a
broad, introductory overview of the entire project, the second chapter focuses on
the archival work of the New York City based collective PAD/D. Founded in 1980
this group’s collective mindset was still deeply indebted to the mass cpposition
movements and liberation struggles of the 1950s, ’60s and *70s in which students,
soldiers, women, minorities, and many workers rejected not only the culture of
capitalism, but also its work disciplines within the factory as well as the office.
Though it was already in decline by the early 1980s, PAD/D sought to maintain
this antagonistic spirit by establishing its own separately networked art world
apart from both the commercial market and that of mainstream musetims and
not-for-profit spaces. :This quite literal counter-culture would ideally evolve its
own exhibition venues, material support, and critical discourse and look forward
to the post-capitalist society yet to come. Indeed, it was still possible even then to
think this way about history and its inevitable forward movement towards greater
social and economic democracy. In many ways, PAD/D actually harkened back
as much to the organized Left of the 1920s and *30s as it did to the less formal
New Left of May 1968 and after. Notably, the group’s demise took place exactly
as the socialist “East” finally fell apart. In retrospect, this was also the end of a
phase of political and cultural experimentation by many post-colonial nations
in search of an alternative to capitalism. It was also the moment when a wave
of deregulation and privatization began to rapidly displace inner-city residents
in places like Manhattan’s Lower East Side where PAD/DYs offices were locared.
What PAD/D left behind to a gentrified New York was its archive of social and
political art, now housed within the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA),!!
Chapter 2 addresses the obvious irony of this cutcome, as well as the structural
changes going on in the 19805 art community. However, it also goes inside the
PAD/D Archive to examine some of its many documents about unknown or
little known politically engaged artists and artists’ groups. The primary question
this chapter raises concerns how this entombment of a “radical” art functions,
or potentially functions, within the MoMA. To look at this from the other way
around, what does a key pillar of the art world establishment gain from this
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¢hat the battle for public memory must be played out from within the city’s own

repertoire of semiotic management.
to examine the tactics of arban intervention with a study

Chapter 4 continues
vices. As if thumbing their

of the Tilinois-based artists’ collective Temporary Ser
fate of being merely another “creative glut,” the group has

veloping a series of archival projects, public interventions,
blishing house, and an exhibition and program space
de. Like an independent cultural municipality,
gift-based economy for the managed scarcity
his host of “services,” especially given that
ame city? The digital communications
m has brought some of what PAD/D
owever, this chapter also looks at

collective nose at the
spent the past decade de
publications, its own pu
jocated on Chicago’s North Si
Temporary Services substitutes a
of the market. How does it manage t
its three members no longer reside in the s
nleashed by neoliberal capitalis
d within reach via the Internet. H
these new forms of self-organization and networked generosity from a decidedly

darker angle, one that even enterprise culture is loa the to acknowledge (although

¢ is entwined within it). For just as powerful networking technology amplifies

the power of a few artists in Illinois, it also opens the public floodgates to what

Nietzsche described as Ressentiment, or what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick understood
a5 the structural complexity of ignorance.** Inevitably, the perforation of a once
suppressed archive exposes the wounds of political exclusions, redundancies,
and other repeated acts of blockage that wholly or partially shape this emerging
sphere of dark-matier social production.

With Chapter 5 we return to the questions raised by Duncan in more detail by
sketching the political economy of contemporary art from the bottom up. This
chapter tries to describe its system of promises, self-made identities, exclusions,
and hierarchies from the inside, the way an art worker sees it. Its primary case
study compares the efforts to gain greater social security for artists by the Art

Workers' Coalition (AWC) in the late 1960s with those of the Artists Pension Trust
(APT), a private, global investment fund established this past decade, at the apex
e. The main point of this comparison is to

of the art market’s inflationary bubbl
understand how the ever-present “glut” of artists cither define and manage their
ed for them within a continuously

own precarious redundancy, or have it defin

italist economy. To put this differently, how and when does the
allegedly blissful new affair between “creative” Jabor and neoliberal capitalism
become more than an arrangement of overlapping interests? When is it more than
s sociologist Olav Velthuis has argued, and when does
ntagonism with potential political consequences?'
extend and refocus these various lines of inquiry

through an examination of Tactical Media (TM), a form of interventionist cultural
media technology made accessible by global

activism that typically borrows new
capitalism in order to turn it against state and corporate authority. Its practice

capacity u
once imagine

changing cap

just a shared “seript,” &
it emerge as a fully blown a
The sixth and seventh chapters
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includes media pranks, culture jamming, digital swarming, hacking corporate

websites and other hit-and-run electronic guerrilla tactics aimed at what Guy

Debord described as the society of the spectacle. TM marks a moment of change

within resistant cultural practices, one that divides the politically engaged art

associated with 1968 from that of 1989. Unlike PAD/D, REPOQhistory, AWC
or many of the groups discussed in the earlier chapters, TM was not only born
out of the cold cinders of the Cold War, it was immediately at home within the
digital Zeitgeist of post-Fordism: a form of imaginative resistance that could
only fully emerge within the precarious networked world of neoliberalism. By
its own carefully invented epithets TM’s principal practitioners—Critical Art
Ensemble, RTMark, The Yes Men, Institute for Applied Autonomy, Bureau of
Inverse Technology, 0100101110101 101.org—typically mirror or mimic the
appearance of entrepreneurial culture itself, including bootstrapping start-up
ventures and creative micro-institutions. However this IMIrroring process is not
as simple as appears. TM’s logic claims to be above ideology, yet it remains
romantically anti-capitalist, perhaps even to the point of collectively mourning an
unspecified aesthetic wholeness, glimpsed here and there as mere remnants and
tatters within the spectacle of enterprise culture. Curiously, this very abhorrence
of ideology seems to link it with neoliberal processes of social collapse and
extreme reification that may provide the raw material for new social organs to
grow and cohere. After"World War 11, as ideological combat continued by other
means, Western state and corporate interests sought to legitimate their power,
publicly aligning themselves with secular democratic society and even modern
experimental forms of art. Theodor W, Adorno described the art thus generated as
a sham. Beneath its cheerful facade was concealed the cold brutality of capitalist
instrumental logic. For Adorno, true art had no choice but to draw (regretrably)
upon the dark negativity of this administered welfare culture itself. Dissonance
and blackness were his ideal aesthetic response to the world of administered
culture.’ In the 1980s the culture of the welfare state and Left politics were not
so much superseded with a new order as they were shattered into fragments,
becoming the rubble of what Margaret Thatcher once sneeringly labeled “society.”
This post-modern landscape is strewn with bits and picces of dissolved social
organizations, ghosts of mass movements past, ruined states, and crippled notions
of the public sphere. Yet as much as remnants of nineteenth-century culture became
for Walter Benjamin a kind of allegory brimming with a potential for redemption,
50 t00 have the fragments of 4 lost social commons, however imperfect in realiey,
become today a kind of allegorical detritus.

No less than opportunistic capitalists, TM and other Interventionist activists
have learned to tinker with this wreckage, taking it apart, reassembling it again,
parodying or clowning about with its elements, mimicking its functions. And yet
by default, some of these tactical practices appear to be developing what may
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cultural and ethnic interest a commodified niche-market all its own. And at this
moment the very concept of class as a category of economic exploitation appeared
probiematic. Some Marxists argued that the situation was simply an empirical
problem that would be resolved once the actual working class (as it was configured
under “late capitalism”) could be definitively located. Others insisted that the
very narrative of class was in need of deconstruction together with the notion
that history was propelled by antagonisms berween the many who produce, and
the few who own the means of production. At the forefront of this latter critigue
were Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, a duo of anti-Marxist Leftists whose
influential book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic
Politics attempted to prove that any universal economic explanation of society is
merely a fetish or myth dreamed up by Marx and elaborated on by his followers.
According to Laclau and Mouffe, if economic relations really do determine hurman
subjectivity then the economy would have to be “defined independently of any
specific type of society; and the conditions of existence of the economy must
also be defined separately from any concrete social relation,”!” Their alternative
thesis is a greatly modified version of Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony,
except this post-structuralist version of hegemony maintains that “social agents
lack any essence.”™ If there is such a thing as political agency, therefore, it must
take place within a social “text” that consists of different, differing, multiple,
and sometimes conflicting social positions. No one privileped signifier-—such as
the economy or class status—could possibly affect all of these positions because
capitalism is not a totality, it is instead a rext with a muitiplicity of interpretive
possibilities that generate merely local conflicts of power and temporal moments

of subjectivity. In a more recent essay, ostensibly about artistic activism, Mouffe
reiterates her mid-1980s stance insisting that

Every order is the temporary and precarious articulation of contingent practices. Society
is not to be seen as the unfolding of a logic exterior to itself, whatever the source of this
logic could be: forces of production, development of the Spirit, laws of history, etc, The
frontier between the social and the political is essentiatly unstable and requires constant
displacements and renegotiations between social agents."

Thus the field of agonistic struggle inevitably includes the short-order cook in
the local McDonald’s food factory as well as the corporate CEQ who owns the
company. lt comprises the museum director, as well as dissident artists demandiné
more rights of representation. And it encompasses the artist laboring as a graphic
designer or data-entry specialist 80 hours per week along with her boss who also
employs dozens of similar outsourced “creative” workers. The fact that each

subject’s position could just as effectively be defined by a greater or

lesser degree of
freedom over his or her material

conditions of life is far less significant, so Laclau
and Mouffe argue, than their particular hegemonic articulation within society,

whic
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Cleaver, Mariarosa Dalla Costa, and younger scholars inspired by their work
like Leopoldina Fortunati and the members of edu-factory collective in Furope.
As diverse as these writers are they nevertheless reassert Marx’s view that
labor generates its own political and resistant forces from within the process of
capital accumuolation (it’s the politics of the economy, stupid).”? Furthermore, it
is capital’s attempt to overcome this resistance that fuels its continual geographic
and technological expansion. Impossibly, this restless process seeks to eliminate
capital’s own dependency on living labor.2* In the past few decades of deregulated
post-Fordism, those workers who retain a function under neoliberalism hold on
precariously, while a significant portion of the world’s people has become a vast
and redundant surplus population. But something has happened to make this
apparent surplus army increasingly visible, not only to capital, but to itself. Almost
as if a long forgotten crypt had split open, the dead, the redundant laborers, the
excess population, is now speaking, visualizing itself, asserting a new form of
collectivism that is also an old form of collectivism. Ies visibility is dependent not
only on the rise of global communication technology necessary to the deregulated
enterprise economy, but also on its own sheer abundance and precariousness in
relation to that economy.

Now, after a hiatus in which many influential Left and cultural theorists sought
to treat class and economic exploitation as just one more discursive subject position
within a field of shifting social antagonisms, a new generation of intellectuals,
media activists, and interventionist artists, no doubt spurred on in part by the
2008-9 financial adjustment, are beginning to re-examine the role of labor in the
so-called creative economy. As hecessary as it once seemed to “rethink” the critical
importance of class struggle and Marxist analysis during the heady, expansionist
yvears of neoliberalism, it now appears just as necessary to rethink capitalism
and its relationship to work, history, and culture, Young artists, often working
collectively, have begun to address their relationship to work. Among many
recent experiments is Working Artists and the Greater Economy, or W.A.G.E.,
an informal group that dates from the very start of the 2008 financial meltdown
{although at a time when it was still being described simply as a serious mortgage

crisis). The group has demanded a “working wage” for artists hecause artists make
“the world more interesting. "> Other fledgling efforts at self-organization include
the Teaching Artist Union, a group of NYC art instructors whose membership
is open to faculty at the university and college level, as well as in high schools
and the lower grades. I an age of enforced creativity and enterprise culture
the very concept of a unionized cultural workforce may be nearly impossible to
conceptualize. Not surprisingly the group’s founding manifesto begins with a
somewhat strained statement of self-identification as a generation of “freelance
idealists” before continuing heedfully, “we are not angry laborers.” (Admittedly
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art historians willing to risk upsetting domina?at cn?ltural -paradlgms v Zuof argt
the art world—to paraphrase Benjamin—against its graln.. 1hX new l;vav ot ar
scholarship is examining the role of cultural labor both Wilt in W}f -ens onced
subject matter and historical periods, as we‘ll as amongst essefr nlotwn anises
and art movements. Andrew Hemingway’s important study of artis sl a e
Communist Party USA in the 1920s, *30s, and *40s was recentl.y comp ‘;T:Erd
by Julia Bryan-Wilson’s Art Workers: Radical Practice in the Vzetm;m i h;
in which the theoretical impact of the New Lleft on the concfept ;: artw e
the 1960s and *70s is examined through a series .Of case studies that r(;eclim iy
the oft-visited work of Carl Andre, Robert Morris, Hans Hs:ja?ke, aErll ! :Vcaytcr;
Lippard.?” Even an industry mainstay like Artforum venture' mtu.:) tli :ts e
foliowing the Great Recession by printing an excel:'pt of ar.lzlg-caplta

by the Marxist theorists Michael Hardt and {fk:.lt'omo Negti. R

Meanwhile, debates, conferences, and exhibitions on the topic o arh \ Cam;
cultural markets, and creative labor have been organized by among I?t ;rsformer

Kuoni, director of the Vera List Center for the Arts, and Malrla ind, o

director of the Center For Curatorial Studieé at B;rcll Co'ile;ge.J_l\;;:a;;ric:;);aGooﬁ
i rogram, co-sponsored by the Goethe Institute, :
erl%lct:fkl;irls Tugrkey: fouricmale curators from Zagreb who go by the c;:liz;tll)\:;

moniker WHW (What, How & for \X/hom;) orgar\l;(;zltledttﬁc r:;);fi :icl::ir;td Z e

Art Biennial around the decidedly militant theme *What Kee . fm‘m

ine borrowed from the title of Bertolt Brecht and Kurt 1i)?’el s song fre
g‘zz }}zjeepenny Opera received a blunt answer in 1928: Msnk;lnd lsriceez; :‘Llf\;i
by bestial acts of starvation, torture, and .isllen.ce. Ne doubt the sam ¢ answer

is on everyone’s lips today. Mo;t of ;h.e a[_'tIStiin til: Xﬁ :):l)ag;xﬂg were o

previously seen at biennials and art fair circuits, s madg an o

isturb business as usual in the global art world. Onevmsta at
t[?ni:;;oyed Employees, by Turkish artists Ayldan Murtezzoglu a?: i?:‘:{:iar-}gﬁ;
even provided “creative jobs” for recent university graduates
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Graphic designer and collaborator Dejan Krii¢ worked with the collective WHW (What
ng & for Whom: Iver Curlin, Ana Devié, Natasa Hi¢, and Sabina Sabolovié) to createz;
series of pedagogical illustrations exploring the financial and administrative mechanisms
of the Eleventh Istanbul Biennial {2008}, whose title—What Keeps Mankind Aliver—the
group took from Bertdlt Breche and Kurr Weil’s 1928 production The Threepenny Opera
(Die Dreigroschenoper), Image courtesy WHW and Dejan Krsic,

employees first had to apply for their temporary positions, which then consisted of
folding and refolding piles of t-shirts, and pointlessly offering perfume samples to

Biennial visitors, But perhaps it was an innovative mini-conference held recently

at The New School University organized by artist Trebor Scholz that most clearly
addressed the gap between theory and practice, virtual and rmaterial labor, doing

so at least in part by accident. The question posed by the three-day program
was whether or not the Internet is a creative “play ground,” or an electronic
“factory,” or perhaps both at the same time.? Attended by a predominantly-
youthful, white male audience, the program included sessions described as “the
Gift of Immaterial Labor,” “Digital Labor and the Body,” and “The Emancipatory
Potential of Play.” The very phrasing of the program’s title-—"The Internet as
Playground and Factory”—is perhaps an unintentional reference to Mario Tronti’s
four decade’s old expression “The Social Factory,” in which the regulatory power
of the capitalist market encloses social relations once tound exclusively outside
the workplace. But signs of how rhe new, networked economy actuaily extracts
value from material, living labor unexpectedly bubbled up at the event when

conference participants were confronted by a group of self-defined Cyber Sweat
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“Shop Workers distributing leaflets that bitterly, and ironically, denounced the
: ‘anti-union policies of The New School, principal host of Playground or Facrory.®

It would seem to be a given that capitalism has always secretly depended upon

‘certain forms of production other than the obvious, male-identified physical labor

of the factory or farm. This other productivity includes women’s non-waged chores

" or “housework,” as well as their sexual procreation that literally reproduces the
4] 3 -

workforce. But it also includes the semi-waged labor of students and children ax_1d
the hidden dependency capital has with forms of slave labml‘, once an es‘silngal
stage of what Marx described as primitive Weaith.aC(‘:uT‘ﬂulaU?n, and whic a:{
now made a return in an era of deregulated labor, individual risk, and weakene
states.” Perhaps it is time to rephrase a question first posed by Brecht s?me 75
years ago by asking: who builds the digital networks?_“ Who lays down its glass
fiber cables, who cooks the meals for the Systel’I’l’S desngr.lers and programn?ers as
they sit in their cubicles, hour after hour, bangmg-out ilmes of html:jdfrawmg up
spreadsheets, sizing images, designing templ.atets, tagging data, arll orm?m}?g
websites? More basic still: who operates the in;ect1on~n.101d1ng machines and lat e,s
and grinders that stamp-out the computer chassis, nlaob.ile phones, and Blackberr.y S
essential to the day-to-day function of the “cognitariat”? Who packs and sh1.ps
the electronic components of the new, networked economy? Who hauls away its
e-waste? And after piles of this electronic debris are shippled to towns and villages
in Africa and South Asia, who is it that picks through this ldemtus for recyclable
toxic metals that nonetheless pollute bodies, water, and 5011.?'. What.applears to be
immaterial play on one side of the digital terminal is something qulltc different .at
its other end. For somewhere on this planeta different }worlcforcc t01.is ona Fordist
assembly line in order to make immaterial post-Fordist la’l,)or .po‘ssﬁ-)l.e in the llJS,
EU, and other developed nations.® It is this “other end,” this invisible surplus
not entitled to the Neo-Bohemian good life, that concerns us helre, whf':ther or
not its ethereal “elsewhere” is located in Logos, Jakarta, or Mexu:o,_ or in some
overlooked, non-union factory in London, Toronto, or New York City.

Revenge of the Surplus

The scope of these issues is well beyond this,.or perhaip's any single stuldy, wltl;c};
is why my focus remains largely on the changing conditions of productl.on withi

and around the margins of the contemporary art world, and the resmtancehto
those changes. But the underlying issue remains that o'f culeural iabo.r, e‘md ! at
that means today, in a “creative” economy that, as Bru'm Hol‘mes pvltl?llydpomtz
out, has made art the “linchpin of the workfare system, in t:he fmancuf‘hzehera :d
image sign production.”* How have the conditions of :—li‘t_lS’ElC p].‘OdllCt]O?l chang :
in this context? More importantly, how do those art.1sts who rer'nag; CrltiC:ld
of capital’s disciplinary economic apparatus IManage in the art-friendly wor
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of enterprise culture? Perhaps the Berlin-based art and media collective kleines
postfordistisches Drama (KPD) has pinpointed the difficulty, with their fictional
“sociological” documentary about creative industry workers just like themselves,
In a series of video interviews they reenacted the mental life of art workers mulling
over a set of questions including, “What do you consider a ‘good life’? Should
cultural producers, as role models for society, join with other social movements
to work towards new forms of globalization?” Based on actual responses, the
project reveals Berlin’s creative workers trapped in their own feeble expectations
about a “good life.” We watch as they attempt to multitask hour after hour, with
little or no transition between work and non-work, socializing and networking,
or in some cases wakefulness and sleep. It seems the social factory has completely
triumphed, and no doubt the observations from Germany are generalizable to the
“cognitariat” in other global cities. The Berfin media collective’s enigmatic name
sums up the situation, Roughly translated into English it reads, Small Post-Fordist
Drama. The group’s operating thesis is amusingly summed up on their webpage
that shows a single, acid-colored photograph of six hip-looking creative workers
in a minimal office space posed precisely around an uncluttered workeable. The
image appears to aliude to one of Caravaggio’s late, understated domestic dramas,
such as his Supper At Emmaus (second version, 1606) in which a very ordinary-
tooking Christ quietly announces to several followers he has returned from the
grave. As if to dinyjnish any remaining theatricality still further, the image on the
website has been reduced to the size of a postage stamp.

Still, there are constant stirrings of resistance. Some of which are surprisingly
familiar, though rendered in novel ways, and much that takes place not within
the white cubicles of the art industry, but at the intersection of cognitive labor,
precarious employment, and everyday, informal creativity.

In 2007 a very different sort of play within a play from that of KPD took place
when a group of disgruntied Italian TBM workers, supported by UNI Global
Union and the national IBM works councils (FIOM, FIM, COBAS national
unions) carrted out the first known job action in Second Life, a 3D virtual reality
platform where players move about as computer generated characters or avatars
in an immersive and interactive virtual world. The striking knowledge workers
took explicit advantage of their dual status as both embodied and immaterial labor
when they decided to collaborate “creatively” with Internet activists and graphic
designers involved in Second Life Left Unity (SLLU), an anti-capitalist organization
that exists only inside the online digital environment. Unionists Christine Revkin
and Davide Barillari coordinated the organization of the virtual protest, generating
colorful striking avatars with pixilated picket signs programmed to stage a
24-hour virtual protest against Big Blue in cyberspace. As anticipated, global
media coverage was strong, and within a few months IBM capitulated to the
demands of its employees’ local works council, Rappresentanze Sindacali Unitarie
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September 2007, avatars of striking Italianj]ix[ w:ri{s;sﬁsntga%z ';}:;f?;z;:;;?;iiﬁt
ife. Ac

wa;k'out . t'kllle Cyéf;tziig lt(: ?}iﬂsjlz:;iinuse of new-generation communication
Davide Bar ai(;. local problem to a global problem, so the image of the companz
tooks e I;:(?vf? :‘time attacked ... the Virtual protest led to concrete results.

Tl 'for o [:he eve;u was artist Christine Revkin, webmaster for UNI Global
He‘lplﬂg c;??iere resents some 900 trade unions and 20 million worl(.ers employed
Umc}’ln»";' écal kr?owledge and services industries: www.uniglobaiulen.orglﬁ.\ﬁ)ps‘/
::go:'t:l i:ﬂpages/homelin. Images courtesy Christine Revkin and Davide Barillari.
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;)f Yemercclzte, agreeing to reinstate performance bonuses and contribute r h
t.a[lan national health insurance fund. The first mass union demonstrati O't X
v1r.tua¥ world has sertous implications in our real world: 20 days aft rinor'l pal
strike in Second Life—in which some 2,000 avatars joined fromy30 coe:rft ? wrm}f l
generall manager of IBM Italy resigned. The immaterial job action w. rli?s—t )
of a bigger international unionization project, cailed “unions 2.0.” ;;r amall
E(;s;:ordis; dran‘xaddirectly improved the actual working condit‘iolns ofl:rzzlt?\lft
s and reminds us, as autonomous labor ¢ i i wri
“cg:;;n}t:nism is the liberation of time—not irs frz:;);: iir;tofi?:rlyvz;zfes;d’l’jﬁt
Andi‘;hyo:;; dscj)eps S;ifog:; ezt:r):;dmbaplz:;eg un}-lfx:amed time and ethereal resistance?
? ar ith i
repertoire of tactical tricks, resentyments, ;idgl(:z ldoa.l:j(tizlljsttzrnvdwith 1;5 (Sih? d?wy
Z(C)ir-le- ffar br;)ader counter-history from befow? As Stephen \X;right arsr;grltz c:?tl(lr:}
fuﬂg;:;s t Iat refl_ise to be seen at all, that are invisible-yet-undcnial;le, raise
r.lta questions about the nature of art, tabor, and creativity.?
lt)he guerrilla projects of Unterguntber who illegall; repair :13:: i lFof(exa!II(]Pl'e,
aris, or the anonymous sign projects of political activi s Grapo de Arte
s o d . : 1sts such as Grupo de Arte
o ::}t;rr(:al,;} P(;[;?Oiv i\;r::s demi;catmg the hOfnes of unpunished gcngrals from
oo WX y as 'we : as thelsomettmes obscene street provocations
of th ina (WAR} collective in Russia, or the low-tech urban inte i
;lzt?a: Paulo, Brazil, that theorist André Mesquita describes as zones r;; Ez(e):j:
vi i i
Anoﬂyifn z; :g:l!:,a ltsl:)et}clyg:;n; :Ir;t;—ac;o:[ioraftle ca@paigns of the hackrivist group
displacement carried out by temp siaffess O“jl.;igmatwe orkers oo and'tempoml
Furthermore, the very trace of this curi(;us mii;)(;l; Ze‘:: ;l’:gs:;?ir‘;”iii: ilrlfii
)

inert, ba i i
> banal and confrontational dark matter is only possible thanks to networked
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ART, POLITICS, DARK MATTER:
NINE PROLOGUES

Throughout history, living labor has, along with the surplus value extracted from it, carried

on its own production—within fantasy.
Oskar Negt and Atexander Kluge*

Swampwall

For more than 30 years a close relation of mine has worked in the shipping and
receiving department of a non-unionized factory in Northeast Pennsylvania. Early
on in his employment he and several of his co-workers spent their work breaks
attaching newspaper clippings, snapshots, spent soda cans, industrial debris,
trashed food containers and similar bits and pieces of day-to-day detritus to one
wall of the plant. After a few years this accumulated clutter covered most of the
wall. The workers christened their impromptu collage the Swampwall. The owner
of the factory, an aging sole-proprietor in a world of mergers and multinationals,
long tolerated this workplace diversion until a global corporation bought out his
company. A structural adjustment followed. Dozens of “redundant” employees
lost their jobs. The manufacturing division of the factory was downsized, services
emphasized, and post-Fordist systems of inventory and just-in-time outsourcing
implemented. Needless to say, Swampwall was expunged. And though its makers
remained employed they were tasked with higher productivity as their pensions,
sick pay, health care, and other henefits were reduced through privatization. What
was Swampwall? Notwithstanding the recent popularity of de-skilled slack art
and “clutterfuck "—slap-dash cartoons pinned randomly to galiery walls; clumps
of ephemera or manufactured goods spread haphazardly over museum floors;
recycled cardboard and cheap packing-tape sculpture, or paintings made to appear
the work of an amateur or Sunday painter—Swampwall was not art. Just compare
my description of Swampwall to the way the contemporary American artist Tony
Feher reputedly transforms “humble, ‘forgettable’ materials that he finds—bottles,
jars, plastic soda crates ... into work that is rich with human emotion and fragile
beauty.”* None of the factory workers ever attended college; none had likely
ever visited an art museum. Their collaborative frieze was only visible to those

by 3=}



