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Demanding Justice:
Social Rights and Radical
Art Practices
Introduction

The Open call for the ArtLeaks Gazette No. 4 “Demanding Justice: Social Rights
and Radical Art Practices” was published in December 2015 and, because of personal and political challenges, it took us some time to publish this issue. Nonetheless, we believe that the theme of the publication is as relevant today as it was a year
ago, and we would like to thank our contributors for their timely interventions and
patience!
A lot has changed since the ArtLeaks platform was launched in 2011. Compared to
the existential threats societies are exposed to today, the problems of the art world
seem less important. We witnessed the rise of Trumpism, the establishment of
right-wing governments in Europe and threats of global wars. A wave of aggressive
commercialization has swept the art field, driven by the process of financialization,
turning art into assets for financial speculation. Nevertheless, the climate of social
disintegration and political confrontation also forged new forms of struggle and
alliances. Art workers around the world contextualize their practice on another
qualitative level, in a period marked by human rights, labor, anti-fascist and anti-war campaigns. They are trying to reconcile their artworks, texts, exhibitions,
projects with a desire to act politically in line with these campaigns by blurring the
lines between artistic, non-artistic and political activist types of work. Their strategies have taken the form of nonviolent actions directed at the museum and gallery
system, the art market and even at local governments.
The fourth edition of the ArtLeaks Gazette is supporting art workers’ campaigns,
and with regards to their social (civil, economic and legal) rights, and demands
for an increase in art institutions’ responsibilities in upholding these rights. These
responsibilities encompass struggles related to representing art workers’ projects
with integrity, treating their profession fairly and with respect, and remaining open
to debates with art workers. While not all art workers’ campaigns are united by the
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same specific goals, as contexts and needs differ, they include increasing the representation of art workers’ voices in art institutions and at the state level.
In addition to analyzing concrete practices and campaigns, this issue engage with
relevant topics related to social rights, jurisdictions, legislatures and competences, in
order to develop a critique of the neoliberal formats that have been for decades perpetuating across the globe. We decided to bring together those contributions which
are able to question neoliberal realities, virulent nationalisms, and austerity regimes,
considering not only overall conditions in the artworld but also local specificities.
The on-line gazette is published under the Creative Commons attribution noncommercial-share alike and materials are available for translation in any languages to
any interested parts.

Editors:

Corina L. Apostol, Vladan Jeremić and Rena Rädle.
With gratitude to Katja Praznik and Airi Triisberg for the editorial engagement at
the beginning of the process.

Text Authors:

Corina L. Apostol, Trondheim Seminar / Rena Rädle & Vladan Jeremić, Tihomir
Topuzovski, Haim Sokol, Mike Watson, Joshua Schwebel and Catarina Pires,
Dark Matter Games (Marco Baravalle, Noah Fischer, Gregory Sholette and Kuba
Szreder)

Campaigns:

Art Handlers Alliance of New York, #J20 Art Strike

Visual Contributions:

Claudiu Cobilanschi, Anastasia Vepreva & Roman Osminkin, Haim Sokol, Gil
Mualem Doron

Title page illustration:

Poster no. XIV from the series “On the Concept of History”(2016) by Haim Sokol
Published by ArtLeaks, September 2017, http://art-leaks.org
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Previous pages:
Comics by Anastasia Vepreva and Roman Osminkin
This comics constructs from the open-call text for ArtLeaks Gazette No.4 // Demanding Justice:
Social Rights and Radical Art Practices. We took the key phrases from it and played with them.

Hereby we wanted to show contradictions between political art and political activism. The paradox

is that socially engage art wants to participate in politics but also wants to save its own autonomy as
art—because when art becomes politically effective, it ceases to be art.

Roman Osminkin is a Saint Petersburg based poet, art-theorist, performer and video-artist. Ph.D at the

Russian Institute of Art History. Member of the St.Petersburg Writers Union since 2007. Author of poetry
and short prose books, Comrade-Thing (Kraft, 2010), Comrade-Word (Kraft, 2012), Texts with external

objectives (NLO, 2015), Not A Word About Politics! (Cicada Press, NY, 2016). - Winner of the POETRY

SLAM SPb, 2006, 2010 and the video-poetry festival «Fifth leg» 2010, 2016. Member of the editorial board
of the «Translit», the most influential leftist journal of poetry and literature theory in Russia.

Anastasia Vepreva’s artistic practice has a focus on the analysis and discourse of historical memory. She works
in various techniques with the idea of systems of oppression, and of death. She holds a double MA from

Smolny College, SPBU, St. Petersburg and Bard College, NY, USA. She has participated in the Moscow

International Biennale for Young Art, The 6th Moscow Biennale, Manifesta 10, 35th Moscow International
film festival.
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Let’s talk about Class,
and Art
Mike Watson

What we mean when we say we want to talk about social class
and art:
When I first decided to talk about social class in the art world I knew I would face
a difficult task. Two years on from that point—when I began organizing a forum
on social class held at Open School East and The Royal College, London in December 2015—I am more convinced than ever of the need to address the issue of
social class division within the arts, as well as the need for creative discussion to be
applied to issues of class in wider society. What follows are some of the difficulties
I have identified in talking about social class over the last two years. Many of these
points back up experiences in the art world, academia and in my wider life experience. Indeed, class is not really a quantifiable science, which in itself can be a cause
of frustration when trying to state to middle or upper class peers the importance of
talking about social class and of realigning the class makeup of the arts. Though this
should be no deterrent and I would urge working class art professionals to draw on
the passion they feel for the subject of class inequality and to bring that passion to
bear in conversation with their peers, for whilst not being measurable, that passion
is tangible. As such, it is a positivist manifestation of the reality of social class as a
materially inscribed fact. Indeed, such passion, emotion, anger or fear has been the
motor for the greatest movements in history both for social change and against it.
One only has to see the contorted and mean spirited postures and faces of David
Cameron and George Osborne in YouTube footage of the two dismantling the
mechanisms of social justice to see to what level emotion is crucial to the politics of
class, at both ends of the scale.
Moving on to the difficulty in talking about class in the art world: Firstly, I have
found that it is generally only the working class who think we need to talk about
class; the middle and upper classes treat the subject as little other than a bearable
annoyance, a fact of birth, or of history, but nothing one can do anything about.
This is clearly carried over into a lack of interest in the political debates which
surround issues of wealth inequality. Whilst, to be fair, a good number of middle
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and upper class people do hold a broadly leftist political world view, this tends to be
channeled via the softening touch of social democratic values, which airbrushes the
rough edges of the leftist cause, so that revolution becomes a more palatable adherence to ‘social values’. There are two problems here, firstly it is all too easy to talk
casually about class: we all have class backgrounds and we all know someone who
is richer than us. Consequently, conversations on social class are engaged in with an
air of ‘oh dear’, as participants who are not really underprivileged pose as if they are.
Of course, these conversations are not liable to reach any incendiary conclusion, not
least as they often take place within the comfy surroundings of a gallery, museum,
coffee shop, restaurant or other dinner table. This leads neatly into the second point,
which is that the middle-class art practitioner does simply not know what it is like to
wonder where the next meal is coming from or how one is going to pay the rent, or
run a phone or internet connection or buy a new pair of shoes as the last remaining
wearable pair (i.e. without holes in the soles) broke. Therefore, one of the problems
with talking about social class in the art world is a woeful ignorance which makes
people talk as if they are underprivileged whilst they bask in a level of comfort that
means it is unlikely that they’ll ever muster the anger to really do anything about
their underprivileged position. This problem has been exacerbated by—and is brilliantly, yet unwittingly, conveyed via—the 99% movement, as discussed in Towards a
Conceptual Militancy (Zero Books, 2016):
“The same syndrome can be seen in the largely ‘gestural’ oppositions to the
global economic crisis and its causes. The 99% slogan – ‘we are the 99%’,
popularised by the Occupy Wall Street movement – which highlights the
vast accumulation of wealth in the hands of an elite 1%, ignores the vast
differentiations of wealth amongst the 99% ‘poorest’ people on Earth. This
blindness to the privileged position of some of the 99% in comparison to
the poorest people within the global whole – and all of the stratifications
between – highlights yet another attempt to create distance and ascribe
blame. It is a classic case of Nietzschean ressentiment (or ‘resentment’,
whereby the aggrieved re-feel their grievances to the detriment of their
ability act to change their position). As Nietzsche argued in A Genealogy
of Morality, the characterisation of the oppressor as ‘bad’ cannot automatically imply that the oppressed are ‘good’. Yet as applied to the anti-war and
anti-finance protest the logic of resentment takes on a different complexion, for even as – for example – the gap between rich and poor grows, class
stratifications are arguably far more varied in Western society today than in
Nietzsche’s time. We are witnessing a middle-class resentment at both its
complicity with and distance from power.” (TACM, pp17-18)
Put simply, the teeth of any potential working class movement are blunted because
a great many of the people with an apparent vested interest in class politics are not
really working class, are not underprivileged and do not care to start any meaningful
course towards societal reform, because they are too comfortable to care. This can be
seen in the art world by anyone who is genuinely from a poor background and who
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has frequented some of the plethora of endless talks, screenings, dances, poetry
readings and now (popularly, as if we needed another ‘trend’) ‘walks’ around political themes held in the name of art. The hands off, ineffectual manner of so many
of these events (not naming any, as they involve too many respected colleagues) is
enough to make one spit or pull their hair out. If this reaction seems aggressive, just
spare a thought for the poor dying refugees that are trying to enter fortress Europe
as tens to hundreds of middle class artists, curators and art lovers engage in talks,
walks, and dances on ‘borders/Syria/climate change/capitalism/gentrification/etc’ at
any given point on any evening of the week across Europe.
The great gulf between what needs to be done and what is being done is in itself
enough reason to try to talk not only about class in the art world, but about how
the art world’s resources can be used to address class issues in the wider world.
Though this needs to be a real discussion on social class in which people appreciate
their relative level of comfort or discomfort and open up to a radical restructuring
of the labour practices of the art world so that the class structure can become more
evenly differentiated. That differentiation is crucial so that the art world can speak
with a maximum diversity of voices from across all social backgrounds, all genders,
all ethnic groups and all sexual orientations.
This leads nicely to a crucial next point, and that is that conversations on social
class in the art world are often interrupted by people who argue that we should
be talking about gender, race or sexual orientation instead of class. Whilst one can
understand this sentiment as the directed anger of people who are also aggrieved by
oppression and intellectually moved to declare their own plight as important, it also
sadly derails the leftist project. All too often the well-intentioned practices of identity politics do the work of the ruling class for them by forsaking solidarity in the
name of individual grievances. Granted, it is vital that specific maligned groups are
represented within the voyage towards a more equal society. In this light, the Black
Panthers and the Combahee River Collective are among the most outstanding leftist movements in the recent history of the West. However, they did not specifically
aim to supplant a class discourse. Indeed, The Combahee River collective, formed in
1974 by amongst others, Barbara Smith, Beverly Smith and Demita Frazier in order to give a voice to Black women—who felt marginalized both by the anti-racist
and working class movements—issued a statement in 1980 in which it was written:
“The most general statement of our politics at the present time would
be that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,
heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task the
development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that
the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of these
oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As Black women, we see
Black feminism as the logical political movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face.”
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Often taken as the first group to specifically use the term ‘identity politics’, the
Combahee River Collective—named after a military action along the Combahee
River in South Carolina undertaken by a female Commander Harriet Tubman in
1863—clearly saw the promotion of black women’s rights as essential to overcoming the shortcomings of the male dominated leftist and black power movements,
though, crucially, within interlocking systems of oppression. Now, within that,
sometimes one will need to talk about race, and sometimes gender, sexual identity or class. That is to say, within an interlocking system of oppression we need to
strengthen the oppressed in all walks of life, so that they can join forces and challenge the ruling elite together. This also means that there will be times when we
need to speak simultaneously of all our discontents, but when I’m talking about social class and my own discontents I’d ask that people don’t interrupt me with theirs
as if our discontents are mutually exclusive, because they’re not.
Another reason why we shouldn’t posit social class politics in opposition to race,
gender or sexual identity issues is that doing so risks leaving working class people
of all genders, races and sexual orientations behind whilst potentially promoting
only the interests of middle to upper class people from racial minorities, exploited
genders or non-normative sexual orientations. One might think here to the figure
of Okwui Enwezor, who curated the 2015 Venice Biennale around the theme of
Marx’s Capital. To be fair, symbolically such an event had enormous potential. Yet
Enwezor himself moved with the airs and graces of nobility, and British nobility at that. This was a man schooled in evading questions, who when asked about
the Marxist mission in the Guardian, just prior to the Biennale, dropped the ball,
answering:
“His programme was to use capitalism to achieve social equality,” says
Enwezor. “I don’t think that Marx, had he lived, would have wanted
capitalism to end.” 1
With friends like these one doesn’t need enemies though, above all, this is evidence
that class needs talking about openly and seriously in the art world, because until
that point is reached political art will just be used to make middle class people feel
less guilty and to whitewash (or ‘artwash’) global capital. In fact, we need to address
the social makeup of the art world so that the global art world does not become a
mere sop to globalization itself. Indeed, if global political art, or political art on a
global level is not actually acting in any directly political way, and is only representing politics whilst continuing to operate an unequal system of privilege, it will be
used by corporations to whitewash what they are up to whilst giving jobs to bored
middle and upper class art enthusiasts. The loser will continue to be the poor.
In this sense, there is a certain responsibility in saying one is a political artist or
curator. You cannot just wear the badge of being a political artist, something more
has to happen, though it felt that was what Enwezor was doing.
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This leads to a next consideration, namely, that the art world is dominated by people from privileged backgrounds who employ a certain code of behavior out of habit, and that this code excludes people who are underprivileged. This can most clearly
be seen when an exchange or money or discussion about payments is involved
between an institution or privileged individual and someone who is categorically
from a poorer background. In some exchanges the poorer person, needing payment,
is often seen as vulgar, pushy and, ironically (or perhaps, better put, disturbingly),
over concerned with money. Indeed, asking that payment be made promptly, and
in line with prior agreements, can appear to underscore a lack of love for the work
itself, or a lack of concern for art or culture. This accords with the fact that a great
many people who work in senior positions in museums, in academia, in galleries,
etc., don’t actually need their stipends in order to live. This varies from country to
country but is certainly the case in Italy (where I live), a country lacking in meritocratic structures. Of course, it is actually the case that the person who is quick to ask
a payment is often needing money to get through to the next day, having sacrificed
everything to work in the arts.
This basic misunderstanding is linked to a more fundamental misunderstanding of
the values of working class people, who are often seen as living rather irresponsibly,
hand to mouth, instead of amassing, however slowly, savings. This argument was
played out publicly in 2014 in the UK as Tory peer Lady Jenkins argued:
“We have lost a lot of our cookery skills. Poor people do not know how
to cook,” before continuing to say, “I had a large bowl of porridge today,
which cost 4p. A large bowl of sugary cereals will cost you 25p.”2
This not only misses how damaging it would be to eat only cereal all day every
day, but the fact that the particular situation of a freelancer in the art world with
no savings or no family or other help (often unable to secure a loan or credit card)
often means that shopping with any long-term plan in mind is impossible. There
is never enough money at hand to do a large weekly shop, whilst the number of
hours worked for low pay necessitates quick daily shopping trips in order to buy
just enough food to make it to the next low payment from a client. Living in this
environment of uncertainty—frequently from childhood, i.e. from birth—of course
develops in the individual a tendency to grab when money is there (or is due to be
paid), and then a tendency to go on a spending spree when a decent (though still
low) amount of money arrives. It also leads to intense resourcefulness on a community level as a kind of unofficial communism arises between friends and family, who
lend and give each other a large percentage of their income, regularly and without
second thought.
It is coming from this a poor artist or curator enters into the baffling financial and
social rites of the art world, with the potential for embarrassment always on hand.
Most confusingly, I have found, is the fact that vast amounts of food and drink
are often shared, but often with little in the way of friendship being exchanged. In
fact, the more lavish the display of hospitality, the stiffer the people are and the less
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they seem to want to know anything about their guests. One can appreciate that a
certain level of reservedness goes hand in hand with power and wealth. It certainly
wouldn’t make sense for the wealthy to exclaim surprise at their own hospitality, yet
often the food and drink is provided by faceless sponsors, just to be consumed by
dour faced art world acolytes, bored of the constant rounds of cocktails. Thus, after
we talk in an art space about politics, and maybe go for an art walk, and do a dance
on the theme of poverty, we eat food given to us by strangers, drink alcohol and talk
on the whole coldly with associates. In these situations, I learned long ago to return
to my hotel (if staying away, paid by faceless entities at a museum of art foundation) to eat a kebab, watch football and drink cheap lager (at least knowing it wasn’t
given to me by a faceless corporation seeking publicity or a proud host throwing a
lavish display of personal wealth). And here we see the vast gulf between the spontaneous and uncalculated giving, sharing and celebrating of the working class and
the calculated patronage of the powerful.
Against given sensitivities, the question of what social class a person might come
from could appear uncouth. Indeed, it is something that only a working-class person would ask in part as they have the generosity of spirit to reciprocate and divulge
their own class background, in part as they have nothing to hide or lose. Though
above all the question of social class, raised by a working-class person, could be seen
as led by resentment and jealously. However, I could say wholeheartedly that this
is not the case for me or any of my politicized working class colleagues in the art
world. In fact, conversations never revolve around how much money ‘they’ have and
how much ‘we’ want. Working class people who want money generally don’t work
in the arts (with few exceptions). The issue that a leftist has with the rich isn’t that
they should give more of their money to us, the issue they have is that the rich and
powerful place too much emphasis on the importance of gaining and maintaining
wealth and power, to the detriment of the enjoyment of life and of the fostering of
community. We don’t want the money or the power of the rich, we want the rich to
stop involving the whole world in their obsession with money, power and greatness
(which would appear to be a major principle of Corbynism, and the reason for its
success). We want the rich to stop involving the rest of the population in their notion of a deferred gratification and a stiff upper lip, and to stop nullifying the value
of art by bringing it under this rubric. Though, above all, we want to talk about
social class in the art world as social class stratification and its attendant promise of
class mobility—providing one behaves like the upper classes—is the tool by which
the powerful spread their love of power and make their perversion our concern.
More than all this we need to talk about class division in the art world as art helps
to provide us with the symbolic tools for conveying who we are, and right now
those symbolic tools are in the hands of the elite. Though above all we need to
leverage the tools of the art world to open a more transparent debate about social
class across society, because if we’re not careful social class divides—which one
could argue underpin every concern from terrorism, to immigration, to climate
change to economic crisis—will tear us apart this century just as they did in the
last.
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Since beginning to talk about social class within the arts, the worlds of art and
academia suffered the loss of a cherished figure who gave people from low income
backgrounds tremendous hope - Mark Fisher. Beyond simply pointing to the
disproportionately middle and upper class composition of the cultural fields, Mark
Fisher made it feel that it’s ok to be working class in the academic and cultural
fields, and that feeling beaten down at times by your peers is a normal reaction to
an abnormal environment. At one point, he wrote on social media of the anguish
felt at ‘coming up against’ a social class superior within the university environment.
He understood that however hard one tries, the baggage of a life lived struggling
to deal with inadequate finances whilst attempting to master strange social conventions will always be to some extent limiting. He understood the feeling when
words fail you and muscles tighten so as to make movement and speech awkward
in the face of peers raised and schooled for the professional way of life. A feeling
confounded by the patronising pity of the bourgeois leftist. And none of this is
based on merit. Quite the opposite, in fact: the socially disadvantaged art world
or academic worker must perform a gargantuan feat of stamina and mental acuity
whilst hiding their broken feelings on a daily basis. Meanwhile, the bourgeois peer
play acts for pocket money.
That Mark was subject to long term depression which recurred and ended with him
taking his life was a cruel blow for those who joined him in the condemnation of
an academic and cultural system that weighs heavily on the energies and health of
its most deprived employees. Of course, it would be simple to blame the capitalist
and academic system for pushing Mark to the edge, though the point will be made
and discounted in equal measure. After all, it is in line with depression as a condition that its sufferers feel victimised and blame others for their state. As such, the
logic that the sufferer of depression (or anxiety) need to simply pick themselves up
and carry on easily takes hold.
Though in part to dismiss such callousness I would like to reflect via personal anecdote and broader fact on the very real material correlate between the social structure in the cultural and academic fields and stress, anxiety and depression. I would
like to do this so that the problem of these conditions can be located in a resolvable
exterior which can be changed, thereby drawing upon the hope that Mark brought
to the public via his writing and through his actions, not least evidenced in his
openness to young academics, students and creative practitioners.
Starting with this latter point I wish to pinpoint a ‘closed-door phenomenon’ within academia and the arts that operates both in the UK and Italy (the two countries
I have most experience of as a student, visiting lecturer, curator, critic and adjunct
professor). Put simply, for reasons of culture and history (i.e. due to a rigid class
system) one is taught from an early stage in their career that the door (metaphorical
but also physical) is closed as a matter of course. Access to academics is by invite
and acceptance into circles where successful academics convene is rare. Further,
acceptance as ‘one of them’ (a viable person who understands what is there to be
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understood) is hard won, signaled by a complex system of body and verbal language
traits that excludes people who grew up in non-white middle class environments.
Indeed, at one of London’s (and Europe’s) most prestigious graduate schools in philosophy where I studied at some point in the ‘00s it was the norm for students to be
made to feel stupid by professors who knew more than they did. This sensation was
tangible and reflected by a number of my student colleagues in what was seen as a
Pythonesque situation whereby the guardians of knowledge would zealously protect
it even from the people they were obligated to pass it on to. In what would appear
to be an inheritance of the private schooling system professors would over time select students they particularly favored for special treatment, encouraging them onto
the Ph.D. program and into a career in the same department or another one within
the same network. This was the state of the academic left which gave rise to Mark
Fisher, though he battled long to get a position himself, having taught until the late
part of the ‘00s in a further education college and only gaining a full-time position
at Goldsmiths, University of London, relatively recently. On the way there, his popularity arose largely for his willingness (and perhaps accurately for the necessity) to
circumvent the barrier which separated those ‘in the know’ from the rest.
In part this was due to Mark being an early adopter of internet blogging via his
site K-Punk, which correctly identified the fact that the staid and closed form of
academia that operated in the UK at that time could not continue. Or, rather, at the
least, it couldn’t continue as the only sphere for leftist academic debate. The internet
enabled geeks and enthusiasts of every variety to ‘talk’ – or, more commonly, type
– endlessly on subjects which might otherwise have caused intense boredom or
irritation to their partners, friends or family. This led to an era of blogging in which,
for example, new philosophical movements were founded or consolidated online
through the interaction of students with academics who were often from outside
their own institutions as well as between academics living in different countries
and on different continents. Some of the most important academic friendships and
feuds of our time were formed and fomented in this environment. Indeed, Speculative Realism, Object-Oriented Philosophy and Object-Oriented Ontology all grew
up in this way in a short space of time.
Whilst optimism for the political potential of the internet has waned in many
respects (not least as it has been instrumental in the rise of the far right and of
the disturbing phenomena of Trump and Brexit) we can’t overlook a phenomenon
which has allowed students to bridge a gap in tuition by appealing directly to a
young generation of blogging tutors from other institutions (such as, notably, the
very prolific blogger and philosopher Graham Harman, Mark Fisher and Nina
Power). Whilst blogging proved fairly ineffective for tackling the actual problems
inherent to the academic system itself, at a structural level it can’t be doubted that
a new generation owes much to that time of ferment and the openness of a few
thinkers unrestrained by social class protocol. The trouble is that so long as a broad
class system still prevails there will always be a sensation of superiority and inferiority within academic departments as well as in the cultural field.
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Simply, if one is outside the dominant social class in a given field there will always
be something that differentiates them from their peers. On the surface this manifests in behavioral traits and in a studied casual yet elegant manner of being that
is beyond emulation for any period of time. One either has the affectations of the
upper classes or does not, but if they do it’s because they were born with them and
then further schooled in them. Beneath the surface there is a material aspect. One
either has someone holding their back (or considerable savings or a house owned
outright) or does not. If one does not have these things life will be more stressful
and fitting in with one’s upper class peers will be virtually impossible on any sustained level.
Of course. there are token working class people in the arts (Tracey Emin, Damien
Hirst), but they are put there specifically to be working class for the entertainment of the wealthy. This is not a path open to many people and not one that can
be planned for or deliberately obtained and these few working-class superstars
are closer to Wayne Rooney than Peggy Guggenheim. For the rest of us upward
mobility is a hamster wheel. One never really arrives where they think they should
and the constant thought that ‘by now I have done surely enough to rest, to relax,
to have the ease of my peers’ is always met with disappointment. What’s worse is
that the need for enterprising young working class cultural practitioners to establish
themselves is often exploited. I have worked in an art foundation nearly entirely
staffed by unpaid and underpaid labor. At one point during the six-month run of
a politically themed exhibition an illegal immigrant worker spent several hours in
the attic of the arts foundation bailing out water as it was raining and the roof was
broken. Beneath people watched videos on capitalism and climate change. This is
for me the best visual metaphor of the art world I have ever seen, only it was real.
Everyone in that foundation was bound into compliance with its corrupt functioning by their need to get ahead. This is something repeated throughout the arts and
academia and can be seen in the adjunct professor system operative in American
universities.
Now, on a physical level sustained stress without relief leads to depression. This is a
material reality: life conditions create mental illness. What then, on a scientific basis
is the likely fate of a working class academic or arts practitioner who repeatedly
finds themselves in the same place despite working harder and achieving more year
on year? Clearly the facts speak for themselves.
We need to look out for each other and open doors instead of closing them. We
need to fill the halls of academia and the art world with people of diverse backgrounds such that no one feels excluded. In some small way that path has begun.
Let’s talk about class, let’s do it proudly! Let’s talk about what social class I am and
what social class you are.
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Subsidy
Joshua Schwebel and Catarina Pires

The following is a description of an intervention and exhibit that took place in
Berlin at the Künstlerhaus Bethanien in the summer and autumn of 2015. The text
is written by myself, the artist who created this work, and by Catarina Pires, one of
the interns who was working at the Künstlerhaus at the time of my exhibition.

Project Description
My name is Joshua Schwebel and I am a conceptual artist. My most recent project,
Subsidy, exposes the labour practices in art institutional structures, particularly the
pervasive absence of payment in the field of cultural labour.
The project began when, as an artist in residence at the Künstlerhaus Bethanien in
Berlin for the year of 2015, I recognized that the institution used (and continues
to use) unpaid interns as part of its administrative structure. Having been awarded
a funded residency in this institution, I was disturbed to be put in a position of benefiting from a standardized practice of structurally enforced precarity.
My artistic project within the residency was to redirect the complete funds allotted for my exhibition budget (€3,000) into honoraria to compensate the formerly
unpaid interns whose time coincided with my year in residence. Through a negotiation process, I returned my budget to the institution in order to pay a total of seven
interns for their work in the administrative offices.
I sent the following letter to the artistic director, Christoph Tannert, and residency
director, Valeria Schulte-Fischedick:
7 July, 2015
Dear Valeria and Christoph,
I am writing to request your support and assistance to complete the
project I have developed while in residence here at the Künstlerhaus
Bethanien.
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I aim to use my entire exhibition fee to compensate the unpaid interns
who work with the administrative staff and support the artists at the KB.
My fee should be divided equally amongst the interns who have worked
during the year of my residency. Ideally I would like the KB to simply
transfer my exhibition fee to its own accounts, and then make bank
transfers directly to its interns. With your support I am open to resolving
the precise movement of the funds in compliance with tax regulations,
however I would prefer if possible that the payments go directly from
the KB to its interns. The documentation of these transactions, inclusive
of this very letter, subsequent pertinent correspondence, and proof of the
bank transfers, will be included in my exhibition.
While the Künstlerhaus Bethanien is one amongst many, if not the
majority, of international arts institutions benefiting from, and in many
cases dependent on unpaid labour, my intention is not to single it out,
but rather to draw attention to the larger practice of unpaid labour in the
arts. The KB institution and artists, myself included, are benefiting from
the availability and necessity of passionate self-exploitation at the entry
level of cultural work. No other field so implicitly contradicts itself in
declaring a culture of access, openness, and radical political critique, while
ignoring and therefore obfuscating the growing gap between those who
can afford to support their cultural commitments and those who cannot
continue in the field due to lack of external financial means. I intend my
transaction to address this crisis of access and sustainability in arts and
culture today.
I am happy to meet with you both to discuss this further. Your facilitation
and advice are welcome and necessary in order to complete this transaction.
Respectfully,
Joshua Schwebel
This letter provoked a radically censorious response from the director, who phoned
me 10 minutes after receipt of my letter. He pronounced that the project “wasn’t
art”, that it was too political for the institution, and that I was “being stupid”. He
insisted that the money was intended for materials and objects for exhibition. He
refused to send anything in written form, or even to document his receipt of my
letter.
After a week of panic and an intense feeling of hostility and unwelcomeness at the
residency, I was called in for a meeting. During the meeting the director proclaimed
his disappointment, claiming to “love my work”, and implying that this piece had
“nothing to do with my previous work”. He said he felt set up, and that my piece
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Subsidy, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin. Photo Sandy Volz.

was making the Bethanien look bad, making it look like they were doing something
illegal. I explained that there is nothing necessarily illegal about using unpaid interns, although there should be, and that my issue is not with the particular institution but with the larger artistic and institutional practice of relying on the unpaid
labour of most often female, intelligent, eager young people. And that in accepting
this labour, the institution fundamentally devalues the labour of all of its paid employees, by showing governmental funders (the Berlin Senate, in this case), that the
institution can and will sustain its operations with inadequate administrative funding. After negotiating the validity of my project and confirming that there would be
“things” in my exhibition space, the meeting was concluded with a handshake, and I
made clear that I would not change my project or repeal my intention.
In proceeding with the exhibition, I asked the interns working in the office at
the time of the exhibition, Livia Tarsia in Curia and Catarina Pires, to perform
their assigned office duties within my exhibition space, which I transformed into
a semi-private office space by installing a wall and door to divide the space from
other artists’ galleries. Livia and Catarina enthusiastically accepted my proposal.
The choice to position the actual working interns within the exhibition space under
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my name was a delicate decision, and one not taken lightly. The decision was made
in order to prioritize the interns’ voices, opinions, and choices. To make this decision more emphatic, I suppressed the printed publicity card for the exhibition, and
reduced the typical exhibition signage to a small name card, which normally was
affixed outside my studio door. Catarina and Livia worked in the gallery during the
overlap between office and gallery hours (between 14h and 18h Tuesday – Thursday,
and 14h and 16h30 on Fridays), speaking with visitors should they have questions,
but for the most part, performing the duties they normally would undertake in the
KB’s administrative offices. All furniture in the exhibition was provided from the
KB’s own storage, and office supplies were taken from the administrative offices.
Funds to divide the exhibition space into an office were redirected from allocations
for my (unused) publicity budget.
While including Livia and Catarina in the exhibition space served to make their
role within the institution, and my intervention, visible to a general public, more
importantly it withdrew them from the institution’s offices, articulating their contribution to the institution’s operations through its absence.

Subsidy, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin. Photo Sandy Volz.
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Subsidy constituted a refusal to work in the way the institution expected, an attitude
and method that has been consistent throughout my artistic practice. By resisting
the institutionally streamlined process that facilitates access to money for the production of exhibition objects (and obstructs access to money for work that doesn’t
prioritize the exhibition outcome), I encountered and overcame several unspoken
(and some quite plainly spoken) authoritative assumptions about what art is and
where it belongs. The project also enacted a refusal to uphold current working conditions in contemporary art; conditions that maintain systemic precarity, ambivalent
ethics, and competition amongst artists and cultural workers. In negotiating for
money ear-marked for ‘art’ to reverse its course and return to the institution, the
project forced a re-examination of the values that determine what the institution
prioritizes in its spending: how funding priorities pre-emptively designate what is
important for art and artists. As Marina Vishmidt remarked, “Money is a flash that
lights up the circuits of power in the institution, hence Subsidy (2015) takes money
as its means of material realization. An institution is forced to recognize the labour
of its unpaid staff by means of money, which means it is at the same time forced to
recognize this time as labour time, and itself as an exploiter”1. By using money as
money, my project made visible the structural disparity between labour and value in
the artworld.

Catarina Pires
We are dealing at the present time with the general acceptance of the internship
as a main source of labour among the art institutions. These internships are either
unpaid or underpaid. Art workers find themselves in a vicious circle that includes
power imbalance, speculation and immaterial benefits that may never become form.
The internship is a distant relative of 11th and 12th century apprenticeships in
Europe, where master craftsmen took in young learners to teach them the trade,
usually for years, and after this transitional period, they would be granted full
membership of the trade guild and could earn wages. During the 20th century,
internships have evolved exponentially. The capitalist system, playing with people’s
expectations, offers instead of payment – either a “glance into a prestigious institution’s way of functioning”, an “experience within one of the top companies in the
field”, or simply “networking”; although they usually search for a qualified person
who is “flexible, enthusiastic and highly motivated, with a positive attitude”.
Especially in the arts sector, it is expected that people will work for free. The
institutions claim most of the time that they lack the funds to pay for the labour
that is being executed, while sometimes blatantly spending money on superfluous
matters. The under-financing is indeed a reality but the problem lies in the prioritizing criteria used by the institution and not the lack of funding alone. The unpaid/
underpaid labour is taken for granted. Art institutions do not escape contamination
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by free-market ideology: there is a constant permeability between corporations, the
state, and the art institutions themselves. Especially since the economic crisis of
2008 we are led to believe that this cross-contamination is inevitable. We witness
the paradox of institutions that wish to be in the vanguard of new ways of thinking and exhibiting while still being based on corporate modes of production and
capitalisation.
Andrea Fraser summarizes some features of the art professional: “We’re highly
educated, highly motivated “self starters” who believe that learning is a continuous
process. We are always ready for change and adapt to it quickly. We prefer freedom
and flexibility to security. We do not want to punch a clock and tend to resist quantifying the value of our labour time. We do not know the meaning of “overtime”.
We are convinced we work for ourselves and our own satisfaction even when we
work for others. We tend to value non-material over material rewards, which we are
willing to defer, even to posterity.”2. These characteristics make the art professionals
ideal candidates for the perpetuation of this kind of exploitation-logic, and why it is
so difficult to overthrow.
I was an unpaid intern at Künstlerhaus Bethanien at the time Subsidy took place
and as for my personal experience as a part of it, I consider it was of great importance to provoke a reaction both from the institution as from the exhibition visitors
about these otherwise invisible issues. Most people visiting the exhibition expressed
surprise, unease, or even fright, as someone said “hello” to them, in such a context.
It produced a direct contact between the visitors and the office interns, something
that never occurs. While sitting in the exhibition space we realised that the explanation about the concept and what was taking place was necessary. It enabled a
break from the white cube object contemplation, straight into reality – the reality of
the institution’s way of functioning, labour rights, and in general, what is behind the
scenes. The realisation that there is unpaid labour involved in the exhibition made
most people uncomfortable; at the very least it raised awareness and at best it will
instigate action. As Hans Haacke once said, when art declares its separation from
everyday politics and concerns, what it does is to preserve the status quo3.
At the same time, this project made the interns’ absence in the office noticeable
for the institution, requiring resultant changes in the usual office organisation.
Although I was performing most of my normal tasks in the exhibition space, some
required the office physical space and therefore it made fully visible the necessity of
the intern’s work.
Institutions – especially the largest ones - have no trouble finding interns who will
work for no pay, since people feel the apparent inevitability of undergoing successive4 internships. Interns embody features that make them especially vulnerable to
precarity and labour exploitation: the intern stands in a state of limbo; s/he is no
longer a student, but also not considered a worker; therefore s/he has no access to
union protection, no equal work rights, no social security deductions, but also no
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Subsidy, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin. Photo by Sandy Volz.

student benefits. This extreme precarious situation lowers considerably any potential negotiating position for better working conditions – what if unpaid interns
working on galleries, art institutions, museums, etc. decided to go on strike, for
instance?
Having a more affirmative and interventional attitude is in my opinion mandatory, as in the case of Subsidy, to shake the establishment by not playing by their
rules. Priorities should be reviewed when it comes to budget allocation by the
institutions, as from the funders – in many cases public ones – that support the
institutions’ activities without insuring that labour is fairly paid. We need more
critical targeted projects and most of all that art workers can channel the non-acceptance of these situations to collective action, unionization and organization,
overthrowing first differences inside the class itself, and so that art’s aspirations
of liberation, consciousness and progressive thinking can be materialised, and not
swallowed up by the current neoliberal logic.
Joshua Schwebel is a conceptual artist interested in the relationship between value and visibility. His work
reveals the concept of value as a cultural construct borne through hidden ties to morality and privilege, by
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exposing the cultural and social techniques employed in value construction. In his work he devises strategies to

reveal the politics of exclusion, expropriation, and competition that both mandate and conceal the conditions of

valuation in late Capitalism. Through strategic interventions, displacements, and withdrawals, he attempts to
unbalance and open up these seemingly impartial processes.

Catarina Pires is a writer and curator based in Lisbon. She was a curatorial and production intern at Kün
stlerhaus Bethanien.
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Art Handlers Alliance of New York (AHA-NY) are art handlers coming together for:
– Open Dialogue
– Shared Resources
– Health Benefits
– Fair Wages
– Job Protection
– Better Working Conditions
– Solidarity Among Freelance, Contract, & Union Labor
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Contradictions and
Transformative Trajectory
of Art & Labor
Trondheim Seminar / Rena Rädle & Vladan Jeremić

This paper presents the conclusions of the Trondheim Seminar on transformative
art production and coalition-building, organized in September 2015 by Rena Rädle,
Vladan Jeremic and Anne-Gro Erikstad at LevArt1. The seminar “Art Production in Restriction - Possibilities of Transformative Art Production and Coalition-Building” held in Trondheim, Norway had brought together artists, writers,
critics, and curators who are active in groups that are struggling for better working
conditions in the arts and society at large. Throughout the course of two days participants discussed theoretical conceptions of artistic labor and precarity, exchanged
local and trans-local experiences in confronting the neoliberal entrepreneurial mode
of art production, and strategized ways of transformative and emancipatory art
production and organizing. Below are the summaries of the six plenary sessions,
where the results of the working groups were discussed and the conclusion of the
Trondheim Seminar.

Plenary Session 05 September 2015
Working Group I

Defining (artistic) work: artistic labor / precarious work / unpaid labor / reproductive work / flexible work/ forced labor
Contributors: Marina Vishmidt (presenter), Jesper Alvær, Noah Fischer, Marius Lervåg Aasprong,
Danilo Prnjat, Rena Raedle, Gregory Sholette.

The input for the working group on definitions of artistic labor was given by Danilo
Prnjat. He reflected the notion of the ‘art worker’ in the context of the avant-garde
and posed general questions on participation. In the following discussion, the contradictions in defining artistic labor were drawn up and it was debated what kind of
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unification and cohesion certain concepts presuppose and what their implications
for coalition-building are. There were two aspects looked into, from where artistic
labor can be grabbed, the concept of productive and unproductive labor, and the
concept of division of labor.
From a capitalist standpoint artistic work is unproductive labor as it partakes in the
distribution rather than the production of surplus value. The question was put that
if artistic labor is assumed to be productive labor, that means if artists identify as
‘art workers’ and organize as such, do they then just ask for a bigger share of the
surplus value produced elsewhere, thus benefiting from exploitation?
A historical comparison with the 60s generation of political or activist artists in the
US and West Europe identifying as ‘cultural workers’ shows that their structural position was actually quite elite compared to most workers, and secured in the context
of the welfare state compared to today’s competitive (debt) environment. But workers did not become a driving force for large-scale social change. On the contrary
contrary, artists are today structurally part of a general condition of precarity. It
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was argued that the identification with the ‘worker’ today could be an attempt to
break with this increasingly exploitative entrepreneurial norm, as a class politics
acknowledging the class struggle within and outside of the field of art.
Discussing the second concept, it was stated, that if we want to describe artistic
labor from the viewpoint of the division of labor, it is hard to say if artistic labor is
mental or manual labor, which makes labor politics of art more complex. The question then could be not how to unite with workers, but how to break with or break
the social division of labor that produces art and labor as distinct spaces and
categories? So, the urgency is to break with divisions of labor, - not to re-distribute
interpretive power, as institutional critique did. It was argued that we instead need
a re-distribution of work – and we can’t fight for workers without addressing our
own working conditions.
So, if the objective is to dissolve the categories of art/labor, art/life, what do we
put in the gap? What kind of gap is it: a terminological, social, ontological, material
one? It might be a theoretical gap first of all: does ‘art’ do a certain kind of work that
you would just need to find another designation for? Or it might be a material gap:
how do you then abolish distinctions which are socially operative?
The implications of these concepts for the artistic practice were then laid out in
more concrete terms. It was noted that managerial structures and corporate reward
structures pervade the art world just as they pervade the non-profit sphere. That
means that the speculative value created by the art CEOs, art middle managers,
etc. is disproportionally more rewarded than value created by reproductive labor
and care work by the art workers, art lumpenproletariat, etc. There are the class
relations within art and the class relation which art reproduces in general, and we
need to see what definition of labor is most adequate for art workers in their political practice. Art could be seen here as a tactical space – people using the relative
freedom and resources of art as a means of getting somewhere else.
It was proposed that if we aim to dissolve the categories art/labor, art/life, artistic
practice could be described as competence, as the term translates well across different fields and can be used as a lever for communication with people outside the
art world, albeit it is loaded with neoliberal managerial connotations. Along these
lines it was proposed that our competence as artists might then be our ability to
steal and re-distribute: to puncture and rupture the walls of art’s bastion of privilege and to steal and re-distribute to the undercommons.
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Plenary Session & Discussion 5 September 2015
Working Group III

Valuation of artistic work: problems of quantification of work /
art and economic alternatives
Contributors: Airi Triisberg (presenter), Corina L. Apostol, Sissel M Bergh, Mourad El Garouge,
Minna L. Henriksson, Lise Skou, Lise Soskolne, Raluca Voinea

The input for the discussion about valuation of artistic labor was given by Lise
Soskolne. She presented the strategy of Working Artists and the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.), a New York-based activist organization focused on regulating the
payment of artist fees by nonprofit art institutions. The organization has developed
a certification format for institutions that comply with minimum standards for the
remuneration of artistic work, a strategy that relies on the “reputation economy” of
the targeted art institutions. Currently W.A.G.E. is working on a complementary
individual certification model functioning in direction of a union-like organization
of workers.
During the discussion, two general strategies of framing artistic labor were elaborated, that conceptualize artistic labor either as commodity or as social contribution.
The first subsumes artistic labor under wage labor, with the possibility to extend
the demanded standards of payment to other workers in or even beyond art institutions. The possibility of internationalization of such standards was discussed. Examples of national standardization campaigns and reached agreements in Sweden and
Poland were given.
A number of challenges of the “wage labor-strategy” were addressed, especially in a
transnational context. The necessity of a relevant transnational counter-power able
to pressure employers to meet wage demands and the complexity of standardization of payment within globalized working relations was emphasized. It was criticized that standardization also might imply exclusion of certain groups that cannot
meet the established standards.
The critical distinction was made that W.A.G.E. does not subsume artistic labor
under wage labor. A foundational principle of W.A.G.E. Certification is the fact
that an artist fee is distinctly not a wage for the work of making art and is defined
as payment for the work an artist does once they enter into a transactional relationship with an arts organization.
The group discussed the difficulties of framing artistic labor as wage labor, because
there seems to be a strong resistance against that in the art field, and a certain desire
to think about artistic labor as an exceptional form of labor. The point was made that
if artistic work is understood as social contribution and not as a commodity it can
serve as a model for the reconfiguration of the concept of labor, that would bring
about a different model of economy.
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Examples of alternative economies were discussed amongst them cooperatives
based on exchange economies and their own currencies from Spain and Greece. It
was underlined that alternative economies go together with a certain de-skilling of
individual labor. The discussion ended with the open question how the reduction
or even termination of division of labor would affect artistic practice within such
economies.

Plenary Session 06 September 2015
Working Group IV

Possibilities and difficulties of coalition-building beyond local
and international constraints
Contributors: Ivor Stodolsky (presenter), Jochen Becker, Marita Muukkonen, Minna L. Henriksson,
Sissel M Bergh, Vladan Jeremic

The input for the group working on possibilities and difficulties of coalition-building beyond local and international constraints was given by Minna Henriksson.
She presented a case study about the Mänttä Art Festival in Finland, an annual
exhibition project in the Finnish periphery that invited international artists without
paying for fees and production. After examining particular problems of this case,
general methods of finding common ground for building alliances were debated.
It was stated that for aligning with social movements, art has to locate itself in the
wider social field. Starting from the universal common needs people share, more
particular interests can be articulated and negotiated in the spirit of solidarity. In
a local situation, community building can be achieved through spotting of specific
issues, referendums, commoning of resources, building of project groups and collectives. The operaist method of co-research, a research method that intends to erase
the border between researcher and the object of research, was proposed as method
to find and define common demands.
As a central challenge to the communication between different groups the necessity of translation between different terminologies and “languages” was emphasized. It was stated that expert terminologies are important but need to be made
accessible to communicate with other groups. Local knowledges and languages
informed by cultural or social backgrounds need to be reformulated. In this respect
it was underlined that art has the advantage of being a more “universal” form of
communication. The point was made that the translation / reframing / reformulation of needs or problems into political demands is at the core of political empowerment and representation. Careful reformulation, translation and re-translation
is especially important to find common grounds for alliances in trans-local
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contexts. This means that existing organizations need to develop the capacity to
reformulate their problems, demands and political strategies keeping in mind a
trans-local approach.
Another important issue of discussion was the need of adequate spaces for gathering and voicing demands. Spaces for meeting were found to be a precondition for
finding common grounds and aligning of different groups and movements. In this
context the question was raised if the spaces of the art world such as biennials and
art fairs, can be at all considered suitable spaces for such purposes. It was stressed
that a welcoming public space open to everyone needs to be created. In addition,
the fact that one needs to be aware that these spaces are also open to recuperation
from other forces was discussed.
In terms of language, the argument was made that for describing international alliances today it is necessary to find alternatives to the words “national” and “global”
that stem from the discourse of capitalist market globalization and nation state politics. Instead of “inter-national” or “trans-national” the terms “trans-local” (rooted
in more than one situation) or “pre-mondial” were proposed. The term “mondial”
could be used for naming a ‘globalization from below’.
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Plenary Session 06 September 2015
Working Group V

Transformative ways of art production: Artistic contribution
as class struggle
Contributors: Raluca Voinea (presenter), Corina L. Apostol, Danilo Prnjat, Jean-Baptiste Naudy,
Jelena Vesić, Jesper Alvær, Kuba Szreder, Lise Skou

The input for the group discussing transformative ways of art production was given
by Jesper Alvær, who presented examples of his artistic research on art and labor.
For the plenary session, the group prepared a collective statement to articulate contradictions and potentials of artistic practice that makes links with subjects positioned outside of the art field.
In the beginning it was stated that the group speaks from the position of artists and
cultural workers. The group stressed that the emancipatory force of art can only be
realized if art doesn’t exploit people in the interest of art but if art puts itself in the

Dinner at RAKE workspace, Trondheim Seminar, September 2015
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interest of the people. It was underlined that artists can use their privileges and
status in a tactical way to support certain causes.
The relation to the institution of art was identified as main contradiction and the
group called for the re-appropriation of the definition of social practice, but as
well the re-appropriation of the notion of aesthetics from the institutions. The notion of aesthetics needs to be remobilized in a way that can (1) stimulate the imagination of the oppressed to form a liberating force not limited by conventions, (2)
that can change the notion of the real, of what is normal and of what is acceptable.
Playfulness was proposed as a tactic/strategy to counter rules and expectations.
In the plenum discussion problematized that artistic practice nevertheless remains
bound and valued within the institution of art, although rules of the institution
can be subverted and institutional space can be used tactically and playfully for
non-art purposes and common social or political causes. It was underlined that
artists must be aware of their manifold privileges when they join coalitions for
social struggles with other groups. The artist can go out on the “playing field” of
other social struggles and then return and harvest the value of his/her practice in
the institution of art. However, the question of accumulation of cultural capital and
funding come up. On the other hand, one can also lose, be blacklisted by either an
institution or a movement.
The best meeting place for making coalitions was found to be outside of the art
institutions, in the public space, on the streets. This is the “playing field” outside of
safe boundaries of art institutions, where artists can show what contribution they
have to offer for a common cause.

Plenary Session 06 September 2015
Working Group VI

Aligning with social movements
Contributors: Gregory Sholette (presenter), Airi Triisberg, Lise Soskolne, Marina Vishmidt, Marius
Lervåg Aasprong, Mourad El Garouge, Noah Fischer, Rena Raedle

The input for the group discussing alignment with other social movements was given by Noah Fischer. He reported on artists involvement in the Occupy Wall Street
movement in 2011. Fischer described forms of organizing that emerged and gave
examples of coalitions with social movements that came out from Occupy, such as
the Art and Labor Group, Gulf Labor Coalition and G.U.L.F.
It was stated that in recent years a striking growth of coalitions between art and
labor and art and justice campaigns can be noted, such as Gulf Labor Coalition,
Liberate Tate, Australia, Precarious Workers Brigade, ArtLeaks, Art & Labor or
the occurrence of labor strikes at the National Gallery London. It was proposed

Contradictions and Transformative Trajectory of Art & Labor, drawing by Vladan Jeremić and Rena Raedle, 2015.

Page 41 / September 2017

that the raise of consciousness about the relation between art and labor can be
explained through the global economic crises and capital’s turn from generating
surplus value based on labor towards pure forms of financialization.
In respect to these coalitions, the advantages and disadvantages of positioning /
identifying the artist as artist or as worker were discussed. Both positions were
elaborated.
On one side, art can be defended as a special kind of labor, that is useful to non-art
political coalitions and social movements. Art helps to get media attention. Furthermore art and culture can generate and expand the collective embodiment of
resistance and help to turn it into objective social forces.
The other position sees art as non-special work similar to any other type of precarious work, because it is part of the “social factory” (Mario Tronti), where all aspects
of life are fully subordinated to capital. This common condition of precariousness
and existential risk encourage the artists to build bridges to organized labor
unions outside of the art world.
The need to distinguish two positions of the artist in the process of production,
either as a wage laborer or as an entrepreneur, was discussed: either as workers
that sell their labor or as entrepreneurs that employ others, produce commodities
and sell them.
The group concluded that in order to become active outside the prescribed spaces
of the art field a certain naïveté is required by the artist. The group argued that to
operate within a social movement or any other coalition, the artist needs to take the
risk of setting herself/himself aside and to actively forget certain conventions and
habits of imminent critique or ever-growing cynicism. The notion of active naïveté
by Antonio Negri was proposed to describe this relation towards moments and
spaces from where coalitions can arise.
In the plenum, building solidarity was stressed as most important aspect in the process of coalition-building. The problem of patronizing attitudes was addressed. It
was stated that solidarity arises from the joint struggle for mutual liberation and
that objective class differences don’t need to result in patronization if coalitions are
negotiated as partnerships. Within the movement, artists do not need to represent
artists-authors, they are members that use their artistic competencies as part of
and in solidarity with the movement.
We need to be aware that engagement in social struggles can reveal deep contradictions: self-exploitation, cooptation by institutions, parties, NGO’s, conservative
and reactionary political attitudes, discrepancy between an idealized situation
and a concrete political reality.
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Conclusion: Findings, Agreed Points and Recommendations
for Transformative Art Production and Coalition-Building
1. The Troubles with Artistic Labor
The contradictory character of artistic labor that can be described as both non-work
and role model of labor has become paradigmatic for the general position of labor
in modern relations of production. Artistic labor plays an important role in social
reproduction – amongst many other forms of unpaid labor. To problematize this relation it makes perfect sense that artists redefine their labor as productive labor and,
in line with this argument, claim “wage for work”. Even more so since the exploitative entrepreneurial norm artists are subjected to, has become a common norm of
general precarious labor conditions. Yet this isn’t the end of the road. It is futile to
differentiate artistic labor as manual or mental labor, as productive or unproductive
work or as wage-labor or reproductive labor.
Nonetheless, the question remains: how do we break the social division of labor
that produces art and labor as distinct spaces and categories? For that we need
a re-distribution of work that represents the link through which artists can get
involved in a common struggle, addressing their own working conditions. With the
abolition of the division of labor, with the dissolution of the categories art / labor,
artistic activity and the value of art would undergo a complete re-definition. Thus,
the problematization of artistic labor and the material working conditions of artists
is an eligible field where common ground needs to be found with other workers /
non-workers.

2. Ways of Labor Struggle in the Arts
Artists’ unions and other artists organizations demand the standardization of fees
to be implemented by state institutions and non-profit art institutions, based on
either legal guarantees or voluntary certification of employing institutions. While
the strategy of standardization of wage shows successes within local frameworks,
limitations become obvious in transnational working relations of the art world.
Standards would have to be relative to local living and working conditions, an institution that could control these standards doesn’t exist and localities or groups that
don’t meet a minimum standard would be excluded from every scope of action.
Instead, individual commitment to dignified standards of labor and solidarity with
local social struggles through withholding of labor, organized boycott of problematic art manifestations, solidarity or shaming campaigns and direct action against
institutions disrespecting labor rights become powerful tools supporting a translocal
struggle for transformation of labor on common basis. The symbolic act of with-
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holding of labor from a biennale is a legitimate tool to support the cause of a local
community. The effect of such boycott grows proportional to the cultural capital of
an artist. More sustainable alliances with groups from outside the art-world require
engagement of artists in the wider social field.
How and on which common ground these alliances can be build and where is the
place of the artist within such coalitions?

3. Recommendations for Alliances and Coalition-Building
Finding common ground, from universal common needs to more particular interests, is the precondition of any alliance. Artists can help in the translation and
re-translation, reformulation and reframing of needs and problems that are articulated by different groups. Translation between different terminologies and languages informed by social and cultural backgrounds gains importance in translocal
approaches to finding common grounds. Art and culture are also powerful means to
create cohesion and to form a collective identity of social movements.
In practice, artists share a common continuum with the general precarious condition of labor. Not only in the art world, opportunistic behavior and clientelistic
networking typical for flexible labor conditions create structural exclusion and
hinders the political organization of workers. A material distinction of the position
of artists in the process of production can be made: There are artists who sell their
labor and there are artists-entrepreneurs that employ others to produce commodities and sell them.
Another peculiarity that makes troubles in coalition-building between artists and
non-art groups lies in the artists’ relationship towards the institution of art. It needs
to be acknowledged that artistic practice stays bound and valued in the institution
of art and therefrom a number of contradictions come up, when artists link their
practice to the wider social field.
Rules of the institution can be subverted and institutional space can be used tactically for non-art purposes to gain visibility for common causes. Artists can use their
privileges and they can re-appropriate the definition of social practice and aesthetics. The notion of aesthetics can be remobilized as a space for imagination and
liberating force of the oppressed, that can change the notion of the real.
But the emancipatory force of art can only be realized if art doesn’t exploit social
movements in the interest of art but if art becomes a means in the hands of the
people. Alliances and coalitions can only become sustainable if solidarity is developed in a struggle for mutual liberation, and not through patronizing attitudes.
Consequently, the best meeting place for making coalitions is definitively the space
outside of the institutions, because here it is where artists can show what their
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contribution to a common cause really is. To engage in social struggles can reveal
deep contradictions: discrepancy between ideal and political reality, self-exploitation
and cooptation by institutions, parties or NGO’s, confrontation with conservative
and reactionary political forces and all forms of repression. For the artist, this might
mean to give up certain peculiarities of the arts, such as for example authorship, or
maybe an artistic career. And she needs to translate/reframe her/his practice in the
light of particular competencies that might be useful for a certain cause.
To be part of a social movement or coalition, the artist needs to take the risk of
setting herself/himself aside and to consciously block out certain conventions and
habits of the art world, imposing either its imperative of criticality or omnipresent
cynicism.
It is a ‘responsible playfulness’ or ‘conscious naiveté’ that allows the artist to be part
of a moment and to enter the space from where coalitions towards transformation
emerge.

This paper was first published in: Rena Rädle and Vladan Jeremić (eds.) Conclusions of the Trondheim

Seminar – Contradictions and Transformative Trajectory of Art & Labor, LevArt, Belgrade, Trondheim
and Levanger, 2016. (http://levart.no/contradictions-and-transformative-trajectory-of-art-labor-rena-radle-og-vladan-jeremic)
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Visualizing Resistence:
Subversive Artistic
Practices in the Republic
of Macedonia
Tihomir Topuzovski

Research on subversiveness in the visual arts is concerned with opposition to the
existing social order and attempts to achieve changes through engaged forms of
action. Subversive practices in art are intertwined with forms of action that undermine the establishment’s institutional system. The practitioners attempt an
opposition to and transgression of existing social norms and situations and initiate demands for change. In this context, the relation between these practices and
politics presupposes that art, in one way or another, can help expand political action
and participation, using artistic modes of presentation and practice that are intended to increase awareness and stimulate or provoke political action.1 According to
Ingram “artistic practices are not just a form of resistance, refusal and critique, but
contributor to political and spatial transformation,”2 where artists interact with the
geopolitical context. They are involved in the political circumstances, reacting and
seeking changes. In conditions of opposition, therefore, art becomes subversive of
the existing social order, undermining the normal and legitimate, aimed at transforming the existing situation. This raises the question: What can subversive art
accomplish in the political arena? And what are its limits?3 The study focuses on
practices that represent a completely different approach to artistic action, aimed at
achieving changes to the problems emerging for artists and citizens in their current
situation as well as the manner in which any given art opposes the given order4 or
subverts it. This insistence on rejection or subversion incorporates the affirmative
statement that art has an autonomous power of resistance5 embodied in various
visual practices which are “being ever more called upon to provide both insight
into politics itself and the stimuli for social change”.6 In the acts of “subversion
and transgression [actors] crossed the contemporary borders of art and overthrew
various binary and hierarchical oppositions”7 established within social systems and
create new situations.
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This article focuses in particular on recent events in the Republic of Macedonia
where artists are intervening in the political context. These artistic practices relate to
the political crisis in the Republic of Macedonia which evolved from problems with
democracy, including an instrumentalized state in the service of the ruling party,
media under government control, rigged elections, and a scandal over the illegal
wiretapping of citizens by the government. These political circumstances in the
Republic of Macedonia are powerful societal forces that influence culture. In such
situations, artists have developed innovative practices and responses to the ongoing
situation that are characterized by subversiveness.
I argue that the subversiveness of artistic practices is an important object of study
whose investigation brings new insights into art. In this article, I consider the theoretical discussion on interpreting subversiveness and also focus on the contextualization of subversiveness within the field of artistic action, in order to interpret the
tendencies of these practices in the case of the Republic of Macedonia where they
provide continual impulses and political demands. The article provides an important opportunity to advance the understanding of how subversiveness in the visual
arts relates to political dynamics in the Republic of Macedonia.

Protest in the front Public Prosecution Office in Skopje; Photo: Vanco Dzambaski.
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While this article has a conceptual and an empirical focus, I organize my argument as follows: I start by analyzing subversiveness from its political connotations
to its articulation in art. Here the aim is to provide theoretical background to the
empirical analysis, in which I focus on a more explicit grounding of subversiveness,
describing and explaining agents, principles, and forms of action. Taking these
dimensions into account, I apply this discussion in the context of the Republic
of Macedonia within which I identify and analyze forms of subversiveness. One
particular aspect of the analysis offered here is that there is little discussion of these
practices in the spatial context of this country. Finally, I examine wider lessons that
can be drawn from subversiveness in art and what these practices have achieved in
the case of the Republic of Macedonia.
In addition to the diversity of literature surveyed, the empirical analysis was carried out in Skopje, Republic of Macedonia. Data was collected via semi structured
and structured interviews, archival research and visual methods. Interviews were
conducted with art historians, custodians, curators, artists, politicians, writers and
activists (the names of interviewees have been withheld upon request because of the
dangerous political situation in the Republic of Macedonia). This data was coupled with secondary sources such as newspaper articles, art magazines and official
websites.

Rethinking artistic practices subversively
Subversiveness is commonly defined as opposition to the existing power balance,
authorities and social order. However it should be noted that “Subversion has no
universally accepted definition”.8 Explanations of subversiveness indicate that,
through subversive practices, various social, political and ideological demands are
put forward.9 These acts have a clear intention against an existing social model and
its norms. As noted by Levy, “Sovversivismo was a politically nomadic movement,
according to Gramsci.” He explains that “subversive chiefs used a radical stance as a
form of blackmail against the ruling political class, because at the decisive moment
these chiefs invariably threw their lot in with the forces of order.”10 Subversiveness involves rejection or destabilization of the existing order, its obliteration and
destruction or changes to the existing hierarchy. The model of these practices, as
a constituent part of all anti systemic movements, can be traced back to the 1848
revolution in France, where “a proletarian-based political group made a serious
attempt to achieve political power and legitimize workers’ power”11 in opposition
to the institutional order. These practices are critically or theoretically founded or
represent practical activities undertaken to erode the existing order.12
As a historical example of subversive activities, Levy points out that the terms sovversivo and sovversivismo (subversive and subversion) were first used by intellectual
and artistic circles in Italy in 1914, but also by the police, clerks and government
agencies, when describing the activities of anarchists, socialists, republicans and all
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other opponents of the monarchy and the political establishment of the time.13 This
refers to the different backgrounds and imperatives of lower-status groups within
society. Thus, much of “the Left in particular, and Italian politics in general, runs
the Gramscian argument, was a product of the culture of ‘sovversivismo’”14 created
in conditions of deficiency, the instrumentalization of institutions, a weak ethical
and political culture, a wrecked civil sector and an environment unable to satisfy
the basic demands of individuals and groups in the society. In their anti systemic
tendencies, “the masses who mobilized to transform the world expected that, once
movements came to power, they would enjoy freedom and equality — if not in
perfect measure, at least to a greater degree than previously.”15 In other words, it appears that the practitioners intend to go a step further toward principles and visions
for a better society.
Turning now to the context of culture, it is worth beginning with the point that
subversive practices in art exist as activity close to the notion of politics.16 These
artistic practices are intertwined with political and activist movements and they
oppose what Ranciere17 identifies as consensus, “the main enemy of artistic creativity as well as of political creativity... that is, inscription within given roles, possibilities, and competencies” which passivize the role of artistic action. Instrumentalized
acts always support the preservation of existing systems in which, as noted by de
Certeau, everyday practices depend on a vast ensemble of procedures.18 In this context, the role of the artist is instrumentalized or “Today, the artist could be defined
simply as a professional fulfilling a certain role in the general framework of the art
world,”19 placed in a system of organizations, authorities, faceless agents, rules and
protocols. The ultimate consequence of such activity is that the horizon of possibilities, as described by Bourdieu,20 is closed, followed by adaptation to the dominant
position in inevitable dependency.
However, subversive practitioners intend to take additional steps opposing such
an arrangement. Thus, any artistic project which aims at creating a better society
must take account of the instrumentalization of institutions in order to create what
might be a new possibility through the transgression of existing criteria. This can be
considered as calculated damage that questions a society’s prevailing value system.21
In this respect, using this approach re-examines the boundaries “between what
is supposed to be normal and what is supposed to be subversive, between what is
supposed to be active, and therefore political, and what is supposed to be passive or
distant, and therefore apolitical.”22 What follows is the repoliticization of the artists
they refer to and the analysis of “socio-political processes, related to the transformation of the system”23 paying attention to social conditions, problems and challenges.
Examining these possibilities in the context of artistic actions and the creation of
subversive agents, it is of paramount importance to note that this concerns not only
the artist or artists, but also a large number of those working in the field of culture.
This can be illustrated by the example of the Russian collective “What Is to Be
Done” (Chto delat), which is a network of poets, artists, philosophers, critics, design

Page 49 / September 2017

artists and writers who act as a collective.24 Their horizontal networking and interaction strengthens the organizational capacity of various groups and increases the
efficiency and synergy of these agents in their multidisciplinary democratic struggle.
The ultimate consequence should be to unify different types of struggle, 25 such as
social, urban, ecological, antiauthoritarian, antiinstitutional, feminist and antiracist,
as well that of sexually marginalized groups.
The implementation of subversive practices embodies another aspect. The artists’
engagement with the problems cited above presupposes certain ethical principles
on the part of the participants. They try to change “living conditions in economically underdeveloped areas, raise ecological concerns, offer access to culture and
education for the populations of poor countries and regions, attract attention to
the plight of illegal immigrants, improve the conditions of people working in art
institutions”,26 as well as addressing issues of discrimination, freedom of speech and
economic inequality. In the final instance, their agreeing to act upon these problems
can be defined as a reaction to “the increasing collapse of the modern social state
‘and an effort’ to replace the social state and NGOs that for various reasons cannot
or will not fulfil their role.”27 Thus these practices are most commonly undertaken
by the underprivileged living in conditions of social, identity-based, ethnic and
racial segregation and exclusion. Consequently, the principles of these practices aim
“to produce a new perception of the world, and therefore create a commitment to
its transformation” which are “united no longer by the abstract forms of the law,
but by the bonds of lived experience”28 Through these acts artists come close to an
understanding of their paradigmatic role linked to the crux of social problems.
At the same time this new faith in the political capacity of art has assumed many
forms that are often divergent, and in some cases even conflicting.29 These art practices often employ forms of radical activism, affecting public spaces such as squares,
streets and crossroads, aimed at getting publicity and, more importantly, at influencing the public sphere by involving the public in existing problems and challenges. Furthermore, artists remove distanced observers from their safe position, pulling
them into a game of affects. In many cases, forms of subversiveness “generate the
effect of absurdity and parody”,30 humor and incisive irony.31 Such forms of subversiveness can be illustrated with the example of artists in the “Occupy” movement.
They occupied cultural institutions such as museums at the onset of the movement
“Occupy Wall Street” because these institutions were seen as stimulators of social
and economic inequality.32 On this basis then, the focus of subversive practices in
art is not separated from a given societal context, but inherently arises from the
existing political and social relations, which are relations of power.

The spatial context
In approaching these kinds of artistic practices this study focuses specifically on
the Republic of Macedonia, which has been marked by a transition accompanied
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by radical reforms in every stratum of society.33 These rapid changes are having
a serious effect on the distribution of income and wealth, the restoration of the
market system, and the growing income gap: all factors that have brought issues
of inequality34 and rising poverty levels throughout the country. The changes have
resulted in problems of social inclusion and social cohesion of different class, gender
and minority groups and their access to social provision. Mirroring the pattern
displayed in most of the former socialist countries, the resurgence of nationalism
in the Republic of Macedonia was a key agent in the transformation and became
a structural quality in building the new system. Reconstruction of the national
identity accompanied the establishment of the Republic of Macedonia in 1991.
However, in the decade 2006—2016 under the leadership of a conservative, nationalistic party, named VMRO DPMNE (the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary
Organization — Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity), the country
has been characterized by some aspects of authoritarianism. There is a distinctive
concern that “retooling of this small nation’s — a Balkan brand of hyper-patriotism
accompanied by the trumpeting of Macedonia’s ancient roots — is raising concerns
internationally about growing authoritarianism, the silencing of dissent and accusations of abuse of power by the governing party”35 and “manipulation of independent
institutions”.tt Macedonia’s fragile democracy is further hampered by the absence
of a free press. In the past decade, owners of Macedonian media have deliberately
shifted their political allegiances, constantly depending on the ruling political party

“Warrior on a horse”, a statue reminiscent of Alexander the Great, erected as part of the project
“Skopje 2014”, photo Vladan Jeremić.
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and the government’s effective purchase of support through media advertising.37 A
member of an opposition political party acknowledged this in my interview, pointing out that “those who declined to consent were shut down, jailed or severely financially strained through libel charges”.38 Under these circumstances the problems
with the fragile democracy and human rights in the country are being aggravated.
The leading conservative, nationalistic party in the Republic of Macedonia views
culture as a possible means of creating collective memories, patriotic motifs, slogans and symbols, monuments and architecture, pushing it to the level of idolatry
in an attempt to reconstruct the historical narrative and establish it meaningfully
in the present. Picking up on this, nationalistic art in the Republic of Macedonia
usually celebrates proclaimed essences of a national and romanticist spirit. Highly
ceremonial, it is heavily oriented towards reconstruction of a national identity39 as
a part of postsocialist material culture.40 In this case, the geopolitical instrumentalization of culture has always been related to the local and regional establishment,
which instrumentalizes art to sustain these systems. This can be explained, in the
phrase “apparatus of capture”41 coined by Deleuze and Guattari, as a geophilosophy
of power consisting of the geographical instrumentalization of cultural activities
through numerous programs and projects, as well as through networking, documenting and supporting various activities, political goals and programs. In the
context of culture and art in the Republic of Macedonia, the instrumentalization
can be found in particular schemes where most of the practices are affiliated with
governmental programs and strategies. These practices can be understood in the
context of various actions, operations and techniques with a political background,
attended and financed by the centers of power.42 Cultural institutions and organizations are profoundly influenced by the political establishment in the country and
they adapt their program in accordance with the official political dynamic.
In this way the role of the artist in the Republic of Macedonia is instrumentalized.
The artist can simply be defined as a professional fulfilling a certain role in the enactment of state cultural policies and practices relating to the discourse of existing
authorities.43 With the exception of some independent artistic productions, artists
in the Republic of Macedonia are included in institutional structures and programs.
The purpose of the majority of newly built museums, exhibitions, and cultural
events promoted is to achieve materialization of the conservative party VMRO
DPMNE’s political narrative.44 This is evident in the case of the project “Skopje
2014” which stands for the reconstruction of national identity as well as the re-representation of Macedonian history, realized in the capital city. The project started in
2010 and involves museums, buildings, and monuments inspired by the past. It is
actually a project dedicated to strengthening national identity through neoclassical
and baroque architecture and sculptures.45 The project illustrates a crucial element
of the way in which cultural production is instrumentalized by the political establishment and governmental politics in the Republic of Macedonia.
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“Skopje 2014”: Fountains and revamped facade, photo Vladan Jeremić.

We turn now to evidence of some subversive artistic practices in the Republic of
Macedonia that relate to the breakdown of the previous system and the emergence
of authoritarianism and hyperpatriotism embodied in new models of social and
political order in this country. This situation poses a challenge to artists who aspire
to contemplate new agendas and practices in relation to the overall social and political arrangement. It involves the articulation of a different form of action that is
not institutionalized and will serve as a call for social change. In line with this aim,
“the artist needs to establish a new attitude, based on radical democratic policy that
would call for articulation of different levels of strategy”.46 This requires applied
effort on all levels of social relations and practices in order to discover new forms
of political life, to support new movements that would stimulate the emergence of
new ethics and mobilize new initiatives.

Aiming to develop a vision for social change
In considering subversive practices in the Republic of Macedonia, it is important
to start by identifying subversiveness on the Macedonian art scene by “the manner
in which artists are organized, the situations in which they perform and present
themselves, the relations they build, maintain, avoid or break among themselves,”47
as well as the stances they take. Various subversive practices can be identified in
Macedonia, generated by day-to-day political circumstances, as well as by the ever
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more present intention in other countries of the region to produce different artistic
strategies.
Many debates and initiatives have been undertaken with the aim of developing a
vision for social change. These attempts can be defined as unclassified and their
goal was to contemplate the possibility of a different political engagement. They
emphasize the principles for different practices, where “in the sphere of action of
what has been preformulated as artists and critics’ competence, the foundation and
the improvement of the ethical principles should be of pivotal importance”.48 As an
illustration of this, I would refer to the project called “10-minute Protest”, initiated
by myself and realized on May 15, 2014 in the CAC gallery in Skopje, followed by
a discussion about redefining and repoliticizing artistic practices with the participation of activists, cultural workers, politicians and columnists. Protest slogans were
exhibited as part of the project. The main aim of the project was that protest should
be seen as a means of artistic action. The discussion itself produced the opinion that
this is not “the time for negotiation, but for confrontation because we are living in
a state of siege”49, which indeed distills the artists’ position towards different forms
of action. The project laid out the existing situation and opened the prospect of
providing preconditions, perhaps even an actual possibility, for action. It illustrates
cognitive subversion, as does the observation that in certain cases “we can sense
that efforts are being made to draft a certain strategy of negation, a program for
foundation of subversiveness.”50 This implies that “political subversion presupposes
cognitive subversion” 51 or a change in the vision of the world that would later be
embodied in a series of actions. The idea is supported by Mill’s view on the French
Revolution, that “the subversion of established institutions is merely one consequence of the previous subversions of established opinions”.52
It was found that several artists, in interaction with individuals and groups, had
taken initiatives that can be deemed subversive, mostly in reaction to the current
situation in the Republic of Macedonia. These actions have most commonly been
organized as civil initiatives. I will start with the intervention provoked by the government plans to erect the statue of the “Warrior on a Horse” and performed by an
informal group on February 4, 2010. The intervention consisted of writing graffiti
on the metal safety fencing of the monument construction site in downtown Skopje, an action almost immediately interrupted by a police intervention. The police
asked the participants for their ID and they were accused of a misdemeanor against
public hygiene because they were writing graffiti on a public building. The metal
fencing was repainted the following day.
On another occasion, this group intervened by placing stickers to replace the street
name signs in Skopje. The wording of all the stickers was identical: Boulevard of
Lesbian Revolution. These inscriptions were placed on several buildings in the
center of the city on November 12, 2013. This action was provoked by the decision
of city authorities to rename many streets throughout Skopje. The new names of
the streets were a result of the revision of national history by the government of the
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Republic of Macedonia. The motivation behind this subversive act, according to the
official explanation, was to liberate homophobic Skopje. This confirms the position
that art uses subversive strategies that appropriate cultural space, while “artists break
through the semantic sphere by means of decontextualization and re-contextualization of signs”.53
Regarding LGBT rights in the Republic of Macedonia, another action was aimed
at blocking the normal functioning of the institution of the public prosecutor.
Provoked by an act of violence that members of this community suffered from
unknown perpetrators and the lack of any legal resolution of the case, a group
consisting of human rights activists, members of the LGBT community and their
supporters, and artists held a peaceful protest in front the office of the public prosecution or Office of the Republic of Macedonia, underscoring the inefficiency of
institutions and the lack of political will to resolve the cases of violence against this
group in Macedonia. The blockade of this institution interrupted its normal functioning, making this action exceptionally successful. The protest included a performance which consisted of symbolically placing “corpses” in plastic bags in front of

Left: The monument of the citizens of Skopje shot by the fascists on 13 November 1944, source:
Okno.mk; Right: Erection of the improvised cardboard monument, photo: Vanco Dzambaski.
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Protest of the association AJDE. Photo: Vanco Dzambaski.

the public prosecution office with the aim of exposing the attitude of the official
authorities towards the LGBT community.
In a different context, a group of citizens consisting of artists, activists, and cultural
workers initiated an action that was aimed at reminding the public of the removed
monument commemorating the death of nine people shot by the so-called fascists
on the morning of November 13, 1944 in revenge for the partisan attacks upon
the liberation of the city. The group erected an improvised cardboard copy of the
missing monument (see image) at its original site by the Stone Bridge in Skopje.
The monument was removed the very same day, soon after it had been erected. This
event was intended to confront the revisionist iconography of the projects for new
monuments in Skopje supported by the Ministry of Culture.
Another initiative, combining a public protest and a performance, was organized by
the association AJDE, a platform for civil politics, with the participation of several
artists and cultural workers. The performance took place on February 19, 2015 in
front of the Ministry of Health and the participants wore white masks and dark
clothes, symbolically underlining their unequivocal demands that the Ministry of
Health should be held accountable for causing the death of a nine-year-old girl by
negligence and incompetence. Furthermore, members of the group “Ajde”, seated
on chairs, held a protest performance in front of the public broadcaster MRT and

Page 56 / September 2017

‘Colorful Revolution’ protest in Skopje. Photo: Vanco Dzambaski.

demanded it be returned to the citizens. They publicly appealed to MRT that it
should be a public service of the citizens, not a government propaganda service.
This action was realized on November 9, 2014 and in the words of the artists themselves, it was a testimony to the necessity of the artists’ involvement in civil movements and initiatives, so that their artistic ideas might help increase the visibility of
the action and add creative momentum to help convince the public and the authorities to correct their erroneous policies.54
Finally, all these attempts were summarized in the “Colorful Revolution”, where
neo-classical and baroque facades of public buildings were colored and other artistic
activities carried out, actions that were subversive with regard to the existing political order in the Republic of Macedonia and thus contributed to political change
in the country. The artists involved in this protest hold that the coloring, seen as
an artistic practice, is intertwined with activist forms of action that undermine the
institutional and corrupt system in the Republic of Macedonia. This is summarized
in the statement that “from an artistic point of view, painting buildings and monuments in downtown Skopje is authentic phenomenon for the country, where art becomes a tool for achieving political change”.55 It is astonishing how artistic means
— paint — became a weapon for achieving social and political goals in Macedonia’s
Colorful Revolution.
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Practices create political stance
The cases selected in this study do not exhaust all the practices undertaken in the
Republic of Macedonia. They were chosen because they illustrate different forms,
imperatives and motivations. All these practices were characterized by subversiveness against the official politics in the Republic of Macedonia which, according
to the actors of these practices, run contrary to rather than promoting justice and
liberty in a democratically equal society. The activities were realized as nomadic
actions outside of the established institutions. They opposed the existing centers
of power in the Republic of Macedonia through the occupation of various public
spaces, issuing a series of social and political demands. Moreover, these practices can be considered as urban grassroots mobilization and as “a new phase in the
development of postsocialist civil societies”.56 Even here, they can be seen as the
actualization and concretization of Gramsci’s “series of negations”.57 They represented a vision for redefining and repoliticizing the role of the artist, as well as a
refusal of the existing norms and criteria that instrumentalize artistic practices, thus
creating the possibility of arriving at a political stance.58 In order to make these
practices efficient and to achieve certain goals, the artists forgo privileged positions
and transgress institutional lines of the Republic of Macedonia.
The practices discussed here, such as the graffiti on the fencing, the replacement
of street signs with stickers, and the improvised cardboard monument, mobilized
participants in the struggle to oppose official government policies aimed at recoding the identity of citizens in the Republic of Macedonia. The performance
in front of the public prosecution office is part of the struggle of groups suffering
sexual discrimination and this particular protest was against the institutions failing to sanction an act of violence perpetrated against members of this community.
The protest in front of the Ministry of Health can be defined as social struggle
against dysfunctional institutions whose incompetence led to the loss of a human
life. Another important action of this group was the performance staged in front of
the public broadcaster MRT and the demands that it be returned to the citizens.
Finally, actions that were part of Colorful Revolution are an example of artistic
involvement through using paint-filled balloons against government buildings
and monuments that represent current politics in Republic of Macedonia. In this
political performance, a lot of people out on the streets were involved in this act of
using artistic means in the struggle for democracy.59 At a more fundamental level,
all these practices, each of which makes a particular contribution, embodied the
principles, forms and agency of subversiveness I have discussed.
The actions described above involved different profiles of participants and in that
sense it is fair to claim that they outline the agent of subversiveness which presupposes space of interaction through various forms and principles. Allying these subjects through groupings of initiatives, discussions, political activists, and individuals
with cultural and artistic affinities involves different approaches and various degrees
of horizontal organization.60 Furthermore, discussing the agent of subversiveness of
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these artistic practices establishes the possibility of a more general subject; that is,
citizens who strive to achieve social change. The agent of change can be identified
through a combination of individuals and groupings that exist separately. Implicitly,
this illustrates how the agent consists of a multitude, and hence is composed of a
social subject whose difference cannot be reduced to sameness, a difference that remains different.”61 They represent the possibility of stimulating “the daily struggles
of the workers themselves, their coordinated acts of resistance, insubordination and
subversion of the relations of domination in the workplace and in society at large.”62
Each of these struggles unfolded separately as an independent entity, raising the
question and the challenge of how they could be unified in the Republic of Macedonia.
Looking at this issue, it can be seen that a certain level of partial association has
occurred over some political and social issues, but above all, over ethical principles.
The social engagement of the cultural subject, the visual artist, should be encouraged and supported and the ethical autonomy of the artist in the space of public
interest should be seen as the key issue of these actions. The principles of freedom
of speech or freedom of choice or the struggle against economic inequality, unemployment and poverty, environmental protection and reduction of pollution can
all help in unifying different individuals and groups, whose radical stance includes
total negation of the unjust social, cultural, political and economic context of the
Republic of Macedonia. These practices demonstrate significant and appropriate
strategies for authentic action.
Consequently, subversive practices might be the only engaged and significant
attitudes under present circumstances in the Republic of Macedonia. The vision
of these actions sees the artistic, that is to say, “the creative, political and mediatic fields” as “intrinsically linked”, so that “contemporary cultural practices point
toward a new, better society in which art has merged with lived experience.”63 The
outcomes of these practices can be twofold: first, they are involved in the specific
context; and second, they are part of a wider process of concretizing subversiveness
in the field of art.

Conclusion
Subversive practices in art consist of radical forms of transgression of established
social and political norms through a form of resistance, protest and creativity visualized in public spaces. These practices in art take very different forms depending
on the spatial and political contexts of the activities as those contexts are crucial in
understanding them. Practicing such acts includes various forms of acting in order
to increase public awareness of existing social problems and to initiate changes. This
work highlights the complex and ever-shifting relationships between artistic practices and political and social contexts and challenges. This was the initial approach
whereby some of the modes of action employed by the artists were identified.
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The study discussed theoretical aspects of subversiveness through the lens of an
agent, principles and forms of action and their contribution to the ways in which
artistic practices intervene in political contexts and disrupt spatial structures. On
this topic, the study continued by identifying these practices within the context of
the Republic of Macedonia. Using the Republic of Macedonia for case analysis was
productive because of the radical changes and transformations it had undergone in
past decade, coupled with the political crisis. Recent cases of subversive practices
in art in the country offered characteristics to the core of my argument. The study
clarified that the instrumentalization of cultural institutions in the country generates the need for different actions against erroneous and unjust policies, especially in cases where they are reinforced by complex political circumstances and
accusations of abuse of power by the governing party. In investigating these acts in
the Republic of Macedonia as a research area, subversiveness was detected as set
up in a given political context where several important practices were portrayed
as a confirmation of performative politics which extend political struggle. This is
basically a result of the ever more complicated day-to-day political situation and
the impossibility of acting effectively in other ways. The acts demonstrate the ways
in which individuals and groups engage in civil movements and initiatives by using
the means of artists. and can be considered as a possible strategy of authentic action
for the future. I showed how these practices merge in the interface of social and political change. These findings suggest in the most general sense that socio-political
contexts make it possible for different artistic practices to interact in public spaces.
This study found that subversiveness can be modified and can contain new explanatory implications and connotations in the field of art. Consequently, subversion
is perceived as an important activity in the political arena, offering a significant
engagement with burning social questions and problems. These practices gain
meaning and importance not only due to the resistance or critical positions they
offer. They are important above all because they expand the space of the possible
in terms of visualizing new initiatives and forms of creativity. This article discussed
the possibility of renewing different art affiliations, since art today is totally usurped
or interrupted by its instrumentalization, that is to say, interrupted with regards to
the history of subversive practices and the idea of visual arts as an anti-systemic
and social movement. The implications of the study lie in the possibility of these
findings being applied to other geographical and political contexts that are undergoing political processes of transformation in different circumstances. Establishing
new cases and insights of subversiveness in art will contribute to the contemporary
debate regarding creativity and accomplishments of these acts.
This paper was published for the first time in the journal Baltic Worlds.

Topuzovski T. (2017) Subversive artistic practices: Visualising resistance in the Republic of Macedonia, Baltic Worlds, X: 1, pp. 9-17
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Dictionary of Resistance
for Beginners
Haim Sokol

Artists’ strike (common places)
Suppose a miracle happened, and a general artists’ strike began. But what kind of
work does the artist cease to perform during the strike? In the case of railway workers, metallurgists, teachers, the answer is obvious. However, what does the artists’
strike mean? Let’s say that this is a refusal to create art works. In this case, we reduce the artist’s work to the work of an artisan, and the work to a commodity. Despite all the non-obviousness of this (however, very common) identification, we can,
nevertheless, draw from it a useful conclusion regarding the legal side of the artist’s
activity. If an artwork is a product produced by an artist, then the exhibition for
which this work is done is a production. This means that the invitation of the artist
to the exhibition is equal to hiring an employee for the enterprise and must be carried out according to all the norms of the labor code. That is, not only the creation
of work, the technical part (after all, the budget of the exhibition is the capital that
its owner invests in a certain way, and this investment has no relation to the artist,
just like the purchase of new machines by the owner of the plant does not concern
the hired workers). The artist’s time spent on the production and installation of the
work must be paid for. If you consider the artist as an individual entrepreneur, then
in the case of inviting them to the exhibition they as such provides an inviting institution their creation for an exhibition or loans their already finished work. This is
the only way to consistently understand the identification of the artist’s work with
the labor of the proletarian or artisan. A strike based on this understanding can lead
to a collapse or to a radical transformation of the existing institutional system.
Unfortunately, artists are looking for solutions to their problems not through the
law, but through art. For a long time already the refusal to create a work has turned
into a form of work. Thus, it seems, this clearly demonstrates the impossibility of
the cessation of the artist’s work in this context. This brings us back to the question of what an artists’ strike is. If we insist on the answer to this question that the
artist’s work is not material, then what exactly is it and how can we stop it? Does

Poster no. VI from the series “On the Concept of History”. By Haim Sokol.
English translation:

To articulate what is past does not mean to recognize “how it really was.” It means to take control of a memory, as it flashes in a moment of danger.
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Doublepages:
Haim Sokol, “On the concept of History”
The series is titled “On the concept of History” after Walter Benjamin’s last text written in 1940 not

long before his death. I decided to turn these theses into a material of agitation. It can be printed out
and used on ralleys , pickets, etc. I mix different historical figures like Benjamin, Hanna Arendt, Karl
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg with Russian activists like Anastasia Baburova which was killed

by neo-nazis in Moscow in 2009, together with contructivist buildings and anonymous people. I also

depicted Kazakh poet Abay Kunanbaev because the Occupy Moscow movement was located near the
monument to Abay in the center of Moscow in 2011 and was also called “Occupy Abay”. Along with
Abay I depicted kazakh women-heroes of the WWII Aliya Maldagulova and Manshuk Mametova
with anonymous people from the Kazakh town Zhanaosen where in 2011 a big strike of oil miners

took place which was brutally suppressed by military forces. All this people meet in the poetical di-

mension of History. Above the drawings I wrote by hand quotes from Benjamin’s “Theses” translated
into Russian.

Haim Sokol is an installation, sculpture, and video-based artist whose practice addresses the dramatic social
histories of Russia and Eastern Europe. Sokol roots his use of literary allusion in historical reality and the

legacy of major 20th century uprisings, revolutions, massacres and genocides. Sokol has exhibited in solo exhibitions at the M&J Guelman Gallery, Triumph Gallery, Anna Nova Gallery and other galleries in Russia.
He has participated in the First Indian Biennale (2012), the Third Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art
(2009), the Second Biennale of Contemporary Art in Thessaloniki ( 2009), the First Moscow Biennial for
Young Artists (2008), School of Kyiv - the 2nd Kyiv Biennial (2015).
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this mean a rejection of intellectual activity? And even if such a refusal is possible,
what impact can it have on the world? In other words, can there be a material stop
of immaterial labor? Will not this be another mental exercise, a kind of intellectual
product?
Perhaps we can begin to answer these questions if we refuse to understand the
strike as a complete (albeit temporary) termination of work. In the case of art, this
means stopping to function in a normal mode. Art is the dream of the revolution.
And if this is so, then we must get rid of such art to wake up the revolution or,
more precisely, to invent a new art that will no longer distract our mind and our
senses. In place of the pictorial regime, when the text dominates the image, and the
aesthetic mode, when the form contains a ciphered text, a performative (political)
regime should occur in which word, image and action are equal. There are times
when the canvas turns into a banner. And such times have come.

Defeat
Of course, there is a lot of talk about historical defeat. There is something total,
final and hopeless in defeat. In comparison with defeat, failure or error is easy,
almost weightless. Failure is fraught with a second chance, a mistake - hope for
correction. But defeat is hard like a fist, and crushing like a knockout. It strikes like
a blow, throwing the enemy on the ground. In the story “The City Coat of Arms”
Kafka describes a city, whose inhabitants are mired in destructive wars, and who
forget about the construction of the tower, the main purpose of its existence. A
giant fist on the emblem serves as a warning to them that one day it will fall upon
them and destroy the city, punishing the inhabitants for inaction. Historical defeat
- forgetfulness of purpose, betrayal of truth. Hence, being associated with oblivion,
defeat is rooted in the past. Only there it is possible. We do not suffer defeat, we
who live here and now, but our predecessors, generations who lived before us do.
Every time, recognizing our own defeat, we inflict a powerful blow on our predecessors, helping their winners. Therefore, our task - regardless of anything, is not
to admit defeat. This is the key to a historic victory, which is non-defeat. This also
means that historical victory is inextricably linked with the past. Revenge, a thirst
for revenge, resentment have nothing to do with it, because they belong entirely to
the present. We keep our account in history. Going to the demonstration in defense
of migrants, we continue the fight in the Warsaw ghetto, joining the trade union,
we join the general strike of 1905, and by raising tents in the streets of our cities, we
are defending the Paris Commune. We fail in our ways, make mistakes, but we do
not give up.

Poster no. VIII from the series “On the Concept of History”. By Haim Sokol.
English translation:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “emergency situation” in which we live is the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history which
corresponds to this. Then it will become clear that the task before us is the introduction of a real state of emergency.
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Garden-City
Nothing blooms in the sand or between pavements, except words.
Jaques Derrida. Writing and Difference, 1967

If this is so, we will plow the asphalt and sow it with letters. Our words will spread
around the city like poplar fluff. We’ll open the windows wide. And our feelings
will cease to break on the glass monitors. They will again nest in the shady crowns
of trees. But for now we will save the seed letters in the alphabets. Our children will
grow a garden city. We must win for them our right to this city. For this we need
to return to the Gutenberg press. But only to remove the capital letters and cast
bullets out of them.

Occupy
“Do not demand anything, occupy everything!”. This is the psychology of the virus.
The motto of a bare life. In it, all the weakness of contemporary art. Why do we
need everything, if we do not want anything? Or we want, but do not demand? We
are already everywhere, and we are silent. And how can we occupy what is rightfully ours? Our streets, our freedom, our future? They can only be defended or won.
Because our cities have long been captured.
Occupy - what fascinated us with this word? A ringing diphthong or an iron taste
of militarism? Why are we so careless in our choice of words? And if we have
already opened a dictionary of war, why do not we find other words there - for example, résistance or partisans? The sound of metal can also be heard in the combination of “-an” sounds. But this is the ringing of the alarm, it is the blow of the iron
pipe into the rail. Why are we so unconscious? Maybe because the iPad cannot be
brushed against the grain. But the revolution is not done with the iPad in hand.
“Do not demand anything” - why do we start all the slogans and end up with nothing? Why this shyness? Our will has become entangled in social networks. We are
afraid to legitimize power by making demands on it. But who said that you need to
make demands that the authorities are able to fulfill?
In Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah, one of the witnesses, a former prisoner of Auschwitz and a member of the underground, tells the following story. The German
prisoners who headed the underground were against the uprising and fought for an
overall improvement in conditions in the camps. To some extent they succeeded.
Conditions have become slightly better, mortality has decreased. But a decrease in
the death rate caused a shortage of space. Therefore, upon arrival in the camp, whole
echelons of people were, without discrimination, without selection, sending no one
to work, sent directly to the gas chambers. Only an uprising could have stopped
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the machine of death, something which never happened in Auschwitz. We have a
chance to fix something. It does not matter that more than eighty years have passed
since then. People, time, life have changed. But for us there is still an actual choice the struggle for better conditions or insurrection?

Pity
We have forgotten what solidarity is. All we have left is pity. Rejecting politics and
history, we have condemned ourselves to loneliness. Pity is the lot of the lonely, a
refuge for the lonely. Pity is in essence an emotion, and as such is predominately
private. A collective feeling of pity sounds like nonsense. To pity, to feed, to blame.
Who? It does not matter! For pity you merely need an object in the accusative case.
In Hebrew, the word “rachamim”, meaning pity or compassion, is the plural form
of “racham”, meaning womb or uterus (the plural, however, emphasizes the capacity for this emotion in both parents). To pity someone is to treat them as a parent
would treat a child, as a superior would treat a subordinate, as the strong would
treat the weak. Pity always lives in the here and now. It does not know the past.
The dead are not pitied. In the best case scenario, they are mourned. So a world
filled with pity is also a world filled with evil. Pity, especially self-pity, is always
subservient to evil.

Presentiment
Historical events do not have directors.
Osip Mandelstam

A premonition is a visit the day before. This state is between anxiety and expectation. Experience the future experience, knowledge to knowledge. Presentiments do
not lead us to action. They torture us and often deceive us. But foreboding is the
beginning, the promise. If there is pre-feeling, there will be a feeling. This is the
first sign of healing from blind-deaf-dumbness. So, perhaps, this is the beginning
of a sense of justice, solidarity, a sense of freedom. A premonition eats signs. As the
approach of a thunderstorm can be seen before the first appearance of clouds, so future events are felt in the changed walk of people, in the noise of ventilation, in the
excitement of puddles, in the alarming trolley call, in the whispers of monuments.
You just have to see, listen, wake up. And, maybe, then the curtain will open in the
Theater of History, and we will all go on stage.

Poster no. XIV from the series “On the Concept of History”. By Haim Sokol.
English translation:

History is the object of a construction whose place is formed not in homogenous and empty time, but in that which is fulfilled by the here-and-now
[ Jetztzeit].
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Solidarity
Solidarity is a state. It has no verb, just like the words “hunger” or “happiness”. Solidarity can only be. But, unlike hunger, this state is open, this is a state of openness.
This is a state of multiplicity. To be solidary is to always be with someone. To be
solidary means to be in the instrumental case. But more than “to be with someone”, solidarity means to be someone. There is no “they”, there are “we”. There is no
“other”, there is “the same.” “For the real and incredibly difficult task is to find the
Same,” wrote Alain Badiou in his Ethics. To be “the same” does not mean to be the
same, but to be greater than you. It means being both yourself and the one with
whom you are in solidarity. This means that the strike of the overseer’s whip, falling
on the slave’s back, leaves a scar on your skin, the flesh of the rapist, who is torturing his victim, tears your organs, the neo-Nazi knife that attacked the migrant,
stabs into your heart. And when your comrade is arrested, the iron door slams
behind you. But it also means to be the one who is now in battle, on barricades, in
demonstrations. This means that at the moment of truth you will rise and loudly
say “I’m Spartacus!”. And thousands of voices will echo “I’m Spartacus!”. Solidarity
is the roar of an angel of history. And the words “roar” and “speech” come from one
root. And if solidarity has connected you to someone in the word “pain”, become
a gentle sign to alleviate this pain. But in the word “fury” become the first. Always
like this. Solidarity has no statute of limitations. Solidarity knows no death.

Solitude
True solitude is not measured by the absence of people around someone. It should
not be confused with isolation or seclusion. True solitude is measured by the preposition “instead of ” rather than the adverb “together with”. Thus the degree of solitude is determined by proximity to death. In death solitude is intrinsic and absolute.
Closest to the limit, it is found in experiences that accompany it (death): pain,
suffering, illness, torture, as well as giving birth, being in love, or even in dream.
However, solitude is not solely a physical experience. Rather, it is an experience of
the body, i.e. a body as a body is always solitary. And so it is not necessary to die or
suffer to experience true solitude. It is sufficient for body to remain merely a body, a
“bare life.” To achieve that, a person must be formally taken out beyond the borders
of life. That is the essence of exclusion. A person condemned to death is extremely
alone. The Jews, walking in a line into the nearest forest to be shot, were alone not
because no one could or would not save them, but because, legally speaking, they
were already dead. The simple act of resurrection would not save them from solitude
or bring them back to life. It is necessary to abolish those laws or formalities that
took them beyond the borders of life.
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Urban nomadism (Tents against the Tower of Babel)
Revolutionary nomadism of a new type. Not psycho-geography as a movement of
loners who used their own subjectivities to study space, but the procession of the
masses through the streets as the new Psyche of the city. “A city without a soul is
unthinkable,” Mandelstam wrote of the revived Petersburg in 1905. The city is dry
bones. To revive them, you need to clothe them with flesh, breathe in your breath.
The tent occupies not so much land as air. Many tents - lungs of the city. But we
need air not only to breathe. We need it to speak, to shout. We need a new decree
on language. Remove all frozen, dumb graphemes! The city is constrained by morphology. Towers are the obstacles that air strikes from our lungs, turning into consonants. But for songs you need vowels. Our squares, our streets and alleys, like our
lips, will give them a shape, stretching or curling. And these sounds will breathe
new fathoms into petrified root structures.

This text was first published in Russian in: Moscow Art Magazine # 91, 2013.
Translated by Corina L. Apostol.

Poster no. VIIa from the series “On the Concept of History”. By Haim Sokol.
English translation:

In reality, there is not a moment that would not carry with it its revolutionary chance—provided only that it is defined in a specific way,
namely as the chance for a completely new resolution of a completely new problem.
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We, the undersigned artists and critics, lend our support to the call for an Art Strike on Friday, January 20, 2017,
the day that Donald Trump will assume the presidency of the United States.
The call reads:
#J20 Art Strike
An Act of Noncompliance on Inauguration Day.
No Work, No School, No Business.
Museums. Galleries. Theaters. Concert Halls. Studios. Nonprofits. Art Schools.
Close For The Day.
Hit The Streets. Bring Your Friends. Fight Back.
This call concerns more than the art field. It is made in solidarity with the nation-wide demand that on January
20 and beyond, business should not proceed as usual in any realm. We consider Art Strike to be one tactic among
others to combat the normalization of Trumpism—a toxic mix of white supremacy, misogyny, xenophobia,
militarism, and oligarchic rule. Like any tactic, it is not an end in itself, but rather an intervention that will ramify
into the future. It is not a strike against art, theater, or any other cultural form. It is an invitation to motivate
these activities anew, to reimagine these spaces as places where resistant forms of thinking, seeing, feeling, and
acting can be produced.
We address ourselves to the people who make our cultural institutions run on a daily basis, including many of our
own friends and colleagues. Those who work at the institutions are divided in multiple and unequal ways, and any
action taken must prioritize the voices, needs and concerns of those with the most to lose. However you choose
to respond to this call, Art Strike is an occasion for public accountability, an opportunity to affirm and enact the
values that our cultural institutions claim to embody.
The disruptions of J20 are just the beginning. They will resonate with the Women’s March on Washington, D.C.
and other cities on January 21, and will stand as beacons of ungovernability as the darkness of the Trump era
descends upon us. Let us assemble for the protracted battles that have long been underway, and those on the
horizon.
Signatories (list in formation)
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Art Workers, Art Strikes
and Collective Actions
Corina L. Apostol

In 1974, the late artist Gustave Metzger, well-known for his auto-destructive art,
urged his peers to join him in a three year art strike between 1977 and 1980. His
action has endured in the history of art as one of the most powerful, albeit paradoxical rallying call for artists to stop making art. In his manifesto he urged his
peers not to produce art, sell their work, participate in exhibition, and in general to
withdraw from taking part in the art world machine:
To bring down the art system it is necessary to call for years without art,
a period of three years - 1977 to 1980 - when artists will not produce
work, sell work, permit work to go on exhibitions, and refuse collaboration with any part of the publicity machinery of the art world. This total
withdrawal of labor is the most extreme collective challenge that artists
can make to the state. The years without art will see the collapse of many
private galleries. Museums and cultural institutions handling contemporary art will be severely hit, suffer loss of funds, and will have to reduce
their staff. National and local government institutions will be in serious
trouble. Art magazines will fold. The international ramifications of the
dealer/museum/publicity complex make for vulnerability; it is a system
that is keyed to a continuous juggling of artists, finance, works and information - damage one part, and the effect is felt world-wide.1
Metzger’s statement was written for the catalogue of the exhibition “Art into Society/Society into Art: Seven German Artists” at the London Institute of Contemporary Art. Metzger stated he decided to participate in the exhibition only after
pressure from the curators, as he became critical of being subsumed by the capitalist
art world. The artist’s strike proposal was understood as utopian by his peers and
the art strike did not bring about the cessation of all artistic work. Metzger was the
only artist who took it up for the entire three years. In his later writings however, he
also emphasized a productive aspect of the strike, that of creating a critical understanding of the artist’s practice and theory production. Metzger’s call for strike was
not simply about escaping the (art)world, but stemmed from a desire to change
it. The question of the politics of art production has also been put under scrutiny
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John Cox (author of photography), Gustav Metzger practicing for a public demonstration of
auto-destructive art using acid on nylon, 1960.

by art workers coalitions, syndicates and communes since at least the nineteenth
century. Some of these self-organized groups argued and criticized, in the form
of protests and public interventions, for artists’ rights and the transformation of
cultural institutions embedded in power and capital. The emergence of these groups
and initiatives occurred at a critical historical junctures, on the backdrop of social
movements from around the world. Central to their arguments was an attempt to
position the historically reoccurring notion of the “art worker,” in shifting labor
relations bound to the production and dissemination of art and culture.
In the second half of the nineteenth century reactionary appeals to an art for art’s
sake clashed with principles of an emerging avant-gardism. During the revolutionary period in France, artist Gustave Courbet penned the famous Realist Manifesto
(1855),2 immediately after Marx’s famous Communist Manifesto (1848). Those
were turbulent times of class and political conflicts, from the moment the working
class entered the scene as an autonomous political force to the French workers’
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Charles Soulier. The fallen Vendôme Column, May 1871. From the series Paris Incendié.

brief, yet powerful Commune – which was brutally suppressed by the bourgeoisie.
Courbert’s confidence in the artist’s role in changing society towards a liberated,
socialist future were strongly shaped by his participation in the Commune. In 1871
he called on Parisian artists to “assume control of the museums and art collections
which, though the property of the nation, are primarily theirs, from the intellectual
as well as the material point of view.”3 Courbet’s statement responded to the paradigm shift of the economic framework, wherein the transfer of capital accumulated
by capitalist organizations created a new class, the bourgeoisie, whose image was
built through the salon culture. Emerging as new spaces for the presentation and
enjoyment of bourgeois art, the salons operated autonomously from the church and
the monarchy, as powerful, independent entities. Courbet challenged this system
and the political classes it upheld through his support for the communards’ removal
of the Vendôme Column (a the memorial to Napoleon’s victory at Austerlitz in
1805) in 1871, as commissar of culture in the Commune committee. For his role
in this event Courbet was heavily fined and imprisoned for half a year. In 1873 it
was proposed to re-erect the column (the bronze panels had survived) at a cost of
323,000 francs, which Courbet was to pay off in installments of 10,000 francs a
year. Instead he escaped to Switzerland, where he died in 1877. The transformation
of the artist’s subjectivity as art worker and activist during the latter half of the 19th
century was a landmark moment that continues to define the relationship between
art and social movements today. Courbet’s appeal was one of the first instances
when artists’ aspiration for social change led them to align themselves with a wider
workers’ movement and break with the bourgeois institutions of art and with the
monarchy. Transgressing from artistic praxis into political action, artists could be
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Marc Riboud, 1968 Atelier Populaire, Ex-école des Beaux Arts, Paris, 1968.

considered as a counter-power, occupying political functions in a new order, no
matter how briefly this lasted.
In the turbulent 1960s and 1970s artists were once more among the first to self-organize, identifying with the workforce under pressure to accept pay cuts, pension
cuts and to disband unions. In 1968 France, artists, workers and students, pent
up with anger over general poverty, unemployment, the conservative government,
and military involvement in Southeast Asia, took to the streets in waves of strikes
and demonstrations. Factories and universities were occupied. Atelier Populaire
(the Popular Workshop), an arts organization founded by art students and faculty
on strike at the École des Beaux Arts in the capital, produced street posters and
banners for the revolt that would: “Give concrete support to the great movement of
the workers on strike who are occupying their factories in defiance of the Gaullist
government.” The material was designed and printed anonymously and distributed
freely, held up on barricades, carried in demonstrations, and plastered on walls all
over France. The Atelier intended this material not be taken as, “the final outcome
of an experience, but as an inducement for finding, through contact with the masses, new levels of action, both on the cultural and the political plane.”4
In their actions, the students were also influenced by ideas presented in the L’Internationale Situationniste, a periodical written by Guy Debord and a groups of
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Left: Anonymous, La Beauté est dans la rue (Beauty is in the streets), May 1968, Bibliothèque Na-

tionale de France. Right: A statement by Lee Lozano, a central figure in 1960s conceptual art and the
Art Workers Coalition.

like-minded artists between 1958 and 1969. A key idea was subversiveness. Everything could be subverted: authority and its representatives, of course, be they
politicians, parents, trade unions or trendy intellectuals, but also behaviour and
art forms. Situationist graffiti scrawled on the Sorbonne walls proclaimed “Ne
travaillez jamais” (Never work) and “Il est interdit d’interdire” (It is forbidden to
forbid).5 Unlike its predecessor, the 19th century Artists Commune, Atelier Populaire did not seek to become a political power, but functioned as a critical cultural
frame around the left-leaning social movement in France at the time. However,
they expressed support for several positive objectives: self-management by workers,
a decentralization of economic and political power and participatory democracy at
the grass roots. They sought to resist the absorption of any and all critical ideas or
movements under a contemporary capitalism, which was capable of bending them
to its own advantage. Hence, the need for provocative shock tactics. “Be realistic:
Demand the impossible!” was one of the May movement’s slogans.
In 1969, a turbulent socio-political global climate, an international group of artists
and critics formed the Art Workers’ Coalition in New York. Hundreds of artists who self-identified as art workers participated in the AWC’s open meetings.
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The Art Strike on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, May 22, 1970. Robert Morris and
Poppy Johnson, strike co-chairs, at right, debate museum vice-director Joseph Noble, at left beside
striking artist Art Coppedge. Photo by Jan van Raay.

Perhaps the most radical form of refusal that coincided with the formation and
agitation of the AWC was General Strike Piece by Lee Lozano. In a statement
read during the AWC’s meeting in April, Lozano declared herself in excess of
the limits of the “art worker” identity, identifying herself as an “art dreamer” who
would “participate only in a total revolution simultaneously personal and public.”
As curator Helen Molesworth pointed out, her “word pieces” inverted the artist’s
role of attending their gaze upon the art object and instead “train(ed) her attention
on the public and private functions of herself as an artist.”6 Beginning with Dialogue Piece, Lozano laid a foundation for moving away from the problem of the
art as a commodity, not purely by the “dematerialization” of art, but by the flight
of the artists themselves. With 1969’s General Strike Piece, Lozano began exiting
the art world by refusing to attend “uptown functions” be they openings, parties at
museums and galleries, screenings, concerts or any other “gatherings related to the
art world,” while simultaneously initiating a “boycott of women” which resulted in
her leaving New York for a life of relative isolation in Dallas where she continued
to refuse any interaction with either the art world or any woman in public life.
Molesworth, who describes this double refusal as “consummately idealistic” and
“utterly pathological” (respectively) recognizes both things being refused, capitalism
and patriarchy, as “incredibly powerful parameters of identity... systems with rules
and logics that are public with personal effects.”
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On May 15th, 1970, Robert Morris, a well known sculptor and conceptual artist,
closed his solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum stating: “This act of closing ...a
cultural institution is intended to underscore the need I and others feel to shift priorities at this time from art making and viewing to unified action within the art community against the intensifying conditions of repression, war and racism in this country.”
Morris’s exhibition took place at an especially charged moment in American history:
the Whitney show opened, the United States bombed Cambodia, the National Guard
shot and killed four students at Kent State, and, in a highly publicized confrontation,
New York City construction workers attacked antiwar protesters. Morris decision to
shut down his show two weeks early in a self-declared strike stemmed from debates
about art labor and laborers in the United States.7 It inspired a city wide day of
action undertaken by the AWC: “The New York Art Strike against Racism, War and
Repression.” In the spring of 1970, artists felt that their collective organizing as art
workers offered a platform for major change, as vital reconsiderations regarding the
valuation of artistic labor were being debated. The Art Workers’ Coalition was formed
in 1969 to debate questions about museum policy and leftist politics. It became a
powerful organization through which New York artists voiced their discontent with
institutionalization, gender bias, and the art world’s stance on the Vietnam War. The
war became a focus and rallying point, and the Museum of Modern Art in particular
increasingly came under fire because of the members of its board of trustees and their
economic connections to industries that profited from the war. The group presented
the museum a list of demands: subsidies for universal employment, rather than support from private capital from wealthy patrons,8 the introduction of a royalties system
by which collectors had to pay artists a percentage of their profits from resale, for the
creation of a trust fund for living artists, and that all museums should be open for free
at all times, and that their opening hours should accommodate the working classes.
They also demanded that art institutions make exhibition space available for women,
minorities and artists with no gallery representing them. In 1970 the AWC formed
an alliance with MoMA’s Staff Association and by working simultaneously from both
inside and outside the institution, they established PASTA (The Professional and
Administrative Staff Association). This was one of the most significant unions of art
workers in the United States, as it joined together the interest of artist with those
in similarly precarious conditions who are involved in different aspects of artistic
production.9 Although the Art Workers Coalition folded after three years of intense
activities, their legacy endured.
In February 1979, two years after Metzger’s unanswered call for an art strike, Goran
Đorđević mailed a circular asking a variety of Yugoslavian and English-speaking
artists if they would take part in an International Art Strike to protest against repression and the fact that artists were alienated from the fruits of their labor.10 Đorđević
received forty replies, the majority of which expressed doubts about the possibility of
putting the International Art Strike into practice. Because so few artists were prepared to pledge their support, Đorđević abandoned his plan for an International Art
Strike.
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Art Strike Action Committee, Cover of the Journal Yawn, 1991

British artist Stewart Home’s Art Strike of 1990–1993 was inspired by the language of Gustav Metzger’s and Goran Đorđević’s proposal and its importance as a
symbolic gesture, due, in part, to its embrace of the absurd.11 This Art Strike was a
stand against capitalism’s ability to recuperate any image or action, yet, instead of
targeting the institutions of art as the main perpetrators, Home looked to artists
themselves for their complicity in their own economic manipulation and co-optation. The journal YAWN, co-published by Art Strike Action Committee centers
in San Francisco, London, and Iowa City, among other locations, launched its
first issue in September 1989. Home’s manifesto, contained within, declared: “We
call this Art Strike in order to make explicit the political and ethical motivations
for this attempted large-scale manipulation of alleged ‘esthetic’ objects and relationships…to connote and encourage active rather than passive engagement with
the issues at hand.” Each subsequent issue was filled with the similarly assertive
language of his manifesto, and all images and texts produced in support of the Art
Strike were of an explicitly propagandistic nature. The arguments presented around
the demonstration’s concept, however, were intentionally inconsistent and contradictory. As suggested in the preceding quote, the active engagement of Home’s Art
Strike is not a withdrawal at all. In fact, Home continued to create artwork during
the period of the strike under the pseudonyms of Karen Eliot and Monty Cantsin,
thereby challenging the privileging of a singular author in the production of art,
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and the celebrity status that this enables.12 Home was interested “not in the prospect
of the art world collapsing” but, like Metzger, in the effect the strike might have on
his and other artists’ “identity.”
I will now return to the concept of the art worker and its historical associations with
the left, exploring the class contradictions inherent in this form of artistic subjectivity.
I explore the affinities between twentieth century avant-gardes and the organized left,
and their continuing legacy in the present, given economic and political changes. Between calls for non-participation and withdrawal, on the one hand, at to create new
art worlds on the other, today’s art workers are seeking to affect social transformation
in myriad ways and through various ideas about what this entails. These efforts can be
enriched by a renewed understanding of the past endeavors as important consciousness raising experiences and models for organizations.
In May 2012, the self-organized Citizen Forum for Contemporary Arts (Obywatelskie Forum Sztuki Współczesnej - OFSW), staged a one-day art strike – a day
without arts and culture.13 The aim of the strike was to influence the public discussion
of cultural matters, including the symbolic and political, but also economical place of
artists and cultural producers within the public sphere and social hierarchies. Around
the same time, a proposed change to tax law meaning a reduction or elimination of
a flat-rate allowance to reclaim up to fifty percent of costs from revenue on contracts
was announced. Such a change would further harm the majority of artists and cultural
producers who are often reliant on commission contracts and need to then recoup the
costs of their production, materials, etc. This provided further impetus for the OFSW
action. ‘The day without art’, the first to ever take place in Poland, followed the aforementioned well established, if sporadically enacted and relatively little-known tradition of artists’ refusal of work. Such actions attempted to disrupt the role and position
of artists themselves, or to address issues in the cultural economy and creative industries in more general terms. Most recently, in 2012, the London-based Precarious
Workers Brigade14, a group organizing for several years around the issue of precarity
within cultural and creative work, called for a Cultural Workers Walkout, in solidarity
with other casual and public sector workers taking part in a national strike the same
day. The Polish art strike was, by all accounts, quite a small and seemingly insignificant event, relatively speaking. A number of galleries and institutions did however
express solidarity, and some did indeed close their doors for the day, in addition to a
handful of protesting OFSW members, some bystanders, and one banner. In terms
of media coverage or turnout it certainly did not stand out amongst demonstrations
and strike actions staged that year by workers in other sectors. However, the strike
did kick-start a non-going debate about cultural and artistic production in Poland.
It brought, once and for all, the often-invisible working conditions in the arts and
culture into the public domain. Most importantly, it cemented the credentials of the
autonomous, horizontally organized OFSW as an effective and credible model for
artists and cultural producers to represent themselves and each other in a field that is
unstable, mostly reliant on decreasing amounts of public funding, and characterized
by increasing levels of competition and individualism.
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This first public action of OFSW not only brought the economic conditions of
artistic and cultural work into open discussion, but also into the streets of Warsaw,
where contemporaneous protests, be it by nurses or taxi drivers, were taking place.
Thus, not only were their often obscured working conditions and labour made
visible, but also the ideological distance between the labour of artists and cultural
producers, and that of workers in general, was dramatically reduced. Artists and
cultural producers on contingent, casual and temporary contracts, without health
insurance or pensions, increasingly without the ability to own a home or afford the
mortgage and burdened with debt, are, in terms of employment law and economic
survival, often leading the way for workers in other sectors. Therefore, when some
twisted joke on the original mission of the art avant-garde casts artists are new
models of employment in an increasingly deregulated, neoliberal job market, an
erasure of the ideological gap between art and labour, and the dismantling of the
myth of artistic genius could be an important political strategy.
OFSW joined forces with the trade union movement, or rather, one of the new
unions, the recently formed Inicjatywa Pracownicza (IP/ Workers’ Initiative),
which began in 2001 as a continuation of various self-organized grassroots and
anarcho-syndicalist groups active mainly in and around Poznan. In 2004 it became
an officially recognized union. IP was formed as a reaction to the crisis of Poland’s
official union movement–its bureaucracy, passivity and links with the antisocial and
anti-worker governments – but also as a union that recognizes new forms of employment and contracts not recognized by traditional unions, also paying attention
to specific issues concerning female and migrant labour. IP allows for the formation

Citizen Forum for ContemporaryArts / OFSW, Strike - Call for the government to negotiate with
artists, 2012.
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of autonomous collegial commissions that can then support workers on casual contracts, or those who are self-employed. To date, the biggest success of the commission has been with regard to the issue of guaranteed minimum fees for artists.
In February 2014 four institutions—Art Museum, Łodz, Museum of Modern Art
in Warsaw, Zachęta National Art Gallery, Warsaw and Arsenał Gallery, Poznan—
signed an official agreement regarding such fees. A further five institutions pledged
to sign the agreement as well. While this leaves artists in Poland far off the relative security of other countries’ models, for instance the German system of social
insurance for artists, or organizational models, such as the Scottish Artist Union,
the commission is definitely a first step towards some more concrete solutions. The
formation of such a group, in a sector so heavily reliant on competition and individualism as the art world, and where even a few years ago it would have seemed
scarcely achievable, can be counted as a success in itself.
Art workers’ groups and collectives have for the last few years moved towards
thinking more critically in the direction of how this system could be transformed,
and meaningful ways of engagement in the art world today. What does it mean to
re-claim the institutional space, to disrupt the business as usual of auction houses,
big galleries, or even take over corrupt state institutions in the long term? What
kind of artistic education exists outside the private academia, and can it create
real social alternatives and ways of thinking and doing an engaged art, opening
the possibilities for resistant political subjectivities? Similarly as it is the case of
post-Occupy era activists who grapple with common issues of the ephemerality
of their actions when transforming public spaces in cities across the globe, so do
present-day art workers strive towards finding depth-reaching strategies to transform culture and society. It seems ever more important then to insist on the yet not
consolidated openings and alternatives engendered by the social movements of the
past few years, in which art and culture played important roles.
My aim in this text has been to chart different strategies of art workers whose
ideas and visual languages go against the grain of the usual aesthetics and discourses. Emphasizing the international character of a growing resistance calling for a
different way of making art, running institutions and therefore doing politics, these
art workers translate their aspirations into a renewed cycle of struggles. Finally, my
research may serve as a tool for connecting and mapping different active groups and
initiatives, which do not necessarily come together into a composite solution to all
problems. Rather, much is to be learned from areas of overlap and tension between
ways of organizing, alternative economies and alternative art production, and
cultural and political ties between different groups and sectors of the present-day
artistic working class. We can then begin think through coordinating these struggles, and perhaps even how an international union of art workers could function.
While there is more awareness of these activist initiatives around the world, many
art workers’ struggles continue to be local/regional and remain atomized. We must
continue to act and imagine a larger, international union or coalition that can offer
resistance and solidarity.
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Gil Mualem Doron, Artist Strike, or How Close Are We to Bouazizi?
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Artist Strike, or How Close Are We to Bouazizi?

An Urban Intervention by Gil Mualem Doron (Canvas, paint stripper, fire, projections), 2011
“On The Fence II”, Jaffa

“On the Fence” was initially an art guerrilla event where local artists and residents took over a major
street in Jaffa. Before 1948, Jaffa was the cultural centre of Palestine, after which it was annexed to

Tel Aviv and suffered years of neglect, disinvestment and house demolition. The success of “On the

Fence” prompted the city to incorporate it into Tel-Aviv’s White Night festival. However, while the
event was advertised as part of the municipality celebrations, no money was invested in it and the

artists were not even paid for setting it up. Moreover, the White Night festival took place at the same
time as the evictions of the street and square occupations by Movement for Social Justice (equivalent
to the Occupy movement in Barcelona, London, New York and the Arab Spring).

The Performance Artist Strike, or How Close Are We to Bouazizi? was a critique of this exploit-

ative situation. Originally the event was suppose to be a screening of a documentary film about the
Arab-Jewish Jaffa’s camp for social justice but the lack of funding for Arabic subtitles meant the
screening was impossible.

Using the language of high art, Jackson Pollock’s action painting, the expensive paint was replaced

by paint stripper, and the strikes left hardly any visible marks – until the paint stripper was set alight

on the canvas. The canvas was signed then not with the name of the artist, nor with Jackson Pollock,
but with Sam Pollock, a renowned American labour leader. The work’s subtitle and the use of fire

as painting material also memorializes Tarek al-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation which
sparked the Tunisian revolution and the “Arab Spring” in late 2010.

At the end of the performance, the canvas, now covered with abstract burning marks, was cut into
pieces and put on sale.

p.s. Four months after the installation posed the question, “How close are we to Bouazizi?”, the answer
came in a demonstration marking the anniversary of the Protest for Social Justice Movement. On July
14, 2012, Moshe Silman, one of the movement’s activists, burned himself to death, in the centre of
Tel-Aviv, in front of press cameras.

Gil Mualem Doron (1970 UK) is an artist, researcher and a community facilitator. He is the founder of

SEAS – Socially Engaged Art Salon in Brighton. He works in various media including photography, print,
painting and mix media installations. Most of his work is as socially and politically engaged. His work has
been exhibited in private and public galleries and museums in the UK, Europe and the Middle East, and
several of his works are in private collections. http://a4community.org, https://seasbrighton.com.
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Printed newspapers are an endangered species, while the online media is extremely unstable and can

be altered anytime. Today’s journalistic world lost contact with its audiences. The editorial agenda cannot cover constructive social criticism anymore, which is a part of the partnership based on trust with
the citizens. The “house dog of democracy” job is diluted by the acid rain of the private equity.

I decided it is time to do something, to reclaim my share of public space. I realized that the indigna-

tion I felt must find a breach, a way of expressing itself. I designed the first A0 poster and placed it in
the middle of the city, in one of the most crowded squares of the central area. I resisted answering to

the opinions of those who praised or cursed me, I answered to all the questions regarding the subject
of the poster.

After more than 50 interventions of this kind, it became clearer to me why I started to publish

these political posters and where the boundaries of this gesture are. I discovered that Romania is not

friendly to political posters. These interventions ended up on social networks and, soon enough, I was

contacted by similar intentions from other parts of the world. I learned that it is quite simple to make
a poster and that the impact is huge if the subject is in concordance with the public conscience of the
moment.

Moving forward with this “pseudo-campaign,” the appearance of the posters started to change. If the
first posters tried to copy the first page of a newspaper, as I tried to say more and more things, the

aesthetic aspect of the posters became more simple and accurate, and the aesthetic character ended up
losing its importance. The “beauty” of the poster became toxic to its message. The more aestheticized
the content, the weaker the response.

I also discovered the portability of poster interventions. They became one of the social and political
instruments that I carry in most of my international projects. The poster is a guerilla-media type

instrument that can be printed anywhere. My ambition to transform this “campaign” accompanies me

everywhere I go and it’s my own way of making journalism. Thus, the most important circle of silence
in which I was a prisoner broke and became closed in another spiral. If anyone can create a poster,
then the idea of public space press is saved and we are able to once again communicate with our
neighbors.

Claudiu Cobilanschi works at the boundary between art and the press, using, as a journalist, various media

of expression applied to the unfolding and debate of socio-political themes, and is interested, as an artist, in the
analysis and aesthetics of the influences of those themes. He approached favorite topics, like thinking stereo-

types, mass media and ego-casting, immigration and poverty, a.s.o., by using techniques and methods such as

photography & performance, super-8 cine-experiments, guerilla publishing & poster bombing. He has collaborated with institutions from Romania and abroad, like ParadisGaraj Bucharest, Kunsthalle Winterthur,

Salonul de Proiecte Bucharest, Depo Instanbul, Rotwand Gallery, idea.ro, GallleriaPiu Bologna, IG Bildende
Kunst Vienna, kunsthalle.ro, Tranzit/Erste, Romanian Cultural Institute, MotorenHalle Dresden, Prototyp
Prague, a.s.o.
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Dark Matter Games
An Interview with Gregory Sholette, Kuba Szreder and
Noah Fischer by Marco Baravalle (S.a.L.E. Docks)

From 11th - 15th of May 2017, S.a.L.E. Docks (www.saledocks.org), an independent and activist art centre in Venice, hosted the Dark Matter Games (www.
darkmattergames.net). The project was co-curated by S.a.L.E. Docks and Workspacebrussels (http://www.workspacebrussels.be/).
Artists, activists and researchers animated a program of interventions in the public
space, round-tables and activities that responded to the urgency of focusing on the
political economy of the contemporary art system, on the gender issues linked to it
(issues of discrimination on one side, but also the emerging of powerful practices
against any normativity on the other), on the effect of big art events on the urban
space and, last but not least, on the need to create new models of cultural production that are autonomous from the neoliberal logic.
Here we publish the interview Marco Baravalle, a member of S.a.L.E.-Docks,
conducted with three Dark Matter Games participants: Gregory Sholette, Kuba
Szreder and Noah Fischer.
Gregory Sholette and Noah Fischer are New York based artists, the former suggested the metaphorical use of the term Dark Matter to describe the functioning of
the art world, the latter presented DebtFair, a collective project by Occupy Museums that addresses the effects, the nature and the consequences of debt on the life
and work of thousands of U.S. and Puerto Rican artists. The other researcher interviewed is the Polish curator Kuba Szreder, who co-curated the project of the Dark
Matter Super Collider (https://www.darkmattergames.net/single-post/2017/04/23/
Give-us-more-reclaiming-creative-surplus-Open-call-to-build-a-dark-matter-super-collider-at-SaLE-Docks-Venice), an open call for the construction of a permanent collection of expressions of dark matter (activist, queer, unconventional...)
creativity.
Marco Baravalle: On May 12th, in the context of Dark Matter Games you launched
your new book titled Delirium and Resistance. Here you claim that a new cultural economy emerged parallel to a new global political phase within these times of crisis, a phase
marked by an apparent rupture with the neoliberal order (you mention both Brexit and
the election of Donald Trump as examples). You call this cultural economy the “bare art
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Dark Matter Games, S.a.L.E. Docks, Venice, May 2017. Photo Greg Sholette.

world”. What do you mean by that and in what way this definition develops your previous reflection about dark matter?
Gregory Sholette: In my 2010 book Dark Matter I addressed the fascination that
the arts held for neoliberal enterprise culture, arguing that this attraction was not
entirely based on the “imaginative out-of-the-box thinking” or “restless flexibility”
of cultural workers, qualities cited by most analysts for capitalism’s cultural turn, but
it also involved:
the way the art world as an aggregate economy successfully manages its
own excessively surplus labor force, extracting value from a redundant
majority of “failed” artists who in turn apparently acquiesce to this disciplinary arrangement. There could be no better formula imaginable for
capitalism 2.0 as it moves into the new century. 1
Thus extrapolating from, but also not completely agreeing with Boltanksi and Chiapello’s “artistic critique” argument, in which capital appears to assimilate the social
and affective aspects of art’s Bohemian-inspired refutation of capital itself, I argued
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instead it was the extraction of value from a large surplus population that drew
neoliberalism towards artistic production as much as, or more than any other social
factor. 2 This integration of art and capitalism is more than a new and inverted work
ethic in other words. It brazenly illustrates capital’s fundamental need for constant
expansion, a process analogous to the unfettered compound growth that is inherent
to all capitalist forms of economic organization. Simply put, capital, David Harvey
writes, requires an ever-expanding output of social labor, “a zero-growth capitalist
economy is a logical and exclusionary contradiction. It simply cannot exist. This
is why zero growth defines a condition of crisis for capital.”3 But this process also
means attempting to integrate the so-called dark matter or archival surplus agency
marginalized by the mainstream art world system.
The concept of dark matter creativity focuses on three type of cultural producers
with differing relationships to the disciplinary regulation of high art, including: 4
1.) Professionally trained “pre-failed” art students whose academic education most
likely emphasized subversive “avant-garde practices,” while in reality preparing
them to be part of an apparatus of reproduction in which the majority of artists
serve the multi-billion dollar industry as museum-goers, magazine subscribers, art
supply consumers, part-time art instructors or as poorly paid gallery assistants, art
handlers, fabricators and so forth.
2.) Informal, amateur, “non-professional” zinesters, live action fantasy role-play
gamers (LARP), “craftavists” knitters, devotees of Goth, Punk, and Do It Yourself
(DIY) sub-cultures, fan filmmakers and cyber-geeks who are engaged with creative
practices focused on pleasure, fantasy and networked communalism, and therefore
seemingly in conflict with both the career artist as well as the work ethic of capitalism and its markets.
3.) A smaller number of artists and artist groups, both professional and also informal, who explicitly link their artistic practices to radical social or political transformation and therefore have traditionally been positioned at the outermost margins
of the mainstream art world, its history and discourse, and most of all its political
economy.
These three marginal forces resemble what astrophysicists describe as dark matter
(and also dark energy): an gravitational force of unknown makeup that makes up
as much as ninety-five percent of the known universe. Without the weight of this
“missing mass” the visible cosmos would have dispersed into space long ago. Like
its astronomical namesake, creative dark matter can be said to makes up the bulk of
the artistic activity that is produced in contemporary societies. 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. Yet, just as the astrophysical
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universe is dependent on its dark matter, so too is the art world dependent on its
dark energy. This is a phenomenon sometimes called the “missing mass problem.”5
The question my thesis asks therefore is this: if celestial dark matter is the principal
anchor that slows down cosmic expansion, what role then do redundant artistic
producers play in stabilizing the art world?
All of these questions are compounded by the current state of the multi-billion dollar art world industry. As the American based artist Caroline Woolard and member
of the group bfa.mfa.phd asks with incredulity “What is a work of art in the age of
$120,000 art degrees?” 6
Whether or not today post-Fordist capitalism now resembles art, or visa versa,
virtually everything we thought we knew about “serious” culture has been peeled
away with astonishing force, leaving behind a raw, and in some ways vulnerable
thing. Today artists are simply another worker, no more or less. Following Giorgio Agamben’s notion of bare life we might best describe this new mise en scène as
simply “bare art.” It is a new cultural reality in which art’s celebrated autonomy and
exceptionality have vanished, and in which artistic production has become fully
congruent with the political and economic emergency that marks our contemporaneous present. Claustrophobic, tautological, our bare art world is our bare art world
is our bare art world. It emerges in successive and accelerating predicaments that
keep pace with capital’s ever-quickening swerves from crisis to crisis. But this does
not mean all artists like it, or that all are willing to yield to the harsh realities bare
art imposes on their practice or their lives.
What I believe we are witnessing under these conditions of bare art is also happening within the ongoing capitalist crises more broadly. It is capital’s aggregating
compulsion in overdrive. Our world – both art and everyday world – is evolving
into an accelerating demand-machine that seeks to extricate ever more marginal and dispersed gains from an expanding pool of widely distributed participants
including indebted art students, underpaid cultural workers, unpaid artists and
interns, as well as the innumerable networked contributors, with or without credentials, who assist in reproducing an increasingly bare art world.
Yet it is here that we glimpse the danger capital brings onto itself by subsuming
such non-productive, creative labor. For if the latest iteration of system failure has
left art naked, with no clear way of restarting the old narrative about art as an autonomous sphere of ideas and creativity no matter how entangled its system is with
the marketplace, then this rupture also reveals a significant negation at work for
all to see. Because once art’s mimetic non-productivity is subsumed within capital
its real threat materializes: art becomes the single most conspicuous demonstration of
capital’s delirious con game.
And clearly a growing number of previously invisible cultural producers have begun
to see themselves as a hazardous category that is capable of operating in and for
itself as the social nature of art is unavoidably made visible. Like some weird re-
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dundant agency, this no-longer dark matter creativity is at once commonplace – the
art fabricators, handlers, installers whose own art practice always takes a back seat
– and simultaneously bristling with a profound potential for positive change as well
as an unpredictable and deep-seated sense of resentment.
Therefore as much as the condition of bare art yields predatory behavior and panic,
so too does it give birth to “bad deeds” in the form of boycotts, strikes, occupations
and demands for equality. And here, in a nutshell, sits the delirious potential of
dark matter in a bare art world. A fully cognizant and ultra-accelerated dark matter
agency inevitably questions who is supposed to fabricate the art projects of the
art world’s successful 1%? Who will be disciplined into subsidizing museums and
conferences and industry journals? Who would be expected to teach the next generation of dark matter surplus artists? It will not be us this shadow agency responds,
not under current conditions of the art world’s hierarchies and its system of value
extraction.
In the world in which we live what was previously (and perhaps in some instances thankfully) hidden from sight now becomes painfully manifest in the bare art
world, for both better, and for worse.
Marco Baravalle: You recently focused your attention on the existence of different art
worlds beyond the one characterized by the gallery-exhibition nexus. I’m particularly interested in knowing on what premises these other art worlds are based. Do you think that
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ontologically it is really possible to define a zone completely outside the neoliberal devices
of valorization? Especially when these devices have proven to be various and not limited
to the aforementioned nexus. And finally, is the dark matter super collider an attempt
to create a space of visibility for the creative power of the dark matter? How should this
accelerator work?
Kuba Szreder: I will respond with a question - how would you locate activities
of such groups like S.a.L.E.-Docks, Macao, Isola or countless other independent
art centres in relation to the institutions composing art market and their business
models? The theory of art worlds, first coined by an American sociologist Howard
Becker in 1984, and recently picked up by such action research projects like Plausible Art Worlds (Basekamp & friends), provides a viable intellectual framework for
understanding the ground operations of such alternative, artistic systems. To explain
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this in a language of operaismo, one can hark back to Antonio Negri and his concepts of art of the multitudes as a form of action/imagination aimed at rebuilding
our social world and building new ones. Another useful concept is self-valorisation
of artistic labour. This is really at stake here – do you really need apparatuses of
evaluation embedded in emptied out, speculative biennale-fairs circuits, in order to
feel positively valorised as a creative labourer? Obviously, these apparatuses do have
their pull, and also are exploitative by nature.
Coming back to our question, the term “world”, especially in plural, sounds controversial. People tend to deride this term as an idealistic theory of alternative universes, supposedly located both outside capitalism and separated from the dominant
sectors of art industry (which is far too often simply conflated with neoliberal
capitalism per se). But “art worlds”, sociologically speaking, are defined as networks
of social cooperation, with their own division of labour and value systems, which
enable creation and distribution of what people call “art”. So for example, when
S.a.L.E.-Docks organizes a protest in which you make use of radical creativity,
which has a mixed status of art and action, you do it by mobilizing labour, attention
and resources in a way differing from what happens in the gallery-exhibition nexus.
If such activities are not a one-off event, they tend to build up into a social pattern,
which Becker proposes to call an art world. In this way, S.a.L.E.-Docks, Isola or
Macao constitute what Stephen Wright calls as “art sustaining environment”. Basically, these art worlds are not separated and localized, but also intersect globally, in
a network of affinities and alliances. They constitute value-systems with their own
distinctive aesthetical concepts and even ontologies, alternative or even conflicting
to the value-systems operational for the gallery-exhibition nexus. Just think about
it – people tend to make use of the word “art” to denote many differing things – on
the one hand we call as art twenty meters high bronze sculpture which look like
a tacky B-movie set design, like the recent line of Hirst-labeled-commodities, on
the other we have such actions like Precarious Workers Pageant, which harks back
to politicized aesthetics of avantgardes. The problem is that far too often we decry
some of the hybrid activities (which happen on the one to one scale of artistic performance as social action) as “just art”, using blanket definition of blue chip art as
the only possible and imaginable art. The theory of art sustaining environments (art
worlds) tries to deal with this slippage. To repeat – it is about modes of self-valorisation, imagined as an expression of living labour, as art of the multitudes, as a
creative surplus, which exceeds exponentially what is defined as an artistic commodity by the market-related art world.
Interestingly, the speculative and self-referential tendencies of the blue chip gallery
nexus undermine its own systems of valorisation. In what Greg Sholette calls as
bare art world, one does not need to pretend that art differs from a luxury commodity. Not surprising that art thus defined and peddled is so repetitive and utterly
degraded. One needs to remember that markets mark the things marketed through
them, like Neil Cummings like to say. In other words, art worlds do have some
ontological effects. Things produced as art in different economic systems are tainted
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by the systems by which they are produced and distributed. They are coloured by
political intentions and radical economies of S.a.L.E. Docks or Macao, or flattened
by price tags attached to them in blue chip systems (as the market marks the minds
of people thus marketed).
There is another element in your question - about the general, totalizing framework
of neoliberal capitalism. Just to make it clear. Every social world, including every
art world down there, is currently located inside and framed by the global, capitalist world-system. Dominating art worlds are dominating because they ride capital
flows and maintain social hierarchies based on huge disparities of wealth and status.
The members of radically politicized art worlds do struggle precisely against these
tendencies, with which the gallery-exhibition nexus is integrated. Art labourers
populating these art worlds might be exploited by various sectors of capitalist
economy (from housing to labour to educational markets), depending very much
on their positions in the global system (f.e. for people in mainland Europe student
debt is not such an issue as it clearly is for our American colleagues). One also
needs to take into account global disparities in wealth, and North-South divide. It
is much easier to make art and mobilize free labour and resources when one lives in
Brussels than when one lives in Kinshasa, in New York and not in Kabul - and this
disparity is a defining element in the emergence of art worlds.
The concepts such as bare art world, art incorporated or art factory, are well tuned
to emphasize links between art worlds and global capitalism. The problem is that
- in my opinion - they tend to be too generalist and might for example conflate a
particular, localized iteration of dominant art worlds with the art world in general. I
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do not think that our art worlds look, operate or exploit in a precisely same manner
nevertheless if we are in London, New York, Warsaw or Milano. Even in Venice,
there are huge differences between what happens in Giardini, in Hirst exhibition,
and in S.a.L.E.. It does not mean that there is no exploitation or inequality or
wars for dominance.. But we need much more grounded theory of apparatuses and
mechanisms of exploitation, struggles for distinction and emancipation – in order
to deal with them appropriately. These apparatuses and nexuses are transversal,
they run across differing social worlds, enabling exploitation of many by the few.
We need a kind of string theory of artistic universe, which would support both our
understanding and our struggles against the dominance of capital both in economy,
politics, and arts. And the Dark Matter Collider is such an exercise in struggle for
self-valorisation of artistic, of living labour, of art of the multitudes, which always
flows underneath, through and beyond a white box called “just art”.
Marco Baravalle: Together with the Occupy Museums collective you recently presented
the DebtFair project at the Whitney Biennial in New York City. Could you briefly explain what is DebtFair and could you please tell us how do you evaluate its impact within
such an institutional framework and major art event?
Noah Fischer: The impression was that in the aftermath of Trump’s election
even some very institutional parts of the art world were mobilized, taking part in
demonstrations and protests. After 100 days what is the state of the art? Beyond
the initial shock, what about important issues such as debt, race and gender? Are
they gaining visibility within the art debate? Are they fuelling cases of self-organizing?
In 2011 and soon after, Occupy Museums’s direct actions continually clashed with
museums from a movement-oriented position that primarily saw them as leverage-points onto a larger undemocratic system ruled by capital. Since this system
needed to be called out, and its spaces democratized and revolutionized museums
looked like accessible 1% sites that were more penetrable than Goldman Sachs. For
years we operated outside rather than from a critical position inside the Art World.
However, when the movement wound down, both our community and our practice
became more narrowly art-focused. Our project Debtfair at the Whitney Biennial
is an outcome of this transformation of our group and of history. It also begins to
address the question of how to politicize the atomized community of artists rather
than simply hitting the big art institutions.
Debtfair was also quite a personal project for me. During years of planning direct
actions with Occupy Museums, I would continually return to my studio and here
was a conundrum. I knew that studio art practice and art objects hold value but the
actions against art institutions had radially altered how I understood this economy.
On one hand there is therapeutic, intuitive value in art practice; its an activity in
which the end-result – the artwork – may even embody a personal way of seeing,
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even a personal political understanding – as any other format cannot, clearly that
is valuable. But can you square this with a fully transactional system? It seemed
that objects when installed in most white box art spaces were fully captured by the
game of capital. Most people know this and think its only about the art market –
the speculative potential for sales and the creation of an art asset class as common
measure of success (or more likely measure of failure). However the capture of art
into financialization runs much deeper – most artist’s time is literally under a kind
of financial control via personal debts paid as price of entry into the art world.
Occupy Museums did a study of this year’s Whitney Biennial for example – As far
as we know, 100% of the artists went to college and most went to grad school and
a large portion went to the best art schools. Most top art schools have the highest
tuition of all colleges in the US, so all this education means debt, but artists don’t
pay debt back very effectively, so we stay in debt permanently and this is one way
art itself becomes a subject of financial control. This isn’t a conundrum that one
could easily avoid. It doesn’t solve it to run away from the studio. I was always
thinking that for the Left to give up the whole idea of art object creation to the
hyper-capitalists in favor of political direct actions or community projects would
be the definition of true defeat as if we have no right to the value of making (or
enjoying) artworks.
So Debtfair came out of this sort of personal conundrum as an artist who had
largely left the studio for the park. I tried to model a system for artists to shift the
potential value of art from speculative to sustainable, proposing a kind of art-currency to trade art objects directly against personal debts. Then I realized this has to
be a community project and brought the idea to Occupy Museums members and
we decided to bundle artists together and do the whole system collectively just as
debts themselves are bundled. Just before this, an OWS group called Strike Debt
had initiated their Rolling Jubilee project which seemed to create a mini debt-bailout economy. We developed the Debtfair exchange system for a few years-at first
it was based on trying to rethink how an art sale could work. Then we realized we
needed to first create a new way to see the artworks – how can you see the invisible debt behind artwork? We would issue an open call for artists in debt, and then
organize the participating artists based on their banks. So you have for example a
bundle of JP Morgan Chase artists with a debt of ten million and so on. We decided to install these bundles inside of the gallery or museum walls rather than on top
of the walls.
We were invited to stage a Debtfair exhibition in Art League Houston and this led
to public debates about debt and responsibility. That seemed like a necessary first
level of consciousness toward organizing around debt resistance in the art world.
Then, last Spring, the Whitney Museum got interested in Debtfair. Most often in
the US, Occupy Museums prefers to work with museums from an uninvited position – that is how we retain full agency for our actions and push campaigns as far as
needed. However, exhibiting in a museum like the Whitney which is intimately tied
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into hedge funds and real estate mega-companies through their trustees and corporate sponsors wasn’t a problem for us in this case. We had in fact designed Debtfair
as a kind of Trojan Horse – a machine to reflect back on the visibility system of the
museum itself. Debtfair meant bringing “Dark Matter artists” into a bright space as
a lens to reflect on the overall value and selection system. The museum accommodated our project and we felt that they understood it.
In the middle of the process, Trump was elected. Perhaps the least among the
many painful outcomes, it changed the political calculation of Debtfair because
the project was aimed more at a Clinton Presidency where Neoliberalism could
be on full view and targeted. In fact, we had found a specific target: a corporation
called BlackRock which is an asset manager at a scale of 5.1 trillion. Much bigger
than any bank, BlackRock was like the death star that connected all the types of
debt situations American artists might find themselves in: from the colonial debts
of Puerto Rico to student debt and credit card or medical debt. All this debt was
traded by BlackRock and its CEO, Larry Fink (who is a trustee of MoMA) was
talked about as Clinton’s treasure secretary. But then the Trump bomb fell and all of
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a sudden the neoliberals became the protectors of the “sanctuary cities” rather than
our corporate enemies from 2011.
As the inauguration approached in a form that looked Fascist it appeared politically strategic to create a large coalition in the arts- a blend of all the left groups and
even neoliberal institutions that were willing. Many museums in New York such
as MoMA and Met were officially silent. Some others such as Queens Museum,
which serves a large immigrant population, were mobilizing very directly to protect
their workforce and take on a resistance role. I called up the Whitney curators and
discussed Occupy Museums hosting a Counter-Inauguration centering the voices
of radical arts activist community at the museum. This was quickly organized as
part of the #J20 art strike (or resistance events) around the country. The overall
mobilizing against the inauguration as well as the successful Airport protests that
pushed back Trump’s anti-immigrant legislation created a feeling that the culture
was shifting to one of sustained resistance. Currently however, we seem to be in a
lull but in any case we have a long-term problem and need long term solutions.
When Trump was elected networks began to form. Now there are networks between institutions based on defining and supporting sanctuary spaces. There are
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networks of academics like “Art Professors of America” preparing to defend both
their students and themselves from right wing attacks. Most of the work I have
carried out in the last years – in New York and in Europe (for example the occupation of Guggenheim Venice in 2015) came as a result of the 2011 Occupy/Arab
Spring/M15 networks. Effective resistance completely depends on them. But online
networks provide structure, not content and here is where the challenge for the
Left lies. Occupy Museums’ experience trying to highlight the politics of debt at
the Whitney Biennial so far shows that organizing around debt and class is much
more difficult in the art world of the Trump Era. Or at least, it’s more difficult to
make such politics go viral. As everyone knows, the race debate around “Open
Casket” achieved historic levels of traction. Before that, the event we organized for
J20 seemed to resonate as well and people can and do rally against some of Trump’s
more violent policies. We don’t seem to have a very effective language, attention, or
energy reserve currently to respond to the takeover of all levers of power by a group
of billionaires and the system that continues to concentrate their capital.
However, part of the problem I think has to do with the way that art activism has
over-aligned itself with the feedback loops of news media which are so highly influenced by the algorythms of Facebook and Twitter: a problem which was laid bare
in the US election. This makes it incredibly hard to parse what kind of organizing
is truly effective in the long run from what is simply sparking people’s momentary
need for outrage. We are trying to take a long term view with Debtfair.
Occupy Museums is a platform focused to expose the transfiguration of art by
financial power in the arts because its grip keeps tightening. We see sharply increasing debts and the boom of luxury real estate and rent prices in “sanctuary cities. ”
This means that such spaces to be continually less safe, there’s really nowhere to
run. Now and in the future we have to organize and fight.
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