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Introduction

Marc Herbst

Institutional critique is conservative; its function is either as house-cleaning or as rearguard action. Instead, Marc Léger’s work appears energized by its continuing commitment to keep central the potential to create change with art as one tool. Radical writing is done at the point where criticized institutions meet (facilitate and/or negate) the potentials for artwork. Marc Léger’s work hangs out at this spot.

To many, revolution has a relationship to art and its institutions. In that relationship, the institution is secondary and appears as tertiary. Few culture-rads tune their dials to the music of the non-profit board. Instead, they choose to vibe with the art and music. But no matter, when the music fades and the art is taken down, it is the institution that remains. That is what institutions do.

Much contemporary writing tends to ignore this. Instead, it is often hung up on the singular artists. I like Marc James Léger’s work because he understands this and suffers no delusions for art.

Revolution year zero only exists within an exhibition. To know this is important.

Many assume that each work of art is singular, an isolated existential phenomenon. Many encounter political artwork as a radical island that formed from the viewer’s discovery. But there is no revolution year zero. Instead, waves of to-be-formed revolutionaries wash through and encounter both ancient and new archipelagos of institutions whose bedrock is formed from sedimented compositions, common knowledges, and collective procedures. Between palm trees, the islands’ bookshelves are stuffed with new and old books, posters, images, culture, landscapes, architectures, holidays, songs, sculptures, stories, laws. These bookshelves are open and their contents can be carried away. It is for the young and newly radical to make something of this detritus, however they find it. However, the common knowledge, collective procedures, and compositions are held more tightly.

Knowing this, some of Léger’s keenest critiques are held out for relational aesthetics and social practice. He describes these trends as being thin deep and a mile wide. Though the Journal of Aesthetics & Protest (which I co-edit) has published several of his critical essays on these topics, his work managed to make us sweat under our colours.

At its inception, our magazine rallied against those who would complicate our ideal of the artist as revolutionary by, among other things, bringing boring questions about museum and gallery art into the picture. For my part, as an editor, I built my perspective on 90s counterculture. I dug through the trash at the Kinkos on Houston Street to claim the discards from Seth Tobacman and Eric Drooker’s zine-making forays. Based on such discards, I assumed that there would be both a residue of freedom-from-work and a how-to-manual for an artistic revolution. I dug the 90s for what it could distinctly offer. Imagine now that thin post-Cold War moment with digital technology and counter-historic culture’s ungentrified neighborhoods: pirate radio, video freaks, tech hackers, community gardens, and the anarchist bookstore – projects that a decade later would be re-created as social practice and relational aesthetics.

Staring down the rabbit hole of an ever-more structurally precarious economy, art appeared to me in the 90s not as a grouping of flawed institutions but rather as a container for unified identity. Drooker and Tobacman were people, people who danced, people who were committed to the community gardens and the historic legacies of the Lower East Side through the stories they told, the people they knew and the songs they sang. They were not employees of an art scene but individual actors. Their art seemed to have permission and to be extra-institutional. They got things done, carried their own stuff. But upon starting our Journal, my reference was wrong. I had assumed that underground artwork was synonymous with fine art. It is not.

The last decade has been a decade of intense neoliberalization. The art industry has deeply infiltrated culture. Institutions stand. The museum has expanded and resists my efforts to communalize society. Our Journal now wrestles with this reality. With his consistently sharp talons, Marc Léger has helped us do so.

Léger is the first art critic I’ve liked. The angry undercurrent I’ve read in his pointed critiques led me to assume he was an autodidact (his bio said “independent scholar”). I was wrong. He has a PhD. I count him among the select group of PhDs smart enough to have taken the time to learn how to intelligently eviscerate the load of bullshit they encounter within the institutions we all must tangle with.

As abstract machines or as really brick-and-mortar we must tangle with institutions. Affirmatively, as an activist, I’ve witnessed how NGOs like Rainforest Action Network and the Steelworkers Union can be an important component of a movement much broader than themselves.

I often wonder what it would be like to encounter what I know as a solidified landscape. I imagine a neighbourhood somewhere that embodies my social, historical and critical perspectives in its public holidays, school board, cultural center, courts, clubs and street signs, lamp posts, litter boxes and stores. I imagine this as a place in process and integrated within the normal fabric of a much larger society (otherwise it’d be very lame). I wonder what it would be to walk these streets as a teenager, to move in and decide to call this place home. What would it be like to be organically informed by this knowledge as physical structures? How would it go to launch a radical cultural practice from here?

It would be lame for me to say that in this neighborhood, Marc Léger’s critical insights would be reflected in the finest buildings’ facades (in this neighborhood, the finest buildings might be reserved for the kindergarten, head shop and culture centre). Instead, I’ll say that his thoughts would be scrawled (in permanent chalk) near the gutters. Lost teens and twenty-somethings would walk past these thoughts on their way to the liberated cultural centre. While enjoying the show, they also might hang out on the corner, appreciating how the whole thing comes together, and grumble just a bit. They would grumble about the fact that despite the brick and mortar there’s a continued potential for something different, elsewhere and here. The kids see what bullshit the whole thing is. It’s not a bad attitude; instead it helps them understand what they aren’t seeing and why.






Art World as Zombie Culture: Excellence, Exodus and Ideology


It’s a modern folly to alter the corrupt ethical system, its constitution and legislation, without changing the religion, to have a revolution without a reformation.

– G.W.F. Hegel




What they do not recognize is that twenty-first century capitalism as a whole is a zombie system, seemingly dead when it comes to achieving human goals and responding to human feelings, but capable of sudden spurts of activity that cause chaos all around.

– Chris Harman



In March of 2010, a large number of artists, curators and cultural workers from Canada and abroad added their names to an open letter addressed to Marc Mayer, Director of the National Gallery of Canada, for a series of comments he made during a CBC report on diaspora art and the cultural politics of public institutions.1 Mayer’s comments to reporter Jelena Adzic can be summarized with the following quote: “Our real mandate is excellence. We do think about diversity, however … We put on what we find in the Canadian art scene that is excellent and we’re blind to colour or ethnic background, or even whether you were born in Canada, we don’t care. (…) We’re looking for excellent art. We don’t care who makes it.” Mayer’s words echo those of John Lydon in the 2008 Country Life butter television commercial: “Do I buy Country Life butter because it’s British? No. I buy Country Life because I think it tastes the best.” All the while Lydon is metaphorically wrapped in the British flag and is surrounded by the trappings of the stereotypical British upper class. In the Eighteenth Brumaire, Karl Marx famously stated that “the great events and characters of world history occur twice; first as tragedy, then as farce.” In his reading of these lines in the context of the global economic meltdown and trillion dollar bailouts of 2008-2009, Slavoj Žižek remarks that Herbert Marcuse added to this Marxist reading of Hegel the fact that in some ways, the farce can be more terrifying than the original tragedy.2

If such a sequence applies in this case, it is not so much Mayer’s cavalier posturing that is laughable, but the reactions to it. Mayer’s statements solicited the organized response of people who gathered first through email, then through the social networking site Facebook, and then posted as an online blog called excellenceatthenationalgallery.3 The open letter, penned by curators Milena Placentile and Emily Falvey, and with the subsequent support of curator Ryan Rice, quickly became a catalyst for scrutiny of the NGC’s mandate and policies. The letter takes exception with Mayer’s comments, which seem to ignore recent efforts on the part of the NGC to address its colonial legacy. It states:


This begs the question: Whose excellence? This is what women and ethnic minorities have been asking for centuries. (…) Today you tell us that [the] NGC doesn’t show ethnic minorities because they are not achieving ‘excellence.’ The simplistic notion that connoisseurs know ‘good art’ was thoroughly discredited by twentieth-century feminist and post-colonial writers, artists and activists … Well, we know ‘excellence’ when we see it, and today we prefer to call it hegemony.



The letter goes on to recommend to Mayer some essential reading from feminist art historian Linda Nochlin, post-colonial theorist Edward Said, African-American cultural theorist bell hooks and some familiarity with Fuse Magazine.4

The intellectual background to the letter, as I interpreted it, amounts to something that approaches the radical democracy that was proposed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their 1985 book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.5 Among the many arguments put forward in this book is the concept of equivalence – a concept that presupposes an equivalence among different kinds of struggle against oppression, be it based on race, class, gender or sexuality. On this “multicultural” basis, the idea of a value-free notion of excellence does appear ridiculous, or at least quixotic. To take up Žižek’s inquiry in First as Tragedy, Then as Farce, we could ask the question: What is the link not only between the liberal technocracy of major cultural institutions like the National Gallery but between the identity politics proposed in the letter and today’s dominant ideological view that communism is no longer a pertinent tool of analysis, nor a viable political alternative, and that nothing should stand in the way of the emergence of a new global class of superrich who accept as a calculated risk the wild speculation that led from dotcom crash in the early 2000s to investments in mortgage schemes that were destined to fail? Further, what do we in the art world have to do with the rise of populist conservatism and the avoidance of the consequences of such liberal-democratic blackmail?6 Today’s discursive “anti-essentialist” historicism, Žižek argues, “views every social-ideological entity as the product of a contingent struggle for hegemony”.7 The problem with today’s academic social constructionism, he continues, is that


this universalized historicism has a strange ahistorical flavor: once we accept and practice the radical contingency of our identities, all authentic historical tension somehow evaporates in the endless performative games of an eternal present. There is a nice self-referential irony at work here: there is history only insofar as there persist remainders of “ahistorical” essentialism. This is why radical anti-essentialists have to deploy all their hermeneutic-deconstructive skills to detect hidden traces of “essentialism” in what appears to be a postmodern “risk society” of contingencies – were they to admit that we already live in an “anti-essentialist” society, they would have to confront the truly difficult question of the historical character of today’s predominant radical historicism itself, i.e., confront the topic of this historicism as the ideological form of “postmodern” global capitalism.8



We could say, then, to extend Žižek’s analysis, that for the utopian form of the ideology of capitalism, counter-hegemonic identity politics and post-structuralist social constructionism act as the utopian ideology of the progressive art world.

In the work of some of the most sophisticated thinkers of our day there is a critique of just such post-politics – the view that the major political struggles and “meta discourses” of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are a thing of the past and that we must now turn to the endless plurality of petites histoires, micro-practices and the multitude of singularities. In today’s global capitalism, Žižek argues, particular interests are not only universalized by hegemonic forces, but, more to the point, we become universal for ourselves. The way that we come to relate to ourselves in modernity and postmodernity is as people with specific identities and stories to tell, in a way, hoping that these narratives, instead of a grand displacement of the system of cultural production, will become a means of cultural contestation. In liberal capitalist ideology, however, identity also coincides with the ruthless measuring of value in terms of the universal market forces of global capitalism. For these reasons, we should not only consider our collective cultural wealth as such, but should attempt to draw the links between this cultural commons and the social commons by asserting the struggle against capitalism.9 Here, a further demand imposes itself: the demand for artists and activist collectives to put forward social solutions to the destructive effects of capitalism. Rather than fight the ideology of capitalism head on, we are compelled, in the absence of a strong welfare state, to fight its consequences. Those eager to do well in the system, however, dedicate themselves pointlessly to rebuilding the otiose and decrepit middle class. If 1989 represents the beginnings of the Fukuyaman dream of the “end of ideology,” the response to 9/11 and the 2008 meltdown are two good reasons why capitalism deserves a 1989 of its own.

The problem with the very possibility of reimagining class struggle today, as the cultural theorist Brian Holmes argues, is the “absence of any coordinated oppositional force.”10 Because of this, what he proposes for radical cultural practice is an exodus from the museum-magazine-gallery system.11 Exodus, he writes, “is an expression of process politics. It points beyond the distorting mediations and structural inequalities of capitalism towards a strange sort of promised land for the profane, which is the immediacy of the everyday, the direct experience of cooperation with others.”12 This concept of exodus is derived from the struggles in the 1970s of the Italian autonomist movement in which workers determined to escape both the control of factory managers and communist party directives. In more recent times, it has inspired the 1998 Days of Action in Europe, the Direct Action Network’s coordination of protests in Seattle in 1999, and the Euro Mayday protests organized around the struggles of precarious workers such as the Milanese Chainworkers and the French Intermittents du spectacle. One of its methods of organizing, according to Holmes, and as indicated in the title of his book, is the collective phantom. Collective phantoms include multiple names like Monty Cantsin, Luther Blisset or Tute Bianche, Reclaim the Streets, The Yes Men, Ya Basta!, No One Is Illegal or even the Zapatistas. Multiple names like these, he writes,


bring the refusal of copyright and intellectual property to the very center of ego-dominated subjectivity, in an attempt to dissolve the proprietary function of the signature which has always served as the barrier between contemplative, individualistic art and collective, interactive forms of expression.13



Through such methods as collective phantoms, new cartographies, tactical media and over-identification pranks, Holmes argues that cultural producers can avoid the alienation of unique signatures and the fetishization of art objects and art experiences via the machinery of institutional art exhibitions.

Holmes’ reflections make one wonder what it is that artists want or expect from institutions like the National Gallery. The kinds of radical art practices that Holmes discusses have more in common with 1960s and 70s strategies of anti-institutional contestation than postmodern strategies of complicity and representation. The signatories of the letter would seem in comparison to be rather like the zombies in George Romero’s 1978 horror film Dawn of the Dead, a film that takes place in a Pittsburgh shopping mall. What do the zombies want with a shopping mall, asks one of the last remaining humans. Another answers: “This was an important place in their lives.”

On this theme, I want to make a series of observations that may or may not add up to a practical suggestion for those like Holmes, Gerald Raunig and Paolo Virno who are willing to follow Moses to the promised land. The Deleuzian presuppositions of Holmes’ use of the theme of exodus is decidedly anti-dialectical, refusing the ostensible return to the same via the clash of opposites.14 The publisher of Holmes’ book, Unleashing the Collective Phantoms, is Autonomedia, a press that is well-known for its texts that are left of the left. The title of his book is inspired in part by a website that is associated with the work of the Association of Autonomous Astronauts – not a bad reference point for the brave couple that flies away from the zombie mall at the end of Dawn of the Dead. “We are not interested in going into space to be a vanguard of the coming revolution,” writes Ricardo Balli. Rather, the AAA are involved in virtual class struggle via collective phantoms.15

One such phantom, also cited by Holmes, is Boris Karloff, author of the tract “Resisting Zombie Culture.” In this text, Karloff attempts to hypnotize her readers by enumerating five different anti-zombification techniques: (1) Collective Phantoms: multiple names that discard individual identities and use multiple imaginations to fabricate and disseminate cultural projects; (2) Media Invasions: tactical projects that use the power of the last remaining humans to reverse the zombification function of the various media machines; (3) Speculative Playgrounds: spaces that are created for the sake of epistemological games; (4) Psychogeographical Tours: wanderings that reclaim the “free” time that is stolen from humans by the work and consumer routines of Zombie Culture; (5) Funk Themes: memes and the like that operate beyond verbal comprehension, and therefore elude capture by the manipulation of Zombie Culture.16 For the sake of definition, Karloff explains that Zombie Culture is “an elaborate program of mind invasion supervised by Vampire Management.” It “aims at implanting specific forms of ideology into our minds … to ensure that zombies are sufficiently diverted from pursuing liberatory projects.” If anti-zombie behaviour is an imminent force in everyone, Karloff adds, why is it then that so many people want to be zombies? Clearly, judging by the number of signatories of the excellenceatthenationalgallery petition letter, they’re dying to get in. This is indeed a frightening situation since these zombies are not the slow-moving, funny zombies of the early Romero films, but the quick, weapon-wielding, flying, and severed-skull type Nazi zombies weaned on the blood and bile of post-structuralism, discourse theory and difference politics.

In his account of German Idealism, with its fascination with vampires and the living dead, Žižek argues that the best account of zombies is provided by Immanuel Kant, who, in his Critique of Pure Reason, distinguishes between a negative judgement and an infinite judgement.17 With a negative judgement, you are not dead – therefore you are alive. No problem. With an infinite judgement, you are undead; you are alive but as dead. Infinite judgement opens up a third unforeseen domain of some obscene word beyond life and death, an excess that culture attempts to cope with. Žižek asserts this third domain against thinkers like Gilles Deleuze who argue that dialectics impose a return to the same through the non-differential “synthesis.” In a historical framework, no such return is possible. This expels from Žižek’s account both the dogmatism of historical materialism and simplistic critiques of teleology. The truth of most zombie films is that as fictions they attempt to cope with the denaturalizing processes of late capitalism, and every new zombie film addresses a different historical conjuncture. The problem then is that once you admit that you are in a zombie movie, you retroactively de-naturalize nature, and in our case, we de-naturalize cultural production to reveal the international art market and global tourism. The choice between dying a death at the hands of institutional autonomy and dying a death at the hands of the global creative industries is thus a matter of surplus enjoyment, a scenario that is encountered by the cultural worker as an element of fantasy. In this sense, a collective phantom is designed to accept the worst outcome, but in a way that alters the nature of the fantasy and its real-world, symbolic outcomes.

We could, however, question some of Holmes’ assumptions about activist art (“class struggle as artistic experience”) as an art that is premised on non-economic values such as: a withdrawal from salaried labour; a technological communications commons; file sharing, free software, open-source technology, peer-to-peer exchange and networked intelligence; general nomadism; semiotic economy; pre-individual indistinction; networked collaboration as a high-tech gift economy. I would make the Marxist observation that in a world that is dominated by exchange values, in which people buy and sell commodities and services, in which people have to sell their labour in order to survive, and in which non-productive semiotic labour is mediated by the productive labour of an increasingly proletarianized Third World, use values are intrinsically mediated by exchange values. Use value has no existence apart from its commodity status. Despite this, I would insist also with Marx that quality and the sensuous particularity of people and things are independent of the cash nexus and the relations of exchange. It is through the very quality of people and things, however, that value is expressed in terms of quantities. Calculation and cooperation are thus not merely the behavioural presupposition of the flexible personality within neoliberal societies of risk and control, but the essence of the capitalist relations of production.

From here we could make an important observation concerning cultural production and that is the fact that, as Janet Wolff explains, art as we know it makes its appearance along with the rise of industrial production and bourgeois ideology.18 The social and economic production of art values has thus depended on various institutions, including educational institutions, universities, academies, and forms of patronage – from the state to individual consumers, audiences, critics, publishers, galleries, media companies, and so on. Anti-zombification techniques do no so much change these aspects of the social production of art, but provide a set of alternatives in a process of differentiation. Today’s socially engaged art activism is in this sense quite similar in its ideology and modus operandi to the development of a sphere of bohemian cultural autonomy in the nineteenth century. Of course in today’s activist art the development of a field of aesthetic autonomy as a bulwark against bourgeois utilitarianism and gross materialism has been completely reversed and a good deal of art activism, much like the institutionalized labour parties, is oriented towards reform rather than revolution. To use the terminology developed by Peter Bürger in Theory of the Avant-Garde, I would argue that the political practices of today’s networked activists often correspond to the habitus of a contemporary transnational bohemia that is haunted by the successes and strategies of the revolutionary “historical” avant-gardes.19

According to Žižek, the relation between necessity and contingency in Hegel is non-dialectical. Necessity realizes itself in contingency, not in a foregone conclusion or in a behavioural matrix. In this way, the present contains the past and the past gains possibility, or virtuality, as influence. The past is constantly, retroactively reconstructed. At every historical point, he argues, we live in a totality that is necessary in a contingent way and that is retroactively reconstructed. The epistemological limit is that reality itself is incomplete. One problem that faces today’s networked art activists is the way in which practice attempts to quickly fill in the gap posed by this symbolic impossibility and thereby conforms to the position of the hysteric who seeks to positivize the place of the big Other. What we get with exodus, I would argue in this Lacanian-Žižekian sense, is a politics that does not want to pay the price for politics. Schizo-anarchists would no doubt agree, referring to anti-zombification strategies as post-political micro-politics. The quest of today’s counter-cultural activists would seem to be the effort to localize the antagonism of social difference in a distinction between us (humans) and them (zombies) that falsely universalizes the social antagonism itself. What we get, at best, is not the ideal of socialism or communism but the pragmatism of libertarianism and the populist pluralism of social democracy. In a zombie world the inside and the outside become indistinct, the cultural superstructure is collapsed into the post-Fordist base and the mediating operations of ideology are presumed to have vanished into thin air.

In his 1996 publication, The University in Ruins, Bill Readings argued that the kind of cultural nationalism that was once characteristic of institutions like the National Gallery of Canada has been replaced by the technocratic management of a transnational class of people who refuse identification with a specific class status or cultural identity.20 The idea of universal cultural standards that are the object of feminist and postcolonial critique may not refer to the same markers of excellence that actually form the basis of cultural administration in places like the NGC, even if at times its executives rely on atavistic intellectual frameworks. Excellence, as Readings describes it, has less to do with the formal criteria of evaluation – or even political criteria – than with performance indicators that directly link intellectual and creative production to a global marketplace within which national institutions operate as cultural brokers. Excellence in this regard is not only concerned with markers of identity; it regulates and manages cultural differences in favour of market-based notions of human and cultural capital that are themselves tied to biopolitical state regulation.

Almost anyone who has been taught critical cultural theories in undergraduate and graduate university programmes understands that as soon as you put forward a class analysis of culture and relate culture to its socioeconomic conditions of production you run the risk of being charged with “economism,” “reflectionism,” or “vulgar Marxism.” For some, this is enough to leave behind all sociology and move on to more exciting cultural analysis. Wolff argues that sociologists, in wanting to expose the social bases of aesthetic judgement and taste, tend to discredit aesthetics altogether. She argues against this kind of “sociological imperialism” as well as its flipside, “postmodern relativism,” and holds that one cannot indefinitely remain an “agnostic” and forever postpone aesthetic choices.21 In other words, we all eventually make judgements concerning cultural excellence, even though we may not expect these judgements to be universally valid.22

There is a supplement to Wolff’s argument against agnosticism, however, in Žižek’s theory of belief.23 Parents do not believe in Santa Claus, he explains, but in their ritualistic actions, and through their children, they effectively believe anyway. The children relieve the parents of the burden of believing. In some ways, this is the work that museum directors, curators and other cultural administrators perform for national and international publics. The NGC’s constituents, in this instance, are relieved of the burden to believe in universal aesthetic criteria, or of having to define some for themselves, as long as there are gatekeepers within institutions who are willing to perform this task for them. This at least goes some way in explaining the profoundly social nature of all cultural meaning. Another word for belief in Žižek’s writing is ideology. The NGC could very well do more in terms of equity and yet nevertheless continue to operate as an institution that serves the neoliberal “end of ideology” status quo. The same is true of cultural production at all levels, from art schools to artist-run centres. There is therefore some real validity to Holmes’ critique of the museum-magazine-gallery system as even alternative institutions show signs of acquiescence to the fetishism of community and creativity.

This brings me to the faux pas made by Adzic in her news report, wherein she conflated diaspora art and work by artists of colour with “outsider art” – a category usually reserved for art made by children, the insane, folk artists or sometimes by artists who are unaware of modernist cultural frameworks. Perhaps the real outsider art is art that through its manifest content represents an outside to capitalism. This art would have to be, within the social totality, the art of those who resist the reduction of life and all human culture to the workings of free market ideology.






Culture and the Communist Turn

The Arab Spring of 2011 and the ouster of authoritarian leaders in Tunisia and Egypt have been hailed as instances of revolutionary uprising. No sooner had these brief victories been celebrated, a host of setbacks have beset radical efforts in Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Morocco, Jordan, Syria and Libya. Even in Egypt, as early as March of 2011, the interim government sought to reimpose restrictions on the right to publicly demonstrate and the international economic community sought to restabilize the Egyptian economy so that it could better control it from abroad. The contours of socialist uprising against unemployment and austerity, echoed faintly in the United States in Wisconsin, Michigan and Ohio, have been seen to be everywhere conditioned by technocratic political management. Some resist calling these events revolutions, however. Theorists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue that these events resemble rather the anti-globalization movements that since Seattle, Genoa, Buenos Aires and Cochabamba have operated as a leaderless multitude that consolidates demands through a constituent process, a new form of expression represented by network relations.1 The same events have been received by socialist party organizations worldwide as instances of worker solidarity and have been said to underscore the long-term efforts of working-class trade unions. According to Anne Alexander, the Egyptian revolts, caused by global economic crisis, were preceded by the 2003 demonstrations, the 2006 strike wave and 2008 youth activism. The Egyptian revolution, she argues, demonstrates the grassroots organizational power of the working class.2

At the 2011 conference organized by the Critical Social Research Collaborative, titled “Varieties of Socialism, Varieties of Approaches,” the question of multitude versus proletariat was made problematic due to the relative absence of women participants. Gulden Ozcan and Priscilla Lefebvre raised this issue in the lunchtime plenary, “Radical Feminism, Anti-Racism & Socialism: Challenges and Opportunities.”3 My own presentation, “The Political Implications of Contemporary Socially Engaged Art,” raised this question of debates between “utopian” and “scientific” socialism through a brief examination of the 2010 Creative Time Summit.4 In the following I offer a more detailed presentation of the emerging potential for a shift from anti-globalization protest toward communist organization. I add to this some thoughts concerning the contradictions of contemporary socially engaged art.

Globalization

It is generally agreed that the anti, alter or other-globalization movement originated in the late 1990s in the context of protests against the meetings of the World Trade Organization in Seattle and at subsequent protests against G8 and G20 summits. The World Trade Organization, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund are United Nations institutions that emerged after World War II with an agenda of privatization directed squarely against the nationalization of industry and political sovereignty. The social and economic policies of these institutions were designed to serve the interests of multinational and transnational corporations. In their efforts to protect capitalists, investors and shareholders against social regulation, the function of these institutions has resulted in the entrenchment of right wing politics. The anti-globalization movement represents the collective efforts of social democrats, socialists, anarchists and communists to confront the resulting criminalization of left-wing politics.
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