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  Léger gathers up what remains of the avant garde’s once-vaunted radicality and hurls it into a whirling Žižekian accelerator. Like a “pervert’s guide” to contemporary art, Brave New Avant Garde reveals a multitude of interventionist practices and rapidly revolving dark particles that in light of recent events in Tunisia and Egypt no longer appear exotic, but instead vibrate prognostic, as if heralding the dawn of a sweeping phase change in twenty-first century art and politics.

  Gregory Sholette, author of Dark Matter: Art and Politics in the Age of Enterprise Culture

  In this critical tour de force, Marc Léger successfully exposes the contradictions that animate contemporary art and that govern the actions of those who “participate in the game of culture” in the age of neoliberalism. And yet Léger is not content to simply critique, he also proposes alternatives through the medium of his concept of a sinthomeopathic cultural praxis, the product of a successful act of balancing on and moving along a pro-avant-gardist tightrope woven of recent politically and socially engaged art practices.

  David Tomas, author of Beyond the Image Machine: A History of Visual Technologies

  Marc James Léger’s informed and thought-provoking analysis of critical art practices and related theories provides essential orientation for anyone looking for ways to resist and subvert what Peter McLaren has defined as the two thieves of capitalism and representative democracy.

  Oliver Ressler, artist and filmmaker, author of Alternative Economics, Alternative Societies
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  Introduction

  The Avant Garde Hypothesis

  In an essay on the critique of institutions and the desire of radicalized artists to work outside the limits of established disciplinary structures, Brian Holmes argues that the most productive areas of contemporary critical art practice – discourse-based context art and institutional critique – have undergone a significant phase change, a shift toward extradisciplinary, transversal assemblages that link actors from the art world to projects oriented toward political contestation.1 The world in which networked artists and activists operate is one that is today characterized as “cognitive capitalism,” where affect and creativity, immaterial and communicative labour are held to be key components of the biopolitical engineering of subjectivity, a voluntary mechanical enslavement within a bureaucratically regulated process of continuous evaluation that is increasingly oriented towards a service economy. Such forms of critical art practice, associated with social and political movements, autonomous collectives, and alternative media, bear a striking resemblance to what was once referred to as the avant garde, which Alain Badiou associates with a “subtractive tendency,” the willingness to sacrifice art, in the artistic gesture itself, rather than to give up on the real.2

  To pursue Badiou’s thought a bit further, we could paraphrase his critique of contemporary conservatism with the notion of an “avant garde hypothesis” that would correspond to his idea of a communist hypothesis.3 With this we could ask the question: must the avant garde hypothesis be abandoned? What does the idea of the avant garde have to offer us in the present moment? There is no doubt that it has become conventional for contemporary cultural workers to deny that what they do is or can be conceived of as avant-garde. Avant garde is associated with modernist notions of teleology and totality and with the Marxist view that capitalism creates its own obstacle and means of overcoming in the form of the industrial prolatariat. With the growth of the tertiary middle class in the postwar consumer age, and with the appearance of the new left and new social movements from the 1950s to the 1980s, the idea of the political avant garde has by and large been replaced by constituent forms of power that act autonomously and in solidarity with one another, without the directives of a centralized political party. Yet the bourgeois state remains and prevents the full realization of progressive responses to the mercenary assault of free market ideology. In a similar way, in the art world, the operations of the “institution art,” or the field of cultural production, puts pressure on activist art practices through the normalizing effects of cultural administration and through creative industry reengineering of policy and institutions. Progressive cultural workers are thus obliged to develop forms of resistance that can allow them to act politically while still retaining in their work some legitimizing features that would allow this work to be read and understood as cultural intervention. Although the rhetoric of such artists often eschews the term avant garde, I would argue that the avant garde idea continues to operate as the repressed underside of the contemporary forms of extradisciplinary practice. And so, this book is concerned with the present form of the “avant garde hypothesis.” As such, it stands in opposition to the pieties of “new times” cultural studies and the belief that progressivism can be absorbed into strategies of postmodern complicity, social constructionism and speculative indeterminacy. If a postmodern, rhizomatic avant garde could be said to represent the “precarious inscription of new hybrid and fluid identity positions,” as Johanne Lamoureux has argued, then the avant garde hypothesis that I speak of here is one that in no way conforms to the post-structuralist doxa of a “beyond left and right” micro-politics.4 A contemporary avant garde is one that seeks a path beyond what Hal Foster has termed the “double aftermath” of modernism and postmodernism and responds to Mao’s injunction: “Reject your illusions and prepare for struggle.” In this, today’s avant garde represents not so much the transnational class of civilized petty bourgeois culturati, but a counter-power that rejects the inevitability of capitalist integration.

  The term that I have given to the concept of struggle that best corresponds to a contemporary avant garde is sinthomeopathic practice. Whereas the transversal activists who have been inspired by the “post-political politics” of Italian workerism and the schizo-anarchism of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari have called for an “exodus” from the established institutions of cultural production, sinthomeopathy does not pretend to succeed Marxism and claims, as Jacques Rancière asserts, that the power of the proletariat is a power that declassifies and affirms the community of equals.5 Sinthomeopathy does not propose an escape from institutions but works towards the egalitarian transformation of institutions, which includes the nebulous state of art discourse. As far as transversal activists are concerned, the problem of avant garde representation is cancelled by both the critique of party-based and state-oriented politics and by the current modes and relations of production, which, through their own contradictory movement and the weakening of public institutions, produce the multitude as a form of constituent power.6 Sinthomeapathy, in contrast, does not so much propose a counter-cultural critique of institutions, but a transformation of its mediating functions through occupation and radicalization. Any kind of prefigurative politics must therefore take into consideration rather than ignore the alienating structures that condition radical social praxis. One such structure is that of leadership and organization. In cultural terms this can take the forms of authorship and autonomy.

  In its willingness to break with predecessors, today’s avant garde finds itself in the paradoxical position of not defining itself as avant-garde. This is not only due to the postmodern prohibition on meta discourses, but to the very prohibition on the prohibition since so many who are today complicit with the Fukuyaman view that there is no imaginable alternative to liberal capitalism also consider themselves progressive democrats. As Slavoj Žižek asserts, emancipatory struggle should be defined today as the struggle against liberal democracy, the predominant ideological form that is often the background of the usual topics of progressive academia. Žižek writes: “What, today, prevents the radical questioning of capitalism itself is precisely this belief in the democratic form of the struggle against capitalism.”7 And so, it has been much easier for the artworld to absorb the plurality of practices that speak to democratic inclusiveness than it has for it to self-comprehend itself as the byproduct of surplus value, generated on a global scale.

  One of the tactics used by extradisciplinary artists to resist capitalist integration has been the critique of various aspects of bourgeois art production, usually understood in terms of individual studio work designed for incorporation into the art market. We find instead the radical practices of art collectives who produce didactic and aesthetic interventions in the public sphere. We can list here, as examples, the work of REPOhistory, Group Material, Guerrilla Girls, WochenKlausur, ACT UP, Critical Art Ensemble, the Institute for Applied Autonomy, the Laboratory for Insurrectionary Imagination, Bureau d’Études, Ne Pas Plier, Temporary Services, HaHa, the Yes Men, Surveillance Camera Players, Ala Plastica, the Errorist International, Oda Projesi, PublixTheatreCaravan, ®TMark, Superflex, Yomango, Cultural Transmission Network, BüroBert, Hirsch Farm Project, Platform, Terra Cultural Research Society, ATSA, Collectivo Cambalache, Protoplast, The Art of Change, The Center for Land Use Interpretation, Ultra Red, Radical Software Group, Park Fiction, Carbon Defense League, The Atlas Group, Infernal Noise Brigade, Visual Resistance, Toyshop Collective, N55, Instant Coffee, Raqs Media Collective, Paper Rad, Rude Mechanical Orchestra, It Can Change, Collective Jyrk, Chto Delat and Next Question, not to mention the countless progressive artists who work more or less individually. Brian Holmes argues that the pluralism of 60s and 70s art, and the discourse-based institutional critique of the 80s and 90s, has been superceded by a phase change wherein artists now circulate between disciplines and adopt the various counter-cultural positions of social movements, political associations and autonomous zones. He writes:

  The projects tend to be collective, even if they also tend to flee the difficulties that collectivity involves, by operating as networks. Their inventors, who came of age in the universe of cognitive capitalism, are drawn toward complex social functions which they seize upon in all their technical detail, and in full awareness that the second nature of the world is now shaped by technology and organizational form. In almost every case it is a political engagement that gives them the desire to pursue their exacting investigations beyond the limits of an artistic or academic discipline. But their analytic processes are at the same time expressive, and for them, every complex machine is awash in affect and subjectivity. It is when these subjective and analytic sides mesh closely together, in the new productive and political contexts of communicational labor (and not just in meta-reflections staged uniquely for the museum), that one can speak of a “third phase” of institutional critique – or better, of a “phase change” in what was formerly known as the public sphere, a change which has extensively transformed the contexts and modes of cultural and intellectual production in the twenty-first century.8

  The argument that I make in these pages is that such work typically does not escape the conditions of capitalist integration but responds rather to the existing hegemony of a new mode of cultural production in which biocapitalist networking rather than individualism is the norm, in which petty bourgeois allodoxia and the thesis of classlessness replace the politics of class struggle, and in which affinity and reformism replace avant-garde autonomy. Discourses regarding the multitude of struggles confirm the kinds of postmodern politics that are allowed by the system. A keystone in the shift away from class politics to the multitude of decentred struggles is the repudiation of universality and the inflation of culture wars and identity conflicts that are generated and championed by the liberal capitalist system. We should not of course disregard the progressive aspects of civil rights and the extension of the “democratic idea” to all social actors, but we should be aware that the idea of an equivalence between the different kinds of oppression – based on race, class, gender and sexuality – work to obfuscate the predominant features of class struggle. Not surprisingly, political correctness and identity politics, not to mention artistic tendenzkunst, can most readily be found on the reformist social democratic left.

  It is not my purpose with this book to provide a catalogue of the various pre-existing conceptions of the avant garde. Art theory is replete with already existing models, including Peter Bürger’s bohemian, historical and neo avant gardes, Hal Foster’s neo-avant garde as “deferred action,” Benjamin Buchloh’s “post-neo-avant garde,” and benign postmodern versions such as Sianne Ngai’s cutting edge of “cuteness” or Norman Bryson’s “post-ideological avant garde.”9 Needless to say, there is a long tradition of avant-garde engagement with the intersections of art and everyday life that is understood not only in terms of modernism but in terms of Marxist aesthetics. In his book on the concept of totality, Martin Jay argues that “Western Marxism has been open and experimental in a way that is not comparable with anything in this [twentieth] century except perhaps aesthetic modernism, which also exploded in a whirl of movements and counter-movements.”10 Today’s phase change, however, relates not so much to a break with a previous artistic tendency, but with a previous politico-philosophical tradition: namely, Hegelian Marxism and its various permutations in postwar existentialism, structuralism, and Frankfurt School Freudo-Marxism. It is my view that beyond the deadlock of the postmodern critique of meta-narratives, artists, theorists and activists have begun to revisit questions of radical praxis that were prematurely consigned to the dustbin of history. One can see this clearly in the case of the social revolutions taking place in Tunisia and Egypt and across the Arab world. While Facebook and the Internet are credited with providing social movements with important channels of communication, it is the radical praxis of trade unions and leftist social movements that paved the way for the spectacular broad-based social revolts that even produced echoes of resistance in the U.S. and Spain. It is apparent that if the peoples of these countries wish to find a way out of the kinds of dictatorial terror and underdevelopment that is promoted by transnational capitalism, they will need to rely on the guiding principles of socialism. What then, and in this world transformative context, is an adequate model of avant-garde cultural practice and what are its theoretical premises? Most will view the Leninist notion of the engaged artist as a communist party artist to be evidently out of step with an actuality in which there are no revolutionary organizations or even nation states that are powerful enough to lead the capitalist democracies to a new world situation. On this count, the socio-historical conditions that led to the emergence of the avant gardes in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have shifted perceptibly toward the biocapitalist administration of culture, confirming rather than denying Bürger’s thesis on art’s tendency towards autonomization, understood here in terms of capitalist reification. Autonomy in contemporary culture, however, finds itself enacted paradoxically through dispersed strategies of complicity, compliance, identification and relationality. These cool, affirmative strategies, pressured by the logic of networking and careerism, are often little more than survival strategies within conditions of biocapitalist governance. The following response by the American artist Andrea Fraser to the Frieze questionnaire “How has art changed?” describes this situation:

  We’re in the midst of the total corporatization and marketization of the artistic field and the historic loss of autonomy won through more than a century of struggle. The field of art is now only nominally public and non-profit institutions have been transformed into a highly competitive global market. The specifically artistic values and criteria that marked the relative autonomy of the artistic field have been overtaken by quantitative criteria in museums, galleries and art discourse, where programmes are increasingly determined by sales – of art, at the box office and of advertising – and where a popular and rich artist is almost invariably considered a good artist, and vice versa. Art works are increasingly reduced to pure instruments of financial investment, as art-focused hedge funds sell shares of single paintings. The threat of instrumentalization by corporate interests has been met in the art world by a wholesale internalization of corporate values, methods and models, which can be seen everywhere from art schools to museums and galleries to the studios of artists who rely on big-money backers for large-scale – and often out-sourced – production. We are living through a historical tragedy: the extinguishing of the field of art as a site of resistance to the logic, values and power of the market.11

  Fraser is enough of a close reader of the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to know how the contradictions of the field of cultural production are, from the outset, tied to the social relations that produce surplus capital. What has perhaps been forgotten, or just plain abandoned, in contemporary art discourse is the fact that the critique of the “institution art” was developed as part of a critique of class society and is not perfectly synonymous with the critique of institutions.

  Our thinking can thus benefit from a relative “disembedding” of art from society and politics to avoid what Lacanians refer to as premature historicization. Autonomy provides this very short-circuiting of a political perspective that is realist only to the extent that it insists on current conditions. Sinthomeopathy therefore insists, in dialectical fashion, that no pure synthesis is possible between the levels of art and politics, a claim that resists the post-structural reduction of art to a cultural politics of representation and a social constructionism that acts as little more than a new version of the thesis of false consciousness. Instead what we require is a concept of ideology that allows us to renew with the project of a critical realism in which art’s awareness of its inconsequentiality as innocuous museum art leads not only back to life – cultural advocacy from within institutions and without – but back to a critical vision of the present: creative labour and cultural institutions in the service of a universal emancipatory project. As Badiou writes, “[a]ll those who abandon this hypothesis [of emancipation] immediately resign themselves to the market economy, to parliamentary democracy – the form of the state suited to capitalism – and to the withdrawal and ‘natural’ character of the most monstrous inequalities.”12

  The first chapter of this book discusses the work of Andrea Fraser. In 2006 I was asked to give a lecture on postmodern art at the University of Regina. The concerns of postmodern theory were at that time the furthest thing from my then current research. It seemed to me that Fraser’s work had provided an adequate answer the postmodern problem of “radical uncertainty.”13 Whereas Fraser’s work, like most postmodern art, was certainly ironic, it distinguished itself from most other practices through its emphasis on determinacy rather than indeterminacy, critique rather than ambivalence, and decision rather than undecidability. Instead of postmodern double coding, her work confirmed the Lacanian truth that art always dies twice – the first time as formalist autonomy and the second as culture industry. The question remaining for me, and which runs like a red thread throughout this collection of essays, is how the subject lives in this state between two deaths.

  The most immediate answer I could give to this problem when I first encountered it was Lacan’s notion of the sinthome, the synthesis of symptom and fantasy and the political version of identification with the symptom.14 The subject of postmodernism is split between the space of representation (experienced in terms of distance and detachment) and the space of identification (experienced as immersion and interestedness). Postmodernism brings into effect a nostalgia for modernism that it conceals from itself by gentrifying what it sees. The tendency of postmodern culture is to blind itself to present-day insecurities. It compensates for this state of insecurity by imaginging the modernist past as quaint and outmoded. The postmodern notion of the end of meta-narratives thus acts like a symptom. It has the status for us of a meaningless bit of dogma that we adhere to as an alternative to class struggle. Psychoanalytically speaking, the temporality of meaningless doxa is that they seem to “come back from the future” in the form of a return of the repressed. They act in an unconscious way. Fraser’s works from the 1980s and 90s announced a new kind of practice that was concerned with a working through of the meaninglessness and futile knavery of postmodern irony. In this her work gave meaning to meaninglessness, a para-doxa-logical activity in which ideology became operative once again as a necessary illusion. Many years later, one hardly needs to convince people that a certain kind of postmodernism is finished and that we have become somewhat less contemptful of the sacrifices made in the past by those who struggled for a better world. Consider as an example of this, and also as an example of a kind of sithomeopathic practice, the recent glow-in-the-dark works of the Costa-Rican artist Juan Ortiz-Apuy. These works are based on pages taken from The Freedom Fighter Manual, a CIA document that was parachuted by airplains over Latin American countries in the 1980s. The images that Ortiz-Apuy exhibits appear to be blank in daylight but when the lights are out, their green luminescence allows a momentary glimpse of the pictograms, which teach civilian populations how to sabotage state socialist regimes. The same documents could of course serve insurgent forces fighting oligarchic regimes and this possibility I think is captured by the momentary flash, which is presented in the form of a “negative” image. The barbaric depravity of the texts is altered through a para-doxa-logical reading that brings to realization the constitution of subjectivity within ideological struggle. Another case is the work of Neue Slowenische Kunst, the Slovene collective that formed itself as a conceptual, virtual state after 1989, in the aftermath of the establishment of the new postsocialist states of the former Yugoslavia. According to Alexei Monroe, NSK State approaches the state as an abstract signifier of power and extracts from it utopian energies to provide a conceptual form of identification for individuals from various nationalities.15 It issues passports that divert political energy into cultural form. Members of the musical group Laibach sometimes use these passports to travel from place to place, making the territory of the mind into a meta-construction that imposes everywhere it goes the alientated relation that people have to specific home nations, thereby rejecting the capitalist capture of identity through the pragmatism of security regimes and national differentiation. The responsibility for the use of the passports, once they have been issued, is left to the individual user. Through their verisimilitude with real passports, they appropriate mechanisms of state power. According to Monroe, NSK State is a holding area for the repressed traumas of twentieth-century utopianism. It brings to light the falseness of the claims that are made by contemporary states to be concerned only with pragmatic political and economic reason and thereby reveals the absence in neoliberal governmentality of any meaningful expression of human hopes and desires.
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  If the field of cultural production, as Pierre Bourdieu defined it in Distinction, could be considered the effect of long-forgotten traumas, then the field itself can operate in this framework as symptom.16 Transference, which operates as a fundamental misrecognition, allows us to think of the field of culture as precisely, postmodernism’s historical necessity, a misrecognition of the orthodoxies of the theory of the end of ideology. Transference thus allows us to link fantasy with the artworld as symptom. In other words, when we operate in the field of art we are working in a space this is almost pathologically unable to incorporate the needed political awareness of its conditions of existence. As the avant-garde artist or critic begins to dissolve the state of transference, she becomes the subject responsible for her state of being, she begins to subjectivize the institutions that operate as mediating devices in the reproduction of social classes and the divisions of labour. Access to a critical understanding of the uses of the theory of the end of ideology is paid for with the loss of enjoyment. Having died twice, the artist is neither modern nor postmodern, yet caught in the order of time conditioned by her relation to the symptom, her relation to the artworld. Sinthomeopathy traverses the surplus enjoyment of end of ideology postmodernism and yet, in practice, identifies with the pathological particularity of culture in the age of late neoliberal capitalism. It was Andrea Fraser’s work that first offered me this insight and it is to this subject that I turn to in the first chapter.


  Chapter 1

  Andrea Fraser and the Subjectivization of Institutional Critique

  Ever since the potentialities of aesthetic autonomy have been thought to have be negated by their disciplinary incorporation into the culture industries, artists working in mode of institutional critique, figures like Marcel Broodthaers, Hans Haacke, Michael Asher, and Daniel Buren, have sought to not only underscore the socioeconomic function of art, but to radically alter its place of production. As Peter Bürger surmised in his Theory of the Avant Garde, the social function of art does not depend on works, but on institutions. Avant-garde autonomy, if we can still speak of it today, continues not only to mine the contradictions of art’s institutional incorporation but proposes an ethical engagement that seeks to expose and transform the social relations of domination that condition the very mode of critique. In her work from the late 1980s and 1990s, the American artist and critic Andrea Fraser offered some of the most complex performances of critical autonomy by subjugating herself to the manifest and unofficial mandates of various institutional contexts. Fraser’s work has complicated the mode of institutional critique by amplifying the dimension of subjectivity through a feminist and a psychoanalytically informed performance of the way the “institution art” operates through fantasy, desire and identification. In particular, the institution-specific performance project, Museum Highlights (1989), and the less well-known collaborative work, Services (1994), enacted many of the insights that Fraser presented in theoretical terms in her published essays. By extending institutional critique to feminist grounds, and by remaining committed to sociological concerns with questions of economic and class structure in relation to aesthetic autonomy, these works provided a powerful critique of the professionalization and corporatization of the artworld. They did so by betraying the manner in which the public mandates of art institutions allow them to ignore the socio-political presuppositions of contemporary art. What marks the specificity of Fraser’s analysis of the relations between the field of cultural production and the field of power, however, is Fraser herself. Paradoxically, the siting of the specificity of Fraser’s work, overtly privileged in terms of the unique figure of the artist, is provided by her close adherence to sociology. In the following I examine the shift in Fraser’s work from the construct of the “split” figure Jane Castleton/Andrea Fraser in Museum Highlights to the collaborative figure Andrea Fraser/Helmut Draxler in Services. In both instances Fraser draws on feminist approaches to psychoanalysis as a means to explore the sociological determinants of what I argue is a distinctly petty-bourgeois and transnational mode of creative cultural production. “Working through” the desire of the “institution art” and its obscene demand for cultural consecration, Andrea Fraser’s work supplies institutional critique with a curious instance of avant-garde contestation.

  What Does Autonomy Want?

  Fraser’s presence as an art theorist was first noticed in an article she wrote for Art in America concerning the work of Louise Lawler.1 In Fraser’s essay, Lawler’s critical analysis of the postmodern museum is appreciated for bringing feminist issues to bear on institutional critique. The lucidity of Fraser’s critique of cultural institutions was further established through the publication of the transcript of Museum Highlights in a 1989 issue of the journal October, a piece that occasioned the critical reception of her artwork.2 The October transcript was followed in the 1990s by a series of essays that provided a fairly gender-blind analysis of the working conditions of artists who produce context-specific project work.3 While a number of theoretical approaches have been used by Fraser to describe her practice and her concerns, she has consistently made reference to the influence of the Marxist sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and in particular his book Distinction, a work which argues that taste functions as a marker of social class.4 There is no doubt that Bourdieu has allowed Fraser to complicate the grammar of feminist-based body art and performance and simultaneously – through the performance of embodied social position – to address the limitations of the male-dominated tradition of institutional critique, where the names of Broodthaers and company have predominated. Throughout this short period, however, Fraser’s writing became increasingly focused on a class-oriented sociological analysis. If second wave feminism could be thought to have refused the prioritization of class politics along with house cleaning, Fraser’s work from the 1990s could be said to have challenged the mythologization of feminism in its art institutional setting.

  Fraser’s work invites viewers to decipher the complex relations that support and sustain the functioning of art institutions and the subject positions that are constructed in relation to them. She credits Bourdieu for having developed a reflexive sociology that acknowledges the ambivalence of artists and intellectuals who are positioned disadvantageously in a field of practice that works to sustain forms of social and symbolic domination through the force of cultural judgement.5 Through the maintenance of the autonomy of artistic practice, artists and intellectuals reproduce structures of social inequality. Because of this, she argues, the artist must develop a reflexive practice that first uses aesthetic autonomy as a weapon against oneself, a kind of self-instrumentalization of resistance.6
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