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Preface

This book brings together a wide range of work produced in the new mil-
lennium, incorporating published material in journals, book collections, and
museum publications as well as unpublished conference and guest lecture
papers; as such it gives a representative overview of my thinking on the rela-
tions between art and philosophy, and politics and culture, during this period.
In this respect it develops and refines some of the themes of my other writings
published since the late 1990s: the critical status of art after conceptualism, the
question of skill and deskilling in art, the amateur and the ‘collective artist) the
avant-garde and anti-historicism, realism and the image, artistic agency and
non-identity, art and negation. Accordingly, it covers — across various theoret-
ical registers — a number of the problems that art after conceptual art has had
to confront, faced with art’s longstanding relationship to market and institu-
tion, the commodity form and mass culture; problems, that, in a substantive
sense, remain constitutive of art’s limits and possibilities under the antinom-
ies of technological and social ‘progress’, modernity and the concept of the
‘new’.

Some of my responses to these problems may appear unfamiliar or discord-
ant or both, but the realities of the problems that I address are, nevertheless,
long-standing. Indeed, they stretch back to Hegel and German idealism’s sense
that what is worth defending in art in light of the emerging conflictual forces
of modernity is precisely art’s capacity to escape, undermine or shift the con-
straints of its own inherited predicates in response to the heteronomous, delim-
iting conditions of this modernity. That is, art achieves its highest function, in
Hegel’s sense, by being other than mere distraction, leisure, practical outcome,
or academic doxa. On this basis it grounds its sense of possibility and its rela-
tionship to the future — and consequently its understanding of artistic value —
from the same place as the realm of philosophy itself: namely the unconditioned
force and identity of its predicates. In other words, art’s self-defining function
is to face up to those instrumental and heteronomous forces that continually
threatens its autonomy as poeisis (truth-in-making), through insisting on art’s
unfinished character. Consequently, in order to defy what conventionally might
be made of art or expected of it as a matter of self-definition under the pres-
sures of market, institution and the commodity form, art has to act on its given
conditions and externalities of production and reception in order to find out
what it ‘might be’ as opposed to what it contingently ‘s’ I fully hold to this pos-
ition, as an emancipatory horizon in art, despite all the current countervailing
forces that would suggest otherwise.
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X PREFACE

Yet we should be clear here this is not a version of classical modernism, in
which the logic of the new supersedes, chronologically, the attachments of the
old. Challenging the predicates of previous art today — when art is unable to
depose the authority of previous art simply through its absolute negation - is
to defend a very different notion of poiesis than ‘formal development’ Thus,
if I continue to defend a notion of poeisis which is derived from the motile
language of German idealism and the historic avant-garde, this is not an avant-
garde that sees the new as an augur of the glorious oblivion of times past and,
therefore, revels in the relentless futurist destruction and supersession of the
old; this is because there is no radical order of the new in art, no Great Neg-
ation, that can provide a systematic set of formal predicates for a new art as
the basis of a new world of values and meaning tout court. Art cannot remake
the world through art’s difference from other art alone, as is increasingly clear
from the hubristic attachments of art in the twentieth century to the mod-
ern as a transcendent value. For as soon as these predicates of the new are
in place and are symbolically defined as the gateway to the Future, the future
as a new symbolic order looks increasingly less secure as it recedes from us,
insofar as the revaluation of all values through art cannot escape the contem-
porary’s own impending supersession and sublation, given that the future soon
becomes the future past; indeed, poiesis in these terms easily becomes telos, in
as much as the arrival of the present-becoming-future falls into a reification of
this impending future as the self-fulfilling development of the recent past.

Hence, under present conditions we may ask the new in art to be unlike the
old — as a matter of art’s exit from those forces that would define present art in
the image of past art — but this exit is not the creation of the new through the
uniform destruction of the recent past, whose innovations guarantee the direc-
tion that all serious art should take in the present on the pain of artists’ falling
into academicism and the old-new. In other words, the production of the new
in art can no longer attach newness to the future as a unifiable call to break
with the past without suffering from extreme bathos, certainly post the relativ-
isation of all ‘isms’ since the 1980s, and, by extension, and more crucially, the
underlying crisis of art itself in the twentieth century. This is where the anti-
historicist futurity of the early Soviet avant-garde importantly comes into play,
as a way of avoiding linear-historicist accounts of the futurist-new.

When - as in Soviet Constructivism — art seeks an exit from art as a condition
of art’s emancipation from the capitalist division of labour and by definition
bourgeois culture’s restrictive understanding of creativity, the new, after late
modernist, postmodernist and formal-futurist accounts of art, is compelled to
establish — in the spirit of a renewed anti-historicism — a very different sense
of technique and temporality in relation to the future and the modern. The
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PREFACE XI

new in art is carried by the promise of the exit from the capitalist division of
labour into a realm in which real innovation in art lies not in its formal nega-
tion of past achievements, but in the general dispersal and availability of artistic
technique for the many, irrespective of professional training; that is, newness is
no longer swept along by the sole prospect of innovation in art — innovation,
that is, confined principally to professional artistic tradition — but as the gen-
eral transformation of art beyond its formal capture by the capitalist division
of labour.

The new, in other words, is defined by the exoteric horizon of art’s relation-
ship to the repressed ‘radical needs’ of workers and others whose creativity is
unmet by the social division of labour. But this radical transformation in the
social value of art, is, of course, not specific to the utopic horizons of the avant-
garde in the modern period; the Romantic anti-capitalisms of William Morris
and John Ruskin both insist on how the production and reception of art under
bourgeois hegemony fails to meet the creative and spiritual needs of workers
(beyond, that is, the empty replication of bourgeois taste). But whereas this
Romantic anti-capitalism is attached to expanding a given and exemplary rep-
ertoire of aesthetic skill and taste to all, the early revolutionary avant-garde
proposed the deconstruction of art under bourgeois society as the constitutive
reordering of art’s social ontology: that is, Constructivism, Productivism and
Surrealism all judged ‘art’ to be a contribution to a new realm of liberatory tech-
nique, in which the reified identities of artist and worker, artistic labour and
productive labour, aesthetic life and non-aesthetic life, were to be dissolved in
the intersection of artistic technique and general social technique. As such, the
undeveloped radical needs of workers were not to be met by the mimicking of
the exemplary character of the best of past art — the renewed humanist option —
but by the reconstitution of art itself under a model of generalised creativity.
In short: in these terms the new is that which is secured by the dismantling of
the division of labour, and the release of universal creative needs.

But what does art actually do in the capitalist interregnum? If there is
no working place outside of the capitalist division labour, then where might
the intellectual claims of universal creative needs be situated here and now?
Two positions suggest themselves. Firstly a ‘post-autonomist’ position and,
secondly, an ‘autonomist’ one.

The ‘post-autonomist’ position rejects the claims for the autonomy of art
altogether by turning prefiguratively towards art’s assimilation into social tech-
nique, that is, by submitting itself to those social use-values that already shape
the production of the visual as part of the cultural industries and the ‘capit-
alist project’: art-as-design, art-as-corporate digitalisation, art-as-architecture,
art-as-environmental regeneration. The socialisation of art is, therefore, under

John Roberts - 9789004686878
Downloaded from Brill.com 11/09/2023 10:32:39AM
via free access



XIT PREFACE

these market conditions, able to find a pragmatic place for its outcomes. The
‘autonomist’ position, conversely, remains committed to the negative and dis-
affirmative possibilities of art’s languages of critique given art’s residual yet
profound inefficiency as a form of labour power and subsumption under the
value form. This involves, accordingly a very different sense of freedom and use-
value in art. Under the capitalist division of labour, for art to submit itself to the
‘capitalist project, despite its would-be creation of social use-values, deepens
its embeddedness in the division of labour and the wage-form. Which means
that even if art attains, by way of its social functionality, an attentive ‘audi-
ence) the outcomes and horizons of this process are always determined by the
means-end rationale of the ‘capitalist project’ and by extension the accumula-
tion process. Such a process, therefore, suppresses the disaffirmative autonomy
of art: its residual negation of the value form as a condition of its autonomy.
Consequently, my view is that art must defend its (relative) freedom from the
value form, precisely because as a form of free labour, in the spirit of Hegel,
the alternative means jeopardising art’s radical ‘uselessness’, or more precisely
its useful ‘useless’ position within the division of labour. It, therefore, cannot
attach itself prematurely to a post-art and post-autonomous account of art as
social practice under the capitalist ‘project form’ without grievously submitting
itself to a capitalist logic.

The emancipatory struggle, accordingly, is to define post-art through the
negation of productive labour, not in submission to it, or in alliance with it.
However, this does not mean I am defending a late compensatory turn to mod-
ernist aesthetics, that is, advocating some notion of aestheticist withdrawal or
indeterminancy. Rather, the continuing struggle for art’s non-compliance with
productive labour will be conducted on the terrain of post-autonomist tech-
nique itself (socially engaged art, participatory practice, adisciplinary research,
network culture, etc). For the struggle of the new as autonomy is a struggle for
meaning from out of those heteronomous conditions that art now, necessarily,
emerges. And these conditions are invariably those of post-art art.

In this light my argument, across these chapters, is that art and art theory
and the new are confronted with two sets of historical conditions.

The new is no less compelled to think difference, in formal-material terms,
but these terms are socially embedded in a critique of the division of labour
and the reified categories of social experience. In this sense, the production of
the new in art is not in advance of past art, so to speak, but, more precisely,
in advance of the capitalist conditions under which the universal use-values
of art as shared technique are suppressed. Hence, the call for the new as a
break with the past has to be a process of constructive negation of the modern
from within the social division of labour. This involves not just a dissociation
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PREFACE XIII

of artistic technique from the pressures of art’s subsumption under productive
labour and the ‘capitalist project’ — most obviously — but from the idea of new
technology as the means by which the new is to be defined under art’s post-art
condition. In other words, one of the critical functions of art today is to provide
a set of temporal resources and strategies that breaks with the acceleration-
ist dynamic of the social division of labour. And one of the most symbolically
and practically efficacious ways of doing this is to re-enter the past itself as
the site of the new, that is, a space that releases the hidden, oblique, repressed
energies of the past into the present as a means of ‘working through’ what cap-
italist reason expels in the name of progress and the new-as-the-same. In this
sense, there is no stable correlation between the new and progress understood
as a release from the past. This means that the possibility and function of the
new-as-working-through looks two ways simultaneously: firstly, to the pastas a
source of the new as the overlooked — that which lays underused and thought in
futures past — and, secondly, to the notion of the present as exhibiting a trans-
formative social dynamic and sense of the future that — under these terms — is
very different from the simplistic notion of futurism as the harbinger of a new
world.

Thus, to return to post-capitalist claims of art: the art we know and are famil-
iar with now or from the recent and distant past may, indeed, have little or
no viability under another social and political system. It may indeed appear
burdened with its past achievements and grandeur. But, in whatever ways this
legacy is assimilated or adapted, the judgements and assessment of the past will
be taken up as part of the general process of defining what kind of art will be
viable, purposeful and pleasurable under the new system. For it will be the col-
lective realities of the needs of the new system that will define what is required
of a new art and the art of the past, and not the abstract evaluation of cul-
tural inheritance. The new art, after having exited the old division of labour,
may indeed look like bits of the old art — even reconfiguring its forms and con-
cepts — but those who make it and judge it will take the measure of what they
do from their own needs and desires, needs and desires accordingly very dif-
ferent from the needs and desires of what were once known as the interests of
professional artists and the modern movement. But to free art from the social
division of labour and the idea of the professional is not the generalisation of
‘free expression’ This is the mantra of anti-philosophy that tends to secrete
itself in all emancipatory programmes where the critique of cultural power,
hierarchy and division is called for; as if freedom and creativity was coextensive
with the release of repressed feelings. For if art necessarily loses its profes-
sional designation as art here, this does not mean that the re-definition of the
social function and reach of art is no more than a generalised expansion of
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XIV PREFACE

self-expressive craft; this would not amount to ‘cultural emancipation’ but to a
recidivist folk art made palatable for radical subjective sentiment.

The continuing struggle for art’s autonomy under mature capitalism, then,
is not a distraction or an unwarranted luxury in the light of art’s emancipat-
ory horizon, but, rather, part of a wider political and cultural struggle. This
is because the autonomy of art remains the terrain upon which the struggle
for post-capitalist autonomy is to be carried out, if post-art is not to regress to
the status of folk art and the cultural industries ‘project’. Negation, subtraction,
non-compliance and withdrawal, therefore, continue to remain constitutive of
the conceptual possibilities and new constructive horizons of art today and
the foreseeable future. For what art continues to accomplish now as ‘experi-
mental practice’ — as a negation of the means-end and instrumental rationality
of capitalism - is fundamental to what the content of post-art as autonomous
practice, unconstrained by instrumental rationality, might be.

In this respect, I have divided the material in this book into what I consider
to be the five key categories under which my work has engaged with the unfor-
giving tasks of modernity, critique and emancipation: Value, Technique, Praxis,
Image and History. Obviously, in many instances, these categories overlap, and
as such are functionally interdependent; nevertheless for the purposes of clar-
ity I have kept them apart, in order to foreground, methodologically at least,
what individuated forces continue to define the critical horizons of art and
social practice.
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