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Art is integrated in the current economic system that is capitalism. The presuppositions
of capitalism are “private property, the separation of labor, capital, […]and likewise of wages,
profits and ground rent; also, the division of labor, competition and the concept of exchange
value” (Marx, Alienated Labour, 1977, p. 365). Thus, art, as private property has an exchange
value. In the free trade world, the production cost can decrease if the production is increased
so the product can maintain a low cost, yet the profit would increase (Marx, Wage-Labour
and Capital, 1977). Since in art the product is in general unique or limited, the product is
more valuable, and this would reflect on the market value. The integration of art in the system
of capitalism is unavoidable. Just like the bourgeoisie wanted more freedom of trade and
less taxes from the royal court, the artists also needed more freedom of expression and less
interference from the controlling authority. Therefore, Art was able to go outside the Salon
controlled by the state and gain its own autonomy. This introduced art to business, because
capital owners can invest in art as a product in order to make profit. Many artists tried to fight
the idea of capitalism or to rebel upon the capitalization of art, and some used a capitalist
strategy such as the strategy of the ‘multiples’ used by Soto or Manzoni. The Multiples we
are discussing here are not the kinetic multiples. Multiples are the creation, using technology,
of the exact same product in a limited or unlimited quantity. It is important to note that the
production of multiples is in fact a result of the industrial revolution and is one of the most
important pillars of capitalism. Consequently, in this manner, does the artistic product lose
its aura and become just another gadget or can artists succeed to question capitalism using a
capitalist strategy? In the following, we will discuss the inter relations of art and capitalism,
we will introduce the different political strategies that art can use against the authority and
finally, we will attempt to defend the anti capitalism approach of the production of multiple,
knowing that production of multiples is a manifestation of capitalism.
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To be able to further investigate art and capitalism. First, a brief elaboration of how art
functions within capitalism is required. Art is in fact, a product, and with the introduction
of capitalism on art, the artistic product acquired in addition to its aesthetical value, a market
value; Then the cultural value of the product is converted by the market into exchange value.
The current market is the network of connections between the artist and the buyer and it
determines the market value which determines the exchange value of the artwork, this intricate
connected network was not established fully in previous times such as in the Renaissance. It
is important to mention that the uprising of the bourgeoisie – who created the market as we
know it today - correlated with the introduction of art as a product, unlike bourgeois products
however, the “bourgeois art” inherited the following mythologies associated to art: originality,
artist is the creator, genius of the artist, signature of the artist for guarantee of authenticity,
and the uniqueness of the product. Ray associated the freedom of expression in art to the
necessary separation of art from real life; in fact, the authority would allow in art what it
wouldn’t if the same rebellious ideas were actions. This autonomy is nevertheless subverted
by the identification of art with leisure or prestige, or by the introduction of the economic
value to art. The economic value and the aesthetic value of art are indeed antagonistic and
irreconcilable (Ray, 2006). Moreover, in the technical sense, the ideology of money is very
influential. The artist needs money to buy his products and he also needs to make financial
profit from his work in order to survive and produce more work. Therefore, the monetary
system controls the artist. The market controls art as well since it can promote artists based
on whether the artist’s work is profitable for the market or no, regardless of their content. To
further confirm the integration of art in capitalism, let us now review the economical evolution
of art: Moulin explains that in the 15th century, and under the influence of humanists, “liberal
art” was accredited as different from crafts and commerce. The idea of a work of art as unique,
irreproducible, and made to last, was reinforced with the industrial revolution; Due to the mass
production of industries, art stood out as creative and unique. However, the artist finds himself
in two different relationships with his work, one that is aesthetic and one that is social. The
personal, or the aesthetic relationship is independent from the social conditions but on the
other side the social relationship is very much dependent upon the economic conditions of
the society, which implies that the autonomy of art is only partial, and art depends on the
market. Art, like a product, can be bought or sold. In fact, art was officially integrated in the
economy, with instituting the practice of a contract in art, in 1870, thus the art market became
the successor of the Academy in integrating art into the social sphere. (Moulin, 1969)

After discussing the economics side, let us now move to the artist’s effect on art and his
position as a creator. The artists in modern art revolutionized the perception of the creation
of art when the act of creation was reduced to chance or performed by someone or some-
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thing else. In fact, in the beginning of the 20th century artists investigated furthermore new
parameters, with the help of technologies and the products of the capitalism system. Their
experimentations helped them be more aware of the new techniques. Consequently, the artist
as a creator does not have to perform the act of creation anymore, he is an intellectual with
a conception that can be executed with the help of technology or others. However, it is the
signature of the artist that made the product valuable. But the only premises needed for the
success of such reduction in the act of production, is the fact that the artist is well known, a
strategy used by Andy Warhol or Yves Klein for example.

With the new premises, artists used different approaches to face capitalism. Let us differ-
entiate the three anti-capitalism political approaches as defined by Gene Ray (Ray, 2006): The
first category of artists are the ones who showed disapproval of the system within the system.
They acknowledged the power of the system, and used the freedom of expression to criticize
it, but it is hard for this category to develop any anti-capitalist practices. The second political
strategy, and since art became politically powerless to acquire more autonomy of expression
as explained earlier, is for art to take forms that are integrated in the daily life such as in the art
of the Avant-Garde: In the beginning of the 20th century avant-garde artists (following the art
movements of Dada, Futurism, Surrealists…) tried to re-integrate art and life together. They
were all politically oriented towards leftism (in exception with Italian Futurism that found
themselves trapped in fascism). With their approach, they successfully preserved the auton-
omy of art, affirmed the freedom of expression, and in addition, they managed to reintegrate
art in life by gaining a political power. This is important, because in the approach of multiples,
the integration of capitalism in art can be a tool for art to regain political power.

The third category of anti-capitalist artists, is the nomads or catalytic artists. They don’t
take sides, they use conceptual tools in order to question the personal perspective acquired,
and to promote constant personal reflections of the current organizational systems. They bring
together antagonistic ideas in order find ‘tactical openings’ within them.

Now that we have elaborated how art and capitalism are interrelated, and how the artist can
fight the system, let us explain how the creation of multiples is in fact a good anti-capitalism
strategy.

To begin with, since the Renaissance, art existed as a unique product, and multiples using
etching for instance were created as a way of reproduction and for ease of diffusion, but it
did not affect the aura of the original work. Even now, the millions of Jocund do not replace
the single original work by Leonardo da Vinci. Whereas now industrial technology can serve
the creation of multiples in order to transfigure the object instead of the production of one
original work. The issues in the production of multiples creates, first, an art without the
economical privilege of being original. In addition, there is no difference between the first
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product of the series of multiples or the last (Walter, 1969). The strength in the approach
of the multiples is not in the actual experimentations and production of multiples but it is
in its capacity to negate an ideology therefore becoming an anti-ideology (Moulin, 1969).
Let us take for example, the infamous “artist shit” multiple series by Manzoni. The artist
has used the current system of the market to sell a sample of his feces in a closed container,
moreover the collector cannot make sure whether the feces are inside the container or no
before buying it. The artist takes advantage of the relationship between marketing and desire
and depicts the epitome of its absurdity. Art is a reflection upon reality, and changing the
norms of arts because reality changed, help us reconsider the changes we adapted to in real
life. Furthermore, and as mentioned earlier, the autonomy of art from real life is problematic,
and in the attempt to reintegrate it, Art confirms that it is not a place to escape from reality,
but it can represent reality with its brutality and most importantly with its technologies, even
though art can also criticize reality from interpreting it, art acquired the capability to integrate
itself in life and reality. Artists that produce multiples as an anti-capitalism approach are using
a process that they find themselves ironically obliged to use because it has the same conditions
of real life (Moulin, 1969). In fact, the sacrifice they are doing by abiding to the conditions of
reality, allows them to enter the realm of reality and in this manner, it allows them to influence
reality. So, we can conclude that multiples are not an acceptance of the system, but it is the
use of the system. Some artists intent is to defy the system by diminishing the art’s exchange
value with the creation of multiples. Art, by trying to sacrifice its aura or unicity, is striking
against the privilege of the wealthy to own a work of art, which implies the loss of the rarity
of the offer so far reserved to the wealthy and similarly, art is striking against the privileges
of the rich in the hierarchy present in the current economic system. Anti-capitalist art that
managed to retract itself from the salon bourgeois aimed straight in retracting the privilege of
the bourgeoisie to art therefore the possession of art is no longer the privilege of the wealthy
and this is how the production of multiples in art affected reality.

On the other side, art is in fact submissive to capitalism; the condition of numbering inte-
grated since 1968 enables the art market to control the number of multiples in order to control
the value of art. In addition, famous artists multiples are still valuable, and after their death,
the products may not be reproductible anymore, which would increase their value. Finally, if
the same work was available to larger number of people, it may be another affirmation of the
infinite genius of the artist, and the desirability of its product. Finally, the artwork may be at
risk of becoming just another gadget.

In the attempt to defend the production multiples as anti-capitalism, first, the presence of
art in a capitalism-oriented system does not make it a capital product. It is just a representative
of the current socio-economic system, and art is catalytic by helping us revisit our perceptions
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of the real life. But the production of multiples as an anti-capitalist strategy and only if, the
content form and diffusion are intended to be anti-capitalistic, then it is not just catalytic, it
is the derision of ideologies of the system. And finally, the rejection of the uniqueness of art
dogma is not the rejection of the artistic creation. It is still the artist that create it even with the
intervention of technology and since we accept the multiplicity of production in films, we may
as well accept it in the modern art (Moulin, 1969). We must acknowledge nevertheless the
strong impact of the market on art; art cannot avoid the fact that it has an economical value, it
must be in the market, and the small sacrifice that the artist does to integrate art into the reality
of economics is never at the price of his conception. Therefore, the partial alienation that the
artist is very much aware of, does not work against the artist but helps the artwork. Finally, art
has the capability of uniting two different things, the creation process and the market, without
reconciliating them, which creates a tension and a division within the art work, and this further
confirms art as being a social force and a place to deal with colliding ideologies.

To conclude, regardless of all the attempts artists made to defy capitalism, capitalism
seems quite capable of absorbing any derision of it and turning it into a profitable product
irrespective of the intention of the artist. So, we can say that so far, the multiples approach
did not successfully defeat capitalism though it did manage to defy it. A question arise here,
will art eventually surrender to capitalism or should it constantly try to defy it?
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