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DOSSIER

documenta 12 magazines project

What is to be done? (education)
This dossier is Radical Philosophy s̓ contribution to 
the documenta 12 magazines project. Documenta is an 
international exhibition of modern and contemporary 
art that has been held in Kassel, Germany, since 
1955 and currently takes place once every five years. 
For many years now, it has been at the forefront not 
only of the exhibition of international contemporary 
art, but also of institutional reflection upon its intel-
lectual, cultural and political functions. In the last 
decade, these two aspects – exhibition and discursive 
self-reflection – have become increasingly intertwined. 
In this respect, Documenta has become, for many, a 
model of a new kind of art institution, which incor-
porates a growing body of cultural activities into its 
structures of presentation, not as supplementary or 
complementary functions, but as integral parts of a 
single, expanded mode of address.

The documenta 12 magazines project is the latest 
in the series of activities that have come to sur-
round and contextualize the Documenta exhibition. 
Its stated aim is to initiate a dialogue among over 
seventy print and online periodicals, throughout the 
world, on three themes, chosen by the artistic director 
of Documenta 12, Roger M. Buergel, as ʻleitmotifsʼ 
for the exhibition, on account of their ʻtransregionalʼ 
relevance: Is modernity our antiquity?, What is bare 
life?, and What is to be done? (Education). The idea 
is to draw out ʻthe interests and specific knowledge of 
the respective local contextsʼ on these topics of pur-
portedly common interest. All contributions will be 
published on the intranet platform of documenta 12 
magazines and in the online magazine of documenta 
12, as well as in the participating journals them-
selves, and can be used (copyright-free) by the other 
magazines taking part in the project. A selection of 
contributions will be published in three print editions 
of the documenta 12 magazine and in other media 
of documenta 12. 

The magazine project thus has a dual function. On 
the one hand, its independent cultural function, and 
stated aim, is to further transnational cultural col-
laboration and contribute to longer-term cooperations 
and intellectual networks, including opening up new 
channels for independent distribution. In this respect, 
despite its orienting concern with art s̓ relationships 
to theory and to the public, respectively, the project 

exceeds the cultural function usually associated with 
art institutions, since many of the journals in question 
(like Radical Philosophy) are not ʻart magazines .̓ 
This is what grant-awarding bodies call ʻknowledge-
transfer .̓ On the other hand, in so doing, it performs 
an intellectual and political legitimation function for 
Documenta – not just the exhibition but, primarily, the 
institution and its ʻbrand .̓

This is a structural tendency that has long been dis-
cernible in the cultural industry (especially the music 
industry) of which art institutions are increasingly a 
part: the paradoxical sponsoring of ʻindependenceʼ as 
informally subcontracted research & development for 
major institutions. This is not just an expression of 
what Gayatri Spivak has described as ʻthe definitive 
tendency of the dominant to appropriate the emergent ,̓ 
but also the manifestation of a more novel need within 
the dominant to produce the emergent, qua emergent, 
on a transnational terrain, as the condition of its 
appropriation. Yet this remains a fundamentally contra-
dictory, and hence potentially productive, albeit neces-
sarily compromised, intellectual and cultural space 
(see Peter Osborne, ʻThe Power of Assembly: Art, 
World, Industry ,̓ in Zones of Contact: Catalogue of 
the 2006 Biennale of Sydney, 2006). With the decline 
of independent Left political-intellectual cultures, the 
artworld remains, for all its intellectual foibles, the 
main place beyond the institutions of higher education 
where intellectual and political aspects of social and 
cultural practices can be debated, and where these 
debates can be transformed. 

In the last ten years, Radical Philosophy has increas-
ingly engaged with theoretical and political issues in 
contemporary art (Stewart Martin s̓ A̒ New World Art? 
Documenting Documenta 11̓ , in RP 122, November/
December 2003, was a comprehensive critical response 
to Documenta 11). We have chosen to respond to 
documenta 12 magazinesʼ invitation with three short 
pieces by members of the editorial collective on its 
third topic, What is to be done? (Education). And we 
have interpreted the brief regarding ʻlocal contextʼ 
quite narrowly, to offer reflections from the standpoint 
of a contemporary anglophone appropriation of the 
German critical tradition, of which Documenta itself 
represents one, institutionalized variant.

 PO
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Answering the question:  
What is to be done? (education)

David Cunningham

The question ʻWhat is to be done? ,̓ Adorno remarked, 
frequently ʻsabotages the logical progress of knowl-
edge that alone allows for changeʼ . However, despite 
being always-already-inscribed within the imperatives 
of instrumental rationality, it is, he acknowledged, 
nonetheless ʻunavoidable .̓1 This is especially so for 
the Left, and for a radical philosophy that is obliged 
to consider what ʻanti-capitalismʼ might mean today, 
beyond its rhetorical functioning as placeholder for a 
desired solidarity of opposition to the current state of 
things. 

Of course, if this question continues to haunt the 
Left it is because of the canonical status assured it by 
Lenin. Published just two years into the last century 
(its recent centenary deafeningly silent), What is to 
be Done? was the essential communist handbook of 
organizational tasks for the first part of the twentieth 
century at least. The relation of its conception of 
the party to Marx s̓ remains contentious, as does the 
degree of its debt to Blanquist–Jacobin ideas of revolu-
tionary conspiracy. But it is certain that little could be 
less compelling or fashionable today – Slavoj Žižek s̓ 
liberal-baiting bid for an ambiguous revival of ʻLenin 
contra Leninismʼ notwithstanding. Indeed, in the intel-
lectual milieu of the Left s̓ own global ʻtheoryworld ,̓2 
there is near universal agreement that any idea of the 
party as the privileged organizational form of militant 
activism has long since outlived its moment. 

Unavoidable as it may well be, then, the very 
question ʻWhat is to be done?ʼ can seem somewhat 
quaint under present circumstances. It implies a sense 
of collective political power and purpose that few can 
currently muster. Which begs the question of what 
it means that it should be asked again today, not in 
the troubled context of ʻthe socialist projectʼ – as 
even Adorno might still have understood the promise 
embodied in that phrase – but in that of an art event, 
itself conceived under the sign of a certain ʻradicalityʼ? 
What does this mean for politics and for art, and for 
the current relationship between them? In what sense 
might it be ʻin art and its mediationʼ that we would find 
ʻembeddedʼ a ʻglobal complex of cultural translation ,̓ 
which, so Roger Buergel claims, ʻsets the stage for a 

potentially all-inclusive public debateʼ? And what does 
this suggest about the role played by cultural forms 
within current reconfigurations of political identities, 
desires, and conditions of possibility in an emergent 
global capitalist modernity? 

These are not, in themselves, unfamiliar issues. 
Indeed they have been much debated within the pages 
of Radical Philosophy, as elsewhere, over the last few 
years. The whole question of the dual contemporary 
legacy of the concept of the ʻavant-garde ,̓ as histori-
cally operative in both politics and art, and the glue 
that once promised to bind them together, suggests 
one obvious starting point here. For it is this term 
that Lenin, in What is to be Done?, borrows from 
the French radical lexicon of the nineteenth century 
to define the Communist Party s̓ revolutionary role as 
ʻvanguardʼ (avangard). Much once rested upon the 
precarious intersection this seemed to invite between 
the Party and the various cultural avant-gardes that 
flourished during the first decade after 1917 – between 
the Bolsheviks and those who ʻheard and understood 
the Revolution ,̓ above all, because ʻits present was 
dependent on a future .̓3 

The story has been told often enough, and it finds 
itself repeated, in less overtly dramatic situations, 
within the histories of various ʻWesternʼ avant-gardes 
such as surrealism. Moreover, it is the loss or failure 
of this conjunction that constitutes at least one motive 
for the obituary notices for the avant-garde, con-
stantly announced from the early 1960s onwards. Yet 
the ʻdefeatʼ of an ʻoriginaryʼ instance here does not 
thereby negate the problematic of the avant-garde, as is 
too often supposed. (If nothing else, events like Docu-
menta continue to attest to this.4) Nor is it clear that 
it could do so, to the degree that, politically, it is still 
the artwork s̓ capacity to be ʻvibrated by the reflexes of 
the futureʼ (in Breton s̓ evocative phrase) that provides 
its essential criteria of value, and critical meaning, in 
a global capitalist culture.5 Indeed, the whole question 
of contemporary art s̓ capacity to institute some future 
space for ʻadvanced, open and autonomous working 
practices ,̓ as the Documenta working paper imagines 
it, is dependent on this.
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Nonetheless, and precisely to the extent that the 
question of the avant-garde ʻcontinues inexorably 
to exert its demands and responsibilitiesʼ upon the 
present, the social and political context within which 
this happens has patently changed.6 Vibrated by the 
reflexes of those demands and responsibilities that 
constitute the avant-garde s̓ persistence, at its most 
productive, this creates an obligation, for what Walter 
Benjamin called an art that would be ʻbased on poli-
ticsʼ to rethink its critical work and social functions 
under the changed conditions of ʻourʼ present. Yet, 
given this, the desire for a concrete politicization of 
art, as yet another counter-move to the aestheticiza-
tion of politics within commodity culture, entails the 
question of just exactly what ʻpoliticizationʼ might 
mean at a historical moment in which the narrative 
horizons that have hitherto sustained the Left have 
come to seem untenable. And if this is the point at 
which artistic questions ʻcollide with social questions 
such as the existence or non-existence of a collective 
social subject ,̓ then it is the seeming lack of such a 
subject, at least as it was largely taken for granted by 
the avant-gardes of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, that thus must frame the question of what it 
means for a practice to be political today.7 

It is, in fact, precisely in this light that what is 
most distinctive about contemporary criticism of the 
broadly Leninist model of the avant-garde becomes 
clear. For, necessary as it may be, this criticism often 
appears to entail that issues of organizational form 
– the theoretical elaboration of abstract conceptual 
figures of networks, rhizomes, and so on – run far 
ahead of any attempt to articulate identifiable politi-
cal content to such forms, in a determinate sense. No 
doubt inevitably so. To note as much is not to question 
the importance of ʻnew forms of organization and 
self-organizationʼ as themselves a political issue. For 
it is of course true that, in some fundamental way, 
political form simply is its content; always, but perhaps 
particularly so for any politics operating under the sign 
of some radical democracy to come. (Indeed, Lenin-
ism might precisely be said to have failed because of 
its fatal incapacity to come to terms with this.) Yet 
it can hardly be ignored that where the question of 
determinate political possibility emerges – the basis, 
once, for the Marxian Left s̓ rigorous delineation of 
its difference from all utopianism, for its belief in 
ʻthe real movement which abolishes the present state 
of thingsʼ – the issue of the concrete contents and 
processes at stake in contemporary opposition, protest 
and resistance remains (like Iraq for Tony Blair) the 
unmentioned elephant in the room.

In practical terms, a tacit agreement to disagree, 
as the only basis for both coalition and diversity 
(as manifested in the various metropolitan, national, 
continental and global social forums), is undoubtedly 
unavoidable. In fact, it is desirable, on some level, as a 
democratic ʻgoodʼ in itself. But, as Martin Ryle noted 
in Radical Philosophy 114, it can also amount to an 
effective agreement to evade or suppress the question 
of what is thereby actually at stake in the oppositional 
endeavours of contemporary anti-capitalism.8 At the 
very least, this indeterminacy or self-defining absence 
– which makes the emphatically futural character of 
the question ʻWhat is to be done?ʼ such a source of 
anxiety – needs to be made explicit and its implica-
tions thought through. (Ironically, this may well be the 
unintended critical function of Hardt and Negri s̓ cele-
brated intervention – its essential failure to substan-
tialize the Multitude as a political or social category, 
in comparison to the analysis of Empire.) Certainly, 
contemporary political and art theory have something 
in common at this point. Indeed, from the perspective 
of the artworld, they can often seem to overlap, in 
so far as art s̓ intrinsic relevance is now seen to be 
located not so much in the critical value accorded to 
art-specific judgements or forms of experience, as in 
the wider formal problems of the ʻglobal complex of 
cultural translationʼ that the artworld engenders. 

Trafficking the avant-garde

Why, then, as Buergel presents it in his third Docu-
menta 12 question, might such a question situate itself 
today within a global problematic organized around an 
idea of education? Why, indeed, to put it in a rather 
different way, should it be in redefining art s̓ vocation 
in terms of some educative process that an apparently 
utopian (if not utopianist) spark might be located? 

Such an idea is hardly foreign to the history of 
the avant-garde. Using ʻode or song, story or novel ,̓ 
writes the utopian socialist Olinde Rodriguez in 1825, 
ʻweʼ the ʻavant-gardeʼ will ʻspread new ideas amongst 
men ,̓ staging the basis for art s̓ recovery of ʻa great 
political roleʼ akin to that it played for the ʻpeoples of 
antiquity .̓9 Such general sentiments were familiar for 
a good hundred years or more to follow. In a more 
directly political register, they find one echo in the 
Leninist conception of the party s̓ vanguard/avant-
garde role itself, which establishes the foundation for 
a distinctive pedagogical determination of the political 
operativity of both theory and culture. At the same 
time, they connect with a somewhat different tradition, 
to be found most clearly in Schiller s̓ Letters on the 
Aesthetic Education of Mankind – a text that Jacques 
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Rancière has recently claimed as an inaugural moment 
for both the avant-garde and a modern aesthetic regime 
more generally. Mediating between alienated present 
and de-alienated future, it is art s̓ ʻpromise of equality, 
the promise of a new way of sharing a common world ,̓ 
that provides the basis for an aesthetic education and 
self-education of humanity as a process of learning to 
live in a future free political community. For Rancière, 
it thus ʻclears a path to the [romantic] idea of an 
aesthetic revolution … fostering the Marxian idea 
of the “human revolution” by contrast to the merely 
political revolution, and culminating in the Futurist 
and Constructivist programmes in the first quarter of 
the twentieth century .̓10

Yet it s̓ fairly hard to see this as a plausible model 
for whatever new Bildung might be at stake in the 
international artworld today. Rather, it threatens simply 
to repeat the impasses of the romantic linkage of art 
to politics, through a failure to engage the actual 
workings of capitalism that condition it at every point. 
Certainly, to conceive of the artworld s̓ developing and 
(at least partially) decentralized network of sites, even 
speculatively, as the generation of some genuinely 
global public space – in which the emergence of an 
immediate form of de-alienated non-capitalist life and 
cultural exchange might somehow be visible on the 
horizon – is sheer romanticism, an abstract utopian-
ism of organizational form. One person s̓ heterotopic 
enclave is another s̓ gated community (however glo-
bally dispersed).11 At best, only as constituted through 
some immanent critique of the capitalist formation 
of the social, of its abstraction by the value form 
– as the production of some reflective form of criti-
cal knowledge of that abstraction12 – would what 
Buergel envisages as the staging of some politicized 
ʻpublic debateʼ around art and its mediation seem to be 
remotely imaginable or tenable today, given the inher-
ent limitations to any constitution of a ʻpublicʼ that are 
all too obviously apparent here. At stake here would 
not be yet another passage through the consolations of 
romantic anti-capitalism, but a critical articulation of 

the violences of art s̓ own social condition, the larger 
social divisions and inequalities that determine the 
division between art and politics themselves.

If, then, it is true that ʻ[a]rtists educate themselves 
by working through form and subject matter ,̓ and 
ʻaudiences educate themselves by experiencing things 
aesthetically ,̓13 perhaps we still need to think, in a 
fairly sober and straightforward fashion, about what is 
entailed by ʻeducationʼ in some of its most basic senses 
– that is, as a question, ultimately, about the social 
relations (and spaces) through which different forms 
of knowledge are produced. What is, or might be, 
specifically educational, in any politically productive 
sense, in the contemporary production and dissemina-
tion of forms of knowledge globally? How is access 
to such forms determined? And how do these relate to 
the circulation and accumulation of forms of capital in 
what, as we have long been told, is (at its ʻcutting edgeʼ 
at least) a developing knowledge economy? 

The complex relations established in some contem-
porary art to a social documentary tradition provide one 
possible case study here. A work like Allan Sekula s̓ 
photographic sequence Fish Story (1995), exhibited 
at Documenta 11, intrinsically involves, as part of its 
production and reception, ʻpractices of research in 
cultural, economic and social history .̓ At the level of 
ʻsubject matter ,̓ these engage, in Buchloh s̓ words, ʻthe 
fallen facticity of the world … [the] sites of cover-ups 
and myths, of clandestine and concealed “public” oper-
ations … the operations of capital̓ . This clearly implies 
an educational (and self-educational) dimension to the 
piece, a kind of critical revelation and articulation of 
widening differences of wealth, power, and of relative 
inclusion in a globally networked capitalist modernity, 
via knowledge of its uneven local manifestations. At 
the same time, however, formally, as Andrew Fisher 
puts it, meaning in such a work is conceived as being 
itself ʻproduced in exchanges of information that are 
located in [already existing] systems of communicative 
practice .̓ To the extent that this is a ʻfundamentally 
social characteristic ,̓ it is ʻonly ever actualised in the 
form of socially instituted relations of exchange .̓14 
What Sekula calls the ʻtraffic in photographs ,̓ in a 
society organized around commodity production and 
exchange, cannot be separated from the institutional 
spaces in which art s̓ production of meaning takes 
place. The success of a piece like Fish Story is predi-
cated on the degree to which it engages immanently, in 
critical fashion, the mechanisms of a ʻglobal complex 
of cultural translation ,̓ inextricably connected to the 
operations of capital, at the level of both form and 
subject matter.
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Yet, in an important sense, current art-theoretical 
concerns are less focused on such critical potentials of 
the individual artwork than, as I have already argued, 
on the various broader networks of cultural translation, 
communication and exchange internal to the opera-
tions of the artworld itself. The present pre-eminence 
accorded to the job of the master curator – as ʻan act 
of presentation that presents itself ,̓ in Boris Groys s̓ 
words – over and above that of the individual artist or 
movement would be, in part, a function of this. More 
crucially, and more generally, (and not without irony, 
given the context), it is what appears to be most imme-
diately political about the issues of cultural ʻtransferʼ 
and ʻrelationalityʼ intrinsic to the contemporary art 
system that would today invite speculation upon the 
possibility of some new conjoining of art to radical 
politics, such as Groys suggests in a recent article in 
this journal. An apparent structural homology, pre-
cisely at the level of organizational form, between the 
international art biennale and the social forum might 
itself appear as a kind of testimony to this.

Groys s̓ own choice of example is telling: the exhibi-
tion ʻUtopia Stationʼ curated by Molly Nesbit, Hans-
Ulrich Obrist and Rirkrit Tiravanija for the 2003 Venice 
Biennale; an exhibition which ʻemployed artworks as 
illustrations, as documents of the search for a social 
utopia, without emphasizing their autonomous value .̓15 
If there is a utopian moment in the form of such 
phenomena themselves, then one can only presume 
that it lies in certain formal possibilities immanent to 
the speculatively ʻglobal complex of cultural transla-
tionʼ contemporary art generates at such points; its 
productive power, in Benjamin s̓ famous terms, is 
to create new, always different if connected, signifi-
cances. It is in this sense that ʻtranslationʼ produces 
new forms of knowledge in a way that might indeed 
be ʻeducationalʼ in a strong, and at least potentially 
political, manner. Yet, while, as Barry Schwabsky 
puts it, the ʻdemocratic thrust of art emerges where 
artist and public engage on equal terms ,̓ the curator s̓ 
assumption of the job of translator-in-chief can easily 
construct a ʻposition of childlike dependencyʼ for art s̓ 
putative public, who (subject to an instrumentalized 
model of ʻsocial inclusionʼ) apparently still need things 
translating for them.16

More than an analogy?

Does some genuine connection with politics, an analogy 
that is more than an analogy, hold here? ʻThe power 
of art to change life is indirect ,̓ writes Susan Buck-
Morss, ʻBut so is (or ought to be) the power of political 
sovereignty.̓  Once any ʻworkʼ enters ʻthe interactive 

world of the everyday, its use should be allowed and 
indeed encouraged to transcend the constraints of the 
creator s̓ intent .̓ This is surely the utopian moment 
in all complexes of translation. And as a model of 
ʻaesthetic analogyʼ rather than ʻinstrumental domina-
tion ,̓ it might indeed provide one experimental basis 
for the kind of global public sphere that Buck-Morss 
herself has perhaps most lucidly and winningly sought 
to articulate.17 Nonetheless, we can hardly afford to 
ignore what T.J. Clark has called the bad dream of 
modernism that may accompany it. In such a dream, 
associated in particular with the readings of architec-
tural and art history in the work of the great Italian 
theorist Manfredo Tafuri, the avant-garde is perpetu-
ally haunted by the possibility that every opposition to 
the logics of capital ʻcomes to seem, in retrospect … 
not much more than an idealization of capitalism and 
its representations .̓18 What if the aesthetic education 
of modern art has always been the basis not for some 
learning to inhabit a future de-alienated state, but 
precisely the production of new forms of subjectivity 
capable of inhabiting smoothly the alienated spaces of 
a metropolitan capitalist world? Today perhaps this is 
the troubled dream of the culturally productive forms 
of ʻinterfaceʼ experience that would educate us to 
live in an emergent infomatic globality – one open to 
ever-more-transitory and fugitive flows of capital and 
commodities, and from which the contemporary art 
world can hardly be separated.

If so, it s̓ probably an unavoidable condition of art s̓ 
critical articulation of the experiences of capitalist 
modernity and its capacity to locate, however precari-
ously, latent potentialities within its social formations. 
Art s̓ contemporary mediation by and of what Hardt 
and Negri call the currently ʻhegemonic figureʼ of 
the network itself, as a figure of organizational and 
spatial form, is exemplary of this. Subject to a utopian 
construction (that stretches back to Buckminster Fuller 
at least), which may project it as an expression of ʻthe 
demands of a collective life to come ,̓ it may also, in 
its openness as form, serve as an ideological veil for 
capitalist development, helping to ensure, in Tafuri s̓ 
words, that ʻthe real lawsʼ of its universe remain 
unknown. Past utopian projects, like Constant s̓ New 
Babylon, included in Documenta 11, with its eman-
cipatory visions of absolute flexibility, nomadism and 
transitoriness, can easily come to seem, in retrospect, 
as much an ʻaesthetic educationʼ in what one critic calls 
free-market ʻdreams of hypermobile and flexible capi-
talismʼ as any speculative transcendence of them.19

There is no doubt that new forms of social con-
nectivity on a potentially planetary scale have both 
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transformed the possibilities and conditions of ʻgrass-
rootsʼ politics, and created new kinds of transnational 
subjectivities, which promise a potential renewal of 
political imagination. There is every reason to think 
that art, at least in some both altered and expanded 
sense, might have a role to play in aspects of its 
materialization. Yet, as Buck-Morss herself says, it 
will have to make productive the contradictions inher-
ent in the formation of a public space around it, the 
antagonisms and divisions that condition and traverse 
it.20 Moreover, if the Left ʻprojectʼ is itself a struggle 
for ʻopen communication ,̓ democratic and educational 
at its core, only a ʻdebateʼ concerning the relationship 
of emancipatory praxis to the existing regimes of 
economic development will make possible a space in 
which the very question ʻWhat is to be done?ʼ might 
be effectively asked today.
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An aesthetic education  
against aesthetic education

Stewart Martin

Documenta 12 s̓ commitment to the question of what 
is to be done in education is to be welcomed from 
an institution that has sought to sustain itself as an 
autonomous cultural realm, a public sphere, in the face 
of its fabulous state sponsorship and relations to the 
art market. The articulation of the question in terms 
of the self-education of artists and audiences and a 
globalized cultural translation of localized forms of 
self-organization broadens its address. In the context 
of the uneven globalization of cultural centres, mani-
fest in the blossoming of biennales from Istanbul to 
Johannesburg and Seoul, the old school of international 
art exhibitions is obliged to respond not only to one 
or other of these newcomers, but to the fact of their 
profusion and their representation as the authentically 
subaltern. In this respect, Documenta 12 s̓ proposal of 
itself as the stage for exchanging local, self-organized 
projects is a way of sustaining its global significance 
as an organizational centre in an artworld that has 
become increasingly decentred. Its benevolence is thus 
liable to a quasi-imperial perversion, the irony of 
multitude and empire. 

The conservative reaction to Documenta 11̓ s com-
mitment to postcoloniality was more parochial and 
short-sighted – ʻDocumentaʼ has subsequently become 
an answer in Germany s̓ citizenship test for immigrants. 
Documenta 12 s̓ project of a ʻjournal of journalsʼ is 
itself liable to this colonizing function. Journals are 
invited to a global exchange and translation of their 
ʻposition ,̓ hosted in a virtual but no less codified space. 
But an intranet and copyfree rights are hardly enough 
to retain the dream of a republic of letters here. Par-
ticipation in the best intentions of this project therefore 
needs to question its terms of exchange. Having been 
offered citizenship of Documenta 12, one is perhaps 
obliged to try to fail its test and answer its question 
by criticizing it.

The devil in the deep blue sea

To say that education is a constitutive issue of con-
temporary culture is to risk tautology, especially in 
German. The implicit claim that ʻculture is educationʼ 
only sounds true when it is heard not as a translation but 

as a speculative proposition, determined by an antago-
nism between the terms that is also within each of 
them. These antagonisms have become familiar within 
modernism, the culture of the new. The dissolution of 
traditional, dogmatic or externally imposed authority 
problematizes the idea of education – how can freedom 
be taught? – orienting it towards autonomy and self-
organization. But the contradictions harboured by the 
idea of an education in freedom manifest themselves 
in the ironic formation of new modes of dogmatism, 
above all the neo-dogmatism of the law of value. These 
issues have not become antiquated by the globalized 
scenario emphasized by Documenta, except in so far 
as one might characterize the present as a classicism 
of antagonism. The artistic director of Documenta 12 
claims: ʻToday, education seems to offer one viable 
alternative to the devil (didacticism, academia) and 
the deep blue sea (commodity fetishism).̓  This is 
wishful thinking. It is difficult not to be struck by a 
certain educationalization of contemporary culture that 
is characterized above all by the fusion of didacticism 
and commodification.

Meritocracy – certainly among the neoliberalized 
social democracies of Europe – is among the preferred 
means of mediating democracy and capitalism. British 
prime minister Tony Blair s̓ trinity is ʻeducation, edu-
cation, education .̓ ʻLifelong learningʼ is a phrase that 
oscillates between the dream of fulfilling self-trans-
formation beyond the privileges of youth, and the 
nightmare of indiscriminate de-skilling and re-skilling 
according to the dictates of a ʻflexibleʼ labour market. 
Many are left dumbfounded by the breathless, expo-
nential pace at which education at all levels is being 
commodified. The liberation of ʻchoiceʼ and ʻopportu-
nityʼ is the carrot; the stick is the threat of deserved 
poverty, whether of the nation or the individual. This 
threat infuses the political discipline of states seeking 
technological sovereignty, but the de-nationalization 
of labour markets has added a further dictate: your 
nationality will no longer save you from poverty, only 
your education will. The expansion of postgraduate 
degrees – note the contradiction in terms – is fraught 
with tensions between widened accessibility to more 
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self-directed study and the instrumentalization of 
higher education into training or research guided by 
state- or corporate-funded interests, if not its indis-
criminate commodification as a leisure industry, often 
misrecognized by those seeking a job in academia. 
Qualification is a receding horizon; its promise of 
maturity takes the form of infantalization.

Art education is not exempt from these phenomena, 
despite its exemplary resistance to them in many ways. 
Often it is an exception and derided as such, as not 
ʻan education ,̓ or as an ʻeducation for failures ,̓ the 
uneducated and the ineducable. But what appears to 
be infantile to the schoolmarmish can be, at its best, 
an assumption of autonomy, rather than its deferral or 
evasion: one begins as already an artist in a way that 
few other disciplines can even comprehend, let alone 
match. This infuses the auto-didacticism of the art-
school intellectual. It might be difficult to recognize 
among the fat-and-felt mythology, but Beuys s̓ thesis 
that ʻeveryone is an artistʼ remains a pivotal contention 
of modern art education, the self-critical and even 
self-negating task of the art school. Of course, the 
irony of this educational radicalism has frequently 
been an undisciplined demagogy. Few manifest this 
more powerfully than Beuys himself. And while the 
public fascination and scandal with contemporary art  
is infused by the idea that ʻI could do that ,̓ the 
artworld remains dominated by graduates from select 
academies. Art schools are certainly brand names in 
the market for young artists. 

The dismantling of academicism within the art 
academy – the undermining of the strict observance of 
genres and arts, of artistic competence and authorship, 
indeed, of what art should be – mimics, albeit at times 
critically, the nominalism of new processes of the 
commodification of labour and their protocols. A neo-
academic tendency is also apparent in the pervasive 
criticism of the supposedly ʻuneducatedʼ capacities of 
taste and genius – of their actual education by social 
class, ethnicity, gender, sexuality or other determina-
tions – which is indifferent to how taste and genius 
contribute to the cultivation of non-dogmatic forms of 
authority and self-determination. If they can be seen 
as effects of commodity fetishism, their dissolution 
into the determinability of social space and identity 
is no less symptomatic of the calculation of consumer 
markets. The theoreticization of art practice and educa-
tion that has accompanied this sociologically reductive 
tendency is frequently entranced with academicism. 
ʻTheoryʼ has proven to make just as good packaging 
as the connoisseurial puff. Criticism is the antidote 
to both. 

Exhibition space has been widely transformed over 
the recent period according to a similarly ambivalent 
pedagogy, with various ʻaidsʼ to mediate the audi-
ence s̓ experience of the artwork, from ubiquitous 
and expanded catalogues, to orienting wall texts and 
audio guides, audience-response forms and posting 
boards. The whitewashing of artspace for the unaided 
exercise of taste is being reversed. Even where art is 
sold as an experience, an encounter with something 
unknown, there is usually a guide on hand. Within 
underresourced public spaces, education offers a 
respectable merchandising opportunity.

Documenta 12 s̓ appeal to self-organized educa-
tional projects that offer an alternative to academicism/
didacticism and commodity fetishism suppresses the 
extent to which the modern idea of education is embed-
ded within these terms. Indeed, they infuse the contra-
dictions in the very idea of education as emancipation. 
Commitment to this idea thus requires its immanent 
critique. How else could an injunction to education 
today be formulated?

Lessons in autonomy

It was perhaps above all the modern political-
philosophical idea of autonomy, codified by the 
French Revolution and its German philosophes, 
which induced the crisis and reinvention of the idea 
of education that continues into the present. The 
French Revolution grounded freedom on equality, as 
an inalienable right, introduced in the form or guise 
of ʻman .̓ Equality is not derived from freedom in the 
manner of the aristocratic democracies of antiquity, 
in which equality is a category of distinction, of an 
elite. Rather, the modern idea of autonomy requires 
a coincidence of freedom and equality: equality 
without freedom is subordination; freedom without 
equality is privileged, particular and therefore con-
strained. This mediation infuses a non-dogmatic idea 
of law: freedom must be subject to universal law as a 
guarantor of its equality, but law must also be subject 
to freedom; it cannot be unchallengeable by the indi-
vidual. The idea of autonomy resolves this tension 
into the idea of individuals determining themselves 
according to universal laws to which they subject 
themselves with the inalienable or natural capacity 
they have as subjects. Thus Kant argues that the 
moral law expresses nothing other than the autonomy 
of pure practical reason – that is, freedom.  One 
is not subjected to dogmatic or externally imposed 
rules – heteronomy – but to the rules one gives to 
oneself as a subject. Autonomy is therefore a unity 
of subjection and subjectivity. 
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This idea of autonomy produces a crisis and rein-
vention of the idea of education. For if education is 
essentially a relation of subjection – of student by 
master – then it is incompatible with the constitution 
of autonomy. Even if education means merely the 
transmission of something from those who have it to 
those who do not, how can there be an education in 
autonomy? Autonomy is not owned or understood by 
certain beings such that it can be transmitted to others 
who do not possess it. It is an egalitarian presupposi-
tion of any such exchange. As such, education is best 
left behind in the seminary or reduced to a minor or 
subordinate cultural function incidental to forging a 
culture of autonomy. These problems justify various 
forms of anti-education, attached to the natural, the 
naïve and the untrained or perhaps self-trained, for 
which Rousseau provides the slogan: ʻMan was born 
free, and yet everywhere he is in chains.̓  And yet this 
idea of anti-education also induced ideas of an educa-
tion against education, proposals for the paradoxical 
task of an education in autonomy. Rousseau s̓ Émile, or 
On Education has his Savoyard vicar profess a faith in 
ʻcommon reasonʼ to his young companion rather than 
conduct ʻlearned speeches or profound reasonings :̓ 
ʻI do not want to argue with you or even convince 
you.… Reason is common to us, and we have the same 
interest in listening to it.̓ 1 Kant, famously enthused 
by this peculiar education, conceived of enlighten-
ment as a matter of courage: ʻHave courage to use 
your own understanding!ʼ2 Finally, Joseph Jacotot s̓ 
universal teaching, cited by Rancière in The Ignorant 
Schoolmaster, articulates the paradoxical principle of 
an education against education most succinctly: ʻI must 
teach you that I have nothing to teach you.̓ 3

Socratesʼ insistence that he knew nothing more 
than his interlocutors and that they should enter into 
the search for truth together, as equals, established 
a pedagogic precedent for education in autonomy to 
become essential to the idea of philosophy, opposed 
not only to sophistry but also to the inculcation of 
doctrine. But Socrates remains the master, followed 
and admired, contradicted by his pupils on pain of 
misleading themselves, the hero or sovereign of Plato s̓ 
dialogues. His students remain students. Meno s̓ slave 
is brought to know what is forgotten within him, what 
appears to be a capacity above his rank, but in being 
brought to that point he remains subjected in reaching 
it. He remains a slave. The lesson to Socratesʼ select 
pupils, certainly to Plato, is to establish them in their 
superiority, as those ʻgoldenʼ boys, philosophers and 
thereby rulers, of the serried ranks beneath them. It 
is the promise of sovereignty through subjection. But 

subjection remains subjection, if not to Socrates then 
to ʻthe forms .̓ Sovereignty is reduced to compensation 
for one s̓ subjection by the subjection of others. If the 
idea of philosophy is intrinsically tied to this education 
in subjection, then we need to think of an education 
in autonomy as forging an alternative discipline or 
anti-discipline.

The contradictoriness of an education in autonomy 
should not be overstated, in so far as if freedom is 
subject to equality – albeit as much as equality is 
to freedom – then the subjecting function of educa-
tion might be conceived according to the discipline 
required of freedom. But this only extends the crisis 
of education to the idea of autonomy itself, expos-
ing an essentially disciplinary sense of autonomy as 
a concept of rule or domination. Freedom is con-
ceived as the domination of oneself. One becomes 
free through subjecting oneself to oneself, as if two 
subjections emancipate a subject. The educational hero 
of autonomy names this well, the autodidact. Thus, the 
unity of equality and freedom is rendered essentially 
and necessarily antagonistic, as the unity of competing 
rules. It is as an alternative to this dominative and 
antagonistic conception of autonomy, and its educa-
tion, that the idea of an aesthetic education acquires 
a decisive significance. The rule-like but non-ruling 
character of various features of making and experi-
encing art renders them exemplary for thinking of a 
non-dominative, non-antagonistic unity of freedom and 
equality – for instance, the extent to which taste can 
be agreed upon despite not resulting from obedience 
to a rule. Schiller s̓ On the Aesthetic Education of 
Man is the most conspicuous attempt to draw out the 
significance of the eighteenth-century discourse on 
taste and the beautiful for an education in autonomy. 

Freedom with sense

Schiller maintains the idea that freedom cannot be 
learnt. Aesthetic education teaches the already free, 
although what is at issue here is not courage but the 
ʻrealizationʼ of freedom in another sense, its actualiza-
tion. This involves a disciplining of sorts, but through 
beauty, not law, and through harmony or affinity, not 
domination. An education in autonomy is reoriented 
towards that which follows no rules and gives no rules, 
and yet is not antagonistic or chaotic: the beautiful 
artwork. Autonomy is not thought in terms of self-
government or self-ruling, so much as the suspension 
of rules. The inculcation or giving of rules, indeed 
the whole ethos of discipline, is displaced by play. 
The modern anthropology of autonomy becomes a 
discourse of play: ʻman only plays when he is in the 



42

fullest sense of the word a human being, and he is only 
fully a human being when he plays .̓ Homo ludens. 
It is as such that the beautiful provides the model 
for a free community, the ʻaesthetic state .̓ Aesthetic 
education is conceived as an antidote to the patholo-
gies of the neo-dogmatism of reason and its idea of 
freedom, principally its abstractness or indifference to 
sensuous particularity, and the splits and alienations 
this generates – in short, the formalism, mechanism 
and alienating specialization of the modern state, as 
opposed to the polypoid state that Schiller derives from 
Greek antiquity, in which ʻevery individual enjoyed 
an independent existence but could, when need arose, 
grow into the whole organism .̓4 Objections to Schill-
er s̓ bourgeois classicism are familiar but reductive. 
Schiller does not propose that the ʻaesthetic stateʼ 
simply returns the ʻmoral stateʼ to a ʻnatural state ,̓ 
but that it realizes a free community by overcoming 
the opposition of morality to nature. Nor does Schiller 
abandon a commitment to equality in his insistence of 
the mediation of freedom with sense. Rather the sensu-
ous manifold becomes a radicalization of the deter-
mination of freedom by equality: that all are free in 
their particularity rather than just in their universality. 
Schiller emphasizes a latent dogmatism in freedom s̓ 
domination of nature, sensibility, felt at the heart of 
self-determination. Despite the consensual impression 
of this politics of beauty, the category of the beautiful 
proposes a far more challenging unity of freedom and 
sensibility than does the sublime, which – at least in 
Kant – is the experience of freedom from sense.

With Schiller, the modern political ontology of 
autonomy comes to rest on an education in beautiful 
or fine art. He provides a manifesto for the historical 
avant-gardes, and not only with respect to what they 
seek to overcome. And through them, such an educa-
tion is extended into the terms of contemporary art. But 
our distance from Schiller is measured by his naivety 
with respect to the commodification of culture. This 
is not to say that the idea of aesthetic education does 
not infuse the critique of capitalism. Indeed, Marx s̓ 
critique of the value form – its abstraction from the 
particularity of use – can be understood as transposing 
Schiller s̓ critique of the dominance of form over 
sense. Marx s̓ recovery of living labour from capital, 
as dead labour, reiterates Schiller s̓ conception of the 
beautiful as living form, as opposed to the lifeless form 
of ʻmodern man .̓ Communism is an aesthetic state 
for Marx, also modelled in the artwork. Capitalism 
is a pathological rationalism, a dominative mode of 
autonomy, in which humanity s̓ autonomy is alienated. 
The law of value is precisely a neo-dogmatic authority, 

emerging from within the project to overcome natural 
or feudal forms of subjection, to which aesthetic educa-
tion offers an alternative model.

But the attempt to conceive of the critique of capital-
ism in terms of an aesthetic education is complicated 
in so far as capitalist culture itself has affinities with 
the ʻaesthetic state .̓ The value form may abstract from 
the particularity of labour and its products, but in so 
doing it also forms them according to the accumulation 
of surplus value, generating not only value or money, 
or even an economy, but a capitalist society: capitalism 
as a whole way of life. This induces a new anthro-
pology of autonomy. The supersensuous sensibility of 
beauty is reproduced in the supersensuous sensibility 
of the commodity fetish together with its apprehension 
through taste. For Schiller, beauty is sense appre-
hended from the standpoint of the moral law; for Marx, 
commodity fetishism is sense apprehended from the 
standpoint of the law of value. The idea of aesthetic 
education appears to have turned against itself, as if it 
were an antidote that produced its own poison.

The contention here is not that Schiller or Marx 
offers a forgotten answer to the question of education 
today, but rather that they introduce the problem that 
still needs to be addressed: namely, the constitu-
tion of aesthetic education as both the critique and 
the embodiment of a neo-dogmatism of the law of 
value. This problem infuses, more or less consciously, 
current debates about the ontology of art, in particular 
the conflict between the anti-aestheticism generated 
by conceptualism and the neo-aestheticism that has 
emerged in reaction to it. Contemporary art s̓ constitu-
tion by this conflict over aesthetics enables it to reflect 
the profound ambivalence of an aesthetic education 
in a way that it could not do if it were limited to the 
aesthetic or, for that matter, to taste and the beautiful. 
As such, art becomes the location of an immanent 
critique of aesthetic education, an aesthetic education 
against aesthetic education. This would form a lesson 
in emancipation.
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Doing something and doing nothing

Esther Leslie

Culture is put busily to work these days. In Europe, 
certainly, culture is made the bearer of promises – the 
promise of a better quality of life, of a more educated 
public, of a more efficient and value-added cultural 
sphere, and, not least, the promise of regenerated 
economies. These promises are expressed in cultural 
policy initiatives that have been rolled out across 
Europe in emulation of the initiatives of the British 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport at the turn 
of the millennium, when culture was lauded as an 
economic and moral salvation.1 

Cultural policy makes efforts to shape the future 
through art, or rather through the assumed side effects 
of exposure to culture, its ʻvalue-addedʼ benefits. The 
association of art and better living may derive from 
faintly heard echoes of the historical avant-garde, 
the New World promoters such as Malevich, Tatlin, 
Popova, Matiushin and El Lissitzky, who saw art as 
blueprints for the future. However, by this they did not 
mean that art boosted confidence under current condi-
tions or imposed a sense of collectivity on a disparate 
and alienated community. Their blueprints did not 
even push art to re-present tangible images of a future 
worth living. Rather, they re-functioned art so that it 
might institute modes of non-commodified production, 
frequently collective and collaborative. Future-oriented 
art tested out transformed social relations of knowing, 
specifically by enlivening audiences, rattling their exist-
ence out of the habitual, appealing to a consciousness 
that re-apprehends the world and itself as new. 

Contemporary cultural policy s̓ vision of the better 
life is not one that imagines a fundamental newness 
in the world. Instead culture is deployed as the little 
bit that makes a difference. What cultural policy wants 
to be done is the work of social improvement. In 
Britain it relies on a language of acronyms and jargon: 
of art parsed through tags such as ʻsocial exclu-
sionʼ or bodies such as Social Inclusion Partnerships 
(SIPs), deployed ʻas a means of tackling exclusionʼ by 
ʻmobilizing community stakeholdersʼ and ʻidentifying 
target groups .̓2 Bureaucratic structures of ʻevaluationʼ 
and ʻimplementationʼ exist to administer the ʻobjec-
tivesʼ and ʻmeasureʼ the ʻoutcomes and outputsʼ of 

funded projects in ʻcreating a dynamic environment 
for the artsʼ and ʻimproving the quality of lifeʼ of 
ʻhard to reach social groups .̓ Cultural policy mobilizes 
art as a plus, an ameliorative measure recruited to 
lighten blighted lives and neutralize zones of anti-
social behaviour. Culture is set to promote ʻsatisfactory 
intellectual, emotional, moral and spiritual existence ,̓ 
and allow ʻgroups, communities and nations to define 
their futures in an integrated manner .̓3 This is what 
cultural policy wants done. What culture actually does 
is largely more practical. Culture boosts economies 
and generates wealth, displaying a talent for regenera-
tion, through raising house prices and introducing new 
business, which is largely service-based.4 The very 
future of urban areas in the Europe of today is pinned 
on the ʻregenerative powersʼ of ʻCity of Cultureʼ bids, 
with culture as the magic elixir that bestows new life. 
Culture is heralded as the universal grease relied upon 
to make the cogs of business revolve better and the 
joints of society interconnect more smoothly.

Creative activity is widely re-described as ʻcul-
tural industryʼ (or creative, sunrise or ʻfuture orientedʼ 
industry) in the jargon of contemporary ʻdevelopmentʼ 
initiatives, and the same discourse is championed at 
a global level by supra-governmental bodies such as 
UNESCO. The ʻculture industry ,̓ about which Adorno 
wrote scathingly, which in his day was associated with 
highly capitalized media forms such as film and radio, 
has been promoted with redoubled force. Cultural 
industries are any type of creative endeavour that can 
be measured according to its value-added economic 
outputs, direct or otherwise, even as they claim to be 
about a measurable productivity in the spiritual realm 
of values. As UNESCO puts it: ʻCultural industries 
add value to contents and generate values for indi-
viduals and societies.̓  The ʻintangibleʼ contents of the 
cultural industries are property, in the normal sense, 
for they ʻare typically protected by copyright .̓ Some 
forces may worry that a few large culture providers 
will dominate these industries. The development of 
capitalism shows again and again that conglomeration 
is the very movement of its industry, and use of the 
term signals acceptance of capitalism s̓ logic. Under 
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this sentence, culture becomes the ultimate in busy 
productivity, the most generative in financial and moral 
(ʻeducativeʼ) terms. 

Utopia of nothing

Adorno, of course, came at all this from the contrary 
direction, asserting not what must be done, but what 
not be done, what be undone or left undone, if hope 
was to persist within the ruins of a postwar Europe. 
In relation to the endless outputs of the culture indus-
try Adorno sought an antidote that is a non-effect. 
ʻTransformational praxis ,̓ he noted, would consist in 
inoculating people against the idiocy that every film, 
TV programme and magazine presupposes.5 Adorno s̓ 
Utopia – in which art is inextricably enmeshed – is 
directed towards undoing. His utopia eschews produc-
tivity. Utopia is glimpsed instead, in a sliver of languid 
experience. Future-dreaming is indolence. Rien faire 
comme une bête, lying on water and looking peace-
fully at the sky, ʻbeing, nothing else, without any 
further definition and fulfilment .̓6 What is to be done? 
Nothing. This is to take the energies of negation 
seriously. We do not know who we are, or what we 
want. Or we know only negatively:

We may not know what the human is or what the 
correct shape of human things is, but what it is 
not and what form of human things is wrong, that 
we do know, and only in this specific and concrete 
knowledge is something else, something positive, 
open to us.7

Adorno s̓ utopia is a place for indolence, non-
productivity, uselessness. Art likewise is not about 
ceaseless production, an industrial manufacturing of 
artefacts, values, by-products, outputs, outcomes and 
objectives – all necessary for grant applications and 
monitoring reports. ʻIt is not the office of art to spot-
light alternatives.̓ 8 Art cannot tell us ʻwhat is to be 
done .̓ Our imaginations are stunted by the very aliena-
tion and social deformation that make art possible – if 
perpetually inadequate – in class society. 

Under this sentence, art refuses to provide amelio-
rating solutions, but rather exposes the contradictions 
and woundings, the split in our generic-being (Gat-
tungswesen) occasioned by the division of labour. It 
is this split that accompanies the unequal allocation 
of cultural access and benefit. If art does ever signal 
Utopia, then it does so only perversely. Art s̓ forms 
resist smooth functioning and hold open only a promise 
of an activity that is non-reified. Art is something (an 
exposure) resonating in relation to nothing (social 
negativity).

Into life

In 1967 the situationist group at Strasbourg University 
began the pamphlet On the Poverty of Student Life 
with the following line: ʻIt is pretty safe to say that 
the student is the most universally despised creature 
in France, apart from the policeman and the priest.̓ 9 
This hatred has not abated, though it may be more 
specifically focused today on the ʻart studentʼ who 
does nothing, enjoying for several funded years an 
idle period of play and experiment. And worse, the 
art student is in training to become something to be 
all the more envied – idle and possibly wealthy – an 
artist. The character Henry Carr, British consul in 
Tom Stoppard s̓ Travesties (1975), voices a widespread 
resentment, speaking to the dadaist Tristan Tzara:

When I was at school, on certain afternoons we 
all had to do what was called Labour – weeding, 
sweeping, sawing logs for the boiler-room, that kind 
of thing; but if you had a chit from Matron you 
were let off to spend the afternoon messing about in 
the Art Room. Labour or Art. And youʼve got a chit 
for life? (passionately) Where did you get it? What 
is an artist? For every thousand people thereʼs nine 
hundred doing the work, ninety doing well, nine 
doing good, and one lucky bastard whoʼs the artist. 

For the sceptic, art education consists in learning to 
conjure up rubbish that any child or psychotic could 
have thrown together. 

These sentiments came to voice recently on early 
evening television in the UK in Endemol s̓ celebrity-
reality series Art School. Week after week minor 
celebrities went through the motions of a contem-
porary art-school training, with its emphasis not on 
life drawing, but rather on formalist tricks to rattle 
and rejuvenate perception: using blindfolds, left-hand 
drawing, chance and error, loosely grasped techniques 
for experimentation. What was unleashed in the 
wannabe artists was gruesome – anger, miscomprehen-
sion, hatred, arrogance, pity and embarrassing senti-
ment in the name of self-exploration. Radio presenter 
John Humphrys thundered with rage as he failed to 
ʻlearn somethingʼ and uttered the phrase of choice 
for today s̓ anti-artists: contemporary art is a case of 
ʻthe emperor s̓ new clothes .̓ And the talking heads of 
celebrity hobby-artists such as Anneka Rice or Vic 
Reeves reassured us that art critics and art tutors were 
all frauds: art is nothing but a mode of relaxation for 
the artists and a tool for generating pleasure in viewers. 
Any other claims are pretension. Art is a delight for 
the eye, produced by safely dead people from long 
ago, before the avant-garde arrived on the scene, or it 
is a hobby for the living and there is nothing to say 
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about it but banalities. Art means nothing today. To 
this end of meaning nothing, it must – as its something 
– be representational. The programme did what most 
programmes on art do. It made those who talk about 
art look pretentious. For there is no popular language 
of modern art criticism, except for the line: ʻI could 
have done that.̓  This seeming self-assertion masks 
a fundamental alienation: in the desire to witness a 
reified form of skill, the viewer longs to have his or 
her own abilities and potentialities negated. 

Alienation sets in specifically and crucially in rela-
tion to contemporary art. Contemporary audiences 
– that is mass-mediated contemporary observers – are 
recipients of the contradictions of contemporary culture, 
which continues to be a divided culture sustained by 
social division. People learn to love their separation, 
their specific identities that compete with other identi-
ties. There is a widespread appeal nowadays to specific 
identities (ethnic, religious, sexual) as cultures that 
are cherished for their differences and separation. Art 
production needs to be faced as one part of a totality 
– held up as separate because its separateness is part 
of that totality, which needs art to present its values 
as eternal. A critical approach acknowledges artistic 
autonomy, and yet also perceives art as slashed by, 
negatively formed by, or located in relation to social 
division. 

What is to be done? If something, rather than 
nothing, then let it at least be worthwhile, which is 
to say truly bouleversing. The reification of human 
activity into the separate realms of work and play, 
of aesthetics and politics, must yet be overcome. The 
aesthetic has to be rescued from the ghetto of art 
and set at the centre of life. Such slogans common to 
the avant-garde of old have not lost their pertinence, 
because efforts for the better life have never yet been 
socially instituted. While Adorno may be right that art 
is a special type of labour, which reveals the critical 
pressure points of the system, in so far as it is indus-
trialized as ʻculture ,̓ it has become effectively like all 
other labour: alienated and boring. This is where we 
should start: with the conditions of labour wherever 
they occur. This means asking why cultural policies 
of ʻsocial inclusionʼ are deemed necessary in the first 
place, and why class society both needs and doesnʼt 
need creativity.

Undoing and redoing

Walter Benjamin s̓ closing statements to his A̒rtworkʼ 
essay, on ʻthe aestheticization of politicsʼ and the 
ʻpoliticization of art ,̓ continue to reverberate in the 
present. We live in a world of mediated political spec-

tacle that enforces passivity and knee-jerk reactions. 
Politics is a show that we are compelled to watch and 
where the ʻsidesʼ on offer are simply divisions within 
the same. Benjamin s̓ phrase indicates that beyond the 
aestheticization of political systems, figures and events 
is a more fundamental aestheticization (or alienation): 
the aestheticization of human practice. This amounts 
to an alienation from our generic-being, to the extent 
that we accept and enjoy viewing our own destruction. 
Benjamin discussed the issue of art s̓ politicization 
in the context of human annihilation: war becomes 
the ultimate artistic event, because it satisfies the 
new needs of the human sensorium, which have been 
remoulded technologically. This was the completion of 
lʼart pour lʼart, or aestheticism, as seen in 1936, which 
means that everything is an aesthetic experience now, 
even war. Humanity watches a techno-display of ever 
greater ʻshock and aweʼ proportions, which amounts 
to its own torture. 

It might appear on the surface as if, in response, 
the politicization of art has indeed been adopted in a 
widespread manner within the ʻartistic community .̓ 
Exhibitions frequently draw attention to ʻpoliticalʼ 
questions of poverty, gender, ethnicity, globalization 
and war. Art fairs, biennials, triennials, quintennials 
(such as Documenta) and cities of culture present 
themselves formally – as well, frequently, in their 
contents – as global enablers, reinvigorated new public 
spaces of enfranchisement and change. But this is not 
the victory of the Benjaminian idea of art s̓ polit-
icization. In fact, it is a further symptom of the aes-
theticization of politics. For what is produced by the 
real politicization of art is not that to which we have 
become accustomed in galleries – politically correct 
art that largely satisfies itself with and within the 
gallery and grant system, competing within the terms 
of the creative and cultural industries. The new art 
fair as global public space indicates how the forum of 
internationalist exchange (manifest in the First–Third 
Internationals) has reverted to that from which it took 
its model, or constituted its capitalist mirror-image: the 
world exhibition or trade fair. It is equally lathered in a 
good dose of boostering, even as the feel-good rhetoric 
reminds us to feel bad. Its globally exported format 
and critical discourses parallel the global mobility of 
capital and its economic ideology alike. 

Cultural policy insists on the busy activity of gen-
erating values from culture, with ranks of artists, 
educators, arts managers and gallerists constantly 
ʻdoing somethingʼ with target groups. While Adorno 
indicated that ʻdoing nothingʼ was the sign of utopia 
achieved, a Benjaminian perspective might contend 
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that there is something to be done and something to be 
undone. Alienation is to be undone through the passing 
of the ʻcurativeʼ technological aesthetics of reproduc-
ible art before the ʻpolitically educated gaze .̓10 This 
represents an undoing of culture s̓ traditional forms. 
The something to be done involves a correspondingly 
new type of activity, and not one to be directed and 
monitored from without. The real politicization of 
art means a thorough rejection of systems of display, 
production and consumption, monitoring and inclu-
sion as well as elitism and exclusion, as art disperses 
into everyday practice and becomes political – that 
is, democratically available to all as practice and 
matter for critique. For Benjamin genuine politics – the 
rational management of technologies, the democratic 
incorporation of the users of those technologies, revela-
tions about the property-stakes that drive the system 
– requires self-activity: authors as producers, audiences 
as critics, as he put it.11 Likewise the art that a new 
ʻcommunismʼ politicizes is not art as known and inher-
ited (and reified for consumption), but rather, again, an 
opportunity for self-activity and self-constitution. 
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