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David Geers

Open Call

Art, Democracy, and the Culture of Consensis

Consensus: (noun) general or widespread agreement
(esp. in the phrase consensus of opinion). [from Latin,
from consentire to feel together, agree]’

Parallels

Imagine a typical day of online activity. You
may, for instance, communicate with strangers
and friends; share media via a number of sites and
platforms; conduct research on Wikipedia (and, if
ambitious enough, add to an entry); read articles
and comment on them; shop for products that
(once customized to personal tastes) arrive at your
doorstep just a few days later; or play video games
with others miles away. The same interactivity
that contours this consumer information experi-
ence increasingly governs relations in the field of
culture and knowledge production as well. More
and more, we are asked for our input and our vote,
whether in a collaboratively produced encyclope-
dic database (such as Wikipedia), in our shopping
practices, or in electoral entertainment programs
such as American Idol and Dancing with the Stars,

While much of this communication has had
transformative social and cultural effects, it is more
convenient than intrinsically good. For instance,
with the unavoidable advent of “truthiness” in
mass-circulated news channels, Internet buzz, and
online commentary, we enter an epistemological
space where information is evaluated less through
critical analysis than by ritualized circulation,
repetition, and consensus. Increasingly, we submit
to the rule of the aggregate, to a faceless mass of
“likes,” ratings, comments, and silent approval
that involves us without directly involving us and
represents us without ever actually touching us.
Are we constructing, however passively, a culrure
of consensus—a culture predicated on interactiv-
ity that promotes an atmosphere of democracy
while it, in fact, subdues us with the illusion of
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choice and collective agreement? How does this
interactive society manifest in politics, nascent
social movements, popular culture, and art? From
Occupy Wall Street to open-source technology
to museum exhibitions, there is a call for direct
participation that is transforming our expecta-
tions as stakeholders and spectators, citizens and
consumers. Yet, while new technological develop-
ments (online platforms, social media, etc.) open
things up culturally and politically, cross-stitching
the public and private spheres as never before,
they also usher in a narrowing of politics and
culture through isolationism, groupthink, and the
re-inscription of class affinity and social segrega-
tion. These are the two faces of interactivity that
I would like to explore: the open network and the
gated community.

The Social and the Network

For those of us involved in new movements
facilitated by social media like Occupy Wall
Street (OWS), their rhizomatic social formations,
swarming and recombining constituencies, and
efforts at horizontality offer a liberating immersion
into a progressively organized collectivity. With
its promise of direct democracy, non-hierarchical
participation, and innumerable access points into a
hive-like community, it is difficult not to see in the
Occupy movement a social and physical embodi-
ment of the Internet itself. Indeed, some protesters
and commentators have referred to OWS as an
“open source” movement, citing its “wiki” mental-
ity and its complete openness to outside contribu-
tions and problem solving. At least superficially, it
has also been associated with the hacker/online-
activist group Anonymous, whose smiling Guy
Fawkes mask has become one of the most recog-
nized faces of the movement. But can the social
and the network be mapped onto each other??
How can we articulate the continuum between
direct and online political engagement? Further-
more, how does one coalesce into the other, and
what channels does it use to take form?

Consider these questions in light of Michel de
Certeau’s conceptualization of everyday prac-
tices that reroute, reuse, détourne, and, in short,




“occupy” imposed structures, spaces, and estab-
lished social scripts. In his 1980 book T%e Practice
of Everyday Life, de Certeau articulates these
factics as invisible, aleatory forces that infiltrate
and alter an imposed, static, and totalitarian archi-
tecture. As if writing about the Internet and new
social formations like OWS, de Certeau contrasts
these invisible practices to the mapped and vis-
ible strasegies of the dominant social and political
order that serve as their counterpart: Although they
us5¢ as their material the vocabularies of estabdlished
languages (those of television, newspapers, the
supermarket or city planning), although they remain
within the framework of prescribed syntaxes (the
temporal modes of schedules, paradigmatic organiza-
tons af places, etc.), these “traverses” remain hetero-
geneous to the system they infiltraie and in which they
sketch out the gutleful ruses of different interests and
desires. They ctreulate, come and go, overflow and
drift over an imposed rerrain, {tke the snowy waves
of the sea siipping in among the rocks and defiles of an
established order.®

While de Certeau located these swarm-like
everyday practices in language, cooking, reading,
or walking, he could not have anticipated that the
most commonplace daily practice today would
involve some version of online activity. Drawing on
this analogy, media theorist Lev Manovich points
out that unlike de Certeau’s invisible tactics, our ev-
eryday online practice is in fact often highly visible
and narcissistic.* We share information and online
content, often reusing and remixing the products
of consumer culture on many of the platforms that
profit—via advertising—{rom such display. More-
over, companies, such as video game manufactur-
ers, often eagerly supply consumers with the toocls
to remix, adapt, and customize their technologies,
understanding that this inspires greater investment
of time and energy in the product in the form of
customizable features such as maps and characters.
Tactics in this sense have become indistinguishable
from strategies and those imposed have become
intertwined with those adapted.® Additionally, both
are now raised to a point of transparent visibility
where one advertises and promotes the other; sup-
ply seamlessly merges with demand.

While this exchange berween producer and
consumer alters traditional top-down marketing, it
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also hermetically seals the consumer in an insidi-
ous circuit where desire is continuously placated
and fanned through potentially endless customiza-
tion. From build-your-own sneakers to app-fuelled
tablets, customized consumption generates its own
silent consent as it contours the highly adaptable
product to seamlessly express uniquely personal
tastes.® At the same time, while this merger of
tactics and strategies in the product sphere and
in online marketing closes the circle of consump-
tion, I would nonetheless insist that there remains
a kind of smmanent invisibility—a hiding in plain
sight, a relationship of parts to wholes—that has
allowed certain practices, especially insurgent
political thinking, to foment within the very
spotlight of consumer culture and then to explode
in the past year's revolutionary fervour. Manovich,
writing in 2009, already anticipates this possibility
in citing the ambiguity of many online gestures—
posts, gifts, clips, etc.—that cannot be associated
with their explicit content in any straightforward
way.” As an example, Gabriella Coleman traces
the emergence of Anonymous from a disorganized
group of Internet “trolls” or pranksters on the con-
troversial site 4Chan to an activist force waging
campaigns against the Church of Scientology and
NAT'O while in support of the OWS movement.®
Oppositional, “tactical” energies thus incubate
within and through the most banal, fragmentary
practices and in the most seemingly unrelated
forums. These energies travel and live within
channels of consumption and political compla-
cency, waiting to be activated in order to coalesce.
The image might be that of a swarm or fragments
of discourse coded and embedded in so many
banal conversations that suddenly combine into
directed political consciousness; the same online
tools that were devoted to narcissistic self-display
become nodes for agitational streaming, unre-
ported news, and political organization.? How else
to explain this global revolution's sudden erup-
tion? #OccupyWallStreet, a hashtag spread virally
around the world, ignited energies that were as
visible as they were unacknowledged.'
Furthermore, it is the same commercially mo-
tivated tools that now recast the very basic terms
of production and consumption, realizing, how-
ever unevenly, Walter Benjamin's model of the
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quthor as producer—and this producer as activ-
ist. Foreshadowing today s profusion of bloggers,
remixers, and fan culture “pro-ams” (professional-
amateurs), Benjamin writes: The determinant
factor is the exemplary character of a production that
enables it, first, to lead other producers to this produc-
rion, and secondly to present them with an improved
apparatus for their use. And this apparatus is berter
to the degree that it leads consumers to production, in
short that it is capable of making co-workers out of
readers or spectators.”

For Benjamin, this model of preductive-
consumption was embodied in the newspaper and
film, which cultivate the public as experss readily
participating in the press and critically evaluating
images on screen. “At any moment,” Benjamin
writes, “the reader is ready to turn into a writer.”
In the case of film, the average citizen turns into a
critic, and in the case of newsreels—a precedent
to our augmented reality shows—one even transi-
tions “from passerby to movie-extra.”'? Critically,
what Benjamin saw in these extensions of me-
chanical reproduction was the ability to radicalize
the public. The very same masses revolutionized
and engaged by film and the press become exami-
ners, spectators, and producers, and in turn use
this newfound position and technological enable-
ment in the service of social transformation; the
same technologies of self-regard used to further
capitalist hegemony also carry the potential for its
radical realignment. Is it not logical to speculate
that this very convolution of production and con-
sumption seen in so many online practices, reality
television, and political formations like Occupy
Wall Street lives out Benjamin's vision? As the
past year’s political awakening clearly shows, the
strategic channels for social transformation already
exist. Lying dormant in commercially utilized
outlets, they simply wait to be zaczically deployed
towards political ends.

As Manovich points out, today’s productive
consumption of online content has to be rethought
and cannot be conceived in terms of straight
speech or traditional novelty—instead today’s In-
ternet pro-sumers often communicate in terms of
ambiguous “tokens,” a call and response of posts,
re-posts, media, or commentaries that quickly
drift from the post that occasions them." It is,

most often, a splintered and distracted discourse
that populates many online forums (a fact that
may be echoed in the absence of a single, reduci-
ble “message” of OWS). As Benjamin presaged:
“The public is an examiner, but an absent-minded
one.”™ But what Manovich also highlights is how
today's Internet communities create opportuni-
ties for sharing cultural production and training
with those who otherwise would not have access
to them. As a small portion of these offerings, I
can cite major universities like Berkeley, Stanford,
Yale, MIT, and others that now offer free classes
online, and sites like Open Culture, LibriVox,
Project Gutenberg, Instructables, Pirate Bay,

etc., that offer myriad educational resources (e.g.,
just look up “oil painting tutorial” on YouTube
and you can get free demonstrations from 5,220
results). These developments and opportunities
not only educate, entertain, and train people,

but can also make anyone with some ambition
enough of an expert to compete with those who
are institutionally and professionally accredited.
While this trend has fomented debate around the
so-called “cult of the amateur,” it has also made
people competent producers who can contribute
to an industry and, even more, it has made them
active participants in the political process, where a
blog can actually influence political opinions and
a YouTube videc gone viral can make or break a
candidate.'

In addition to wrecking the careers of promi-
nent politicians (e.g., one can think of the comi-
cal Weinergate here), such personalized access
to media, countersurveillance, and sousveillance
has also been used to great effect by Occupy
Wall Street. Who at this point has not seen the
pepper-spraying footage from UC Davis or the
tear-gassing attacks in Oakland? Today’s hyper-
televised revolution has consistently incrimi-
nated the state and whatever policing agencies
it engages by faithfully documenting the state’s
betrayal of the public trust and virally circulating
the footage of the movement'’s suppression. This
ability, more than anything, reverses and con-
founds the traditional vectors between sovereign
power and subjects, while simultaneously making
of the revolution a neighbourhood scandal inflated
to global proportions. In this restructuring of the




panoptic regime into a polyopticonic labyrinth of
streaming representations, it is the prisoners—now
armed with cellphone cameras——that shame and
surveil the warden.®

But then, this collapse of political boundaries
also has its counterpart and reactionary dimen-
sion. Interactivity's other, less egalitarian face
emerges precisely in the contraction and divisive-
ness that it calls into being. This is especially the
case with so-called “filter bubbles” or “informa-
tion cocoons” produced by search tools such as
Google and “content-farming” companies that
track the user’s browsing history and expose him
or her to an increasingly narrow, ideologically
comfortable or commercially profitable field of in-
formation.” It is more dangerous still when social
media becomes an accomplice to violence. To be
sure, while the circulation of media, globalized
acts of witnessing, and shared public conscious-
ness help galvanize a wave of democratization
across the globe, these acts can also realize the
“irrational...plundering, ferocious, bloody and
tyrannical democracy” seen by Edmund Burke
in the mobs of the French Revolution.” The mob
can suddenly rule (now with tools enabling a glo-
balized technological reach); the same social me-
dia that can revolutionize oppressed populations
to rise up against their dictators in the Middle East
can also be used to organize flash mobs of riot-
ing teens in Philadelphia and London. The same
tools that organize OWS’s democratic actions can
also instigate swarms of misdirected lawlessness,
vandalism, or worse. In Rwanda, Hutu extremists
used cars with loudspeakers and the radio to orga-
nize mass killings—are we still awaiting a T'witter
genocide?

Physical and virtual engagement don’t always
align, either. Indeed, as direct participation and
interactivity infiltrate more of our daily lives, ten-
sions naturally arise in the mapping of the tech-
nological onto the social, as if the network of one
were somehow commensurate and symmetrical
to the properties of the other.'9 As an example,
Malcolm Gladwell has described the “weak-tie”
relationships that networks such as Facebook and
Twitter cultivate—-re]ationships that succeed “not
by motivating people to make a real sacrifice but
by motivating them to do the things that people
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do when they are not motivated enough to make
a real sacrifice.”?® Gladwell contrasts these to
“strong-tie” relationships that motivate actual,
high-risk activism such as that of the pre-Internet
Civil Rights Movement—relationships afforded
by physical proximity, sustained face-to-face
dialogue, and a sense of shared responsibility.
Media theorist Evgeny Morozov has also pointed
out that online collectivism—represented in part
by Facebook’s effort to automatically broadcast
each member’s online cultural consumption to his
or her “friends"—can turn into a form of tyranny.!
For Morozov, this enforced sociality and public
display marks the disappearance of the “cyber-
flanerie” that once made the Internet a boulevard
for private browsing and contemplation.?2 Indeed,
in such “frictionless sharing” one tacitly consents
to a collectivized exteriority as to a regime of
involuntary advertising,

But if the herd-like collectivism of Facebook
represents the right wing that is often maligned by
Anonymous, what of Occupy Wall Street's own
culture of consensus? Informed by anarchist mod-
els of direct democracy and acting as a human-
wiki answer to majoritarian politics, consensus
here is also not without its challenges, Artist Mark
Read, responsible for 2011’s signature g% “Bat
Signal™—an animated sequence parasitically
projected onto New York’s Verizon Building—has
written that the consensus process, when applied
to large heterogeneous groups such as OWS,
can actually stratify people and elevate the most
aggressive and privileged voices.?3 Consider also
the movement’s attachment to the physical space
of Zuccotti Park, whose political advantages
could not be mirrored or met by OWS’s enor-
mous online community. Is this not nostalgia for
the “strong-ties” of proximity and the friction of
actual sharing??* The physical sense of the social
is quite different, it turns out, from the open net-
work. It is, in fact, the unique achievement of the
physical Occupations that they presented a fragile
and fleeting union of the virtual and the actual—a
long-sought public forum whose ideational and
social dimensions extended into a global map of
utopian communities 23
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Art, Technology, Participation

Contemporary art has also felt the effects of an
exponentially intensifying interconnectivity, reg-
istering its Janus-faced character. We can see this
impact manifested in the material and formal focus
of many recent practices that react to the increas-
ing mobility and dematerialization of aesthetic
experience engendered by online tools.?® On the
level of marketing, too, there has been a techno-
logical facelift to the way art is trafficked. For like
the average consumer’s experience of shopping on
Zappos or Amazon, many art collectors today shop
via JPEGs. As a kind of turning point, at the time
of this writing, James Cohan Gallery has organized
the second annual VIP Art Fair, the first of its
kind online. Bogged down by technical glitches in
its first incarnation, the fair is likelv to be just the
beginning of a new and virtual form of aesthetic
consumption in which galleries and collectors from
around the world can participate in the buying and
selling of works regardless of geographic distance.
When considering the paradox of why one would
want a virtual art fair when most artists now have
Web sites, it is clear that the gallery continues
to play a significant role as a filter and media-
tor. Given the volume of online information, it is
simply too daunting for the collector to conduct his
or her own research—to go directly to the kitchen,
thus bypassing the maitre d’—even though this
would be financially advantageous. More criti-
cally, the psychology behind acquiring art is rarely
about buying it wholesale, but rather about the
adventure of the purchase, which often combines
the mysteries of a cult with an art safari. One
doesn’t simply buy art, one buys into a network of
prestige, hidden knowledge, and social alliances.
Thus, the gallery’s role as the primary educator of
its clientele is once more cemented in the online
milieu as something that simultaneously generates
value as it selects and ratifies a set of practices out
of a vast field of production. We therefore arrive at
the image of the gated community that carefully
screens its members. And its chief product-——given
the increasing online access to many artists’ stu-
dios—is exclusivity itself.?’

As a complement to these new forms of
aesthetic and physical consumption via online
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platforms such as Google Art Project, VIP, Art.sy,
etc., the artist has also seen a technological en-
ablement of different working procedures. A fully
equipped (and funded) interdisciplinary studio
may now partake in digital scanning, 3D print-
ing, and communication with and employment of
fabricators in different parts of the world, not to
mention a complex division of management and
labour. However, although this technological shift
produces substantially greater outsourcing and di-
verse communication and production patterns, the
figure of the high-tech “post-studio” artist (e.g.,
Maurizio Cattelan, Liam Gillick) ironically recalls
a medieval European paradigm in which the
patron (now the artist employing so many anony-
mous “craftsmen”) receives the credit for the
work. Moreover, what determines the artist’s "ar-
rival” (or productive capacity, in this case) is his
or her access to technology and hiring power. This
determinant generates a particular type of deskill-
ing of artists in the traditional sense of studio craft
but inaugurates a reskilling of them as rhetoricians
and business managers. As more work becomes
outsourced, the notion of expertise becomes dis-
mantled as well, so that the artist is simply some-
one who chooses to be in the discourse and can
(hopefully but not necessarily) command certain
rhetoric. The field, in other words, becomes de-
fined through voluntary participation as opposed
to a set of manual skills or talents. This gradual
restructuring promotes openness and divisiveness
at the same time; it opens up the field to promiscu-
ous experiments, to new forms of expertise, and—
as technology becomes cheaper—ito other actors.
Yet, it also generates a field composed of ambitious
amateurs whose status is established by a manage-
rial and promotional skill set, social ambition, class
advantages, and, most of all, means.

These technological shifts reflect in the social
structure of the art world as well. On the one hand,
new interactive technologies threaten its closed
system and hierarchies: it becomes increasingly
hard (though still not impossible) to keep the in-
formation in, the doors closed, and the gatekeepers
monopolizing knowledge and aesthetic experience.
An artist can now engage with his or her collec-
tor directly, through many online tools. Likewise,
as the production and distribution of images has



become more affordable, he or she is less beholden
to the gallery for marketing and promoting work.
This burgeoning autonomy in turn allows the artist
to function less as a serf tied to a gallery “stable”
than as a travelling migrant worker in charge of his
or her own production and income—no middle-
man, no percentage or taxes paid to the local lord.
As this redistribution of commercial channels
slowly evolves, it also transforms the art world into
another marketplace whose edges become fuzzy.
We see this development now in the phenomenon
of smaller art fairs and in the art world becom-
ing defined through globalized lines of commerce
and a particular type of social space rather than
through a discrete discourse.?? We also see this in
other commercial platforms like Etsy or 20x200
that attempt to bring handicraft, or in the latter ex-
ample, photography and prints, directly to the con-
sumer, Can one imagine an Etsy, or even an eBay,
for contemporary art? Such may be the inspiration
behind Art.sy and similar online enterprises that
are now only emerging. Google “crowdsourcing
and contemporary art” and see what happens,2®
However, while these shifts facilitated by
interactive technology allow for border-crossing
practices and engaging pro-amateurism of all
kinds, they also reinforce a conservative structure
that demands some role for expertise and pedigree
given the sheer immensity of “talent” and infor-
mation. Such is the key paradox of this moment:
that now, during a time of unprecedented inter-
connectivity, when every artist has a Web site, we
also witness a rise in the art consulting profession
and increased focus on education as a seal that
ratifies a set of “legitimate” practices.?® The expo-
nential growth of MFA programs and recent push
to have PhD programs for artists are perhaps the
greatest symptoms of this reactionary contraction.
Though this development allows for a deepening
and specialization of artistic research, it nonethe-
less extends the growing business of academic ac-
creditation as yet another profit-motivated indus-
try.¥! Moreover, it also reinvigorates a traditional
divide between the accredited aesthetic producer
(now ratified by tuition expenditure and elite
educational pedigree) and the manual fabricator
who often works as a common, skilled labourer for
a daily wage.
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Interestingly, the difference between the
“commeon” and the “legitimate” appears most
clearly when the boundaries interlace. Indeed,
the art world has embraced populism and audi-
ence participation of late, as witnessed by the
entertainment-based nature of recent museum
shows like the Guggenheim's relational aesthet-
ics showcase theanyspacewhatever (2008-09),
MoMA's Marina Abramovic: The Artist I's Present
(2010), and Carsten Hiller: Experience (2011—12) at
the New Museum.*? Consider, too, such phenom-
ena as the recently instituted ArtPrize (where
viewers vote to award $550,000 to exhibiting
artists) or even reality shows like Wark of Art,
which brings a diluted version of contemporary art
to the Bravo network’s mass audience.? In these
latter examples, the worlds of the popular and the
insular collide. At the same time, the controversy
around the legitimacy of this work and judgment
criteria points to the closed system of the art world
trying to protect a discrete structure as well as the
economic asymmetry that subtends it. Granted,
there have been many tragic attempts to let the
people “be the judges of their own art.”3* For
example, the many faces of totalitarian art have
appealed to the taste of the people by placating
them with heroic figuration, scale, and sentimental
motifs, while our market champions, Jeff Koons,
Takashi Murakami, and Damien Hirst, utilize
the same idioms of scaled-up kitsch in a baroque
celebration of capital. As Andy Warhol once said;
“Russia is doing it under government. It’s hap-
pening here all by itself.”5 Yet, as the art world
mirrors the mass, participatory culture at large,
the illegitimacy of venues where people get to vote
for their art reveals something else. In the end, the
art world is structured along class lines and class
aspirations, and though it may bear the rhetoric
of democracy, it actually shuns every confronta-
tion with it in action. The image of the mob once
again reappears in the culture of aesthetic popu-
lism where it provokes a base anxiety. What, after
all, is to separate our Takashi Murakamis from the
Peter Maxes, the Damien Hirsts from the Martha
Stewarts? The Warholian model that advances
business as art also generates these unlikely
bedfellows, who all rely on assembly line produc-
tion, mass distribution, and popular, often infantile
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motifs appealing to a notional common denomina-
tor. Our art world cannot think these contradic-
tions at once and must segregate as it reaches out;
1t must insist on economic distinction in the very
gesture of aesthetic inclusiveness.

Popular Shopping

Given these configurations and cultural pat-
terns, it is hard to make predictions for the future
of this industry, but [ am too curious to see how
they evolve not to venture some now, since, even
if (or when) they are wrong, a rough and tangible
sketch of the field is better as a baseline than noth-
ing at all. My conjecture is that as technological
penetration into culture intensifies, the art world
will in fact become more polarized and diluted at
the same time. Picture, if you will, a solid, more
isolated core with a significantly larger orbit that
is conventionally populist and that eventually
dissipates into the regular marketplace. The dis-
tinctions between these strata will not be discur-
sive, but simply established by financial access.
Galleries will resemble shops more and more, and
the discourse will have to contend with a signifi-
cantly more interactive and populist sphere—yes,
the sphere of the 99%. Some of it will be high
culture, and much will not. The basic layout as
well, already decentralized and dispersed across
the globe, mirrors our online experience of, say,
Amazon——perhaps no longer a gaseous planet with
a solid gold core but rather a galaxy with hard-to-
get-to regions. Perusing an art fair and an online
shopping site, one experiences the same scanning
practices, ocular fatigue, inattention, and reliance
on convenient filtering devices. Indeed, as the
VIP Art Fair makes vividly clear, the difference
between the two is mostly terminological, and
exists in the end (or for us in the profession) to
protect value.

Caught within these gravitational forces we
find the contemporary art academy that now
torques between the business pressures of tuition-
farming, faith in an anti-commercial discourse,
and a renegade field of mercantile practice that it
inadvertently feeds. The academy certainly plays
a role in this scenario (in part by churning out new

producers for the industry), but as it better fulfills
its role as the gatekeeper of the marketplace, so
too does it intensify a negative theology to buffer
the passage of the student from critical thinker to
savvy business person. So the art world uncon-
sciously transforms into a mirror of its alleged
enemy, into the mass culture of consensus—a vast
shopping network where it is up to the viewer

to choose his own adventure, not according to

the primacy of a discourse, but simply accord-

ing to predilection and means. In the language of
Amazon: viewers who like Tim Hawkinson might
also like Tom Friedman; collectors who bought
Eberhard Havekost might also buy Wilhelm
Sasnal. But, of course, this is not the future but the
present, and such marketing is common practice
to any art dealer who knows his client’s taste and
budget range.

Aspirations

Having painted this picture of the current
landscape, how do we, especially artists, grapple
with the seismic shifts wrought by interactive
technology? The most interesting practices for me
are those that straddle both popular and “elite”
spheres and thus lead the discourse of art towards
greater interpenetration with other fields of knowl-
edge. One may call this a kind of critical kitsch
or progressive populism—but it does rely on a
“naive” (read: idealistic) faith in the cognitive and
creative abilities of a “public.” This area is per-
haps where the crowdsourced, aesthetic-tactical
interventions of the OWS movement—already
informed by so many artists—can lead the way.3
Consider the freely shared and downloadable
products of Occuprint or OWS's many quasi-
Situationist actions uploaded to YouTube or its
makeshift engagements with public space as just
a few examples. These interventions may admit
expertise in one field but amateurism in another
and open up the circulation of aesthetic experi-
ence to many different audiences.”” Such multiple
positioning is the equivalent of Duchamp trying
to sell his rotoreliefs at the toy fair, but now open
to a larger, collective, and viral dimension. The art
world examples may be obvious: Seth Price, who



has virally disseminated his texts and sound pieces
online; Ryan Trecartin, many of whose videos can
be readily found on YouTube; or relational prac-
tices, like those of Rikrit Tiravanija, Liam Gillick,
Francis Alys, and others, that engage the public as
collaborator but all too easily aggrandize the artist
instead.?® But what about the ezeryday practices
barely visible within the contours of our biennales
and glossy magazines? What of those visible but
unacknowledged practices that have a viral but
effective life, that make or break candidates, that
are shared via Facebook and downloaded onto
smart phones? What of those “invisible” tactics
that de Certeau talks about—practices invisible to
the art industry but hiding in plain sight?

These are practices that may not be consid-
ered art (yet) and so escape its terminological
snare. They are the “unofficial” remixes of fan
culture and fan fiction, such as that of the Star
Wars “Phantom Edit” that reconceives the film
along popular demand, or photoshopped mermnes,
like that of the infamous “Pepper-Spraying Cop,”
that channel politically subversive energies and
casual yet unbridled forms of creativity, They are
embodied in the Yes Men-style Whitney Bien-
nial Web site Whitney2012.0rg, which, among
other acts of conscience, convincingly announced
the Whitney's break-up with Sotheby’s over the
auction house’s protracted labour dispute with its
art handlers. Consider too the recent Telethon for
the 1%, organized by the fictional FIPCA. This
twelve-hour, live-streamed telethon hosted by
artist Guy Richard Smit satirically appealed for
money for the wrongfully vilified and economi-
cally threatened 1%, so they can in turn keep buy-
ing art. Punctuated with artist William Powhida's
venomous “apologies” to all the people he has
satirized or insulted, this carnivalesque perfor-
mance bridged the gap between the oasis of the art
world and an anonymous viewership of onlookers
tuning in on an illicit critique. More artists should
(and many do) enter this populist, heterogeneous,
and communal sphere, not as missionary work, or
plebian slumming, but as an act of translation that
has the goal of being humbled, recombined, and
shared. They should appeal, that is, to an expanded
audience composed of other productive consum-
ers, composed, respectively, of other experts.
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Art institutions and galleries could partake in
this process, too, by embracing the democratiz-
ing effects of technology as something that can
bring new forms of collectivity and cooperation
and thus offer a mutually transformative encounter
with the public. They should not shun the culture
of the “mob,” but make good on their open calls
and extend the field to human stories in an at-
tempt to make it more meritocratic and less feudal.
Is this appeal an attack on value? Perhaps. But it
is also a reframing of it ethically, along the lines of
inclusiveness and equally enriching, spread-out
aesthetic experience.®® Galleries, collectors, and
curators could, for instance, take a chance and get
in touch with artists directly, given the technologi-
cal availability of most everyone's work online,
rather than rely on a culture of matchmaking that
is buttressed by costly academic validation.*?
This effort would demand the cultivation of a
real eye and the self-assurance of individual taste
that demands no outside expert to justify. Often,
this process is started and aborted for fear of some
uncontrolled access—as if once the gates to the
castle were opened they would never close again.
But fortresses also make prisoners of their inhabit-
ants. The technology at hand is one that can be
implemented to facilitate the democratic process;
we, however, fear putting it to use. But only this
untried and unthinkable excursion into populism
(into feeling together) will make the field competi-
tive as a structure of democracy and, yes, more
American than American Idol. There is an open
call in the broader culture, and if we don't apply,
we risk falling into irrelevance or into our own
discrete mob.

About the Author

David Geers is a freelance writer based in New York. In
addition to writing, he frequently collaborates with artists.
Since 2011, he has worked closely with groups affiliated with
the Occupy Wall Street movement.




Realism is thus not an objective imita-
tion of life, but rather, in a Brachtian
sense, the insight that all reality,
whether within or without the image, is
always artificially produced.

22. André Bazin, "The Ontology of the
Photographic Image,” Film Quarterly 13,
no. 4 (Summer 1860), 7.

23, Philippe Dubois, quoted in Peter
Geirner, Theorien der Fotografie zur
Einfiithrung (Hamburg: Junius, 2010), 35.
My translation.

24, Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida [New
York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 45.

25. Ibid., 89-80.

26. André Bazin, “The Ontology of the
Photographic Image,” 7.

27. Ibid,, 7-8. | have modified the trans-
lation here.

28. Dziga Vertov, “Kunstdrama und
‘Kinoglaz,” in Schriften zum Film
{Minchen: Hanser, 1873), 25.

29. Andre Bazin, “Der Mythos vom to-
talen Film,” in André Bazin, Was ist Film?
{(Berlin: Alexander Verlag, 2009), 46.

30. For the notion of the fongue durée
introduced by the historians of the
Ecole des Annales, see, among others,
the writings of Fernand Braudel as well
as the multivalume project History of
Everyday Life directed by Philippe Arigs
and Georges Duby. | take the notion of
the “longue durée of the hiopolitical ma-
dernity” from Serhat Karakayali, “Vom
Staat zum Lager: Von der Biopolitik zur
Biokratie,” in Der Nomos der Moderne:
Die politische Philosophie Giorgio Agam-
bens, ed. Daniel Loick {Baden=Baden:
Nomos, 2011}, 59-76, here 64.

31. For the study of this topos in literary
theory, see Erich Auerbach, Mimesis:
The Representation of Reality in Western
Literature (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2003).

32. The quotations of Todd Haynes on
Sirk and Fassbinder are taken from

a conversation on Fassinder and the
melodrama included in Angst essen
Seele auf, directed by Rainer Werner
Fassinder (1973; Berlin: Arthaus, 2007),
DVD.

33. In Imitation of Life Sirk has also ad-
dressed the question of North American
racism, which is negotiated in the film
around the “invisible colour” of Sarah
Jane, Juanita Moore's light-skinned
daughter, who flees to the world of

the white people only to reappear at
the end of the film for the burial of her
mother.

34. Hito Steyerl, “Kunst oder Leben?
Dokumentarische Jargons der Ei-
gentlichkeit," in Die Farbe der Wahrheit:

Dokumentarismen im Kunstfeld (Wien:
Thuria und Kant, 2008), 94, My
translation.

35. Ibid.

36. Ibid.

37. Frieda Grafe, Filmfarben (Berlin:
Brinkmann und Bose, 2002}, 72. My
translation.

38. Ibid.

39, Aljoscha Weskott, “The Life of Carol
White: Life/Melo-Relations in Todd
Haynes's Film 3afe,” manuscript, n.p.
40, See Dirk Setton, “it's out there.... Pa-
thologie der Sicherheit und Poetik der
Uberempfindlichkeit in Todd Haynes's
Safe,” Polar, no. 11 (2011), 35-42,

41. Weskott, “The Life of Carol White,"
n.p.

Pages 24-32 ,>k*

David Geers
Open Calf

1. From the Free Online Dictionary,

2. See Alexis Madrigal, A Guide to the
Occupy Wall Street API, or Why the
Nerdiest Way to Think about OWS Is
So Useful,” Atfantic, November 18, 2011,
http:/ffillip.ca/sptc.

3. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of
Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), 34.

4. Lev Manovich, “The Practice of
Everyday (Media) Life: From Mass Con-
sumption to Mass Cultural Production?”
Critical Inquiry 35, no. 2 (Winter 2009),
313-31.

5. As a succinct explanation of these
terms; “But what distinguishes themn

at the same time concerns the types of
operations and the role of the spaces:
strategies are able to produce, tabulate,
and impose these spaces, when those
operations take place, whereas tactics
can only use, manipulate, and divert
these spaces.” Michel de Certeau, The
Practice of Everyday Life, 30.

6. The key point here is that the
“customer dissatisfaction” implicit in
top-down marketing also provides a
critical space outside of perfected con-
sumption. For instance, if | don't "love
my phone,” it intimates that | can never
be satisfied with a commodity, and the

vacuum-seal of customization is not

total. (Compare this to Apple’s pitch
that with the new iPad “Nothing comes
between you and what you love.”)
Moreover, as we uncritically embrace

the benefits of customized marketing,

148

we also scotomize the harsh realities of
outsourced labour that makes this new
economy of individuation possible. The
performed freedom of the emanci-
pated, neoliberal consumer has as its
counterpoint the hidden unfreedom and
abuses of developing-world factories.
See Charles Duhigg and David Barboza,
“In China, Human Caosts Are Built into
an iPad," New York Times, January 25,
2012, http:/ffillip.ca/Sg4v.

7. Citing media designer Adrian Char's
analysis of social media, Manovich
claims that much communication
online is more like a semaphore of
gestures defined by ambiguity, social
and emotive interest, and commentary
that can drift off topic and redouble
meaning. One might think here of the
many signs of approval, “likes," ratings,
or reconfigured media that perpetuate
coded conversations and group solidar-
ity as well as the splintered discussions
of many online forums that lead to other
topics, posts, and reposts.

8. Gabriella Coleman, “At Least Our
Weirdness |s Free" Triple Canopy, Janu-
ary 13, 2012, http:/ffillip.ca/89ch.

8. Echoing this image, Gregory
Sholette interestingly calls OWS a
“swarmchive"—a swarm-like, viral
fermation animated by an archival
memory of past oppositional efforts.
See Gregory Sholette, “OCCUPOLOGY,
SWARMOLOGY, WHATEVEROLOGY: the
city of (dis)order versus the people's
archive,” art journal, Winter 2011, http://
fillip.ca/ryms.

10. For a history of #0ccupyWallStreet
and its viral circulation, see Ben
Berkowitz, "From a Single Hashtag,
Protest Circled the Globe” Reuters,
October 17, 2011, hitp:/fillip.ca/épto.

11. Walter Benjamin, “The Author as
Producer,” New Left Review 1/62 (July/
August 1970), http:/ffillip.ca/fbzj.

12. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”
in Muminations (New York: Schocken
Books, 1868), 231-32,

13. According to Adrian Chan, “All
cultures practice the exchange of
takens that bear and carry meanings,
communicate interest and count as
personal and social transactions. The
token gestures common among social
media are a form of language and
belang to a kind of social interaction.”
They are "accompanied by ambiguity of
intent and motive (the token’s meaning
may be codified while the user’s motive
for using it may not). This can double
up the meaning of interaction and

- communication, allowin
of tokens to respond to-

e user behind its us
,“Social Media: Pa

Amateur:
Qur Culture
2007).

. See Adrian Chan's p:
ial media: “Social = :

resence = Abset
. Personal tast

Why the Revolution
ed,"” New Yorker, Octobe

app-centered Interrtad t
ing its original playful ic
longer a place far strolli
f getting things done.”
th of the Cyberflane
he consensus pro
to large heteroc

making, probably more



iize the harsh realities of
ourthat makes this new
lividdation possible. The
dom &f the emanci-

al conkumer has as its

e hidd? unfreedom and
loping- orld factories.
higg and'David Barboza,
an Costs Are Built into
ork Times, January 25,
nca/sgav. 3
designer Adriak Chan’s
al media, Mano

e a semaphore of
y ambiguity, socia
t, and commentary

ipproval, “likes,"” ratings,
media tﬁqt perpetuate
itions and
2 splintered
forums that lea
1d reposts.

of #0ccupyWallStree
ation, see Ben

ng Single Hashtag,

he Globe” Reuters,

 httpifillip.ca/6pto.

min, “The Author as

Left Revféq 1/62 (July/

tp:/ffillip.cakbz].

min, “The Wk of Artin

1-32.

Adrian Chan, “All
the exchange of
nd carry meanings,

:ommop among social
n of language and

1panied by ambiguity of
‘e [the token’s mganing
while the user's
not). This can doub
of interaction and

communication, allowing the recipients
of takens to respond to the token ar

to the user behind its use.” See Adrian
Chan, "Social Media: Paradigm Shift?”
Gravity7, accessed on March 8, 2012,
http:/ffillip.ca/fkid.

14. Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 241.
15. See Andrew Keen, The Cult of the
Amateur: How Today's Internet Is Killing
QOur Culture (New York: Doubleday,
2007).

16. For an example of this practice as

it is manifested in the critique of art
institutions, see footage of Occupy
Museums at MOMA on January 27, 2012
(hitp:/fillip.ca/émfu), or Arts and Labor
at the 2012 Whitney Biennial (http:/ffillip.
ca/ftivn).

17. See Eli Pariser, “Beware Online ‘Filter
Bubbles," TED, posted May 2011, http:/f
fillip.ca/qidg.

18. Edmund Burke, from “Speech in the
Debate on the Army Estimates in the
House of Commons, on Tuesday, Febru-
ary 5, 1790," excerpted in Reflections

on the Revolution in France: A Critical
Edition, ed. J. C. D. Clark (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2001), 66-67.
19. See Adrian Chan's paradoxes of
social media: “Social = anti-social;
Communication = non-communicative;
Self = Self Image; Other = Imagined
Other; Presence = Absence; Identity =
Changing; Personal tastes are highly
social; Utility can be useless.” Adrian
Chan, "Social Media: Paradigm Shift?"
Gravity7, accessed on March 8, 2012,
http:/fillip.ca/fkid.

20. Malcolm Gladwell, “Small Change:
Why the Revolution Will Not Be Tweet-
ed,” New Yorker, October 4, 2010,
http:/ffillip.ca/oy6z.

21. Evgeny Morozov, “The Death of

the Cyberflaneur,” New York Times,
February 4, 2012, http:/ffillip.ca/udab.
22. For Morozov, “cyberflanerie” de-
scribes a casual and speculative surfing
of the Internet that, in its early days,
was a “virgin territory, not yet colonized
by governments and corporations.” He
conirasts this to the new, rationalized,
app-centered Internet that, “transcend-
ing its original playful identity,” is “no
longer a place for strolling—it's a place
of getting things done.” Morozov, “The
Death of the Cyberflaneur.”

23."The consensus process, when
applied to large heterogeneous groups
such as the one at #occupywallst, yields
higrarchies at least as persistent and
pernicious as other forms of decision-
making, probably mare.... In the current

context, the consensus process favors
those that feel comfortable address-
ing crowds, and feel entitled enough to
argue endlessly for their point of view.
This does not describe most people,
and these traits are most prevalent

in people that come from privilege,
particularly educational privilege....

So, in practice, the very people that are
intended to be emboldened and em-
powered by a consensus process, are in
fact marginalized and silenced.” Mark
Read, “Notes on How the Mo(ve)ment
Talks and Learns from liself during the
American Autumn,” Journal of Aesthet-
ics and Protest, October 201, htip://fillip.
cafazgu.

24. It should be noted that while the
movement looks to historical prece-
dents like the Civil Rights era and

May '68 for inspiration, what was also
particular to at least the physical Oc-
cupation in New York was the economy
of gift exchange as evidenced in the
Free Network Foundation's Freedom
Tower, which provided free Internet to
the encampment; the People's Library,
which afforded free access to books,
newspapers, zines, and other printed
materials; and Liberty Plaza's kitchen,
which fed Qccupiers and visitors for
free. In a society structured around
extracting profit from all things, this gift
economy—literally a “free lunch”—acts
as perhaps the most uncanny and
powerful affrant to capitalist exchange
by casting this system's extortive nature
into stark relief. [t is no wonder that

J. Edgar Hoover saw the Black Panther
Party's Free Breakfast as the group’s
most dangerous program. In the same
way, the gift economy of the Occupa-
tion makes vivid the system of greed
and exploitation that surrounds it. This
exemplary ethos of altruism was and
continues to be the Occupy movemant's
most “dangerous” recruitment tool,

25. One of the key attributes of the
Occupation at Zuccotti Park, and those
like it, was that it reanimated the idea
of a public square—a civic space where
citizens and strangers could engage in
political conversation and discuss the
course of their society. As a counter-
point to this attribute, reflect on the
overwhelmingly commercial character
of every public square and forum in New
York City. OWS's attempts to occupy
privately owned public spaces (FOPS for
short) are thus an attempt to reanimate
their civic function and to merge it with
a broader public sentiment; each "occu-
pation” functions as a node, a beacon,

149

and a prefigurative colony.

26. For a discussion of the neo-formalist
dimension of this impulse, see David
Geers, “Neo Modern,” October, no. 132
(Winter 2012), 1014,

27. This segregative mentality is borne
out most recently in Frieze Art Fair's
decision to stage its inaugural New
York incarnation on Randall's Island.
Secluded away from the general
populace, rejecting union labour, and
charging an exorbitant admission fee, it
represents, literally, the art world as an
island destination.

28. For more on this, see Ben Davis,
“Speculations on the Production of
Social Space in Contemporary Art, with
Reference o Art Fairs," Artinfo, May 10,
2012, http:/ffillip.ca/iquk.

29. For mare on crowdsourcing, see Jeff
Howe, “The Rise of Crowdsourcing,”
Wirad, June 20086, http://fillip.cafofty.
30. See Shane Ferro, "The Ascent of the
Art Advisor: 5 Things to Know about the
Growing Taste-for-Hire Industry,” Art-
info, August 2, 2011, http:/fillip.ca/xi8n.
31. For more on the mercantile motives
behind this educational expansion, see
Okwui Enwezor, Stephan Dillemuth, and
Irit Rogoff, “Schools of Thought," Frieze,
September 20086, http:/ffillip.ca/vodp.
32. For more on this trend see Jerry
Saltz, “The Long Slide: Museums as
Playgrounds,” New York Magazine, De-
cember 4, 2011, http:/ffillip.cafouhi.

33. Inspired by the ArtPrize and the
tradition of neighbourhood-wide open
studios, the Brooklyn Museum is also
instituting an electoral project called
“GO: a community-curated open studio
project” where “studio visitors will be
empowered to nominate artists for
inclusion in a group exhibition to be
held at the Museum." For mare on this
project see http:/ffillip.ca/ni3x.

34, “For the artist does riot create for

the artist, but just like everyone else he
creates for the people. And we will see
to it that from now on the people will
orice again be called to be the judges
of their own art.” Adolph Hitler, "Speech
Inaugurating the ‘Great Exhibition of
German Art," in Art in Theory 1900-18590,
eds. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992},
423-26.

35. Andy Warhol, “Interview with Gene
Swenson,” Art News, (1963), http:/ffillip.
ca/0zkx,

386. It should be pointed out that the
largest working group of QWS is Arts

& Culture. Additionally there are art
guilds, thematic groups like Arts &



Labor, and many affinity groups and
collectives that are often composed

of artists, art workers, and other art
professionals. The movement has thus
always been informed by the art com-
munity with which it forms a complex
matrix of participation and influence.
37. Consider also experiments such as
the Public School (http://fillip.ca/wb2o),
or YouTube's “Expert Village,” or the
whole culture of the free online tutorial.
38. For more an the problems of many
collaborative, relational practices see
Claire Bishop, “The Social Turn: Col-
laboration and It's Discontents,” Artfo-
rum, February 2006, Available online at
http:ffillip.cafibsn.

39, For this ethical call and more of
OWS’s relation to contemporary art,
see Erin Sickler, "Art and the 99%." Art
fn America, January 2012, hitp:/ffillip.
ca/7ybs.

40. The VIP.Art Fair did in fact hold an
open call and awarded a prize. The
competition, however—though it was
online—was only open to a list of "over
50 of the top MFA programs in the
world.” As the prize money is split with
the institution, it also sets up a complex
and problematic relationship between
the art academy and the art market/art
fair where one seamlessly bleeds into
the other.

Pages 49-55

k recalls: “a lot of our
friends were cdgning home in body
bags and were dying, and we were see-
ing a whale genehation come back that
weren't alive anymdye. And in a sense
that gave us nausea¥\.that is Asco, in

a way.” See C. Ondine¥Chavoya and
Rita Gonzalez, “Asco an¥ the Politics of
Revulsion," in Asco: Elite dthe Obscure,
eds. C. Ondine Chavoya an&Rita Gon-
zalez (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz%2011), 40.
2. While conceptual performances

farmed the bulk of Asco's collective
activities, each artist developed and

Wustration, painting, muralism,

group shiftechbetween more and less
formal modes d{production, ranging

from spontaneouistreet performances

to carefully scripteditheatre pieces.
3. After a curator at th&LACMA alleg-

edly told Gamboa that Chjcanos “don't
make fine art, they make folg art," the

members of Asco sought retfution
by spray painting their names oh.the
side of the building. The spray paiht
mained for no more than a day and

point to a performed wark and thus

since the audience is met not via live

encounter, but through the image itseli.

See Philip Auslander, “The Performa-
ivity of Performance Documentation,

nam War. On August 28, 1570, a ri
broke out during a protest organized
by the Chicano Moratorium, and police

150

tained an individual practice span-

i for the LA Times Rubén Salaz
differ regarding whether the

unannounced on the corner of Eastern
Avenue and Whittier Boulevard. Her-
16n was the representation of Christ/
Death, dressed in a white robe that
bage a brightly coloured Sacred Heart,
whith_he painted in acrylic. His face
had bewq transformed by makeup into
a stylized ®glavera, Gronk personified
Pontius PilateNaka Popcorn): he wore a
green bowler haw flaunted an exces-
sively large beige W purse, and carried
a bag of unbuttered phpcorn. Gamboa
assumed the role of a zoMpie altar boy
and wore an animal skull h@gdpiece to

Gronk {Los Angeles: Chicano Studies
Research Center, 2007), 41.

Marry Gamboa Jr., “Against the Wall:
Reméwbering the Chicano Moratori-
um,” Eadof Borneo, November 18, 2010,
hitp:/fillip’sa/wjms.

8. Amelia Joreg and Tracey Warr, The
Artist’s Body (Longon: Phaidon Press,
2006), 43.
4. For more detail see§. Ondine Cha-
voya, “Internal Exiles: Th&Wnterventionist
Public and Performance Arhgf Asco,”

in Space, Site, Intervention: Sithgting
installation Art, ed. Erika Suderbingh
(Minneapolis: University of MinnesoMs
Press, 2000}, 196.

10. José Esteban Munoz, Queers of
Color and the Performance of Politics

Meodernisg: The Performance Art of
Asco,” Corpws Delfecti: Performance Art
of the Americas, ed. Coco Fusco (New
York: Routledge, %099}, 224.

12, Amelia Jones, “Raitor Prophets: Art
of the In-between,” inVsco: Elite of the
Obscure, 116.
13. Richard Meyer and Michg
(moderators), "LA Stories: A R®ndtable
Discussion,” Artforum, October 2011,
http:/fillip.ca/zgk2.

14. See Alexander Alberro, Concep-

tual Art and the Politics of Publicity

(Gambridge: MIT Press),
<18 "Asca's No Movies,” (

. LAEMA Blog, published
zom&hnp:ﬂfiHip,ca,faﬂfuf.
* 16. Gregory Sholette, "Dz

ist'Art and the Counter P

sketches for i
journal that Ga

~ and Herrdn collabYyratec

also lead to Asco’s Torm.

\i
Page§._56-63

\

Walid Sagek and Mayss
Tranquility 1§ Made in Pici

1. Walid Sade
Beirut, curated by Suzar

2. See for instance.
ing History, Performing |

" \Ra'ad's the Atlas Group”
i 8 (2002), 6879, and J:

Drstracted, 2nd ed. (Willi

' Pre\sg, 2003), 82-97.

3. Mougstafa Farroukh (1€
painter and e:
he Royal Coll

tabiography title

to art) (Beirut: Institu
most significant essays
in Al fen Wal Hayat (Art a
Dar El llm Lilmalayin, 191
Bitad Al Majd Al Mafkouc
and of lost glory) {first ¢
Dar Al Kashaf, Beirut,
nd edition in 1982 k&

fieving, curated by
nstitute for Contempor:
ptember 11-Novembe
imon El Habre, The (

adek, Place at
jrut Art Cent

(The mountain: an unme
ed. (2008), 144,



