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The novelty of the coming politics is that it will no longer be a
struggle for the conquest or control of the State, but a struggle
between the State and the non-State (humanity), an insur-
mountable disjunction between whatever singularity and the
State organization. Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community’

... academics must work without alibis.
Bill Readings, The University in Ruins?

Do academics belong to an identifiable community? The labels deft> and «ight
seem quaint, even antiquarian, in the face of the contemporary political realities
that Agamben describes. The oppositional logic of modernist discourse is inad-
equate and the current situation in which we find ourselves has nothing to do
with social opposition to the State. The State can recognize (therefore target and
control) any claim for identity, Agamben, Alan Badiou, and others have recently
argued, even an identity as nebulous as «terrorism>. What the State absolutely can-
not tolerate is a community «without any representable condition of belonging».3

What could be the politics of a community not mediated by any condition of
belonging? (And what is belonging if it can be represented>?) In the current era
of globalization, all of humanity (except the exceedingly wealthy, i.e. the CEOs
and major stockholders of enormous transnational corporations) becomes the
non-State threatened by the State. In the current political climate in the United
States of America and elsewhere, the extent of our responsibilities as academics
and intellectuals to link museology, history, theory, and criticism to contemporary
social conditions is an urgent and painfully obvious question. To what extent is it
our responsibility as scholars operating in these circumstances to feel responsi-
bility for the effects of the knowledge we produce? What has been at stake in the
writing of art history is the control of anodes of explaining) — that is to say, the
legitimization of the (reality> of history has often been cast in terms of legitimiz-
ing a single interpretative truth. Fundamental to the re-conceptualization of all
the humanistic disciplines as intellectual pursuits — museology, art history, the
social sciences, philosophy, psychoanalysis etc. — is the question of what con-
stitutes their ethical practice today in the professional setting of Academia. Art
historians assume the role of tmanagers of consciousness» who fabricate, main-
tain, and naturalize the individual and collective identities of modern subjects.*
Adequate solutions to cultural and ethnic misrepresentation, Sam Weber empha-
sizes, can no longer justifiably consist of equalizing) the quantity or quality of
«content> among peoples and cultures in museums and history books. The prob-
lem, in other words, is no longer simply one of «adequate> representation, but of
representation itself imagined as being unproblematic.

There is a pressing need to revise disciplinary practices at an epistemological
level. The fundamental lesson for historians today is the responsibility to recog-
nize the undigested projections of past generations in our present-day theoretical
extensions of existing scholarship. Cultural historian Bell Hooks addresses the
crucial issue of self-reflexivity in one’s enunciative position to the field of cultural
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studies in the following blunt way: «Participants in contemporary discussions of
culture highlighting difference and otherness who have not interrogated their
perspective, the location from which they write in a culture of domination» cre-
ate «a field of study where old practices are simultaneously critiqued, re-enacted,
and sustained».5

In his re-reading of Marx, Jacques Derrida observed that «if a work of art can
become a commodity, and if this process seems fated to occur, it is also because
the commodity began [historically] by putting to work, in one way or another, the
principle of art itself».6 There are two fundamental ways in which the concrete
work of art, in its distinctly modern sense that the word acquired by the late
fifteenth century, anticipates the nineteenth-century commodity. First, because
works of art commanded price and prestige beyond the cost of their manufacture,
they illustrate Marx’s concept of surplus value, source of both the capitalist’s
profit and the worker’s exploitation. Second, because the work of art is too com-
plex to be explained in terms of base and superstructure alone, it provided Marx
with a test case for developing a theoretical model sufficiently complex to explain
the political economy. The majority of writing on art in the Marxian critical tra-
dition obscures the relations and oppositions between artwork and commodity,
however, and pressures to erase these distinctions entirely (thereby maintaining
their conflation) persist in all fields, including art history, art criticism, museol-
ogy, and visual and material culture studies.

What is the relationship of ideology to commerce within the frame of aca-
demic practices? Historians commonly argue that scholarly publications are not
driven by profit motives in theory or fact. From the standpoint of the intellectu-
al’s ethical responsibilities to society, however, it matters not at all whether the
profit is going directly into the pockets of publishers or scholars. What matters
is our complicity with those who service capital at the expense of those whose
labor is thereby exploited. We are already always politicized. Putting partisan
politics aside to speak of fundamental issues of social justice, who labors on this
planet who does not deserve adequate food, clothing, shelter, medical attention,
education, and so on? Most if not all academics qua academics are complicit with
the position occupied by the capitalist in the political economy. To cite a concrete
example: consider how the entertainment industry and the mass media perpet-
uate the racial stereotypes on which the modern discipline of art history was
founded in the nineteenth century. Consider how.

Would it not be a serious short circuit of logic to dodge our responsibilities
as producers of contemporary knowledge due to the common presence of dated
ideas in popular culture? Then what can explain why the discipline of art history
continues to rely on categories rooted in theories of cultural evolutionism? If we
forget that the discipline is our own creation, we not only exploit ourselves, we
produce a world of dead relations instead of the living conditions that made our
objects of study possible in the first place. In the Romanticist reading of fetishism,
clearly audible in Marx’s arguments, when «the mind ceases to realize that it has
itself created the outward images of things to which it subsequently posits itself
as in some sort of subservient relation», it lapses into passivity, «seeing a world
of dead relations rather than living images».” Marx’s explanation of value is based
on the essential contradiction between «variable capital, i.e. labor-power, which
adds more than it costs in the production process, and «constant capital> which
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refers to the objective factors (such as the machinery needed to produce more
commodities at a faster rate in order to compete successfully in the marketplace).
Viewing profit in these terms, writes Teresa Brennan in an analysis of the role of
time in Marx’s theory of the political economy, ultimately «depends on the differ-
ence a living subject makes to a dead object».® By definition, then, art historians
are the labor-power in the production process of art history, just as artists are the
labor-power in the production of art.

The subdisciplinary boundaries that, for example, divide the study of Ital-
ian Renaissance art from English Renaissance art from Spanish Colonial art from
Native American art — the list of compartmentalizations within the field of art
history goes on and on — renders the complicities of historians with nation-state
ideology invisible to the individual scholars working in the specialized subfields
in which academic practice is encouraged and to which it is largely confined. We
may tend, therefore, to discount the sorry history of imperialism or make it out
to be trivial or disconnected to us by hindsight, but it is certainly not invisible,
trivial or a fait accompli on all sides of the social equation.

Could the moral urgency of the indignation of those who have suffered at the
hands of victors and colonizers be the starting point of constructive involvements
with an ethical politics? The notion that the world can be divided into knowable,
self-contained areas is questionable when one considers the demographic shifts,
diasporas, labor migrations, movements of global capital and media, and process-
es of cultural circulation and hybridization that actually go on in the world. We
are now witnessing in the postcolonial, globalizing world a return to the kind of
para-state collectivities that belonged to the shifting multicultural empires that
preceded monopoly capitalism. How are we to respond to this situation today, in
our work, in our teaching, in passing on our legacy to our students? In the words
of anthropologist Serge Gruzinski:

If we knew the sixteenth century better — the century of Iberian expansion — we would

no longer discuss globalization as though it were a new, recent situation. Nor are the

phenomena of hybridization and rejection that we now see on a worldwide scale the

novelty they are often claimed to be.?
Gayatri Chakravorti Spivak suggests that we might configure ourselves as plane-
tary, rather than continental, global, or worldly, as a way of overwriting globali-
zation, the imposition of the same system of exchange everywhere, and recognize
the local differences that arise everywhere. The issues I raise for the field of art his-
tory are the current preoccupation of philosophers and cultural critics elsewhere.
For Giorgio Agamben and Judith Butler, who insist upon «acknowledging our com-
plicity in the law that we oppose», «there is in effect something that humans are
and have to be, but this is not an essence or properly a thing: It is the simple fact of
one’s own existence as possibility or potentiality».’®

What are the methodological implications for writing history in an ethically
responsible manner? For Walter Benjamin, the manner in which art and cultural
history were to be integrated was the subject of investigation rather than its
methodological premise." Unlike the position of the humanist Aby Warburg, who
viewed works of art as privileged sites for the harmonious reconciliation of psy-
chological tensions in society, Benjamin understood cultural production in more
explicitly Marxist terms as the document of economic oppression: «art and science
owe their existence not only to the great geniuses who created them, but also, in
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one degree or another, to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries».” Art, as
Benjamin recognized in 1937, is not a timeless, universal category. Acknowledg-
ing that the category «art emerged in specific cultural and historical circumstanc-
es, he challenged the separation of specialized fields of history. He put into ques-
tion the integrity of a discipline that decides in advance on the nature of objects
and practices as «art. He further argued that the work of art is never complete
because it is by virtue of its after-history that the work of art’s fore-history is
recognizable. Since the process of embodying and distinguishing itself from the
world is continued in the interpretations of the work, the work of art is never
completely present. Consequently, objects of the past cannot be fully possessed
and they will always disrupt the efforts of the present to contain them within its
categories or forms of narrative.

It is in this sense of history’s unavoidable incompleteness that the experi-
ence of the past exceeds both individual and collective remembrance (Eindenken).
Benjamin writes: «history is not simply a science but also and not least a form
of remembrance».’3 This condition of the artwork’s dynamic ongoing production
makes the work of art an exemplary case of the impossibility of ever possessing
the past. As such, Benjamin’s critique is also addressed to the empiricist method-
ology of art history practiced as a «science» of objects. For Benjamin, the possibil-
ity of a dialectical cultural history depends on utilizing the «destructive element
of the past’s effect on the present. The «reserve of the past» enables the past to
destroy aspects of the present and open it to the future.*

Against an Enlightenment notion of truth as the instrument of mastery exer-
cised by the knower over the unknown to bring it within the fold of the same, is
the concept of situated knowledge which, in the words of anthropologist Clif-
ford Geertz, surrenders its global pretensions, its reach being limited to its places
and conditions of emergence. This is the epistemological relativism that drives
Bill Readings’ arguments when he advises against the rebirth of the university:
better to think within its ruins «as the sedimentation of historical differences»,
for «change comes neither from within nor from without, but from the difficult
space — neither inside nor outside — where one is».'s
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