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Social Justice and the Work of Art 

The nove l ty of t h e coming pol i t ics is t h a t it wil l no l o n g e r be a 

s t r u g g l e for t h e c o n q u e s t or con t ro l of t h e State , b u t a s t r u g g l e 

b e t w e e n t h e Sta te a n d t h e non-S ta t e (humani ty) , an insur ­

m o u n t a b l e d i s j unc t i on b e t w e e n w h a t e v e r s ingu la r i t y a n d t h e 

Sta te o rgan i za t i on . Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community1 

. . . academics m u s t w o r k w i t h o u t al ibis. 

Bill Readings, The University in Ruins2 

D o a c a d e m i c s b e l o n g t o a n i d e n t i f i a b l e c o m m u n i t y ? T h e l a b e l s <left> a n d <right> 

s e e m q u a i n t , e v e n a n t i q u a r i a n , i n t h e f a c e of t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t i e s 

t h a t A g a m b e n d e s c r i b e s . T h e o p p o s i t i o n a l l o g i c o f m o d e r n i s t d i s c o u r s e is i n a d ­

e q u a t e a n d t h e c u r r e n t s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h w e f i n d o u r s e l v e s h a s n o t h i n g t o d o 

w i t h s o c i a l o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e S t a t e . T h e S t a t e c a n r e c o g n i z e ( t h e r e f o r e t a r g e t a n d 

c o n t r o l ) a n y c l a i m f o r i d e n t i t y , A g a m b e n , A l a n B a d i o u , a n d o t h e r s h a v e r e c e n t l y 

a r g u e d , e v e n a n i d e n t i t y a s n e b u l o u s a s < te r ro r i sm>. W h a t t h e S t a t e a b s o l u t e l y c a n ­

n o t t o l e r a t e is a c o m m u n i t y « w i t h o u t a n y r e p r e s e n t a b l e c o n d i t i o n of b e l o n g i n g ) ) . 3 

W h a t c o u l d b e t h e p o l i t i c s of a c o m m u n i t y n o t m e d i a t e d b y a n y c o n d i t i o n of 

b e l o n g i n g ? (And w h a t is b e l o n g i n g if i t c a n b e ( r e p r e s e n t e d ) ? ) I n t h e c u r r e n t e r a 

of g l o b a l i z a t i o n , a l l o f h u m a n i t y ( e x c e p t t h e e x c e e d i n g l y w e a l t h y , i . e . t h e CEOs 

a n d m a j o r s t o c k h o l d e r s of e n o r m o u s t r a n s n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s ) b e c o m e s t h e 

n o n ­ S t a t e t h r e a t e n e d b y t h e S t a t e . I n t h e c u r r e n t p o l i t i c a l c l i m a t e i n t h e U n i t e d 

S t a t e s of A m e r i c a a n d e l s e w h e r e , t h e e x t e n t o f o u r r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s a s a c a d e m i c s 

a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l s t o l i n k m u s e o l o g y , h i s t o r y , t h e o r y , a n d c r i t i c i s m t o c o n t e m p o r a r y 

s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s is a n u r g e n t a n d p a i n f u l l y o b v i o u s q u e s t i o n . To w h a t e x t e n t is i t 

o u r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y a s s c h o l a r s o p e r a t i n g i n t h e s e c i r c u m s t a n c e s t o f e e l r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y f o r t h e e f f e c t s of t h e k n o w l e d g e w e p r o d u c e ? W h a t h a s b e e n a t s t a k e i n t h e 

w r i t i n g of a r t h i s t o r y is t h e c o n t r o l o f < m o d e s of e x p l a i n i n g ) ­ t h a t is t o say, t h e 

l e g i t i m i z a t i o n of t h e <reality> of h i s t o r y h a s o f t e n b e e n c a s t i n t e r m s of l e g i t i m i z ­

i n g a s i n g l e i n t e r p r e t a t i v e t r u t h . F u n d a m e n t a l t o t h e r e ­ c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n of a l l 

t h e h u m a n i s t i c d i s c i p l i n e s a s i n t e l l e c t u a l p u r s u i t s ­ m u s e o l o g y , a r t h i s t o r y , t h e 

s o c i a l s c i e n c e s , p h i l o s o p h y , p s y c h o a n a l y s i s e t c . ­ is t h e q u e s t i o n of w h a t c o n ­

s t i t u t e s t h e i r e t h i c a l p r a c t i c e t o d a y i n t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l s e t t i n g of A c a d e m i a . A r t 

h i s t o r i a n s a s s u m e t h e r o l e of < m a n a g e r s of c o n s c i o u s n e s s ) w h o f a b r i c a t e , m a i n ­

t a i n , a n d n a t u r a l i z e t h e i n d i v i d u a l a n d c o l l e c t i v e i d e n t i t i e s o f m o d e r n subjects.1*­

A d e q u a t e s o l u t i o n s t o c u l t u r a l a n d e t h n i c m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , S a m W e b e r e m p h a ­

s i z e s , c a n n o l o n g e r j u s t i f i a b l y c o n s i s t of <equa l iz ing> t h e q u a n t i t y o r q u a l i t y of 

<content> a m o n g p e o p l e s a n d c u l t u r e s i n m u s e u m s a n d h i s t o r y b o o k s . T h e p r o b ­

l e m , i n o t h e r w o r d s , is n o l o n g e r s i m p l y o n e of <adequa te> r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , b u t of 

( r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ) i t s e l f i m a g i n e d a s b e i n g u n p r o b l e m a t i c . 

T h e r e is a p r e s s i n g n e e d t o r e v i s e d i s c i p l i n a r y p r a c t i c e s a t a n e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l 

l e v e l . T h e f u n d a m e n t a l l e s s o n f o r h i s t o r i a n s t o d a y is t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o r e c o g ­

n i z e t h e u n d i g e s t e d p r o j e c t i o n s of p a s t g e n e r a t i o n s i n o u r p r e s e n t ­ d a y t h e o r e t i c a l 

e x t e n s i o n s of e x i s t i n g s c h o l a r s h i p . C u l t u r a l h i s t o r i a n Bel l H o o k s a d d r e s s e s t h e 

c r u c i a l i s s u e of s e l f ­ r e f l e x i v i t y i n o n e ' s e n u n c i a t i v e p o s i t i o n t o t h e f i e l d of c u l t u r a l 
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studies in the fol lowing b lun t way: ((Participants in con tempora ry discussions of 
culture h ighl ight ing difference and o the rness w h o have not in te r roga ted thei r 
perspect ive, t he locat ion f rom Which they wr i t e in a culture of domination)) cre­
a te «a field of s tudy where old pract ices are s imul taneous ly cr i t iqued, re­enacted, 
and sus ta ined" . 5 

In his re­reading of Marx, Jacques Derrida observed t h a t «if a work of ar t can 
become a commodity, and if this process seems fa ted to occur, it is also because 
the commodi ty began [historically] by pu t t i ng to work , in one way or another , the 
principle of ar t i tself».6 There are t w o f u n d a m e n t a l ways in which the concrete 
work of art , in its dis t inct ly m o d e r n sense t h a t the word acquired by the late 
f i f t een th c e n t u r y ant ic ipa tes the n ine t een th ­cen tu ry commodity. First, because 
works of ar t c o m m a n d e d price and pres t ige beyond the cost of the i r manufac tu re , 
they i l lust ra te Marx 's concept of surp lus value, source of bo th the capi tal is t ' s 
prof i t and the worker ' s exploi ta t ion. Second, because the work of ar t is too com­
plex to be explained in t e rms of base and supe r s t ruc tu re alone, it provided Marx 
w i t h a tes t case for developing a theore t ica l model suff iciently complex to explain 
the political economy. The ma jo r i ty of wr i t i ng on ar t in the Marxian critical tra­
di t ion obscures the relat ions and opposi t ions b e t w e e n a r twork and commodity, 
however , and pressures to erase these dis t inct ions entirely ( thereby main ta in ing 
thei r conflation) pers is t in all fields, including ar t history, ar t criticism, museol­
ogy, and visual and mate r ia l cul ture s tudies . 

W h a t is t he re la t ionship of ideology to commerce w i th in the f r ame of aca­
demic prac t ices? His tor ians commonly argue t h a t scholarly publ icat ions are not 
driven by profi t mot ives in theory or fact . From the s t andpo in t of the intellectu­
al 's ethical responsibi l i t ies to society, however , it ma t t e r s not at all w h e t h e r t he 
prof i t is going directly into the pockets of publ i shers or scholars. Wha t ma t t e r s 
is our complici ty w i t h those w h o service capital at the expense of those whose 
labor is the reby exploi ted. We are already always poli t icized. Put t ing par t i san 
politics aside to speak of f u n d a m e n t a l issues of social jus t ice , w h o labors on this 
p lane t w h o does no t deserve adequa te food, c lothing, shelter, medical a t t en t ion , 
educat ion , and so on? Most if no t all academics qua academics are complicit w i t h 
the posi t ion occupied by the capital is t in the polit ical economy. To cite a concrete 
example: consider h o w the e n t e r t a i n m e n t indus t ry and the mass media perpet ­
ua te the racial s te reo types on wh ich the m o d e r n discipline of ar t h i s tory was 
founded in the n i n e t e e n t h century. Consider how. 

Would it no t be a ser ious shor t circuit of logic to dodge our responsibi l i t ies 
as producers of c o n t e m p o r a r y knowledge due to the common presence of da ted 
ideas in popu la r cul ture? Then w h a t can explain w h y the discipline of ar t h i s tory 
con t inues to rely on categor ies rooted in theor ies of cul tural evolu t ionism? If we 
forget t h a t the discipline is our own creat ion, w e no t only exploit ourselves, we 
produce a wor ld of dead re la t ions ins tead of the living condi t ions t h a t made our 
objects of s tudy possible in the first place. In the Romanticis t reading of fe t i sh ism, 
clearly audible in Marx 's a rgumen t s , w h e n «the mind ceases to realize t h a t it has 
itself created the ou tward images of t h ings to which it subsequen t ly posi ts itself 
as in some sort of subse rv ien t r e l a t i o n s it lapses into passivity, «seeing a wor ld 
of dead re la t ions r a the r t h a n living images».7 Marx 's explana t ion of value is based 
on the essent ia l cont rad ic t ion b e t w e e n (variable capital), i.e. labor­power, which 
adds more t h a n it costs in the p roduc t ion process , and (constant capital) which 
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refers to the objective fac tors (such as the mach inery needed to produce more 
commodi t ies at a fas te r ra te in order to compete successfully in the marketplace) . 
Viewing profi t in these t e rms , wr i t e s Teresa Brennan in an analysis of the role of 
t ime in Marx 's t heory of the political economy, u l t imate ly «depends on the differ­
ence a living subject makes to a dead object».8 By defini t ion, then , ar t h i s tor ians 
are the labor­power in the produc t ion process of ar t history, jus t as a r t i s t s are the 
labor­power in the produc t ion of ar t . 

The subdiscipl inary boundar ies tha t , for example, divide the s tudy of Ital­
ian Renaissance ar t f rom English Renaissance ar t f rom Spanish Colonial ar t f rom 
Native American ar t ­ the list of compar tmen ta l i za t ions w i th in the field of ar t 
h i s tory goes on and on ­ renders the complicit ies of h i s tor ians w i t h na t ion­s ta te 
ideology invisible to the individual scholars work ing in the specialized subfields 
in which academic pract ice is encouraged and to wh ich it is largely confined. We 
may tend , therefore , to d iscount t he sorry h is tory of imper ia l i sm or make it out 
to be trivial or d isconnected to us by h inds igh t , bu t it is certainly not invisible, 
trivial or a fait accompli on all sides of the social equa t ion . 

Could the mora l urgency of t he ind igna t ion of those w h o have suffered at t he 
hands of victors and colonizers be the s t a r t ing poin t of cons t ruc t ive involvements 
w i th an ethical poli t ics? The no t ion t h a t t he wor ld can be divided in to knowable , 
self­contained areas is ques t ionable w h e n one considers t he demograph ic shif ts , 
diasporas , labor migra t ions , m o v e m e n t s of global capital and media , and process­
es of cul tural circulation and hybr id iza t ion t h a t actually go on in the wor ld . We 
are n o w wi tnes s ing in the postcolonial , global izing wor ld a r e tu rn to the kind of 
para­s ta te collectivities t h a t be longed to the sh i f t ing mul t icu l tura l empires t h a t 
preceded monopoly capi tal ism. How are we to respond to th is s i tua t ion today, in 
our work, in our teaching, in pass ing on our legacy to our s t u d e n t s ? In the words 
of an thropologis t 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.9 

Gayatri Chakravort i Spivak sugges t s t h a t w e migh t configure ourselves as plane­
tary, r a the r t h a n cont inenta l , global, or worldly, as a way of overwr i t ing globali­
zat ion, the imposi t ion of the same sys tem of exchange everywhere , and recognize 
the local differences t h a t arise everywhere . The issues I raise for t he field of ar t his­
tory are the cur ren t preoccupat ion of ph i losophers and cul tural critics e lsewhere . 
For Giorgio Agamben and Judi th Butler, w h o insist u p o n ((acknowledging our com­
plicity in the l aw t h a t w e oppose», «there is in effect some th ing t h a t h u m a n s are 
and have to be, b u t th is is not an essence or proper ly a th ing: It is the simple fact of 
one's own existence as possibility or potentiality'».10 

What are the methodologica l implicat ions for wr i t i ng h is tory in an ethically 
responsible m a n n e r ? For Walter Benjamin, t he m a n n e r in which art and cul tural 
h is tory were to be in t eg ra t ed was the subject of inves t iga t ion r a the r t h a n its 
methodologica l premise.11 Unlike the posi t ion of the h u m a n i s t Aby Warburg, w h o 
v iewed works of ar t as privi leged sites for t he ha rmon ious reconcil iat ion of psy­
chological tens ions in society, Benjamin unde r s tood cul tural p roduc t ion in more 
explicitly Marxist t e r m s as the documen t of economic oppress ion: «art and science 
owe thei r existence not only to the great geniuses w h o created t h e m , bu t also, in 
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o n e d e g r e e o r a n o t h e r , t o t h e a n o n y m o u s t o i l o f t h e i r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ) ) . 1 2 A r t , a s 

B e n j a m i n r e c o g n i z e d i n 1 9 3 7 , is n o t a t i m e l e s s , u n i v e r s a l c a t e g o r y . A c k n o w l e d g ­

i n g t h a t t h e c a t e g o r y <art> e m e r g e d i n s p e c i f i c c u l t u r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c ­

es , h e c h a l l e n g e d t h e s e p a r a t i o n of s p e c i a l i z e d f i e l d s of h i s t o r y . H e p u t i n t o q u e s ­

t i o n t h e i n t e g r i t y of a d i s c i p l i n e t h a t d e c i d e s i n a d v a n c e o n t h e n a t u r e of o b j e c t s 

a n d p r a c t i c e s a s <art>. H e f u r t h e r a r g u e d t h a t t h e w o r k of a r t is n e v e r c o m p l e t e 

b e c a u s e i t is b y v i r t u e of i t s a f t e r ­ h i s t o r y t h a t t h e w o r k of a r t ' s f o r e ­ h i s t o r y is 

r e c o g n i z a b l e . S i n c e t h e p r o c e s s of e m b o d y i n g a n d d i s t i n g u i s h i n g i t s e l f f r o m t h e 

w o r l d is c o n t i n u e d i n t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of t h e w o r k , t h e w o r k of a r t is n e v e r 

c o m p l e t e l y p r e s e n t . C o n s e q u e n t l y , o b j e c t s of t h e p a s t c a n n o t b e f u l l y p o s s e s s e d 

a n d t h e y w i l l a l w a y s d i s r u p t t h e e f f o r t s o f t h e p r e s e n t t o c o n t a i n t h e m w i t h i n i t s 

c a t e g o r i e s o r f o r m s of n a r r a t i v e . 

I t is i n t h i s s e n s e of h i s t o r y ' s u n a v o i d a b l e i n c o m p l e t e n e s s t h a t t h e e x p e r i ­

e n c e of t h e p a s t e x c e e d s b o t h i n d i v i d u a l a n d c o l l e c t i v e r e m e m b r a n c e (Eindenken). 
B e n j a m i n w r i t e s : « h i s t o r y is n o t s i m p l y a s c i e n c e b u t a l s o a n d n o t l e a s t a f o r m 

of r e m e m b r a n c e » . 1 3 T h i s c o n d i t i o n of t h e a r t w o r k ' s d y n a m i c o n g o i n g p r o d u c t i o n 

m a k e s t h e w o r k of a r t a n e x e m p l a r y c a s e of t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y of e v e r p o s s e s s i n g 

t h e p a s t . As s u c h , B e n j a m i n ' s c r i t i q u e is a l s o a d d r e s s e d t o t h e e m p i r i c i s t m e t h o d ­

o l o g y of a r t h i s t o r y p r a c t i c e d a s a <science> of o b j e c t s . For B e n j a m i n , t h e p o s s i b i l ­

i t y of a d i a l e c t i c a l c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y d e p e n d s o n u t i l i z i n g t h e ( d e s t r u c t i v e e l e m e n t ) 

of t h e p a s t ' s e f f e c t o n t h e p r e s e n t . T h e « r e s e r v e of t h e p a s t » e n a b l e s t h e p a s t t o 

d e s t r o y a s p e c t s of t h e p r e s e n t a n d o p e n i t t o t h e f u t u r e . ^ 

A g a i n s t a n E n l i g h t e n m e n t n o t i o n of t r u t h a s t h e i n s t r u m e n t of m a s t e r y e x e r ­

c i s e d b y t h e k n o w e r o v e r t h e u n k n o w n t o b r i n g i t w i t h i n t h e f o l d of t h e s a m e , is 

t h e c o n c e p t of s i t u a t e d k n o w l e d g e w h i c h , i n t h e w o r d s of a n t h r o p o l o g i s t Clif­

f o r d G e e r t z , s u r r e n d e r s i t s g l o b a l p r e t e n s i o n s , i t s r e a c h b e i n g l i m i t e d t o i t s p l a c e s 

a n d c o n d i t i o n s of e m e r g e n c e . T h i s is t h e e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l r e l a t i v i s m t h a t d r i v e s 

Bill R e a d i n g s ' a r g u m e n t s w h e n h e a d v i s e s a g a i n s t t h e r e b i r t h of t h e u n i v e r s i t y : 

b e t t e r t o t h i n k w i t h i n i t s r u i n s «as t h e s e d i m e n t a t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s ) ) , 

f o r « c h a n g e c o m e s n e i t h e r f r o m w i t h i n n o r f r o m w i t h o u t , b u t f r o m t h e d i f f i c u l t 

s p a c e ­ n e i t h e r i n s i d e n o r o u t s i d e ­ w h e r e o n e is».1 5 
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