Introduction: The Turn of the Avant-Garde

Talk of machines, technologies, capabilities, costs, markets, infra-
structures, offers no guidance and isinadequate and irrelevant to
the development of our inner lives. This is why art today, traditon-
ally the artculation and expression of the “why” side of life, is now
so important and so vital, even though it remains confused and
inconsistent in its response to the new demands and responsibilities
placed on it in this time of transition.

—Bill Vicla, “Berween How and W’h}r"

At the turn of the new millennium, almost a hundred years after the
Modernist explosion and the great promise of the a\*:lnr—g:u:de, art appears
to have lost whatever meager vestiges of force and importance it still might
have held in the increasingly technolegical and commedified culture of
the twentieth century. This crisis in aesthetics, which bega_n in the nine
teenth century, has been exacerbated by the rapid growth of mass culture
with its corollaries, the entertainment indusrry, commercialization, and
information technologies. In the process, art hasbecome increasingly mar-
ginalized, as contemporary reality has come to be determined by techno-
science and various rechnologies ofp ower, while the aesthetic pl:lys at best
a secondary role, as it is most often reduced to a tool in cultural, ideolog—
ical, and idenriry wars. What underlies this sense of the powerlessness,
even irrelevance, of contemporary art is the determination, ﬁrmly embed-
ded in the fabric of modern society, that realiry is elsewhere, as one mighr
say, and that its centers of power are digiral rechnology, economic global—
ization, and increasing commodification. With the speedy advances in
information technologies, the Internet, and new modes of ad\-'errising,
even cultural and aesthetic innovations seem to lie more in the domains of
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the virtual and the commercial than in the artistic. Thus what was experi-
enced at the beginning of the last century as the crisis of aesthetics has
apparently resolved itself into the problematic contained within technelo-
gies of power, which have incor_porated the advances of modernist aes-
thetics, transformed them, and often in the process dulled and popular-
ized these new techniques for the sake of profit

With the annexation of modernist aesthetics by advertising and pop-
ular culture, aesthetic issues have come to be disclosed, as the commercial
coll:lges of Web pages make :unply evident, as essenri::]ly rechnologic:d
issues, that is, as a matter of :1dv:1nc1'ng information rechnologies, which,
far from coming into conflict with capimlist modes of production, in-
crease their abiliry to translate rea.lity and experience into data, codes, and
programs in the service of globalization and the accumulation of capital.
The problem at the turn of the millennium is therefore less that the radi-
cal aesthetics of the avant-garde has become popularized than that the aes-
thetic itself has become exposed as intrinsically technological—a situation
that, ironic:ﬂly, may be taken to represent precisely the fulfillment of some
:1\-':1nr—g::.rde dreams, especiaﬂy those of FE T, Marinetti and Francis Picabia.
Andy Warhol's remark “T want to be a machine” and the rise of material
technolegy in the sculpture of Denald Judd or David Smith further illus-
trate this increasing sense of the aesthetic as rechnological. In such works,
the essence of the aesthetic appears to be fundamentally consonant with
technicity, and thus to constitute the matter of the same m:mi_puhtion,
reducibﬂity to information, and reprogramming that we see rapid.ly ad-
vanced in the realms of digital technology or genetic engineering. With
those inrensifying social and cultural changes in view, it seems almost
inevitable that art would continue to lose its social and cultural status and
find itself even further ma_t'ginalized in relation to the technoscientific,
consumer-oriented, entertainment-driven society. It is therefore not sur-
prising that aesthetics at the beginning of the new millennium is once
again dominated by visions of the end and of exhaustion, and that, as a
reaction, many critics—for instance, Richard Shusterman'—+turn toward
areas m::.rgin::l to traditional aesthetics (popular music, film, or mass
media) in search of vir::liry and signiﬁc:mce.

In respense to this impasse and pessimism concerning art’s social
function, my a_pproach aims to recover and redefine art’s transformative
force. I claim that we have not yet recognized how radically avant-garde



The Turn of the Avant-Garde 3

art redefines the problemaric of power and freedom, and how this redefi-
nition makes it possible to rethink art’s force beyond the boundaries of
aesthetics. The single mest important problem raised in this book con-
cerns arts relation to power, and it hi.nges on how one reads the current—
de facto correct and widespread— diagnosis of the powerlessness of art in
contemporary society: does one take it to mean that art is without force,
barely important, and thus h:u:cuy worth the effort in the global culture of
the twenty-first century, or that perhaps a significant and unexamined
“truth” addresses itself to us in the idea of art’s powerlessness? To phrase it
differently, how to understand the relation between powerlessness and
power in the context of art? how to read the allimportant yet often
unthought suffix “-less”? Unexamined, this suffix is almost always taken
for granted as signifying absence of power, and so the word “powerless-
ness,” in the context of art, suggests that artworks, when comp:u:ed with
social, polirica.l, or even physica.l forces, lack any effectiveness in changing
realiry. Art, determined by power, is without a critical force of its owny
and, in the world defined by exponenri::.lly increasing rechnopower on the
m:lcroglob:l.l and microgenetic scales, this means that art is progressively
drained of significance. In particular in the context of capital accumula-
tion and consumption, the suffix “-less” will always be construed as priva-
tion, loss, or lack of “profir”—will be construed, that is, as Theodor
Adorno was quick to note, exc]usively in negative terms. Yet when we take
the notion of the powerlessness of art net as an all toe obvicus preduct of
contemporary technocratic society but as a question pesed to us and our
culture, the possibiliry of a different undersr:mding opens up: a different
undersr:mdi.ng not on.ly of art but also, and perhaps mere important, of
power and its relation to art. Insofar as art discloses an alternative to the
paradigms ofproduction, mobilization, and technical m:mipulation at the
core of contemporary operations of power, art’s work is never exclusively
negative but constitutes as well a “posirive,” albeit paradoxic:ﬂ, articulation
of the possibiliry of freedom. The “-less” in the adjecri\-*e “powerless,”
when attached to art, dees not necessarily mean lack of power but instead
indicates an alternative economy of forces, which ch:mges the very make-
up ofpower. In this view, the powerlessness of art is not a negative judg—
ment rendered on artworks but a provocative indication that art functions
otherwise than through dominant articulations ofpower. Though art, like
everything else, is produced and regu.l::red within the power—driven econ-
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omy of modern being, art can become disencumbered of the governing
configuration of power and open an alternative modality of relations. This
ab i_iity to let go of_power, to transform relations and enable their alterna-
tive conﬁgumtions, constitutes the pamdo&;icai forece of contemporary art

It would be hard to deny that modern reality is increasingly charac-
terized by the intensifying play of power Recent developments in global-
ization, as well as in genetic and information technologies, tesrify to the
unprecedented reach of power on both the macro- and microscopic scales.
Already in the late 1930%, Martin Heidegger described moderniry asacon-
stant drive toward the intensification ofp ower, whose sole aim is to spread
its domain and increase its magnitude. Power thus became the defining
momentum of modern rea.lity, a fluid com_pie!{ of operations and relations
whose increasingly technological character allowed it both a continuously
exp:mding reach and greater ﬂexibiliry. Later Michel Foucault, rhrough his
readings of Friedrich Nietzsche's “will te power” and Heidegger's lectures
on MNietzsche, confirmed this diagnosis and extended the scope of modern
power: rechnologic:d power became biopower, re:u:hing from individual
bodies to the life of the popularion. At present, we have moved even
beyond Foucaults horizon as power operates simultaneously on both the
molecular and the global level. Power is understood here not only in terms
of domination and viclence but also as creation and production. These
various aspects of power are two sides of the same coin, which has an
increasing purchase on modern rea_iity, determining its value in terms of
the ability to make and manipulate. Power thus refers to the various flex-
ible operations of producing, managing, and (re)programming, in which
entities and relations come to be constituted into the modern world,
whose standards of “reality” and “importance” are determined with a view
toward a greater penetrative and formative reach of power. Such power,
rhough often described in terms of eEEiciency, calculabiliry, and normal-
ization, eerr::.inly among the most important parameters of power roday, is
much too fluid and productive te be thought of simply under these
rubrics. Its “domination” is more subtle, often blurring the distinction
between creation, on one side, and man.ipuhrion or normalization, on the
other Modern genetics is one of the fields where contemporary operations
of biopower efface the boundary between invention and m::.ni_pu_iation,
ﬂuidiry and ca_icuiabi.lity, crossing _p:lths with technologica.l calculus on the

level of molecular codes, that is, with unpreeedenred efﬁeiency and pene-
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trative reach. It is such programming that appears to be the effective mea-
sure of what it means “to be”" in contemporary culture,

Since contemporary forms of pewer are increasingly infotechnical in
their modes of operation, the force of art, as I formulate it in this book,
bears upon the modern rechniciry of power, interrogating its forms and
flows, c:llling into question its increasing ﬂexibiliry and reach. As Bill
Viola suggests, contemporary art finds itself in a transitional stage, no
longer capable or willing to play the old aesthetic and cultural roles
::.ssigned to it and yet uncertain, even confused, aboutits pl:lce in the tech-
noworld of the nvenry—fi.rsr century. Technology, machines, and tools, as
Viola remarks, function always as engines of “how” rather than “why” or
“what for,” and the cenrmlity of technology in modern life and art evi-
dences a shift not on.ly in the manner of arts producrion but, more impor-
tant, in the very direction of the aesthetic. This disphcemenr at the heart
of the aesthetic goes far beyond the occlusion of the aura, which Whalter
Benjamin diagnosed at the begin_ning of the twentieth century, as it now
marks a much more fundamental and wide-reaching emergence of tech-
nicity as the “essence” of the aesthetic. In the face of whatlooks like a grad-
ual disclosure of art’s basicaﬂy technological constitution, of the “how”
re_placi.ng and :thering the “why,” Viola reawakens the dilemma of art’s
continuing (or dis:lpp earing) difference from the rechnologic:ﬂ. The dis-
orientation to which Viola points indeed signals the central dilemma fac-
ing art today: is art part and parcel of the continuing technological accel-
eration of modern culture, an aesthetic branch of technopower, as it were,
or does it mark the possibility of a critical turn, even transformation, in
the pl:ly of power? The impasse in contemporary discussions of art, our
discomfort with the very term “qesthetics,” stems in many ways from the
evasion of this crucial question about the force of art in today’s reality.

In order to move beyond this impasse and read the suffix *less” in
“p owerless” as a PJIJdOXiC.’.ll possibiliry of transformation, we need both a
different understanding of power and a different conception of the art-
work For me, the transition from traditional cultural roles to new fu-
ture(s) for art, which Viola mentions, is more than an indication of a peri-
od of insr:lbiliry and ch:mge in aesthetic practices, precisely because it
draws attention to the transformative character of art. Current approach-
es to art tend to underestimate this transformative force and give up the
attempt to articulate a notion of the artwork that would reflect this poten-
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tial Taki.ng an overall view, contemporary app roaches to art can be rough—
ly divided into five categories: (1) posr—Hegeli:m scenarios of art’s death
and exhaustion, (2) attempts to revive the old terms of the beautiful and
the sublime in order to define the essence of art, (3) conceptions that put
art on the “back burner” and concentrate on instances of subversiveness
and aesthetic import in popular culture and mass forms of entertainment,
{4) the ap_pa_t'enﬂy progressive fusion of art with technology, as in elec
tronic or transgenic art forms, and (5) iselated but interesting attempts to
think of art beyond or after aesthetics.” Perhaps with the exception of the
last category, these often quite different views—whether attempts to refur-
bish “classical” aesthetic termineleg}', shift aesthetic concerns and critical
legirimacy to _po_pu.l:u: culture, or e!{_plore the increasing proximity between
artworks and technology in the age of informational and genetic revolu-
tion—all but confirm the “end of art,” confessing the apparent absence of
critical force in contemporary art. However, such judgments either over-
look or abdicate the project of a radical critique of aesthetics, epened up
by such m-fenrierh—cenrury thinkers and artists as Aderno, Heidegger,
Benjamin, Luce Irigaray, Mareel Duch:unp, and Gertrude Stein, to name
a few.

Even though Heidegger and Adorno are often regarded as antitheti-
cal and incompatible thinkers—a perspective that leads to unfortunate
retrenchment and self-enclosure of both Adornian and Heideggerian
approaches—I argue that some of the most interesting possibilites for
considering art “after aesthetics’ emerge from the space between their
work In reﬂecri.ng on the paradoxic:ﬂ force of modern art, I have found
both Adorno’s negativity and Heidegger's radical revision of the idea of
poiésis particularly useful for rearticulating art’s transformative potental
with regard to technological forms of power Taking Heidegger's and
Adornos insights as the point of dep:lrrure, I argue that art discloses the
possibility of thinking not only beyond the currently existing forms of
power but also, as I will exphin later, beyend the very idea of bei.ng as
power. Heidegger’s and Adorno’s engagement with art, in the context of
the intensification of rechnologizarion and its modern forms of power,
mandate a rhorough reworl;ing of aesthetic categories, which continue to
dominate discussions of art. Until such a revision takes place—a revision
only intimated and not carried threugh by these thinkers—art’s relation
to power will continue to be misunderstood and will remain constrained
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by aesthetic categorizations of the artwork. Yet in explaining the force of
art in contemporary culture in a posraestheric manner, as a redisposirion
of force relations and a transformation of the operations of power, my
approach goes beyond the limitations of both Adorno’s and Heidegger's
thought® It is meant to change the aesthetic optics that still determines
much discussion of art, and to offer a new way of undersr:mding art’s inti-
mate yet critical relation to the very modalities and operations of power in
today’s soclety.

To indicate the scope and the implications of this turn or transfor-
mation in power that characterizes the artwork, I :1ppro:1ch art as a foree
field, where forces drawn from historical and social rea.lity come be to
formed into an alternative relationality* I call this transformative event
“forcework” and understand it as a specifically artistic redisposition of
forces, in which relations are freed from power structures and the unre-
lenting, intensifying manip ulative drive characteristic of moderniry. Force
has a double valence in my argument. On the one hand, the term refers to
Foucault’s and Gilles Deleuzes :1ppro:1ches to force, which understand
force on the level of nonformalized functions and flows of energy, that is,
in terms of the elemental constituents of “being” prior to their actualiza-
tion into substances, objects, or bodies. On the other hand, foree is seen
in the Heideggerim perspective as rupture, change, transformation, that
is, as the very dyn:unic of being and unfolding. In short, it is the force of
the event. Thus the term “forcework” refers to the manner in which art-
works redispose relations on the microlevel of forces—underneath the sed-
imented relations, so to spe::l;, between objecrs, bodies, substances, and
the operations of power forming them. Such transformation cannot be
described in traditional aesthetic terms, because it is not a matter of form
and content, of images and statements, of the seen and the said, or of the
sensible and the intelligible. The rupture and transformation that art’s
forcework occasions describes the specific artistic force with which art
“acts” in historical and cultural context. And the “occasion” of such a
change constitutes art’s event. The notion of contemporary art as force
work highlighrs the dyn:unic, transformative momentum of arts work
over and against the notion of artworks as objects and/or commodities. It
also revises art’s relation to the “outside” world as well as its effect on the
audience, What the artistic forcework occasions in the world around it and
in its viewers cannot be explained either in traditional aesthetic terms of
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affect, perception, and judgmenr or rhrough the sociocultural categories of
producrion, m:mipul:lrion, and critique. Rather, the work that takes pl:lce
in art—"work” understood here not as a Produced obj ect but in the active,
transformative sense—needs to be approached on the level of force rela-
tions, Lo develop such an undersr:mdi.ng of art’s transformative forcework,
I consider a wide range of twentieth- and twenty-first-century artistic
practices: from those of the Italian Futurists Marinetti and Boccieni to
those of the Russian a\fmr—g::.rde artists Velimir Khlebnikow, Liubow
Popova, and Dziga Vertov to the practices of Dadaism, Duch:lmp, and
Stein to those of such contemporary artists as Bill Viela, K.rzyszrof
Wodiczko, Amiri Baraka, Seiko Mikami, and Eduardo Kac As such, my
approach responds to and even further radicalizes Fredric Jameson's call for
1 nonreified, nonobjecrified conception of the artwork.® Such a “posraes—
thetic” approach accounts for the force with which art redisposes relations
and alters their mode of being in the world, releasing them from flexible
and penetrative flows of technopower. This new way of thinking would
suggest a radical and transformative significance of art vis-a-vis the pre-
dominance of power—orienred relations, not only in the realms of com-
merce, politics, and technology but also in the everyday practices of liv-
ing. Yet this power—free relariona.liry, to the extent that it occurs in art, can
be called artistic.

As forcework, art can no longer be conceived as an objecr but instead
should be understoed as an event, that is, as a dynamic, “force-ful” redis-
position of relations inscribed in it through the sociocultural determina-
tion of artistic production. The emphasis placed here on the “event” of art
does not cancel the inevitable, and necessary, m:lreri:lliry and objecriﬁca—
tion of artworks but points to their double character as both “act” and
shaped product. It is the “fact” of the physicaliry of artworks, their neces-
sary existence as obj ects with their apparent constancy, that in fact high—
lights the “inconstant,” volatile, and transformative event at the core of
art. In Vields installations, the juxtaposition of such objects as chairs,
tables, jugs, television monitors, projection _p:mels, and so on, with virtu-
al, elecrron.ic:dly generared or processed images gives these works their
particular force in terms of the exploration and questioning of the bound-
ary between the aesthetic and the rechnologica.l. This inrer_pl:ly (to evoke
Heidegger’s terminology] between the thing—ch::.mcrer and the work-char-
acter of works of art, their necessary interrelation and mutual determina-
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tion and differentiation, foregrounds the fact that arts force is not at all
abstracted from its material existence. On the contrary, mareri:lliry per-
forms an active role in arts “work” precisely to the extent that the overt
immumbﬂity of the thing—as_pect of the work (the work as object] puts into
pl:ly its active, verb features.®* The “fact” of the work’s existence as a rhing
both shelters and reinforces the “act” of its war#mg, the event of transfor-
mation, the dyna_mic forcework of art. Thus the notion of “artwork” comes
to _phy a double role here, not just an art m{vjc'a‘ but also an art werk: its
“labor,” perform:mce, act, in a word, its force. Revealed in its full com-
plexity, the artwork is the recip rocal animation of the nominal and the ver-
bal sense of “work,” the event of the actualization of arts status as an
object inte the performance of its work.

Perh:lps the most signific:mr, and yet most difficult, aspect of re-
thinking the work of art as forcework is the radical critique of the logic of
production and the modalities of power that together regulate modern
social praxis. The idea of production implicit in the aesthetic notion of art
as “formed content” remains inadequate for the type of performative dis-
placemenr involved in art. The creation of an artwork, while it inscribes
both the forces and the relations of preduction that regulate its social con-
text, not only exceeds but also revises the very modality of transactions and
relations between forces that obtain within the paradigm of production.”
Production and action inscribe violence in their very mode of operation in
this s_pecific sense: that, as modalities of mal-;ing or eEecring, they sha_pe
and recast material that is regarded as passive. Artworks encode in their
forcework the possibi.lity of a different, nonviclent mode of relation, which
does not saturate force relations with either creative or restrictive manipu-
latien. It is true that many medern and contemporary works rely heavily
on the aesthetics of shock, but the violence and power in art, as Adorno is
righr to contend, h:lppen for the sake of nonviclence, even if this is ultd-
mately unintentional and even counter to the artists aims or interests.
Even in works explicitly relying on the shock produced by power and vio-
lence, there is, I would argue, another dimension, in which the artwork has
a force that is no longer violent, that is, not dominaring rhrough produc—
tion or reconfiguration but rather releasing forces into reciprocal shaping
and becoming,

For exa_m_ple, Amiri Baraka’s recent poetry can be seen as an instance
of work involving such a paradoxical role of violence and power in con-
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temporary art, On the one hand, Baraka must be understood as quintes-
senri::]ly invested in power, as seeki.ng alternative modes of power or
strategies of resistance and counterpower, which are forcefully brought
into the foreground both in the themes and in the rhetoric of his poetry,
pl:lys, and essays, all sh:lrply critical of the modern t&ChnOC:lPitll. On the
other hand, Baraka's remapping of art in poems like “Art Against Art Not”
hearkens back to the idea of poigsis and transformation at the heart of
African art, as discussed by Léo_pold Senghor in his work on Negrirude.
The funky rhythm Baraka infuses into his poetry becomes not simply an
alternative mode of power but, more radic:ﬂly, an alternative #o power, a
story of being (*is’ srory”) whaose l:mguage is not rechnologica.l, not the
li_ngo of ca_pira.l and power, but a transformative reweaving of relations. Let
me be clear here: the force of art does not exclude the shock effects asso-
ciated with power games and viclence in modern art, on the contrary, it
often incorporates such power games as part of what nevertheless works,
overall, as a transformative and _power—free redis_posirion of relations, for
the force that I associate with art has a paradoxic:ﬂ effect of dissip:lring,
:mnu.lling, or desisring from power, What art’s forcework does is to open,
inside relations of power, an inverse ofpower: not powerlessness but desis-
tance from power, not to be misunderstood as indifference or passivity but
to be seen instead as a transformation of the very nature of what it means
to work and to act. We can describe this transformation as a shift from the
active to the middle voice.

Heidegger's critique of the metaphysics of production underlying
modern technicity captures this nonviolent modality of being in the
middle voice, in its suggestive distinction between mak]hgfproduci.ng
(rrachen) and lerringfrele::sing (lassen) as two fundamenraﬂy different ways
of disposing relations. Intrinsic to machen is the formation, production,
and m:mipul:lrion of relations and objecrs (Mﬂcbfmcbdﬁ] into the terms of
an ever—i.nrensifying power (Macht) whose operations become increasing-
ly flexible and fluid. Tradirionaﬂy, maki_ng is any form of praxis with a
view to the realization of well-defined goﬂs, or a telos. As such, it includes
a mod::.liry of self-realization, which of course can be blocked, posrponed,
or derailed by opposing forces. Even in the postmodern fluid or fragmen-
tary conception ofpower, the idea ofmal-;ing, as genetic ma_nipu.l:lrion sug-
gests, is a type of relation in which a dominant active force sha_p es, pro-
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duces, or subjug:lres either a passive material or a weaker force. By con-
trast, Jawen refers to an active release from power, to a transformation in
the very mode of rehting, which becomes articulated through a reci_procal
interaction of forces. Insefar as lasen is a departure from the binary artic-
ulation of domination and submission, from active form and passive mat-
ter, it enables a becoming, in which forces unfold through each otherin a
conrinuously reactivated field ofreci_procal shaping, because in this type of
articulation all forces are both affected and affecting: they unfeld in the
middle voice, eschewi.ng the p::.ssivef:lcrive opposition. And it is precisely
this mod::.liry of relation in the middle voice, predic::red on a reciproc::l
enabling, that I refer to as power—free. Lassen sign.iﬁes, therefore, an event
in which forces are reactivated into an alternative modality of mutual
enabling and becoming.

It is important to underscore here that this event in no way means
lea\-'ing things as they are, because as they are, things are always ﬂready
incorp orated into the various hyers and flows ofpower. Stll, this sense of
letting go and release indicates neither a forcible reshaping of forces with-
in the nexus of powerl(s) nor a conferring of external identities upon them.
Rather, lerring go operates in the middle voice, neither active nor passive,
neither forcible nor ineffective. This middle-voice tonﬂity, as I show in
chapter 1, does not refer to the ways in which power can change, produce,
or reshape relations from both within and without—always inevitably
into a new form of power—but rather to a new mode of rehti_ng, which
emerges from the interaction and reciprocal shaping of forces. This alter-
native relationality is not some illusory beyond to power but instead indi-
cates a critical inflection in the ron::.lity ofpower, a ch::.nge of momentum
whereby forces become released from the circuits of power and are given
a free space of occurrence. In this context, the artistic forcework can be
seen as an en:lbling, transformative work, which r:ldic:l.lly ch:mges the very
momentum of relations. Artworks seek what Deleuze, commenting on
Foucault, calls “a ‘power of truth’ which would no longer be the truth of
power, a truth that would release transversal lines of resistance and not
inregral lines r:)fl:acnwer.”B This power o, better, force of truth, which is no
longer a truth ofpower, sign.iﬁes, in my reading, a distinctive field of rela-
tionaliry, an event that grants forces, against the pervasive formative oper-
ations of power, a space for recip rocal shaping and becoming. This capac-
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ity, transversing the Worl;ings ofpower without either becoming a party to
power or being rendered poweriess by power’s domination, constitutes the
“event” of art,

To further explain this characteristic capacity of art to exceed aes-
thetic parameters, | :1d:1pr the Greek notion of aphesis for the purposes of
my argument. My use of the term “:1phesis,” which denotes a reie:;sing, a
lerting beora letti.ng go, and even liberty, is an attempt to describe in pos-
itive terms this alternative mede of disposing the relations at work in art.
The register of meanings brought into play by aphesis begins to outline
the forcework rhrough which art, while borrowi.ng from social relations of
power, acquires its capacity to desist. The aphetic character of forcework
indicates that relations become disencumbered from both disciplining and
generative power, which means that art frees forces into a becoming,
which is apart from the habitual relations of representation, action, and
knowledge that form and regulate social praxis. Gertrude Stein’s writing is
often apheric in this sense: in her li_nguistic freedom and inventiveness,
Stein does not negate grammar or the power of signification but rather
releases words and meanings from their investment in the various forms of
power existing on syntactica_i, semantic, or cultural levels. Stein’s l:mguage
is written “merrily” and for pleasure, beyond the intention “to s_peil or
spend,” beyond articulation and profit (of meaning and the power that
accrues with it). Avoiding the well-known idiom of power (grammar,
meaning, name, image, narrative, and so on), Stein finds a new way of
writing—using such devices as the continuous present, composition as
expl::n:lrion, naming without names, to mention justa few—that remains
within power and yet does not comply with it. Stein’s work shows how the
customary practices that shape forces into the operational nexus of power
come undone, and how a _possibility of a new occurrence is opened up.
The term “:lphesis,” with its connotations of rele:;sing and liberation, indi-
cates here how art’s force is not an alternative power but an alternative o
power, which releases forces into the element of reciproc:ﬂ free _phy and
becoming,

It iz in terms of this tension between wmachen and lassen, between
power and aphesis, that I explain art’s forcework as the space where power-
oriented dispositions of forces into the practices of calculation and pro-
duction become transformed into an alternative modality of relation, in

which forces enable each others becoming. The diﬂ"icu.ity that such an
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explanation entails is the impossibility of a positive translation or repre-
sentation of art’s forcework Yet this “i.mpossibi.lity” is not at all negative;
instead, it constitutes art’s p::.mdoxical capacity, its truly idiomatic force.
Sinee art’s forcework marks a critical inflection in power, it cannot be artic
ulated in positive terms, for it would then enter the field of representation
and become inscribed within the very flows of power that it reorients. But
this (in)abihry should not be misconstrued as a lack in art, as a moment
of art’s _pcm'erlessness or of negation of its power. Rather, it is a pamdo&‘i—
cal capacity that art has to wet be positive, or posired, and thus also to
remain beyond the scope of negation. To be neither power-ful nor power-
less is the enigmatic force of art. What Aderno calls “enigma’” I redefine as
a “third,” in-between modality, which transverses the very essence of
power, When social and cultural relations enter the “field” of art, art’s
“work” transforms their character, re]e:;sing them from the formative
(either producti\-'e or restrictive) hold of power. Artworks instantiate an
interface between the “external.” social world and the “internal,” artistic
space, an interface that allows art both to be embedded in social praxis and
yet to remain autonomous. It is this double character that endows art with
critical and performative force. Arts forcework lets be by rupturing and
displaci_ng the patterns of power governing social praxis. As such, force
work defines the transformative dimension of art, which lies beyond the
complicities with and/or resistances to regimes of power and ideologies
that mark both the content and the formal aspects of artworks, and which
also, so to s_pe:ll-;, lies beyond power’s abiliry to exercise and re_produce
itself.

Whenever one claims a transformative porenri::l for art, the question
inevitably arises about the relationship between artistic transformation and
radical politicﬂ ch:mge. In response to such a question, I would like to
make two claims. First, contra Adorne, I argue that the event of transfor-
mation is not a mere potentiality or semblance but that it occurs and has
effects in the world. Second, I suggest that for this work of transformation
to reach beyond the realm of art and not be subsumed into the matrix of
power, it has to be continued by social and poliric::.l transformation. This
is how I propose to radicalize what Heidegger calls “preserv:lrion,” under-
stood as a continuous reactivation of the transformative work, And it is
clear that such an ongeing reactivation of transformation requires radical
democratic politics. Yet my task in this book is to articulate the specific
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role that art can pl:ly in reg:u:d to this poliric::.l process, and this is Why 1
do not theorize the process itselt?® To that effect, the conclusion of this
book presents, through a discussion of Khlebnikow, Vertow, Baraka, and
Wodiczko, a conception of reveolt in art, one that sees art’s import not in
its political engagement or its subversion of aesthetic forms but in the rad-
ical nature of its forcework. In this context, the task is not simply to “pr&
serve’ the work of art but alse to continuously reactivate its transforma-
tive force in political life. This is also how I inflect Benjamin’s call for the
poliriciz:lrion of aesthetics, the process that Lﬂrim:lre]y necessitates the
move beyond aesthetics.

Adorno, in terms different from Heidegger's but in a similar spirit,
claims that art, de_ploying the forms of domination constitutive of modern
society, turns this domination against itself and, beyond the confines and
ideologic:ﬂ stakes of any polirics, opens the possibiliry of freedom. Thus
what is at stake in arts forcework is not simply freedom from specific
politic:ﬂ, cultural, or technologic:ﬂ forms of domination but release from
the more fundamental “domination,” or mobilization, of forces in service
of the overall “politics” of the continuous intensification of power What
art recognizes is that the very inscription of force relations into the opera-
tions of power, with this inscriprion’s corolhry endorsement of power as
the ch:u::lcrerisric:lﬂy and inescapabl}' modern way of life, is the poliric::l
gesture par excellence, a gesture that “poliricizes” being beyond any ideol-
ogy or political statement. Since forces, in the artwork, are no longer “in
the service of power’—whether for positive or negative purpeses—but
instead become re::ligned, as it were, for the sake of freedom, art is an
event of a different “political” praxis. This praxis radicalizes politics by
undoing what I have described here as being’s primary peliticization in
service to power. In this s_pecific sense, art can be said to instantiate not
only an alternative politics but an alternative #o politics. Art can do so
because it instantiates the event as free from the most fundamental and
pervasive kind of dominatien: the originary mobilization and shaping of
force relations for the sake of power This critical distinction between
mobilization/production and transformative forcework constitutes the
pivet of my :m:llysis, in ch:lprer 2, of art’s relation to modern rechnology
and forms of power, from the twentieth-century avant-garde, especially
Ttalian Futurism, to contemporary Web-based and genetic art,

Arts transformation of the notion of production is particularly



The Turn of the Avant-Garde 15

important to consider in the context of commodification, since it illus-
trates the way in which the redisposition of forces performed by art offers
an alternative to the global commeodifying effects of the productionist
logic of modern power. As an aesthetic object, art is of course part of the
producrion p::.r::digm—'dmr is, it is obviously formed and produced and
thus :1lre:1dy predisposed for commodification— but as forcework, it opens
the different moda.liry of an event, irreducible to a product. This event
desists from power and constitutes an eminently political instantiation of
transformative force. Performi.ng a critique of the commodiry culture, the
event character of art, the forcework “at work™ in it, is not reducible to the
parameters of exchange. While the artwork’s features as an object easily
become inscribed into commodiry exch:mge, art’s dimension of forcework,
its transformative “act,” exceeds it. Thus, as I argue in ch:iprer 3, art, in its
forcework, escapes the iogic of commodiry, both its p::r:idigm of exch:mge
and its corollary tendency toward fetishization. Though it is increasingly
important to nuance our understanding of how art comes to function as
a commodiry, and thus as an element in the giob::.l economy ofpower, it
is even more vital to flesh out the way in which art calls this dominant
Ppractice into question and opens the possibﬂity of a nonproducrion.ist (in
the widest possible sense) way of bei.ng.

Since the logic of power/production is inextricably linked to the sub-
jecr—objecr dialectic, the notion of forcework displ:ices this model and its
various heuristic roles in formalist, materialist, and cultural anaiyses. It
delimits the scope of these approaches by pointing out that what makes
art art—that is, its forcework—remains outside the scope of aesthetic and
cultural critique. With such questioning of the subjecr, such coroli::.ry
notions as pleasure, desire, aesthetic experience, judgment, the beautiful,
and the sublime, though appropriate for aesthetic appreciation and eri-
tique of art, lose their binding relevance for the concept of art as force-
work Instead, the posraesrheric undersr:mding of art :lppro:u:hes art as a
certain type of transformation, engaging it on the level of the formation
and redisposition of forces. In chapter 3, I discuss how this idea of art’s
forcework allows us, in the context of the work of Irigaray, Paul Gilroy,
and Frantz Fanon, to rethink the notion of the subjecr after aesthetics. As
Gﬂroy (in his analysis of race), Irigaray (in her thoughr on sexual differ-
ence), and Fanon (in his idea of “actional man™) peint out, the notions of
production and labor cannot serve the emancipatory function in relation
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to raced and/or sexed subjects, because the subject- and power-criented
paradigm of production is itself responsible for patterns of racial and sex-
ual i.noqualiry and oppression. In very different ways, they point to poigsis
rather than to labor as a source of liberation.

It is in relation to the operations of modern capital and its practices
of production that we need to examine the problem of revolt in art. As
Adorne would say, such a _possibiliry of revolt is not a question ofpolirical
subversiveness or radical ideas but, instead, of a certain redesigni.ng of the
modes of relation, one that h:lppens in art on the level of force.!® In
Wodiczko's projections and performative instruments there is a dimension
of “revolt” underneath social and political critique, a revolt in the apheric
mode, whose radical nature lies procisely in dosisring from power and
enabling a different modality of relations: a modality that is poietic and
transformative precisely by virtue of being nonproductionist and power-
free. Thus where art “re-volts” or “turns” against the logic of power is not,
as I argue in this book’s conclusion, in its oxplicit _prochmations or formal
innovations and subversions but in the very event of transforming rela-
tions, which disallows the fluid grip of power on experience while lerring
forces issue inte configurations free from power.

This approach questions the position of critics who, like Raymond
Williams, offer a rather dismissive evaluation of what Williams calls the
“once liberating Modernism” and reduce its radical art to a phenomenon
of merely histerical importance without much relevance for contemporary
life. My view, by contrast, is that we have not yet sufﬁciontly addressed the
problematic of freedom and power as it has been redefined in avant-garde
artworls. Consequenrly, we need to consider how the a\?mr—ga.rde—md 1
employ the term to refer both to the early-twentieth-century avant-gardes
and to the continuing avantgarde radicalism in contemporary art and
poetry—contests power and redefines freedom. To put it simply, the
avant-garde does not simply endorse, by attacking the absence of freedom
in bourgeois society, the liberal netion of individual freedom; rather, it
tries to ch:mgo, amidst the ga.l\-':mizing tochnologicﬂ de\-'olopments of
nvenrierh—cenrury culture, the very notion of what it means to be free in
the face of growing technologization. Disagreeing with those who see art
as exhausted or finished, I contend that art has never been more signiﬁ—
cant than it is now. I see arts “marginalization” in our technelogical soci-
ety not as a judgmenr on art’s importance but, conversely, asa disquiering
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confirmation of our narrowing and uncritical understanding of experi-
ence. A good example of this inverse relation is the video installations of
Bill Viola—{for instance, The Crossing, The Greeting, and M.ffrﬂffam“—
which use the latest computer and video technolegy to show that experi-
ence cannot be reduced to a technoscientific calculus or, broadly speaking,
to information. The force of radical art is, in my :1ppro:1ch, its :lbility to
call into question this restricted, technicist view of being, experience, and
action.

The present volume, pointing to this revolt in artin relation to mod-
ern forms of rechnop ower, constitutes a decisive dep:u'rure from the cur-
rent climate of discussions about avant-garde art. Against claims about the
exhaustion and irrelevance of contemporary art, Ipostuhte the growing
importance of radical aesthetics in the face of the rapidly intensifying tech-
nologizarion of life, both in its glob::.l proportions and at the most basic
level of genetic codes. The crucial pointhere is not just thatart, in its most
recent forms of electronic or transgenic artworks, and whether in critical
or celeb ratory fashion, continues to be preoccupied with the most recent
and culturally formative developments in science and technology and thus
kee_ps pace with the “real” world Rather, the point is also that art in its
characteristic mode of existence, here called “forcework,” remains central-
ly and critically engaged with the “nervous system” of contemporary forms
of rehtion:ﬂiry: rechn.iciry and its evolvi.ng modalities ofp ower. Elsewhere,
I have underscored the continuing relevance of the modernist and post
modern avant-garde to our understanding of modern experience.” In The
Force ofArr, I offer a new conception of radical art as a transformative force
in the midst of the globalizing work of power



