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Post-modernism claimed that originality is no longer pos-
sible, and that the artist is merely a scavenger who
rearranges prefabricated materials, images and ideas—call
this the anti-originality thesis. This thesis was itself origi-
nal, and therefore self-defeating. But quite aside from its
self-contradiction, the anti-originality thesis was objection-
able for several reasons. First, it rationalized the long-
standing mainstream Euroethnic practice of using without
attribution and exploiting for personal profit the creative
products of marginalized cultures, while those marginal-
ized cultures themselves continued to labor under condi-
tions of obscurity and deprivation. Second, the creative
products of marginalized cultures express meanings that
can only be understood by understanding the culture in
question. The anti-originality thesis decontextualized and
resituated them in such a way as to discourage cross-cul-
tural communication and reinforce mainstream tendencies
to ignorance and self-congratulation. Third, the anti-orig-
inality thesis began to gain currency in the United States
in the late 1980s—at the very moment when, as the result
of the increasing popularity of the concept of ‘otherness’
bequeathed us by post-structuralist anthropology, the inno-
vative contributions of artists from those marginalized cul-
tures began to gain recognition. The anti-originality thesis
enabled mainstream artists, who had risen to prominence
on the basis of aesthetic innovation now clearly familiar
from the work of formerly unacknowledged minority
artists, to dismiss the value of originality in any case—
thereby cementing the art-historical significance of the
mainstream group while denying it to those on the mar-
gins. The anti-originality thesis thus served an urgent func-
tion at an important historical moment. It was an
ideological fiction that provided an institutional bulwark
against the marginalized outsiders who were beginning to
storm the barricades.

A further shortcoming of the anti-originality thesis was the
shallow conception of originality it presupposed. According
to this conception, true originality does not depend on
materials, images or ideas already present in the culture at
large, but rather contributes entirely novel ones. It does
not synthesize or reconfigure any such previously existing
elements, but rather creates new ones from scratch—as
though these were mutually exclusive alternatives; and as
though any entirely novel entity could be cognized in the
first place.  In order to speak to us, a work of art must use
languages we can recognize. 

If works of art in any field really had to expunge all familiar
images, ideas, media and materials in order to meet such
criteria of originality, none of the major art historical fig-
ures we consensually recognize as original would pass the
test. Should we then have gone back and re-evaluated
whether Picasso made too great a use of African art to
count as innovative according to this criterion? And if so,
should we then have valorized Picasso’s cubism even more
highly because of its unoriginality? And should we now val-
orize more highly works of art that are more derivative,
and disparage works that are insufficiently derivative?
These are some of the reductio ad absurda to which the anti-
originality thesis leads.

Finally, the impotence of the anti-originality thesis was
demonstrated by the long-standing art world practices of
selecting, exhibiting, marketing and canonizing modern
art. Regardless of conflicting opinions about quality, all
parties to these practices converge on the essentials of how
to bring work to the attention of a larger audience and how
to keep it there. Whether the audience in question is the
artist who first makes the work, the dealer who first shows
it, the viewer who first sees it, the critic who first writes
about it, the collector who first buys it, or the institution
that first legitimates it, the language of innovation func-
tions in the same way. It frames the work as ‘cutting edge,’
as something that, in some important respect, has not been
done before: as breaking new ground, pushing the enve-
lope, challenging received notions, framing the debate in a
new way, rejecting cherished principles, violating conven-
tional thinking, and so on. Most of us have been deploying
these familiar clichés to suit our art professional promo-
tional roles since the onset of industrialization. And some-
times they are even warranted by the work in question. For
all of these reasons, it is very difficult to take the anti-orig-
inality thesis seriously, as original as it originally seemed to
be.

Indeed, the promotional fervor with which the concept of
originality is invoked to market and canonize modern art
finds its parallel in the fervor with which the anti-original-
ity thesis itself was marketed as original. The enthusiasm
that greeted this novel thesis when it first appeared, the
heat with which its advocates elaborated upon and prose-
lytized about it, and the seriousness with which it was taken
up in extended discussion—all were sound indicators of its
originality. Then began the gradual process of dogmatic
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hardening by which this new idea became old—its canon-
ization in the art-critical literature, the creation of academic
chairs for its proponents, the generations of graduate stu-
dents pressed into service to spread the gospel, the incor-
poration of this gospel into academic syllabi, and finally
the new generations of graduate students who sought to
meet the requirement of dissertation originality by calling
the anti-originality thesis itself into question. This cyclical,
essentially self-cannibalizing process—it’s new, it’s old, it’s
new because it’s old, it’s old because it’s new, etc.—charac-
terizes the historical shelf-life of the anti-originality thesis
as well as that of modern art. 

But this process is not confined to art or academia. It typ-
ifies a culture that more generally perpetuates itself by cre-
ating desires for ‘new and improved’ commodities,
consuming them, digesting them, spitting them out, and
moving on to the next ones—i.e. the culture of unre-
strained free-market capitalism. The following observa-
tions are based in my experience of American culture and
politics. But to the extent that you permit the globalization
of American culture to invade your own, you may find them
relevant there as well.

The culture of unrestrained free-market capitalism feeds
on the shared and foundational experience of incomplete-
ness, inferiority—of generalized insufficiency, or want. The
experience of generalized want is created by media fabula-
tions of a fantasy world of perpetual happiness that sharply
contrasts with our complex and often painful social reality,
plus the promise that this fantasy world can be realized
through the acquisition of those material goods that serve
as props within it. For those who have the wealth to acquire
such props, this promise is broken on a daily basis, and the
hollow dissatisfaction at the core of perpetual acquisition
is a constant reminder that something is missing.
Unfortunately, this dissatisfaction only rarely leads to the
interrogation of the basic premise of the fantasy itself—i.e.
that the acquisition of material props can realize it in the
first place. Usually the conclusion is, rather, that more
props are needed to do the trick.

This is the function of the globalized advertainment indus-
try. Based in the American myth of acquisition and con-
sumption, it offers tantalizing desire-satisfaction events as
palliatives to the agonies of conscience caused by America’s
historical crimes against humanity and their present con-
sequences. And it is nourished internationally by compa-
rable agonies in other countries: the fall of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, of the British Empire, the
Second World War in Germany and Japan, the Soviet
regime in Russia, the Cultural Revolution in China, to
name only a few. The globalized advertainment industry
exploits our shared need to escape from the morally
unbearable present of those consequences, by producing
‘new and improved’ goods and services that deaden their
pain and divert our attention. And it expends enormous

resources convincing us to want them. That is, the adver-
tainment industry creates interminable and insatiable desire
for the new that narcotizes the ugly realities and moral self-
dislike inherited from our past atrocities; it promises an
end to that self-dislike in repetitive infusions of desire-sat-
isfaction. The enduring themes of originality and innova-
tion that characterize the discourse of modern art—indeed,
contemporary culture more generally—is merely one
example of that dynamic.

However, as for other such examples, there are limits on
the extent of acceptable innovation in modern art. I have
already suggested that no art object can be original in every
respect, if it hopes to gain cognitive recognition from its
viewers. A concrete particular that is not recognizable rel-
ative to the pre-existing concepts and categories by which
we make sense of experience can form no part of that expe-
rience. But the limits of acceptability are much narrower
than this. Unrestrained free-market capitalism depends on
the rhetoric of innovation to drive consumption of the
objects, events and services that perpetuate it. To the extent
that a work of art undermines such consumption itself, it
sacrifices acceptability, approval and status within that
economy—no matter how innovative it may be in other
respects—and is marginalized accordingly.

A work of art can innovate in many ways that thus conflict
with the foundations of unrestrained free-market capital-
ism. Here are a few of them, in no particular order: First,
it can critique irrationally unequal distributions of power
and resources that impede the level playing field that dem-
ocratic social institutions theoretically presuppose. Art that
critiques racism, sexism, homophobia, anti-Semitism and
other forms of xenophobia would exemplify such work.
Second, it can interrogate the commodity production that
is the currency of unrestrained free-market capitalism. Art
that, through its form or its content calls into question the
value of material embodiment, of refined techniques of
production or of the use of expensive materials would
exemplify such work. Third, it can call attention to the
exchange relations among agents that drive an unrestrained
free-market economy. Art that examines the transactions
between artist and critic, dealer and collector, art and exhi-
bition venue, promotional visibility and sales or profitabil-
ity and institutional canonization would exemplify such
work. Fourth, it can subvert the act or process of consump-
tion itself. Art that disintegrates, or rots, or self-destructs,
or evaporates after a fixed period of time, or that, through
viewer participation, continually alters and expands its own
form, or that elicits distancing, or self-critique, or intellec-
tual reflection, or anger, or disgust rather than desire, or
that rejects materiality thwarts the normal process of com-
modity consumption that links such objects with desire-
satisfaction. Fifth, it can call into question the fundamental
values of consumption. Art that satirizes desire or sexuality
or wealth or technology, or that calls attention to alterna-
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tive value systems that oppose or reject these, or that
requires criteria of aesthetic evaluation that are incompat-
ible with them, or that invokes utopian social ideals of fair-
ness and equality would exemplify such work.

These brief descriptions identify some of the kinds of work
we typically call ‘avant-garde,’ or ‘cutting edge.’ They are
only a few of the ways in which a work of art can come into
conflict with the conditions required by the smooth func-
tioning of an unrestrained free-market economy. Such
works have in common a genesis in culturally transgressive
ideas or concepts that drive artists to actualize them, despite
their incompatibility with the norms and ideology of cap-
italism. By resisting conformity to the social and economic
status quo, they function primarily as paradigms of artistic
self-expression. Thus two concepts—avant-garde or cut-
ting-edge art on the one hand, and self-expression on the
other—are linked in art that defies the cultural conventions
of unrestrained free-market capitalism, by expressing a part
of the self that exists beyond the limiting boundaries of
desire. Cutting-edge paradigms of self-expression, in turn,
frustrate the conventional economic function of art as a
high-end currency of exchange in an unrestrained free mar-
ket. 

This kind of art thus embodies a tension between two cen-
tral ideas assumed to be entwined in most modern democ-
racies: free expression and free-market consumption.
Capitalism typically defends free-market consumption as
the most meaningful exercise of free expression in a mod-
ern democracy: to quote a particularly compelling recent
ad, ‘I want to break free-e-e!’—while drinking Coke. In
this paradigm, freedom of expression equals freedom to
consume, to satisfy desire. Hence freedom of the self, in
this narrative, is in fact equivalent to enslavement by desire;
and non-equivalent to autonomous self-regulation. Rather
than being moved by principled internal dispositions that
define and structure the self independently of the external
influences on it, the self under unrestrained free-market
capitalism is driven by its pursuit of objects external to it.
Rather than controlling its desires and deferring their grat-
ification in light of such principles, the self is controlled
and defined by its desires, and so is at the mercy of the
external stimuli that drive it. Unrestrained free-market
consumption thus transforms the self into a marionette
jerked here and there by the strings that attach it to external
sources of self-gratification. Unrestrained free-market cap-
italism’s version of freedom of expression thus presupposes
what Kant would call a heteronymous self that is defined
by the external objects it appropriates and digests. This is
precisely the opposite of the originality and innovation that
unrestrained free-market capitalism claims to nurture.
Commodities that actually satisfy these desiderata would
thus seem to stunt their growth in those who consume
them.

Cutting-edge art of the kind described earlier demonstrates
that there is no necessary connection between freedom of
expression and free-market consumption. The two are
antithetical where freedom of expression transgresses the
habitual desires that market consumption inculcates. Such
work serves to remind us that there are other capacities
within the self—curiosity, wonder, intellect, reason, self-
awareness, for example—and may even awaken those
capacities within some viewers. By stimulating alternative
capacities within the self and eliciting alternative responses
that outcompete the demands of desire, such work also may
inspire new possibilities of creative self-expression in its
viewers. If it can be dismissed by the incurious with the
comment that ‘I could do that if I tried,’ it can also be
embraced by the curious with exactly the same thought.

To the extent that such work frustrates market exchange
and consumption, it tends to exist at the margins of an
unrestrained free-market economy, if at all. And it receives
less of the financial support or institutional legitimation
than does work which functions more smoothly within the
constraints of free-market capitalism. It denies such work
an audience at any or all levels of entry into the nerve centre
of contemporary art: dealers decline to make studio visits
to see it, or decline to show it on grounds of its unmar-
ketability; or, should the work pass that hurdle, critics,
mindful of the conservative publishing interests that ulti-
mately ensure their own marketability, decline to write
about it; or, should the work pass that hurdle, curators,
mindful of the conservative administrative interests that
ultimately determine museum policy (including staff hir-
ing), decline to accord it the stamp of institutional canon-
ization; or, should the work pass that hurdle, conservative
institutions and collectors, mindful of the contradiction to
their own values such work expresses, decline to purchase
it. In direct proportion to the threat to such values that this
type of cutting-edge art represents, it is immediately or
gradually eliminated from public awareness and from the
historical record by those conservative capitalist interests
themselves. Cutting-edge art thereby exposes the ideolog-
ical deception by which unrestrained capitalism claims the
mantle of freedom for purposes of self-legitimation.
Unrestrained free-market capitalism in fact restricts quite
narrowly the freedom to express oneself in works of art that
subvert the market transactions through which such works
are supposed to be consumed.

By excluding from institutional legitimation those works
of art that thus call into question the foundations of this
system, the system of free-market capitalism itself thereby
ensures a permanent supply of innovative but perpetually
marginalized art works that do, in fact, ‘break new ground,’
‘push the envelope,’ ‘challenge received notions,’ ‘frame
the debate in a new way,’ ‘reject cherished principles’ or
‘violate conventional thinking’—to the detriment of their
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creators’ livelihoods. Typically, these judgements are
applied approvingly to those innovations that respect the
highly circumscribed limits of unrestrained free-market
capitalism: the rhetoric of the margin is most effectively
manipulated by those most firmly ensconced at the center.
But they are withheld from innovations that actually do
most strongly interrogate or subvert market forces. Instead,
such art typically receives either heavy blasts of unfocused
hostility, or little if any recognition at all. Because such
work destabilizes the power relations constitutive of unre-
strained free-market capitalism, I shall bring all of it under
the rubric of explicitly political art.

By contrast, implicitly political art is often preoccupied with
abstraction, or pure form, or perception, or beauty. Its con-
tent avoids topical, politically divisive subject matter; and
its form extends and celebrates accepted materials, tech-
niques and modes of production. It may serve to inspire or
delight us, or provide an escape or asylum from the painful
social realities that surround us. As such, implicitly political
art is no less culturally necessary, significant or valuable
than explicitly political art. A healthy and well-functioning
society makes room for both. Most artists who produce
implicitly political art are extremely fortunate to have the
luxury of an inner, creative sanctuary in which the drive to
produce such work can be nurtured. They are fortunate to
be spared the necessity of grappling consciously and always,
at all levels of their being, with the urgent social problems
that often drive explicitly political art. Most producers of
implicitly political art have reason to be grateful for the
creative solace from such problems they are privileged to
enjoy. 

However, some who produce implicitly political art do not
escape such problems, but rather are ensnared by them.
Motivated by self-censorship, and by the strategic under-
standing that making explicitly political art lessens the
chances and the magnitude of professional success, this
kind of implicitly political art is an expression of imprison-
ment within the bounds of political conflict, rather than an
escape from it. These artists make a reasoned decision that
voluntarily cramping their own scope of self-expression
and confining their investigations within free-market cap-
italist conventions is well worth the trade-off in profession-
al success. They thereby sacrifice freedom of expression
for the material rewards of institutional legitimacy. They
knowingly subordinate the self-expressive function of their
work to its function as a currency of market exchange, and,
like artists and writers in the former eastern European
countries under Communism, they exchange clarity for
‘subtlety,’ forthrightness for ‘understatement,’ and political
protest for ‘irony.’ The authoritarian extremes of capitalism
and socialism thus dovetail in the artistic evasions and self-
protective camouflage they force professionally ambitious
artists to adopt.

Regardless of the background determinants of implicitly
political art, it qualifies as political because—like all events,
actions and choices embedded in a social context—it has
political preconditions and political consequences.
Whatever its other benefits—and there are many—implic-
itly political art reinforces and exploits the conditions
required by unrestrained free-market capitalism. Implicitly
political art tacitly endorses the status quo by taking advan-
tage of it, presupposing it, and declining to interrogate it.
This would include art that purports to contain no political
content, or contains political content so masked and sub-
dued under layers of irony, esoteric allusions and insider
jokes that it is perceptually invisible; or art that requires
the expensive and sophisticated production techniques of
any high-end commodity; or that diverts the viewer’s atten-
tion away from her own compromized location within the
matrix of power relations that constitute a free-market
economy; or that celebrates or reinforces the addictive
habits of commodity consumption and desire-satisfaction
themselves. A healthy market economy, embedded within
the constraints of a stable and well-functioning democracy,
would accommodate both art that celebrates it and art that
interrogates it.

Obviously all of these different characteristics identify a
multi-dimensional sliding scale of degrees according to
which a work of art may be explicitly or implicitly political.
No work of art is well served by all-or-nothing judgements
at either extreme, and to call a work either implicitly or
explicitly political is not to pass judgement on its quality
or value. Nevertheless, these two possibilities, together
with the continuum of degrees between them, are exhaus-
tive. The concept of ‘non-political art’—i.e. art that is polit-
ical neither in its content, nor its form, nor its social or
economic presuppositions, is another ideological fiction of
unrestrained free-market capitalism that has been used for
propaganda purposes just as effectively as explicitly political
art has.

To see why explicitly political art is systematically margin-
alized in an unrestrained free-market capitalist art world,
consider the instrumentalizing function that transforms all
objects, events and relationships into tools of desire-satis-
faction in an unrestrained free-market economy more gen-
erally. This function consists in a disposition to view all
such objects, events and relationships as potential instru-
ments of personal profit, and to appraise and rank them
accordingly. Here the archetypal question is, ‘How much
mileage can I get out of this?’ The question can be posed
of any object, event, relationship or condition. It is in
essence a question as to how the maximum possible per-
sonal profit, i.e. satisfaction of personal desire, can be
wrung from it. Unrestrained free-market capitalism thus
subordinates all such states of affairs to the satisfaction of
personal desire. I describe it as unrestrained because it
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imposes no constraints of custom, policy or principle on
the pursuit of desire-satisfaction.

For among the states of affairs thus subordinated are, of
course, political relationships. After all, the ‘free’ in ‘free-
market’ refers to a market unregulated and unrestrained
by government interference. Advocates of free-market cap-
italism like to claim that government interference is unnec-
essary to a society in which all consumers are rational
profit-seekers whose patterns of individual consumption
conduce to the well-being of all. But this sunny view
ignores the instrumentalizing function that defines unre-
strained free-market capitalism, which encourages forming
temporary alliances and monopolies that maximize profit
by reducing competition. It also encourages unethical free
riding when this is an effective means to the same end. It
now seems clear that the combination of monopoly with
free rider corporate practices is a lethal one that demands
governmental regulation rather than refutes the need for
it; and that such monopolies are incapable of policing
themselves.

However, the drive for personal profit and desire-satisfac-
tion is at odds with political regulation designed to secure
the stability of all transactions within a society. Social sta-
bility requires three basic conditions. First, it requires
mutual trust, and so an embedded convention of honoring
contracts, or promise-keeping. Second, it requires a fair
distribution of economic resources, so as to minimize con-
flict over those resources. These two conditions, in turn,
require a third: an enforcement mechanism that distributes
rewards for honoring contracts and economic fairness, and
punishments for violating them. The machinery of gov-
ernment—of legislation, administration and adjudication—
is predicated on these basic social requirements. 

In a healthy and well-functioning society, individual
odysseys of desire-satisfaction are constrained by these
requirements. Those that conflict with them are systemat-
ically discouraged by the society’s entrenched customs, as
well as by its penal system. In such a society, government
functions not only as a constraint but also as a counter-
weight to the pull of uncontrolled profit-seeking. Such a
government consistently protects the rights of free speech
when these are in jeopardy. It consistently inflicts punish-
ments for criminal behavior. It passes and consistently
enforces policies, procedures and regulations that ensure
fairness in all contractual transactions, even where these
policies may thwart individual advantage. And it consis-
tently advocates on behalf of the powerless, in order that
their voices and their claims receive the same attention as
those of the powerful or eloquent. However, we have
already seen that in an unregulated free-market capitalist
society, government performs none of these functions con-
sistently because it is, in reality, a subordinate instrument

of capital accumulation that acts only when and where it
serves corporate interests to allow this.

A society driven by unregulated free-market capitalism is
unhealthy and dysfunctional because in it, the basic struc-
tural requirement of social stability itself is subordinated
to individual odysseys of desire-satisfaction, rather than the
other way around. Unregulated free-market capitalism sat-
isfies the conditions of social stability—i.e. trust and fair-
ness—only to the extent that these are compatible with the
accumulation of personal instruments of desire-satisfaction.
Thus contracts are honored only if it is profitable to do so,
but violated if this would be more cost-effective. Resources
are distributed fairly only when inequitable but self-aggran-
dizing distributions would be too costly—for example,
when the risk of public disclosure, potential social disrup-
tion, expensive litigation, falling revenues or stock prices,
a tarnished reputation and the like would be too high. More
generally, in an unregulated capitalist society, social stability
is a worthwhile investment only to the extent that one’s
gated and guarded residential community cannot be suffi-
ciently fortified against the danger of riots outside it; or to
the extent that financial resources cannot be protected in
anonymous off-shore bank accounts. 

However, unregulated free-market capitalism does not
merely subordinate transactional stability to maximizing
personal desire-satisfaction at the tactical level. It ensures
the compliance of those whose job it is to secure social sta-
bility itself—i.e. the legislative, executive and judicial
branches of government—by purchasing their allegiance
to personal profitability instead. By rewarding government
officials with gifts, bribes, campaign contributions, personal
favours, capital resources, high-status official appointments
and high-paying jobs in the private sector, corporations
condition those officials to reciprocate by creating and
implementing public policies that are advantageous to cor-
porate goals. In a society overtaken entirely by unregulated
free-market capitalism, what may look from the outside—
and, indeed, even to a naïve insider—like a serendipitous
partnership between business and government is in fact a
corporate business relationship between an employer and
the government officials employed to protect and promote
the corporation’s best interests. Government is thereby
similarly instrumentalized as a tool by which the powerful
may maximize desire-satisfaction and personal profit. 

For example, the American Republican party enacted a
hostile takeover of the 2000 Presidential election through
its five corporate employees on the Supreme Court. Their
decision to hand the Presidency to a candidate who had
lost the popular vote flaunted their power in the face of a
politically disabled electorate, and irreparably defiled the
legitimacy and judicial authority of the Supreme Court
itself. These five Supreme Court Justices were more than
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willing to trade their personal integrity, moral authority,
the dignity of their office and the very idea of a democrat-
ically elected President for personal gain. Once these
salaried rewards of capital are established conventions of
governance, the desire for justice or a commitment to the
ideals of democracy and freedom become irrelevant to the
function of political office. Corporate profit and political
profit become mutually reinforcing variants on the same
theme. 

And once the bond of trust between a citizenry and its gov-
ernment is decisively broken by this kind of corruption,
that government can no longer motivate the democratic
participation of its citizenry, because its claims to embody
democratic values and represent fairly its citizens’ best
interests are no longer credible. However, at this stage such
a government does not need the democratic participation
of its citizenry to survive. On the contrary: its survival is
secured by the same corporate profits it is now reconfig-
ured to protect, and the democratic participation of its cit-
izenry is little more than an irritant and an obstacle to that
goal. The society’s best interests that government now cyn-
ically purports to represent in staged and scripted public
relations events are at best an afterthought.

Then the best hope for such a citizenry is simply to wait
for the inevitable squabbles over power and resources to
develop into wars between the major players in business
and government, and wait for them to turn back to the cit-
izenry to forge alliances that can leverage their respective
positions relative to their enemies. But an informed and
sophisticated citizenry in such a society will not mistake
such transient, tactical alliances of power for the relations
of fair representation that identify a true democracy. Nor
will it depend on that government to represent fairly citi-
zens’ best interests where they can offer government no
incentives of power or profit to do so. So, for example, a
community or subculture that is powerful neither in num-
bers nor in capital resources should not expect acts of mag-
nanimity from its elected representatives, even where these
are required by considerations of fairness. In unregulated
free-market capitalism, political representation is just
another instrument for maximizing personal profit, and is
as transient and unstable as the desires that profit satisfies.
Talk of fairness is cause for mockery.

Now we can see more easily why, in a society driven by
unregulated free-market capitalism, explicitly political art
that undermines its foundations is relegated to the margins,
while implicitly political art that depends on and reinforces
those foundations is rewarded. Those of us in whom the
acculturated commitment to democracy runs deep may
naturally think that free exchange in Mill’s marketplace of
ideas is far more essential to a well-functioning democracy
than unregulated exchange in the marketplace of goods and

services; and therefore that artistic expression is a paradigm
of democracy rather than of consumption. However, in an
unregulated free-market society, expression itself is nothing
more than a subordinate instrument of profit and desire-
satisfaction. Speech, including artistic production, is a tool
for achieving a desired end, whether or not its content
refers to any matter of fact. A person who says what he
thinks you want to hear rather than what he believes; or
makes statements that are at odds with her actions; or delib-
erately misrepresents policies or matters of political fact;
or uses speech to threaten, intimidate or deceive, or fill
valuable air time, or placate his constituents or ‘spin’ a pub-
licity disaster is a familiar spectacle in American political
life, as well as outside it. 

Only the gullible take such instrumentalized speech seri-
ously. An audience that recognizes such speech as the tool
of manipulation and self-aggrandizement it is simply tunes
out. A public figure who engages in instrumentalized
speech, knowing that no one believes it, knowingly uses
such speech as a cynical and arrogant display of force that
taunts its audiences with its inability to fight back; and
debases it by the force-feeding of lies. Thus, reminding a
disenfranchized citizenry of its powerlessness to set rational
and honest terms of public dialogue is the demoralizing
role of an advertainment media industry under unregulated
capitalism.

Under these circumstances, cutting-edge artistic self-
expression can find no protection because it violates the
instrumentalization of speech on which unregulated capi-
talism feeds. On the contrary: such self-expression is a
threat to its smooth functioning that must be marginalized
and disabled as efficiently as possible; and so is, under these
circumstances, a form of self-endangerment, indeed career
suicide, for its creator. Where government is merely an
instrument of capital accumulation, there can be no gen-
uine alternative economic support system to sustain and
encourage works of art that contribute to public dialogue
by interrogating, criticizing or undermining the political
status quo in the ways earlier described. There can be no
deeply embedded social arrangements relative to which
interrogation, criticism or the presentation of alternatives
can be publicly acknowledged as valuable; and no social
framework within which these values can find consistent
and concerted defence. That is, such a society has no room
for a ‘loyal opposition’—of the sort that the BBC, for exam-
ple, frequently provides to the British government—and
no incentive to supply the basic social preconditions in
which art as a paradigm of self-expression can flourish. All
it can be—all it is permitted to be—is an instrumental,
high-end currency of market transaction.

Consider an actual case. In the 1990s in the United States,
the Philip Morris corporation (now renamed Altria) backed
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both reactionary politicians who opposed governmental
funding for avant-garde art, and also artists and major art
institutions that exhibited it. On the surface, it seemed
inconsistent to support both political representatives such
as Senator Jesse Helms who opposed such work on the one
hand, and also art institutions that encouraged it on the
other. But at a deeper level there was no inconsistency.
Since Philip Morris sells drug addiction and death for prof-
it, it was and remains clearly very vulnerable to political
and moral criticism. And, as both Philip Morris and
Senator Jesse Helms were fully aware, avant-garde art can
be an extremely powerful and potent voice of moral criti-
cism and political protest. So it was in Philip Morris’s inter-
ests to control the content of such art, to restrict it to the
critically innocuous and politically inoffensive. It attempted
to accomplish this, first, by helping Senator Helms elimi-
nate public funding for avant-garde art. Second, Philip
Morris simultaneously established itself as the major source
of private corporate funding in the arts. Thus, in essence,
artworks and exhibitions could receive funding either from
Philip Morris and corporations like it, or not at all.

By refusing to fund explicitly political art that criticized,
protested or undermined its corporate interests, and chok-
ing off alternative sources of funding in the public sector,
Philip Morris successfully discouraged the making, exhibit-
ing and performance of such work. Having already bought
the complicity of elected representatives in eliminating
government support for works of contemporary art, it then
bought the silence both of artists who wanted those pro-
fessional opportunities, and also of the art institutions that
otherwise would have offered them. Both censored them-
selves, and subordinated contemporary art to the demands
of unregulated free-market capitalism, by producing and
exhibiting commodities it could easily digest.

This example illustrates the truism that in a society in
which government is a tool of business interests, we can
hardly expect it to be a beacon of democracy in the arts. In
such a society, adherence to the ideology of unregulated
free-market capitalism is a primary objective of content
programming in the advertainment industry, as well as of

acculturation throughout the society more generally. Such
ideological adherence is strictly incompatible with an
unconditional commitment to freedom of expression. So,
far from being celebrated as an expression of the demo-
cratic exchange of ideas, artwork that interrogates, criti-
cizes or offers alternatives is discouraged by the
withholding of political as well as financial support.
Through such negative reinforcement consistently applied,
the scope of thought and imagination themselves are
diminished to minor variations on the actual—at the same
time that desire, consumption and impulse shopping are
magnified into fantasy retreats from it; and we gradually
lose the capacity to conceive a world in which our lives,
our experiences and our selves can be any better or any dif-
ferent than they are now. This is how a purportedly dem-
ocratic form of government can be complicit in the
suppression of reason when this conflicts with the profit
motive.

Now one very great achievement of explicitly political art
is to demonstrate, at a concrete perceptual level, what alter-
natives to the status quo actually look like. That is why it
often makes its viewers so viscerally uncomfortable.
Explicitly political art does not always, or necessarily, pres-
ent its viewers with alternatives to the status quo that are
genuine improvements on it: explicitly political art can be
politically reactionary as well. Nevertheless, some explicitly
political art does give form and reality to dreams of better-
ment—of more humane attitudes towards others who are
different, more considerate treatment of natural resources
and materials, more judicious forms of social organization,
or more reflective and sophisticated approaches to our own
psychological dispositions—and may stand as a back-hand-
ed reproach to the excesses of unregulated free-market cap-
italism for this reason alone. Seen from within the
framework of such a society, explicitly political art may well
seem to push the envelope a bit too far; to violate so many
cherished assumptions and break so much new ground that
the ground itself may seem to tremble beneath our feet. In
these cases, explicitly political art may well transgress cur-
rently acceptable norms of innovation. But it does not vio-
late the demands of human progress.
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