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What'’s Neo about
Neo-Feminism?




video. Courlesy of Friednch Petzel Gallery

Andren Frases, Uniified, 2003 . Single-channel

he theme of neo-feminism that the editors of Eic have
proposed for an issue on contemporary feminist prac-
tices compels me to wonder what might the prefix ‘neo’
signal as a return to strategies that were elaborated in the
60)s and 70s, that is, before ‘third-wave' or *post-structural’
feminism. The question of a return, here as elsewhere, causes me
to consider the current political context not only for feminism
but for any eritical cultural politics, and, moreover, for any critical
articulation of culture in the context of the neoliberal engineering
of culture industries. In this regard, | would ask what contribution
neo-feminism might make to the most ambitious art of our time,
including the kinds of collaborative, activist and relational art that
seem far removed from the question of intimacy.
In keeping with the idea of a return to critical models from the
past, | would like to recall Hal Foster’s 1994 essay “What's Neo
about the Neo-Avant-Garde?™' In doing so, I am well aware thar
I am mixing apples and oranges, ferminism and avant-garde, and
do so precisely to question the place of feminism within con-
temporary avant-garde production. The work 1 propose as an
exemplary model of engaged practice is Andrea Fraser’s Untitled
of 2003, which T will return to in the pages below. My reasons for
selecting this piece includes not only its answer to the recurring
feminist slogan that “the personal 1s political” but also its meaning
in the context of a feminist- inspired institutional critique and a
psychoanalyucally-informed subjectivization of cultural politics.
In “What's Neo", Hal Foster examined the ways in which post-
war artists recovered and attempted to transform the strategies
of the historical avant-gardes of the early twentieth century. The
purpose of his essay was to provide a tempered assessment of the
work of postwar artists that problematized the pessimistic view of
the neo-avant-gardes provided by Peter Biirger in his Theory of the
Avant-Garde,” As Jochen Schulte-Strausse correctly asserted in the
foreword to the 1984 Enghsh translation of this book, Biirger’s
Marxist approach would not necessarily prove to be compatible
with French post-structuralism, a relative incommensurability
that is teased out by Foster through his use of the psychoana-
Ivtic concept of “deferred action. Whereas Biirger concluded his
book with the view that an adequate theory — and therefore, an
adequate practice — of engaged art does not exist, Foster argued
that 50s artists undertook the important work of recovering
avant-garde strategies like collage, montage, the readymade and
construction principles. While the 50s artists succeeded in doing
so against institutional constraints, they nevertheless cancelled the
prewar critique of the “institution of art ™ (Biirger) by allowing its
strategies to become, in turn, institutionalized and appropriated
by the culture industries. This fact led 6s artists like Broodthaers,
Buren and Asher to develop strategies that resisted accommada-
tion through the exploration of the frameworks of artistic pro-
duction and reception.
Notwithstanding Foster’s complex model of temporality and ef-
fectiveness, what [ want to mention here is what his essay suggests
for the critical pertinence of the contemporary practices of the
905 in relation to the legacy of the avant-garde, Most telling in his
essay, in this regard, is the assertion that “Our present is chastened
by feminist eniques of revolutionary language as well as by other
suspicions about the exclusiviaty not just of art institutions but of
critical discourses as well™ Contemporary artists, he argued, en-
gage in strategic collaborations and subtle displacements — noth-
ing here we couldn't also find in historical precedents. The crucial
distinction is that a critique of the avant-garde and its class politics
progresses today through the probing of gender, ethnic and sexual
differences, as noticed in the work of arusts like David Hammons,
Robert Gober and Andrea Fraser.
The value of the construct of the avant-garde, then, would ap-
pear to be not only 1ts relation to the radical transformanion and
reproduction of the sphere of cultural production, its revelation

of the inconsequence of autonomy with regard to its economic
determinations, but its flexibility with regard to social structures
other than those associated with militant or revolutionary class
politics. The relation between avant-gardism and identty strug-
gles was raised by the Montreal art eritic and historian Johanne
Lamoureux in her Réponse @ Hal Foster® On this same subject
of the relevance of avant-garde discourse to contemporary de-
constructive and feminist practices, Lamoureux argued that all
practices that are critical expose and derail the aporias of the
systems that seek to contain them.” In a more recent essay on
the concept of the avant-garde, Lamoureux draws on feminist
art history, in particular, Carol Duncan’s landmark essay “Virility
and Domination in Early Twenteth-Century Vanguard Painting”
(1982), in order to draw out the gendered, masculinist and
conformist bias of the nineteenth-century avant-garde, as first
noted by Charles Baudelaire in the 1860s. Against the doxa that
the avant-garde represents a sophisticated class of cultural actors,
Lamoureux suggests that the virtues of originality or metropolitan-
ism were never untversally held and that avane-gardism was, as early
as the 1850s, an “institutionalized variant of everyone’s gambit.™
The real avant-garde, including Courbet, Baudelare, Raombaud,
Cezanne and Gauguin involved those who ignored or rejected it
However, as the story goes, they eventually rejected it only to proj-
ect their difference onto the screen of a gendered or racially marked
other, appropriating codes from outside the European canon and
simultancously invalidating claims to innovation. The question of
progress, then, comes full circle in the postwar period with the rise
of anti-colonial movements, civil rights, fenunism, gay rights and
ANTIWAr protest.

Lamoureux concludes her essay with the question: “How are
we to articulate and assess the relevance of the avant-garde for
contemporary art practices?” Traits that proved insufferable, she
writes, are not as invariable as they once seemed inasmuch as they
are transformed under the pressure of feminist and postcolonial
theory and aid in the making visible of hybrid and fluid identity
positions” within reconfigured social and cultural spaces. Avant-
garde criticality, it seems, has its uses. The constructive omission
in Lamoureux’s text, however, becomes apparent when she argues
that the ‘performativity’ of a contemporary critical practice does
not need to be labeled avant-garde. What, we might ask, does the
historicization of the concept of the avant-garde leave behind and
how do class politics come into play, if ac all? Opting for Foster's
model of negotiation against Biirger's model of hibernation,
Lamoureux looks to identity and performativity theory to rescue
the avant-garde’ testing of institutional boundaries.

What might a erinical practice gain, however, from not testing
or transgressing institutional limits, but in the traditon of radical
autonomy, reflexively exposes the rules of the game? If Biirger's
argument that the social function of art does not depend on par-
ticular works, but on the institutions themselves, then the persua-
sive force of the avant-garde may not be to demonstrate modes
of liberation or creative innovation, but the modes of domina-
tion within which works are produced. Inasmuch as the culture
industries seek to eliminate this tension between mstitution and
critique, artists” protests tend, in the present, to draw on ever more
intimate aspects of the self, on affect and sexuality as signifiers
of subjectivity. In this respect, the question of neo-feminism be-
comes particularly acute.

The relation between the provision of an artistic service and the
creative industries’ search for new markets in identities, lifestyles,
and all manner of ‘living labour’ provides a framework for un-
derstanding Andrea Fraser’s Unritled of 2003, For this piece Fraser
made arrangements with the Friedrich Petzel Gallery to find a
collector who would agree to have sex with the artist and for
the exchange to be documented. The result 15 a silent 60-minute
videotape of Fraser meeting an unidentified man in a hotel room.
The work stipulated that the collector be heterosexual and un-
married. The unedited video was shot with a stationary camera



and used the room’s existing lighting. The single-channel video,
which is shown in galleries on a small monitor, earned the artist
a fee of $20,000US, with additional returns from che limited edi-
tion copies. In it, the artist and her collector have drinks, foreplay,
have intercourse for approximately ten minutes, and for the next
twenty nunutes engage in post-coital cuddling and pillow talk.
Untitled 1s a development of what Fraser considers to be a feminist
institutional critique that makes use of subjectivity as an institu-
tionally conditioned site of fantasy and identfication. In a 2003
roundtable on ferinism and art, she stated that she understands
her work as an effort to integrate the interventional aspects of

70s femimist art into her engagement with the construction of
female subject positions within art discourse.” She further stated
that an ethics of institutional critique, understood through the
prisim of feminist site-specificity and a critical reflexivity toward
sexed l.ui:_p.cmm demanded that she be concerned with the con-
lil.{]ll[] l}r ]3L'|I|” LiUI!I]III]“ = .l“ lJI:L '\\-JHIL fLC.UE.{]I]A:I]IE_‘ 'h"‘ status
of the artists as, in Bourdieu’s terms, the dominated sector of the
dominant class. This awareness led her away from explicitly fenn-
ISt CONCeTns, 13‘_\' and |.11'-:_(|: ratified |w cultural institutions, toward
an engagement with what she considered “the most determining
|economic]| torces™ of the sites in which she worked.

[n an essay on the fate of institutional critique 1 the midst of

collective, transversal and activist challenges to cogmuve capital-
1sm, Brian Holmes suggests that work like Fraser’s leads to com-
placency, immobility and loss of autonomy, a “governmentality
of failure, where the subject can do no more than contemplate
his or her own psvchic prison, with a few aesthetc luxuries in
compensation.” Against Holmes' urge to move beyond the limirs
of artistic and academic discipline, I think it urgent to consider
the complexity of Fraser’s avant-garde gambit. In her 1994 essay
on “How to Provide an Artistic Service,” and the corresponding
artwork with Helmut Draxler, Services, Fraser examined the eco-
nomic definition of service provision, a “value which s consumed
at the same time as it is produced,” as part of an exploration of the
working condinions of art professionals, Dependence, she con-
cluded, 15 the condition of artistic autonomy; independence 1s a
matter of determining for ourselves who and how we serve. What
makes Fraser’s discussion of professional ideclogy particularly
important for us at this juncture in the age of cognitive capital-
ism and the creative industries is that it recognizes the problem
of polarization that Marx identitied in relation to nonproductive
labour, defined as being neither wage labour nor ownership of the
means of production, The growth of a nonproductve service and
professional salariat, subject to the economic downgrading of the

working class but identifying with middle class status and values,

was later theorized by Siegried Kracauer in The Salaried Masses
{1930}, by C. Wright Mills in White Collar (1953) and more re-
cently by Hardt and Negri in Empire (1994).

What makes works like Unritled pertinent to question of the
relation of neo-feminism to neo-avant-garde, then, is its claim
to critical autonomy, its distance from economic principles of hi-
erarchization, Not only does her dual-action performance allow
her to “get rich,” it does so against the post-political, late capital-
ist insistence that one grease the machine of relational networks

and against the domination of what Slavoj Zizek calls metapolitics,

where political antagonism is fully asserted, only to be ascribed to
another scene — the economic sphere — where it is more properly
played our. " As early as Lenin's essay on “Part Organization and
Party Literature™ (1905) it has been clear that the socialist avant-
gardes had more than art’s autonomy at heart. The questions
that prominent thinkers like Zizek are today asking requires that
we consider the relative importance of State and parliamentary
politics in a conjuncture where the farcical repetition of a heroic
revolutionary Party may also have its delayed efficacy. Such a Parry
'I'I]d'\. h.,l\l., A L"Il]'LH]dH fur 'It‘- |‘.|1~.[[!r11. '|| 'II'ItLl‘-i,J'ItIUJ'l [[]{. NEC eSS 1'!'\'
delegtimanion of plurabist negotation and dentity-based claims
to difference. If such a Party existed, the force of intimacy would
no doubt find its correlate in the organization of 1ts own vamsh-
ing;: the personal too would become metapolitical.

Manrc James LEcEr
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