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Introduction

Capital, gender and the work of art:
an intervention of, and in,
materialist feminism

On the densely woven histories of women, art, work, capital, feminism

This book is about feminism, art and its histories in the globalised socio-
economic paradigm of the early twenty-first century. The exploration of ideas
and practices in the pages that follow constitutes an effort to think through
the contradictions of this perplexing moment, which feminism must claim as
its own. This is because women are proving to be at great disadvantage in the
socio-economic processes we understand as globalisation. Not all women of
course. If we aim for the big picture, some, very few, women are, or at least
appear to be, in a much better position than others. And so globalisation can
also be apprehended as an epoch where the exploitation of woman by woman
has been realised as a tragic extension of Marx’s understanding of capitalism
as man’s exploitation of man. Let me provide an example. In December 2009
The Economist published a special issue on “Women and Work’. Subtitled “We
did it!" and featuring on its cover a drawing of Rosie the Riveter, a popular
American icon during the Second World War when women were urged to
(temporarily) take up men’s place as industrial workers for the good of the
country, the special issue’s editorial stated:

At a time when the world is short of causes for celebration, here is a candidate:
within the next few months women will cross the 50% threshold and become
the majority of the American workforce. Women already make up the majority
of university graduates in the OECD countries and the majority of professional
workers in several rich countries, including the United States. Women run
many of the world’s great companies, from PepsiCo in America to Areva in
France. Women’s economic empowerment is arguably the biggest social change
of our times."

This triumphal statement requires contextualisation. First, articles in the same
special issue highlighted an important fact: the entry of women into the for-
mally acknowledged labour force did not become possible through a redistri-
bution of domestic labour between men and women. Nor did it happen
because of a welfare state in support of high quality, affordable (let alone free),
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public childcare. Rather, what primarily permitted American women’s flood-
ing of waged labour sites was an army of cheap female domestic servants
imported from less privileged societies (in this case, mostly Mexico).” Second,
most women do not run multinational companies on six-figure salaries.
Rather, many work for multinational companies that outsource their produc-
tion units so that they can hire cheap female labour outside the First World.
Third, the white female industrial worker figure, represented by Rosie the
Riveter, hardly represents women at work today — and certainly not in a devel-
oped economy such as the United States. The entry of women into waged
labour is connected with capitalism’s transformation into a service economy.’
Yet the last sentence of The Economist quotation above makes an insightful
connection: contrary to dominant strands of feminist thinking that underplay
the links between economic and social processes, the editorial asserts that an
economic fact is translated into, and must be understood in terms of, social
change. And significantly, the editorial also sees women’s position in the
economy as central to ‘the biggest social change of our time. Even if women’s
actual position in the economy is hereby blatantly misrepresented, the link
between women and the economy is established as the motor of contemporary
social life and its transformation. An emphasis on this link is also claimed in
the present study, although it is pursued through attention to the often
wayward and experimental practices comprising art and its contexts. Outside
the circles of art-world intellectuals, such practices are rarely ever associated
with the affirmation or subversion of neoliberal ideology, for instance, or with
the boosting of knowledge economies or with the glamorisation of mobility.
In this respect, this study attempts to do something new: to investigate how a
complex production paradigm, globalisation, typically experienced as ‘culture,
engages the gendered territories of art and vice versa.

But how is art indeed relevant to all the above? An answer to this question
can begin in many different ways. First, the feminist art movement - that
should be perhaps renamed as the feminist art and art history movement,
since art history played a major role in the movement’s claims and direction
— illuminated the inseparability of art as a gendered practice from the power
relations constituting a gendered society. This movement, focused on art and
its histories, took shape in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, mainly in
the West in interaction with, and as part of, a militant women’s movement.
Feminist art, like feminist art history, did not provide, and could not have
provided, a unified terrain of artistic and social critique because, as in all
spheres of human action, ideological divisions in this terrain were deeply con-
nected with women'’s and feminists’ different lives as well as historical process
as such. Precisely how second-wave feminism fitted within a broader historical
process is a moot point at present. And this has important implications for
understanding how feminist art and art history operated within the same
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historical process. As regards second-wave feminism in general, in recent
years there has been the argument that ‘the cultural changes jump-started by
the second wave, salutary in themselves, have served to legitimate a structural
transformation of capitalist society that runs directly counter to feminist
visions for a just society’*

Groundbreaking and devastating, this argument, at least as shaped by
American feminist theorist Nancy Fraser, does not constitute a charge against
second-wave feminism but an astute analysis of its political economy. Irre-
spective of its motives and intentions, how feminism’s second wave operated
within a totality of social and economic relations after the Second World
War emerged as an urgent issue for feminism at the most recent fin de
siécle. Feminist art history, and feminist cultural analysis more generally,
possessed this way of thinking from early on. Griselda Pollock, a founding
figure of feminist art history, and others persistently argued that even when
feminist intentions are present, these do not guarantee that a work of art
or a cultural practice achieves a subversion, let alone transformation, of
gender and related hierarchies.” That said, it has been really hard to deter-
mine what does, which is partly why the feminist art and art history
movement spent much of its energy debating which strategy, realised as
art practice and/or theory, would stand the best chance of meeting feminist
objectives.

But did all feminists share the same objectives? The short answer is yes and
no. Whereas all feminists agreed on the objective of ending women’s oppres-
sion, there was no consensus on what this oppression was an outcome of. This
becomes in fact clearer if we look at art. While some feminists merely wished
for equal representation of male and female artists (dead or alive!) in art
institutions, others saw the very institutions of art as representative of broader
structures and ideologies that were inherently oppressive to women (and most
men). For these feminists, the problem was not merely access but what one
claimed access to. And there were a number of variants within this divided
position concerning art as an institution as well as similarly divided positions
on other matters. With the benefit of hindsight, we can say today that only
those feminists who claimed access to art’s existent institutions met (some of)
their objectives. Of course, their struggle entailed and pressed for institutional
reform. For example, they had to convincingly argue that women are just as
good artists as men so that collectors and museums would start to buy and
show women’s work. This was partly achieved, and so we have a number of
successful and highly visible women artists today. And the same pretty much
happened with female curators. But these reforms did not amount to a new
art world. Successful women artists do not necessarily wish for a new art world
where their ‘success, as defined in a capitalist market economy, might be
undermined.
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In 2006, Britain's Channel 4 documentary series Artshock’ presented
renowned female artist Tracey Emin investigating which factors in women’s
lives prevent women artists from securing as good sales as male colleagues.’
The questions posed by Emin are in fact highly relevant to this study, as
they highlight the connection between a woman’s so-called life choices (for
example, to have children or not) and her success in the environments of
paid-for work. But the question for Emin is how women can sell, not whether
selling and buying in capitalist markets possibly structures women’s exploita-
tion and oppression. Indeed, we have witnessed the unstoppable unfolding
of an art market where even socially oriented feminist art is ultimately
inscribed not as a practice conducive to social justice but as a valuable
curiosity, politically correct but preferably shocking, and often exotic — if
the work is made by an artist who happens to bear the credentials of cul-
tural otherness. As expected, not all varieties of cultural otherness are
welcome by the market as the alpha art institution. Instead, market and
institutions subordinate to it are in a position to regulate entry, so that
different cultural others can exist in a competitive, antagonistic relationship.
One ‘benefit’ of this is that the entry of this or that cultural other into the
institution can assume the guise of political success and be perceived as a
privilege that few would oppose. And, as Third Text founder Rasheed Araeen
has polemically suggested, postcolonial critique and identity politics (with
which second-wave feminism was closely allied) had exactly the same fate
in the art world.”

The bottom line is that we must recognise feminism as an ideologically
divided terrain, one connected with broader material socio-economic divi-
sions. Arguably, for the sake of a future-oriented solidarity, Fraser’s argument
underplayed the issue of ideological divisions within feminism and so sees
second-wave feminism at large as enabling or at least dovetailing with pro-
cesses that — today, we know - have deepened most women’s oppression (and
also men’). This study begins by acknowledging ideological divisions within
feminism. It thus sides with a current of feminist praxis, known as materialist
feminism, which became particularly important in the early years of second-
wave feminism. But as many have observed, after the 1970s materialist femi-
nism receded.® This is important to remember when (re)thinking feminist
histories, also or perhaps especially in the arts. In short, as postmodernism
advanced, materialist feminism lost ground but feminism did not, found
instead to thrive hand in hand with postmodernism.” How can we resolve this
absurd equation?

Perhaps we cannot, yet. Such a rethinking of the course of feminist (art)
histories can only be achieved if we start reflecting on the kind of feminism
we need in the first half of the twenty-first century. Beyond art history’s femi-
nist project, materialist feminism is now making an inspiring come-back.
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Indicatively, in 2012, the editorial of the first issue of Lies: A Journal of Mate-
rialist Feminism stated:

we draw on and participate in multiple traditions of thought and struggle:
feminism, Marxism, queer theory, communist theory, and anti-racist theory.
We find abstraction useful but we aim to keep our ideas grounded, to see how
the contours of thought are also social relationships. We are careful that what-
ever work or politics our ideas imply is desirable, while not forgetting that an
idea is never a brick, and in this way our feminist practice is materialist.”

The above excerpt already points to an expanded, exploratory and experimen-
tal materialist feminism wishing to leave no stone (or brick) unturned in an
effort to understand what exactly constitutes the material terms of gender-
based oppression. This study hopes to contribute to this new materialist
feminism and, by examining issues that pertain to art, to strengthen its
interdisciplinary make-up. The book’s thematic and methodological orienta-
tion were decided with this in mind, and should, in the first instance, be seen
as an attempt to revive the interrupted project of materialist feminism in art
history and to highlight the latter’s relevance for a rigorous reading of recent
developments.

By ‘materialist feminism’ I mean a feminism that is informed by historical
materialism in the broadest sense, stressing an analytical commitment to
illuminating the interpenetration of gender hierarchies and capitalism, where
such interpenetration is seen to produce material, and not least, ideological
effects. The rise of an economic subject in contemporary art supplanting the
cultural subjects of postmodernism, as I argue in subsequent chapters, the
newly totalising tendencies of contemporary capital and the hugely influential
new terminologies emanating primarily from a revitalised Marxist critique of
globalisation (often drawing on and updating the lessons of Italian Autonomia
from the 1970s) are three reasons that necessitate, in my view, a rethinking of
the possibilities of materialist feminism in art history and beyond.” And this
is indeed underway, precisely because of the exacerbation of social discontent
that has accompanied the consolidation of global capital in the 1990s and its
regime of ‘permanent crisis’ from the following decade to date. As put by
feminist social theorist and activist Chandra Talpade Mohanty:

political shifts to the right, accompanied by global capitalist hegemony, priva-
tization and increased religious, ethnic and racial hatreds, pose very concrete
challenges for feminists. In this context, I ask what it would mean to be atten-
tive to the micropolitics of everyday life as well as to the larger processes that
recolonize the culture and identities of people across the globe. How we think
of the local in/of the global and vice versa without falling into colonizing or
cultural relativist platitudes about difference is crucial in this intellectual and

5
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political landscape. And for me, this kind of thinking is tied to a revised race-
and-gender conscious historical materialism."

Like Mohanty, I consider the exchange between feminism and historical mate-
rialism a response to, and an outcome of, historical forces. Ultimately, it is these
forces that suggest the focal points of this study as described in the booKk title:
gender, artWork and the global imperative. The book title does not name ‘these
forces as ‘capital’ (the title’s absent guest, whose place at the table no one can
dare challenge) in order to enhance the impression of capital’s spectral pres-
ence — now perceptible, now imperceptible — and its diffusion into and across
social, economic and sexual relations. Instead, the title names two other more
ambiguous terms, whose relevance to feminist politics in the arts is hereby
claimed. I am referring, of course, to the title’s ‘artWork’ and ‘global imperative.
Let’s begin with the latter, as a prerequisite for understanding the former.

Globalisation has become a colloquial term since the 1990s though it
entered the conceptual apparatus of art history a bit later. A declared engage-
ment with globalisation as the defining framework of contemporary art
emerged in art history in the first decade of the twenty-first century, with the
first reader explicitly focused on the subject appearing in anglophone litera-
ture only in 2011.” Significantly, art history and cultural analysis more gener-
ally witnessed (are witnessing) a lot of confusion as to what globalisation
actually means. The word ‘global’ had become so ideologically dominant in
the previous fifteen years as to be constantly appropriated by discourses and
research fields under pressure to be updated and ‘modernise’. These efforts
were premised on the observation that ultimately ‘globalisation’ is an empty
vessel awaiting content.* And in many respects these voices were right. Glo-
balisation can be simply described as a process of something spreading around
the globe. And yet it is far from accidental that the term ‘globalisation’ became
itself viral on a global scale during a particular phase in the history of capital-
ism, one defining the closure of the twentieth century. It is not, for example,
that the widespread use of ‘globalisation’ coincided with the spread of patri-
archy or socialism around the world. Patriarchy was already there and social-
ism is nowhere. Globalisation thus refers us to the globalisation of capitalism,
to the full encompassing of geographically dispersed human life by capital — an
encompassing that required the prior colonisation of world resources during
the era of Western imperialism and the discrediting of any alternatives to
capitalism. But the era of Western imperialism has gone and Soviet culture,
for those who considered it an alternative to capitalism, ended noisily around
1990.

As 1 write these lines, in 2012, post-Maoist China is the second eco-
nomic power in the world, fully operative in the global capitalist market.
Globalisation cannot therefore be equated with Americanisation, although



