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|   Part One: On dialectics and reversals

[There is a debate that] has not advanced beyond the monotonous 
reiteration of arguments for and against: on the one hand, the correct 
political line is demanded of the poet; on the other, it is justifiable to 
expect his work to have quality. Such a formulation between the two 
factors, political and quality, has not been perceived. Of course, the 
connection can be asserted dogmatically. You can declare: a work that 
shows the correct political tendency need show no other quality. You 
can also declare: a work that exhibits the correct tendency must of ne-
cessity have every other quality.
Walter Benjamin, “Author as Producer.”1

In his 1934 address to the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris, Walter  
Benjamin argued across a polemic then debated by the Left. Simply stated: 
Must artists be politically committed? Or can they be left to experiment with 
their own formal devices? Is this even an accurate polemic? Benjamin con-
cluded that neither position was true alone. He thus gave us the famous axiom, 
which became central to a branch of critical contemporary art practice: the 
tendency of a literary work can only be politically correct if it is also literarily 
correct. Which is to say, the politically correct tendency includes a literary ten-
dency.2 Since the political cannot be disentangled from the aesthetic because 
it is through aesthetics that the political presents itself, for an artist to be po-
litically committed s/he has to maintain a high level of aesthetic competency. 
In Benjamin’s time, the Left’s debate was a question of political commitment 
versus cultural literacy. Today it has been reinvented as cultural theory versus 
aesthetic disciplinarity. And in some cases, as the debate progresses, the term 
“interdisciplinarity” has been collapsed with “cultural theory,” so that an even 
more specific question of interdisciplinarity versus disciplinarity has emerged. 
As in Benjamin’s times, this is a false polemic.

Deep skepticism of High Modernist disciplinarity—what New Yorkers called 
“reductivism”—defined the 1980s “post-studio” school of art. Even so, the pio-
neers of this international school—Daniel Buren, Michael Asher, Hans Haacke, 

Chapter Six
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Marcel Broodthaers, Adrian Piper, Yvonne Rainer, Mary Kelly, and Dan Graham, 
to name a few—provided models for practice that were equally robust on two 
fronts: they knew the history of modernist aesthetics and combined this with 
broader cultural theories that defined post-structuralist discourse. Since then, 
for those of us who have inherited the post-studio legacy, the (art) baby has in-
creasingly been thrown out with the bathwater. The result is the ironic prolifera-
tion of “interdisciplinarity” without any disciplines. In many of today’s contem-
porary art schools the cultural memory of twentieth-century modernism—its 
concerns and formal languages—have thus been tossed into the dustbin of his-
tory through the overdetermination of Conceptualism’s critique of High Mod-
ernism. As a means of pedagogical intervention, we are interested in a model 
of Conceptualism—in film and in art—that is at once informed by the legacy of 
modernist production and mindful of modernism’s blind spots. Moreover, it is 
to cultural critique that this aesthetic knowledge must be directed.

The problem with over determining the cultural side of the aforementioned 
axis—resulting in identity politics, cultural theory’s privileged genre—is that it 
tends to privilege an artist’s collusion with what Althusser called an ideological 
identification with a mass cultural image that “interpellates” (or hails) him or 
her into its service. This places the artist in the position of a consumer rather 
than a producer of mass culture, the latter usurping the place of art history as 
the source of a work’s form/content. In her essay “Welcome to the Cultural Rev-
olution,” Rosalind Krauss similarly noted:

This is the shift that Cultural Studies has operated away from an earlier, 
and what is now seen as outmoded, focus on the “production” of texts 
or works of art (as the goal of an equally outmoded literary or art-
historical analysis), in favor of a new concentration on “reception,” or in 
the mass-cultural context addressed by Cultural Studies, that form of 
reception which is more properly called “consumption.”3

In the context of cultural critique, this state of affairs is problematic because 
when debates over a work’s aesthetic production are completely cut out, one 
ends up going the cultural studies route alone. And that route always begins 
with the idea—usually the consumption of a cultural event—that passes straight 
through production, delivering a regurgitated subject for mass consumption 
once again. In its most dubious form, this was the problem with Nicholas Bour-
riaud’s culture-based model of relational aesthetics. Practitioners of this model 
include Rirkrit Tiravanija, who organizes a dinner in a collector’s home and 
leaves him all the ingredients to make a Thai soup. Or Philippe Parreno, who 
invites people to engage their favorite hobbies on May Day, on a factory assem-
bly line. Or Vanessa Beecroft, who “dresses some twenty women in the same 
way, complete with a red wig, and the visitor merely gets a glimpse of them 
through the doorway.” Or Christine Hill, who “works as a check-out assistant 
in a supermarket” and “organizes a weekly gym workshop in a gallery.”4 The list 
goes on. But what unites these works is the presence of a given service that the 
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artist has displaced into a new situation, one that is then given to the “viewer” 
to be reconsumed.

Another problem with the cultural theory (relational aesthetics) model is 
that it enacts a simple dialectical reversal of Kantian modernist studio practice, 
one that was founded on the notion of artistic “genius.” Dialectical reversals, as 
a reversal of terms, have long been the most flat-footed mode of critique be-
cause the move does not challenge the meaning of conventional terms within 
a given system. Rather, the move reorganizes and reweights such terms, allow-
ing the ideological associations attending them to continue. For instance, in 
the case of Kantian aesthetics: “Genius is the talent (natural endowment) which 
gives the rule to art. Since talent, as an innate productive faculty of the artist, 
belongs itself to nature, we may put it this way: Genius is the innate mental 
aptitude nature gives the rule to art” [emphasis added].5 And since aesthetic ge-
nius was innate, it could only be honed—not taught—within the artist’s studio. 
Such was Clement Greenberg’s vision of High Modernist painting against which 
the Conceptualists, who innovated the “post-studio” school, rallied. However, 
the Conceptualists did not give up on production; from their vantage point, 
the “studio” was only a metaphor for Greenberg’s Kantian interiority model for 
art production. And since it wasn’t a literal space, it wasn’t readily dispensed 
with. Rather it was reinvented along with the very notion of modernist aesthet-
ics at the limits of object production. Relational aesthetics, however, dispenses 
entirely with studio production reversing and re-weighting the terms “studio” 
versus “exhibition.” Again, in this model we march straight past production to-
wards consumption.

There has to be a better way to sift through these modernist strategies to-
wards a model of critical aesthetics. And there is. This is what we are building in 
the Studio Art Program at UCI.

|   Part Two: Modernist legacies and critical aesthetics

Historicism contents itself with establishing a causal connection be-
tween various moments in history. But no fact that is a cause is for that 
very reason historical. It became historical posthumously, as it were, 
through events that may be separated from it by thousands of years. 
A historian who takes this as his point of departure stops telling the 
sequence of events like the beads of a rosary. Instead, he grasps the 
constellation which his own era has formed with a definite earlier one.
Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” 6

In non-canonical accounts of twentieth-century art and theory, the very prac-
tice of modernism is so heterogeneous as to throw contemporary labels like 
“postmodernism” into question. Just which modernism is postmodernism 
“post” to? In a North American context, from which we write, the closest syn-
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