
TRY ANOTHER WORLD 
Art in Ruins 

The new acts make music as if they ' re on a 
Youth Opportunities Programme, keen to 
show how well they can adapt to career 
discipline . 1 

The giant 'Sculpture Stiow' in London last 
summer seemed obsessed with proper man
ners ; its works finally aligned themselves with 
the native culture from which they very de
corously purported to stand apart . 2 

What's at issue here is not music (there are no 
more and no less good records around now than 
there ever are) but ideology . .. In the 1960s, 
for example , when the rock/pop distinction was 
first established, authenticity was the key critic
al term - the question was whether there could 
be a politically or emotionally authentic com
mercial music. This debate was stalled by punk , 
which was so overdeterminedly authentic in 
rock terms that it threw the very concept into 
confusion. 

By the end of the 1970s the most interesting 
debates revolved, instead , around artifice. 
Avant-garde questions about form - how is 
meaning constructed? how can it be decon
structed? - had a particular resonance for pop 
theorists : first because pop works so publicly
making hits means thinking about the meaning 
of 'popular' ; second, because the pleasure of 
pop can 't be separated from the pleasure of its 
packaging - the most 'authentic ' star works 
with elaborate conventions of personality and 
truth .3 

It is painting itself , that last refuge of the 
mythology of individuality, which can be seized 
to deconstruct the illusions of the present . . . 
The appropriation of painting as a subversive 
method allows one to place critical aesthetic 
activity at the centre of the marketplace , where 
it can cause the most trouble .• 

That moment is over . Artifice is once more a 
matter of the rules applied by record company 
straights , not those broken by record company 
subversives .. . 

It's difficult to pin down clearly when cultural 
meanings shift .. . but my sense is that the 'new 
pop ' ceased to be the central site of str~ggle 
over musical meaning the night that Haircut 
JOO first appeared on Top of the Pops and it 
turned out that Nick Heyward's goofiness, far 
.. from inflecffiig the teeny-bop mode with irony, 
was real.5 

Salle follows a strategy of infiltration and 
sabotage , using established conventions against 
themselves in the hope of exposing cultural 
repression . .. Only now there seems to be a 
danger that the infiltration has become too 
complete; the seducer finds himself in love with 
his intended victim .6 

'Where the seventies were devoted to making 
sculpture that couldn 't be bought, work now is 
more accessible and artists are unashamed to 
make money . '7 

Just as Punk could now seem to have done 
nothing more than re-invent the music busi
ness , it may also seem that the huge success of 
the 'punks of the palette ' is due merely to a 
'hunger for pictures' which has resulted only in 
the market displacing the museum as author
ity.' (italics added)8 

Surprisingly , instead of effectively challenging 
the parameters of the repression, the artist has 
been unwittingly circumvented by it , ending up 
legitimising the institutions he set out to 
challenge. '9 

What matters here is not whether the resulting 
music is good or bad (though watch for the 
marginalisation of black music , women , issues 
of sex and body) , but how it is going to be 
judged good or bad .. . 
. In recent years (the Malcolm McLaren era) 

it's become the custom to celebrate the pop 
process, with the result that information about 
who owns what and whom and why is less 
available now than it was even in the 1950s . .. 
skip the cultural theory, it's investigative jour
nalism time againl ' 10 

Such ' investigative jo'urnalism' would be 
required to expose , of course , the particu
larly complex nature of the political and 
cultural moment. 

'There is now a situation where, for the artist, 
the success of the market , along with the 
historicizing role of the museum have combined 
with the traditionally adversary alternative 
'political ' stance (reduced to an issue of 'cor
rect' politics) to pressurize the artist into being a 
representative of specialised knowledge and 
professional , that is correct , behaviour .. . the 
' radical' artist now has no choice but to side 
with, to see himself as , a member of the 
dispossessed .' 11 

Dispossessed consumers of culture, having 'no 
heroes ' and 'no future' and holding nothing 
sacred (a disturbing absence of ·permanently 
sacred signifiers ') . . . engaged in semiotic 
guerilla warfare. 12 



Such resentment was a major source of Mod
ernism, which distrusted art's 'representation ' 
of itself as welJ as all conventions of representa
tion . . . We need more bad faith in art and 
more art that is in bad faith- that toys with our 
belief systems, our social and psychological as 
well as artistic expectations . 13 

. .. Gramsci understood that if nothing in the 
social world is natural, not even nature , then it 
must also be true that things exist not only 
because they come into being and are created 
by human agency but also because by coming 
into being they displace something else that is 
already there: this is the combative and emer
gent aspect of social change as it applies to the 
world of culture linked to social history. To 
adapt from a statement Gramsci makes in The 
Modern Prince, 'reality (and hence cultural 
reality) is a product of the application of human 
will to the society of things', and since also 
'everything is political, even philosophy and 
philosophies', we are to understand that in the 
realm of culture and of thought each produc
tion exists not only to earn a place for itself but 
to displace, win out over, others . All Ideas, 
philosophies , views and texts aspire to the con
sent of their consumers . .. Thus ideas aspire to 
the condition of acceptance ; which is to say that 
one can interpret the meaning of a text by virtue 
of wh~t in its mode of social presence enables its 
consent by either a small or a wide group of 
people . (italics added) 14 

Of course it has become normal practice 
for both ' radical ' and 'conservative' artists 
alike to define themselves as dispossessed 
members of society and it is perhaps how 
this dispossession then, is defined ; that is, 
how artists define their relationship to 
their concept of their audience . It is in the 
siting of the artist's resentful 'bad faith ' 
and its relationship to 'a whole way of life ' 
which defines the role of culture as a 
critical and oppositional activity . 

This means reintroducing or rather once again 
testing the notion of false consciousness, of 
reintroducing the real as a palpable world of 
ideological conflict. (italics added) 15 

As Theodor W . Adorno has said in the 
introduction to his Aesthetic Theory: 
It is now taken for granted that nothing which 
concerns art can be taken for granted any more : 
neither art itself, nor art in its relationship to 
the whole, nor even the right of art to exist. 

It may, perhaps, also be added that no
thing which concerns reality may be taken 

· for granted any more . 
Mass media has fragmented the nature of 
society and culture and forced a realisation that 
we are all part of one minority or other. The 
problem today is not that there is a loss of 
shared symbolic order or a lack of creativity, 
but that there are too many shared symbolic 
orders and too much creativity and we are all 
only too aware of it . And this is where a 
nostalgia for authority and standards comes 
in.16 

The repressive , academic concept of the 
'divorce of Art from Life ' seems to be 
maintained by 'specialised opinion ' to 
allow for the continued production of 
artifacts , the success of which as commod
ities prove their relevance as culture. 

The work of many artists (and critics) 
today seems to depend on an 'anthropolo
gy of the real' where Art is defined 
negatively as theatrical and Life asserted 
positively as pure (simple or complex) 
presence. 

Not by chance anthropology is a science which 
affirms itself at the end of the 19th and begin
ning of the 20th centuries and is the effect of the 
'bad conscience' of Western Man. ,1 7 

Liberation (from the museum - the idea 
of History and Tradition as repressive) is 
promised through consumption ( of the 
representations of the 'contradictions of 
real life') . This project today appears 
nostalgic for the lost authority and central
ity of the 'museum ' as a frame for meaning 
in society. Rather than the ' museum ' 
being rendered ' transparent ' the real 
world is rendered as by Flaubert 's 
Bouvard and Pecuchet merely material for 
the museum : 
'Onward! Enough speculation! Keep on 
copying! The page must be filled. Everything is 
equal , the good and the evil. The farcical and 
the sublime - the beautiful and the ugly - the 
insignificant and the typical, they all become an 
exaltation of th·e· statistical. There are nothing 
but facts - and phenomena .' 18 

Neither is the art in life revealed (the 
creativity of all those 'other voices') nor is 
the life in art appropriated into the world 
for any function other than its death in the 
museum and its place in history. 

The failure of this 'anthropology of the 
real ' demands that we (artists and critics) 
think and act differently. 



Our political discourse is now choked with 
enormous, thought-stopping abstractions , 
from terrorism, Communism , Islamic fun
damentalism , and instability , to moderation , 
freedom, stability and strategic alliances, all of 
them as unclear as they are both pot ent and 
unrefined in their appeal. It is next to impossi
ble to think about human society ei ther in a 
global way or at the level of everyday life ... 
The challenge po sed by these persp ectives is 
not how to cultivate one 's garden despit e them 
but how to understand cultural work occurring 
within them . (italics added) 19 

But what would happen if one no long er 
believed in the existence of normal language, of 
ordinary speech, of the lingui stic norm (the 
kind of clarity and communicative pow er cele
brated by Orwell in his famous essay , say)? One 
could think of it in thi s way : perhaps the 
immense fragmentation and privati satio n of 
modern literature - its explosion into a host of 
distinct private styles and man neris ms - fore
shadows deeper and more general tend encies in 
social life as a whole . Supposing that modern 
art and modernism - far from being a kind of 
specialised aesthetic curiosity - actua lly antici
pated social developments along these lines; 
supposing that in the decad es since the emerg
ence of the great modern sty les society has itself 
begun to fragment in this way , each gro up 
coming to speak a curious private lan guag e of 
its own , each profe ssio n developing its private 
code or ideolect, and finally each individual 
coming to be a kind of lingui stic island sepa
rated from everyo ne else? ... we would ha ve 
nothing but stylistic diversity and 
heterogeneity . 20 

In this sense the meaning s of gestures , and eve n 
words , are becoming increasingly unc ertai n , 
and intentions are more frequently apt to be 
misunder stoo d . 2 1 

The great modernism s were , as we have said. 
predicated on the invention of a personal. 
private style, as unmi stakab le as your finger- . 
·print , as incomparable as yo ur own body . But 
this means that the modernist aest hetic is in 
some way organically linked to the conception 
of a unique se lf and private identity , a uniqu e 
personality and individuality, which can be 
expected to generate its own unique vision of 
the world and to forge its own unique, unmi s
takable style . 

,Yet today, from any numb er of distinct 
perspective s, the social theori sts, the 
psychoanaly sts, even the lingui sts , not to speak 
of those of us who work in the a rea of culture 
and cultural and formal change, are all explor 
ing the notion that that kind of individualism 

and personal identity is a thing of the past ; that 
the old individu al or indi vidualist subject is 
'de ad '; and that one might even describe the 
concept of the unique individual .and the 
theoretical basis of individualism as ideolo 
gical .. . 

It (t he po stst ructuralist position) adds : not 
only is the bourgeois individual subject a thing 
of the past , it is also a myth ; it never really 
ex isted in the first plac e; there have never been 
autonomous subjects of that type . Rather, this 
cons truct is mere ly a philosophical and cultural 
mystification which sought to persuade peop le 
that they ' had ' individu al subjects and posses 
sed thi s uniqu e person al identit y. 22 

The 'grand illusions' of the 't heatre of art ' 
and ' the spectacle of real life' have 'im
ploded '. The nature of reality is shown to 
be inherently theatrical (ideological) and 
any 'investigative journalism' into the real 
reveals the degree to which history , tradi
tion , myth , fantasy and illusion pervade 
the reality of any given moment. 

I am fully aware that any effort to characterise 
the present cultural mom ent is very likely to 
see m quixotic at best , unprofessional at worst. 
But that, I submit , is an aspect of the present 
cultural moment , in which the social and histor
ical se tting of critical activity is a totality felt to 
be benign (free, apolitical, ser iou s) uncharac
terisable as a whole (it is too complex to be 
described in ge neral and tendentious terms) 
and so mehow outside history .. . 

It is my conviction that culture works very 
effective ly to make invisible and even 'i mpossi
ble ' the act ua l affiliations that exist between the 
world of ideas and scholarship, on the one 
hand. and the world of brute politics , corporate 
and sta te power, and military force, on the 
ot her . The cult of expertise and professional
ism, for example, has so restricted our scope of 
vision that a po sitive (as opposed to an implicit · 
or passive) doctrine of non-interference among 
fields has set in . This doctrine has it that the 
general public is best left ignorant , and the most 
crucial policy questi ons affect ing human exist
ence are best left to ·experts ', specialists who 
ta lk abo ut their specia lty only , and ... 'i nsid
ers ·. people (usually men) who are endowed 
with the special privilege of knowing how things 
really work and. more important , of being close 
to power . . . 

You cannot simpl y choo se to be a sociologist 
or a psycho analyst; you cannot simply make 
statements that have the stat us of knowledge in 
anthrop o logy; you cannot merely suppose that 
what you say as a histori an (however well it may 
have been researched) enters historical dis-



course. You have to pass through certain rules 
of accreditation, you must learn the rules, you 
must speak the language, you must master the 
idioms and you must accept the authorities of 
the field- determined in many of the same ways 
- to which you want to contribute ... 

If a community is based principally on keep
ing people out and on defending a tiny fiefdom 
(in perfect complicity with the defenders of 
other fiefdoms) on the basis of a mysteriously 
pure subject 's inviolable integrity , then it is a 
religious community . The secular realm I have 
presupposed requires a more open sense of 
community as something to be won and of 
audiences as human beings to be addressed . 
How , then , can we under stand the present 
setting in such a way as to see in it the possibility 
of change? How can interpretation be inter
preted as having a secular, political force in an 
age determined to deny inte~retation anything 
but a role as mystification? 2 

The success of the market combined with 
the growth of the 'consciousness industry ' 
means that , as with the myths of the 
'divorce of art from life', the separation of 
theory and practice, the integrity of spe
cialised 'fields' and the purity of the 
language of critical discourse ; the myth of 
the marginalisation of the role of the a_rtist 
cannot be taken for granted anymore. 

These critics eagerly lap up ideas of subversion 
in art and are willing to offer endless disserta
tions on the self-consciousness of any given 
individual's practice , but they never stop to 
consider their own practice as one ripe for a 
similar treatment ... 

The situation that most professional criticism 
has degenerated into an absurd exercise , an 
exchange of bland , "balanced " opinion whose 
sole purpose often seems to be descriptive - the 
validation of the exchange value of the work it 
pretends to discuss . . . To the se writers their 
medium is apparently pure, unencumbered 
with various kinds of ideological baggage so 
easily perceived in , say, painting .24 

If what I have been saying has any validity , then 
the politics of interpretation demand a dialec
tical respon se from a critical consciousness 
worthy of its name . Instead of non -interference 
and specialisation, there must be interference, 
crossing of borders and obstacles, a determined 
attempt to generalise exactly at those points 
where generalisations seem impossible to 
make . One of the first interference s ventured , 
then , is a crossing from literature , which is 
supposed to be subjective and powerless , into 
those exactly parallel realm s, now covered by 

journalism and the production of information , 
that employ representation but are supposed to 
be objective and powerful. 25 

Barthes explained that the modernist poets , 
beginning at least with Mallarme , had demons
trated already the unification of poetry and 
criticism - that literature was itself a critiqu e of 
language , and that criticism had no "meta "
language capable of describing or accounting 
for literature . Barthes concluded that the cate
gories of literature and criticism cou.ld no 
longer be kept apart , that now there were only 
writers. 
. . . Jacques Derrida recently restated this 
criterion of critical vanguardism : 'The decon
struction of a pedagogical institution and all 
that it implies . What this institution cannot bear, 
is for anyone to tamper with language . .. It can 
bear more readily the most apparantl y rc.:volu
tionary ideological sorts of 'content ', if on.ly 
that content does not touch the borders of 
language and of all the juridico-political con
tracts that it guarantee s.' (italics added) 26 

Using 'investigative journalism' to discov
er the theatrical nature of the real , the 
artist (and critic) must use bad language to 
intervene - to prevent discourses from 
becoming professional and undemocratic 
and to illuminate how meaning is formed 
within society as a whole . 

It is precisely a principle of contamination, a 
law of impurity, a parasitical economy . In the 
code of set theories , if I may use it at least 
figuratively, I would speak of a sort of participa 
tion without belonging- a taking part in without 
being part of, without having membership in a 
set. (italics added) 27 

'But a lot of people , particularly young people , 
are disillusioned by elections and Parliamen
tary politics . The levels of apathy are growing 
as more and more people become frustrated 
and feel the only way to change things is 
through direct action.' 
'Well you can 't blame people for not voting at 
the last election ; that doe sn't mean to say 
they ' ri: not political. A lot of very political 
people didn 't vote . '28 

The 'creation of culture ' becomes a 
strategy of intervention based on unorigi
nality . 
Every sign, liguistic or non-lingui stic, spoken or 
written , in a small or large unit , can be cited, put 
between quotation marks ; in so doing it can 
break with every given context , engendering an 
infinity of new contexts in a manner which is 
absolutel y illimitable. 29 






