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Progressive Art

and a political act. The blank vote is at once a political and a performative gesture
that subverts the notion of representation in the most radical terms. Through the
mechanisms it propounds—the promise that power belongs to the people is acted

role of progressive art as a tool for mobilizing progressive politics.
The Mass Performance of Blank Voting
unknown and unloved representatives—is precisely what Saramago describes in his
Seeing describes a city—somewhere in the Western world—
where democratic elections are being held. When seventy percent of the population
turns in his or her ballot blank, the government of the day decides to rerun the
election. But when an even higher percentage of the population, eighty percent, casts
a blank vote, the government embarks on an operation to hunt down the conspiracy
they believe is recklessly undermining their regime. The confusion grows when
not a single blank voter is prepared to admit his or her choice and the resistance
movement seems to lack any organizational coherence. Put succinctly, the people
have used the margin provided by the system—the possibility of voting for none of the
candidates—as a civil right. Consequently, the state does everything it can to restart

global state of terror and control. That is the basic dream of every dictator and of the
a world beyond that.
of the election itself, but on the disasters the citizens have to face in its wake, and
on the tedious day to day struggle of living resulting from their revolutionary
acts. Similarly, what has been referred to as the Arab Spring is not limited to the
symbolism of peaceful cohabitation on public squares, no matter how hopeful and
moving these moments might be. Equally moving are the days after, the moments
when power rearranges itself, the moments when new and unknown oppressors

systematically give the same explanation:
No, sir, I didn’t [cast a blank vote], but if I had, I would be just as much within
the law as if I had voted for one of the parties listed or had made my vote void by
drawing a caricature of the prime minister.

legitimate by the citizens, decides not to back down and to employ every means of

of the complications and ideological struggles and oppositions that followed. Our
notion of revolution has been severely reduced through the lens of those who are not
served by any structural change whatsoever, and thus, the Arab Spring is suddenly
the Arab Winter. Revolution in the eyes of commentators takes as long as the most
city of the seeing.
the mass performance of the blank vote, is valued only through the practice of the

dangerous state of anarchy they have brought upon themselves by retracting their vote
And ultimately, the city is closed off and left to starve until it comes to its senses as the
government literally abandons its former citizens, while waiting for them to embrace
the democratic doctrine again while stationing itself outside the city. No one asks the

word to describe this, but let me say that it encompasses a moment in which
the project of progressive art and progressive politics create the foundations
for a struggle in a new, radical, creative political reality—creative in the sense
that it opens up a concrete, material field of politics still to be defined by the
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for acquiring more means, but indicates the capacity to alter the fundamental
conditions in which we define the notion of people and power beyond the idea
of man as a mere animal who knows nothing but survival. Progress lies in the
deconstruction of the notion of power as a commons, not in the glorified survival
of the fittest, which today has translated into that worldwide nightmare, the myth
A similar analysis can be made of the Occupy movement—the global wake-up call
systems. Today the initial moments of the movement are still celebrated by former
Occupiers, artists, and intellectuals: the mass gatherings in public squares, the
enthusiasm that resulted from the establishment of public kitchens and libraries.

and tedious bureaucratic political processes that have characterized so many of
to pick revolutionary moments as suited, and to consider critique as betraying its

thus to confront so many of its mechanisms inside of each of us? A mass act of global
psychoanalysis, a public challenge of the oppressive institutions that have managed
Lenin in Japan
system,” which would severely depoliticize the role of the oppressive economic and
political forces truly responsible for the crises we are facing. But nonetheless, our
occupation opposes both those responsible and the traces of the occupation these
institutions have left within our very being.
confronted with an unprotected political sphere. The beauty is that this is our sphere.
The terrifying consequence is that there is no one else to look after it but us. Again,
the imagination of a different political sphere touches upon the tedious practice of
shaping it while remaining loyal to its principles. But that means we confront its

militant blank voters willing to engage in the political struggle of everyday life. This
is where the task of progressive art lies today: in its capacity for aligning its radical
imaginative force with the project of progressive politics.

Our understanding of art today is shaped by dominant political, economic, and
social forces, and as such much of art practice is forced into complicity with the
self-proclaimed democracies that have taken our public domain hostage. This has
created the rather cynical consensus that we cannot escape the conditions of the
systems that structure our daily lives and thus that there is no longer any outside
from which resistance is possible. The additional illusion that our world is just too
of a delicate ideological operation that suggests that resistance is futile, there being
no real opposing ideological positions to choose from, as philosopher Vincent W.J.
van Gerven Oei has argued. The rise of the new social movements has proven that
both these illusions are false, both in the sense that our forced complicity with the
systems that occupy our existence does not keep us from engaging in alliances that

novel again provides us with a dialectical way out: the blank vote is an act against the
system, performed within the system but loyal to a political principle in a not-yet-
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ruling body, which legitimizes itself through the notion of democracy but is sustained
by the state of exception and the manner in which the blank vote—the exit button—
shapes a new democratic space beyond the guise of parliamentary election. This

of a translator. When he came to his fundamental critique of what he considered to

be translated as an ism: as democratism.
Translation resulted in subversion. The term democracy broke, fell apart, and

of the term, and after returning to Russia the following lines can be found in his essay

Besides the interests of a broad section of the landlords, Russian bourgeois

the mass of proprietors and petty proprietors among the peasantry.

the form of art, industrial progress, and even conquered people, aims at proving

display of global peaceful coexistence is based on the fact that its engineering
structure, formed by colonial capitalism, is not questioned or subverted itself,

tradesmen and manufacturers,” and which in our time would be referred to as
commercial enterprises or corporations.

politics, economy, ecology, and the public domain. Art today is impotently trapped
in these monopolies, a hostage to the legitimization of the democratist doctrine of

in which it operates. Since the postwar global expansion of the democratist doctrine,
art has become one of its primary tools of legitimization: art exactly embodies the

politics and its free markets ask artists to be critical of their own rule?
Possibly the ultimate example of the bizarre conglomerate of the power of state

was among other things tasked with globally promoting the works of American
abstract expressionist artists in response to the pictorial regime of socialist realism

in Who Paid the Piper?
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What we witness in the international democratization movement is the blank vote in
the works of the abstract expressionists, this abstraction allowed democratism in the
in Spain, Catalonia, and the Basque Country, the worldwide Occupy Movement, Real
struggles precisely by ruling out all depiction. The work of that Cold War weapon,
whistleblowers such as Chelsea Manning and Edward Snowden, we can recognize some
common denominators. The most important being the reoccurring demand to organize
shape of public spaces where the meaning of this concept of egalitarian society is explored
in varying collectives: through protests, squares, and virtual spaces. By working on what
cooperatives, and collectives that enact the principle of the commons through day to
critical cultural producers who have translated their experiences in Afghanistan to
expose the ambiguities and paradoxes of war, the discrepancies between the home
precisely because of this criticality that they were tolerated by the military. By their
mere presence, the artists prove the success of democratism as an exported product:
its transparency and self-critique extend to the point where war is being criticized
even while it is being waged. However this critique never brought the war to an end.
Here of course we arrive once again at the methodology of the blank vote: the act of

in the case of Afghanistan, the artist has become a living statue of liberty in favor of
democratist rule.

transcend the moment of gathering by becoming infrastructure. This means that the act
of revolt becomes the art of day to day living beyond the structures that have previously
subjected us to their governance. Political commentators tend to see only the empty
what they choose not to see is how these movements are interconnected, borrowing
a common infrastructure. This is an infrastructure where we do not outsource our vote
stem
ourselves. This notion of fundamental democracy as an emancipatory movement that
does not take territorial or ethnic dimensions as its basic points of orientation, but
grounds itself in the spirit of internationalism, is irreconcilable with democratism.
Mammonart

The Art of Fundamental Democracy

democratization movement,” which is certainly not as new as is often claimed,
although it has made its mark in recent years by developing its claims in a dialectic

a group of cavemen. The cave drawings of the protagonist Mr. Ogi scare the leader of
the group of caveman, forcing Mr. Ogi to convince him that his drawings are made not
to invoke resistance against the leader, but as a way of acknowledging, honoring, and

of a domain dictated by unknown others, and a demand to shape and decide upon

The history of art as something more than the narration of the dominant class
has, according to Sinclair, yet to be written. He would most certainly have endorsed
exercise in an institutional critique avant la lettre with the following words:
The artists of our time are like men hypnotized, repeating over and over a dreary
formula of futility. And I say: Break this evil spell, young comrade; go out and

public domain.
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meet the new dawning life, take your part in the battle, and put it into new art;
do this service for a new public, which you yourself will make. […] that your
creative gift shall not be content to make artworks, but shall at the same time
make a world; shall make new souls, moved by a new ideal of fellowship, a new
impulse of love, and faith—and not merely hope, but determination.
Our task as artists is to expose, defy, and change the conditions that maintain the
basis for the need to alter the conditions of our practice to oppose democratist
instrumentalization can be found in the movement of institutional critique and its

to be a freedom in the service of a continuously expanding global state of control,
illegal wars. Artistic freedom today should be tied to a different ideological project:
an exploration of a principled fundamental democracy in which the imaginative force
of art is a primary tool to defy rather than secure democratist monopolies of power.
them. Breaking them is an act of liberation, releasing power from the privileged to
a public sphere. Revolutionary moments are the moments when power becomes
unstable, when power is no longer capable of holding itself together. These are moments
to the people as a whole. What Saramago tells us is that this revolutionary moment
cannot be separated from a progressive art. The mass performance of blank voting,
this call to become political beings, is as much a conceptual proposition as a concrete

us, the art of a fundamental democracy is not only to question the world and imagine

that truth a reality.
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