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1.   The Role of the Arts in the Development of Post-Fordist Modes of Production

Two popular assumptions exist in Avant-Garde and Elite Art-Circles

1. First, modern art has been the social laboratory of immaterial labor and post-fordism

Artistic criticism may even have enabled the emergence of post-fordist modes of production

2. Second, presently modern art is the laboratory of social criticism and resistance

3. Even when the two theses are true, the easy adoption of them by an art world elite may rather be an instrument of continued exploitation of poor artists by these groups than a form a resistance.

Some of course honestly believe that they are “doing good”.

4. The eagerness of the art world in embracing these theses rests on the deep rooted inclination to put art and artists on a footstall and to convince others to do the same (or to continude to do is).

Already in Horkheimer and Adorno: elevating aristocratic art to a privileged position

5. This is in the interest of many art world “officials”.

6. The theses appear to be true because of the existing romantic notion of art’s avant garde position and hence superiority: “art is always important because it is always ahead in social developments.”

7. But now (the same as in the past) the opposite is true. The major part of the art world is conservative.

8. That artistic criticism preceded post fordists retorics and legitimations may imply that it contributed to the latter, but not that it caused them and even less that it caused the new modes of production. (Chronological succession does not imply causality.)

9. Both artistic criticism and the new modes of production follow from long term processes in technology, production and administration. These show foremost from general processes of informalization and dehierarchization in society

10. Moreover the two theses rest on a huge exaggeration of the importance of art in society

11. If there has been a laboratory it was in the culture industry rather than the arts

2.   Correspondences between Artists and Typical Knowledge Workers

Table 1: Correspondences between artists and other knowledge workers. (These are qualities in which artists often preceded other knowledge workers.)
12. Performance is immaterial and tied to the body of the worker (as in music theatre and dance); visual artists also produce a product with foremost symbolic value

13. Little routine (de-routinization) (characteristic of post fordism par excellence)

14. Flexible working hours

15. Little distinction between work and private sphere

16. Multiple jobholding

17. Portfolios of competences

18. Emphasis on creativity. Creativity is measure of success.

19. Appreciation of individual autonomy.  

20. importance of individual autonomy 
21. Work stress / Existential doubts / Burn-outs / Frustrations (depressions) caused by professional failure (no-realization of assumed own creative potential)
22. Continuous development /innovation

This is what is expected both by the worker and others

What matters is a promise; i.e. quality in the future (orientation on the future in late/high modernity: Giddens); differs from quality in nineteenth century academies

23. Orientation on the future: desire to explore new creative possibilities

24. Originality

degree of originality or innovation is affirmation of personal freedom measure of individual freedom (but strongest in the arts)

25. Possibity of some individual freedom / “play” with own immaterial capital

26. Emhasis on discourse (rather than material products) Social competence (also typical artist); good in communication, good in words

27. Informality (part of earlier bohemian attitude). Little respect for hierarchical differences

28. Possibility of being lazy (new elites in large cities) or resistant/critical (because means of control and disciplination are more limited than in case of fordism)

3.   Relative Differences

Table 2. Relative differences between typical artist and typical knowledge worker / immaterial worker

29. Typical artist is poor (at present typical knowledge worker is not poor and often even relatively well-to-do.

In most western countries the income from work of 40 to 60% of artists is below the poverty line.

30. Parents are higher educated (and often more well to do)

Artists’ labor is less precarious than it appears to be 

31. Stronger work-preference. 

If more money comes in it is used not for consumption and comfort but for working fewer hours in second jobs or for investments in the art job. 

PM. But in spite of work preference interested in short term pleasure but not long term comfort (a leftover from the earlier bohemian attitude?). 

PM. More reckless and less calculating than typical knowledge worker. 

32. None of the economic logic which prevails in non-art fields of cultural production

33. The artist intention is to be in the most extreme position possible, that is, the autonomy extreme on a scale that runs from 100% autonomy to 100% heteronomy, i.e. as far as constraints allow. For other knowledge worker most satisfying and often also financially most profitable are positions closer to the middle. 

34. Knowledge worker may strife for autonomy, but he cannot and will not negate the underlying economic purpose of his activities

35. This artist intention is celebrated and propagated by artists and others. It is also what is expected from artists. 

This celebration is absent or far less important in the case of other knowledge workers. 

36. In social imaginary that dominates art world there is an opposition between commercial success and artistic autonomy

37. Poverty is not a bad thing. Rather poverty than making compromises. [In the case of the typical knowledge worker this is the opposite.]

A comfortable life is no widely shared goal in art worlds. There is a distrust of a strife for comfort and a solid career

38. Public and private support is regarded as good and righteous. For knowledge worker it is a sign of failure 

39. Signature matters more 

40. Still geniuses rather than heroes. 

 “Culture not for profit”

41. PM. Presently artists’ intention and need to be authentic and innovative goes further than that of knowledge worker. In the case original variations on a theme are allowed. Almost completely self-made (≈genius). → 

42. Respect for art and artist is (still) much higher than that of other knowledge workers

4.   Romantic Ethos and Much Respect for Art

43. In our society the value of art is high and yet the majority of artists are poor. 

44. This sharp and paradoxical contrast can be explained: the low incomes are the consequence of the high symbolic value of art. 
45. The high respect is related to the ’Romantic Ethos of Capitalism’ (Colin Campbell)

PM. A New Romantic Ethos is emerging and this may lead to less respect for the arts and endanger privileged positions in the arts
46. Not only the symbolic value of art is high; often the financial value is high as well. People and institutions are prepared to pay much money for works of art and performances and governments and foundations spend huge amounts on prestigious new museums (Louvre in Abu Dabi) and concert halls (Hamburg). But the typical artist is poor. 

47. Also public and private support is a sign of the high value of art 

But it does not raise artists’ incomes. It only leads to more poor artists.

48. With rationalization and bureaucratization not just dis-enchantment but as much (re-)enchantment. (Only this can explain the consumer revolution in eighteenth century England. No capitalism without consumption.) It is possible that in a dialectical process disenchantment called forward re-enchantment.

49. The primary emphasis is upon creativity, self-expression and self-discovery. Moreover, in society there is a romantic longing and search for individuality and authenticity.

50. But for “normal” people this is beyond reach. Artists are the exception. Hence the high respect for art and artists.

51. P.M. Presently the situation is changing. For knowledge workers and youngsters in general some degree of authenticity and self-realization is attainable. In their (romantic) imagination self-realization is also a possibility for everybody and not only for artists. Relative differences remain but they are now more a matter of degree. This may imply that in the long run the respect for art will go down.

5.   Exploitation of Artists

52. Because the value of art is high, the incomes of artists are low

53. Low incomes contribute to the respect for art

54. The art world elite (art world officials and successful artists) have an interest in the high value of art and therefore in low incomes in the arts. 

55. Poverty in the arts is in the interest of the art world and some art world people. In this there is a difference with other fields of production. For instance average low income in case of i.t. workers or architects is not in the interest of the world of i.t. or architecture (though somewhat lower incomes and the possibility of getting rid of failures and workers with outdated knowledge is in the interest of people in the top of these fields..)

56. Those who profit most from the art-regime are very successful artists, curators, mediators (also mediators between the administration and artists – for instance in case of subsidies. Their moral status is higher than average, but certainly not that high. Unlike in the case of poor artists, the fact that they compromise is accepted. 

57. Surplus value is in the form of cash (financial means/means) which can be transformed in status (symbolic capital a la Bourdieu), but even more in the form of straightforward contributions to status.

58. Extreme poverty and support accentuating high respect are in the interest of the beneficiaries an not in the interest of poor artists. 

59. There is real suffering among artists. (See www.hansabbing.nl/DOCeconomist/Value of Art Chapter Value for Artists of Money and Work.pdf)

60. Ultimately the logic of exploitation in the art world and in other fields of post-fordist production may not differ that much: in both the romantic ethos of capitalism plays an important role. But the interest in very low incomes and the type of beneficiaries may differ.

6.   Strategies of Resistance
61. Getting rid of support. Indirectly it is predominantly in the interest of the art world elite.

62. Professionalization: becoming relatively more commercial, i.e. seeking of a middle position on the scale from as autonomous as possible to no autonomy at all. a position comparable to that of other knowledge workers

63. Striving for the continuation of extreme autonomy in the arts could be a deed of resistance, a resistance of post-fordist modes of production in which an organizationally and economically rationalized creativity that can be translated into a profitable commodity is central. 

64. But in my view in practice it comes down to a sticking to and a re-affirmation of the high status of the arts, which is not in the interest of poor artists.

65. Down to earth small scale commercialism is probably a better form of resistance.

7.   Some Additional and Speculative Theses

66. Present development is such that attitudes of artists and other knowledge workers become more similar, but that in this the latter do not follow artists, but artists follow them.

67. The democratization of the romantic ethos of capitalism in high modernity may well be in the advantage of artists as group because self-realization is no longer the exclusive right of artists, the profession will become less attractive as other professions can also bring self-realization. And artists themselves will become more professional
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