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RT ABSTRACTS from life. Abstraction
is deletion. When the first artist
painted an aurochs on a cave wall,

the first critic saw it and said, “That’s an
aurochs!” But it wasn’t an aurochs, it was
a painting. It's been downhill for art criti-
cism ever since. Art, like science, is illu-
mination through elimination. Artists re-
move in order to improve. In this sense,
minimalism is not just another school of
art, but its evolving essence, and all of
modern art can be seen as a process of
progressive self-destruction. Artists often
destroy themselves, occasionally each
other, but it was left to a relatively un-
known German artist, Gustav Metzger, to
give this artistic impulse its most succinct
articulation when in 1959 he announced
his theory of “auto-destructive art.” It's not
surprising, then, that Metzger also antici-
pated the proposed Art Strike 1990-1993.

On January 1, 1990—if they com-
ply with the directives of the PRAXIS
Group—all artists will put down their tools
for three years. There will be no openings,
no showings, no readings. “Cultural work-
ers,” unless they scab, will also walk out.
Galleries, museums, and “alternative”
spaces will all shut down or be converted
to serve more practical purposes. Accord-
ing to the Art Strike leadership, everybody
benefits. The artists, by stepping out from
under their burden of specialized creativ-
ity, get not only a breather but a chance to
get a life. And the plebeian masses, no
longer cowed by “talented bullies,” are in
turn expected to rush into art like fresh
air into a vacuum.

Although appearing at first as the
suppression of art, the Art Strike is in es-
sence its realization—the ultimate work
of art, the culmination of its felos. In the
Art Strike, artistic abnegation achieves its
final expression: art, having become noth-
ing, becomes everything. If art is what art-
ists don’t do, what isn’t art now? The Art
Strike thus becomes an exercise in impe-
rialism. After all, everyone else has been

on an Art Strike all along. With the Art
Strike, the leaders are given a chance to
catch up with their followers, who weren'’t
previously aware they had leaders, let
alone needed any.

Ostentatious renunciation is greed
in its most warped and insidious form. By
their noisy refusal of art, the Art Strikers
affirm its importance and thus their own,
not unlike alcoholics whose AA meetings
testify to the power of the drug and thus
to their own power in collectively renounc-
ing it. But there the analogy ends. The Art
Strikers liken their strike to the syndicalist
General Strike so as to appropriate the
glamor of this obsolete tactic. But a Par-
ticular Strike is not a General Strike; and
the Art Strike, since it doesn’t include the
refusal of work by waged or salaried work-
ers (artists being generally self-employed
freelancers or independent contractors), is
not a strike at all.

What remains after artists forswear
art? Artists, of course. The Art Strike mag-
nifies the importance of artists even as it
eliminates their toil. Disencumbered of the
obligation to create, the artist no longer
must try to inform or agitate or even en-
tertain. All pretense to being useful to
other people can be dropped. But that’s not
to say artists are about to disappear into
the crowd—if they did, nobody would ever
notice there even was an Art Strike. No,
artists must instead make a production out
of their refusal to produce, they must
clamor for attention over what they don't
do, even though their credentials for inac-
tivity are precisely their previous art. This
is what makes the refusal of art elitist. The
Art Strike is a vanguardist notion: only
artists can refuse art, an only artists can
flatter themselves that they stand in the
way of an outburst of popular creativity.

Actually, the reason the hoi-poloi
don’t create art is not because they’re in-
timidated by “talented bullies,” but be-
cause their creative power has been so
suppressed—above all, by work—that

they devote their leisure hours to consump-
tion not creation. School, work, the fam-
ily, religion, rightism and leftism—these
thwart creativity. The sort of “art” created
by the Art Strike leadership, its various
predictions and pronouncements, is much
more opaque to the proles than the repre-
sentational art of pre-modern times, and
no less so than modern art, which is too
remote from everyday experience for any-
body to be bullied by it, unless by its repu-
tation, which, of course, will grow during
the Years Without Art.

Art Strike theorists are ambiguous
about the scope of the strike. If it repre-
sents the refusal of “creativity” by special-
ists, it is only for artists. But if the Art
Strike seeks to close down museums, li-
braries, and galleries, it must include the
workers for whom it would then be a real
strike, the employees of the cultural ap-
paratus unable to refuse their creativity
since nobody has ever called for it in the
first place. The janitor would as soon mop
up the museum as a nuclear power plant,
especially since the activist intellectuals
will hound him out of there too if they can.
Such workers already know firsthand what
artists require outlandish antics to com-
prehend—working for the cultural indus-
try is still working. Only for the artist is
the Art Strike a work of art. Others who
get involved would be but the paint the
striking artists apply to the canvas, props
in a performance-art piece. Human lives
and livelihoods as the stuff of art... What
artist in his or her deepest inwardness
hasn’t longed to echo Nero’s cry, What an
artist dies in me!

Since the Years Without Income
hold no appeal for the art industry prole-
tariat or its bureaucracy, they will no doubt
remain on the job. The impact of the strike
will be very uneven. Curators and librar-
ians will be glad to be rid of the hardest
part of their task—keeping abreast of new
artworks and conjecturing which ones will
pass the test of time. Art has been piling
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up since before the Bronze Age; three years
will not be time enough to reassess and
rearrange and redistribute the existing in-
ventory. Still, budget pressures may ease.
Music, already all but completely given
over to “classic hits,” will be living in the
past too. In lieu of live music, disco will
come back—it pretty much already has.
Most people watch TV, not stage plays;
now everybody will. Are the artists going
on strike so that, after three years we beg
them to come back? If theirs was a place
of privilege before, how high then will their
seat be in 1993? The real inspiration for
the Art Strike is not, as is pretended, the
general strike of the proletariat, but rather
something already depicted in a work of
art—the general strike of the capitalists
in Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged.

But artists won't have to wait three
years to profit from the Art Strike. Returns
will be immediate and they will increase

like compound interest. The Art Strike
cunningly acts upon supply, not demand.
Existing art will appreciate in value since
there won't be anything coming into the
market to compete with it. In addition,
there’s the surcharge conferred by the
mystique of extinction; subsequently, re-
cent art will lead the price rise as the last
of its kind. In fact, it will stand not as the
last but as the culmination, since the ide-
ology of progress so sways the Western
mind that it regularly mistakes the latest
of anything for the final form of a supposed
evolutionary process. The last shall be
made first, or at least it’ll be priced that
way. No wonder some of the less commer-
cially successful contemporary artists are
leading the Art Strike, and no wonder oth-
ers follow them. They don't propose ex-
actly to destroy artworks (although, if done
selectively, that would have nearly the
same effect as an Art Strike). The Years

Without Art will include nothing of the
kind, even if everybody joins the strike.
Instead, the Art Strike will create a car-
tel—its inspiration isn’t the IWW or the
CNT, but rather OPEC.

The Art Strike is not, for all its pro-
letarian posturing, in any way indebted to
the workers movement, except for the theft
of what you’d expect artists to steal—its
imagery. It enables artists to invest their
exhaustion with importance. The refusal
of art only certifies artists as the expert
interpreters of what nobody but artists do.
The art of refusal, on the other hand, acts
against what everybody does but nobody
once did, against work and submission to
the state. The art of refusal is the art of
living, which begins with the general strike
that never ends. b 3

Bob Black is the author of The Aboli-
tion of Work and Other Essays.

Addendum to Smile Magazine no. 11

CRITICS PRAISE STEWART HOME!

“When Home realized that the small
number of cultural fuck-offs calling them-
selves ‘The Neoist Cultural Conspiracy”
were more interested in having a good time
disorienting each other than in pedalling a
‘coherent’ ideology to a purportedly pas-
sive social mass, he came to understand
that associating with them would never
make him the intransigent revolutionary
leader he had aspired to be since childhood.
He realized that by and large the Neoists
were more focused on the details and nu-
ances of altering social reality than in con-
structing inflexible but ‘coherent’ identities
through language. And while Home took
pleasure in disparaging the Neoists, this
was precisely to hide the embarrassing
similarities between his own methods and
those of Neoist strong man Istvan Kantor.
But Kantor and Home tried to rally the un-
cooperative Neoists around their programs
with limited success—since Neoists greatly
preferred ‘actually experiencing’ strange
behavior to abstract mystifications,
whether those of ‘social process’ or fascist
‘mythology.” Home’s frustration with such
types had much to do with the economics
of the situation—since the very ‘bohemian’

traits which made Neoism valuable ran con-
trary to the expectations of the academic
leftists whose financial support Home
hoped to gain. Neoism was blatantly ‘stu-
pid’ by the bourgeois standards of the aca-
demic art world, and involved pretending
to go crazy; an activity which Home found
distastefully unprofitable, though he la-
belled such activity elitist.

“For Home to attend the ICA under the
pretense of ‘getting his hands dirty,” and
then criticize Prigent for using the ICA’s
xerox is typical of the manipulations in
which he engages. It is a perfect example
of the lack of sympathy often displayed to-
wards those individuals who do not ‘rigor-
ously carry out’ their ideological programs
(to what would usually be debilitating con-
clusions) by other individuals with similar
‘failings.’” It remains to be known whether
Home’s ‘critical’ getting his hands dirty at
the ICA will turn up on his CV, as another
example of the blatant inconsistencies of
his approach—once justified with exactly
the same compromises used by those he
most strongly criticizes.

“Home’s assertion that Ais critical pro-
gram contains only negations and no alter-

natives is rubbish. Throughout his work we
are exposed to the programs of the redis-
tribution of wealth, polymorphous sexual-
ity, the unitary present and other reductive
neo-leftist claptrap. That Home should then
introduce Henry Flynt’s ‘Acognitive Cul-
ture’ (sic) is more incoherence. Flynt’s
ideas are based on philosophy and math-
ematics, two forms of bourgeois occultism
which have no place in the collective revo-
lution of the proletariat. Like Home’s,
Flynt’s textbook nihilism is saturated with
academic cliches and inconsistencies which
make proletarians recoil in boredom. Such
abstractions have the same function as
advertising or soap operas—to reify a con-
structed reality threatened by the negative
power of those who refuse to do anything
at all, the working class.

“They circled around the young Anar-
chist, their white robes blowing in the
breeze. Then the sandals went in—HARD!
The satisfying sound of splintering bone in
the parking lot. They were the shock troops
of the Moorish Science Temple and had no
sympathy for the lies of a satanic skinhead,
especially a ‘communist.” Each of them
knew in his heart that it was the devilish
white-tailed motherfuckers like this that
kept the power going despite whatever lies
they would tell you to the contrary—they
were THE ENEMY.”
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