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What Makes Art Strike Such a Bad Idea?

NKNOWN TOMOST PEOPLE, anart strikeiscurrently inprogress

on at least three continents, calling on artists “to stop

making, distributing, selling, exhibiting or discussing their

work” and for all institutions involved with the showing
and printing of art or thetraining of artiststo stop all such operation.
Stewart Home, the major architect and proponent of the strike, sees
artas"asymptom of thediseasecapitalism” and thestrikeasameans
of undermining capitalism by “intensifying the class war.” The
strikers, however, are always quick to point out the the Art Strike
(1990-1993) isabad idea and that it will fail to accomplish what it
setsout to do. Theimportanceof thestrike, finally, existsinthemere
conception of thestrikerather thaninthe execution of it, and assuch
it is designed as one large conceptual art piece, performance art
without the performance.

TheArt Strike (1990-1993) was not acall toimmediate action,
but a process that has taken and will take years to accomplish. In
1985, the PRA XIS group announced its plans for the Art Strike, to
bemodel ed after the strike German artist Gustav Metzger called for
in 1974 to destroy those cultural institutions which have had a
“negative effect” on artistic production; this lasted from 1977 to
1980 and attracted no artists besides Metzger. The current strike,
however, is designed to undermine the status of the artist in the
current power structure of our culture.

One of their major techniques in this regard was the invention
of Karen Eliot, whoislessthan an ectoplasm. Sheisbut anamethat
people adopted in the five years before the strike to began to
underminethe® myth of genius’ andtheideasof “identity, individu-
ality, originality, value and myth.” Karen Eliot usually produced a
magazine which carried thetitle SMIILE, and at any time there were
anumber of such magazinesin the US and UK. One problem with
the persona of Karen Eliot is that she has a persona. Listen to her
(who may be him) speak, and hear the same cryptic propagandathat
isapart of her speech or writing. Certainly, the personalities of the
100 or so peoplewho have been her have been neatly obliterated, but
the development of areplacement identity with its own individual-
ity, originality and value has helped to subtly undermine the
participant’ s intentions.

The other antecedent to the Art Strike was the development
(apparently simultaneously conceivedindifferent partsof theworld)
of the conception of plagiarism asan artistic tactic. The expounding
of plagiarism emphasizes the collective (rather than individual)
nature of art (what the strikers sometimes call “cultural produc-
tion”). Festivals of Plagiarism were held around the world (San
Francisco, London, Glasgow) as a means to question the rights
people have to art as property, the potential strikers had begun the
“struggle against the received culture of the reigning society,”
against the culture which perceives art works as being worth
something and belonging to specific individuals rather than to the

cultureasawhole.

TheArt Strikeissaidto beacall todo something el serather than
nothing, but that “something else” is fairly undefined. One striker
has even stated that art doesn’t necessarily have to be abandoned
during the strike aslong asthe striker’ s attitudestowards art change
(thisemendation, however, camefrom an editor who decided to shut
down hismagazinefor the strike but whose band, the Tape-beatles,
hasvoted through akind of strikevotenot to recognizethestrikeand
to continue both performance and production). The Art Strike is
meant to be a time to reconceptualize art, to stop viewing it as a
superior form of knowledge, to return to reality (after having spent
decadesescaping reality through art); itisatimeto stop understand-
ing art asaspecial activity. The Art Strike intends to slow the drift
away from play which has been caused by too much concentration
on art, but this assumes that art itself is not play.

A number of reactionsto Art Strike have appeared (and some-
timesdisappeared) sinceautumn 1989. Thefirst might havebeenthe
Forced Art Participation (FAP); thecall for thisaction, identified as
the idea of an anonymous woman, appeared in YAWN n°4, a
broadsheet and Art Strike organ. The plan meant to eradicate the
special status of “artist” by making such status mandatory and
universal: everyonewould beforced to makeart. YAWN attacked
thisideaby pointing out itsinherent fascism and the author’ s “fear
of liberation from the hierarchically imposed vision of the world.”
the proprietorsof Xexoxia Endarchy, anindefatigable multi-media
art establishment, have called for an Art Glut (1990-2000), increas-
ing thenumber of yearsof activity (ascompared withthe Art Strike)
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and callingfor increased productionin placeof none. The A 1 Waste
Paper Company, whichisactually acoupleof Britishmail artists, is
proselytizing for a Pretentious Drivel Strike. Along the same line,
FaGaGaGa, a group of US mail artists, has mailed out postcards
asking, “How About a Hype Strike?’ US artist Mark Bloch has
suggested a Word Strike (1991-1994), during which we are sup-
posedtofollowthemotto® Don’tsay ‘art’ unlessyoumean‘ money’”;
Bloch seesthisasaway of answeringtherequirementsof thestrikers
without stooping to ineffectual and possibly harmful tactics.
“TheArt Strikewill fail becauseitisabadidea.” Thatisone
of theinfuriatingly glib and speciousremarksof the Art Strikers.
They don’t explain why it’s a bad idea. Because every partici-
pant isan artist who hasno chance of making any money through
art? Because art doesn’t actually subjugate any class of indi-
viduals? Because the idea of leveling talent fails to appreciate
the contributions of individual s? Because the “ myth of genius’
hasnever beenusedtojustify inequality, repression and famine?
Or because what isdescribed asan informational picket lineand
away toteach othersisactually awork shutdown? Thestrike has

been and will continue to be ignored by both the major culture
and the proletariat its participants hope to free of the stifling
barrier between high and low culture. The manifestos of these
cultural workers (artists) aretoo difficult and abstract for anyone
who is stupid and too stupid for anyone who is not.

The worst problem with the Art Strike (1990-1993) is that
it does not even truly attempt to solve any problems, and that all
it offersin return isthe loss of people s artistic lives. Although
the strike rails against gender-specific market art imbued with
social prestige, most strikers are males working in forms of art
with virtually no female participants (and little prestige). The
strike is supposedly directed only against the self-referential
M odernist and Post-modernist traditions of art becausetheseare
of no worth to the proletariat, but the average worker has no
interest in the art project that the Art Strike actually is either.
And the strikers’ idea that art cannot continue whilst there is
hunger and destitution in the world dos not force the strikers to
do anything about those problems; all it even attemptsto accom-
plish is the equitable distribution of misery.

[Geoff Huth, from“ Platform” as published in Critical Wave no. 18, September, 1990

Doris Rowe, 63
Retired teacher
Gore, Okla.

| don’t think he knows
what he’ stalking about. The
Art Strike is not a ‘work of
conceptual art.’” In fact, the
only ‘artistic’ thing about it
isonly that it isdone by *art-
ists.” Some people say that
‘art iswhat artists do,” but |
don'tbelieveit. Areyou pre-
paredto call it ‘art’ when an
artist puts out his dog or
brushes her teeth? No sir!
The rest of us have been on
‘artstrike’ al our lives! | just
haveto applaud anyone con-
cerned enough to want to
change things.

Gino Straniero, 55
Letter carrier
Holmdel, N.J.

He's right when he says
there’s a problem with the
‘Karen Eliot’ persona. The
problemisthat it hasbecome
too much associated with
certain people, which under-
mines the participants in-
tentions. There can be no
middlegroundinusingthese
collective single names, if
they are to be effective.
‘KarenEliot’ isdead—if you
want to start using a new
name, make sure no one can
tell it's you. | recommend
‘Anon.” myself. | use it al
the time, except now.

VOICES/How do you respond to the above article?

Claude Jackson, 39
Auto worker
Highland, Ind.

Art Strike is a bad idea.
Huth missesthe point. It'sa
bad idea because most *art-
ists are‘individualists,’ and
therefore lack the solidarity
necessary to participateinan
‘art strike.” So as a practical
matter, ‘art strike’ will not
work. But this is not to say
that it will not have some
good effect, for it will. It al-
ready has. People are redly
talkingabout seriousstuff for
thefirst timein my memory.
Huthwrotehisarticle, didn’t
he? That should tell you
something.

Milton Bins, 56
Deputy director
Washington, D.C.

If Huth’s ‘proletariat’ is
too' stupid’ tounderstandthe
Art Strikers' ‘manifestoes,’
itdoesn’t matter, becausethe
‘manifestoes’ arenot directed
at non-artists. It doesn’t mat-
ter to the Art Strike if folks
likemedon’t know anything
about it, because we're not
the ones with the problem.
Those who cast themselves
in the role of ‘artists —and
folkslikeHuth, whobuy into
that attitude—that have the
problem. Anditisthey who
need to examine what they
hold to be true.

Myrt Bauer, 45
Real estate broker
Moraga, Callif.

It's true that ‘art strike'
doesn’t solve any problems
with art. But | for one never
look to art works for solu-
tions to problems. The most
an ‘artist’ can hope to do is
point at a problem and sug-
gest that it needsto belooked
at more closely. Besides,
there may not be a single
‘solution’ to the ‘probleny’
of art. I'm the last person to
impose what | think should
be done on everyone else!
No one hasto go on strike—
or even think there’ saprob-
lem—if they don’t want to.
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