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“GRAMSCI’S BLACK MARX: WHITHER THE SLAVE IN

CIVIL SOCIETY?” BY FRANK B. WILDERSON, IlI

Gramsei's Black Marx: Whither the Slave in Civil Society?

Frank Wilderson, 111

The Black experience in this couniry has been a phenomenon without analog.
- Eugene Genovese, Boston Review October/November 1993

A Decisive Antagonism
Any serious consideration of the question of antagonistic identity formation-
formation, the mass mobilization of which can precipitate a crisis in the
institutions and assumptive logic which undergird the United States of
America—must come to grips with the limitations of marxist discourse in the
riiCL of the Black subject. This is because the United States is constructed at the
et ion of both a capitalist and white suf matrix. And the privileged
subject of marxist discourse is a subaltern who is approached by variable
capital—u wage. In other words, marxism assumes u subaltern strucured b
capital, not by white supremacy. In this scenario, racism is reud ofY the base,
were, as being derivative of political economy. This is not an adequate
subalternity trom which to think the claboration of antagonistic identity
formation; not it we are truly committed 1o elaborating a theory of crisis—erisis
at the erux of America’s instilutional and discursive strategies.

The scandal with which the Black subject position threwtens Gramscian
discourse is manifest in the sanzc s nnmlngm! disarticulation of Gramscian
categories; work, Progress, , exploitation y, and historical
self-uwareness, By examining the strategy am] structure of the Black subject's
absence in Antonio Gramsei's Prison Notebooks and by contemplating the Black
subject’s incommensurability with the key categories of Gramscian theory, we
come face to face with three unsettling consequences.

First, the Black American subject imposes a radical incoherence upon the
assumiptive logic of Gramscian discourse. In other words, s/ e implies a scandal.
Secondly, the Black subject reveals marxism's inability to think White
supremacy as the base and, in so doing, calls into question marxism's claim w
claborate a comprehensive, or in the words of Antonio Gramsci, “decisive”
antagonism. Stated another way: Gramscion marxism is uble to imagine the
subject which transtorms her/himself into a mass of antagonistic identity
formations, formations which can precipitale a crisis in wage slavery,
exploitation, and/or hegemony, but it is asleep at the wheel when asked 1o
pravide enabling isms toward aged slavery, desy and/or terror.
Finally, we begin to see how marxism suffers from a kind of concepual anxiety:
a desire for socialism on the other side of crisis — & society which does away not
with the category of worker, but with the imposition workers sufTer under the
approach of variable copital: in other words, the mark of its conceptual anxicty is
in its desire to democratize work and thus help keep in place, insure the
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victory on] these fronts nakes possible or conclusive a frontal attack oc
War of Movement. (Sassoon 15-17)

In other words, for revolution o be feasible the proletariat must be “hailed,” in
the Althusserian sense of the word, to a revolutionary position. And, for
Gramsei, it is within this “tr " between the economic structure and the state
(with its legisfation and its coercion), within civil socicty, that this hailing must
take place. Again, for that to happen the weach, civil society, must be
wenstormed. A War of Position can be summed up as o process by which
workers struggling against capital and the 1talc torge organs of working cias:.
civil society which in wm organic swals capable of assimi
certain traditional intellectuals, and throughout the whole process all thn.
struggle’s personnel, if you will, fashion a discourse on all of civil society’s
fronts through which they u...nma\ly become hegemonic. In this way the
“common sense,” the “spontansous” cnnsmt of the m\:d. toward lh: ideclogy of
the rulers, finds its ood  sense” = L
wansformed into an ensemble of questions which, puur to this process, could not
be posed (i.c,, What is to be done?). Common sense, by way of contrust, is un
effect of “the prevailing forma mentis.™ It involves.

...the notion that the sucisl order can be perfeeted through “fair and
open” competitio And it] secks 1o remedy problems and injustices
through reforms fought for and n:gu&mcd among competing groups
within the existing overall sugaeurt. .thus leaving the juridical-
administrative apparatus of the state more or less intact. . It makes the
revolutionary idea of eliminating competitiveness (i.e,, greed) as the
primary motiviting force in sociely scem unrzasonable, unrealistic, or
even dangerous. (Buttigicg 13)

The pedagogical implications are self-evident. For Gramsci this is a process
through which various strata of the class struggling for dominance achieve
“historical self~awareness” (Gramsci 333-35). And for this reason civil society
itself 15 mot the bane of workers because its constituent elements (as opposed to
the way those elements are combined) are not anti-worker.” Therefore:

[Gramsei's] purpose is not to repress civil society or L restrict its
bul rather to develop 4 revolutionary strateyy 14 “war of position™)
Wi nu\d be employed pr:l.ﬁ:ls o the arena of civil society, with the mim
of disabling the cocrcive apparatus’ of the sate, Eammlc access W
political power, and creating the conditions thar could give rise w a
conscnsual socicty wherein no individual or group &5 reduced to a
subaltern, (Buttigieg 7)

At this moment {the end of subalterity by way of the destruction of the ruling
«class) the State becomes “ethical.” Gramsci writes

The constituent elements of civil society are, however, anti-Black.
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coherence of, Re and Enligh “toundational” values of
productivity and progress. This 15 a crowding-out scenario for other post-
revolutionary possibilities, i.e. idleness,

Why interregate Gramsci with the political predicament and desire of the
Black(ened) subject position in the Western Hemisphere? Because The Prison
Notebooks' intentionalicy, and general reception, lay claim to universal
applicability. Neither Gramsci por his spiritual progenitors in the form of
scholars or activists suy thot the Gramscian project sows the seeds of freedem tor
Whites only. Inslead, they claim that deep within the organicity of the organic
intellecnzal is the organic Black intellectual, the organic Chinese intellectual, the
organic South American imtellectual and so on; that though there are historical
and culural variances, there is a structural consistency which claborates all
organic intellectuals and undergirds afl resistance

Through what strategies does the Black subject destabilize -~ emerge as the
unthought, and thus the scandal of - historical materialism’? How does the Black
subject distort and expand marxist categories in ways, which create in the words
of Hortense Spillers”a distended organizational calculus"? (Spillers Year 82) We
could put the question the other way round: How does the Black subject function
within the American Desiring machine differenty than the gquintessential
Gramscian subaltem, the worker?

Before going more deeply into how the Black subject position desatabilizes or
disarticulates the categories foundational to the assumptive logic of marixsm, it's
important to allow ourseives a digression which attempts to schemautize the
Gramscian project on its own lerms.

The Gramscian Dream

Students of struggle retum, doggedly, 10 the Prison Notebooks tor insights as
how to bring about a revolution in a society in which state/capital formations are
in some way protected by the “wenches™ of civil society. It is this outer
perimeter, this discursive “trench,” constructed by an cnsemble of private
initiatives, activities, and an ensemble of pose-able questions (hegemony), which
must be reconfigured before a revolution can take the form of a frontal assault,
But this trench called civil saciety is not, for Gramsci, in and of itself the bane of
the working class. Instead it represents o terrdin to be occupied, assumed, and
appropriated in a pedagogic project of transforming “common sense” into “good
sense.” This notion of “destruction-construction™ is @ War of Position which
involves agitating within civil socicty in a “revolutionary movement” that builds
“qualitatively new social relationships” (Sassoon 15):

[A War of Position] is & struggle that engages on & wide runge of fronts
which the state as normally defined...is only one aspect. [For
msei 2 War of Position is the most “dec * form ui' engagement]
because it is the form in which bowrgesis power is excrcised [and
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Every State is cihical in as much as one of its most imperant fusctions
is 1o raise the great mass of the population w0 & particular cultural and
maoral level, & level (or type) which corresponds to the needs of the
productive torces for development, and hence 1o the intereste of the
tuling classes, (Prison Notehonks 258)

He suggests that schools and courts perform this function for the State, before
describing the “so-called private initiatives and activities” which form the
hegemonic upparatuses of the ruling cluss. But these private initiotives arc not
“cthical” precisely because of their ability to exist in tandem with the Sue (ie.,
newspapers, cinema, guild ossociations) andior duc o their function us its
outright handmaidens (i.e., lebbyists, PACs).

[Theretore] only the social group [his code word for “class,” in an
attenipt to secure the Notebooks ' sate passuge past Mussolini's prison
censors] that poses the end of the State and its own end as the arget 1o
be achieved can create an ethical State—i.e, one which tends to put an
end o the internal divisions of the ruled...and to create a technically
and morally unitary social organism. (259)

Tn other words, “civil socicty can only be the site of universal freedom when it
extends (o the point of becoming the state, that is, when the need for political
society is  obviaed” (Buttigieg 30). “[Tlhe phenvmenon of
‘subordination’.. .oceurs without coercion; il is an instance of power that is
exercised and extended in civil society, resulting in the hegemony of one class
aver others who, for their part, acquiesce to it willingly or, as Gramsci puts it,
‘spontancously™ (Ibid 22). What appears to be spontancous is a product of
consent manufactured by intellectuals of the ruling class. Again, not only is
consent manufactured but it is backed up by coercion-in-reserve, what Gramsei
calls palitical socicty: the courts, the army, the police, and, for the pust §7 years,
the atomic bomh.

It is wue that Gramsei acknowledges no organic division between politics]
society and civil society. He makes the division for methodological purposes.
There is one organism, “the modern bourgeois-liberal state™ (Buttigicg 28), bus
there are two qualitatively different kinds of apparatuses: on the one hand, the
ensemble of so-called private associations and ideological invitations to
participate in & wide and varied play of consensus making strategies, civil
society, and on the other hand, @ set of enforcement structures which kick in
when that ensemble is regressive or can no longer lead, political society. But
Gramsei would have us believe not that White positionality emerges and is
elaborated on the termuin of civil society and encounters cocrcion when civil
society is not expansive enough to embrace the idea of freedom for all, but that
all positionalities emerge and are zlaborated on the terrain of civil society.
Gramsci does not racialize this birth, elaboration, and stunting. or re-cmergence,

of human subjectivity—because civil society, supposed! claborates all
subjectivity and so there is no need for such specificity
T We Write January 2005 2(1) 4




Anglo-American Gramscians like Buttigieg and Sassoon, and U.S. activists in
the anti-globalization movement whose unspoken grammar is predicated on
Grumsei’s assumptive logic continue this tradition of unraced positionality
which allows them 1o posit the valency of Wars of Position for Blacks and
Whites alike. They assume that all subjects are positioned in such a way as o
have their consent solicited and to, furthermore, be able to sxtend their consent
pontdncously.” This is profoundly probl if only—leaving revolution
aside for the moment—at the level of analysis: for il assumes that hegemony
with its three constituent elements (influence, leadership, consent) is the
madality which must be either inculcated or breached, it one is to either avoid or
incur, respectively, the violence of the State, However, one of the primary claims
of this essay 1s that, whereas the consent of Black people may seem to be called
upon, its withdrawal does not precipitate a “crisis in authority.” Put another way,
the transformation of Black people’s acquiescent “common sense” into
revolutionary "good sense” is an extenuating circumstance, but not the catalyst,
of State violence against Black people. State violence against the Black body, as
Murtinot and Sexton suggest in their introduction, is not coatingent, it is
structural and, above all, gratuitous

Therefore, Gramscian wisdom cannol imagine the emergence, elaboration, and
stunting of a subject by way, nor of the contingency of violence resulling in a
“crists of authority, " but by way of direct relations of force. This is remarkable
and unfortunate, given the fact that the emergence of the slave, the subject-effect
of an ensembie of direct relations of force, marks the emergence of capitalism
frself. Let us put a finer point on it: violence towards the Black body is the
precondition for the existence of Gramscei's single entity “the modern bowgeois-
state” with its divided apparatus, political society and civil society. This is to say
violence against Black people is omtological and gramsitous as opposed 1o
ideological and contingent. Funhermore, no magical moment (ie., 1865)
wansformed. paradigmatically, the Black body's relation to this entity”, In this
regard, the hegemonic advances within civil society by the Left hold out no more
possibility for Black life than the coercive backlash of pelitical society. What
many political theorists have either missed or ignored is that 4 crisis of authority
that might take place by way of a Left expansion of civil society, furthe
instantiates, rather than dismantles, the authority of Whiteness, Black death is the
mudern bourgeois-state’s recreational pastime, but the hunting son is not
confined to the time (and place) of political sociery; Blacks are fair game as a
result of a progressively expanding civil society as well.

! Bee David Marriots G Bluck Man and the last few chapters of' Saidiya Hartian's Scemes of
Subjection for an anysis of how the ldiom of puwer, imuticnal despotism, which Blucks lived
under in the 19 century, changed its method of conveyance afler Jubilee, while maintaining
gravuatous irmationality Lh.uu;h the 20% century.
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terror of White supremacy is as much contingent upon the irrationality of White
fantasies and shared pleasures as it is upon a logic—the logic of capital. It
extends beyond texualization. When talking about this terror, Comel West uses
the term “black mvisibility and namelessness” to designate, at the level of
antology, what we are calling a seandal at the level of discourse. He writes:

[America's] unrelenting aszault om black humanity produced the
furidamental condition of’ black culture — that o blagk invisibility and
namelessness. On the crucial existential level rélating to black
invisibility and namelessness, the fist difficult challeage and
demanding discipling is w ward off madness and discredic suicide as a
desiruble option. A central preoceupation of black culture is that af
confronting candidly the onwlogical wounds, psychic scars, und
existential bruises of black people while tending ofY insamity and se
annihilation. This is why the "ur-texs” of black cultwe s neither & word
fior & book, not and architectural monument or 2 legal brief. Instead, it is
a gurral ery and a wrenching moan == a ery not so much for help as for
hame, a moan less out of complaint thun for recognition, (80-81)

Thus, the Black subject position in America is an antagonism, a demand that can
not be satistied through a transfer of ownership/organization of existing rubrics;
whereas the Gramscian subject, the worker, represents a demand that can indeed
be satisfied by way of 3 successful War of Position, which brings about the end
of exploitation. The worker calls nto question the legiumacy of productive
practices, the slave calls into question the legitimacy of productivity itself. From
the positionality of the worker the question, What does it mean to be free? is
raised. But the guestion hides the process by which the discourse assumes o
hidden grammar which has already posed and answered the question, What does
it mean to sufter? And that grammar is organized around the categories of
exploitation (unfair labor relations or wage slavery). Thus, exploiaton (wage
slavery) is the only category ol oppression which concemis Gramsci: society,
‘Western society, thrives on the exploitation of the Gramscian subject. Full stop.
Again, this is inadequate, because it would call White supremacy “racism” and
articulate it as a derivative phenomenon of the capitalist marrix, rather than
incorporating White supremacy as o matrix constituent to the base, if not the
base itself.

What [ am saying is that the insatiability of the slave demund upon existing
structures means that it cannot find its arueulation within the modality of
heg y (influence, leadership, consent}—ihe Black body can not give its
consent because “generalized trust,” the precondition for the soliciation of
consent, “equals racialized whiteness” (Lindon Barrett). Furthermore, as Orland
Patterson points out. slavery is natal alienation by way of social death, which is
to say that a slave has no symbolic currency or material labor power to
exchange: a slave docs not enter into a transaction of value (however
asymmietrical) but is subsumed by direct relations of force, which is to say thata
slave is an articulation of a despotic imationality whereas the worker is an
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Civil Death in Civil Society

Capital was kick-started by the rape of the Afnican continent. This phenomenon
is central to neither Gramsci nor Marx. The theorcucal importance of
emphasizing this in the early 21st century is two-fold: First, “the socio-political
order of the New World" (Spillers 1987: 67) was kick-started by approaching a
particular body (2 Black body) with dircet relations of force, not by approaching
a2 White body with variable capital. Thus, cne could say that slavery—the
“aceumulation” of Black bodics regardless of their utility as laborers (Hartman;
Johnson) through an idiom of despotic power (Patterson}—is closer w capital’s
primal desire than is waged oppression—the “exploitation” of unraced bodies
(Marx, Lenin, Gramsci) that labor through an idiom of rational/symbolic (mc
wage) power: A relation of terror as opposed to a relation of hegemony.”
Secondly. today. late capital 15 imposing a renaissance of this onginal desire,
direct relations of force (the prison industrial complex), the despotism of the
unwaged relation: and this Renaissance of slavery has, once again, as its
structuring image in libidinal ecomomy, and its primary target in political
economy, the Black body.

The value of reinzoducing the unthought category of the slave, by way of noting
the absence of the Black subject, lies in the Black subject’s potenual for
extending the demand placed on state/capiwal formations because us re-
introduction into the discourse expands the intensity of the antagonism. [n other
words, the slave makes a demand, which is in excess of the demand made by the
warker. The worker demands that productivity be fair and democratic (Gramsci's
new hegemony, Lenin's dictatorship of the proleturiat), the slave, on the other
hand, demands that production step, stop without recowse to its ultimate
demucratization. Work is not an orgunic principle for the slave. The absence of
Black subjectivity trom the crux of marxist discourse is sympiomatic of’ the
discourse's inability to cope with the possibility that the generative subject of
capitalism, the Black body of the 15th and 16th centuries, and the generative
subject that resolves  late-capital's  over-accumulation crisis, the Black
(incarcerated) body of the 2(th and 21st centuries, do not reify the basic
categories which .srrm.un. marxist conflict; the categories of work, preduction,
ploitation, hi and, above all, hegemony.

It, by way of the Black subject, we consider the underlying grammar of the
question What does it mean to be free? that grammir being the question What
does it mean to suller? then we come up against a grammar of suffering not only
in excess of any semiolics of exploitation, but a grammar of suftering beyond
signification itself, a suffering that cannot be spoken because the gratuitous

* I8 impirtant to bear i mind that fo Haranas, Johusow, Patterson, and Spillers the libidinal
economy of slavery is more fundameatal to its institutionality tran 15 the political economy: in
other words, the eonstituent element of slavery involves desire and the accumulasion of Black
bodics and the fact that they existed as things “becoming heiug for the captor” (Spillers 1987:
67), The fact the Black slaves labored is a historical variahle, seemungly constant, but aot a
constituent elemem.
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articulation ol a symbolic rationality. White supremacy’s despotic imationality is
s foundational to American institetionality as capitalism’s symbolic rationality
because, as Comel West writes, it...

...dictates the limits of the operation of American democragy - with
black folk the indispensable sacrificial lamb vital to its sustenunce.
Hence black subordination constitutes the necessary condition for the
Nourishin, American demugracy, the trugic prerequisite for Amenica
itselt. This is, in part, what Richard Wright meant whea he noted, "The
Negro s America’s metaphor.” (72)

And it is well known that a metaphor comes into being through a violence which
kills, rather than merely exploits, the object, that the concept might live, West's
interventions help us see how maxism can only come 1o grips with America’s
structuring rationality — what it calls capitalism, or pol
come to grips with America's structuring irrationality: the libidinal economy of
White supremacy, and its hyper-discursive violence which kills the Black subject

al econumy; but cannot

that the concept, civil sogiety, may live In other words, from the incoherence of
Black death, America generates the coherence of White life. This is important
when thinking the Gramseian paradigm (and its progenitors in the world of U.S.
social movements today) which is so dependent on the empirical status of
hegemony and civil society: struggles over hegemony are seldom, if ever,
asignifying—at some point they reguire coherence, they require categories for
ihe record—which meuns they contain the seeds of anti-Blackness

Let us illustrate this by way of & hypothetical scenano. In the early pan of the
20" century, civil society in Chicago grew up, if you will, around emerging
industries such as meat packing, In his notes on “Americanism and Fordism™
(280-314), Gramsci explores the “scicatific management” of Taylorism, the
prohibition on alcobol, and Fordist interventions into the working class family,
which formed the ideological, value-laden grid of civil society in places like turn
of the century Chicago:

It is worth drawing attention to the way in which industrialists (Ford in
panicular) have been concerned with the sexual affairs of their
employees and with their family amangements in general, One shouid
not be misled, any more than in the case of prohibition, by the
wm..m‘ul" appearance assumed by this concern. The truth is that the
new type of man di ded by the | of and
work cannot be developed until the sexual instingt has been suitably
regulated and until it too has been rationalized. (Prison Notebooks 296-
297

The discourse of this “suitable” regulation and rationalization underwrote the
“commaon sense” which hailed the proletariat through the influence, leadecship,
and “spontaneous” conseat of an ble of g (b ) and
simultaneously crowded oul the project of transforming proletarian shards and
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fragments of “good sense” into @ revolutionary project. Gramsei called it a
“psycho-physical adaptation to the new industrial structure [pre-Crash]. aimed
for through high wages” (286). And it meant that the working class siruggle was
pre-hegemony existing, he suggested, “still in defense of craft rights against
‘industrial liberty™ (Ibid). In this scenario a war of position has yet to commence
bzcauise even unions, the vanguard of the working class, were simply “the
corporute  expression of the rights of gualified crafis and therefore the
industrialists” attempts to curb them [had] a certain *progressive” aspect” ([bid. ).

smashed—ance the superstructure, civil sociery, has “flowered” and the question
of hegemony has been posed—the dream of Black accumulation and death will
be thrown nto crisis as well

| submit that death of the Black body is (a) foundational to the life of American
civil society (just as foundational 45 it is 1o the drama of value—wage slavery)
and (b) foundational w the fantasy space of desires which underwrite the
industrialist’s hegemony and which underwrite the worker's potential for, and
realization of, what Gramsci calls “good sense.” Thus, a whole set of new and
difficult, perhaps un-Gramscian, questions emerge at the site of our meat packing
plant in the throes of its War of Maneuver. First, how would the cows tare under
a dictatorship of the proletaniat? Would cows experience freedom at the mere
knowledge that they 're no longer being sluughtered in an economy of exchange
predicated on exploitation? [n other words, would it feel more like freedom to be
slaughtered by a workers” collective where there was no exploitation, where the
working day was not 4 minute fonger than time it took reproduce watrkers® needs
and pleasures, as opposed to being slaughtered in the exploitative context of that
dreary old nine 1o five? Secondly, in the river of comimon sense does the flolsam
of g:;od sense have a message in a bote that reads “Workers of the World
Become Vegetarians!™? Finally, is it enough 1o just stop cating meat? In other
words. can the Gramscian worker simply give the cows their treedom, grant
them cmancipation, and have it be meaningful w the cows? The cows need some

Gramsei's preceding diagnosis is indicative of his well known pessinusm of the
intellect but it also contains the glimmer of his optimism of the will. For the
untlinching nature of his analysis illustrates the moves that the worker must
make (against Americanism and Fordism) in order to bring about the “flowering
of the *superstructure™ {3 War of Position) so that “the fundamental question of
hegemony [can be] posed” (Ibid.). Bur we must ask ourselves, for whom does his
apalysis provide an optimism of the will? Most American political theorists and
social moment activists have not pried open even the crevice of a doubt about the
Gramseian Dream’s applicability 1o all U.S. positions, which Gramsci himself
acknowledges when he writes;

The absence of the Furopean historical phase, marked even in the
economic field by the French Revolution, has let American popular
masses in i buckward state. To this should be added the dbsence of

national homogeneity, the mixture of race-culiures, the negro guestion
[Emphasis mine]. (286-87)

For the suke our scenurio—the impact of o successful War of Position on our
bypothetical meat packing plant—Ict us not refer Lo the question as “the negro
guestion.” Instead, let us call it the “cow guestion.™ Let us suppose that the
superstructure has finally “flowered,” and that throughout the various fronts
where the power o pose the guestion held by the private initiatives and
assoeiations elaborated by the industrialists, hegemony has now been called ino
question and a war of position has been transposed into a war of mancuver. The
scandal which the Black subject position threatens Gramscian discourse with is
manifest in the subject’s ontological disarticulation of Gramscian categories:
work, progress, production, exploitation, hepemony, and historical self-
awareness. Gramsei's notes on “Americanism and Fordism” demonstrate his
dcumen in expressing how the drama of value is played out away frum the
slaughter house (civil society: i.e. the family), while being imbricated and
foundational to the class exploitation which workers expenience within the
slaughter house, But still we must ask, what about the cows? The cows are not
being exploited, they are being accumulated and, if need be, killed.

The desiring machine of capital and White supremacy manifest in society two
dreams, imbricated but, I would argue, distinet: the dream of worker exploitation
and the dream of Black accumulation and death. Nowhere in Gramsci can one
find sufficient ceassurance that, once the dream of worker exploitation has been
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No data for the categories

What does it mean to be positioned not as a positive term in 4 counterficgemonic
struggle, i.c. a5 a worker, but 1o be positioned in excess of hegemany, to be a
catalyst which disarticulates the very rubric of hegemony, to be a scandal 1w its
assumptive, foundational logic. to threaten its discursive imegrity? Why is
American civil life. whether regressive or expansive, predicated oa Black death?
Why are Black folk the indispensable sacrificial lamb vital to its sustenance?

In White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in Sourh Africa, 1M. Coctzee
cxamines the positionality of the KhoiSan in what he calls the carly Discourse of
the Cape; travel, ethnographic and scholarly wniting of Europeans between the
late 16th and | 8th centuries

Those Europeans who encountered the KhoiSan during this peviod came face to
face with an Anthropological scandal: a being withous {recognizable) customs,
religion, medicine, dietary patterns, culinary habits, sexual mores, means of
agriculture, end most significanty, without charscter—without character
because, according w the literature, they did not work, Even when press-gunged
into service by the whip, by the bible, by the specter of starvation, they showed
no valuation of industry. The only remedy for this condition, according to one
Cape writer, was terror -- their annihilation

Wherever the European went in South Africa the project of colonization was
sutured, brokered, and fought with the help of discourse, and therefore, no matter
how bloody it became, no matcer how much force it necessitated, the project did
not fice the threat of incohcrence. Africans like the Xhosa who were
agriculturalists provided European discourse with envugh Anthropolugical
categories for the record so that, through various strategies of articulation, they
could be known by the textual project which was the accompaniment to the
colonial project. But not the KhoiSan. Sthe did not produce the necessary
categories for the record, the play of signifiers that would allow for a sustainable
semiotics.

According to Coetzee, Ewopean discowrse has two structuring axes upon which
its coherence depends: the Historical Axis, codes distributed along the axis of
temporality and events; and the Anthropological Axis, an axis of cultural codes.
It mattered very linde which codes va either axis a particular indigenous
community was perceived (o possess - and possession is the operative word here
for these codes act as a kind of cwrrency—what matters is that the community
has some play of difterence along both axes; enough differences to conssuct
taxonomies that can be investigated, identified, and named by the discourse:
without this the discourse literally can't function: The discourse is reinvigorated
by the momentary tension which ensues when an unknown entity presents itself,
but this tension becomes a crisis, a scandal, when the eatity remains unknown.
Something unspeakable occurs. Not w pussess a particular code aluny the
Anthropological axis or along the Historical axis is akin to not having a gene for
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answers befare they raise a hoof for the “flowering of the superstructure.”

The cows bring us face to face with the limitations of @ Gramscian formulation
of the question, what does it mean to be free? by revealing the limitations of the
ways in which it formulates the question, what does it mean to suller? Because
explpitation (rather than accumulation and death) is at the heart of the Gramscian
question, what does it mean to sutfer—and thus crowds out analysis of civil
society’s foundation of despotic terror and White pleasure by way of the
accumulation of Black bodies—the Gramscian question also functions as a
crowding out scenario of the Black subject herselThimself. and is indexical of a
latent anti-Blackness which Black folks experience in the most “sincere” of
social movements. So, when Bunigieg tells us that:

The struggle against the domination of the few over the many. if it is be
successful, must be tooted in & careful formulaton of a
counierhegemonic conception of the social order, in the dissemination
of such 2 concepon, and in the formation of counterhegemunic
institutions—which can only wke plece in 1 socicty and sctually
require an expansion of civil sociery [Emphasis mine]... (31)

..a chill runs down our spine. For this reguired expansion requires the
intensitication and proliferaion of civil society’s constituent clement: Black
accumutation and death
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brown hair or green eyes on an X or Y chromosome. But not possessing an
Historical or Anthropological axis altogether is akin to not having the
chromosome itself. The first predicament throws the notion of what kind of
hul’nunl into play. The second predicament throws the notion of humanity itself
N0 Crisis,

Whereas even the Xhosa presented the Discourse of the Cape with both an
:\lllﬂh'uj!lllug.luu] and Historical play of difference, the KhoiSan presented the
Discourse of the Cape with an Anthropological void.

Without those textual categories of Dress, Diet, Medicine, Crafis, Physical
l-‘\pptalmn:e. and most importuntly, Work, the KhoiSan stod in refusal of the
invitation to become Anthropological Man. She was the void in Discourse
which could only be designated as “idleness” And idleness had been (a)
counterposed to work and (b) criminalized and designated with the status of sin,
long before the Europeans reached the Cape: it was not a signifier within
Anthropology but the deuth knell of humanity and spirituality itsclf,

Thus, the KhoiSan's status within Discourse was noi the status of an opponent ar
an interlocutor, but was the siats of an unspeakable scandal. His/her position
within the Discourse was one of disarticulation, for he/she did little or nathing to
fortify and extend the interlocutory life of the Discourse. Just as the KhoiSan
presented the Discourse of the Cape with an Anthropological scandal. so the
Black subject in the United States, the slave, presents both marxism and
American sociul movement practice with an Historical scundal. Every group
provides American discourse with acceptable catcgories for the record (4 play of
:iwgmi'l:rs, points of artculation) except Black Americans. How is Black
incoherence in the face of the Historical Axis germanc to the Black experience as
"a phenomenon without analog"?

A sample list of codes mapped out by an American subjects Historical Axis
mclude (1) Righis or Entilements: here even Native Americans provide
categories for the record when one thinks of how the Troguois constiwtion, for
example, becomes the American constinution, (2) Sovereignty: whether that state
be one the subject lefl behind, or vne, once again the case of American Indians,
which was taken by forve and dint of broken treatics. White supremacy has made
good use of the Indian subject's positionality: 2 positionality which fortifics and
extends the interlocutory life of America as a coherent (albeit genocidal) idea,
because treaties are forms of articulation, discussions brokered berween two
groups presumed (o possess the same kind of Historical currency: Sovereignty,
The code of Sovereignty can have both a past and future history. if vou'll excuse
the oxymoron, when anc considers that there are 150 Native American tribes
with applications in at the B.LA. for sovereign recognition, that they might
qualify for funds harvested from land siolen from them.' In other words, the

* What's being assenied hiere 15 that White Supremacy wansmagrifies codes internal to Native
Amenican culture for its own purposes. However, ualiie immigrams and white women, the
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curse of bemng able to generate categories for the recard manifests itsell in
Indians’ “ability” to be named by White supremacy that they might receive a
small cash advance on funds (land) which White people stole from them. (3)
Irmigration: another code which maps the subject onto the American Historical
Axis—narratives of arrival based on collective volition and premeditated desire
Chicano subject positions can fortify and extend the interlocutory life of America
25 an ides because racial conflict can be articulated across the various
contestations over the legitimacy of arrival, immigration, or of Sovereignty, i.c.,
the Mexican-American War. In this way, Whites and Chicunos both generate
data for this category.

Slavery is the great leveler of the Black subject’s positionality. The Black
American subject docs not geneeate Historical categorics of Entitlement,
Sovereignty, and/or Immigration for the record. We are off the record. To the
data g ing demands of the H ical axis we present a virtual blank. much
Like the KhoiSan's virual blank presented to the data generating demands of the
Anthropological axis, The work of Hortense Spillers on Black temale sexuality
corroborates these findings. Spillers” conclusions, regarding the Black female
subject and the discourse of sexuality are in tandem with ours regarding the
Black ungendered subject and the question of hegemony and, in addition, unveil
the ontological elements which Black women and men share: a scandal in the
face of New World hegemony.

{Tlhe black female [is] the veriloble nemesiz of degree and
difference [emphasis mine], Having encountered what they
understand as chaos, the empowered teed not nume further, since
chaos it sufficient naming within itelfl I am not addressing the
black female in her histoncal apprenticeship us inferior being,
but, rather, the puradox of non-being [empliasis mine]. Under the
sign of this pamicular historical order, black female and black
mle are absolutely equal. (Spillers “Interstices: A Small Drama
of Words" 77)

In the sociv-political order of the New World the Black body is a “captive body™
marked and branded trom one generation to the next (Ibid). A body on which. .

Native American has no purchase as a junior partner in civil society. Space docs not allow for us
to fully diseuss this here, But Ward Churchill and othiers explain how--unlike eivil society's
fumior partners—genocide of the Indian, just like the enslavement of Blacks, is a precondition for
the idea of Americu: & condition of possibility upen which the idea of immigration cun be
narmativized, No web of analogy can be spun between, on the one hand, the phenamenon of
genocide and slavery and, on the ether hand, the phenomencn of necess te institutionality and
immigrition. So, though While Supremacy appropriates Nanive American codes of sovereignty,
it canmot solve the contradiction that, unlike the codes civil society’s fanior partuers, Native
American codes of sovereignty are not dialogic with New World codes of immigration and
aecess. 1t should alse be noted that prier to ate 18" cemury and early 1o mid 19% cemury the
motion of Native America s soversign rations wis subordinated w the ided of the “savage.” In
short, articulation comes, conveniently, into pluy as the “Indian Wars™ are being won
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Civil socicty is the terrain where h:gcmonv is produced, cunt:slcd mapped. And
the invitation o participate in ¥'s gestures of i and

consent is not extended to the Black subject. We live in the world, but exist
outside of civil society. This structurally impossible pus.i[iun is a paradox
because the Black subject, the slave, is vital to civil soeicty *s political cconomy
s'he Kicl i i
crisis ot its end—Black death is is condition of possibility. C
subaltern, the worker, is coded as waged, und wages are White. But marxism ha.a
no account of this phenomenal birth and lite-saving role played by the Black
subject: in Gramsci we have consistent silence.

The Black body in the U.S. is that constant reminder that not only can work not
be reformed but it cannot be wransformed to accommodate all subjects: work is a
White category. The fact that millions upon millions of Black people work
misses the point. The point is we were never meant to be workers; in other
words, capital/white supremacy’s dream did not envision us as being
incorporated or incorporative. From the very beginning, we were meant to be
accumulated and die. Work (i.e. the French shipbuilding industry and bourgeois
civil society which finally extended its progressive hegemony to workers and
peasants W opple the aristocracy) was what grew up all around us - 20 o 60
million seeds planied at the bottom of the Atlantic, 5 million seeds planted in
Dixie. Work sometimes registers as an historical component of Blackness, but
where Whiteness is concerned, work registers as a constituent element. And the
Black body must be processed through a kind of civil death for this constituent
element of Whiteness to gain coberence. Today, ac the end of the 20th century,
we are still not meant  be workers. We are meant to be warehoused and dic.

The U3, carceral network kills:. .more blacks than any other ethnic
group... [and] constiturcis] an “eutside” in U.S. politcal life. In fact,
our society displays waves of concentric outside circles with increasing
d-mnscs from bourgeots sclf-policing. Thc state rounnely polices the

ilable in the hell of ! tanks, control units,
and holes for political prisoners, .J-Arre» 34)

Work {i.e. jobs for guards in the prison industrial complex and the shot in the
arm it gives to faltering White, communities ~ its positive reterritorialization of
White Space and its simultaneous deterritorialization of Black Space) is what
grows up around our dead bodies once again. The chief difference today,
compared to several hundred years ago, is that today our bodies are desired,

d, and the cows, Again, the chief constant to the
dream is that, whereas desire for Black laboc power is often a histarical
componeat to the institutionality of White sup y, it is not a constituent
element.

This paradox is not to be found at the crux of Gramsci's intellectual pessimism or
his optimistic will. His concern is with subjects in a While(ned) enough subject
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sny hint or suggestion of u dimension of cthics, of relutedness
between human personality @nd its snawmical fedlures, between une
human personality and unother, between humas personality and cultural
instiwtions [is lost). To that exteat, the procedures adopted for the
cuplive flesh demarncate o fotal objecrification [emphasis mine], & the
entire caplive community becomes a living laborsiory (68),

The gratuituus violence begun in slavery, hand in hand with the absence ot data
for the New World Historical Axis (Rights/Enutlement, Sovereignty,
Immugration) as o m.n’. of slavery, position Black subjects in excess of
Gramsei's fi categorics. i.e. labor, exploi historical seli-
awareness; for these processes of subjectification are assumed by those with a
semiotics of analogy already in hand—he currency of exchange through which
s dimension...of relatedness between one human personality and another,
between human personality and cultural institutions” can be established. Thus,
the Black subject imposes a radical incoherence upon the assumptive logic of
Gramscian discourse, Sthe implies a scandal; “wtal objectifiction™ in
gonuradistinetion to human possibility, however slim, as in the case of working
class hegemony, that human passibility appears.

It is this scandal which places Black subjectivity in a structurally impossible
position, outside of the “natural” aniculations of hegemony; but it also places
hegemony in a structurally impossible position because our presence works back
upon the grammar of hegemony and threatens it with incoherence. If every
subject—even the most massacred subjects, Indians—are required to have
analogs within the notioa's structuriog narrative, and one very lurge significant
subject, the subject upon which the naton'’s drama of value is built, is a subject
whose experience is without analog then, by that subject's very presence all other
analogs are destabilized. Lest we think of the Black body as captive only unuil
the mid 19" century, Spitlers reminds us that the marking and branding. the total
objectification are as much a part of the present as they were of the past.

Even though the captive Neshibody has been “liberated,” and no one
need pretend that even the quotation murks do nol nial dominant
symbolie sctivity, the ruling episteme that releases the dynamics of
naming and valuation, remains grounded in the originating metaphors
of captivity and mutilation so that it is as if neither time nor history, nor
historiography and its wpics, shows movement. as the human subject is
‘murdsred” over and over again by the passions of a bloodless and
anonymous archaism, showing itself in endless disguise. (1987: 68)

Herein, the concept of civil war takes on a comprehensive and structural, as
opposed to merely eventful, connotation,
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position that they are contronted by, or threatened with the removal of, a wage,
be it monetary or social. But Black subjectivity itsell’ disarticulates the
Gramscian dream as a ubiquitous emancipatory strategy, because Gramsci (like
maost U.S. social movements) has no theory of, or solidarity with, the slave.
Whereas the positionality of the worker enables the reconfiguration of civil
society, the positionality of the slave exists as a destabilizing force within civil
society because civil socicty gains its coherence, the very fabula raza upon
which workers and industrialists struggle for hegemony, through the violence of
Black erasure. From the coherence of civil society the Bluck subject beckons
with the incoherence of civil war. Civil war, then, becomes that unthought but
never forgotten specter wailng in the wings—the understudy of Gramsei's
hegemony,
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A DAILY LECTURE FROM

MARCUS STEINWEG

76th Lecture at the Gramsci Monument, The Bronx, NYC: 14th September 2013
WHY UNIVERSALITY MATTERS
Marcus Steinweg

1. Philosophical universalism does not have anything in its hands.

2. Itattempts to grasp the ungraspable.

3. It defends this lack of property as its only possession.

4. The subject of propertylessness is the subject of self-acceleration.

5. Self-acceleration is self-unbounding.

6. The subject of self-acceleration comes into contact with innocence, with
incommensurability and the unliveability of life.

7. The unliveability of life means its contingent character, its ontological
arbitrariness.

8. Only in opening up toward this arbitrariness is the subiject free.

9. When deceleration accelerates the subject beyond the compulsions to
accelerate in the sense of capitalist efficiency (that is, of a very uncou rageous,
very restricted concept of efficiency), then this deceleration could represent a
form of self-acceleration of the subject that prevents it from bending to the
demands of the economies of facts.

10. That is the paradox in the experience of self-acceleration, that it uncovers for
the subject its freedom and its unfreedom in equal measure.

11. Because | am not free, | am free.

12. In the space of my unfreedom, everything still remains to be done.

Biological Organic
Interaction networks macromolecule molecule
Universality
1 1 1
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The Artist is present in the Bronx

by James Panero

On Gramsci Monument: A Work in Public Space by Thomas Hirschhorn at Forest Houses, the
Bronx, New York.

Thomas Hirschorn's Gramsei Monument: image: James Panero

Timm as Hirschhorn’s Gramsei Monument, a temporary public art work sponsored by the Dia
Foundation now on view at Forest Houses in the Bronx, reportedly cost $500,000 to
construct.1 Ifyou try accounting for its material costs in plywood, nails, tarps, and packing
tape, and still come up $490,000 short, you are not alone. The Swiss-born Hirschhorn isthe
type of Continental sophisticate whotrafficsin the naive. A regular on the Kunsthalle circuit,
he knows how towork the levers of funding while enjoying the representation of a high-
rolling Chelsea gallery, all in advancement of his phony patois. Asa general contractor, he
also deserves tobe stripped of his license. Hirschhorn makes things that are worth less than
the tape they are wrapped in. As it happens, obsessively wrapping junk in packing tape, thus
furthering its decrepitude until it devolves into Hirschhorn junk, is his stock in trade. His

shoddy constructions are poststructural manifestations representing the inverse of his own

sense of greatness.

Hirschhorn hasnever shied away from turning global politics into his own personal sleaze.
His exhibition some y ears ago at the Gladstone Gallery called “Superficial Engagement”
mixed faux tribal statuary with photographs of corpses in the streets as some kind of
commentary on the War on Terror. Or perhaps it was a meditation on the aesthetics of pipe
bombs. In either case, the show made a lugubrious fetish out of violence and assaulted the

dead by mutilating their bodies a second time in furtherance of a slick Chelsea gallery show.

When Hirschhorn announced his plans to construct, in the courtyard of a Bronx housing
project, a “temporary monument” dedicated to Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), a founder of
the Italian Communist party and a patron saint of chic Marxists everywhere, the New York
art world let out a collective groan. It does not help that Hirschhorn seems tohave learned his
English by reading the pages of October magazine. He generally communicates in a self-
obsessive hauteur slathered with radicalized special sauce. “Ihave always understood ‘me’ or

‘T—which Tuse often and with nobashfulness,” he writes.

Hirschhorn does not make just “art.” He creates capital-A “Art.” Similarly, his Bronx
audiences are not merely other people. They are “the Other.” “Ilove to encounter the Other
through an Idea,” he writes in the Gramsciexhibition brochure. “Ilove todoit through a
mission I give myself and Ilove todoit through Art.” All of these statementsare repeated on

the Monument’s website (gramsci-monument.com), which continues the faux-naif schtick by

looking asthough it was desiened in Geo-Cities cirea 1005,



Thomas Hirschhorn, Gramsei Monument, 2013; Forest Houses, Bronx, New York ; Courtesy Dia Art Foundation; Photo:

Romain lopez

Hirschhorn hasa thing for placing “monuments” dedicated to esoteric theorists in underclass
locales. Gramsei is the fourth in a series that has included Baruch Spinoza, Gilles Deleuze, and
Georges Bataille. One gets the sense that the expeditionary vectors of these comp-lit
colonizations are, to him, arbitrary. The residents of “Nychaland,” as some call the project
islands of the New York City Housing Authaority, are to him interchangeable with the
residents of the Red Light District in Amsterdam or with the residents of a French banlieue—

all of whom have now received Hirschhorn specials. They are all “the Other.”

In selecting Forest Houses, a project in the Morrisania section of the Bronx, Hirschhorn seems
tohave deployed all of the top-down metrics of Le Corbusier astride a cement mixer.
Hirschhorn knew he wanted to do Gramsci in the Bronx. Naturally. What won Hirschhorn
over to Forest Houses after a thorough canvassing of the borough’s housing projects, however,
was Erik Farmer, the wheelchair-bound President of the Forest Houses Resident Association,
who, after hearing the artist’s presentation, asked Hirschhorn if he could borrow a book on
Gramsci. That was a tough break for Castle Hill Houses, Soundview Houses, Monroe Houses,
Patterson Houses, Bronx River Houses, and Claremont Rehab, the other finalists for the

project—or perhaps that should be “the Other” finalists.

It was the book that got Forest Houses the monument, according to Hirschhorn. Farmer also
won the golden ticket as the grandee to dole out the many $12-an-hour jobs that Dia
commissioned for the Monument’s construction and security (Hispanics complained that only

black residents got the gigs, an issue that Dia has now reportedly resolved).

"The point of modernity is to live without illusions, while not becoming disillusioned."—Antonio Gramsei; image: James

Fanern

What these residents have built, under Hirschhorn’s hard-driving direction, isa
shantytown of plywood in the middle of the Forest Houses central green. The structure
consists of a spongy , water-logged platform in two sections, accessible by ramps and stairs and
connected by a rickety bridge (it is surprising that Dia doesn’t have you sign a liability
waiver when setting foot in this accident-deliberately-waiting-to-happen).




Atop the platform are ply wood rooms with ta-rpaulin roofs and signs that indicate each of
their functions—a “Radio Studio," a “Newspaper,” an “Internet Corner,” the “Antonio
Lounge,” the “Gramsci Bar.” A Gramsci Museum features relics from Gramsci’s internment
at the hands of Ttalian Fascists, a period of time from 1926 tohis death in 1937 that turned
out to be incredibly productive for the Communist theorist, resulting in over three-thousand
pages of letters and notes that were collected and published soon after the war. A comb, a
brush, and a pair of Gramsci’s prison slippers, on{oan from the Casa Museo di Antonio
Gramsci in Ghilarza and the Fondazione Istituto Gramsei in Rome, are displayed in Plexiglas

cases alongside books on Communism, sofas wrapped in packing tape, and a looping film that,

at least when Ilooked at it, featured the face of Joseph Stalin.

Thomas Hirschhorn, Gramsci Monument, 2013; Gramsei Archive and Library; Forest Houses, Bronx, New York, Gourtesy Dia Art

Foundation; Photo: Rarein Lopez

The entire structure, meanwhile, is covered with an accretion of spray -painted agitprop and
stapled-up flyers. One poster I saw on arrival featured the cover of the recent Gramsci
Monument Newspaper, the project’s paper of record: “<QUOTE OF THE DAY>" it read. * "The
materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that,
therefore, changed men are products of other circumstances and changed upbrinding [sic],
forgetsthat it is men that change circumstances and that the educator himself needs

educating.’ Karl Marx.”

Similar signs are plastered throughout the structure and generally feature Gramsci's esoteric
Marxist exhortations. “ILIVE, IAM A PARTISAN. THAT IS WHY I HATE THE ONES THAT
DON'T TAKE SIDES. 1 HATE THE INDIFFERENT,” reads one example, spray-painted on a bed
sheet by the Monument's entrance. Here is another: “This distinction between form and

content is just heuristic because material forces would be historically inconceivable without
form and ideologies would be individual fantasies without material forees.’ (Prison Notebook
7) A.G.” Also prominently displayed are statements from Marcus Steinweg, a German
philosopher-in-residence who has been giving daily lectures at the Monument on “Adorno,”
“Ontological Poverty,” and “The Uncanny (Heidegger) — The Real (Lacan) — The Qutside
(Blanchot).” In “What is Art,” Steinweg muses, “Art is pointing out the ontological
inconsistency of the world of established consistencies. . . . Astranscendence of ontological
narcissism art applies the experience of the uncanny. . . . / Asthe experience of the lack of

subjectivity art affirms itself as affirmation of a world without bey ond.”

Given the barnstorming excitement of these statements, it may be surprising tolearn that
the Gramsci Monument has not turned into the sleeper hit of the summer. It has also not
become a rallying point for Communards or the relics of Occupy Wall Street, even asit

presents the Disneyfied version of a radical occupation—a combination of grad-school

treehouse and Mr. Toad’s Wild Encampment.




Hirschhorn claimstobe a Gramsci fanatic: “My love includes everything coming from
him, without exception. Iam a ‘Gramsci-Fan.” As a fan—as every fan—there is no eriticism,
no distancing, and thereis nolimit.” Yet one feels that the subject matter of the Gramsci
Monument is ancillary, icing on the cake, a good source for quotes and spray-painted murals
but, like “the Other,” interchangeable with any number of other subjects and only as
important, for Hirschhorn, as the next big public commission. Documenta, Manifesta,
Mocumenta, here we come. Even Hirschhorn himself admits: “As with my other monuments
to Spinoza, Deleuze, and Bataille, my competence todothe Gramsei Monument in the Bronx
does not come from my understanding of Gramsei, but from my understanding of Art in
Public Space today.”

The monument’s reduction of Gramsei to sloganeering is regrettable, in that it fails to
engage, for or against in any meaningful way, with the profound if not profoundly unsettling
ideas that Gramsci put forward, Leszek Kolakowski, in Volume III of Main Currents of Marxism
(“The Breakdown”), his masterful 1978 atomization of socialist ideology, calls Gramsci
“probably the most original political writer among the post-lLenin generation of
Communists.” Through his prison writings, Gramsci articulated “an independent attempt to
formulate a Communist ideclogy ” that was not “merely an adaptation of the Leninist
schema.” His writings contained a powerful if not altogether coherent “attempt at a Marxist

philosophy of culture whose originality and breadth of view cannot be denied.”

Although Gramsci rejected the term, he was also a relativist. “The rightness of an idea is
confirmed by, or perhaps actually consists in, the fact that it prevails historically,”
Kolakowski explains, “a view irreconcilable with the usual one that truth is truth no matter
whether or when it isknown, or whoregardsit astrue and in what way . . . it is not clear how

he can be acquitted of being a historical relativist.”

What Gramsci'stheory of cultural relativity meant was that, in shert, ultimate Revolution
could not happen in the Soviet model from the top down. Tt had to emerge, culturally, from
the bottom up. In this formulation, “Workers eould only win if they achieved cultural
‘hegemony’ before attaining political power.” Gramsci therefore set about arguing for a “new
proletarian eulture” that might radicalize at the grassroots level. For this reason, the
Gramsci name has been associated with everything from “community organization” tothe
tenured radicalization of the Academy. The Gramsci strategy has been to Revolutionize
culture from within, toinfluence, if not infect, traditional democratic culture and faith, in

his famous phrase, with a “long march through the institutions.”

Thomas Hirschhorn, Gramsei Monument, 2013; Gramsci Bar; Forest Houses, Bronx, New York ; Courtesy Dia Art
Foundation; Photo: Romain lopez
Hirsehhorn also gets his Gramsei Monument wrong in another profound way. With ty pical
peacockery, he goes out of his way toclaim solitary credit for the communally built
structure. “I, the artist, am the author of the ‘Gramsei monument.’ Tam entirely and
completely the author, regarding everything about my work. Asauthor—in Unshared
Authorship—Idon't share the responsibility of my own work nor my own understanding of it,

that’'s why Tuse the term: ‘Unshared.””

He refuses to see the monument outside of his own world view of “Me” and “Other.” “I never
use the terms ‘educational art’ or ‘community art,”and my work hasnever had anything to
dowith ‘relational aesthetics.” The Other has no specific ties with aesthetics. Toaddress a
‘non-exclusive’ audience means to face reality, failure, unsuccessfulness, the cruelty of
disinterest, and the incommensurability of a complex situation. Participation cannot be a
goal, participation cannot be an aim, participation can only be a lucky outcome.” In another

place, he says, “Iam an artist, not a social worker.”




Yet while Hirschhorn professes to see nothing but * Other” when he looks out over the Forest
Houses courtyard, hiswork is much closer tothe “relational aesthetics” of Marina Abramovi?

or Tino Sehgal than he professes to admit.

Through her trumpeted connections with the pop star Lady Gaga and the rapper Jay Z,
Abramovi? has emerged victorious from her MOMA staring contest and grown intoan
international cultural conglomerate wholly in the service of the celebrity police state.

Abramovi? gave us “The Artist is Present.” Now, with Hirschhorn, we have “The Artist is

Present in the Bronx,” and the result is ultimately —and entirely in spite of itself—compelling.

Artist Thomas Hirschhorn (left), creator of the Gramsei Monument, sitting afthe Gramsei Barspeaking with residents
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thru the Gramsci Monument succeeds is not in bringing Gramsci to “the Other.” Instead it
is in bringing “the Other” tothe Bronx. In hisinterview with The New York Times, Erik
Farmer offers a clear explanation of the Monument’s appeal: “There's nothing cultural here

at all. It's like we're in a box here, in this neighborhood. We need to get out and find out some

things about the world. Thisis kind of like the world coming to us for a little while,” For
Hirschhorn, Farmer says, “thisisa work of art. For me, it's a man-made community center.
And if it changes something here, even slightly, well, you know, that’s going in the right

direction.”

It isironic that in this island of a housing project—a city -destroying idea imported from
Eurape—another European import hasre-introduced a eultural spectacle to reseed some life
on the ground. Hirschhorn wants the results all to himself: “Tam doing it because Tauthorize
myself todoit. . .. Universality of Art is the condition granting totouch the Other, the
Reality and the ‘Truth.” Asan artist, Universality is my belief and my will.” But the
Monument works precisely because it nolonger belongs to Hirschhorn. On one wall,
Hirschhorn hasstapled an article from the Village Voice stating the “Top 10 Reasons Why So
Few Black Folk Appear Down to Occupy Wall Street.” Yet here, no one seems to care. The
Gramsci Monument has not become an international attraction or an agent of radicalization,
It has instead become something that the residents of Forest Houses can lay their handson

and call their own.

At the entryway tothe “Internet Corner” there is a sign that warns “No Facebook!! If seen on
Facebook, you're getting off the computer.” But the children inside whom I cbserved were
doing just that, if not playing computer games, and they seemed tobe enjoying it. The same
goes for the kidsin the art studio, the busiest room in the facility. Their enjoyment mixed
with the laughing of the children playing in the project playground outside, all giving the
monument a decidedly homey feel.
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The Gramsei Monument has not radicalized the residents of Forest Houses. The residents of E D
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Forest Houses have domesticated the Gramsci Monument. This seems especially true for the

artist himself, Despite his own off-putting personality, Hirschhorn has clearly been taken by
the residents of Forest Houses, and they have been taken by him. This fact gets reflected in

the “Resident of the Day” wall and the resident photos that are reproduced in the Gramsci
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Monument Newspaper. It is also apparent in the way Hirschhorn can be seen interacting with
the Monument's visitors. To his credit, Hirschhorn has been present at the Monument
throughout its run, updating the signage on the structure, chatting with visitors at the bar,
and, of course, unrolling more packing tape on a regular basis. He is present even as few
people show up for his talks. What if y ou gave a lecture called “Art school by Thomas
Hirschhorn 11am to 3pm today. Energy=Yes! Quality=No!,” and nobody came? This is now

Hirschhorn’s daily experience.

It may not be art, it certainly is not the art the artist intended, but the Gramsci Monument
has nevertheless found a place at Forest Houses—in particular for bringing a rich, theory-

laced European with a Quixotic, hand-built habitat to these residents’ backy ards.

1 Gramsci Monument: A Work in Public Space by Thomas Hirschhorn is on view at Forest

Houses, the Bronx, from July 1 through September 15, 2013.
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