-

®=T1is ten dollar bill is part of an art project
that intends to return tax dollars to taxpayers,

particularly “undocumentied tanpayers.”™
The art rebate acknowledges your role as a
vital player in an economic community
indifferent to national borders.

i

* The economic growih of California and more in social services than they give in
the Southwestern L. S. could never have combined local, state and federal myes
h'P-”"'""jl “"ilm'“[ the labor of undocu- + Not paly are the crucial economic contribu-
meaked workers. tons of the undocumented overdooked o

= Hiswonically, the U5, govern- EMB DL denied, these workers pay feda-
ment, business and society E‘ '5'.:: al income tax, social s
have been willing to look ity, state mcome tax, DMV

L &
the other wiry as long as @ fe=s, sabes tax- and more,
they are enjoving the pro- '%l‘
fits afforded by undoc- .E.’ B A T * Undocumented workers are
Vit undocumented axpayers.

* You pay taxes when you eal a taco af
‘berio’s, shop for socks at K-Mart, bay
terilet paper, hand soap or razor blades at
Lucky or fill up your tank ar Thrfty Gas.

* Today, in a wrecked economy, the so-
called “illegal alien” is once again blamed
fﬂrﬂ':mﬁalpmhlunsuﬂiwregjun and
porrayed as a drain on the econormy, [n

fi'.II. there 15 no credible stanstica) * Regardless of your immigration status,
evidence that undocumented workers take if you shop you pay taxes. Period.

Figura 1. Handbill in English and & '
: i d Spanish {Eng : . e r of Liz
Sigca, Louis Hock, and David .l.-mh:,_cl Bish shown) sccompanying the At Rebate activity, 1993, Geuriesy of Li




13. Public Art and the Spectacle of Money:
An Assisted Commentary on Art Rebate/Arte Reembolso

John C. Welchman

[Tlhe authar [Marcel Mauss] speaks of the thing given or exchanged, which is not inert, bul
always part of the giver (“to give something to somebody is always equivalent b giving somietheng
of one's own person”}; he describes the gift as one element in a total system of stargations which
are rigorously necessary and may cause war if disregarded, and which akso contain a play or
*sportive” element: he mentions the “guarantee” or token inherent in the okgect gven, identified
with the object itself and such as to constilute obfigation “in all possible sociefies.”

—FElvio Fachinelli, “Anal Money-time™

So maney acts as a measure which, by making things commensurable, renders it possible ta
make them equal. Without exchange there could be no association, without equality there could
be ng exchange, without commensurability there could De no equality.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics

IF there were once gifts, as Fachinelli remarks in the epigraph, with their threat of war
and thread of play, and then there was money, with its posture of Aristotelian equality
and guarantee of social exchange, could it be that in the mid-1990s we entered into an
eta of the rebate? Remembering the giving systems of non-Western cultures, it isl clear
that such a possibility cus through the foundations of Western liberalism, with its ar:
tendant fiscal moralities, and into the domain of postcapitalist circulation, with its
spectacular inversions and invisible flows. The theory and performance of the re'l:uat.e
imagines a new nexus of social relations predicated on the negative inCrements QFL?FI'
talism’s public record. As we follow this passage, the rebate emerges as both a EHLAYS
and a rencgotiation of the social “commensurability” reckoned by Aistotle o arrive

with the exchange system of money.
237
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In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle defines "magnificence in spending” not 5
some kind of profligacy or inappropriate “liberality,” but as the “suitable expenditye
of wealth in large amounts.” Such expense should be properly relative to the cond;.
tions of the spender and the circumstances and objects of the expense, and withoy
“any fixed measure of quantity.” When there is propriety in these alignmens the mag-
nificent subject becomes, says Aristotle, a “connoisseur” with respect to [his] own soci]
environment, Whether “directed towards the equipping and dispatch of 4 religious-
state embassy, dressing a chorus, fitting out a warship, or furnishing a banquer, the
giver will have performed his giving correctly, and ar the same time successfully ‘re-
veal[ed] his character,” if [he] spends ‘not upon himself but on public objects' so that
‘his gifts are a sort of dedication.™™!

Beginning in July 1993, and continuing intermittently for several weeks thereafter,
an untitled group of artists comprising filmmaker Louis Hock, photographer Liz
Sisco, and Chicane artist David Avalos? distribured some 450 pencil-signed ren-dollar
bills to undocumented immigrant workers in Encinitas and other sites associated with
undocumented labor in the vicinity of San Diego, California. The bills were photo-
copied, and a receipt form was handed out to each recipient, who signed for a serially
precise note. The money derived from a five-thousand-dollar commission awarded @
the group by the Centro Cultural de la Raza and the Museum of Contemporary Ar,
San Dicgo, for the creation of a public art project as parr of the exhibition Ls
Frontera/The Border. National Endowment for the Arts and Rockefeller Foundation
grant monies underwrote part of the project costs.

A press release headed “Tax dollars returned to undocumented taxpayers claims
thar the project

operates at the intersecrion of public space (the streets and rhe sidewalks), informa-
tional space (radio, television and print media) and the civic space between the pub-
lic and government officials, T activates 3 discourse that reveals the shape of contem-
porary social thinking about immigrant lsbor. Conceprually, this art eraces the
network describing our economic community as it follows the circulation of the
rebated $io bills from the hands of the undocumented to the documented. “Arte-
Reembaolso/Art Rebate™ is an art process that envisions public art as an engagement
of the social imagination rather than the presentation of monumental objects.

The press release and interviews, edicorials, and statements made by the participants
in Art Rebate draw on the following claims and assumptions: Working immigrants
pay considerably more taxes than they consume in public services and welfare. The
fact of their labor poses no or [itdle threat to the job security of other local workers
The immigrants take jobs and accepe standards thar are below the expectation thresh-
old of citizen-workers, They are unjustly scapegoated for the economic fallibility of
the Stare,

What we encounter in these parameters is an almost perfect negative—or shadow
cconomy—of Aristotle’s model of public munificence, which has endured through
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(he patronage systems of the West with remarkably few logical inflections for well aver
o millennia (several horizons of technological recalibration notwithstanding). Every
wem or indicator in the Aristorelian formulation has been inverted in Arc Rebate. The i
project can thus be defined as the (officially) unsuitable redistribution of negative I |
wealth—raken from the state, not bestowed upon it—in small amounts (and multiple Al
instances) according to fixed measures of quantity (the ten-dollar bills). The measure '
and Fmpﬁef_-,r imagined by Aristotle to extend berween the contexts of the spender !
and the circumstances and objects of the expense is likewise baffled by the groups’
nromime of fiscal recirculation, so that the spending is not on public objects but il-
legal subjects and resules not in a monument or dedicaton, bur racher in an ephemer-
al fold in an immodestly outsized economic system and a relay of media-driven mis-
interpretations within whose logical aporias the piece finally dwells.
The scope of these negatives extends even to the sanctioned types of social mag-
nificence itemized by Aristotle. In Arr Rebare, then, we witness not the clothing of a
theatrical group but the undressing of the choric apparatus of the state-mythology by
offsage, extracivic, figures who are vivid only in their everyday appearance. We sce
nt the augmentation of the instruments of seaborne warfare, for example, but rather
a gesture thar chips a plank—or a splinter—out of taxborne naval spending (in the
largest military entrepdt in the world). We find not a sumpruous religious mission,
but a rentative token of secular reparation; not a spectacular feast, but a diverted

promissory note to assist in basic provisioning.®
i It follows thar the agents of this inversion cannot be imagined as the magnificent
social “connoisseurs” of Aristotle’s reckoning, but rather as anti-object-makers who
smuggle issues and innuendos into the dark corners of public policy and force them as
insinuations through the organs of social commentary. The group played the role of
critic-artists, not patron-connoisseurs. Yet their performance is subject to another form
of inversion that should introduce a note of caution—or, at least, irregularity—into
the symmetrical figures of the quasi-anonymous Arc Rebate set against the manifestly
honorific Public Gift. Aristotle writes thar the act of public giving has a corollary ina

revelation of good character thar is confirmed by the decision to spend ourside, not
here might imply that the Are Rebate group acts
while it
he un-

on, the self. Suggesting a last reversa
 surrogate social workers distributing someone clse’s money in & trade that,
buys their own celebrity, at the same time renders the subjects of the rebate—t
documented workers—inert or transparent ag the center of a swirl of exchanges, real

and virtual 4

The Money Sign
With these signs of conventional wisdom in place as social silhouettes, [ want to exam-

ine one of the key focal lengths of Art Rebate: its rearbitration of the money sign. For
i addition to its sudden location in the politics and economics of migrant labor, Art

Rebatealso takes its place within the series of profiles through which rwenticth-century
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art has loosely engaged with the theory and practice of money and the systemic and sp.
cial operations of market capitalism. Let me mark some moments in this history,

In Obligations pour la Rouleste de Monte-Carlo (Monte Carlo Bond, 1924), 2 work
thar arrives with his relinquishment of “opticality,” we find Marcel Duchamp doing
steerage on the wheel of fortune. Raising subscription bonds of five hundred francs,
Duchamp issued certificares of account featuring a diagram of the rouletre board and
wheel fringed by twelve interest coupons (coupans & interét) printed over a scripted
feint background. A Duchamp self-portrait appears in the roulette wheel as 3 diabolic
alter ego, doubled on his already gender-reversed persona, Rrose Sélavy. Written gn
the back of the bond are four “clauses” “extracted” from the Company Statutes oyg.
lining its terms and conditions—including details of annual income payments, prop-
erty rights, and so on. In a letter to Francis Picabia written from the Café de Paris in
Monte Carlo in 1924, Duchamp emphasizes the mechanical, repetitious character of
his operation, its “delicious monotony without the least emotion.” His efort is a kind
of geometric abstraction, worked our berween “the red and the black figure,” in
which, as he so curiously puts it, he is “sketching on chance.”

The social and cultural parameters of this piece need to be underlined. Duchamp
dresses himself in the haute couture of the financial system, the carnival of excess and
consumpuon represented by the casino at Monte Carlo, He evinces no interest in this
wheel of fortune as a social construer, preferring to use the casin as a convenient ab-
stract machine whose flows of capital and margins of profit he wishes to filcer and in-
terrupt. But Monte Carlo Bond and Art Rebate share one key strategy, though each
imagines it differendly: both take on the economic system through investment:® they
rely on the supplemental function of the market economy as a machine that make a
return (for profit). Duchamp raises the stakes in the investment process by virtue of
his conjugation of stockholding with gaming. Bur chance, investment, and rewurn are
overlaid by system in that the predicate of Monte Carlo Bond is the eriumph of gam-
bling knowledge and technique over normarive probability as the house is piteed
against the player, The casino plays white in a regulated encounter with modeled simi-
larities to the chess march,

Art Rebate, on the other hand, functions to desupplementize the circulation of
money. Like Duchamp, Hock-Sisco-Avalos offer the signature as an inscription of
presence. But while Duchamp’s self-writing is a paradoxical affirmartion of a founding
H.lbiect who is also split and disguised, Art Rebate returns a double signatu.rc—dlﬂ
b|]Ls themselves are signed, and then the reci pients sign for the bills. The rebate func-
f1ons not as an ostensible increment 1o a rule-bound investment tied in to the vicis-
i"udT of “the table” or “market forces,” but rather as a reparation thar seeks [0 3

fow edge the unaccounted contribution of an invisible sector of the tax-paying
public, whn? are momenrarily sedimented within the ceaseless flow of an abstract sy

tem. The piece allegorizes that which i Ziven back, but never accounted for.
E;acl.:—hc ps:udumnnctar}: d_e-.ril face ?fDucha.mp looks forward, as Art Rclb:tc looks
onto Andy Warhol's irreal, serial re-presentations of dollar bills, gridded and
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accumulated like the faces of his American celebrities, which they also contain,
Warhol's repetitions are cunningly mimeric. The rows of bills look like an impﬂ-ﬁihlu
farger’s sheet: they take on the appearance of money before circulation, First made i
1962, they began as hand-stenciled images and were among the first works produced
in Warhol's silkscreen technique. Accounts of his carly career relate the chend accord-
ing to which Warhol was searching at this time for another “new” subject mareer fol.
lowing his appropriation of comic strip imagery in the late 1950s. Coming up with
money marked the arrival of a profoundly different horizon for symbolic capital thay
thar imagined, for example, in Mark Rothko's mythopoetic Search for a Symbol (1943),
a painting thar marks the abstract expressionist desire for an art subject fraught with
biomorphic suggestion and bursting with metaphoric allusion. Seen in relation to the
searches thar preceded ir, the conjuncrion of seriality, photography, and banalicy ar
this moment is crucial for Warhol, crucial for the art of the 1960s, and represents a key
moment in the visual elaboration of the money sign in the twenrieth century,

Warhol chose the dollar bill and Campbell’s soup cans as the icons of his seriality
precisely because they were tokens of commercial ireration and everyday exchange.
They were emblems of the new subject matter that stared you in the face. In this sense
they participate with the Fluxus conjugations that precede them and the photorealism
to come as a central gesture in the U.S. postwar arriculation of the Aypergenerio—the
ultimate genre art, the generic raised to a flashpoint. Fven a piece as conceptual and
documentary as Robert Morris's Money (1969), in which fifty thousand dollars put up
by a trustee was briefly invested in the stock marker, takes its place in the tessellation
of crompe l'veil “realities” that simulate the world as normality, and disdain, borrow-
ing Baudrillard’s formulation, the seductions of artifice.”

The suggestion that Are Rebare produced aftereffects of postmodern simulation
was noted in newspaper repotts. Responding to the handouts in the fields of Encinitas
one newspaper critic wrote that “each new $10 bill [is] as crisp and vivid as a work of
hyperrealism.” Like Warhol, Art Rebare journeys into the obscene visibility of the
mancy sign. But whar Warhol simply appropriates, repeats, and frames, the Art Rebate
Broup fed back into the system that bore it. What is exhibited here is the whole issue of
mﬂnf:r'—j[?t rclr.:ase, hchdups. and hidden COnsequences; the n:r;ming archive of socil
pressures thar move it through our hands and into an infinity of others". Introduced and
accepted some three centuries ago, paper money may be considered a key element of the
differential specification of modernity. But it is only since the 1970s that gold converti-
bility has been abandoned in favor of an international monetary system. This system
has progressively rendered visible parts of the money circulation system, such as check-
ing and savings accounts, time deposits, money market funds, and the like, which had
previously been unseen (or ar feast underknown) in a direct conversion economy in
many respects still predicated on a literalist scale of weight and equivalence.”

If there is now an acknowledgement of postmodern money—which flows along
the gradients berween presence and absence (calibrated by expecration, probability 2
futures market)—he differential functions of immigrant labor should also be recog:
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nized. If we can account for the abstractions of the financial machine a5 they flter
through the new accountancy of virtual monies, so the insufficiencies and literalistin
ealities of the immigrant labor question stand in need of critical reassessment, In both
questions, what is unseen and unaccounted for still has vigorous social and economic
offect. The present work attempts to force the sedimentation of an undocumented
economy whose hitherto invisible balance sheet images the inverse of the media circus
of reflex denigrations.

OF the few art-related projects that intervene in the postmodern reformulation of
giving and reparation, Mike Kelley's postappropriational work with craft ebjects of-
fers one of the fullest explorations of the psychological binds of the gift, His accumu-
Lations of stuffed toy animals, dolls, and rugs led to reflection on the enormous invest-
ments of time in the production and then use of these profuse and singular objects.
The resule was Mere Love Hours Than Can Ever Be Repaid (1987), a cornucopic assem-
blage of handmade stuffed animals and afghans hashed rogether furry cheek to stringy
jowl in a giddily giant fractal mosaic of gaudy, secondhand fabrics. The piece focuses
Kelley's retort to the 1980s debates on commodification and the redemptive value ar-
gued for appropriation, which sometimes saw its preliminary “taking” as the mere dis-
guise of 2 “gift":

This is whar initially led to my interest in home-made craft items, these being the

objects already existing in popular usage that are constructed solely o be given

away. Not to say that [ believe that craft gitts themselves harbor utopian senEiments;

all things have a price. The hidden burden of the gift is that it calls for pay-back bur

the pric{‘ 1% unspﬁ'iﬁ:d, r.rprq:}::i::d. The uncanny aura of the crafe 1tem is linked to

time,”

Writing specifically of the address in More Love Hours Than Can Ever be Repaid to
“another form of false innocence . . . the innocence of the gift,” Kelley elaborates on

1S gIVIng routines:

Inn this piece, which is composed of a large number of handmade stuffed animals and
fiberglass items, the toy is seen in the context of a system of exchange. Each gift given

w a child carries with it the unspoken expectation of repayment. Nothing marerial

can be given back since nothing is owned by the child. What must be given in repay-
ment is itself “love.” Love, however, has no fixed worth so the rate of exchange can
never be ser. Thus the child is put in the position of being a J_'r{'j'l',lr[ual indentured se-
vant, forever unable to pay back s deb. 12

4 “normartive” exchange sys-
object onto a psychologi-
and “emotional

In the absence of craft’s formal location, stranded outside
tem, Kelley here opens up the signifying terrain of the craft
al economy predicated on “mysterious worth,” intractable “guilt,” .
usury.” In a though that helps us understand his career-long commitment o I:Tuth in-
®ehsive and extensive reckoning with agendas that postmodernism often entertained on

the surface, or in 2 political one-dimension, Kelley explores the discrepancy berween
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emotional and monetary value by separating “junk” art from craft productin, The
former “could be said ro have value v spiTE of its material; while the craft jtem could
be said, like an icon, to have value BEYOND its material.”"! The values of this ey
were drawn out and recalibrated in other aspects of the three-part Chicago exhibition

' where More Love Hours was shown—notably in Fay For Your Pleasure, which il
ed the conjunction of criminaliry, art-making, and educational knowledge and i
cluded 2 number of collection boxes for donations to victims rights organizarions.
“Since no pleasure is for free—a little ‘guilt money’ is in order,” wrote Kelley. "A small
donation to a victims' rights organization scems a proper penance to pay.”i2 Having
pursued the psychology of the gift into the laboriously repressed time of the erafy oh.
ject, Kelley offers it a socially extensive reconfigurarion as a reparational payment by
the art-going public for its voyeuristic pleasures.

Public Knowledge

Duchamp wrote of “delaying” ideas. Hock-Sisco-Avalos have found a means to funnel
the production of their work into a gigantic scene of reception, from which point the
“work” takes off as debate. In a sense this is postconceprualism ar its most convincing
{and least arcane). The group has assisted in the ready-made media convertibility of
the project—which appeared on the front pages and in the editorial sections of more
leading newspapers than almost any art adventure since the launching of futurism in
Le Figaro in 1909, or the orchestrated height of the Life and Death of Pollock and
Warhol. Yer, they have done so while remaining almost anonymous, thus engendering
a wholly opposite mode of media infiltration 1o the ghoulish cults of personality van-
ously brokered from Marinetti to pop.

Reading through the extraordinary growth of media prostheses that supply the
afterlife of the piece, it is striking that the Art Rebate group, their critical and write-in
supporters, and the fiercest of their art world and media antagonists share one notable
convergence: all claim thar the project has had the effect of turning things upside
down. This attirude is surely one of the many satellites fixed by the gravity of the
avant-garde. Yer no longer are we confronted here by the kind of territorial expansion-
ism according to which the artist or movement takes its gesture of practice a listle fir-
ther into the unknown. Instead, as we saw in the logical relation between Aristotelian
liberalism and the defaults of the rebate, inversion is the order of the day: the other is
the subject; the recto is glimpsed when looking ar the verso.

Ina railing m”juﬁﬂtiﬂ“ of war, domestic economics, and art that denounces Art
Rebate as “the artists’ version of the Pentagon’s $6oo toiler seat and the $7,000
cnf?ceput.:' an editorial in the San Diego Union-Tribune predicates its antipachy on a
rr:vemal of (newspaper) values, on whar jts writer(s) designates as the Pﬂjpghlc absur-
dn_'y that the action should be “front-page instead of art-page.”* Seldom does the
print media produce such a volumerric metacritique of its own spatial proprietics
But here an cditorial from the sanctioned place of opinion in the middle of the
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akes on the task of controlling its precincts, adjudicating firse berween “news” |
ind “are,” front and back, top and bottom, and then between the relative value of i |,
weal” and “surplus” news. | I

This reversal, acknowledged by the institutional organ of the press that acrually '
esisted it, 1s oNE among many. As the group pur it in the Los Angeles Times, “the
Pn]idciﬂ.ns are acting like performance artists and we're trying to be political,” “The
art,” they continue, “will ride these $10 bills through the circuits of 2 failed economy,
entering a space where politics is fiction and conceprual art is areacked for being politi-
cally real."! The chain of these inversions is both crucial to the intervention in public
art represented by Art Rebate and somewhat particular to the function of money.
Michel Foucault noted that one of the founding reversals of modernity was a migration
in understanding from the notion that “the sign coins bore—the valor impositus—was
merely the exact and transparent mark of the measure they constituted” to the idea
that “money (and the metal of which it is made) receives its value from its pure func-
tion as sign.

Art Rebate bears this system of reversals into our postmodernicy. For the shape of
such tropes of camera obscura reversal evinces a postconceprual, postpolitical world
wrned upside down. For Marx, we recall, it was the fabrication of ideology by the sta-
s quo that caused the unfolding of “normative” events and relations to be under-
stood as grounded, when they might, in fact, have been overturned, or up in the air.
Bt whi': ;_l;E]SEI.‘;I_{:tiUI'L. ir;'.'-:'r',inn, :ind i-.‘]enlng:r' are central Pmlﬁiﬁ‘ma[[ﬂ‘- in Art RC]HT':,
what turns things upside down here is not so much the making-seeming-being of the
carly capiralist state, but rather the entrapment of that inversion in the media ma-
thine of the 1990s, the informational hall of mirrors that simultaneously duplicates,
wrrugates, and blinds. While the new inversion may be stroboscopically fixed and
virtually perceived, its unknowable auratic efficacy is symptomatic of what Anthony
Giddens terms a culture of the “management of risk.”® Its mesmeric opportunism
measures the distance from the camera to the hologram.

These provisions oblige us to rethink the relation of Art Rebate to the filament of
public visual culture that reaches from traditional memorial statuary rhmugh the our-
door sculprural monumentalism of the mid-rwentieth century, from the radical and
populist public art projects of the 1960s and 1970s and the “site-specific” work of the
9705 and 1980s, to what has recendy been termed “New Genre Public Art.” If Arr
Rebare’s relation to the Aristotelian tradition and its vapor trail of classicist a.ﬁirmé-
tions can be defined as logically antithetical, its position at the end of this genealogy is
likewise locked in a fundamental dispute with the historical constitution of both “the
public” and “art”. To assess Ar Rebate’s management of this dispute, we can fur 9
o discussions of public art, organized around the scemingly antagonistic principles
ofthe “local” and the collaborative, on the one hand, and endemic “violence,” of fhe
other. Lucy Lippard has gathered projects from the more recent side of the tradition
of public art under nine headings. These include
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3. site-specific ourdoor arrworks . . .

5. performances or rituals ourside of traditional art spaces that call arention 1
places and their histories and problems, or to a larger community of identity and
experience.

6. art that funcrions for environmental awareness . . .

7. direct, didactic political art thar comments publicly on local or national issies

especially in the form of signage on transportation, in parks, on buildings, ar by
the road, which marks sites, evenrs, and invisible histories.

8. portable public-access radio, television, or print media . . .

9. actions and chain actions thar travel, permeate whole towns or appear all over the

country simulaneously to highlight or link current issues.!

Art Rebate is not the only recent project achieved in public space that seems
cut across all or most of these definitional brackees. Bur its multiple locations are moge
indecisive than usual (Lippard lists earlier work by the group under heading number
7), enabling the rebate to enter into a form of what [ will argue is constructive contra-
diction with the dominant rhetoric of activist art. Many critics share Lippard’s com-
mitment to the insinuation of public art with a “resonant” notion of “place” and 1o
radicalized, but more or less traditional, forms of image production (and circulation).
Jeft Kelley, for example, argues that the collaborative “commaon work” of public ar
should be based on “a rejection of abstraction and an embrace of the particular. . . .
Madernist uropianism dissolves into a landscape of what mighe be called a postmodern
sacial realism. Abstract space becomes particular place. "1

But Art Rebate is not predicated on the production of images, whether pictorial,
photographic, or for alternative TV, Instead it is brought into being by the main-
stream media’s construction, reception, and misidentificarion of them. It is not feted
out with redemprive emparhy for the loss of place. Instead it diverrs fower and fruir
workers from their counter-Edenic labor, literally buying moments of their time by
asking them to sign a pact with the devilish dollar. Art Rebate is less a ritualized per-
formance than an inverted business transaction, ordered by a desk, a chair, 2 penal,
and a signature. It deliberately collides and overlays the abstraction of Western g5
tems of finance, “documentarion,” and media Aow with conceprual minimization of
form and the gray “indexical present” of the rebarte scene.!? Above all, the “political
in Art Rebate is not “direct” or *didactic.” Its “commentary” is not shoured out from
public signage, but fetched from the retaliatory clamer of real and art-world reaction.
This move to force the surrogate completion of the work in an alien, even hostile,
environment—here the mainseream media—is rare in contemporary art. Howevet
writing of the strategies of abjection taken on in the 1990s, Hal Foster suggests that
:Iju“ as the old transgressive Surrealist once called out for the priesdy police, soan b
ject artist (like Andrés Serrano) may call out for an evangelical senator (like Jesse
Helms), who then completes the work, as it were, negatively. " While the owo projects
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Jare @ similar diagram of reversal effects, among many conditions that separate it
from Serrano’s cultivation of scandal, Art Rebate sets out an intervention in the terri-
tory of giving, repairing, and refunding that furnishes grounds for the works exten.
«on in debate. With Art Rebate, the predicate of donation is borne into the media
curcome, and effect becomes cause.

It follows, then, thar while sharing a superficially similar connection to “sources,”
the giving of the rebate is different in kind from the “generosity” invoked by Lippard,
“Art is or should be generous,” she writes, “but artists can only give wha they receive
from their sources, Believing as | do that connection to place is a NECESSAry compo-
nent of feeling close to people, to the carth, I wonder what will make it possible for
artists to ‘give’ places back to people who can ne longer see them.™ The locative
commitment reaches a (utopian) crescendo in this formulation. Places themselves,
Lippard suggests, should be the objects of giving in gestures symbolic of the ultimare
eparation of humankind and the earth.

The conceprion of Art Rebare, the “events” that constituted its "action,” and its
complex afterlife in the media are ranged squarely against the idea that “of all forms of
art, public art 1s the most staric, stable, and fixed in space.” It is countermonumental
sccording to the same understanding, which suggests that “the monument is a fixed,
sencrally rigid object. designed to remain on its site for all rime."*? And it intervenes
differencly within—in fact it insists upon a rearticularion of—the relation of arowork
w Habermas's notion of “an ideal, utopian ]‘.ll_lh]ic .-;p-herr:" somehow conceived against
‘the real world of commerce and publicity, "

One outcome of these differences may be found in the representarion of violence,
considered by W. . T. Mitchell to be “repress[ed]” by public are, which “veil[s] it with
the stasis of monumentalized and p;lciﬁv:\d :«['r:tt‘.Eﬁ.“ Restricting his comments to the
production of “images,” Mitchell identifies three ways in which “violence may be in

some sense ‘encoded’ in the concepr and practice of public art™

(1} the imag: as an acrk or objece of violence, nself doing violence o beholders, or
“suffering” violence as the target of vandalism, disfigurement, or demolition; (2) the
Image as a wEIfen of violence, a device for arrack, cocrcion, incitement, or more
subtle “dislocations™ of public spaces; (3) the image as a represenzation of violence,
whether a realistic imitation of a violent ace, or a monument, trophy, memorial, or

other trace of past violence.

Imagined and performed outside the tradition of image or object production, Art
_th:ttc recasts Micchell's categories of corporal violence perperrated on physical h'E"Id'
ies by precipitating new hgures in the passive, cver-present violence nf:ver}'-‘i_i}' dis-
timination. Far from glorifying the militaristic values of the state of F':"P':‘ua“ng_‘h:
abstract violence of “radical autonomy, "2 Art Rebate turns these values back against
the power structures that bore them, replacing the signs of violence with the tokens of
arelational reparation.

Itis around the question of violence and its disapprobation that we can identify
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Figure 3. Sebastian Rotella of the Los Angeles Times interviews recipients af Ar Rebate in Carksbad, San Diega County
August 4, 19593, Cowdesy of Lir Seco, Louis Hock, and David Avalos

onc of the more significant destinies of the critical conjunction set in motion by An
Rebate berween media commentary, mainstream and corporate culture, and locl
guerrilla activism. By late 1998, half a decade after the rebate of dollar bills in North
County, the domain within which conceprual art could be identified with aspecs
‘-‘rFUbliC culture had CKF:II'Idt:d to such an extent that the rql_::ﬁiun appears almost
commonplace. Now, partly because conceprualism has a more settled and generalized
location in recent visual history and partly because the conditions of radical interven-
tion have clearly shifted, “conceptual are” is readily identified with the opposite of di-
rect or violent action, becoming the metaphoric code name for a virtual pelitics of on-
line disruption, blockage, shutdown, infiltration, and counter-sloganization. Wriring
of the new “hackeivism” in the New York Times, Amy Harmon, a "software Engil!t‘t‘f
who designed the FloodNet program,” anxiously distinguishes her commitment to
“denial of service attacks” from the real-world violence of terrorism on precisely these
grounds. “This isnt cyberterrorism,” she observes. “It’s mare like conceptual art.™
In another register, Art Rebare also Aircs with absurdity and reduction, teetering
on the brink of its own dissolution. While its futuristic abstraction threarens the socil
reality it secks to underline, this risk is reasoned. For you can't speak “information’
back to the new inversion, using the language of “facts.” You can't paint social oppres
sion any more. You can't even photograph it. To film it or document it is to surren
to the facility of the newly invisible. To hook a point in the hyperspace of public opin-
Sy have o go Ay-fishing with social abandon. Here is an art of camouflage wher
nothing s covered up; a fickle portrayal of the nonrepresented. It is not a hymn to the
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shandoned. Its sentimentality is actual, but accidental. It had to frighten the Lefi 2
well as appall the Righe. It had to be a fake before it was born, Tt was destined to A
dhe media as a hallucinogen. It had to refuse both means and ends, |
What's most surprising, perhaps, is that in this Northwest Passage through the Ik
Jsbyrinth of media complicity, Art Rebate also flirted with the fied-rate interest of vi-
qial modernism: in one sense the project is as minimal and self-reflexive as the paint-
ings of Morris Louis. It had to go out into the info-world as magically as Louis wene
inta the canvas. They share a common staining, Both were born into their unknow-
ahle reach by the chatter of critics and commentators. Both are immaculate finalities,
i impussiHE fictions. Both leverage the arcist-critic relationship into the necessities
of connoisseurship.
Look at it another way and you see the double funnel of the perspective diagram,
reaching between the inner eye and the outer object. An instrumental cultural policics
is not rejected here. It is assumed. This is an arr action as social interventdon: risking
ammophy and courting dissolution, knowingly simulating the aura of avant-gardism,
faunting surface gesture in the face of historical depth, the pirch of the piece still
comes through. Even as it problemarizes the social clarities of whar it seeks o chal-
lenge, Art Rebare helps us reimagine the parameters of a cultural politics for the
nineties (without—Ilike Duchamp and his progeny—being poker-faced).
The regime of avant-garde appropriation and its 19705 denouement have been
srerched like a hologram, from all sides. Art-world funding, public art, critical opin-
ion, newspaper commentary, real and virtual money—and money as a visual sign—
have all been appropriated. But the project does not consist in the representation or
redocation of any of these borrowed parts. It declares iself, instead, in the sum of their
subtractions, as whar is left over when they have all been taken away. Forcing us o
witness the whirlwind of conflicting strategies thar make up the social correlative of
appropriation itself, Art Rebate came as close as anything I can imagine to a gesture of
postappropriation—a subterfuge of raking where everything appropriated is insepa-
rable from thar which is given back. Remembering Baraille’s distinction between cx-
Cretory heterugcnei:}r and ;lppm]_:ri;il:iun:]l im;ur;mr:l:jan, it is clear that Art Rebate's
“heedless expenditure” is one of the “certain fanciful uses of money™ that expose the

violence inflicted on the underside of the social body.
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