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Introduction:  
Postcapitalism, Critique and Art

This book contributes to the political theory of art. Prompted by an 
observation that current debates on postcapitalism differ from their 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century counterparts (socialism, communism 
and anarchism) by omitting art from descriptions of universal emanci-
pation, this book sets out to reconstruct the politics of art through the 
lens of the supersession of the capitalist mode of production. In doing so, 
however, I confront the political imaginary of contemporary art. Today, 
evidently, art is replete with critical practices but typically lacks a clear 
understanding of the difference between resisting the existing social 
system and superseding it.1 In order to assess the various theories of art’s 
hostility to and complicity with capitalism, I will draw on contemporary 
value theory to focus the analysis on the contradiction between value pro-
duction and the production of material wealth that characterises both (1) 
what is distinctive about work in the capitalist mode of production and (2) 
what is decisive in the transition from capitalism to postcapitalism. 

Value theory is a relatively recent tendency within Marxism and 
post-Marxism that arose in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
the rise of the global justice movement in the 1990s and the financial crisis 
of 2007–8.

This diverse movement indicates that despite the notion, which 
became widely voiced after 1989, that ‘there is no alternative’ to capital-
ism, increasing numbers of people around the world are searching for 
such an alternative. However, there appears to be little or no consensus 
within the global-justice movement as to what such an alternative 
might consist of.2 

Value theorists respond to this issue specifically by arguing that the 
principal advocates of the so-called ‘traditional left’ made grave errors in 
their definitions of capitalism and therefore misconceived the nature of 
postcapitalism. Value theory declares that postcapitalism is not achieved 
with the workers’ state, the redistribution of wealth, decommodification, 
the abolition of money or the collective ownership of the means of pro-
duction but only with the supersession of value production. I will adhere 
to this principle without endorsing the political abandonment of the 
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workers’ movement or the emphasis on the commodity and commodity 
form, as some of its leading exponents have concluded. 

Postcapitalism today is not another word for communism but the name 
of a political project that deliberately distances itself, to a greater or lesser 
extent, from the Marxist and socialist tradition. Contemporary postcapi-
talism binds itself uneasily to historical postcapitalism through repeated 
acts of revision, rejection and critique. Prominent authors of postcapitalist 
theory such as Paul Mason, Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams, Katherine 
Gibson and Julie Graham, Kathi Weeks, Miya Tokumitsu, Moishe Postone, 
Michael Heinrich and John Holloway, share an exasperated discomfort 
with the history of the anticapitalist struggle, despite the diversity of their 
political and theoretical projects. Contemporary postcapitalism, it could 
be said, is the intellectual programme, variously conceived, to extend the 
radical emancipatory politics of the left by leveraging it away from the 
ostensibly narrow concerns of the workers’ movement.

What has happened, among other things, is that the micropolitics of 
work not only brackets itself off from the workers’ movement but preserves 
and conceals a hostility to the working class and the workers’ movement 
in its dream of worklessness. When political theorists after 1968 refer to 
the traditional left as a narrowly-conceived class politics that suppresses 
all other political discourses and movements, the term traditional left 
is deployed to identify only those specific elements of the socialist and 
Marxist traditions to be jettisoned by the new politics and therefore is 
necessarily a distortion because it represents the breadth of socialist and 
communist traditions from the perspective of what they lack. When the 
workers’ movement aligned itself with anticolonial, feminist, ecologi-
cal and peace movements, for instance – which it did from the start and 
regularly throughout – these instances are extracted from the traditional 
left as if they did not belong there.

As well as marginalising the workers’ movement from the politics of 
work, contemporary postcapitalism – including the value theory strain 
– typically rejects the principal modes of organisation of workers (trade 
unions, socialist political parties and vanguard revolutionary parties) and 
discards the political process of revolution. Indeed, it is within an epoch 
for which revolution has dimmed that ‘postcapitalism’ has become one of 
the buzzwords of political discourse. Gerald Raunig was an early critic of 
‘the simplistic recipe behind the most diverse Marxist–Leninist discourses 
of the 20th century: the core of revolution overshadowing all else is to 
take over the state to create a new society afterward.’3 Raunig proposes 
an opposition between a linear sequence of revolutionary rupture and a 
Deleuzean politics of ‘transversal activism’ which ‘does not go from one 
point to another, from one realm to the next, or from the here and now of 
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capitalism to the hereafter of socialism’4 but, following Hardt and Negri, 
aims ‘to attack power from every place, from every local context’.5 Contem-
porary postcapitalism runs parallel with the rise of a ‘prefigurative politics’ 
which demands the activist to ‘be the change you want to see’ or ‘to create 
in the here and now the world they would like to see’,6 rather than engage 
in vanguardist means towards a collective end.

I will be critical of contemporary postcapitalism and its evacuation 
of class struggle, but my goal is not to reinstate class as the overriding 
political issue against the grain of a political milieu articulated around 
questions of race, gender, indigeneity, sexuality and so on. What’s more, I 
do not intend to redirect all activities towards a single goal but rather to fill 
a gap. I will not make the mistake of identifying a certain kind of political 
activity (or a certain kind of art) necessary for structural transformation 
and dismiss all other political projects. And yet, I am not arguing that the 
privileging of class in Marxism has to be replaced with the recognition 
of a marketplace of rival political discourses in which no specific politics 
(based on class, race, gender, sexuality, indigeneity, etc.) has any rational 
political justification for priority over any others, as Chantal Mouffe does. 

Instead of thinking of Marxism as a rival for feminism, and feminism 
as a rival for postcolonialism or queer politics, I want to insist that the 
rival of Marxism is capitalism (and its apologists), the rival of feminism is 
patriarchy (and its apologists), the rival of postcolonialism is colonialism 
(and its apologists), and the rival of queer politics is heteronormativity 
(and its apologists).

So, while it goes without saying that the abolition of the capitalist mode 
of production does not, in and of itself, bring about the emancipation 
of women, people of colour, indigenous peoples and so forth, I want to 
argue for the necessity of alliances between Marxism and other political 
movements, because the capitalist world system dovetails with and per-
petuates the exploitation and oppression of women, people of colour, the 
indigenous, LGBTQ+ communities and so on. Rather than choose between 

Figure 1 Mouffe’s Model 
of political rivalry

Figure 2 Multi-dimensional model of political rivalry
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one political project and another, I conceive of radical social transforma-
tion as necessarily taking place across multiple connected dimensions of 
social reality. Hence, my argument is intended to add to the breadth of 
political projects for contemporary art within a multi-dimensional and 
multi-layered network of critique, resistance, rebellion, reform and rev-
olution. Each political project, I want to argue, corresponds to a part of 
the social totality and is connected by the real shared conditions of that 
social totality.

Similarly, the politics of art might appear to be characterised by rival 
projects of social and cultural transformation, as if it is necessary to 
choose between the critique of art’s institutions and the critical contes-
tation of the visual field, as if one conception of the politics of art or one 
set of techniques for politicising art is correct and all others are deluded, 
complicit, self-defeating and so on. Arguably, the distinction between 
realism and naturalism in the nineteenth century set the pattern for 
dividing art politically according to the categories of socialist realism 
and modernism, Brechtian Epic Theatre and the Aristotelian tradition of 
drama, avant-garde and kitsch, affirmation and disaffirmation, making 
political art and making art politically, and, more recently, interactive and 
participatory art, or conviviality and antagonism. Art is a battleground 
of political positions but in this book I will always assume a spectrum of 
resistances, rebellions, critiques and revolutionary projects that pursue 
the transformation of one or some (but never all) dimensions of oppres-
sion and exploitation within the existing condition.

By focusing on the intersection of art and postcapitalism, I want to 
stretch the scale of art’s political ambition beyond the narrow concept of 
critique, typified by Jacques Rancière’s theory of dissensus7 and Chantal 
Mouffe’s concept of agonism,8 which is cancelled out by its success,9 in 
order to recognise the breadth of critique, including critical methodolo-
gies of self-reflexivity, suspicion and enquiry.10 At one end of the spectrum, 
artists appear to be content to provoke members of the public ‘to pause, 
think, learn, and act’11 and at the other end, artists measure the critical-
ity of their work through the actual social changes brought about by it. 
Art is critical when it contains critical ideas in its content, form or use. 
Art is also critical when it reveals the limits or assumptions of dominant 
practices, particularly in the economic, political, domestic and cultural 
spheres.12 

Anthony Gardner’s political assessment of the postsocialist practices 
of Ilya Kabakov, Alexander Brener, NSK, Thomas Hirschhorn, Dan Per-
jovschi and others builds on this model, insofar as their ‘noncomformist 
practices’13 correspond to a ‘withdrawal from the overdetermined catego-
ries through which contemporary art’s politics are generally presumed’.14 
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Central to such arguments is the parallel critique of social structures 
and the artistic techniques that have been established to call them into 
question. As such, existing counter-tendencies are identified almost 
exclusively with dominant tendencies. I want to knit this position into a 
multi-dimensional lattice of dominant tendencies and counter-tendencies 
that allows us to be more discerning about the relationship of critique to 
circuits of command and value extraction.

Since it is not a question of different approaches competing for the 
title of criticality, but rather of assigning each type of critical art its role 
within the full spectrum of activities required to bring about radical, wide-
spread and sustainable social change, then the task is to forge solidarities 
where currently there exists only rivalry and recrimination. Differences 
will remain, and disputes over priorities, strategies and principles should 
not be suppressed, but social change and art’s contribution to it cannot 
be reduced to a single principle. So, the ‘creative disruption of everyday 
life’,15 the ‘call for nonprofit art institutions to pay artists for the work 
they contract us to do’16 and proposing that art ‘[has] practical, beneficial 
outcomes for its users’ in ‘responding to current urgencies’17 are parts of a 
greater interlaced political project that operates in every dimension of the 
social totality from the aesthetic to the economic and from structures of 
feeling to the redesign of structures of political association.

The critique, subversion and supersession of dominant tendencies in 
capitalism require a broad range of counter-tendencies. The full account 
of the counter-tendencies of critical artistic practice will need something 
like a cultural version of what Alan Sears calls the ‘infrastructures of 
dissent’.18 This means building sustainable collective resources for struc-
tural change. This means, in my terms, paying as much attention to 
the full spectrum of counter-tendencies as it does to charting and con-
demning ‘the extinguishing of the field of art as a site of resistance to the 
logic, values and power of the market’.19 Art, I want to suggest, does not 
exclusively belong to the dominant tendencies of contemporary colonial, 
patriarchal capitalism but is also a space that hosts the counter-tendencies 
of decoloniality, desegregation, queering and postcapitalism.

American artist Andrea Fraser, who has been a prominent voice within 
critical art theory as well as a major artist within the genre of institutional 
critique, responded to a questionnaire published in Frieze magazine in 
2005 which included the question ‘How has art changed?’ Fraser took the 
opportunity to provide a concise summary of what she saw as the tendency 
for art and its institutions to be taken over and transformed by corporate 
interests, markets and neoliberal priorities.20 Charting the tendencies of 
capitalism’s hostility to art is extremely valuable as part of a postcapitalist 
political project – not only for art but for an understanding of capitalism 
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generally. This corresponds to one version of what constitutes an effective 
counter-tendency against the dominant tendency for capitalism to 
commodify, marketise, monetise and financialise everything, namely to 
expose the system’s operations in a vigilant confrontation with power and 
exploitation.

Rather than supply capitalism with the critical commodities that it so 
easily recuperates, Marc James Léger argues that it is only by ‘endorsing a 
masochistic position inside the system’21 that artists can take up a critical 
position to both capitalism and the institutionalised avant-garde.22 Nato 
Thompson characterises the variety of activist art practices that have 
emerged in the twenty-first century through the concept of ‘an infrastruc-
ture of resonance’.23 Mostly, these are shaped by dominant, commercial 
activities but, he argues, ‘[i]f we want to change meaning in the world, we 
simply need to diagram an infrastructure, visit it, and radically alter it’.24 
Here, then, the dominant tendencies necessary for the reproduction and 
expansion of the existing social system are understood as sites of contesta-
tion and therefore, potentially, as the material basis for counter-hegemonic 
culture. At the same time, Thompson identifies ways in which ‘alterna-
tive infrastructures’25 can be established to support alternative values and 
practices.

One way in which current issues within art overlap with the agenda 
of contemporary postcapitalism is the emphasis placed on the politics of 
work. Combining the feminist expansion of the category of work with the 
post-Marxist politics of the withdrawal from work, contemporary post-
capitalism confronts the alleged programme of the traditional left – the 
emancipation through labour – with the programme of the emancipation 
from labour.26 In this book I will reframe the contemporary politics of work 
through a variant of value theory that challenges the concept of work and 
the campaign for its abolition as well as undermining the aesthetic con-
ception of labour and the basis of its rejection today. In a word, I want to 
reject the aesthetics of work properly. It is value, I will argue in Chapter 1, 
that is the acid test of the capitalist mode of production and therefore it 
is the abolition of the subsumption of production under value that is the 
litmus test of postcapitalism. In place of visions of an automated release 
from work, therefore, I will argue that postcapitalism requires the more 
specific abolition of productive labour. 

The universal emancipation of labour from value production is not a 
panacea for every form of exploitation, domination, bias and exclusion, 
even if the capitalist world system is an integrated configuration that per-
petuates and exacerbates gender, racial, colonial and sexual structures of 
inequality. My ambition, in this respect, is very humble. I am merely fixing 
a hole or two in contemporary postcapitalist theory. However, I hope that 
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my discussion of capitalism, labour, technology, value and art proves to 
be useful to a range of political projects that do not foreground issues 
around capitalism but nevertheless turn on the politics of the differen-
tial field of human activity (work, rest, leisure, exploitation, self-activity, 
self-expression, self-fashioning, and so on). 

Paul Gilroy, for instance, stresses that ‘in the critical thought of blacks 
in the West, social self-creation through labour is not the centre-piece of 
emancipatory hopes’ and yet, these questions are central to his politics 
insofar as he puts a strong emphasis on cultural production, especially 
making, remaking, authoring and altering culture through ‘autobi-
ographical writing, special and uniquely creative ways of manipulating 
spoken language, and, above all, the music’. For ‘descendants of slaves’,27 
Gilroy states, ‘artistic expression’ is ‘the means towards both individual 
self-fashioning and communal liberation’. This book aims to contribute 
to an understanding of the relationship between these activities and the 
capitalist drive for value production. 

Srnicek and Williams describe non-work in postcapitalism as follows: 
‘all involve varying degrees of effort – but these are things that we freely 
choose to do.’28 A survey of the literature of historical postcapitalism 
casts this image of unforced activity as a diluted version of the aesthet-
ics of work. I will discuss this in more detail in relation to the Utopian 
Socialist idea of ‘attractive labour’, the Marxist idea of ‘nonalienated 
labour’ and the technological emancipation from ‘degrading work’, 
which in the nineteenth century typically referred to artistic labour as 
a model for postcapitalist labour. Moses Hess in the 1840s, for instance, 
defined communism through a conception of labour that ‘becomes totally 
identical with “pleasure”’.29 This resonates with Srnicek and Williams’ 
account, specifically because Hess identifies pleasure not with leisure but 
with whether activity is forced or free. ‘Free activity is all that grows out of 
an inner drive’, he says, whereas a worker ‘who looks for the wages of his 
work outside himself is a slave’.30 

Art, which initially prompted the Marxist theory of commodification 
in the mid-1970s, appears troubling to contemporary postcapitalist theory 
because artworks seem to be commodities and artistic labour seems to be 
politicised by associating it with work. The insistence that the artist is a 
worker like any other cancels art’s hostility to capitalism while enacting 
a pragmatic confrontation with art’s economies. I will draw on value 
theory to determine exactly what kind of work the artist performs and 
how this work relates both to capitalism and postcapitalism. I will also 
acknowledge the political merit of extending the recognition of the work 
of interns, studio assistants and fabricators in the production of art,31 but 
I will refute the idea that such workers produce value and reveal the error 
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of recasting viewers as value producing labourers within a global division 
of art production. 

These questions about the artist and work are essential to the political 
assessment of contemporary postcapitalism and particularly the absence 
of art within its visions of emancipation. One of the main reasons why art 
plays a negligible role within postcapitalist theory today is because the 
artist no longer appears as exemplary of an exceptional type of nonalien-
ated labour but has come to signify the typical worker of post-Fordism. 

Contemporary postcapitalism abandons art and the artist so long as 
the artist is taken to be the original 24/7 worker who cannot distinguish 
between work and life. Postcapitalist theory does not risk the reference 
to art and the artist in case this gives the impression that postcapitalism 
means the reorganisation of work as pleasure or work as an end in itself 
rather than the complete abolition of work. 

Kathi Weeks, who is a prominent exponent of the anti-work movement, 
draws on Arendt and Gorz alike in a systemic critique of capitalism and 
a ‘political project of “life against work”’.32 André Gorz argues that ‘to go 
beyond capitalism we must, above all, end the supremacy of commodity 
relations – including sale of labour – by prioritising voluntary exchange 
and activities which are ends in themselves’.33 Arendt affirms a version of 
idleness – the freedom from toil – as the precondition for living politically 
and therefore living fully. Paolo Virno follows Arendt in his opposition 
of politics and work so that the refusal of work becomes the prerequi-
site of the resistance to capitalism. ‘The key to political action (or rather 
the only possibility of extracting it from its present state of paralysis)’, he 
says, ‘consists in developing the publicness of Intellect outside of Work, 
and in opposition to it.’34 This plays a part in Weeks’ argument too, which 
confronts the alleged productivism of traditional Marxism, insofar as she 
argues that Marxists ‘confine their critique of capitalism to the exploita-
tion and alienation of work without attending to its overvaluation’35 within 
the workers’ movement. In some passages, Weeks calls for something very 
moderate, such as ‘to be creative outside the boundaries of work’.36 Always, 
though, her emphasis is on the culture of work or the values placed on 
work rather than on the social relations of work in capitalism specifically. 

Work does not disappear, for Weeks, but certainly the work ethic does. 
It is in this spirit that she endorses Lafargue’s demand for the right to 
be lazy and his objection to ‘the dogma of work’.37 Marxism becomes an 
obstacle to the abolition of work, she argues, insofar as the concept of 
labour extends beyond wage labour and work within the capitalist mode of 
production and therefore ‘is haunted by the very same essentialized con-
ception of work and inflated notion of its meaning that should be called 
into question’.38 By turning the question back from the Marxist inquiry into 
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what kind of labour is constitutive of capitalist work to the Baudrillardian 
binary of whether a certain political position is for or against labour per se, 
Weeks expands the politics of the refusal of work by narrowing the inquiry 
into the social relations of labour.

Harry Cleaver follows the same political line, saying capitalism dimin-
ishes our ‘time and energy to resist’39 through work and therefore it is ‘best 
to frame all our struggles, as much as possible, to help reduce the sub-
ordination of all our lives to work, with the ultimate aim of ending that 
subordination’.40 However, the call for the reduction or abolition of work is 
too generic. Contemporary postcapitalist critiques of work fail to identify 
with any precision the specifically capitalist form of work and therefore do 
not devise measures or strategies for the abolition of work that correlate 
with an abolition of capitalism. Indeed, the preference for speaking of 
work rather than labour in postcapitalist theory has to be understood as 
conceptually impoverishing insofar as the discourses of work (from Weber 
onwards, especially) sacrifice the analytical precision of the subcatego-
ries of labour such as concrete labour, abstract labour, necessary labour, 
surplus labour, living labour, dead labour, productive, unproductive and 
reproductive labour, as well as the formula of average socially-necessary 
labour time. The discourses of work do not have equivalents for these sub-
categories of labour and therefore inevitably conflate and confuse them.

This extends the inquiry into what constitutes postcapitalism. To be 
for or against work is too blunt, since capitalism is not characterised spe-
cifically by the presence of work but only by the dominance of abstract 
labour (value production) over concrete labour (the production and main-
tenance of material wealth). The politics of work must acknowledge the 
fact, as Peter Hudis puts it, that ‘Only with capitalism – that is, only when 
commodity-exchange becomes the primary and indeed universal medium 
of social interaction through the commodification of labour power – does 
value becomes the defining principle of social reproduction.’41 Anti-work 
is a resonant political slogan, but the only route to postcapitalism, strictly 
speaking, is through the unfettering of material production from the drive 
to produce value and therefore the abolition of labour reduced to average 
socially necessary labour time.

Postcapitalism has its origins in the Utopian Socialism of the nine-
teenth century which, I will argue in Chapter 1, is usually understood 
as future-oriented but operated, in fact, through a process of geograph-
ical displacement along the global paths cleared by colonialism. At the 
outset, revolutionary communism contrasted itself with utopianism by 
demanding that social change takes place within the European centres 
of capitalist development rather than escaping from them into colonies 
established in colonised lands. For this reason, amongst others, Marxism 
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and the revolutionary left in the West has been thought of as a Eurocentric 
tradition incapable of grasping the specific forms of postcolonial struggles 
or of imagining that postcapitalism might emerge first in the peripheries 
of capitalist development.

Kevin Anderson42 has studied Marx’s published and unpublished texts 
with this question in mind and he has shown that although Marx origi-
nally believed that communism would be won first in England, France or 
Germany, after 1848 Marx’s political investigations increasingly analyse 
non-European developments. Marx had never held the view which became 
dominant during the Stalinist period that the passage to communism 
follows a linear path from feudalism to capitalism to socialism and so on. 
In fact, Marx confronted an early version of this when supporters ascribed 
to him a linear theory of historical development. Marx’s analysis of 
Russian village-communism from 1877 to 1882 demonstrates his theory of 
uneven development by stressing that only ‘if Russia is tending to become 
a capitalist nation like the nations of Western Europe’ would it have to 
expropriate its peasantry and make them into workers prior to the transi-
tion to communism, but otherwise this would not be necessary. 

Trotsky extended Marx’s theory of uneven development by arguing that 
underdeveloped nations and regions could make leaps towards socialism 
and communism by drawing on technologies and knowledge already 
operative within the advanced nations. Imperialism establishes global 
networks and geographical transfers of value43 and information. Trotsky 
argued that preexisting modes of production were not fully supplanted 
in the global capitalist system and therefore consisted of an ‘amalgam of 
archaic with more contemporary forms’. The Ugandan writer Mahmood 
Mamdani confirms this when he points out that the colonial powers 
imposed capitalist modes of production onto colonial territories but 
simultaneously preserved traditional hierarchies, tribal divisions and 
indigenous cultural patterns.44

The Warwick Research Collective (WReC) apply Trotsky’s theory of 
uneven and combined development to world literature. For them, world 
literature must be understood not only as literature on a world scale 
but as an ordering system for literary production and consumption that 
structurally intersects with the colonial world order. In other words, ‘the 
world-system exists unforgoably as the matrix within which all modern 
literature takes shape’.45 Art, too, is born as simultaneously European and 
global, and as both modern and ancient, insofar as modernity appears to 
be limited to the colonial centres while ancient art is characteristic of the 
colonised regions and the subordinate nations of Europe. 

‘There is no modernity without coloniality’ as Walter Mignolo argues,46 
and modernity does not reside ‘solely in Europe or in the colonies but 
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in the power relation that straddles the two’, as Hardt and Negri put it.47 

We might add that there is no category of art without modernity and 
therefore no art without colonialism or that art is formulated as a category 
that connects Europe and the rest of the world in a specific colonial rela-
tionship. Nevertheless, art cannot be reduced to a cultural instantiation 
of capitalist colonial Enlightenment modernity. Drawing on Fredric 
Jameson’s important thesis on the singularity of modernity, WReC argue: 
‘Uneven development is not a characteristic of “backward” formations 
only.’48 Modernity, they argue, 

does not mark the relationship between some formations (that are 
‘modern’) and others (that are not ‘modern’, or not yet so). So, it is not 
a matter of pitting France against Mali, say, or New York City against 
Elk City, Oklahoma. ... Middlesbrough and North East Lincolnshire 
are in the United Kingdom as well as London and the Home Counties 
– and London itself, of course, is among the more radically unevenly 
developed cities in the world.49

The picture of modernity that WReC compose is one that demands that 
commentators acknowledge that unevenness does not describe the under-
development of former colonies but characterises every space and every 
place. This means that ‘the face of modernity is not worn exclusively by 
the “futuristic” skyline of the Pudong District in Shanghai or the Shard 
and Gherkin buildings in London; just as emblematic of modernity as 
these are the favelas of Rocinha and Jacarezinho in Rio and the slums in 
Dharavi in Bombay and Makoko in Lagos’.50 Capitalism produces underde-
velopment and maldevelopment as a necessary part of the production of 
wealth and technological advance. 

If considerations of uneven and combined development are brought to 
bear on the theory of postcapitalism then the hope placed in technological 
development to eliminate work, argued most forcefully by Left Acceler-
ationism, has to be rethought. First, of course, the theory of uneven and 
combined development shatters the smooth linearity of technophilic pro-
jections of what I will call in this book the technologies of rest. This is the 
thesis that technological developments within capitalism can facilitate the 
erosion or elimination of work. But also, this approach to development 
requires a geographical dimension that is characterised by disparities, 
ruptures, gaps, reversals, fusions and dependencies. Consequently, the 
proposal of fully automated worklessness must either assume an instan-
taneous global event or be mapped onto the existing world system of 
technological imbalance. 

I will attempt to rethink how art and the artist can be located within 
postcapitalism by conceiving of capitalism as an uneven and combined 
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world system in which noncapitalist activity is widespread but subordi-
nated to the production of value. Recognising that global capitalism is 
characterised by regional and local differences, it has been claimed that the 
linear connotations of the concept of modernity and therefore the passage 
from capitalism to postmodernism needs to be reformulated in relativ-
ist terms through the concept of ‘alternative modernities’ or what curator 
Nicolas Bourriaud has called the ‘altermodern’.51 WReC argues that the 
idea of a Chinese modernity, Arab modernity or African modernity derives 
from the mistaken assumption of ‘the “western” provenance of modernity 
– rather than situating it in the context of capitalism as a world-system’.52 

That is to say, the mistake is to recognise only uneven development and 
not how this unevenness is combined within a single global system. 

Just as world capitalism is a single system of asymmetrical flows, world 
literature and the category of art can be described as cultural systems 
that reproduce the core and periphery of colonial capitalism. The uneven 
and combined development of capitalist globality means that pockets of 
noncapitalist activity already exist everywhere. ‘How to build a political 
movement at a variety of spatial scales as an answer to the geographical 
and geopolitical strategies of capital’, David Harvey says, ‘is a problem that 
in outline at least the Manifesto clearly articulates. How to do it for our 
times is an imperative issue for us to resolve.’53

It is essential to acknowledge ‘the paramount importance of culture 
in consolidating imperial feeling’,54 as Edward Said put it. This does not 
mean that art has to be regarded as a falsely universalised conception of 
European high culture. Art, therefore, is neither simply the name given 
by Enlightenment and Romantic Europeans to the white, Western culture 
that was being produced for the recipients of colonial super-profits 
nor was it the neutral and universal heading under which the highest 
achievements of world culture were collected. One of the problems with 
saying that art is a European invention or a European category is that this 
statement obscures the fact that Europe, at the time when the category 
of art is first formulated as distinct from the arts, was in no sense isolated 
from the rest of the world. Any radical response to art as a world system 
which rejects it on the basis that it is code for Eurocentric culture merely 
exchanges one kind of abstraction for another: extracting Europe out of 
the total ensemble of colonial relations is itself a form of abstraction. Both 
the global art system and the critical tendencies that lodge themselves 
within it must be understood, therefore, not ‘from the point of view of 
Europe as the protagonist’,55 to use Doreen Massey’s phrase. This is why 
postcapitalism must include what Stuart Hall called a ‘re-narrativisation’ 
that ‘displaces the “story” of capitalist modernity from its European 
centering to its dispersed global “peripheries”’.56


