In its simplest form, the Turing Test involves
a human evaluator physically separated by a
wall or other barrier from two participants
so that all communication between the three
of them must take place through a keyboard
device. The evaluator knows that one hidden
participant is human and one is a machine,
though which is which remains unknown.
The evaluator is tasked with trying to identify

D O W E N E E D A who is the person and which is the imitation

person. Simultaneously, both participants try

T U R | N G T E ST I: O R to convince the evaluator they are human. At
ACT | \/ | S T A RT | N A the moment the evaluator becomes genuinely

uncertain which participant is machine and

BA R E A R T WO R |_ D’P which is human, the machine has successfully

passed Turing’s Test.
GREGORY SHOLETTE You’re in an art gallery. Toward the back of
the space you spot a weird, ill-fitting emer-
gency door. A question arises silently: is it a

Repetition and doubling—themselves work of art or not? Just above your head is a

an uncanny pair which double and repeat rusted valve jutting out from a faded metal
each other—seem to be at the heart of sign encased in white paint. Same question:
every “Mn(:anny "’pheno,ﬂena' Art? Not art? What about that awkwardly
—Mark Fisher, The Weird and bent length of drainage pipe running along-

the Eerie (2017)! side the track lights above. the exhibition?
Does anyone else see this? Should you
refocus your attention exclusively on those
objects with wall labels? Moments later, a
dozen people enter the space singing, shout-
ing, making boisterous declarations: “I Can’t
Breathe”; “De-Colonize this Place”; “Not
My President”; “Respect Workers Rights
in the UAE.” Before leaving, the group
hands out photocopied flyers and performs
an Occupy Wall Street General Assembly in
the middle of the gallery, complete with a

Human Microphone.
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When they do exit, the space returns to its
muted, white-cube status. But you do not
return to normal. Not completely. A string of
questions follows: Was that a genuine, sponta-
neous activist intervention, or was it a carefully
rehearsed performance of an activist interven-
tion, and therefore a work of art? Then again,
if something appears exactly the same as what
it appears to be—if it stirs the same emotions
in us and carries out the same task of raising
social awareness—then does it really matter if
we are uncertain about what it actually is in
some fundamental, ontological way? What if
this event was both at the same time: art and
life, mimicry and authentic protest, fiction and
fact, all doubled up and coexisting on a single
continuous surface, sort of like a Mobius strip
reality? Marcel Duchamp once proposed what
he termed a “Reciprocal Readymade,” in
which a work of art is converted to an object
of everyday use.? Perhaps what you just wit-
nessed was that thought experiment put into

practice??

The questions do not leave you alone. They
return, repeat, becoming obsessional, even
addictive. You find yourself wondering how
and when things got so disorderly—and you
wonder what it might take to tidy them up
again. It’s not only your unease that secems at
stake here. How many times have you over-
heard an art historian, critic, or even fellow
artist demand to know “is it art or activism?”*
Remember how they sought some type of
epistemological solace such as providing
empirical evidence that demonstrates activist

art’s effective social outcome? Yet what that

proof, should it be made, assures the main-
stream art historian is that these practices
subordinate aesthetics to utility, allowing for
a return to business as usual. It pissed you off.
But it also led you to suppress your own need
for certitude with a faint-hearted swagger.
And contrarily, the same questioning demand
arises from community activists troubled
by what they perceived to be the enfeebling
effects of aestheticized politics. This is when
you ask yourself only half-sardonically: does
contemporary art, especially art activism,
require its own version of Turing’s thought
experiment? Though even as you consider
this, you can’t help but suspect that if this test

were given today, nothing would change.
INCIDENT REPORTS

October 26, 2017: a manifesto appears online
from a previously unknown organization
identified as the Monument Removal Brigade
(MRB). The announcement begins ominously
by stating, “Now the statue is bleeding.”
Hours earlier, a gory splatter of red paint was
splashed across the base of the equestrian
statue of Teddy Roosevelt that stands outside
the American Museum of Natural History in
New York City.> “We did not make it bleed,”
explains the digital declaration, “it is bloody
at its very foundation.” MRB goes on to insist
that their action “is not an act of vandalism.
It is a work of public art and an act of applied

)

art criticism,” thus allegedly expanding the
concept of institutional critique outward from
the interior of cultural spaces into the broader

public sphere. The immediate aim of the
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Figure 1.

attack was the manner in which the 26th U.S.
President and former New York City Police
Superintendent is depicted astride a horse,
clothed in his signature Rough Rider uniform
from the Spanish American War, and flanked
by an African man in sandals and a barefooted
Native American chief. But targeting this
patronizing artistic arrangement in which a
viral white leader towers above non-white
subordinates is merely the start of MRB’s
critique. “The museum itself is an expanded
monument to Roosevelt’s [white suprema-
cist] world-view. . . . In response, we choose
to act immediately with the means at our dis-

posal: artistic expression.” Significantly, the
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MRB in 2017 was in fact restaging the same
direct public gesture made by six members of
the American Indian Movement (AIM) over
forty-five years carlier in 1971.° The 2017
MRB sabot-critique self-consciously leaks
a bit of the past into the present in order to
“clear space for new visions of reparation,

freedom, and justice.””’

Certainly, an inner link has always connected
the artistic avant-garde with acts of insurgency
carried out by socially disenfranchised popula-
tions insofar as both embrace the possibility of
an emancipated future that is radically at odds
with the present (picture Gustave Courbet
helping to topple the Vendome Column in
1871), which makes the historical repetition
that MRB performed all the more curi-
ous. As an attempt to confront the spreading
reactionary penumbra cast by the 2016 U.S.
presidential elections, activist aesthetics is
compelled to repeat episodes of its own sup-
pressed and under-represented history. But in
light of recent political events about which I
will have more to say below, we must ask if the
mutual concerns of vanguard aesthetics and
radical resistance have grown into a full-on,
ontological entanglement precisely as the pres-
ent has effectively immobilized the future (and
this ontological uncertainty has also begun to
migrate into the realm of activists who are
beginning to question whether or not their

activity might be art).

Consequently, would our activist art Turing
Test be nuanced enough to detect this con-

dition, and if so, from what observational
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perspective would it operate? Or would the
test evaluator not already be embedded within
this unruly state of affairs? Consider three

additional cases.

From September 2014 to May 2015, a female
student attending an elite university in New
York City carried her dormitory mattress
around campus everywhere she went, includ-
ing taking it to her graduation ceremony.
The explicit purpose of the action “Carry
That Weight” was to shame institutions that
ignore the plight of female students who are
harassed or abused by classmates; but the
work also explicitly aimed to humiliate one
particular male peer whom she has accused of
raping her.® According to the student, and her
instructor, this steadfast act of protest was also
a work of performative endurance art, submit-
ted as a class assighment and graded as such.
Eventually, Columbia University’s internal
investigation absolved the accused male stu-
dent of wrongdoing, at which stage he brought
a lawsuit against the school, ultimately receiv-
ing a cash settlement for his professed mental
suffering.” The question that comes to my
mind is not who was truthful or justified
here—the art student or the teacher, the uni-
versity or the accused—but instead on whose
behalf the case shifted from performance to
litigation. When has anyone ever settled a legal
dispute based on charges alleging they were
bullied by a work of art?!” The materializa-
tion of aesthetic practices within the everyday
world of depositions and litigation suggests
that something unique and profound has hap-

pened to art’s once protective autonomy—a

change that is not without its critical possibili-
ties, though it could just as easily devolve into

a form of resignation to capitalist hegemony.

Starting around 2002, the absolute monarchy
of Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates
began positioning itself as a wannabe cultural
modern Constantinople thanks to its colossal
oil reserves, but also to its oppressive labor and
human rights policies.!! Though far to the cast
of New York City, where the mattress and
monument actions played out, Abu Dhabi
is celebrated by many Western liberals who
consider the Gulf monarchy crucial to the
future of high art. Not only has a new Louvre
Museum been constructed on Abu Dhabi’s
Saadiyat Cultural District, but a Guggenheim
Museum, designed by Frank Gehry, is also
in the works. The sheikhdom also recently
played host to what they described as the first
“Culture Summit,” the mission of which
explored “the future of culture and how its
power can be harnessed to produce positive
social change.”!? Over one hundred and fifty
guest curators, composers, museum directors,
cultural advisors, and visual artists were flown
in from around the globe to participate in the
four-day event. Nevertheless, one must ask
the obvious question: in what type of world
do regressive labor policies and progressive
social manifestos sit comfortably alongside one
another with no apparent conflict, at least not

on the part of participating Western liberals?
Although such contradictions have always

been present in liberal capitalist nations, the

tension generated between artistic autonomy
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and the market was once the very space in
which critical practice and theory flourished.
‘When these antithetical positions shed their
negative charge and become frictionless, the
very possibility of radical critique was disman-
tled. The default position became the familiar
process of arbitration within neoliberal enter-
prise culture, as institutional critique is
ensconced within the museum and the future
is once again abandoned for the demands of
the present. A final example underscores this

dilemma.

September 29, 2008 offers a final augmen-
tation to this riddle. In the aftermath of the
spectacular financial collapse, most capital-
ist markets spun into all-out free-fall, but
not that of the fine art market. A New York
Times headline underscores the culture indus-
try’s surprising post-crash vigor: “As Stocks
Fall, Art Surges at a $315.8 Million Sale.”"®
And yet, as artist Caroline Woolard incredu-
lously asks, “what is a work of art in the age
of $120,000 art degrees?” Woolard answers
her own inquiry by contending that “a work
of art today is a product of the classroom,
the loan repayment, the lecture-hall, and the
homework assignment.”* We might reframe
this contention by asking where the work of
art begins and ends in relation to the capital-
ist marketplace today. Whereas the work of
art has traditionally been considered a realm
of non-productive labor immune to market
forces, does society now so totally overlap
with and enclose art that it is no longer insu-
lated from commonplace legal procedures (the

mattress endurance performance outcome);
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from
ideologues (the Abu Dhabi Cultural District);

or from subsumption to capitalist markets (art
215

undisguised instrumentalization by

as an asset)

WELCOME TO OUR BARE
ART WORLD

Something more profound is clearly going on
here than just the old familiar paradoxes of’
late capitalism. After all, is there really anything
left to pry loose from the contemporary world’s
ideological fagade when a sitting U.S. president
utilizes the fuzzy realm of social media to bla-
tantly contradict documented facts, including
contradicting his own previous statements?
Meanwhile, not only is Pierre Bourdieu’s cul-
tural capital now instantly convertible into just
plain capital (or perhaps bundled financial art
instruments),' but the affirmative utility of art
is everywhere visible, both as investment and
social practice, even as its spectacular post-
autonomy 1is celebrated by superstar curators,

artists, and wealthy liberal collectors.”

We appear to have entered a “bare art world,”
one that is conspicuously entwined within, as
well as undaunted by, its relationship to the
economic values, laws, and chronic politi-
cal crisis of global capitalism. In this sense,
contemporary artistic culture—but activist
art especially—fulfills the early avant-garde’s
maxim of “art into life,” except it does so
in a world far from the socialist utopia envi-
sioned by such radical cultural innovators as
Vladimir Tatlin or Lyubov Popova or Kazimir

Malevich. Instead, the dream is made flesh at
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a moment of profound social disenchantment,
as initially demonstrated by Brexit, and then
with the 2016 U.S. election results, among
many other bad omens. Welcome to what
political scientist Rebecca Bryant terms “the
uncanny present,” a present that is unfamiliar
in its present-ness, and a future that is imagin-
able only as its own past.'® I also note here that
the term “unreal” has become a common-
place adjective among news commentators of
late, with The Guardian describing the current
American president as a “master of unreality,”
and the New York Times labeling his admin-
istration an “unreality show.”! But to be
sure, the uncanny present has spread beyond
Washington. As one counter-demonstrator at
the University of Virginia campus, where, on
August 11, 2017, members of Antifa (and other
opponents of racism and bigotry) confronted
armed white nationalists reported, “I never
thought I'd have to see this in America in my
lifetime” (although, in truth, for most Black,
Latino, Muslim, and Jewish Americans, this
is simply business as usual). Still, what is rel-
atively new is having a modern U.S. president

condone this display of white supremacy.?’

And yet, as of now, everything carries on, just
as always, reminding us of Walter Benjamin’s
ominous insight that “[t]he concept of prog-
ress is founded in the idea of catastrophe. That
it continues like this, is the catastrophe.”?!
So while bare art is as strange as it is mun-
dane, it is nevertheless also fully consistent
with our post-2016 reality, which includes a
U.S. president who has a documented history

of misogynist behavior, though no political

experience, and who successfully hacked into
the Republican Party, humiliated its lead-
ership, and then received their endorsement
as well as, of course, the White House. Still,
even as we intuitively grasp the uncanny nature
of the present, the very act of acknowledging
this reality leads us to remorse, or even res-
ignation. It need not be so. Stripped clean of
autonomy and mystery, the most engaging
contemporary “bare” art emerges brilliantly,
if vulnerably, within a world lacking depth or
shadow, its aesthetic so banal as to be mon-
strous. Nonetheless, it is the ordinariness of the
uncanny present that makes it so very strange:
a weird and uncanny phenomenon, as the late
Mark Fisher understood it, within which con-

temporary activist art is both issue and barb.

RADICAL LAUGHTER

Do we need a Turing Test for activist art? By
now the answer to my opening question is
painfully clear: There is no wall or barrier con-
cealing anyone’s identity. Our test participants
are successful machines, just like their evalua-
tor, and activism as a rehearsal of the future has
become activism as a rehearsal of the present, in
all its preternatural materiality.?? Subsequent
to the events of November 2016, the question
that now comes to the fore is how to reintro-
duce the notion of futurity as a horizon of
radical alterity—mnot in either a vague or pre-
scriptive way—but nevertheless with enough
integrity and urgency to recognize both the
vibrant, archival agency at work within activist
art, including its repetitions and reoccupations

of the past, as well as the unsparing conditions
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generated by a bare art world brimming with
unconcealed (and unconcealable) paradoxes and
contradictions. Like the troupe of actors who,
in wild fits of laughter, awaken to their own
fictive roles in Alejandro Jodorowsky’s film
The Holy Mountain (1973), victory over the
uncanny present will ecstatically, even deliri-
ously, demand taking and failing the Turing

Test, as often as possible.
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4 (Spring 2016), http://field-journal.com/issue-4/
merciless-aesthetic-activist-art-as-the-return-of’
-institutional-critique-a-response-to-boris-groys.

The first draft of this essay was completed in
June 2016, six months before the election of the
current U.S. presidential regime. Without rejecting
the arguments found in “Merciless Aesthetic,”
it would be the worst expression of groundless
idealism not to acknowledge the sense of political
defeat and emotional desolation that the left has
experienced over the past fifteen months. Even
worse, despite an initial outburst of spontancous
opposition following the November 2016 election
results, a growing normalization toward current
political conditions is now becoming sadly
detectable. T put this essay forward, therefore, as

a sobering adjustment to the realities of an unreal

world; though hopefully it is neither completely
pessimistic adjustment, nor an adjustment made to
reconcile ourselves to a permanent condition, for
no matter how intransigent the present appears, we

must continuously prepare to storm the future.

//
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MARTHA DOES
DONALD

MARTHA WILSON

Hello, America! People keep asking me how
I'm going to make America great again.
How I'm going to make America safe again.
It’s you and me, baby—we’re going to do

this together.

It’s the coming of the solid state
When we’ll all be together again
Just like—I can’t remember when

We'll have paradise on Earth at last
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