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The question of autonomy and heteronomy frames the inquiry into the constitutive bind of art as being both like 

and unlike socially necessary labour in capitalism. Art as a realization of freedom as posed by Romanticism 

discloses its implicit contradiction – its denial of labour, in which it also opposes Marx's concept of 'species-

being' (humanity realizes itself through the interaction with its environment that is labour) – but also that this 

contradiction cannot be eradicated by 'socializing' art or dissolving its distinction from labour since art does 

contain a yet -abstract freedom from capitalist work, capitalist time and capitalist value, a freedom which is only 

accessible through and despite its commodity status: the condition of its critical distance, according to e.g. 

Adorno. 

What happens to this dialectic under the conditions of industrialized creativity and the degeneration of labour as 

a political and economic category – eroding the specificity of both art and labour in the process? The figure of 

the artist as a mediator, manager or entrepreneur co-ordinating disparate and multiple kinds of activity, 

including the labour of others, has been explored from its Conceptual and post -conceptual trajectories, citing 

artistic practices that have attempted to translate labour into art, as well as artists who have enacted pointed 

analogies between the value structures of art and money, such as Robert Morris, Maria Eichhorn, Jan-Peter 

Hammer and others. This managerial-investment or 'market-reflexive' strand of contemporary art is one manner 

of reflecting on the emergence of a generic artistic subjectivity after Duchamp and after Modernism. It can be 

discussed in counterpoint with the more work-focused strands thrown up in relational and participatory forms 

anticipated by the 1960s and 1970s practices, where I single out 'The Trainee' (2008) by Pilvi Takala. Here I 

wiould allude to the critical investigations of John Roberts on 'de-skilling' and 're-skilling' as categories of art's 

relationship to labour. In all these cases, what is at issue is using the abstraction of activity possible in art 

production as a point of leverage in the relations of production and power that obtain in the 'real world', in the 

real abstractions that shape and re-shape that world. As has been observed in recent curatorial and art -critical 

interventions, the figure of the artist as service provider rather than maker of objects coincides historically with 

the transition from goods to services in economic primacy in the West. 

Yet, whatever the homologies between art and labour, the thematizations of labour in 

art, or the role of art in social inclusion agendas ('regeneration', 'employability'), the social 

division of labour in capital dictates that art is the exception upholding the rule of the 

universality of labour determined by abstract value. The self -legislating uniqueness of art 

provides a model for human autonomy (subject to self-determined laws), even a political vision of such 

autonomy achieved, only on the condition it is separated from the heteronomy (no self-determination in the 

activity) that is the rule elsewhere. 

Thus it is self -cancelling as well as self -legislating and the history briefly sketched out above can also be 

viewed as examples of self-cancellation, the attempted negation and re-vindication of the exceptionality of the 

artistic subject and her work which is not labour. The artist as a 'blue-sky' thinker is not solely the preserve of 

'creative industry' ideologues, seeking to re-shape all forms of work into infinite self -realization without 

guarantees. This conception also prevails within the institution of art, as could be seen very blatantly for ex in 

the last Documenta. 



So basically what I will be focusing on in this talk will be tracking the philosophical, aesthetic and critical 

quandaries of the position of the artist as a prototypical worker in the age of creative abstract labour, and will try 

to reformulate them in terms of the negativity inherent in the indeterminacy of generic creativity as a rule for 

labour; or, in terms recognizable to Adorno, the negativity that marks autonomy as the scar of its break with the 

heteronomous. I use 'indeterminacy' in the sense given to it by Immanuel Kant in his definition of the role of 

indeterminacy in 'aesthetic judgement' and the 'free play of the faculties'. 

I will contend that the passage through labour for art, and the passage through art for labour are both crucial; the 

creative subject of labour needs to traverse the de-subjectivation, materiality and illegitimacy of artistic activity, 

while artistic production needs to traverse the negativity of abstract labour as its own most intimate parameter. 

Negativity is also a question pivotal to the calculations of profit and risk that animate financial markets. 

Contingency, probability and temporality all operate in speculative finance as ways of mediating negativity and 

entropy, as well as in art. Speculative finance is a form of valorisation predicated on the arbitrage of value 

asymmetries in time, provided that the homogeneous and empty time of capital extends indefinitely into the 

future. The main social experience of finance, debt, provides a perfect illustration of how the future (and the 

present) is cancelled by the expansion of value. However, the priority of finance and its regimes of debt -

servicing eventually starts to menace value's expansion by restricting production and consumption, as we see 

now. 

We can also consider the various dimensions of a financialised subjectivity with the notion of 'human capital' as 

an ideological and structural category for the subject of self-expanding value who sees themselves directly in 

relation to or even as capital through debt and credit rather than the mediation of the wage and the antagonism it 

enables. We can try to track the intersections and divergences between art and finance as forms of speculation 

which both disavow labour, culminating in a discussion of the importance of temporality for speculation. The 

workings of finance come to increasingly set a template for wage-labour, privileging the intangible and 

relational over the tangible and consumable.This is exemplified in an art piece that takes on some of these 

questions performatively: labour in a financial (accounting) context rendered speculative by its extended, and 

indeterminate, relationship to time and production. 

Pilvi Takala's 2008 video The Trainee depicts the Finnish artist embarking upon a placement as a trainee with 

the international accountancy firm Deloitte. Initially undertaking the standard array of tasks allotted her in this 

role, her behaviour starts to subtly shift over time, to the perplexity of her colleagues. After several months, she 

no longer undertakes any tasks. But instead of enacting a Bartleby-like stance of existential refusal in the 

workplace, Takala is actually attempting to live up to the tenets of unfettered creativity featured in the rhetoric 

accompanying her professional development, the tenets of spontaneous and ungovernable value creation that 

each company must learn how to foster in its employees if it wants to stay ahead of the game. She spends her 

days sitting at her desk staring into space. Inquiries meet with responses like 'I am thinking' or 'I'm doing brain-

work right now.' Occasionally she rides up and down in the lift for hours, explaining to curious interlocutors that 

her thought processes flow better in a dynamic environment. 

Here it could be ventured that the artist is dramatizing or parodying the capitalization of attention as labour 

which has been written about extensively in theories of post-Fordism, along with the 'virtuosity' explored by 

Virno, all of which bring art as the suspension of labour and labour as the suspension of creativity, closer 

together to the point of indistinction, flowing into a common mode of 'process over product'. In The Trainee, art 

acts as a magnifying lens for the suspension of labour as integral to the actuality of contemporary work: the 

disposition, the readiness to work, is already the chief affective and subjective requirement of today's abstract 

labour. 



Thinking might already be labour, might already be attention subsumed to the regime of valorisation, but it 

might also be just thinking, or nothing – clearly Takala's on-the-job performance did not serve to advance her 

accountancy career (this might have also pertained to her lowly status as trainee – perhaps had she attained to an 

executive post, her claim to be 'thinking' as work might have been given more credence). While it is not 

uncommon for motifs appropriated from or emulating the world of labour to infiltrate art over the past several 

decades, if not earlier, with the Productivists and Constructivists, Takala's piece is perhaps one of a small 

number which tries to represent the changes to the experience and expectations of work in recent times – which 

can be summed up as its unrepresentability, its loss of definition. Of course, there are other ways for art to 

register these changes which are not representational but also, or instead, structural – these are the more 

'invisible', relational or performative practices I have discussed elsewhere. 

But Takala's action – a performance of the indistinction between art and labour that transpires both in the 

workplace and in her art practice – does rehearse the logic of transit between visibility and invisibility of the art 

object, the art 'instance' which has so characterized conceptual art and the practices that can be placed in that 

trajectory. It has been characterized by this equally to its mimetic tendency with regard to non-artistic labour, 

and it is perhaps in its concrete engagements with labour (as well as with money) that the speculative logic of 

(conceptual and post-conceptual) art that appears in withdrawing and disappears when it is displayed is most 

sharply enunciated. In Takala's case, parenthetically, she had agreed the project with the marketing manager but 

this information was not communicated to any of her colleagues. They, in turn, would invariably express their 

confusion and distress in emails to the manager behind her back; emails which are reproduced as part of the 

installation of the piece. The visibility of her invisible work was disquieting to her co-workers; one must be seen 

to be doing something, and they couldn't tell what it was she was doing, or if she was doing anything. What is 

she doing there? Arbeiten? Oder Theater. This is what speculative labour looks like – nothing. Or art. 

Takala's speculative gesture recalls the role of the 'market-making' trader in Élie Ayache, whose subjective, 

physical presence is indispensable, even if it is only in manipulating and writing the equations for high-

frequency automated trades. He thus discerns a logic of performance in speculative finance which parallels, 

without conflating, the performance of assets and the performance of traders in unleashing various quantum 

flows of trades. 

Takala throws into indistinction her place as an artist or as an employee in a way that estranges the social and 

ontological features of both, exposing an operative logic of speculation, of coded and abstract value, that 

deteremines what counts as a successful performance both in art and in accounting. She brings an 'absolute 

contingency', in the term Ayache takes from Meillasoux, into a workplace that is supposedly already structured 

by the individualizing and self-optimizing precepts of 'human capital' but where speculation has to stay within 

strict, routinised bounds. Further, like Ayache's trader who is a microcosm of the market and re-creates it with 

every trade, Takala dramatizes the reproductive function for art of the sovereign artist: everything she does is 

art, a condition which The Trainee imagines extending to other kinds of socially necessary (and unnecessary) 

labour. 

Here we could mention Christopher Arthur's notion of 'counter-productive labour' in his The New Dialectic as 

the limit to capital's complete internalization of labour and metabolisation of it as value. The 'recalcitrance' of 

workers to capital's efforts to compel their labour is an indispensable feature of the valorisation process, both 

pushing capital to innovate so as to destroy the barriers posed by this recalcitrance, and fostering the political 

subjectivity of workers, inasmuch as they experience their activity as distinct from its appropriation and 

valorisation by capital, as well as from their role as workers. 



The antagonism posed by this relation of labour to capital is internal to the production process, regardless of its 

form – labour is counter-productive insofar as it is subsumed by capital, it's not a matter of the technological 

aspect of the work , its greater or lesser 'abstraction'. 

However, this antagonism can also be embodied in another social form which lies outside the valorisation 

process proper: art. The whole distinctiveness of the institution of art in capital is that it is not labour, that 

artistic production is not principally subject to the law of value and its heteronomous exigencies. This is how it 

becomes a repository of values deemed extrinsic to the valorisation process, including when that process comes 

to encompass more and more of the social relations and institutions which formerly were constituted though 

different logics of integration into or distance from capital. It thus both enacts the suspension of labour and 

mirrors it, insofar as labour in the era of of speculation, operates precisely in the mode of suspension – deprived 

of class identity or productive virtue. But it does remain to be elaborated, if this is the case, why art and labour 

are still two different domains. If art is an allegory for the counterproductive which has gained independence 

from the valorisation process and become its 'own' thing – the antithesis to that which is the case – this runs a 

risk of turning art into a merely privative category, 'if it is not anything else, let's call it art.' This formality and 

ambiguity doubtlessly is what lends art, as a social role and a set of practices, its allure for the proponents of a 

labour transformed in its working conditions and self-concept into an analogue for infinitely mutable and self-

expanding – or deferred – value. In my thesis, I examine the questions arising from this conjunction of 

'emptying out' and 'putting to work' under the category of the 'generic' as advanced by the art theorist Thierry de 

Duve, who locates in art 'after Duchamp' not so much a kind of activity as a form of speculative judgement - 

'this is art' – opening a way to think art out of its specialization as a non-labour and directly in relation to the 

kind of abstract value that lends a social character to all labours. 

As The Trainee shows, the question of the sovereignty of the artist that has been established since Duchamp as 

the guarantee that anything that an artist does as art is art is put to the test in the workplace, where that 

sovereignty only stands a chance of being acknowledged in the abstract, that is, so long as the content of the 

work itself does not enter into its territory. Again, in my thesis I discuss the uncanny effect of the artist in and on 

the workplace with reference to the Artist Placement Group and their concept of the 'Incidental Person'. The 

autonomy of art and the heteronomy of labour can only meet in the space of some undefined creativity, the 

'invisible labour' managerial propagandists view as common to both, and this is exactly where Takala chooses to 

act. 

There are certainly at least two analytical trajectories that can be followed at this stage. One is to see how the 

intensification of a mutuality of indifference, of abstraction, is bringing art and labour closer than ever, and how 

that both tends to dissolve the artist's role as a privileged subjectivity which can present a different, liberated 

mode of production, and reinforce it as a producer of elite, specialised commodities and experiences. This would 

be charting how the division of labour between art and work is upheld through other means, means that should 

be traced both to historical changes in art's self-concept and the technical and social restructuring of work – as 

well as the expansion of the commodity-form and the eclipse of work as social fact that was alluded to earlier. 

The other would be to see how these developments are instantiated in the field of contemporary art, also with 

reference to historical examples of how proximity to non-art labour, either representatively or performatively, 

was seen as a politicising trope in conceptual or post-medium art from the 1960s and 1970s onwards. 

Invisible Labour 

As Takala's piece suggests, labour has become more and more insubstantial and contingent. Work might be 

happening at any time, and it may also it may stop at any time, especially in times of crisis like now. Her piece 

depicts these relations, in the character of a comdey of the absurd or a comedy of manners, most evidently, but 

also in a mode I would characterize as allegory. What do I mean by allegory? That is seen represents that which 



is unseen, one world doubling for another – material phenomena acting as tokens for a truth unavailable to 

perception. Jan-Peter Hammer's 2011 work, That Which is Seen and That Which is Unseen, is also a materialist 

allegory that I would argue can be helpfully thought in conjunction with The Trainee. This work stages the 

encounter between money and labour as the evental site of the art work itself. The piece consists of a gallery 

attendant and a pile of money on a plinth – value in its own shape, freed from its usual containment in the 

'absolute commodity' of the artwork. The attendant watches the money as it grows over the duration of the 

exhibition, and receives it as payment at the exhibition's end. 

As a schematization of the ontological status of the artwork, it is hard to think what could be added here. It is 

like a precipitate of all the relations involved, in terms of the distance as well as the proximity between art and 

labour, that is, what kinds of relations guarantee the proximity and the distance alike. It is both a diagram of and 

a demonstration of those relations like a lab experiment in the natural sciences – an essential relation depicted 

with all of its contingent features erased – or a training exercise in an emergency preparedness scenario. But it is 

different from either to the extent that it is a mimetic reduplication of what it is showing, thus it works more like 

an allegory, a feature it has in common with a work like Jens Haaning's Middelburg Summer, which was simply 

a transposition of a Turkish textile factory from the local area into the Vleeshal art centre in Middelburg 

Netherlands. This is work displaced into art, plain and simple. No translation or mediation. In an allegory, 

something both is and is not, since its significance lies elsewhere. Hammer's allegory here can be read as labour 

is what guarantees the artwork both ontological and physical security, while art is the means of valorizing 

labour. Art as simply the institution where the accumulation of money is displayed as a beautiful form. [tbc] 
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