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The Artistic
Mode of
Revolution:
From
Gentrification
to Occupation

A discussion of the struggles, exoduses, and
reappropria!tions of cognitive labor, especially in
the field of visual art, and especially when taken
as the leading edge of the Òcreative class,Ó while
critically important, is trumped by the
widespread, even worldwide, public
demon!strations and occupations of the past
year, this year, and maybe the next. I would like
to revisit the creative-class thesis I have
explored here in a recent series of essays in
order to frame my remarks in light of these
occupations, and to make a few observations
about the relationship between artists, the
positioning of the creative class, and the Occupy
movement.1
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊEven before Òthe multitudeÓ became a
common touch!stone for dreams of revolution,
there was, famously, Seattle 1999, when anti-
corpo!rate protests brought environmentalists
and community activists together with organized
labor to block a meeting of the World Trade
Organization, a scenario repeated at multiple
locations in several countries in the years since.2
It is not news that the processes that go under
the name of globalization, which center on the
flows of capital, goods, and labor, create a unity
that does not always serve the interests of
capital or the capitalists.

Occupy Wall Street, New York, October 2011.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊNouriel Roubini, channeling Marx, wrote in
ÒThe Instability of InequalityÓ that Òunregulated
capitalism can lead to regular bouts of over-
capacity, under-consumption, and the
recurrence of destructive financial crises, fueled
by credit bubbles and asset-price booms and
busts.Ó3

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊRoubini is saying that capitalism tends
toward catastrophic collapses Ð no news here.
But the point is that neoliberalism and its
rampant financialization have created a
capitalism that eats its young. Roubini goes on to
remind his readers that even before the Great
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Depression, the enlightened bourgeoisie realized
that worker protections and a redistributive
system providing Òpublic goods Ð education,
health care, and a social safety netÓ were
necessary to prevent revolution.4
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊRoubini remarks further that the modern
welfare state grew out of a post-Depression need
for macroeconomic stabilization, which required
Òthe maintenance of a large middle class,
widening the provision of public goods through
progressive taxa!tion, and fostering economic
opportunity for allÓ; but all this went under
during the massive Reagan-Thatcher
deregulation, which Roubini Ð no Marxist after all
Ð traces in part to Òthe flaws in EuropeÕs social-
welfare model É reflected in yawning fiscal
deficits, regulatory overkill, and a lack of
economic dynamism.Ó5

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊRoubini, unlike most, goes on to proclaim
the failure of this ÒAnglo-American economic
modelÓ of embracing economic policies that
increase inequality and create a gap between
incomes and aspirations, accompanied by the
liberalization of consumer credit and thus rising
consumer debt, as well as public debt because
of decreased tax revenues, all of which is then
followed by counterproductive austerity
measures. This is precisely the financial model

that seized the imagination and drove the
policies of former Eastern bloc governing elites,
many of whom in implementing the prescribed
austerity measures, are destroying their pre!sent
and future middle classes (see Latvia),6 as is
neo-Thatcherite Great Britain.7
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIn the United States, Citibank, which
required two US government rescues after the
financial crisis of 2008, posted record quarterly
profits of $3.8 billion dollars in the fall of 2011, a
74% increase over the previous quarter, while its
CEO, Vikram Pandit, expressed his sympathy
with the Occupy Wall Street protesters and
offered to meet with them.8
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe ongoing round-the-world occupations,
which have drawn inspiration from the uprisings
across the Arab world in 2011, are driven by the
frustration of the young educated middle classes
Ð in the Arab case fairly new ones Ð confronting
societies controlled by huge!ly rich ruling elites
but having little hope of a secure future for
themselves, despite their university educations.
These are societies that had made no effort to
create modern welfare or even neoliberal states,
nor to control corruption, bureau!cratic
indifference, and flagrant nepotism, nor to
institute more than the appearance of
democratic governance. Protesters in the
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New York Stock Exchange blockade, New York, November 2, 2011.

Argentine and Chilean students march to the Chilean Consulate in Buenos Aires, on August 5, 2011, repudiating the police repression against
Chilean students during demonstrations in Santiago de Chile. Copyright: Maxi Failla/AFP/Getty Images.
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 Occupy Frankfurt.

Encampados (Indignados) Camp, Puerta del Sol, Madrid. Photo: Susana Vera/Reuters. 
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developed world are aware of sharing conditions
that are functionally quite similar.9
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊSuch protests Ð as in France in 2006, which
saw widespread mobilization against
ÒprecarizationÓ (alternatively, precaritization), as
well as the subsequent uprisings in the Paris
ban!lieues or in England in August 2011 Ð also
reflect the anger of working-class youths,
especially their rage against racist police
violence. In the English case, these young people
were out there smashing and looting together
with young mem!bers of the middle class. Some
of the latter group had mobilized months earlier
Ð as young Chileans are doing still Ð thanks in no
small part to crushing increases in school fees
driven by the Tory/Liberal Democrat governing
coalition. The protests of these groups, these
classes, have been fired by the recognition that
there are likely no secure jobs for them, or
perhaps any employment at all.

February 2011. A former television journalist occupied a checkpoint on
Tahrir Square, where she checked women who wished to enter the
Square. Copyright: Jacopo Quaranta.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊBut precarization is not a necessary
conse!quence of any particular form of labor.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊPrecarization now joins mechanization (the
replacement of workers with machines),
delocalization (capitalÕs worldwide search for the
weakest labor and environmental regulations),
and financialization (the maintenance of excess
value in the stock market as opposed to surplus
value extracted from manufactur!ing) as one of
the great strategies used to restore profitability
since the late 1960s. These strategies
supplement the more widely noted assaults on
the welfare state and workerÕs rights.10 Many of
the protesting students and young
postgraduates, for their part, were prepar!ing for
jobs in what we have come to call the knowledge
industries, or, more recently, the creative
industries, a branch of the former.

Book-tents at Sproul Hall, at UC, Berkeley, after mandatory clearing of
encampment, November 2011.

1. University as Engine, Lifeways into
Lifestyle

Let me step back a bit, to the con!solidation of
this sector in the newly dawning information age
of the early 1960s. Clark Kerr, labor economist,
first chancellor of the University of CaliforniaÕs
elite Berkeley campus, and then president of the
entire UC system, saw the university as a site for
the production of knowledge workers. In 1960 he
oversaw the creation of an expansive Master
Plan for growth into the twenty-first century that
harmonized the stateÕs higher education
institutions and organized them into three tiers:
research universities, state colleges, and two-
year Òjunior collegesÓ (renamed Òcommunity
collegesÓ). This ÒbenchmarkÓ plan acknowledged
a need to unify the training and administration of
the entire knowledge sector, from the elites to
the working classes, in a politi!cally divided
world. Kerr called the university a Òprime
instrument of national pur!pose,Ó and he
envisioned the Òknowledge industryÓ (his term)
as eventually supplanting the industries
surrounding new modes of transportation Ð
railroads in the nineteenth century and
automobiles in the twentieth Ð in unifying the
nation, acting as its economic masthead, and
serving as the motor of US world dominance.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe foundational student protest movement
of the 1960s, BerkeleyÕs Free Speech Movement,
was triggered in part by KerrÕs educational and
managerial policies and goals. It was a
movement of a leading sector of the middle class
who were destined to become the elite workers
of the new knowledge industries, if not their
leaders. Ironically, today the UC system is almost
broke, confirming the exemplary use of college
campuses by AppleÕs dictionary, in defining
bellwether, that Òcollege campuses are often the
bellwether of change.Ó11

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIn contrast, the 1970s Britain punk
subculture was arguably a working-class
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response to a diminished future, despite its
partial traceability to art school, which in any
case was a newly experimental repository for
working-class misfits. As Dick Hebdige
described it,

Despite the confident assurances of both
labor and conservative politicians É that
Òwe never had it so good,Ó class refused to
disappear. The ways in which class was
lived, however, the forms in which the
experience of class found expression in
culture, did change dramatically. The
advent of the mass media, changes in the
constitution of the family, in the
organization of school and work, shifts in
the relative status of work and leisure, all
served to fragment and polarize the
working-class community, producing a
series of marginal discourses within the
broad confines of class experience.12

Punk was anti-commodity and anti-corporate,
and followed a tactic of uglification and self-
mutilation, a fuck you! response to bourgeois
culture; the fact that it was quickly commodified
and heavily promoted in the music industry is
beside the point É until, at least, it became the
point. For the post-1970s generations, lifestyle
politics became almost indistinguish!able from
either politics or daily life, and that frame of
reference has now spread around the world.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics.

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIndeed, lifestyle has been intensively
developed as a major marketing point for
consumer goods. In a prime nugget of lifestyle
marketing analysis offered in 1984 (when the
thinking was new), Theodore Levitt, Harvard
professor of busi!ness administration and
marketing, commented on the failure of the
Hoover corporation to sell washing machines in
Europe: ÒIt asked people what features they
wanted in a washing machine rather than what

they wanted out of life.Ó13 Levitt, editor of the
Harvard Business Review, is credited with
popularizing the term Òglobalization.Ó In The
Marketing Imagination, his bestseller of 1983,
Levitt pointed out that as a result of media
expansion worldwide, the United States was in a
unique position to market its goods everywhere,
making its so-called high touch goods Ð jeans
and Coca-Cola Ð right up there alongside high
tech ones (and integrally, along with them,
Americanism and the English language) into the
worldÕs most desirable possessions.

Top 1% share of U.S. total income at highest since gilded age. Source:
Paris School of Economics.

A powerful force drives the world toward a
converging commonality, and that force is
technology É Almost everyone everywhere
wants all the things they have heard about,
seen, or experienced via the new
technologies.

In short, without naming it but simply placing it
under the rule of the Òimagination,Ó Levitt defines
the new key to marketing dominance as a
wholesale subordination of rational product
claims to universalized Bernaysian psychological
modeling, which is the basis of lifestyle
marketing. Levitt refers to homogenization as
both the means and the result of globalization.14

He differen!tiates multinationals from the more
forward-thinking global corporations, which, he
says,

sell standardized products in the same way
everywhere Ð autos, steel, chemicals,
petroleum, cement, agricultural
commodities and equipment, industrial and
commercial construction, banking and
insurance services, computers,
semi!conduc!tors, transport, electronic
instruments, pharmaceuticals, and
telecommu!nications, to mention some of
the obvious.

Thirty years on, we have placed many of these
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Artists at the General Strike, Oakland, November, 2011.
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categories in LevittÕs rather jumbled array under
the rubric of the knowledge industries, including
the management of Fordist industrial production
(of Òautos, steel, chemicals, petroleum, cement,
agricultural commodities and equipment, É
computers, semi!conduc!tors, É electronic
instruments, pharmaceuticalsÓ). Thirty years on,
lifestyle politics, as both a unifier and a
differentiator, help determine how we live or are
supposed to live. People form alliances based on
taste, above all via the tribalism of appearance-
as-identity. Com!modified lifestyle clusters
include not merely possessions but persons,
achievements, and children, and they tend to be
costly to acquire and maintain. Punk is now
another lifestyle choice, albeit an urban romantic
one. Along with Goth and other ways of life
associated with New YorkÕs East Village, punk
also provides the preferred uniform of suburban
and small-town mall-dwelling malcontents,
while the ÒBronxishÓ hip-hop style, which is
popular worldwide, does the same for working-
class people of color. In this taxonomy,
hipsterism is the lifestyle of arty types Ð the
triumph of surface over substance Ð and is a
direct consequence of the easy availability of
cultural goods through technological means.

 

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊBut there are times when the
professionalization of art training in colleges and
universities, combined with the capture and
branding of artist-led, art!ist-run initiatives Ð
the ones which used to reside outside the
purview of art institu!tions Ð can broaden the
social network and the vocabulary of action. It is
a commonplace that in a post-industrial
economy virtually all work falls in some sense
under the reign of the language and symbolic
behavior. Certainly, all cultural products are
flattened into Òinformation,Ó mashing together
writing, research, enter!tainment, and, of

course, art.ÊThe popular reception of art and its
greatly expanded audience have allowed, in the
present moment, a mutual visibility between
artists and other underemployed groups, both
educated and undereducated. Or perhaps more
directly, looking for a series of master texts, the
newly professionalized discourse of artistic
production settled on Continental theories of
aestheticized capital. How else to explain the
peculiar position of artists at or near the
vanguard of capitalist organization? Thus, even if
the tendency may be toward the
professionalization and embourgeoisement of
artists, along with other members of the
symbolic sector, when the future hits a brick
wall, those ideas and alliances in potentia can
have revolutionary consequences. The artists
and artist-run groups, and others belonging to
the creative-class demographic Ð which often
overlaps with the group of those who identify as
grassroots activists, whether or not they have
been to art school Ð have been at the center of
instituting, strategizing, and energizing the
Occupy Wall Street movement at New YorkÕs
Zuccotti Park Ð renamed Liberty Park.15

ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊA way of life that relies on virtue and secular
good living, as sold to a genera!tion raised on
school and media campaigns promoting civic
responsibility and morality Ð such as Just say No
to Drugs,16 Smoking Kills, and Save the Earth Ð is
no doubt more likely to be adopted by urban art-
school grads than any other demographic group.
These are young urban professionals, perhaps,
but not the ÒyuppiesÓ of the past (though I am
interested to see that the term has returned).
The latter were high-earning lawyers, ad-agency
honchos, and magazine editors, while these new
young urban professionals are low-level workers
and wannabes in their field. City life appeals to
members of these industries, which themselves
are made up of networks of small shops that
benefit from face-to-face relations and the
excitements of the urban environment.

2. The New Creative City
This wave of renewed preference for the city can
be traced to the postwar economic boom in
Western industrial democracies Ð I am looking at
the United States Ð which led to the rising
affluence of the middle class. Immediately after
the war, many city dwellers, having gained some
measure of financial security, migrated to small
towns and freshly built suburbs, causing urban
shrinkage.17 One effect of this depopulation was
the evacuation of many city business centers
and the failure of many urban industries. But the
direction of migration began to be reversed as
bored children of the suburban middle class
(along with corporate managers and the newly
defined yuppies) were drawn to the organized
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Occupy Wall Street, New York.

Occupy Boston protest.
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