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A realm of necessity

In a report commissioned by the UK government’s Department for Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS), Dave O’Brien stressed:
[T]he importance of understanding the framework used for central government decisions cannot be overstated.

(O’Brien 2010: 5)

The urgent imperative for the cultural sector, and especially the subsidized arts, was now to use ‘the tools and concepts of economics’ that fitted ‘the prevailing language of policy appraisal’ informing UK government’s decisions and evaluation. It was no longer possible to claim the status of a ‘unique or special case’ (O’Brien 2010: 4). This means that the cultural sector needs to pay particular attention to Her Majesty’s (HM) Treasury’s Green Book, which gives guidance to public sector bodies ‘on how proposals should be appraised, before significant funds are committed—and how past and present activities should be evaluated’ (HM Treasury 2003: v). Green Book appraisals are made using Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA), which ‘quantifies in monetary terms as many of the costs and benefits of a proposal as feasible, including items for which the market does not provide a satisfactory measure of economic value’ (HM Treasury 2003: 4). 

O’Brien’s reflections on thirty years of debate about evaluation of the arts are framed by his imperative to find methods compatible with CBA ‘in the context of the perceived distance’ between UK government and the cultural sector’s ‘very different set of assumptions and concepts’. Seeking a point of intersection between the two, O’Brien concludes that ‘stated preference methodxe "stated preference method" \t "See contingent valuation"s, such as contingent valuationxe "contingent valuation", which are explicitly supported by the Green Book, should be used for decisions about cultural policy’xe "cultural policy" (O’Brien 2010: 4). This should go some way to solve the conundrum of ‘how best to narrate culture’s value, in terms of culture rather than economic or social impact’ xe "impact"(O’Brien 2010: 13). 

‘Stated preference’ aims to capture ‘the total economic value of a good or service by asking people to state their preferences within a hypothetical market for a good or service’. ‘Contingent valuation’ is a stated preference technique that uses willingness to pay, or accept payment, for goods or services and that can take into account valuations from non-users as well as users. People may, for example, feel it is important in terms of civic pride or altruism that an art gallery or a library exists even if they do not use it (O’Brien 2010: 23). 

As we shall see, O’Brien’s treatment of culture as consumption, and his pragmatic acceptance of the principle that money is the best yardstick of value, has been roundly challenged. While he is right to insist that government spending is a ‘zero sum game’, with limited resources being competed for by different ministries, departments and the sectors they serve, his conclusions are ultimately framed by three related general issues: the relationship between value and equivalence; the relationship between culture and value; and the purposes of evaluation. Taking O’Brien as a point of departure, we address each of these in considering some of the debate informing his report before moving on to consider the possibilities of a different realm of value production and management. But first let us pull the focus a considerable distance, briefly to chase the issue of equivalence—and indeed with monetary value as its totem—into a sphere that Baudrillard would argue frames the pragmatics of the Green Book.

Baudrillard, commensurability and death

Recommending that a narrative argument supplement Cost Benefit Analysis in the case to government, O’Brien insists that CBA is the sine qua non:
Narrative accounts of cultural value are especially important as they provide a framework for our understanding of cultural value, but fail to represent the benefits of culture in a manner that is commensurable with other calls on the public purse. 

(O’Brien 2010: 9, our emphasis) 

In Symbolic Exchange and Death, Baudrillard characterizes the modern realm of value as a system of equivalences. Working away from Marx to focus on consumption, he argues that the symbolic order and symbolic exchange—the economy of the gift—characteristic of primitive societies have been supplanted by the semiotic order and commodity exchange—the cash nexus. Modern capitalism is determined, not by mode of production, but by a ‘structural law of value’ of much earlier origin (Gane 1993: xi). Instead of differences being exchangeable and related, ‘everything is, or means, the same’; immanence has given way to transcendence (Robinson 2012).
Baudrillard narrates this alienation by stages. First, religious authority separates the dead from the living by institutionalizing death; the dead no longer participate in, for instance, the symbolic exchanges, deaths and rebirths of an initiation rite. Loss of continuity with the dead installs the abstraction of eternal linear time and is compensated for by Christianity’s ‘egalitarian myth’ of immortality.[{note}]1 And the promise of immortality is, in turn, ‘bound to the process of politico-economic accumulation’—of which, in our parish, HM Treasury is the guardian. We accumulate in order to stave off death or in order to prepare for the afterlife (the falsely closed binary of Goods and Good Deeds in Everyman, ca 1500 perhaps) and even atheists assume the immortality of their species-group (Baudrillard 1993: 126–30 passim, 146). Looking wider, progress is a stockpiling of the past; accumulated knowledge constitutes truth (Robinson 2012).
The social sphere in which the laws of discrimination, equivalence and rationality operate is fundamentally alienated. The denial of the sociality of death serves to confine sex and eroticism—the oblivious comingling of bodies allowing the dead to be replaced by the living—to the intensely private sphere. And ‘reversibility, unexpected mutations, social change, subjective transformation’ are consigned to the margins (Robinson 2012). If the power of the Church was based on ‘the management of the imaginary sphere of death’, the State is ‘the management of the dead body of the socius’. Society is perpetually deferred and ‘everyone is alone before the general equivalent’.[{note}]2 Thus, just as the Church needed to repress the ‘intense reciprocity’ of ‘symbolic exaltation’ intended to summon salvation in the here and now, ‘the ethics of accumulation and material production, sacralisation through investment’ constitute a ‘salvation-machine’ that imposes ‘ascesis’ on the many—relieved only by parsimonious gifts from above for which there is no mechanism for reciprocation (Baudrillard 1993: 144–6; 36–7). Capitalism ‘tries to ward off ambivalence (associated with death) through value (associated with life)’ but it fails. ‘The more the system runs from death, the more it places everyone in solitude, facing their own death’ (Robinson 2012).
Gift exchange is subversive within capitalist value, not because it is rebellious, but because it is founded on a different sociality—communal rather than individualistic (Robinson 2012). We shall turn to contemporary instances of ‘commonalism’ below. Meanwhile, Baudrillard suggests that, while ‘all … the separations and abstractions of political economy … take root in this separation of death’, that separation is paradoxically itself ‘the very operation of the symbolic’ within the dominant sphere. The only prospect for fundamental resistance, therefore, is ‘[t]o defy the system with a gift to which it cannot respond’. If, for instance, ‘millions of war dead are exchanged as values in an ‘orthodoxy of value’ based on equivalence—“dying for the fatherland”’—then the suicide offends by ‘destroying the parcel of capital he [sic] has at his disposal’. And some acts of suicide embody a very different kind of ‘value’—that of ‘rupture, contagious dissolution and negation’. Such are ‘[t]he Palestinians or the rebellious Blacks setting fire to their own district’, ‘resistance to the security forces in all its forms’, ‘neurotic behaviour and multiple breakdowns’ and ‘all political practices … whose objective is to arouse repression’. ‘The order has possession of death; but it cannot play it out—only those who set death playing against itself win.’ Such subversive ruptures of convertibility include, for Baudrillard, ‘feasting and expenditure … retrieved from the economic in order to be put back into useless and sacrificial exchange’, or creative works that retrieve something ‘from the terrorist economy of signification in order to be put back into the consumption of signs’ (Baudrillard 1993: 130, 37, 175–6). Although of course, the HM Treasury might ask at what price or opportunity cost—the ‘equivalential exchange’ (Robinson 2012) ushered in by modernity’s adversarial union with death—we might afford to partake in any of these. So let us return to focus a little further on how the ‘structural law of value’ plays out in the territory that O’Brien was engaged to map.

Problematics and ecologies of value

Frequently the policy debate on the value of culture has turned on whether the focus should be on intrinsic value or on instrumental benefits. The use to which the arts might be put has been a theme since the Victorian period. Lisanne Gibson relates that justifications of expenditure on the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) included that it provided ‘a healthy alternative to gin palaces’ and that it supported the development of British textile design, specifically lace, to compete with Italian imports (Gibson 2008: 249). Instrumental benefits have been thought to be more easily quantified and measured than intrinsic value—the aesthetic, spiritual, social, historical, symbolic and authentic components of culture (Throsby 2001: 28–9)—that some indeed claim is impossible to assess.

A persistent claim has been that instrumentalist narratives are a threat to the arts and a distraction from their core business. In the 1980s, the ‘arm’s length principle’ of UK arts funding appeared to give way to a more policy-driven agenda; and with tighter fiscal spending, many arts organizations made active use of instrumental value as a rhetorical tactic. Alongside insistence on the contribution of the cultural industries to economic growth, claims for the cost-effectiveness of the arts in social intervention were widely made (Belfiore 2002). However, Eleonora Belfiore found that the sparse research into the effectiveness of the arts failed to present a strong case for social impact: Aligning with instrumentalism on the basis of ‘value for money’ potentially threatens the arts if claims for efficacy cannot be verified (Belfiore 2002). And Holden warned that the bureaucratic systems for measuring instrumental outcomes would ‘institutionalise cultural mediocrity’ (2004: 13, 21). 
However, Gibson counsels that attacks on ‘instrumentalization’ leave us ‘open to a return to the kinds of elite, exclusionary policies which have characterized cultural administration in the past’ (2008: 247); and François Matarasso observes that:
[o]ne of the traps into which the arts are prone to fall is that of exceptionalism—the idea that their very nature and practice sets them apart from other areas of human life that an impartial observer might see as similar. The self-defensive ideological strength of this position is that … anyone who does not see a unique character to the arts merely demonstrates their own lack of artistic sensitivity. 
(Matarasso 2009: 12)

Gibson’s position is that the ‘instrumental versus intrinsic’ dichotomy is simplistic and ignores the longer historical basis of public culture and the complexity of negotiations and relations around excellence and accessibility. Discussing public museums, there is she says no consensus over what distinguishes ‘instrumental’ from ‘intrinsic’ activities. Some see education as intrinsic to a museum’s function, where access to the past provides a powerful but intangible benefit. Others, including Holden, rather see learning programmes as instrumental, part of the drive to make museums more accessible. Gibson concludes that considering the interrelationship of the two terms will be a means to secure democratic access, representation and accountability in the arts (Gibson 2008: 248–51).
In the many turns of the policy debate, ‘intrinsic’ slips between three senses. It stands variously for what is proper to the value of engagement with the work itself, in opposition to the ‘instrumental’; for what is intangible and therefore not representable; and for a supposed transcendent and enduring value, in opposition to the ‘socially constructed’. Properly rejecting claims of transcendence, while in pursuit of the value that is proper to cultural engagement as such, O’Brien concludes that the value that people gain from intangible benefits (the aesthetic, symbolic, spiritual or social) can indeed be represented—in price or willingness to pay. Since cultural value is ‘a complex and difficult term, with no cross-disciplinary consensus on how best to measure or narrate it’—any distinction between intrinsic and instrumental definitions is ‘potentially unhelpful and misleading’ because they deflect from the ‘pragmatic’ issue of bidding to Treasury. Thus, pending development of ‘wellbeing’ or ‘ XE "subjective wellbeing" income compensation’ methods adequate for inclusion in the Green Book, stated preference should become the standard—with a handbook and exemplary case studies provided to the cultural sector by DCMS (O’Brien 2012: 21–2, 48–9).
A study for the Australian Council in 1982 sought to assess public valuation of the arts in Sydney by questionnaire. As well as producing results that showed that people would support substantial rises in public funding of the arts, the study also showed that people valued the arts whether or not they were active participants. Nonetheless, the authors of that study remained cautious of the extent to which contingent value methods can capture a complete picture of the value of cultural goods and services (Throsby and Withers 1984). Throsby critiques the assumption that ‘preference systems between goods are well behaved, that individuals are the best judges of their own welfare’, especially when a distinguishing feature of cultural goods is that ‘acquiring a taste for them takes time, i.e. they are classed as experiential or addictive goods, where demand is cumulative, and hence dynamically unstable’ (Throsby 2003: 277). Further, willingness-to-pay approaches can reflect individuals’ preferences but leave out the social dimension of cultural value:
Culture can be defined as the set of beliefs, traditions, customs, etc. which identify a group and bind its members together; art is a particular manifestation of these shared experiences which expresses something about the human condition interpreted by artists. So the value of cultural goods … is a value identifiable in relation to the group rather than to the isolated characteristics of individuals. 
(Throsby 2003: 279)

Also questioning assumptions about market rationality, Mark Banks challenges accounts of the cultural industries within a market economy that point to an erosion of moral and ethical values through deregulation, precarity and a disembedded global economy. Although these views provide ‘a necessary corrective to the more upbeat claims of advocates of the cultural economy’ they accord an undeveloped sense of the agency of consumers. Such ‘universalist’ critiques ‘decontextualize and desocialize the varied conditions under which the cultural industries operate’. His view is that ‘contemporary capitalism is a sufficiently imperfect operation to accommodate a broad range of moral values’ and that ‘economic activity can only function with recourse to some value system that comprises a set of moral presumptions’ such as trust, honesty, fairness and obligation. His study of the Manchester music scene shows how ‘instrumental and non-instrumental values can mutually reinforce’ when the economic success of cultural businesses is related to their embeddedness within ‘a particular geographical and social milieu, and concerned to achieve a balance between the pursuit of instrumental goals and the articulation of moral-political values of socially useful character’. Banks’ hope is that the uncovering of moral complexity of cultural work can help ‘formulate a critique that can divest neoliberal models of their seductive (but dehumanized and decontextualized) notions of human agency as rational self-interest’ (Banks 2006: 456–67 passim).
O’Brien’s work was designed to complement previous work by the DCMS’ Culture and Sport Evidence (CASE XE "CASE" ) programme.  XE "Culture and Sport Evidence programme" \t "See CASE" A recent paper by Ben Walmsley conducts a critical analysis of the methods employed in CASE and argues for 
a more balanced approach to cultural evaluation and a more holistic articulation of cultural value, which would combine intrinsic and instrumental benefits and comprise both qualitative and quantitative methods. The key implication of this reconception of value is that cultural policy should be evaluated not on return on investment but rather against a balanced range of objectives and articulated in a language that reflects artistic practice and speaks directly to existing and potential audiences.

(Walmsley 2012: 325)

He cites Will Davies’ forum Uneconomics, suggesting the ‘more culturally-conscious forms of economic and political analysis’ emerging from the loss of credibility of orthodox economic methods in the present crisis (Open Democracy) as one basis for such evaluations. Walmsley argues that if the totality of cultural value cannot be measured, it can be ‘created, experienced, absorbed, felt, identified, captured, deconstructed and evaluated’. It is necessary to recognise the ambiguity and complexity of the effect of the arts; value is not fixed, but rather it is ‘emergent’. We need to employ multi-dimensional, mixed methods that take into account lived experience and longitudinal perspectives. Walmsley calls for the public to be given ‘an authentic voice’ in the debate about arts value, allowing views to emerge freely, not constrained by the language and targets of policy (Walmsley 2012: 329-31). 
Meanwhile, Holden’s ‘value triangle’—where intrinsic, instrumental and institutional value are played out—animates the ‘triangular relationship’ between culture professionals, policy makers and the public—who have very different priorities. Up to now, ‘the approach of the funding system and of political rhetoric has been to keep these tensions hidden, but they need to be acknowledged’ while recognizing that some of them may be ‘unresolvable’ (Holden 2006: 9–10, 58). And in a small-scale study in which he spoke to professional practitioners, evaluators and commissioners, François Matarasso identified three conventional reasons to evaluate: to account for resources, to assess the effectiveness of policy, and to learn from and improve practice. But his study identified a lack of any coherent rationale for evaluation of the arts, which obtains across both policy and practice. This, he suggests, is because each reason for evaluation arises from different motivations and different socio-political contexts: ‘[U]ltimately each describes a different reality’. It is the first reason—accountability–that currently dominates the vast majority of evaluations in the arts sector. The more complex questioning—how and why did it happen, how can we make it happen again—that is required properly to address the second reason—effectiveness—is rare. And although most artists aspire to the third reason—to develop practice—evaluations used in the arts sector rarely seem to challenge ‘existing beliefs about arts practice’. Indeed, Matarasso questions ‘whether there is a readiness in the arts to engage in such a discourse at all’ (Matarasso 2009: 11, 37). What he reveals is widespread scepticism and lack of clarity about the purpose and scope of evaluation as well as doubt about its real usefulness beyond mechanistic and bureaucratic approaches to accountability in public spending:
I am left with the image of a conveyor belt pumping out more and more reports which can barely be cleared away into storage before the next ones arrive … Serious, thoughtful work that should influence both practice and policy is stifled by self-serving advocacy and uninformed polemic. In the end, all is discredited and perhaps even the idea of evaluating the arts falls, unjustifiably, into disrepute. 

 (Matarasso 2009: 36)

One need not look far to identify the root of the problem. O’Brien insists that ‘political decisions are not merely technocratic exercises in economic valuation, and nor should they be’: hence the importance of making a narrative case for the arts to government. But in the absence of robust data derived from economic valuation, ‘the richness of the narratives of cultural value’ will not be rhetorically felicitous. In addition, the embrace of cultural discourse will ‘gain the support of the cultural sector’, assured that positivist economic valuation is not being applied mechanically (O’Brien 2010: 9). Yet as we write, the UK Minister for Culture lectures the arts sector on the absolute need to demonstrate to the Treasury the value of the arts in purely economic terms—their contribution to ‘Brand Britain’ and hence to tourism, as well as ticket sales (Miller 2013). While she insists that she is representing the arts to Treasury for their own sake, the arts have no authentic voice in that representation. The real narrative here is of bureaucratic neoliberalism. 

In practice, most artists and producers negotiate a path through a value-ecology. The abstract discriminations necessary to a modern state can present stark contradictions: In the UK, community theatre with under-represented people will not be funded by the ‘arms-length’ Arts Council if social impact is given as the principal aim while a government department interested in the impact may not prioritize theatre as the means to develop it.[{note}]3 In tension with such discriminations is not only the holistic nature of the work but also the principle of collaboration. Our own curating of the Ludus Festival in Leeds in 2012 (www.ludusfestival.org) needed creatively to negotiate the values of Arts Council England, charities, our university, Leeds City Council and four collaborating venues—and each venue in turn needed to negotiate their own values with those of their several funders. Our recent interview with the artistic director of the Paper Birds revealed an ongoing negotiating of evaluation regimes while working to maintain and develop their own artistic and political values—including feminism, giving people a voice and serving a variety of communities (McDonnell 2013). Collaboration with other individuals and organizations is an important part of their work. But let us now turn to questions of value in collaborative artistic work itself and thereby to the question of alternative realms of value to those of HM Treasury.

The value politics of collaboration—and a post-capitalist theory of value? 

In a recent article for Performance Research, Rudi Laermans thinks through ‘the underlying logic, principal functioning and eventual political dimensions of the kind of social potentiality animating today’s collaborative dance practices’. He notes that ‘the utopian longing for a united “we” … that informed 1960s dance no longer predominates’. The preference now across the arts is for shifting project-based collaborations, each of which not only ‘bets on the potentialities of collaboration itself’ but also embodies a ‘shared promise of a genuine social productivity’ (Laermans 2012: 94–5).
Questions of value and its basis are significant here. Laermans argues that artistic collaboration is premised on ‘the pre-existence of an always already functioning common’—the capacity of all humans ‘to think, to communicate, to feel or imagine’—activated in any particular instance by a shared purpose that ‘actualizes a potential of possible choices and solutions, a multiplicity that vastly pluralizes the communal activity’. Thus, within the process of making and on the individual level, ‘the ability to articulate one’s own activities or those of other collaborators’ and ‘an un-emphatic self-control, a sometimes demanding self-reflection’ are valued greatly (Laermans 2012: 96–8 passim). Discussing ‘the value politics of collaboration’, Laermans notes that the simple question ‘Is it valuable?’ will continually surface, productively voiced from a variety of positions and investments. Thus, while ‘direct product-orientation’ and ‘instrumental investment logic’ obviate the process and values of productive collaboration, a ‘collaborative entrepreneur’ can have a ‘positive, overall facilitating and coaching role’. Meanwhile, the maintenance of each ‘reflexively valuating interpretative community’ depends crucially on the ‘political imagination’ of the participants—‘collaboration is a contingent experiment in democratizing democracy’. In the absence of shared poetics or standards, there must be ‘a continuous exchange of value-loaded views and opinions’. The politics of commonalism bets on ‘the possibility … to redefine disagreements between agonists into agreements among “commonalists”’. Collaboration thus rests on an accumulative ‘trust cycle’ that facilitates an ‘ever-renewed potentiality’. The social common generated within artistic collaboration is ‘both conditioned by and fabricat(es) trust’. And what is accumulated in the commons of ‘creative and egalitarian joint action’ is ‘our powers and senses’ (Laermans 2012: 99–101 citing Hardt and Negri 2009).
Adam Arvidsson uncovers features cognate to what Laermans describes when exploring the possibilities of a ‘post-capitalist’ form of value emergent from the social production of immaterial wealth—knowledge, affect, social relations—not directed primarily by ‘monetary incentives’. The formative context for this emergence is, he argues, twofold. On the one hand, expansion of digital networks has ‘socialised the means of immaterial production’, giving it relative autonomy from capitalism. And, on the other, user-generated material has become increasingly important to capitalist enterprises. This has led to ‘the growth of an archipelago of self-organised forms of social production’ that is both inside and outside of the capitalist system. While practices in this ‘commons’ have largely been treated as ‘free’ or ‘beyond value’, Arvidsson argues that, in contrast to both capitalist and Marxist conceptions of value based on market price and labour time respectively, value in social production resides in ‘the ability to give productive organisation to diffuse connectivity’. And with ‘a declining social utility of the capitalist system combined with a growing legitimacy crisis’, this may provide the means of transition either to a post-capitalist economy or to a ‘radical reform of capitalism’. So is there ‘a new, rational way of organising social and economic processes, making their outcome tradable on a world market and determining their relative value’? (Arvidsson 2009: 13–14).
Arvidsson observes that neoliberalism’s conflation of value with price has been resisted not only by the emergence of fair-trade and other movements but also by businesses’ recognition of the considerable value of ‘intangible assets’—and that these increasingly depend on social production. All three categories of intangibles—codified and tacit knowledge, the ‘affectively significant relations’ constituting brand, and flexibility—rest on channelling ‘commonly available, socialised competencies … in a particular direction’. Thus the significant productivity of ‘knowledge workers’ is actually of (often temporary, project-specific) ‘social organisation’—and in this ‘ethical economy’ the basis of value must be conceptualized in terms of ethics (Arvidsson 2009: 16–18).
What then is the currency of such a value? Drawing on Aristotle, Arvidsson proposes philía or charisma—‘the ability to constitute and give direction to community’, which in turn gives one ‘community standing’. Individual motivations to contribute to social production can be ideological or the desire for ‘socially-recognised self-realisation’. Philía denotes the ability of an individual or community to provide the space and ‘bonds of friendship, sharing, trust and mutual obligation’ for these to be achieved. ‘If money is liquid capital, philía is liquid organisation: a dispensable embodiment of one’s ability to create community.’ And philía, like capital, can be accumulated: In this realm of ‘ethical rationality’ one ‘act(s) in a way that maximises your charisma and community standing by maximising your productive contribution to the community’. Philía generates philía. In case studies of open-source and urban creative scenes, Arvidsson observed that, while philía can be monetized, it is more frequently reinvested into social production than extracted for profit. And in social production, contrary to the regime of bureaucratic capitalism, the ongoing production of community is as important an aim as the creation of tangible outcomes (Arvidsson 2009: 19–23). 
Arvidsson proposes that the valorization of philía constitutes an ethical economy in two senses. The first corresponds to Aristotle’s argument that the polis, a collective in which freedom and proximity must coexist in the absence of tradition, requires a system of common values: Value reduces complexity. The second is more specific to our historical moment, when ‘the need to act ethically is becoming more pressing’, while a burgeoning information environment connects ‘different communities with very diverse value horizons’. So how might we achieve ‘one (or a few) globally common embodiments of ethical standing’ as a ‘medium of value’? This is the only way a ‘globally connected society’ can ‘begin to materialise its emerging planetary consciousness in rational actions’. While there may be echoes of a ‘general equivalent’ here, Arvidsson is headed in a different direction.

Arvidsson foresees social media platforms where ratings not only of products and services but also of enterprises will be made both by customers and by previously under-represented workers in the ‘global assembly lines’ and other stakeholders. The continuous embodiment of ethical value in this ‘concrete medium of circulation’ (as opposed to money as abstract medium) would echo that in many non-capitalist societies, where value has always been embodied (citing Turner and Fajans) in public rituals or a continuous giving of gifts at social interactions. The power will shift from capital and there will be ‘a radical defetishisation of commodities and brands’. [{note}]4 Moreover, such a ‘common quantitative index’ would not be calibrated by an elite; it would rather be ‘emergent’ precisely because it is ethical—that is, ‘contingent and negotiated’. Moreover, ‘a multiplicity of changing value systems’ might prevail. Thus, the economy would be further democratized, ‘by socialising not only the means of production but also the means of circulation’ (Arvidsson 2009: 24–6). 
False necessities versus programmatic work

In laying down parameters for ‘a genuine theory of collaborative labour in the arts’, Laermans also suggests that the ‘particular instance of micro-politics’ of contemporary collaborative dance might inspire ‘a broader politics that tries to further by all possible means the chances of self-organizing commons, whatever their nature or concrete manifestations’ (Laermans 2012: 96, 102). While he derives much of his perspective for ‘commonalism’ from the Autonomous Marxism of Negri and others, he rejects in an earlier essay their assumption either of a struggle between State and humanity (and recall Baudrillard) or that we are ‘witnessing an imminent revolution of the multitude’. What is needed is ’a radical reformation of the State-form’ involving ‘not … less but more government regulation’ (Laermans 2011: 241–8 passim). In similar vein, Arvidsson rejects both ‘the cynical relativism’ of postmodernism and ‘the naïve utopianism’ of neo-Marxist and anarchist visions of the commons: ‘We must work with the present, however messy and irrational it might be’ (Arvidsson 2009: 14, 26–7). 
Laermans cites Negri’s concept of ‘biopolitical production’ in which generic human capacities for co-operation are ensnared by economic power. Value produced by co-operation is not only appropriated by capital and its state but also squandered by ‘vastly restrict(ing) its creative potentials’. We need to work towards ‘a commonalist governmentality’ that redefines the state ‘in the direction of a provider of not only public but also common services that … are governed as commonly as possible’ (Laermans 2011: 243–8 passim). Despite their very divergent conclusions, Walmsley and O’Brien are both right—because they address different realities. While Walmsley recommends how government should value art, O’Brien addresses how the present neoliberal UK government does. But Laermans raises the question—that he insists should not be answered ‘pusillanimously’—what government might be. This is a question of scalability—How can the principle of ‘democratizing democracy’ be realized at the level of the state? (Laermans 2012: 101–2).
Like Laermans and Arvidsson, the Brazilian social theorist Roberto Unger sees a way forward from neoliberalism in the ‘vigorous underground experimentalism’ of the new work practices, where ‘permanent innovation becomes the touchstone of success’. And he proposes socio-historical and political models that might suggest how collaborative creative practices might be scalable to the level of the state. Democracy Realised, first published in 1998, sets out both an agenda for ‘democratic experimentalism’—the ‘motivated, sustained and cumulative tinkering with the arrangements of society’—and prospectuses for advanced capitalist, post-Communist and developing states (Rustin 2004: 137, citing Unger 2000).[{note 5}]
Unger’s earlier trilogy, Politics: A constructive theory, sets out a general theory of history and of persons underpinning his design of a polity, economy and society that will ‘realize more effectively both aspects of the radical commitment: the subversion of social division and hierarchy and the assertion of will over custom and compulsion’—and, by implication, a different ecology of value. Rejecting both grand narratives based on modes of production—whether by Marx or Fukuyama—and positivist individualism, Unger introduces the concept of formative contexts. These have a dual character—of ‘predictable routines’ and of ‘fundamental contingency’. Thus the choice is not between reform and revolution but between ‘context-revising’ and ‘context-preserving’ conflicts—that meanwhile form a continuum in which ‘disputes over routines can always suddenly escalate into battles over structures’. If there is any grand narrative in Unger, it is of the historical expansion of a (non-Keatsian) ‘negative capability’, a ‘constitutive human capacity to transcend every given context by negating it in thought or deed’. Thus the necessary goal for democratic politics must be to create ‘institutional contexts permanently open to their own revision’—‘disentrenching’ social life by narrowing the gap between structures and routines. The ‘plasticity’ or ‘pitiless recombination’ of ‘the factors of production, communication or destruction’ in the interests of elites of the constitutionally congealed social democratic state must be transcended (Anderson 1989: 95–6, citing Unger 1987). 

Politics proposes how democratic empowerment might be realized constitutionally. While there are points of similarity between Unger’s vision and Laermans’—including a guaranteed minimum wage and the radical revision of intellectual property (IP) laws—there is doubtless some distance between the latter’s conception of common governance and Unger’s constitutional model. Unger proposes a dualist constitution in which the two principal entities engage in creative conflict with deadlocks to be resolved by popular consultation. The democratizing of information within and beyond the state would ‘mobilize the democratic energies of its citizens’.[{note}]6 Unger conceives of a right to capital and proposes a mechanism for its realization. While markets are ‘indispensable, for freedom and efficiency’ their unnecessary fusion with property rights ‘withdraws the basic terms of collective prosperity from democratic choice and control’. So a centralized ‘rotating capital fund’ would lease capital to ‘autonomous investment funds’ to be further distributed competitively. This would ‘encourage more flexible forms of work organisation, characteristic of small or medium vanguard enterprises today’ [{note}]7 (Anderson 1989: 102–3, 99, citing Unger 1987). 

Anderson notes that ‘Unger looks for the opportunities of democratic empowerment in what he calls middle-level crises today, in which the border between routines and contexts may be most readily crossed’ (Anderson 1989: 107). Might, then, the legitimacy crisis of finance capitalism together with the still-burgeoning realm of collective labour beyond its grasp—emboldened by a rising consciousness of formative context and negative capability—constitute such a crisis point? And what value might performance have in that context? Both Anderson and Rustin make powerful critiques of Unger, while celebrating his productive originality. One criticism (for example, Anderson 1989: 104) is that he thinks too institutionally. But there is another aspect to this. Originally a lawyer, the polymath Unger has proposed that rather than merely interpret, legal analysis should serve as an ‘institutional imagination’ by ‘exhibiting the formative institutions of society and its enacted dogmas about human association as a distinct and surprising structure and, above all, as a structure that can be revised’ (Unger 1996: 20, our emphasis). While this links to Unger’s injunction to ‘programmatic work’, such as that conducted in The Left Alternative (2009), it  might also lead us to reflect on Brecht’s dictum that 'Petroleum resists the five-act form' (Brecht 1964: 30). And if that dictum prompted the form of Saint Joan of the Stockyards (1932)—and collaborative contemporary dance not only instantiates but also ostends a commonalist future, while so much ‘immersive theatre’ engages us as consumers rather than as producers of experience—what analytical and prospective aesthetic and organizational forms might performance develop to think, feel and imagine our way through a range of possible futures, starting from where we—variously—are now? 

To explore one angle: Unger’s project to synthesize liberalism and socialism is predicated on new work practices that combine co-operation and competition, which Laermans dubs ‘co-opetition’ and Arvidsson characterizes as ‘ethical rationality’—and we might frame, following Baudrillard, as gift exchange and calculation (Anderson 1989: 96; Laermans 2012: 98; Arvidsson 2009: 21). And Unger argues that the full recovery of Enlightenment values from the sclerosis of social democracy will require a ‘cultural transvaluation’—a ‘radical politics of personal relations’ that will enact ‘the modernist ideal as a form of social life’. The idea of community would shift ‘from the seamless sharing of customary values to a heightening of mutual vulnerability which accepts conflict as a positive value’ (Anderson 1989: 95–6, 103, citing Unger 1987; 1984). And Laermans sees in the ‘politics yet to come’ of commonalism ‘real opportunities for a nomadic life-form that surpasses traditional subjectivity’ (Laermans 2011: 246).[{note}]8 Anderson remarks that Unger’s atomised conception of the person is close to that of Sartre’s in Being and Nothingness. Might we then envisage something resembling a critical refunctioning of that conception as dramatized in Huis clos (1944) to explore not only the dynamics of co-opetition in a possible future but also Unger’s arguably ‘excessive valuation of self-determination’ and dismissal of our ‘innate need for “givenness”’ (Rustin 2004: 144)? Is not enduring affiliation perhaps also one of those ‘generic faculties’, along with thinking, communicating, feeling and imagining?[{note}]9 And if we require ‘an ecology of the common that takes the metropolis as the prime environment of biopolitical production’ (Laermans 2011: 247), do we also need to imagine (Hauptmann’s The Weavers (1892) comes to mind) life outside the metropolis, if indeed one is to be imagined?

At this level of abstraction, the neat dialectic between co-operation and competition begins to feel precisely that—abstract. There is not much messiness, but rather an absence of excess or complexity. Agreeing with Arvidsson that ‘[p]olitics is increasingly a matter of design’ (2009: 27),[{note}]10 we want to evoke two figures that relate to the perspectives we have been scoping. One comes from Nigel Cross (2004), who observes that the best design solutions are produced by a practice that keeps both ‘problem space’ (defining what the precise problem is) and ‘solution space’ open for cross-iteration for as long as possible—that suggests a richly iterative transformation of our formative context(s), in which performance can play an important role. The other comes from Sarah Kettley’s prospectus for person-centred design, in which the outcome is envisaged not as an ‘object’—giving affordances, which is as much as to say inbuilt instructions for its use, like a handle for pulling —than a ‘thing’—inviting and open to constant reinvention by its users (see, for example, Kettley 2012). So what kind of thing might this somewhere we want to imagine be? 

That valuable work of performance—of experimenting with value in the ‘public squares’ (McCracken 2007: 90)[{note}]11 that remain to us—seems as urgent now as it was in the Germany of the 1920s and 30s. 

Notes

1 That first separation brings other self/other discriminations in its wake—between the properly ‘human’ and improper instances of, for instance, race, class, sex, age or sanity. 

2 Baudrillard here extends Marx’s characterization of money as the ‘general equivalent’.

3 While the Arts Council uses peer review to assess against multiple criteria, its funding by central government depends on meeting the over-riding Green Book criterion.

4 Laermans observes that, in collaborative dance, value does not reside in the finished work, but in the total process of its realization: ‘[A]esthetic fetishism’ is resisted by the collaborative research and production being made manifest to the audience (Laermans 2012: 97).
5 Unger served in the Lula administration 2007–9. All of his publications are available from his website: www.law.harvard.edu/faculty/unger.

6 The UK government is presently pressing for research outputs and data to be open access—to stimulate innovation in a neoliberal economy.

7 Unger identifies nineteenth- and twentieth-century petit-bourgeois radicalism (in Britain, shopkeepers and artisans) as the stilled motor for an alternative line of development, which might be realised out of the present context. What is needed today is ‘a standard of value more reliable than family selfishness’ (Unger 2009: 48). If Paper Birds are a small business, what they accumulate is principally ‘know-how’ (McDonnell 2013), and the metropolis of project-based transient collaborations  resembles more a rapid succession of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) than a factory. Arvidsson notes that social production is not new. For example, the nineteenth-century Industrial Revolution was driven by a ‘diffuse production of technological know-how’ through libraries and learned societies (Arvidsson 2009: 13).
8 Following Deleuze and Guattari: The braiding together of ‘generic and individualized faculties’ in collaborative dance, ‘genuine singularities or event-like actualizations of the shared generic potentials … simultaneously by-pass and redefine subjectivity’. Participants ‘transform and exceed their subjectivities’ (Laermans 2012: 98–9). Arvidsson meanwhile is sceptical about any ‘overall transformation of consciousness’ so as to annul conflict (Arvidsson 2009: 15). Baudrillard ‘professes broad agreement with the Deleuzian project of unbinding energies from fixed categories and encouraging flows and intensities’—but warns that they are recuperable to capitalism (Robinson).
9 Perspectives from biogenetic structuralism point to the co-evolution of needs and capacities.

10 Following Hardt and Negri: ‘[T]he multitude does not need new programmes or ideologies: it needs mechanisms that can institutionalise and objectify what today remains individual concerns’ (Arvidsson 2009: 27).
11 Our thanks to Katie Beswick for this reference.
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