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Itʼs vitally important whenever we think about insurgency to
remember that the essence of any insurgency and its most
decisive battle space is the psychological. In the 1960s,
insurgency was referred to as armed theater, which I think is
a really poignant way of thinking about it.
—Steven Metz, U.S. Army War College Strategic
Studies Institute.1
Thereʼs somethinʼ happeninʼ here.
What it is ainʼt exactly clear.
—Buffalo Springﬁeld

1. Birth of the Homeland Security State Apparatus

I

t has been three and one half years since President George W. Bush
proclaimed, “youʼre either with us or against us.”2 Since that
time the neo-liberal ʻrevolutionʼ has undergone a re-Balkanization in the United States. Gone is the ideology of ﬂuidity and openness
that presided over the post-Cold War years and in its place comes a
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new nationalist spirit complete with rising trade tariffs and a variety of
seemingly expedient security measures that have evolved into a new
way of life.3 From no-ﬂy lists to ubiquitous public surveillance, from
severe visa and immigration restrictions to the ﬁngerprinting of tourists, ʻbunker Americaʼ is replacing the fantasy of globalization. Even
unilateral military action is justiﬁed as a preemptive defense of the
homeland. Meanwhile, the rest of the world is offered Pax Americana,
a sanctimonious sop revealing perhaps what was at stake all along,
nothing less than global supremacy. Less well known at home, however, thanks to guilt-free ʻhappyʼ news and embedded reporting, is the
targeted suspension of habeas corpus and mass cataloging of thousands
of Islamic, Middle Eastern, or North African people inside the country. Thousands of individuals have been detained without trial, others
deported, and some have been sent abroad into ʻextra-juridicalʼ zones
within Pakistan and Syria where human rights do not stand in the way
of extreme interrogation methods.4
It comes as no surprise therefore that those who publicly question
aspects of the new, homeland-security state apparatus also ﬁnd themselves victims of government investigation and intimidation. While
certainly not on par with disappearances and torture, scores of artists,
journalists and academics, including several high school students, have
been questioned recently about alleged anti-American activities by a
variety of Federal and local law-enforcement ofﬁcials. In at least one
case, the one that concerns this essay, the U.S. government is aggressively seeking to portray a group of contemporary artists known for
their politically provocative, yet legal and Constitutionally protected
art, as a full-blown terrorist threat to the national security.
Since 11 September 2001, the FBI and the Secret Service have
interrogated gallery curators in Chicago and Dallas for displaying images they deemed suspicious; accused a Nevada man of “borderline
terrorism” because he had a bumper sticker that read “KING GEORGE
– Off With His Head”; detained and questioned a Colorado highschool
principle for permitting students to sing the Bob Dylan tune Masters
of war during a public performance; and the culture-jamming group
AdBusters were questioned by government agents over a ﬂag-like
billboard they installed in Times Square. Secret Service agents even
prevented two teachers from attending a Bush rally because they wore
t-shirts printed with the words “Protect our civil liberties.” The atmosphere of enhanced public security has apparently also emboldened
some local law enforcement to disregard this very advice. Police in
Albany arrested a man for wearing a peace sign on his T-Shirt; a young
man was arrested outside an Armed Forces Career Center in Boston for
dressing up as a U.S. torture victim in Iraq; six men were arrested in
Pennsylvania for creating an Abu Ghraib-style human pyramid as the
Presidentʼs motorcade drove past; and in August 2004 during the Republican National Convention the New York Police Department went
so far as to take thousands of people into custody, holding them long
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past the legal twenty-four-hour limit in appalling conditions at a concrete and steel pier on the Hudson River.
Probing calls from Federal agents to university administrators have
added to a chilling climate of suspicion within academia already apprehensive over Congressional debates about alleged anti-American
curricula and over student groups like the ultra-conservative Campus
Watch, who openly stake out ʻliberalʼ instructors in order to document
their so-called Left bias. Professors at universities in New Mexico,
Houston, Urbana-Champaign, South Florida, Upstate New York and
even Columbia University in New York City have discovered that raising questions about U.S. policy, about Israel, about 911 and homeland
security inside the classroom can bring on disciplinary action and even
dismissal. Regrettably, several university museum directors at Arizona
State University, the City Museum of Washington, and Ohio University have gone so far as to actively self-censor their own exhibitions by
removing socially critical work or by adding art that reﬂects a ʻconservativeʼ point of view. Meanwhile, the ﬁring of several prize-winning
journalists effectively demonstrates that challenging Bush administration policy even from within mainstream media can have considerable
consequences.5
The most alarming of these cases so far is certainly the U.S. Attorney General William Hochelʼs unrelenting investigation of artist Steven Kurtz and his former colleague, Professor Robert Ferrell. Kurtz is
a professor of art at the University of Buffalo in New York. He is also
a co-founder of the Critical Art Ensemble (CAE), an artistsʼ collective
that dates from 1986 which has become known for its multi-media
projects splicing Brechtian pedagogy onto the comedic diligence of
a Mr. Wizard.6 Donning white lab coats and assuming the personae
of amateur scientists, they arm themselves with highschool lab equipment as well as common household supplies and groceries in order to
demystify, or more to the point, democratize the increasingly privatized worlds of science, technology and information networks. These
often-playful routines contrast with the serious intent and analytical
approach of the groupʼs numerous books and manifestos. In Electronic
Incomplete Installation by Critical
Art Ensemble in The Interventionists
exhibition at MASS MoCA, June
2004: note that most of the work
was already in the custody of the FBI.
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Civil Disturbance, CAE celebrates anti-corporate, ʻslackerʼ Ludditism
and in Digital Resistance they provide plans for making grafﬁti-writing robots and reprogramming Nintendo games so that children will
gain “the means to bring about a situation in which a process of broad
spectrum invention, discovery, and criticality can occur” (page 139).
Whether in a museum, an international conference, on the street or in
print, the CAEʼs work unvaryingly aims to inform, entertain and demonstrate the value of public knowledge.
For the past several years the group has focused attention on what
they see as the misuse of biotechnology by private corporations operating outside the realm of democratic, public debate. CAEʼs tactical response is what they term, ʻFuzzy Biological Sabotageʼ or FBS, a type
of sophisticated, prank that uses harmless biological agents including
plants, insects, reptiles and even microorganisms to operate in the gray,
in-between spaces as yet unregulated by institutional regimes. 7 In 2002
the group demonstrated one form of FBS in the project Contestational
Biology, which was developed in conjunction with artists Beatriz de
Costa and Claire Pentecost and installed at the Corcoran Art Gallery in
Washington DC. Contestational Biology consisted of an ʻamateurʼ scientiﬁc experiment that ʻreverse engineeredʼ samples of the Monsanto
Corporationʼs Round-Up Ready corn, canola and soy products, three
of the many genetically modiﬁed organisms rapidly being integrated
into modern agriculture industry. The ultimate goal of the installation,
however, was to raise public awareness about the sweeping privatization of the human food supply by directly contesting Monsantoʼs right
to create and patent customized life forms for corporate proﬁt.
All of CAEʼs writings and projects converge around a single objective: a sustained effort to de-familiarize forms of civil disobedience in
order to re-invent new ways of responding critically to contemporary,
social and political reality. They insist therefore that,
Outdated methods of resistance must be reﬁned, and
new methods of disruption invented that attack power
(non)centers on the electronic level.8
Strongly inﬂuenced by the theories of Michael Foucault and Giles
Deleuze, CAE perceives political power as operating more or less
anonymously within, or across, a deterritorialized, postindustrial environment. In light of this, most past forms of activist confrontation
are largely useless. Out of necessity therefore, political resistance must
adapt by appropriating the same evanescent digital networks as corporate and state power, while endlessly recalibrating their critical interventions in the form of ʻtactical mediaʼ.
According to David Garcia and Geert Lovink ʻtactical mediaʼ occurs whenever cheap, ʻdo it yourselfʼ media, made possible by the
revolution in consumer electronics and expanded forms of distribution (from public access cable to the internet), are exploited by groups
and individuals who feel aggrieved by, or excluded from, the wider
culture.9
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CAEʼs signature approach to tactical media is a decidedly selfreﬂexive one in so far as the group frequently applies do-it-yourself
(DIY) maneuvers to science and technology in order to reveal the underlying, ideological administration of knowledge itself. At the same
time, the group links tactical media to a distinctly anti-modern form
of ʻcellularʼ collectivism and political autonomy.10 For now, I want to
underscore the signiﬁcance to CAE of this avowed amateurism while
suggesting it may also be playing a central role in the groupʼs recent
predicament with Federal authorities.
CAE has stated that,
Amateurs have the ability to see through dominant
paradigms, are freer to recombine elements of paradigms
thought long dead, and can apply everyday life experience
to their deliberations. Most important, however, amateurs
are not invested in institutional systems of knowledge
production and policy construction, and hence do not have
irresistible forces guiding the outcome of their process…11
For a thirty-three-billion-dollar homeland state-security apparatus
dedicated to patrolling the periphery and reinstating war-time discipline, such calls made by self-acknowledged dissidents for the founding of new, amateur forms of ʻfuzzyʼ resistance may seem merely curious. Or they may appear outright devious. As military theorist Steven
Metz argues, the essence of insurgency is not seizing territory, but rather sending messages to a wider audience through a type of politicized
theater.12

2. Art is not terrorism

On the morning of 21 May, 2004, Steven Kurtz awoke to ﬁnd his wife
Hope lying unresponsive beside him. Kurtz immediately called paramedics. On arrival, the medical response team took notice of assorted
laboratory equipment in the home, including Petri dishes, microscopes
and test tubes. Nervously, local police alerted
the FBI. The Joint Terrorism Task Force soon
descended on the Kurtz home and in a scene
reminiscent of the 1971 techno-thriller The Andromeda Strain agents wearing white Haz-Mat
(Hazardous Materials) suits cordoned off the
house, conﬁscated the body of Kurtzʼs wife,
and gathered a variety of materials for scientiﬁc
analysis. They also impounded the artistʼs passport, lesson plans, books, automobile, computers, and his cat.
By the next day the New Yorkʼs Commissioner of Public Health ofﬁcially reported that
nothing hazardous was discovered in the home
and no danger to the public existed. Hope had
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Subpoena delivered to CAE
collaborator at the opening of the
Interventionists exhibition

died of a heart attack. Nonetheless, the house was
under quarantine for six days during which time
Kurtz was placed under surveillance for twentytwo hours. FBI agents did not arrest him, but put
him up in a hotel, together with collaborator and
family friend Claire Pentecost, who recently arrived from Chicago. The agency even purchased
Kurtz dinner with the hopes of uncovering more
information. At one point Pentecost was taken
aside and asked if Kurtz had ever advocated the
overthrow of the United States government.13
At the time of his wifeʼs tragic death Kurtz
and CAE were ﬁnishing work on a project entitled Free Range Grains involving a do-ityourself DNA-extraction laboratory for testing
for the presence of genetically altered genes,
or trans-genes, in store-bought groceries. The
project was to have been installed in an upcoming exhibition entitled The Interventionists: Art
in the Social Sphere at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art.14 It was the presence of these laboratory materials, together with
three types of harmless bacteria procured for the
groupʼs next project about the history of U.S.
bio-warfare programs, which led to the investigation, because prior to the unexpected death of
his wife there is no evidence Kurtz or CAE were
of interest to the FBI.15
Eventually, Hopeʼs body was returned for burial, but the FBI retained the artistʼs passport, books, and computer. Still, up to this point,
the incident appeared to be a case of jittery ofﬁcials who, in the aftermath of the still unsolved anthrax mail murders of 2001, reacted
to the discovery of a premature death and the presence of unexpected
lab equipment with an indiscriminate response. That was the assumption at least until several CAE members and collaborators were handed
subpoenas by Federal agents at the Mass MoCA opening that directed
them to appear before a Federal Grand Jury last June. Nine people
were served subpoenas by June, and while neither the FBI nor the Attorney General would make public the details of their probe, it was
evident from the wording in the documents that Kurtz was being investigated under U.S. Code Title 18, Part I, Chapter10, Sec. 175: Prohibitions with respect to Biological Weapons. The scope of this statute
was greatly expanded by the USA Patriot Act of 2001. So much so that
some speculate even the harmless, research bacteria of the type Kurtz
obtained for CAE art projects might now be labeled as a hazardous
ʻbiological agentʼ.
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Commenting on the potential charges, Donald A. Henderson, Dean
emeritus of the Johns Hopkins University School of Hygiene and Public Health, pointed out that,
…based on what I have read and understand, Professor Kurtz has
been working with totally innocuous organisms…none of the organisms noted to be present in this case are covered, nor should they be,
by the post-9/11 provisions.16
To the surprise of no one who knew Kurtz or the work of CAE,
after it met on 15 June the Grand Jury rejected all charges of bioterrorism. Once again, the unpleasant incident appeared about to conclude, with Kurtz anticipating a public apology like that extended to
Brandon Mayﬁeld, the Islamic convert from Oregon who was escorted
in handcuffs from his place of work and accused of involvement in
the Madrid train bombings.17 Optimism was short-lived, however. On
22 June, CAEʼs publisher, Autonomedia, was subpoenaed, indicating
the investigation was not yet over.18 Before long, Kurtz and Farrell
found themselves facing up to twenty years in prison on downsized
charges of mail fraud for the alleged mishandling of bacterial samples
purchased from a scientiﬁc supply house.19 As of this writing the investigation grinds on still, and renewed charges involving bioterrorism
may be lodged soon following a second Grand Jury hearing on 19
April, 2005.20
The public sullying of a white and otherwise privileged academicʼs
reputation is not unique these days. Doctor Thomas Butler, a worldrenowned specialist who researches bubonic plague, has also received
similar treatment by Federal ofﬁcials. In January of 2003, Butler noticed thirty vials of the bacteria missing from his lab. Assuming the
samples were misplaced, but erring on the side of caution, he reported
their absence to the FBI. As someone with a history of security clearance, he trusted the government and signed away his rights to legal
defense. He was then arrested. “I was tricked and deceived,” said Butler on CBSʼs 60 Minutes. “I was naïve to have trusted them and the
assurances they gave me.” Butler was charged with sixty-nine criminal
counts, including everything from bioterror to tax evasion, and even
though the sixty-two-year-old scientist was, like Kurtz, acquitted of all
terror-related charges, he was instead indicted for ﬁnancial misconduct
and has lost his job, his doctorʼs license, is ﬁnancially broke, and still
faces several years in prison.21 The National Academy of Sciences
and the Institute of Medicine sent a letter to the United States Attorney
General warning against “…the impact that Butlerʼs case may have
on other scientists who may be discouraged from embarking upon or
continuing crucial bioterrorism-related scientiﬁc research.”22
Meanwhile, state intervention aimed at regulating scientiﬁc research has been increasingly visible of late. The Bush administration
demanded the right to approve all U.S. scientists selected for the World
Health Organization; the U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
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vices blocked scientists from traveling to the International AIDS Conference in Bangkok; and in March of this year, the U.S. National Institutes of Health (NIH) received a letter charging it with creating “a
crisis for microbiological research.” The letter was signed by more
than half of the scientists whom the NIH helps employ.23 The charge
of promoting ʻjunk scienceʼ and manipulating data is now increasingly
being leveled at the White House, including recently by twenty Nobel Laureates.24 David Schubert, head of the Cellular Neurobiology
Laboratory at the Salk Institute for Biological Studies in La Jolla, went
so far as to say that there has been,
…an unprecedented assault by the executive branch of our government upon the ability of U.S. scientists to freely share their data and
insights about our world with the public. Much of the justiﬁcation for
this repression of scientiﬁc communication falls under the Orwellian
concept of “sound science,” which is clearly understood by the scientiﬁc community to mean the misrepresentation of scientiﬁc data to
reﬂect the administrationʼs political and social agendas.25
All the while this dampening effect is taking place with regard to
certain types of scientiﬁc research, and as restrictive prohibitions are
enacted on information sharing, the U.S. governmentʼs spending on
biological-weapons research has reached unprecedented levels.26
Unlike many people who have been investigated or outright disappeared since 911, the members of CAE are reasonably well known
ﬁgures within the international art world. Moral and material support
has arrived from dozens of countries, and a recent auction of artwork
by artists such as Hans Haacke, Andrea Fraser, Martha Rosler, Carl
Andre, and Joseph Kosuth among others was staged at a major Chelsea
art gallery in New York. Yet, while the Kurtz / CAE case has received
a relatively high degree of attention in the mainstream press and within
the art world, criticism of the Federal government for its handling of
this case has not been nearly as intense or widespread as the outcry
during the so-called ʻculture warsʼ of the 1990s.27 Gradually, however, these disturbing stories are beginning to align and in the process
provoke an inevitable question: is the United States re-entering a period of political and cultural repression like that experienced during the
Palmer Raids of the 1910s or the McCarthy era of the 1950s? Without denying the possibility of a return to such overt political tyranny,
I think it necessary to make this all-too-convenient hypothesis more
problematic.28
For one thing, the abuse of civic and human rights has been an
enduring feature of U.S. military and law enforcement throughout
our history, from Wounded Knee and the conquest of California, to
the annexation of the Philippines on up to the present. What has not
happened to white, middle-class Americans since the early 1980s is the
systematic retraction of constitutionally guaranteed civil liberties. At
that time the FBI investigated and inﬁltrated US-based supporters of
political refugees from El Salvador. For another thing, the very threat
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Counter-globalization demonstrators
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of such a return to the bad old days is useful in itself as a type of
disinformation. Panic drove many in the 1950s to abandon hope of
a constitutionally based, legal defense. Self-censorship and political
resignation soon followed. Even the Communist Party USA, the
primary target of the governmentʼs assault, concluded it was better to
go underground than publicly face what was wrongly theorized to be
the rise of full-blown American Fascism.29 An ideological battleﬁeld
was quickly transformed into a game of shooting ﬁsh in a barrel.
Therefore, perhaps a better way to phrase our hypothesis is to
ask why it is that the post-911 ideological landscape and the CAE
investigation appear at once so familiar and simultaneously so very
strange?

3. Managing Dissent

State intervention into the production and distribution of culture is
as enduring as the history of nations is long. Think of Platoʼs injunction against poets and painters in his ideal Republic or Stalinʼs decree
enforcing Socialist Realism in mid-1930s, as well as, of course, the
House Un-American Activities Committeeʼs witch-hunting of Hollywood radicals in the 1950s. Modern bourgeois societies have evolved
two seemingly contradictory modes of state control. One of these is
the isolation and overt suppression of select individuals, groups or
ideological positions allegedly carried out in defense of the freedom or
morality of an alleged majority interest.30 This type of explicit control
reappears cyclically in the United States, especially whenever government or big business is threatened by collective dissent emerging ʻfrom
belowʼ. Its most recent full-scale manifestation took place immediately
after World War II when militant labor unions, communists, and other
Left radicals, grown strong during the anti-fascist Popular Front years,
were systematically eradicated through a combination of legal and extra-constitutional measures. Before it was over, thousands of men and
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women were investigated, lost their jobs and / or were blacklisted in
the name of freedom and democracy.31 Many of these people worked
in the culture industries and academia. While such overt repression is
extremely effective in the short-run, the same establishment that unleashed it will eventually denounce tyranny as antithetical to the free
society it claims to protect. So even as the hammer of law enforcement
was descending on individual radicals and nonconformists, a subtler
means for managing dissent was coming to fruition. After all, the Cold
War was, aside from some hot moments in Greece, Korea and Cuba,
primarily a battle over which system could deliver a superior way of
life to its citizens. Government leaders may have sought to overcome
the missile gap, but just as signiﬁcant were gaps in refrigerator, stove
and automobile production. Not surprisingly there was also a culture
gap. As Eva Cockroft, Serge Gilbaut and others have demonstrated
the U.S. State Department actively supported the display and export
of American art abroad. This included avant-garde painting and sculpture, which became a global advertisement for capitalismʼs apparently
inﬁnite tolerance of artistic expression and individual freedom.32
It comes as no surprise therefore that capitalist marketing barely
broke stride as the counter-culture blasted onto the Cold War stage
during the late 1960s. Not the state, but corporate America led the way
this time by converting from the production of goods to the selling
of lifestyles. Patched and faded jeans, Che Guevarra accessories and
the homely VW Beetle were soon the ultimate symbols of hip or what
Tom Frank describes as a counter-cultural capitalist orthodoxy.33 And
while resistance to the authority of state power remains tenacious, its
changing forms are no less a product of the historical moment than
is nationalism, imperialism and so forth. Such opposition has run
the gamut from bourgeois revolutionaries in the coffee houses of the
seventeenth century, to the Paris Commune of 1871, to the turn-of-thecentury anarcho-syndicalism of the International Workers of the World
(IWW). After the Second World War, the New Left turned against
centralized Old Left politics as the Civil Rights and other minoritybased liberation movements re-centered anti-nationalist sentiment
around individual freedoms and / or cultural identity. Curiously, even
the punks overt negation of the 1960s was carried out in the name
of anti-state, cultural anarchism, just as today, informal collective
such as Reclaim the Streets, Carnival Against Capital and Indymedia
reﬂect the green-anarchist and indigenous-peoples movements that are
militantly opposed to globalization and centralized authority. Under
the circumstances stealing the state has been transformed into stealing
corporate power in order that it may be redirected towards alternative,
people-centered purposes. As the activist art group Yomango insists,
ʻDare to desire: YOMANGO is your style: risky, innovative. It is the
articulate proliferation of creative gestures.ʼ 34
Nevertheless it is crucial to note that powerful, anti-state sentiments
are also shared by right-wing libertarians and assorted religious
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fundamentalists, as well as by a group of highly inﬂuential, ʻcentristʼ
policy makers who, not so long ago, prophesized a future in which
the global marketplace would gradually subjugate national territories.
NeoLiberalsm – from Reagan and Thatcher on up to Bill Clinton – is
typically described as a response to the capital crisis of the late 1970s,
and in his inﬂuential study The Condition of Postmodernity David
Harvey argues that the ﬂoating exchange rates and ﬁnancial networks
of the 1980s permitted corporations to outmaneuver national interests
in what he labels a regime of ʻﬂexibleʼ capital accumulation.35 Even
if by some accounts Neoliberalism was only a method for stabilizing
U.S. national markets over and against all others,36 a perspective
that recent moves towards protectionism may bear out, one thing
most analysts agree upon is that the last thirty years and up until
911 has seen a reduction of state inﬂuence in economic matters, the
globalization of production, an emerging class of mobile, creative
laborers, and a rise, especially evident in the immediate post-Cold
War era, of a technological entrepreneurialism that prompted one
noted commentator to triumphantly proclaim the arrival of “a certain
uniformity of economic and political institutions across different
regions and cultures,” and ultimately to theorize the end of history
itself.37
This ﬂexible accumulation ﬁnds its behavioral corollary in what
theorist Brian Holmes describes as the “ﬂexible personality”:
…an internalized and culturalized
pattern of “soft” coercion, which
nonetheless can be directly correlated
to the hard data of labor conditions,
bureaucratic and police practices,
border regimes and military
interventions.38
According to Holmes, the new conditions
erase the division between consumption and
production and worker alienation seems to
vanish as “individuals aspire to mix their labor
with their leisure.” Even businesses began to see
themselves as a “sphere of creative activity, of
self-realization” in which the new, ʻnetʼ worker
becomes “the manager of his or her own selfgratifying activity.”39 That is, at least as long
as happy-work leads to a product worthy of
proﬁtable exchange.

4. The End of the Flexible Personality ?

It is at this moment, in the glow of these softly regulated modes of
precarious, creative labor, that seemingly radical styles of business
management emerge directly modeling themselves after experimen-

“Your not getting a bonus. Then
again your not getting traded
for candy bars and smokes.” An
advertisement for television prison
drama OZ displayed on pay phones
in Manhattan. America was adjusting
its social expectations radically
downward after 911 and the dot.
com crash.
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Unorthodox working stations at SEI
Investments, Oaks Pennsylvania

Critical Art Ensemble performance
“Cult of the New Eve,” parodies
the business of bio-technology
corporations treating it as a “cult,”
Pittsburgh PA, 2000.

tal, avant-garde and even critical forms of
culture. Frankʼs counter-cultural capitalist
orthodoxy is one such example, with its
rapid-ﬁre absorption of all that is new and
different, that is then re-packaged and sold
back to us as an ersatz ʻotherness.ʼ Consider now the highly successful CEO Al West
who runs a risk-management ﬁrm near
Philadelphia in which employees serve on
ﬂuid, multi-disciplinary teams and re-arrange portable ofﬁce furniture to suit the
evolving needs of projects. The few walls
that exist inside the companyʼs postmodern headquarters display contemporary artwork, some of it strange and disturbing to
workers. West explains that his objective is to help people ʻget out of
the box.ʼ ʻWe want them to think creatively, so why not highlight these
pieces? Thatʼs what art is all about – doing it in a different way…ʼ
Meanwhile, Westʼs management theory sounds as if it came from the
pages of Artforum or even the anarchist zine Clamor rather than from
the Wall Street Journal.
It used to be that information would ﬂow up to one spot, and then
the decision we make would ﬂow back down. Thatʼs no longer a good
model. …. In todayʼs environment, you turn the organization upside
down.40
Drawing an even tighter circle around contemporary art practices
and business theory, Matthew Jesse Jackson writes in a recent piece for
the New Left Review suggestively entitled Managing the avant-garde
that,
Power in the art world is shifting away from the tenured
stasis of academia to cultural actors plugged directly into
the entrepreneurial sector. And with this transformation,
subversive ʻanti-institutionalʼ institutional changeability has
become the deﬁning cultural mandate of the neoliberal world
order.41
Is it too far a stretch to suggest their exists a
structural and historical correlation between such
vanguard management ideology, with its ﬂexible, at
times experimental approach to worker productivity
and happiness, and the forms (not content), of tactical
media?42
Signiﬁcantly, it is this anarcho-capitalist dream
of unimpeded ﬁnancial networks and frictionless
exchange that has recently hit a roadblock, or should
I say ʻroad-bushʼ? Free-market subterfuge has been
replaced by pious demolition and occupation. For
compared to past conservative regimes in the U.S.
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that have favored isolationism over militarism, the Bush Doctrine
is something of a chimera.43 With the appetite of unrepressed, freemarket capitalism, its heart is ﬁlled with the moral righteousness of
missionary Christianity. (Nor can one help but notice that its body is
designed for old-fashioned imperialist conquest.) Therefore, when
comparisons are made between past and present instances of statesponsored oppression, contradictions of this magnitude must be
factored in. Indeed, the modern stateʼs apparently bifurcated response
to political dissent – carefully targeted, yet outright repression on the
one hand and repressive tolerance manifest by commodity culture on
the other – is not, strictly speaking, an ideological reaction. For despite
a superﬁcial equivalence between conservative and liberal regimes
respectively, the twin tactics of state social control more accurately
correspond to the changing needs and pressures arising from the need to
manage unstable markets for maximum capital accumulation. In other
words, if ﬂexibility, openness and tolerance, were the watchwords of
art, science and industry, especially immediately following the end of
the Cold War, then the new maxims of the homeland security state
apparatus are restraint, insularity, and suspicion.44

5. Conclusion

In this sense the seemingly post-rational, political agenda of the Bush
Doctrine might be a refreezing of selected portions of the de-territorialized network that Hardt and Negri posited in their inﬂuential study,
Empire. Likewise, the investigation and intimidation of journalists,
scientists, academics and artists may be more than just a public scapegoating of relatively powerless individuals and groups. It might instead be aimed at loudly signaling an end to the interdisciplinary, transnational entrepreneurialism that dominated the pre-911 technological,
economic, and cultural environment.45
That is not to say that capitalism will never again chant the mantra
of 90s management guru Tom Peters, “Never hire anyone without an
aberration in their background.”46 Nor will it, at the mere invocation
of anti-authoritarian ideas, react as it has in the CAE case, at least not
based on the facts thus far. Instead, what sets this moment apart is the
re-sanctiﬁcation of the state as transcendent fetish and a concomitant
re-disciplining of ambiguous, unmanageable forms. This includes
CAE. When CAE transformed various insurgent theories – be these
avant-gardist or radical-corporate – into accessible, DIY procedures,
and then directed a diffuse, yet unquestionably resistant force towards
select, private and governmental targets, it publicly demonstrated its
ability to operate within the same nebulous terrain of power that the
state now deems its privileged concession to own, lend out, or direct.
Is it any wonder authorities compare CAE to terrorists? Kurtz and his
colleagues sinned yet a second time and really brought down ʻthe manʼ
when they published manuals explicating how to make use of this
counter-knowledge, including its tactics and circuitry, and did so not

Stanly Kramer ‘s 1960 ﬁlm version
of the 1925 Scopes trial pitting
Evangelical Christian theology against
Darwinian evolutionary science.
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with the ambiguous idioms of art-speak, but rather with the determined
hyper-clarity of the techno-geek.
This is where something far more grotesque than a simple return
to the past begins to be teased out of an otherwise incomprehensible
instance of state censorship. It is a warning aimed as much at the avantgarde, entrepreneurial spirit of the dot-comers as it is against a group
of interdisciplinary artists who refuse to stay in their assigned role
as isolated cultural workers. Yet if the buzzword of bunker America
is “get back in your box!” there must be no equivocation regarding
support for those being targeted by the new, homeland-security state
apparatus. To speak up against its creeping authoritarianism, to do so
loudly wherever we are, whenever we have the opportunity, in large or
small ways, means never acting alone, but instead acting collectively.
To not act, as Bertolt Brecht precisely summarizes, is to accept the
ignominious verdict of history:
They wonʼt say: the times were dark. Rather: why were
their poets silent?47
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