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I
C-Level, a video and series of photographs by the artist Lena Lapschina, presents us with five individuals, five different characters. In the photographs, each of the five are situated within a nondescript location that permits neither an easily identifiable context nor narrative thrust that would allow us to read each image or comprehend the relationship between individual and location (or individual through location). That is not to say, however, these images are without clues. For example, the first individual we are confronted with sits on the grass beside an open-top sports car and two uncorked bottles of champagne. Because their labels are obscured by stems and blades of grass, the brand of the champagne is invisible; we thus cannot tell if it is cheaply produced or a more prestigious make. The presence of the sports car—a Lamborghini, in fact—connotes wealth, thereby suggesting that the champagne is itself potentially highly expensive. But while these objects—champagne and sports car—appear connected to the depicted individual due to their physical proximity to her, and have the effect of signifying her wealth, there is nothing that demonstrates beyond reasonable doubt that these objects actually belong to her. It seems almost notable that she sits close to the objects but does not handle them; they read equally as personal possessions or props. Dressed in white trousers and top, her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses, she virtually becomes in her physical presence a blank canvas upon which the viewer can input different possibilities, diverse subject positions. She has a name that does not, however, make good on the lack and ambiguity of information offered by the photograph: Mila.


The other photographs in the series are largely similar, but also evince a refusal to give sufficient information that would allow them to be interpreted in any proper sense. Phil shows a man standing in front of a wall, arms folded, dressed in white polo shirt and trousers; Fidel presents us with a man, wearing sunglasses, dressed mostly in grey, laying on railway tracks; Dorothee depicts a young woman in an urban location, also wearing sunglasses, who kneels next to a wall; and finally, Vincent features a young man, dressed simply in T-shirt and trousers, standing in a field. Clues are sparse here, and equivocal in any case. Dorothee’s knees rest upon small pads that make kneeling more comfortable and prevents damage to her trousers. Did she take these pads with her, knowing at some point she would have to kneel. And is this kneeling an act of prayer—is she facing Mecca? Is she a Muslim? But her clothes suggest that she might not be. Why does Fidel lay upon a railway track? Is he relaxing or committing suicide? There is a bottle by Vincent’s feet, but the meaning of that bottle is unclear. Phil’s plain all-white clothing—offset by his black shoes—perhaps suggests an uniform; and yet, there is nothing that could immediately confirm this intuition. The photos read almost as portraits, but their potential status as portraits is disrupted by their near anonymity.


Turning to the five short films that accompany the photographs and give definition to them by providing vital hermeneutic information, we discover that the condition of ambiguity present in these works stems from Lapschina’s deliberate intentions rather than any shortcoming in implementing the conventions of portraiture. Each of the films contains within itself a double narrative by sequentially developing two explicitly contradictory statements that “reveal” the “identity” of the depicted sitters. These statements are spoken by each sitter the film focuses upon.
 Each statement initially fixes the identity of the sitter not so much by saying who they are but by describing what they do and hence their position within the workplace and society at large, defined in terms of social hierarchies rather than level playing fields; the second statement then refutes the content of the first by giving a very different set of information that cannot be reconciled with that first statement insofar as it repositions them within an utterly different place in the social order. For example, Mila firstly gives us the following description of who she is:

Ich bin Mila. Ich bin die CEO von See New Inc. Früher hießen wir Flüssiges Geld AG, weil wir fremdes Öl verkauft haben. Jetzt sind wir im Investment-Business. Die Firma läuft gut. Wie viel sie wert ist weiß niemand. Ich auch nicht. Das ist aber egal. Ich darf es sowiese hier niemandem erzählen. Alle sind gleich neidig und wollen mit Ostblock-Reichen nicht viel zu tun haben. Was solls. Vergiss Tyrol. Noch dazu gibt es keinen Schnee. Lassen wir also vor der Abreise schnell ein paar Korken knallen und dann geht es auf die Seychelles. Ich bin Mila. Ich bin die CEO.

However, she also offers this account:

Ich bin Mila. Nein, ich bin nicht Polish. Aber ich putze sehr gern. Ich bin seit Jahren von Zuhause weg, weil ich so gerne den Österreichern alles putze. Meine momentanen Arbeitgeber sind sehr reiche Österreicher. Bezahlen wollen sie trotzdem nicht viel. Die müssen wahrscheinlich sparen um reich zu bleiben. Jetzt sind sie gerade nicht zuhause. Ich kann mich daher entspannen, große Flachbildfernseher anschauen, vom teuren Sekt kosten und mich mit ihrem Auto fotografieren. Vielleicht bekomme ich das fesche Schnee-Brett, sobald es ein wenig zerkratzt ist. Ich bin Mila. Ich putze ja so gern.

I shall come back to the content of these two statements soon, but it’s worth noting that because the videos are on a loop, the second statement is itself refuted by the return of the first statement—and so on and so forth. Ultimately, the viewer is left to decide which of the two statements is the most likely to be true, even though we possess little basis—perhaps none at all—for making that decision, let alone for verifying it.


Importantly, the contradictory double-narrative receives further contribution from the near-impersonality of the statements. That is, despite the fact that each statement begins by means of a personal introduction (“Ich bin Mila”) that ostensibly serves to directly connect sitter with viewer, the contradictory information we are confronted with actually acts to deflect any certainty we may hold apropos the correlation between the “Ich bin” and the informative statement that follows. Who is speaking here? Is it Mila the CEO speaking, or Mila the cleaner? Or perhaps neither of the two, but Lapschina herself? Do the sitters speak for and of themselves, or are they mouthpieces for somebody else? These are the kinds of questions that emerge from the photographs and films when the viewer first experiences C-Level, but we cannot arrest ourselves at this stage of the analysis. Indeed, we must delve deeper and examine the social networks apparent in this artwork.

II

The expression “C-Level” refers to the managerial class that has risen to the highest echelons of corporations or specific departments within those corporations. The significance of the “C” derives from the preponderance of high-level executive positions that begin with that letter: CEO and COO, for instance. Lapschina introduces us to a cast of five characters that all work for an imaginary multinational entitled “See Inc.” There is Mila, the CEO (Corporate Executive Officer); Phil, a CMO (Chief Marketing Officer); Fidel, a CIO (Chief Intelligence Officer); Dorothee, a CFO (Chief Financial Officer), and Vincent, a COO (Chief Operating Officer). Because of their economic power stemming from their employment status, members of the C-Level represent a small grouping within a wider, post-fordist, social network. Although statistically marginal in comparison to the rest of society, the C-Level class generally enjoys greater political representation, especially inasmuch as interpersonal qualities such as communication skills, leadership, professionalism, and knowledge, as well as access to wealth and privilege perform a significant role in giving them exceptional access to and utilization of political representation. Returning to the photograph of Mila from which we started, the champagne depicted is an expensive make (Bründlmayer); the designer clothes—from Maharishi in London—she wears likewise signify wealth.

Lapschina juxtaposes the “C-Level” statements against contrasting statements mostly reflecting a very different societal class: namely, that of immigrants that have moved into Austria. Mila thus doubles as a Polish cleaner employed by Austrian families; Phil is an asylum seeker from Nigeria; Fidel has an unstable work career—he tries to climb the social ladder, something Lapschina humorously depicts by photographing Fidel against train tracks—that is being overtaken by a new generation; Dorothee is a beggar from Romania (we see her kneeling on a bridge, a position that is typical for beggars in Vienna); and Vincent is an alcoholic (we see an alcohol bottle placed on the floor beside him as well as vineyards).
 To a certain degree, the two groups presented here—C-Level executives and migrants—are both marginal social groups within a given nation-state. But the political currency possessed by the two groups could hardly be more unequal. Whereas the C-Level, as already noted, frequently has better access to and thus a correspondently stronger control of political discourse, immigrant groups too often lack that access, and because they lack full citizenship they struggle to become agents with that discourse or what might be termed the “public sphere.”
 Yet, even while there is obvious exclusion from the public sphere, right-wing populism nonetheless presents immigration as posing a threat that will overcome the borders of the public sphere, or as overwhelming what the welfare system can manage or else tilt the system towards immigrants rather than those born in the country, or as employment opportunities being unfairly dominated by immigrants offering cheaper labour power, or as pushing the population of a country beyond its physical capabilities, or as eroding the characteristics that define as a given nation-state (“Austria,” for instance) as being fundamentally that nation-state rather than as another. In each case, an excessive power is ascribed to immigrants and processes of immigration that occludes their actual severe lack of power.


These elements tie in with the decline of the traditional nation-state and its long-held power of organizing labour and capital within its borders; concomitant with such a decline is that each nation-state undergoes a decline of sovereignty, but, as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri stress in the preface to their influential book Empire, the decline of the nation-state’s sovereignty is not tantamount to the decline of sovereignty as such. Rather, “sovereignty has taken a new form, composed of a series of national and supranational organisms united under a single logic of rule. The new global form of sovereignty is what we call Empire.”
 The emergence of Empire as a “logic of rule” is associated with the forces of globalization that have been increasingly prominent since the apparent end of the Cold War and the reunification of East and West. In this new regime, the stability of the nation-state has proved too static, and earlier imperialist-colonial projects that have sought to expand the boundaries of those nation-states are no longer tenable. Against the old orders of imperialism, Hardt and Negri contend that:

Empire establishes no territorial centre of power and does not rely on fixed boundaries or barriers. It is a decentered and deterritotializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers. Empire manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural exchanges through modulating networks of command. The distinct national colors of the imperialist map of the world have merged and blended in the imperial global rainbow.
 


Because this momentous transformation in the structure of sovereignty and global relations—with its realization of the market as fully the world market—simultaneously produces and is produced by extraordinary rhizomatic flows and hybridity, it is no surprise to find that the “spatial division of the three Worlds (First, Second, and Third) have been scrambled so that we continually find the First World in the Third, the Third in the First, and the Second almost nowhere at all.”
 Such scrambling—which also has the effect of generating greater porosity between the former nation-states—is perceptible at the level of everyday political discussion through the contested figure of the immigrant. Although migration between various territories has always been possible more or less (with certain limitations and exceptions, of course), the birth of an industrial culture in the nineteenth century and technological transformations over the course of the twentieth century has made international mobility all the more easier. The globalization of the world market, the creation of multinationals, and increased economic flow between disparate regions of the world (with money more and more being constituted by data and bytes rather than material objects), has further necessitated the figure of the immigrant; meanwhile, war, poverty, and persecution (whether political, religious, ethnic, sexual. . .) also continues to stimulate transnational mobility. According to Jean Fisher and Gerardo Mosquera, “the disaporean or immigrant was the figure of postmodernity with its decentered and deterritorialised subject.”
 To that extent, Fidel in his CIO guise personifies the mobile postmodern, post-fordist, worker: “Ich brauche nur ein schlankes Keyboard, ein skandinavisches Mobile Device und eine gute Funkverbindung bis zur nächsten Glasfaser—that’s it.” The sudden turn to English at the end of the sentence highlights that his physical mobility is mirrored by his linguistic flexibility; likewise, Phil as CMO underscores his communication skills by inserting the idiomatic English expression “you know what I mean” into his statements.


Communication, so vital to the networks and flows that constitute globalization, is frequently the sphere where the figure of the immigrant is at its most contested.
 Not because of some linguistic failing on the immigrant’s part, it should be stated, but because of their exclusion from (political) discourse as such. That is to say, too often they become the subjects of that discourse, and are thus spoken of by others; seldom ever are they given a social or juridical position from which they can speak on their own account. Consequently, they undergo what the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze referred to as “the indignity of speaking for others.”
 At the most extreme, this exclusion from speech, the communicative networks of globalization, can become an exclusion from being counted within a given society. The “sans papiers” or undocumented workers in France, for instance, are not included within the French population census and thus prevented from participating in French political discourses. For artists working with issues of immigration, the indignity of speaking for others presents a particular ethical and aesthetic problem. Indeed, some might contend that any artistic critique of the contemporary state of political discourse vis-a-vis immigration, recreates—and potentially thereby concretizes—the institutional conditions that marginalizes immigrants and deprives them of speech. In other words, the indignity of speaking for others that occurs at the political level can be reduplicated on the artistic level, even when that artistic level intentionally challenges it. 



While acknowledging the difficulties any artist might face in these situations, it is arguably through admitting that risk of committing a further “indignity of speaking for others” into their artistic projects that—a kind of daring high-wire act—these projects attain their fullest criticality. Focusing again on C-Level, it is the case that Lapschina leavens the inherent risk by juxtaposing two narratives for each character that generates a clash of social classes, thus making the stakes of her project all the more perspicuous. One strategy she utilizes is to present an activity (or a couple of closely interrelated activities) and suggesting different evaluations of them (broadly speaking: positive or negative evaluations) by correlating them with the social class of the individual embroiled in that activity. To take an example: Dorothee describes her role as CFO as mostly that of fundraising by bringing corporate sponsorship to the art world. The dialectics of this modern version of “the umbilical cord of gold”
 are quite well known: corporate support plays a significant part in bringing major or ambitious artistic projects to fruition and help artists and galleries to maintain their status and thus compete in an artworld increasingly saturated with expensive blockbuster exhibitions, international biennales, and the surrender to the spectacle; such economic generosity, however, is not the byproduct of corporate altruism but instead betokens the desire for the putative “symbolic capital” of art—to borrow a phrase theorized by Isabelle Graw in her recent book High Price—to rub off onto the corporation, thereby legitimizing that corporation insofar as it apparently partakes in the same aesthetic, cultural, moral, and reflexive standards often accredited to art.
  


A different sort of fundraising is practiced by the other version of Dorothee, who is a beggar sent from Romania with the aim of supporting her local community back home. Because she is pretty, she comments, it is thought that she will be successful in receiving charity from people passing her on the street. The results are very different, though: whereas Dorothee-as-CFO is evidently successful in marrying together art and corporate sponsorship, and is respected for her position, Dorothee-as-beggar is chased away. Also very different are their intentions. Dorothee-as-CFO evinces a double-consciousness, for although she finds the financial restraints experienced by many involved with the artworld “terrible”—a situation, as she remarks, that leads it to become possible for corporations to effectively buy artists, curators, and critics previously defined as “free”—she nonetheless contends gleefully that the sponsorship of art by corporations is a “classic win-win-win situation” (a victory for the artists, for corporations, and presumably for herself). In some respects, this version of Dorothee embodies Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s melancholic theory apropos the post-1968 corruption of “artistic critique,” the subversion of critical artistic practices into procedures that support or are appropriated by the new spirit of capitalism.
 On the other hand, Dorothee-as-beggar’s actions are based solely around the need to assist the community from which she has been separated.  


Something similar happens with the character of Vincent, too. As a COO, he travels the world, visits vineyards and markets their products; he is constantly in touch with alcohol in some respect, and one imagines that he is frequently sampling it (he is shown, actually, standing with vineyards in the background). Given his class position, all this might seem abundantly acceptable and merely evinces a kind of “joie de vivre.” But the other version of Vincent is an alcoholic cast out to the fringes of Austrian society, struggling to find or hold onto employment, and evidently weighed down by low self-esteem issues. It is not quite the situation, though, that they have different relationships to alcohol, but their relationships to alcohol are mapped out differently in accordance with their social positions. 
IV

From what I have written in this brief essay, the reader may have developed the impression that Lapschina squarely pits C-level individuals against those trapped within the lower rungs of Austrian society, whereby she assigns a negative value to the former and sides with the latter. However, while this is for the most part correct, it demands to be noted that there are clues embedded within some of the statements that suggest Lapschina might find such a binary opposition overly simplistic. This is especially evident in the two statements made by Mila. In her Polish cleaner identity, Mila is keen to disavow the fact that she is Polish (“Nein, ich bin nicht Polish.”); such a disavowal, however, cannot avoid drawing attention to the fact that she is Polish. Nonetheless, her denial highlights the awkward position occupied by people of Polish extraction in post-war Austrian (and German) societies. On the other hand, Mila as CEO is more honest—more confident, even—about coming from Poland. And yet, her confidence is tempered by what she imagines or experiences as jealous hostility directed towards her—a jealously seemingly more attached to her being an extremely wealthy woman from Poland than with her being a wealthy woman per se. In her own words: “Wie viel sie wert ist weiß niemand. Ich auch nicht. Das ist aber egal. Ich darf es sowiese hier niemandem erzählen. Alle sind gleich neidig und wollen mit Ostblock-Reichen nicht viel zu tun haben” Despite the vast difference in their respective financial situations, both versions of the same character are victim to forms of implicit or explicit racism. There is a crucial difference, to be sure, in that Mila the CEO has wealth beyond the dreams of most people and can therefore dismiss those who reject her as just an untrustworthy business woman from the Eastern Bloc with a “Was solls,” a “whatever.” 


This is apiece with the way that Lapschina organizes a constellation of different perspectives within C-Level instead of permitting a simple structure that invites us to say that the work is about immigration, or is about the difference between rich and poor. She builds exceptions into C-Level that derails any basic critical analysis: thus, if the work appears to be about immigration, than the figure of Vincent problematizes that appearance. And if Mila the CEO seems to have an easier life than the alternative Mila, then it is the case that Mila must cope in some measure with being socially excluded, too. Indeed, Lapschina skillfully weaves numerous themes into C-Level, such as corporate sponsorship of the arts, data collection, asylum, advertising, as well as other topics. It could be argued that Lapschina, moreover, while deeply interested in the differences between each character (in terms of their financial position, and in terms of how they are respected in Austrian society), is also pulled to the commonalities between each version of the character. It is through that method, indeed, that Lapschina is able to attack cultural stereotypes of the immigrant and deploy in the videos and photographs that constitute C-Level a significant degree of productive ambiguity. Her major contention in this artwork is that immigrants are not somehow overtly perceptually different from other people (the multitude, for example that make up a particular social group or nation state). They are not different from “us.”


Such sentiments are easy to express, but there is nothing easy about this contention, of course. Indeed, the universalism incorporated into Lapschina’s C-Level intersects with her acknowledgement of difference, and goes right into the midst of recent intense political and philosophical discussions about the role of theories of difference, alterity, and notions of solidarity and commonality. The current growth of interest in the philosophical practice of Alain Badiou and his 1988 magnum opus Being and Event has drawn attention to his scepticism towards and rejection of the politics and theories of difference and alterity (gender studies, post-colonial discourse, etc) that have animated academic debate since the 1960s. To replace these theories, he proposes a new politics of universalism that recognizes multiplicity by attempting to introduce Cantorian set theory into a new conception of ontology.
 Using a different methodology, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have sought to theorize a new “commonwealth” within which subjects share equally.
 How these debates will ultimately turn out I can hardly guess here, but it seems productive to my mind to comprehend Lapschina’s C-Level—the manner by which it challenges stereotypes by challenging the fixity of difference—as functioning as an active participant in the complex issues these debates bring to the foreground; she forces questions about the relationship between universalism or commonality and difference, as well as their respective efficacies. Whatever the consequences of the wider debate, there can be no doubt that Lapschina’s intentions embodied in C-Level are sincerely progressive.   
� On that score, it’s worth comparing these photographs to those taken by Rineke Dijkstra which are more overt about, although not overly comfortable with, their function as photographic portraiture.


� This aspect of C-Level will vary depending on where it is exhibited. In spaces where sound might be an issue, the statements will not be directly spoken by the characters but instead take the form of text moving across the screen.


� Vincent is not an immigrant; his lowly social position stems from alcoholism. It’s not clear if Fidel is Austrian or is an immigrant: his name, however, which comes from the Latin and is more common in Italy and Spain, plausibly indicates that he is either an immigrant or that previous generations of his family were. 


� The concept of the public sphere derives from Jurgen Habermas’ influential book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989 [1962]). While some broad notion of the public sphere is tenable as well as useful, it should be noted that cogent critiques of Habermas’ book have shown its shortcomings insofar as the rationalistic notion espoused historically and philosophically in Habermas’ book fails to reflect the class, gender, and racial exclusions from that sphere, thereby limiting its democratic claims and enlightenment ideals. 


� Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. xii.


� Ibid., pp. xii-xiii.


� Ibid., p. xiii. 


� Jean Fisher and Gerardo Mosquera, “Introduction” in Over Here: International Perspectives on Art and Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2003), p. 3. For these two authors, the exile was the figure of modernity, thereby allowing to posit an historical shift between exile and immigration, and between modernism and postmodernism. 


� For a discussion of the communicative basis of globalization, see Fredric Jameson, “Globalization as a Philosophical Issue” in Valences of the Dialectic (London and New York: Verso Books, 2009). 


� The phrase comes from “Intellectuals and Power: A Conversation Between Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze. Downloadable from � HYPERLINK "http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:ojhhexaSp7YJ:libcom.org/library/intellectuals-power-a-conversation-between-michel-foucault-and-gilles-deleuze+deleuze+-+the+indignity+of+speaking+for+others&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk&client=safari" ��http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:ojhhexaSp7YJ:libcom.org/library/intellectuals-power-a-conversation-between-michel-foucault-and-gilles-deleuze+deleuze+-+the+indignity+of+speaking+for+others&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk&client=safari�. Downloaded on September 5, 2010. 


� The phrase is taken from Clement Greenberg’s classic 1939 essay “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” in Collected Essays and Criticism, vol. 1: Perceptions and Judgments, 1939-1944, ed. by John O’Brian (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 11 


� This process is analysed by Isabelle Graw in High Price: Art Between the Market and Celebrity Culture, trans. Nicholas Grindell (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2009 [2008]).


� See Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Gregory Elliot (London and New York: Verso, 2005 [1999]). Also see Daniel Birnbaum and Isabelle Graw (eds.), Under Pressure: Pictures, Subjects, and the New Spirit of Capitalism (Berlin and New York: Sternberg Press, 2008). 


� See Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham and Justine Clemens (London and New York: Continuum, 2005 [1988]). There has been something of a delay between the publication of the first edition of Being and Event and its reception, particularly in Anglo-American contexts. That Badiou’s philosophy has come to the fore in fairly recent times arguably registers a widespread dissatisfaction with postmodernism (one of Badiou’s main targets for attack) and the need to instantiate a new framework that goes progressively beyond it). 


� Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Commonwealth (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
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