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All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous 
beginning. Great works are often born on a street-corner or 
in a restaurant’s revolving door. So it is with absurdity.      
 

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus
1
 

 
 

Abstract: This essay is a critical review of the work of the Japanese artist Tatzu Nishi, part of 

the international exhibition Cultural Hijack at the Architectural Association School of 

Architecture (AA), London 2013, curated by the artists Ben Parry and Peter McCaughey. The 

project opened a debate around our rights to the city, the significance of creative acts of 

resistance and a critical examination of the role of art and the artist in an interventionist 

urbanism. 
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THIS IS NO ORDINARY HOLE! 

 
It is a Friday afternoon in May. On the south western corner of Bedford 

Square in Bloomsbury, London, a large hole around five metres in diameter 

is being dug from the wide asphalt path surrounding the private gardens. 

Behind temporary fencing workers continue to dig the hole, loading conveyor 

belts to carry soil away. A large generator powering the plant machinery 

hums and the conveyors rumble. It appears as a regular everyday service hole 

for some sort of infrastructural maintenance. From their peripheral vision      

a casual passerby takes in these basic observations, aided by a cautionary 

                                                 
1     A. Camus, 2005, The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. J. O’Brien (1955),  Penguin Books, London,  

        p. 11. 
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sideways glance to ensure the obstacle will not force diversion. People are 

coming and going from all sides of the square. In the facing Georgian terrace, 

a man in a suit exits, another enters two doors down. A student locks up her 

bicycle outside the School of Architecture, a courier van pulls up with            

a delivery; two pensioners are seated on a bench eating sandwiches. It is an 

ordinary day on an ordinary street. These typical sights and sounds of             

a familiar street scene recede efficiently into the background of a cognitive 

foreground of preoccupied thoughts living in the future, reflecting on the 

past; what am I going to have for lunch? The dragging anxiety of a late 

meeting and the self-reminder of supermarket run on the way home; reflec-

tions on an encounter the night before or the longing for a well deserved 

summer break. Today the sky is radiant blue without clouds and the sun’s 

warmth on the face is uninterrupted in the wide expanse of the square. This 

seasonal dimension slows up the pace to indulge. 

 

Despite such pleasant distractions, some seconds later the passerby performs 

a double-take as the seemingly latent background receptors of the brain detect 

an anomaly in the urban anatomy that turns the head to reconsider the scene – 

of the hole and the digger. The eye follows the conveyor that leads from the 

hole. At the fall it joins another and rises again, then another conveyor 

mirroring the right angle turn drops and rises. At the final fall from the fourth 

conveyor the earth ends in the same hole from which it came, in a perfect 

daisy chain. The absurd nature of the information now being received 

commands the full attention of the onlooker. The onlooker, caught off guard 

is now a spectator undergoing a brief episode of cognitive dissonance.  

 

Cognitive dissonance is when the brain receives information that conflicts 

with established ideas, emotions and cognitions. When the consonance 

between expectations and reality are effectively hijacked and another world 

of apparent dissonance is presented, the brain works hard to return to its 

preferred state of equilibrium. In other words it must try to resolve the 

conflict standing before it. 

 

The passerby is now a spectator. The first step in resolving this conflict is the 

necessary confirmation that something isn’t right. Once again, follow the dirt 

from the spade onto the conveyor ascending to the top dropping from consider-

able height onto a second conveyor repeating the same ascent and descent 

onto the third, and at the fourth the very same dirt falls back into the hole. 

The pedestrian spectator is now firmly in the moment of the present, the real-

time of the conveyor, the man digging each spade of earth. The absurdity 

appears genuine: this is no ordinary hole! 
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The affirmation that something isn’t right (dissonance) precipitates the search 

for confirmation from others (consonance) that they too notice this anomaly. 

The duration of dissonance, extended here by a lack of any logical explana-

tion or useful clues as to what is going on, gives sufficient time to engage 

meaningfully with the questions posed by the man digging the hole. Indeed, 

how does the pedestrian spectator now draw conclusions from this encounter 

with a city construction worker undertaking an absurd and pointless task? 

The labourer seems unperturbed by his predicament and appears to dig with 

appropriate vigour necessary to achieve such a hole. The two pensioners 

sitting on the bench eating their sandwiches appear not to notice, other 

pedestrians walk on by. Is this an elaborate hoax? Support finally arrives as   

a black cab stops in the road, the cabbie leans out the window starring 

intently. What is it that they are looking at exactly? Could it be some 

perverse humour of reverse psychology in a clever marketing campaign, and 

just around the corner out of view, some young men with sharp haircuts are 

giving out deodorant samples, or maybe its an endurance thing instead and 

young women in branded outfits are giving out free cans of energy drink. The 

only other explanation of something so pointless would be that it must be art. 

Without the necessary answer this detail is suspended and a more focussed 

engagement takes place. The distillation of one man trapped in a hole neither 

burying himself nor digging himself out precipitates profound reflection.  

 
 
ALL THINGS FALL AND ARE BUILT AGAIN 

 
What we are actually looking at is a temporary art intervention titled Ascend-

ing Descending from the playful mind of the renowned Japanese artist Tatzu 

Nishi, best known for site-specific works that create domestic rooms, some-

times hotel rooms around public monuments and statues. In Ascending De-

scending the artist was inspired by the 1980s Japanese game show Za Gamen 

(Endurance), popularised in the UK by Clive James on Television in which 

he showed clips from unusual and cult TV shows from around the world. 

Nishi’s vivacious ode to humorous acts of endurance is balanced by a more 

exacting reference to M.C. Escher’s 1960 work, Ascending and Descending 

from which it borrows its title. Nishi’s geometric form achieves Escher’s 

optical illusion of a never-ending stairway by the infinite rise and fall and the 

impossibility of emptying or filling the hole. The careful arrangement of the 

conveyors creates an infinite cycle whose repetition follows a square that 

viewed from a certain angle does indeed make one think of Escher’s infinity 

stairs and the figures marching down passing those on their way up… 
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Only a limited number of people were able to approach the work with such 

references to hand. What comes more readily to mind is the story of Sisyphus 

punished by the Gods for his trickery and deceit, condemned to the under-

world for eternity. There, he must push a giant boulder up a steep hill, only to 

watch it roll down and repeat the task over. The wasted effort of a man 

digging a hole he cannot empty, is altogether more complicated. As high 

levels of unemployment persist in the aftermath of the worst economic crisis 

since the Great Depression of the 1930s, we may be reminded of Keynes’ 

famous dictum “The government should pay people to dig holes and fill them 

back in again.”
2
 – intended to provoke the government into stimulating the 

economy by creating jobs to counter growing unemployment. The Keynesian 

logic of intervening in a recession to stimulate growth by paying people to 

‘dig holes and fill them in again’ or better still schools and homes, links the 

debate about policymakers’ handling of the consequences of 2008’s financial 

crisis. In its West End location, on a street corner yards from massive 

commercial developments, in particular the monumental excavations of the 

Tottenham Court Road section of the £25bn CrossRail project, the particular 

use of construction vernacular might refer to the cycles of urban development 

and the rise and fall of civilizations with the appropriate adage; All things fall 

and are built again.
3
  

 

Of equal pertinence is our subservient relationship as consumers, trapped in 

the cycles of insatiable appetites for commodities and the illusion of satisfac-

tion. Or perhaps a more empathetic response to life’s seemingly impossible 

tasks, as one blogger put it: ‘We’ve all felt a little like this guy in the past... 

24 hours of constant digging while his hole is filled back in.’ Whether the 

sensation – of the dead-end job, the treadmill of life, or a person unable to 

free themselves from the circumstance repeating and recreating their scornful 

reality, the work functions very well as an existential allegory for the human 

condition under global capitalism.  

 

Ascending Descending opens up in a multiplicity of narrative interpretations, 

literary references and lines of flight, and in doing so it creates a space for 

self-reflexivity. The work involves a remarkable condensation as the lone 

worker pits himself against the machine. His separation, isolation and 

singularity holds forth an empty vessel, into which we may enter, project our-

selves and fill it with subjectivity. By putting the self in place of the worker, 

                                                 
2      http://modeledbehavior.com/2011/10/31/digging-holes-just-to-fill-them-back-up-again/. 
3    W.B. Yeats, Last Poems & Plays, Macmillan Press, 1940, 4.  – ‘All Things Fall and Are 

Built Again’  from the poem Lapis Lazuli. 
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manual labour is a substitution and metaphor for all and any forms of labour 

in servitude of the machine. This distillation of capitalist relations enabled      

a large number of observers to come to the same conclusion; that what they 

were witnessing was labour in its purest form. Not labour abstracted, rather 

labour in its nudity, stripped of its pretence and illusion, to reveal our 

individual relationship to labour under the neoliberal economic regime. 

Ascending Descending is an allegory of labour that demands further analysis. 

 
 
CULTURAL HIJACK 

 
Ascending Descending was a 48 hour durational performance that appeared 

on Wednesday 23
rd
 May, 2013 and vanished at midnight on Friday 25

th
 May.  

The work was part of the project Cultural Hijack, at the Architectural 

Association School of Architecture, London. Cultural Hijack was a survey 

exhibition of recent trends in art interventionism crossing-over into cultural 

activism, accompanied by a live-programme of interventions across the 

capital and an international conference held at the Royal Institute for British 

Architects. An active archive [www.culturalhijack.org] was in operation 

within the exhibition, updated daily to reflect the transition from live work to 

documentation. When Ascending Descending ended, a short video of the 

work entered the exhibition, featured on the website and was circulated on 

social-media platforms.  

 

The encounter and reading of this work falls into two distinct categories that 

are important to art intervention in the public realm; the direct and embodied 

experience of the live work, and the documentation of the live event 

presented in exhibition. The first iteration, an undetermined audience who 

experience the work live at first hand has two categories; those that have 

come to see the work (with some prior knowledge as to what it is) and those 

that haven’t, who happen upon the work by chance. We might simply define 

these differences as the rendezvous, and the unforeseen encounter. The next 

category is another public who experience the second iteration of the work as 

documentation of live intervention experienced in the gallery – in the context 

of a themed group exhibition with thirty other international artists. Lastly, it 

can viewed (semi-decontextualised) on the likes of Vimeo or You Tube.   

 

In the original and live iteration of Ascending Descending the construction 

site on Bedford Square contained no signage or explanatory text, neither 

stewards or external security to explain what was going on. The work was 
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unnamed, anonymous and the only available explanation was in the hole 

itself. The unmediated nature of this intervention means the artist had no 

possibility of controlling how and by whom the work would be experienced 

and interpreted. The desire of the artist and the curators that the work’s 

identity and intention remain in doubt was to extend the possibilities of 

encounter and self-interpretation. The second mediated iteration belongs 

more conventionally to the realm of art-exhibition and the pedagogic 

institution in the form of an international school of architecture.  
 

Nishi’s work also plays out in a further set of social relations with those of 

Camden Council’s Highways Department and the sub-contractors who 

carried out the work on/in the hole. The writer takes an equal interest in all of 

these spheres of encounter and engagement along with their specific contexts, 

as forms of engagement. And in this project specifically, the audience’s 

relationship to systems of labour exploitation and domination and the power-

relations inherent to cultural production. These are reflected in the following 

analysis.  

 
 
FROM CONCRETE TO IMMATERIAL LABOUR 

 
At first, Ascending Descending may appear distant from recent debates on the 

transformation of everyday life in an information economy. The changing 

role and subjugation of labour under neoliberal globalisation and the per-

vasive commodification of everything under capitalism has brought with it 

the rise of social movements and network resistance linking local experiences 

with global struggles. These economic, political and cultural transformations 

have spawned a plethora of theorisations and terms such as knowledge 

economy, information society, liquid modernity, cognitive capitalism, net-

work society, post-modernization, post-Fordism, debt economy, precarisation 

and casualisation. Instead of mirroring this trend, the manual labourer in 

Ascending Descending would seem to typify the traditional division of labour 

in industry and manufacture whereby such labour practices have changed 

little with the introduction of technology into the construction trade.  
 

And yet, it is precisely because the work does not contain an overt critique of 

new forms and changes in labour practices under neoliberal globalisation, 

that it is able to focus its debate upon economic exploitation, alienation, and 

the subjugation of the body and mind. Under this lens, Ascending and De-

scending becomes a political work that, perhaps inadvertently, enters recent 

debates in art discourse around precarious labour. This is situated in relation 
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to the autonomist theorization of immaterial and affective cultural labour 

(with a focus on refusal) and political activism (with a focus on resistance.)  
 

The transformation from a Fordist to post-Fordist economy, from traditional 

modes of production within industry and manufacture to a service and know-

ledge based economy can be read as implicit to Ascending and Descending. 

Hardt and Negri refer to this migration from industry to service jobs as 

informatisation and post-modernisation in which ‘all production tends toward 

the production of services, toward becoming informationalised.’
4
 These 

services in the post-Fordist economy are referred to as immaterial labour, 

defined by Michael Hardt as ‘labour that produces an immaterial good such 

as service, knowledge, communication,’
5
 and cultural products. He goes on to 

suggest that immaterial labour has become the dominant sector of the 

economy and its dominance over other labour practices cause radical changes 

in society. 

 

Just as agriculture and society itself underwent industrialization under the 

domination of industry and manufacture, informatisation now performs its 

domination to transform industry and manufacturing through information 

technologies and demand-driven manufacturing. In this latest paradigm the 

tendency is to ‘treat manufacturing as a service.’
6
 For Hardt, each form of 

labour practice may ‘produce collective subjectivities, produce sociality, and 

ultimately produce society itself,’ since ‘humanity and its soul are produced 

in the very processes of economic production.’
7
 Just as the alienated digger 

alone in the hole might signify a diminishing proletariat and the impossibility 

of organized solidarity it also proclaims new forms of resistance to emerge 

through a reconceptualisation of refusal. The technological efficiency in 

demand driven manufacturing of a ‘zero-stock’ is mirrored in Nishi’s image 

of the labourer and conveyor belt. There is no waste in this infinte reproduc-

tion loop, if the digger stops nothing enters the hole, and the level remains the 

same. Like the ouroboros - the serpent that eats its own tail – the symbiosis 

between production and consumption realises its ultimate perfection. Even 

Nishi’s hole is a beautiful executed circle, a perfect zero. 

 

At the point in which concrete labour (digging a hole) resists commodifica-

tion and is subverted and transformed towards the service of art it becomes    

a complex form of immaterial labour. More accurately it corresponds the 

                                                 
4    M. Hardt & A. Negri, 2001, Empire, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, p. 285. 
5    M. Hardt, 1999, Affective Labor, boundary 2, Duke University Press. 
6    M. Hardt, A. Negri, 2001, p. 285. 
7    M. Hardt, 1999, p. 91. 
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particular form of immaterial labour referred to as affective labour, 

concerned with the affects its produces. Affective labour that focuses on the 

creation and manipulation of affects, producing and modifying feelings, rela-

tions and creating emotional experiences is the main staple of the entertain-

ment, advertising and creative industries. The consumption of these affects is 

a significant factor in identity formation. It also establishes new social 

practices, forms of community and social networks associated ‘with the 

communicative action of human relations.’
8
 Here then we see the trans-

formation of concrete [material] labour into affective [immaterial] labour, 

producing knowledge, creating emotional and relational experiences and 

manipulating social affects.  

 
 
A PRECARIOUS EXISTENCE 

 
The role of art practice in debates surrounding immaterial labour has been 

less the concern over impacts of informatisation and more towards the 

negative affects of the precarisation of existence. Creative and cultural 

workers bear the brunt of almost all the defining characteristics of precarious-

ness in a life without security – of any kind – demanding continuous flex-

ibility and mobility. Irregular hours, uneven pay, information technologies 

and mobile devices blurring work-time into leisure time mean that work and 

insecurity accompany us everywhere. The social and material insecurity of 

moving from house to house, one temporary job to the next is no longer just 

the concern of low paid workers in the factory, fast-food chains, cleaners or 

black-economy workers, it is a reality of the so-called ‘creative class.’ And as 

Bourdieu points out, even those apparently spared are affected, as the ‘aware-

ness of it never goes away; it is present at every moment in everyone’s 

mind.’
9
 This ever-present state of anxiety and insecurity defines our relation-

ship to the capitalist system, never more so in an economy of debt. The lone 

digger caught in the mechanisms of exploitation and domination in Ascend-

ing Descending imagines the debtor-creditor relationship in the subjective 

figure of Lazzarato’s ‘indebted man.’ With the neoliberal transformation to 

an indebted population new forms of struggle are imagined and emerge. ‘The 

figure of the indebted man cuts across the whole of society and calls for new 

solidarities and new cooperation.’
10
 

                                                 
 8    M. Hardt & A. Negri, 2001. 

 9    P. Bourdieu, 1988, Acts of Resistance, Polity Press, Cambridge, p. 82. 
10   M. Lazzarato, 2012, The Making of the Indebted Man, trans. J. David Jordan, semiotext(e),  

      Los Angeles, 2012, p. 162. 
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Since precarity is not merely a social and economic condition of immaterial 

labour but the very conditions by which capitalism exacts its domination, 

theorists have come to reconceptualise precariousness as a political concept.
11
 

As Chantal Mouffe points out, the political consequences of the transition 

from Fordism to Post-Fordism bring forth the introduction of new practices 

of resistance, new political struggles and solidarity.
12
 These debates, acknow-

ledging the cultural and creative industries as an instrumental part of the 

service and knowledge economy, have, until recently, largely neglected their 

role in political action and resistance. Critical art and art activist practices 

have instead taken a more central role in the debate on precarious labour, as 

Isabell Lorey writes: ‘knowledge of the precarious, and a search for commons 

(in order to constitute the political), has conspicuously taken place more often 

in art institutions that in social, political, or even academic contexts.’
13
 In this 

picture, as Gill and Pratt put it, artists and cultural labourers have been 

identified as ‘the poster boys and girls of the new ‘precariat’ – a neologism 

that brings together the meanings of precariousness and proletariat to signify 

both an experience and exploitation and a (potential) new political sub-

jectivity.’
14
  

 

Gill & Pratt go on to explain how precarity politics inherited from auto-

nomists have expanded from analysis of precarious labour conditions to 

include a range of global struggles including migration, citizenship, LBGT 

and feminist movements – all of which are exigent themes in contemporary 

art. Thus, art has been instrumental in linking a discourse of precarisation to 

social movements, political struggles and new forms of resistance. In this 

case, new forms of self-organization by individuals, collectives, community 

groups and social movements are attempting to turn the intellect, creativity, 

communication and diverse skill sets of their affective labour against the 

system that exploits them. In growing numbers, artists and cultural workers 

are taking up the mantle of resistant practices, sometimes as mere ‘aesthetici-

zation of protest’ and in others, activist tendencies as experimental forms of 

anti-capitalist struggle that use the affective weapons in a subversion of 

affective labour. As exemplars of affective labour they are well positioned 

and well versed in the art of subversion, disobedience, ‘the manipulation of 

affects’ and garnering of public attention. And yet this turn towards the 

                                                 
11   I. Lorey,  2010, Becoming Common: Precarisation as Political Constituting, e-flux *17 – 

June-August. 
12   Ch. Mouffe, in J. Seijdel, 2009, The Art Biennial as a Global Phenomenon, NAi Publishers, 

SKOR, No.16, pp. 32-40. 
13    I. Lorey, 2010, p. 1. 
14   R. Gill, A. Pratt, in The precarious Labour in the Field of Art, ONCurating 026: Issue 

16/13, p. 26. 
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political in art, as in other forms of institutionalised critique, has its own 

problems not least in the art world recuperation resistance to itself. Instead, 

we explore Nishi’s intervention not as a form of critique of social and 

economic labour under capitalism, but a lucid and poetic image of its very 

condition: An aesthetic thesis on the concept of work. 

 
 
REPRODUCTIVE LABOUR 

 
As an allegory of labour, Ascending Descending may play out to all manner 

of political subjectivities. Nishi’s emphasis of the ‘classical’ image of the 

heroic (male) labourer as a substitute for humanity can be seen as an amusing 

critique on the gender hierarchies, wage-divisions and power relations that 

are missing in Hardt & Negri’s ‘gender neutral’ theory of immaterial labour. 

In Ascending Descending’s strange image of labour producing and reproduc-

ing itself, we cannot fail to recognize women’s unpaid reproductive labour, 

understood as the ultimate labour power in the cycle of reproduction of the 

workforce (of human beings as labour-power, as future workers). Silvia 

Federici explains that these important political insights of feminist analysis 

uncovered new crucial areas of women’s exploitation in a redefinition of 

work that established the significance of women’s unpaid domestic labour for 

reproduction of the workforce – as a premise and key source of much 

capitalist accumulation. And that Marxist and much autonomist theory has 

brushed aside women’s reproductive labour, shadowing their importance in 

understanding economic and social organization of capitalist production.
15
 

These insights provoked a rethinking of forms of anti-capitalist struggle that 

put the reproduction of movements themselves into the labour-power equa-

tion. Writes Federici; ‘by recognizing that what we call “reproductive labor” 

is a terrain of accumulation and therefore a terrain of exploitation, we were 

able to also see reproduction as a terrain of struggle, and, very important, 

conceive of an anti-capitalist struggle against reproductive labor that would 

not destroy ourselves or our communities... “We need to build a movement 

that puts on its agenda its own reproduction.”’
16
     

 

And so by ignoring the significance of women’s reproductive labour Virno, 

Hardt and Negri also miss within it the notion of women’s refusal that ‘erases 

                                                 
15   S. Federici, 2008, Precarious Labour: A Feminist Viewpoint, From: In the Middle of the 

Whirlwind: Convention Protest, Movement & Movements. Publisher: The Journal of 

Aesthetics and Protest, http://www.variant.org.uk/37_38texts/9PrecLab.html. 
16    Ibidem. 
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the subversive potential of the concept of reproductive work.’ As Federici 

explains, the potential to stop reproducing labour power entered broader areas 

of work and relations that extended from women to their children. ‘Actually 

our refusal opened the way of their refusal and the process of their 

liberation.’
17
 

 
 
STOP MAKING CAPITALISM  

 
Nishi’s image of labourers caught in an endless cycle of work which they 

themselves reproduce, presents limited possibility for emancipation: refusal, 

exodus or sabotage. The first of these would be a logical continuation of the 

art and political avant-garde’s successive ‘refusal to work,’ exemplified by 

Debord’s situationist slogan, NE TRAVAILLEZ JAMAIS.
18
 However, as Hardt 

and Negri suggest in Empire, refusal is not to ‘never work,’ but to construct 

new modes of life in what is a refusal of voluntary servitude. Precarisation 

then, as both a mode of capitalist exploitation and domination relies upon the 

voluntary servitude of the consumer. The illusion of the ouroboros in Nishi’s 

endless digger in which continuous destruction leads to continuous renewal 

and vice-versa subverts the metaphor of unity in an all out refusal to 

consume; a refusal to create the conditions to which we are subjugated. Or in 

the words of John Holloway, not to think of revolution as ‘destroying 

capitalism, but as ceasing to create capitalism.’
19
 This remains a challenge for 

most artists who grapple with the paradox of wanting to critique the 

destructive forces of capital, its alienating tendencies and the ecological and 

environmental degradation caused by rampant consumerism, whilst produc-

ing the most expensive and rarefied commodities on the planet. Stop making 

art remains an important proposition, perhaps the first in an effort to Stop 

making capitalism. 

 

In his recent book Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity;
20
 a critical 

review of ideas of the university as the new factory and a bastion from which 

social resistance and political activism are possible, art critic and philosopher 

                                                 
17    Ibidem. 
18   Guy Debord scrawled the situationist slogan ‘Ne Travaillez Jamais’ on a wall in rue de la 

Seine, Paris, in 1953. 
19   J. Holloway, 2011, Stop making Capitalism, http://www.johnholloway.com.mx/2011/07/30 

/stop-making-capitalism/. 
20  G. Raunig, 2013, Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity, (trans. Aileen Derieg), 

Semio-text(e), Los Angeles. 
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Gerald Raunig makes use of an earlier example of a workers’ strike entering 

the field of art. In the 1974 exhibition, Art into Society – Society into Art at 

the ICA, London, the artist Gustav Metzger refused to show work and in 

place of an exhibit wrote only a contribution to the catalogue in which he 

proclaimed: ‘The refusal to labour is the chief weapon of workers fighting the 

system; artists can use the same weapon. To bring down the art system it is 

necessary to call for years without art...’
21
 Metzger proceeded to carry this 

out (alone) from 1977 to 1980 in which he made no art, nor had any dealing 

with the art world. Stop Making Capitalism therefore bates the artist and the 

art world – as the ultimate commodity producers – to stop making art and 

therefore to stop selling art.  

 

The second possibility for action from Nishi’s aesthetic vision follows the 

notion of exodus. The version of exodus put forward by Italian political thinker 

Paolo Virno involves an exodus ‘away from the state and its machinery’ 

towards alternative social forms and the necessary creation of new public 

spaces in which they may find purchase.
22
 He explains: ‘all the features of 

human nature that post-Fordism put to work and converted to cash can be 

reclaimed and reassigned to the production of ‘a new public space’ that 

makes use of the general intellect and general knowledge,’ and ‘instead of its 

power producing profit and surplus it becomes a political institution.’
23
 This 

notion of creating new modes of life, and alternative public institutions, 

follows the growing patterns of user-generated-cities defined as bottom up, 

self built and self-organised with the specific characteristics of collaboration, 

dialogue, experimentation, creativity and self commitment. This is done not 

‘outside’ capitalism but by the reassignment of labour, or redefining the 

value-systems reproduced by labour within it.  

 

The final option for exodus from the labour machine in Nishi’s Ascending 

Descending could be of course be sabotage, breaking the machine and 

putting an end to its rule. In the theories around various forms of counter-

hegemonic intervention, social movements and new political subjectivities 

associated with the terms that opened this analysis, all are in agreement that 

breaking capitalism or attempting to take power is no longer a viable option. 

This is not a negation of sabotage, but a question of where acts of civil 

disobedience and sabotage locate themselves within a broader global struggle 

in the search for new forms of governance and new kinds of social relations.  

                                                 
21   G. Metzgar, cited by G. Raunig, 2013, p. 138. 
22  P. Virno, in J. Seijdel, 2009, A Precarious Existence, NAi Publishers, SKOR, No. 17,       

pp. 72-85. 
23   Ibidem, p. 80. 
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INSECURITY INDUCING STRATEGIES 

 
Under the analysis of immaterial labour generally, and precarious labour 

more specifically within the creative and cultural industries, the enduring 

image of Ascending Descending is one of total immersion and the struggle for 

emancipation. Nishi’s ‘labour as spectacle’ or ‘spectacle of labour’ reminds us 

that the systemic advance of the society of the spectacle, since it was first 

theorised by Guy Debord over fifty years ago, has found no limits. In 

Baudrillard’s post-mortem of Debord’s spectacular society he concludes that 

reality and image are no longer inverted or interchangeable but are one and 

the same. ‘We’re threatened not by separation or alienation, but by total im-

mersion.’
24
 This inter-changeability and non-differentiation, collapsing distinct 

spheres of everyday life into a total immersion extends from work into 

leisure, private into public, social into economic, political into cultural and so 

on.  

 

This blurring of the operational and existential aspects of human life, the 

inability to distinguish between spectator and spectacle, consumer and 

producer, between acting and being acted upon is what allows capitalism to 

turn every aspect of human nature to the logic of the market. Writes Lieven 

De Cauter; ‘Work becomes directly social and begins to blur the lines between 

economy, politics and culture. However this blurring does not represent         

a chance of ending, subverting or even changing the rule of capitalism. On 

the contrary, it is in a sense the most advanced stage of exploitation, 

expropriation and hegemony.’
25
 The labour force inside the information 

economy to which this statement is aimed is manipulated by what Bourdieu 

terms insecurity inducing strategies, in which precarization becomes a form 

of capitalist control and exploitation.
26
 As Mouffe asserts, if people are not as 

passive as before it is because they have now become active actors of their 

own precarization.
27
 Ascending Descending describes this perfectly in its 

creation of a precise vision of our role in the maintenance of this socio-

economic order. Under the illusion of consumer logic, capitalism’s subjugat-

ing powers and society’s subservience result in the self-production of our 

own instability and anxiety.  

 

                                                 
24   J. Baudrillard, 2004,  Fragments: Conversations with François L’Yvonnet (trans. Ch. Turner), 

Routledge, London, p. 19.  
25   Lieven De Cauter, in De Cauter,  De Roo,  Vanhaesebrouck, Art and Activism in the Age of      

      Globalisation, Nai Publishers, Rotterdam 2011, p. 14. 
26   P. Bourdieu, 1988, Acts of Resistance, Polity Press, Cambridge, p. 82. 
27   C. Mouffe, 2009, pp. 32-40. 
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Rather than see Ascending Descending as simply a playful reflection on our 

human condition under neoliberal globalization, it should be acknowledged 

as a surreptitious act of resistance in the following terms: Instead of Ascend-

ing Descending being complicit in the total commoditization of social/ 

cultural relations, Nishi’s intervention turns this commoditization on its head. 

The labourers in what was ‘just another’ highways contract were assigned 

and employed to dig the hole by the Council. It is only the product of their 

labour that is subverted by the artist, from the official economy of commodity 

relations to a form a ‘gift economy.’ In this scenario the labourers play them-

selves but their labour has now become the form and medium of art, creating 

new social relations. Not unsurprisingly the widespread acknowledgement of 

the economic value of the creative industries means the Council except, even 

celebrate this alternative use of civic resources. At the same time the labourer 

is content to be paid for digging precisely nothing, a real-false hole: everyone 

– fully remunerated – is happy to fake it to make it real. This kind of 

economic detournement redirects its labour-power towards a gift economy in 

the form of a misdirection where something appearing to follow its normal 

trajectory wanders slightly off-piste in search of another path. Whilst refusal, 

exodus and sabotage are necessary in the creation of as many alternative 

worlds and new forms as is possible. The misdirection here is the clever sub-

version of the time of capitalist labour reassigned to an affective labour of 

resistance. This can be read as significant step towards a refusal of voluntary 

servitude. In the end, however, Nishi’s motivation in conceptualizing the 

work is indeed more interesting than the screeds of explanation put forward 

here. The artist actually has ‘nothing to say’ about the work, his position is      

a refusal of interpretation that hands over to a non-determined audience. 
 

On a street corner the feeling of absurdity strikes the passer-by unawares;       

a nobody labourer who is everybody employs their futile and hopeless labour 

in servitude of the machine. ‘But one day’ (perhaps this day), writes Camus, 

‘the ‘why’ arises and everything begins in that weariness tinged with amaze-

ment... Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a mechanical life, but at the 

same time it inaugurates the impulse of consciousness. It awakens conscious-

ness and provokes what follows. What follows is the gradual return into the 

chain, or it is the definitive awakening.’
28
  

 

We leave the labourer at rest in the hole, leaning against his spade, catching 

his breath just as Camus leaves the story of Sisyphus at the foot of the 

mountain. ‘One always finds ones burden again.’ And so too we must leave 

the passer-by gazing at the hole with the possibility of awakening.  

                                                 
28    A. Camus, 2005, p. 119. 
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Ascending Descending by Tatzu Nishi, Bedford Square, Bloomsbury,  

London, 25-27th May, 2013. Temporary intervention for Cultural Hijack  

exhibition at Architectural Association School of Architecture (AA).  

Commissioned by Jump Ship Rat and AA. Image: TATZU NISHI 

 

 

 

 
 

The emergent Service Workers Party by Space Hijackers, May Day street  

Party outside Google HQ, London, 2013, image: Space Hijackers 
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Marx at Twilight, Peter McCaughey & Ben Parry, knitted balaclava on  

monument and grave of Karl Marx, Highgate Cemetery, London, 2013 

 

 

 

 
 

BGL, Domaine de l’angle II, 2008, Canada, photo: Toni Hafkenscheid 
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Pansy Project, Paul Harfleet. At 8pm on Thursday 25th May,  

Paul Harfleet plants pansy at the site of the murder of Fathi Bouchareb,  

Bedford Square, London 
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ALEGORIA PRACY: ŻYCIE I JAŹŃ W SZTUCE TATZU NISHI.  
WYSTAWA CULTURAL HIJACK W LONDYNIE 
(streszczenie) 
 

Artykuł jest krytyczną analizą pracy japońskiego artysty Tatzu Nishi, będącej częścią między-

narodowej wystawy Cultural Hijack [Uprowadzenie kultury] zorganizowanej w Architectural 

Association School of Architecture [Szkole Architektury i Zrzeszenia Architektów] w Lon-

dynie w 2013 r. Kuratorami wystawy byli artyści Ben Parry i Peter McCaughey. Projekt ten 

zainspirował dyskusję na temat praw mieszkańców do przestrzeni miejskiej, znaczenia krea-

tywnych aktów oporu oraz roli sztuki i artysty w interwencjach urbanistycznych.   

 
Słowa klucze: sztuka, aktywizm, urbanistyka, społeczność, interwencja, dokumentacja. 
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