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fit ever more neatly into the product mold, as in the widely discussed 
phenomenon of self-branding. In more abstract terms, the aspects 
I've discussed-the emphasis on animation through the use of paint­
ing, the Minimalist elements, and anthropomorphism-are expres­
sions of the changed role in which this new economy casts the 
subject. 

Products with Human Features 

Sociologists have proposed various theoretical models to describe 
this neoliberal economy more precisely. 59 Its defining feature is said 
to be the systematic integration and exploitation of individual life 
and human resources broadly conceived. 60 In other words, the neo­
liberal economy seeks to control, master, and extract aliveness . 
Unlike in the past, when it was our labor capacity and our bodies that 
were subject to exploitation, it is now our affects and desires that 
the new form of capitalism is after - our subjectivity, even our very 
lives . 

The mannequin seems to be an emblematic embodiment of this 
situation in which the boundary between product and person be­
comes blurry: it is a product with human features. But what are we 
to make of the fact that, as in Genzken's Schauspieler, the dolls 
often appear out of control, collapsing in on themselves or getting out 
of hand? How should we read the fact that the artist's window dum­
mies and cheap plastic figurines frequently look like they are in bad 
shape, as if they have suffered demonstrative acts of abuse and 
defacement? In the Skulptur Projekte Munster, for example, she left 
her baby dolls without a roof over their heads, exposing them to 
the weather and other possible dangers. As I see it, these maltreated 
figures remind us of the old psychoanalytical insight that the sub ­
ject is not the master in its own house. Yet they also solicit our iden­
tification with their pathological and deficient condition and their 
inner strife. 

We might go further and say that it's precisely because they 
appear as precarious borderline subjects that trigger a sense of inti­
mate familiarity in the viewer . After all, today's "new psychic 
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economy," as Alain Ehrenberg has called it, relentlessly exhorts us 

to nurture our pathologies. 61 That's perhaps why Harrison has re­

cently accessorized many of her quasi subjects with psychiatric medi­
cations and substances, such as energy drinks, that large numbers 

of people consume to keep up with the fast pace of the economy and 

to make life bearable under such conditions . In other Words, these 
works tell stories of a state we're only too familiar with and go through 

at times-the feeling that we're not cohesive subjects, that we're 

at the mercy of conditions that seek to domesticate our subjectivities. 
So instead of confronting us with something truly other, something 
that does not submit to our tendency to make everything about 

ourselves-which is what art ideally does-they prompt us to reflect 
on conditions we're acquainted with. Critics have universally 

praised the narrative tendency of Genzken's and Harrison's art and 
have seen no problem with its telling of familiar stories.62 But when 

works of art entertain us with what we already know, when they 

confront us with comprehensive narratives, we have reason to also 
view them with skepticism. 

Readymades with a Human Face 

Similar to Genzken's wheelchair sculptures that conjure up the pres­
ence of people who might be sitting in them, Harrison's Perth 

Amboy (2001), a room -sized work that comprises photographs, sculp ­
tural assemblages, and a cardboard labyrinth including a Becky 

Friend of Barbie doll sitting in her wheelchair while contemplating a 

picture hung in front of her (a photograph of a green screen taken 

by the artist). Like the mannequin the Becky doll is a readymade with 

a human face, perhaps signaling to us that human beings are a kind 

of readymade, a prefabricated product that doesn't function perfectly 
and must live with restrictions in the neoliberal economy. Similarly, 

the Slim-Fast container balanced atop Harrison's Fats Domino (2006) 
is a humanized readymade, figuring as a quasi subject's "head " 

' albeit a rather small one. In this instance, the readymade serves both 
as a vehicle of figuration and as a narrative device-the diet shake 

container of course also hints at a story of today's obsession with 
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weight loss. Such narrative activation of the readymade is a charac ­
teristic feature of Harrison's art : the protein powder in Syntha-6 
(2012) gestures toward addiction to physical exercise, while the vac­
uum cleaner in the assemblage All in the Family (2012) turns the 
sculpture into one of the ubiquitous but invisible workers who keep 
the art space spotlessly clean. 63 As John Roberts has persuasively 
argued, 64 the point of Duchamp's readymade was to transpose the 
labor of others-manufacture workers-into artistic labor . In Harrison, 
by contrast, the readymade's specific properties as a product matter. 
Instead of fusing different labor spheres-social and creative labor­
it is taken literally. And as the world of labor recedes into the back­
ground, the readymade emerges as a central figurative element in a 
narrative fabric. 

Rachel Harrison, All in the Family, 20°12 
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Structural Change-
When Artworks Are Traded Like Subjects 

Finally, I believe that by performing like quasi subjects that behave 
like subjects, Genzken's and Harrison's works also reflect a struc ­
tural change. As I showed in my book High Price (2009), the commer­
cial art world, formerly a business dominated by relatively small 
retail trades, underwent a transformation starting in the late 1990s 
and turned into an "industry producing visuality and meaning." 65 

In its transactions, this industry has increasingly tended to treat art ­
works as though they were human beings: at auctions, in particular, 
calling objects to be sold "a Koons" or "a Hirst" is standard parlance. 
This personalization of works of art also registers the collectors' 
fantasy that purchasing a piece by an artist gives them immediate ac­
cess to the creator's life and person. In a sense, they buy people. 
Harrison's and Genzken's quasi subjects seem to intensify and exag­
gerate this situation in which artworks are treated as if they 
were persons . 

There's another possible reading: that these anthropomorphic 
sculptures quote the old ideal of the living work of art and carry it to 
excess,its distortion a reflection of the new pressures of the neolib­
eral economy . After all, the mannequins do exactly what the legend­
ary artist is expected to do in a media society: to construct a com ­
pelling persona and present him - or herself in a favorable light. The 
implantation of media in all domains of social life after the Second 
World War has only added to this pressure on artists, and not only on 
them, to perform a compelling self. Such performance crucially de­
pends on the right apparel, a fact brought home by the colorful rain 
capes, reflective vests, and oversized sportswear on Genzken's 
"actors . "66 Harrison's Sculpture with Raincoat (2012), too, leaves 
no doubt that it's the clothes that make the man . The painted form's 
suggestion of a human figure largely depends on the red raincoat it 
is "wearing." 

In a sense, Genzken has outsourced this work of self-presentation 
to her actors, reducing the burden on her. The artist, an "exhausted 
self" if ever there was one, at the end of her communicative rope and 
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suffering from networking fatigue, sends a proxy out onto the stage 
of life. Hence, perhaps, the impression that some of these figures are 
Genzken's alter egos: one, Untitled (2012), presents a portrait 
photograph of the artist at eye level, while others wear hats embla ­
zoned with the letters "Isa." Each of these actors, we might say, 
contains a piece of the artist, who fields them, but also hides behind 
them. 

Subjectivity-
The New Currency 

As surrogates, these quasi subjects also confront us with the kind of 
subjectivity-battle-weary, incapable of functioning without the 
help of psychiatric medications - that figures as a currency in today's 
new economy. The neoliberal economy, rather than exploiting 
merely our labor, more comprehensively extracts value from our en ­
tire personalities, our emotions, our social relations, and other 
formerly noneconomic aspects of our lives. Faced with a new tech­
nique of power that is utterly invested in subjectivity and seeks 
to infiltrate it, Harrison's and Genzken's sculptures seem to provide 
exactly what's very much in demand right now: subjectivity as a 
product . Yet it's hard to tell whether these works merely cater to the 
new desire for theatrical subjectivity or limn its overdrawn re­
flection to shine a light on the problems this new economy creates. 
What seems beyond doubt, however, is that these disfigured quasi­
human assemblages restage the story of the pathological and damaged 
subject, a narrative we're only too familiar with. Never before 
has the media reported so much about burnout, depression, and 
borderline symptoms, which means that the general public is familiar 
with these phenomena, a knowledge Genzken's and Harrison's 
anthropomorphic figures invoke and illustrate. So instead of de­
subjectivizing art and turning it into a kind of epistemological inves­
tigation, as Duchamp and the Conceptualists did in different ways, 
these two artists confront us with objects whose subject-like qualities 
make them resemble magical relics, an art that makes no secret 
of its kinship with the sacred art objects. Ensouled fetishes, at once 
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lifeless and full of life, their works invite us to recognize our own 
likeness in them, an image of our subjective condition in the neolib­
eral economy. The price both artists pay for this focus on the sub­
jective, however, is that they forgo an analysis of the social conditions 
that push the subject to its limits and bring about its collapse. 
Instead, it is painting that provides a material basis for our vitalistic 
projections of subjectivity. The use of painterly gestures obviously 
always has social implications. 
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