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This work, this labor— deskilled, untrained, and easily replaceable— matters the most because it is the most pervasive, but also because it makes itself visible by virtue of its capacity and inclination, at any moment, to stop working, to not work. 
Elena Gorfinkel, 'The Body's Failed Labor: Performance Work in Sexploitation Cinema’

This article will approach the optic of 'reproduction' in feminist theory and politics from two sides: (a) the discussion of social reproduction currently at the top of the agenda of materialist feminisms, that is as a specific modality of gendered, racialised and often unwaged labour; and (b) the sense in which social reproduction can be taken as the 'reproduction of the conditions of production', as in Louis Althusser’s analysis.
  In this second instance, the perpetuation of capitalist society and the individuals in it makes reproduction continuous with social production. These two approaches to the question of reproduction will be used to open a path to a sample of historical and contemporary art practices, readable either in terms of a feminist notion of reproduction as a spectrum of gendered tasks, or in terms of performing the impasses of a kind of social 'non-reproduction' that belongs to the second type, with the social reproduction perspective assuming the function of institutional or, perhaps, ‘infrastructural’ critique.
 The essay covers the period between the 1970s and the present. 
Through these two ways of looking at reproduction I aim to trace a politics of subjectivity reflecting the double dynamic of strategic affirmation and refusal of identity endemic to all movements of the oppressed. In these strategic affirmations and refusals, art does not behave simply as a mediating institution but as an iterative one. As a reproductive institution in its own right, art becomes a site of inventive and self-determined forms of work while also traversed by class relations and, thus, class struggle. Throughout, I will contend that the separation of reproductive labour as a political matrix from its position in the reproduction of capital is a common telos of the feminist politics of social reproduction. This tendency can generate equivocal effects such as the moralisation of care work and the self-evidence of the need to manage crisis coupled with a de facto confirmation of gender roles, none of which diverge in any radical way from capitalism’s own strategies for propping up its profit rates on the exploitation and deprivation on those least able to resist. Instead, it is to the negativity, waste and uselessness of reproductive labour that we might turn in order to see the vulnerability of the social whole in relation to which this work is both abjected and moralised. Specific feminist art practices materialise this turn by emptying-out the ‘value’ of reproductive labour, highlighting the affective features of the kind of conceptual turn advocated here.
‘Social reproduction’ has gained traction as a key category of Marxist feminism amidst the current resurgence both in radical queer and trans feminism as well as in related discourses and liberation movements whose strategies include affirming identity, such as the Movement for Black Lives, against its violent identifications by the state. This is largely because ‘social reproduction’ seems to go some way towards accommodating long-standing critiques of white, middle-class hegemony in Marxist feminism while enabling a more systematic framing than that afforded by the established discourse of intersectionality. Indeed, it is specifically within this expanded framing where a more global picture of diverse concrete positions of a population increasingly surplus to capital's valorisation requirements – those facing a real existential crisis in their possibilities of reproducing themselves and their communities  - can be drawn. Here, identity claims are tendentially translated into de-valued (racialised, gendered, classed) forms of labour. From this perspective, the socialisation of the financial crisis through an exacerbated politics of austerity, as we have seen since 2008, is a set of processes that trigger a crisis of social reproduction. 
SOCIAL REPRODUCTIONS
The concept of ‘social reproduction’ in feminist theory and feminist movements emerged in the 1970s, especially in Marxist and socialist feminism, coinciding roughly with a generalisation of a range of critiques of orthodox Marxism and highlighting the shortcomings of its analyses of labour and the blindspots in its conceptions of working-class struggle. As Rada Katsarova writes, ‘social reproduction became both a standpoint of feminist critique of productivist Marxism and a lens for developing new critiques and theories of state power in the context of the liberal welfare and socialist states’.
 Conceptualising feminist theory and struggle through the framework of social reproduction is thought to allow for a unifying approach, while sidestepping crtiques aimed at ‘legacy models’ Marxist feminism, including the methodological cul-de-sac of the ‘dual systems’ debate and some of its narrower assumptions, predicated upon a model of gender relations which universalised the predicament of white, middle-class women.
 Contemporary articulations of social reproduction feminism in the West often begin from the insights made available by these critiques but try to synthesise them from the standpoint of the totality of capitalist accumulation. Yet, overall, the category of ‘social reproduction’ has come to designate such different processes that it has grown prone to indeterminacy. ‘Society’ or ‘the social’ is a projected imaginary, and what actually counts as its reproduction is potentially open-ended and ambiguous. 
During the 1970s and early 1980s, Marxist feminists emphasised the centrality of reproduction, arguing either that reproduction was value-producing or else that it constituted the very conditions of possibility of the production of value. But the concept of social reproduction can often be stretched, designating not the reproduction of a mode of production, but the reproduction of life per se, through which the capital relation is reproduced as though contingently. And as such, it becomes difficult to explain what distinguishes the terms ‘life’ and ‘capital’ in any determinate sense.  However, when Marxist feminists speak of social reproduction they do often mean something quite specific: the production and reproduction of the special commodity of labour-power (‘special’ because it adds more value in the production process than it costs). Yet what falls within the remit of the reproduction of labour-power is itself still open to specification. This is then what makes it difficult to conceptually distinguish the reproduction of labour-power from the reproduction of life per se – particularly when what has been called ‘wageless life’, or what other writers have called ‘surplus population’ (surplus to capital’s valorisation needs, the redundant, the precarious, the expelled), becomes an experience increasingly central to the configuration of global societies.

By analytically reinforcing the split between the so-called ‘productive’ and ‘reproductive’ spheres, Marxist feminists defined reproduction as a specific set of tasks. Struggle became conceptualised as the minimisation, socialisation or refusal of reproductive tasks. Many of these, however, could not be confined to unpaid work in the home. This has become particularly clear with the re-structuring of capital to commodify more and more ‘reproductive’ activities, especially with the entrance of more women into the workforce while welfare state institutions were also subjected to marketising logics.  The ‘hidden abode’ of reproductive labour found advocates such as Wages for Housework who, in common with many in the Welfare Rights movement (especially in the US at the time), sought to politicise the reproductive sphere by claiming a ‘wage’ for subsidising the accumulation of capital, just like any other organised labour.
 The demand was to extend the parameters of the workers’ movements to include those who by dint of race and gender were marginal to the formal workplace, the wage, and the labour politics associated with them. Notably what has changed between the 1970s and now (the neoliberal and post-financial crisis period) is the state’s dis-investment in the reproduction of workers and people in general. Thus, in some way, an extractive capitalist reality replicates the blindspot in Marx’s analysis that the feminist theories of social reproduction developed to address.
 Current debates such as the ones around Guaranteed Basic Income focus on the necessity of redistributive policies, acknowledging the erosion of once-steadfast boundaries between work and life, production and reproduction.
 
But what if we put reproduction on a continuum of capitalist productive relations and not in a ‘separate sphere’, whether mediated by the market or not?
 Marx discusses reproduction in the chapter on ‘simple reproduction’ in the first volume of Capital in these terms: 

Whatever the social form of the production process, it has to be continuous, it must periodically repeat the same phases. A society can no more cease to produce than it can to consume. When viewed, therefore, as a connected whole, and in the constant flux of its incessant renewal, every social process of production is, at the same time, a process of reproduction.
 

And, a few pages later:

Capitalist production, therefore, under its aspect of a continuous connected process, of a process of reproduction, produces not only commodities, not only surplus-value, but it also produces and reproduces the capitalist relation; on the one side the capitalist, on the other the wage-labourer.

If the process of capitalist reproduction is always a reproduction of its own preconditions, namely the means (including constant and variable capital) and the relations of production, no process of the reproduction of capital can fail to also be the reproduction of capitalist society, thus cannot fail to be, at one and the same time, ‘social reproduction’. Keeping in mind the high level of abstraction in this phase of Marx's discussion, this acknowledges that there is a continuum and a unity between production and reproduction considered from the viewpoint of the ‘totality’, or, total social capital and its ability to maintain itself and expand. This makes the distinction between social production and social reproduction hard to maintain at the level of the social whole, rather calling for a ‘unitary theory’ that some strands of social reproduction feminism have been advancing. This also necessitates a reckoning with the ‘extra-economic’ factors that feminism - from a plurality of viewpoints - has consistently addressed.

In this light, we can turn to Althusser – a strong influence on much second-wave Marxist feminist theoretical work, including Michele Barrett, as well as Lise Vogel, whom I will discuss further on. For Althusser the reproduction of the relations of production (for example, an educated and compliant workforce) takes place outside the sphere of production proper, under the guidance of institutions of the state and civil society – schools, the church:
To put this more scientifically, I shall say that the reproduction of labour power requires not only a reproduction of its skills, but also, at the same time, a reproduction of its submission to the rules of the established order, i.e., a reproduction of submission to the ruling ideology for the workers, and a reproduction of the ability to manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation and repression, so that they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class ‘in words'.

Althusser tries to extrapolate and concretise the systemic explanation of the link between production and reproduction posited by Marx from the viewpoint of the totality, by bringing the state into the picture, in however rudimentary a fashion. He also does this by contesting the assumed dominance of the sphere of production in Marxist theory and political practice, rather pointing to how the formation of the subject requires collective and not-primarily economic institutions (such as church, school, army and other entities) where the reproduction of the conditions of production would be ensured over time through the medium of a norm-producing and socialising ideology. Michel Foucault would later assign such institutions to the ‘disciplinary regime’. Reproduction is then configured as the production of (materialised) ideology which works to render capitalism socially effective over time rather than a sphere of particular, gendered tasks that reproduce the conditions of life. The connection between the theories of social reproduction advanced by SRF since the 1970s and Foucault’s work on biopolitics remains underdeveloped, even as both look beyond the sphere of ‘production’ to socialisation, tracking the development of mechanisms of ‘extra-economic’ coercion that produce the favourable conditions for the governance of capital and state over populations in the modern period.
 The point here is hardly that the encounter between feminism and Foucault has been missed; decades of work have developed this dialogue, including the work of Judith Butler, Elisabeth Grosz and, recently, Jemima Repo.
 The point is rather that there has been relatively little engagement with Foucault in SRF in particular – a gap possibly also traced to the not-infrequent mutual suspicion entertained between scholars of Marx and scholars of Foucault in the academy. Foucauldian biopolitics is historically parallel to SRF however, both being theoretical projects that consider the ‘reproduction of the relations of production’ from a totalising standpoint, but also take into account the production of gendered and racialised divisions of social labour. Pierre Macherey has recently underlined that the analysis of the normalisation of the sale of labour-power (and its unwaged and coerced counterpart) is an integral aspect of Foucault’s conceptualisation of biopower. What Macherey calls the ‘productive power’ of capitalist society is perpetuated via wage labour relations.
 And as we know from SRF, and more specifically the work of Silvia Federici and her cohort, wage-labour relations structure the lives of everyone who cannot or does not work for a wage, hence ‘wages against housework’.
 Reading social reproduction through biopolitics, then, problematises the terrain of social reproduction as a plenum of activities and tasks positively coded as reproducing life tendentially in itself and only contingently within, and for, the capital relation: life does not exist outside the mode of production, which in our historical period is characterised by the wage relation, and, more lately, the generalisation of debt and other coercive financial measures which regulate access to the means of social reproduction.

As we have seen, social reproduction was always a concept that remained open to radical indeterminacy

, sometimes meaning a specified set of tasks,
 and sometimes the reproduction of life insofar as it is useful as labour power to capital and indirectly in the production of docile bodies by, and for, the state. With the link to theorisation of the biopolitical already apparent, we can note that in this, it also mirrors the expansive notion of value production we find in post-operaist theory, and often draws on the same theoretical sources.
  In some cases, the tendency to define all activity taking place in the home as ‘labour’ introduced a potential risk of equating gender oppression too narrowly with a set of tasks and of homogenising them as functionally equivalent. It also implicitly brought into play a distinction between the ‘productive’ and the ‘unproductive’ which tended to be read normatively: domestic tasks were often interpreted as ‘labour’ and as ‘productive’ to justify their accommodation in a working-class—or a socialist feminist—politics. More recently, Marxist feminist analyses have tended to include not just unpaid but also ‘paid reproductive labour’ outside the home, such as healthcare, care work, sex work, and so on.
 And they have also been expanded to consider sexuality and race, bringing into visibility the technologies of racialisation and illegalisation that prop up accumulation through the economic and social de-valorisation of (the labour of) many, if not most, of the global population.
However, in this article I will stay chiefly with the Marxist feminist legacy of SRF, following it into the present and the junctures with contemporary art practices. Two key Marxist feminist theorists of social reproduction which have provided reference points for the current debate, and who have been active since the 1970s, are Lise Vogel and Silvia Federici. I will go on to provide short precis of their contributions before summing up the questions that attend the contemporary appropriation of these bodies of work, before moving on to a consideration of the role of art in the landscape of SRF.
In Marxism and the Oppression of Women, Vogel rethinks women’s oppression within the categorical framework of Marx’s Capital, theorising the structural significance that reproduction holds for capital.
 For Vogel, at the very heart of the conditions of possibility of the reproduction of capitalism is labour-power, ie people with the potential to be waged workers. Due to the central role of labour-power in producing surplus value for capital, the generation and maintenance of past, present and future workers is the necessary condition for capitalist accumulation per se. Yet, for Vogel, reproduction had a contradictory character. As reproductive work itself was not value-producing, it would fall outside the ambit of capital’s immediate prerogatives. It follows from this that social reproduction leads to a dilemma for capital, with the prospect that the sidelining of reproductive activities might undermine the population of wage workers that would be its own future basis. In outlining this apparent contradiction, Vogel was undertaking a Marxist critique of the social character of reproductive activities, interrogating them from the standpoint of their structural devaluation within capitalist societies, on the basis of their contradictory position within the process of accumulation. In grasping an expanded terrain of reproduction in these ways—including not just the domestic environment but also labour processes and migration patterns—Vogel’s theory mobilised the concept of reproduction, subjecting it to broader shifts in the global economy. Although Vogel does not explicitly pursue this, her approach opened the possibility for an analysis of the devaluation of racialised labour and its connection to that of gendered labour. However, and in a way that highlights the indeterminacy which often attends the concept of social reproduction, Vogel’s work exhibits a subtle elision between a quantitative sense of ‘necessary labour’ in the terms established in Marx’s critique of political economy—the part of the labour expended in a working day in which the worker earns the wage necessary to reproduce her or himself (and, debatably, a family of non-workers) in order to return to work the next day—and a qualitative sense of necessary labour considered more generally as a kind (rather than a measure) of labour essential to life. Thus, the reproduction of the population of workers is not so clearly distinct from the reproduction of the species per se, and the problem of reproductive tasks becomes entwined not only with the reproduction of the capitalist mode of production but also with humanity as such. In this, her analysis enacts a blurring in the term ‘social reproduction’, as the latter comes to stand in for the high level of abstraction communicated by ‘the reproduction of the conditions of production’ and the gendered concreteness of tasks which reproduce either ‘labour power’ or ‘social relations’ or ‘people’, as it were.
Silvia Federici, on the other hand, has insisted upon a fundamental identity between reproductive labour and other forms of work as value-producing for capital. She positions the former within the core of the capitalist mode of production and affirms reproductive labour as the key moment of potential autonomy and struggle, based on the quasi-universal link between women and the domestic and care work that reproduces actual and potential workers in the market:
Capitalist accumulation is structurally dependent on the free appropriation of immense quantities of labour and resources that must appear as externalities to the market, like the unpaid domestic work that women have provided, upon which employers have relied for the reproduction of the workforce.
 
From this sentence alone, it is clear how Federici’s writing over the years has generated the locus classicus for the popularisation of the radical analysis of women’s reproductive work as economically and socially crucial for the reproduction of not just workers but of capital, and hence of capitalist society. Federici extends the analysis of surplus value as unpaid labour to the whole of capitalist class society and its gendered, racialised and colonial divisions, not only building bridges between working-class politics and feminism but to critical race theory and decolonising thought more generally. In Caliban and the Witch, the links between gender, race and class exploitation are compellingly drawn across time and space, from the European medieval community to the Nigerian village of recent decades, to show that primitive accumulation is a constant for capitalism, and that the dispossession of women by legal or extra-legal means is a keystone of this logic.
For all the clarity and relevance of Federici’s analysis, there is a certain vulnerability that attaches to some of its core assumptions, predicated on a vision of reproductive relations that can be sustained within, beyond, and against their capitalist context. This vulnerability is likewise tied to the imperative to locate a revolutionary subject who carries an objective centrality to the relations of capitalist accumulation. The reproductive sphere becomes the privileged site for the identification of this subject, envisioned as the agent of a revolutionary ‘domestication’ of the world:
If the house is the oikos on which the economy is built, then it is women, historically the house-workers and house-prisoners, who must take the initiative to reclaim the house as a centre of collective life, one traversed by multiple people and forms of cooperation, providing safety without isolation and fixation, allowing for the sharing and circulation of community possessions, and above all providing the foundation for collective forms of reproduction.

Through these steps, the social reproduction of the totality seems to become writ small in a specific set of tasks, and it is this that essentially justifies Federici’s valorisation of women’s particular role in performing these tasks—a valorisation that risks implicitly endorsing or naturalising the existing gendered division of labour.

SOCIAL REPRODUCTION FROM THE STANDPOINT OF ART 

Reproductive labour, in the Marxist feminist narrative, is a category designed to re-cast as labour activities performed in private, and coded as ‘natural’, which enable the activities that go on in public and are coded as cultural. This is done as a means to move the private into the public and to politicise the enforcement of the distinction as a structural constant in gendered and (if, at first, less frequently in the analysis) racialised exploitation.  The key question becomes how to situate reproduction in its gendered and racialised and colonial specificity without drawing from it an affirmative politics that valorises the ‘subject of reproduction’ and her activities, that neglects the dialectic between the reproduction of life and the reproduction of capital in favour of a benign autonomising vision, as if life and capital can go their separate ways, each engaged in a dynamic of self-valorisation, unmediated by the state and its mechanisms of coercion and consensus. There is a tendency here to (strategically) bracket political questions, leaving aside knotty dilemmas of antagonism, composition and subjectivation.
 While there are more complex political genealogies and debates indicated here than can be explored in the remainder of this article, the key issue is how to extricate the politics of reproduction from the re-naturalisings that have developed in the wake of its de-naturalisation as labour by Marxist and socialist feminists in recent and current times. I will now turn to how such a project of de-naturalisation of reproduction – of gendered labour, as well as of gender – is pursued by a sample of historical as well as current and historically inflected art practices, whose take on ‘reproduction’ indexes a paradigm shift in the focal point of systemic feminist critique, from the housewife in the 1970s to the dispersal of this focus amongst the ‘infrastructures’ that determine the collective life chances for populations – and art’s capacity to render these legible and transformable.
Given the above critical formulations about social-reproduction feminism, can we look to art for models of anti-reproductive labour and gender practices? The motivation to ask this question  comes from a number of places.
 Initially, it is because art itself can be seen as a reproductive institution, in Althusserian terms: an institution not directly implicated in the reproduction of capital but which yet contributes to socialising that reproduction when capital is seen through the lens of the reproduction of the class relation, along with race and gender and other profitable systems of subordination. It does this primarily by seeming to stand beyond or above them (like education or religion or, indeed, the state itself), ergo ‘ideologically’, pointing to a space of autonomy from the consequences of those relations.
 The relationship is ever more direct, particularly when modes of labour relations and subjectivity rooted in art become the economic norm, as in the figure of the creative entrepreneur imposed upon the indebted and self-investing/exploiting subjects of unending socio-economic crisis. Gender (and gendered labour) likewise signifies a form of unconditionedness, or nature, or even a psycho-social excess, that stands in complicated relation to ‘structural imperatives’. This opens up a number of questions, for example, for enquiries such as by the journal/collective Endnotes into the ‘logic of gender’, which finds itself in a productive bind between explaining gender in functionalist terms using Marxist categories and accounting for an ‘accursed share’ (which they call ‘the abject’) which positions ‘gender’ as a psychic-libidinal remainder outliving its ideological as well as economic utility but still ‘stick[ing] to the skin’.

The relationship between production and reproduction has been a core issue for feminist art practices in recent decades and in the present – though one not consistently attended to by feminist art history.
 The depiction of working women or women's work, in and out of the market, constitutes a strong strand in the image politics of feminist art and film. Yet there is another, perhaps more oblique, strand wherein the artist identifies with being a worker, but it is not clear whether their work is productive, reproductive or simply unproductive. In this mode, art’s relation to work may, at first, appear only mimetic. We can loosely periodise two (overlapping) phases of such gestures in the art of the 20th century: an heroic one, often male, (think Rodchenko in a production suit, or the appeals to industrial work, even if often ironised, made by people like Robert Morris, Edward Kienholz, Richard Serra and Andy Warhol) in which artists sought to identify with the worker as the agent of history; and an anti-heroic phase, taking hold in a period in which work and its logic had subsequently become generalised for all genders, where artists appropriate the gestures of ‘work’ to make subaltern forms of labour present and disruptive to the categories and institutions of art and labour (think Mierle Laderman Ukeles washing the steps of the Wadsworth Athenaeum, Francis Alys holding a placard renting himself as a ‘Turista’ amidst the other day labourers in Mexico City’s Zócalo square, Pilvi Takala
 turning up to work as a marketing intern to conspicuously do nothing).
 In a continuum with this relation to work in its de-heroicising phase are practices that emphasise lethargy, failure, entropy and boredom.
 Of course, Soviet productivism also had its counter-tendencies, as do contemporary enunciations of futility and paresse.
 Yet here I am mainly interested in the more specific question of how art practices have allegorised the entropic qualities of reproductive labour, de-naturalising it by making it look foolish, futile or indeed grandly absurd. These kinds of portrayals de-naturalise reproductive labour from both sides: they cut away its social embeddedness, showing it purely as an activity which can be de-and re-contextualised while they highlight the social relationship within which this activity can either acquire or lose an aura of inevitability and necessity, with all the moral implications carried by those categories. 
Entropy seems like the main modality through which we experience an alienation from the manifest or unarguable ‘usefulness’ of reproductive labour – ‘a woman's work is never done’, and so on. (And indeed, it can be offered that all 'socially necessary labour', wherever it is performed, waged or no, shares this entropic quality as a hallmark of the experience of alienated labour). I have chosen to focus on reproductive labour for this reason. Nonetheless, we can start off by regarding practices that take the more Althusserian (or Foucauldian, since the biopolitical is never far away) stance of using the field of art to stake out embodied, affective, and formal critiques of reproductive institutions, such as the carceral complex, racialised urban decline, and the infrastructural violence of physical and mental normativity. We can examine the practices of Park McArthur, Cameron Rowland, LaToya Ruby Frazer and Eva Kotatkova from this perspective. In McArthur’s and Rowland’s work especially, there is a coextensive dimension of immanent critique of the art institution, yet one which both absorbs and inverts the laminated lessons of institutional critique. It is the contingency and the overdetermination of the art institution and not its omnipotence that we are shown when wheelchair access ramps are harvested from nearby facilities and re-appear as works in McArthur’s ‘Ramps’ (2013), or when rented prisoner-made desks are put up for rent rather than for sale– evoking the system of convict-leasing – in Rowland’s shows.
  Stigmatised identity is articulated as a formal principle. The means used, however, turn back on the mechanism of representation itself insofar as representation can lend a phantom tangibility and fullness to that which, in terms explored in contemporary writing grouped under shorthands like ‘afro-pessimism’ and ‘gender abolition’, exists as a site of nothing, or of ‘social death’, within a system of social relations and the significations possible within it.
 Thus, on the one hand, there is an evocation of biopolitics both within and beyond the institution of art while, on the other, there is a refusal to depict its subject in the available terms of aesthetic critique or polemic, to short-circuit the enunciative claims that such practices risk reproducing and thus legitimating for the platforms and consumers of such critique. Here, a reproductive focus implicates the art institution as a paradoxical ‘state apparatus’ which both normalises and de-functionalises, in Claire Fontaine's terms, allowing other potentials to emerge as material hypothesis. However, like all institutions whose economic significance is displaced or relatively indirect, art can also act to legitimise existing social arrangements by providing a space of indeterminacy and experimentation. The question of what traction the de-functionalisation of subjectivities and objectivities can have, just like who does the work, cannot be deflected for long. There is thus a way in which the first sense of ‘reproduction’ in this article aligns with the already-cited legacy of institutional critique as a problematic for artistic practices, an implication (also in its connotation of ‘folding’) to be taken up on another occasion.
Going back in time and shifting category, the second ‘reproduction’ which connotes ‘reproductive labour’ presents a more clear-cut strand in feminist art histories. The 1970s saw a number of feminist art strategies which operated to de-naturalise both art and work from the standpoint of gender politics, emptying feminised domestic tasks of natural content to fill them with social content in a way that also interrogated the normative aesthetic and institutional claims of art. In 1969, Ukeles’s ‘Maintenance Art’ dragged housework into the space of art, a now canonical feminist gesture of recasting (feminised) ‘life’ as work, upending the sovereign unconditionedness of the artistic ‘work’ in the process while exposing the gendered (and colonial) content of the ‘separate spheres’ principle which both insured this fragile autonomy and drained it of political force.

Ukeles may have spoofed the transcendent universality of the (male) artistic subject by proposing housework as art, but her targets were more extensive, and like the Italian feminists, these targets included revolutionary politics. In her Maintenance Art Manifesto (1969) Ukeles notes something that brings us back to what Claire Fontaine or Precarias a Deriva have, more recently, called the ‘strike within the strike’: can the labour that socially exists as the unacknowledged maintenance activity that goes on beneath and after work stoppages and revolutionary rupture (‘the sourball of every revolution, who will clean up’) also be suspended? And how would we envision the intensity and complexity of the challenge to established social relations introduced by a break in the continuity of care that precisely makes both alienated labour and its refusal possible? Thus, like Wages for Housework, Ukeles sought to valorise the excluded - here the excluded of the institution of art in its broadest sense, there of wage labour and the labour movement.  In both cases, this valorisation is also a de-valuing, that is, a strategy which also challenges the institution that orders visibility and invisibility, inclusion and exclusion, as well as the larger system that it represents.
 This is the dynamic of affirmation and negation that traverses social movements as well as the kind of politicised social practice for which Ukeles’ work is often seen as emblematic. 

Ukeles also introduced housework (or paid cleaning labour outside the home, as she does in other projects such as Touch Sanitation (1977-80) and I Make Maintenance Art One Hour Every Day (1976)) to the repertoire of feminist art as a comic medium; while in terms of the ‘reproduction of the relations of production’ art's reproductive role in society is also highlighted thereby, and its sovereignty exposed to its own abjection, by associating it with these activities. The comic horror of reproduction is famously taken up in Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975), but perhaps less well known is Margaret Raspé
’s camera-helmet films, also made in the early 1970s. Mounting a Super-8 camera on a hard hat, Raspé documented domestic tasks, mainly food preparation, at the same time as she was doing them. Unpicking the separation of spheres formally, but also performatively, she engaged the body-based aesthetics of feminist performance to estrange these prosaic activities by turning them into structuralist film. At the same time, the ‘camera helmet’ played on the affectation of industrial working-class masculinity so in vogue at the time among male artists such as Richard Serra and Carl Andre.
 Apart from the collapse of action and documentation, and the displacement of humdrum women’s activity into artistic action, there was also the idea of Woman as a domestic appliance, a fembot or, as Raspé called it, the Frautomat, where the discourse of reproduction veers into the technological.

This crossover between gendered labour, replication and ingestion can be picked out in recent work such as Wengechi Mutu’s The End of Eating Everything (2013), where a fantasy creature performs the technologised reproduction of abjected black feminised (post-human) life.
 Although extensively discussed in feminist art scholarship, most recently in Siona Wilson’s monograph, it is worth bringing in Mary Kelly’s Post-Partum Document (first exhibited in ICA London in 1976) briefly as well, since it presents such a fine dialectic with Ukeles’s more performative work.
 Focusing on biological and social reproduction in the figure of the mother-child couple, Kelly claimed the ‘aesthetics of administration’ for childraising. Like Ukeles, she contaminated the sovereign body of art with invisible feminised labour, but rather than cleaning the museum, she contaminated it literally with the (dried) bodily fluids of her baby rendered onto plaques and charts. As the document and the chart was a form of heteronomous reproduction that had already infiltrated the museum under the sign of conceptual art, so Kelly’s was a double pollution, of linguistically mannered, record-keeping conceptualism ‘about’ art, as well as the white cube. Rendering childcare, and the social reproductive labour of being a mother as ‘information that amounted to artwork’, in the lexicon of the era, meant that the activities, the two parallel worlds, de-naturalised and evacuated one another. The maternal virtues and the privilege of the artist neutralised one another in the space of the document.  Finally, from this era we can mention the short performance films of Leticia Parente
, such as In (1975) and Task I  (1982), which dwell on the fungibility between the gendered body and housework, between subject and object. Parente hangs herself up in wardrobes, lays herself on an ironing board to be ironed by her maid.  Parente’s location in the Brazilian post-colonial context meant that any dramatisation of gendered labour could not help but disclose the racialised and classed ‘Others’ in the home, where much North American and Western European feminist art privileged the isolated ‘housewife’.
Across these practices of staging, inversion and displacement, we also track the importance of the gesture of negation.  We see waste as creative force, as a medium that propagates the destruction of representation. Older references here could be Marcel Duchamp’s ‘dust breeding’, the social reproduction of dust on his The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) (1915-23), which can be read as an allegory of reproduction on a number of levels. Ukeles’s ‘dust paintings’ then consolidate this entropic tendency, even as the re-presentation of housework as art also points to an entropic loss in art’s heroic signifying power, which persists undimmed in its asseverations of uselessness and unproductivity: ‘After a day's work, no matter how tiring, the housewife has produced no tangible object - except, perhaps, dinner; and that will disappear in less than half the time it took to prepare’.
 As we see in Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman (1975), entropy can become a source of psychic terror and dis-organisation, which Akerman’s protagonist tries to keep at bay with rules and routines, in an effort to make sense of this senseless, repetitive work, with diminishing success. In fact, entropy can be one of the key modalities through which we experience an alienation from the manifest or unarguable ‘usefulness’ of reproductive labour: maintenance as ‘unworking’. Work that is not recognised as work meets its own unrepresentabilty as an image – it is that which disappears, which is consumed, which unravels into pathology rather than delivers a product. Performance coincides with its own negation. Akermans’s first film, Saute ma Ville (1968), directly collides domestic maintenance, absurdity and self-abolition: cleaning the kitchen is just a prelude to blowing up the apartment block, blasting all the housewives out of their kitchens.
These episodes from a reproductive history of entropy compel us to think not just about housework, even if women still do the majority of it, but the whole apparatus of gender which is being thrown open here.
 It is the apparatus as reproductive and reparative of the gender relation that is de-naturalised when gendered labour is depicted as something monstrous, abject but also prosaic and eccentric, and the domestic as a ‘weird’ or paradoxical space bereft of nature, nurture or hope. But we would also have to think about this kind of work not just as a spectrum of activities and the spheres to which they are assigned but also the general work allocated to women in the upkeep and maintenance of social bonds, which would be observed in the centrality of feminist practices to the genres of ‘community’ and ‘social practices’, both pioneered and theorised by Suzanne Lacy, to take one prominent example.
 In an age where more and more of the population is deemed ‘surplus’ by the reproduction needs of capital, their own reproduction no longer the province of a functioning job market or welfare service, this institutionalised genre can begin to perform as a form of crisis management. Arguably, such a role had already been allocated to art by the introduction of socially engaged practice in the redevelopment and class/racial cleansing of de-industrialised but potentially lucrative urban areas. While exhaustively documented over the recent neoliberal decades,
 the pattern of dis-investment, followed by speculative redevelopment and displacement, with artists and arts institutions as the mediating stage, is showing signs of being interrupted in locales like Boyle Heights, a working-class Latino neighbourhood in Los Angeles currently engaged in an anti-gentrification struggle that explicitly forces artists to take sides.

CONCLUSION
As already discussed, there seem to be certain key conceptual tensions within the problematic of social reproduction. Is reproduction a total paradigm, incorporating not just the specific tasks traditionally allocated to women but the entirety of social production and consumption? Unifying formulations, like those of Cinzia Arruzza, present a conceptualisation of social reproduction as a totality like the one found in Marx, albeit more capable of grasping the function of gendered labour obfuscated in his work.
 But the capacity for totalising, unifying theory that the concept seems to offer also brings with it a risk of indeterminacy in relation to concrete politics, as also suggested earlier. If ‘social reproduction’ comes to encompass the whole, it attains priority to mode of production, and the reproduction of the relations of production comes to eclipse those relations themselves.

A major source of indeterminacy in the social reproduction perspective comes from centring the elastic category of labour. Conversely, defining reproduction in terms of a set of gendered tasks runs the risk of naturalising a historically and geographically specific division of social labour. Proposals to resolve the current crises of reproduction in the self-management of reproduction, stake all on the transvaluation of subsistence into practices of autonomy. Such a collapsing of ends and means is characteristic of a strong current of recent political thinking on the left, which often identifies self-organisation as the solution to all kinds of problems, conflating, as Jason E. Smith writes, a ‘vision of communism’ with ‘simple survival’.
 
Marx talks about following the worker and the boss into the ‘hidden abode of production’ as where we really see what is going on beneath the apparent equality of contracts and exchange of labour time for money in the market, and where the domination and exploitation really unfold as an intrinsic part of capitalist production.
 Leopoldina Fortunati talks about the ‘arcane’ of social reproduction, which is even more hidden as it is gendered, un-monetised and assigned to the ‘private sphere’ even more definitively than the private property of the factory floor.
 Recent analyses of the household as a space beneath and beyond the contractual relations that structure the public sphere include Angela Mitropoulos’ study or the queer theorist Miranda Joseph’s anatomies of re-naturalisation in discourses of reproduction via their refusals of financial abstraction.
 Both provide resources to unpick tendencies to valorise reproduction as a politics of life, in its understandably reparative desire to defend the many lives which are neither recognised nor sustained by the reproduction of capital.
Likewise, we have seen that feminist art practices have been and are performing the kind of de-naturalisation of gendered domestic and social labour that contemporary politics of reproduction still finds a challenge. But for the larger scope of this enquiry, we have to establish the importance of an attitude of negation, or at very least sublation, which recognises antagonism not just in these art practices but in the everyday life of gender in general. This cannot be an abstract challenge to a thinking or politics that valorises reproduction
 but to the reproduction of the gender relation as a relation articulated with, but not collapsible to, the reproduction of other social relations such as class and race. To do that, we have to evacuate the work done by women of its necessity and naturalness, to evacuate reproduction of its nobility, as the last vestige of, on the one hand, goddess mythology of 1970s feminism that the politics of reproduction still cannot leave behind; and, on the other, the myth of the revolutionary subject, which is (part of the reason) why domestic work had to be turned into productive labour by the theorists of Wages for Housework. Reproductive work is not exempt from what Marx had in mind when he wrote:

It is one of the greatest misunderstandings to talk of free, human, social work, or work without private property. ‘Work’ is essentially the unfree, inhuman, unsocial activity, determined by private property and creating private property. The abolition of private property becomes a reality only when it is understood as the abolition of ‘work’.
  
Including reproductive work in this assessment prevents us from separating it from formally market-mediated capitalist labour as somehow more wholesome, more selfless (or, worse, more expressive of the self), more constitutive of social ties, simply because it seems to wear a badge of necessity which can never be completely abstracted into pointless and exploitative profit-making activity. It also allows us to sharpen the traction of ‘social reproduction’ as part of the project of constructing a ‘unitary theory’ without thereby repeating the problematic ‘ontology of labour’ that has been often (mis-)diagnosed in Marx and repeated by some social reproduction theorists.

The ‘two reproductions’ delineated above allow us to think reproduction at different scales, and here specifically to see reproduction as a theme and a methodology in art (reproductive labour in feminist art) as well as see art as itself an institution of reproduction, both normalising certain behaviours and bodies and putting these into question. The biopolitical efficacy of art cannot be divorced from its ‘de-functionalisation of subjectivities’ and uses, but neither can it be collapsed with it. Thus it is in art’s suspension of necessity – contra to programmes such as Arte Util – and in its speculative relationship to social reality that imaginatively undermines a simple association between use and ethics; an association which can blind us to the more systemic beneficiaries of our useful activity.
 The key question that emerges then is how to situate ‘the hidden abode’ of reproduction in its gendered and racialised and colonial specificity without drawing from it an affirmative politics in favour of a benign autonomising vision. As Jasmine Gibson writes, ‘a mass movement with an analysis of what is happening in the U.S. today must endeavor to destroy what it means to be a “woman” in the midst of the current recession, not to laud and valorize it.'
 That is, following an older guideline, to show capital and the state what a real state of emergency looks like.
CODA

There is still a distinct contradiction, or maybe more gently, paradox, in the preceding analysis, since I have been talking about practices that deflate the sovereignty of the artist, of art, of the autonomous individual and the creative genius which is basic to feminist art as it is to feminist politics. A lot of these practices have been increasingly ‘rediscovered’ and recuperated within the exhibition circuit and the market. It is primarily women artists who are being inscribed into the canon along the premises of a radical authorship based on a politics of recognition and representation, also very much driven by social media and the de-contextualised practices of subjectivation that are reinforced in that space. But how these inclusions and historicisations are being performed, when social movements – with feminism as a privileged instance - are showcased in art institutions embedded in the reproduction of capitalism? As Dimitrakaki has recently asked, how do we square the radical projects of de-hierarchisation and collective separatisms those histories bring to light with the canon as a format of the competitive market in the exhibition venue and the academy?
 If recent decades of post-colonial critique and globalisation have significantly dented the oedipal modernist genealogy of canon formation as the progressive transmission of culture down the male line that feminist art historians (most prominently Griselda Pollock) have trenchantly critiqued over the years,
 institutions and markets continue to be actuated by an ‘extractive gaze’ which delivers a forceful impulse to canon formation in the present, just as it leaves the capitalist premises of artistic autonomy intact functionally, if not rhetorically.
 With the proviso that there is an important pedagogical and consciousness-raising aspect to such mappings and re-contextualisations, the composition of ‘the viewers’ (or the public) remains a difficult challenge. It remains an open question how to shed light on important practices without casting their political contexts into the shadow or claiming to know where the context stops and the radical authorship begins, much less to prescribe how, or even if, they resonate in the present, and whose present that might be.
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