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Question 6. The Politics of Desire: How do contemporary creative practices reflect, critique, or disrupt the politics of desire in late capitalist or postcapitalist society, particularly in relation to image culture, affective economies, algorithmic and AI-driven systems, and the commodification of identity, labour, or attention?
E Pluribus Unum
Compare how contemporary artwork of Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seeds and Michelangelo Piscolleto’s Venus of the Rags reflect late capitalist society in relation to consumerism, value of labour and resources.  
Essay by Anna Yates

Ma Contemporary Dialogues – Textiles 
Word count: 3816 words, including in text quotation
Extract

Present-day society is defined by late capitalism. It is the driving force behind production, shaping consumer habits and changing cultural values. The consequences are overconsumption, exploitation, and loss of individuality. The need for behavioural and habitual change in current Western society is evident in commentary from philosophers as much as in the driving inspiration behind current reimagined motion portraiture. 

Contemporary artists such as Ai Weiwei and Michelangelo Piscoletto are creating artwork that questions society's reasoning and critiques mass production and anonymity in the context of global consumer demand. Each approaches the subject from their own unique perspective relevant to their socio-economic and socio-political surroundings, yet somehow both confront the disposable nature of modern culture by juxtaposing prized commodities with mirroring disposability, craftsmen's skill with mass production, and individual creative process with artificial intelligence devices.

When Ai Weiwei created Sunflower Seeds, his focus lay in the tension between homogeneous, mindless desire within a society and the loss of the maker in the process of mass production. While Piscoletto’s work Venus of the Rags starts a conversation about a society that desires beauty yet may not fully understand or wants to understand the heritage, nor the consequences of such desire.

The two artworks comment on capitalist outcomes, identity, and the exploitation of human and natural resources.  
Introduction:
E Pluribus Unum refers to the collective responsibilities of an individual and the impact society can have on everyone. This text is set to compare how contemporary artworks reflect late capitalist society in relation to consumerism, the value of labour, and the exploitation of resources. Capitalism is a driving force behind the present-day Western society, dominating the world’s economic markets. This essay addresses issues connected with the consequences of practising capitalism every day. Leading texts on this subject by authors such as Marx, Fisher, Baudrillard, Deleuze and Guattari were analysed and placed in contextual contrast between real and filmmakers’ imagined worlds to illustrate key points. It invites the reader to use imagination as much as it calls upon understanding of the socio-political circumstances of the past and the present economic climate. The politics of desire and the impact this has on present-day society are put into the context of dopamine addiction and the real value of overconsumption.  Two case studies of contemporary art are presented in support of the argument. They are Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seeds and Venus of the Rags by Michelangelo Piscoletto.
E Pluribus Unum, one from many
E pluribus unum, one from many. The unofficial motto of the United States of America, a country that is synonymous with Capitalism, consumerism, land of plenty and the prototype of modern Western, late capitalist society. However, to understand what one consumes every day and the perks of luxury, one should invest time in understanding the consequences of Western communities and their habits' impact. A capitalist society creates an environment that allows growth in opportunities and affluence. On the other hand, it becomes a fertile ground that, if unregulated, can lead to appalling conditions for the labour and producers of the goods. So, let's pose a question. Is capitalism bad? Or is it just a habit society got used to saying? From the bible’s notion that money and the pursuit of profit is unholy to the contemporary idea that capitalism means “people can be corrupted into supporting an aggressor, if they receive benefits, however small” (Hope, p.196). 

From Marx's point of view, society is structured into classes. And within each class, each member can eventually gain class conscientiousness. He puts forward a notion that the consequence of procuring experiences, and or exploitation, especially in the working, proletarian class, raises class consciousness. And it is this awareness that will lead to a revolution that can overthrow the ruling classes. The wage-earners will be the new rulers. One could argue that in the Apple TV series Pluribus (2025), such a notion is suggested. The present-day world is infected by a virus. It turns humans into subordinate workers with a hive-like mind. There is no leader. Everyone is a leader. The structure of the society and institutions is dissolved, there is no need for capital, competition or profiteering, and there is no more exploitation of the workforce; everyone is working towards the joint efforts. With shared consciousness and entire human mind knowledge, any individual can perform any task, speak or read in any language, or recall memories from any member of the collective. Communication is instant within the hive mind. This may come across as a controversial notion as ultimately, humans inflicted by this alien virus have suddenly lost any need for truly human behaviour, civilising activities, including having or exchanging capital, culture, fashion, desires, imagination, passion, competitiveness or active use of language. Derrida highlights the importance of language, differentiates between written and spoken language and how it can be perceived. Yet in the utopian world of Pluribus (2025), there is no need for any of that. One gets insight into a society that operates like a robotic machine, producing exactly - and only - what is needed. They waste nothing, not even human corpses, as that would be a dilapidation of animal protein resources. They do not harm life; they only produce necessities rather than what is desired or wanted, and therefore, this completely compromises the current view of capitalist society. McGowan implies that “Capitalism traps us by creating and sustaining an incomplete satisfaction that focuses our attention on the new, the better and the more.” (McGowan, 2016) at the same time Mark Fisher points out, that “tradition counts for nothing when it is no longer contested and modified. A culture that is merely preserved is no culture at all” (Fisher 2008, p3) and Foucault factors in, that “Power produces desire”, but how can there be a desire to drive society, if there is no vertical hierarchal structure? In the TV series, there are thirteen survivors worldwide who did not succumb to the viral infection. One could think they are the new power, the ruling class. As much as they are admired by the affected, they are fooled, blinkered even into a daydream of living in the real world, where, in fact, the hive doesn’t hold emotions; it only pursues collective survival. It could be interesting to imagine how this society is going to evolve. A society that is no longer ruled by the chase for the new, desires or in fact capitalism. If Foucault is right, and power that produces desire is gone, and Marx’s interpretation of the class system disappears as no classes no longer exist, there is no longer a conflict. Will this lead to the end of history (Fukuyama)? Fisher’s famous question could possibly find an answer here. The foundation of capitalist economic structures is production, distribution, consumption, profit and ownership. If all the excessiveness of capitalism is expelled from all those economic areas, to be the most efficient and communal, the logical conclusion is some type of absolute socialism. With no desire for style, everyone’s clothing, hairstyle and general appearance would become unified, creating a society not only in the communal spirit, but that of drones. With no property ownership, Engels' vision of communal planning would materialise into the extreme. (Engels, p.21). Galbraith in Consumer Society “The principle of growth itself remains inviolate, it is homogenous and is tending to homogenise the entire social body […] the affluent society is an increase in production which takes over the redistributive role, so there will be in the end enough for everyone”, and this new society would eventually become homogenized and extremely efficient. The posing question remains. Would the prize for the lack of ego, desire, and ambition, the potential obsolescence of the creative mind, and individualism, potentially allow a pathway for the acceleration of technological and scientific advancement that could not be achieved within a capitalist, competitive society? 
Case study 1:

Ai Weiwei Sunflower Seeds 2010.
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The first case study chosen for this essay is “Sunflower Seeds” by Ai Weiwei. He is a Chinese artist and is considered one of “the most influential artists of our time” (Galleria Continua, 2019). At present, Ai Weiwei resides in Europe, nevertheless, he has a strong stance on freedom of speech and human rights violations in China. Weiwei was nine years old when the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution started. He grew up seeing images of Chairman Mao, often portrayed as the sun, a life-giving element, shining and looking down upon his people. Weiwei witnessed the Red Guards, a youth group made up of teenagers not much older than himself, being encouraged not only to disrespect but also to actively push to destroy the ‘four olds’. The old ideas, the old customs, the old habits and the old culture. He was brought up with the state systematically spurring people to hate the bourgeoisie and anything capitalist. This ideology was later affirmed by the state and the army, declaring a war on imperialist influence and creating a military dictatorship state in 1971. Weiwei was nineteen when the revolution officially ended, meaning his identity and his teenage years were forged during the Cultural Revolution. Is it ironic or more likely intentional? When he set out to create Sunflower Seeds, he turned to old ideas, customs, habits, and culture, selecting traditional materials and methods. The object itself, the sunflower seeds, is somewhat belligerent. Sunflower seeds were and are a common snack of lower classes in China, being eaten every day, and their worthless husk is discarded in the streets. Weiwei chooses the prized traditional material of Chinese porcelain to portray this common everyday object. He is shining a unique perspective on the story ‘made in China’ and bringing it alive, ready for discussion. Present-day Artificial Intelligence driven production, such as generative design tools in fashion, is reducing the need for human labour and the creative process. At the same time, our excessive desires for the next new gimmick on the market fill the pockets of companies like Apple Corporation. In 2015, the launch of the Apple Watch sparked discussion about longing for a product without any particularly urgent purpose (The School of Life, 2015). Why are we exhausting ourselves and our planet's resources, and being indirectly responsible for the suffering and exploitation of workers and their environment, in a process that is disproportionate to the outcome or the novelty of new gadgets? Dr Lembke summarises in her book the addictive nature we as humans have to the new, bigger, better, more, she uses examples from a variety of her clients. It seems that the more we stimulate and feed our desire, even bigger desire we seem to produce, never achieving real satisfaction. Lyotard similarly notes that we are always looking for the next dopamine hit. And Zizek’s comments on Freud and J. Butler conclude that a direct pure enjoyment is impossible, or it can only come through oppression or pain (Zizek). 

Weiwei is known to be opposed to the Chinese political method, and because of his opposition, he had his passport confiscated, was arrested and held without charge and later suffered exile in 2011. To better understand Weiwei as an artist, one must take into consideration his influences. Andy Warhol and especially Marcel Duchamp were both artists who had strong stances on consumerism. Duchamp’s Fountain, signed “R. Mutt 1917”, was a revolutionary idea. He is often seen as the forefather of the conceptual art movement from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s. It follows that Weiwei was affected by the “strong socio-political dimension […] reflecting […] dissatisfaction with society and government policies” (Tate), so strongly carried out by the conceptual artists. Weiwei admires Duchamp’s concept of the readymade and even describes himself as a “readymade,” blending his life and art to advocate for both individual freedom and responsibility (Tate). This approach shares key characteristics with the principles of the Avant-garde Fluxus movement. During his time in New York, Weiwei was exposed to both Duchamp’s ideas and Fluxus aesthetics, and his work reflects influences from each.

Ai Weiwei created a monumental-scale installation. As previously mentioned, he reached out to traditional methods of manufacture and materials to create his Sunflower Seeds. A town called Jingdezhen was once considered the “Porcelain Capital of China” (Lyn, 2024), producing fine ceramics for imperial courts as early as the Han Dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE). Its porcelain was so prized that it became a symbol of wealth and status, often valued more highly than gold and reserved for the royal family and elite. By turning to this historically significant town, Weiwei revives China’s and Jingdezhen’s cultural and social significance and heritage. “The porcelain is steeped in Chinese history and culture. Many designs reflect traditional Chinese art and symbolism, giving each piece cultural depth and meaning” (Lyn, 2024), and he transforms a material once associated with exclusivity into a critique of consumerism and tradition. 

Sunflower Seeds installation is provocative, deep and thoughtful. It has a dark quality, and its sheer scale is breathtaking and hard to grasp. It consists of one hundred million porcelain sunflower seeds. Each is individually manufactured and hand-painted, symbolising Chinese people, comparing them to the prized porcelain. The seeds lie dormant, waiting to be shone upon by Chairman Mao and then spend their lives obediently following his lead, just as a sunflower will follow the sun. It also echoes that the individuality of a person is easily lost within the vast masses. The darkness of this piece hides in its rootlessness. Weiwei at first allowed the sculpture to be available for visitors to walk upon the dormant seeds, often crushing them before they can flourish. Further analysis can be seen in the materialisation of the core economic areas of capitalism, in the efficient, however anonymous and uniform manufacturing process of “made in China”, contrasting with individualism, identity and craftsmen's skills. Sunflower Seeds is a huge sculpture weighing in excess of 150 metric tons, yet it is made of tiny individual and fragile objects. Or is it a huge quantity of tiny art objects? What is the most important thing to note in this artwork? Its subliminal and beautiful nature is so close to Burke’s explanation: Sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, solid and even massive, dark and gloomy, beautiful ones comparatively small, light and delicate, smooth and polished. (Hanfling, p. 44). Is it each individual tiny seed which makes this sculpture so powerful? Turning this thought into an analogy of present-day society, are we seeing the individual in the production process, each person with their own complexity as a designer, producer, or distributor? Or are we more interested in the consumer or the economic and profit point? Are we, the consumers, interested only in the newest, fastest, and most effective way to get our dopamine fix with the newest thing on the market? Are we ghosting reality? How does this impact resources? Human or the natural resources we may be damaging in the process. 

“What you see is not what you see, and what you see is not what it means” is a famous note Weiwei made about his Sunflower Seeds. During its exhibition in the Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern, a group of artists, IOCOSE, carried out a rather memorable piece of cultural jamming. They catapulted 4 real sunflower seeds into the one hundred million porcelain ones. Identical from a distance, individual from up close, almost impossible to notice. Ironically, these “Sunflower Seeds on Sunflower Seeds” are anti-consumerism and anti-capitalist activism, while somewhat Dadaist, it remains playful and confirm Weiwei’s concept and take it further into the realms of resources and identity. 

Case study 2:

Michelangelo Pistoletto’s Venus of the Rags 1967- 2023
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The second case study presented in this essay is a work by Italian artist Michelangelo Piscoletto, one of the key representatives of Arte Povera, and his Venere Degli Stracci (1967-2023) (Venus of the Rags). This work consists of a large, almost life-sized statue of Venus in the midst, facing a large pile of what appears to be a multicoloured collection of clothes or rags. Piscoletto has introduced this artwork on multiple occasions, and his latest, in Naples in 2023, was destroyed in an arson attack. How can such an innocently looking installation provoke such a reaction? Piscoletto comments on compulsive overconsumption; he criticises capitalism and its roots. Venus of the Rags, in the true spirit of Arte Povera, valuing poor materials to comment on art and what it is. “Beauty is not a necessary condition of art. It may still be an important ingredient of art” (Hanfling, p. 55). Placing a statue of Venus in the centre of this artwork, Piscoletto actively chooses a classical symbol that engulfs love, beauty, desire, prosperity, quality and victory.  It also represents Western society, traditions, beliefs, and consumption. The impeccably white Venus contrasts with the colourful, marked, used and even ripped rags. In line with Marx, one could argue, Piscoletto is steering a debate comparing the conditions, exploitation of workers and production practices of the far east and developing countries that feed western consumer habits to rags. He’s placing profit expectancy on the valuable statue of the west versus the used, discarded colourful rags of the east. However, this is merely an illusion that Piscoletto is creating here. The statue of Venus is not made of prized, valuable marble as one would expect, but of cement or plaster, depending on the issue of exhibition. The discarded rags are a collection of tools Piscolleto used in his other artworks to achieve mirror shine finishes. This high reproduction and replacement element of both Venus and the Rags in the artwork places the cycle of consumerism against the classical beauty of the past. 

As the preeminent practitioner of Arte Povera, he uses common, core materials and, in the spirit of Duchamp, he creates a conversation about art and quality. Venus of the Rags is often discussed in the context of Gesamtkunstwerk. William Morris, a prominent figure in the Arts and Crafts movement in the second half of the 19th century, was influenced by the philosophy of John Ruskin. They make remarks on the decline in artistic quality of goods in the light of industrialisation. To live the Gesamtkunstwerk, one must surround oneself with beautiful art or crafted useful items to nurture positive energy and harmony. Ruskin connects morality and making money. Not only should money be made in line with moral social responsibilities, but “they should also be spent morally too on noble and beautiful, useful things that we need”. The philosophy of Arte Povera and Ruskin could be interpreted within the context of conscious consumerism. Movements such as the sharing economy encourage society to take ownership of its actions; by defining our values and setting intentions, we can develop greater awareness and shift our habits. “Using things is a possible route to less by replacing consumption with action. As a society, we need to re-learn to celebrate skills of redesigning, repurposing and repairing” (TEDx, 2018). The fashion industry is put in the spotlight here. So-called fast fashion produces vast quantities of cheap clothing. Brands such as Shein, Zara, Marks and Spencer, and others are fuelling McGowan's notion of “incomplete satisfaction” through the constant offering of “the new, the better and the more,” with overproduction and overconsumption. As a society, we are made to believe that commercial recycling or donating our clothes contributes to a more circular society. However, just like Piscoletto’s Venus is turned away from the viewer, Western consumers are turning their backs rather than face the truth. By confronting Venus with discarded textiles, Piscoletto stages a collision between eternal beauty and disposable culture, exposing how consumerism damages both aesthetics and ethics. Developed countries such as Ghana are drowning in Western fashion waste. Their workers are locked in a cycle of job insecurity, with low pay and often a health hazardous environment (Eco Creds, 2025). Marx would be amazed by how visceral his vision of workforce exploitation is and how capitalist consumer propaganda covers up the traces of evidence and knowledge. One could easily imagine we see the world through some kind of spectacles, or maybe we are just not removing our blinkers. Zizek’s commentary on They Live (1988) is a suitable analogy. “Buy, consume, obey, have no independent thought, stay asleep, look good, and do not question authority” (They Live, 1988). A person in that society is “addressed by social authority as a subject who should do their duty, sacrifices themselves.” (Christian, 2014). Only through glasses can one see the bizarre dictatorship within democracy. And facing the real world is painful. “To step out of ideology hurts”, and in the case of They Live (1988), only “extreme violence leads to liberation because freedom hurts!” (Christian, 2014). Zizek's observation that one can see reality only after putting on the glasses is the wrong way round. It is the perception of this distorted ideological reality that is distorted. It also proposes that there is a conforming culture in place and that culture keeps its members happy by keeping them miss- and dis-informed.
Context: 
To juxtapose Weiwei’s Sunflower seeds with Piscoletto’s Venus of the Rags in the context of capitalism and consumer culture, one must look at the core focus of each artist and artwork. Where Weiwei puts in the spotlight a critique of mass production, anonymity, and the loss of individuality within capitalist consumer demand. He creates a tension between heritage and globalised consumer demand by highlighting how “made in China” manufacturing processes erase identity and craftsmanship. By handcrafting the seeds, he chooses to evoke cultural depth yet subverts it through sheer quantity and repetition of the objects. Piscolleto, on the other hand, critiques consumerism, waste and society's moral responsibilities. He draws on a canon of eternal beauty, using it unorthodoxly as a contrasting visual absurdity in throwaway culture aesthetics. His artistic language is direct rather than subversive, creating a dialogue with the viewer, evoking a sense of collective responsibility, and becoming lucid about the challenges that consumerism poses to society and the planet's resources. Need to return to traditional craftsmanship skills and values of a sustainable or sharing society. It is an intriguing concept to take into account the rags around the kitsch Venus were once garments, clothes worn to impress. Can we, by sharing, keeping, repairing, and repurposing, stop or slow down overproduction? In economics, the lower the demand, the less production there is. Can we change the ethics of the original purchase? Fashion is not driven by the selected few at the heights of the rag industry. Everyone who chooses to use and want what they already have with dedication and passion is a fashion practitioner.
 

Conclusion: E unum pluribus, from one to many.
This essay is set to compare how contemporary artworks by Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seeds and Michelangelo Piscolleto’s Venus of the Rags reflect late capitalist society in relation to consumerism, the value of labour, and resources.  Throughout the text, many questions were posed. Is capitalism bad? Can an individual change the collective mind? Can a sharing economy change the roots of capitalism? Can socialism be the answer? Can capitalism exist without desire? The intention of this essay is not to answer all the questions. It would be foolish to even attempt to do so in four thousand words. The name for this composition, E pluribus unum, one from many, reflects the role an individual plays within a collective and how the collective’s choices affect each of its members.   

Capitalists' never-ending chase for money has consequently forged present-day overproduction and desire for more. Shall we blame the consumer? Or the businesses and labourers in developing countries, for flooding Western markets with cheap, low-grade, disposable items? Similarly, should we attack the West for demanding ever more to satisfy their desire?   Isn’t it more likely that the responsibility for the sociopolitical action should come from the ruling class? The problem lies somewhere deep, and it needs to be addressed at its core. To change our habits, the foundation of consumer philosophies must change. Many believe that the action of even a single individual can cause a reaction and have consequences. These consequences then call for more action and create a social revolt to bring about change. E unum pluribus, from one to many!
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