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I was also pretty confused by your website. As a person who Cooing Over the Golden Phallus
advocates turning off your computer, you sure do have an

extensive website with a lot of "campaigns” that seem pretty = Samas KANOUSE

impossible to break into (unless you're a rich art student) il
kind of like the "activist scene" was when I first started, until

I remembered I didn't care. Another element of confusion i the documentary film We Interrupt This Empire, an anti-war

S - <rator tosses a cream pie in the face of an argumenta-
= s=porter. Lhe scene never fails to elicit uproarious laugh-
%= “om the audience through the slow-mo playback of the
== and subsequent footage of the indignant, then humili-
It's true that the religious right can control television, as evi- = s orony reporter crying, white goo dripping down her
denced by the American Family Association, Christian If ke video were activist porn, this would be the money
Leaders for Responsible Television, the Family Friendly While the environmental, feminist, and anti-capitalist
s of the loosely allied Biotic Baking Brigade have long
mg pies in the faces of those directing the neoliber-
: _ I hadn't before seen the action target one of their
screening, letting small, powerful pressure groups of "funda- o B Even though I laughed as readily as anyone
mentalist christian culture jammers" dictate the content and = &

lay down moral guidelines by pulling out ads from shows that

for me is the culture jamming you attribute to Christian fun-
damentalists. Excuse me for asking, but who the hell are you
forging alliances with?

Programming Forum, and other private censorship boards
that make a mockery of "tv turn off week," contributing to the
control of television content by advertisers (I!) through pre-

“2e wisuzl resonance with pornography was striking
£= to mzke me uneasy. The pieing sequence occupied a
dare to question nuclear war, feature non-heterosexual cou- 2 “climatic” moment within the film, an independent
ples, or dare to cover the complexity of controversial issues cion geared toward the politically sympathetic. The
such as single parenting, abortion, assisted suicide, or the = S smime cream pie effectively upstaged the film’s other
pill. Oppression, oppression! That kind of censorship in tel- = . oievs with activists, images of successful street
evision, the watered-down television that results, frankly es direct actions before Bechtel. If a practical joke
sucks more than public access does. st om one lackey of empire assumes a central place in the
sstissies we create for ourselves, then perhaps we had better
. iz cur reliance on the prank—and the prankster figure
& meaninsful political tactic.
m grenk s re—emergence on the stage of popular media
I renewed opportunities to hijack the spectacle, possibly
# “he sake of inserting alternate meanings, possibly just for
S eck swself. Most activist writing on the prank-as-tactic
Eﬂa&nhtory pranks are accessible, funny, light-hearted,
plotogenic—not dense, argumentative, pedantu:, and

.' : Slznc Some has been critical: pranks are snappy one-
I s t=st sun the risk of offending many of those who might

Living without dead time, to me, is about more than just fol-
lowing your "deprogramming guidelines,"—which, by the way,

is a contradiction in itself.

Sincerely,

Yael Grauer, human being ‘E
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be persuaded to agree. While prankster tactics have long pro- ¥ 2= broadly supportive of the prank as tactic, the pop-
liferated at the grassroots, they have recently achieved far = _ “om of the form warrants a more nuanced examination
broader visibility than they had back when Abbie Hoffman She ways it operates culturally and politically. Any discus-
quipped, “It's embarrassing when you try to overthrow the = the prank’ is over-general. Part of the task here is to
" s=i5 significant differences in different prankster

=ices that impact their popularity, relation to other forms
#ctiem. and above all, the underlying social schema they

Today, the prank seems a fairly reliable way to make it to the | St &= s=inscribe, regardless of their overt political content.
top of the bestseller or box office list. While Michael Moore’s = 55— il what gender and economic relations are engaged
stated (though unrealized) goal with Fahrenheit 9/11 was to gesmksess as they temporarily turn the tables on their
change, not overthrow, the government, the enormous com- s szrgets? Does the popular reception of prankster
mercial success of his film was often considered proportional Peies sepcesent 2 fulfillment of its promise to make dissent
to its political effectiveness. Morgan Spurlock’s Super Size Me, ‘5= F Hso. what kind of fun are we having and what kind
with a box office take of $11.5 million, crept up the list of all- S == we Soing, or not doing, while we're having it?
time top grossing documentaries to number four. Less widely
distributed and commercially successful, The Yes Men
($255.000 g'ross) brought the infiltrative satiric stunts of
Mike Bonanno and Andy Bichlbaum, already well known in
art and activist circles, to a more general audience.

government and you wind up on the bestseller’s list.
Popular pranksters are now less likely to express such embar-
rassment.

Cowsors
=wes-obvious starting point is the observation that
F:n.hter is almost always male. Moreover, the
meer s antics are dusted with a certain macho brava-
# emphasizes heroic individuality. Fahrenheit 9/11, Super
2=c The I Men all feature charismatic, crusading male
“sis whose personalities are intimately linked to the
Sesssiee. production, and promotion. Fahrenheit 9/11's
== paciress the solo figure of Moore against the sky,
o= ezm:lope stamped “confidential.” Despite the
= ng interviews with a woman who lost her son in
¢ W= “te coster implies that Moore alone will lead the
==ce 5o the hidden truth. Similarly, the Yes Men are por-
2= thesr poster larger-than-life and atop the globe,

‘Why have prankster-activists found such popular and commercial
success lately? Conceived as counter-spectacle by activists like:
the Yippies who understood the need to struggle on the level
of representation, pranks are designed to be popular. Like
the Situationists, politicized pranksters of today harness:
broad dissatisfaction with contemporary society and expressit =

in visceral, anarchic, experiential forms. The success of MTV. ;
hijinks shows like Punk’d and Jackass (whose 2002 film version
grossed almost $80 million worldwide) may have helped to

pave the way for the popular acceptance of political = e :

pranksters, despite these shows’ corporatism, apathy, and sex- g the :-I;.hd. c;ne P rm:;c 2l 31—: ime”. The Super :5'!2:& Me
ism. In this view, the political prank seems like "an idea whose = =~ a‘ on;{n]:lj S0 ,ouette confr({ntlng o
time has come”—a clever reworking of a politically complicit = g g::ﬂlﬂng % onald’s, accompanied by a
cultural form into a gesture an audience of non-activists may .~ =~ eroic musical score. None of these activist

ndvsubvinsive b sexy. =TS ave pﬂrtrayed in relation to organizations dmng

& Sasd e=d boring work of organizing boycotts, attending
- #=2 recruiting supporters. Indeed, their appeal is
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predicated largely on their avoidance of the more mundane
and feminized clerical and affective labor tasks of activism.
Macho heroism is not confined to activists with respectable
box office showings. Even the self _financed, little distributed,
and prank-free Weapons of Mass Deception incorporated the cru-
sading and quixotically macho figure of its producer Danny
Schechter “The News Dissector.” The Reverend Billy's riveting
live performances are driven by his compelling persona as a
charismatic, if vaguely sleazy, preacher, able to whip his faithful
into an anti-consumerist frenzy as sexualized as the revivals he

imitates.

/ith the reliance of some prankster politics on a crusading if
comic male figure, the apparent differences from de-politicized
sexist prank forms like Jackass should be reconsidered. The
humor of the prank often hinges on a play on traditional
gender relations. Like the sexualized image of the pied
reporter, this play can be anything but progressive, reinscribing
rather than subverting sexist imagery. Not surprisingly, such
comic moments are enormously successful; few reviewers of
The Yes Men could resist breathlessly cooing over the golden
phallus that Bichlbaum exposes to unsuspecting textile industry
executives. "Please see the movie just for this,” begged the
Chicago Tribune.* The irreverent bad-boy prankster earns laughs
by successfully manipulating macho images like the erection
of a gold lame appendage or the eruption of creamy pie in the -
face while doing little to deepen the level of analysis or to
question the gender politics that make their pranks so funny
in the first place.

Of course, not all pranksters who manipulate gender stereotypes I.

for comic effect do so without attending to social conse-
quences. The Pink Bloque, which has received some criticism
for its advocacy of “tactical flirting” in tense demonstration
situations, has combined a girls just want to have fun image
with feminist performances on issues such as date rape and
gendered income disparities. Ange Taggert successfully parlays
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her position as a middle-aged white female consumer (and
ex-kindergarten teacher) into an opportunity to cleverly criticize
corporate practices while undermining the stereotype of
docility in her demographic group. Significantly, both these
sxamples are of pranksters who sidestep the macho
individualism of many other prankster-activists and engage in
the tradition of feminist collectivity.

CELEBRITY PRODUCTION

Just as obvious as the machismo of many pranksters is the
observation that working on the scale of mass culture demands
zn infrastructure for funding production, distribution, and
promotion— an infrastructure highly developed and tightly
controlled by capital. While Moore encountered difficulties
cistributing his film an unprecedented number of theaters,
s=zardless of their owners' ideologies, were willing to screen
== documentary because of the huge profit it generated.
While it is unclear if the outcome of last November's elections
w11 reduce the number of political documentaries screened
widely, studios and theaters now recognize a huge market for
nkster films. And when there is a market, the entertainment

=dustry will do its best to enlarge it, massaging the produc-
~on of irreverent heroic personas to sell prankster politics to
2 mew marketing niche. The failure of Fahrenheit 9/11 to effect
= zctoral change may actually make prankster activists more
seiractive products, as their promise of political engagement
“=rough spectatorship is fundamentally unchallenging to the

==chanisms by which the studios and theaters turn a profit.

Foundations like Creative Capital and the artists’ project
= 7%ark have been responsible for funding a number of
e=zrt, critical art projects, especially those with large price
=S Though the establishment of an infrastructure to support
w=< rzise the visibility of interventive work is without doubt
mecessary, the funding and promotion of high-cost, tech-
Sezwy pranks run the risk of primarily benefiting those whose
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skill-sets are already highly valued in the dominant economy.
Support for a particular project can quickly become a “career
maker” for the artist. Creative Capital, whose name and activ-
ities mimic corporate grantors' “capacity-building” pro-
grams, offers initial financial support for projects and
longer-term career development “in strategic planning,
fundraising, public relations, and marketing” through work-
shops and retreats to which, as CC’s website notes, “many
concrete opportunities for the artists, such as gallery repre-
sentation and collaboration invitations, can be attributed.”

Despite the sometimes oppositional content of many of these
artists’ work and the small amounts of money available to
them (especially in comparison to the R&D budgets of military;
contractors), prankster projects can, as Miwon Kwon

moted of other forms of institutional critique, “beco
srtensions of the museum’s own self-promotional apparatus,

while the artist becomes a commodity with a special purchase;
on criticalify.”* The ways and reasons institutions circulate
resources and brand their activities easily recede into the

background, overshadowed by the timeliness of the artist-

commodity’s work.

Significantly, ®TMark deals with the naturalization of capita.l'_'

funding priorities by turning fundraising itself into a project.

On their website project ideas are grouped into "mutual
funds” in which donors might invest-— enabling anonymou

artists production. The ironic tension between a project's
content and terms like "fund families” underscore the distance

between ®TMark’s work and the priorities of capit
Similarly, the distribution of independent documentaries vi
free downloads and house-party screenings structurally critique
the art/entertainment industry while exploring political conten

on any number of different subjects. These examples illustra te
how artists might deploy their work in ways that prefigure

democratic media system without making “the art world” o2
“Hollywood” the sole or overt subject of their projects.
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DOSSTMING DISSENT
Whes 2o artist develops a “persona” in order to seduce a larger
tence, it becomes difficult to question the operation of
“mage in politics, even if the specific content of the image is
wocsested. The Yes Men describe their activism as “identity
: ", 2 twist of the advertising term “identity development”
seczlls Adbusters’ “demarketing” spoof ad campaigns. Both

2nd the Yes Men use corporate forms (convention

== websites, news releases, print ads, commercials) to
= = imzges that the multibillion-dollar PR industry works
# = =ceels 10 polish. This is vitally important work because
mwch of politics, especially in the US, does happen on the
= = representation. However, an acceptance of image as

S somany site of political contest runs the risk of further
“=g w=xv real spatial and material dimensions of politics.

colture-jamming and “identity correction” hope for
emce between the manipulation of images and the
_s=on of the power relations operating within the system

seccesen:. Even when a project has generated some
soo=—un = response, the link between perturbations of
g i== sower remains very difficult to establish. As evidence
s == « =fizctiveness, Morgan Spurlock (whose reputation
s e should be considered alongside authorship of an
Ing 'corporate image piece” for Sony) pointed to
.= s ciscontinuation of the super-size campaign just
Suse—Scz Me reached general release. While encouraging
== “rom 2 public health standpoint, the gesture also
“2 wocate McDonald's corporate image for the ultimate
o s=ling more food to more customers. In their
“se Ues Men express surprise that the outrageous and
sroposals they made before assemblies of busi-
e= secesved not the least murmur of dissent. They
sesemsance of their offensive speech to the businessmen’s
% = == face of presumed expertise or basic acceptance
wialoy of globalization, but perhaps everyone under-

= muacters very little what is said in meetings as long as
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business goes on elsewhere as usual.

The attention of prankster activism to the superstructure, to
use an old fashioned term, underscores the upper-middle—
classness of its politics. The arena of consumption, the terrain
engaged by pranksters, is where most middle-class people
develop their identities, form their allegiances and live their
politics. It's a key site for engagement, and pranks can be seen
as contemporary popular education for those who already
have a voice in consumer society. The Reverend Billy’s
Starbuck’s exorcisms and Ange Taggert's disruptive purchase
and return loops work so well because they speak to middle
class consumers in their own language and have actors whose
appearance is reassuringly familiar, even if their actions are not.

However, in privileging the position of consumer as a location

of resistance, prankster activism runs the risk of presenting

opposition as yet another lifestyle or (anti)consumer choice-

Adbusters has incorporated product development and marketing
into its anti-media/media: the creation of the Blackspot

sneaker, an anti-brand brand of trendy labor and environment

friendly shoes. Anticorporate consumers now needn’t sacrifice
style or comfort for their principles; we can have our cake and

guiltlessly eat it too. Crimethink’s neo-Situationist exhortations:
to disentangle ourselves from commodity dependence read
like lifestyle advice columns for the voluntarily poor and ant
icapitalist. What gets lost in the shuffle is the fact that radical
social change is not merely the adoption of a different set of
consumer habits and the reality that attaining global economic
and environmental justice will entail a high degree of sacrifice
for those of us in the world's top income brackets (where
almost every Euro-American Anglophone resides). We ma
admire the MST, be inspired by the piqueteros, and think
nuns who die organizing Brazilian indentured workers are
really cool, but very few of us (myself included) are willing ¢
abandon the comparatively comfortable and glamorous wor
of creatively tarnishing capital’s image.
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We who use prankster tactics readily discuss cooptation, and
it's just as important to talk about how much we have opted
i=. In shifting the focus of activism to the terrain of image
=znipulation, in insisting that successful actions must also be
#un. how much have we internalized capital’'s emphasis on
consumption and externalized the necessity of re-forming
== relations of material production? How much might we be
sesponsible for our own cooptation because macho, celebrity,

consumerist agency is not so fundamentally oppositional
a=er 2117

T == CONSCIENTIOUS PRANKSTER
= csiticizing the masculine, individualist, middle-class, and
==sumer-oriented elements of prankster politics, I risk
Sseearing to advocate for nose-to-the-grindstone communi-
= organizing, appealing to some notion of proletarian
so senticity, Or expressing sour grapes over the popularity
== commercial success of certain high-profile pranksters. As
—eone who has been periodically criticized as humorless,
“os= background is relentlessly upper-middle class and
sose own work usually ducks issues of effectiveness, I may
e the best person either to ask or answer these questions.
=== than be dishonestly prescriptive, I hope to participate
« =rocess of individual and collective self-evaluation that
Sring about, over time, a collective, engaged, feminist
== that shapes equally the realms of representation, dis-
~w= =nd political practice.

w===ctional Biology, the Critical Art Ensemble (which has
ww=c support from Creative Capital) advocates for the tac-
wse of pranks in raising questions about applied genetic
wewsc= Their example— the release of hundreds of mutant
« —ore “funny weird"” than “funny ha-ha,” and it targets
‘s spaces of the production of genetic research and its
——-on. By foregoing the belly laugh and opting for the
_ CAE's tactic opens a terrain for open-ended but
== geestioning.
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While still offering a damn good time, the Pink Bloque’s
public performances and appearances at demonstrations
offer cues as to how actions might be politically effective with-
out having a specific “target” whose image must be "correct-
ed”. Their dancing street parties transform the (often highly
macho) “cops vs. protestors” dynamic and proclaim the right
of people, especially women, to inhabit public space as polit-
ical agents. Their actions implicitly, and with good spirit,
challenge the still-too-often sensually deadening mass
demonstration. Their original adoption of these tactics was
situated in a particular constellation of politics and police
practices. Their decision to stop performing reflected a
recognition that after three years of the "war on terror” and
the second inauguration of Bush, the constellation had
changed. The Pink Bloque was willing to forego becoming a
branded fixture at protests in favor of continuing to respond
creatively to a shifting political landscape.

Outside of the world of political artists, the 85% Coalition,
an Ilinois civil rights group, effectively used a prank to illus-
trate the lack of equal protection for gays. Long-term, same-
sex couples applied en- masse for marriage licenses, which
were refused. A hetero-seeming couple (actually a gay man
and straight woman who didn’t know each other) was easily
able to secure a license, satirizing the state’s standards for
marriage. By fluidly extending years of demonstrations,
guerilla theater, lobbying, and polling to provide protection
of LGBTQ people under the state constitution, the group
avoided isolating the marriage issue as the only relevant campaign
for gays and lesbians. The fun event reinvigorated tired core
activists and engaged a large number of supporters who oth-.
erwise had not been involved.

Readers of this essay will, no doubt, be eager to nominate
specific practices as places where we might find threads of a
conscientious pranksterism. It's certainly not as simple as

staying small and not getting famous. Every project, including
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the ones critiqued here, presents insightful solutions and

inspiring models along with entanglements and unanswered

guestions. Only through cultivating permeable egos alongside

open structures will we sketch the contours of an expansive,
. responsive, and challenging cultural and political practice.

Faffman, on the success of Steal This Book, 1971.
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