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“Infinite #1” (Alona Harpaz and Mika Rottenberg, 2008,
c-print, 41.5 X 39 inches [image], 42.5 X 41 inches [framed],
edition of g0, AHMRo1). Courtesy of Nicole Klagsbrun
Gallery

right hand; her left hand is holding what looks like a paintbrush,
with which she is coloring in the blue “water.” In “Infinite #1,” what
appears to be a bounteous natural landscape turns out to be a
product of artifice sustained by paint and wires, with much of its
blue “water” literally under wraps.

The disjunction between artistic creation and manual labor
represented by “Infinite #1” is symptomatic of the uneven positions
of women in developed and underdeveloped parts of the world.
The spatial and socioeconomic distance between the white women
depicted in the photograph’s circumscribed frame and the much
less idyllic situation of women struggling for sustenance and eco-
nomic self-determination in rural India reminds us that labor in all
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its iterations—agricultural, reproductive, industrial, and immate-
rial—is unevenly distributed along geographical and racial lines.
The Infinite Earth foundation aims to redress these inequalities by
redistributing funds and resources generated by sales of the photo-
graph to a rural development program in Chamba. The proceeds
of the new weaving center, in turn, “will go towards improving the
living standards of the women and children of Chamba through
health care and education programs.”# This agenda highlights the
extent to which Chamba’s inhabitants have been deprived not only
of the means of production but also of the means of social repro-
duction (“health care and education”). By deliberately blurring
the boundaries between aesthetic creation and productive agricul-
tural labor, “Infinite #1” indicates both the difficulty and necessity
of forging solidarities between immaterial laborers and manual
laborers. The limitations of this project are evident in the differ-
ence between the idyllic agricultural and aesthetic work depicted
in the photograph and the community-owned weaving center that
the photograph was made to benefit, where villagers would manu-
facture garments for export. Whereas Rottenberg’s videos often use
factory spaces as metaphors for immaterial labor, this photograph
deploys a self-consciously artificial scenario of agricultural produc-
tion as a metaphor for the manual labor of weaving. The photo-
graph’s ambiguities (whether the water is actually paint, whether
the plants are real, whether agriculture can represent weaving, and
whether apparently white women can stand in for South Asian vil-
lagers) raise critical questions about the concept of “Infinite Earth™
how can this scene be universalized as “infinite” either temporally
(through social reproduction) or spatially (across the contours of
uneven development)?

Despite the prominence of the production line as a metaphor
in Rottenberg’s pieces, the actual bodies of the industrial working
class remain invisible throughout her works. Her interests in imma-
terial production, erotic labor, and extraordinary bodies obscure
the bodies of workers in real factories that are now concentrated
in underdeveloped, offshore locations. Rottenberg herself is highly
conscious of the politics of visibility in video representation:
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I am interested in the psychological and political aspects of the type of
fantasies one can find in travel brochures and pornography, and the
way that these fantasies function in the construction of power relations
and desire. Many feminist film theorists such as E. Ann Kaplan, Luce
Irigaray and Linda Williams have analysed the construction of the
cinematic gaze as a male projection. In these arguments, there are no
real women represented on the screen. In my videos, I cast women with
extreme physical abilities in roles that both exploit and empower them

by focusing on their real extraordinary talents.*>

Yet even as her surreal factory spaces enable the bodies of “real
women” to appear on her screen, Rottenberg’s recent works occlude
the bodies of working-class women and men. This occlusion, in
turn, reminds us that the prominence of immaterial labor in the
developed world and especially the US is itself enabled and sus-
tained by the global outsourcing of factory labor. Thus Aihwa Ong
has critiqued Hardt and Negri’s universalizing arguments about
the global hegemony of immaterial production by emphasizing
that “global commodity chains for the production of consumer
goods are highly dependent on subcontracting Asian factories
scattered throughout developing countries that hire workers who
are organized by ethnicity and gender.”#6 Drawing on her local
analysis of “high-tech sweatshop” conditions in the Asian Pacific,
Ong shows that “Hardt and Negri’s claims about the formation of
a unified space of counter-Empire blithely neglects [sic] analysis of
the actual, multiple, and segregated conditions of workers in the
Empire’s networks” (125, 123). In this regard, Edward Burtynsky’s
sublime, impersonal images of Chinese factory floors provide an
illuminating formal contrast to Rottenberg’s intimate, small-scale
production lines. Whereas Rottenberg depicts a small number of
women working at interconnected tasks to complete a product,
Burtynsky’s photographs of manufacture in Guangdong present
hundreds of workers, depersonalized both by their working con-
ditions and by the camera’s distance, performing minute, indeci-
pherable tasks. While Burtynsky has been criticized for obscuring
details and reinscribing the alterity of Chinese laborers, his photo-
graphs draw attention to the geographically uneven distribution
of immaterial and material labor. Even Rottenberg’s Tropical Breeze
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and Time and a Half, which appear to address just these global divi-
sions, end up inverting them by sublimating a black woman’s per-
spiration into a tropical scent (she does no visible work other than
hold a steering wheel and wipe her sweat) and highlighting the
inactivity of the bored, beautiful restaurant cashier from Guam.
The bodies of factory workers are invoked and impersonated but
not directly depicted in Rottenberg’s videos.

My aim here is not to criticize Rottenberg for “failing”
to depict the bodies of factory workers but, rather, to argue that
her works exhibit points of intersection between industrial and
postindustrial forms of exploitation. By juxtaposing formal refer-
ences to industrial and agricultural labor with actors and content
drawn from the realm of immaterial labor, Rottenberg’s videos
metaphorically suggest that new forms of immaterial labor are con-
tinuous with industrial exploitation: in different ways, both feed
(“vampire-like,” as Marx put it) on human life.#” Metonymically,
however, the juxtaposition of industrial form and postindustrial
content highlights the globally uneven articulation of immaterial
labor and manufacture. Industrial labor, after all, has not been
entirely superseded by the rise of “biopolitical production”; it has
merely been relocated abroad, redistributed to super-exploited
(and, increasingly, female) workers in nations with conveniently
low standards of living and flexible attitudes about labor laws and
human rights. Yet even immaterial labor is hierarchically tiered
and unevenly distributed across the globe: while some forms of
affective labor— personal trainers, online models, or artists—are
disproportionately located in wealthy urban centers, the traffic in
organs, sex tourism, migrant domestic workers, the international
adoption market, and various forms of communicative and infor-
mational labor all draw disproportionately on flexibilized workers
in underdeveloped nations. Rottenberg’s presentations of immate-
rial labor in factory settings at once allegorize and occlude the
exploitation of bodies in underdeveloped countries by both manu-
facture and biopower. Indeed, it is precisely by displacing working-
class bodies that she allegorizes these different forms of exploi-
tation, pushing us to look far beyond the claustrophobic frames
of her images to conceptualize the geographically uneven global
system that has rendered factory labor invisible throughout much
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of the developed world. In her video works, Rottenberg deploys a
medium that is deeply imbricated in communication technologies
and the dynamics of immaterial cultural production to explore
the obstacles as well as the incentives for forging solidarities across
“the actual, multiple, and segregated conditions of workers in the
Empire’s networks.”#8
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Thanks to Shameem Black, Lynne Joyrich, and Martha Lincoln for
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