Tobey Crockett
Center and Periphery: A Faulty Model

I am not convinced that it is possible to address the
issues raised by center and periphery in a dispassionate
way, or really, if it is even.a good thing to try to do so.
Center and periphery describes the politics of power, the
elite and the excluded, and it is virtually impossible to
avoid respresenting some hidden bias, some political agenda
in the pusuit of such a discussion. Let me then unabashedly
preface my remarks with a statement that reflects my
personal optimism: we truly are standing at the frontier of
a new age. With that new age comes a new man--to quote the
late Vilem Flusser, Homo Faber, man the maker, gives way to
Homo Ludens, man the player. (man at play)

The combination of political and economic changes with
the impending explosion of the information age is about to
radically alter our notions of culture. There are two
factors that I believe will play a key role in this shift.
These ideas are not particularly new, but they are worth re-
examining in light of our new context. The first notion
concerns the nature of the material universe, and the second
relates to the nature of art.

The term center and periphery is not a good way to
model our understanding of where and who we are in relation
to the scientific facts of our universe. Center and peri-
phery is an expression of hierarchy drawn from pEinciples
developed by Descartes and Newton. Useful as linear and
mechanistic thinking can be, it is very limited in its abi-
lity to deal with the organic chaos of 1life as we know it.
Both science and philosophy have, in this century, come much
closer to affirming some ancient truths--ancient wisdom re-
discovered that tells us that there is no center and no per-
iphery in nature, only a web of interrrelationship. Think
of Heisenberg and Einstein. One can only wonder how much
longer it will take to integrate these simple understandings
into our culture: nothing is absolute, everything is rela-
tive. In short, everything is interconnected and a reflect-

ion of everything else.
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In a recent issue of Artforum, Tom McEvilley complained
that militant calls for multiculturalism are frequently
combined with a Hegelian concept of time as a progression
towards the millenium. He argues that until we can find a
better model for history, we will continue to have the same
set of cultural and political problems. In other words,
everything that is wrong with the model established by cen-
ter and periphery will continue to impede our enlightenment.

If, instead, we take as our model for this problem the
notion of the hologram, we might see a noticeable improve-
ment in our ability to reconcile some turbulent conflicts
of politics and history, science and art, culture and
ethics. The beauty of the hologram is that all its order
is implicate, or enfolded, in such a way that it consistent-
ly reflects the dynamic interrelationships of which it is
fundamentally composed. It is something like magic, in that
even the tiniest piece still holds the key to the concept as
a whole.

What deepens in this theory is the interconnectedness
of connection, rather than the supremacy of any one
particular theoretical discovery. This leads to a concept
of originality not based on the Hegelian shock of the new,
"progress", but rather originality as having greater and
greater consistency and interconnectedness. When density is
valued over newness then more meaningful statements of rela-
tionship will emerge, reflecting not only the physical and
philosophical natures of the universe, but our own emerging
global consciousness as well. This framework will help us
to incorporate greater sensitivity to multiculturalism and
resource management in our approach to the future of
culture, art commodities and consumerism in general.

A holographic conception of the nature of our universe
is partially indebted to a digital language--the mathemati-
cal language of information. It is a discussion of infor-
mation and electronic memory that prompts Flusser to create
his Homo Ludens, a man at play with material reality rather
than a hiveworker in some indifferent landscape. The model-
ling and manipulation of information becomes key, and in
this regard, artists are anticipating some dynamic cultural

changes.
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It has always been the nature of art to impart informa-
tion, however, now, more than ever, artists seem to be en-
gaged in the telling of stories. Art objects are conduits
for the expression of highly compacted information, accessed
and interpreted by both the viewer and critic. The more
points of refernce shared by the artist and viewer, the
deeper the transfer of information. How often have we heard
people say that they do not understand modern art? They do
not understand it because they can not understand the story
that the artist tells. These viewers may have no conscious
relationship to chaos theory, color field theory or any
other number of abstract scientific theories which tend to
dominate todays art discourse. They are unable to read the
artwork. This is not only the failure of the viewer, it may
also be the failure of the artist or the critic. However,
the point remains the same, that where no information is
shared, there is a failure of communication--the story gets
somehow lost. Every piece of information, every story, and
every artist is unique and therefore important. Joseph
Beuys said that everybody is an artist, and to the degree at
least that everybody has a story to tell, this is certainly
true.

As critics however, we have to be concerned with
quality, for that is the essence of the critical role, esta-
blishing categories of order. This is the role of scientist
as well. If we apply the scientifc model of interrelation
to the art critics problem of quality then we are able to
say that while all stories may be equally valid, it is also
true that they are not told equally well. Our scientific
mdel helps us to determine how well the artist tells the
story to the degree that the web of interrelationship is re-
flected in the work. The denser and more holographic the
work, the greater the perception of mastery.

Where does all of this lead us? Hopefully to the
inescapable conclusion that center and periphery--elitism
and exclusion-- is a failed model for both our physical and
metaphysiacl world. If, in response to the compaction of
our information age, we prize greater and stranger and more
wonderful combinations of cultural expression, then we might

actually attain some greater degree of intellectual freedom,







