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Behind Police Lines: Art Visble and Invisible

Stephen Wright

Production of street signs by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for an "escrache" denouncing the
"flights of death" carried out by the Argentinian dictatorship between 1976-83. Buenos Aires,
2003. Courtesy the author.

| am nota specialist onthework of Jacques Randere. But hiswritings andin
particular hisindstence on how excess ruddy intrudes into otherwise ontologically
and politically stable orders, alowing wha was previoudy invisible or unheded to
suddenly emerge, have Bmore than those of any other contemporary philosophe B
accompanied me as an art critic in trying to make sense of recent shiftsin the
symbolic configurationsand activities tha can bedescribed as art. Jacques Randere
asthephilosophe of therudeholdsimmense appeal for me. However, | tendto make
aless dramatic Beven far less dramatic Bdistinction between the sensorium of artistic
produdion and the sensorium of other realms of creative action than does Randere.
Actudly, Randere thoughthas Brightly or wrongly Bled me to breaking with the
order of art per se (which isaso an order, with its own police, thoughwe are
sometimes loaheto acknowledgetha) in favour of abroader and at once more
extengve and intengve conaeption of creativity, of which artistic creativity is merely
onevector.

To my knowledge Randsre doesn®offer a definition of @reativityOper se.
Butit isclear tha, to hismind, creativity mug be closely boundup with dissensus
creative activity (or theprodudion of creativity) isdissensud activity (or the
produdion of dissenaus). Thusl have deduced what | bdieveto betheRanderian
definition of creativity: theraising of wrongly posed questions questionswhich are
paradoxicaly, absurdly or even scanddoudy wrongly posed. In Aux bordsdu
politique discussing the efforts of France® early feminists to rip apart the seamless
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identification of man and citizen in the definition of political universality tha allowed
no place for women, hewrites this:

[In] nineteenth century France, workers were able to build their strikesin the form of a
guestion: do French workers belong to that group known as the French, which the Constitution
declares to be equal before the law? E The first French feminists raised the question in still
more paradoxical terms: Gs a French woman a French person?Q(Une Franeaise est-elle un
Franeais?) The formulation may seem absurd or scandalous. But @bsurdOsentences of this
kind can be far more productive, in the process of equality, than the mere assertion that
workers are workers and women are women. They make it possible not only to reveal alogical
breach which itself unveils the workings of social inequality. They also make it possible to
articul ate this breach as arelation, to transform the logical non-place into aplace of polemical
demonstration.*

In other words if the questionswere well posed Btha is, in keeping with the decorum
and precepts of the established epistemological and sodal order Bthey would dlicit a
response, more or lessinteresting, butonewhich could notfail to belogicaly
compaible with tha order, and thussubmissive to it. They would not, and could nat,
produee creativity or dissensus

Street signs and maps produced by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheCof Luis
Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

| begin with this reflection on creativity, both because | want to dedramatise
the conventiond sundeing of art-specific creativity from more diffuse forms of
creativity, and to foregroundthe extent to which creativity is the very essence of the
political as Randere undestandsit. | am entirely sympathetic to wha | condrue as
Randere@ vision of creativity, thoughl am more reticent abouthis celebration of that
sort of channdled and domesticated creativity known as art. Whereas Randiere@
political writingsprovide conceptud tools to rethink art Band | am thinking here
aboveall tha of the oliceOwhich embodies and uphols consensus and defines the
patitionlines of the sengble Bhis aesthetic and art-critical writingsparadoxically
seem to reinforce a conventiond partitioning and conception of art. By this| mean
tha for him it appears amog self-evident tha in order to make visible theinvisible
(tha is, to bud up consensus shift the partition lines of the sengble) art mug in and
of itself enjoy the highest coefficient of artistic visibility possible; it mus benot
merely visible, but bevisible as art per se. While sharing Randsre@ concernsand
conceptud groundwork, my hypothesisisjug theopposte: in order to effectively
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shake up theredistribution of the places and fundionsbtha is, the parts and lack of
patsof al partiesinvolved Bart mug forego its coefficient of artistic visibility. If art
isto recover something of thedisruptive capecity that Randere attributesto it, art
mug accept to nolonge appear as such. Thequestion then is: to wha extent can
Randere's political aesthetics accommodae invisible art Bafar more and ever
increasingly widespread phenomenonthan theart critic Randere appears prepared to
acknowedge?

e
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pensando en vos

Street signs and maps produced by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheCof Luis
Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

Let me back up alittle now, to the very starting paint of Jacques Randere®
inspiring lecture last night. He began, you will recall, with three @ropostionglof
community, of beng-togeher. | would like to propose oneof my own, in theform of
aquok: QVe were friendsand we didn®know it, Owrote Maurice Blanchot of
philosophe Emmanud Levinas. Wha astrangeidea ba friendship tha remained
invisibleto itself. After al, if anything should be self-aware, surely it isthat form of
interpersond solidarity based on elective affinity known as friendship. We know,
roughly speaking, when friendship begins and it is oneof therituds of friendship to
recall the circumstances of its beginnings We know too, often with panful precision,
when friendship ends and we may find ourselves looking back aloneat wha caused
therupture. But an unselfconsiousfriendship seemsto imply tha there can be
disparate regimes of sengbility tha prevent usfrom perceiving modes of beng-
togdher in which we are neverthdess actively involved. If thisis the case, we can see
Blanchot® remark less as a mildly perplexing paradox than as a profoundly pditical
ingght For politics, like art, is aboutperturbing stable regimes of perceptibility,
making visible bodies which, thoughaways there, went somehow unnotced, making
audible and legible as musc wha was previoudy written off as mere noise. Redlity,
in other words, doesn®just show up onour radar screensbecause it isthere; like
desire, it hasto becomposed. Andtha compostion isapolitical act.

What determines which bodies and aggregaes of bodies are visible or
invisible in the perceptible order of things? Wha assignsthem thar codficient of
visibility iswhat Jacques Randere broadly refers to as the @oliceD Not thepolice in
the crassest sense, undestood as the bludgeon-widding wardens of thelaw; butthe
police in the broadest sense Bin other words the often invisible set of inditutionstha
enaure the prescription and regulation of theexistent arrangament of what is notonly
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legitimate, butliterally perceptible. As Randere put it in his now classic thoughstill
provocative definition:

The policeis, in its essence, the law which, though generally implicit, defines the part or lack
of part of the parties involved. But to define that, one must first define the configuration of the
sensible in which the various parties are inscribed. The policeis thus above all a bodily order
that defines the partition between means of doing, means of being and means of saying, which
means that certain bodies are assigned, by their very name, to such and such aplace, such and
such atask; it isan order of the visible and the sayable, which determines that some activities
arevisi blze and that some are not, that some speech is heard as discourse while others are heard
as noise.

As political struggle Bin which art may of course play arole bforces changesin the
distribution of the sengble, sodal arrangements, discourses and groupsemergefrom
and recedeinto the darkness monitored by the police. Randere@ andysis clearly
pertainsto art; butit also and more generally appliesto alineof partition between
practices tha are admitted and those tha are discredited, between wha mug be said
and what cannotbe said and by whom, between socially mandaory and forbidden
speech and action. To take but oneexample on the shores of Europe it isonly
recently, after sustained political struggle tha Kurdshave come to be acknowledged
as existing in the eyes of the Turkish state. Thoughof course thar collective existence
is by no meansarecent phenomenon,ther emergence as a collective entity has only
come aboutthrougha decisive shift in the domnant regime of sendbility Bashiftin
thepolice lines, so to speak, which meanstha today Kurdish videomaker Sener
Ozmen@works can be shown in Istanbulin their origina version with Turkish
subtitles?

B

Street signs and maps produced by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheCof Luis
Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

Seen in this postivelight, art is political notbecause of its subject matter but
because it secretes the sort of dissensusengendaing Bor conenaus-corroding
sengbility tha bringsprevioudy invisible or scarcely visible bodies into focus One
way artists do thisis by enlarging ther artistic material to induding human
interrelations bringing other people® subjectivities Doften subodinaed
subjectivities Binto the artistic equéion. Thisis unquestionably the major impetus
behind so-called Gelationd aestheticsO Y et, because of the single-signaure structure
of artworks (which are almog invariably signed by the artist along, those who
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collaborate in ther produdion, contributing their own creativity to the common end,
are somehow condemned to disappear Dor, paradoxically, to re-disapperr, if the
work succeedsin drawing attention to thar perceptibilty to start with. Thisis oneof
the greatest pitfalls of relationd aesthetics, and indeed oneof themog irksome
political paradoxes of art today. Inasmuch as it repatriates this anonynouscreativity
into thefoldsof the artworld, thework of Urban Encampment Dmentional yesterday
evening by Jacques Randere Dmerely reproducees the predaory logic of the artworld,
andis closer to acolonisation of thereal than to fissuring it open.

LUIS JUAN

DONOCIK
HONORIQ'

Street signs and maps produced by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheCof Luis
Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

Art obvioudy enjoysa place of pridein Randsre@ system. But it appears
paradoxica tha whereas other bodes and phenonmenaare seen to produce dissensus
by cropping up where they are not suppogd to, where they are nat alowed to, by
intruding into policed fictions barging into spaces and times where there is no space
nor any time for them, art is somehow suppo®d to remain inits place. Unlike
everything else, art is politica when it doeswha it is suppo®d to: beng producd
and exhibited within the performative framework of the artworld. But howis aesthetic
rupture, and the efficacy of disconnection, to take place withoutbreaking with
artworldly conenaus? Yet Randereis explicitly wary of art seeking to sunde from
itself. @olitics and art refer to oneanother as two forms of fiction, working on the
same material. A certain will to get outside or to join up with thereal thusultimately
tendsto identify the politics of art to its opposte, that is, conensud ethics.® On this
one crudal point, theconduson | draw from Rancisre® work is at oddswith his
own.

| sugpect that onereason for the artworld@ warm embrace of Randere@
aesthetic theory istha it tellsthe artworld what it wants to hear aboutitself; it
reinforces the glowing stereotypetha theartworld fandesfor itself Bthat is, asan
inheently political and ailmog subveasive place, whaever sort of predictable and
conventiond buffooney it actudly engagesin. For in fact, theartworld isa very
policed world, thoughonewhich has a paadoxical proclivity for notlooking at itself,
anditsimplicit condittionsof possibility, with any sort of hard-headed luadity. For
ingance, and for thedomnant mind<t, it goes amog withoutsaying tha for art to
take place at dl, it mug bevisible; indeed, it should enjoy the highest coefficient of
artistic vigibility possible. In art, bengis notonly being perceived, butbaeng
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perceived assuch. So self-evident does this appear, tha it scarcely seemsto bear
mention, for in the absence of the framing devices separating art from merereal
things objects and activities of whaever description obginaely refuse to changethar
perceptud and indeed ontological statusto become art. The past decade, however, has
witnessed the emergence of an increasing number of practices, which, though
informed by artistic competence and intention, have such alow coeficient of artistic
vigibility asto beimperceptible as art. We see something, butnotas art. Wha, then,
are the determinant framing devices tha dictate the conditionsunde which art
appearsin theworld Pat least unde current conventions? Three nommeative
assumptionsform a sort of implicit compact: tha art necessarily and amog naurally
manifestsitself in theworld in theform of an artwork; tha art takes place throughthe
intermediary of an artist, whose bodily presence and creative authority Buphdd by
thesignaure Bguaantee the artistic authenticity of the propostion, undewritten by
authorship; tha art takes place before homogenised aggregates of visud consumers
tha make up theingitution of spectatorship. Questioning the places and nonplaces of
art thusinvolves at the same time raising the question as to who is authorised to do
art. Who, in other words isinvested with the authority required to insure the
acquiescence of the spectator? For ultimately, if the spectator fails to adhaeto the
artistic nature of the propostion, validating its quest for recognition (Ghis is artQ
throughthevoluntary suspenson of disbdief, art cannottake place at all.

Street signs and maps produced by the Grupo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheOof Luis

Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

Fortunaely, agrowing number of artists and artists collectives are questioning
theneed for art to conform to these normative condraints: in the place of the
sacrosanct artwork, some are favouring an art which remainsopen and process-based,
showing scant conaern for theusud criteria of showing and disseminding, refusng to
suborinae process to any extringc finished product; others (often the same),
chdlenging the artist@ authority, have come to advocate co-authorship, broadening
responsbility for the creative process to all those taking part; still others (invariably
thesame), indead of contributing to an art whose legitimacy relies on recognition by
the spectator, refuse this conventiond division of visud labour (whereby subjet;
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produces an object for ddectation, consumption or bracing reception by subijet,),
preferring interventions which, thoughnot exempt from the exigendes of the public
spheae, have only anegligible coeficient of art-specific visibility. Such practices
undemine postionsof autharity and diminish theremit historically attributed to those
experts of expression, generally referred to as artists.

Envisaging an art withoutartwork, withoutauthorship and without
gpectatorship has an immediate conequence: art ceases to bevisible as such. For
practices whos self-undestanding stems from thevisud arts tradition®notto
mention for the normative ingitutionsgovening it Bthe problem cannotjug be
ovelookd: if it isnotvisible, art eludes all control, prescription and regulation Bin
short, al @dicedln a Foucauldian perspective, one might arguetha thekey issuein
policing art is the question of visibility.

Street signs and maps produced by the Grljpo de Arte Callejero for the @scracheCof Luis
Juan Donocik, unpunished dictatorship perpetrator, Buenos Aires, December 2003. Courtesy
the author.

Of course, Rand+re nowhere refers to the @rt pdicedIndeed, so silentis he
onthepoint that onesugpects tha thevery notionis antinomical to histhinking. At
any rate, it remainsto be undestoodwhy art consstently enjoysa status of exception
both in Randsre@® writing and in the general symbolic order Brather than bengthe
very image of tha order. As hewrites:

The essence of the police is to be a partition of the sensible characterised by the absence of
emptiness and supplementarity: society consists of groups devoted to specific modes of doing,
of places where these occupations can be performed, of modes of being corresponding to these
occupations and these places. In this adequation of functions, places and ways of being, there
isno place for any void. It is this exclusion of the Ghere isn® anyOwhich is the policing
principle at the very core of state-sanctioned practice.®

Theart police acts tacitly, its hidden injundionsonly becoming truly perceptible with
the bendfit of hindsght, when the shgpe of an era or movement dowly comesinto
focus For, as| seeit, Randere@@ andysis applies as much to art asit does to the
partition of thereal between places and nonplaces of knowledge visibility and
legitimacy, and enables usto better see how actions and wordsare distributed in
keeping with alinetha has been defined a priori.

Andit may well befor this reason tha ever more artists today are quitting the
artworld, sacrificing ther coeficient of artistic visibility in favour of amore
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corrosvely dissensus-engendeaing capeacity in thedomnant semiotic order. For to see
something as art according to thedomnant performative paradigm of the
contemporary artworld, isto acknowledgesomething terribly debilitating: tha it is
jug art Bnotthedangeous litigious real thing. It is not my intent to deny tha art
can, on occasion, dowha Randere claims it can: for the artworld Zite that likes that
sort of thing, the concentrated, composed and self-reflective works onefindsin
museums have adisruptive valuetha is far from negligible. But ddiberately
circumscribing it within the policed structure of the artworld is to ensure tha our
relationghip to art remainsoneof congantly renewed, congantly dashed hopes.

Art has alonghistory throughoutthe twentieth century of seeking to do away
with itself, at oncerealising and abolishing itself. However, thisis nottheimpeus of
what some people are now referring to as Gtealth artOor @py artOpractices today,
who coefficient of artistic visibility is so ddiberately impared as to rende thework
well nighinvisible. In seeking to pry outtha void from the core of fullness, which
Randere contendsis the very dynamic of thepolitical, they seek a codficient of
efficiency, beyondthereaches of thos art practices tha appear unde the
unambiguousbanne of art. Quite frankly, if art framed as art really had anythinglike
thedisruptive capecity Randere generoudy ascribes to it, we would have noticed it by
now. At any event, an inareasing number of artists have appaently grown
disenchanted with the sort of invisible parentheses aroundart, bracketing it off froma
more indudve senorium of experience. These artists have broken with a paradigm
tha Randere seems notto question, or perhgoseven to notice: tha art need not
necessarily appear in theworld in terms of its specific ends(artworks) butin terms of
its specific means (itstools). Or to use a distinction from Chomskian linguistics,
which | find useful, rather than appearing as performance art can exist as compeence.
Wha hagppenswhen artists use ther reflexive compeence to inform symbolic
activities and configurationswithoutlaying claim to it as art? If they doit in
collaboration with scientists Bas is the case of the Critical Art Ensemble, for indance
Bthey may enhance thevisibility of thepolice lines aroundthe produdion of
scientific knowledge revealing science to itself as a capital-intense culture of experts
Bbringing togeher technoaats, academics and investors Ball of whombdongto a
sort of epistemic community, sharing acommon intellectud and aboveall axiological
and ideological background.Or if they doit in collaboration with soda movements,
they enhance thevisbility Band thusthe creative, dissensua capecity Bof thoe
intrusve bodies, as they endeavour to eek outa space for themselves,

Let me condudewith a single example, which | find emblematic, for it aso
suggests to my mind tha art isincreasingly moving toward its own GnvisibilisationO
inits quest to eludethe police, artistic and otherwise. The Grupode Arte Callgjero
(GAC, or Street Art Group)is an Argentineartist collective, whose coefficient of
artistic visibility isas low as its contribution to enhancing the visibility of populr
movements in Argentinais significant. Foundel in 1997in BuenosAires, itis
currently made up of eight members, some of whom have formal artistic training,
while others are graphic designe's. Thegroupworks in situaionsof publc
paticipaion, rather than art-referenced contexts, using its graphic-design and art-
related compeendes to chdlengethe public consumption and foser the public
produdion of signs Over the past few years, the GAC has worked with the steering
committee of the H.1.J.0.S. movement (MHijosOs the Spanish word for sonsand
daughters, and was foundel by the children of some of the 30,000 people those who
were @lisappearedCoy the military dictatorship), in organizing public actionswith the

Behind Police Lines: Art Visible and Invisible
http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v2n1/wright.html



ART&RESEARCH: A Journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods. Volume 2. No. 1. Summer 2008

objective of drawing attention to the ongang presence in BuenosAiresCresidential
neighbouhoodsof those who, in onecapacity or another, took part in thecrimind
activities of themilitary government. These actions, highly specific to the Argentine
context, and developed by H.1.J.O.S. in 1995 are known as escraches. An escracheis
a sort of collective performance, where the produdion of memory and knowledgeis
insgeparable from the produdion of form. The pointis not so much to demand tha the
perperators of the genoade and pditical repression Bwhich were of course not
carried out by a handful of officers and their henchmen but required an extensve
network of profiteersfromall walks of life BDbebroughtto trial, nor certainly to lynch
them in afurther miscarriage of judice, butto shed light ontherole they played and
thar ongongimpunty, in order to conditute a sort of soda memory and a popubr
undestanding at the neghbouhoodlevel of how the dictatorship actudly fundioned,
S0 as to prevent itsre-emergence. To thisend, the GAC has developed afull array of
tools Dstreet signsindicating thelocation of clandestine detention centres, city maps
showing the addresses of the perperators of repression Btha thegroupdeploysitself
and makes available to others.

Wha | find artistically compdling is tha the GAC has taken wha mightbe
described as the Gautological imperativeCthat is the hdlmark of conceptud art
practice, and has wrested it from the sterile framework of the artworld, turning it
outwards unleashingit, so to speak, onthereal. The GAC has cho®n to inject art-
specific compeence into sodal processes as a tangible form of energy, while at the
same time maintaining art as such in a state of objective absence. What they doisnat
art, yet withoutart it would nat be possible to doit. This paradox undescores an
ethical imperative: how could art adequaely reconcile form and content to represent
the absence of the 30000 people assassinated by Argentina@ military regime some
two decades ago, for it is not thar presence which is absent, butthar absence which
is so devastatingly present. In such circumstances, and otherstoo, art mug have the
good grace to respect tha absence with its own.

! Jacques Randiere, Aux bordsdu politique(Paris: La FabriqueZditions 1998, pp.
86-7. My trandation.

2 Jacques Randiere, La MZsentente (Paris: GalilZe, 1995) p. 52. My trandation.

% The Meeting or bonjour Monseur Courbe, in theexhibition The
UncannyUnhamlich, curated by Ali Akay, Akbank Art Centre, September 15!
Octobe 23,2005.(Curated as part of 9" Internaiond Istanbul Biennial).

* http://www.campementurbain.org/

® Jacques Randi+re, ome Paradoxes of Political Art,Opublic lecture on Monday 21
November 2005t the Home Works 111 forum, 17-24 November Beirut. My
trandation.

® Rand*re, Auxbordsdu politique op. cit., pp. 176-7.
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