"The only ralation to ar that can be sanctioned in a rgality that
31andz under the constant threat of catastrophe is one that treats
works of art with the sarne deadly serigusness that characterizes
the world today.” (Thaodor . Adomg)m

We shouldn Jet curselves b averly impressad By the false maturity
of the modems whe do Aot 822 3 olace far ethics—which they de-
NOUASE as momiism—in ressanabie discourse.” (Emmanuel Levinas)

Prologue

This egsay invitas two analogous and cOmplementary readings
of ethics and assthetics in BeNemparany art. The first part sesks
1o understand tha relationship betwean the ideas of sthics ano
aestheties that frame current debates in what is otherwise called
political art, The sasond mart is concemed with Woes of artstic
practice that straddle the realm of an and documentary, and the
problems they pase o qup Comprehensicn of aality In the contesd
af art works, medig images, and exhibitions of CONeMyIorany ar,
In the first, | ghall analyze reasons for the remarkahle fransformatian
of the concept of the political in contemparary art, especially ag it
LonRcerns both the subjest ang cantent of such an, that make
@scondary the formal rmeans af the work. secandly, the exhibitan
documenta 11 provides the exemplary notice as g gpecific case
gtudy for how to read tha disfigured tradition af the documentary
as it gonverges with a surprisingly conserative notion of the
disinterestedness of art in its relstions with social ife,

The Unhomely and the Anxiety of Glabal Modemity

A digtance of nearly fithy vaars =8parates Us from Adorno's state-
ment, & statement all the more remarkable for its presaience in
siating the strange disarticulation of oriticality in recent art which
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above all eize vaiues an wer-metabolized formmalism by means of
a slrong return to ebstragtion in the advanced sectors of the art
gsconomy. To the degres that the art economy of the gallery system
puts a high premium an commadity objects, the raturn ta formalism
and abstraction haralds a return 1o a kind of consenvatism that all
but abjures the kind of art which continuously registers a senss of
what Sartre waowld have called engagement. What | am calling
abstraction hers should be understoad not just in the sense of meta-
physics. Modernist abgtraction, ezpecially, unfolgs ow of mecha-
niglic, formal, and stylistic devices that eonatitule its representa-
tiongl frame—with a tendency tawards the ranscendental and the
univergal, on the part of Abstract Expressionism, and the meta-
physical, in the case of geometric abstractian, In contempaorary ar,
hewvaver, all these have become sublated, thereby pushing the
soncent of absraction more in the direction ol the opacity evident
in recent abstract art's artful contentleasness, In spite of this de-
flation, & visible schism axists today between the aesthates aof for-
malism and those practitioners with political leanings, wha—uaith
dim memaries of tha instittional takeoyver of higtorical conscious-
nBss hovering over them—neverheless Ingist on am's angagement
with social e, What shauld be noticed in the current contaxt,
however, is how distanced works of art that evince a political stance
are, an the ong hand, from the ald twio-part madel of Marist criique
of the commeadity form and bourgeoiz saciety, and on the cther,
abstraction's interiarization of artistic vision as a uniquely and in-
ternally eoherent ward in which individual enactment takes prece-
dence over that of the collective ar social. The Jstter view purges
the external warld from the space of ar, wishing for it a state of
ourity, a state which not only rejects ifusionism, but alsa asserts
that the full meaning of any art is to be found in itz specific megium.
This is the stary of a particular view of art averseen by a orand of
madernism famously argued far ty Clement Greenberg
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Today we ara mere or less witnessing the SampiEte dissolution
and evaporation of a kind of paliticall—driven ant practice based op
g0ine notion of the critique aof the commodity form and the struggle
ovar the ownership of the means o7 production, determinations
COlEMMInNaus with a Mangan model of class stuggle, If class forma-
tiens ng fonger animate the modas of palitical ar today, tha other
side of thiz development is the rewgen o formalism as nothing bt
g great smptving out and banishment nf the cancept of the politicar
in artistic matters, ag if this would provide a cure far the anxisty of
Mademity. There is 2 novel ides behind this anxiouaness surround-
ing the modermn oday, &t the root of whizh iz the crisis of the palitical
in current artistic Practice. Recent elaborations on modernity hald
that within the space of less than two decades we have passed
through twe endings of madernity; first, with the callapse of com-
munism and the fall of the Beriin Wall, we bore witness to the de-
mise of a Marxist vision af modarnity: ang sacondly, after Septamber
1, 2001, came the dissolutian af ita liberal counterpaint, It would be
tempting indeed to embrace e terets of these grand conclusions,
Were i not far the intonslugivenasa of higtory self. Mo doubit, the
architectural metaphar that dcoompanisd bath downfalls of i af
the most significant political raditons of the modern era halos frama
them bath jn time and image; modernity ag a spectsr thar fnangs
over the glebal collective CONECHOUENags.

What has Bmerged, howaver, is ditfsrent fram this and is no
insignificant for cuhurgl paliics. The schism masis 5 deeper arwiaty
abaut the period wa can call glodal moderning This anxiety iz
manifest in an BMerging battle within the critical Sompretiension,
reception, and discussion of LONemporary art, namely the apaosi-
ton betwaan sthics and assthetics, or the soenjunction of bath.
Recently, discussions of the refation batwesen &thices and asathetios,
or palitics and postics in COMEemMporany art have profiferated. The
LUITEMt Upsurge in linking the ethical and the aesthetic—or the mare
familiar conjunction of art and roltice—gerhaps, owes semeatting
1 what Irit Rogolf has described a3 the namure of *'unbounded’ ar
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‘undisciplined’ wark™ common to both artistic practice and iz
multipie locations today.® This unkaundedness, which | have
designated elzewhers as the condition af unhemelingss, is parly the
result of & widescale global madarnity of peoples, goods, and
ideas permanently on the mave, in canstant circulation, recanffg-
uration, tessellation " The condifon of unhomealiness could also
e interpreted in another way: in the alienation of aur subjective
developrent from the forces of dominstion and totalization, namaly
e idedlegy of unchecked capitalist riumphalism that sesks to
2ever alternative social models and relations of exchange nat already
nound exclusively to consumpticn and sonsumensm. This alien-
ation, or simply 1he withdrawal fram the nomegenizing tyranmy of
global capitalism, discloses new subjectivitiez an the verge of
ransforming what Felix Guattar] calls the ‘mass-media subjectivity”
proper 10 the diseourze of totalization, ® |n contemparary art this
iz being felt in the rejsotion of the singularity of the ar abjeat, image,
or the zulrural gystem that agemingly holds art tagether in & uni-
fed and universaijzed tonception of arfstic subjectvity In Roaoffs
idea of unbounded and undisciplined wark there ariges somthing
na lgnger natianal: artists’ withdrawal from the institutionaiized
(museslized) madel of art. Rather, for soveral decades now wa have
witnessed the inexarable atempt by artists 1o break with this
totalization. Such atternpts reveal a structured and sell-conscious
"indizeipline” against the conservative institutional idealization of aree”

For contamporary art and other culurs) Aractices, indisciplinsriny
and unhomeliness is not just heing out of tune wit the establizhed
arder nor the feeling and sonsciousness of being elsewhars, in
exile, dislogated, displaced ar roatless, but the contemplation in
art that "culture operates metonymically, always simultaneousty al
as e Rogol, “aniThsarsBeevine,” "Dagsipr on documens 17 Tewma fur Kunal | e, 2003).
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Separate but paralle) regispers, - Thers iz a recognition—by 5
surprising number of practiioners of corermnporany art that assume
activist and palitcal mades of posiiontaking in the arjticey anayaig
of culture—that the dizpersal of the discourses of ar as it was
bNe& arganized by postmodernism has now reached & watershed
marrent, The effsct of thig dispersal is that there is ne singufar
location of cutture or cormemparary art. While artistc practices of the
kind descrined above ofter gppear in exhibitions and inatitutions
of contemporary art, their destination and target extend weell beyond
thase fora intg the larger domain of the global putiic sohere. In a
Sense, the global public sphere is beth the destingtion of such art
and itz target as well, for increasingly the kinds of Sontemparary
art that assume an activist and roltical position have tended o be
transnational in their strategy and tactically concernad with the
location of art in'the condition of the unhomely, that is, in fe present,

The Human as a Limit Cage of Modemnity: Neo-Pglitical Realizm
and the Twilight of Class in Artistic Practice

If we are, indeed, WITNES8ing not jlst a structural antinomy but alsa
& shift in the ideals of modem culture and its images, we da S0 1o
the degree that class strugale, which onee heralded the promise of
a grand gocial realignment of international chl s0ciaty in economic
and palitical terms, ng langer defines the relatisnshic between
differert actors in the political and cultural arers, Rather it 2 "Human
Rights" that arovides the ethical compass for aur interactian with
the warld and one another I 'will argue that the kinds of palitical
Meaiism in aristic practices often assaciated with social reality, and
which to & great extent are also engaged with ethical considaration
for human subjects, owe g greart dzal to the discovery by contem-
porary ar of the impartance of the ides of "bic-poliics™ a palitics
grounded in explarations of the meaning of lifs and the athica-
juridical sanetity of the human within current globa) realignmantz
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of palitical, economic, and cultural famnations.®® 0 the {armer third
world colonies in Asia, Africa, the Middls East, and Latin Ameriaa,
liberation and decalonization Maovements were st the vanguard of
this palitical and cultura! rearientation, (n the former second waorld
the struggle against communist contral of all social and cultyral
farces gave great impetus 1o the s&arch far nevy political ahematives
3 the secialist iropia disfigured by Stalinism, In the first world
of the West, the third and second world positions pointed to above
weie linkad up with EWUggles gcourring in areas such as civil
rights, the feminist movement, the gay movement, and anti-racigt,
anti-war and anti-nuclear movemanits, The combinatian of aif
thres interpretations of freedam (what could alsa be called a palitics
of rights) i at the heart of a new kind of political order to which
EoARmporany art responds, The organizing instrument is "Human
Rights® bath in the narrow sense aniculated by the Unjversa)
Declaration af Rights and in the broad sense of ethical fiiation 1 the
vary sructure of existence, While Ehilosaphy has engagad this
queslion far 3 long time, its encapsulation in cuitural and artistic
terms iz recent, In fact, #t is warh emphasizing that the radical
codification of bio-politics as the stress in the ethical relatisnship
between a persen and the state is specifically the issue taken
up by the Universal Declaration af Human Rights by the Lnitad
Mations General Aggembly, on December 10, 1848, Though #
does not spell gt sontemparary arists' conoern with the ethical
in & specific sense, in a more general sengse this text ig mrarticularhy
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illuminating when one atisnds to Sontemporary artists’ concern with
the ethical. Both the Areambls and Article 5 of the declaration

gpell it ol In the first two Paragraphs of tha preamble the raticnala
i5 establishad:

Whersas recogniton of the inharent dignity and of the 2gual and inalienable rights af

all members of the hyman Tarnity ia the faurdation «f Tre&dom, fustice and EBCE in the
weord,

hﬂ-:ereas digregard and “entampt for human rights e fesulted in barbaroug acts
wh!ch have auraged the Congcienss of mankind, gng thz advent of a wardd in
witiich humen beings shal enjoy fieadam of speadch and belied and freedom frgm fear
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Articla 3 reftergles tha preambple unequivocally: Evarvone as the
right o life, liberty ang Security of pargoa,n

Human rights craft thus began with the idea of the human as
lirriit case unger avenavhelming coarcive forge, Thersfare, it hurnan
rights were constructad far hurman beings, it would lagically follow
that hurnan rigits as such are reqimes crafted 1w accede 1o andg
interzede an behalf af the human. Such rights then, can ofly he
accorded to fife and therefore anly 1o the living, hence the iImpor-
tance of biv-politics, We know the immediate histarical comesxt ther
attended and supparted this juridical Sominandment, and it has
an image: Auschwiz. Alschwitz wasg based on the evidenze of the
ovenwhalming industria| manufaciire of death Photographs and
documentary foctage of tha liberated campg confronted the world
Wwith an ethigal question, namely, if the Mazis murdered their victims
by first reducing them tm the legal TaEgory of the non-buman,
howe can the enlightened laws of the postwar intematianal system
restore such righta? Thus the Malocaust Has comea 0 repregent
the exemplany test for the question of the human. More than fifty
vears have not diminishad its lesson. i anything it has intensified
the questions it raiges. Even as Foucault claimed that "what is ar
stake today is life,” it wouid Bpear that despite the frequency of
wholesale slaughters taking place today, we have become mare
il Fir Mo lul et & e Ubversgl Desibration af Human Fights age AN AT uer e gt

Dequimnenmoy b, Bis-Poiicz, Humen Rights, and e Figura af “Trinh® in Conlempalei An 6a



Okwul Enwnroy T

inured than ewvar to wivat Susan Sontag calls "the pain of athers,”
while human rights discourse has grown even mare, 124 The help-
lessness of the Palestinian sfruggle and quest for self-determina-
ticn &and a homeland illustrates this, This helplessness is made all
the more hogeless when given an image: the Intifada, which has
bean someatimes desaribed as the struggle between two categories
of vistims and dispossessed: the Arab and the lew

Eeing for the Other and the Ethics of Loaking

[n this regard, Sontag's analvsiz and defense af photogranhic or
filmic representations that draw our attentien ta catastronhes initi-
ated by vidlence is siriking, especially since it goes against the grain
of the treatment of images of viciation as merely & media window
into banal spectacle, as a WOrmying pomography of vistimizaton and
wialation. ™ She argues forcefully against such reductive reasoning
about the mearing of images in public discourse; instead she made
a plea for what could be called an "ethics of leaking” in our can-
frantations with the pain of ather people. The aeyve as an ethicai
dnparatus, mere than a prophylactic membrane to ward aff e
unseemly, the evil eye of death, locates the visual field as the site
“far an unfinished wark of mourning™ For the mast part, Sontag's
EXCLFSUS Was concemed with documentany photagraphy and
prctojournafism and their aility to touch a part of the spectator's
humane fesling, in shart, the concern far anothar human being.
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Despite her passicnate, trenchant argument—persuasive both
in itg substance and in jts analvtical insight abour photagraphy

ballagted by numercus histarical Examples—suapicions af the ideq-

iogical machimatians that gurround the kind of images zhe offers
in her examplas remain quite entrenchad within visual art, In visual
art, a hale fn vigion, a blindsiot, the blank stare, 5 halating gaze,
have been develeped as the essential proghylaxis proper 10 the
documentary form. To wit, there iz aften 8 moralization in the name
of Critical guestioning of the marality of the dosumentary that Has
consistently degraded fts efficacy unless Tt is trested allegorically, &
la Warhal. This paradoxioal situation carrades the peculiar position
takan by art that stakes 3 termitory within the tension betwean
ethics and assthetics, or pelitics and poestics,

The question of Paying attention to the "pain of others” espe-
cially ag it is registared and indexed in representation (be it photo-
graphic, filmic, or archivall ariges furety as a consequence of
the develapment of human rights, Yet others have argued, precisaly,
againat thiz identification of tha documentany. To purigts, doou-
mentary's "noble” tradition abjures those kinds of images of the
Mmags ananymous others aften caught unawares or daad in the
S00TY, grainy newsprint of the glebal mews industny It also refirses
the aestheticized horror pictures atylized for quick uncritical con-
sUmption as redermiptive "ruth,” as evidense or tokens for which
cantemparary quilt industries (Amnesty (nternational, Doctors
Without Borders, etr) produce images that court unrestrained wit
ness hearing, Thus the claim of a double kind of vioience being
visited upon the figures of the viclatad fy the mere repetition of the
tabalar index of horrar

This begs the question: wity have Sontemporany amists re-
sponded 1o human rfghts or concern for the other as the ethica)
limit of any engagemeant with the world? One suspects that maodern
traumatography abetted by the machinery of media techralogics
has mush to answer for here. The frequency with which = large
graup of artists such as Fazal Sheikh, Alfreda Jaar, Kendall Geers,
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William Kentridge, amangst others, take up such positions in
their work may then lead one 1o canclude, Though nat ungualifiedly,
that imagss of the mass rhenomenan of displaced people, the
carnage of war, genacidal massacres, cfimes against humanity, the
devastation of famine, manmade ecclogical disasters, and natural
dizasters in the madia have been comributing factors, Alsa, radical
art, like radical palitics, has a natural response to power that gives
& certain frisson 10 the Fauslian relationship betwesn ethics and
aesthatics, poiitics and postics. But i the ethical is & test for aur
cammitnent 10 each cther's being, qua mxistence, how do we
square fhis 1est with the aesthetic, which in Kantian fashion 5 con-
cefmed with the "Tofty” idesl of the sublime, the sensation of the
beautiful? ™ When W, B. Yeats writes about & terribie beality being
barn, is this not the ground of the ethical and aesthetic (which
nows &5 being cheaply merchandised as 3 special kind of political
effect in contemporary ar) heaving before us™? Are singularized
affects of denunciation effective artistic arguments against camplex
pofitical realities? Or might this concern be marg in line with
Levinas’ moral philosophy af an ethical relationship betwaen two
reaple, grounded in the cognitive embadiment of the othar's
exiatencs?

Activism and Countar-Power

Lwill nowy try to ssqplare the general topography of poltically ariented
art and fts roots in current discuszions of pawer and rights, whizh
glucidates some of the issues | have been tracing. 1 should also
make clear that | am using human rights here in a atrictly namaw
s2nse in its manifestat?on in poliically oriented art, and the puta-
thely ethical weighl Tt gives such art, One of the central pringiples of
contemparary art that unambiguously effects a pofftical smnee is
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i3 engagemeant with bic-politics. The secand principle is that fta
actions seek to mediate the relationship between national and
transnational domains of rights. A tymical example iz the German-
based kein mensch it llegal, a callective of activists, artists,
and tagtical media groups working aroynd issues of irmrmigration,
and on behalf of refugees, sans papfers, and in raiging awareness
around the often violent departatian of illegal irmrmigrants from
Eurcpean countries. Kein manseh istillagal, both in its work and its
configuration, has maoved beyond the traditianal framework af
being purely an aristic or activist group. It is naither ane nar the
ather. Put anothar way, it is conssiougly hvbridized, which means
itis bath an activist and aristic droup simultanzoushy. This allows 2
degree of flexibility in its tactical forrnatians, along with e tools. of
it2 wark, which adoat ang adapt the insruments of art, prozaganda,
media, and social pratest ag make-shift swerving speculums,
probing and testing the resilience of the system’s attempt to contarm
tisobedience, Whilg itz activities are grounded in the struggles
for rights of those spectral, shadowy communities comprising
immigrants, refugees, and SanE fagiers, kein mensah ist ilfegal
disavows any interest in charity ar humanitarian wark, Rathar it3
principal facus 3 an the question of rightz. Thiz stance s alsc the
source of its name: based on the juridizal idsa that *mo one is
illegal." Far kein mensch ist fegal, 1o declare a clags of peaple as
legsl 3 to refute the very Toundation of human rights: a negation,
which it suggests, questicns the very category of the human, spe-
cifically the non-European other ag g forsigner, the unwealzomed
Strargear,®

Xenophabia, Xenophilia, Racism, and the Human
As Sarat Maharaj has shown and as can be seen in the work of
Ruth Wadak, thers is an intense carrelation betwean x*enochohia
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and Xanaphilia in the disaourse At racism. 222 ¥anophohia and
#enaphilia manifest assumptions in their understanding of race in
their excessive nen-recognition and recognition of the gther. The
fundarmental ethical iapae in both is the mannar in which each, in
fis ownoway, alides the Complex assumptions which undergird
the politfcs of race in LOnemparary culture. 1t is not a coincidense
that the dizcourss of muliculiuralism and certain digestible ac-
knowledgmenms of differencs have suffered in the context of art
and culiure dug 1o this ambiguity. Furthermore, xencphobia and
xenophilia underline an uneasiness and a false intimacy with e
subject of rasism. Both can be irational either in itz phobie te-
spange to the other or in itz cheessive arthugiasm for all things
different. In cultural and artistic discourse this schism cannot be
emphasized encugh. This negation which is both the gource of
xenophobia and racism is apparent in the recent rise of far right
parties which run on anti-immigrant political planks and are often
unarmbiguously racist in their discoyree, = The lata Pim Fartuyn,
who made the non-European immigrant the antithesis of a sustain-
able ideal of multicultural Metherlands, designed his entire pary
manitesto around what he cafled Livabie Metheriands, a quality of
life program advocating the Expulsion of immigrants frem the
Metherlands, Racizm, as SUch, is demonstrably an examale of the
human as a limit cese, for it conceives af the ather on the basis
of a defect, as the pure manifeztation of 4 negation.®* Tharsfore,
tz make the other ar the “victim® the subject of art, a2 the image of
a critical recall that stands batwaen the artist and the spectator,
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befare the ingtitution and the |aw brings her contingent ststus in
represantation to a leve| of wistility hitherto unrecngnized by the
regimes of invisiaility that atherwise surround and veil her in pubiic
discourse. Such a Auman erezence disturhs, agitates, and dig-
comtits the visual field in which her presence is both registered
and 50 10 speak extirpated. This appearance—which is always
anticipated with anxdety, for it is the impassinle visibility of an ap-
Earitfon, the immanence of the stranger—has been describad by
Iulia Kristewy in speaking of the stranger amongst us as that
which disturbs identity, order, legaiity.®2 Tha human as a ghostly
bresence, as more than a metaghor for ilegality, a5 5 shadow
before the law, marks the ssparation betwaen those identifed as
legal, and therefore progerly human {Europeansg, whire men} and
those {Africans, Arabs, Roma, Asians, women, Qays, and leshians,
ete) who must seek the status of normaloy far their inclugion into
the human family by firs exorcizing their strangeness, forgignness,
athermess.

Thus, while it has spotlighted viglationg by the German
govemment of European Urion human rights laws concerming the
fepatrigtion and departatian of refugess and asylum seekers, kein
mensch st illegal works against the German immigration law in
the name of a larger universal sthical principle, ons tat repudiates
the illegafization of desperate immigrants. The given doxs of clas-
sical political art i that it intervenes within the means of production
and in the ¢cracks between the teatonic plates of class farmalions.
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Itwas not until the rise of fasaigm that it became clear that the
subject of palitical ar was about 1o be trangformed. It never recog-
nized, howsver, the impertance of othemess and fts poteat pelitical
reality within the visual field, Carefy/ appraisal of artistic formations
today makes it clear that they deviate from classical ideag of political
art. at least in cng respact. The target of this ant i nat simply
Systemic, centered on the polftical antity of the state, its iealogy,
apparatus, agents. Rather, it involves 5 perhaps surprising pringicle
of the universalization of the cancept of the human avoked by
humarn rights. It is an behalf of guch & universai principle that
ingtitutions and argans ¢f global multinational ang transnational
business and palicy bodies—auch a8 the International Monetary
Fungd, World Bank, or Nika, Shell, Exxon—have also become
largets of attack, The methods, emaloyed in the name of art, o
address some of these jssuss congequently have had 1o change,
bath in their form and orientation, Itis i thiz sense that Rogolf's
nation of the unbounded and undisciplinad work iz a brillianthy
novel coneeptualization of what rany think of as the conjunction
betwean politics and art or sthics and aesthetics.® Such WOk,
in my wiew, neithar senzationalizes aesthetios nor spectacularizes
the ethical,

The Deterritorialized Site of Art and Politics: Contemporary
Artin a Time of Crisig _ :

A distinguishing feature of the sthical and aesthetical in current
practice is Rs deterriterialized nature, Az | hava bean arguing,
this kind of waork is lanus-faced: itis consciaws of itz farm and right
2% an artistic intervention whils. imbricating its relation 10 the con-
ditians and topographies of receation beyond the traditional bound-
aries of an. 2 should also he naled that this kind of work g distinatly
differant fram the old palitical ant of the European avant-garde

=7 Aecant sri-glealtalion bedes In Zhitibs, Frogue, Monmel, Zarap, Guadsnfm am inflanees af fhe Wi
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whish regarded fascizm az the enarmy and whosa politics were
based on the solidarity of working ofass #ruggles, which # hoped
wauld fead to the refation of the utepia of proletarian rufe and
cullure. The groductivist madsl of the Ruzsian avani-garde in the
Saviet Urion after 1917 was inspired by this utapianism. The
same wasg the case, for instance, in Mexica whers revalutionany
artists such ag Diego Rivera and other Wuraligts were concemead
with the relation of a worker's ruie thraugh the pawer of 3 peasant
favolltion. Or in the Resistsnce A madel in South Africa whene
at under apartheid harnessed its SNergy 10 the overthrow of a
totalitarian and racist regime.

Partly because of the revalution in cemmunication techinclogies,
art and politics ara now much more broadly concernead with coin-
dittans of sogjal lite: the amiranrent, human rights, dlobalization,
racism, nationalism, and social justice. In their combination they
identify and intaract with disciplinary formations that digtend the
farmal boundaries of official arislic dizcourse. Nevertheless, the
sUrprising, and sorme would argue troubling, aspect of his king af
wark g itg tendency ta ransform ethical concerns intc assthetic
devices and vice verza, To the degres that artists editarialize on the
nature of sosial life today, the critical ability of such actians to
effect changs remains, thus far, in remand. But what interests me
in this development is not wihsther activist or politizally invested
artists exprass the “aorrect pogition” with the correct forms, instead
| am interssted in their ahwsiya-stated interest in an ethice roated
in the canseption of biopnolitics 2

Thus, when we attemgt 1o grasp the eonjunction of ethics ang
aasthetics, or poiitics and Peetics, we must in effect recognize the
impartance and glabal dirmensian of the discourse af human rights.
Longequently, even when whar artists spatlight may be local—
suich as Alfredo Jaar's work on Rwanda and the Union Carhide
T AL N e i s s i, o
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dizaster in Bhaopal, Indis—the tactical public fs always dlabal =8
Throughout his caresr Jaar has made the critigue of oredatony
capitalism and human rights viokations signature issues in his
wark, In Let There Be Light The Rwands FProject, 1894-1993 laar
wasz gne af the first (and remains ong of the tew] artists 10 respond
@ thie mass killings that ook place over a peried of one hundred
days in the summer of 1994, Artists like Jaar, (hare the an of Hars
Haacke iz crucial) work at dis¢loging the complax transnationat
web that fluminates no anly their project but also the intareses of
muttinational formatjons. Take, for example, Haacke's sculpiture
U5, Isolation Box, Grenada, 1383, a cube of plywood that evokes
the claustrophobia of canfinement and imprisonment made in
the aftermath of the U2 invasion of Grenada, Whether in Jaar's ar
Haacke's wark, what we witness is a new kind of thinking that
nas imverted and transformed the ald maxim: "all politics iz lacal®
to "all local poliics is nawy global.” The universal umbralla of human
rights offers & peculiar sart of protectian to local causes onoce
they are reframed in a global comtext, Matice, for instance, that many
qrazsrcots social movermnents and Mon-Governmental Organizations
may have their specific contexts in logal conditions, hut often
dppeal to the glabal public sghers in order 1o make effective thefr
individual grojects. sub-commandarite Margos and his Zapatistas
in Mexion, the AIDS activists' CEMPAAn against pharmaceuticals
in Squth Africa, the late Ken Saro Wiwa's Movement far the
Survival of Ogoni People {MCSCP) in Nigeria are recent Examples
of this transformation. Even the mast adiaus ol these interests,
Al Qaeda, uses the appeal of variaus local anti-maodern Islamis
fundamentalisms 1a expert it universalizing ethos of terror and
spiftUal redemption.

Vihere pelitical or ethica) considerations are spachically fore-
qrounded in an arist's work—for sxampls; in the work of the realist
painter Laan Salub; Paul Stopforth's graphite drawings during his
years in South Africs; Luis Camnfizer's investigations of torture n
3 Armdnmu:mmwmmmwmm&mmmmmmmmﬁmwm.

Uruguay during that tountry's dictatarship; Willke Dohery's videos
and ghotographs detaiiing the secterian conflicr in Marthern Ireland;
Martha Roslars reworking of images of the Vietnam War ag g
measured critique of American nec-calonja| oifensive in Southeast
Asla; Chris Burden's Vietnam War counter-mamorial; William
Kentridge's drawings for profection, which focus on the legacy af
apartieid; the solemn parformance of the activist group Mathers
of Flaza de Mayo's daity wigil in Bugnas Aires in behalf of their
disappearad children during Argenting’s "dirty war'—-human rights
85 suCh frames the relationshiz between the oroduser and receiver
Artists, such as Leon Galub, have mate resistanse ta the constart
threat of disaprearance of pualic memary a test for the siress
between the sthical ang assthetic. Golun's unrealistically painted
realist pafntings are conceivad specifically as Counerpaintings o
the apacity of farmalist abstraction in which the specificity of the
hurnan form had been annuiled. For four decades he has demon-
strated his commitment to fndexing and Te-glakarating in hiz unsat
ted. aghated paintings, media fmages that reprazent in extramis
the precariousness of the humarn body under vislent stame repression.
In such key series of warks 3z Vietnant (1972-74), AMercenarias
(1978-87), Intarrogations ( 1381-88) and ihie Sguads (1982-871, wa
are sortfranted by & ranoply of fragmented and jsoiated images
projected againet the backdrop of neutra) sumZundings, all of them
Epecific 10 and soncermead with the deracination of human life. )t
is as if bath naked pawer and naked life are simultaneausly isalated
in the ghostly outlines of His Sparsely painted, distressed, cleaved
carvasses, Likewise, Stapforth's meruary drawings—a set of reduc-
tive drawings of fragments of Steve Biko's mutilated body after
his death through torture—alay a similary mremaonic role as Golub's
and are no less powsrfl far their gvert political claim to repragent-
ing violations of tha body. Similar concerns are the frame around
which Camnitzer's Som e Urugusiran Tortura Seres i defined. In
each af these artistic pasitions, what atands out are indrvidual
responses 1o naked pawer and naked life in regressntation, The
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ethical questions posad by much recent art are neser abam the
question of the assthetic merit of the wark alone. Ner is it just about
linking the content of the wiork to the moral claim of the ant, BEven
if the empirical arounding of such content is nevar litsralizad an

42 10 a23Ume unmtigated claims of truth, the appesrance of such
santent in visual representation always represents a risk for both
the art and artist, institution and 2pectator.

identity Palitics and the Rediscovery of the Human in
Contemnporary Art

P have argued throughout this e that the location of the ethical

in contemporary art, or the Oppasition of the gthical and asathetic,
anges precisaly from the legacy of human rghts ingofar as the
LaERgory of the human is what i3 at stake. | want to offer further
examples far cansidarstion in this dizcussion. When we frame
cetain tyoes of anistis practice around issues of identity—be ft
cultral, gender-based, agxuality, race, ethnicity, and nationaliy—
we: are basically witnessing the serious farce qren each of these
domainz by human rights and its svolution in the lagt fifty vears,
Each of these domains definas itgelf around and against principles
of powsr and rights. Consider, Tor Instance, ¢ertain activities of
artists, such as Groug faterfal, who take up methods of achvacacy
araund palitical subjectivity, education and heaith in their work, or
actvist groups such ag ACT UF who work on the basgis of enlight-
enad self-interest in mettars tonceming tha AIDS crisiz that ravaged
the gay community in the 1380, or Claude Lanzmann's epis film
an the Holocaust, Shoah. Even Malbywood filns such as Schindiers

List, which took on the role of besring winess on behalf of victims

of the Holocaust was foundaed upar identity discoursas and the
shroud af kuman rghts that envelopes each of thern. The destahi-
lizing and subversive rapture often associated with the wark of
télix GonzalezTomes {one af the most thoraugh and complex con-
vergences of the tension sumaunding ethics and agsthelics); the
ghastly monalogues an race and identity in Glen Ligon's coal dust

and stenciled paintings; the armbiguaus and lugubrious archives
that make up Christian Boltanski's wark are caught in this tension,
Gernaralizad images that apoeal to gur senge of "humanit ar
categorically reinvest the conditan of the human with COntingency,
works that take up the SROUrSUS of mauma; a flash of the tumesgant
flesh of the wounded body or the wordless soream of the witness
befare a catastrophe are just ag equally implicated fn this accaunt
Thus, the mors practices and discourses of sortemporany arn;
reccgnize thess categoriss as legitimate artistic strategies, the mare
human righits will ever remain bath the silent narrative aned Specter
that haunts the ethical and aesthetic in contempaorary art,

Decumentz 11 and the Documentary as a Form of Unraveling
Truth

[ Aow wish 1o consider the effect of these questions as 1 bzars an
the reception of docurmentyg N, for which | served as the anistic
director between 1998 and 2002, To mary observers, documents 11
was the culminatian of & devslepment in CONTEnTpSrary art in which
increasingly tha documentary form became the daminant artigtic
[anguags, particularly in photographic, film, ang video wark repra-
gented in s fifth alatform: the exhibitian. The surplus of modes of
the "dacumantan” whethar materialist or indexical, the "overoorm-
pensation” in the exhibition of werks with & "politicsl agenda,” and
the “ovanwhsliming” refationship to sacial life Ware read gz ethical
massages by the exhibition organizers to a jaded global letist
public, Mareover, such messages were held to reveal the ideolagical
rroclivities of the argsnizers rather than their intersst in raditional
notons of art. In fact, the exhibitton was percehad a2 that mament
when the global feft's "evangelical" zeal and sancern with hurman
rights led to severe reduction in the aesthetic nature of the art and

thus prornoted a certajn polifical pleading by the many Jocumerntg-
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ries of a view of the world shapead by poliics more than art2® In
g account, the documentary nat anly trumps art, it subordinates
it s completsly that any relation 10 art is vitiated by the curatarial
agenda. Understogd sa tendentously, the bliss of the autanamy of
art freed from any sacic-paliical requlation ends precizely at that
morment when the apposition between ethics and aesthetics 2 es-
t=blizhed, thus forcing viewers 1o take sides. Of course, this account
has litls resemblance sither to the exhibitien tat my calleagues
and | curated, or 1o the ang | witnessed along with hundreds af
thouzands of visitors to Kaszsel,

Some time has passed sincg the final segment; the fifth alatiorm
of documenta 11 opened in Kaszel in June, 2002, It now appears
possible to revisit some of the paints made by it critiss. Retuming
to the idea of the "uniounded” and *undisciplined® work, as a
framawark around which 10 ariculate the general viciszitude and
unhomely conditfon of contermporany art, the project of documenta 11
was 10 probe specific instances of this change. Mast of you will
remember that the fifth clatform was designated a3 the locus of the
exhibition, part of the oroad visual fieid of documents 117s project
You might alss remember that the lagic of the documeata 11
platforms wag partly based on a set of discursive relationghips
between sites of theoretical practice and those of visual pracice,
each sfte alabarating on questions and ideas amper to its own
fietd of discourse, but alsc Interogating dgsumptong ageruing 1o
the other fields. Anather alsment of $he discurgive s the nursilit
in tha exhibitian, 1o pregent and argue for works with an awarsness
of thedr own intslligibility in the soctal context of today's world,
The discursive was however, not based on the relativization of art
and palitics, the culural and the social, or even the ethical and
Ibe assthetic. Meilher was it bazed on the usual goppasition batween
the centar and margin. The dizcuesive was a tarm emploved 10
delineate the corespondsnaes betwean systems of meaning; betwesan
locations, publics, audiences, and instiutions, |t afforded us the
ability to be engaged with those disciplinary formations that arse

precisely at the point where vizual practice can no fanger claim
zole legitimacy for the hermenautic function of art,

| could perhaps say this is where the nation of the ethical may
be logated in documenta 11, insafar as the ethical is concerned
in the agonistic exchangs betwesn diferent inferincLitars, the relation
with the other, what Foucault calis, in a nan-adversarial exchange,
“reciprocal elucidations.™ This relation to the other has often
baer explared in connection with the concept of truth, | am thinking
of truth here as akin to how Alsin Badiou uses as: "the real
process of a fidelity 10 an event that which this fidelity produces
[original italics] in the situation.*32 The amanuensis of this tnuth
i& the ather, evoked by Levinasian ethics in our identfication with
the ather, the ather as a figure to whormn we owe the possibility
of this absoluts fidelity. The central cancem for the Qther, the being-
farthe-cther af which Levinas speaks, is the ground for the principle
of the intersubjective that governs the Sammunicalive principle of
an exchange between two paople. Therafors, the concept af truth
requires first that the other exists in every intarsubjective, reciprocal
exchange. This is a recognition of the basis of power relations. |
do not use the other here in an ethnographical sense. Rather, in
the sanse of the recognition of ones cwn lirmits in relation o an-
other subjectivized position, be it g text, an artwork, a spoken ex-
change. We initiate each of aur interactions in this regard with a
fung of trust in the integrity of the subjectivized position. The ath-
ar, then, exists nefiter as an aberation nor as an oppositan, 11
exists, always, in dialectical relation 1o muliple modes of subjec.
tivizatian,

L&t us retum to Badiow. According to what Ae terms the ethig
aof a fruth, the relationshic to the ather,
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If that be the case, the grounds of the ethical as such in decumenta
are not in the relativization of ethizs and aesthetics, but in 2 middle
course: the composition of the subject induced By tha grocess of
spectator and the work of art. This means that documertg 1t Was,
rather, an active, entangled field of pracedures for which differant
practiionars and publics shared responsibility, sometimes in mutusl
inleligibility and socmstimes not Such a shared zone of responsibilin
iz the zone of subjectivized practicas.

Reality Effect and the Representation of Social Life

Mow that docurnenta 11 has become higtorical, in the sense that ita
avaluation befangs bath to the past and the present, we can look
aack 1o all its constitutive pans and begin the task of unraveling bath
s proposals and its public reception. When the exhibition firgt
opened—Io almost universal parplaxity with regard 10 its ternporal
ang spatial density—a commen idea tame o define the nature
af the project, the idea that it was invested in what Barthes termed
"he reality effect” in fts attunement 10 the regresentatian of social
life in multiple works, Kim Levin, the critic of the Mew Yark Village
Vizice, praclaimed the exhibition the GNM Dacumenta.®® Linda
Machiin wha offered = carsful reading of works in the exhibition, saw
images in the exhibition as supported by various and expanded
accounts of the documeantary. She carrectly noted the degree to
which many works functionad ar the level of the relationshia e
bween images and soclal reality.s Daspite these, the criticed mizapn-
praigal and misapprehension of the structural and crifcal intent
of the exhigition 10 elaborate on the reasons why artiste and other
image-makers had become absessed with reslity a2 such and the
representation of everyday life, alang with their effects on contem-
porary CONsCiaUSNess, was notewaorthy in this sense. Mat only was
the problematic of the documentany elided as mere 1h&n an accourt
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of the palitical subjestivity of s makers, the exhibition's multiple
arganization of images, forms, Practices, and discursive fields was
only abie to be perosived through the ribifc of the dacumentary
Mmade precisely because i clashed with the tradiipnal Lnderstanding
of what the work of art is relathe 1o social raaling,

A simple tour of the exhibitan venues confirms the curatara)
corasrstons of our projest, namely to generate in a cormprehanshe,
BySlematic, taxenomic, and ypological fashion and to demanstrate
through a number of complax morphologies the ways thraugh
which the legic of the archive and dgcument suffuse and panatrate
activities of art and procedures of fmage production in the [ast 40
years. The disparate ang oftertimeas antagonistic procedures—such
a3 one finds in Allan Sekula's Figh Story; Alfreds Jaar's Rwands
Frojgcs Bermd and Hilla Becher's Half-Timbered Nouses of the Siegan
Industial Zone, Jef Geye's L&y and Night and Dey - Zaring Enirnii's
Qut of Bive, Fiona Tan's Countensnce; Igloolik lsuma Productionzs's
MNunawt (Our Land); Slack Audin Fifm Coilective's Hamdsworth's
Song—are not reducible 1o dagumentary as such.

A brief excursion into the formal and scopic conception of each
of the works cited above provides = fascinating map and disorients
the reading of the term ‘documentan as g specific mode of
photagraphic or filmiz ariculation of reality, In fact, there are many
more warks in the exhibition that even further cormpliicate the
doecumentarist thrust, Far example, lsaac Julien's probing filim on
paradise and 10ss in Peradise Umercs; Steve MaQueen's double
rreditation on history, labor, and exile in Wastormn Deep and Carp's
Leag, Ulrke Citinger's Sidostoassage (South East Passags), a
melancholic traversal of the anonymaus, abandoned, vet thriving
and alive corners of ald sities in the secand world; Amar Kanwar's
A Segson Qutside, a wranching sinematic tane POSM oN parition
blues acted out daily at the border Crossing that separstes India and
Fakistan at Wagah, the result of the last colonial act at remapping
postcalonial spaces; Eval Sivan's The Specialist: Eichmann in
Jerusalem and ftsembatsembs; Bwanda One Genoeida Later. Might
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one be consoled to leam that all these disparate warks—while surely
“documentary” in the limited sense apalisd o them by inattentive
orfice—do not as a rule sharg in the devalued image maching we
often azcrive when using the epithet "phatojournalism,” espacially
in the predatorny farm of stalking sensational pictures as a hunier
wiould gtalk game?™ In fact, an artist like Touhami Ennadre, whio
presentad in the exhibition a study of the grief and maowrning
surrounding the destruction of the World Trade Center, vigorously
disputes any attempt to associate his work with such an egithet,
Even the more benign term “documentany™ doss nat satisfy him
in terms af what he befieves to be the purposs of his photographic
work: to make singular photegraphic wark that speaks to the
authenticity of sach given sfiuation to the degree that the photo-
graph can no longer be read as just mers information. et Chantal
Akerman embraces the contradiction with the dosumentary in-
herent in fiim firmly in her cinematic practice in which tha image
gervas both a heuristic purpose and an assthetic one. She, who
is hergelf the child of Halogaust sunvvars, makes no secret of her
identification with wictims, which sftentimes is percaived 55 part
of the ideological baggage much dogumentary work carries, Her
filrr LEst, which tracks the endlessness of the vast ematiness
that attended the dissalution of the Soviet empire, is remarkable not
anly tor its oneiric quality, but also for g gritty realism. Watching
the blug haze that coats the moed of the film, ane lierally has the
tegling of watching dusk settling on the after-ife of the second
warld. The filrn can therefore Be read as a kind of summa of that
afterife.

Verité, Reality, Affect

5o far | have been commenting on one peculiar terminalogy: the
word “docurnentany” which was recurrent in mast commentaries
about images in docurnenta 11. Mow what |'wish to do g o infroduce

ar A Td 51 Unim fright he e disineban moeda by Wekar Evant batssan e "0o8 FIGHGEEY S0 and He
doCTE1Ary a5 = .

& se0ond term: the French word vérftd. | propose that we axplare
the questions raised by the term dacumentary Oy interpellating i
with s,

The term documentary often refars to 3 set of techniques and
types of imagas directed al, and drawn from, the “real” world,
The general dispengation of such technigues, and the purloined
‘reality” they embalm as images, are commanly understond o
be distinctly crganized to interact with and commant diractly on that
‘reality.” This type of work generally is typified by an attitude of
commiseration with the subject of the documentary, and where
vialence ar catastrophe is present with the pain of the subjact,
that is, 1o the real, Such wark as largely found in the rnedia is said
1o refer 1@ real things or events in the word—that is, &g evidence
af unvamighed truth of the real, But taday, with “reality television®
ascandant, the scope of its affective simultaneity makes the
documentary made apgear somehow quaint in comparison, in some
oased even ouimoded due to the delay in fts fransmission. =

Hawsever, what haunts the documentary maost is the charge of
raudin moralism dirscted at its produsts. Let us dwell a fitte on
thiz idea of documentary, which despite its sugceptibility o maral
relativism and appeal te a false consciausness of which its oritics
accuse if, has a very rich and distinguished wradition. Almost all
the imparntant photograghers of the madern era-—Eugéne Atger,
Walker Evanz, August Sandar, Darothes Lange, Diane Arbus,
David Goldblatt, Bemd and Hilla Becher—have worked within the
documentary made, i we understand the nature of the docimentary
moda as simultansously analytic and mimeatic. As such, the
dacumentary has the unique position of 9eing caught in a tauto-
logical game, which is to both decument and analyze, 1o show
as Ffom Its earlgan Imesrifon beedeion has in or fovTn or alher axpuiinertad vih u visd sarmorum dracied ot

Cor e sk 3 Bubt s o o L aebast O SS Pommaent, b 33

Bl a2 s iy T o s Sl 123 1 et W st st

e AR L S S e

dBEake rasydng misghdngs abon ke scoreay ML in stnagmenit Ame fane tnks o fe cantrowpray that

mnlmﬂm; Ol Rabert . Arhery's seminal shoa-decumasgy Hm Aancod o (e M| ard ey in Ihe
n=am, .

Conrum eyt iv: BioPoidcs, Human Righrs, and tha Figurs of “Truh n Camampaey &Y B

R




Okvad Enwezor BB

and define and to do 20 with both aesthetic means and also 1o be
obitvicus of aesthetic. For some, it iz a matter of tagte: the rawer
the image the more authemnlic the strugture of feeling it supposedly
avokes. For athers, the more discreet and anti-spegtacular the
image, the more correspondingly distancad it is from e aubject, the
greater its putative objectivity. But even if the most refined aesthetic
arocedures were employed in a work, because of the tendenay
10 categorize the docurnentary as a mode of practice consistently
prepaced 1@ shawe and ask moral questions around what it docu-
ments, it iz the docurnentary as a massive body of evidence we end
up mast seeing. To certain catholic tastes, the more the ethical
confronts the doocumentany, the more distance from aesthedicizaton
it must assume. For guch spectators, 10 aestheticize human suf-
fering is an cbscenity. This accuzation is often directed againgt the
wiork of a photographer like Sebastigo Salgado; legs ga for Gilleg
Feress, and it becomes quite sontroversial in the case of Susan
Meiselas.

‘fet wihen we look at the softcore pictures of distress and
poverty by the likes of Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and ather
phatographers who documented the American depression in
the 1930s, thers is lithe moral outrage in the reduction of povery
to cartain 8Gcial types Oy urbans, middle class photographers
roughing it amongst the dejected mass of tenant farmers in drought-
blighted tenart farms of the South ar the tenements of the large
cities. Even lacob Riis' late ningteenth century maral ¢ruzades in
hiz study of the squalor and appalling Iving conditions in aver-
crowded tenements of Mew York’s Lower East Side In How the Oiher
Half Lives is & product of a different type of moral imperative.
Perhaps this is 50 because these images, which were mostly from
nefore 1944, preceds the perod of the discourse of vicfims. The
appegition between 1he ethical and aeathetic ar the political and
poetic, as | have been aftempting 10 demcnstrate, has 8 Jang
running nistory. But the vehemence of this opposition woday in
documentary forms of work is infoermed mosthy by the rise of

R e m———

discaurse of vicims scattered all over the global peripheries that
salurate the media today, And with this rise of victima a peculiar
form of scopophobia, an antiocularcentric vision has settled over the
field of the documentary®® | do not, howeaver, wish to recUperate
the decumentany form with all its unrescived anamalies within what
many wauld believe 10 be & more superior assthetic systam. For
me, the dosumantary as such has its own integrity, even if its olaims

- of truth remain dubious.

The docurnsntary is alse dominated by a view that it is & kind
of testimony wiich, on the one hand, produces 8 moral imperative
in the telitale details of the real, and on the other, asserts truth in the
manner in which it comveys and conducts its judgment of events
and depictions of peaple, things, abjects. Evan if the docUmentany
is never incontrovertibly called to present a moral judgment bt to
document, 1o record, to archive, or simply 10 prasent, the over-
whelming ethical ground it claims aften subtands mare nuanced
pasgitions, _

The documentary admits diverse strugtures of reference into it
methods: for example, evidence, testimony, bearing winess, Abaove
all it iz mnemenic. The dacumentany's relatianship 1o its subjest,
in spite of it bold asserions of truth claims, is an ambiguous one.
Une of the most shocking picturas | have ever encauntered in
the media was reprodugsd almost 3 decade ago on the front page
of The New Yark Times. The picture, taken by Kevin Carter, a
south African photographer, shaws a young, exhausted Sudaness
refuges child bent over on his hands and knees. The chiling image,
which | can only now conjure from memary, is a fightly cormposed
pictuse, in which the circularity of the camera cuts o a diaganal
g0 as to align the looming frame of the child, with that of & wulture
standing 9ehind him, observing, waiting. Two things come back
to me fram that decade-ald experience of the phatograph and rry
feeling as a spectator of the image: the remateness and ambiguity

a8 For a megtaental rRaIMment al ard-codarcenriam = MBRN Jay, Sowncas! Sz Tie Doadralian of ks i
Tkl [ -2y =evacia Tioughr (Sebdin: Uiwemmiy al Cobama Pregs, 504].
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of the phatagraphar fram the scene and my cwn haunted curiasity
of the ultmate fate of the child. The latter iz what the documentary
never discloges: the aftermath, The receptian af this picture across
e warld was spectaculan 1 raised a range of ethical issues, the
most obvious of which was: what, if anything, did the phatagrapher
da o save the vulnerable abandoned child. Maral cutrage &t the
picturg and at the photographer was mingled with dumb admirgtion
of the phetagraphar's courage in recording.such a harmowing scens,
for rescuing the child, if only as image, fram the anonymity of his
{ate. Of course, the photographer won all kinds of awards far his
sffort, Carter was averwhealmed by the attentian and the debate
surraunding the picture. He committed suicide shortly thereafters

Memento Mori: The Archive as a Site of Moumning

| hawva used this example to raise the unangwerahle questian af the
documentary's ambiguity to its subject and to pose the question
whather it makes any sense o callapse ethics and sesthetics in a
single discussion of art's relationship to its subject Hers, | want
to call atlention to Christian Boltanskis blurny pictures of "Holocaust
children and parts of Gerhard Richters exhaustive archive Afas.
Beoltanski's massive rearganization of photagraphs of ananymous
children, which blurs and exposes the faces of innocence, comes
clazest to the use of the documentany a3 & methad of bearing
witness and a ool of memeorialization: the archive as mnemonic
machine. Rishtar's Afas evinces a different relaticnship 10 this
machine in that he deliberately collapses the borders betwean the
private and public, the personal and political, the quotidian andg
banal with the profound. His is an atlas of "perpetual commentany™
an the subfect of laoking and the function of images in constiuing
social memary in the aftermath of Nazism and within modarn
culture. A¥'as is an inventory of masshe, inexhausthle potertial that

aa The crounalancs of slckda hes felL boen by dadled. s wedear Feelam ahather e sdde wea & et o
' QOMUTTON SBuaRd by dls oardostar plckre ar due o ether problams. Ame nitence of B conrecion 1 e
fubditiny Samreanding bl Imege &nd g desn b ok Inerdsd bers.
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efthar forecloses meaning due to its urwialchy neterogeneity or
manipulates the scales and legiaility of what is represented, thereky
activaly reading them, 3 pror, a8 nothing but an arhitrary justa-
Aosition of meaningless images. But is Adas, in its absessive doou-
mentary atternot at collectivization of perzonal and public mermarny,
tndly arbitrary? Cr does s effect of distanse not assume a oritical
aflempt to bring to hear & great degree of complexity in the
secondary career images, outside of their context as reference, as
memeanto mori? Such memsnto maori i registered in the early
beginning of this ambitious historical project. In panels 18, 17, and
18, Richtar shows us newspapear images of Nazi scldiers publically
humiliating their victims and of the liberated Nazi camps, which
depict emaciated survivors amid jurnbied piles of bleached corpses
of those whe did not survive, And years later in panels 470, 479,
472, and 473, images of the Baaderieinhaf gang join the roll-call
of the memorializac. Panel 471 is in fact a reproduction of Richter's
painting frorm & newspaper repraduction of Uirike Meinhafs suicide.
The termporal 1ag between the Maz camp images and that of the
terrorist gang does nothing 1o allzvigie the contaxt of the historical
space from which this comparatively benign investigatian is being
sanducted. As if ta foreground what Hannah Arendt identified as
the banality of evil, Richier intereperses thraughout the breadth of
his magnum qpus images of domestic tranguility, hiz shudic, holiday
pictures, picturag of his own work, eto.te

Elindspot, Elank Stare, Scopophobiz, and the Hale in Vision
Howe are we 1o read the images and historical accounts both
Beoitanski and Richter seek to reindex? Surely, to see Richter's
Herculean effar at sinuctural collecttvization of private and puklic,
persanal and political histories as diginterested and meraly
ambiguaus is to be blind to ft. Such a reaction exemplifies a
consigtant aporia in contemparary art's approach to the documen-
tary. A remarkable body of literature has been developed araund
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this question. The italian philcsopher Giorgio Agamben makes a
enusial point abaut Auschwitz in this comtext He wrilss that “(the
aporia of Auschwiz is, indesd, the vary sporia of higtorical knowl-

edaes; a norcaincidence betwaan fact and TuUth, between verifcation
and comprehsnsion. s

Perhaps, then, this crigis, this confusion banwvesn fact and
truth, varification and comprehansion frked o the documentary may
have fts souree at the evel in which the dosumentary confroms
the maonstrous, the absolute, indisscluble reduction of human sut-
{ering 12 abject status and gpectacie. 1| was Foucault who wrots
wociferousty sout the indignity of speaking for others. Thig pozES
the following guestion to Sontag’s fascinating and coTuscating
self-reflexive analysis of documentary pictures n har recent bool
Aegarding the Pein of Others: whence does one ogen oneself up
o anather's pain, @ process which again recalls Levinas' ethics of
teing-forthe-ather? If the dosumentary is a testimany, as Sonfag
argues, 1o a calamity, a recard of an evert, a representation of an
actualy, it s exegetic and seemingly eidstic. Yat it is neither mastary
nor wotality. As such, it can only communicate as a fragment
Howe do we trust or question that which the documentary presents
beyond biind acceptance of ts ethical correctness or obdurate
distrust of its politiss? The neutralizing assumption of a spectator-
ship, which averts its gaze and turna askance from the documantary
because & deaply disbusts it as a moral accusation, cannot at the
same time judge it. To avert one’s eyes, 10 look askance, is squally
an ethical stance; & is 10 ask not to be acgused; not to be con-
taminated, not 1o exist purely for the ather, i0 be cleansed from the
quilt of lapking at human misary, relisved from the burden of being-
for-the-other, Yet thera is a lewel at whizh this disavawal, when
exsessively interpreted in the direction of the non-westam ather
(a= 4 aritic, like Matthew Higgs did in relation to images in

Az Forglo AgBinben, Serrmnts of Aciaads Tho Winsss 00 tie Axihg, 1mng. Danlsl Hells-Roazen Mg Yk
Zone, 1586], 12

docurmenta 11] registers at a deeper level twa kinds of disavowal* a
soopophobic inattzntian to the specificity of the image and a reflex-
e xenaphabia unable to imagine the other as praperly human, ™
This turning away, this hole in wision, as | have argued earlier in
this Text, perhaps has its basis nat in any superior morsl vision,
aut iz precissly a prophylactc ta the abseegnity of the human ruin.

Let ug return to canverttional documentary images, more
specifically photographic and cinematic (as well as viden) images
that capture slices of what some sall "the real world” The root
of the tarm "dacumentary” fs the document. in its lteral term it is
a record or evidense of something that proves the exiztence or
the oceumMence of that which the dacument rasards, hence the claim
of *tnth” often imputed to.the documentan: But to decument is
never 1o make immanent a singular averwhelming truth. It iz Sirmply
t collect in differsnt forms a seres of statements fwhat Foucault
calls "statement events” as the enunciative function of the archive)
leading 1o the interaretation of historical events ar facta.® Tha
documentary a5 such i$ never outrightly a claim of truth, namely,
that this happened; tharsfare, it is true., In its relentless singular-
fzation, In the guise of bearing witness ta that which ig part of our
reality, even if it may be cutgide our immediate experience, the
dacumentary claims for tgelf the burden of trth in that it directs
itself to what it sees as recardable reality,

To document Js to offer statements that stand for avidence of
samething: a truth, & testimany to some truth. It s impossible for

any image to fully disclose the reglity that hangs like a pall ovar the .

axtended Fisld In which all images exigt imespective of Guy Dabord's
¢laim that we all now ve in 8 world of appearances where all social
relationships have disappeared into the screen of mediation.® Lers
take any "documentany” image, say @ war scens in Afghaniztan

and, as a rule of thumb, test itz verasity, On the ong hand, one can
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lzok at seenas aof the war's carnage; ruined streets, piled-up
corpsas, dizeonsclate populace and come away with the reazonalle
beliet that what the scenes show is the misery of war. At she
same fime, the same image can newgr fully support whatever the
rationale that suppoits the war, such as the moral cormectness

ol reoting out terrarists. What do we see when we behald the prone,
dead corpss of a Taliban saldier; evidence of "here is a dead
terrarst’ of "here is an Islamiz mamyr™? The abeyance inte which
sUCh an image is cast is no longer merely semantic or simply
idealogical # The phatograph is not at any rate a codeless message
ar g messagsless code® In g sornt of contradistion, despite the
pergistance of the eye 10 22 Into and through such a scene, no
reading of Mwould ever prove adeguate nor summarize tha import
of its message. Literally, such scenes induce a kind of lindness,
excavate a hole in wvision, Because of the vast extanded visual fisld
irrwiich such images exist, it appears quite the cass that a
docurmnentary can record something that is true bt fai) 1o reveal the
truth of that samething, in the 2ense that it may actually misrep-
resant the subjsct in guestion. Thig is the given paradox of the
dosumentary, ramely fts lack of self-evidance. This was, [ suspect,
part of the antipathy towards the documentary mode critics asso-
Ciated with documenta 11

The Dacumentary and the Seriptible

It is already difficult enough that professional documentarists
continuously work a thin ling tetween compramise and nercism,
that o add to the cache of images producsd by thens, the vast
guantity of amateur images frays the tnuthfulness and the facticiy
of the decumsantary. The advent of technalogical ability has meant
the wide availability af cameras to cagual users. As such, the
documentary, as Barthes says of certain forms of writing, is "scrip-
tible,” because it turns the reader inta a kind of writer, that is it

a7 Sanmyg mekal Y moin bn Bameding e P ar e,
4 Fen Fokand Bafhes, The Frotagmonic ideasegs” A Sawthes Resas, od. 2uman Soncgy [Mew vorc HI and
kg, 1963), 134210

makes the reader wish to camy further the act of writing, encourag-
ing the imitation of the act of writing 42 The documentary could
alsn be perceived as scriptible in that it increagingly turns the casual
spectalor into an expan witness. It encourages all Kinds of acts
of wanting to further the wark of documnenting, creating new nar-
ratives of the reat world, adding, as it were, 10 the vast fody of
evidence. In a sense, evervone who possesses a camera could, oy
definftion function a3 a documerntarist, A famous example af
some guch transfarmation of the dosumentary ganre by whosver
posEesses A camera 1S George Holliday's video record of Hodney
King being baater: by a group of Los Angeles police officers. But
does the mere passession af a camera and shoating the real
world imaue us immediately with authorfty as modem day truth
tellers?

This wag the dilsmma of Halliday as a witness, with his
mechanical eye. He was 100 Lugy flming the scene of the assault
1o bother seeing itwith his own gyves, Instead the camera came
1o replace Nis vision, terally his capaciy to see. To meve then from
the passive position of the ene who watches, who gazes at such
& scane, ar a2 he recelver of its images on screen to a producer
of thoss images is to shift intg a remarkable position of resgon-
gibility. Such regpensioility is what made Holliday not just a proper
withess but also a double withess whose two sats of vision must
ke corroborated accarding to the mystericus warkings of the law,

The pesition of the daunle witness, | belisve, is what 2&1s up
the opposition betwaen art and dogumentary heard quite frequently
during the days of the opening of dosumenta 11; and afenwards,
the idea that the eollsction of images, which criics had arganized
under the rubric of documentary are essantially two things: (1) they
arg "soriptiole,” meaning that aryvans with a camera can also record
images af atrocitizs or poverty, but nat svervone can be an arist
in @ convinzing way. In a sense this iz a denigration of the technicsi
facility which mechanical repraduction promotas; {2] this soriptiaility
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of the documentary, especially it mimetic proclivides, removes it
frarn the realm af art. But for 3ome oritics what acually grales is
not simaly the provingial ant versus documeritary argument, but the

audacity of any imaga to designate a reality 10 which viswars have .

limited and afientimes na experience of at all. The dacurnentary
far such people relates only to a shallgw kind of truth, due 1o its
depandence an causaliny A, 8o the angument goes, avidanses 3
deeper kind of truth, for it is not dependent on any external detar-
minant ather than its own internal reality. This kind of argument is
familiar to many of us who at ane time or anather have been con-
fronted with the cpposition between art as something gpecific and
unigue and dacumentary a& something that manéfests only a kind
af social concern with limited crestive purchase.

| sannot wholly disrmizs the argument that many works in
documerta 11 can be confuged with the dogurnentary mode, Somes
of the warks can be thought as such insofar as the devices, the
stringing and sequencing of images or the narrative procedures
of cartain analytical or cancegtual frames of certain works, use
matzrial drawn directy from the =acial world &t large, Hersin lies oy
oy digtinction: rather than accepting exclusively the term “docy-
mentary™ as 8 way to understand the manner in which the axhibition
nurpartedly orivileged the documentation of the real world or the
analyzis of socfal reality, | wish to address the documentary versus
art issue by ingeding into the field of documenla 11°s vision the
concept of werrd.

Wénte has been defined ag truth. But alzo it refers 1o [felikeness,
3 Tnueness 1o life. In the latter definitian, T is prediapozed tawards
mirmeticism, For example, in French, w&rtg also means 1o strive 1o
e true to life in art s'efforeer & la veritd en art. Similarly vants
refers io realism, 10 real lite, naturalism, authenticity, pragmatizm,
veTisimilituda. In the documentary mode we are prasently reviewing,
varits involves aleo the Kind of documertary practice orn in France
in 19605 known as oinéma wérits, which bluss the line batwaen
reality and simulated realiy

The meaning of the term ‘documentany” that was of philosoph-
ical interest 1o our main purpose—and | belisve this was derop-
strated throughout the entire langth and breadth of the project, in
all the platiorms, publicstions, symposia, workshops, etc.—refers
to Agamben's idea of bare life or naked e, Bare life or naked life,
as such, is connected 1o that dimension of experience, which he

defines as a form-otife, “a life that can never be separated fram -

fta form, a life in which it is never possible 1o isolate someatning
sugh as naked life, "

Bfa-politics, then, is bath the conceptual envelgpe and the
shilosophical determinant for how the loose term "documentany”
came o inhabit 2uch = palpable space in the galleries of the exhi-
bition. The hinga for the examination of naked ar bare life is the
vertS/docuMentary space. So, an the ane hand, in the idea of vers
we confromt the condilionalities of ik’ as a progess of unraveling,
explaring, guestioning, probing, analyzing, diagnoging, a search
for truth or, shall we say, veracity, For the documentary mode, on
the ather hand, there is a purpesive, forensic inclination con-
cemed eszentially with the recording of dry facts to be submitted
1o the ventd commities. It is here thet the oure relationship batwaen
decumentary and verite become clearer, for they each defing the
relaticnship between the spectatar and the image—what in Camers
Lucida Barthes defined as the studium—the interplay batwesn
fact and truih, Comprehension and verffication is the agiated fieid
of the srudivm, for o recagnize the studium ig ingvitably to an-
counter the pnotographars imsntions, to enter into harmaony with
tham, to approve or disapprove of ther, bt always to understand
them, 10 argue with tham within myself, {or culiure {from which the
studium derves) s a cantract arfvad at betwesn arsators and
cansumers.™® Thig is what governs the relationship between the
documentary and vérité, since there is nothing Inherently true ar

S0 Rome teneea Wil Bimck ks &in Pofiics, ke Yin ]
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Tactual in the documented image if the purpose of such a docu-
mantatiaon doss not further ask the viewer to approach such
dacumentation as not only just & fast of something real in the
waorld, but alsa something true in the social condition of that
waord which is difficult to sspport in a single film frame or photo-
graphic image.

[¥ this holds true, perhaps then the response 1o the documen-
tary made in docymenta 11 may lead us 10 assumes that the recur-
shve persistence of what many came 10 8e8 as docurnentary in the
exhibition already points to an exhaustion of the mode, an ex-
haustion that not only complicates the viewer's relationship to the
particular zocial world being sxamined, but in fact explodes that
gsocial world as nothing bt @ body of exgess, Thus 10 resail from
the documentary is to remurn 1o daubts we each harbor about the
nature of its representations of events or the world as real and
merefore true. This spprenension is ewen more acute in the context
of the general contral and requlation of the media by powertul
interests. Ta disbelieve what is pregentad a8 the tnuth about the world
may in fact lend itself to distrust of the messengar rather than
the messags, The less that documentany exXposes truth about the
wond in faver of an excessz of reality over which we have litle
controf and even less of a choice of Ul camprehensgion, the more
it seems that spectators furn from it

Epilogue

In conclusion, it might be important 1o reglate the view that the rale
oftan assigned to dosumertary forms exiats In the tengian bemweaen
their aesthetic intantion and ethical position vis-3-vis the subject
of the dacumentary. The second poirt sbout the docurmentary form
coneerns itz mnemonic function in relatian to the archive that
brings into visihility the relatdenship between images, documents,
and syslems of meaning. Bt it algo invalves a struggle between
two irmesolvable positions in our news-saturated, mediated waorld.
W I T. Mitchell i his essay, The Phofographic Essay: Four Case

Swediss, began hig searching assessment of the photographic
mediurs and language Gy pgsiting the idey that "[tIhe relation of
rhatagraphy and language is a arfncipal she of strugals for value
and power in contemporary representations of realivy; it is the
place whete images and words find and lose thelr conscience, thearr
gasthetic and athical identity." The question could be asked:
when do images loss their "conscience, their aesthetic and ethical
identity?® This is a question that does not have any answers
that are nat unhelgfuliy speculative. In spite of gitermpts to digoredit
the place of the documentary image in exhibitions of SontEmpoTany
art [in rry vieww 8 highly dubious denial in an already prolix world of
imagas and ugage), the broad category of images in documenta 11
nevertheless surpass the documentary refla. The somalex wvariaty
of approaches to 9e found in the genrg in kselt points to the
impeartance of adjusting the reductive prejudices that atrip images
down 1o only their functionalist format.

This wag precisely what we found in the lengthy research and
communications with ariats, theorists, activists, architects, institu-
tions—across cultures and continenits, disciplines and Communities,
institutiona and networks (formal and informal): There are no fived
messages that attach to the designation documentary, We ﬁr;rnrked
with artists and thinkers producing idsas and images Q0 an un-
derstanding of their practice within the broader parameters of the
changing refationshin between artist and audience, discourse and
lanquage, addrassing questions that wers far less predicated on
predatenmined meanings, but open to interpellation to other activities,
actions, evants, and discourses. When an artigt groug like Huyit
Facettes emearges in Senagal to question the efficacy of the indi-
vidual artist's refatien to his context of produstion and public,
what does their alliance with the rural community of Hamdallaye
in Senagal maan, and how does it show these COMmplex relationsz
of power? And By what means doss Le Groupe Amos in the

a2 W T Mhchell, Piehoe v an ke
M Theoip: Stame 20dd Vesual Reprnscameion (CHoage: Unkerahy &) Cricago
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Cemocratic Bepublic of Conge communicate to their audience the
wiark it produgces in the name af acting on behalf of Congolese civil
gacisly: grganizing public manifestations; producing dosumentary
filrng an gender and sexua! relationship, econamic producticn, and
flows of labor and capital; conducting clinics on demogracy and
davelapment; teaching workshops on gender equality; leading work-
shaps an tolerance as the first condition of a democratic 2ociaty,
or participating ag observers in the peace negotiations between the
different factions of rebel movements that have made the Damo-
cratic Republic of Songe ungovernable? Haw de we apprehend the
imporant proposals of Park Fiction warking in the suburbg of
Hamburg in & long-running projest to mabilize the marginalized
commmunity of 31 Pauli against the gentrification of their neighbar-
hood by speculative real estate ventures, propasing instead a
park rather than another bland maodernigt architecture that weakens
the link Between gocial relationships and community identin? In
the same affilistive spirit of urban and territorial analkysis, we find
the important projest of Fareed Ammaly: FromATa, warking in col-
laboration with the filmmaker Rashid hMasharawi on & reading of the
acatierad trajectories of Palestinian dispersion and fragmentation
intz muliiple communities of exile and disspara, Or the Balian graup
Multiplicity in & pravocative attempt 1o retrece and reconstruct the
tragedy and lives of raigrants and refugees whose flegal smuggling
ahip sank and disappearad during ane night of termpest in the
Clandestini basin of the Mediterranean sea in Soffid Sea. From
Algjandra Riera and Qgina Pefregeu's L'Association [des pas) which
concems the political and cultural subjectivity of the Kurdish
cammunity in Turkey, rendered a= a poetics of social and paltical
analysiz of repragentatian to Rags Media Collecthvals installaticn
on the Coardinates of Evernyday Life in Delhi, whigh abjures the
idenlagical territorialization of marginality imposed by the state
an urban farms; ta Black Audio Fiim Collective’s probing docurnen-
tany film, which irvestigates the causes of black urban riots during
Margaret Thatcher's ruls in Handsworth Songs, to Trinh 7. Minhb-ha's

filrs, & meditation on slow tme and cyltural spaces thriving outaide
the totalizing gazs of globalization in Naked Spaces: Lhdng 2 Round:
1o Allan Sekula in Aigh Story, tracing the contafnerized motar of glob-
al labar flows; 10 sonic and visual fields which act as mnemonic
triggars in Craigie Horsfield's & Hiero project Thamas Hirschhom
in Batailfe Mondment. a materialized gdocumentary dedicated to
the iife and work of the French philosopher: or the discourse of an
Affican claim to modernity enacted in the Librany and Mussum Shop
sections of Meschac Gaba's Mussum far Contemporan: Afican
Art, or Walid Raad/Atlas Group's decumentary fictions in-Adissing
Lebansse Wars which preys on the manipulation betwean the
warring factions of Lelyanon, and the strigale far cantrol of the
archival memory of the civil war in order to penstrata the largar
“truth” of that chdl conflict These are just some of many examples.
Each of theze artists in documenta 11 employs the tools of the
docurmentary and the function of the archive as procedures for
inducting new flows and tranzactions betwesn images, texts,
narratives, documents, statements, evens, carmmunites, instimutions,
audiences. And each confounds the role of the documentary in
establishing a higrarchy between images and artistic forms, between
ethice and aesthetics, ooittics and poatics, truth and fiction, In
fact, in each of the individual positions and waorks mentiansad
thraughout this text, what stands out the mast is the remarkable
cansistency of cancern with social Ifs that is & mikure of palitical
interest (Armaly, Sakula, laar); sociolagical (Rags Media Collective,
Multiplicity, Black Audio Film Collective, Ottinger, lgloalik lsuma
Froductians), assthetic [McQusen, idlien); and archival [lef Geys).
Abnove aI_I. tis the concem with the ather, the fidelity to a truth
that the dacumentary ceaselessly consirums and decanstucts, et
me snd with Martin Jay's eloguent and suceinct remark in which
he cautions that "[tlhere is 'no view frorn nowhere” for &uan the most
scrupulously 'detached' abserver"s® And so it is with ali of us

who at one trme or anothar survey the ruin of modernity: Thers iz
] ain Iy, Coancas! S, (5,
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no here fram which to view gisinterestedly that alsewhers that
aurpartedly is the province of the dacumentary. Visian, whether
Blind ar seging iz akvays invested with a functian of apprehendhg
the visual in @ mannar ar mare extensive and comples, than what
the gy ultimately sess. And what taths can images tell us when
thay are drowning in the sontinental drift set up oy madearn madia
industies?

Iwauld like fo extend a nele of thanisz to Tarry Smit, Baroara Yandedinden for thelr
aslube coimments and to Tom Keenan for fis careful reading of tha aasay.
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