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Exoticism or the Translation Of Cultural
Difference

Ernst van Alphen

The “critical dimension of literature and art” is still the most common
criteria of aesthetic judgment in Western contemporary aesthetic thought. With
the rise of modernist aesthetics, in one way or another, a literary text or art work
is supposed to embody a critical point of view. This critical dimension should,
however, not be articulated explicitly, because than it becomes propaganda. It
should be demonstrated in an indirect way; shown, acted out, but not said. The
implied criticism is not necessarily political, social, or existential. It can also be
self-referential by the embodiment of a critique on the literary or artistic
tradition. But it is the critical position of a work which serves as a touchstone for
critics to differeﬁtiate between good and.bad works, important and insignificant
works.

Although this critical dimension is still highly .common as eriteria of
judgement, at the same time it has becomeimpossible or contested as criteria of
judgement in an era that is defined by cultural postcolonialism. According to
French art critic Bouriaud, the comparatist ideology underlying postcolonialism,
especially when it manifests itself as multiculturalism, is paving the way for a
complete atominization of references and criteria of acsthetic judgment. @ For,
present critical discourse on art and literature is based on the desire for
recognition of cultural difference and of the other as other. This complicates

critical judgment radically. In the words of Bouriaud:

@ Nicolas Bouriaud, The Radicant, New York: Lukas & Steinberg, 2009.



Facing: the Local and the Global, or
Intimacy Across Divisions

Mieke Bal

Nothing is Missing, video still, Massaouda
Introduction

One of the most tenacious instances of universalism — the belief in the
universality of something — is motherhood, doubtlessly the most intimate,
hence, local of relationships. The current state of the allegedly globalized world
makes this universalism both urgently necessary and deeply problematic. This
ambivalence is the topic of my contribution to this meeting. My proposal for a
new perspective in literary and art studies is inspired by this ambivalence. 1
focus on the concept of facing in order to develop a vision of the arts that
foregrounds both the global and the local, the universal and the intimate.

First of all, it is necessary to shed the problematic binary between
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universalism and relativism that has so long dominated our thinking about
intercultural issues. Thinking of motherhood as a universal usefully counters
problematic relativizing. For example, relativizing the horror of losing a child by
alleging that, in some severely underprivileged countries, losing a child to
illnéss, hunger, or violence occurs so frequently that it is “normal, ” would be a
painful condescendence and a scandalous acceptance of the unaccepiable. In the

globalized world, the opposite move is necessary. Now that we are bound to

“those underprivileged situations by knowledge and economic complicity,

assuming the universality of motherhood — through a “strategic universalism™ —
is a political necessity. Only through that assumption does the scandal of the
inequities that globalization both promotes and lays bare become apparent. @

At the same time and even for the same reasons, the opposite move is just as
indispensable.' One of the most severe challenges to the idea, or hope, of any
universality is the division produced all over the world between people whose
everyday life and its intimacy are safely assured and those who lead an existenceof
“infra-humanity, »® Amoné other consequences, this division also produced an
unsettling tension when the two parts of our supposedly unified world collided in
Western countries as a result of migration. Migration causes the coexistence in one
s{ocial environment of people who can afford to live permanently in a place and those
who cannot — those who are driven to displacement.

This situation deeply impinges on ( conceptions and practices of)
motherhood. Tt interrupts that relationship and brutally destroys the relation of
intimacy, since the proximity or distancing between mother and child is no
longer a matier of choice. The combination of motherhood and migration, then,

is a good place to reflect on the confrontation between globalization and intimacy

D With “strategic universalism” I mean a universalist treatment, analysis, and understanding of
issues, which does not necessarily entail a belief in the universality of these issues.

@ The term comés from Colombian artist Doris Salcedo. Saleedo’s Unilever Commission Shibboleth at the
Tate Modexn. in London consisted of a long, deep, and elaborate erack in the floor of the Turbine Hall The
catalogue explains the artist’s attempt to put the global division between people down literally. The term “infra-
humanity” must be understood in that context. See Shibboleth, Exhibition catalogue ( London: Tate, 2007).
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against thebackdrep of a non-oppositional binaiy of singularity and universality.
The relationship between the singular and the general — to use a more abstract
binary that encompasses both universalism-singularity and globalization—
intimacy—also holds for my own analyses. It has consequences for the
relationship between my video-making ( or, taking the word video graphy
literally, video-writing) and my academic writing,

An additional introduetory caution is called for here. Although one of my
video installations is central to my argument, this is not a traditional case study
but an exploration, through one particular “ case ” of the dynamic
complementarity between media. One goal is to make the mothers staged in this
installation, fullparticipants in what can only be a multi-veiced discussion.
Angther goal is to develop a methoaol'ogy suitable for the object of study. @

In terms of the methodological innovation this panel is devoted to, rather
than generalizing on the basis of a singular case, I am constantly going back and
forth beiween one special view and another., This is nothing new. In terms of the
logic of reasoning, this movement is neither deductive nor inductive but what the
American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, with an idiosyncratic term, called
“abductive”. This method has been defined it as follows: “In general abduction
is considered as that type of inference which leads to hypothetical explanations
for observed facts. In this sense it is the opposite of deduction. ” Abduction goes
from consequence to possible cause. As Van der Lubbe and Van Zoest write,
this type of logic is “diagnostic. ” @

Deduction, in contrast, reasons from cause fo consequence and is thus
prognostic. Although abduction is itself not new at all, it makes innovation

possible. According to Peirce, abduction is the way through which new ideas

@ Making videos is an attempt 1o respond creatively to the constant actuality of the topics of the
contetrporary. By definition, the contemporary causes the belatedness of publications. This will always
make it impossible to limit our research to libraries. In addition to this temporal argument, videos, while of
course not full accounts either, preserve something of the voice of the subjects they stage.

@ Jan van der Lubbe and Aart van Zoest, “Subtypes of Inference and Their Relevance for Artificial
Inteiligence, ” in Semiotics Around the World: Synthesis in Diversity, eds. Irmengard Rauch and Gerald F.
Carr (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1997), p- 805; p. 806.
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become possible. It has the singular as its starting point and makes creative
leaps. It thrives on uncertainty and speculation, but its origin in observable
factremains primary. I consider abduction the most suitable form of reasoning in
the face of globalization and the need to know what intimacy can mean for people
at the other end of the economic division. ©

This abductive approach to what appear to be case studies has been an
increasingly stimulating guideline in my recent work. Over the past six years I
have explored this tension through several video works on migration. Most of these
are based on the performativity of intimacy with migrants; they are concerned with
situations of displacement ( Lost in Space) and show migrants struggling to achieve
some level of integration ( A Thousand and One Days; A Clean Job) or suffering
from the economic consequences of globalization ( Colony). The tension between
intimacy and the consequences of globalization is enacted most explicitly in a
video installation made between 2006 and 2008, with a supplement in 2010.
Through a discussion of this installation I seek to grasp intimacy on tems that
allow for the strategic use of universalism (“motherhood”) as well as for the

foregrounding of differences ( “migration”). @

Installation Johannesburg, South Africa

@ For an overview of the term “abduction” and the sources in Peirce’s oeuvre, see Frankfurt,

Peirce’s Notion of Abduction.

@ For a complete list or for stills and synopses of these works, see http: //www. mickebal. org,
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The Project

The installation titled Nothing is Missing consists of a variable number of
audiovisual units that play DVDs of abont thirty minutes in which a mother talks
about a child who has left in migration. Imagine a gallery looking like a generic
living room, where visiting is like 2 social call. The image is a portrait, a bust
only, of a woman speaking to someone else. Apart from a short introductory
sequence that sets up the situation, the videos comsist of unedited single shots.
Sometimes, we hear the voice of the interlocutor; in other cases, we hear no one
other than the woman speaking. Every once in a while, one of them falls silent, as
if she were listening to the others. The installation itself enacts the tension between
global and intimate, since the domestic ambiance is created within a space that is
public, although often not a space where such installations are expected. 1 have
installed it in museums and galleries, academic settings, and office spaces — in a

comner office at the Department of Justice in The Hague, for example. ©

Installation The Hague, Ministry of Justice

(@  Nothing is Missing, multiple-channel video, installation. DVD, fumiture, and mixed media, 4 10 15
units, 28 to 35 minutes, looped. Currently the mstallation is part of a large solo exhibition Towards the Other in
the Peter and Paul Foriress, Saint Petersburg, Russia, planned for Qctober 2011 and will be part of a group
show, Care Crisis, in Prague, November 2011.
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This installation probes the contradiction between usages of universalism as
escapist exclusion and as a strategy to enhance differences. My provisional
answer to the contradiction between these two elements is to replace any thematic
universalism with a performative one, and an essential universalism with a
strategic dynamic variant that is constantly challenged by singularities. Between
acsthetic and academic work, a certain activism through the promotion of
reflection insense-based experience is also present. The question that the video
work raises, and that the present paper attempis to answer, is how it is possible
to make intimate contact across the many divisions that separate people in
different cultural, that is, linguistic, economic, and familial situations, and
why it matters to do so. The goal is not to reach a universal ground for
communication but instead to establish the universal as the ground on which
differences can performatively be brought into dialogue.

The women are from various countries from which people have migratedsince
the onset of modem-day globalization. Still living in their home coumtries, they all
saw a child leave to Western Europe or to the United States, My project is not an
attempt to understand migration as such, nor to defend its necessity for the people
engaging in it, which I take for granted. Rather, if we are to understand the
possibility of a universal such as motherhood through insight into the intimate local
relationships against the backdrop of a globalized world, we must first of all realize
the enormity of the consequences involved and the changes in the souls of
individuals taking this drastic step. We must wonder, that is, why people decide
they must leave behind their affective tes, relatives, friends, and habits—in short,
everything that constitutes their intimate everyday lives. These motivations, which
are too complex to allow any generalizations, tend to include economic necessity but
are rarely limited to that overarching issue. While my purpose is not to fully
understand those complex motivations, T bring them to the fore here, considering
that they are relevant in being among the ambivalences toward the migration of their
child to which the mothers testify. My primary goal is to explore the pessibility of an
“aesthetic understanding” that, by means of its own intimacy across the gaps of

globalization, can engage the political.
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These terms refer to a simple understanding of the two domains, Foraesthetics |
return to the 18%-century philosopher Alexander Gotilicb Baumgarten, who
developed the notion of binding through the senses, and, incidentally, also
considered aesthetics a useful approach to the political. Since this conception
presumes neither formal beauty nor a separate artistic sphere, it seems a useful
starting point to develop the idea of an aesthetic understanding that straddles the

distinction belween academic and artistic exploration. Moreover, the proximity

presupposed by the sense-based experience also establishes intimacy between the

subject and the object of the aesthetic moment. Henc;e, this approach furthers my
attempt to develop 2 methodology that approximates the “object”. @

Tor the political 1 rely on the distinctions between politics and the political
currently advanced by, among others, Jacques Rancizre® and Chamtal Mouffe.
In a clear and concise book about this distinction, the latter defines the two

terms as follows:

by “the political” I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take to

be constitutive. of human societies, while by “politics” I mean the set of
Y P

practices and institutions through which an order is created, organizing

human coexistence in the context of conflietuality provided by the

political. @

In this distinction, politics is the organization that settles conflict; the
political is where conflict “happens. ” Thanks o the political,. social life is
possible. Politics, however, constanilyaitempts to dampen the political.
Rancidre uses. different terms for the same distinction. In his work, Mouffe’s
“politics” corresponds to “the police,” and her “political” is identical to his

“politics. ” Since I find Mouffe’s terms clearer, I will proceed to use those.

@ Alexander Gottlieh Baumgarten, Aesthetice {Hildesheim, Germany: Olms, 1970 [1750]).

@ Jacques Rancitre, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, trans. Julie Rose ( Minneapolis:
University of Minnesola Press, 1999}.

@ Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (New York and London: Routledge, 2005), p. 9.
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According to Mouffe’s view, everyday life, including the intimaey that
inhabits it, pertains to the politicil. It is there that intimacy must be grasped.
In my view, a first step to contemplating these questions is a triple act of facing.
Facing sums up the aesthetic and political principle of my video work Nothing is
Missing, which is an attempt to reflect on severance and iis consequences.
Through this installation, 1 attempt to shift two common universal definitions of
humanity: the notion of an individual autonomy of a vulgarized Carlesian cogito
and that of a subjecting passivity derived from the principle of Bishop Berkeley’s
“to be is to be perceived”. The former slogan has done damage in ruling out the
participation of the body and the emotions in rational thought. The latter,
recognizable in the Lacanian as well as in certain Bakhtinian traditions, has
sometimes over-extended a sense of passivity and ceerciveness into a demial of
political agency and, hence, responsibility. Reflecting on facing helps me to
rethink these notions. T try to shift these views in favor of an intercultural
aesthetic based on a performance of contact. In order 1o elaborate such an
alternative 1 have focused this installation on the‘ bond between speech and face
as the site of the performance of a universal. Here, 1 use speech not just in
terms of “giving voice, ” but alse and more importantly in terms of listening and
answering, all in their multiple meanings; furthermore, I would like to turn the

face, the classical “window of the soul” , into an “interface. ”

Installation Arhus, Danmark
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Facing Philosophy

Facing constitutes three acts at once. Literally, facing is the act of looking
someone else in the face. It is also coming to terms with something that is
difficult to live down by looking it in the face rather than denying or repressing
it. Thirdly, it is making contact, placing the emphasis on the second person,
and acknowledging the necessity of that contact simply in order to sustain life.
Instead of “to be is to be perceived” and “I think, therefore I am”, facing

27

proposes, “l face {you); hence, we are. ” For this reason, facing is my
proposal for a performance of contact across divisions, one that avoids the traps
of universalist exclusion and relativist condescendence.

For this purpose, I first make the move from the two universalist views of
humanily — Descartes’ and Berkeley’s — to a merger that replaces both; from
esse est percibi (to be is to be perceived) to cogitote ergo sumus (I know you
therefore we are). There is no clearer — almost programmatic — demonstration
of Berkeley’s view than Samuel Becketl’s only film, called Film. As Anthony
Uhlmann has pointed out, Berkeley’s formula, as elaborated to exhaustion by
Beckett, is agony-inducing. As it happens, this identity without agency already
shows linguistically in the mere fact that the formula defines being in non-
personal forms. As a result, Uhlmann argues, Beckett’s film explores the
agonizing feelings that result from a consciousness of being through being
perceived. © Film explores the relationship of disharmony between the three
types of images Deleuze distinguishes in Cinema 1. The perception-image is the
result of the viewer's selection from the visible world of those images that might
be useful for her. The action-image presents possibilities to act upon what is
seen. In-between, the affection-image con;pels the viewer-- who is affected by

the perception — to consider action. Stuck in (negative) affect when he is the

(@ Anthony Uhlmann, “Image and Intuition in Beckett’s Film, ” SubStance 33, no. 2 (2004): 90—
106.
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object of someone else’s perception, the protagonist of Film, played by the aging
and decidedly not comical Buster Keaton, flees from the notion of perceivedness
in the film’s “action images. ” @

The sets of eyes that watch this man and that he eliminates, show us the
violence of the “perception image,” whereas the ending, the close-up of the
“affection image,” translates affect into pure horror. This story can offer a useful
counterpoint for the installation Nothing is Missing. There, these three types of
images culminate in the mitigated close-up of the face that shuttles between
perception image and affection image without the leap to action. Here, neither
horror as a form of revolt, nor passive perceivedness as a handing over of human
agency, but a rigorously affirmed second-personhood is the reply to this pessimustic
view. The “perceivedness” that the predominance of the close-up foregrounds, does
not lead to either rejection or agony, but instead to an empowering performativity.
This, then, is my reply to Berkeley’s pessimistic view of vision as viclence.

Now, Descartes. The notion that Descartes is the bad guy of Enlightenment
rationalism seems to reduce him in the same way as he was seen to' be
reducinghuman existence. According to French thinker Jean-Joseph Goux, the
stake of the cogito is not primarily the link between thinking and being, nor even
the exclusive emphasis on reason and the excision of the bedy, but the
tautological grammatical use of the first person: I think, [therefore] T am. The
point is the possibility to describe human existence outside of the need to use the
second person. @

The popularity of his formula has done more harm than good to Western
thought, especially in its exclusions, its excising of not only emotions, but alse
the dependency of human life on others from human existence. T call it an
autistic version of humanity, and deny it the universalilyit has come to claim.

Yet, the dependency on others is so obvious and absolute that it may well have

@ Gilles Delenze, Cineme 1: The Movemeni-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara
Habberjam ( London: Athlone Press, 1986).
@ Jean-Joseph Goux, Oedipe philosophe ( Paris: Aubier, 19%0}.
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been its very inevitability that informed the desire to erase it in the first place.
From the baby’s mother to secial caretakers to linguistic second persons, this
dependency has been articulated clearly in psychoanalysis, sociology, and
linguistics, respectively: so much so, in fact, that being a second person seems
more “natural” a definition of being human than anything else. Second-
personhood, I contend, may well be the only and most important universal of
human existence, while its repression underlies other universalist definitions. @

This means thal we eannot exist without others ~— in the eye of the other as
in the eye of the storm ( Berkeley, Beckett), as much as in sustenance of others
(the ethical imperative to which Descartes, according to the vulgarized cogito,
refuses to owe his existence). That is where I would start any attempt to confront
universality as the ground where globalization meets — allows, enables, or
precludes ~— intimacy. [ do this not to pursue the beating of the Cartesian dead
horse, but, on the contrary, to keep in mind the productivity of returning with
“critical intimacy” to moments of the past, such as the dawn of rationalism in
the seventeenth century. @

In this I am joining a growing group of scholars exploring the history of
thought and developing alternative ways of thinking humanity, many influenced
by Deleuze, his Spinoza, his Leibniz, and his Bergson — to name the names

that underlie my thoughts here. @

An increasing number of scholars are studying the relevance of Descartes’s

(® 1have been stimulated to think in terms of second-personhood by Lorraine Code, What Can She
Know? Feminist Epistemology and the Construction of Knowledge (Tthaca, NY, and London: Corneil
University Press, 1991) and Rhetorical Spaces: Essays on Gendered Location (New York and London:
Routledge, 1995) . Louise Anthony, “Human Naiure” and its Role in Feminist Theory, develops a
universalist definition of humanity from a feminist perspeetive in order to avoid the universal relativist trap.

@ “Critical iniimacy” is Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s productive term in A Critigue of Postcolonial
Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999) .

@ My argument here is based on the ideas put forth by Bergson in Time and Free Will: An Essay on
the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F. L. Pogson { New York: Harper & Row, 1960 [1889]);
Creative Evolution, trans. A. Mitchell (Landham, MD: University Press of America, 1983 [1907]); and
Matter and Memory, trans. N.M. Paul and W.S. Palmer (New York: Zome Books, 1991 [1896]).

Deleuze hasdevoted a book-length study to Bergson, Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlirson and Rarhara
Habberjam (New York: Zone Books, 1988).
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contempc;rary Baruch Spinoza for an alternative stream of thought between early
and late rationalism. The line Spinoza — Bergson — Deleuze has led to
extremely important and preductive revisionings of the image, perception, and
feeling. Some of these new ideas lie at the heart of the “migratory aesthetics” of
my installation —an aesthetics of geographical mobility h\eyond the nation-state
and its linguistic uniformity. Philosophers Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd
wrote a useful book that unpacks those ideas in Spinoza’s writing that can be
employed for contemporary social thought. ©

Gatens and Lloyd’s book dees three things at once that are relevant for my
project, furthering the activity of * miératory aesthetics” and deploying -the
performative face in that context. Firstly, they develop an intercultural relational
ethics. To this end, they invoke the relevance of Spinoza’s work for a reasoned
position in telation to aboriginal Australians’ claim to the land thdt was taken
from them by European settlers. These claimants are not migranis since they
stayed put while their land was taken away from underneath them, but their
claims are based on a culturally specific conception of subjecthood and
ownership that makes an excellent case for the collective and historical
responsibility the authors put forward with the help of Spinoza. This
responsibility is key to any possible universality. It is a relation to the past that
we have to face today.

That this intercultural ethics should be based on a 17"-century writer who
never met such claimants — although he was definitely a migratory subject —
makes, secondly, -a case for a historiography that I have termed “preposterous. ”

This conception of history is focused on the relevance of present issues for a re-

 visioning of the past. In alignment with intercultural relationality, we could call

it inter-temporal. @

Thirdly, the authers make their case on the basis of_ the integrition, an actual

@O Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, Collective Imaginings: Spinoza, Past and Present (NewYork
and London: Routledge, 1999).

@ Mieke Bal, Quoting Carevaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History ( Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1999).
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merging, of Spinoza’s ontological, ethical, and political writings — three
philosophical disciplines traditionally considered separately. This, of course,
exemplifies interdisciplinarity. In order to transform it from a fashionable buzzword
into an intellectually responsible and specific notion, interdisciplinaritycould be
modeled on inter-facing in the sense I am developing here: as a universalist
practice.

Against this background — my search for an alternative to masochistic
passivity and autism as a ground for the possibility of a performative universal —
the face, with all.the potential this concepi-image possesses, seemed an
excellent place to start. But to deploy the face for this purpose requires one more
negative act: the elimination of an oppressive sentimentalist humanism that has
appropriated the face for universalist claims in a threefold way ~— as the window
of the soul, as the key to identity translated into individuality, and as the site of
policing, With this move I also seek to suspend any tendency to sentimentalizing

interpretations of Nothing s Missing.

Installation University College, Londen

Ideologies of the Face

The abuses of the face that individualism underpins are, in turn

z

articulated by means of a form of thought that confuses origin with articulation,
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and runs on a historicism as simplistically linear as it is obsessive. Common
origin is a primary ideology of universalism. This involves motherhood: all
human beings are born from a mother ( even if this universal is no longer true).
Creation stories from around the world tend to worry about the beginning of
humanity in terms of thenon-humanity that precedes it. Psychoanalysis primarily
projects on the maternal face the beginning of the child’s aesthetic relationality.
Both discourses of psychoanalysis and, as I will- demonstrate shorily, aesthetics
show their hand in these searches for beginnings. Both searches for origins are
predicated or individualism, anchored as they are in the mythical structure of
evolution as ongoing separation, splitting, and specification.

Here, 1 take issue with an individualistic conception of beginnings through
an alternative view that I will-draw from literary theory. A few years after his
pathbreaking book Orientalism, the late Palestinian intellectual Edward Said
wrote a book on the novels of the Western canon, entitledBeginnings: Intention
and Method. In this book he demonstrated that the opening of a literary work
programs the entire text that follows, from its content and its style to its
poignancy and aesthetic. It is the thesis of Nothing is Missing that this is true for
cultural-political reality as well Origin is a forward-projecting illusion.
Therefore, in this installation [ wished to explore a different sense of beginning
— 1ot in motherhood, but in migration. The primary question is why people
decide to leave behind their lives as they know them and project their lives
forward imto the unknown, With this focus, I aim to invert the latent
evolutionism in the search for beginnings, and, in the same sweép, the focus on
children and babies inherent to that strange contradiction of individualistic
universalist theories of the subject. }

Today, with authorities displaying high anxiety over the invisibility of the
Islamic veiled face, we cannot overestimate the importance of the ideology of
theface for the construction of contemporary socio-political divides. To briefly
show the workings of this ideology I look to an art-historical publication that
earned its stripes in its own field: a study on the portrait, the artistic genre par

excellence where individualism is the conditio sine gua non of its very existence.
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Confusing, like so many others do, origin with articulation in his study of
the portrait — the genre of the face — ari historian Richard Brilliant explains

the genre with reference to babies:

The dynamic nature of poriraits and the “occasionality” that anchors
their imagery in life seem ultimately to depend on the primary experience of
the infant in arms. The child, gazing up at its mother, imprints her vitally
important image so firmly on its mind that soon enough she can be

recognized almost instantaneously and without conscious thought. @

Like psychoanalysis, art history here grounds one of its primary genres in a
fantasmatic projection of what babies see, do, and desire. Both disciplines can
and must be challenged for their universaligm. @

The shift operates through the self-evident importance attributed to
documentary realism, a second unquestioned value in Western humanist eulture
that has been elevated to a universal status and that has also been inscribed in
the face. Identity pictures as a form of policing demonstrate the bond between
these two sides of the ideology of the face. The point of the portrait is the belief
in the real existence of the person depicted, the “vital relationship between the
porirait and its object of representation. ”@ The portraits that compese Nothing is
Missing challenge these joint assumptions of individualism and realism and their
claim to generalized validity.

The women in this work are, of course; “real,” as real as you and me,
and individual — as different from you and me as the world’s divides have
programmed. At first sight, they have also been documented as such. At the
same time, however, the installation enables them to speak “together” from

within acultural-political position that makes them absolutely distinct and

@ RBichard Brilliant, Portraiture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991}, 9.

@  “Occasionality” refers to the reality depicted; in the case of the portrait, it refers to the sitter.
Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed. { New York: Crosstoad, 1989).
@  Brilliant 1991, 8.
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absolutely comnected at once. This is the meaning of the silences that suggests
they are listening to one another, even if they never actually met.

As for the documentary nature of their images, again, this is both
obviousand obviously false, since the situation of speech -is framed as both
hyper-personal and utterly staged. I filmed the migrants’ mothers talking about
their motivation to support or try to withhold their children who wished to leave
and about their own grief to see them go. The mothers talk about this crucial
moment in their past 1o a person close to them, often someone whose absence in
their life was caused by the child’s departure — a grandehild, a daughter-in-
law, or the children themselves. This is a first take on the universal performance
of contact T want to propose, against the more exclusionist universalities. In this
performance, I contend, intimacy plays iiself out against the odds of
globalization-informed separation.

The act and mode of filming itself is implicated in this theoretical move. It
is, in one sense, perfectly and perhaps excessively documentary. I staged the
women, asked their interlocuiors to take place behind the camera, set the shot,
turned the camera on, and left the scene. This method is hyperbolically
documentary. To underline this aspect I refrained from editing the shots. I will
return to the resulting slow, umsmooth, and personal talk that results:

Aesthetically, the women are filmed in consistent close-up, as poriraits — the
other side of the face of Brilliant’s babies. The relentlessly permanent image of their
faces is meant to force viewers to look these women in the face and listen to what
they have to say, in a language that is foreign, using expressions that seem strange,
but in a discourse to which we can relate affectively. This is a second form of the
performance of contact. Another assumption of Brilliant’s argument concerns the
nature of identity. In his view, identity is based on the baby and is enabled by
seeing the mother’s face; in this way, the ontogenetic perspective is constantly
mapped on the phylogenetic one, in which development is the matrix and old equals
primitive. This baby-basis is challenged most explicitly by the simple fact that the
figures speaking here are the mothers, the other side of that face gazing up at them;

they now become the holders of the inter-face. The face as inter-face is an occasion
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for an exchange that, affect-based as it may be, is fundamental in opening up the
discourse of the face to the world.

Crucially, for Brilliant, identity emerges not only out of appearance and
naming but also out of distinction. Moreover, the recognition of appearance

triggers interaction and expression. Typically for the cogito tradition, the two are

practically the same:

Visual communication between mother and child is effected face-to-face

and, when those faces are smiling, everybody is happy, or appears to be. For

most of us, the human face is not only the most important key to identification

based on appearance, it is also the primary field of expressive action. @

The assumed link between these two sentences equates communication with

identification and expression. This equation.is grounded in the double sense of

identification — as and with — that underlies the universalist paradox and to which

my installation attempis to consider an alternative. 1 call that aliemative

“interfacing™.

The socio-cultural version of this political ambiguity is most clearly noticeable

in the dilemma of “speaking for” and the patronizing it implies, versus “speaking

with” as face-to-face interaction. The self-sufficient rationalism of the cogito

tradition is thus in collusion not only with a philosophical denial of second

personhood but also with a subsequent denial of what the face, rather than

expression, can do. In order to move from an expressionism to a petformativity of

the face that, I contend, writes a program for a new, tenable universality, I deduce

three uses of the preposition “inter-” from Gatens and Lloyd’s take on Spinozism that

can be mobilized in a helpful way. But in order to prevent an over-hasty,

overoptimistic mystification, each “inter-” works across a constitutive gap.

@ Brilliant 1991, 10, emphasis added.
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Installation Frankfurt University

Intercultural Ethics: Relationality across Gaps

Tnter-cultural relationality, in its inscribed mobility of subjectivity, posiis
the face as an interlocutor whose discourse is not predictably similar to that of
the viewer. These women speak to “us,” across a gap, as they speak to their
own relatives, again across a gap. The [irst gap is that of culture, if we continue
to view cultures as entities instead of processes. In such a conception,
intercultural contact is possible on the basis of the acknowledgment of the gap
that separates and distinguishes them. The sometimes over-extended emphasis
on difference in postcolonial thought is a symptom of that gap. The second gap is
caused by “the cultural” conceived as moments and processes of tension,
conflict, and negotiation. ©

To highlight this dynamic, including the gap, I have cliosen to invite the
mothers to choose intimates as the interlocutors. The people to whom the women

tell their stories are close to them, yet distanced by the gap that was caused by

themigration of the loved one. Tunisian Massaouda’s daughter-in-law, for

@ Johannes Fabian, Anthropology with en Attitude: Critical Essays ( Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2001).
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example, who was not chosen by her, is rea;zhing out to the mother across an
unbridgeable gap produced by history. In Romanian Elena’s case, even the son
himself struggles to overcome the gap that sits between him and his mother, with
whom he talks during the short summer period when he visits her.

There are yet other gaps in play. As' I have suggested, the two
simultaneous situations of speech—between the mothers and their relatives and
between themothers and the viewer—doubly mark second-personhood, but
across a gap. The strong sense of intimacy emanating from the direct address of
the mother to her closely familiar interlocutor at first excludes the viewer. Ounly
once one makes the effort and gives the time to enter the interaction can the
viewer earn a sense of participation. When this happens — and, due to the
recognizability of the discourse, it does — the experience is exhilarating and, T
contend, unique in public events such as art exhibitions. @

The third gap opens in the making, due to the theoretical and artistic
alternative to artistic authority of a “willful abandon of masfery, ” which
underlies the filming in my own absence. There is necessarily a gap between
intention and artwerk. The gaps as entrances into sensations that are “horrowed”
in a sense, grounded in someone else’s body, open the door to the inter-face.
Gaps, in other words, are the key to a universality that rejects a romantic
wtopianism in favor of a difficult, hard-won but indispensable inter-facing.
Gaps, not links, are also the key to intermediality. As my installation attempts
to suggest, the two go hand in hand.

There is another discourse to be addressed here, in the wake of
thehumanism & la Brilliant and the self-enclosure of vulgarized Cartesianism. I
am referring to the discourse of intention, predominant in the humanities. I have

frequently argued against the relevance and tenability of that discourse, most
extensively in 2002. The theoretical and artistic alternative of a “willful abandon

of mastery” I have discussed there underlies the filming in my own absence that

@ The notion of “giving time” is a reference to Jacques Derida, Given Time: I Counterfeit Money,
trans. Peggy Kamuf ( Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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I practiced in the videos for this installation.

Uhlmann points this out through Beckett, and the latter uses that same
noun, gap: there is necessa.l-'ily, not coincidentally, a gap between intention and
artwork. Beckett wrote this in a rare joyful passage, where he describes the
sense of accomplishment he felt precisely because of his failure to do what he

had intended:

I felt it really was something. Not quite in the way intended, but as a
sheer beauty, power and sirangeness of image ... In other words ... from
having been troubled by a certain failure to communicate fully by purely visual
means the basic intention, I now begin to feel that this is important and that

the images obtained probably gain in force what they lose as ideograms. ©

On a profound level of interdiscursivity, this statement engages the question
ofintention as medium-specific, binding it to images and, hence, bringing the
discussion of intention within the domain of art history, where the relevance of
intention is usually not discussed but taken for g__ranted. For someone like Beckett,
who was a writer before all, this serendipitous experience was crucial. Uhlmann
concludes hiz essay w1th the following summary of what, in the wake of the
affiliation he establishes- between Berkeley, Bergson, and Beckett, the image does
to intention. I guote this formulation because it succinetly sums up why the image is
productively incompatible with intentionalism — an incompatibility that, I argue, is

most useful for a migratory aesthetics of the face. He writes:

What Film in part offers is the exploration of a medium that draws its

power — the power to produce sensations — through gaps. Yet, images

MO Beckeit writes to Alan Schneider here, in Samuel Beckett anil \|an'Schneider, No Author Better
Served: The Correspondence of Samuel Beckeit and Alan Schneider, ed. Maurice Harmon, {Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1998}, as quoted in Anthony Uhlmann, “Image and Intuition in Beckett’s Film,”
SubStance 33, no. 2 (2004): 101—2. For more background on Beckett’s Film, see Samuel Becketi, Film:
Complete Scerario, Hlustrations, Production Shots ( New York: Grove, 1969).
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provide sparks that leap from one side to the next, like messages across

" synapses, thereby allowing the formation of a umity among difference:

intuition and sensation, intwition and the idea, intention and reception,

philosophy and literature. ©

Significantly and paradoxically, Uhlmann uses the discourse of medium-

specificity here to make a point about the merging of domains and the discourse

of embodiment — sensations ~— to posit gaps. The gaps as entrance into

sensations are grounded in someone else’s body, opening the door to the inter-

face. Gaps, in other words, are the key to a migratory acsthetics that binds

globalization to a transformed intimacy.

Video 5till, Alham; Khartoom, Sudan

Pre-posterous Time

This concept of the gap lays the ground, in tum, for the second partner in

theexploration of “inter-”, namely inter-temporal thinking, which comes with

@ Anthony Uhlmann, “Image and Intuition in Beckett’s “Film, * SubStance 33, no. 2 (2004) :
103. ’
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the prepesterous foregrounding of the present as starting point. These women
carry the history of the severance from their beloved child. They state their
acceptance of that separation as a fact of the present. Moreover, the concept of
video installation positions the co-presence of the mothers with the viewer
visiting the installation. Here lies one function of the acoustic gaps, the silences
in the films. When they do not speak, it seems as if it is the viewer's turn to
speak back to the mothers, who are now just looking the viewer in the face.
The inter-temporality also plays out in the belatedness of the viewer’s
engagement. To understand the need for this engagement in its inevitable
belatedness, two distinet steps need to be taken. The first makes the move from
individual to social, the second from past to present. At the same time, the
social nature of inter-subjectivity holds the _peﬂomaﬁve promise of the
improvement of the social fabric that the imaginary enactment of identification
will help to build. The images themselves fulfill a function in this inter-
temporality. They do this through the exclusive deployment of the close-up as
affection-image. Here, Spinoza’s writing on affect becomes relevant. As Gatens

and Lloyd reeall,

the complex interactions of imagination and affect [ yield] this
common space of intersubjectivity, and the processes of imitation and

identification between minds which make the fabric of social life. @

Aesthetic work may be eminently suitable to double-bind the women to a
social world whose fabric allows their experience to be voiced. Instead of being
caught in a double-bind that forces them into silence, they can' be relieved of
carrying their burden too solitarily. This is where the affection-image, which
Deleuze theorized as emblematically sitnated in the close-up, comes in with its

typical temporality. Close-ups subvert linear time. They endure and thus

@ Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, Colleciive Imaginings: Spinoza, Past and Present ( New York
and London: Routledge, 1999}, 40. '
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inscribe the present into the image. Between narrative images and close-ups,
then, a particular kind of intermediality emerges: one that stages a struggle
between fast narrative and stillness. Here, the type of inter-temporality that is at
stake takes the present of viewing as its starting point.

Italian philosopher Paola Marrati points to the crueial function of
theaffection-image as the closest to both the materiality of the image and that of
subjectivity. She writes: “Between a perception that is in certain ways
troubling, and an action still hesitant, affection emerges.

The affection-image binds a ‘perception that has already taken place but
leaves a trace to the future of possible action. This is why the affection-image
remains closest to the present while providing it with the temporal density needed
to make the inter-face possible. ©

Gatens and Lloyd recall that Spinoza’s conception of affect is explicit in

ilsinter-temporality. They write:

The awareness of actual bodily modification — the awareness of things
as present — is fundamental to the affects; and this is what makes the
definition of affect overlap with that of imagination. All this gives special

priority to the present. @

The resulting images are far from the d‘ocumentéry realism so dear to Western
culture. They possess a temporal density that is inhabited by the past and thefuture,
while affect (and especially the affect produced by the close-up) remains an event
in the present—an event of, to use a typical Spinozan-Deleuzian term, béecoming.
This is not an event in the punctual sense, but a slice of process during which
external events slow down or even remain out of sight. Becoming eoncerns the

presence of the past. If we take this presence to the realm of the social, we can no

@ TPaola Marrati, Gilles Deleuze: Cinéma et philosophie (Paris: PUF, 2003), 48.
@ Moira Gatens and. Genevieve Lloyd, Collective Imaginings: Spinozs, Past and Presens ( New York
and London: Routledge, 1999), 52.
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longer deny responsibility for the injustices of the past, even if we cannot be blamed
for it. Without that responsibility, the use of the vexed pronoun “we” -—“the full
deceptiveness of the false cultural ¢ we’” “— itself becomes disingenuous, even
unethical. Gatens and Lloyd’s “Spinbzistic fesponsihility, > then, is derived from the
phildsc;pher’s concept of self as social, and consists of projecting presently feli
responsibilities “back into a past which itself becomes determinate only from the
perspective of what lies in the future of that past—in our present. ” Taking seriously
the “temporal dimensions of human consciousness” includes endorsing the “multiple
forming and reforming of identities over time and within the deliverances of memory
and imagination at any one time. ” (81) This pre-posterous responsibility based on
memory and imagination makes selfhood not enly stable but also instable. (82) This
instability is a form of empowerment, of agency within a collectivity-based
individual consciousness. In Deleuze’s work, this becomes the key concept of

becoming.

Video Still, Massaouda, Remada, Tunisia

Facing Restraint

Becoming also defines our activities as scholars in the humanities. Hence,

finally, inter-disciplinary thought is needed. This allows us to make the
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connection, in the present and across the cultural divide, between a number of
discourses and aclivities routinely either treated separately or unwarrantedly
merged. It may be somewhat surprising that, in the course of this project, I
became more cautious with the self-evident value of any form of inter-
disciplinarity. ‘T have been a fervent proponent of inter-disciplinarity for a long
time (from 1988 to 2002). From the women in Nothing is Missing 1 have
learned what T had only intuited earlier: sometimes, invoking a disciplinary
framework can do more damage than good to the insights we try to develop
through it,

There are many issues here, but I will focus on a single one. The most

obvious case seems also the most problematic one: the place of psychoanalysis,

the darling approach of some and a changeling for others. 1 was faced with the .

need to hold back in this respect. Obviously, I do not dismiss the theory. But,
lest I universalize Western conceptions, in some cases it was necessary to give
fullweight to the mothers’ enacted desire to refrain from self-expression.

First, the situation of filming, in the intimacy-with-gaps and in the absence
of the filmmaker, could easily become a trap to solicit more self-expression than
the women would want to endorse. The intimacy of the speech situation has a
globalized world of viewing as its backdrop, after all. But it is at moments of
resiraint, when they seem most reluctant to express themselves (in the Western
sense of that phrase), that the performativity of their self-presentation is most
acutely able to pierce through the conventional surface. These are the moments
of the performative inter-face. I will describe one instance where the

“performance of reticence,”

so to speak, in fact yielded the most beautiful
insight into the way intimacy and globalization intersect.

The woman I filmed first, Tunesian Massaouda, offers a striking instance of
a culturally specific reluctance that cautions us against psychologizing or
psychoanalyzing her. Not coincidentally, this occurs at the most strongly
performative moment of the video. This is the situation: as I have been able to

seefirsi-hand, Massaouda and her newly acquired daughter-in-law, Ilhem Ben-

Ali Mehdi, get along famously. But in their relationship remains the stubborn
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gap that immigration policies have dug. When Illhem married Massacuda’s
youngest son, the mother was not allowed to attend the wedding: the authorities
had denied her z visa. Not only had Massaouda not been granted the opportunity

to witness who Tlhem was, but, even more obviously, she had not been able to

fulfill her motherly role as her culture prescribes it, which is to help her son

choose his bride. Al some point, Ithem ends up asking with some insistence
what Massaouda had thought of her when she first saw her, after the fact and,
hence, in a situation of powerlessness.

First, Massaouda does not answer, which makes Tlhem anxious enough to
insist, and to ask: did you find me ugly, plain? The older woman looks away at
this point. The young woman insists. We will never know what Massaouda
“really” felt, but the power that the filming bestows on her, as if in
compensation for her earlier disempowerment, is to either withhold or give her
approval. She does the latter, but only after some teasing. When 1 saw the tape
and understood the speech, I was convinced Ithem would normally never have
been allowed to ask this question and thus vent her anxiety — an intuition she
later confirmed. As for the mother, she was given and then exercised the power
she Had been denied, and sheused it to first mark the gap, then to help her
somewhat insecure daughter-in-law. _

“We” — global, mostly Western viewers of adult age — can easily relate
to this moment. Such insecurity, for example, can easily be construed as
universal. This interaction between Massaouda and Ilhem is thoroughly social,
performative, but also bound to the medium of video — to the making of the
film. Yet, it does not allow, say, a universalizing psychoanalytic interpretation.
Neithel; did I as maker have any influence on this occurrence - it was not my
“intention. ” Nor can we construe it as a realistic, documentary moment in the
sense of Bri_lliant’s- Gadamerian analysis of portraiture, where an “occasion” was
recorded — it wouldnever have happened outside of the situation of video-
making. Thus, it coniradicts and suspends the universalizing myths of realism

and documentary “truth. ” There would never have been an external reality the

film could have documented. It is a moment, in other words, that was staged,
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yet real, thus challenging that distinction. Nor can we pinpoint a psyche offering
symploms for interpretation. For this to happen there was, instead, a need for a
culturally specific relationship between two women related by marriage and
separated by the gaps of migration, and for a relationship to the medium that
allowed the women to overstep cultural boundaries.

Thus, reflecting on what I have learned from this experimental filmmaking,
I felt compelled to extend my willful abandonment of mastery from the filming to
the criticaldiscourse 1 am offering here. An installation of voices, intermingling
and alone — of women facing other women none of themn had ever seen: T did
this, but I could not master how I did it. The art-making, in other words, is not
an instance, an example to illustrate an academic point, nor an elevated form of
cultural expression. Instead of these two things, equally problematic for a
productive confrontation of universalities, I propose the universal validity of the
performance in its non-universal singularity, including the moment of slight
tension between Massaouda and Ilhem. The performative moment is the product
of an act of filmmaking that required the absence of the filmmaker.

Moreover, it also required the surrender of the two women to the
apparatusstanding in-between them. This surrender entailed a cultural
transgression — to insistently ask a guestion that in the culture of origin would
be unspeakable. This, more than her linguistic‘ pronunciation of Arabic as a
second language, is Ilhem’s “accent,” in the sense in which Hamid Naficy
famously uses that term. This “accent” emblematizes the productive,
innovative, and enriching potential of intercultural life. In this case, it could
aceur thanks to the absence of the filmmaker—but also of the two husbhands —
and the situation of displacement for both women. This interaction — between
the people performing and the critic reflecting on how to understand what they
did-—would be stifled if an overly familiar psychoanalytic apparatus were let

loose on this event. @

@ Hamid Naficy, An Accented Cinema: Exilic and Diasporic Filmmaking ( Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001).
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This is as useful a lesson for a scholar interested in interdisciplinarity as
any. It takes us out of the somewhat despairing “anything goes™ posture that the
flag of interdisciplinarity seems to cover too often (and which the indifferent use
of the term “multidisciplinarity” betrays). The insight is the result of the shift
from an essentialist concept of a static culture to a performative, confrontational
concept of what could be called “the cultural. ” In this adoption of Fabian’s
concept of culture as a process of contestation and in analogy to Mouffe’s
distinction between politics and the political, I see a possibility to -articulate an

intimate cultural dynamic in the globalized world: the intercultural, indeed.

Video Still Guilhermina, Mexico

Facing Speech

Massaouda’s and Ilhem’s performances of interculfural contact were done on
the basis of a close collaboration of the face and the word. Indeed, the spoken
word is central to a performance of contact across divisions as well as to the
installation. The word is deployed in an attempt to turn a condescending act of
“giving voice™ into an affirmation of our need to be given that voice. More

directly than film, video binds the image we see to the sound we hear. That
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sound is, in this case, primarily and almost exclusively the human voice and the

spoken words it utters. Speech, then, becomes the occasion for a posiltive

deployment of interdisciplinarity, one that operates through intermediality.

Firstly, the centrality of the spoken word impinges on the visual form,

theclose-up. Film studies have been keen on including sound in their analysis, ©

but the visual appearance of words in subtitles scems to solicit nothing but

indifference, both in the film industry, where the ugliest outlining of words

pollutes the most beautiful images, and in the work of scholars who tend to

ignore that aspect. In Nothing is Missing I have attempted to experiment with the

visualization of speech in order to make the most of the convergence of words

and images. The surtitles, foi example, make it easier to read the words and

watch the faces at the same time.

In order to further privilege the voice of the mothers, the films consist of

single unedited shots of their faces as they speak and listen. The personal

situation presupposes sincerity. At the same time, they are keenly aware of the

public nature of the speech th‘ey are producing in frent of the camera. The

nature of this performance is closer to theatricality, in the critical sense, than to

traditional filmmaking. As theater, the situation is closer to minimally

rehearsed, imp:fdvised, and inquiring forms of theater than to perfeetly mastered

public forms, @

Secondly, the translations presented as surtitles also embody the close bond

between the linguistic and the visual aspects of the images—the bond between

face and speech. As I mentioned earlier, the viewer is confronted with different

languages, foreign to most, audible in their foreignness and visible in an

emphatically visualized translation. Placed above their faces, the langnage is

both made important and presented as somewhat of a burden, English as the

universal entrance port is exploited as well as de-naturalized, both by this visual

@ For example, Michel Chion Un art sonore, le cinéma: Histoire, esthétique, poétique ( Paris:
Cahiers du cinéma, 2003).

@ On the rhetoric of sincerity, see Emst van Alfphen, Mieke Bal and Carel Smith, eds., The
Rhetorie of Sincerity ( Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008} .
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foregrounding and by the translations themselves.

Translations are as literal as possible, bringing out the poetry in the original
languages without sacrificing to clarity. None of the translators are native
speakers of English. Their assignment was to help me stay as close as possible to
the phrasings the women used. This method results in this “accented” English
thatmaintains the bi-cultural status of the communication.

Finally, the most acute intermediality occurs in the faces, which visibly
produce the sound of the voices through their movement, thus yielding the
movement of the image by means of sound. For this, with the language we do
pot understand, and the need to translate, all in one, the face is the actor. It is
really difficult to separate sound from vision, since the mouths articulate with the
rhythm of the sounds. This is not simply a case of the “moving image” of
cinema. Instead, the moving quality becomes a poetic, a self-reflective statement
about the medium that re-integrates what the predominance of English as
ﬁniversal language has shattered. This stands in contrast to the particular home-
boundedness resulting from a lack of education, in turn aggravated by misogyny
and colonialism. In this way, the face and its acts become the emblematic

instance of video’s power to transgress boundaries of a variety of kinds.

Video Still Hamdiah, Gaza, Palestina
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Conclusion

In Nothing is Missing I do address actual migration, but not as the thematie
heart of the work. That heart, rather, is the encounter with the faces as
negotiated universality, where globalization meets and inflects intimacy — and
vice versa. The focus on the face embodies the act of facing in ils three
meanings, all three staged here as acts of mutuality facilitating contact. First,
the emphasis on activity reflects back on the face itself. No longer the site of
representation and expression, the face has become an agent of action: what this
installation demonsirates is what faces can do rather than how to do things with
faces. How, then, can the face be a universal, without presuming that facial
expression is cross-culturally present or stable? The face faces, looking us in the
face, which makes the viewer the interlocutor. It faces something that is hard to
live down — here, the severance of the primary bond that humanism construes
as defining for humanity: that between mother and child. In these videos of
acting faces, that event is qualified as larger than the individual. All women
speak in understated tones of the causes of the child’s departure, and they do so
in terms for which Western cultures can assume some measure of historical
responsibility, if only “we” reason with Spinoza. The severances, all having
different causes in the past and being experienced differently in the present, are
lived as what for me is the ultimate tragedy: that all of the mothers say they are
happy about the‘ sore fact that their child left. These backgrounds are
understated because they can neither be eliminated from the present nor be
allowed to overrule the existence of the mothers in an everyday that is also rich
and sometimes happy. Hence, the discourse intimated in the installation’s
title — the one on which Massaouda ends her eventual and hard-won openness

about what matters most to her as a mother:

that her son finds bread to eat. Facing these present pasts, this kind

of recognizable and perhaps, dare I say the word, universal metherhood
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that results nevertheless fulfills the becoming of who we are in the present:
facing these pasts together so that “we™ can “be” is part of our own

potential of becoming, ©

" But how can we do that? Making contact, the third and most important act
implied in facing, facilitates that becoming—becoming world eitizens, building
our existence on mobility without having 1o move. This making of contact is
suggested as an effect of the insistent facing inNothing is Missing. What faces
can do is stage encounters. This is the point of the mothérs” faces in Nothing is
Missing—their empowerment. In the installation, the face is constantly present,
in close-up but not as close as possible. As a visual form, the close-up itself is

the face:

There is no close-up of the face. The '_c_los.c;up is the face, but the
face precisely in so far as it has destroyed its triplé function [ individuation,
socialization, communication] ... the close-up turns the face into a

phantom... the face is the vampire. @

I the close-up is the face, the face is also the close-up. Hence the slight
distance nevertheless built into the image te avoid locking the viewer up and
denying the women any space at all: to avoid facile conflation and appeals to
sentimentality. To give the face a frame within which it can exercise its mobility
and agency. To make the images also look a bit like the busts of Roman
emperors and other dignitaries. That slight distance, then, provides the space
for a certain kind of freedom. This wouid be a freedom & la Spinoza—a freedom

that is “critical. ” Critical freedom, wrote James Tully, is the practice of seeing

(@ The phrase “present pasts” alludes to the title of Andreas Huyssen's book, much of which is
relevant to the present discussion. Andreas Huyssen, Presens Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of
Memory { Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003).

@ Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Fmage, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara

Habberjam (London: Athlone Press, 1986), 99.
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the specificity of one’s own world as one among others. Inter-temporally, this
freedom sees the present as fully engaged with a past that, insofar as it is part of
the present, can be re-written a litile more freely. The act of inter-facing can do
that. The term, or illusion, of universality may not be the most felicitous one to
characterize this act, but accompanied by the verb “confronting” it makes sense

beyond a relativism that implies turning one’s back on such faces.

Video Still Elena, Bucovina, Romania

Let the Allegory Fly: Beyond the
Activity of Reference

Bian Yangfeng

The idea of applying the concept of allegory to Chinese film is anything but
new, because “Chinese philosophers from the Qin Dynasty (221206 B. C.)
onward have often used extended metaphors™ { of which fable is the logical
result) to effectively express their ideas. This is assumed to reflect the fact that,
as “realistic” thinkers, the Chinese usually do not favor abstract argumentation.
Thus simple allegory helped to stimulate the interest of audiences and helped to
“increase the force of an argument. P “If an allegory * says one thing in words
and another in meaning’ [...] it is an open question whether the verbal analyst
can avoid giving a one-sided view of it. But the one-sided view may, in and
through its incompleteness”, lead us to “reimagine how much has been left out
and [ ...} in comparison we can hardly ask for much more than that. "@1In the
1980s, allegorical readings as perceived in western literary theory came lo be
the underlying mode of representation in most Chinese films, at the same time
these films, heavily influenced by the West, became more technically
sophisticated and complex. In this context it seems that the wéstem notion of

allegory could be an appropriate ool for dealing with the vague sense of some

® Quoted from  Encyclopsedia  Britannica. hitp: //www. britannica. com/EBchecked/topic/
1457283/ fable-parable-and-allegory/50910/China? anchor = rei503555

@ Haun Saussy, The Problem of a Chinese Aesthetic. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993,
13,
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