Yetthere aretimeswhen a deeperneedenters,whenwe want the poemto be not
only pleasurablyright but compellinglywise, not only a surprisingvariation played
upon the world, but a re-tuning of the world itself. We want the surpriseto be
transitive like the impatient thump which unexpectedlyrestoresthe picture to the
television set, or the electric shock which sets the fibrillating heart back to its

properrhythm. (Heaney1995)
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Abstract

This dissertation explores the uneasy relationship between protest art and a
capitalistor neoliberalart market and examinesthe tensionbetweenmore radical
art practicesthat move outside the establishedart world and the art world itself.
Througha discussionof various models and art practices,it questionswhether
political art can bring about enlightenmentand socialchange,and askswhat, if
anything,the effect of political art on its audienceand the world asa whole should
be.

The practicalsectionof the dissertationdescribesa project which puts forward a
fictional premisethat asa result of a two-tier EuropeanUnion, Malta undergoesa
cultural reworking and historical revisionin order to persuadeits citizensto leave
identify with the culture of the Arab Regionmore than that of Europeand to

eventuallyleavethe EU.
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Introduction

& . thzére is no reasonwhy the sensorystrangenesgroducedby the clash
of heterogeneouselements should bring about the understandingof the
state of the world, no reasonwhy the comprehensionof the state of the
world shouldbring about the decisionto changeit. Thereis no straightway
from looking at a spectacleto understandingthe state of the world, no
straight way from intellectual awarenesgo political action. What occursis
much more the shift from a givensensoryworld to another sensoryworld
which defines other capacitiesand incapacities,other forms of tolerance
andA y (i 2 £ §Range@Zasp. 12)

In this dissertation,| follow w Iy~ O AYSaNIENL} #A fEatiki@ntellectual awarenesgo
political actionthrougha discussiorof variousmodelsandart practices o seeif, as
Ranciereclaims,political art canbring about only enlightenment,but nothing close

to realandactualchangen the world.

| explorethe tension between independent,more radicalart practicesthat move
outside the establishedart world, and the art world itself and explorethe uneasy
relationship between protest art and a capitalist or neoliberal market. How can
critical art exist in the context of the commercialart world, and what are the
implicationsof usingcommerceand capitalismto disseminatecritical art? | look at

when the production of critical art crossesthe boundarybetweenW3 Sy daidy S Q
cynical,and how definedthis boundaryis, if indeedit exists.l also discusshow new

media and increasedconnectivityhaveimpactedon | NJIi e#ms éf €hgagement

with their audiencesand how this new relationshipaffectsthe art they create.



Many critical artists find themselvesoperatingin a world that runs parallelto or
outside of the dominantworld culture; moderntechnologiesallow these artists to
createnetworksthat run contraryto thosein power. In this dissertationl arguethat
through variousmeans,protest art resiststhrough its acute consciousnessf the
different worlds in which it operates. Protest art attempts to exist in a space
outside of conventional control, whether that control is physical,monetary or
societal;it is in this W 2 {1 &K ISINBe® dissentcan be nurtured. | arguefurther that
throughits protest, political art very often attemptsto createanotherreality to that
which exists. Throughthis representationor remodeling,it holds a mirror to the
real, flawed world, and allows the audienceto seethe ¢ 2 NIshofc@dmingsfor

themselves.

| will look at how this awarenesof andmanipulationof different realitiesis usedby
artiststo createwhat is at the core, not only of political art, but of contemporary
art asa whole; what Mieke Balcallsthe & | F ¥ 3 §iLX (@§5¢p. 157)that calls

for action,without describingwhat that actionshouldbe.

Becausef currentinstabilitiesin someareasof the Middle East,causedhistorically
or in part by colonisationand a world with a tendencyto centralise(cultural and
physical) power, as well as an ongoing process of decolonisation and
dewesternization of former colonies, many of the artists | refer to in this
dissertationdeal directly with difficulties in this region. Someatrtists refer to the
control of Israel over Palestinianlands, sone reflect the difficulties faces by
migrants and displacedpeople, while others speakin more generalterms about

inequalitiesor instability.

The motives of the artists | discussare not identical, indeed some are not even
clear. But for the most part, they centre on affecting changeand challengingthe

statusquo by engagindgdirectly andincisivelywith their audiences.

Thiswill link with the practicalpart of my dissertationwhich takesits lead from the

exploration of tensionsthat exist between Wedern and Arab worlds through the



creation of an alternative world. To be more specific,it usesan imaginaryworld
that is only slightly different from the real one, to cast a critical eye on
preconceptionsthat Europeansociety has of its Arab neighbours.Local Maltese
society,history and culture, with varyingdegreesof influencesfrom manydifferent

culturesprovedto be a perfectmini-universewith whichto play.
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ContextualReview

Sincefor the purposesof this dissertation,| will be focusingon artiststhat usetheir
practiceto criticisethe currentsocial,political or economicstatusquo asthey seeit
aroundthem, | would like firstly to addressthe contemporarycontextin whichthey
are creating. Most of the works | refer to date from the twenty-first century,

therefore | will concentrateon the lasttwo decadesof history.

If, as Mignolo claimsin TheDarkerSideof WesternModernism the world order is
becomingmore and more decentralised,and to a certain extent, dewesternised
after the age of colonisation,the disparatecentresand powersaroundthe world
sharethe sameeconomicprinciple of capitalism(2011,p. 32).Ifwetakea A 3y 2t 2 Qa
definition of capitalismas & y 2oily a domain of economic transactions and
exploitation of labour, but of control and management of knowledge and
& dzo 2 S Ol(p 33) thénShe &éy word is a O 2 y (ichidrdl 6f Seconomies,
transactions and labour, but also of freedom, information, knowledge and
ideologiesand histories. It is the & O 2 y andlidadnagemen of knowledge and
& dzo 2 S O that @ifical on8 golitical art seeksto subvert,and maybewhereit is

bestplacedto do so.

a A 3y zlhid @ the dewesternisationof the world could easilybe refuted with
the argumentthat westernculture and power is more prevalentthan ever before.
However alternative and sub-cultures have also found a platform in the same
globalisationthat permits the prevalenceof a monoculture;in simple terms, the
internet which gives some power to dominant cultures, also gives freedom and
smaller powers to those who wish to move in different worlds outside these

prevalentcultures.
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It is from areas,whether physical,virtual or conceptualthat fall or put themselves
beyondthis control that a genuineresistanceno matter how minute, cancome.In
Culture and Imperialism Said brings hope to a neardystopian world-view of
inescapablecontrol. He insists that & y ghatter how apparently complete the
dominance of an ideology or social & & & (i $hafe &l always be pockets of
networks and groups that it does not hold control over. And it is here that

oppositioncanbe brewed.(1994,p. 289)

This dominancecan be implementedthrough physicalforce, as well as through
control of media, internet or other meansof communication,but in recentyears,
artists have been able to make use of new mediato create and to communicate

without necessarilyoeingphysicallypresent.

Said continues: & h LILJ2 &oh aidbrinant structure arisesout of a perceived,
perhapsevenmilitant awarenesson the part of individualsand groupsoutsideand
insideit that, for example,certain of its policiesare g NB y(Saidd994,p. 289) If
the world is becomingincreasinglydecentralisedand more connected then access
to information and thus a more informed potential protest-base becomesmore
possibleIn art practiceterms, openoppositionto control and exploitationcanwalk
the line betweenacceptedart practiceand illegal massprotest. The Laboratoryof
Insurrectionaryimagination(Labof ii) is an art activist collectivethat producesand
coordinates large-scale protest actions which are thematically conceived and
visuallydramatic. Acts like Put the Funbetweenyour Legs:Becomethe Bike Bloc
(2009)at the UN ClimateSummitin Copenhagenor the impromptu ThePeoplevs
the Banksterg2009)andthe ClownArmy:War and StrategicPlanningRoom(2008)
are typical of their bolshyhumour and ambitiousthinking. Modern communication
makes protest more immediate and more easily accessibleduring a snowfall in
Londn the group were able, through & Iflurry of text messagesand emailsthe
night 6 S ¥ 2 thlJaunéh The Peoplevs the Banksters(2009)in front of the Royal
Bank of Scotland to challenge bankers to a snowball fight (Laboratory of

Insurrectionaryimagination 2016).
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The protest, which borders on a poetic or artistic act, is one that pushesthe
boundariesof what is acceptedin art terms. Onthe surface the actinvolvedsome
protestersthrowing snowballsas bankers¢ a juvenile show of bravado.But the
undercurrent of intelligent dissent,as well asthe creation of an alternate reality,
couldmakeit worthy of the title of W I NIarnyease JohnJordan co-founderof Lab
of ii, points out the futility of askingwhetheraneventis anactof art or protest:a L T
L Qadkingto a bunchof activistsin a squatl might callwhat we do art activism,or
activism.Or if L Qtafking to the PragueQuadriennalel @afk about it as a radical
form of scenography.Or if L Qspeakingto water engineersL C(Misdussit as
environmentalwork. SoA GjBtabout ¥ NJ Y Xagcled in Gorman,2015,p. 18).
Jordanis claimingthat terminologyis not important; what countsis the final form
and the final effect. However,sometimesit seemsthat for the art world, all that

mattersisthe terminology,andto explainanactasart will allow it to becomeso.

Actslike the Labof ii eventsserveto counter pessimistiqoroclamationslike that of
Chomskytalking about the Occupyprotestsin New York;dTo havea revolution¢ a
meanirgful one ¢ you need a substantialmajority of the populationwho recognize
or believe that further reform is not possiblewithin the institutional framework
that exists.Andthere is nothing like that here, not evenNB Y 2 {(S0fL2pds9). A
substantialmajority there may not be, at least not in New York, but imagination,
creativity and energyaswell aswide-spreadsupport,cango someway towardsan

effectiveprotest.

In his book, Politicsof Indignation(2012),Mayo is not alone in referring to direct
and physicallargescaleproteststhat havetaken placein global centresin recent
years. He claimsthat politics was put back in the hands of democracythrough
global public dissentin cities around the world, spreadingprotest and indignation
further around the world (2012, p. 1, 2). While this dissentmay be visible, it is
interestingto note how the internet and online communicatiorwasinstrumentalin
the disseminationof information around these protests. In other words the

proteststook placesimutaneouslyandreaktime, on the streetsandonline.
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Andsincethe processof decolonisationand dewesternizationof former coloniesis
still an ongoing,and sometimesan oscillatingprocess many of the artists| refer to
grapplewith issuesand difficulties in regionsor countriesthat are goingthrough
this processIf, in the lasttwenty or more years,the effects of neoliberalismhave
been, as Chomskyputs it & K I N6 Theézfieneralpopulation and beneficialto a
verysmalla S O {{22119,p. 63),then the reactionsof artists aspolitical activistscan

be seenasa counterto oppressiorand conflict.

Recentconflictsandthe resultantmassdisplacemenof populations(in 2015alone,
anestimatedone million refugeesentered Europe(BBONews,2016))can comeinto
play and canhavean effect on culture and dialoguein Europe,if not further afield.
In his book Migrancy Culture Identity, lain Chambers(1994), points out that all
displacedartists from global Southto global West are political, becausethey all
serveto lessenthe strengthof the dominantvoice(1994,p. 19). Thisis a dangerous
claimhowever,sinceit comescloseto the assumptionthat theseartistswill always
be labelled with their Wy # % a (i i} ® 3 y 2sfatdr@eat that artists from
particular regionswill alwaysbe expectedto talk about their homeland (2011, p.
119)is still a valid warning,but manyartistsreject this labelling.Adel Abdessemed,
for example,does not acceptthe mantle of Ya A FERste®l NIi Ahé i$ fom
Consantine, Algeria,but hasspentmuchof hislife in Europe . Abdessemedtatesit
clearly:a do not live betweentwo cultures.l am not a post-colonialartist. | am not
working on the scar and am not mending | y & ( K(ditgtl¢ Center, 2014).
I 6 RS & a Swricdealsavith meta-politics; power strugglesand the realities of
existenceon a grandscale,and doesnot pinpoint specificstake SeptFrereq2006),
for exampleor[ Q| @S&gukfaitdomes(2011¢ 2012).Howeverone of hisworks,
Hope (2011 - 2012) does speak on something more concrete. The work is an
abandonedboat found in Florida Keys,filled with cast resin sculpturesof black
garbagebags.Theboat speaksof ajourney,probablyclandestineandits namejars
with its sorry, dilapidatedstate. Theimplicationsof the garbagebagsare unclear,
are they replacingpeople,LJ- & & S yiopeS, bkEh@ir destination?Whicheverit is,
the implication is a harsh one. The work WK 2 Idfli@s a better life or some

expectationof a better future, but it seemsthat hope is what causedthe ship-
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wreck.d | 2 isi8e only negativething in the ¢ 2 NIABJESsemedassaid;a 2 S
R 2 yheéedhope.Whatwe needis i NHz(titedby Nathan,2016)

TheArt World
& !speciakind of subdzy’ A @ & Ndkv Bldrtha Rosler(2010,p.12) describeshe art

world; sheis not alonein this diagnosis.

Julian Stallabrass.always quick to point out the hypocrisiesof the art world,
occasionallyseesthis apartnessin a positive light; in an article called Off Their
Trolleys he describesthe & T 20f 5NB S Raviiéh contemporaryart can exist,
apartfrom the constraintsof the realworld. Althoughthe art world operateswithin
the capitalistsystem,it appearsto function freely and apartfrom it; & ¢ Kn8ssage
is that art is a law unto itself, unaffected by the demandsof private patrons,
religion, businessandthe & G | (2004 p. 38). Maybe W | LJILIS theNkyvork in
this statement;contemporaryart may appearto existapart from everydaynorms,
but the world in which it is housed,is very much part of a commercial,capitalist
world. And indeed, further into his article, Stallabrassadmits &  Kis® of art as
servant of businessand the & U | (2@4, p. 39), and half-heartedly offers the

creationof anti-capitalistart asanantidote to this condition.

In Thisis Not Art, Jelinekdescribeshowthe I NJi ¢ Zatidptiar@&neoliberalvalues
and its replication of neoliberal structures has led to the demise of its
independence;the new dominanceof the art market, aswell asthe | NIl 6 2 Nt RQA
embrace of a funding structure that requires private money in order to secure
private funding ensuresthat the interestsof private sponsorsare inevitably taken
into account when creating or curating (2013, p. 17). She holds neoliberalism
responsibleultimately for & K A S Nand\sgskemicexclusion,mediocrity, private
monopolismand monoculturalismcloakedin valuesof freedom and a distorted
idea of individualNB a LJ2 y 20138,5.t18) § uite a charge. Amore WISy SNAR O Q
protest art can be in dangerof falling into an ideologicaltrap, discussinggeneral

terms such as good and evil, rather than dealingin specificsthat may offend a
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particularsponsor.With the right degreeof scepticismthis fear couldbe seento be
playedout in the 2015 winner of the Turner Prize;Assemble The Londorbased
collectivework acrossthe fields of art, designand architecture but couldequallybe
describedascommunityworkersor informal town-planners;their recentwork with
the residentsof Toxtethincludesthe refurbishmentof ten derelictterracedhouses,
savedfrom demolition by local residents,with low-cost materialsand handmade
architecturalelements(Assemble2016). While their work is laudableand will, no
doubt, makea differenceto the communitiesthey work with, ! & a S Yidebl&yRsi
are non-threatening, in that they are positive and empowering towards a
community, rather than critical and railing againstthe systemswhich put the
communityin a helplessand hopelesssituationin the first place.Sothe nomination
and award could be seenasa win-win choicefor TurnerPrize;a communitywork,

sufficientlyoutsidethe traditional art practicedefinition to be seenasavantgarde,

but not likelyto offend any private sponsorsor political benefactors.

Others chooseto challengethis status quo directly and actively oppose choices
made by galleries;Gulf Laboris a coalition of artists that campaignsto protect
g 2 NJ ryINSd@ingthe constructionof museumson Saadiyatslandin AbuDhabi
¢ a complexwhich will include the Louvre Abu Dhabiand the GuggenheimAbu
Dhabiand will eventuallybecomethe g 2 NJIbiBg@sicultural district. The coalition
stages interventions, raises awarenessthrough publications and confronts the
institutions directly to further its cause(Bogos,2015). Thisis where artists come
into direct contact and conflict with the art, political and international worlds; as
Downeysaysin UnCommorGroundsg ¢ rScariousnature of globallabouris not
only a situation to be investigatedby artists, but also, it appears,a structural
necessityfor elementsof the art world to continueto developand capitaliseupon
structural investmentsin O dzt (i @008, §.4€7) By protesting, the coalition is
holding the industry in which artists work to account, and objectingto injustices

carriedout in their professionahame.

Still others work outside the art world framework and use networks, peer support

and an online presenceto supporttheir art practice. Superflexis an artists' group
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founded in Demmark in 1993 by JakobFenger,RasmusNielsenand Bjarnstjerne
Christiansentheir Power Toilets (2011) recreate the bathroomsof the executive
officesin JPMorgan/ K I zh&faartersin New Yorkand install them in various
diners and small restaurants,making them open to the public. The exactreplica
allowsa bemuseduserto experiencethe sameprivilegeas an executive,down to
the wallpaperand light fittings, while a small plaque outside tells the user of the
0 2 A Gtfisti€bégins. The project uses the toilet as an equalizer;like death and
taxes, excrementis inescapable By making the toilet accessibleto anyone,the
project either bringsthe JPMorgan executivedown to the level of everyman,or
elevatesthe man on the street to the level of financial superpowerworthy of a
$25bnbankbailouts. The presenceof excrementin the work is unavoidable and a
link betweenit andthe executivessthe nextlogicalstepfor the vieweruser.Thisis
a different kind of active audienceparticipation; the viewer becomesa W dzaisaN.

veryrealsense(Superflex2016).

For the purposesof this essay,l would like to refer to use Gregory{ K2t Si G SQa
descriptionof the artworld, éBy the term art world | meanthe integrated, trans-
nationaleconomyof auctionhouses,dealers,collectors,international biennialsand
trade publicationsthat, together with curators, artists and critics, reproducethe
market, as well asthe discoursethat influencesthe appreciationand demandfor
highlyvaluablel NJi ¢ 1933 %.£18). And oppositethis art world, | would like to
placethe increasingnumber of artists who work apart from, opposedto, or in an

uneasyrelationshipwith it.

DefiningCriticalor Politicalart

| would like to define what | meanby critical or political art, and how far | wish to
extendthis definition. Forif we extendSeamud S | y 8a¥niax poetry to visual
art, and describeit as a lre-tuning of the world A (i & Gléafie§,1995), then it
becomeddifficult to identify where the line betweenpolitical and non-political lies.

Ifthe I NJi pusipds@isisosuggest W NiRlzy bfyha World, the implicationis that
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somewhere ,somethingneedsre-tuning or improvement,and makingart, without

eventrying, becomesa politicalact.

And while some, like Lucy Lippard deride the all-encompassingnclusion of the
personalin the definition of political, it could be arguedthat A (ipgéiselybecause
every humantransactionhas an element of the political embeddedin it, that art
about anythingcan be a W Ndin3 ©f the world, and can, therefore W NiRizytie Q
world pitch by pitch. Lippardsaysthat & ¢ Ko&sonalis only political when the
individual is also seen as a member of the social ¢ K 2 f ($9®C; p. 36), and

delineatesthe boundarywith this definition.

In his essayCommitmenj (2003),Adornodigsdownto the motiveor WO 2 YYA G YSY G Q
of the artist and the work or art itself; 6A work of art that is committed strips the
magicfrom a work of art that is contentto be a fetish, an idle pastimefor those
who would like to sleepthrough the delugethat threatensthem, in an apoliticism
that is in fact deeplypoliticald €2003,p. 177). He givesweight to work that hasa
purpose and seriousnesswhile dismissingart for I NJIs&ké& as frivolous and
introspective (athough he also saysthat the act of excludingpolitics is of course
political in itself). Adornogoeson to saythat & / 2 Y'Y ’ar i tBeFproper senseis
not intended to generate ameliorative measures, legislative acts or practical
institutions ¢ like ealier propagandisiplaysagainstsyphilis,duels,abortion lawsor
borstals¢ but to work at the level of fundamentall (i G A (i(82B3SE180RSofor
Adorno, the function of art is not to educate in a propogandisingway, but to

guestionwhat might be a status quo at an altogetherdeeperlevel.

Doesthis mean then, that any art that refers to somethingspecificrather than
somethinguniversalor theoretical automaticallybecomespropaganda?ot at all;
but it could be said that the distinction lies in the directnessof the messageor
somehowin the meansin whichthat messages conveyed Mieke Balputs is better,
with the explanationthat art can speakto the viewer without being didactic or

prescriptive; this attribute is ¢the strong affective impact that compels agency
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without prescribingwhat the agentmust R 2 §2@15,p. 157). Art doesnot tell the

viewerwhat to think or howto act, but is no lesspolitical for that.

Adorno hammers the point home: & Ligi not the office of art to spotlight
alternatives, but to resist by its form alone the course of the world, which
permanentlyputsa pistolto Y' S yQ3i | R200B $. 180).

Todefine everyinteractionand everyart practiceaspolitical however,would leave
the terms of engagemenbf this dissertationso broad asto be unmanageableand
without meaning.So in this essay,l would like to focus on overtly political or
dissidentart that specificallycriticisesa socialand political status quo, and which,
through visual,audiovisual,installation, commurity or other means,attempts to

re-tune the world a little by challenginga reigningpower or hegemony.

GenuineArt or Commaodificatiorg isthis a sillyquestion?

In his essaycomparingDeweyand! R 2 NJ/iedv€ba politics and art (2005),Lewis
aguesthe point that & S @w&s€ genuineor real artistic expressiorto appear there
is no way in which these might sustain themselvesotherwise than as private
pleasuresor as productswhose potential powersto changeand openthe political
realm have been vitiated by their commaodificatiord (2005, p. 5). In other words,
while art, (or what LewisdescribesasW NB Nitlier than propagandaor! R2 NI/ 2 Q&
artifacts) can be a vehiclefor political thought and democracy its audienceis so
limited, that this vehicleis doomedto go unused,and its state asa commaodity,
rather than a tool for action. Thereis sometruth in [ S & pessiisticstance;the
paradoxis that if art is thus commodified by the art world, then how can what
Lewiscalls W3 S y dexeyl Grtistic exLINB & dehuddérstood for what it really

meanswithout beingstifled by the art world in whichit isshown?

Toanalyse[ S ¢ po@mtQurther, we canlook at two extremesof political art; the
small under-the-radar act of subversiondescribedby Sholette in his essayDark

Matter (Sholette, 2005) and the largescale, excruciatinglyselfaware so-called
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BemusementPark, Dismaland(2015)in the UK. (The unintentional link between
these,the subversiveact of graffiti and the meteoricrise of Banksys intereging in

this context.)

Sholette describeshow in what Negt and Klugecall the dproletarian or counter
public spheré the working-classfantasyprovidesd y' S O Scoraperisaiorfor the
experienceof alienatedlabour LINR O @973, §. 10). The isolated acts Sholette
refersto havea taste of the innocentor fauve about them; their perpetrator may
not evencall himselfan artist but individuallycreatesthe genuineart work in touch
with the real experienceand unsullied by the art world. The subversivegraffiti
includedby street artists engagedto add realismto a sceneof popular television
seriesHomelandin 2015is a beautiful exampleof this; their messagesangedfrom
Wl 2 YSisINg RO 1oaWil(2 Y SislayjdRe and it RA Ryigké us f I dZAKQ®
Interestindy, the content of the graffiti was not checkedby producers;the Arab
scriptwasincludedasa decorationor anothervisualon the set (Phipps,2015).The
artists were askedto provide a decoration,but what they producedin reality was
art that did, for a short while, W NiRizytHe @orld by subvertinga popular medium

to their own end.

What emergesf we comparethis unstructurednetwork of subversiveactswith the
machinethat was Dismalan@® Dismaland deliberate rebelliousnessand popular
appealjarred with the subversiont claimedto champion.While it thumbedits nose
at the establishment,it was unrepentantly part of that establishmentitself. Its
deliberately unhelpful staff and difficult booking systemwere no more that the
brandingof a projectandthe inclusionof hugelycommercialartists suchasDamien
Hirst, Mike Rossand JennyHolzer,made it seemall the more like a soullessart
showthan perhapsthe anti-biennalesetitself up to be. Theconcentrationof sucha
large number of political piecesin one venue diluted their individual impact. And
while W 2 | Re®riRsd have beenthe effect that Banksywas aiming for, the too-
thick irony, satire and selfawarenessonly servedto canceleach other out and
make it seemmore like an underwhelmingexercisein apparent politicathipness

than a radicalstanceon the statusquo. Not eventhe more spontaneougrotest of
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the Palestinianartist Shadial Zagzougfor being exhibited alongsidelsraeliartists

freedthe projectfrom its manicuredveneer(Green,2015).

s, then, underground¥ R FYNJ( (pratdisart more meaningfulthan art endorsed
by the state or by the art market? Youcould saythat the act of not acceptingthe
systemis part of the art-work itself; the processof struggleand non-conformsm
anddisruptionbecomesakind of performancepiecearoundthe piece.Theart then
becomesa vehicle for non-conformist behaviour,a tool rather than an ultimate

aim.

Nonconformismand disruption canfind a readytool in new mediaand ever-easier
and ever-faster means of communication and dissemination. Art becomes
accessibleo a much larger and broaderaudiencethan ever before; not only is it
more accessibleput it is far more immediate, makingit reattime and thus more

relevantto strugglesakingplacein the hereand now.

Maybe . | y | Bignalandwas deliberately (or unwittingly) making the point,
succinctlyput by Stallabrasshat & 2 A ( K hagie for large-scaletransformation,
critical art often declinesinto cynicism, violent lashing out, grim humour or
nostalgicég K A Y @06, p44), for it seemsDismalanddeliberately adopted all

thesequalities.

Canthe Artwork ChangeSomething?

| would like to take a closerlook at the motivesof critical or political art, and at the

relationshipbetweenart and politics. Adornoseesart and politics asinseparablejt

isimpossiblefor art to existapolitically,sinceit is inextricablylinkedto the world in

which it is produced; & ! Né&rceived strictly aestheticallyis art aesthetically
YA & LIS NOSOX, PR €

Ranciéregoeson to speakaboutthe & & S y frgh NiistrangenessX prompting a
changein LJS NJO S 1(2008,p.L¥). Again,it isthis Wa (i NI yd 9§ SEtkRa Q

somethingunexpected- which can causea discomfortin the viewer, and confront
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them with something that causesthem to rethink a preconceivedidea. The
W S & NS @Ra0&p. 11)is part of the work; a deliberatemisleadingto guide

the viewerto a brickwall or a chasmthat O I \ed3ilybe crossed.

A poetic act of subverson is that of FrancisAlysin The GreenLine (2004).In an
earlier versionof the work (or part of the samework), TheLeak(1995,2002) Alys
walkedthe streets of Sho Paolodribbling blue paint from a punctured paint can,
leavinga trail behind him as he walked, endowinga temporary, unimportant act
with a senseof permanenceand significanceHe repeatedthe act with greenpaint

in 2004,but in a completelydifferent context; alongthe pre-1967border between
Eastand WestJerusalem(Ferguson2007,p. 52) Themeaningof the work changes
with a different colourand context,and while the act remainsthe same,additional
layersof meaningare leant to it by its new historicaland political backdrop.Alys
said of the act, & bad reacheda point where | could no longer hide behind the
ambiguityof metaphorsor poetic license.lt createda personalneedto confront a
situation | might havedealt with obliquelyin the LJ- &(@séited in Ferguson2007,

p. 52). Despite! { iclairthat the work dealswith the situation directly, the work
containsno formulaic message} (n@t&learif by trailing the line alongthe W2 f R Q
border, Alysis telling authorities to go backto this perimeter, or maybeif K S Q &
callingon normalcitizensto follow him in hiswalk and retrace his steps.Or maybe

he is simply drawing attention to bordersin general¢ emphasisingheir fragility
through a thin trickle of paint. The work certainly providesthe W& G NJ ytHaf y S & & Q
Rancieredescribes;the sight of a tall, thin BelgianMexicanwalking past Israeli
checkpointsandtrailing a line of greenpaint behindhim, musthavebeenstrangeif
nothing else. But the act is, at the sametime, deliberately pointless;its futility is

part of the process.

In the searchfor the point of political art, maybeA {irpértant to rememberwhat
Ranciéretells us; that aestheticexperiencedoes not produced NXK S flesdakidd
about what hasto be R 2 y (Rénciére 2008, p. 11). It doesnot seekto teach, or
offer a step by step guide entitled How to Get Out of this Mess.Rancieretells us

that art has a political effect & {itBe extent that the loss of destination that it
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presupposeslisturbsthe way in which bodiesfit their functionsandRS & G Ay I G A2 y & ¢
(Ranciere2008,p. 11). Sowe assumethat in contempoury art, there is something
ikea Wt BfRE & G A yilte idwRryhiKE this will lead somewhere but in fact,
the aestheticexperienceleadssomewhereelseor evennowhereat all. Theviewer
thinks that the work will guide, symbol by symbol, as in a Dutch 17" century
painting, to a logicalconclusionput this guidesimplyR 2 S Z&yisQAind becauseit
R 2 S &yisQliecauseof this lossof destination,the viewer is disorientatedand is

forcedto cometo his/her own conclusions.

Someartists chooseto bring the spectaclecloserto the realworld, by makingtheir
art practice into a representationof an institutional structure; The New World
Summit founded by Dutch visual artist JonasStaalin 2012, hosts parliamentary
summitsto those placesoutside democracy.The 2014 Summitin Brusselsnvited
20 statelesspolitical organisationgo a parliamentinsidethe RoyalFlemishTheatre.
Centralto the summitwasd (i BuBstionto what extentthe conceptof the stateis
still capableof representingand protectinga LJS 2 LJfgl8 b Sel-determinationin
the 21st OS y U @@ World Summit 2016) and participating organisations
included the Kurdish National Congressthe Pirate Party, Iceland, EuskalHerria
Bilduandthe AhwaziArab Alliance.Theactionitself exploresat what levelart can
operate as a political instrument and create an alternative political spacewhere
none canexiston an existingpolitical platform. Thiswork is slightly different from
radicalmassprotest like that of Labof ii, in that it seeksto recreatesomethingthat
shouldbe taking place.Ratherthan creatinga work at, for example,the European
Parliament Staalchosedo createan alternateversion,andto showsomethingthat

might,in analternateuniverse be possible.

Unlikely BedfellowsBiennialsand Politics

In a similar context of selfawarenesgor cynicism),Dominic Greenhighlightsthe
contradictionsin H 1 M YeRideBiennaleAllthe 2 2 NXFRt@es.He points out the
apparentanomalybetweenthe 6 A Sy \entrefi€rd; the continuousreading of

Karla | NID&s Kapital directed by IsaacJulien, while Julien himself was at the
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sametime commissionedy RollsRoyce Greencallsthe. A Sy Wision¥ 8t SOG A @S
and ¥ I f & and WR R Q FohDNERI { Divirée@fdm reality it may be, but
perhapsthe art-world is happy to live with the contradiction of Marxism sitting
cheekby jowl with RollsRoyceaslongasthe artist isawareof the irony in whichhe

finds himselfworking.

G 2 K kepsmankind I f A @&skhe title of the 2009 Istanbul Biennial. The
conceptualframeworkof the biennialelaboratelyasksif the questionposedby the
Brecht songis not equally important in the twenty-first century; & | NXBodd&)'s
guestionsaboutthe role of art in instigatingsocialchangesequallypressingasthey
were in the 1930s,whenthe Left confrontedfascismand Stalinism?r do we really
considerthem today to be solvedwithin an all-encompassingystemof cultural
industryandits contemporarymalformations,confinedto art genres,predictableas
cultural trends, and profitable for the purposesof Y I NJ S (iskagbal Riénnial,
2016). The statement goeson to assertthe needto rethink & (i Kof of artistic
endeavourin the conditionsof contemporaryO I LJA (i &nél describésa method
of @ O NB k cettayh Holiticakaestheticpuzzlethat could stimulate us to properly

formulatethe problemsofthe LINB & Sy (i ¢ &

Howeverthe ResistanbulCommittee of SocialistRealismwere unimpressedwith
this apparentlyselfawarestance,and replied with an open letter to the organisers
in whichthey stated:& 2 $aveto stop pretendingthat the popularity of politically
engagedart within the museums,magazinesand marketsover the last few years
hasanythingto do with really changinghe world. We haveto stop pretendingthat
taking risksin the spaceof art, pushingboundariesof form, and disobeyingthe
conventionsof culture, makingart about politics makesany difference.We haveto
stop pretending that art is a free space,autonomousfrom webs of capital and
power. L (itiina for the artist to become invisible. To dissolvebackinto f A F S ¢
(EclecticTech Carnivallstanbul, 2009). Shootingdown any pretentions, they say
that makingart about politics makesno differenceto the statusquo, to personalor

globalsocialinjusticesand decrya needfor direct protestin placeof restrainedand
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seltconsciousart. Theletter, subtitled & 2 K KegpsUsNot-! f A @fallérigeshe
0 A Sy gpbrisdrdd Bght of its selfproclaimedsocialresponsibility.

Nor have other biennialscome out asindependentor innocent; from the Istanbul
festival, to the SydneyBiennale of 2014 that was criticised for acceptingthe
sponsorship of Transfield Holdings , a company which manages services in
I dza ( Ndffghdrd deténtion centres. The biennial eventually cut ties with the

company(SpeciaBroadcastingervice2016).

Interestingly,Manifesta 10 went aheadin St Petersburgin 2014, despite protests
due to w dz& daktig&daws aswell asthe O 2 dzy indiBsiOninto neighbouring
Ukraine.In a statement,the 6 A Sy yukakof K@sperkonigsaidthat cancellingor
movingthe festivalwould playdirectly into a Wold war rhetoricQandthat Manifesta
10wasa Iplatform for critical engagementwhere complexitiesand cortradictions
areallowedand$ E LJ ZKiRHRO14).

Again,through actsof protest againstthe establishedplatforms, artists and others

are objectingto actionscarriedout by the art world with goagainsttheir principles.

WhichCameFirst,the War or the Art?

In 2012,the Parisbasedartist collectivePeepingTomconducteda surveyof the art
scenein Beirut, interviewingnumerousartists, curatorsand cultural operators,and
eliciting responsesand reactionsto some of their comments.A recurring theme
throughout the responseswas the questioning of the use of conflict as a raw
materialfor artists. Artist LamiaJoreiges particularlythoughtful and challengeghis
guestioning,sayingdEverywherein the world, and at all times, there were artists
that rode wavesand exploited subjectssuch as war, traumas, gender, identities,
etc. Thisis not new, but this should never prevent us from looking at interesting
and serious works produced on these same subjects, yet which are driven by
reasonsthat are absolutely not concernedby the Y I NJ $aé dited in Peeping
¢ 2 YRigest#3Beirut,p. 104).
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Her compatriot Magali Ghosnhere pinpoints the dangerof tokenism, sayingthat
artists, by necessity should&@ NI Ydlei 6 how the rhetoric of conflict and the
spectacle of revolution is deployed as a benchmark for discussing,if not
determining,the institutional and critical legitimacyof these LINJ O {i(As&it8dind ¢
Downey, 2014, 17,18). Conflict in a region, he says, can serve to increaseits
newsworthiness, further fuelling narratives of Middle Easternconflicts revolving

aroundextremeideologiesand primitive philosophies.

Joreig€&ork often usesmappingor archivingtechniques(for example Autopsyof
a City (2010), Underwriting Beirut (2013)) and walks alongsidethe conflicts in
Beirut, making senseof the situationsthat conflict brings about ¢ displacement,
pain or the lossof a normalorder. Herwork frequently linksthe object (a personal
object, an artwork or artifact) with the human experierce, whether through
testimonials,or installationwork. Objectsof War (ongoing)consistsof six screens
showing testimony of violent conflict in Lebanon,W2 NJ Rofh& d@uéntry. Each
witness uses an object, which subconsciouslyacts as a mnemonic device, as a
starting point to describetheir experienceof the war; Joreigesaysthat & U Ki§ is
not to reveala truth but rather to gatherand confront many diverseversionsand
discoursen the & dzo 2(Jo@ige2016). The project is openended; Joreigesays
shewill continueto collecttestimonialsaslong aspeoplewho experiencedhe war
are willing to speakabout it; in its breadth and longevity,the project becomesan
archiveof the disparateexperience®f conflictin Lebanonln someways,the work
also servesa therapeutic purpose;through the testimonial process,participants
may attempt to make some senseof their experiences;the artist becomesa
sympatheticlistenerto coaxa story from the starting point of an object (Galluci,
2016).

Adifficult questionariseshere; how muchcanan artist continueto draw on conflict
as a raw material? To suggestan artist will be glad of conflict in order to supply
more inspiration would be misguided,howeverwatr, it seems,can fascinate- and

therefore provide - an audience.Usingwar as a sole protagonistin a work of art
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automaticallygrantsit the W & £i RINSAnG, and consequentlythe interest in this
work is intimately (almostexclusively)inkedto its country of origin ¢ the sourceof
the conflict.

One should not forget, of course,that artists experiencingconflict directly have
first-hand experienceof its hardships;cynicismand reluctanceto discussconflict,
may be the luxury of someonewho has never experiencedit. Syrianartist Khaled
Barakeh uploaced an album onto his facebook page entitled Multicultural
Graveyard(2015),containingphotos of six childrenwho had drowned along with
150 other Palestiniarand Syrianrefugeesoff the coastof Libyain August2015.The
photos were shared over 100,000times, and inexplicablydisappearedand later
reappearedon facebook(Mirzoeff, 2015) - that aside,the very act of sharingthe
imagesindicatesan empathy with, or a senseof responsibilityfor the childrenin

the photosanda determinationthat they will not be forgotten by the world.

An equally immediate testimony of a war experienceis that of ZaherOmareen
Londonbasedartist, researcherand activist; Syria Pixels(2015). In it, thirty-five
one-minute films recordedby Syrianson their mobile phonesare broughttogether
and shown, again,on mobile phone screens.The films, that are unedited, show
footage from refugee camps,and normal daily life, but also include a piece of
choreographednodern dance (Wolkoff, 2016). Thework is more immediate than
an archive; Omareensaysthat since 2011, ordinary people, journalistsand film-
makers used technologyto document events, and that without this technology
their voiceswould not havebeenheard (YouTube2016).In fact, Omareensuggests
that the use of mobile phonesto recordimmediatefootage hasgivenriseto a new
aesthetic,uniqueto the region. Thiswork seemsmore a curation of worksthan the
work of anindividualartist, but it usesdirect testimony,andthe uneditedrecording

of liveslived within a conflict to point out what is happeningn Syria.
Sonow the questionis which camefirst, the war or the war aesthetic?Art basedon

war is nothing new; art haslong beenusedto glorify, and sometimesto justify war.

But sinceimagesof the realities of violenceare readily availableto the public, it

27



may be that becausethese images no longer shock, art practice must find

alternativeforms of representationto, in a way, satisfythe viewer.

An artist whosework deconstructsoverusedand clichédimagesof a peopleliving
with conflict is PalestinianLarissaSansour Sansourusesa sophisticatedsatire to
representthe situation in which Palestineand Palestiniandind themselves Nation
Estate(2012),is a satiricalshort scHi film and photo series,showing a supposed
perfect answer to the conflict; one huge highrise building housesthe whole
Palestinianpopulation. Eachfloor housesa different city ¢ people are shown
movingfrom city to city in an elevator,while the entire building is surroundedby
Israeli military watchtowers. The slick, polished aesthetic of the film givesit a
surrealquality; everythingin it is overly clean,with an otherworldly look. Sansour
saysthat the supposedconvenienceof living in a high-tech county-building soon
givesway to the feelingof beingin a prison;the work impliesthat if a real solution
is not soonfound for the conflict, then eventually,somethingasridiculousasthis,
will be the only recourseleft. Peopleare tired of seeingthe sameimagesfrom
Palestine scHi allows her to re-engagewith the topic with a different approach

(Boube& Paganelli2016).

Similarly A SpaceExoduq2009)showsthe Palestiniandravellingto outer spacein
searchfor alandfor their nation. Theastronaut(Sansouherself)is shownplanting
the Palestinianflag in a gesturethat referencesthe first moon landing, while she
proclaimsd h ys@allstep for a Palestinianone giantleapfor Y I y 1 ’SgihRadir,
2009). Throughher work, Sansoumakesan oblique referenceto the Palesinian
situation; the moonlanding is deliberately silly, the flag unlikely, and the
atmosphere bemusing. But while the usual scenesof bombings and collapsed
buildingsare absent,the senseof displacementis not; there is an urgencyand a
sense of desperdion about the act ¢ a people having to resort to finding a
homelandon another planet are very obviouslydisposedof their own home here

on earth.
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Recountinghe Unrecountable

Thereare someinstances,and someworld eventsthat prove almosttoo awful to
tackle through art. ¢ A GaBd|Ranciéreboth tackle the act of the retelling of a
terrible event. ¢ A @é&duntsthe anecdoteof a womanin a concentrationcamp,
askinganotherto ensurethat their experienceis told to the world; & w S | prasé
fails, where the poetic evocation of the unbearable atmosphere of a camp
it, the injustice is at once made more understandable.lts retelling makes it
simultaneouslymore bearable, but more unbearable;more bearablebecauseit is
being retold rather than relived, but more unbearable becauseits retelling pays

witnessto that fact that the eventtook placeand socannotbe erased.

Ranciereevokesa similar scene,describingothers who relate the facts of the
Holocaustthey are not relatingthem in order to tell the viewersomethinghe does
not alreadyknow. & | \gho testifiesin a narrativeasto what he hasseenin a death
campis engagedin a work of representation,just like the personwho soughtto
recorda visibletrace of A ((20£1,p. 91) Thiswork of representationis the sameas
that which¢, A @&gribes; the event (in this case the Holocaustdoesnot change
or diminishthrough beingtold or represented;what changs is the eventin the
mind of the audienceandthe narrator ¢ in our case the viewerandthe artist. How
the artist choosesto representsuchan eventis up to them, but what Ranciereis

exploringisthe I NJi métivatbéin doingso.

If critical art pursuesits aim through showingthe very thing which it seeksto end,
Ranciérechallengesthe showingof what he callsthe WA y i 2 f § NIR8ID)S
2 K| {the doint of showingsuch intolerable images?We know terrible things
happen,andyet we allow them to keephappeningsowhat purposedoesshowing
intolerable imageshave?Ranciéreascribesit an almost therapeutic purpose;the
telling or hearingof the intolerableexperiencenasa valuefor thosewho havelived
through the experience,as well as those who are now being told about it. The

former finds an affirming valuein havingtheir experiencerelatedin a way in which,
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they, perhaps,were unable to do. The latter finds another layer of meaningin
havingthe experiencerelated; knowingit happenedis not the sameas hearingit

from someoneit happenedto (Ranciere2011,p. 83).

Thereis obviouslyanother link in the chainhere also;the personwho is doingthe
telling ¢ in this casethe artist. Andin the act of showingthis intolerableimage,we
presumethat there must be a valueor experiencefor the artist himself. Thisact of
telling is evidentin manyl NIi AvérkitheQct of recording, mappingor archiving
canbe seenasa therapeuticact; the artist recordsatrocitiesto ensurethey do not
go un-noted, and maps or archivesa left-behind homeland to try to capture

somethingthat maybe lostirretrievably.

Ranciéredescribeghe experienceof a barberrecountingwhat happened,againin
Auschwitzhe R 2 S awgn®d, but he carrieson- & | I&isto simplybecausehe has
to. He hasto becausehe doesnot want to do it; becausehe cannotdo it (2011,p.

91).

Is art then, the only thing that canexpresstrauma effectively?Thefamily, and the
mother-figure, appearfrequently in memoriesof a country left behind by exile, or
damaged by war: Bissaneal / K| Nw#ofk (MEmoire(s) des Femmes (2015),
reminiscentof Mieke Bak) Bothingis Missing(2006¢ 2010)but in reverse looksat
life in exile, and records women talking about their former homesin Syia. The
imagesthat accompanythe ¢ 2 Y S yofeésare non-descriptand non-intrusive ¢
deliberatelyso, sinceal Charifsaysshe simplywantedto let the womenspeak;a & L
just wantedto put thesewomenthere, one after the other. We all left. Thisis what
wS Q #&d through whenwe R A Rigcited by BerningSawa,2015). The women
have coveredlong distancesand in some casesgainedmore independenceas a
result of their new situation. Their stories are personal, and their personal
testimony touching someimes in its banality. The women talk about their
aspirationsfor the future, but the presenceof the conflict that causedthem to

leaveis a constantthroughoutthe films.
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Sinceworkslike this are, by their nature, non-prescriptive we couldask,like ¢, A @S 1
makinguse of a representationthrough art, risks us falling into a écontemplative
attitude¢ that will somehowprecludeus from actingon what we are seeing(2008,
p. 5). And here we comebackfull circleto Adornoand. | fst&naethat art should
specificallynot incite or recommenda certain action and should alwaysmaintain
& O Ktdng affective impact that compelsagencywithout prescribingwhat the
agentmust R 2 @al,2015, p. 157). Art doesnot tell the viewer what to think or
how to act, but is no lesspolitical for that. ¢ A Gs®dssiblytoo quickto dismissan
artistic representationas somethingthat will only be contemplatedfor its own
existenceand for its own aestheticor monetary value without a thought to its
subject or inspiration. The conflict exists, but the dcontemplative attitude¢ he

describesgcan,overtime, distil into a form of action.

Aswith Bissaneal/ K| Nubrk @bave,the artist can create an intolerable image
without the directnessof Auschwitz. Mieke . | tfilhaabout the mothers of
migrants Nothing is Missing (2006;2010) for example,is testamentto who she
describesas & Igroup of women nevertalked about, not documented,completely
erasedfrom our culturall ¢ I NB (2&18, . £46). Thewomen are all mothers of
migrantsand are filmed talking to their migrant son,daughter,grandchildor child
in-law. Thevieweris invited to sit in a room resemblinga sitting-room to walk the
womenspeak;through the layout of the televisionscreensthe women sometimes
appearto be speakingto eachother (Bal,2016). The image does not haveto be
direct and unmediated in order for it to have an effect upon the viewer; the

intolerable canwork on the heartaswell asthe eyes.

In the introductionto UncommonGrounds Anthony Downeydescribeshe work of
Iragi artist WafaaBilal. Bilal had a camerasurgicallyinserted into the backof his
head which recorded an image every minute for just over a year and streamed
them live to a dedicatedwebsite ¢ 3rdi (2010¢ 2011).Bilal describeshis work as
that of a storyteller; the work is a platform for telling a story by regularly and
objectivelycapturesimagesthat Bilalis constantlyleavingbehind (Wafaabial.com,

2016). Thisunmediated disseminationof imagesis characteristicof art practice
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usingnew media;the act of creating,is simultaneouslyan act of recording,aswell
asan act of archiving;all three are inseparablen this case.Downeyalsorefers to
an almost therapeutic elementin the work; through the act the artist strivesto

makesenseof his pastandthe pastof hiscountry (2014,p. 14).

. A twork €xabe seenin a similarlight asthose describedby Ranciérdn that Bilal
is not relayingthe imagesin order to tell the viewersomethinghe doesnot already
know. Bilal is testifying as to what he has experienced(as are the women in al
/[ K NAdE @ dwarld). The work also containsan element of confessionas the
artist is forced to lay his life bare becauseof the O Y S Wthnipesence.L (i
surgicallyattachedto him ¢ he O | yfendveit and edit out parts of his life; the
cameraandlive streamare part of hisbodyandhe carrieshisaudiencearoundwith
him. The online viewersthat see . A { dxjlefikacesserveto validate them; they
were not recorded once streamed, so only the viewers can confirm that they
happenedat all. In a strangeway, the viewersknow more (or at least, they know
somethingdifferent) than Bilal himself, sincethe camerawas not pointed in the
samedirection as he was. Theviewer follows Bilalin a strangelyinverted way;in a
car, the camerapoints out of the rear window, not the windscreen,and on the
street, it seesthose walkingbehindthe artist. Thisinversbn causesa strangeness;
practicalitiesapart, why did the artist chooseto showwhat washappeningbehind
him rather than in front of him? Maybethe camerabehindthe artist absolveshim
of a certain responsibilityc he O I yb&®eaXkpectedto know g K I gaRgion behind
his back; as he leaveshis home country he O | yfaRdresponsibilityfor everything
heis leavingbehind.Or maybeit points,more innocently,to alife left behindasthe
artist travels acrosscontinentsto a new home. There is a poighancyhere; the
camerais looking backat a previouslife, unwilling to leave,while the artist faces

resolutelyforward.
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TheArtistasPublicFigure

On Thursdaythe 17" of September2015, artists AnishKapoorand Ai Weiweiled a

walk acrossLondonin sympahy with refugeesaroundthe world. The artists each
carried a 4atty, grey blanketto symbolisethe needsof the ¢ 2 NIreRuge@s. The
walk may havebeenparticularlyrelevantfor Weiweiwho hadonly just regainedhis

visawhich had been seizedby the Chnesegovernmentand had been accusedoy

the British Home Office of not declaringcriminal convictions. 2 @alk in solidarity
with all those hundredsof thousandswalkingacrossthe world, but it is a walk in

sympathy and S Y LJI (isky& Anish Kapoor to journalists ¢ a commendable
messageput g K 2 r@adly listening?(Reuters,2016). The act was reported by the

international pressand givensome prominence,with Ai Weiweiusingthe opening

night of hishigh-profile Londonshowto askthe publicto join the walk.

At almost the sametime, the EU Parliamentbackedan emergencyproposalto
relocate 120,000 asylum seekersfrom lItaly, Greeceand Hungary;a backingin
record time of the proposalmade only eight daysearlier on the 9th of September
(EuropeanParlianent, 2016). Were the two acts related? Of course,in that they
both addressedan extreme humanitariancrisis. Did one act influencethe other?
Probablynot, sincethe two happenedalmostsimultaneouslyalthoughit would be
heart-warming to think that both acts stemmedfrom a basichuman instinct to
provide aid and solidarity to fellow humansin need. But maybewith actslike this,
artistsdo not expectto changethe world. W ¢ & 5 fdid bt claimto haveachieved
anything, but was simply an act of solidaity, carried out in empathy,and as an

appealV (bgenourK S | [Reuief32016).

Theact was a generous,almost poetic one, in solidarity with someofthe 4 2 NI RQ &
most vulnerablepeople.But it is interestingto note how the artists usedtheir own
celebrity that hascomeaboutasa result of their work, rather than their work itself.
Neither claimedthat the walk wasa work of art in itself ¢ it was,quite simply,an
act carriedout in front of the media,to draw attention to an issue.Celebrity,here,
wasthe key. It may seemfacetiousto wonderif the walk doesindeedWIj dzlakah T & Q

work of art, but the question does raise other questionssuch as W At anot art,
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becausethe artist saysi (y(RaloKe@enW R 2e$edy public act of the artist qualify
ask NI K Q

FreevsNot-so-FreeArtists
At this point, | would like to look at the W NA 3 KvénQad & thed word) of the
artist who livesand works safelyin a democracyto commenton or protest against

anissue political or cultural,that is far-removedfrom his/herworld.

JohnJordan,creator of the Labof ii: & 2 $ave a massiveprivilege living in the
West,we are ableto do forms of civil disobedienceand not be shotandnot be put
in jail for the restof our livesandwe haveto usethis LINA & Xaécfed i Gorman,
2015,p. 18). Granted,it maybe easyto take a standagainstthe Rwandargenocide,
for example but how ethicalis it to usethis subjectto build a body of work?Isit ok
to usethe eyesof a genocidesurvivor,as Alfredo Jaardoesin The Eyesof Guete
Emerita(1996)to producea work, contribute to a career,and ultimately createa
showin a galleryor museumcontext?Doesthe fact that Jaaris not Rwandanthat
he did not live through the genocidehimselfmake his statementlesseffective?Or
is compassiona simple gesture of humanity that can transcend borders and
nationalitiesto W K dzY | tiyelgén&cideas one million instancesof 3 NA(Bobre,
1998).Perhapsa more relevant questionwould be what effect did the work have
on those caughtup in the Rwandarviolence,and, if the answeris none, then what

functiondoesit perform?

It may be easyto forget, however,that art andits creationcontinuein duringtimes
of conflict or upheaval.ln an article on In Placeof War, a project which researches
and supportsartists and creative communitiesin sites of conflict, project founder
JamesThompsonsaysthat whentravellingto SriLankain 2000duringthe civilwar,
he was intrigued to find an active, vibrant theatre community and in hindsight
wonders why people presumeall creativity and art would stop in war zones(as
cited by Bainbridge2013). Thompsordescribeswvhat took placein Cairoduringthe

uprising in 2011, sayingcdthere was this incredible meeting of great unrest with

34



socialmediaandart, andthat's veryinteresting,becausesuddenlyartistshavehuge
new audiencesand peopleare communicatingand sharingwork in different waysb €
The reclamation of public spacesthrough graffiti and the uploading of protest

videosonto socialmediaservedasanimmediatecallto revolutionduringthat time.

Someatrtists use their freedom to enablethose who are perhapsnot as lucky as
them. In a gentle and thoughtful act, Palestinianartist Emily Jacirapproacheshe
personaltestimony of the individualfrom a different perspectivethrough her work
Wherewe ComeFrom(2001¢ 2003).Thanksto her Americancitizenship Jacirwas
able to ask fellow-Palestiniansliving in exile, & LI £ould do anything for you,
anywherein Palestinewhatwould it 6 S ldridto actout their wishesc theserange
from placingflowerson a Y 2 (i K §r&d® drinking water from a home-village, or
playing football in the street. The work describesthe tasksthat are carried out
through photography and text, and includes notes on the | NIi /expériénges
through the project (Binder & Haupt, 2016). The symbolismof carrying out the
S E A feQuasfis strong; it is both an act of solidarity, and an expressionof
displacedfreedom. One Palestinianis free, the other is not, simply becauseof a
passport.Theact is alsoa subversiveone; it impliesthat no matter how strongthe

repressionsomedaysomehow,someonewill find awayaroundit.

On the other side of the world, artist Ai Weiwei has been protesting againstthe
regimein his native Chinafor overtwenty years.In her articleon AlisonY f | eé Y I y Qa
film Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry (2012) Danielle Allen pronounces his work

Wa i NI A 3 KLI2FE 2ANdakd@ddritie®is use of the blogosphereo publicizehis
political petitioning as both an artistic and a political act (Allen, 2012 p. 24).
Referringto his decisionto return to Chinafrom the USAin 1993, Allen continues
this duality and describes! A \@ige as both that of an artist and that of a citizen;
since the artist is protesting about the politics of his own country, his work,
naturally enough,is personaland political at the sametime. Allenalsoasksif ! A Qa
efforts make any differenceto the regime he critiquesso unerringly;that remains

to be seen,but asa strong, dissident,constantlyonline presence his actionsmust

at leastconstituteathorn in the NB 3 5sY08. Q
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Worth lookingat alsois the particularcaseof exiledartists who commenton their

homelandwhile living outside it. The very fact of their exile placesthe artist in a
very different position from both those looking at a country foreign to them, and
those living and working in oppressiveconditions. In his essayon belongingand
borders, FrederickBohrer quotes the once-exiled artist Mona Hatoum as she says
G ¢ K Saldaysthe feeling of in-betweennessh XtlBat comesfrom not beingable
to identify with my own culture or the one in which I'm £ A @ @nyB&ldangingand
Globalisation2014,p. 31). Thisperpetualoutsiderstate canprovidethe artist with

a different perspectiveon the subjectof their dissent.In practicalterms also, it can
allow anartistto maketheir voiceheardwithout the samefear of repercussiorthat

mightbe felt in their home-country.

Artists frequently seekto make senseof events as they unfold; digestingimage
after image and regurgitatingeventsin a format that has meaning,although not
necessarilyone that is lessintolerable. BouchraY K | Mappkhddaurney(2008
2011)documentsthe routestakenin clandestingourneys undertakenby migrants.
It consists of eight video works to map an alternative cartography of the
Mediterranean area, based on 8 clandestine journeys. The project confronts
singularY A y 2 NfaihsiaSditi® normativity of the cartography,revealingthe
underground and hidden geography that clandestine roads produce
(Galeriepolaris.com2016). There is no overt suffering in the work; the form is
sparseand almost factual. But the facts represented,and the experiencesthese

factsimply andno lesseffective for that.

Similarly, Mona | | 2 dedf @998) reflects the futility of borders and the
fragility of globalstructuresin a borderlessmap of the world laid out in clearglass
marbles on the floor. The suggestionsit makes are immediate; that with the
dlightestvibration, the world will start to shift andfall apart; that with one footstep,
tectonic plates might break up and reconfigurethe whole globe. Hatoum saysof
the work: & ! tlle sametime, the work wasvery menacing like it when thingsare

attractive and forbidding at the sametime; both seductiveand dangerous.The
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marblesmadethe floor hazardouspecauseyou couldslip on the glassballsandfall
R 2 ¢ (Hatbum,2014).

TheSpectatoror the Audience

In talkingabout politicalart, it is alsointerestingto speculateasto who its intended
audienceis. If, asLippardsays,d 9 F ¥ $ropadaati®bviouslyhasto be aimedat

a specificaudience,not just shot into the air to fall to earth we know not g K S N5 ¢
(1980,p. 38).Butwith anaudiencein mind, doespolitical art then becomeoutright
propagandaAndif art shouldbe createdsimultaneouslyand exclusivelyby andfor

the artist, how can art be createdwith an audiencein mind? DoesW | Ndidme
propagandaas soonasthe artist createsfor an audienceand with the purposeof
persuadingthem of something,rather than creating viscerallyin responseto an

injustice?

Ranciéretalks about the spectatorrather than the audience;éBut it is alwaysa
guestionof showingthe spectatorwhat shedoesnot know how to see,and making
her feel ashamedof what shedoesnot want to see,evenif it meansthat the critical
system presents itself as a luxury commodity pertaining to the very logic it
denounces (2011, p. 29, 30). There is an element of guilt involved, and an
uneasinessin the juxtaposition of the W dzEDZNEY 2 Rahdiitiie Qmage of

suffering.

Rancierecontinues and assertsthat showing an intolerable image may have an
oppositeeffect uponthe viewer,and may causethem to turn awayfrom the image
altogether.He pinpointswhat he seesasthe keyto a callto action; &Forthe image
to produceits political effect, the spectatormust alreadybe convincedthat what it
showsis Americanimperialism,not the madnessof humanbeingsin general(2011,
p. y p UFérstly it is a senseof responsibilityfor that which is being shown (in
w Iy O AegaNiBleQitds a collectiveresponsibilityfor that carriedout by American
Imperialism.Secondlythe work must evokea senseof guilt. Buthereisw I y OA § NB Q&

catch if the viewer can assumeresponsibility and feel a sense of guilt, then
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presumablythey alreadyfelt responsibleand guilty already,and so, the artist only

truly communicateswvith thosewho alreadysympathisewith a givencause.

Artascallto Action

Mieke BaldescribesDoris{ I f O $/dtiePegariaMuda (2011);& ¢ Kd® @ot tell
stories;they just W NdbdRiRgthe visitor with hair-raisinghorror while remaining
mute, immobile, silentasthe 3 NJ @®&L5,p. 157). Thework as Baldescribesit is
almost the inversionof the WA y (i 2 A ¥ NB@ifidis saidthat the intolerable

comesaboutbecauseof a suffocatingsilence.

Thework consistsof a seriesof coffin-shapedtables,eachwith alayerof soilandan
upturned table on top. Stalksof grassgrow up through neatly-drilled holesin the

tables. The silence of the work, its abstract nature, and its deliberate lack of
imageryor emotion createa suffocatingatmospherethat intensifiesits allusionsto

death and suffering.Its surgical,unemotional nature is chilling;the denial of tears

or blood is palpable;in describingthe piece, Balrefersto & @ A Ode-hudidnized

when their bodiescould not be retrieved, buried, mourned, becausethe violence

wasR S y A (BdR20£5,p. 157) Themutenessof the coffin-tables,andthe W g NB y 3 Q
nature of the upturned tables speaksof an injustice that cannot be resolved;
beyondsimplerepresentation,the work speaksof a globalviolence,that is carried

out stealthilyandin secret.

Thework is so abstractedfrom its subject,that while it hasa chilling effect on the
viewer, it is in no way prescriptiveor didactic. Thisis the opposite of a showand-
tell; it R2 S asyiaiR 2 S atgfl Gaiything; it is in this silent space that the
uneasinesgrows.AsBalsays & ¢ Kskar - not committed journalism,not politics,
not propaganda.Yetthere is a reality behind them, or inside them: the reality of
mass murder, of which the palimpsesticsuperposition of other acts of mass
present,in the aftermath of which we live and enjoy great works of art (2015, p.

157).
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Asimilarlyabstractedwork, AlfredoW/I | Ligli2sin the City(1999)placesa valueon

individualslivingin homelesssheltersin the city of Montreal; everytime ahomeless

personentersone of four shelters, they canpusha button connectedto the Cupola

of the MarchéBonsecoursiearby,and a 100,000watts of red light will flashin the
Cupola(Alfredojaar.net,2016). Theflash of light is a recognition,the red colour a

callfor help,andthe proximity of the Cupolato the shelters(500m)accentuateghe
differencebetweenrich and poor. But the work doesnot spell out its messagdor

the viewer; there are no emotive or distressingpictures,no LIK2 G222 dzNJ | £ A a (1 Q2
imageshe red light flashesand sendsout a signal,but A {led &p to the viewerto

makewhat they will of that signal.

Writing in a publication stemmingfrom Informal Meeting, a meeting of curators
and programmersfrom the ArabWorld organisedby the YoungArab TheatreFund
in Leuvenin 2015, FedericaBuetilooksat what drivesthe artist to makeart in the
face of increasingdifficulties and exhorts the artist to ignore the cynicismthat
surroundssomeparts of the artworld. ShesaysdEventhoughart practicesmight be
embeddedin an exploitative capitalistlogic,eventhoughthe future mightnot seem
too bright, apocalypticaccountsof this condition by themselvesnot only fail to
generatepragmaticanswersto the questionof what canbe done,they alsoactively

discouragehe searchfor (i K S (2E15,p. 48).

In The Art of Disobediencean IETMpublication on art and politics, Dan Gorman
tells us that interest in the work of artists in areasof conflict hasrisenin recent
months and years.He cautionssomewhatagainstthis sayingthat & ¢ Kvbrk runs
the risk of ascribingtoo much power to art, whereby it is seen as a potential
panaceato the ills of the world, with the power to resolvedeep socicpolitical and
economicA & & d¢E0A5PE 5). Maybe A (itkaé balancethat we need to find,
between non-questioningbelief, and world-weary cynicismthat will allow political
art to exist. And, accordingto Said,it will always exist, in areasthat, whether
physical, virtual or conceptualthat fall or put themselvesbeyond a dominant
control. & b ghatter how apparently complete the dominanceof an ideology or

socialsystem,there are alwaysgoingto be parts of the socialexperiencethat it
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does not cover and control. From these parts very frequently comesopposition,

both selfconsciousanddialecticalé (1994,p. 289).

So,it seemsthat political art is all about worlds. L (ia@diut existingin alternative
worlds, functioning outside of dominant worlds but commenting on the real,
imperfect world. SometimesA (a@dut creating a substitute world, or comparing
one world with another. Other times A (ia@aut recording this world, or bearing
witnessto someoneS f aw®rl An my practicalwork below, | createan alternative
world; a quastreal versionof contemporaryMalta that could have cometo exist.
This world is not necessarilya better or worse world than the real world, but
suggestingt asa possibilityservesto questionsomepreconceptionsand fearsthat
contemporaryEuropearsocietymayhaveaboutother cultures,which, after all, are

simplydifferent versionsof the realworld.
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PracticalWork

TheWesternpolitical artist, safelyensconcedn a free democracymust sometimes

be faced with a dilemma. For the political artist could find themselvesat a loss,
feelinguncomfortablewith the prospectof commentingon injusticesfar awayfrom
home, but finding localwrong-doingsfacilein comparison.So,a Malteseartist can,

for example,commenton power and politics, as AustinCamilleridid with hisAA S Y S
in 2014, but the argumentis generaland does not refer to a specificevent or
misdeed.Likewise,in my work, a subjectto W O NJ& doksQdt dlvagscome easy.
Politicalcriticismcan seemtoo partisan,specificinjusticestoo specific,while more
insidious controls like selfcensorshipseem to pale in comparisonwith drone

warfareand clusterbombingacrosshe Mediterranean.

In the caseof a lack of a problem, doesa problem haveto be found? Without a
crippling economiccrisis, or a postindustrial city identity crisis, does something

haveto be broughtin to createsomeangst?

Overthe pastfive yearsand more, while the eyesof the world have beenon the
eventsunfolding in the MediterraneanRegionand in the Middle East,Malta has
been strangely unaffected by the violence going on around it. Migrant routes,
particularly sincethe outbreak of war in Syria,have shifted towards an overland
journey through mainland Europe. And terrorist attacks from Islamic
fundamentalists have,so far at least, beenfocusedon large, central cities, rather
thanand A y & A 3 iglandiok the-edgéaf Europe.

At the sametime, the seeminglyinexhaustibledebate on the exactamount of Arab
blood consideredacceptablein the otherwise Catholicveinsof the Maltese public
(Vella, 2015), was heightenedwith a | f (hbsfihg of a summit of the Headsof
Government of Commonwealthcountries, as well as a preceding summit on
migration between Europeanand African Headsof State,both in November2015.

Anthropologist Elise Billiard saysthat following centuries of foreign rule, & (i K S
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Maltese people must not rediscovertheir singularityand commonA R S y (205, & £
p 116) but this reinvention of tradition or authenticity is constantly coloured by

variousagendadrom politics,classgconomicsandpragmatism.

TheNovember2015 summitswill be followed in 2016and 2017 by a summitof the
International Federation of Arts Councils and Culture Agencies,and a I f (I Q&
Presidencyf the Councilof the memberstatesof the EuropeanJnionrespectively;
allthree involvea cultural programmeof somedegreeandpromise(or threaten)an
opportunity for someselfexaminationof the Malteseidentity anda reinvestigation

of the culturesthe country mostidentifieswith andaspiresto.

Following closelyon the tail of these three yearsis Vaf S { iitle 6f &European
Capitalof Culturein 2018 (Vallettasharesthe title with the town of Leeuwardenn
the North of the Netherlands).Thistitle is awardedby the EuropeanCommission
and the host country, following a bidding processbetween cities. The title of
EuropeanCapitalof Culture,consideredone of the / 2 Y Y A a andstsycceastul
cultural initiatives & Ad@signedto highlightthe richnessand diversity of culturesin
Europe, celebrate the cultural features Europeansshare, increase Europea
citizens'senseof belongingto a commoncultural areaand foster the contribution

of cultureto the developmentof O A (i fe&Seurdpa.eu2016)

The Valletta 2018 Foundationwas set up by the Maltese governmentto bring the
city from preparationstagesall the way to the implementationof the title andto
plan for its legacyin the following years.The Foundationfalls under the Ministry
responsiblefor Culture,and works closelywith other governmententities including

the Arts Councilof Malta.

It is through my work here, coordinatingthe CulturalProgrammeof + I £ £ 8tié (i I Q&
year,that | havebeenableto seethe arts in Malta be givenadditionalgovernment
support,while simultaneoushjbeingusedto projectanimageof Malta duringthese
largescaé summits and events. Art as diplomacyor country-brandingis nothing

new (althoughthe terminologymaybe), but what is interestingin this caseis Malta
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positioningitself asa contemporaryEuropeanstate, while beingforcedto admit to
its linguistic, genetic and geographiclinks to its close Arab neighboursin the
Mediterranean. This selfracismand consequentialguilt manifestsitself in certain
paradoxesMalta is feverishlyproud of its links with the KnightsHospitallersof St
John,but at the sametime is happyto boastof the Semiticroots of its language.
Similarly, Malta is indebted to St Paul for its conversionto Christianity, but
conveniently glossesover the O 2 dzy (suhdequéntinvasion by waves of Arab
invadersand the effective depopulation of the islandsduring the 9" Century.The
Malteseare no strangersto the fascinationof the North Europeanvisitor with the

O 2 dzy iniNd@ ddiginsand exotictongue.

In the processof the developmentof its cultural programme during 2018, the
Valleta 2018 Foundationis monitored and advisedby a panel appointed by the
EuropeanCommissionln a publicreport to the Foundationin September2015,the
panel madeit clearthat it would like Valletta 2018 emphasiseits Mediterranean

cultureandacknowled@ the contextof its geographigosition:

The panel welcomesthe greater emphasisbeing placedon dealing
with migrationissuesincludingthe strand "Exilesand Migrants" and
the information givenabout how the ECOG@ealswith minorities,and
finds interestingthe approachof includingminoritiesin communities
not directly linkedto originsbut more on interests,in a fluid manner,

to fosterintegrationandthe intendedcollaborationwith SOMalta.

Recommendatior6: Valletta 2018 should develop this new project
strand as a key element of its overall programmefor 2018 and start
working on specific projects. It should make use of this strand to
increase its cooperation with partners from around the

MediterraneanSea..(EuropeanCommissiodGCulture,2015, pg 6)

More central Europeancities are strugglingto accommodateor integrate large

numbersof refugeesand migrantswhile simultaneouslyassuringlocal populations
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that their livelihoodsand safetywill not be threatened. Europeis caughtbetween
its humanitarianduty and right-wing pressures poth claimingstability, prosperity
and the overallbenefit to humankindastheir main concern.Malta, however,is in
the peculiarand, some would say, suspicious position of seeinga huge drop in
numbers of migrants comingto its shores,with just under 100 arriving in Malta
duringthe first nine monthsof 2015(Dalli,2015).

The obvious must be said here; that the Westernidea of an W! N& 20NvilR @
single,homogenousculture does not exist, just as the West is not home to one,
unvarying culture. The Arab language,much quoted as a unifying factor, varies
hugelyfrom countryto country. Religioncannotbe takenasa measureof Arabness

either,whenseveralArabcountrieshavelargepopulationsof other beliefs.

It is on this apparentmismatchthat | havebasedmy practicalwork; an agendafrom

the EuropeanCommissionto acknowledgeconflicts in the Arab world and to
welcomeandtreat with respectrefugeesand culturesfrom that region,in contrast

with a small islandcloseto these conflicts,but which remainsstaunchlyEuropean
andfortified in its outlook. Thewell-intentioned policiesof toleranceand inclusivity

seem,in a Maltesecontext,to deliberatelyover-emphasisehe O 2 dzy" éthikif,a
Mediterraneannessand W ! NI Soaaadighore local party politicsinthe O 2 dzy (i NB Q &
very particular context, when Malta itself hasyet to agreeon what or how strong

that W! NJ Soaisi Adlded to this is the well-intentioned, but not alwaysproven

belief, that cuture and creativity canhavea positive effect on conflict, and Project

Disintegratiorwasborn.
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ThePremise
| basedmy practicalwork on a false premise.Thisfalse beginningwas mixed with
piecesof true andinventedhistories,reallife intervertions, falseandreal media,all

presentedasdocumentedtruth.

Thepremiseis asfollows:

Theyearis 2068, and certain classifiedfiles from the EuropeanCommissiorhave
been declassifiedand releasedto the public. One of these is the file on Project
Disintegration,a controversialinitiative that spannedthe early decadesof the 21%

century. Displayedare objectsrelatingto the initiative; newspapercuttings,audio-

visualmaterial, documentation,posters,schootbooksand other material. As part

of the two-speed Europe initiative, certain countries, particularly those on the

peripheriesof Europe were encouragedo appropriatethe culture of neighbouring
continents, in order that they would later be coercedinto leavingthe European

Unionaltogether.

In an elaborate processof systematic narrativespinning and the rewriting of
particularhistories,the smallMediterraneanislandof Malta wasusedasatest-case
for the initiative. Overthe courseof almostten years,the diminutive islandstate
was slowly convincedof the veracity of its Arab origins,and encouragedto leave
the EUto align with nearby Arab states. The then EuropeanCapital of Culture
project, which was originally createdto sharea common Europeanculture among
member states, was appropriated by the European/ 2 YY A a Dk Zof Qa
Disintegrationto pushthe Arabificationagendain Malta, sincethe O 2 dzy" daiifalQ &
held the title during the year 2018. Througha programme of sensitisation,re-
education and intercultural marrying, the islay’ R (papulation was actively

encouragedo identify with its Arabneighbours.
If the processin Malta was successful peripheral and less economicallyviable

stateswould then be targeted;in the long run, thesewould no longerbe a burden

on central Eurge, andthe EUwould continueasa stronger,more focusedentity.
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The material exhibited comesfrom files dating to 2018, releasedto the public in
2068.1t is not clearfrom the materialif the initiative wassuccessfubr not; its result

iskeptdeliberately ambiguous.

46



Methodology

While researchingfor ProjectDisintegration,| looked at varioussources,including
history up to recenttimes, EUpolicy,and the contemporaryinternationaland local
media.Historicalstudieswere a sourceof inspirationin their uncertaintyandin the
debatethat certainclaimsare ableto stir. Nobody,it seems canagreeon whether
Malta wasdepopulatedfor almosttwo centuries,or if, asthe Paulineswould have
usbelieve,a staunchtribe of Christianagmanagedo stickit out to preservethe faith
of the island (Vella, 2015). Newspaper articles, sometimes inspired by local
xenophobiaalso proved interesting, with the 2 2 dzNJ/ &généla&ain&iinesbeing
exposedin the comments section of the online version by the quoted sources

themselvegDiacono2016).

HistoryandFiction

In history | found a number of interesting stories. In his paper on the Collegium
Melitense,CarmelCassadescribesaninitiative by the JesuitCuriaandthe Holy See
at the end of the sixteenthcentury,to exploitthe Malteset | y 3 dgimBa8tgwith

Arabic,and to set up a schoolof Arabicon the island,in order to use Malta asa
baseinto the Levant;& L1$54 IgnatiusLoyolarealizeda I f (gledd@otential asa
steppingstonefor building contactswith the Muslim Maghreb(2015,pg 443). The
story takesan almostcomicturn asthe WS & qanSaie@iled with the discovery
that the local clergy did not know how to read and write Arabic and were not

enthusiasticabout learningto do so. Ther faith in the ability of the Maltese to

communicatein the Arab tongue, however, remains strong, and over the next
century or so, many Maltese are sent to Northern Africa, and as far afield as
Ethiopiaas missionariesIt seemsthough, that by the middle of the seventeenth
century, the WS a daalidyh& changed,and eventually, Rome ceasedto see

Maltesespeakersaspotential missionariesn the Arabworld (pg456).
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| wantedto usethe history quite specificallyand only changepartsthat neededto
be changed.So,where it wastrue that an Arabic Collegewas built in Malta at the
end of the 16™ Century (inconceivableto modern Maltese who think that the
country was RomanCatholicsince St Paulset foot on it over two millenniaago), |
merelyplayedwith the reasonfor this college,not the fact that it existedin the first

place.

Anothersourceof strangehistory wasthat of the BellantiFamily,Mgr JohnJoseph
Bellanti, who, in the early 1800s,formulated an Arab alphabetfor the Maltese
language(Felce Pace,2010).FelicePacetells us that it wasonly on 18 December
1921 & (i Kthelalphabet was standardiseddefinitively, barely a year after the
Dt I ljt&-Kittiebatal-Malti (Societyof Maltese Authors)was set up to devisean
alphabetand orthographt rulesfor the f I y 3 d¢pga & Ypahd someversionsof
the alphabetused Arabicletters for certain sounds(pg. 188).. St f Hofumén® a
Avvertimentiper la ristorazionedellalinguamaltese written in 1829,a & Inat just
a linguistic proposal.lt was possiblyeven more, a cultural @ A & 123Y: Bellanti
created an alphabet, but also hoped that the connectionbetween both cultures

couldbe strengthenedby the link formed by the Malteselanguage.

Thenthere is the caseof Giuseppelipari,a Siciliansailorbasedin Malta in the late
1800s(Gauci,2016,191). Lipariwas enslavedin Istanbul,freed after elevenyears,
but consequentlycapturedagainon LampedusaEnslavedthis time in Tunis,Lipari,
sensiblyenough, convertedto Islam,after which he becamea W/ K NJofd (i X [ yK Q
and was treated far better. Lipari, Gaucitells us, was not alone in his pragmatic
conversion,and a certain flexibility in this regardwas acceptedas a reality of life

(192).

Lastly there is the story of Abbot Vella the Maltese protagonist of Leonardo
Sciasci@ B Consigliod&gitto (2009)who, in 18" century Sicily,alters the meaning
and significanceof an old Arabicmanuscriptfor his own political and financialgain.

2 K | faSciatingin this contextis the fact that the novelis basedon a true story
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(Rizarelli2007,pg); the Maltesepriestactuallycreateda smallArab-stylefiction of

hisown in anexampleof truth beingfar more cynicalthan fiction.

OtherMedia

Anothersourceof materialcamein the form of newspaperarticles,particularlyone
claimingthat Wa | f fésStéanesgivecluesto A & f HIWISRRKA & (Paddh®
2016). But as mentioned above, it was the comments section of the online
newspaperthat proved far more interesting that the content of the article, with
noneotherthanthe | dzii Ksdudd@historianhimselfcommentingand refuting the
contents of the article (maltatoday.com,2016). Callingthe article a Wi I G § SNB R
K& LJ2 ( KlkadeiDalk)cimsthat muchis left out of the theory posed,including
the context of the Mediterraneanas a whole, andthe a I f (dispDt&d histories.
Whichbegsthe question,why did the author havethe agendahe did; wasit simply
sensationalism,or was there something more sinister involved? This invented

hiddenagendais includedin the final work.

A Phenomenordf recenttimes hasbeenthe riseof the Dt | |jPRtkijotti Maltin
(Malteset | (1 NAsgodiafién)and their visibility in local media through sporadic
protests.In Januarythis year,the grouprepliedto a protest by localMuslimsat the
lack of spacefor prayer, with a cynical protest of their own, distributing pork
sandwichesto their members (Times of Malta, 2016). Theseactions and their
subsequenimediacoveragewere interestingalsobecauseof the opposingopinions

that were aired on commentspagesandsocialmedia.

PopularCulture

Food has long been seenas a symbol of culture, and in a drive for intercultural
dialogueand tolerance,is often championedas a vehiclethat canunfailinglybring
people together in friendship and hospitality. Orientalismcan easily prevail here,
and stories of refugee women happily cooking for their Western host countries

abound as examplesof true integration. Discussinghe Maltese identity and its
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reflection in food, anthropologistEliseBilliardseesW (i NI RMaltese\2 | 2ifaf
identity markerbetweensocialclasseq2006,pg 120). Billiard cites the difficulty in
finding original Maltese dishes;the islandswere for centuries dependentof the
outsideworld for food, and so adaptedother cuisinesto becomeitsown;d a I £ G S& S
food is an eccentricmixture of different culturesfrom the ham of Englandto the
LJ- & G (pd 119¥Shesaysthat referencesto North Africanor Arabiccuisineare
inconceivablefor some Maltese, who identify strongly as non-Muslim and non-
Arabic,and that these links have somehowbeen constructedby some sectorsof

societyin order to identify with a Mediterraneanculture or diet.

| alsolookedinto the Malteseattitude to Muslimwomenandthe hijab, throughthe
work of sociologistNathalie Grima. Her researchfound that Muslim women in
Malta feel far more visiblethan their male counterparts,becauseof their hijab; one
woman involvedin her study points out the paradoxthat the hijab is meantto be
worn for modestyand to blend in with the crowd, but wearingit in the Western

world haspreciselythe oppositeeffect (Grima,2011,pg 80).

Isthis ReallyPoliticalArt?

Therewere severallayersbehind ProjectDisintegration.Perhapsthey were not as
strongor asurgentasmanyof the worksdiscussedn the contextualreviewabove,
but | believe that some of the themes touched upon are broad and pervasive

enoughto warrantexposure.

The first was the politics of the EuropeanCommissiorthat in a sort of innocent
well-wishing, attempts to deal with situationsfar beyondl y & 2 ¢oSt@IZAs a
migrant W O NJit& Bugoge and is labelled as such by the right, the Commission

promotestoleranceandintegrationthroughan effectivetool: culture.

Thisbringsus, | think, to the secondlayer of the work. Whetherit is the European
Commissn, historians,anthropologists Europeansr the Maltesethemselvesthe

attempt to labelMalta W 9 dzNR drJ8 I MiEidtile, becauseultimately, Malta, like
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any other country, is just itself. Agendascan be pushed, links for political or
economicgain can be forged, 6 a | f lihks With Libyain the eighties,and local
political partiessidingwith one W g 2 NdithR @her are the obviousreferencehere)
but cultures can be slow to changeand not even the might of the European

CommissiortanconvinceMalta A (iséndethingthat A (nx.a

Ultimately,the work, on averybasiclevel,points a fingerat our own prejudicesand
ridicules the magnificationof differencesthat in reality are insignificant. At the
sametime, it makesa referenceto a sort of selfracismwithin Maltese society,
where elements of Arab influence are edited in or out as the context requires.
Lastly,the work also highlightsdifferences,but in a way, | hope, that questions

whetherthesedifferencesmatter at all.

The work, by its nature took on different forms. At times | found myself cutting
graffiti stencils,at others, putting together and filming W g 2 NJ aKs&ckidagy ap
illegal notices in the middle of the night. | took care not to cause permanent
damageto buildingsand made sure all those being filmed were consciousof the
premise of the filming. | even deliberately misspelledthe name of the Planning
Authority, and gavethe architecta WoeBorgthame,soasto lessenanyaccusations
of forgery. In this, the work was, perhaps,not radical, although| R A RfgeQtiat
these precautionslessenedits impact; the graffiti was on concrete temporary
blocksinsteadof originalstoneor paintwork, but it wasstill visibleto passersby for

example.

Furthermore,l could arguethat the method suited the messagein the sensethat
the work wasnot protestingagainstextremeabuseor violence;rather it wasmeant
to bring to light certain anomaliesor hypocrisiesthat existin contemporarylocal
culture and narratives.Thereforea lessobvious approachseemedto fit what the

work wastrying to say.

In his essay on Maltese identity reflected in contemporary local art, John

Baldacchinomakes an observationthat fits well with this project; he saysthat
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& t NJnhchli&e the Greeksthe Maltese sharethe predicamentof a pastthat has
been rammed into their consciousnesdrom birth. The Maltese imaginary is
hauntedby a W K A awhi2hiNtBs@laimed ,givesthem an identity that is more often
than not, acceptedin full, only to be rejectedin later R 2 £ S & @@, 162 388)%
Thereis an element of this acceptanceof a history in Project Disintegration;the
identity that Baldacchinsayswe neverhad and so could not havelost could easily
be the Arab identity that Project Disintegrationis trying to instill in the local

population.

As the work developed,| was aware of an affinity with the work of a few local
artists. An obvious similarity exists between Project Disintegrationand Bettina
| dz(i & OMafes«Canfabulationg2014).Confabulatios is a far more whimsical
and almost romantic, however the strong senseof playing with reality and of
creatingan uncertainty of what is real and what is invented existsin both works.
Another contemporary shifting of Maltese cultural realities exists in Emanuel
2 Yy doleationdf works Métamorphoseq2012);a telephonebox mergedwith
a gardjola, and a goddessof fertility with a fastfood burger combine ideas of
identity, alien cultures and a capitalist society to form a slick version of an

alterndive reality.

While | felt an affinity with the works of these artists, | am unaware of any local
artists working with an activist or strongly subversivetone in Malta. Perhapsthe
nature and sizeof the country precludeany suchbehaviour,or perhapsthe quality
of life is still sufficiently tolerable for most people so asto render such actions
pointless.In December2014, a certain lvan John GrimaHammetdonned a brand
new black suit and, with a shovel,cement and some buckets, proceededto fill
potholes with cement. He was soon arrested for his trouble, and | wonder if he
himselfwould call his actionsa work of art, but apart from someindividual street
art pieces,this is the closestl have seento a sort of artist citizen action locally.
Reasondor this could be a relative comfort of Malteselife, mentionedabove,or a
possibleW 3-8 6 ¥ 4 2 NI Kolritdthat is so small that no public act can be

carriedout anonymously.
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Will'it ChangeAnything?

The graffiti and false planning permissionnotices were important to the work; it
was here that a public reactionwas elicited, and an element of risk was involved.
Theresult was by no meansclear; | wondered,for example,if the first personto
come acrossthe planningnoticesin the morning would not just take them down

andcarryabouttheir businessrather than makinga fussaboutit.

Thegraffiti wasdeliberatelygivena positivemeaning to test a Europearpublicthat
doesnot understandit ¢ would it immediatelybe viewednegativelybecauseat was

in Arabic,where the samemessagdan Englishor Maltese may havebeenreceived
positively?l eventook careto choosenon-threateningcolours;pink for ¥ 2a@dS Q
babyblue for ¥ LIS | TBe$el® nod hereto the artistswho includedtheir message
on the set of the Homelandseries,with a more modestversionof their useof the

perceptionof Arabscriptasa decorationratherthanalanguage.

| wanted the work to somehow, as Adorno says, &¢o work at the level of
fundamentall (0 0 A ((2088% A180) and to show that a text in Arabicdoes not
necessarilyhave to be negativeor threatening. And in order to do this, it was
essentiathat the work somehowmadecontactwith the generalpublicandwasnot

only confinedto anexhibitionspace.

Thiswashow | wanted to re-tune the world just alittle.

TheWork

The work itself took the form of different items ¢ documents,photographs,film
clips and newspaper cuttings, displayed as if they were a real, informative
exhibition. Eachobject was displayedwith a smdl, informative note besideit, with
the text containedin eachkeepingup the pretensethat this was a real, historical

exhibition.
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PlanningPermissiorNotices

Thesewere designedasfake planningpermissionnoticesapparentlypostedby the

Malta Envirorment and PlanningAuthority. | identified the six theatresthat were
subjectto atheatresaudit by the Valletta2018Foundation,and usedthese,aswell

as a few other prominent theatres, on which to attach the planning permission

notices.Theproposedamendmentsin the noticeswere all the sameandincluded;

() a changeof useto the proposedamendedbuilding from a theatre to a
mosque;
(i) internal alterationsand,

(i) the addition of aminaretto the roof of the building.

Therequestsfor alterations were designedto be read clearly,and to includethe
potential Huzzword§2mosque and minaret The notices looked as realistic as
possiblewith a MEPAIlogo, a fictional reference number, and a @oe BorgXor an
architect. Thetitle of the PlanningAuthority was misspelt,saying®t f | ifistegd3 Q
of Wt ft | yThedgiawiiiden on the applicationwas later than the appealdate,
andwasgivenas27" March 2016; EasterSunday Thus,at first glanceand without
payingtoo much attention, the signswould appear real enough,but upon closer

inspection the obviousdeceptionwould soonbe clear.

e

PA/0216/375B

NOTIFICATION OF DEVELOPMENT APPLICATION
(In Terms of Regulation 6(1) of LN. 514 of 2010)

Fig.1 Oneof the planningpermissiorsignsaffixedto varioustheatre facades
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Thesignswere put up late on a Sundayevening;nobody,not eventhe police,who
were parked near one theatre, did anythingto interrupt the process,althougha
woman outside one abandoned theatre (the Rialto in Bormla) commented
positively,sayingshe had alwayswanted to seeit restored. The public reactionto
the notices was surprisingand extremely interesting, as was the difference in
reaction betweendifferent localities.By the very next day, the noticeshad caused
consternationin Bormla, with the Planning Authority contacting the police to
investigatethe case.Lateron the sameday, the LabourPartyclaimedthat the hoax
was a plan by the oppositionto discreditthe plansfor the educationalinstitution,
the Americaninstitute of Malta being built nearby. Other theatrestook longerto
notice the sign, with the signsremainingattachedto the facade of the Salesian
Theatrein Sliemafor around48 hoursafterwards.Othertheatresseemedto do the
sensiblething and simplytook down the signswithout makinganyfuss.All the local
paperstook up the story, with varioustheoriesbeingput forward asto the reason
behindthe notices.The Malta Independentwas contactedand invited to take part
in a further hoax,taking the story further, but this offer was politely declined;the

subjectwasconsideredi (i & 8 y & Aptivat@cSriversatio on 29 March2016).

Hi;tsi&ael id-decizjom ; E ' E y
ra o

| MEPA
application

| to turn Rialto

| Theatre into

| mosque
is fake

5 Police askedq

' to Investigate

¢
B -
" 1l-permess tal-MEPA i e
-Rialto kien faiz

‘ mah;hal mlgm:hnghd f'bbvik‘ Jurizolta anki 1i L.AM;"
gt ] e b ' o - tiavestiga \kas Timkien mmale

| FBormia kien sc jinbidel  tinema, CBorma. jigifiert 1

5 i inbidel  1-MEPA,  flistqarrija
_r—u.mm;:iﬁm Rialio, Kien se Ji 0,200 Ko
i tar-Rialto bhala

| L-unié¢i zewg persuni li ged
Jibzghu huma Konrad Mizzi
u Keith Schembri

Fig.2 Genuinenewspapemrticlesreportingon the fake MEPAnotices.
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Fig.3 Thesignstill onthe fagadeof the SalesiaTheatretwo dayslater

Thematerial created,ie photographsof the theatreswith the noticesaffixed, was
then usedto create a false newspaperpage. A downloadedpage of the Timesof
Malta was doctored to announcethe plans for the mosques,including positive
reaction from local stakeholders.This,along with the newspaperpage described

belowandaradiointerviewformedthe WY S Réctioidf the final exhibition.

4 AU AL 1A | Mardey, March 20, 2016
National

Six theatres set to be converted
into Mosques in five-year plan

Six theatres to take part in community initiative

Si sct Spes ce, Hon 3

w——
NOEL

Fig.4 Thefalse newspaperpage reporting on the plannedconversionof six theatresinto
mosques
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Graffiti

| thought a lot about what the graffiti should say,and for a while | considereda
Superflex-style 'white's out' rhetoric. After somethought, aswell assome caution,
the graffiti simply spread the more positive messagesof 'peace’, 'love’ and
‘happiness’,written in Arabic. Any reaction against graffiti in Arabic would be
neutralised and exposedas ignorant if the meaning of the words were to be
explained.Coincidentally the graffiti was plannedfor the weekendfollowing the
bombing attacks in Brusselson the 22nd March 2016 and in a way, the act of
putting up thesepositivewordsin seveaal localitiesin Arabicservedassomekind of
acknowledgementhat the attackswere the work of extremistsand not of the

Muslimcommunityasawhole.

Fig.5 Oneof the graffiti stenciledonto a wall in SanGwann
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The graffiti attracted far less attention than the planning permission notices,

howeversomeimageswere sharedon socialmediaa few weekslater.

Antoine Cassar
'8 o N

Kif tikteb il-kelma Gharbija hubb' (imhabba)
Mewga ged tqum,

mewgohra gejja lura

¢aghka timombla

How to wiite the Arabic word hubb' (love)
Awave rising

another wave retuming

a pebble rolls

Photo: Graffiti seen on a wall in Bisazza Street, Sliema. Malta

Fig.6 Afacebookacquaintancesharinga photo of the graffiti, unawarewho the artist was

Only one wasdeliberatelydamaged being scratchedoff a stone wall, but most, at

the time of the exhibition,arestill in place.

_Z!’"-'trél,., =
Fig.7Wt S lsctailedff awallin Gzira

Theimagesof the graffiti were alsousedto create a false newspaperarticle. This
took the form of a feelgood story describng the phenomenonasa Wa N} FFA G A

bombingby apparentlyArabicspeaking.J} OA FA &G a4 Qo
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Fig.8 Thefalsenewspapepagereportingonthe WI NI R FH KA I Q

Workshops

Photographyand recordingsas false documentationmade up a large part of the
work. Some like the workshops,were completelystagedand manufactured,while
others, like the newspapersmentioned above, were created from the sum of
different parts. | organiseda seriesof ¥ g 2 NJ dokoe fildedxand photographed
as part of the project. Thesewere populated by actors ¢ the leaders of the
workshopswere local Muslim women who were aware of the purpose of the

activity. TheW g 2 NJ Gvé&teplaiinedto include;

i) alessonin how to put on andwear a hijab, includingthe different styles
andcoloursthat canbe worn;
i) ahennatattoo lesson;

iii) a cookerydemonstrationg falafel, meatballsand mint tea.

Theworkshoproom was W R NB @ith Sdr@Arab-style props ¢ a tandoor, some
Moroccanlampsand some preservedlemons. The footage was eventually edited

into three 10-minute documentation style fiims that would resemble
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