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fa~cination wi~h traditi~n, Nagy and Perrino have, perhaps more than most 
pamters of theIr generatIOn, seen how much the moderateness of adhenn· g to ._ 
to ·al d t· .. pIC 

n oc nne IS mversely proportional to the ambitions of the intellectual tak 
. ed t tlinin· . s es 

rum a ou g our socIety. It is effectively a question of deciding to cut through 
the ~0!5ance and submissions of an epoch, to cut to the roots of aesthetic and ethi
cal illUSIon, through the phantasmagoria that was the 1980s. 

Such a militant liberation of obliterated signifiers puts into question the over
t~ow of the specular structure, now so tired and sleepy it dreams of pictorial inven
tIon. 

DAMAGED SPEECH. 
ON RECENT POLITICAL ART 

ROBERT JENSEN 

"Damaged Speech" describes the difficulty that contemporary artists en
counter when they attempt to address clearly social and political issues all the while 
continuing to work within the modernist tradition. Artists like Hans Haacke, Jen
ny Holzer, Victor Burgin, and many others have attempted to reconcile political 
speech with the modernist, specifically formalist, idiom. (It will be one of this 
essay's assertions that there exists a strong formalist continuity between the prac
tices of modernism and what commonly passes for socially critical "postmodernist" 
art.) Much of the political art that is being made today, especially in New York, has 
declared its ambition to overturn mythic speech. But its practices have themselves 
been compromised through the myth of the avant-garde which is closely tied to the 
marketplace. With the support of Marxist-informed theoretical discourses artists 
have attempted to adjust their form to suit their theory, in an effort to control both 
how the work is produced and - this is much trickier - how it is to be received. 

The ambition to be both modernist and political, avant-garde but not com
mercial, both producer and principal critic of a work's meaning is not new. In 1935 
Surrealist poet and theorist Andre Breton asked: 

Is there, properly speaking, is there or is there not an art of the left capable of 
defending itself, and I mean by that one capable of justifying its 'advanced' 
technique by the very fact that it is in the service of a leftist state of min& Is 
it vain to seek to discoverja cause-and-effect relationship between this state of 
mind and this technique? 

The realization of Breton's program remains even today very much in question. A 
Breed Apart, Land Rover, South Africa (1981), a typical work by Haacke, juxta
poses corporate advertising language with a photograph that refers to the English 
company's sales of military transport to the South African government. Haacke's 
piece asserts at once a political critique and a modernist idiom (even when that 
idiom is not readily apparent, disguised by the work's resemblance to advertising). 

Political art like Haacke's is an art of apparent facts, or what Benjamin 
Buchloh has called "factographic" art.

2 
The "counter-facts" presented by Haacke 

are used against the dominant myths of our society, to explode from the inside the 
language of advertising and political control. The claims made by critics like Buch
loh for the political character and efficacy of the work of those media-oriented ar
tists who are heirs to the conceptual art tradition (such as Martha RosIer, Burgin, 
Kruger, Holzer, or Haacke) - that they strive for the "factographic" in their art -
do not necessarily reflect the artists' intentions. Yet, because it has been argued 
that these artists are capable of presenting indisputable statements concerning 
social reality, ostensibly unfiltered by artistic interests or even, in a sense, by ideolo-
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gy, I feel justified in this context to allow the critics to speak for the artists. It is es
pecially important to interrogate the claims of "factographic" art as a demytholo
gizing speech now that it has become not only the "in" language of the New York 
avant-garde, but also the dominant one.

3 

Such art operates on the assumption that the traditional media of painting 
and sculpture are perhaps irrevocably impoverished, compromised by capitalism 
and the commodification of art. Its supporters argue that, in particular, pictorial 
realism as a means for political art has been bankrupt even since the 1930s, when 
realism became the universal language for the transmission of programmatic mes
sages of political authority. Realist painting, whether by a Nazi painter or by Nor
man Rockwell, enters into the world of myth, of the representation of these indivi
duals as if they were in a natural, essentially depoliticized state. Myth, as Roland 
Barthes observed, is a form of depoliticized speech, the presentation of the world as 
if it were naturally, as a matter of course, this way and no other. That is perhaps one 
reason why "factographic" art is so much concerned with language, and has, when 
pictorial at all, preferred photography. For photography has acquired its new, high 
culture cachet from its commonality with advertising - with the TV culture in 
which we live - the inverse, negating partner to the "culture industry." In sharp 
contrast to the "messy" media of painting or performance, photography lends itself 
to the demands of "deconstructive" reflections on the nature of media. Paradoxical
ly, photography is also privileged for its claim to an inherent facticity. It appears to 
have a special kind of seemingly neutral speech (an "uncoded message" Barthes 
would say), but, of course, it is the same language exploited so well by advertising. 

In the last twenty years Marxist social critique has been united with modern
ist practices, having at its locus media theory. Beginning with Marshall McLuhan's 
idea that "the medium is the message," - now much revised - what most informs 
and delineates current left-wing political discourse in the arts is the struggle over 
the nature of media and its operations. For many, avant-gardism has come to be 
identified with politically leftist, media-oriented work. This art has enjoyed in recent 
years a privileged status over other kinds of art, over neo-expressionism, feminist 
performance, and other artistic strategies not grounded in the conceptual art tradi
tion. Such status is not necessarily conferred by high prices, although these too 
have come, but by the favorable criticism it has received from the leading theoreti
cal art magazines like October; consequently, it is now coming to be supported by 
the leading museums in New York and elsewhere (witness the much criticized 
Whitney exhibition Image World and the Los Angeles Contemporary Art 
Museum's only slightly less impoverished A Forest of Signs). 

So it is a Haacke-like sense of analytical detachment, a pretense to facticity 
and an ironic voice (e.g. Burgin), that pervades most politically avant-garde art to
day. This guarantees that such art will be recognized as suitably avant-garde, pro
viding the straightest path to commercial and artistic recognition. The avant-garde 
is no longer an outsider's party; to an important degree, the Marxist-informed, radi
calized 60s avant-garde has now become entrenched in the art world. 

Many of these well-publicized forms of political art today have - uninten
tionally, but perhaps inevitably - played the avant-gardist game, what the Italian 
painter Francesco Clemente calls "the final picture," that is, an aesthetic "end-
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game" that vies to cancel out all its predecessors. This may now be recognized as 
the bankrupt dream of the avant-garde. It is also a truism that the art world so 
often must first recognize the art as avant-garde before it will consider its politics. 
Such work, therefore, often conforms to the same cult of originality that many con
temporary artists have sought to overthrow, but which survives because it remains 
the primary measurement of importance, that which gives a work legitimacy in 
New York and around the world. 

Clearly the frame of reference for such a 'final picture' has strongly shifted 
since the days of Malevich's Black Square (1915). Abstraction has now been 
thoroughly repudiated as offering such a picture. The question is no longer what is 
represented or how, but an interrogation of representation itself; this is the new 
road that many follow toward the final picture. 

Such art, if we are to believe Hal Foster, is "anti-aesthetic," following upon 
the "de-skilling of art" initiated by conceptual artists in the late 1960s.

4 
But, this 

apparent lack of aestheticism can, consciously or not, serve to hide the high art pre
tensions of artists like Haacke. Their work is held to be above the problem of com
modification; they are said to resist social cooptation. Yet this high art tradition is 
as difficult to dispense with as the intrusion of commodification into our cultural 

life. 
Since the 60s, inspired to a greater or lesser degree by Marxist criticism, 

there has arisen an art devoted precisely to resolving the dialectic between Breton's 
"state of mind" and "technique." By closely analyzing the relationship between one 
and the other the new political art purports to be within itself a representation of a 
de-mythologizing act. Artists who would possibly adhere to Marxist-informed 
social critique, while remaining modernists in sensibility, must be intensely self-con
scious of their practice as artists and critical of every process of representation. 
They may depersonalize their work as much as possible in order to engage in the de
construction of artistic practice, an attempt to strip away false ideologies and the 
master narratives of late-capitalist society. 

To understand the prestige given to the cool, ironic, deconstructive mode of 
American political art, one has to see it as the direct heir to the two central legacies 
of the 60s, formalism and political activism, which have been tightly, yet awkward
ly woven together. First, the 1960s have given us as an enduring model a most 
rigorous formalist artistic language, the product of the attempt by artists to reduce 
their means to the most pure of expressions. This was the language of the high art 
tradition sanctioned both by influential critics like Clement Greenberg and by the 
radical critical theory of the Frankfurt School, which saw high art - that is, avant
garde art - as a form of resistance to the leveling of society and culture by the con
ditions of capitalism. According to Greenberg, in order to overcome its absorption 
by mass culture, modernism had to seek constantly to purify itself, to seek exclu
sively that which belonged only to itself, so that it would be most resistant to the 
cooptations of the "culture industry." The value of abstract, objectified, and often 
ironically positioned modernist art rested for Greenberg precisely in its disavowal of 
social and political references. Art's very autonomy was its political critique. 

The implicitly moralist tone of formalist purism was then turned on its head 
by the events of the 1960s and the postmodernist condition which they can be said 
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to have catalyzed. The social and political responsibilities and contexts for art were 
recovered from the dominance of the Greenbergian world view. However, the post
modem critique preserved the purifying impulse of modernism, the reductive grids, 
the "authority" of the ironic voice, the essentially abstract language of the modern
ist high art tradition that Greenberg so powerfully embodied. No matter how poli
tical, what makes a work "avant-garde" is its formalist aesthetics. 

The repudiation of aesthetic autonomy was predicated on the recognition 
that the locations in which aesthetic experiences occur, such as the gallery, the 
museum, and even the home, were not socially neutral. Therefore, what was injected 
into the artistic situation in New York from 1968 was not only the anti-narrative 
and anti-representational sensibility of formalism, but also an evolving critique of 
art as a commodity object. Formalism survived the attempt by artists to avoid the 
"embourgeoisement" of their art by willing a different formal practice than what 
they perceive as the apolitical humanism of American high culture. By self-con
sciously employing a formal language thought to be inherently critical - which in 
turn would affect the way in which the content of their work was received by its au
dience - they would forestall any absorption of their art by what the German poet 
and Marxist theoretician, Hans Magnus Enzenberger, has called the "industrializa
tion of the mind." They built into their work a certain indigestibility. 

The tools that have been enlisted by radical theory in support of avant-garde 
political art are comparatively few: the principles of montage and collage - particu
larly as they were worked out by John Heartfield in his anti-fascist photomontages 
of the late 1920s and 30s. Therein seemingly arbitrary juxtapositions of elements 
throw new "deconstructive" light on the elements so ordered - the principle of de
mythologizing - an essentially literary practice that analyzes language in order to 
show the underlying assumptions in the text concerning relationships of power, 
authority, and so on. Now we have the right and the obligation to be critical of the 
claims to truth said to be embodied in montage. As propaganda, the willful influenc
ing of political belief, their usefulness has been certified in practice by both the Left 
and the Right. Their "truthfulness," however, is simply an ideological pipedream. 

An alternative strategy, which makes nothing but the lowest claims to 
"truthfulness" may be the most effective tool of artistic political critique (endlessly 
certified by political caricature): the principle of transgression elevated to radical 
practice. Transgression suggests the imposition of a "low" order of experience, low
life, the ribald, what is sexually repressed, and so on, on to the elevated discourses 
of art, or morality, rupturing the apparent seamlessness of "normal" bourgeois 
social life and values. To transgress is to strip away the veneer of the prevailing or 
comfortable view of the world with a dose of "real" reality. Such was the basic pre
mise behind Dada, as in Francis Picabia's virulent mockery of the pretensions of the 
modernist high art tradition in his Hommage a Cezanne (1920), where the artist is 
presented as a stuffed monkey. 

Transgressive art has always flourished outside the established institutions 
of art, in the first activities of Dada, in the Happenings and the psychedelia of the 
1960s, in punk. But today, a far more sober (what I believe we may justifiably call a 
puritanical and rationalized) political art has prevailed. Artists like Haacke, Kruger, 
and Holzer employ montage and deconstructive literary techniques as analytical 
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tools, viewing art not as aesthetic - that is, in expressive, personal, and emotional 
terms - but as political and philosophical practice. 

One can sense the continuing power and authority of this art today by con
sidering the case of feminism. In the first wave of militant feminist art (as exempli
fied by Judy Chicago) feminism turned its back on the whole language of 60s for
malism, seeing it as a perpetuation of the male-dominated art world. The "systems 
aesthetic" that was reflected in a wide range of the late 60s art - from conceptual 
art to the environmentalist positions of Robert Smithson - represented for many 
feminist artists a rationalization of experience that was inherently patriarchal. In 
its place, feminism sought to identify and construct an alternative aesthetics and a 
new politics. Feminism provided the strongest challenge yet to the canon of great 
artists, rejecting it as gender specific. The concept of the artist as hero and vision
ary, upon which the avant-garde was based, was viewed as phallocentric. It 
repudiated the cult of originality and the conception of modernism as a competition 
among artists over the final picture. Above it, it hoped to forge a new identity for 
women's art based on difference - to which Chicago gave the most famous, or in
famous, realization as the vaginal imagery in the Dinner Party. 

Chicago's solution to the feminist identity was basically representational, to 
find a visual metaphor or collection of metaphors that would stand for the "essen
tial" female experience. Chicago and many other feminist artists tried to work out a 
typology of features, many drawn from the "low art" forms of the craft tradition, 
that would distinguish women's art from men's art. Feminist artists and critics also 
investigated autobiographical, intimate, emotional forms of art in which subjectivi
ty dominates over the objective voice. For example, Suzanne Lacy - in a work call
ed She Would Would Fly performed in 1977 - reacted to the brutal rape murders of 
numerous women by the so-called "Hillside Strangler," by employing as performers 
women who had been raped. The event consisted of three parts: a non-public shar
ing of experiences among the performers themselves, a written and pictorial docu
mentation of the trauma of their rapes which was then hung inside a gallery, and 
the final public presentation of this work and the women themselves - naked, 
covered in blood, crouching over the doorway of the gallery. At the center of the 
room, hanging from the ceiling was the carcass of a lamb, with pseudo-wings at
tached. Such direct, expressive, personal and profoundly emotional statements 
typified feminist performance at that time. 

Generally the art world reacted guardedly to such feminist work - both the 
style and the content were suspect. If the subjectivity and emotionalism of 70s 
feminism ran counter to the "objectivity" and rationalism of conceptual/media art, 
so too was essentialism rejected for being intellectually and politically naive. But as 
feminist artists sought to counter these objections and to abandon their earlier es
sentialist positions, many were led back again, like Kruger and Holzer, to the pseu
do-scientific "objectivity," the neutrality, rationality, and spirit of research passed 
down from the conceptual (and minimalist) art tradition. Paradoxically, while some 
feminist artists realized through the investigation of the dominant male discourses 
that such metanarratives as Marxism can only be relatively true, the repudiation of 
the essentialist, autobiographical, and emotional figures of earlier feminist art has 
participated in the same "avant-gardist" model of an evolutionary, exclusionary ad-
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vance of art, a new form of truth-telling that directly or inadvertently cancels out 
the ~~orts of.i~s predecessors. For the more "politically" and "theoretically" correct 
felTIllllst posItIOns of today, feminist art of the essentialist 70s variety appears 
retrograde, if not reactionary. 

In light of what has happened to feminist art, the principal question in con
temporary political art today has now become what can be represented versus what 
cannot. The history of women's art has been the history of the marginal, as it exists 
on .the borders of acceptable representation. Today, many of the women political 
artIStS who have become well-known, such as Kruger, have done so in part because 
they ~ve ad~pted the model of (male) conceptual art. In Kruger's cool, photo
graphic technique, where she plays with the ambiguity of the identifiying "you" 
and "they," one sees how this form of political art accepts and perpetuates blinders 
on the possibilities for representation, blinders that are puritanical and formalist, 
even though they claim to be Marxist. They are anti-messy, anti-confused anti
emotional, anti-sensual, anti-feeling. What can be said now is as exclusive ~f the 
varieties of art as the Greenbergian aesthetic ever was. 

The critical and commercial success in the 80s of the cool, associative, work 
of artists like Haacke, Holzer, and Burgin - is an object lesson in the limitations of 
a built-in "indigestibility." Their art has been so self-consciously constrained about 
,;hat it is possible to say and how to say it that their work often communicates-very 
little. Inadvertently, such art may make a plea for the very "timelessness" that it 
has self-consciously repudiated. Already the avant-garde positions and placement 
of these artists' work means that they generally reach an audience either predispos
ed to agree with the political message, or willing to overlook the work's content for 
the sake of art, fashion, or whatever. It is hard to imagine anyone among her atten
ti.ve audiences willing to identify themselves with the "you" or "they" of Kruger's 
discour~. Still. the question remains as to whether such work informs one's engage
ment WIth the Issues at hand more powerfully than do other alternative, non-artistic 
means. Attempts like Holzer's to get out of the gallery space and into the street 
have ~ot necess~y led to a more powerful political statement nor entered any 
more mto the public sphere than it would have done in the gallery. Distance, not en
gagement, is the function of her ironic tone. Her work is as comfortably placed in a 
museum as on the street. 

In the last few years there have been significant efforts to overthrow the 
hegemonic rule of "deconstructive" political speech in the arts. The Jesse Helms' af
fair, the work done on behalf of AIDS research, the homeless, and other such 
cause~, have galvanized all kinds of artists. This new sense of urgency and social 
conSCIOusness among artists has attempted to get outside the concerns of both the 
New York avant-garde and the market. Much of this art, embodied by such artists 
as Sue Coo, repreSents transgressive, virulently satirical work that is hot compared 
to the cool aesthetic. It often falls within the tradition of political caricature that 
stems from Hogarth to Daumier to George Grosz - that is, outside the high art, 
and therefore, outside the avant-garde position. In Coo's case, the work is heatedly 
re~resentational and ?vertly polemical, in sharp contrast to Haacke, who appears to 
WIsh to evade polelll1cs for a kind of unquestioned facticity. 

Moreover, such art is beginning to find new institutional legitimacy and pub-
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lic standing as embodied by The Decade Show.' A particularly moving testament 
to the expansion of political discourse may also be found in the current traveling ex
hibition curated by Lucy Lippard, A Different War: Vietnam in Art

6 

Lippard 
brings together recent art with contemporary indictments of the war, embracing 
artists as diverse in means as RosIer, Robert Colescott, and William Wiley, all 
united by the common experience of moral outrage. The show opens up alternative 
histories of political art that since 1968 have been subordinated to the conceptualist 

tradition. 
Aesthetic diversity and institutional legitimacy doos not necessarily bring to 

an end the problem of political speech in modernist art nor overthrow the primacy 
of the marketplace. But I think we have come to gain at the beginning of the 90s an 
understanding that conformism may be found as much in "politically correct" art 
Gust as in theoretical positions) as in that which it opposes. What Bertolt Brecht 
wrote in 1938 against the prevailing aesthetics of social realism is still applicable to
day: "Anyone who is not a victim of formalistic prejudice knows that the truth can 
be suppressed in many ways and must be expressed in many ways. ,,7 

Notes 
1. Andre Breton, "Political Position of Surrealism," in Manifestos of Surrealism, trans. R. 

Seaver and H.R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1972), pp. 205-278, 

esp. 215. 
2. Buchloh introduced the term in his essay "From Faktura to Factography," October, 

no. 30 (Fall 1984), pp. 82-119 and applied it in a positive sense to Haacke in the article 
"Hans Haacke: Memory and Instrumental Reason," Art in America, vol. 76 (February 
1988), pp. 96-109. Note 13 to the latter article gives Buchloh's most straightforward 
definition: '''factography ' can be defined as an art practice in which the facticity of 
given social, political, and economical circumstances were seen as complex and impor
tant enough to merit artistic representation; it assumed that the new masses of indus
trial societies would warrant new participatory forms of art production that directly re
lated to their daily experiences and thus transcended the traditional class limitations 
imposed by the esoteric standards of advanced bourgeois ;isual culture. ~e f~ct?" 
graphy certainly constitutes the epitome of instrumentalized cultural practIce, It IS 
wrong to conflate its ventures with 'mere' journalism . . . . " Buchloh does not tell us 
why this is a mistake. And he treats "factography" as a historical category, but it is a 
term he seems himself to have made up, and which appears as a synonym of the "anti
aesthetic." This definition seems not as meaty as its rhetoric. One quickly stumbles 
over his pretensions to "facticity " and "artistic representation" and "participatory 
forms of art production." What the "factographic" is, Buchloh never makes clear. 

3. That at least some political and avant-garde artists do subscribe directly to the "facti
city" of their art is confirmed by the example of Haacke, who ~ ~97~ stated: " I do not 
want to practice agitation which appeals or accuses. I am satisfied if I can provoke a 
consciousness of a general context and mutual dependence by facts alone. Facts are 
probably stronger and often less comfortable than even the best intended opinions. In 
the past one defined symbolic signs for the processes of reality and thus transposed 
them for the most part onto an ideal level. By contrast I would like to make the pro
cesses themselves appear and I see my work in explicit contradiction to 'abstract' art. " 
This text is quoted approvingly by Buchloh, 1988, note 13. 

4. See Hal Foster's anthology of contemporary criticism and art theory, The Anti-Aesthe
tic (Port Townsend, W A: Bay Press, 1983) in which, not very convincingly, the new 
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tendencies in art are made to exemplify an anti-aestheticism "De-skillin " . te 
which is deceptively inaccurate and is used, characteristically' by Buchlohgto1sd

a ~bm 
"th' . ,escn e 

e entire generatlOn of post-minimal and conceptual artists. " See Buchl h 1988 101. 0 , ,p. 

The Decade Show (New York: Museum of Contemporary Hispanic Art The Ne 
Museum, The Studio Museum, 1990). ' w 

Lucy R. Lippard, A Different War: Vietnam in Art (Seattle: Whatcom Museum of His
tory and Art & The Real Comet Press, 1990). 

Brecht, "Against Georg Lukacs," in Aesthetics and Politics (London: New Left 
Books, 1980), pp. 68-85, esp. 83. ' 

SPANISH HAARLEM 

DARYL CHIN 

In the summer of 1989, I attended two film events in Europe: the San Sebas
tian Film Festival in Spain, and Dutch Film Days in the Netherlands. These invita
tions came under the auspices of Wendy Liddell, the director of the International 
Film Circuit, a non-profit distribution organization which tours packages of foreign 
films to media centers, universities, and non-profit theaters throughout the United 
States. The problems of foreign film distribution in the United States have never 
been more acute, and how imperative for the film industries of other countries, I 
would discover during my trip. 

Immediately, it should be stated that the two events were (seemingly) dicho
tomous: one was an international film festival, with films both in and out of compe
tition from many countries; the other was a national film symposium, with films 
(supposedly) from one country. The reason for the qualification was that the defini
tion of nationalism in film production at this time has become elusive. The Dutch 
Film Days is an annual event where all the productions sponsored by the Dutch 
film industry and the Dutch government are screened for film professionals, stu
dents, and press. This definition of "Dutch film" applies to any film with Dutch fi
nancing, so, in 1989, one "Dutch film" was Peter Greenaway's The Cook, The Thief, 
His Wife, and Her Lover, which was produced by Kees Kasander, who is Dutch. 
Though the San Sebastian Film Festival is an international festival, the emphasis is 
on films from what can be considered the Spanish diaspora, that is, Spanish-lan
guage films from Latin America as well as regional films from Spain in other dia
lects and languages such as Catalon and Basque. 

Another aspect of these events was the increasing "international" renown of 
these national industries, and, for "international," read "American market." Pedro 
Almodovar's films, in particular, Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, 
have been breakthroughs in the American art-house circuit; though Spanish films 
had been in general American distribution before, none had attained the box-office 
successes of the Almodovar films. Though the Dutch film industry stressed the im
portance of their artistic achievements, there was constant mention of Paul Vel'
hooven, whose RoboCop had proven that a Dutch director could make an American 
megahit. 

Hovering over these events, casting a definite shadow over any discussion of 
national film industries, was 1992, the date when the economic systems of Western 
Europe would be unified. How this will affect film production was a cause for in
tense speculation. 

The film industries of Europe always have been supported through govern
mental subsidy in one form or another. Though this has never supplanted the com-
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