
POSTGRADUATE ELECTIVE COURSE

ART: THEORY AND PRACTICE SINCE 1960

SESSION 5: THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION

This session deals with the topical question of visual representation as an instrument of control 

and power. The discussion is structured as follows:

(i) A brief discussion of the "aestheticization' of social life, and the consequent difficulties of 

traditional avant garde artistic strategies.

(ii)  An examination of Jean-Francois Lyotard's argument that Realism in art  is a form of 

conformism,  and  that  the  task  of  the  modern  artist  is  to  produce  "incommunicable 

statements"  which  cannot  be  fitted  in  to  the  easy  flow  of  information  within  a 

computerized society. This is followed by an introduction to his idea of the "sublime" as 

that which is "unpresentable" and thus disruptive of the dominant view of reality.

(iii) A brief discussion of the political merits of 'difficulty' within representation.
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(iv) An introduction to Louis Althusser's theory of Ideological State Apparatuses as a way of 

understanding why we seem to accept the world as it is.

(v)  A discussion of aspects of the work of Jenny Holzer. Rather than working  outside the 

technological flow of images and messages (as suggested by Lyotard), Holzer attempts to 

'defamiliarize' reality from within  these systems.

(vi)  An introduction to Barthes's theory of myth as "anonymous ideology".

(vii)  A discussion  of  Barbara  Kruger's  work  in  terms  of:  (a)  its  relation  to  mass  media 

imagery;  (b) the relation of image to text;  (c)  the significance of her use of personal 

pronouns such as "I", "You", "We", etc.; (d) her use of stereotypes and 'poses'.

(vii)  A discussion  of  Martha  Rosler's  The Bowery  in  Two Inadequate  Descriptive  Systems 

(1974-5) in terms of the destabilization of image/text relations, and the problems of the 

artist "speaking on behalf of" the subjects whom he/she represents.

(viii)  A discussion of some of Sophie Calle's work (with special emphasis on Suite Vénitienne, 

1983), focusing on ways in which the camera is used as an instrument of surveillance 

which transgresses the boundaries between public and private.

The general conclusion to this session is that representation is not a neutral activity, but one 

which has a profound effect upon our lives.

Representation...is not...neutral; it is an act...of power in our culture.  [Craig Owens, 

"Representation, Appropriation, and Power" in Beyond Recognition, 1992, p.91]

Images change us as we change them; they are part of the contest that is social change, the 

contest of differing histories and ideas [Sandy Nairne, State of the Art, p.20]

...the 'political' and the 'aesthetic' are the inseparable, simultaneously present, faces of the 

postmodern problematic.  

                          [Victor Burgin, The End Of Art Theory, pp.163-4]

Readings and References:
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Louis Althusser Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, New Left   Books, 

1971.  (Contains  "Ideology  and  Ideological  State 

Apparatuses", pp.121-173)

Michael Auping Jenny Holzer, Universe, 1992.

Roland Barthes Mythologies , Granada, 1973.

Roland Barthes Camera Lucida, Flamingo, 1984.

Victor Burgin The End Of Art Theory, MacMillan, 1986. See especially 

"The Absence of Presence", pp.29-50.

Sophie Calle Suite Vénitienne,  Bay Press, 1983. Also contains  an essay 

by Jean Baudrillard.

Michel Foucault Power/Knowledge. Selected Interviews and Other Writings  

1972-1977, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1980.

Frieze, Issue 3, 1992 Contains articles on Sophie Calle.

Jean-Francois Lyotard The Postmodern Explained to Children, Turnaround, 1992.

Sandy Nairne State of the Art, Chatto & Windus/Channel 4, 1987. (See 

chapter  5  "Politics,  Intervention  and  Representation"  , 

pp.164-204)

Craig Owens Beyond Recognition, California University Press, 1992. See 

especially:  "The  Discourse  of  Others:  Feminists  and 

Postmodernism", pp.166-190 (also included in Hal Foster 

(ed)  Postmodern  Culture,  Pluto,  1985,  pp.57-82);  "The 

Medusa  Effect,  or,  The  Spectacular  Ruse",  pp.191-200; 

"Posing",  pp.201-217;  "The  Indignity  of  Speaking  for 

Others: An Imaginary Interview", pp.259-262)

Parkett , No. 36, 1993 Contains several articles on Sophie Calle.
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Jeanne Siegel (ed) Art  Talk.  The  Early  80s,   Da  Capo,  1988.  (Contains 

interviews  with  Hans  Haake,  Jenny  Holzer  and  Barbara 

Kruger).

4


