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Abstract

This project proposes the condition of the artist as global cosmopolitan moving between ideas and ideations, cultivating the virtues and submitting to the dilemmas of identity and identification on two axes or horizons in a globalised world: time and space. This is not about crossing given borders. This is about art as a mobile site of knowledge in a global condition where the notion of the border is an impossible crossing. Both art and globalisation are presented as conditions which engage with the crisis of meaning. The paper has three moves. Firstly it narrates the condition of the aporia – a space without passage; secondly it engages with conditions of globalisation and artist as cosmopolitan; and thirdly it returns to art as a process of revealing the aporia in a globalised world where there is no easy passage to meaning. The overall aim is to excavate genealogies of knowledge practices and to find a critical purchase for our present understandings of art and the artist in a globalised world where meaning is constantly in flux, even in crisis.
Introduction

New Zealand based Samoan artist Fatu Feu’u said, ‘Part of our cultural survival is doing our art. If we don’t, then we are lost. We are lost in another country, without an identity’ (1999 cited in Grierson, 2002: 156). 

Feu’u speaks here of cultural survival as a process of identity formation. If we take identity beyond or outside the mimetic field of replication upon which the Western art disciplines were formed, the ‘whatever is, is’ of the Aristotelean categories, we locate a condition where the replication of culture as a fixed notation is an impossibility. This discussion considers the artist as cosmopolitan in respect of ideas and practices, working with the potential for interruption of fixed forms and categorised identities. Such interruption suggests the Derridean notion of tremor in the space of being-within where one is-without: the aporia: a without, poria passage; that place without passage (Greek).

Art in this proposition is presented as a conditional practice through which a space of not-being might be identified in the impossibility of being. I speak here of art not as a mimetic or utilitarian function, not as a matter of taste or aesthetic judgement, but as a process of revealing in the Heideggerian sense (see Heidegger 1999, and discussion in Grierson, 2004). This is about putting the work of art to work as a way of revealing something of the world and bringing the world into the moment of immanence of being-in-time. This is about the artist working with the process of the ‘to be’ that is ‘not yet’, crossing borders that are not yet defined, finding a way of revealing through thinking and knowing as a conditional practice. Through this enquiry I trust that something will be revealed in the anticipated moment of mobility that marks the creative practices of contemporary art and the artist in a globalised world.

Globalisation is talked about as ‘one of the lynch terms of the current age … the discourse of our times … a new world order … a transformation of our times, which demands theorisation’ (Albrow, 1999). Following this logic, my research engages such theorising in order to promote awareness of political frames within which art as a site of knowledge may be situated in these conditions. The conditionality of both globlisation and art brings them into close proximity as profoundly complex genealogies open for excavation. 

A Crisis of Meaning

It could be said that putting the law of the border to the test is a condition of globalisation. With meaning and the tests of truth in flux the modernist signifier ‘artist’ is ripped from its referent as never before as the fluid movement of people, instant transmission of ideas, information and finance cast us unwittingly into new locations, reformulations of identity and shifting identifications. Meaning is put to the test as the signs of art and identity are put to the test of meaning; so also is the work of art and the work of artist. 

Much is written and spoken about art and identity whereby their naming has too easily become assumed, fixed, even clichéd. In this time of globalisation nothing is as simple as it seems and indeed it may be said that globalisation is a crisis of meaning, a condition whereby meaning is constantly in flux, and that this crisis marks our contemporary global culture. Perhaps the constant need for re-invention places the artist increasingly as agent of, and product of meaning-testing and meaning-formation, but working always in the spaces of possible meanings, the relations of this idea and that other reference. Perhaps the artist languages a mode of survival through art as a passage to some sort of revealing of new meanings in the reverberating relations of being in a contemporary world. 

If this be so, and if the process of art has the capacity to materialise ideas and references across the double axes of time and space, then the process of being an artist may be likened to one of cosmopolitanism. Conditions of global mobility or cosmopolitanism are discussed in the globalisation literature (see for example Tomlinson, 2000). However this proposition of the artist as global cosmopolitan positions the cosmopolitan as a cultural figure if you like; one who negotiates ideas and materiality across time and space; one who wanders about in the neighbourhood of the question, as Derrida puts it (1993: 3). And tracing through the questions and conceptions of Derrida we hear Heidegger: “Questioning builds a way. We would be advised, therefore, above all to pay heed to the way, and not to fix our attention on isolated sentences and topics. The way is a way of thinking” (Heidegger 1977: 3).

Methodology

Following the Heideggerian way of thinking, there are three moves in the way this paper discloses the work of the artist as global cosmopolitan. The first move considers art and cultural practices. For example indigenous culture from Aotearoa New Zealand knows art or the arts as taonga, treasures, which are manifested and revealed through artefact, song, dance, and te reo, language, as identifying cultural practices. 

In this discussion Aotearoa New Zealand, Australia, Hong Kong are named not as nations with prescribed borders and too-easily articulated cultures. What is at issue here is art’s place in the process of revealing the aporia where meaning is without-passage, in crisis – as characterises globalisation. Here is the conditionality of our encounters or as Derrida puts it, here is “the double concept of the border, from which this aporia comes to be determined” (Derrida, 1993: 18). These are encounters – social, economic, material, linguistic – that bring forth into disclosure the conditions of proximity and distance. 

Thus, any focus on the border exposes moments of oscillation with time and space, between one location and another, one body of thought and practice and another, one group of people and another, one set of founding assumptions and another. On the horizons of thought and practice, poetics and pragmatics coalesce as they defer with echoes of Heidegger and Derrida tracing through the texts.

The second move in this discussion is concerned with globalisation and cosmopolitanism and how these terms may be revealed through art practice and the work of art and the artist (see Grierson, 2004). The concept of revealing is used here in the Heideggerian sense as a process of opening to the world and bringing the world into the site of vision, dwelling or encounter. Here is a doubling of proximity and distance; the work of art unconcealing as it conceals in its revealing process. Thinking through globalisation is crucial here.

The third returns to art with the overall aim to excavate genealogies of practice and find a critical purchase to our present understandings of art and the artist. This section considers the horizons of temporality and spatiality in moving to the proximity of a borderless state where the aporia of meaning can be recognised and acknowledged.

Thus it might be seen that putting the process of enquiry to work as a work of art positions my research horizon as one of disclosure (see Grierson, 2004).

Move One. 

The Aporia: Beyond the law of the border

Derrida has shown us that here is not an indifferent time or place as we come face-to-face with the aporia, the space without passage in and through language.

I found myself there, across the Tasman, and a question was persisting: When new to a place, searching for a familiar face, what echoes through the silences? Entering the space, I was walking into a Melbourne University as an employee for the first time in a city that Richard Florida (2005) claims is one of the most creative in the world. Creative or not I had no bank account, no tax file number, no fixed abode, and no language that could give honour to this land. 

It was fifteen days into February, very hot as I recall: 15. 2. 05. Neither tourist nor visitor, host nor stranger, a diasporic persona, in deferral, known only for the title yet lacking a known history. Poetics called. I had a task. It was to open a visiting Korean Professor’s exhibition at the Bowen Street Gallery. A welcoming: what language would I speak? This was not my land; I had been there one day.

Haere Mai, Haere Mai, Haere Mai, Welcome, Welcome, Thrice Welcome. I heard a voice echoing from somewhere. Was this the unconcealment of a concealed act of knowing that we can never return to the same, as Levinas has shown? This greeting from the land, an-other land, calls the visitors forward; yet here we were all strangers to this place. There could be no naming, no claiming, no fixed language that would speak this aporia, this place without passage. Was this moment a projecting forward, a taking hold of future possibility? Or was it an oscillating moment of a borderless departure, a not-yet arrival? What moment of becoming was being revealed here?

Wittgenstein said that language is the limits of our being. What language do we speak when we are strangers in the passages of time? At the Hong Kong Museum of Art an installation by Xu Bing, A Book from the Sky (1987-1991) reveals language as cultural practice as it crosses time and technology. Xu Bing as a figure of invention speaks of books and language with over 4000 imaginary Chinese characters designed and printed via traditional wooden movable blocks onto Chinese papers installed in stitch-bound book format and vertical scrolls. Here is a meeting of Classical Chinese practices of printing and calligraphy and Western conventions of display. Culture and language are taken very seriously here while at the same time they are intervened through the signs of languages that are not-yet and may never have been. The artist invents new calligraphic marks via old technological practices and in so doing reinvests cultural genealogies of with new ways of seeing and revealing.

Here is the artist as global cosmopolitan navigating a way from knowledge to knowledge, location to location, tracing ideas through time and across space. Art is the passage that leaves the traces as it smudges the surface of reciprocity and necessity, poetics and pragmatics. In Xu Bing’s work the interruption of ‘truth’ in calligraphic marks are authentic to the eye, yet not one of those calligraphic marks has any known meaning other than the conceptual terrain they suggest. In the conceptual crossings thresholds of knowledge are identified by both artist and viewer and via different modes of interpretation meaning may break through the silences.

Derrida asks, “Is it possible once the interruption … resembles the mark of a borderly edge, the mark of a threshold not to be trespassed?” (1993: 17). How can an interruption identify a threshold? we may ask. Yet the calligraphic marks of Xu Bing interrupt the known references of Chinese writing just as the voice calling Haere Mai interrupted the silence of not-knowing what language to speak that February day. In both these examples the figure of invention is put to the test in passages of thought and creative practice that “resemble a structure of temporality, an instantaneous dissociation from the present, a différance in being-with-itself” (17).

What is at stake here is a process  of recognising difference in what Derrida calls “welcoming foreigners in order not only to integrate them but to recognize and accept their alterity” (1993: 18). An act of hospitality can only be poetic. Xu Bing deals with those acts of hospitality, of being Chinese in a borderless world, of questioning culture while also asserting that culture is something to be seriously engaged.
 Similar acts of hospitality are revealed as te reo Maori (Maori language) reasserts itself in the spaces of Western knowledge systems and their dominating structures and expectations.

Move Two: 

Globalisation and Cosmopolitanism 

Given that art reveals new possibilities for meaning-making, how can the work of art and the artist reveal new understandings of globalisation and cosmopolitanism? The concept of revealing is used here in the Heideggerian sense as a process of opening to the world and bringing the world into the site of vision, dwelling or encounter. Here is a doubling of proximity and distance; the work of art unconcealing as it conceals in its revealing process. Thinking through globalisation is crucial here.

According to standard lexicon, global is ‘of or relating to the whole world; worldwide’; from globus a spherical object; with globe derived from Latin globus (OED, 1998: 780). Descriptors of economic, political, educational, cultural, and social conditions of our times have become familiar in the lexicon of popular and academic discourses; i.e. global networks, global capital, global economy, globalised world order, global knowledge, communications and technologies, global citizen, global culture, global neighbourhood and village, global peace, global poverty, global responsibility, global sustainability, global academy, global art and global age – all serving to signify some hoped-for commonality in these conditions yet evidence speaks otherwise.

Within these conditions, according to Tomlinson (2000: 184-207) the cosmopolitan is revisited as ‘enforced proximity’ (181) is thrust upon us. ‘This has mixed implications,’ says Tomlinson. ‘On the one hand, there is the promise of a world of expanded horizons, of the possibility of increasing political understanding and co-operation and of enriched and diversified cosmopolitan cultural experience.’ He speaks of ‘shared environments’ and as proximity renders inequalities more visible ‘common global risks and threats’ are more focused. Such a proposition, establishes ‘an agenda of global responsibility and common interests’. ‘But on the other hand,’ says Tomlinson, ‘it is a characteristic of neighbours that we don’t choose them, but have to live alongside them.’ And as the Commission on Global Governance (1995: 44, cited in Tomlinson, 182) states: ‘When the neighbourhood is the planet, moving to get away from bad neighbours is not an option.’ Hence the violent clashes of ideologies and the othering of ‘aliens’ has become a familiar political characteristic of our times. Here we confront the refusal of a Derridean or Levinasean procedure of facing the other in the self as seen through the other’s eye, always knowing the impossibility of returning to the same in that double-crossing of the imagined border between self and other.

In the space of ‘the global’ the place of ‘the local’ changes. In global spaces our concepts of temporality change. In spaces of globality subjectivity is put to the test. The world becomes more immediately accessible through new-media communications as subjective and knowledge spaces are occupied as never before, and distance is de-territorialised as the fifth dimension of space-time correlation shifts the axes of our perceptions. 

It may be so that political concepts and conditions impinging on traditionally held notions of sovereignty and nationalism change their emphases as local politics struggle to come to terms with new economic and knowledge conditions. Empowerment and disenfranchisement go hand in hand. In Wan Chai, Hong Kong, governmental planning for redevelopment draws protest from artists in streets and in condemned architectural spaces. From cement to rice,
 the national subject is reconstituted as a global subject, the cosmopolitan with new and pressing concerns for global social justice and democracy that somehow transcend the borders of the nation state.

In this global space of borderless propositions, relations of power are constantly in flux. We can read in Nairn and James (2005) that ‘globalization is always structured as relations of power, and these relations of power – both structural and ideological – need to be analyzed…’ (James, 2005: 29). This statement is not new. We only need to go back to Foucualt’s 1981 thesis on power/knowledge to find the workings of power defined as ‘a productive site’ through which knowledge is enacted; and it is in the micro-politics of power that interruption, subversion and change can occur. So we could propose that it is through Michel Foucault’s thesis on power/knowledge that such analysis can productively take place.

However what does such analysis achieve, we may ask. Ideas, social relations and global market economies are premised on, and expose these relations of power. But the interests of normativity will prevail to ensure that neoliberal economic propositions are formed and framed, often without question, as the fundamental bedrock of our new conditions of democratic practice. These are seen to be transformative, progressive, for the better, leading to improved social conditions. Other factors suggest otherwise. From a range of locations ‘the local’ cries out for speaking space and cultural reclamation while artists give language to these cries. Nationalist and fundamentalist resurgence marks the entrenchment of identities as ‘the alien’ is reconstituted as a global phenomenon. A paradoxical terrain emerges – and this is just the start.

Knowledge itself has been folded into the global economy and as art is in the business of knowledge formation, then art too is drawn into, and fixed in the frame. So, what then is the artists’ business and how might art be discussed and positioned in the increasingly rationalised frameworks of the global knowledge economy? How can the artist avoid being yet another producer in a world of marketable experience? Of political interest today are the practical considerations of artist as contributor to the gross national product, formulating the conditions of cultural or creative industries for the national economy. Taking this scenario as a given, it may be the business of the artist to put meaning to the test through the work of art as the work of questioning and a way of thinking, as well as a way of producing as has been shown by Xu Bing’s work. Thus, as well, and perhaps in spite of economic imperatives, the artist is in the business of materialising knowledge, engaging questions of community and society, global and local, knowledge and language, tradition and invention, to manifest the conditions of subjectivity and the myriad issues of cultural survival that this invokes. 

Cosmopolitan as figure of invention

When the artist is seen as a knowledge-worker, moving between ideas and ideations, cultivating the virtues and submitting to the dilemmas of identity and identification on the two axes or horizons of time and space, then the artist may be envisaged as a cosmopolitan global ‘traveler’. The term cosmopolitan is often used to define the global worker who moves from place to place, has a home in one country and works in another, forms fleeting relationships as global communication takes precedence. It comes from Kosmos world (Greek) and polis city – a world city; citizen in a world space. My proposition here is that the artist, in the act of seeking-meaning, making-meaning, testing-meaning takes the Kantian notion of cosmopolis away from an holistic and universalising assumption to that double crossing of which Derrida speaks. The artist works within that moment of oscillation and deferral where traces of ‘other’ are visible in the ‘self’ and one sees self in the other’s eyes. Both artist and art thus oscillate in a field of relations between here and there, near and far, one and other, local and global. Their habitus is the border world of proximity and distance.

This double crossing could be applied to processes of interaction and interrelations of political and personal, and cross-cultural exchange as much as to processes of art making itself. Take the example of Hong Kong, at the crossroads of these conditions, where classical Chinese thinking and modernist Western attitudes conflate in a new contemporary global zone. Shanghai is another. In art from these locations we see a mix of the contemplative Confucian-heritage of the Ch’i with meditative mind and tempered harmony of thought and practice that is positioned in a double-crossing with the Western quest for liberal autonomy and individual action. As these widely different historical perspectives oscillate in the aporia of the cosmopolis the artist gives voice to these different ways of living and being.

Australian artist Terry Batt explores these cultural crossings in work recently exhibited in Hong Kong. His Wanderlust (John Batten Gallery, June, 2005) was described in terms of ‘an elegant tension between the familiar and uncanny references …’ (Norman Jackson Ford, Review, June 26, 2005). These works play across space and time as they reference the world of artist as global cosmopolitan – but as quickly as they suggest a reading they belie the seemingly direct narrative to take the reader/viewer somewhere else. Egypt here, Zane Grey there, in proximity and distance, the personal and the literary oscillate in a double-crossing of the near and far in space and time. The artist works as a global traveler of ideas and memories, collector of past and present citations. Where does meaning lie? Complex references emerge in these spaces that are not yet and may never have been, and as viewers we are left at the frontier of present thoughts and past possibilities.

In this utilitarian age with its means-end demands that link education to industry as a primary virtue and function, the work of an artist may have a crucial role to play in the stakes of knowledge. Within the concept of artist as global cosmopolitan, the artists’ work puts the questions of art, globalisation, identity, visuality, meaning, history, subjectvitiy to work as a way of thinking and being in and of the world.

Move Three: 

Putting these conditions to the test in the work of art.
This section returns to art as a process of revealing. The overall aim is to excavate genealogies of practice and find a critical purchase to our present understandings of art and the artist in a globalised world. Globalisation, art and meaning are networked in this discussion; yet their generalised and assumed significance to the global knowledge economy has emptied them of meaning. Who is there in the fabric of our societies who has the time, the inclination, or necessity to put these or any other cultural and political signs to the test? Who? 

The artist has the capacity if the artist has the courage; and this is the courage of stepping into the abyss, of being ‘without passage’ in the realm of meaning – a state of working with the deferrals of poetics and pragmatics, disclosing the impossible crossing where the aporia comes to be determined. 

Speaking of the aporia is one thing; working within its borderless realm of impossibility is another. And here Derrida and a work of art come into close proximity. Of his working process for Imago I (1998) Australian artist, Godwin Bradbeer says, ‘Working on a major work I get lost in the labyrinth, where the closer I seem to be to the final destination … I realise that the goal is absolutely elusive (Godwin Bradbeer in interview, with Mark Pennings, 1999). Bradbeer speaks of the border, which is a problem to the artist as it suggests a threshold not to be crossed, a conclusion to a process that is quite inconclusive.

Derrida speaks of the problem of the border: 

The crossing of borders always announces itself according to the movement of a certain step [pas] – and of the step that crosses a line. An indivisible line. And one always assumes the institution of such indivisibility. Customs, police, visa or passport, passenger identification – all of that is established upon the institution of the indivisible, the institution of the step that is related to it, whether the step crosses it or not. (Derrida, 1993: 11)

It seems to me that this discussion of Derrida’s is of foundational interest in the work of art and the work of this paper. In Bradbeer’s work we have seen how the work of the artist is premised upon steps of impossibility, on facing borderless borders, of identifying with what Derrida calls the ‘intangible edge’. 

And it is there that the crossing of a line becomes problematic because it threatens its very identity, its indivisibility. ‘There is a problem as soon as an edge-line is threatened,’ says Derrida (11). And he takes us further in this unraveling procedure when he says (12):

problëma can signify projection or protection, that which one poses or throws in front of oneself, either as the projection of a project, of a task to accomplish, or as the protection created by a substitute, a prosthesis that we put forth in order to represent, replace, shelter, or dissimulate ourselves, or so as to hide something unavowable…

Thus Derrida turns us around to face the aporia in a globalised world where there is no easy passage to meaning, no way that is a simple reductive solution, other than the way of thinking and questioning this paper proposes. This is the way of the artist, the way of putting oneself to work as the work of art in a global cosmopolis of time and space. 
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� Comments on Xu Bing are derived from the wall notes beside the installation of Xu Bing’s work at the Hong Kong Art Museum, September 2005.


� The reference is to industrial and pre-industrial signs of West-East relations as referenced in the Hong Kong International Artists’ Workshop 2005.
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