
The round-table presentations, moderated by José Falconi, were by Ute
Meta Bauer, Lane Relyea, Nicolau Sevchenko, and Doris Sommer, and
the respondents were Carrie Lambert-Beatty, Linda Norden, and
Gabriela Rangel. The discussion began with my own very brief
introduction, which was illustrated with images from the work of Paula
Trope and her young collaborators from the Pereira da Silva community
in Rio de Janeiro. Doris Sommer began the presentations with a text
that, owing to its length and theoretical density, took on an autonomy
which contrasted with the rest of the materials under discussion.
Accordingly, Sommer’s presentation was eliminated from the transcript
of the round-table discussion and became part of the section of essays
written on Trope’s work. Linda Norden’s comments, however, were
omitted from the transcription at her own request.

The issues of “relational aesthetics” and the emancipatory value of
experimental art now and the opposition to its reification, as displayed
in the communicative or service-oriented modes proposed by
contemporary artists like Paula Trope, were central to the general
discussion. Nevertheless, the emergence of a series of discussion
points involving Trope’s local artistic production and the construction of

a tradition of Brazilian visual arts anchored in social and political
issues diverged from the proposed thematic focus. These centrifugal
forces, however, revealed a tension between the local and the global,
present in the discussion as in the artistic field after the collapse of the
nation-state. We therefore decided to preserve some moments of that
debate even when it occasionally produced digressions that entangled
round-table members in another kind of dialogue.

I would like to extend special thanks to Ute Meta Bauer, Carrie
Lambert- Beatty, Lane Relyea, Nicolau Sevcenko, and Doris Sommer for
their generous dedication in exploring the main topic and the valuable
time they took in revising their presentations and commentaries for
publication. José Luis Falconi’s organizational efforts deserve special
mention. Finally, I thank Mariliana Arvelo for her documentary
recording of the round-table, Isabela Villanueva, Assistant Curator of
the Department of Visual Arts of the Americas Society, for helping in
the compilation of the bibliographic materials, and Marcia Cohen for
gathering images from Brazilian archives.

Gabriela Rangel
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A Mode d’ Emploi

The interviews and round-tables that we read in magazines and
monographs dedicated to artists or to specific art-related topics are the
products of numerous filterings and revisions of the original recordings
made by the editors and participants. In this regard, the present round-
table offers a condensed and fragmentary version of a more extended
discussion among specialists, initially conceived as a theoretical
supplement to the publication accompanying the exhibition
Emancipatory Action: Paula Trope and the Meninos, on view at the
Americas Society Gallery from May 26 to August 31, 2007. This
discussion, which took place on April 6 of that year, was organized by
José Luis Falconi, Ph.D. candidate at the Department of Romance
Languages and Literatures at Harvard University and coordinator of the
Arts Forum program of the David Rockefeller Center for Latin American
Studies, in the offices of that institution in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
This was attended by a select group of curators, art historians, and
literary and art critics that debated problems deriving from certain
global artistic tendencies which have been classified under the rubric
of “relational aesthetics,” and which, according to the 1997
proclamation of this current by the editor-curator Nicolas Bourriaud,
encompass artistic events or experiences that intervene in different
aspects of daily life in order to propose a more participatory
relationship with the public.

In preparation for the discussion, the participants were given a reader
with a compilation of substantial texts including an essay by Bourriaud
himself and other relevant essays by writers and thinkers from various

disciplines such as Walter Benjamin, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes,
Édouard Glissant, Jürgen Habermas, Umberto Eco, Chantal Mouffe, Hal
Foster, Miwon Kwon, Lars Bang Larsen, Joseph Beuys, Group Material,
Lygia Clark, Hélio Oiticica, Critical Art Ensemble, Tim Rollins and KOS,
Jacques Rancière, Lane Relyea, and Claire Bishop, among others. The
decision to frame the round-table debate within the topic of “relational
aesthetics” and its Marxist and post-structuralist genealogy was
dictated not only by the type of artistic practice developed by Paula
Trope —carried out in collaboration with children, adolescents, and
young people from marginalized social sectors mainly in Rio de
Janeiro— but by the heated reception that Bourriaud’s text received
from artists and contemporary critics. Perhaps Bourriaud’s article
reached a peak of intense public discussion in the polemic between
Claire Bishop and the artist Liam Gillick in the journals October (2004)
and ArtForum (2006). We agree with Bishop that the term “relational
aesthetics” is not in itself homologous with the ethos of present-day
experimental art, nor does it totalize the ideas proposed for a type of
art that is social, communitarian, dialogic, participatory, interventionist,
or collaborative, and that has manifested itself on a global level since
the emergence of conceptual art, land art, and feminism in the 1960s
and 1970s. However, given its communicative efficacy and its economy
within contemporary critical discourses, “relational aesthetics” is a
useful term for situating the discussion within a set of fundamental
principles that take into account diverse and unclassifiable modes of
artistic production, which have contributed to create new forms of
social engagement.

ROUNDTABLE ON RELATIONAL AESTHETICS AND PARTICIPATORY ART
UTE META BAUER, CARRIE LAMBERT-BEATTY, GABRIELA RANGEL, LANE RELYEA, AND NICOLAU SEVCENKO
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It was this educational work in the schools that made Paula feel that
she was somehow separated from people in the streets, kids who were
not being provided a proper education. As an educator, she wanted to
go beyond the school walls to reach the children roaming the streets of
her beloved Rio de Janeiro. These children were coming from far
away: from the suburbs, from the favelas around and outside the city,
the same areas where she herself and her family came from. She
wanted to make a connection with them and somehow bring them
some of the advantages of education: the way education can improve
someone’s connection with the world and at the same time give that
person some sense of agency. That was the motive that led her to get
in touch with children in the streets, beginning that part of the work
which Gabriela showed us first, and which would culminate later on
with the children of the “Morrinho” and the project that was initially
done mostly for artistic purposes.

Lane Relyea:

I want to start off by responding to work of Paula Trope’s that Gabriela
showed me, later pieces that are movies she makes using, again, a
pinhole apparatus. One of the greatest differences between this work
and the new work is that the new work is temporal, and it also has
sound and the children talk. I read an interview that Gabriela
conducted with Paula Trope which was published a year ago in Review,
Literature and Arts of the Americas, and I was taken by Trope’s
description of this most recent project: “although in these videos the
children do not make use of the cameras themselves” (so she doesn’t
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Nicolau Sevcenko:

Paula Trope studied the work of Glauber Rocha, the creator of Cinema
Novo in the 1960s. As you know, Cinema Novo is a combination of
many elements, some of them mostly European in origin and some of
them very Brazilian, but throughout its essential preoccupation is to
work with a very low budget and very basic technology. Glauber
Rocha’s dictum was “uma idéia na cabeça e uma câmera nas mãos,”
(an idea in the head and a camera in the hands), in other words, how to
make art with minimal resources and very precarious technological
means. Cinema Novo’s thematic concerns also had to do with people
living in peripheral conditions in Brazil. Their main themes were, on
the one hand, the mostly illiterate population of the backlands of Brazil,
the area called “o sertão” —this was Glauber Rocha’s specialty, and
on the other hand the people living at the outskirts of the cities in the
favelas. So whether sertão or favelas, it is always about people living
in conditions of marginality, not being part of society, not having civil
rights in any sense.

The aesthetics of the Cinema Novo were greatly influenced by post-
World War II European aesthetics, basically Italian Neo-Realism but
also French film noir and nouvelle vague as well as the British
documentary tradition. People working along the lines of these new
aesthetic movements aimed to create a cinema that would emerge
from the ruins of World War II. In that sense, they had a very strong
resistance to creating seamless artistic totalities; it was sort of an anti-
spectacle conception of cinema that was mostly political and directed
at those who were experiencing the postwar consequences of postwar

destruction. At the same time, Cinema Novo was inspired by aesthetic
movements that were part of the radical culture that confronted the
military regime established in Brazil in the mid-1960s —mostly the
Theatre of the Oppressed, with people like Augusto Boal, Adual de
Jano Filhio, and José Celso Martinez. In addition, they were strongly
influenced by the popular art exhibitions mounted by Lina Bo Bardi and
the photographs of popular street rituals and candomblé ceremonies,
which were made by Pierre Verger and Luiz Couto in the same period.

Cinema Novo was an aesthetic movement that lasted through the
1960s and 1970s, but Paula Trope’s generation belongs more to a new
tradition, a tradition of documentaries, which were a kind of byproduct
of Cinema Novo in the 1980s and 1990s. The idea was to give cinema
production more of an emphasis on direct social and political
intervention rather than a merely aesthetic experience. Then again,
there was the same concern with people living in conditions of
marginality in peripheral areas. These films were not, of course,
oriented to consumption by the market. They were mostly conceived
as educational tools. So here you have Paula Trope’s strong connection
with education and educational action, once again directed towards
that part of the population which is deprived of both economic
resources and political rights. After returning to Rio de Janeiro, she
herself began working as a teacher, at first in art education in a private
school and then in the public state schools. Her idea was, again, to try
to do some sort of work that, given the scarcity of resources, would
have to be based on a low budget and basic technology. Then she had
the idea of developing a project around the thing called cameris, which
we have already seen.
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network consists of social networks or of people, or if it manifests
itself on the level of objects, namely collaged or bricolaged everyday
materials that, though personalized through the artist’s intervention,
still remain opened out and available to larger systems of exchange
and circulation. Signature style has been replaced. If signature style
was valued for its armored, insistent sameness, its immutability from
one work to the next, then today there is signature code, which is more
like a perpetually upgraded computer operating system, valued for the
diversity of objects and sites it can be applied to and mapped on and
for the ease with which it welcomes recoding. Both objects and
subjects today are valued for their number of functions, the
connections they enable, and the richness of the information or the
resources that they access. They are valued as relays. The pervasive
interest in relaying, connecting, in exchange, in interchange, again is
something that can be seen as emerging in reaction to dominant trends
in the 1980s, emerging actually in the late 80s as focus turned away
from dominant media and towards DIY media. I keep on having to tell
my students about the days back in the 1980s when the Fox Network
was on for a couple of hours in the afternoon and evening, but
otherwise there were three networks.

The turn towards DIY media was a turn away from the culture industry
and toward notions of everyday life and its pendant concept of
practice. Practice stands in definitional opposition to either system, as
in anthropology, or theory, as in various kinds of traditions of thought
like Marxism. It’s in the everyday that we now locate oppositionality,
where oppositionality can take root, whereas before it was located in
the political and in the economic. Forgotten, though, in a lot of this

kind of glorifying or romanticizing of everyday life and of practice is the
insistence by people like Henri Lefebvre on the extent to which the
everyday is penetrated by economic instrumentality and hegemony,
which have intensified greatly up to the present as clothes and food
and cooking and furnishing and speech itself have become more
controlled and commodified. Social life has been thoroughly pervaded
by the economic, and I don’t mean just through notions of lifestyle, but
the fact that so much of our professional lives, or our economic lives, is
now penetrated with networking and keeping in contact with folks one
might do business with as fellow subcontracted laborers, as people
who are always on the labor market. Reliance on contracting, on
exchange, on commerce, all of these kinds of economic mechanisms
and dynamics is, I think, the most blatant aspect of what gets called
relational aesthetics, and it is suppressed or you can say sublimated or
you could say romanticized to the point of distortion. There is lots of
talk about this work being in response to globalism but very little talk
about it being a response to or actually in agreement with neo-
liberalism. The nomad is discussed ad infinitum, but not the notion of
the stranger as a staple of modern experience created by the rise of
trade, that we all know strangers now because of the rise of trade.

So one question I would want to insist on is: exactly how do we make a
distinction between the nomad and, say, the foreign investor, or at least
the outside consultant? The values that are so touted today, like
flexibility and mobility, usually get mentioned without much made of the
massive conversion since the 1980s of what had been stable, organized,
salaried, or unionized labor into temporary work. The explosion of the
field of temporary workers is a major component of the labor market.
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turn the video camera over to them), “in their testimonies, in their
sound, they found their voices.” Paula sees this as a maturation in her
own listening process which started with the work we did see; it’s a
maturation because of this “evocation of the speech of the other.” So I
want to start with this idea of producing speech, and make very
general and somewhat pessimistic comments about it.

I think that producing speech or producing communication is the demand
of the currently dominant system, and this goes for art as well. If we
can think of post-modernism as having replaced a former modernist
paradigm based on quality with a new emphasis on education, at least
in relation to dominant ideology —actually re-education or learning
oneself out of dominant ideological sets through critique and
contextualization— then the current emphasis of the system is on
service. It’s on contracting, licensing and providing platforms, hosting.
If in the 1980s artists turned away from artistic autonomy toward critical
intervention in the culture industry and in dominant media, today’s
artists generally seem to be more pro-media. Messages are expected to
be efficacious, but more so, they are meant to be extended, circulated.

When I was a young critic, we all kind of went by Guy Debord’s dictum
that in the spectacle “that which appears is good.” Today that can be
updated to “that which communicates and connects is good.” The
spaces of art’s production and exhibition are not so much analyzed and
their ideological core or bases exposed; they are now opened out,
diversified, they are so to speak retrofitted with participatory
architectures —made into sites of exchange. So if this is true, then the
dominant motif in art today is networked structure. Whether that
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There is still a need fpr intellectual self-determination and for
independent voices that contribute to the redevelopment of a space for
criticality. And that makes work like Paula Trope’s relevant to a more
complex debate that goes beyond the artistic field. She’s not only
educating children in favelas; she’s also educating intellectuals in how
to rethink our own roles —at a moment when the art market is at an
all-time high, having a sharp political agenda is definitely not a given.
You can get easily swallowed by the ruling system, as soon as the art
system embraces you and you receive media recognition. Working
with children also poses the danger of being attractive to boards of
trustees and funders for all the wrong reasons. You either have to be a
“bad boy/girl” or a “nice guy” to become a spoiled darling. The
“Basquiat effect” still works, in that it communicates the potential of
being discovered and becoming famous. Even street children in Dakar
participating in a workshop organized by Amadou Kansi of Huit
Facettes have heard of Basquiat.

Today we are kind of trapped – there is no outside anymore. Public
spaces and services have become privatized. It is crucial to reinvest in
a public sphere, and this is what Paula Trope is working on. If we think
of favelas, we consider them very unstable and insecure environments.
But are our so-called “middle-class” surroundings any more stable and
less fragile? We are so dependent on being functioning contributors to
a capitalist system: paying our mortgages on time, building up credit
histories, etc. Can we even afford, do we dare to have, a critical and
independent voice? Not only does Trope empower children in Brazil;
she also forces us to rethink our own position.

Carrie Lambert-Beatty:

I came to this conversation bristling a little bit about the difference
between pedagogical and service models of collaborative art-making
on the one hand, and what is generally referred to as relational
aesthetics on the other; something Ute has already brought up. I’d like
to underline the differences a little bit, in the hope that it’s something
we will continue to talk about. It relates to a more general
methodological bone to pick with the whole, larger conversation about
these alternative practices, which is that there is a dearth of specificity
in the discussion. There is a lot of theorizing and generalizing, some of
it excellent, but I think we are in need of the kind of deep research that
would start to show differences among these alternative practices. (I
use that term as an umbrella for relational aesthetics plus service- or
community-oriented public work, though what the term alternative
means is a good question —perhaps alternative to the market?)

Today, as I listen to these great provocations and thoughts, the problem
seems most clearly demonstrated or provoked by Lane Relyea, both
today and in his really incredible and important essay in Afterall [“Your
Art World: Or, The Limits of Connectivity”], who has really nailed the
deep systemic relationships among the forms of subjectivity, sociality
and economic organization of the world we live in, on the one hand,
and on the other the art forms that have, if not emerged recently (as
Ute says), have at least received a tremendous amount of attention,
have risen to prominence recently in a way that is really kind of
breathtaking. The problem with writing such a good piece, Lane, is
that it starts this little perverse reaction where I look to see if I can find
an alternate approach. And in this regard I am interested in a slightly
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What we perhaps should be asking is: what are the inequalities that
structure the field, that underlie the supposed equality that relational
aesthetics takes the marketplace as abstractly modeling? Relational
aesthetics can then be faulted for taking a very neo-liberal and classical
economic approach to the agent or actor in economic life —as
abstracted, not embedded. No habitus, no class, entering each situation
as if it were a purely rational and unhistoried unit. Is that the nomad
then? This unhistoried, unembedded, totally abstracted, classical, liberal,
economic actor? Another question could be: how do everyday practices
elude the dominant system through fugitive temporalities of
communication and exchange when the dominant system is itself based
in communication? Another question perhaps would be: when artists do
produce communication, produce speech, how does this speech perform?
How does it operate? In other words exactly how does it circulate?
What does the artist do to shape that circulation? And, finally, how can
speech of others, or othered speech, disrupt this kind of arrangement?

Ute Meta Bauer:

I want to come back to a number of the points that have been raised.
It’s important to consider that Paula Trope’s work could be read within
several categories, within the Latin American realm of practices like
those of Lygia Clark, Hélio Oiticica, and others. Thus, her work is
connected to an existing history. Furthermore, in her practice she
supports empowerment, including an educational component, a shared
agency with others. It reminds me of the project of Tim Rollins and
KOS that emerged in the 1980s, but it is also aligned with the activities

of groups like Huit Facettes in Senegal or Le Groupe Amos in the
Democratic Republic of Congo. One could also discuss it in relation to
the German artist Maria Eichhorn’s Kinderwerkstatt (Children’s Project).
I see these practices less in the context of how Nicolas Bourriaud has
described relational art than as manifestations of a strong interest in
the potential of education and collaboration. They are more related to
Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed than to current internal
artworld debates. We should look beyond the recent discussion
between Nicolas and Claire Bishop. Sure, both essays are relevant as
reflections of recent artistic practices, but we should be aware that a
wider historical scope is involved here. In fact, it’s curious to realize
how attractive such artistic approaches are to conservatives and
neo-liberals. The embracing and instrumentalization of collaborative
practices is scary. The new flexible and creative citizen, acting in a DIY
mode to solve problems with almost no budget, is very welcome.
Writings by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, Maurizio Lazzarato, and
Paolo Virno had a certain impact within neo-liberal circles, surely not
the intended one.

As Nicolau Sevcenko suggested, when reflecting on Paula Trope’s
artistic practice, it is important to consider her biography. She did not
develop her projects in a vacuum; they came out of her own experience
and her understanding of the importance of education. It is important
to analyze the position and perspective from which a practice arises,
beyond the essentialist demand for authenticity; romanticizing
authenticity is another trap we have to avoid.
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different perspectives, because she is not one simple thing, but a
synthesis of many things that are going on in Brazilian or Latin
American culture for a long time now. I emphasize “Latin American
culture,” rather than the art market, because Latin America is at some
distance from the art market, for better or worse. I think what is
essentially behind Paula’s conception is Brazilian art as practice, art as
action, art as motion, and that’s the reason why I don’t feel comfortable
with those photographs. The photographs are just a sweeping
moment, a single, evanescent event in a very complex process, which
is the relationship she has with the children and with the community
the children live in. And behind all that is the way she’s reflecting on
the social divide in Brazil in particular and Latin America in general and
the Third World at large. In that sense, what is peculiar about those
photographs is that they become objects, so they are marketable. And
Paula’s whole process of interaction with the street children is not
marketable in any possible sense, and certainly not interesting to
glamorous circles. The question is: can we bring those photographs of
Os meninos to the…now?

The last time I saw Paula Trope’s photographs was in the São Paulo
Biennial. They were reproduced on walls that were twice the size of

these walls, completely out of the human scale —nothing to do with
human beings, let alone children, let alone children abandoned in the
streets. So what’s the point of all that? I don’t think it has to do with
Paula Trope. It has to do with a process by which personal involvement
in a very serious social project was appropriated by the art market and
became part of it, causing a total detachment from the original
meaning of this complex social and political intervention she is trying
to make in the streets of Rio de Janeiro. This is an inevitable
consequence of both the cultural and the artistic debates, as we see
here now. In that sense, the real work is the whole process, not just
the interaction with the powerless, with these particular groups of
children. With regard to the complete creative project that Paula’s
conducting, keep in mind that Oiticica’s work didn’t sell very well. Not
just because people were not interested in what he was doing, but
because he didn’t consider moments of his project as saleable objects
to be placed on the market. If he had done so, his process would not
have become visible, which is why the Oiticica collection is almost
95% complete today. Oiticica wanted to keep it together because he
wanted to see it as a whole, as a continuous process from which
nothing should be singled out as particularly valuable and taken out of
context from the collection.
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weird thought that emerged, which was this: is it possible to get away
from thinking that such parallels are bad? I think there are actually
seeds of that questioning in what you’ve said. What if we looked at it
a different way? What if, instead of seeing the deep parallel between
art and the current forms of capitalism as a negative symptom of that
social organization’s totalizing reach, we actually found it quite
refreshing to discover that art had such a purchase on what was going
on in society, and that it had been expressed in what this huge range
of creative people are doing with such specificity, and so well?

If artists and the people they work with are able to express and give form
to the means of contemporary life in which we are so saturated, then it
becomes even more incumbent upon us to look at the specificity of what
they’re doing within such practices. And that might offer a means of
avoiding the trap that is the old opposition-vs.-complicity binary, the
inside-outside binary —which is crucial when we all know this very
system disallows pure oppositionality, or makes it difficult to imagine in
anything other than the most compromised way. The call for a kind of
public sphere that Ute suggested at the end - might that not actually
already exist within the network? How can we find it there? And have
these artists found it already? Let’s look carefully at somebody’s work,
anybody’s work, and Trope’s is as good a place to start as any.

GR: I would like to ask Nicolau to expand on the discussion of Hélio
Oiticica and the Brazilian Cinema Novo because I think it’s very
important to understand it precisely in relation to why Paula is working
with this outdated technology of pinhole cameras, a kind of regressive
move to 19th century photography —it seems to be more of a discourse

that frames her practice within the materiality of the favelas. It is
crucial to remember that there was a major debate in Brazil in the 1960s
between two figures: one a Leninist Marxist, Glauber Rocha, and the
other Oiticica, who was more of a Gramscian, a revisionist. At the time,
the role of the mass media and the intellectual was debated. The
questions were: How do we bring modernity to these impoverished
sectors? How do we intervene in or occupy these structures of power?
Is it important to penetrate television, and radio, and newspapers, or
should we create a parallel structure, more of a beaux arts/independent
kind of circuit? That was the discussion between Oiticica and the
filmmakers Glauber Rocha, Cacá Diegues, and Walter Lima Jr., and I
think Paula Trope incorporates these ideas into her practice. She is
bringing this debate into the visual arts. More than producing speech, as
Lane said, she is responding to this dichotomy between two important
figures in Brazil. And I think that’s why it’s problematic when we apply a
framework of someone like Bourriaud to someone like Paula Trope, who
is very much aware of what Bourriaud and Claire Bishop are saying,
because even though she was born in the suburbs of Rio de Janeiro, she
is part of an elite in today’s Rio de Janeiro. She was on a panel and
discussed these issues with Claire Bishop during the Biennial. So I think
it’s important for you to give us that context of discussion. It was
similar to Marcuse, in opposition to Stalinist Marxism, questioning the
role of the intellectual within the mass media.

NS: Your question, Gabriela, is absolutely crucial for understanding
Paula Trope, and the way you put it in terms of a polarity between
Glauber Rocha and Hélio Oiticica, with Paula Trope in the middle, is
just fantastic. And I think it is useful and illuminating to see her from
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GR: But even though he was against the mainstream, he was working
during a moment of the emancipation of national filmmaking. As you
know, there was a very strong movement, a regional movement,
against Hollywood. Glauber, though, was very close to the Cuban
bureaucracy and his filmmaking was based in Cuba. So I think that
even though he was not close to the Soviet Union, he was presenting
the confrontation with Hollywood in nationalist, regionalist terms, a
kind of antagonistic relationship that led him to the Cuban model.

NS: At the end of his career (he died very young), Rocha was forbidden
to produce any kind of movie in Brazil. There was nobody to finance
his projects. He was totally alone. And he was being politically
persecuted. So he didn’t have many options apart from working in
Cuba or Africa, and he died of that, he died because he couldn’t do his
work. That is why he and Hélio died so young.

LR: I am very thankful for the interest that the Bourriaud-versus-Bishop
debate has sparked, because it is a general discussion about general
principles, which may have the benefit of conjuring some metaphoric
associations between otherwise very different positions, since one of
the problems that I see today is the lack of theory having any kind of
relationship to politics, at least in the art world, beyond labeling or
categorizing something as being commodification. Earlier you had said
that there is a problem with not being able to generalize, with using an
older or maybe now traditional notion of radicality —avant-gardism,
authenticity, whatever— any kind of oppositional trope to generalize
practice, right? So there would need to be a distinction, then, between
this and a kind of good generalization that can span specific practices.

But I do want point out this matter regarding the play between
opposition and complicity on the one side and specificity and generality
on the other side – namely, that I’m uncomfortable with the notion that
specificity is on the side of practice, and practice is usually where actual
efficacy is produced, whereas theory is separable and can exist as if it
were always abstract and therefore much more susceptible to
commodification. The idea that specificity is inherently good, right? But
I think this also goes with the current paradigm, which values the
particular, the specific, the detailed. Here I’m thinking of Naomi Shore
and her writings about detail, but also Alan Liu, who writes about how
the detail is one of the hallmarks of post-modernism up to the present,
and turn to everyday life and practice brings with it a kind of indulging
and amassing of details. We all know this because in almost everything
we write we use lists that usually end with “etc.” This is a really
standard rhetorical thing in academic writing these days. But the detail
in the specificity of practice very much presumes a kind of matrix, a kind
of big system that is the manifold within which all that detail exists.
Again, it’s a figure in an informational kind of epistemology, and it
threatens or puts a lot of pressure on the ability to go from practice to
theory and back, to allow for a lot more ability to generalize from the
specific and to take the general back to the specific. And of course that
would be very important for any kind of movement or (I’m now kind of
hesitant to say) oppositional movement.

I do think we can be more specific with the general notion of everyday
life, I think that a commonly-circulated notion of everyday life within
modernist or modern practices runs from something like Dada and
Duchamp through Russian Constructivism and on up to the present.
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Oiticica talked about experiences, vivencias. So with that in mind, it is
very important to understand Paula Trope’s particular situation within
the particular situation of Rio de Janeiro, of Brazil, of the Third World,
and the Third World’s relationship to an art market it does not control
and that in fact is imposed on it. Of course, people can take advantage
of that market, just as Paula Trope can take advantage of the
photographs because they are being sold and she can get some money.
As you know very well, her profession as a teacher is very underpaid,
so she lives in very difficult conditions and has reason to thank God
when something is sold. But this is not going to distract her from the
important work that she is doing in the streets. She is not doing it for
the sake of selling; she is doing it for the social interaction, to invest in
some kind of social transformation that would somehow challenge the
social divide in Brazil. And that puts us, once again, in line with the
works of Glauber Rocha and Hélio Oiticica.

Glauber Rocha was a fantastic filmmaker. He could have made all kinds of
money, because he was so talented and he was fought over by studios in
Europe and in the United States. He could have sold out, but he decided

not to do that because he understood his work as a kind of political
investment in the transformation of Brazilian society, especially under the
circumstances imposed by the military dictatorship. What is significant
about Glauber Rocha is his aesthetic, which he called “estética da fome”
(aesthetics of hunger). The “aesthetics of hunger” was very far from, say,
orthodox Soviet Communist Party understanding of what art should be. So
whether he had Brazilian Communist Party connections or not, it’s still the
case that his films were not shown in the Soviet Union, and that his
aesthetic was totally anti-party and anti-communist, and faithful to the
cultural debate about challenging the social divide in Brazil and its
consequences. Here you see Rocha’s connection with Oiticica’s work. They
had very different political positions but they were very close friends and
they worked with each other very well, because aesthetically they were
doing almost the same thing. Aesthetics was autonomous in the sense
that it was anti-establishment, anti-state, anti-aesthetics, anti-market, anti-
any form of compromise that would deprive it of its fundamentally critical
and radical element which involved a political and social confrontation with
Brazil’s present and past, and especially a message about what could be
the future of that country if those problems were in fact confronted.
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We know there is information that is just hard data; it goes anywhere
and just is what it is. It’s handled by people in data-entry jobs. And
then there are data that need to be interpreted, evaluated, judged,
which requires a lot more work and pays higher salaries. So we might
not get paid a whole lot, but as far as things are going in the economy,
it’s not bad to be on this side of information, rather than just kind of
stacking it into places. But in our line of work you have a greater need
for face-to-face situations, you need to bounce things off of people,
you need to get other people’s input, and that’s why people working
within sectors like education, but also in art, within curating and so on,
have these kinds of social ties. It’s not bound to any one city; it’s not
bound to a neighborhood; it’s not a union; it’s nothing like that. It’s a
shared set of itineraries, institutions, right? And these kinds of
networks are precisely neo-liberal in that they are weakly affiliated,
they are filled with people who are doing their own projects, they’re
usually subcontracted, they’re valued in their résumé as having their
own specialty, which really atomizes a labor field. I still think that we
really are in opposition to capitalism in its current form, which is this
neo-liberal form that wants to make everybody into their own agent.
Finally, if pedagogy is itself becoming more and more a site for
producing networks, which are so important for the information
economy, even if you do go back to a more hardcore notion of
pedagogy, the question remains whether you choose between
community or dissensus, in the sense that Bill Readings discusses in
The University in Ruins. Although it’s not just him; other people too
have been trying to theorize a pedagogical scene that would allow for
singularity, otherness, as ways to condition the idea or possibilities of
communication, so that one thing that you don’t allow for in the

pedagogical scene is slipping into some kind of a priori that assumes
we are all able to communicate, we are all going to be able to
understand, and something consensual is going to come out of this.

UMB: Back to the alternative, which we discussed earlier. Asked in an
interview by Hans Ulrich Obrist about how she feels about her anti-
theatre, Nathalie Sarraute answered, “There is no such thing as anti-
theatre; there is only theatre.” We have access to different categories
of (airport) lounges, and although we inhabit different social
topographies based on class segregations, we nevertheless share the
same planet, the same environment. Class, gender, and ethnic
distinctions can only occur within a shared competitive territory. It’s no
different in the art world: artists, no matter what or at which end they
work on, contribute to the same art world. So it’s important to know
your system of reference and to invest in a proper contextualization.
During Oiticica’s time it was possible to step out of the (art) institution.
Today matters are slightly different: there’s no way out. To escape the
art system, you have to leave it for good. To come back to what you
said, Nicolau – this might surprise you, but Latin America and a
Communist-run China have the fastest-growing art markets.

NS: Well, you have artists and artists. You have art schools and art
schools…

GR: I don’t think Paula Trope is in that art world, but she is aware of
that art world. She is part of that system.

UMB: We might be very critical and think we are not part of this art
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And, you know, it’d be good to throw in certain other things to expand
it outward but that would also require elaborating a harder distinction.
For example, how does Impressionism relate to our current notions of
art and everyday life? Here I’m thinking especially of the great essay
“The Nature of Abstract Art” by Meyer Schapiro that T.J. Clark quotes
at length at the beginning of The Painting of Modern Life, and he says
(quoting Schapiro): “Isn’t it amazing how many images we have of boat
trips and vacations and spontaneous socializing and picnics,” and so on
and so forth. It sounds like somebody walking down Chelsea, right?
Or somebody looking at the first two years of programming at the
Palais de Tokyo. And he says, well, this is about how the enlightened
bourgeois who prides himself on being detached from the official
beliefs of society enjoys the image of mobility – mobility of the
environment, but also of industry and capital, which is the very basis
for his wealth. It’s a really great passage and it seems like it was
written yesterday.

The other example would be somebody like Warhol, especially his work of
the early 1960s that uses a lot of photojournalism and where there’s a
much stronger connection between everyday life and trauma. Those things,
the everyday as traumatic but also as the space of bourgeois freedom
should put pressure on us to make more precise what we are doing when
we assign value to everyday life and practice and specificity in art.

Another point to make is that the relationship between pedagogy and
services, which is a really good distinction in terms of Paula Trope and
Relational Aesthetics, would itself again be problematized by looking
at how pedagogy is now being invaded by some things other than

education or mentorship; some of the things mentioned here. There is
an explosion of art education initiatives, and not just on the level of
new schools, but all these alternative schools as well. I’m thinking of
Charles Esche’s youth Proto Academy but also all the stuff that’s going
on in Los Angeles., such as the Sundown Salon, the Fritz Haeg project,
and the Mountain School of Art, which is run out of the back of Jorge
Pardo’s bar in Chinatown, and which has not got a chance in hell of
ever getting accredited by anybody because it’s not a school. It’s run by
these two guys who just graduated from UCLA. And why would people
want to take classes there? Why is the Mountain School so hot? It’s
about hanging out —it’s another lounge. And the lounge is, of course,
a network structure. And the network structure is not about
allegiances; it’s actually very much the opposite of the image of the
classroom as a space for social engagement. The network structure is
a space of very weak ties or weak affiliations which are absolutely
instrumental now, as they tell you at the Harvard Business School, for
attaching yourself to a kind of social circuitry so that you are always
being fed by the best information from as far afield as possible without
it being irrelevant and just bogging you down. So that’s why if you go
to the hottest online social networking site right now —hotter than
myspace, it’s linkedin.com, the myspace for grownups— what it is
about is professional tips. It’s kind of like finding out hot information
that might help you in your current job or in finding another job. All
they want you to do when you sign in is —it takes thirty seconds—
your name, your date of birth, and the high school and all of the post
high-school schools you went to. And then you are linked in. Which
means that the school is an automatic mechanism for creating
networks of weak ties.
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practices, but again, that did not take place in some mysterious
“outside.” Today, the art world celebrates philosophers of the season:
one year it’s Negri and Hardt, the next it’s Giorgio Agamben and Alain
Badiou, and now it’s Jacques Rancière. Relevant projects take place
within both mainstream institutions and so-called alternative spaces. I
meet conservatives in both fields. Sure, it’s crucial to reflect more in-
depth individual artistic practices and to carry out proper research.
And the opportunity to debate a single artistic position in a group like
ours today over several hours has indeed become an exception.

GR: There is something we haven’t considered: the role of modern
cinema. I’m not talking about historical cinema or the specific debate
between Rocha or Oiticica, but the impact of Cidade de Deus (City of
God) as the model for representing the Third World. You have that in
Brazil, and you have Amores Perros, which is the equivalent in
Mexico, and some other examples from the periphery that I can’t
recall right now. I think it’s discouraging that Pixote in the past or
Cidade de Deus nowadays has the power to replicate the conditions
of exploitation by presenting the destitute as just somehow being
there. And I think it’s very interesting that Paula’s work functions as a
model for doing the opposite, for co-opting the stereotypes, in order to
bring a grain of democracy to people who are misrepresented or
represented as merely an abstract parallel structure, a fringe within a
society that was never modernized.

UMB: You are right; it’s about insisting on some sort of democracy,
some participatory options similar to what I experienced in a
community in Tijuana. The desire for empowerment develops internal

leadership, and of course, this creates internal power structures.
Nevertheless, I witnessed a very good sense of self-regulation.

GR: I agree with you to some extent, but, you know, recuperating a
tourist market that is not in the hands of the favela is something I find
very interesting as a form of resistance.

LR: But you want at least to contextualize it. You want to condition what
you mean by resistance. You want to qualify what you mean by
entrepreneurs being guerrillas or free agents. Because this is exactly how
a lot of work has been done over the last ten years or so: to basically
promote the conversion of the labor force into temporary labor. So Daniel
Pink, Al Gore’s speechwriter, writes this manifesto called “Free Agent
Nation,” and it sounds great. They’re using artists as the poster children
for this kind of promotion of entrepreneurialism. Andrew Ross writes
about it in No Collar, but a lot of other people do, and it’s something that
should be of concern because even if you don’t want to rely on avant-
garde models of artistic righteousness, you can maybe at least extract
from Marxism something that sounds a whole lot more absolute, which is
that the image of the artwork, the image of the artist, is an image of free
labor. I don’t think we’re past the day when that’s the case. And that
should haunt us. That should be oppositional in and of itself: the notion
that after all the labor is expended on taking care of external needs – heat
and shelter and food and so on and so forth – labor is going to be freer.
It’s going to externalize or concretize something about the human that is
not about animal necessity. And you can take that, like maybe Paula
Trope does, and choose to instrumentalize it yourself, use it to reform or
ameliorate this or that social problem, or not. I think the example of
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system, but we are nevertheless incorporated. We have less control
than in the past over where we are situated and how we are read and
understood. Although I teach at a university, my work is still reflected
in the art system, and so is Paula Trope’s. She contributes to art events
and her work is shown in biennials. That is not being outside of the art
world, although she might be very aware of the implications.

NS: I think we can play with the system but not necessarily according
to the rules.

UMB: I didn’t say that she played according to the rules. I just staed
that we all participate in that same system whether we like it or not.
Trope is not an outsider; even if her practice is located at a distance
from the center, in a so-called developing country, the reception occurs
here, within an art-historical canon. You said it was a question of how
we operate in the system. Although what we have today is a faster,

more widespread network of dissemination, it’s still controlled by a
few. What feeds the art system now comes from more distant and
sometimes more exotic locations, like the food and other goods we
consume. It’s called globalization. Unfortunately, most of the time it’s
the same old dominant canon, except with a greater reach.

It would be interesting to read Trope’s practice with an eye on some
artistic movements of the last century, from Dadaism to Surrealism, the
Situationists and Fluxus, the Gutai group in Japan, etc. Latin America
had a very strong, politically engaged art scene, particularly after
World War II, as there was migration back and forth to Europe. The
whole history of colonialism and postcolonialism, and the notion of
Creole practices come to mind: the influence of Frantz Fanon’s The
Wretched of the Earth and Black Skin, White Masks; the impact of,
and the resistance to, the Latin American dictatorships. These are
important historical developments that formed specific discourses and
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Santiago Sierra is really interesting because there you do have some
similar figures, people who usually have a different commodified and legal
status but, like the kids at the favela, they don’t have Trope’s or our kind of
flexibility and mobility: just like actual nomads who might be legally
harassed by most immigration law. The kids in the favela, though
homeless and nomadic, are still very much pinned down by certain
conditions and determinants. And the thing about the money they make is
that they’re distinguishing between what kind of capital comes out of an
artwork, and making it clear that economic capital is not the only kind.
When you really reduce it down, it’s very crude.

CLB: And I think that’s the problem with a certain tendency to say
—as I myself did before— there’s the market and then there’s the
other kind of stuff, because the big lesson of exactly the kind of material
you’ve been bringing out is that there’s a kind of continuity between
cultural capital and economic capital that is completely permeable.

UMB: But there is a danger of unintended commodification, to become a
service provider. If we return to Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, we see that there is a potential empowerment that education
can provide. If you can raise your voice, you might be heard. If you learn
to understand the structural problematic of your situation, you are able to
develop a strategy. When you realize that as an individual, you are a
powerless victim of a system, you realize the need to join forces with
others and to form a community of shared interests. When you
understand the mechanisms of the system, you are able to interfere, to
resist, to develop an “alternative.” I agree that Paula Trope’s work is to
be situated in such a context. She introduces others to an option to

become active, an option that worked for her. Her practice arises out of
her own experience, and that is crucial. And, as mentioned earlier, we
find similar practices in other parts of the world, such as Le Groupe Amos
in Kinshasa and Huit Facettes in Dakar, which are embedded in a specific
community. When they become mediatized, misunderstandings occur
quickly. We went through this as curators of documenta 11. For
example, Thomas Hirschhorn’s work is often completely misinterpreted.
He is seen as someone with an engagement in low-income, working-
class, or immigrant neighborhoods, although he has stated clearly that he
works there as an artist who is interested in such topographies in order
to situate his art, not to serve as a social worker in a conventional sense.

GR: Critical Art Ensemble is a very good example of that. They directly
use the word “sociology” in their practice. They define themselves as
sociologists, which is a very interesting trope in this model of social
agency within the museum.

LR: The way these kids in the favela are described – it’s the Marxist
dream. It’s not that you don’t work anymore or that there is no more work,
but that you can reconcile need with creativity. You can make it beautiful.
You can make it into a work of art. And they do that, according to some
people. Some other people would say: “I don’t want to sell the dream of
art short that way. I don’t want to use it to perfume what is actually a
pretty unfree situation that creates those kinds of conditions.

CLB: Works of art do things out in the world, and they work through
social conditions. To say that they work through them is different from
saying that they manifest or demonstrate or are complicit with them.
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And so, all of these socially-oriented or participatory or community-
based projects could be understood as experiments that simultaneously
work towards the good with individuals in a really localized situation,
and work through some of the social contradictions, problems, and new
models of the realities in which we’re living.

UMB: Again, we have to be clear. These are artists; they feel part of a
community. They do their work like everyone else in the community.
But one of the art system’s inherent mechanisms is to single out
individuals. Value in the art world is based on being outstanding, not a
part of something. As soon as an artist is reviewed in Artforum, for
example, he or she is separated from a community, whereas most
people work for years and never even make it into their local
newspaper. Take Joseph Beuys, for example. It is difficult for artists
to be a part of society like everyone else; they have a specific function.

If you take the example of Food by Gordon Matta-Clark and his peers;
they didn’t run the place to introduce an alternative practice to the art
press and institutions, but because there were hardly any restaurants
in Soho at that time. Food was part of their daily life. Today we are so
dependent on being recognized and so conditioned by the media that if
something is not immediately mediatized, it doesn’t exist

NS: First, the market is broad, strong, and infinitely capable of
assimilating anything it bumps into. Nobody’s going to discuss it; that’s
for sure. It’s absolutely out of the question. The second thing is:
people want to be part of this art market because of the advantages
you can take from it if you are somehow connected to it. Now, other

people in the world for whom empowerment is more important than
any single art object or installation or intervention, necessarily have to
be integrated into that market. What I mean is: should we judge Paula
Trope’s work for what the market considers interesting about it, or for
what she herself considers interesting? There is a difference between
Paula Trope and Galeria Vermelho. Galeria Vermelho is her agent.
Fantastic, I think...one of the reasons why the Latin American market is
enjoying an upsurge in the art world is not only because it’s so
incredibly professional and competent, but because even someone like
Paula Trope can be promoted by it. The reason I saw Paula Trope’s
huige panels in the São Paulo Biennial is because of Galeria Vermelho,
not because of her. The reason she is in the Venice Biennial now is
because of Galeria Vermelho, not because of the boring work she does
in the streets of Rio de Janeiro with children who are not very
receptive to, indeed resist, someone who comes to talk nicely to them
because nobody in the world does that to them. So to do this kind of
work is extremely difficult. It takes you a long, long time to earn the
children’s trust, and you must invest a lot of time in that relationship in
order to get something out of it. And that’s not going to be a matter of
a few pictures —of course it’s more than that— but what can make
situations like that exist is the selling of the photographs. In that
sense, do ordinary people have a right to make art or is it just a
monopoly of professional artists in the market? Shall we bow to that
monopoly or shall we accept that someone can engage in artistic
activities that give them the power to see the work from their own
perspective, and more, to assume that their perspective is as legitimate
as any other in the world. That is what’s relevant about Paula Trope,
not the photographs.
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