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called the humanity of various individuals into question. For example, according to
ames W. Cook Jr’s analysis of P.T. Barnum’s ‘What Is It'?" exhibition, Barnum
used the term ‘nondescript’ to advertise his infamously dehumanizing display of
an African American man marketed as a missing link. William Henry Johnson, who .
for decades played Barnum’s “What Is It?’, was offered up as a liminal space over
which the nation’s conflicting ideologies during the late antebellum and Reconstruc-
{jon eras could be voiced without any clear reference to US slavery. In short, “What
is it?’ is, in this second sense, hardly an innocent question. It can either point to an
" entity, that has not yet been classified, that fails to confirm existent categorizing
impulses, or that achieves ‘the most liminal sense of resisting classification, or strad-
dling descriptive boundaries’ (1996: 147). This last point offers something other
7 than the delimiting restrictions that one might first expect from the practice of clas-
.. sification. As Michel Foucault pointed out long ago in The Order of Things and The
N /pcbaeolog}’ of Knowledge as well as elsewhere, it is the clashing practice of organizing
“knowledge itself that puts the structure of knowledge under pressure.

This leads us to our third engagement with the question, “What is it?’, which
is where we would like to begin our intervention into these debates. Specifically,
how ought we to extricate ourselves from a potentially counterproductive onto-
logical colossus while maintaining its myriad possibilities? Simply stated, we would
like to pose the question ‘What is it?” differently. We propose that the question
may be asked from an epistemological rather than an ontological perspective. Such
~ a shift involves drawing on the conversations surrounding visual culture’s ontology
~to create an opening, an engagement with the question as a mode of speculative,
self-reflective epistemology. As an epistemological question, “What is it?’ involves
_ not an answer, but an interrogation of the query itself as it pertains to the forma-

tion of visual culture.?

To a certain extent, the work of delimiting visual culture has long been under
way since the expansiveness associated with the term exerts a generative influence
"7 on the second conversation we have identified: its status. This second, more prac-

~ tical and institutionally minded conversation asks: Where does it go? Or more
: specifically, where is the study of visual culture to be housed, and how? From a

different angle, where ought not and is not visual culture being allowed to dwell?
The conversation around visual culture’s status is primarily a matter of disciphi-
_ marity, of location — that is, of belonging. So where does visual culture belong given
that the disciplines with which it has been associated — such as art history, media,
film, architecture, and cultural studies — entail distinct histories, methodologies,
formal interests, archives, and modalities of engagement? In addition, materially
speaking, these disciplines do not generally share funding, space in the university
or even publication forums. ,

Where visual culture is located institutionally has been and arguably will
continue to form the basis of its constitution as an academic discipline or field of
St'l-ld.y — which does not limit what visual culture might be able to do. People in the
dv:istc}iplines with whicl_1 vi.sual culture is associated do not always see eye to eye either
vith each other or with it. Indeed, they need not. Rather than accepting this poten-
tial impasse, perhaps visual culture can best be conceived of as a district within which,
f?urrently, a number of disciplinary interests reside. Anyone familiar with the work-
ings of US and UK education or voting districts (or boroughs) is aware of their
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Questioning the question: What is it?

WHAT IS VISUAL CULTURE? Such a question is complicated by the enor-
mity of what visual culture can be understood to entail. After all, both the
terms ‘visual’ and ‘culture’ have the potential to cover an already broad and
extending diversity of experiences. In this instance, it is neither inappropriate to
cite Martin Jay’s observation that: ‘Anything that can imprint itself on the retina 3
has seemed fair game for the new paradigm, which prides itself on its democratic
inclusivity’ (1996: 42); nor is it inappropriate to cite Raymond Williams’ renowned
maxim that: ‘Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language’ (1976: 87). The expansiveness of these two terms is testament to
the dynamics that have come to characterize two major conversations that we
perceive to currently dominate the discourse of visual culture. For both proponents
of and antagonists towards visual culture, these conversations revolve around the
ontology of visual culture. The first conversation pertains to its definition. The
second concerns its status.

With regards to the question “What is it?” — on which the first conversation
hinges — a series of questions have been asked: Is it a subject? Is it a discipline? Is it
an object? Is it a field? Is visual culture an arena or an area? These questions are
born of the necessary but dubious pleasures of definition, of staking a claim to know-
ledge patterned after the drive to classify. Invoking the question, ‘What is it?’ may
be thought of in at least three ways. First, it may simply express a practical interest
which asks: How is visual culture to be identified’? What are its composite parts?
How does it account for itself? It says: [ am interested in this thing called visual
culture. Second, the question “What is it?’ resonates with a more sinister tone. It
plays a notable part in the historical treatment of persons who have not conformed
to sexual or gender normative standards, as well as racialized discourses that have
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frequently shifting parameters.® Formed for various political purposes, districts are
a means of managing the administration of groups that may be, though are often
not, homogenous. Although such groupings may coincide with established commu-
nities, and may from time to time promote the emergence of community, they need
not be based on community. In the district of visual culture, we are neighbors.
Some neighbors are friends, and to the rest it is worthwhile to be civil. Within this
metaphorics, visual culture can be considered an epistemological district. An epis-
temological district would be an approach to the production of relational visual
knowledges brought together to meet the needs of its disciplinary constituents. It
is thus not based on an attempt to classify objects that are properly the domain of
visual culture.

One might be inclined to argue that the last thing visual culture requires is addi-

tions to the fray of terms that are being contested under its name. However,

following Williams’s trajectory in Keywords, one is confronted with the question of

what, more than vocabulary, cai we bring to the practice of defining anything, much
less 5o slippery and seductive an entity as visual culture. This said, our additions to
the strategic vocabulary currently in place to address visual culture are the afore-
mentioned use of the term district, and the forthcoming discussions of articulation
and archives as a means of considering some of the circumstances that inform the
complex constitution of visual culture today.

District, articulation and archives

A suggestion: visual culture can at this tumultuous moment in its history and ever- 4
increasing institutionalization and formalization, continue to learn a great deal from
other cross-disciplinary programs and fields currently districted within the Western
academy. Ethnic, disability, African-American, queer, gender, and especially j
cultural studies offer visual culture ways (read epistemologies), in addition to those 3
already historically specific to it, to critique the disparate range of subjects related
to, emanating from, and working through the broadest possible notions of visuality

and visual culture.

Cultural studies is privileged here because of its pronounced position as one of J
the main disciplines against which visual culture is being defined — art history being 3
another (and this too will soon be discussed). Cultural studies is called upon to high-
light the emergence of visual culture as a site for cross-disciplinary analysis. This 3
has recently been noted in texts by Mirzoeff (1999), Evans and Hall (1999), and 3
Sturken and Cartwright (2001). Our understanding of visual culture is to some 3
extent contingent upon this relationship with cultural studies, and it is one from -

which we draw freely.

To this end, Stuart Hall’s interpretation of ‘articulation’ is employed in a consid-
eration of how and what visual culture can learn from cultural studies. In our attempt 3
to articulate visual culture we proceed not to ask how visnal culture resembles cultural i
studies, but rather how visual culture articulates its many diversified fields of vision
and visual worlds. In examining this, we only ever suggest that different ideas,
objects, and practices can be utilized to make connections within visual culture. -
Hall adopts the process of articulation to enable a complex discussion of the dynamic
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between hegemonic and Counter-hegemonic structuring of ideology that neither
reduces the socio-political sphere to the level of discourse nor subsumes it to the
banality of economic overdetermination. Epistemologically, articulation diverges
from the bias that privileges the lasting as somehow more important and more real
than transitory or ephemeral unities. Hall most clearly demonstrates this is in an
interview with Lawrence Grossberg entitled ‘On Postmodernism and Articulation.’
He suggests that the English meanings of the term ‘articulation’ refer to both a prac-
' tice of uttering or Speaking something, and a very material form of connection —
“asinan articulated lorry (the relationship between a truck and its detachable load).
" The concept thus involves a sense of the productivity of la.nguage as related to
material circumstance — and the agih'ty and ﬂeetingness of both. As Hall states:

An articulation is thus the form of the connection that can make a unity
of two different elements under certain conditions. It is a linkage which
is not necessary, determined, absolute and essential for all time. You
have to ask, under what circumstances can a comnection be forged or
made? [. . .] Thus, a theory of articulation is both a way of understand-
ing how ideological elements come, under certain conditions, to cohere
together with a discourse, and a way of asking how they do or do not
become articulated, at specific conjunctures, to political subjects.
(Grossberg 1996: 142-3)

By taking Hall’s approach to articulation and translating it into a discussion of visual
‘culture, it becomes possible to maintain that visual culture ought not be under-
stood as merely an arbitrary formation. Visual culture is in large part a discursive
onstruct, yet its discursive parameters have a complex history that is based on
more than the material circumstances of its existence within institutions organized
along strict rather than fluidic disciplinary lines. In terms of a discussion of
stal “culture, articulation provides a way of acknowledging the consequences
¢ what are often strategic and transient interdisciplinary alliances and cross-
dentifications.
. Articulation is a concept that we consider to be particularly suitable perhaps
: r%ece.ssary, to a discussion of visual culture. Our suggestion is not unique. ,Articula-
) 71':13{1 is z-x word already used to discuss visual culture. For example, Irit Rogoff writes:
If feminist deconstructive writing has long held the place of writing as the endless.
K spl.acement‘of meaning, then visual culture provides the visual articulation of the
. (liolt?nu.ous displacement of meaning in the field of vision and the visible’ (1998:
- 15, italics a(.ided). Hall also takes great care to explicate his use of articulation as a
. pt;ocess of lmkage, vlvh.erein the connections made are historically located, transi-
anlc'ly,‘ ]:Irlllc(i no’n-essenUahst. "l:he epistemological tools offered by Hall’s ‘articulation’
e aage' andhiRﬁgofF s 'displacement of meaning’ can lead to an interrogation
A )S{:em whid l'lnew knov.vledges are formed for visual culture. As a prelude
. W};, one sthould ask if the conjoining of these tools is viable and useful.
o a.r’ticulaﬁn at. are1 e effe’cts of these linkages and displacements in the practice
Way ity }% Z}llsua culture’s e.plstemological districts? One possible effect is the
haunts o ch the concept of linkage allows us to transform the question which
; e present debates on visual culture from, What elements are enveloped
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under the auspices of visual culture? to the discursive question of, What allows for . 4 archives of visual cul
a sense of heterogeneous unities to be achieved from such an articulation? ; 4 ation .anl ar 4 by ext suat @ ture ciepend upon historical investigation for
Hall purports that in order to make an articulation, one has to ask ‘under what 3 ngtemzlogllca ’ t;? Y exﬁenslonéjontoiogcal renegotiation.
circumstances can a connection be forged or made?’ (Grossberg 1996: 142). Within ~ .To evelop this suggestion, a discussion of archive is required. Jacques Derrida
] instance, and Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer, Aby Warburg and Mich >
cault before him, have considered the problematic of the ar chivegin ways th:'i

the academy, the conditions affecting visual culture result from its location and the 3
rubric under which it is welcomed. We have put forward the ‘district’ meta hor . . .
m P a phor %5 enable an articulation of the districts of visual culture, its linkages and displ
ts. In Archive Fever, Derrida formulates the duality of the archive as b}:):;:e_
a

rather than ‘arena’ or ‘housing’ because a district is neither lasting nor consistent. j
o< . . A
nencement in ‘the physical, historical or ontological sense,” and the place of orde
an T

Moreover, it does not intrinsically posit 2 community. A district is not imperm-
eable and concrete, but loosely organized according to various ideological shifts. ¢ i . . .
) e ; o d jurisprudence in which laws find ‘consignation’ in a heterogeneous ‘topology’
96: 2—3). For our purposes, the archive becomes a strategy for recognizlzng tghye

Earlier we suggested that the broadest possible notion of the visual be implemented
when districting visual culture; and it is now tme for that earlier proposition to be tile structures ol eulnare 26 possbiiy. If visal gy fo g
e, heterogeneous visual consignations are structurally, discursively legfsill;n

transposed into this present discussion of articulation. 3

On the one hand, we are left to consider how investigations of visual culture 3 storically materially and ontologically d i

and inquiries into the visual ought not to function in a limiting capacity; one thafi re to z;.nd resist th’eir disciolin gich )l; etermined and overdetermined. They
returns to the habitual act of a bounded and finite field. (Although, it must be 2 Timowledges. Each enco u.nfer “.)’th 2 ltats"thereb)f articulating and districting
noted that the ‘disciplining’ of visual culture will inevitably lead to such demarca- To anify accor ding to the struc:vul a? ”C}‘HVC reanimates it differently.

tions, even within an interdisciplinary framework.) To conceive of visual culture } ofliiikages across disciplinary bound reo _?r};hlves and articulation forces a plurality
as confined to a static disciplinary regime is to impose restrictions. To district ] E iture’s propensity t0 forar;ylinks . aries.th s does not. entail a ‘free-for-all.” Visual
visual culture according to a speciﬁc medium or to center it exclusively on a e What happens to the bounda_xc-iross ese boundaries raises the following ques-
thematics, such as a concern for consumption over production of the image, circum- 3 A¢ another level, what happens to thesl;rossed? Relatedly, can they be maintained?
vents certain possibilities. On the other hand, one has no difficulty expanding even E aries? Borc’lers that a_fe traver :l owledges and methodologies within those
Jay’s elastic, ‘Anything that can imprint itself on the retina,” to include the more ,. . constitutes a form of union s h?rﬁ transformed. The intersection of bound-
abstract and metaphorical uses of the visual and its related historical concept of} ate elements can be known ’ ]zvn Cl a(.is Hall suggests, reconfigures how the
vision, as well as their impact upon social and subjective formations. The possiblej created. What warrants an articul gw e £es may be. lost; new knowledge may
benefits of a broad usage of ‘the visual’ are not a priori determined by what already that are discomfited, overco en lj the recognized, if not habitual bound-
counts as visual culture, but by how something becomes, and is articulated as visual § ure is concerned with ’d trictd e tr-aI?Sformed anew. Therefore, visual
culture. istricting and archiving contingent and heterogeneous
On this question of history, the October ‘Questionnaire’ on visual culture, for] Acity t . > oy

example, worries over an eh:i)’on of ‘the model of history’ within visual culture}? pacity to be articulated and practiced within and between existing disciplinary
and its replacement with ‘the model of anthropology’ (October 1996: 25). The}
‘Questionnaire’ warns against this shift from an historical to a more cultural model
of understanding social and subjective formation largely derived from the perspec:
tive of anthropology. The most important stake in such a shift, one that is not:
necessarily rendered apparent in the questions, is the relationship of culture to§
history. To return to Williams’s definition of ‘culture’ in Keywords, our contempo-3
dern invention of the late eighteenth and nineteenth

rary use of the term is a mo
century. If we recognize Williams’s historicization of culture, and relationship

history, then the name of visual culture already speaks its reliance on histo!
However, if history is not acknowledged as an integral component of any discus-
sion of culture, visual or otherwise, then it would be invaluable for visual culture
to put forth a concept of history that precedes and parallels the modern construc
tion of the notion of culture, as well as any investigation of culture. Here, art
history, with its reliance on history, and its interrogation of its own understand-§
ing of history, becomes a toolbox from which to borrow concepts of history and ]
historiography for visual culture. Depending on where one wishes to borrow, history
is of utmost importance and necessary to visual culture. It allows fertile analysis 0f
vision and visual representation within an historical framework. The dismcﬁng;

isual culture exi i ici

Visual culture :lilcliztlsre \i:et speak oij it. We participate in it. To articulate, district

T zs enum,'iate. the connections that it has generated and

- " Co;ldiﬁon " )(') SSiE;;ar Stl'ie contingency that was and is both its limitation
s condition & P 1'ty. urely for the moment, it is not so much what visual

ture is, but rather what it can be enabled to do that matters.

The
‘ musi?uar::{l (L)I;S) lcotrnne fr(;lrln a film .studies program; a school of art, publishing and
. culn’,ra] Studie: CZ::; m and vislial media; and a department of literature with
 f sudy that e ot ponent. It is in bringing together these fairly diverse fields
vk oce ggest visual cuiture may be considered via the conversations
b Place ouxt'i1 it, anci tha(t it can generate between and within disciplines
* problens assoﬁ:;gd e tc}lluestlon What is visual culture?’, it is useful to note the
o very diffen t:{: its ria.rmng. The difficulties in naming are illustrated b
o] e te:lt : 11:; 9on it: Michael Ann Holly’s interrogation “What doez
b . y? (1996: 40); and Geoff Waite’s separation of ‘visual studies
ject) [and] visual culture (our object)’ (1996: 63). One of the interesting
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points about this example is the fact that visual culture is being used both as a
noun — an object of study — and as a verb — the practice of studying. This carefu]
and intentional use of the term visual culture is testament to the problematic of |
naming a difference. Often this difference appears as a slippage and interchange-
ability between the names visual culture, visual studies, and visual cultural studies
(which may also be included in this grouping). Both of these situations highlight ]
an ontological crisis of nomenclature associated with visual culture. ;
3 We acknowledge the danger of comparing a suspect political process to the work-
ings of the academy. However, a sensitive use of districting and its practices may -4
still produce worthwhile if unexpected epistemological gains.
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