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CHAPTER VI
FENCE ART: RE/FRAMING POLITICS
Art is not political because it deals with political matters or represents
social and political conflicts. It is first political because it reframes the
distribution of space, its visibility and—let us say—its habitability.
This reframing itself implies a duplicity of space, a traveling, or a
negotiation between a proper space where art shows as such, as the
object of a specific experience, and an outward space where art is not
only confronted with non-art but appears to be destined as art to its
self-suppression.
—Jacques Rancière, KLARTEXT!
The 2006 exhibition Fence Art, mounted at the Minshar For Art Gallery in Tel Aviv,
was composed of sculpture-like objects of different sizes, shapes, and materials,
which were all marked with signs of usage. An enormous black viper made of cloth
was placed in a half-circle on the floor close to the entrance door, greeting visitors as
they entered the gallery with its mouth wide open and tongue protruding. L-shaped
segments of rusty pipes hung in a row on the wall behind it, arranged in different
angles and lit by spotlights. A locked iron cage, a huge metal scale, Styrofoam
coffins, and mirrors with inscriptions in red paint were spread around the gallery floor
together with other “enigmatic sculptural objects” (Tzur; figure 6.1, 6.3, 6.4). The
riddle of the installation was partly solved inside a small side niche in the gallery,
where a series of photographs was spread out on a wall, documenting the way in
which the sculptural objects functioned in their original context. The photographs
displayed people sitting in the large iron cage, carrying the black viper and the
mirrors, or standing inside blue tin barrel constructions, which now turned out to be
home-made knight’s armor. Together with the accompanying captions, what unfolded
materially as well as visually in the gallery space was the story of the Bil’in
demonstrations (figures 6.2, 6.5–6.7).
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Figure 6.1. Fence Art gallery view, Tel Aviv 2006.

Figure 6.2. Bil’in demonstration (cloth snake), 2005.
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Figures 6.3, 6.4. Blue tin barrel and lock-ons, from Fence Art, Tel Aviv 2006.

Figures 6.5, 6.6. Bil’in demonstrations (cloth snakes, blue tin barrels), 2005.

Figure 6.7. Bil’in demonstration (lock-on, demonstrator, and soldiers), 2005.
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Bil’in, a small Palestinian village of 1,700 residents in the West Bank, has
become an international symbol of Palestinian nonviolent resistance to the Israeli
occupation, particularly to the separation wall being built on Palestinian grounds.154 In
this chapter, I address the role of the sculptures, both in their original context as
material parts of a performance of resistance at Bil’in, and in their secondary context
as objects displayed in a white-cube gallery in Tel Aviv. In both locations, the objects
challenge the boundaries that separate art and social struggle, aesthetics and politics.
Thus, they allow me to foreground re/framing as an immanent quality of critical art.
As I have argued in chapter one, the act of framing produces an event, and awareness
of the frame as event calls for the accountability of its performing agents (Bal,
Travelling 135). Here, I wish to show how the sculptural objects destabilize the
framing narrative of the spaces in which they are used and presented, prompting the
educated eye to reflect on its accountability in the sustenance of the meta-narratives of
both art and national politics.
In either location, one marked by political struggle, the other a part of the art
world, the sculptures remain in between the respective realms of art and national
politics, belonging to both yet never more to one than the other. My choice to refer to
them at certain times as “sculptures” and at others as “objects” or “sculptural objects”
is based on their irresolute character. Akin to the effects that the different appellations
of the separation wall have on its perception, naming the sculptural objects as either
sculptures or artifacts would point to an a priori perspective, and would have
immediate consequences on how they are comprehended. The shifting designations
used in this chapter, then, indicate not an attempt at objectivity, but an
acknowledgment of the sculptural objects’ vagueness that is central to their essence.
In what follows, I chiefly draw on Jacques Rancière’s unorthodox definitions
of aesthetics and politics, in which the two are essentially interrelated. Rancière
understands politics to be an event of disagreement that is aesthetic in principle,
because it leads to the redistribution of what is seeable and sayable in a certain
constellation of space and time. He thus opens up the possibility of comparing the
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What I call “separation wall” or “wall” throughout this chapter is officially termed “security fence”
by the Israeli parties and “apartheid wall” by the Palestinian parties, and has many more appellations.
My choice of wording is based on Web research by Richard Rogers and Anat Ben-David who studied
the distribution of the different appellations of the construction among grassroots and official Web
communities. Bil’in’s creative resistance is one of many artistic projects that document, respond, and
criticize the wall. See Eidelman for an overview and analysis of this phenomenon.
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effects of the aesthetics of art with those of a political struggle. However, Rancière is
careful to distinguish between the notions of aesthetics and politics, as well as of art
and the political. What makes art political for him is not its subject matter but a
certain reframing of space and of visibility. This reframing implies “a negotiation
between a proper space where art shows as such … and an outward space where art is
… confronted with non-art” (Rancière, “Untitled”).
Following Rancière’s proposition, I examine what happens to the sculptural
objects when they travel between proper art and non-art spaces, and when they reside
in each. To some extent, I pursue questions that arose in chapter five with respect to
40 Years to Victory’s oscillation between art and non-art spaces.155 In the first part of
this chapter, I analyze the creative uses of the sculptural objects in Bil’in’s popular
resistance against the separation wall. The second part compares the ways the
sculptures operate as aesthetic objects and political arguments in Bil’in, as well as in
Tel Aviv. The chapter ends with a tentative definition of “political art” as being
related to but by no means dependent on national politics, a definition that serves as
an addendum to the objects discussed in previous chapters as well.
The inclusion of creative-resistance performances in this study, which has
focused for the most part on “proper” art objects and related phenomena, allows me to
investigate art itself as a frame, to examine its surplus value for critical discourse.
Furthermore, I extend the internal discussion of civilian militarism to include the alter
ego of the Israeli militarized self: the Palestinian civilian resistance movement.
Civilian militarism resides here on the other side of the frame, targeted by the
sculptural objects as the worldview that constructs the gaze of their beholders – the
Israeli military and border police at the site of the demonstrations – but also the
civilian artistic milieu of the Tel Aviv gallery. The policing structure of the military
mind is challenged through the staging of events that refuse its categorizations.
Whereas the Bil’in demonstrations are still taking place weekly, the exhibition
Fence Art was on display only in 2006, and so I focus on that time-frame in my
analysis. Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that the demonstrations are not the
same today as they were a few years ago. For one thing, the separation wall has now
been built. Current demonstrations can no longer try to disturb its construction, as
155

That being said, I believe that the politics of Honi Hame’agel’s project lie elsewhere. As I have
argued in ch. 5, I find that 40 Years to Victory’s dual existence in- and outside of the museum space did
not add to the exhibition’s political poignancy, but rather tamed and flattened its message.
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those discussed in the present chapter used to do. In addition, Bil’in’s status as a
symbol of Palestinian non-violent resistance has since been fortified. As a result, the
village has become a locus of international support, drawing well-known Palestinian
and international figures, among them Salam Fiad and Naomi Klein, to the weekly
demonstrations and the yearly conference. At the same time, military attempts to
suppress the demonstrations have escalated as well: these include night raids, child
arrests, imprisonment without charges, and the withdrawals of work permits, in
addition to a more aggressive immediate response to the demonstrations, which has
resulted in many injuries and several deaths. Keeping these changes in mind, this
chapter attends to the earlier stages of Bil’in’s struggle, before the wall was an
established fact, and during a time when the village’s stature as a symbol of
Palestinian non-violent resistance was still in the making.

Redistributing Visibility
Bil’in is a small Palestinian village located on the West Bank. The village is under the
civilian control of the Palestinian Authority, but remains under the military control of
Israeli security forces, both army and border police. As with many other Palestinian
villages, Bil’in has suffered from the loss of land to Israeli settlements in the last four
decades, and is now facing impoverishment because most of its agricultural lands are
located west of the separation wall erected on their lands. The wall, a combination of
barbed wire and concrete, includes locked gates. Officially, villagers who can prove
land ownership are allowed to cross it and reach their lands. In practice, however, this
proves to be almost impossible.156
Since 2005, the residents of Bil’in have fought against the imposition of the
wall. Under the leadership of the Bil’in Popular Committee Against the Wall, the

156

See the website of the International Court of Justice for information regarding the court’s 2003
ruling on the illegality of the route of the wall. The Bil’in village website offers a large collection of
articles regarding Israeli court hearings and rulings on the topic at www.bilin-village.org. On 24 June
2011, as I was editing the final drafts of this manuscript, the army began to dismantle the wall around
Bil’in in order to re-build it further away from the village, and so to allow villagers access to a part of
their properties and comply with the ruling of the Israeli high court four years prior. Thus, the wall,
even when erected, continues to be a shaky construction and a site for negotiation; see “Palestinians
Ram” and Matar.
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villagers filed numerous appeals with the Israeli Supreme Court.157 The Popular
Committee has also filed a lawsuit in Canada against the companies that are building
settlement housing on their lands. In addition, the village hosts international
conferences on the subject of popular resistance, as well as weekly demonstrations
that include residents, Israelis, and international supporters. The Friday
demonstrations, consisting of a march from the village houses to the trajectory of the
wall, are decidedly non-violent.158
Most demonstrations have a specific theme; the various themes can be divided
into three groups. One type is thematically shaped with reference to its participants,
such as demonstration of children, women, the handicapped, and so forth. A second
type is dedicated to relevant historical dates or contemporary events, both political
and cultural, such as the FIFA World Cup, May Day, the Gaza siege, or the Memorial
Day for Yasser Arafat. A recent and lively demonstration of this sort included
demonstrators dressed as the blue Na’vis from James Cameron’s box-office success
Avatar. A third variety of demonstration is aimed at emphasizing the consequences
for the village of Bil’in resulting from the construction of the separation wall. In these
demonstrations, protestors chain themselves to olive trees, or lock themselves inside
an iron cage, in an attempt to impede the construction of the wall. Other
demonstrations of this sort are more conceptual, such as the one in which
demonstrators wore black viper dolls around their neck to symbolize the
psychological, cultural, and economic suffocation that the wall causes. The sculptural
objects that were on display in the Fence Art exhibition were all used as part of this
type of weekly demonstration.

157

In fact, on 4 September 2007, Bil’in won a major court case against the state of Israel, in which the
Israeli Supreme Court ruled that the route of the wall must be moved so that the village regains about
250 acres of its land. This is an exceptional success considering the fact that very few out of ten dozen
such cases have been ruled in favor of petitioners since the beginning of the construction of the wall
(Asser). However, the court’s ruling has only recently (and reluctantly) begun to be implemented, and
its verdict was counter-balanced only a day later, on 5 September, when the same court approved
retroactively the settlement Mattityahu East, built illegally on Bil’in grounds east of the wall (Yoaz).
Most other appeals related to Bil’in and to neighboring villages are either denied or are pending
judgment.
158
This is not to say that the demonstrations are calm or peaceful occurrences. The army forces break
up the demonstrations using tear gas, grenades, rubber bullets, and noise ammunition, and discourage
them by imposing collective punishments such as curfews, night arrests, child arrests, and the denial of
permits to work in Israel. From the Palestinian side, village youths throw stones at the soldiers contrary
to the Bil’in committee’s regulations. In spite of this, and although the last year has shown a great
escalation in the army’s use of excessive force to disperse the demonstrations, resulting in the death of
several demonstrators, the Bil’in demonstrations remain focused on creative nonviolent resistance as a
major component of their approach.
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The village receives an unusually extensive amount of media attention,
especially compared to the many other villages that are afflicted by similar events,
such as Biddu, Beit Surik, Nil’in, Beit Ulla, Nebi-Saleh and Kufar Kadum.159 Brief
reports about the weekly demonstrations in Bil’in appear in the mainstream media,
detailing how many demonstrators and soldiers were injured or detained, emphasizing
the violent aspect of the demonstrations. Other reports in mainstream newspapers and
TV channels are concerned with related legal trials, which pertain either to the
demonstrations (cases in which claims of soldiers against the supposedly violent
protestors were found to be untrue) or, more importantly, to the villagers’ court cases
against the trajectory of the wall through their lands. At alternative-news websites, the
village receives special attention as well. Its mode of creative protest (together with
the army’s aggressive response) is described by eyewitnesses or shown in short
videos.
Within the cultural arena, films documenting the struggle of Bil’in have been
screened in international festivals, and members of the village are frequently invited
to conferences across Europe, Canada, and the United States. The village’s success in
drawing well-known Palestinian and international figures to the weekly
demonstrations and the yearly conferences has helped in turning Bil’in into a symbol
of successful nonviolent political struggle, managing to attract attention both in Israel
and abroad.160 That said, the average Israeli viewer who does not seek information
beyond what is offered by the mainstream media will not necessarily be aware of the
creative and nonviolent aspect of the demonstrations. The spokesman of the IDF
considers this lack of knowledge a tactical success (Levi and Kremnitzer).
Those involved with organizing the demonstrations agree that their success
has to do with the creative aspect of the weekly events. Abdullah Abu Rahmeh,
coordinator of the Popular Committee of Bil’in, highlights two aspects: innovation
and nonviolence (Abu Rahmeh; Daraghmeh). Mohammed Khatib, another member of
the Popular Committee and the mind behind many of the sculpture-objects,
emphasizes their function within the demonstrations. He, too, contends that the
objects undermine the possibility of violence and relieve the demonstrations of the
159

The village of Nebi-Saleh has begun to receive growing attention recently, and the death of a
demonstrator from the village, shot in the face with a tear gas canister on December 9 2012, has gained
world recognition and disdain.
160
The village’s website, at www.bilin-village.org, includes a comprehensive compilation of images
and texts on the subject.
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repetitiveness that may minimize public interest. In addition to delaying the
construction of the wall and getting a political message across, the artifacts attract
people. He states:
Even the village people started asking what we are planning for the next
demonstrations. Israelis are also coming for this reason.… Every time there is
something new that attracts the media. It is much more interesting to publish a
photograph of a [styrofoam] coffin than another group of people walking and
holding signs. We also managed to show the world that we are not violent.
The only violence that comes through the photographs is that of the soldiers.
(quoted in Gilerman, “Art” ; my translation)
As Khatib notes, the creative aspect of the demonstrations encourages residents and
attracts supporters as well as media coverage. Hence, the sculptural objects seem to
have an effect in three directions: inwards, to keep demonstrators motivated and to
direct the energy of youth away from violence; forwards, towards the soldiers and
construction workers who face the demonstrators, so as to change their conception of
the demonstrations and to keep their use of force minimal and the disruption of the
wall construction maximal; and outwards, to the media, to sustain their interest by
adding the aspect of entertainment to an over-exposed political struggle.
These claims are supported by studies of similar direct actions and protests
around the world. They witness the increasing popularity of grassroots political
movements that employ artistic tools for their goals, as well as of contemporary art
groups that are involved in political struggles.161 Well-known examples of creative
resistance include the British movements Reclaim the Streets and The Clandestine
Insurgent Rebel Clown Army (CIRCA), the Italian collective Tute Bianche, and the
Argentinian groups Etcétera and H.I.J.O.S.162 Those and similar endeavors were the
main topic of KLARTEXT!, a series of discussions with international artists, activists
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A recent essay collection edited by Begüm Özden Firat and Aylin Kuryel offers a comprehensive
overview and analysis of contemporary practices of cultural activism.
162
Studies of these groups include Doherty; Cuevas; Graeber; Holmes, “Remember”; Bogad; and
Scholl.
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curators, and theoreticians that took place in Berlin in January 2005, just around the
time of the first demonstration in Bil’in.163
During his intervention in KLARTEXT!, cultural critic Brian Holmes offered a
short review of several of the aforementioned cases, concluding that “the imprint of
artistic experimentation on the current political generation is undeniable”
(“Transparency” 3). Holmes, who in a different context analyzed the Argentinean
cultural-activist scene in detail, suggested that there is a correlation between postvanguard art and contemporary social movements in that both treat process as a value
in and of itself. Holmes defines process as an expressive and interactive matrix,
“constituted by the meeting of catalytic artifacts, more-or-less conscious group
interactions, and the dimension of singular chance inherent to the event”
(”Transparency” 3). The “processual passion” found in such artistic-activist events
can have political effects, according to Holmes, because it has the potential to forge a
political generation (“Transparency” 4).
Although not mentioned specifically in KLARTEXT!, the demonstrations in
Bil’in resonate with contemporary creative resistance movements, and can be
understood, at least in part, in light of other social protests, such as the Siluetazo
project, where life-size silhouettes of human bodies took over the streets of Argentina
in the 1980s, or the street-theater performance of Arde Arte and H.I.J.O.S. in 2002,
when participants held mirrors covered with slogans in front of the mobilized police
force (Graeber; Holmes, “Remember”). Yet, while those protests may be comparable
on a visual, tactical, and even conceptual level, and while they all may lead to “the
forging of a political generation” in one way or another, each case remains unique in
its specificity. Each addresses different social struggles in different social contexts,
and has a specific underlying social goal, which determines the performances and
their effects. In Bil’in, as elsewhere, the sculptural objects create a buzz that sustains
the continued interest of the media in the village, and they visualize social concerns in
ways that encourage participants to join and keep up the protestors’ motivation.
However, the use of the objects in Bil’in differs from the other events in the sense that
this use applies to the demonstrators themselves rather than merely emphasizing their
message. Indeed, the sculptures have helped the demonstrators to redefine the
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Statements from the KLARTEXT! conference can be downloaded from the conference website at
http://klartext.uqbar-ev.de/services.html.
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meaning of political resistance in the Palestinian context. This, I believe, is the deeper
cause for the media success of the demonstrations.
The widespread perception of Palestinians as an occupied people is that of
fighters and/or victims. Palestinians appear in the (Israeli and Western) media
regularly, either as a mass of young men who fill the streets in demonstrations and
funerals, shooting in the air or shouting slogans, or as individual women, children, or
old men, helplessly telling stories of suffering and loss. Palestinians are thus typically
portrayed as either dangerously powerful or utterly powerless. The first type of
images brings home a potential for violence; the second bears witness to a victimhood
that may elicit a sense of either guilt or indifference.164 Yet, whether they inspire
outrage, pity, or indignation, such media reports emphasize the distance between the
fates of those who are participants in and those who are observers of the occupation.
The use of sculptural objects makes it difficult to perceive the villages of
Bil’in in terms of these roles. The demonstrators-turned-performers become a part of
the contemporary international (activist) art world, as well as a part of the larger
Palestinian community. By appropriating the art world, their political claims acquire a
different tone. This conceptual shift in the politics of resistance can best be explained
thorough Jacques Rancière’s theorization of aesthetics and politics.
For Rancière, politics is first of all a battle about perceptible or sensible
material. Politics aims for the rearrangement of the existing “distribution of the
sensible,” the laws that prescribe what can be heard and seen in a political and social
constellation (“Ten Theses” thesis 7; Politics of Aesthetics 12–13). A politics of
recognition is central to Rancière’s theory, but in a more radical sense than that of
identity politics. It
does not simply presuppose the rupture of the “normal” distribution of
positions between the one who exercises power and the one subject to it. It
also requires a rupture in the idea that there are dispositions “proper” to such
classifications. (“Ten Theses” thesis 3)

164

On this note see, for example, Saloul 168–69 and Sorek 193–96.
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Figure 6.8. Bil’in demonstration (styrofoam tombstones), 2005.

Figure 5.9 Bil’in demonstration (soldiers and Indians), 2005.
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In other words, the essence of political struggle does not consist of gathering people
into communities and fighting for the rights of these communities. Rather, it consists
of tracing subjectivities that challenge existing social delineations.
Rancière contrasts politics [la politique] with police [la police]. He defines the
police as “not primarily a strong-arm repressive force, but a form of intervention
which prescribes what can be seen and what cannot be seen, what can be said and
what cannot be said” (“Cause” 28). The manner in which the police interfere with
public space does not so much lie in interpellation (“Hey! You there!”) but rather in
the regulation of what will and will not be seen (“Move along! There is nothing to see
here!”) (Rancière, “Ten Theses” thesis 8).165 Political action is defined in opposition
to this prescription of the police, and consists of “transforming this space of ‘movingalong’ into a space for the appearance of a subject” (“Ten Theses” thesis 8).
Politics and police are thus in constant struggle. Politics, by definition, must
break with the social order and create subjects and scenes of dialogue that did not
exist before. But when does this take place, and how can the policed “distribution of
the sensible” be remobilized, redistributed? Spectacle could be one tool to compel
acknowledgment: there is definitely something to see when there are costumes and
sculptures around (figures 6.8, 6.9). However, for Rancière, spectacle is not enough.
He discusses a deeper level of invisibility, in which people and events are seen but are
not acknowledged as meaningful subjects. In many of his writings, primarily in Nights
of Labor (1989), Rancière points to the double bind of social struggle. Whenever
minority groups achieve recognition, they are simultaneously subjected to a
reaffirmation of the existing power structure, resulting in a retrenchment of their
position within its terms (Deranty 152). In answer to this predicament, Rancière uses
the rebellion of the workers in nineteenth-century France as his prime example of a
successful redistribution of the sensible.
The nineteenth-century French workers subverted a paralyzing “order of
things” by claiming the right to be something other than workers: to be recognized as
poets. While their social status demanded that they work during the day and sleep at
night, these workers distributed their time differently to transgress the formation of
165

Interpellation is a concept developed by Louis Althusser as part of his theory of ideological state
apparatuses. Althusser illustrates his concept with the example where, by responding to the police hail
“Hey, you there!” an individual is turned into a subject of the state (174). Rancière’s “Move along,
there’s nothing to see here!” responds to Althusser’s well-known illustration and highlights a different
function of the police in the state apparatus.
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their expected labor. This, according to Rancière, was the means through which
workers claimed a voice beyond the constraints of their destiny and gained a new
lived world for themselves (Deranty 152; Dasgupta, “Art” 71).
The worker-emancipation movement disrupted the organizational principle of
society and made workers visible as social partners through their appropriation of the
tools of the bourgeoisie (Deranty 151). The unsettling effect that the Bil’in popular
resistance movement has caused can be understood in the same light. “The particular
feature of political dissensus,” Rancière writes, “is … the ones making visible the fact
that they belong to a shared world the other does not see” (“Ten Theses” thesis 8). By
writing poetry, the French workers made visible the fact that they belonged to a world
they shared with others, the upper classes, with whom the art of poetry was more
readily matched. In part, the Bil’in inhabitants mould sculptural objects to reach a
similar goal. Their art makes visible their creative equality with those of the ruling
classes, comprising Israeli citizens and soldiers, and open up a space of possibilities
for speech and dialogue that did not yet exist.
Rancière names this space le politique: the space in which two principles of
visibility, la police (policing the distribution of the sensible) and la politique
(contesting the existing distribution), confront each other. This confrontation can lead
to the recognition of individuals as speaking subjects (in a different world, previously
unseen) rather than as mere rebels (against the world as seen and known), shifting the
positions of power of the parties involved. Rancière summarizes this aspect in “Ten
Theses on Politics”:
If there is someone you do not wish to recognize as a political being, you
begin by not seeing them as the bearers of politicalness, by not understanding
what they say, by not hearing that it is an utterance coming out of their
mouths.… And the politics of these categories has always consisted in requalifying these places … of getting themselves to be seen or heard as
speaking subjects.… It has consisted in making what was unseen visible; in
getting what was only audible as noise to be heard as speech; in demonstrating
to be a feeling of shared “good” or “evil” what had appeared merely as an
expression of pleasure or pain. (thesis 8)
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When the case of Bil’in is examined from Rancière’s perspective, the demonstrators’
use of artistic form becomes something greater than a media attention-grabber. The
sculptural objects become tools through which the clear “division of labor” between
the oppressors and the oppressed collapses, and the existing “distribution of the
sensible” is reconceived.
The demonstrators manifest themselves as members of an occupied people and
free artists at the same time. Of course, the notion of the artist as a free man is
problematic, as it does not take into account how art objects circulate in the art world
and the way that artists may be heavily dependent on its politics and economics.166
The Bil’in demonstrators do not explore this fallacy; instead, they exploit the myth of
artistic freedom for their own purposes. The demonstrators employ the symbolic
capital of the art field where the lifestyle of the “artist” presupposes “a particular type
of asset structure in which time functions as an independent factor, partly
interchangeable with economic capital” (Bourdieu 295). They do so in order to assert
their right to belong to a world that includes leisure time for contemplation, and to
voice their claims not only as people under occupation but also as men and women of
the world. Their appeal to the basic right to keep their land – the main purpose of the
demonstration – is empowered by an aesthetic maneuver that asserts their right to
appeal as equals in the first place.167
In this respect, too, the sculpture-objects effectively work in three directions,
addressing the demonstrators, the soldiers to the media alike. In all directions, they
redistribute what is visible and say-able in the confrontations between Palestinians
inhabitants and Israeli security forces. They bring into view values that are not
connected with the policed version of Palestinians under occupation: leisure,
creativity, artistic vision, modernity, universality, and freedom.
The Bil’in sculptures function as political arguments in the sense that they
demonstrate a possible world where the argument could count as argument,
“addressed by a subject qualified to argue, upon an identified object, to an addressee
who … [would normally have] no reason to either see [the object] or hear [the
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Bourdieu addresses this issue throughout his book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of
Taste, and especially in the postscript. For the economic, ideological and political constraints that
enable artistic practice (in the French context) see T. J. Clark.
167
Rancière makes a parallel claim for the workers’ emancipation when he argues that the possibility of
leisure and the ability to look at paintings might have been more significant than the specific poems or
paintings in themselves (in Dasgupta, “Art” 74).
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argument].” (Rancière, “Ten Theses” thesis 8). They confound a denial of
recognition, and each week create a possible world where the colonizing parties are
required to see the colonized in a light that they have had no reason to see. By way of
reconfiguring the sensibilities of this overexposed struggle, the sculptural objects
assert the equality of the subjects who made them in relation to the subjects who view
them from the other side of the wall.

Changing Contexts, Shifting Frames
During the demonstrations, the sculptures and the demonstrators merge. At times, this
interaction is as simple as people carrying the constructions in their hands or around
their necks. In one demonstration several protestors carried above their heads a huge
black viper made of cloth with a pigeon in the colors of the Palestinian flag in its
mouth. Other protestors carried smaller versions of the viper around their necks
(figures 6.2, 6.5). Other demonstrations are more theatrical, such as the one headed by
a row of styrofoam tombstones (figure 6.8). These cases are exemplary of many other
demonstrations in which the sculptural objects operated as three-dimensional banners.
The huge viper served as a visual supplement to the banners and graffiti that accuse
the serpentine wall of suffocating Palestinian livelihoods, connecting the politically
motivated roundabout route of the wall with its consequences. The tombstones, too,
related directly, if symbolically, to the life-threatening aspect of the wall. However,
both viper and tombstones (as well as many other sculptures) are more demanding
than literal messages. They operated on a symbolic level that necessitated translation,
and they required more engaged handling and a closer connection from their makers.
This last point, the physical correlation and even dependency between the people and
the sculptural objects, distinguishes Bil’in’s demonstrations from customary protest
actions.
There are also cases in which flesh, iron, and earth interacted more intimately,
as when the sculptural objects fastened protestors to their places so that they could not
easily be moved. During one demonstration, for example, protestors stood inside blue
barrels that were tied to each other, creating a roadblock made of Don Quixote–like
knights in tin armor. During another, a dozen demonstrators locked themselves in an
iron cage that was attached to the ground, blocking the road that led the bulldozers to
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the trajectory of the wall. Other examples include demonstrators transfixed to the
ground by the metal foundations of a model of the separation wall, tied to olive trees
with metal chains, or fastened to the road with the help of “lock-ons” (figures 6.6, 6.7,
6.10).168
As I have argued above, the employment of sculptural objects in the
demonstrations reframed the role of protestors as performers. More importantly,
perhaps, the use of sculpture-objects solicited the active involvement of everybody—
including the soldiers whose job it was to safeguard the construction of the wall.
While the soldiers were busy taking a fence apart, breaking a metal cage open,
arguing with absurdly dressed demonstrators, or cutting chains loose from the trees,
they found themselves involved in bizarre happenings, participating in actions the
rules of which were determined by the party that they were supposed to contain
(figures 6.9–6.13).169 Thus, while the soldiers were, from a certain perspective,
fulfilling the role of the police in restoring order, they were also inadvertently aiding
the protestors’ redefinition of the terms of discourse by participating in their play. The
sculptural objects worked to enhance the redistribution of the sensible, not only by
reframing the role of protestors as performers, but also by reframing the position of
the soldiers, disrupting their ability to fulfill their usual role. The sculptures
configured the disputed borderland as a theatrical event, in which the opposing parties
found their roles disturbed and even exchanged. This framing of the dispute in
theatrical terms destabilized the roles of demonstrators and soldiers alike.
Clearly, all this was not repeated in the Minshar Gallery in Tel Aviv. Once
there, the sculptural objects were detached from the people who built and carried
them, from the event of the demonstration, and from the ground and the bodies that
were an integral part of their role in Bil’in. The disputed route of the separation wall –
the sculpture-objects’ raison d’être – persisted only as an appellation (“Fence Art”),
replaced by walls that differentiated the representational space of the gallery from the
outside world without contestation. Gallery visitors that entered, willingly, to see
Fence Art took the place of the baffled or reluctant border police, and experienced the
snake, the cage, the mirrors, and the rest of the objects in the sterilized, white, cubic
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Lock-ons are metal tubes with bars inside them, often used in direct action protests. Demonstrators
lock-on to a location by placing their hands inside the tubes and clipping their wrists to the bars. When
the lock-ons are embedded in concrete they are hard to remove (Doherty 81–82).
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The film Bil’in Habibti by Shai Carmeli Polak documents many of these performances and
encounters. Additional visual documentation can be found on the village’s website.
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Figure 6.10. Bil’in demonstration (bulldozer, soldiers, iron cage, demonstrators), 2005.

Figures 6.11., 6.12. Bil’in demonstrations (soldiers and blue tin barrels; border police and snake), 2005.

Figure 6.13. Bil’in demonstration (soldier and mirror projection “No to the Wall”), 2005.
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Figures 6.14, 6.15. Fence Art gallery view, Tel Aviv 2006.
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space of the gallery. The role of the sculptures in their original context was
documented in a side space in the gallery, but the objects themselves were presented
stripped of their primary symbolic, practical, and, most importantly, political
functions. Their textured surfaces, ragged from the confrontations on the field,
received the audience’s attention (figures 6.14, 6.15).
The relocation affected both the sculptures’ function and their significance.
For one thing, in Bil’in the sculptural objects were connected through time, as each
object was the focus of a separate demonstration. Over the years, every week a
different sculpture was created, carried, and destroyed; the collection grew in a steady
weekly rhythm. In the gallery, the objects from various demonstrations were
presented together, sharing the same space at the same time, which led to a visual
conversation in space that did not exist previously. Moreover, in Bil’in, motion was
an integral part of the objects’ performance, be it towards a target (as with the snake
and the scaffold that moved with the demonstration in the direction of the wall) or as a
counter-force against a flow (as with the model-fence or the tin barrels that blocked
the soldiers’ advance). In the gallery, the sculptures stood still; movement was
restricted to the audience. The lock-ons were not locked to anything but hung on the
wall at fixed distances, lit by spotlights; the snake lay on the floor without the pigeon
in its mouth, creating a clean circular shape; a copy of the cage, too small for an adult
to stand inside it, was presented, vacant, next to the bare and stationary scaffold.170
What is more, most sculptural objects were not made to last. Many
demonstrations resulted in their disintegration. In the gallery, however, the objects
were presented in a manner that preserved their form. Each sculpture was placed in
enough space for viewers to walk around it without entering into contact with it, so
that it would remain marked only by the Bil’in events, not by the Tel Aviv
presentation. Thus, while the demonstrations can be compared with art performances
in which the event, rather than its object, forms the center of attention, the Tel Aviv
exhibition focused on the sculptural objects as such. Brian Holmes’ notion of process,
involving catalytic artifacts, group interactions, and a singular chance-event, does not
apply to the sculptures once they were displayed within a gallery (“Transparency” 3).
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The original human-size cage was destroyed during the demonstration. The smaller version made
especially for the exhibition is the only telling exception.

180

An additional transformation relates to the audience. In Bil’in, the direct
addressees were Israeli soldiers and border police who in theory were forced to
“switch sides” at times. A strong case in point was the demonstration of 10 August
2005, when protestors held mirrors covered with slogans such as “No to the wall” or
“Do not shoot, do not cry.”171 Soldiers who faced the demonstrators saw their own
reflections covered with slogans. The sun projected the inscriptions onto the soldiers’
bodies as well, so that the demonstrators saw the same contradictory image: activist
slogans imprinted on army uniforms and soldiers’ faces (figure 6.13). In Tel Aviv, the
sculptures were presented to a civilian (and probably sympathetic, if detached)
audience. When facing the mirrors that were placed on the floor and against the walls,
visitors were not necessarily confronted with a contradictory image, nor were they
necessarily engaged or affected. The soldiers in Bil’in had an active, if reluctant, role
in the sculptures’ performance, through their physical engagement; the gallery visitors
remained distanced from the sculptures as they experienced them in the sterilized
space of the gallery.
Nonetheless, the mirrors (and the rest of the objects) did confront the Tel Aviv
audience with an indirect political criticism. In restaging their performance in the new
location, while preserving memories from the old one, the sculptures equated Israeli
audiences with the Israeli armed forces. A gallery visitor that now looked at the
mirror preposterously replaced the soldier that stood there before her. Similar to the
effect of quoting analyzed in chapter two, in which soldiers replaced the twelve
disciples in Adi Nes’ untitled Last Supper, here the civilian art connoisseur replaced
the member of the border police within the frame of the mirror image, bringing up the
void, the entangled relationship, between the two. However, this critique remained
implicit, befitting the contemplative attitude of art space.
It is tempting to read Fence Art in light of Joaquín Barriendos Rodríguez’
analysis of the politics of mobility in current art. In “Global Art and Politics Of
Mobility,” Barriendos understands space as striated by social relationships and
practices, which are always in flux. He argues that the global art exhibition system is
simply a continuation of colonial expansionism, in which “alterity, the exotic, the
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The latter is a paraphrase of the Israeli slogan “shooting and crying,” described in the Babylon
Hebrew Thesaurus as “the feeling of soldiers who continue their mission notwithstanding the
difficulties and the pain that this mission entails.” For a critical analysis of the phenomenon of
“shooting and crying” in Israeli society see Handel.
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diverse, or in one word, the Other, have aroused the interest of museums, galleries,
macro-exhibitions, and commercial contemporary art fairs” (322). The integration of
the periphery within the internationalization process of contemporary art is, according
to him, “probably the most misleading and contradictory forms of multiculturalism,”
as it leads to “the fetishization of alterity and the aesthetization of what is subordinate
or at the frontier” (323). The display of Palestinian activist art in an Israeli gallery is,
at first sight, a clear case of the colonialism that Barriendos describes. The
displacement of the sculptures from Bil’in to Tel Aviv runs the risk of turning their
potential into fetishized representation and, as a consequence, of taming the rebellious
message they carry.172
Holmes makes a similar cautious point when he distinguishes between
expressive artworks that symbolize the radical process of art and activism, and the
distribution of these artworks, which gradually reaches institutional formats
(“Transparency” 8). Unlike Barriendos, Holmes sees as positive the consistency that
institutions offer to rebellion. However, because institutionalization requires selection,
framing, and repurposing, the displays “will slice out a few visual and conceptual
elements from a longer, broader and more complex history, leaving the viewer
untroubled by any kind of processual passion” (“Transparency” 8). In other words,
Holmes doubts the ability of institutions to represent an intersubjective process of
transformation.
While I agree with Barriendos ’ analysis in general, and while I see the danger
that Holmes indicates, I find that Fence Art sidesteps the predicaments of aesthetic
exoticism by redirecting the objects’ potential to the artistic sphere. Crucially, Fence
Art did not linger on the performance of the sculpture-objects in their original context.
The exhibition was staged in a way that emphasized the sensual character of the
sculptures, and consequently, its aesthetics fit better with Jill Bennett’s notion of
“surprise event” than with either Barriendos ’ or Holmes’ cautious descriptions.
Bennett understands exhibition aesthetics in terms of process and movement rather
than representation (Bennett 112–13). For Bennett, art “does not offer up a
representable condition of belonging so much as an account of process and
movement: new sets of conjunctions, a surprise event” (113). This formulation offers
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Along these lines, see Ronen Eidelman’s summary of the contradictory aspect of the Minshar
exhibit (104–05).

182

an understanding of Fence Art as another step in the fortune of the sculpture-objects
rather than as their post-mortem display.
The way in which the sculpture-objects were presented in their new location,
asserting their existence as art objects yet marking their toil as political artifacts,
called for a conceptual discussion of their significance that would bring their volatile
identity to the fore. In this light, the exhibition’s move away from the sculptural
objects’ original function and emphasis on their immediate form allowed the objects
to retain their dissident character, avoiding their fate of becoming representations of
an external, completed process. In other words, if, in the field, the Bil’in inhabitants
transgressed the order of things by being something other than workers, in the gallery,
the Bil’in sculpture-objects subverted this order by being something other than art.
Once more, Rancière’s theorization of aesthetics and politics proves relevant.
Like his definition of politics, Rancière’s definition of aesthetics is atypical.
Rancière uses the term in two different senses. The first, broader sense refers to the
aesthetic dimension of the political experience. Far removed from Walter Benjamin’s
discussion of the aestheticization of politics in the age of the masses, for Rancière, the
political is aesthetic in principle. He describes the aesthetic as “the attempt of
reconfiguring the partitions of time and space” to bring new forms into vision
(“Politics” 13). Consequently, his notion of the political has an inherent aesthetic
dimension. The political creates a renewed perception of the relationships between the
sayable, the see-able, and the doable in a social reality (Guénoun and Kavanagh 17).
The politics of the Bil’in demonstration are intrinsically aesthetic in this sense, as they
involve a re-organization of the visible within the terms of Israeli-Palestinian politics.
The second, more narrow sense of the term “aesthetics” in Rancière’s writings
refers to ”a specific regime for identifying and reflecting on the arts” (Politics of
Aesthetics 10). This understanding does not imply a theory of art; rather, aesthetics is
a specific configuration of the domain of art, which is based on distinguishing a
sensible mode specific to artistic products. However, while “the word aesthetics …
strictly refers to the specific mode of being of whatever falls within the domain of art”
(Politics of Aesthetics 22), an art object can only be an aesthetic object when it is
“something else than art,” posing as what Rancière describes as a “form of life”
(“Outcomes” 137). This definition is contradictory and abstract, and, as Rancière
himself admits, eliminates a pragmatic criterion for distinguishing art from non-art.
Instead, it results in a focus on the thought that art contains and engenders.
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This focus marks the difference between the aesthetic and the representational
regimes of the arts. The latter, according to Rancière, is a pragmatic system that
differentiates between artworks according to forms, genres, mediums, and so forth,
outlining the proper ways for making and judging art (Politics of Aesthetics 91). The
way in which the “distribution of the sensible” takes place within the representative
regime of art parallels the policing of the social order outside this regime: every
artistic form has its clear place, and there are no exceptions, no voids. The aesthetic
regime, on the other hand, approaches art objects from a conceptual point of view and
relates to their mode of being, extricated from their ordinary connections (Politics of
Aesthetics 22).
Thus, aesthetics in the broad sense (relating to the distribution of the sensible)
and aesthetics in the narrow sense (referring to a specific regime of art) are related.
Both refer to “a specific sphere of experience which invalidates the ordinary
hierarchies incorporated in everyday sensory experience” (Rancière, “Politics” 14).
The way in which the aesthetic regime opposes the representational configuration,
freeing art from rules and regulations, is equivalent to the rearrangement of the
sensible that occurs through a political struggle. The prism of the aesthetic regime of
art allows art objects to accomplish the same task as political actions, the task of
disturbing accepted perceptions of reality (Deranty 137). Brian Holmes offers a
comparable formula, when he suggests that “art can be compared to activism through
the metaphor of an intervention on ‘social material’” (“Transparency” 4).
In the demonstrations, the sculptures take part in events that fit Rancière’s
broad definition of aesthetics: events that attempt to undermine the policing division
between different socio-political groups. At the same time, they also correspond to his
narrower definition of the term, and can be interpreted as belonging to an artistic
regime of the sensible “that is extricated from its ordinary connection and is inhabited
by a heterogeneous power foreign to itself” (Rancière, Politics of Aesthetics 23). In
Tel Aviv, alternately, the sculptural objects were commanding an art-historical
perspective, framed as unambiguous art objects in a modernist constellation that
emphasized their form. And yet, the exhibition left its audience with no clear answers,
because it could only cordon off but not fully remove the sculpture-objects’ prior
functional aspect that, to complicate matters, was symbolic in essence. The sculptures
thus brought to the fore their aesthetic quality, their “mode of existence as ‘free’
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objects, not the projects of will” (Rancière quoted in Guénoun and Kavanagh 22), by
way of manifesting their functional non-artistic aspects.
Therefore, and despite the fact that for Rancière the distinction between art
and non-art is irrelevant to the aesthetic regime, precisely this distinction – or better
yet, the questioning of this distinction – remained at the core of the politics of the
Fence Art exhibition. The sculptural objects remained politically poignant by
challenging the representational space that hosted them. Their displacement broke
with their ontology, but not with their erratic character and provocative performance.
The volatility of the sculptures’ definition, as well as the constantly failing need to
define them as either art or as artifacts of a political struggle, turned into the
“thinking” that inhabited the objects in the gallery space.
In an interview with art critic Dana Gilerman, the curator of Fence Art, Oded
Yedaya, asserted that the sculptures were first and foremost artworks, and that
Muhammad Khatib (the maker of most of the sculptures) is an artist in this respect
(Gilerman, “Art”). However, in the same interview, Khatib opposed these definitions.
He would have preferred the sculptures to appear in close connection with the
explanatory material that was found in the next room in a kind of a documentary
exhibition rather than for them to be separated from each other. Curator and creator
also differed with regard to their reasons for mounting the exhibition to begin with.
While Khatib’s sole objective was to get further exposure for Bil’in in the Israeli
media, Yedaya also wanted to provoke an intellectual discussion that would explore
the possibilities of the terms “drafted art” and “drafted gallery.” In her article,
Gilerman finds the curator’s choice infuriating, “as if the art world found a new toy to
adorn itself with,” but felt this way only until, having interviewed Khatib, she too
came to the conclusion that he works “as a true artist” (“Art” ). The attempt to define
the different agents and objects takes up most of Gilerman’s article.
Khatib’s refusal to be labeled as an artist seems to contradict the analysis I
have proposed. I suggested that the demonstrators were empowered by the fact that,
through the sculptural objects, their identity oscillated between that of occupied
villagers and that of artists. However, Khatib’s rejection of the title “artist” was
uttered in the context of the exhibition, not of the demonstrations. As Khatib tells
Gilerman: “The power and the beauty of the tools that I made manifest themselves in
the demonstration itself. As far as I’m concerned, only there are they art” (quoted in
Gilerman, “Art”; my translation). By denying the artistic aspect of the sculptures in
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the gallery space, Khatib emphasized their – and his – political character. This move
is the mirror image of the way in which the sculptures operate in the politicallyframed space of Bil’in, where their artistic aspect is frequently emphasized. What
Khatib accentuated is the objects’ adherence to two incompatible classifications of the
representational regime, as artifacts (engaged and functional) and art (autonomous
and formal) at the same time, never completely one or the other. In the vein of
Rancière, precisely that feat accounts for their political potential.
Yedaya approaches the issue from a different perspective. As artworks, the
sculptures allow Yedaya, who is an artist and an active participant in the Bil’in
demonstrations, to question his role as curator-activist as well as the political potential
of an art-gallery space. In the introductory text to the exhibition, Yedaya outlines a
mutual process of stimulation between the sculptures and the gallery. By means of
classical curatorial practices such as the isolation of objects and their placement in
space, the gallery is able to serve the cause of Bil’in on the one hand and, he writes, to
“exploit all of art’s shrewdness to create a political provocation” and alert the public
to the village’s circumstances. On the other hand, the Bil’in sculptural objects allow
him, as curator, to exhibit something different from what is usually labeled as political
art: either high art that comments on the political situation, or documentary art that
records it. Yedaya writes:
Documentary art remains documentary art even when it is displayed in a
gallery, and high art remains high art that talks to a closed circle even when it
makes an effort to take a stand and make a difference. The fence-art from
Bil’in offers us a different possibility; completely authentic products, made by
locals and not by onlookers, that are displaced to the “art” environment, an
environment of citations, appropriations and post-modern simulacrum, and
thus examines them from various levels, and maybe examines anew the notion
of “political art.” (Yedaya, n.p.; my translation)
Yedaya follows the logic of the representational regime in that he distinguishes
between “documentary art,” “high art,” and “authentic products,” and places the
Bil’in sculptures in the third. He claims that a displacement of the first two types
would have no effect on their ontology while the third type, “made by locals and not
by onlookers” and displaced to the art environment, introduces a different possibility.
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Yet, the exceptionality of the idea of bringing the outside world into the gallery can be
disputed, as it is based on the historical precedent of the readymade.173 In addition, the
text’s generic assertion that categories belonging to the art world are not challenged
when its objects are displayed outside of their home field can be debated. Maaike
Bleeker, for example, argues for staging art outside of the museum as a means to
destabilize self-evident modes of looking.174 More problematic still is the fact that
Yedaya’s thesis leans on the notion of authenticity. He discusses “displaced authentic
products” as bringing forth a new examination of political art, a logic which seems to
follow what Rancière describes as an attempt of contemporary art to equate political
commitment with the search for the real (“Untitled” 3).
During his short intervention in KLARTEXT! (“Untitled”), Rancière was
hesitant to define art’s tendency to intervene in the social world as political, arguing
that the political content or context of an artwork does not ensure that work’s political
character. Taking into consideration that, for Rancière, politics is about reconfiguring
the terms in which the real is distributed, and not about any specific political reality, it
is easy to see how, in his terms, the sculptures’ “authentic” origin outside of the art
scene would not constitute their defining political feature. Furthermore, Rancière
argues that the debate about the relation of “outside” to “inside” regarding art and
politics is in itself apolitical, since it cements consensual notions such as outside and
inside, authentic reality and artistic fiction:
Such a “politicization” of art actually means the contrary of politics. Politics
begins when there is a disagreement on the “reality of the real”, a dispute on
the “given” itself, a controversial fictionalization of the relationship between
the inside and the outside. (“Untitled” 3)
Focusing solely on the sculptures’ displacement from Bil’in to Tel Aviv, as Yedaya’s
text does, would lead to the conclusion that the Fence Art exhibition is not a political
project, as it keeps in place the distinction between political reality and art. Focusing
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Yedaya contends that Fence Art breaks away from the readymade because its “found objects” were
initially made for creative use (personal communication).
174
Bleeker finds the concept of staging useful for avoiding the pitfalls of the inside-outside debate,
because it negates the distinction between the categories of “real” versus “representational” (Bleeker,
“Limited Visibility” 146–48).
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on the sculpture’s reception in the gallery, however, could indeed lead to a
reexamination of the notion of political art, but in a way that differs from the curator’s
approach. If we accept that politics happens precisely when there is a disagreement
about what is politics, “when the boundary separating the political from the social or
the public from the domestic is put into question” (Rancière “Dissensus” 4), then we
can see how the sculptural objects play out their politics and disturb the powers at
play within the discipline of art through their very aesthetics. Gilerman disagrees with
Yedaya’s choice to appropriate the sculpture-objects from the political sphere and to
label them as art, contrary to their maker’s will. At the same time, she disagrees with
Khatib when she finds him to be a “true” artist. This contradiction cannot be solved; it
is not meant to be solved, but may lead us to question the axioms of the discipline of
art itself. The sculptural objects are simultaneously already engaged and autonomous,
and this is a contradiction only as long as one insists on the separation of aesthetics
from politics.
This makes Fence Art political in the sense that Rancière gives to the word.
The exhibition does not only “presuppose the rupture of the ‘normal’ distribution of
positions” as the curator’s text seems to suggest, but also requires “a rupture in the
idea that there are dispositions ‘proper’ to such classifications” in the first place
(Rancière, “Ten Theses” thesis 3). As for the sculptures, they are “in place” and “out
of place” in both environments, and challenge the imposition of divisions between
social identities, whether they relate to national subjectivities or artistic categories,
and whether they are kept apart by the separation wall crossing through Israel and
Palestine, or by the walls of the gallery that distinguish between the realm of reality
and that of representation. In both locations, they negotiate the tension which pushes
art towards “life” with that which sets its aesthetics apart from other forms of sensory
experience (Rancière, Aesthetics 46).175
Reading the sculptural objects of Bil’in and Fence Art through Rancière
suggests that the attempt to separate politics from aesthetics is futile because the two
are bound together from the outset. This bond, of course, is not to be equated with an
amalgamation of the artistic and the political. Rather, it should lead to a careful
accentuation of the various elements at play: art, political action, aesthetics, and
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For an elaboration on Rancière’s understanding of critical art, and its application to soldier imagery
in contemporary art and culture, see Dasgupta, “Spare.”
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politics. The sculptural objects relate to each of these four elements: they are framed
at times as art and at other times as political artifacts, and they include, at all times,
aesthetic and political dimensions. What is, then, the notion of political art that the
sculptures prompt? Because they work as political arguments and aesthetic objects in
a “proper space where art shows as such” but also in “an outward space where art is
… destined … to its self-suppression” (Rancière, “Untitled” 2), the sculptural objects
offer a nuanced interpretation of the term. In Bil’in, the connection between art and
politics follows Brian Holmes’ definition of process as matrix of artifacts, group
interaction, and a singular event. In the gallery, the sculptural objects lead in the
direction of what Jill Bennett terms the “surprise event,” a process that includes the
interceptions and collisions of art objects and audience. Holmes’ and Bennett’s
analyses are not compatible. The first discusses specifically non-displayed actions and
the latter analyzes exhibition practices. The double function of the sculptural objects
frames both processes as disagreements, or breaks in the consensus, where the fictions
of politics in one case and art in the other “blur over the very borders defining [their]
activity” (Rancière, “Untitled” 3).
While the sculptures could not be more deeply caught up in struggles of
national politics, they emphasize that it is not so much the “content” of an artwork
that makes it political or not. The objects exemplify the way in which the political
significance of art arises from aesthetic process rather than content or form (Bennett
116). At the same time, the sculptures’ political content does not negate their political
agency. Art does not have to engage with Realpolitik in order to be political, but it
can. When it does, the challenge is to find a balance between the elements of art
history and national politics in a way that challenges the boundaries of both. In this
regard, Fence Art is a most fitting title for an art that endeavors to remain on the
border between politics and the non-political, fiction and reality, art and politics.
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