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“9/11 OUTRAGE DRAW THE LINE NOW.” Thus enjoined the front page of the
Daily News in June 2005 after sending a reporter to vet the archives of the
Drawing Center, one of three cultural institutions planned as part of the World
Trade Center memorial complex. According to the News, “Governor Pataki is
allowing a museum that exhibits anti-American art to display its works at
Ground Zero,” thus ruining the “sacred soil” of the site.1 The works in question,
which featured iconic references to the Abu Ghraib photographs and to the
September 11 attacks, were accused of committing violence against the public
at large and the families of the victims in particular, whose supposedly unified
voice the article claimed to represent. As suggested by another headline read-
ing “VIOLATED . . . AGAIN,” the violence of the art in question was not just any
violence; it bore, rather, a structurally continuous relationship to the original
violence of the attacks themselves. Thus, to evoke traces of violence and viola-
bilit y at Ground Zero—whether that of Americans or others—would be
logically tantamount to a kind of aesthetic terrorism. Called by the News in the
name of a terrorized public, Governor Pataki responded the next day with a
warning to cultural institutions that was appropriate for a War on Terror: “We
will not tolerate anything on that site that denigrates America, denigrates New
York, or freedom, or denigrates the sacrifice and courage that the heroes
showed on 9/11.”2 Claiming to safeguard the principle of freedom itself,
Pataki’s demand for an “absolute guarantee” against potentially “offensive”
material suggests a doctrine of cultural preemption that, like the Bush adminis-
tration, claims a sovereign right to act against threats “before they are fully
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1. Douglas Feiden, “Violated . . . Again,” Daily News, June 24, 2005, p. 7.
2. Douglas Feiden and Joe Mahoney, “Zero Tolerance at WTC,” Daily News, June 25, 2005, p. 7.
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formed.”3 While cynically emphasizing the right of private artists and institutions
to free expression, Pataki actually heeded the call to “draw a line,” declaring the site
to be a zone of exception where this right could be suspended by executive author-
ity: “Sure there can be debate. . . . But I don’t want that debate to be occurring at
Ground Zero, and to the extent that I have the power, it’s not going to happen.”4

Bolstered by the News’s rhetoric of aesthetic terror, over the next few months
Pataki succeeded in recasting the role of art and culture at Ground Zero from that
of public enlightenment to public enemy. Refusing to provide the “absolute guar-
antee” demanded by the governor, the Drawing Center found it had no choice but
to search for an alternative location elsewhere in Lower Manhattan, leaving its
prospective neighbor the Freedom Center scrambling to reassure officals of its
ideological reliability before the entire cultural complex was officially removed
from plans for the site in late September. 

The foreclosure of the Drawing Center’s presence at Ground Zero signals
the psychic and political potency of what might be called site-sacrality—the con-
viction that an event of loss be utterly self-enclosed within its proper domain,
cleansed of anything that would connect it to other times, spaces, and memories.
Needless to say, this absolute protection is a chimera—the question is not whether
but how and by whom a singular site of loss is marked by particular political, eco-
nomic, and discursive forces. Indeed, the symbolic cornerstone of the Freedom
Tower itself bears the following inscription: “To honor and remember those who
lost their lives on September 11, 2001, and as a tribute to the ENDURING SPIRIT OF

FREEDOM.” Inscribed in the monumental material of granite, these words not only
mark the memory of the dead, but also assimilate it into a narrative of spiritual
continuity whose material realization implicitly includes, among other things,
Operation Enduring Freedom, the retaliatory intervention in Afghanistan
launched in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Yet in bringing Enduring Freedom
to mind as an act of retributive justice, the cornerstone also enforces a spatial and
affective boundary between the grievable lives of the World Trade Center and the
thousands of invisible, ungrievable Afghan lives that were lost during that cam-
paign—the “collateral damage” calculated in advance by the war planners. 

Two years earlier and nine blocks to the north of Ground Zero at Apex Art, a
different economy of memory was set into motion by Gift, a distributional sculp-
ture by the U.S.–based Pakistani artist Alia Hasan-Khan.5 This work involved not

3. The 2002 National Security Strategy of the United States explains the logic of “anticipatory
strikes”: “As a matter of common sense and self-defense, America will act against such emerging threats
before they are fully formed. We cannot defend America and our friends by hoping for the best. So we
must be prepared to defeat our enemies’ plans, using the best intelligence and proceeding with delib-
eration. History will judge harshly those who saw this coming danger but failed to act. In the new world
we have entered, the only path to peace and security is the path of action” (www.whitehouse.gov/nsc).
4. Feiden and Mahoney, “Zero Tolerance at WTC,” p. 7.
5. Gift appeared in the Apex Art exhibition Playing with a Loaded Gun: Contemporary Art in Pakistan
(September 6–October 4, 2003), curated by Atteqa Ali. Several months earlier, it was distributed as part
of the globally coordinated “lunchtime summit” at 16 Beaver Group, an artists-run space in Lower
Manhattan (www.16beavergroup.org/lunchtimesummit.htm).



the securing of sites and the settling of scores, but the sharing of a precarious eth-
ical space at odds not only with the monumental spirituality of the Freedom
Tower, but also the festive conviviality offered as an alternative by two important
paradigms in contemporary art: relational aesthetics and its activist counterpart,
neo-Situationism. Insisting that its audience partake of a certain violence, Hasan-
Khan’s work provides an occasion to consider the status of artistic practice in the
aftermath of 9/11—a permanent “state of exception” marked by imperial crisis,
heightened vulnerabilities, and democratic resistances that must inform any left
art criticism worthy of the name.6
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6. This phrase comes from Carl Schmitt’s maxim that “sovereign is he who decides over the state
of exception.” In other words, sovereignty is the power to exempt oneself from the normal rule of law
in the name of securing social order itself against an enemy that is defined as a mortal threat rather
than a political opponent. See Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, trans. Kevin Attell (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2005). Since 9/11, of course, the U.S. has globalized this condition, declar-
ing a war without spatial, temporal, or legal limits that has provoked in turn an equally endless recipro-
cation of violence. The Retort collective’s Afflicted Powers: Capital and Spectacle in a New Age of War (New
York: Verso, 2005) is currently making waves in artistic discourse, primarily because of its reassertion
of “spectacle” as a tool of world-historical analysis. Yet ironically, despite Retort’s insistence that “con-
trol over the image is now the key to social power,” they foreclose any critical potential for contempo-
rary artistic and cultural production. Hal Foster questions them on this point in “An Exchange on
Afflicted Powers: Capital and Spectacle in a New Age of War,” October 115 (Winter 2006), p. 12. 

Alia Hasan-Khan. Gift. 2003. Courtesy the artist.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=315&h=236


Dangerous Supplement

The world-historical horizons of Hasan-Khan’s sculpture are belied by its rel-
atively humble form: a pile of small yellow packages spreading outward on the
gallery floor, in a manner akin to the candy spills of Felix Gonzalez-Torres. With
their eye-catching color, accessible scale, and intimation of an interior content
hidden from view, the packages deliberately provoke the tactile curiosity of an
audience by now accustomed to “interacting” with art objects rather than passively
contemplating them from a distance: “Are these addressed to me? Who and where
are they from? And what might they contain?” Upon closer examination, one
found that the boxes were marked on one side with Urdu script. Yet in contrast to
the linguistic exclusivity of the text, the box was also sealed with a simple ideo-
graphic label apparently free from the difficulties of translation. It depicts a man
holding an open box and placing its round content in his mouth—a universal sign
for the ingestion of food, a fundamental bodily activity in which the audience,
regardless of language or literacy, is invited to partake. But the transparency of the
ideogram was betrayed by what one encountered inside the box, something that
recalled the etymological affinity of hospitality and hostility, of being welcomed as
a guest and held hostage at gunpoint. 

Wrapped in wax paper was a monstrous object in which the distinctions
between organic and technical, edible and inedible, and nutrient and poison are put
into question, belying the smooth internalization promised by the package label.
Inside was a round, dense food item that some audience members might identify as a
laddu, a typical South Asian dessert such as one might find at the one of the numer-
ous cabstands of Lower Manhattan. This might have been interpreted as a friendly
token of site-specific cross-cultural exchange, were it not grafted with a metal supple-
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Hasan-Khan. Gift (detail). 
2003. Courtesy the artist.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-001.jpg&w=239&h=177


ment fashioned crudely from electrical wire and other bits of metal hardware.
Affixed to the top of the globular dessert, the wire supplement resembled the stem of
an apple, or more ominously, the fuse of a homemade bomb. Addressed as targets of
a threat as much as recipients of a donation, how was one to respond to this ambiva-
lent offering? What, if anything, was one to do with these things? For better or worse,
they came with directions, in which the aforementioned figure is depicted opening
the box, “de-fusing” the contents, and ingesting the laddu. Yet this instructional
sequence was arranged in backwards order, or so it would seem to those illiterate in
languages using Arabic script such as Urdu, the primary language of Pakistan.
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Top: Hasan-Khan. Gift (detail). 2003.
Right: Leaflet dropped by Pentagon over

Afghanistan, October 29, 2003.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-003.jpg&w=176&h=181
http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-002.jpg&w=269&h=207


According to a translated announcement on the gallery wall, these
inscrutable objects constituted a “Gift from the Islamic Republic of Pakistan,”
echoing an address directed to Afghanis and the Islamic world at large by the
United States Air Force in October 2001 during what was billed as a campaign of
“humanitarian relief.” The U.S. dropped hundreds of thousands of packages
marked in English “Food Gift from the People of the United States” and contain-
ing ready-to-eat nutritional objects alien to the Afghan diet such as peanut butter. 

However, this altruistic missive missed its mark, failing to secure the bound-
aries between innocent civilians and enemy combatants, targets of relief and
targets of violence: as human rights groups were quick to publicize, the yellow
packages were approximately the same size and color as the other objects being
dropped from American planes, i.e., cluster bombs, 10 percent of which remained
unexploded upon hitting the ground. After an international outcry, the military
found itself compelled to broadcast a special announcement over Afghan radio,
warning civilians not to mistake the hurtful for the helpful, and vice versa: “Please,
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FBI Advisory. 2002. 

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-004.jpg&w=275&h=302


please exercise caution when approaching unidentified yellow objects in areas
that have recently been bombed.”7

Doesn’t this cautionary injunction concerning “unidentified objects” ring
uncannily familiar for people living in the United States, especially “in areas that
have recently been bombed,” such as Lower Manhattan? Have we not been told to
be watchful and wary of “suspicious packages” in public spaces, and the strangers
who might leave them for us? Indeed, the discourse of Homeland Security has
redefined the entire horizon of object-relations in everyday life, with all things now
understood in terms of their potential for unforeseen violence—a paranoiac ontol-
ogy that calls for exceptional, preemptive action of all kinds. What could be at stake
in activating these not-so-distant associations in the space of an art gallery? What
injury had been sustained, and what obligation assumed upon opening the box?

One might argue that in its figurative weaponization, the work stages an
economy of vengeance, offering Americans their just desserts, a taste of their own
government’s hypocritical medicine.8 We might consider Gift as an act of aesthetic
aggression comparable to a Dadaist outrage, described by Walter Benjamin as “an
instrument of ballistics” that would “hit the spectator like a bullet,” shaking him or
her out of the ideological complacency of everyday life.9 Gift undoubtedly evokes
this avant-gardist ideal of audience-assault, but its ambivalent address precludes
the ultimate coming-to-consciousness this assault was often thought to catalyze.10
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7. “Afghans Warned Over Cluster Bombs,” October 30, 2001, archives.cnn.com/2001/US/10/
29/ret.bomb.warnings/.
8. It would thus resonate with the words of London subway bomber Mohammed Sidique Khan:
“Until we feel security, you will be our target. Until you stop the bombing, gassing, imprisonment, and
torture of my people, we will not stop this war. We are at war, and I am a soldier. Now you too will taste
the reality of this situation.” Cynically, the Retort collective cites Khan as the “voice of our time,” disre-
garding any capacity of contemporary art to “reply to this extremity” (though Brecht and Picasso are
allowed to maintain their critical modernist force). See “An Exchange on Afflicted Powers: Capital and
Spectacle in a New Age of War,” p. 12. 
9. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations,
trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), p. 238. 
10. This premise is given a faint reiteration by Lawrence Rinder in the catalogue for The American
Effect, an exhibition held at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, in 2003 that gathered
dozens of non-American artists who are “drawn to America as a theme” and whose work “reflects” the
ubiquity of the United States as “a powerful figure in the world’s imagination.” Rinder cautions his
readers that they may encounter “images that speak of tremendous resentment, hostility, and desire
for revenge. At a time when Americans are feeling especially vulnerable to threats of terrorism . . . it
may seem impudent to display such works.” “But sometimes,” he continues, “difficult images are pre-
cisely what are needed to remind us of our vulnerabilities and shock us into greater awareness of the
realities of the world around us.” See Rinder, The American Effect: Global Perspectives on the United States
1990–2003, exh. cat. (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 2003), p. 26. Written at the peak
of patriotic triumphalism immediately following the invasion of Iraq, Rinder’s call for an avowal of vul-
nerability deserves credit. Yet by insisting on the centrality of the United States as a “Jungian arche-
type,” Rinder ends up assessing foreign art primarily in terms of iconographic legibility,  which is to say,
its capacity to function as a psychocultural mirror for the “American public.” In so doing, Rinder not
only disregards the claims made by art works at the level of form, but also recuperates any vulnerability
they might activate into a narcissistic circuit of national self-examination.



While simultaneously indebted to and critical of a particular episode of
imperial altruism, Hasan-Khan’s packages are not mere vehicles for the return-
delivery of geopolitical content to a sympathetic American audience. The formal
structure of Gift mimics not only the dropping of “unidentified yellow objects”
over Afghanistan, but also prominent tendencies in contemporary art that posit
the “ethnographic” logic of gift exchange as an exemplary response to questions
of public distribution, spectatorial activation, and the deprivatization of everyday
life. Inspired by Marcel Mauss’s canonical 1924 study, these tendencies understand
gift-economy as prefiguring a form of communal solidarity and mutual obligation
putatively blocked by the possessive individualism of both the mainstream art
world and the capitalist market of which it forms a part. These tendencies are also
marked by a pacifist streak, echoing Mauss’s injunction to the “so-called civilized
world” of postwar Europe that “It is by opposing reason to feeling, by pitting the
will to peace against sudden bursts of insanity . . . that peoples succeed in substitut-
ing alliance, gifts, and trade for war, isolation, and stagnation.”11

Hasan-Khan inhabits this “food not bombs” impulse yet unsettles it from
within through a reference to an instance of giving in which the putative opposi-
tion between care and combat, helping and hurting, donation and domination
was “accidentally” short-circuited.12 Rather than simply negate contemporary
enthusiasm for what Holland Cotter has called “generosity as an art medium,”
Hasan-Khan partakes of it in order to warn against taking generosity for granted
as a guarantor of social harmony or political radicality, marking the “unstable
state between festival and war” that haunted Mauss’s own analysis.13

In this respect, Gift resonates with Claire Bishop’s groundbreaking critique of
Nicolas Bourriaud’s concept of “relational aesthetics,” especially as it pertains to
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11. Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. W. D. Halls
(1924; New York: Norton, 1990), pp. 82–83. For a representative survey, see Ted Purves, ed., What We
Want Is Free: Generosity and Exchange in Recent Art (Buffalo: State University of New York, 2005). In his
introductory text, “Blows Against the Empire,” Purves invokes the Diggers-inspired collective It Can
Change, which stages free “potlatches” on city streets (including outside the former location of
Gordon Matta-Clark’s Food restaurant in SoHo). 
12. Originating in the antinuclear movements of the early 1980s, Food Not Bombs is an anarchist
network that supplies free vegetarian meals at protests and squats throughout North America and
Europe. See www.foodnotbombs.net.
13. Mauss, The Gift, p. 82. For Mauss, the apparently selfless expenditure of giving is always performed
on the basis of an underlying social rule: namely, that the recipient is put into debt to the giver, establish-
ing a bond of obligation and dependence. The giver implicitly expects her generosity to be reciprocated
by a countergift from the other, some eventual return on the initial investment. At base the gift involves a
circular movement of self-interest, though the positions of self and other, donor and donee constantly
shift in a reciprocal, symmetrical manner. In maintaining this dynamic equilibrium of giving and receiv-
ing, all parties develop a “common bond” of mutual obligation and social security. However, Mauss dis-
tills this logic from ethnographic examples of “total services of an antagonistic type,” which is to say, sacri-
ficial offerings that are intended to overpower and humiliate rivals, challenging them to reciprocate the
gesture at a higher level of loss. Thus, while giving functions to sublimate base, short-term self-interest
into a sustainable, cooperative social order, it must mimic the violent impulses it supposedly displaces, a
distinction that constantly threatens to collapse. The phrase “generosity as an art medium” appears in
Cotter’s well-intentioned but uncritical call for a “revival of counterculture” and a “new collectivism,” in
“Doing Their Own Thing, Making Art Together,” New York Times, January 19, 2003. 



Rirkrit Tiravanija’s preparation and distribution of free Thai food in the space of
the art gallery. While Bourriaud claims that such gestures create a convivial “arena
of exchange” that is inherently democratic in its open-ended and participatory
nature, Bishop charges the theorist with formalism on the grounds that he posits
these principles as political ends in and of themselves, without attending to what
she calls the “quality” of the relations in question: “what Tiravanija cooks, how and
for whom are less important to Bourriaud than the fact that he gives away the results
for free.”14 This results in a claim for social engagement unburdened by political
specificity and institutional self-criticality that “rest[s] too comfortably within an
ideal of subjectivity as whole and community as immanent togetherness.”15

From the Barbecue to the Barricade: Neo-Situationism

While Bishop’s critique has proven crucial in renewing a debate about the
status of political claims in contemporary art, the scope of her insights is limited
to figures operative well within the official circuits of the international art world.
She thus fails to register the emergence of a powerful neo-Situationist impulse on
the part of many young artists to “realize art by abolishing it” through a relocation
of their practice within the expanded networks of activist counterpublicity that have
proliferated over the past decade in tandem with the counterglobalization and
antiwar movements.16 The countereconomy of the gift figures prominently in
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14. Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Fall 2004), p. 65. Hal Foster
seems to fall prey to this formalism when he approvingly writes that “Tiravanija has made gift offerings
that point to an alternative to the capitalist nexus of art (e.g., his own preparation of Thai dishes).” See
Foster, Design and Crime and Other Diatribes (New York: Verso, 2002), p. 142. 
15. Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” p. 67. 
16. For a sympathetic theorization of these developments, see Gregory Sholette, “Dark Matter,
Activist Art and the Counter-Public Sphere,” Journal of Aesthetics and Protest 3, www.journalofaesthetics
andprotest.org/3/sholette; Brian Holmes, “The Revenge of the Concept: Artistic Exchanges and
Networked Resistance” (2003), slash.autonomedia.org/analysis/03/01/24/1340201.shtml; and Martha
Rosler, “Out of the Vox,” Artforum 43 (September 2004), pp. 218–19. “Realize art by abolishing it” is a
paraphrase of section 8 of Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle: “Dadaism sought to abolish art without
realizing it; Surrealism sought to realize art without abolishing it. The critical position since developed by
the situationists has shown that the abolition and realization of art are inseparable aspects of a single
transcendence of art” (www.bopsecrets.org/SI/debord/8.htm). Needless to say, no neo-Situationist wor-
thy of the name would deliberately adopt this term as a positive identity, as it would imply what Debord
described as a “doctrine for interpreting conditions” rather than an ongoing, transformative praxis. It
is important to distinguish neo-Situationism from what might be called the paleo-Situationism of
Retort, which as Julian Stallabrass argues, is marked by a generation-specific anxiety about the totaliz-
ing effects of digital technologies—an anxiety that risks political debilitation. “Those of a younger gen-
eration who have grown up online necessarily have a different perspective in which discriminations
within spectacle stand out with greater prominence.” “Spectacle and Terror,” New Left Review 37
( January/February 2006), p. 95. Rather than stake its claim in the experience of 1968, neo-
Situationism emerges from the genealogy of activist postmodernism as sketched by Krzysztof Wodiczko
in his remarkably concise “Strategies of Public Address: Which Media, Which Publics?,” in Hal Foster,
ed., Discussions in Contemporary Culture 1 (Seattle: Bay Press, 1987), pp. 41–45. A crucial point of organi-
zational, generational, and political mediation in this regard is the cultural production associated with
early U.S. AIDS activism. These connections have been traced in Ben Shepard, ed., From ACT-UP to the



these networks17 as both a nonproprietary mode of material exchange—exempli-
fied by phenomena such as open-source code-sharing, “copyleft” publishing, and
indymedia.org—and more generally as an organizing principle of anticapitalist
subjectivity associated with the historical task of what Naomi Klein has described
as “reclaiming the commons” from neoliberal privatization.18 Technically enabled
by the Internet but by no means confined to cyberspace, the networks in question
are often claimed to actualize the formal principles invoked so vacuously by
Bourriaud, such as collaborative self-organized production, decommodified distribu-
tion, horizontal dialogue, festive participation, and programmatic open-endedness.
Whereas Bourriaud looks to these principles to compensate for a bleak landscape of
postpolitical ennui, collectives such as Notes from Nowhere resituate them at the
heart of what they call “the irresistible rise of global anticapitalism,” a project of polit-
ical, economic, and cultural democratization that challenges the neoliberal mantra
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WTO: Urban Protest and Community Building in the Era of Globalization (New York: Verso, 2002), and in
Gregg Bordowitz’s video Habit (2001). The latter meditates on the precarious sharing of “pandemic”
community across time and space, unsettling the presumed manageability of “living with AIDS” in the
United States by bearing witness to the struggles of people across the Global South against the WTO’s
intellectual property regimes, which have restricted the production and distribution of affordable
AIDS drugs by Third World governments. In its deep attunedness to finitude, loss, and asymmetry, the
video’s mode of address is actually at odds with that of neo-Situationism, which tends toward a kind of
celebratory vitalism.
17. The gift can be understood as a “countereconomy” in two senses: both as an alternative form of
economy and as an alternative to economy itself. According to the analysis of Mauss and later Karl
Polanyi, the central ideological achievement of liberal capitalism is to have “disembedded” economy
from society, treating the market as an autonomous, self-regulating mechanism. See “Market and
Man,” in The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (1944; Boston: Beacon,
1972). Polanyi has reemerged in the past decade as a crucial point of reference in discussions of neo-
liberalism, which is understood as much as an ideological horizon of “property” and “privatization” as
a technical policy regime.
18. Alluding to the ur-event of privatization as the sixteenth-century enclosures movement in
England, Klein writes, “As our communal spaces—town squares, streets, schools, farms, plants—are
displaced by a ballooning marketplace, a spirit of resistance is taking hold around the world: People
are reclaiming bits of nature and culture and saying ‘this is going to be public space.’” Naomi Klein,
“Reclaiming the Commons,” New Left Review (May/June 2001), p. 82. For a discussion of the “digital
commons” as a realm of gift-exchange, see Richard Barbrook’s “The High-Tech Gift Economy” and
“The Cybercommunist Manifesto,” www.hrc.wmin.ac.uk/theory-cybercommunistmanifesto.html.
Barbrook cites page 59 of Raoul Vaneigem’s The Revolution of Everyday Life, trans. Donald Nicholson
Smith (London: Rebel Press, 1983): “We must rediscover the pleasure in giving: giving because you
have so much. What beautiful potlatches the affluent society will see—whether it likes it or not—when
the exuberance of the younger generation discovers the pure gift. The growing passion for stealing
books, clothes, food, weapons, or jewelry just for the pleasure of giving them away, gives us a glimpse of
what the will to live has in store for consumer society.” The celebration of theft as a subversive counter-
economy is central to Yomango (Spanish slang for “I steal”), whose “line of shoplifting apparel and
accessories allows the plebian consumer to perform everyday acts of sabotage against the homogeniz-
ing effects of transnational corporations.” This is Gregory Sholette’s enthusiastic assessment of the
group, which he names as a key example of artistic “dissemination within public space” that aims to
create a “temporary gift-economy that is quite unlike the managed parsimony of the mainstream art
market.” “Interventionism and the Historical Uncanny,” in Nato Thompson, ed., The Interventionists: A
User’s Manual for the Creative Disruption of Everyday Life (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2004), p. 134. 



“There Is No Alternative” with the quasi-utopian imperative of the World Social
Forum, “Another World Is Possible.”19

Taking Situationist concepts such as detournement, derive, and potlatch as a
central point of historical reference, numerous artists have affiliated themselves
with these discourses over the past decade, often displacing the category “art” with
expanded terms such as “cultural resistance” and “tactical media.”20 In the words
of Nato Thompson, curator of the survey show The Interventionists: Art in the Social
Sphere (MASS MoCa, May 2004–March 2005), this new orientation has required a
shift from the critical, ontological question “Is it art?” to the instrumental demand
to know “What does it do?” in a given cultural-political context.21 Responding to
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19. Notes from Nowhere, ed., We Are Everywhere: The Irresistible Rise of Global Anticapitalism (New York:
Verso, 2003). Describing the book as a hybrid between “activist anthology and a grassroots history,   agi-
tational collage and direct-action manual,” its authors write, “One of the great strengths of this move-
ment of movements has been its capacity to rekindle the idea of a global political project defined by
notions of diversity, autonomy, ecology, democracy, self-organization, and direct action. This activism is
an attempt to intervene directly in the process of corporate globalization”(p. 23). The cover posits a
shared terrain between the “direct action” of street protesters in the North and poor people’s move-
ments in the South, conjuring up a globally expanded “we.” While the anthology does not refer to art
per se, the importance of “cultural resistance” is stressed throughout, exemplified by groups such as
Reclaim the Streets and the Yes Men. 
20. For the canonical definition of “tactical media” as the flexible, provisional detournement of given
technologies, circuits, and cultural forms, see Geert Lovink and David Garcia’s 1997 manifesto, “The ABC
of Tactical Media,” www.nettime.org/Lists-Archives/nettime-l-9705/msg00096.html. Stephen Duncombe’s
Cultural Resistance Reader (New York: Verso, 2002) reproduces, among other things, Gramsci’s writings on
hegemony, Benjamin’s “The Author as Producer,” Bakhtin’s theory of the carnivalesque, and more recent
texts pertaining to tactical media groups such as Electronic Disturbance Theater.
21. “Contributions to a Resistant Visual Culture Glossary,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Protest 3,
www.journalofaestheticsandprotest.org. This journal describes its program as follows: “Documenting
the collapse of political and aesthetic practices into the field of ‘media’ as a function of globalization,
with aims to facilitate the meeting of artists, activists, theorists, and media makers.” Significantly,
Thompson posits this shift in emphasis as a critique of what he considers the “masturbatory agenda” of
October, and indeed, the discipline of art history itself.

Notes from Nowhere, ed.
We Are Everywhere
(cover). 2003. 
Courtesy Verso. 
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“the increasing privatization of culture in the form of intellectual copyright, and
in the shrinkage, policing, and control of public space,” “interventionist” practices
may take as their site any number of digital, architectural, or discursive environ-
ments, though the street demonstration functions as a privileged horizon of
political immediacy and effectivity. As Thompson writes, “The streets have long
embodied the public sphere: a space where the entire citizenry can participate
democratically and freely. Most political artists desire to reach the general public,
and so the streets are their most natural field of action.”22

This appeal to the street as a realm of direct democracy was explicitly linked
with the countereconomy of the gift in The Gift of Masks, a “wearable media” interven-
tion staged as part of the “Carnival Against Capital” organized in response to the
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22. Nato Thompson, “Trespassing Relevance,” in The Interventionists: User’s Guide to the Creative
Disruption of Everyday Life, p. 17. This appeal to the street is bound up with an emphasis on presence. As
Thompson writes, “Instead of representing politics (whether through language or visual imagery)
[interventionists] . . . enter physically; that is, they place their work into the heart of the political situa-
tion itself.” While Thompson is correct to question the model of art that would treat “politics” as a dis-
crete entity or iconic theme, he implies that “representation” is something that is inessential to the
material ground of “the political situation itself.” When he claims that interventionist practices are
characterized by “a refusal to restrict their practice to mere representation” and that it “‘presents’
rather than ‘represents,’” he disregards work of critical postmodernism, which drew attention to the
fundamental role played by linguistic and visual relationships in the constitution of subjectivity and
space alike. Rather than “merely” mediate an underlying reality known in advance, critics such as
Rosalyn Deutsche have tirelessly argued that it is only in representation that the boundaries of what
counts as a “political situation” and who counts as a political subject are marked to begin with. This is
the point of departure for a number of artists including Allora and Calzadilla, David Thorne, Andrea
Geyer, Sharon Hayes, neuroTransmitter, Ashley Hunt, and Benj Gerdes, who have all addressed the dis-
cursive modes, spatial coordinates, historical inheritances, and technological conditions of protest
activity in ways that question, rather than simply affirm, the constitution of “oppositional” public
space. These questions also inform the emergent discourse of “counter-cartography,” from the Center
for Land Use Interpretation’s guided tours of the military-industrial landscape of the Southwestern
desert, to the Institute for Applied Autonomy’s iSee project (a detournement of MapQuest technology to
determine the “path of least surveillance” from one point to another in Manhattan) to the “Capitalism
Cartograms” of Bureau d’Etudes, which trace both the complex networks of corporate and governmen-
tal power that reproduce “Empire” and the dispersed forces of the “multitude” that haunt it. 

Above and right: Mask Factory. The Gift of Masks. Quebec City. 2001. 
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Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) summit being held in Quebec City in
April 2001.23 Haunted by images of anarchist violence from the 1999 demonstra-
t ions in Seattle against the World Trade Organization, Quebec police had
announced a ban on any item that would conceal the faces of protesters, such as
gasmasks, scarves, helmets, or puppets. In response, a temporary collective calling
itself Mask Factory produced and freely distributed thousands of scarves to assem-
bling demonstrators.24 On one side, they featured an image of a mouth restrained
behind a chain link fence, referring both to the violation of free speech involved
by the ban and to the enormous security perimeter surrounding the Old City,
where the conference was being held. The other side featured another mouth,
this one unrestrained with a maniacal, carnivalesque grin. When tied around the
lower part of the face, the masks functioned simultaneously as protection against
tear gas, as literal acts of criminal civil disobedience, and as a symbolic link to
other demonsrators wearing the mask, a sort of counterpart to the ominous body
armor of riot police on the other side of the fence. 

Emblazoned along the edges of the scarves was a text paraphrasing a state-
ment from Subcommander Marcos of the Zapatistas, who has offered his famous
black mask as a surface for the projection of global anticapitalist solidarity: “We will
remain faceless because we refuse the spectacle of celebrity, because we are every-
one, because the carnival beckons, because the world is upside down, because we
are everywhere. By wearing masks we show that who we are is not as important as
what we want, and what we want is everything for everyone.”25
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23. Central to the Bush administration’s hemispheric policy agenda, the FTAA is essentially a plan
to integrate all of North and South America into a NAFTA–style regime that would require already vul-
nerable economies to progressively dismantle restrictions on corporate profit-taking in the form of tar-
iff reductions, the elimination of subsidies, the relaxing of labor and environmental laws, and the pri-
vatization of basic infrastructure and natural resources. Since the 2001 summit, however, the
“Washington Consensus” has been increasingly challenged by left social movements and electoral par-
ties in countries from Brazil to Bolivia, resulting in the indefinite suspension of FTAA negotiations in
2005. For an analysis of this breakdown and its potential reconfiguration of U.S.–Latin America rela-
tions, see Deborah James, “A Decade’s Struggle Ends in Victory,” www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/
ftaa/3070.html. Emerging out of the Central American solidarity campaigns of the 1980s, Global
Exchange has been a key organizational node in the anticorporate globalization and antiwar move-
ments of the past decade. While they emphasize the importance of street demonstrations at certain
tactical conjunctures, Global Exchange engages the media, legislative, and policy domains in a way that
belies the gestural anticapitalism and antistatism of many neo-Situationists. 
24. For documentation of the production, distribution, and use of the masks, see www.cactusnet-
work.org.uk/masks.htm.
25. The importance of the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) to the horizons of the
counterglobalization movement in general and its anticapitalist cultural wing in particular cannot be
overestimated. Announcing their rebellion on the day NAFTA was to go into effect in 1994, the
Zapatistas addressed the disastrous effects of free-market agrarian restructuring for Mexico’s indige-
nous peasants as a matter of both politico-economic marginalization and a crisis of democratic repre-
sentation on local and global scales. The Zapatistas’s black ski masks are intended to mark and invert
the violent effacement to which indigenous people have been subjected by official history; paradoxically,
their appearance as political agents has depended on staging their own invisibility. Rather than a van-
guardist program, Subcommander Marcos speaks in lyrical terms of “everything for everyone” and the
“globalization of hope”: “We are neoliberalism’s maximum defiance, the most beautiful absurdity, the
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most irreverent delirium, the most human madness. We are human beings doing what must be done in
reality; we are dreaming.” Marcos, “Message from the EZLN during the inaugural ceremony of the
American Planning Gather ing of the Intercont inental Meet ing for Humanity and Against
Neoliberalism, April 4th, La Realidad, America, April 4th, 1996,” flag.blackened.net/revolt/
mexico/ezln/1996/marcos_open_amr_en_apr96.html.
26. “Touching the Violence of the State,” in We Are Everywhere, p. 181. 
27. See Holmes, “Revenge of the Concept: Artistic Exchanges, Networked Resistance.” 
28. Text folded inside The Gift of Masks. The paraphrase is of Vaneigem’s remark that “Revolutionary
moments are carnivals in which the individual life celebrates its unification with a regenerated society”
(The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 82).

At the level of its distribution-form, The Gift of Masks claims to realize a micro-
scopic instance of the total generosity announced in the text, temporarily
actualizing the democratic, decommodified future implicit in the protesters’ resis-
tance to the global expansion of neoliberal market relations. Recounting the
project in the anthology We Are Everywhere, cultural activist Brian Holmes writes,
“Our idea was to play the political gift against the totalitarianism of the economy,
to practice a dispersive art, to spark off conversations through the act of giving
signs to strangers—an act that could be performed by anyone, since we gave large
quantities to people we didn’t know . . . everyone seemed to love it, and it was a fan-
tastic pleasure to do. And all around us, people were doing similar things.”26

Addressing the visual and affective milieu of anticapitalist protests in general,
Holmes indicates a theoretical inspiration for the project in Quebec: “the spectacle
of these great gatherings, overflowing with freely given creations, could appear like
a new form of the potlatch ceremonies described by Mauss, a gift-giving ritual
where demonstrators try to outdo their adversaries through open displays of gen-
erosity.”27 Against the watered-down rhetoric of generosity invoked by Bourriaud,
Holmes seems to be attuned to the dimension of excess, aggression, and challenge
inscribed in gift-giving, the “total services of an antagonistic type” Mauss saw as
both enabling and putting at risk sociality itself. However, in Holmes’s account, the
antagonistic force of the gift is only projected outward, helping to draw the line
between the community of protesters and the “totalitarianism of the economy”
that they oppose. In drawing this line, the internal constitution of the community
remains untroubled, and the gift functions as a consolidating medium between
the local, embodied “we” of the street demonstration and the global, projected
“we” of “everywhere.” In its putative capacity to create this moment of communi-
tarian immanence over and against the privation of the market, the gift bears an
important affinity to that other figure of precapitalist dis-alienatation celebrated
by the Situationists: “carnival,” which “breaks down the barriers of capital and
releases the creativity of each individual. It throws beauty back into the streets,
streets in which people begin to really live again.”28

A number of art-historical inheritances are evident in The Gift of Masks, but
what is most significant in assessing Hasan-Khan’s Gift is that it recuperates, via
Vaneigem, a problematic legacy of ethnographic Surrealism that appeals to the
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29. On the utopian possibilities of cultural estrangement imagined by Surrealism and ethnography
in the 1920s and ’30s, see James Clifford, “On Ethnographic Surrealism,” in The Predicament of Culture:
Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988),
p. 125. Peter Wollen traces this confluence in “The Situationist Internations: On the Passage of a Few
People Though a Rather Brief Period of Time,” in Raiding the Icebox: Reflections on Twentieth Century
Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. 145.
30. Mauss, The Gift, p. 69. Cited by Notes from Nowhere member David Graeber in “Give It Away,” a
text written for the 2002 Free Biennial, available at www.freewords.org. This site features an impressive
list of links to freely available documents of Dada, the SI, the Diggers, and Fluxus. 
31. Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993), p. 15.
32. Rosalind E. Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1977), p. 121. It is
unclear if Gift should be considered an assisted readymade in that the “ordinary” object, which is

cultural alterity of carnival, the mask, and the gift as ways to defamiliarize the eco-
nomic rationality of capitalism.29 In temporarily dissolving the privatization of
space and subjectivity alike, artistic production is thought to prefigure, as if in a
dream, the possibility of another world based not on property and accumulation,
but rather “the joy of public giving, the pleasure in generous expenditure on the
arts, in hospitality, in the private and public festival . . . social security, and the solici-
tude arising from reciprocity and cooperation.”30

Yet in inheriting Surrealism as an enterprise of festive desublimation and
utopian possibility, neo-Situationism must disavow what Hal Foster has identified
as the “traumatic” and “uncanny” core of the movement, related in part to the
experience of World War I. Foster proposes a reappraisal of Surrealism and its
afterlives in terms of what he calls “compulsive beauty”—an aesthetics haunted by
anxiety and violence in which the death drive precedes and disrupts both the
repressive regime of the reality principle and the vital economy of the pleasure
principle. As Foster notes, this dimension of psychic life “had to be resisted—not
only for the liberatory model of the unconscious (let alone the supreme status of
love) to be upheld, but also for the political commitment to revolution (let alone
the social cohesion of the group) to be sustained.”31

Indigestible Remains

Foster’s rereading of Surrealism helps to illuminate the difference between
the life-affirming present of The Gift of Masks and the ambivalent offer made by
Gift, which marks cultural difference in a way that suspends its audience between
desire and anxiety, attraction and repulsion, homeliness and the uncanny. Indeed,
the aggressive “fuse” that supplements Hasan-Khan’s otherwise inviting dessert
performs exactly the logic of the Surrealist object, described by Rosalind Krauss as
“some almost ordinary object rendered disquieting by an unaccountable deforma-
tion. Growing out of Marcel Duchamp’s assisted readymades, these works were
created by grafting a disparate skin or strange detail onto the body of an ordinary
object.”32 The locus classicus of such a supplementary graft would be Man Ray’s



OCTOBER114

defamiliarized, is not a mass-produced commodity, but an “exotic” handmade food item associated
with the household labor of cooking and hospitality, which is specifically gendered. Hasan-Khan may
then be indebted to materialist-feminist artists such as Martha Rosler and Mierle Ukeles, supplement-
ing these traditions with the problematic not only of the readymade, but also of the “tribal” fetish-
object. See Helen Molesworth, “Housework and Artwork,” October 92 (Spring 2000), pp. 71–97. In this
respect, Hasan-Khan joins other young feminist artists such as Jesal Kapadia and Fatimah Tuggar in
recoding prewar Surrealism as a set of formal and conceptual problems pertaining to “domestic econo-
my” in the Global South. This is to be distinguished from the more market-friendly tendency of artists
such as Rina Banarjee, Shazia Sikander, and Wangechi Mutu, who use collage techniques and painterly
figuration to create vaguely “surreal,” often abject iconographies of postcolonial femininity. 
33. In distinction to the self-reflexive performative logic of Hasan-Khan’s title (e.g. Gift, structurally
speaking, “is” a gift offering), Ray’s The Gift arguably marks a quasi-narrative or symbolic relation (how-
ever disjunctive) between word and object, as if in the perverse visual scenario of a dream. 

The Gift (1921), a household laundry
iron rendered distinctively unhomely
by an “unaccountable deformation”:
its flat underside is aligned with a row
of inhuman “teeth” that project
threateningly outward toward the
viewer. Rather than simply interrupt
the function of an everyday object,
The Gift seems to portend the ever-
present possibilit y of it s violent
(re)use, a constitutive unfamiliarity
in the thing itself. Yet how do we
account for the enigmatic exchange
opened by the work’s title, its sugges-
tion of an undecideable relationship
between acts of donation and the
possibility of traumatic damage?33

This disquieting thing was produced
in the immediate aftermath of World
War I, which mobilized xenophobic
identities on an unprecedented scale
and brought the catastrophic
destruction hitherto confined to the
colonies home to “civilized” Europe.
Though The Gift obviously does not
respond to this context in any overt
way, it s tracing of an ambivalent
violence in the inter ior—of the
household, of the art gallery, perhaps even of the West itself—is nevertheless reso-
nant with the state of exception to which Hasan-Khan responds. 

Man Ray. Le Cadeau (The Gift). ca. 1958
(Replica of 1921). © 2006 Man Ray Trust/Artists
Rights Society (ARS), NY/ADAGP, Paris. Image
© The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by
SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 
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34. Foster, Design and Crime and Other Diatribes, pp. 141–42. Problematically, Foster also includes
Rirkrit Tiravanija under this “postcolonial” grouping, apparently on the basis of the artist’s ethnicity.
This reference speaks to the risks of taking the meaning of “postcolonial” for granted, a term that has
undergone significant debate, revision, and even displacement since concepts such as “hybridity” and
“minor literature” made their way into artistic discourse in the early 1990s. Gayatri Spivak, for instance,
cautions that the label “postcolonial” can become a legitimizing alibi for an elite migrant “informant”
that obscures class injustice in the North and South alike (Critique of Postcolonial Reason: A History of the
Vanishing Present [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999], p. 360). Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri suggest that the formal principles of postcolonial theory cannot be considered resistant
in and of themselves, and may in fact provide a perfect anthem for neoliberal Empire: “This new enemy
not only is resistant to the old weapons, but actually thrives on them, and thus joins its would-be antago-
nists in applying them to the fullest. Long live difference! Down with essentialist binaries!” Empire
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 125. Amitava Kumar has called for “postcolonial
studies” to be reinvented as “World Bank Literature,” signaling “a resolve not only to recognize and con-
test the dominance of the Bretton Woods institutions, but also to rigorously oppose those regimes of
knowledge that would keep literature and culture insulated from issues of economics and activism.”
Amitava Kumar, ed., World Bank Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2003), p. xxi. In a
related vein, Robert J. C. Young’s remarkable Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell Publishers, 2001) weaves the canonical voices of Fanon, Said, Bhabha, and Spivak through
images and discussions of contemporary struggles in the Global South, from the Landless Workers
Movement in Brazil to the Woomera Detainees Hunger Strike in Australia. In the artistic realm, Okwui
Enwezor also tests the terms of postcolonial discourse in light of the counterglobalization movements
and the aftermath of 9/11, suggesting that these forces require us to “reconceptualize the key ideologi-
cal differences of the present global transition.” “The Black Box,” in Enwezor, ed., Documenta 11, Platform
5: Exhibition Catalogue (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2002), p. 42. In her writings and performances
Coco Fusco has pioneered the rethinking of what Cornel West called “The New Cultural Politics of
Difference” (October 53 [Summer 1990], pp. 93–109) in terms of a transnational feminist project
engaged with issues of labor, migrat ion, and milit ar ism. See her “virtual laboratory” at
www.thing.net/~cocofusco, as well as the work of subRosa at www.cyberfeminism.net.
35. Foster, Design and Crime and Other Diatribes, p. 142. 

In its distinctive unset-
tling of space and subjectivity,
Gift pertains to the logic of
what Foster has called “post-
colonial sculpture in the
incongruous field,” a specula-
t ive term under which he
groups artists such as Jimmie
Durham, David Hammonds,
and Gabriel Orozco.34 As
much post-Surrealist as post-
colonial, such practices hold
together “markers of different

times” and “traces of different spaces” in the form of hybrid, unnamable objects,
which “project a lyrical kind of criticality: this sculpture complicates found things
with invented ones, reframes given spaces and frequently leaves behind enigmatic
site-specific souvenirs as it does so.”35

Indeed, the “souvenir” left behind by Gift is central to its mode of address,
reframing both the traumatic landscape of Lower Manhattan and the rhetorics of

Hasan-Khan. Gift (detail). 2003.
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36. For a critical discussion of the integration of humanitarian discourse and military intervention in
Afghanistan, see David Rieff, A Bed For the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York: Simon and Schuster,
2002), pp. 231–65. While Rieff supported the military overthrow of the Taliban, he argues that the enthusi-
astic cooperation of the international relief organizations with the Pentagon during the war represents
the nail in the coffin of the “independent humanitarian space” that had provided the nongovernmental
raison d’etre of the humanitarian movement since its inception. 
37. Stephen Morton provides an important discussion of Hasan-Khan’s broader oeuvre in relation to
this expanded geopolitical frame, specifically as it pertains to the repositioning of Pakistan from “rogue
state” to “partner” after September 11, which involved the granting of debt relief and military aid by the
U.S. in exchange for cooperation in the “War on Terror.” Morton does not situate Hasan-Khan in relation
to contemporary rhetorics of generosity, and reads the “ethical” dimension of her work in fairly conven-
tional terms of spectatorial enlightenment: “By imitating the visual rhetoric of a terrorist threat in public
spaces, Hasan-Khan creates and documents a series of theatrical situations or events, which encourage
viewers to question the rhetoric of terrorism and its economic and geopolitical agenda.” See “‘The
Situation Is Really Terrible There’: Terrorism, Site-Specificity, and Ethical Response in the Artistic Practice
of Alia Hasan-Khan,” New Formations (Spring 2005), p. 129. 
38. Ibid.
39. For a model of  “forensic aesthetics” inspired by the evidentiary traces left behind by postwar per-
formance- and process-based practices, see Ralph Rugoff, ed., Scene of the Crime (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1997). Rugoff’s project resonates with Foster’s “The Funeral Is for the Wrong Corpse,” which, shad-
owed by September 11, posits “aftermath” and “survival” as the uncanny spatiotemporal condition shared

generosity operative in both relational aesthetics and neo-Situationism. Gift
attunes its recipient to the asymmetrical relation of indebtedness and dependency
created with acts of generosity, the kernel of antagonism frequently discounted by
neo-Situationist inheritors of Mauss. On a geopolitical register, Gift mimetically
exacerbates an event in which the putative opposition between caring for life and
putting it at risk was “accidentally” confounded, underscoring the extent to which
the imperatives of humanitarianism became the sine qua non of military aggression
in the first decade of the post–Cold War world.36 By implication, it also draws atten-
tion to the patterns of asymmetry enforced by the “poison gift” of First World aid to
the debt-ridden Global South, exemplified by the conditionalities attached to World
Bank development grants and IMF emergency loans.37

But rather than simply “encourage viewers to question the rhetoric of terror-
ism and its economic and political agenda,”38 at a formal level the work brings the
circuits of both political awareness and aesthetic reception to an impasse. This
impasse is concretized in the predicament of the recipient if one attempts to follow
the donor’s directions and actually eat the given object. Whereas the round dessert
might whet the appetite, its jagged supplement would interrupt the smooth pas-
sages of the digestive system were it internalized, putting its vital function into
crisis. Let us assume that the donee does not voluntarily expose themselves to lit-
eral, physical damage, but removes the “fuse” before eating: he or she is then left
with an indigestible remainder, bereft of figural legibility vis-à-vis the sculptural
body to which it was attached. Thus, to heed the call of the sculpture is to partici-
pate in the undoing of its form. Not through an act of total enjoyment that would
“complete the work” by polishing everything off, but through precisely a failure of
incorporation that generates a formless morsel of evidence, a kind of forensic trace
that testifies to our complicity in an inscrutable violence.39



In its heterogeneity to cognitive or aesthetic measure, what gesture of repay-
ment does this thing demand from its recipient? How could one balance accounts
or relieve one’s debt when the scales of comparison and calculation are ruined?
And doesn’t calling it a debt already propose an equivalence, signaling a violent
refusal to even recognize the gift qua gift, which strictly speaking cannot be reinte-
grated into the circularity of economic exchange?40 These leftovers have the
structure of survival, a living-on that exceeds the often celebrated “activity” of aes-
thetic reception, confounding our capacity to read and reciprocate even while
demanding that we do so. It is the simultaneous necessity and impossibility of
response that constitutes the ethical structure of Hasan-Khan’s work, which is
ambivalent in the precise psychoanalytic sense: “a conflict in which the positive and
negative components of the emotional attitude are simultaneously in evidence and
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by a variety of cultural practices. Though it goes unelaborated, Foster’s speculative extension of these
quasi-traumatic terms to a geopolitical register is very productive in situating Hasan-Khan’s work not only
in relation to a generalized postcolonialism, but more specifically as part of an emergent regional counter-
imaginary of the Middle East in contemporary art. Simultaneously inheriting and displacing the neo-
avant-garde legacies of Conceptual art, performance, language poetry, and the experimental cinema of
Godard, Marker, Ackerman, and Farocki, the work of diasporic artists such as Emily Jacir, Ayreen Anastas,
Walid Raad, and Rene Gabri is marked by a forensic attention to the psychic and material traces of vio-
lence—both catastrophic and everyday—engendered by regionally entangled histories of (neo)colonial
occupation, population displacement, state terror, and ethnoreligious conflict. Complicating Hardt and
Negri’s figure of the multitude, which imagines a cosmopolitan liberation of subjectivity from the dead
weight of nationalism (the global “we” of The Gift of Masks), these artists are haunted by “the people” as
authoritarian mandate, genocidal threat, and emancipatory promise, whether in Pakistan, Lebanon, or
the Palestinian and Armenian diasporas. The notion of a regional counterimaginary is not meant to spa-
tially enclose or theoretically exhaust the work of these artists, but rather, to suggest an agonistic, tactical
affiliation that challenges both the strategic vision of the Pentagon’s 2004 Greater Middle East Initiative
(which projects the “democratization” of the “crisis zone” extending from Morocco to the post-Soviet
Caucus to Kashmir) and art history’s traditional assumption of isomorphism between geography and cul-
ture in “non-Western civilizations.” The recent MoMA exhibition Without Boundaries: Seventeen Ways of
Looking (February 26–May 22, 2006) marked a step in the direction of de-essentializing artistic production
from the “Islamic world” and its diaspora (neither of which, it should be remembered, is exclusively
Muslim), but seems to have taken this as an end in and of itself, emphasizing issues of generic cross-polli-
nation (Shazia Sikander’s digital reinvestment of Mogul miniature painting, for instance) at the expense
of ethicopolitical questioning. This counterimaginary I have in mind must also be understood in relation
to the crisis of  “Area Studies” in the academy, specifically the attack on critical Middle East scholars such
as Joseph Massad launched by the cultural activists of what Joel Benin calls the “American Likud.” See
“The New McCarthyism: Policing Thought about the Middle East,” in Beshara Doumani, ed., Academic
Freedom After September 11th (New York: Zone Books, 2006), pp. 237–66. To get a sense of the vigorous
transnational public sphere concerned  with “arts and culture from the Middle East”—including phenom-
ena such as the Sharjah Biennial—see the New York–based Bidoun magazine (www.bidoun.com). 
40. Rehearsing the “aporia” of the gift, Jacques Derrida writes “For there to be a gift, it is necessary that
the donee not give back, amortize, reimburse, acquit himself, enter into a contract, and that he never have
contracted a debt. . . . If he recognizes it as gift . . . if the present is present to him as present, this simple
recognition suffices to annul the gift.” Derrida, Given Time 1: Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), p. 13. Rather than a regulative ideal, the gift only ever appears
in a ruinous departure from itself, marked by the very economy it exceeds. Like the imperative of justice in
relation to law, for Derrida the double-bind of the gift requires that we “calculate with the incalculable.”
Alan Klima has reintroduced this reading of the gift into anthropology in The Funeral Casino: Meditation,
Massacre, and Exchange with the Dead in Thailand (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002), where
he links it to local understandings of world-historical “karma” in the aftermath of the Cold War.



inseparable, and where they constitute a nondialectical opposition which the sub-
ject, saying ‘yes’ and ‘no’ at the same time, is incapable of transcending.”41

Citing Durham, Foster’s criteria for postcolonial sculpture in the incongruent
field is that it sustain a generative tension between “investigatory questions about
what kind of thing art might be” and the political specificity of a given site. If
Hasan-Khan broaches the possibility that art itself may be a kind of poison gift, at
once sustaining and persecuting its recipient, what does this mean for the work’s
incongruous site-specificity? How do the irreparable ruins of the sculpture relate to
those once smoldering seven blocks south at Ground Zero? Or those in Madoo, an
Afghan village that lost half its population to a cluster bomb attack in December
2001, receiving nothing in compensation from the U.S. for fear of “establishing a
precedent”?42 Or, for that matter, the traumatized Arab, Muslim, and South Asian
communities in New York and elsewhere, whose male members have been preemp-
tively detained, deported, and disappeared by the thousands?43
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41. J. Laplanche and J-B Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-analysis, trans. Donald Nicholson Smith
(New York: Norton, 1974), p. 26.
42. April Witt, “After the Airstrikes, Just Silence; No Compensation, Little Aid for Afghan Victims
of U.S. Raids,” Washington Post, April 28, 2003.
43. Hasan-Khan has specifically addressed this set of concerns in Flight, an installation in the street-
level window of the Lower East Side Tenement Museum in spring 2003. There, the artist re-created the
bedroom of a “typical” male Pakistani immigrant, echoing the turn-of-the-century domestic environ-
ments one would see upstairs on the museum’s walking tour.  However, each object in this display—
from a packages of cookies to a comb to a piece of Pakistani currency—was sealed in a plastic bag
marked “evidence.” The Visible Collective/Naeem Mohaiemen have produced installations, videos,
and Web projects pertaining to “America’s Disappeared,” many of  whom remain nameless and unac-
counted for. Their website, www.disappearedinamerica.org, is one node in an expanded network of cul-
tural producers, community organizations, and legal advocates working to document, publicize, and
combat the suspension of the civil and human rights of detainees within the U.S. and its offshore facil-
ities in Guantanamo and elsewhere. See the Center for Constitutional Rights, www.ccr-ny.org.

Fred Askew. “Special
Registration” Protest,
26 Federal Plaza, New
York, NY, January 10,

2003. Courtesy the artist.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.99&iName=master.img-010.jpg&w=251&h=170
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In its loss of figural integrity and communicative sense, the remains of Gift
must be read as a countermemorial that contests the planned monumentalization
of Ground Zero, a process that aims to bind the affective force of the disaster to
an architectural imago of corporeal invincibility and towering superpower. But in
unbinding affect and architecture, Gift does not aim to “open old wounds” as a
sadistic provocation. Rather, it reminds us of the fact of vulnerability itself. Clearly,
the Bush administration has never ceased to remind Americans of their vulnera-
bility to attack, but this vulnerability is conceived in terms of the loss and recovery
of a position of absolute sovereignty—an offensive task that results in an indiffer-
ence to and heightening of the vulnerability of others, both at home and abroad.
The vulnerability marked by Gift, on the other hand, does not befall a recipient
like an accident but constitutes the latter’s condition of being—an originary
indebtedness to the Other that by definition cannot become an object of knowl-
edge, memory, or restitution for an autonomous subject. For Emmanuel Levinas,
this relation of simultaneous dependence and nonknowledge is at the heart of
ethics, which is constantly haunted by an impulse to destroy the Other who pre-
vents the “I” from ever fully possessing itself.44 Avowing this ever-present
possibility of violence, the mode of address adopted by Gift opens a space of
shared vulnerability that exceeds the discourse of liberal cosmopolitans such as
Martha Nussbaum, who calls for a post–9/11 art that would “extend our strong
emotions and our ability to imagine the situation of others to the world of human
life as a whole.” “Seeing how vulnerable our great country is,” Nussbaum writes,
“we can learn something about the vulnerability all human beings share, about
what it is like for distant others to lose those they love to a disaster not of their
making, whether it is hunger or flood or ethnic cleansing.”45 In other words, the

44. The pertinence of Levinas to the geopolitics of the post–9/11 era is elaborated by Judith Butler in
Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (New York: Verso, 2004), pp. 121–59. In Relational
Aesthetics, Nicolas Bourriaud invokes Levinas to describe art as “ethical form”: a work is a “a face looking at
us” that “summons us into dialogue” through a reciprocal dynamic of giving and receiving responses, “the
way you return a service in a game of tennis.” Bourriaud appropriates the figure of the face from Levinas,
yet in so doing he expunges the radical asymmetry of the latter’s conception of ethics, which according to
Bourriaud “reduces intersubjectivity to a kind of interservility” and produces nothing but “taboos and pro-
scriptions through the burden of responsibility” (p. 23). Bourriaud thus implies that subjectivity somehow
precedes responsibility, and that the latter would befall the former like an accident or a constraint on an
essentially free being. In Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (Berkeley:
University of California, 2004), Grant Kester suggests that Levinas is correct in questioning “egocentricity,”
but ultimately disregards his thought as a dead-ended masochism that results not in sociopolitical transfor-
mation but “mute supplication” before what Kester sardonically calls the “sublime complexity of the other.”
Because Kester requires that art generate models of communicative action and dispute-resolution, he is
bewildered when confronted with Levinas’s traumatic metaphors, and demands to know “what would a
Levinasian practice look like?” (p. 121). Rosalyn Deutsche is unique in having brought Levinas into a pro-
ductive encounter with contemporary art, most pertinently in “Sharing Strangeness: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s
Ægis and the Question of Hospitality,” Grey Room 06 (Winter 2002), pp. 26–43. 
45. Martha Nussbaum, “Cosmopolitan Emotions?,” in For Love of Country? (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002),
p. xiv. Nussbaum is the type of thinker Chantal Mouffe has in mind when she criticizes contemporary
appeals to the ethical as a “moralization of society” that neutralizes properly political identifications
through appeals to universally shared values and unimpeachable humanitarian imperatives. “Which Ethics
for Democracy?,” in Marjorie Garber et al., The Turn to Ethics (New York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 147–59.



injury of 9/11 is an occasion for the “expansion of our ethical horizons,” which
can fundamentally reorient U.S. policy away from the “emotional narrowness” of
militarism that threatens the lives of others toward the “compassionate” projects
of humanitarianism and development aid, which sustain the lives of others. 

This is precisely the opposition undone by Gift. In contesting the monumental-
ity of the Freedom Tower, Hasan-Khan does not seek to redirect our grief into a form
of Northern benevolence that would simply target the people of the Global South as
recipients of assistance. Like Bourriaud’s approach to artistic generosity, Nussbaum
treats the formal principle of “aid” as a good in and of itself, without regard for the
quality and specificity of different aid regimes and the power relations they entail.46

Yet if Gift resists the assimilation of vulnerability into a politically neutral
identification with “the world of human life as a whole,” it does not solicit solidar-
ity with the Global South as an activist alternative in the manner of The Gift of
Masks. The sculptural remains are not reducible to a simple antiwar position,
demanding instead that we attend to the singular predicament of Afghanistan,
which the left has largely assimilated into the narrative of Iraq. How, if at all, do we
remember Afghanistan?47 What are the responsibilities of U.S. citizens and others
in the First World to that country? How to honor the memory of the thousands of
people “accidentally” killed in our name before, during, and after Operation
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46. As Maggie Black writes in The No-Nonsense Guide to International Development (New York: Verso, 2003),
“Throughout its history, aid has been driven by the donor agenda and relatively little has been used to
address poverty. . . . Rich countries have always been niggardly with the amount they give, but the key
issues are to do with the purposes and methods, not quantity. . . . So many things are done under its
umbrella that it is impossible to take a definitive view about its value,” p. 30. A pertinent historical episode
from the the avant-garde is Georges Bataille’s celebration of the Marshall Plan as a kind of potlatch writ
large in which the U.S. “gave up the rule on which the capitalist world is based. It was necessary to deliver
the goods without payment. It was necessary to give away the products of labor.” Bataille, The Accursed Share,
vol. 1, Consumption, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1991), p. 175. Against the managed
“accumulation” of the Soviet Union and the short-term profiteering of the free market, for Bataille the
expenditure of the Marshall Plan spoke to the “general interest” of humanity. While Bataille downplays the
extent to which the “selfless” reconstruction of Europe by the United States was a structural necessity for
the expansion of American capital, he does criticize the fledgling Bretton Woods institutions for their
reliance on the “classical” principle of “isolated calculation” in the determination of debt, credit, and risk.
The situation of the colonized world goes unremarked. In 2002, George W. Bush called for a “Marshall
Plan for Afghanistan,” but this historically ambitious phrase disappeared form the administration’s lexicon
following the invasion of Iraq. 
47. See Sonali Kohlkatar, “Forgetting Afghanistan, Again,” March 28, 2005, www.rawa.org/sonali.htm:
“In the past two years the U.S. media have drastically reduced their coverage of Afghanistan. What little is
published focuses mostly on feel-good stories, superficial change and unopposed reportage of the Bush
administration’s claims. . . . Now, despite continued mass oppression and poverty, Bush and Rice have
informed us that Afghanistan has been ‘saved’ by our military intervention and installation of ‘democracy’
and so it no longer needs our attention. The media continue to comply with government wishes. The very
people that Americans compassionately and generously supported after 9/11 are suffering once more
because of a lack of attention and interest. Donations toward life-saving projects like hospitals, clinics,
schools and training centers have plummeted. Armed militias led by U.S.–backed warlords have replaced
the Taliban, financing their armies through heroin sales.” More recently, see Christian Parenti’s account of
the gradual disinvestment by the U.S. from “sideshow Afghanistan” (American reconstruction aid to the
country has been cut from $1 billion to $615 million since 2004) and the uncertain prospects of the NATO
force currently stationed there. “Afghanistan: The Other War,” The Nation, March 26, 2006. 
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Enduring Freedom? If we criticize the inadequacy or hypocrisy of official aid
regimes, what are the other interfaces through which we might help without hurt-
ing, if such a thing is possible?48 And what about the right of others to not be
helped?49 Would this mean withdrawing concern altogether, washing our hands of
violence? Or might it involve learning to respond to claims that cannot be pre-
emptively comprehended by either liberal benevolence or activist solidarity? It is
here that Hasan-Khan’s reminder of vulnerability is most resonant for us today: it
interrupts the good conscience and moral certainty that critical art practice all
too often provides to its audience, whether in the galleries, the academies, or the
streets of the Global North. 

48. Afghanwomensmission.org is the U.S. partner of the Revolutionary Association of Afghan Women
(RAWA), which provides small-scale refugee relief and works on long-term grassroots development pro-
jects in such areas as agriculture, literacy, and women’s health. RAWA does not isolate fundamentalist
oppression from broader patterns of economic and geopolitical inequality, and puts little emphasis on
easily consumable measures of “progress” such as the “unveiling” of Afghan women. While their opera-
tions are tiny compared to the major NGOs and development agencies (see the UN Development
Program-Afghanistan at www.undp.org.af) they nevertheless provide an important channel of alternative
information on Afghanistan that recognizes the double-bind of U.S. power and aid rather than calling for
simple disengagement. In spring 2006, the organization sponsored a U.S. tour by Malalai Joya, a feminist
Afghan parliamentarian who at great personal risk denounced the postwar empowerment of warlords at
the 2003 Loya Jirga, or constitutional assembly. See www.rawa.org/joya.htm.
49. Somali novelist Nurrudin Farah traces this paradoxical right in Gifts (New York: Arcade, 1999),
which revolves around the figure of Duniya, a widowed working-class mother in Mogadishu, who is being
courted by Bosaaso, a taxi-driver. “‘Why do you give me these lifts, Bosaaso? Please tell me the truth.’
‘Why do you accept these lifts from me?,’ he asked.
‘That’s a foolish question, since your giving precedes my acceptance or rejection. My accepting of your
lift is itself a reciprocal gift. So may I now ask why you accept my gift?’ 
‘Why are you hesitant about receiving things from others?’ 
‘Because unasked-for generosity has a way of making one feel obliged, trapped in a labyrinth of dependen-
cy. You’re more knowledgeable about these matters, but haven’t we in the Third World lost our self-
reliance and pride because of the so-called aid we unquestionably receive from the so-called First World?,’”
p. 22. Also see Marianne Gronemeyer’s “Helping,” in Wolfgang Sachs, ed., The Development Dictionary: A
Guide to Knowledge as Power (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Zed Books, 1992), which begins with Thoreau’s
remark that “If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design of
doing me good, I should run for my life . . . for fear that I should get some of this good done to me,” p. 53.


