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WHAT DO
WE KNOW?
BY ALEXANDER PROVAN

Late last year, following Donald Trump’s promotion
to the most powerful office on the planet, the
artist Paul Chan published “New No’s”, a postelection free-verse “protest against the drift
of American society towards what is most unAmerican.” He wrote: “No to clickbait as culture /
No to news as truths / No to art as untruths / …
No meaning without meaning / No means no.”
To me, this signaled a tectonic shift in culture as
a response—perhaps the only viable response—
to the desecration of language and disregard for
empiricism that are Trump’s hallmarks.

Perhaps battle lines are needed. But can we decry dissimulation in
general without giving up the right to fabricate, falsify, impersonate,
and otherwise use words to deform and disfigure the world? After all,
we can’t quarantine politics—which ideally hinges on the credibility
of speech—from brands of art and entertainment that are inclined to
skewer popular notions of sincerity, transparency, and, well, “meaning.” Instead of striving to Make America Ancient Greece Again,
I wonder, as I skim the torrent of articles questioning the role of art
and artists, if we might seek a balance between premodern politics
and postmodern sensibilities.
Like all within my filter bubble, I spent innumerable hours in
the past year consoling myself, or steeling myself for whatever was
to come, by consuming accounts of our descent into the post-truth
era. The authors scrutinized data on the fragmentation of audiences,
the proliferation of echo chambers; they obsessed over social psychology articles that explain how metaphors are used to mobilize
white working-class malcontents; they wondered about the culpability of news networks and called for national conversations; they
asked, again and again, what is the matter with Kansas, and found
that nothing is necessarily the matter; they pointed out that the more
we are divided, the more we click, the more we lubricate the economy of resentment.
And, of course, they scoured histories of ancient Greek demagogues and tyrants, and taught classical rhetoric. There’s a term,
parataxis, for purporting to tell it like it is—a favorite move of dictators who feigned identification with the people in order to demonize, and eventually banish, so-called elites. (Trump’s penchant for
repetition means that “many phrases are entirely predictable well
before their end, and perhaps for that reason, he often leaves the last
bits unspoken,” noted one linguist. “He has an almost Pirahã-like
ability—or perhaps I should say Elmore Leonard-like ability—
to express complex thoughts in paratactic form, with very little clausal embedding.”)1 Rhetoric works better than evidence if the goal is
to manipulate opinions, which means that our hallowed model of

Adam Curtis, HyperNormalisation (stills), 2016. Courtesy: BBC

1.

http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=23057
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politics, based on rational debate, is a farce. Rather than speak directly, employ the device of praeteritio (passing over) to say something
by sanctimoniously refusing to say it. Rather than detail a health care
policy, create a convincing myth by exploiting age-old templates, especially that of the hero battling villainy.
The columnists and critics taught German, too, or at least
the Nazi-era catchphrases shouted at anti-refugee demonstrations in
Europe and Trump rallies in the United States: Volksverräter means
“traitor to the people,” Lügenpresse means “lying press,” Umvolkung
means “ethnic conversion,” völkisch means “racially pure.” They announced and condemned an unprecedented phenomenon, an amalgamation of contemporary technologies and social inclinations and
neurological makeup, only to be upstaged by others armed with evidence of historical analogues. They launched novel attacks on claims
of novelty, and ridiculed the academic hobby of chastising politicians for veering from fact to embellishment and fabrication. (Plato,
Above - Paul Ramirez Jonas, Public Trust, 2016 installation view at Kendall
they reminded us, complained that Athenian politics had become a
Center, Cambridge, September 3–10, 2016. Courtesy: the artist; Koenig &
Clinton, New York; Now + There, Boston. Photo: Ryan C. McMahon
“wretched theatocracy” and had no patience for poets, dramatists,
or any other advocates of mimesis.) They arrived at confident and
Below - Adam Curtis, HyperNormalisation (stills), 2016. Courtesy: BBC
chilling portrayals of the world that we now occupy, or may soon occupy, or have for years unknowingly occupied, and the lessons from
history that we must heed, or should already have heeded, for now it
is too late... unless!
Which is to say that I ended up feeling engorged with opinion and speculation but hardly sated. After all, the same sages who
were dredging up Cato the Elder’s model of “vir bonus, dicendi peritus” (a good man, skilled at speaking) were glorifying Hamilton: An
American Odyssey: the year’s definitive cultural experience, which
was experienced by nearly no one except a clutch of 1,200 dollars
ticket-holding elites, except via pronouncements by the Daily Beast
that the musical “reclaims America’s story for America as it looks and
feels now.”2 Few seemed to take notice of The Purge: Election Year,
in which a female presidential candidate is hunted down by alt-right
mercenaries after she strives to do away with the sacrosanct traditions that undergird the “new” nation—namely the annual nightlong suspension of law and carnival of butchery. (Trump’s convention performance nearly mirrored the film’s culminating scene, in
which the candidate’s fettered body is wheeled on to the stage, to be
sacrificed by the fascist demagogue’s mild-mannered, helmet-haired
sidekick). Instead, they insisted on “Love Trumps Hate”: branding
we can believe in, until we can’t.
As the election campaign crested, I visited Boston, one
of the cradles of American democracy (and chief promoters of
American-democracy tourism), to see Paul Ramirez Jonas’s Public
Trust. Installed in three disparate neighborhoods over the course of
three weeks, the artwork encouraged passersby to sit down with a
stranger, make a promise, and consider how our words guarantee
our actions and bind us together—or no longer succeed in doing so.
Artists employed by Ramirez Jonas followed a loose script and guided participants as they formulated promises, spoke them aloud, and
swore on one of many sanctified objects (the Bible, a Jupiter Stone,
water from the Ganges). Rubbings were then made of their statements, which were also inscribed on a marquee, where they joined
a selection of promises from the day’s news: WINTER WILL BE
COLDER. SECURITY PROTOCOL PROMISES TRUST.
“I WILL BE VOTING” EDWARD SNOWDEN. I COMMIT
TO MEDITATE EVERY DAY. DEVELOPERS PROMISE
TO KEEP ORANGE DINOSAUR. GM COMMITS TO 100%
RENEWABLES BY 2050.
After being thrust into a realm, however minimal and ephemeral, in which the status of language was assured, participants tended
to be completely disarmed. They disclosed dreams and traumas,
spoke as if intimates were listening or deities were presiding, and occasionally ended with tears or embraces. I wondered if this was a testament to the rarity of such exchanges, given the migration of speech
from public forums to proprietary silos, memories to feeds and timelines. How odd, and reassuring, to be addressed as a human being
and not a juncture of quantifiable expressions and nimble fingers, to
imbue speech with the power to move reality, if only infinitesimally.
2.	http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/08/06/why-has-hamilton-become-broadway-gold.html
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I say this because, as everyone knows, depersonalization is the order
of the day. The effect seems to be—at least for now—the subsumption of the proudly expressive individual into networks that monetize
(and defuse) that expressiveness, and by demagogues vying for the
role of medium, vessel, megaphone (“I am your voice”). If Ramirez
Jonas’s work provides an injunction to preserve the relationship between words and the world, it also left me wondering about the opposite end of the spectrum. What if we were to always mean exactly what we say—and convert all oaths into binding contracts to be
automatically enforced via the blockchain (the decentralized public
ledger that underlies the digital currency Bitcoin)? A promise made
via the blockchain is immune from bad faith because it is processed
by code, which is distributed across a computer network and fortified by mathematical techniques based in cryptography. Assuming
that blockchain-based applications are joined through one’s digital
identity, the effort to shirk a debt owed to a financial institution, for
instance, could lead to humiliation and ruin as news of the violation
travels from JPMorgan Chase to LinkedIn to Tinder.
If all exchanges were turned into binding contracts, why
would anyone take seriously a promise that is based merely on an utterance, a discernible intention, a recitation before a holy book? Why
would the oath of office not be replaced by a contract that entrusts an
algorithm with removing the politician from office (shutting down
email, revoking keycard access) if she violates campaign pledges?
In The Sacrament of Language: An Archaeology of the Oath
(2010), the philosopher Giorgio Agamben argues that Western politics is rooted in the oath, a species of promise that involves a divine witness and “links the speaker to his speech and, at the same
time, words to reality.”3 Humans are defined—distinguished from
beasts—by their possession of language, and civilization is founded
on the ties between what we say and what we do. Those ties
Above, top and bottom - Zoe Leonard, I Want a President, 1992. Installation
have recently been severed, Agamben
view on the High Line under The Standard Hotel, New York, October 2016–
asserts; we’ve entered into a postlapsarMarch 2017. A High Line Commission. Courtesy: Friends of the High Line,
New York. Photo: Timothy Schenck
ian state, characterized by blasphemy,
in which individuals no longer have the
Below - Adam Curtis, HyperNormalisation (stills), 2016. Courtesy: BBC
means to forge political associations.
Agamben admiringly refers to the initial attempt by the Romans,
around 450 BC, to codify their customs, and balance the rights of
patricians and plebeians, in the Laws of the Twelve Tables, which
states, “Whoever is convicted of speaking false witness shall be
flung from the Tarpeian Rock.” This might exemplify the bond between words and reality, but also prohibit all kinds of willful misrepresentation, all kinds of art.
In 1992, the artist Zoe Leonard wrote I Want a President, a litany of the qualities that she’d like to see, and presumes she’ll never see,
in a leader: someone who’s been sexually harassed and stood in line at
the DMV, someone who’s known the ravages of AIDS and poverty.
“I want to know why this isn’t possible,” she wrote. “I want to know
why we started learning somewhere down the line that a president is
always a clown: always a john and never a hooker. Always a boss and
never a worker, always a liar, always a thief and never caught.”
Reading Leonard’s poem (which has recently circulated as an artwork) in recent months, I’ve wondered about the role of artists not
only in asking these questions but in answering them. As I write,
museums and galleries in the United States are preparing for an “art
strike” to coincide with the inauguration, to “combat the normalization of Trumpism” and consider the reorientation of cultural institutions.4 But to say no is not to offer an alternative. The British
filmmaker Adam Curtis exhorts artists to abandon the ideal of
self-expression and the individualistic mantras of “not in my name”
and “not my president.” Instead, he suggests that they sympathize
with Trump voters, “bring to the fore the invisible power structures
that those people feel completely distanced from so that they know
where power is,” and do so “in a way that really grabs ordinary people’s imaginations”—as in his most recent film, HyperNormalisation,
an epic exegesis of “the post-truth world.”5
3.	Giorgio Agamben, The Sacrament of Language: An Archaeology of the Oath, trans. Adam Kotsko (Stanford,
Ca.: Stanford University Press, 2011), 34.
4. https://j20artstrike.org/
5.	http://www.artspace.com/magazine/interviews_features/qa/adam-curtis-hypernormalisation-interview-54468

MOUSSE 57
TALKING ABOUT

Badlands Unlimited, New No’s, 2017. Courtesy: Badlands Unlimited

96

97

WHAT DO WE KNOW?
A. PROVAN

Zoe Leonard, I Want a President, 1992. © Zoe Leonard. Courtesy: the artist and Hauser & Wirth
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But what if the language of “ordinary people” is no longer up to
the task, because it has been corrupted and coopted—which, after all, is what demagogues do? Victor Klemperer’s Language of
the Third Reich (1947) offers a model for gauging the deformation of language, and whether it might signal incipient Fascism,
if not End Times. Klemperer, an assimilated Jew and scholar of
Romance languages, lived in Dresden during the rise of Nazism
and throughout World War II. He was spared the gas chambers because he was married to a German woman, and he never
stopped insisting that he was bound to the nation and its language.
First Lady Michelle Obama welcomes
After being deprived of his academic position and freedom, and Former
the Broadway cast of Hamilton: An American
left with little to do besides menial labor, Klemperer trained his Odyssey and students to a workshop held in the
eye on newspapers and radio addresses, tracking the displacement State Dining Room, March 14, 2016
of his German by their German—word by word, sentence by sentence, headline by headline.
Klemperer distinguished the language
of the Nazis as Lingua Tertii Imperii (LTI).
Parsing Joseph Goebbels’s statements,
Klemperer noted that the superlative is
the “most prevalent linguistic form of the
LTI.” This did not surprise him, “given that the superlative is the
most obvious means by which a speaker or agitator can achieve a desired effect, it is the quintessential advertising mode.”6 He was living
at a time when the advertisers tended to triumph.
Klemperer toggled between scholarship and elegy, between
fending off and reckoning with the fact that he was becoming a
stranger in his land, which is to say his language. He recognized
that the language of the Nazis “will cross the boundary separating
populism from demagogy and mass seduction as soon as it moves
from ceasing to challenge the intellect to deliberately shutting it off
and stupefying it.”7 And though he disdained the Nazis, he enthusiastically catalogued their accomplishments, and even took pleasure in identifying historical precedents. “The rhetor—this can be
traced back to Greek sophistry and the age of its decline—is the patter-merchant,” he writes, “the one who throws up a smoke-screen
around common sense.”8
As Klemperer discovered, the gasping world cannot be
revived through study and exposition and art, although it can
be retained in the mind. To this point, one of his jotted notes has
nagged at me for months: “Montaigne’s position: Que saisje, what do
I know? Renan’s position: the question mark—the most important
of all punctuation marks. A position in direct opposition to National
Socialist intransigence and self-confidence.”9 What kind of opposition is the question mark, and how might it fare?
Alexander Provan is the editor of Triple Canopy and a
contributing editor of Bidoun. He is the recipient of a
2015 Creative Capital | Andy Warhol Foundation Arts
Writers Grant and was a 2013-2015 fellow at the Vera
List Center for Art and Politics.

Paul Ramirez Jonas, Public Trust, 2016. Produced by Now + There,
Boston, August 27–September 17, 2016. © Paul Ramirez Jonas.
Photo: Ryan C. McMahon

Paul Ramirez Jonas, Public Trust, 2016. Produced by Now + There,
Boston, August 27–September 17, 2016. © Paul Ramirez Jonas.
Photo: Ryan C. McMahon

6.	Victor Klemperer, The Language of the Third Reich: LTI, Lingua Tertii Imperii:
A Philologist’s Notebook, trans. Martin Brady (London: Continuum Books, 2006), 204.
7. Ibid., 47.
8. Ibid., 48.
9. Ibid., 65.

