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The Paradox of Representation and the Problem with
Recognition: What Does it Mean to be Visible?

By Laura Dixon (University of Manchester) and Jennifer Tomoe Peachey (University
of Manchester)

In this edition of Anthropology Matters, contributors explore how notions of visibility
are intertwined with processes of representation and recognition in social life.
Furthermore, they investigate implications this intertwining has on our interlocutors
and collaborators - as well as for anthropologists themselves. In particular,
contributors concern themselves with the experience of, and implications arising
from, persons being simultaneously ‘excluded’ and ‘included’ from and into a socio-
cultural framework. But why explore this dynamic in terms of vision and visibility?

Over the past few decades, there has been an increased emphasis on the sensory (for
example Feld 1982; Stoller 1989; Howes 1991, 2005; Desjarlais 1992; Classen 1993,
2005; Geurts 2002). Whilst vision has played a role in this sensory turn, emphasis has
tended to be on non-visual sensorality, with an overt focus on vision and visuality
being couched as ocularcentric or ethnocentric. (See Fabian (1983) for the
relationship between ocularcentrism and anthropology’s representational practices.) In
spite of these concerns, we pursue visibility in so far as people explicitly strive to
make themselves visible to others. Indeed, people create themselves or aspects of
themselves, as a spectacle in performances, as aesthetic objects in rituals to confirm
and confer ancestral blessing, as gendered or racialised citizens or beings in political
and legal contexts, and so forth.

What being visible and what the act of looking do are, of course, contestable and open
to cross-cultural variation. The person or thing that is made visible to the naked eye
may be neither the thing that an audience ‘sees’ nor the thing at stake: Morphy (1992)
observes that the brilliance that one sees in Yolngu paintings is not regarded by the
Yolngu as (an effect of) the painting itself, but as a manifestation of ancestral power.
Again, it has been argued for various Papua New Guinean communities that
concealing items, persons and knowledge from view and revealing (or eliciting) such
‘things’ are potent acts in social process (Gell 1975; Strathern 1988, 1992; J. Weiner
1988).

Here, however, we draw on scholars who regard endeavours to make oneself visible
as an attempt to be ‘recognised’. Work on recognition has been wide-ranging, from
psychoanalytical approaches in which recognition is used as a ‘way of representing
the contingent and historically open-ended nature of...subject formation’” (McNay
2008: 24. For examples see Benjamin 1998; Zizek 1989), to feminist ‘narrative’
approaches in which scholars seek to ‘modify discourse ethics so that it encompasses
a more adequate understanding of embodied social identity’ (McNay 2008: 96. For
examples see: Benhabib 1999; Lara 1998). Perhaps it is within political philosophy
more widely, however, that concepts of recognition have been the most prominent. In
this literature, scholars drew on the Hegelian dialogical subject to tie recognition to a
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concept of identity or the ‘subject’ as an intersubjective phenomenon. This subject
provided a contrast to the normative, monological subject that predominated
throughout much Western philosophy and promoted an ‘inclusionary’ narrative of the
relation between self / other in contrast to the ‘exclusionary’ nature of the post-
structural subject.

For example, writing from the perspective of the socially dominant, Taylor (1989,
1994) treats recognition as something that is conferred to the ‘other’ if that ‘other’ is
judged to be worthy of it. Honneth (1996) regards reciprocal recognition as a
prerequisite for ethical social life, noting that it is only when we are positively
recognised by others that a subject gains autonomy: it is when others trust us that we
come to trust ourselves. Fraser (1997, 2000), meanwhile, attempts to move away from
a purely identity based recognition to a recognition concerned with social status.
Fraser regards this latter as more explicitly related to the redistribution of wealth and
power than identity. In focusing on status and redistribution, Fraser’s aim is to focus
on the ‘concrete forms of juridical discrimination, government policy, professional
practice or sedimented moral and ideological codes’ that work to constitute some
actors as inferior (McNay 2008:148; Fraser 1997:11-12; 2000:107; for a critique of
Fraser’s attempt to move away from a purely identity based recognition see Butler
1997a). Oliver (2001) has argued that underlying Hegel’s, and thus the
aforementioned theorists’, arguments is the notion vision as a distancing sense: it is
vision as a separating sense that creates and perpetuates the notion of ‘self’ as distant
from ‘other’, ‘subject’ as distinct from ‘object’, a situation that she critiques as ‘a
pathology of oppression’’.

As such, recognition constitutes an intersubjective act that is at its base a negotiation
of power wherein one party seeks recognition and the other confers it — a potentially,
although not necessarily, reciprocal act. ? It is this attempt to render oneself visible in
social or political processes according to someone else’s (social, cultural, political or
aesthetic) framework which simultaneously ‘excludes’ and ‘includes’ one from a
socio-cultural framework. (See Fanon 1967 [1952]; Butler 1997b: 3, 10.) It is this
situation that constitutes ‘the paradox of representation’ and ‘the problem with
recognition’ of our concern.

! Oliver herself argues against this form of vision, drawing on Gibson (1950, 1961,
1966), Merleau-Ponty (1968), Vasseleu (1998) and Irigaray (1999) in order to do so.
2 Please note the contrast with the Papua New Guinean case as analysed by Strathern
(1992). In her reference to ritual performance, Strathern notes that ‘looking’ at a
performance involves decomposing what one sees into the relations that constitute
what it is that one looks upon. Crucially, this process gives those that are doing the
looking, ‘power as witnesses to their own efforts of elucidation [that is, their power at
eliciting these relationships]’ (Strathern 1992: 245, parenthesis mine). This power is
indivisible but transmissible as audience and performers alternate in performing for
one another. Indeed, writing of power and gender, Strathern (1988) notes that whilst
equality through ‘sharing” power between the sexes is impossible, either sex may
evince power totally.
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The edition opens with a visual piece by Jessica Kendall in which photographs of
performers in an ‘African-themed circus’ that is touring in Europe are juxtaposed
with pieces of text related to their lives off-stage. Whilst the photographs capture the
dynamism of the performers in action, the text invites the viewer to re-assess the
images more carefully. The space °‘in-between’ that is opened up by such
juxtaposition is intended to be a creative one. It is in this space that viewers are asked
to pose their own questions and seek their own interpretations of what it is that they
see.

On the one hand, perhaps this space asks the viewer to consider what identity is being
constructed and  represented through the performance (a  ‘circus
performer’,‘ Africanness’, ‘Africa’ itself, ‘maleness’ and so on). As such, Kendall may
be asking the viewer to reflect upon how, and for whom, this identity is constructed.
The issue that juxtaposition raises is thus of the power differential at the core of
(mis)representation: the attempts of ‘African’ performers to express or define
themselves hinges upon making themselves visible within the visual and aesthetic
context of a non-indigenous circus framework for the ‘European’ gaze.

On the other hand, the space opened up by juxtaposing photograph and text also
critiques this very critique of (mis)representation. For, however well-founded the
above concern may be, is it not an assumption that the misrepresentation and
misrecognition at hand is of an ethnic or national ilk — that ‘Africanness’ is what is at
stake? Again, is it not an assumption that the problem lies in the framing of
‘Africanness’ through a circus aesthetic for a non-African audience? In this way,
Kendall’s contribution provokes us to think more carefully of how anthropologists,
and academics in general, frame ‘the problem of representation’ itself.

In providing neither guidance nor answers in terms of how to view her work,
Kendall’s piece asks us to question our own assumptions of what it is that is being
made visible and by whom in the context of the circus. It points us towards thinking

more carefully about what vision ‘is’ and ‘does’ in academic notions of
‘representation’ and ‘recognition’.

Bryanna Hocking’s essay continues along a similar theme. Hocking explores the
notion of representation through the transformation of a wall, once erected to divide
Protestant and Catholic areas of Belfast (known as a ‘peace wall’ in the post-conflict
context), into an outdoor ‘art gallery’. Funded by bodies including Northern Ireland’s
Department of Arts, Culture and Leisure and the European Union, art on the
Protestant side of the wall was meant to represent a particular, but communal, history;
a history cleansed of any reference to any conflict. Behind the ‘art gallery’, then, lurks
an assumption of how visibility represents a political identity. Specifically, the
creation a visual representation of Protestant history is regarded as means of
representation that enables those it depicts to be made visible and vocal: the creation
of the ‘art gallery’ is an enabling act that restores agency.

The irony, however, is that the act of creating this visual representation re-inscribes
and concretises power imbalances. Local people have little involvement in the
inception and creation of the ‘art gallery’. Again, the way in which local people can
be represented is heavily circumscribed, with participants unable to use the one
symbol that unequivocally represents them within their socio-political context: the
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Union Jack. Finally, it emerges that the aim of the wall-cum-gallery is not to represent
local people to themselves, but rather to represent local people to tourists. The wall
then, despite the ‘art’ that adorns it, remains a dividing wall and a site of contestation,
leading us back to the question of what it is that is being made visible, and for whom,
in processes of political representation.

If it appears that the act of making visible implies a denial of agency in the above
pieces, our final Contributor, Jessica Taylor, provides a challenge to this view.
Drawing on her experience as a volunteer in a community of adults with learning
disabilities, Taylor suggests that observational drawing operated as a mode of
communication. Indeed, drawing was something that she started to do partly in
response to the requests of the women depicted in the pictures that accompany her
piece.

She argued that being able to communicate with the women through drawing opened
up a space in which ‘rendering visible’ created an arena of intersubjectivity beyond
the verbally discursive. Specifically, Taylor suggests that using drawing in this
context rendered representation dialogical in a way that offered a vital potential for
agency in the communicative gap between speech and reciprocation that the women’s
disabilities rendered impossible. Taylor’s argument is reflected in the dual inspiration
for her piece. Her drawing on anthropology and art therapy is indicative of how the
experiential and emotional dimensions of simultaneously being ‘excluded’ from and
‘included” in modes of representation (and the assumptions these processes
presuppose), can be gainfully explored through a dialogue between disciplines
themselves.
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