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meeting points 6

Locus Agonistes: Practices and Logics of the Civic

Statement for Meeting Point 6 (Beirut, Amman, Damascus, Cairo, Tunis, Brussels, Berlin)
© Okwui Enwezor

If the given social situations of the last decade have been marked by an increasing antagonism between economic spheres (globalization and anti-
globalization), political subjectivities (insurgency and counter-insurgency), and aesthetic strategies (activism and formalism) in what ways are modes
of contemporary representation advancing concepts of artistic and civic reflection that address the present interregnum?

To be sure, the current forces of antagonism are not novel. Throughout the history of modernity such forces have been the sine qua non of modern
reformist politics, and in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been the common grammar of oppositional cultural production. Today the
situation of struggle between civic forces cannot be localized in one particular part of the world. Nor can the effects of popular disenchantment be
confined within specific domains of contemporary practice. In fact, the proliferation of activist practices, which initially waned in the last decade of
economic expansion, is slowly registering again as a fundamental cultural principle peculiar to this period of transition between modes of global
sovereignty and resistant social processes. In this transition, since the events of September 11, 2001 and the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars, and the broad
scale of global insurgencies, from Iran to Indonesia, Somalia to Yemen, Russia to Chechnya, and intra-national resistant movements in Iran, Turkey,
Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, India, Pakistan, China, and the rise of the extreme right in Europe, old forms of power have been effectively rendered
obsolete through the recasting of the philosophical architecture of contemporary politics and the transformation of the emancipatory Logics of
resistance that respond to and engage with them.

The responses to these political challenges which have distinct cultural dimensions are not from artists alone. They cover a broad spectrum of
activities, practices, positions, institutions, and social forms that can be felt in diverse pressure points. These points, at once local and national,
global and transnational, civic and ideological, secular and theological, regional and geo-political constantly induce fresh demands for emancipatory
Logics and civic techniques that advocate the obviation of the simplistic dichotomy between progressivist assumptions of political forums and the
seemingly conservative fundamentalist cultures that are perceived to be anathema to their powers conversion. A case in point is the Free Gaza
Movement which is firmly established as a trans-national forum of engaged activists from diverse political beliefs and disciplinary spaces in solidarity
with the suffering of Palestinians in Gaza.

Locus Agonistes is a cultural project conceived as a response to the scenarios of rupture between antagonistic political camps, and civic critical
cultures. At a basic level it is a project shaped to organize a series of forums in the spirit of the ancient Greek agora, as a marketplace of ideas,
actions, interactions, aesthetic proposals, performances, and public responses that endeavor to create locations of reasoned dissent and reflection.
In fact, we imagine the entire sequence of activities connected to this project as designating locations of struggle, as spaces of becoming. However,
such locations are neither invested in utopian progressivist ideals of reformist modernity nor are they inured to the seeming conservatism of
fundamentalist cultural politics. Rather, in today’s geo-political entanglements, one could well imagine such locations, and the adjacent spaces and
spheres of cultural and artistic practice proposed by Locus Agonistes as representing possible Flash Points for reasoned dissent, as sites of immense
possibility for civic production.

As the core concept of Meeting Point 6, a transnational multidisciplinary cultural event centered around several historic cities of the Middle East
and North Africa, Locus Agonistes is inspired by the momentous historical forces and the emancipatory Logics that are currently reshaping debates
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on civic identities, political subjectivities, cultural strategies, and artistic practices in contemporary Arab societies and localities adjacent to them
for example in Europe. Conceived as three distinct constellations or Flash Points (Middle East and Levant, North Africa, and Western Europe) Locus
Agonistesis deliberately located in the multiple fault lines of the present interregnum.

Neither purely an artistic and performance event, nor an academic and theoretical forum, Locus Agonistes is an invitation to cultural producers
and thinkers across all disciplines, including artists, filmmakers, choreographers, dancers, playwrights, poets, actors, performers, historians, critics,
journalists, writers, architects, graphic designers, and so on working inside and outside the immediate situations of Arab societies to convene cultural
programs and artistic projects situated at the intersection between sites of symbolic struggle for ideas, and spaces in which concepts of cultural
practice are elaborated. The principal objective of the project is to explore diverse strategies of cultural, conceptual, theoretical, and epistemological
importance to artists, choreographers, filmmakers, performers, writers, and thinkers working in the region and to think beyond the dichotomies that
are often features of such kinds of antagonism based on secular and religious difference, whether based on the strictures surrounding the body or
architectures separating civic relationships. By initiating a series of discursive and perceptual systems in which fresh hypotheses of emancipatory
Logics can be articulated, presented, and debated, Locus Agonistes aims to participate in the dynamic, lively, and complex debates of contemporary
critical culture in Arab societies.

Organized over a lengthy period of reflection, the project will unfold over a period of nearly 18 months beginning in November 2010 with a series
of small scale conversations, research projects, and commissions. Projects and conversations produced over the year-long reflection will be
presented in a sequence of Flash Points in exhibition and performance formats open to the diverse publics in the host cities. Such presentations and
representations will reflect a series of synthetic and cohesive, medium scale programs running between Spring 2011 to Spring 2012.

Because past Meeting Point projects were generally focused on performance (dance, theater, music), the basic premise, and the stagecraft of Locus
Agonistes is to develop projects and programs that will rely less on staging and theatricality. Because these two tendencies often delineate a division
between the space of the performer and that of the spectator as two separate spheres of encounter and interaction, the premise of this project is
to work in the opposite mode by directing attention at the inconclusive relationship between spectacle and spectatorship, between mediation and
immediacy, between performance and conversation, intimacy and distance. Rather than emphasize separation or rely on highly theatrical strategies,
the formal premise of Locus Agonistes will be based on provisional structures and quotidian gestures such as workshops, rehearsals, auditions, and
readings as primary presentational devices for the projects. Rather than theaters and museums the prevalent spaces of the presentations will be
studios, rehearsal spaces, and where possible unprogrammed street performances, lectures, and debates.

In order to explore the richness of emerging individual voices in contemporary theater, dance, or performance, a core part of the project will involve
both an open call for proposals and the commissioning of solos and monologues, that will require novel interfaces of presentation and delivery.
However, the project will also work collaboratively with theaters and art spaces to elaborate a program of performances and theatre projects. The
point is to find a way to address the space of the performer and the viewer, to interrogate the dichotomy between official and non-official spaces
in a continuous elaboration of the tension between the two, but neither as authoritative producer of culture nor passive receiver of ideas. This
searching reflection represents an allegory of the mechanics and performative nature of power which lies at the heart of explorations for emergent
emancipatory Logics that presently suffuse the practices of art, culture, and ideas.

Over the coming year, Meeting Point will present updates of the development of the project through an online newsletter that is currently under
development.
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