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The defense attorneys for the police in the Rodney King case made the argu-
ment that the policemen were endangered, and that Rodney King was the source
of that danger. The argument kthey made drew from many sources, comments he
made, acts he refused to perform on command, and the highly publicized video
recording taken on the spot and televised widely before and during the trial,
During the trial, the video was shown at the same time that the defense offered

a commentary, and so we are left to presume that some convergence of word

and picture produced the “‘evidence’ for the jurors in the case. The video shows

a man being brutally beaten, repeatedly, and without visible resistance; .and so
¢ the questlon is, How £9uld this video be used as evldence ‘that the ‘body bemg '

peaten wvas
; the beaten body of deney Klng bore an 1ntent10n

i ]ure and to mJure prec1selyV

thos > police who eith thhe baton agalnst h1m or stood _encircling him?

In t-}./le Simi Valley courtroom, what many took to be incontrovertible evidence
against the police was presented instead to establish police vulnerability, that is,
to support the contention that Rodney King was endangering the police. Later,
a juror reported that she believed that Rodney King was in “‘total control”” of
the situation. How was this feat of interpretation achieved?

" That it was achieved is not the consequence of ignoring the video, but, rather,
of reproducing the video within a racially saturated field of visibility. If racism



per'vades white perception, structuring what can and cannot appear within th
iiotlzon of white perception, then to what extent does it inteIr)pret in adln .
visual evidence’’? And how, then, does such “evidence’’ have It)o be r dvancj
read publicly, against the racist disposition of the visible which will pre e and
achieve its own inverted perceptions under the rubric of ““what is seI()en’I’J;lre B
In the above, without hesitation, I wrote, “‘the video shows a ma‘ bei
brutally beaten.” And yet, it appears that the jury in Simi Valley Claimred i}l:f
what they “saw’”’ was a body threatening the police, and saw in those blows th
reasonable actions of police officers in self-defense. From these two interpretati i
emerges, then, a contest within the visual field, a crisis in the certaintl))f of w;)::

;s visi i !
; Is visible, one that is produced through the saturation and schematization of that

"" fﬁeld with the inverted projection f whi i i
o e perted pb ] s of white paranoia. The visual representation
’ fb t € body being beaten on the street by the policemen and thejr
T i 1
: da ons was taken up by that racist nterpretive framework to construe King as
.+ the agent of violence, one whose agency is phantasmatically implied as the narrative

)
o precedent and antecedent to the frames that are shown. Watching King, the whit :
aranoi ive i i ’ .
~ paranoiac forms a sequence of narrative 1ntelhgibility that consolidates the racist

figure of the black man: “‘He had threatened them, and now he is bein justifiab]
restrained.” “If they cease hitting him, he will release his violence fnld n . 'y
belng justifiably restrained,”’ King’s palm turned away from his bod ’ held ciow .
his own head, is read nor as self-protection but as the inc ient ’ ot
physical threat. P moments of 2
How do we account for this reversal of gesture and intention in terms of a racial
schematization of the visible field? Is this a specific transvaluation of agenc ro .
to a racialized episteme? And does the possibility of such a revefsal Zall)l irlifcj

uestion whether is ¢ i i
q what is “‘seen’’ is not always already In part a question of what

a certain racist episteme produces as the visible? For if the jurors came to i
Rodney King’s body a danger to the law, then this “seeing” requires to b o 13
as that which was culled, cultivated, regulated—indeed poiice?i—in the s
of the trial. This is not a simple seeing, an act of direct p,erception but th Cour'sj
;"f production of the visible, tyhewyy_qr__kings_nof_raci.al onstraints on w}i t it e £
| see.” Indeed, the trial calls to be read not . cton in rcst modes,
of seeing but a5 a repeated and ritua
instance of what Ruth Gilmore. in dec. > beating, calls an act
“nation building’’). This is aoszeii;(if;ich is a readin Ot}i? Siy'tmlzg‘:f?usw%(I}W%CF/ .
g, that is, a contestable con-
strual, bnt one which nevertheless passes itself off as “seeing " a reading which
became for that white community, and for countless others t’he same asg W' "
If what is offered here over and against what the jury saw’is a different Seeing'
a different ordering of the visible, it is one that is also contestable-—ag wsfze:fs;

in the t vy i i i
€mporary interpretive triumph of the defense attorneys’ construal of King

gi.‘nptme_nll‘)‘fmas instruction in racist modes
istic production of biackness(a further

ing th

%,

5
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as endangering. To claim that King’s victimization is manifestly true is to assume {
that one is presenting the case to a set of subjects who know how to see; to think i
that the video “‘speaks for itself’’ is, of course, for many of us, obviously true.
But if the field of the visible is racially contested terrain, then it will be politically :

|

"imperative to read such videos aggressively, to repeat and publicize such readings,

if ‘only to further an antiracist hegemony over the visual field. It may appear at |
first that over and against this heinous failure to see police brutality, it is necessary
to restore the visible as the sure ground of evidence. But what the trial and its
horrific conclusions teach us is that there is no simple recourse to the visible, to
visual evidence, that it still and always calls to be read, that it is already a reading,
and that in order to establish the injury on the basis of the visual evidence, an
aggressive reading of the evidence is necessary.

It is not, then, a question of negotiating between what is ‘‘seen,”” on the one
hand, and a “‘reading’” which is imposed upon the visual evidence, on the other.
In a sense, the problem is even worse: to the extent that there is a racist organ-
ization and disposition of the visible, it will work to circumscribe what qualifies
as visual evidence, such that it is in some cases impossible to establish the *‘truth’
of racist brutality through recourse to visual evidence. For when the visual is fully
“schematized by racism, the “‘visual evidence’” to which one refers will always
and only refute the conclusions based upon it; for it is possible within this racist
episteme that no black person can seck recourse to the visible as the sure ground
of evidence. Consider that it was possible to draw a line of inference from the
black male body motionless and beaten on the street to the conclusion that this
ivery body was in “‘total control,” rife with ‘‘dangerous intention.”” The visual
field is not neutral to the question of race; it is itself a racial formation, an

 episteme, hegemonic and forceful.

In the white world the man of color encounters difficulties in the development
of his bodily schema. Consciousness of the body is solely a negating activity.
It is a third-person consciousness. The body is surrounded by an atmosphere
of certain uncertainty. I know that if T want to smoke, I shall have to reach
out my right arm and take the pack of cigarettes lying at the other end of the
table. The matches, however, are in the drawer on the left, and I shall have
to lean back slightly. And all of these movements are made not out of habit
but out of implicit knowledge. A slow composition of my self as a body in the
middle of a spatial and temporal world—which seems to be the schema. . . .
Below the corporeal schema I had sketched [there is] a historico-racial schema.
The elements ] had used had been provided for me . . . by the other, the white
man, who had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories. I thought
that what I had in hand was to construct a physiological self, to balance space,
to localize sensations, and here I was called on for more.
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“Look, a Negro!” It was an external sti ;
’ : mulus that flicked
passed by. I made a tight smile. ieked over me as |

:‘Look, a Negre!” It was true. It amused me,
‘Look, a Negro!l” The drcle was drawing a bit tighter.
I ' made no secret of my amusement,
“Mama, see the Negro! I'm frightened!™ Frightened!”
.Frightenedl Now they were beg‘inning to be afraid of me. [ made u
mind to laugh myself to tears but laughter had become impos:si'ble:4l P

; Frantz Fanon offers here a description of how the black male body is constituted
: ‘tflrough fear, and through a naming and a seeing: “‘Look, a Negro!”” where tfxe
look™ is both a pointing and a seéing; a pointing out what there is to see. a
Pointing which circumscribes a dangerous body, a racist indicative which rel;
its own danger to the body to which it points. Here the “pointing” is not on{?
an indicative, but the schematic foreshadowing of an accusation, ‘one which carrie}s
the performative force to constitute that danger which it fearsmét,l'd defends against
In his clearly masculinist theory, Fanon demarcates the subject as_the blackgmale.
and the Other as the white male, anciperhapéwe kcl)uél;ir:mfér&le‘ moment toy le;
the. masculinism of the scene stay in place; for there is within the white male’s
racist fear of the black male body a clear anxiety over the possibility of sexual
exchange; hence, the repeated references to Ro;iney King’s “‘ass”” by the su:-
:;)ZHSI:C% Etf)hﬂc“:re:te-n, and the homophobic circumscription of that locus of sodomy
In Fanon’s recitation of the racist interpellation, the black body is circumscribed
as L.'langerous, prior to any gesture, any raising of the hand aan the infantilized
white reader is positioned in the scene as one who is helple,ss in relation to th
black body, as one deﬁnitionally in need of protection by his/her mother "
perhéps, the police. Thifear %sifhat some physical distance will be crossed airci
b g sty o o S b e o e e
are fhusstructuraﬂy placed to protect whiteness ainst violénde. i&ﬁéjfém{rwiigen e
is the immipept action of that black "ii‘i‘iié‘%&}fmi{l ecauise W : .
i%che‘ma, the pohceprotect \vhltéﬁ?iss,&elf ‘own violence can
o, e the lck male boly, prior 10 any vide, 5 the ste and source of
dang 't the police effort to subdue this body; even
 Justified regardless of the circumstances. Or rather, the convi
fication rearranges and orders the c1rcumstances to fit that con

“ifin " advance , 18
tion of Vthatﬂjustb

lusion,

What struck me on the morning after the verdict was delivered were report
?)vhich reiterated the phantasmatic production of ““intention.” £he inteitio S
inscribed in and read off Rodney King’s frozen body on the str:aet his intentioz
to do harm, to endanger. The video was used as “evidence’” to sup;)ort the claim
that the frozen black male body on the ground receiving blows was himself

procucing those blows, about to produce them, was himself the imminent threat
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of a blow and, therefore, was himself responsible for the blows he received. That™~
body thus received those blows in return for the ones it was about to deliver, .
the blows which were that body in its essential gestures, even as the one gesture {
that body can be seen to make is to raise its palm outward to stave off the blows
against it. According to this racist episteme, he is hit in E%C,h,ﬁ‘lg?,ff’}: thgblm%
he never delivered; But which he is, by virtue of his blackness, always about to
deliver. ' A
“"Here we can see the splitting of that violent intentionality off from the police
actions, and the investment of those very intentions in the one who receives the
blows. How is this splitting and attribution of violent intentionality possible? And
how was it reproduced in the defense attorneys’ racist pedagogy, thus implicating
the defense attorneys in a sympathetic racist affiliation with the police, inviting the
jurors to join in that community of victimized victimizers? The attorneys pro-
ceeded through cultivating an identification with white paranoia in which a white
community is always and only protected by the police, agaiﬁg?ﬁzyi'm&ﬁéif which
Rodney King’s body éiiiByl‘éﬁlz{t{ike'sl,Aqﬁi.t“e”;};ar”t from any action it can be said to
perform or appear ready to péfform. This is an action that the black male body
is always already performing within that white racist imaginary, has always already
pgforﬁ)ed"p;lor Eot}{eemergence of anj, video. The identification with péiiée
paranoia culled, produced, and consolidated in that jury is one way of reconsti-
tuting a white racist imaginary that postures as if it were the unmarked frame of
the visible field, laying claim to the authority of *‘direct perception.”
The interpretation of the video in the trial had to work the possible sites of
identification it offered: Rodney King, the surrounding police, those actively
beating him, those witnessing him, the gaze of the camcorder and, by implication,
the white bystander who perhaps feels moral outrage, but who is also watching
from a distance, suddenly installed at the scene as the undercover newsman. In
a sense, the jury could be convinced of police innocence only through a tactical
orchestration of those identifications, for in some sense, they are the white wit-
ness, separated from the ostensible site of black danger by a circle of police; they
c"zrey the police, enforcers of the law, encircling that body, beating him, once again.
They a’re“perh;avps ng as w’ellw,.b}lt’ whitewashed: the blows he suffers are taken
to be the blows they would suffer if the police were not protecting them from
him. Thus, the physical danger in which King is recorded is transferred to them;
@ﬁéﬁﬁf?‘?ﬁtﬁ"fﬁétj ‘{?ﬁine’fability; but c&instrue itias their own, the vulnerabﬂty
of ‘whiteness, thus refiguring him as the threat. The danger that they believe
themselves always to be in, by virtue of their whiteness (whiteness as an episteme
operates despite the existence of two nonwhite jurors). This completes the circuit
of paranoia: the projection of their own aggression, and the subsequent regarding
of that projection as an external threat. o
The kind of “‘seeing’ that the police enacted, and the kind of ‘‘seeing’” that
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the jury reenacted, is one in which a further violence is performed by the disa-
vowal and projection of that violent beating. The actual blows against Rodney
King are understood to be fair recompense, indeed, defenses against, the dangers

if

that are ‘“‘seen’” to emanate from his body. Here ‘‘seeing’’ and attributing are
indissoluble. Attributing violence to the object of violence is part of the very
mechanism that recapitulates violence, and that makes the jury’s “‘seeing’’ into a
complicity with that police violence.

The defense attorneys broke the video down into “‘stills,”” freezing the frame,

“so that the gesture, the raised hand, is torn from its temporal place in the visual

narrative. The video is not only violently decontextualized, but violently recon-

+ textualized; it is played without a simultaneous sound track which, had it existed,

¢ would have been littered with racial and sexual slurs against Rodney King. In the

place of reading that testimony alongside the video, the defense attorneys offered

. the frozen frame, the magnification of the raised hand as the hyperbolic figure of

racial threat, interpreted again and again as a gesture foreshadowing violence, a
gesture about to be violent, the first sign of violence, violence itself. Here the

. anticipatory “seeing” is clearly a “reading,” one which reenacts the disavowal

tand paranoia that enable and defend the brutality itself.

Over against this reading is required an aggressive coutnerreading, one which
the prosecutors failed to perform, one which might expose through a different
kind of reiteration of what Fanon called “‘the historico-racial schema’’ through
which the “seeing’” of blackness takes place.? In other words, it is necessary to
read not only for the “‘event’ of violence, but for the racist schema that orches-
trates and interprets the event, which splits the violent intention off from the
body who wields it and attributes it to the body who receives it.

If the raised gesture can be read as evidence that supports the contention that
Rodney King is “‘in control,”” ““totally’” of the entire scene, indeed, as evidence
of his own threatening intentions, then a circuit is phantasmatically produced
whereby King is the origin, the intention, and the object of the selfsame brutality,
In other words, if it is his violence which impels the causal sequence, and it is his
body which receives the blows, then, in effect he beats himself: he is the begin-
ning and the end of the violence, he brings it on himself. But if the brutality
which he is said to embody or which the racial schema ritualistically fabricates as
the incipient and inevitable ‘‘intention’” of his body, if this brutality is that of the
white police, then this is a brutality that the police enact and displace at once, and
Rodney King, who appears for them as the origin and potential instrument of all
danger in the scene, has become reduced to a phantasm of white racist aggression,
a phantasm that belongs to that white racist aggression as the externalized figure
of its own distortion. He becomes, within that schema, nothing other than the
site at which that racist violence fears and beats the specter of its own rage. In
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this sense, the circuit of violence attributed to Rodney King is itself the circuit
of white racist violence which violently disavows itself only to brutalize the specter
that embodies its own intention. This is the phantasm that it ritualistically pro-
duces at the site of the racialized other.

Is it precisely because this black male body is on the ground that the beating
becomes intensified? For if white paranoia is also to some degree homophobia,
then is this not a brutalization performed as a desexualization or, rather, as a
punishment for a conjectured or desired sexual aggression? The image of the

' police standing over Rodney King 1 with their batons might be read as a sexual
. degradation which ends up miming and 1nvertmg the imagined scene of sexual
Avxolatlon fhat 1t“appears toy Want and to loathe the pohce thus deploy the “‘props”’

tinued to be relterated after the verdict: first, in the violence that took place in
Los Angeles in which the majority of individuals killed were black and in the
streets, killed by the police, thus replaying, intensifying, and extending the scope
of the violence against Rodney King. The intensification of police violence against
people of color can be read as evidence that the verdict was taken as turther state
sanction for racist police violence; second, in remarks made by Mr, Bush on the
day after the verdict was announced in which he condemned public violence,
noting first the lamentability of public violence against property(!), and holding
responsible, once again, those black bodies on the street, as if the figure of the
brutalized black body had, as anticipated, risen and raised its forces against the
police. The groups involved in street violence thus were construed paradoxically
as the originators of a set of killings that may well have left those very bodies
dead, thus exonerating the police and the state again, and performing an identi-
fication with the phantasmatic endangerment of the white community in Simi
Valley; a third, in the media scanning of street violence, the refusal to read how
and where and why fires were lit, stores burned, indeed, what was being artic-
ulated in and through that violence. The bestialization of the crowds, consolidated
by scanning techniques which appeared to “‘hunt down”” people of color and
thus recapitulated the racist
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figure their violence as ‘‘senseless’ or ‘“‘barbaric,”
production of the visual field.

If the jury’s reading of the video reenacted the phantasmatic scene of the crime,
reiterating and re-occupying the always already endangered status of the white
person on the street, and the response to the reading, now inscribed as verdict,
was to re-cite the charge and to reenact and enlarge the crime, it achieved this
in part through a transposition and fabrication of dangerous intention. This is
hardly a full explanation of the causes of racist violence, but it does, perhaps,

constitute a moment in its production. It can perhaps be described as a form of
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white paranoia which projects the intention to injure that it itself enacts, and then
repeats that projection on increasingly larger scales, a specific social modality of

repetition compulsion, which we still need to learn how to read, and which as a-
“‘reading,”” performed in the name of law, has obvious and consequential effects.

Note

1. Frantz Fanon, “‘The Fact of Blackness,” in Black Skin; White Mashs, trans. Charles Lam Markmann
{New York: Grove Press, 1967), 11112,

- I do not mean to suggest by “‘white racist episteme’’ a static and closed system of seeing, but
rather an historically self-renewing practice of reading which, when left uninterrupted, tends to
extend its hegemonic force. Clearly, terms like ‘‘white paranoia’’ do not describe in any total-
izing way ‘how white people see,” but are offered here as theoretical hyperboles which are
meant to advance a strategically aggressive counter-reading.

error Austerity Race Gender Excess Theater

Ruth Wilson Gilmore

- {A] civilization maddened by its own perverse assumptions

and contradictions is loose on the world.
—Cedric Robinson

Civilization is nothing but the glory of incessant struggle,
—Gabriele D’ Annuziato

The day before I performed this paper at Berkeley, I was driving the 60-mile
adth of L.A. County—my regular commute to UCLA. When [ hit the radio
Wton to get a traffic report I found instead, at the middle of the AM band,
-to-gavel, opening-day coverage of the trial to determine whether four LAPD
s used excessive force against Rodney King. The prosecutor devoted nearly a
ird of his 35-minute opening argument to establishing that King had indeed
mitted several crimes—speeding, driving while intoxicated, failing to yield.
traveled west on the Foothill Freeway, passing Altadena Avenue at about 55
per hour in my Subaru, the prosecutor described how King entered the
thill Freeway at Altadena Avenue and traveled west, achieving more than

is paper was originally presented 6 March 1992 in slightly different form at & daylong con-
e at U.C. Berkeley arranged by James Turner, Judith Butler, et al., entitled Performing:
ing: Inversions: Subversions (or something like that). I have not rewritten in light of the 29 April
verdict and ensuing rebellion-—in part because I was not the least surprised by either event.
trying to figure out how what is happening works in the minds of mine enemies and by
n, quite literally, on me. That is, [ am treading the precipice of my fear while also trying
id the trap that held Harriet Jacobs in check for so long 150 years ago. *‘Both pride and fear’!
ote, “‘kept me silent.”’ We have not, as she discovered she had not, time for the luxuries
ride and fear. Thanks to friends in the struggle: Saidiya Hartman whose intervention inspired
#d becasioned the paper; Gilbert McCauley for listening; always C.G. for patient reading and
rate talk at any hour (especially the eleventh).
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