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[1] Lacan, Jacques.
“Yale University, Kanzer
Seminar.” In Conferenc-
es and Conversations
at North American
Universities. Translat-
ed by Jack W. Stone.
Scilicet n° 6/7 (1975):
7-31. This improvised
lecture was the first in

a series delivered at
Yale, Columbia and

MIT in the fall of 1975.
Accessed at https://
freud2lacan.b-cdn.net/
YaleNov24-bilingual.pdf.

[2] Lacan, Jacques.
The Four Fundamental
Concepts of Psycho-
analysis. Translated
from the French by Alan
Sheridan. W.W. Norton,
1998, p. 276.
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BEFORE

In a quite literal sense, Before the Look of
Law comes after The Look of Law. We re-
turn to the intersection of law and visual
culture staged twenty years ago by my
co-organizer, Simon Leung, at the Univer-
sity Art Galleries with his exhibition, The
Look of Law (2006).

In another sense, we return to explore an-
other “before.” One that might refuse the
appropriation of radical protest into tele-
ological schemes of art history and politi-
cal resistance. One that might index new
modes of critique against the decimation
of land and peoples. One that might illu-
minate sociopoetic practices channeling
recurrences and confrontations of life from
sites of surveillance and seizure. It is a be-
fore woven through the continuum of the
War on Terror — from the Bush Doctrine and
the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, to
Israel’s “destruction as doctrine” applied in
Gaza and Lebanon, to the Trump “America
First” Doctrine that today propels the most
powerful nations toward a world war.

Such anteriority emerged through each of
our practices of finding, rather than seek-
ing. From Picasso’s famous description of
the artistic process, “l do not seek, | find,”
Lacan would elaborate a compelling impli-
cation in his late work on the sinthome. A
“more serious” psychoanalysis would en-
tail a form of writing, of listening, speaking,
drawing, and making — of “explaining art
through the symptom.”’[1] There, Lacan in-
sisted, “may the signification of a limitless

PONSE

love emerge, because it is outside the limits
of the law, where alone it may live.”[2]

Before the Look of Law gathers the res-
idues of such artlaw talk across artistic
movements, legal logics, and psychoana-
lytic studies. It is an experiment in finding
art and law anew in objects irreducible to
art and law's symbolic worlds. It spurs as-
sociations and echoes questions that give
shape to those impossible parts of desire
that have no place.

LAW

Everywhere we looked came an ever-laby-
rinthine system of punishment, starvation,
pollution, immobilization, and destruction
of life. It disappeared our beloveds. And
then disappeared into expanding fields of
killing and abandonment. Normalization
has been its special cruelty. It forces us
to look away from this unbearable reality,
even as we seek the disappeared through
it. Worse, as we refuse to look away while
seeking all that we have lost, we redouble
law's tyranny.

As a power whose authority does not ex-
ist outside its arrangement of those who
seek it, the law seduces through what is
ultimately a nonexistent source. This is
Kafka's compelling depiction in his parable,
“Before the Law.” Common parts of real life
are uncannily rendered there: conscious-
ness blinded by self-purpose, the miseries
of aloneness, of having waited for nothing.

Each work in Before the Look of Law offers

[3] Performances will
be on November 5 and
December 2, 2026.
Philbrick, Ethan. Group
Works: Art, Politics, and
Collective Ambivalence.
Fordham University
Press, 2023.

[4] Constable, Mar-
ianne. “Moving in

the Manner of the
Adverb.” Philosophy

& Rhetoric 57, no. 1
(2024): 93-102. https://
doi.org/10.5325/phil-
rhet.57.1.0093.

its own parable about colliding with law's
psychosocial effects. They direct our regard
toward the vulnerable, the useless, another
social ecology lurking at the limits of legal
reason. These parables perform the pos-
sibility of making another law rather than
interpreting the meaning of existing ones.
Law’s all-seeing world and these artworks’
play within it elaborate realities — polymor-
phous, cryptic, palpitant.

As parables, they each offer a way of fash-
ioning the hard question of what is to be
done? The question marks a particular-
ly real demand put to artmaking and legal
advocacy. At the same time, the exhibited
artworks further defer the question through
the unique languages of their responsive-
ness. Live performance pieces especial-
ly amplify this responsiveness. Huddling
and rehearsals of impossible return (Lule,
Philbrick, J.A. Williams) deconstruct the
proscenium of law for our current moment.
[3] Taken together, Before the Look of Law
opens up a field of para-responsiveness, an
open-set sense of taking responsibility for
our desire, for art and law.

LOOK

Looking contains a shapeshifting differ-
ence between finding and seeking. Add to
this an emphasis on the embodied nature
of looking. The verb’s banality becomes
the complex matter of our technological,
physiological, imaginary, and ultimately,
synesthetic condition. We live in the space
surrounding the verb, "look.” This space is,
as Marianne Constable writes, adverbial.[4]

Adverbs-to-come gather in the necessary
blank spaces we find in made things. This
is true of classically abstract minimalist
works, and works full of social references
guiding their transgressive approaches to
formal conventions of depiction and rep-
resentation. Some works rearticulate actu-
al acts of legal transgression into works of
art (Lule, Mira, Rowland, Sia). Some works
transgress traditional rhetorical econo-
mies to amplify urgent socioaesthetic is-
sues (Chang, Hunt, Leonard, Pinkel, Tobi-
er, Zumpfe & Quezada). Still other works
transgress the use value of our material
conditions of existence by giving those
substances new form as art objects (Al
Summary, Garrett, McCarthy, K. Williams).

But transgression is not possible at the
nonexistent register of law. Transgression

is a response requiring and reinstalling the
constraint of positive law or shared cultural
norms. Further, transgression reinscribes
normative symbolic economies of guilt,
authority, and freedom. So while transgres-
sion might initially draw our attention into
these works, the totality of each work does
not posit transgression as the other side
of law’s coin. Transgression morphs into
para-responsiveness to — and with — that
unknowable part of law's violence that we
register adverbially.

Such elaboration marks another edge of
support for our desire, for art and law. Each
perversion of material culture with an ad-
verb sends the object outside integration,
context, history, and rational or speculative
meaning. Before the Look of Law insists
that what art and law have in common is
not reducible to a look, an ideology, a her-
meneutics, a nation, a subject, or a future.
More importantly, they share a perpetual
failure to stabilize the wild indestructibility
of material substance through form, idea,
and time. Their constructions are vulnera-
ble to the adverbs we find in response to
our encounters with them. Operations of
styling insinuate radical artifice into histori-
cal modes of war and surveillance, produc-
tion and commodification, and critique and
social mobilization.

Even so, art, and especially these works,
offer no cause for celebration. Less even,
after Duchamp, for having been made. Are
we all readymade objects of art and law?
Through this recognition, we might look at
the shared failure of an otherwise achieved
para-responsiveness. Before the Look of
Law is an invitation to this new grammar
of para-responsive art and legal practice. A
new maniera.

SORA HAN is Professor of Criminology, Law
and Society, Comparative Literature, and Law
at the University of California, Irvine. She is the
author of Mu, 49 Marks of Abolition (Duke UP
2024), Letters of the Law (Stanford UP 2016),
and co-author of the law casebook, Compar-
ative Equality and Anti-Discrimination Law, 3rd
Edition (Edward Elgar, 2020). Her first book of
poetry, to regard a wave, was published by Sel-
va Oscura Press in 2024.



The Look of Law, installation view, with
works by Lincoln Tobier in the foreground
and Silvia Kolbowski, Susan Silton, and
Mary Kelly (left to right) in the background,
2006. University Art Gallery, UC Irvine.




by Simpn Leung

[1] Simon Leung, “The
Look of Law,” in Art
Journal, published by
College Art Association,
Fall 2007, p.38.

Twenty years ago, during a time when
American wars were waged against nation
and emotional states (Iraq, Afghanistan, ter-
ror), when our own nation state’s exercise
of power dominated everyday conscious-
ness, when perpetual war was our dense
atmosphere, | produced an extended pro-
ject that comprised an exhibition, a film pro-
gram, and a conference as a collaboration
between multiple units at UC Irvine. The ti-
tle of the project | seized upon, The Look of
Law, was meant to focus a particular kind
of gaze on the work of artists addressing
what | felt was urgent to interrogate—the
space at the intersection of the representa-
tion of state power and the psyche. Citing a
pop song by Burt Bacharach and Hal David
with the substitution of one word in its title,
my aim was to map commercially manufac-
tured sentimentality onto this intersection
to conceptually cohere the continuum of
collective psychic assaults in our midst:
wars faraway and wars within; the monop-
oly of violence by the military and the po-
lice; the twinned enjoyment of jingoism and
xenophobia; the perpetuation of slavery
through capitalist carcerality; the collusion
between government and mass media in
producing the clichéd but pervasive “mili-
tary industrial entertainment complex.”

The look of law

Is in your eyes.

A look your smile

Can’t disguise.

The look of law,

It’s saying so much more than
just words could ever say ....
You've got that look of law,

it’s on your face.

The look that time can’t erase ...

The choice to bend “love” into “law” was
to merely acknowledge how the psychic
mechanism of love, which can only happen
through transference, is similar to the nat-
uralization of law’s interpellation, from the
outside in. As | reflected in a text published
a year after the exhibition, “The look of law:
It’'s on your face. It’s on your case. It’s down
your throat. It’s up your ass. That is, if your
ass has not been rendered to disappear al-
together — which of course, in the absence
of habeas corpus, it can be.”[1]

Back when language like “extraordinary
rendition” or “homeland security” or “war
on terror” reshaped the terms of our being
in the world, | submitted that if law is the
invisible infrastructure of society, to exam-
ine “the look of law” is to think the affective

[2] Duchamp never
gave a definitive defi-
nition of the infrathin.
In fact, he stated in the
posthumously pub-
lished notes, “one can
only give examples of
it.” One example: The
difference / (dimension-
al) between / 2 mass
produced objects / [from
the / same mold] / is
an infrathin / when the
maximum (?) / preci-
sion is / obtained. For
Duchamp’s notes, see
Marcel Duchamp, Mar-
cel Duchamp, Notes,
ed. and trans. Paul
Matisse (Paris: Centre
Georges Pompidou,
1980).

[3] Leung, “The Look of
Law,” p.45.

[4] My thinking on

“the time of the drives”
is indebted to Julia
Kristeva’s reading of
Freud’s Totem and Ta-
boo. Among other later
texts, see Julia Kristeva,
Powers of Horror, trans.
Leon Roudiez (New
York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, [1980] 1982).

force of law as a kind of catachrestic glue
that saturates and bonds such an infra-
structure. To get at the affective dimension
of the “infra” | recruited the Duchampian
concept of the infrathin—the almost noth-
ing, perhaps imperceptible shade of differ-
ence between two states, objects, or expe-
riences—a threshold where | interpret to be
where art dwells.[2] The infrathin demon-
strates another way to picture “infrastruc-
ture.” My contention was that the infrathin
teaches us that art is able to capture, delay,
and deconstruct the look of law; that “in the
representation of bodies and events that
are ideologically “rendered” in contradic-
tions, affect always reverses the look of law
back onto the groundlessness upon which
the mystical body of the law stands. What
we see in the reflection of power’s gleaming
shield is the distorted face of its subjects,
sometimes in the convulsive emission of
an ethical scream.”[3]

While the artworks in the exhibition in 2006
persist in their aesthetic density to reflect
on the force of law, looking back from 2026,
the intersection where state power meets
the psyche—what | proposed in The Look of
Law as the concentrated space to locate the
hypocrisy, lack, and incoherence in law’s
representation and enforcement—feels to-
day not so much intersection as perpetual
pileup. When sadistic state power merges
completely with entertainment, fascism is
plainly laid out as the determinate form, the
aesthetic, of daily life. Yet when Sora and |
began discussing how we might return to
The Look of Law a year ago, what we want-
ed to avoid was the impulse to “update”
the exhibition for the sake of merely meet-
ing the moment. The task, instead, was to
re-situate the look of law as condition and
structure, but along with it to underscore a
counter-linear concept of time that refuses
the fiction of a sequential timeline. Surely,
these are times of hatred and hoarding; of
ravenous capitalism; of resentment and
the return of the repressed, yet one senses
what we need is not so much art address-
ing the latest atrocities, but a way to think
the recurrent perpetuation of the atrocious
present as a time of “the drives.”[4] This
hell feels fresh, but hell has come before,
and it will come again. Slowly, along with
affect and the infrathin, Kafka’s Before the
Law unfolded as a lens.

In the parable, Kafka places the body before
the law as both subject and site: the man
from the country seeks recognition, one

might say existence, before the law but he
is never let in, waiting until the moment of
death to learn that no one else has come
because the door was made only for him.
The juridical subject is called, from within,
to strive after the Law, has come before the
law, but is neither fully present nor absent.
One seeks but is preempted from recogni-
tion; puts forth oneself yet there is no rela-
tion, only protracted limbo. The subject is a
location where law exerts its power through
non-recognition. Did the supplicant fail or
did Law fail him? Is this failure merely Law
doing its job? When the question turns from
“who” to “what” comes before the law, the
parable becomes not simply a mediation
on the condition of the subject, but on law
itself as foundational violence. Kafka pre-
pares us for untimely meditations that dou-
ble back recursively. When the man’s re-
quest to ask the final “one question” is met
with the doorkeeper’s annoyance, “what
is it that you want now?... You are insatia-
ble,” one hears “insatiable” as a time-based
word. The body rendered before Law is in-
satiable because it is a figure of an appetite
that cannot be satisfied. To seek the Law is,
also, to live on the cyclical time of appetite,
of the drives, mirroring Law’s violence with-
out beginning or end.

With these conceptual brackets in mind,
we return, with artists in Before the Look
of Law, to the intersection where the psy-
che meets the state, and attend to/with/as
(some)one coming before the Law, who
in the future anteriority of Kafka’s story, is
already dead, but is also still waiting, and
arriving.

SIMON LEUNG is a project-based artist whose
work in various media addresses “the ethical,”
broadly defined, as challenge, possibility and
limit. They have presented work internationally
since the 1980s, including at the Whitney Bi-
ennial (1993), Venice Biennale (2003), Guang-
zhou Triennial (2008), and Gwangju Biennale
(2018). Leung is Professor and head of the
New Genres Area in the Department of Art at
UC Irvine.
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YORK CHANG

Self Portrait (Text/
Action)

2013

Paper

8 2 x 11 inches
Courtesy of the artist

ZOE LEONARD
| want a president
1992

Printout on white
copier paper

8 2 x 11 inches
Courtesy of the
artist and Maxwell
Graham Gallery

ALBERTO LULE
Investigation #18
2021

Forensic fingerprint
powder on paper

72 V2 x 36 inches
Courtesy of the artist

ALBERTO LULE
Investigation #19
2021

Forensic fingerprint
powder on paper

74 V2 x 36 inches
Courtesy of the artist

PAUL MCCARTHY
NPP1P2, WAR PIG,
Drawing Session,
2CH

2025

2 channel 16:9 color
video w/ sound,
duration: 16 minutes
50 seconds

© Paul McCarthy.
Courtesy of the artist

SHEILA PINKEL
Site Unseen: Mumia
Abu Jamal

1999

Framed
photographs, text

11 x 17 inches each
Courtesy of the artist

LINCOLN TOBIER
Roger Ailes: A
Retrospective in
Context
1992/2011/2018
Mixed media
installation
Dimensions variable
Hammer Museum,
Los Angeles.
Purchased through
the Board of
Advisors Acquisition
Fund

LINCOLN TOBIER
Campaign Sculpture
1992

A truck model with
transmounted
cibachrome
photographs

12 x 28 x 6 inches
Hammer Museum,
Los Angeles. Gift of
Patrick Painter and
Soo Jin
Jeong-Painter

KIYAN WILLIAMS
Meditation on the
Making of America
2019

HD video with sound
26 minutes 31
seconds

Courtesy of the artist

UNIVERSITY
ART GALLERY

YORK CHANG
Summary of
Evidence (Zero Sum
Games)

2017

Paper

Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

ASHLEY HUNT
Hostile Territory
2016-2026
Photography, video
installation, and free
newspaper
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

ALBERTO LULE
Prison Contraband
#2

2026

Mixed media and
found objects

19 x 23 inches
Courtesy of the artist

SHEILA PINKEL
Site/Unseen: The
Prison-industrial
Complex
2003-2004

69 photographs
mounted on
foamcore

108 x 72 inches
Courtesy of the artist

TARIK GARRETT
A Public and Sacred
Use: Haslerig v.
Watson, 205 Ga.
668 (1949)

2026

Single-channel
video, sound
Courtesy of the artist

NA MIRA
Autoasphyaxiation
2025

HD Video of 16mm
film, color on CRT
Monitor

15 minutes 19
seconds

Courtesy of the artist

CAMERON
ROWLAND
Passport and Social
Security Card

2018

Unregistered IDs
Framed: 7 x 12 Y4
inches

Passport Card: 3 7/16
x 2 %16 inches
Social Security
Card: 37/16 x 2 316
inches

Courtesy of the
artist and Maxwell
Graham Gallery

TIFFANY SIA

Do Not Circulate
2022

Video

17 minutes
Courtesy of the
artist and Maxwell
Graham, New York

KIM ZUMPFE &
LUKE QUEZADA
GroundTruthing.
Schrapnel

2026

Materials: Field
studies of the

Casa Grande
Photogrammetric
Test Range, Arizona,
Dec 20-22, 2025,
CORONA targets,
geodetic markers,
and bomb sites
located through
GPS survey maps,
Control Points and
proxy features, WiFi
MicroControllers
Methodologies:
Photogrammetric
field reconstructions,
Real-time
volumetric and
sound renderings,
Environmental
Mapping via RSSI
Triangulation
(Received Signal
Strength Indicator)
to detect signal
interruptions and
infrastructure layout
Single-channel
video excerpts
Courtesy of the
artists

KIM ZUMPFE
Remote Sensing
2026

Materials: Area
rugs, Decorative
vessels, Concrete
debris and soil
samples from

a CORONA
Calibration Target
site, 3D printed
duplicates of

concrete debri, Army

Corps of Engineers
brass Survey
Marker, Plants
collected from the
CORONA Test
Range

Courtesy of the artist

ROOM GALLERY

SAMAR AL
SUMMARY

What Goes Up
2024

Single-channel
video, sound

29 minutes 42
seconds

Courtesy of the artist

SAMAR AL
SUMMARY

Exhale to Zero

2026

Plaster and
polyester
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

SAMAR AL
SUMMARY

Female American
Soldiers Stationed in
Saudi Arabia Look
Towards America
2026

Canvas, inkijet,
acrylic paint, Dibond
44 x 32 inches
Courtesy of the artist
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