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DISAPPEARANCES

THe PHotoGcrarus oF TREVORrR PAGLEN

by Thomas Keenan

The geographer and artist Trevor Paghen has made it his project of
late to take pectures of IZ|'|II'IE,5. that are vary hard to sea, whather
Becauge they are wery Tar eway, or bacause they are hedden In
gacrecy of beyond the pale of recognition, or becausa they do not
(2] .I||:|' axigt, In & gemneg of projects, he has tracked the fsght
paths of the CIA's clandestine flaat of prvate jats, photographad
LS, m
e arbats of Amerncan apy gatellites, and reprodueced the signa
tureg af the lictitiows people behind semea of this country s Intel
|I,gl':l'|2l'.‘I apparatus.

tary and intelligence nstallations in Alghanistan. captuned

Im Paglen’s work, pholography confronts a shadow workd, There
are “ghost detainees™ in Amencan detention camps, who have
gametimes beéen deposied thera by alrcralt cwned by “ghost
comganies. “You find nonexistent people hare who are somahow
desgned to disappear others,” he told ma In a 2006 comearsa-

tion (published in the journal Bidoun). Paglen is interasted in how
people have been made 10 disappear, and in what can be dona to
make them appaar, His projéect, though, is less one of restoraton or
recovery than of identifying the mechaniams and the visual texture
of disappearance itself

In an article of May 13, 2004, the New Yok Times quoted a
“formar intelligence official” going public about “disappearance :

After the Sepl. 11 attacks, the [Central Intelligence] agency
began to search for remote sites in fnendly countrees anound
the world where Gaeda operatives could be Kept guietly and
securaly, ~“There was o debate after 911 about how to make
people disapppar,” a former intelligence official sald. The
rasult was @ senies of Secrel agreements allowing the CILA

10 use SIkES OVErsEas without gulside .‘H."'IIJ“I'I:.'.
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But when that former official tells the reporter about making peo-
phe disappear, and when the newspaper publishes his words, what
besamesof that disappearance? The bodies have not been produced
ino habeas covpus yel), and many of the prisoners In guestion still
have nat been presented 1o the public; still, the fects of thelr disap-
pearance—and of what is being done to them in detention—are by
e well kngwn. Thanks to sech officlals, “disappearances™—along
with “water-boarding”™ and “rendition.” among cther phenomena—
héve become open secrets. Something important has transpired,
and the secrets are no longer simply secret. But challenging these
practices by merely exposing them, bringing them Into the light of
public scruting, seems to be insufficient. S0 what is the status of
this information? What shall we do with it?

In the intreduction 1o his 2005 Torture and Truth: Human Rights
after 911, Mark Danner drgws our attention to what he calls tha
“peculiarity” of the Abu Ghraib incident: “It s
ot abeut revelation o disclosure but about
the faileie, once wrongdoing s disclosed,
of politicians, officials, the press, and ulti-
mately citizens, to act. The scandal ks not
about uncovering what ks hidden, it is abouwt
geeing what is already there—and acting on
it. It is ot about information: it is about poli-
tics.” This is true, and important, but the line
between mformation and politics, sight and
action, may not be as clear as Danner sug-
gests. If it weare, then the lssue would be puraly
and simply political, a matter only of forca
and persuasion, and it is not. The Abu Ghralb
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images, and the publicity they recelved, werne
part of the palitics. Danner rghtly indicates
that the problem i not that we don't know enough, or that we ara
in need of further enlightenment before anything might happen,
Wi can, in 1act, see (aimost) evarything. But images, even if they
are graphic, are not self-evident. They do not lead irevocably to
particular of obwious conclusions. If, today, actions in the political
realin are rafely unaccomganied by images, the force and import—
the gravity—af those images cannot simply be taken for granted.
That is the enigma.

s

When we look at what is siready there, even if it has only just
emerged into the realm of visibllity, what do we see? Paglen has
been irmestigating the landscapes of disappearance, and esps-
cially the enigma of the open secret, in a number of ways ovar
the last few years, with compeling results. He suggasts that the
outeeme is, in mare ways than one, blurry.

The Englsh word “blur® seems to come from the same root as
“blear.” It signifies that something has happenad to our vision: wa

see, but as if through tears. With blurs, the basic guestion is one
of resoluthon—which is. on one hand, a matter of determination,
fizing. and deciding, and on the other a matter of the reduction
of something complex to its constiteent parts, inte simpler ele-
mants. But when speaking about blurs, we are also talking about
images and their quality, about clarity and hence about light. Thene
are blurs of motion and blurs of focus, but they share the trait of
indistinctness. The blerry image is difficult to resohee, make out,
reduce: it is not clear but dim, not sharp but dull. The blur chal-
lenges our hablts of leoking. We blink or squint, try again to see
somathing that is somehow out of alignment with itself, We alwiys
look twice, mora than twice, when things get blarry,

in many of Paglen's images. bluring is not something that
bafalls an otherwise crisp image. It is not samething secondary or
accidental, not the sign of a failure to capiure what is there o be
seen clearly, The image begins and persists
in a hage. If it is blurry, that is because i
has te be. It would not be the Same wene
clarity to be achiewed,

Thus Paglen’s photographs of secret mili-
tary installations and equipment, taken #
viry great distances with very long knses,
are dominated by the haoe of all that i
between the camera and the object, by the
shaor fact of remoteness. The distance
bends and warps a faraway  airtraffic-
controd tewer, and the faces of the workirs
leaving their plang are blobs. An enormous
interval separates camera and hangar, and
although the camera's sensors ane capable
of traversing that space. to Some extent
thay also respect and acknowledge it visually, In the blurry imasge,
the distance itself is evident—pearhaps more evident than the sub-
ject. The places Pagien photographs are meant, somehow, not 10
e 5e0n: thay ane designed for secret missions, for operations that
take place in the dark; n rendering them visible Paglen's images
taka care to preserve that element of the covert,

Faced with somathing obscure—something essentially dark—it
is radically insufficient merely to shing the light of publicity, 1t
misses the point: to turn on the lights tells us nothing about the
dark itself. Paglen is in search of something as he takes these
pictures, Confronted with something unknown, or bangly known,
but still agcessible o the senses, he employs his instruments
of remote discovery 1o learn about i, He attaches telescopes,
soma with focal lengths of up to TO00mm, to a digital SLR cam-
ara, and (as he puts it in 8 project description] takes piclures
acrass “upwards of forty miles of thick atmasphene between an



ooserver and the sites depicted.® (He also shoois on 35mm
gnd 4-by-5 filrm,)

In Faglen's project on the ClA's “extracrdinary rendilion”™ pro-
gram, docurnentad in his 2006 book Torture Tax On the Trad of the
Cid's Rendition Flights, he tracks the CIA's fleet of pavate planes,
discovers their registration numbers, maps thair fight paths, and
records he names of many of the passengers on them, Cher graat
distances, Paghen resoles things, analyzes and synthesizes the
constituent parts of the strecture into a coherent pattern, Thene is
a quest for knowbidge in his work, and a methad that aims at the
greatest posgible reduction of uncertalnty.

Of his work with those extremaly long lenses, Paglen says:
“Limit-telephotography involves photographing landscapes that
canndd be seen with the unaided eye.” The idea is a1 least as old
as Walter Benjamin's 1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reprodection,” in which he wrote: “The enlargement
ol & anapshot dods not simply render mone precise what in any
case was visible, though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural
formations of the subject. . . . Evidently & different nature opens
itseil to the camera than opens to the naked eye—if only because
an unconscipusly penetrated space |s substituted for a Space con-
sciously explongd by man.”

S50 we ook, with the ald of the uswal instruments—and some
urmsual ones—and what o0 we see? Something entirely new,
sofething to which we would ordinarily have no access. And
stramgely, things ase not bleak but bright, once Seen in this other
light. The images constitute a provocation, a question for us . . .
of, actually, & question about ws. Our ability 1o read and intar
pref what we see with their assistance is put into question. The
announcement that the image makes, before any reading starts,
i5 that the rgading will be difficult, somehow beyand our control—
out still we hiwe to do it

Expiiing this new unseen space of blurs is an effort that
takes us in at least two directions: our loss of orientation Is
simultangdusly the overcoming of limiting boundaries and the
disappearance of the markers of certainly, Bolh erasueres and
staing, blurs take us apart, put us in motion, The experience,
il it is one. is by definition illegible, at least in part. And the
effects of gur own actions and encountéers remain obscure: Did
we make something happen? And if the effects ane blurry, what
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about the causes? Blurs put us, our agency, and our resolution
inte question.

Looking toward political theorists like lacques Ranciére and
Hannah Arendl, Paglen wonders how we might extend their
“notions of political speech into the reaim of images. Certainly
images ‘do things,” but they are without guarantees.” IS this work
evidence? Yes, of a sorl, Paglen told me recently. Or periags it
I8 more like evidence of evidence, an effort simply 1o establish
the possibility that sorme of these things might exist in the pub-
lic realm. He noles that Lvwyers for Guanténamo detaines Ma-
iid Khan used Paglen's images of CIA “black sites” (secrel pris-
ons) &5 evidence in their flings. but in an unexpected way: “Their
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Mumslasied Work Spece [Natland! Reconnalssaoce Office). Chantilly, Vieginks, 2007,



argument.” he sadd, "had to do with trying to establish that
there was enough unclassified ‘evidence' in public to con-
siruct @ ‘grammar’ for courtroom proceedings,” The evidence
was not about what was exposed in the images, but about
the mere existence of such images. The adwocates, Paglen
says, were “simply trying (o establish that something coule
be spoken about 'poltically.'”

In this sensa, he continues, “Photography—and this is
especially true after September 11—is a performance.” Not
fundamentally 3 statement, a docurnent, or a record of how
things are, but an activity, an event, And so, he says, we
need 0 face up to the fact that 1oday, for some of us at
least, “to photograph is (o exercise the right to photograph,
Nowadays, people get locked up for photograghing the
Brookiyn Bridge.”

Paglen's work does nol simply expose what is hidden, or
render the invisibla visible, or establish certainties. It does
those things. and marks their insuficiency. It announces that
tcameras, lenses, maps, data and databases, publicity, and
even beauty are not encugh. Why make photographs, then?
In the name of what? These guestions are all left open. Per.
haps the knowledge is produced for something like its own
saho: bocause we ought o kKnow, in general. Perhaps the
work takes the responsibility of calling us to our responsibili-
ties: we cannot say, now, that we didn't know. Perhaps the
knowledge ks instrumental as a pathway, however unreliable,
toweisnd action.

Or parhaps not. Paglen seems careful to be modest—aor
blurry, As he told Rene Gabri in a 2006 interview for the
16beavargroup blog: “It's a fact, in my opinien, that we have
access to more and better information than ever before.
[But]. . . the dynamics that shape public opinion, the dynam-
ics of an 'informed putdic,” and the dynamics of change are
extremely messy.”

The mess, like the blur, is not going away. We stand a
slightly better chance of getting oriented in it, though, thanks
o these pictures. @

Lacrosan/Owyx N Radir hriaging Acconnazsance Safalite Possiag
Through Drace (USA 89), 2007.
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