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During the 2018 trial of Chicago police officer Jason Van Dyke for the murder of Laquan
McDonald, Van Dyke’s lawyers presented as part of their defense a 3D-animated
reconstruction of the event. The animation “included overhead views of the scene and what
McDonald would have looked like from Van Dyke’s point of view” based on the officer’s
account of the event, Chicago’s WGN9 reported. In this narrative, “McDonald moved toward
Van Dyke—a direct contradiction to state testimony that said the teen walked away from
police.”* Beyond state testimony, the officer’s statement and the animation’s visual account
directly oppose recovered and widely circulated dashcam footage of the event.



Much of Van Dyke’s trial was spent discussing the validity of the animation when compared
with the footage, eyewitness accounts, and state testimony. The prosecution argued that
not only was the animation absurd—in it, McDonald moves toward Van Dyke at an inhuman
speed, covering roughly twenty-five feet in the span of four seconds—but its other basic
details differed from what was shown in the recovered clip: McDonald’s dress, the quality of
light at the time of the shooting, and so on.

Details aside, the very suggestion that a simulation made from a subjective verbal account
could be weighed against video evidence in a court of law signals a reconfiguration in the
life of the recorded image, a paradigmatic shift in our allegiance to the evidentiary truth of
the moving image. What's more, instances like the McDonald case display this yet-unnamed
new paradigm’s mobilization on a mass scale, in sinister real-world applications beyond the
annals of media theory. A court’s willingness to accept the animation as evidence and
debate it in detail is surprising. This apparent glitch—or potential new feature—in our
system of thought prompts an assessment of the impact of the police brutality video in
contemporary culture and its status as a kind of widely distributed vernacular cinema. Since
at least 1992, when video of Rodney King being beaten by the LAPD and the acquittal of the
offending officers sparked riots, it has been clear that such evidence does little to ensure
legal justice in instances of police brutality against Black people. For the past three
decades, public opinion has tended toward a progressive outrage in such instances, but
verdicts do not reflect this sentiment.

This consistent divergence, a cognitive dissonance between representation and reality
when it comes to anti-Black violence—and, frankly, a confusion about which is which—has
only become more dramatic. As Louis-Georges Schwartz wrote in 2016, another landmark
year in America’s negotiations with its rampant and violent anti-Blackness, “an examination
of recent examples suggests that the problem is not just one of representation but also one
of interpretation.”” The important question is no longer how such material can be used to
prevent police violence. It is, rather, why doesn’t it? What does it do instead, and how?

In “Counter-forensics and Photography,” Thomas Keenan writes that “photographic
evidence must be considered in terms of the forum or the debate into which its testimony is
entered.”” In the case of the police brutality video, this forum is not just a court of law but
also the spectacular public tribunal of the online sphere. In both arenas, such videos should
be figured as “operational images,” to borrow Harun Farocki’s term. Operational images are
those that “do not portray a process but are themselves part of a process.”* The police
brutality clip is embedded in at least two processes. On one hand, it is mobilized as a part of
the judicial process. On the other hand, it is mobilized in the social process of grappling
with anti-Blackness. Both of these processes participate in the production of social reality,
and they repeatedly tangle with one another.
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American Artist. 2015. 2019

American Artist’s 2015 explores this entanglement, fixing as its object a narrative point just
before the police brutality event and its resulting documentation. Created for the 2019
exhibition My Blue Window, mounted at the Queens Museum, the work is an immersive
high-definition video depicting an early morning in New York in 2015. The calm atmosphere
becomes eerie when we realize that we are looking at the dashcam footage from a police
car. The windshield is overlaid with a computer interface: a kind of digital dashboard for
predictive policing, an artificial-intelligence tool that forecasts the locations of possible
crimes before any crimes occur. As the patrol car drives through Brownsville, our view is
layered with navigation-system graphics noting the purported likelihood of burglaries, even
murder. Occasionally, scrolling text declares “CRIME DETERRED"—even though there is
nothing happening and no one on the streets. Within this hallucinatory, video game-like
world, viewers are both implicated in and made keenly aware of multiple perspectives,
placed on the dividing line between Blue Lives and Black Lives. We begin to see the ways in
which historical bias may be encoded within seemingly neutral technologies and how an
area or an entire population may be deemed criminal in the absence of actual crime. The
artwork presents a moment of overlap between two points of view: that of a specific
technical computer/camera, trained to search and destroy, and its human agent, the police
officer.
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2015 on view s‘part of American Artist: My Blue Widow, Quee’ns Museum, Octber 6, 2019-February 23, 2020

Through this combination, 2015 raises questions about perspective and viewer
identification in moving images, drawing on decades of film-theoretical discourse arguing
that the “ideological effects of perspective depend upon identification with the camera.”®
According to psychoanalytic film theory and popular film discourses, a first-person point of
view produces empathy and identification from the audience. American Artist has stated
that, when viewing the video, “you’re in the position of the police officer, watching dashcam
footage. It has this voyeuristic aspect to it. The title ‘My Blue Window’ is alluding to the
mental space of the police officer, identifying with this notion of blueness. How does that
make you feel? It doesn’'t make me feel good.”®

And yet we cannot forget the presence of the computer/camera in 2015. The predictive-
policing algorithm and its visual representation will likely appear quite nonsensical to the
viewer, producing not identification but alienation. The video displays an operationalized
image produced for computers, not for humans—or, at the very least, an image made in
tandem with and subject to computer logic. The computer latches onto elements of the
visual field that would seem, to the human eye, utterly unrelated to criminal activity, laying
bare the absurdities of the pattern-recognition tools upon which entire industries rely.
Absurdity turns to horror when we consider that the use of these tools has often been a
matter of life and death. “A computer can of course process images,” Farocki writes, “but it
needs no real images to determine the veracity or the falsity of the image it is fed.”” The
computer looks for patterns endemic to its own logic and does not care if reality has
another story to tell.
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Farocki continues, “If a program in a sequence of images only draws in what it is looking for,
whether it be colored lines as markers in an aerial landscape or the baseboard in the hall of
aresearch institute used to orient an autonomous robot, then we're seeing a kind of
disavowal of what is being marked.”® Here Farocki parallels Sylvia Wynter’s 1992 text “No
Humans Involved,” in which the philosopher describes the ways in which the official
language applied to Black males in policing in Los Angeles in the 1990s absented them as
subjects. For Wynter, this operation is an ideological one that finds its expression through
language as a “classifying logic,” with the phrase “No Humans Involved” placing the “Black
Conceptual Other outside ‘the universe of obligation.””® American Artist presents an
updated, immediately technical manifestation of this absenting, a double bind: literally and
figuratively, no humans are involved—yet crime is spotted everywhere. 2015 displays a
disturbing and dominant regime of vision that not only excludes Black men from “the
universe of obligation” but also produces a technical program of the functional and
conceptual annihilation of the Black subject.

This collusion of computer/camera and police officer in the “eye” through which we witness
the scene in 2015 models the imbrication of technology and ideology we experience in
human action. In much of their recent work, American Artist is preoccupied with the notion
of “Blue Life,” a concept that plays on the color of police uniforms across municipalities and
converts it into a lifestyle or a kind of identity. The emergence of Blue Lives Matter as a
countermovement to Black Lives Matter is curious, since police is, to the understanding of
most, a verb or a job. To identify as police—unlike identifying as, say, an accountant—is to
identify as a fleshy gear in the machine of state-sanctioned violence (justified by the
rhetoric of liberal peacekeeping), while at the same time asking for such alife to matter
within the same largely humanistic conceptual edifice in which we must ask for Black lives
to matter.'®




In the age of Blue Lives Matter, to view a scene from the perspective of a police officer is to
view it from a peculiar—yet fully explicated—form of parasubjectivity. Such parasubjectivity
is not unigue in our age, as it coincides with other mutations of the subject brought on by
our total imbrication, materially and conceptually, in the operations of speculative
capitalism, in our entanglement with digital networks, and in a new awareness of our bodily
unsovereignty gained courtesy of COVID-19. At all levels, we are a machine for living, killing,
and dying. The police, specifically, are, as Steve Martinot and Jared Sexton write, “a
machine for killing and incarcerating.”'* Through an appropriation of the Black Lives Matter
formula, Blue Lives Matter marks but one expression of a nhear-totalizing binding together of
life, identity, the state, and—in the twenty-first century—the machine. At the same time, as
they do this killing and incarcerating, the police are intended to appear neutral; to follow
Nico Baumbach’s framing, their business can only be carried out effectively if we—and they
—normalize it.*? It is for this reason that the transition of Blue Life to a viable concept is so
intriguing. Through it, the police become a paradox—a spectacular and identitarian
neutrality.

The question of neutrality, and of perspective, is thus even more crucial to the police
brutality video than is immediately obvious. Consider, for instance, the murder of Philando
Castile by a police officer in Minnesota in 2016. The primary record of the event is citizen-
produced video content in the form of the live stream of the incident made by Castile’s
partner, Diamond Reynolds, who was sitting in the passenger seat next to him. Normally,
such first-person footage would elicit identification with Reynolds because of its formal
mechanisms (if not because of her and Castile’s glaring innocence): Reynolds and the
camera coincided, and the video was circulated in real time (the live stream theoretically
indicating a rawness, a lack of tampering). The mere existence of critical public discourse
about the clip—for example, about Reynolds’s and Castile’s personal histories, an exercise
repeated with each instance of police brutality—is disturbing evidence not only of the
strange difficulty of identifying with the Black subject but also of the inability of classical
film and media theory to describe the functions of such an object.



Surely, part of the difficulty in exploring the structural dynamics of
the police brutality video is the ethical urgency of its contents.
However, approaching it and the so-called cinema of policing
overall formally and structurally is an equally rich political-
theoretical project, to which 2015 and other artworks have
contributed. For instance, Peter Fried!'s Liberty City (2007)
attempts to deconstruct the “standard historical scene” of the anti-
Black police brutality event by “inverting [its] dramatic structure.”*
To do this, Friedl| stages an altercation between Black men and a
white police officer in which, instead of the officer assaulting the
Black men, the Black men beat the officer. The scene is shot from
across the street, at night, on grainy digital video, recalling the
Rodney King tape and the general aesthetic of vernacular video. But
can a police brutality clip, whether staged or real, have a dramatic
structure? According to Frank B. Wilderson Ill, probably not. The
narrative arc of a slave who is Black, he writes, is “not an arc at all,
but a flat line.”**

Peter Friedl. Liberty City. 2007

Liberty City isolates and models the same principle that actual
videos of police brutality exhibit time and time again: that
something sort of wrong happens when such an altercation is
represented to us. Even inverted, it is unsatisfying—there is no
triumph. At best (or worst), the video has you waiting for another
cop to show up and for the violence to capsize. This flathess is
strange and difficult to describe. It’s like the old optical illusion: “Is
it two faces or avase? Faces? Or vase?” It’s both.
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