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concerns the migration of capital at a planetary level, but also of bodies, cultures, histories 
and lives. While the former is considered inevitable, the latter is both fervently resisted and 
increasingly criminalised. It has been estimated that in the coming decades one-sixth of the 
world’s population will be migrants and will almost certainly be criminalised for this.

Here the migrant’s time – as a figure of negated and repressed time – becomes the migratory 
time of modernity. The distant shore and the marginal world that is hidden and ignored becomes 
immediate, is literally figured and exposed by the body of the feared foreigner, the despised 
stranger, the abhorred migrant. The migrant’s time creates a slash in our time through which 
modernity itself migrates and subsequently returns bearing other senses. At this point in the time 
of the world, ‘language will never be mine, and perhaps never was’ (Jacques Derrida). 

The images of Western Union: Small Boats propose an unavoidable encounter; its aesthetics 
expose an intractable ethics, a style of thinking. We are drawn to think within the images. The 
provoked interval remains open to interrogate the anxiety to return to that normality which 
requires the expulsion of the migrant in order to continue the hegemonic sense and direction 
of the world. It is perhaps only here, in the open and vulnerable scene promoted by art, that 
it becomes possible to promote for an instance an unexpected proximity: that instance of 
unhomeliness before the unexpected in which we temporarily recognise the other, the foreigner, 
as a part of ourselves. Such an interruption, affected by the autonomy of the image, proposes a 
diverse Mediterranean and modernity. As the great contemporary Arab poet Adonis suggests, it 
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is probably only here that it is possible to ignite a dialogue between temporarily equal partners. 
Here in poetics, in the perpetual movement and migration of language, there already exists 
the critique of the actual state of affairs. Living language to the full is to touch the transit, the 
transformation and the translations of what is yet to come.

Here, as Adorno once suggested, we might begin to acquire a familiarity with the idea of not 
feeling at home when we are at home. In this state of vulnerability, the discourses that secure 
and anchor us in the world, the authorised knowledges that have disciplined and directed 
our understandings – from historiography, anthropology and sociology to literature and 
philosophy – now find themselves challenged by the same displacement and unhomeliness 
that they seek to explain. 

To return to Derek Walcott: ‘I met History once, but he ain’t recognize me’. Perhaps it is only in 
the oblique gaze and the excessive and errant language of poetics that we manage to travel to 
where the rationalist analytics of the social and human sciences do not permit. The languages 
of the arts invariably leave politics wordless. For the artistic configuration of space-time, images 
as life and becoming, allow us to harvest the essential truth of the complex ambivalence of a 
historical constellation that does not simply mirror our passage. 

It is the singular intensity of the images becoming Western Union: Small Boats that demands a 
new way of thinking.
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