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Preface



This book is a quest for a new paradigm for thinking about artistic practices, art theory, and art institutional practices. It is born out of the recognition of a slow burning yet unmistakable process that leaves what some perceive as a golden era of globalization in tatters. However, I argue that the grand alignment of several assumptions across the globe—the acceptance of neoliberal globalization, of liberal democracy as the only possible political form of a state, of the expectation of the state to deliver progress (however it is measured), and of the experience of economic stability for those included in the economic body politic—may have been a historical contingency. In other words, the confluence of these assumptions and beliefs may be accidental in many parts of the world over the last three decades or so.

Several key terms from economic, political, and development theory that have gained currency over those decades are employed and problematized through an analysis of the exhibition of art from the so-called “Global South” in the Global North, as well as geographically specific analysis of that art’s production. Firstly, I use multipolarity to refer to a world with more than two poles where political, economic, military, and cultural powers concentrate. Such a model carries and reproduces a realist undertone which makes it at best a placeholder for the complex and multifaceted world order as it exists today. Even though discussions of “de-globalization” have become commonplace in tandem with a multipolar outlook, “globalization” can still be measured by the trade of goods across borders, services, investment, and cultural exchange, and shows no major signs of slowing down. In traditional studies of global relations and political economics, neoliberalism traditionally denotes a paradigm of transfer of economic control from the government to the private sector, including the marketization of the allocation of resources, economic and political deregulation, reduction in public spending, a limitation in government control of industries, and free trade. In this book, I follow this definition, though my analysis is not confined to the periodization of neoliberalism given the engagement with numerous studies that have demonstrated the longue durée of many of these economic approaches before the advent of the term. Since the 1980s, globalization has more or less been guided by neoliberal policies both nationally and through international institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and The World Bank. And not coincidentally, this wave of globalization and its incumbent aesthetic imperatives structures the parallel globalization of a sector of art production and consumption, which is today typically enabled by global art fairs, biennales, discourses, and media. While the extent and features of all these areas are fuzzy, there is an acute sense of a paradigmatic shift.

For those of us involved in any way with the art sector, we can only work towards a productive relationship between art and politics—or rather between a nominally aesthetic realm of production and the realm of political activity that liberalism admits to the operations of the state—if we work to unravel the nature of this contingent alignment of global neoliberalism as it is expressed in art. For such a project, we would need to admit that the contemporary artworld has thrived on peak globalization as evidenced in the widely held assumption that critique can meaningfully act on the world rather than just reproduce it. The response can no longer be focused on the foibles of art or its autotelism (art for art’s sake): no one really believes that art has the power to set political agendas, at least not from the institutions that reproduce the relations and functions of already existing institutions. In the face of geopolitical fallouts, the shattering of a liberal progressive social contract, rising claims to value pluralism, the survival of art’s exceptionalism depends on realism. Will the artworld continue sleepwalking into the next existential crisis? What concessions can be made without cutting the ground from under one’s feet? How to make space for subtlety, while keeping the scale of politics and economics closely in sight? We need to make space for cultural practices that differentiate the political means and ends while celebrating political debates that are not zero-sum (or that are purely representational). Concretely, we must encourage the capability of commanding divergent intellectual resources to moderate collisions of opinions in a way that allows for political change to not only be invoked but made material.

This book builds on reflections from the last four years, characterized by intense experiences of the breakdown of liberal orders and the fragmentation of the world into different “blocs,” often magnified by the media. But the root of the post-globalization, multipolar world order lies deeper than the disintegration of previously hegemonic forms of order. These reflections are guided as much by analytical theoretical inquiries as by my practice as a researcher and curator from a non-Western country working in the West. Everybody knows that much of the cultural sector operates within a symbolic “economy”: where actors trade some elements from their world only to confirm the biases of others, whether it be how colonialism and capitalism lead to subjugation, or how indigenous epistemologies resist that subjection. While I come from an embodied perspective, I also speak beyond my own lived experiences. I argue that it is urgent to address skewed intellectual appetites for complexities in the many contexts where I work. I am motivated by many peers in similar situations, who strive toward future art and cultural institutional practices carefully and confidently, and who are neither confrontational nor apologetic.

Chapter 1 offers an in-depth analysis of what came after the realignment of the dominant world order in the last three decades, tracking the neoliberal Washington consensus, globalization, and the conflation of liberal values, progress, and certain forms of state power. What I refer to as the “precept of art” in a multipolar context necessarily changes, which in turn shifts the baseline for critiques of capitalism and neoliberalism in the arts and the moral imperatives contained therein. Chapters 2 and 3 explore two case studies that present divergent discursive poles in the multipolar artworld, namely documenta fifteen (d15) and Chinese state art (policy) that oscillates between particularistic and universalist claims. Each case presents internal tensions, such as how the Global North imagines (and legislates) art and community practice in the Global South and what it should look like, or how a particularistic approach to art and culture can be co-opted by non-Western nations. Each case, however, also suggests moments of lowercase-u universality, in the sense of the interaction, communication, and competition of particular universals that transcend the notion of universality that is laden with moral baggage in the West.1 Throughout the book, I try to stay at the descriptive level to document how the contestation of multipolarity is playing out in the artworld. While there is no viable path to return to an old—or arrive at a new—unipolarity, most people involved in the artworld seem to have picked a side. The crucial question that resounds throughout the book is, what is a “good,” consensus-based multipolarity? In this light, and to conclude the book, Chapter 4 points to a horizon for thought and experiment that can help us navigate this era of multipolarity.





	1 I cannot do justice to the philosophical debates on universalism. See the excellent work on the topic undertaken by scholars such as Souleymane Bachir Diagne, Omri Boehm, Sum Ge, Xudong Zhang, among others.
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Chapter 1

Problem Analysis for the Artworld




Over the last half-century, a number of assumptions have come to be accepted by much of the world in a grand alignment of neoliberal globalization: the notion of liberal democracy as the only functional political form of a state, the expectation of the state to deliver progress (by whichever measurements), and relative economic prosperity in the West. However, this alignment may have been a historical contingency in the West in the last three decades or so; it was neither necessary nor inevitable for one or another component to fall into this alignment. So was, it seems, the precept of global contemporary art, that is, a theoretical preconception of art that structures its epistemological perspective and method, which has been positioned by much (Western) art theory as both a subject of this alignment and a form for its discursive contestation.

Regarding the project of neoliberal globalization, nowadays the neoliberal Washington consensus is less accepted, at least in the West. It is no longer deregulation, trade liberalization, unfettered market growth that are taken as the only “rational” economic activity, but various other strategies have returned: industrialization, state intervention into ostensibly free markets, international trade policies, and friendshoring (the act of making economic agreements with international allies). Some may timestamp the dying breath of unbridled laissez-faire politics, finance, and trade to the 2008 financial crisis; others might instead point to the increase in trade protectionism ushered in by Donald Trump. We are stumbling into a world order variously theorized in terms of “plurilateralism,” “heteropolarity,” “multiplexity,” or synthesizing all these, “deep pluralism,” in which wealth and power, and cultural and political authority are diffusely distributed, rather than obviously centralized by traditional actors like the state in a unipolar world.1 Perhaps we are seeing the popularity of a classical liberal perspective that would refute and claim that the function of the state is abstract and formal, serving to secure civic peace and not seeking ultimate truth, and thus should not be ascribed legalistic “rights.”2 Simultaneously, various non-liberal democratic states might argue that managed and planned economies have been delivering good, if not better, economic and social progress than their Western counterparts.

My theoretical project in this book is to work out the precept of art as it shifts and is formulated in relation to post-globalization multipolarity, the malleability of the role of the state, and the permeation of value pluralism in a post-liberal framework. These concepts stand in productive tension with neoliberalism, which allows one to grapple with neoliberal dynamics while they shift to become something else. This something else that neoliberalism is transforming into is not its opposite; it is something we do not yet have a name for. Therefore, it is useful to single out these concepts and use them to intercontextualize each other.
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Slavs and Tatars

Molla Nasreddin the antimodern, 2012

Fiberglass, lacquer paint, steel, 180 × 180 × 80 cm

Installation view at Yinchuan Biennale, 2016





During the past three decades, the global artworld (from small galleries to large multinational institutions) has thrived from the infrastructures of peak globalization and has consequently internalized value-systems that are embedded in the alignment between liberal democracy, the progressive state, and neoliberal metrics of economic stability. The alignment produces auxiliary notions in the artworld that operate quite self-sufficiently, such as certain artistic forms of production or distribution as embodying liberal and/or progressive values in themselves, and the upholding of artistic “freedom” as a condition, rather than a product, of the system. The results are sanctimonious critique, where an academic or general audience decry anything from late capitalism to the pervasive political swing to the right across the world. While the critique fails to map onto actual state-society mechanisms, social structures, and political economic institutions, it often turns inwards towards institutions in the artworld itself, limiting analysis to a circular logic. Thus, after decades of institutional critique in the arts, there seems to be a strange telos that leaves us (critical practitioners) more or less in the same place where the critical project began: one that names rather than intervenes.3 Perhaps this happens when one knows the answer and yet still looks for the problem. Meanwhile, the object of critique is transforming, starting from the very locus of neoliberal globalization. While this doesn’t mean that neoliberalism (as a political and cultural system of signification and planning) is going away any time soon, it does present epistemological implications for those traditionally posited in antagonistic relations with neoliberalism in the arts.

The world after globalization doesn’t necessarily signal the total discarding of the alignment I introduced above, but rather its reconfiguration. Because Western art’s foundational forms and epistemologies (as codified in the canon of art history and theory) are related to those means of governance, art’s production will necessarily reconfigure as well. The condition of global multipolarity is already shifting the baselines for critiques of capitalism and neoliberalism in the arts and the moral imperatives bestowed on art in certain parts of the world. This book attempts to illustrate those shifts by way of examples, without attempting to produce a detailed map. Through this theorization, the book calls for refocusing critique in the artworld by reassessing the shibboleth of neoliberalism, the role of the state in relation to development and delivering progress, and other associated norms and values key to the logics and processes of globalization. We should also take care to not reproduce geopolitical assumptions in the most literal sense.


The Critique of Neoliberal Capitalism in Art Theory

What is missing in much art theoretical writing is system-oriented discussion about paradigm shifts to the neoliberal Washington consensus and its ramifications for contemporary art—its production, reception, and circulation. Inspecting the critique of neoliberalism in much art theory, those changes are hardly felt. That said, this book is neither a denial of nor apology for neoliberalism. Nor is this a reiteration of how neoliberalism recasts the artworld in its own image at local levels, whether in the proliferation of “immaterial labor” or the championing of entrepreneurialism—the former denoting forms of work that produce information and the latter signaling the centrality of individuation to neoliberal subject-formation and valorization.4 Stepping back, it is necessary to confront uncomfortable discrepancies in much art theoretical thinking. For example, how do critics of neoliberalism in the artworld stack their near constant invocation of neoliberalism as a “great evil” with similar arguments proffered by authoritarian, illiberal regimes, both economically and ideologically? What happens if it is no longer necessary to defend art against neoliberalism? What is one to make of the effusive praise of the “community” against art’s role in the reproduction of individuation?

To inspect where art theory converges with scholarship on neoliberalism and to set the scene for a rigorous study on what the transformation of neoliberalism in post-globalization means for the arts, it is worthwhile to turn to historian Philip Mirowski’s telegraphed summary of neoliberalism in the format of “Ten Commandments of Neoliberalism”:


(1) “Free” markets do not occur naturally. They must be actively constructed through political mobilization. (2) “The market” is an information processor, and the most efficient one possible—more efficient than any government or any single human ever could be. “Open” is a truncated code-word for the sorts of ideal political epistemic structures wherein markets exhibit their superior efficacy. In these societies, “experts” need to be rendered subordinate to the superior wisdom of impersonal markets. (3) Market society is, and therefore should be, the natural and inexorable state of humankind. It is especially required in any instance of the communal use of knowledge in society. (4) The political goal of neoliberals is not to destroy the state, but rather to take control of it, and to redefine its structure and function, in order to create and maintain the market-friendly culture. (5) The most important virtue—more important than justice, or anything else—is freedom, defined “negatively” as “freedom to choose” or “openness,” and most importantly, as the conflation of markets with political liberty. Democracy is subordinate to this mandate. (6) Capital has a natural right to flow freely across national boundaries, as does “data”—labor, not so much. (7) Inequality—of resources, income, wealth, and even political rights—is a good thing; it supercharges productivity, because people envy the rich and strive to emulate them. People who complain about inequality are either sore losers or old fogies, who need to get hip to the way things work nowadays. (8) Corporations can be treated as if they were legal persons, with all their attendant rights: for instance, enjoying the legal guarantee of “free speech.” If they achieve a monopoly position in some market, that is merely evidence that they have been the best at what they do. (9) The market, engineered and promoted by neoliberal experts, can always provide solutions to problems seemingly caused by the market in the first place: there’s always “an app for that.” (10) There is no difference between what is and what should be: “free” markets both should be (normatively) and are (positively) the most efficient economic system, and the most just way of doing politics, and the most empirically true description of human behavior, and the most ethical and moral way to live—which in turn explains, and justifies, why their preferred versions of “free” markets should be, and as neoliberals usurp more and more power, increasingly are, universal.5



There is a lot to work through here. The most important insights for the sake of this book are those that point to the sometimes nebulous connection between neoliberalism and liberalism, which, in a post-globalization era, are even less evident than they were before. Though it is true that the neoliberal takeover of the state by financialized capital disrupts the organization of the classical liberal small state, authoritarian state capitalism (sometimes) also represses private business and the notion of the liberal small state. Furthermore, the undermining of progressive neoliberalism in the West turns our gaze to a more classical understanding of the state as a force of civic peace keeping, rather than truth-seeking. There are, in contrast, places with state-led “neoliberal” development such as in China (more on the mixed terminologies in Chapter 3) that not only uphold a promise of economic and, to some extent social, progress, but also actively attempt to redefine what fundamental concepts like democracy and freedom mean through illiberal practice. In other words, non-liberal state policy is not incommensurable with neoliberal economic policy. Some of these connections are historically construed under the sweeping ideology of globalization, such as the conflation of markets with political liberty, or markets and democracy, and the slippage between normative and positive conceptions regarding the most efficient economic system and just political system. However, the underbelly of these conflations is freedom defined negatively (freedom from something), which should be balanced with positive freedom (freedom to do or be something).

In general, these nuances wither away in artistic critical production that concern neoliberalism. There is a growing body of artworks and art theory that critique neoliberal market fundamentalism, market solutionism, and the exceptionalism of big corporations, and for good reasons.6 But why is art inclined to address some of our present woes more than others?

Many claims in the artworld are complicit in creating an interpretative, rather than an explanatory, framework for assessing its object of critique. An interpretative framework demands a working concept as well as a coherent narrative within the context of the phenomenon, even though they might only reveal certain dimensions of an issue with multiple causes. Hence, due to their unfalsifiability—i.e., the inability to formulate an alternative hypothesis to prove or disprove the validity of the claim, this framework presents the end, rather than the start of a discussion.

What constitutes the core of the explanatory framework is the comparison with similar cases, which propels one to identify why one explanation is better than another. Understood as such, symbolic capital—Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological critique7 in which artworkers have knowledge of and which purportedly all cultural workers strive for—is an interpretative framework. It stipulates the behavior of rational subjects acting within any given society, thus presupposing a model in which the behaviors of the actors are formal and the structure of the society are empirical. Its insufficiency as an explanatory framework lies in the generalized treatment of capital as an independent variable, rather than a dependent variable that constitutes a composite indicator among other dimensions of explanations. Is the best critique available one that merely investigates patterns of consumption? While art theory in a Marxian methodology seeks to establish a lucid framework of understanding the production of value in art as it relates to the production of value under the present capitalist mode of production, it often ends up eschewing the framework of the labor theory of value and affirming the exceptionality of art,8 or more elegantly, but also more speculatively, finding the realignment of art and reproductive labor.9 The Marxian model requires an understanding that the structure of the society is formal—i.e., with a fixed mode of production—while the actors are lively, empirical human beings in that they may both be rational and driven by emotion and tradition.10 An empirical critique of a formal model is ineffectual, just as a formal critique of an empirical model does not yield many insights. Rarely do we see art theory poised to establish a model that combines empirical and formal understandings of the social, political, or economic structures and of the actors in those structures.

Another ubiquitous argument in contemporary art theory concerns the similarity between modalities of speculation employed in art and financial capital,11 though in many instances the distinction between a traditional neoliberal logic of financialization and the general notion of speculative markets which are not specific to neoliberalism are glossed over. While the neoliberal logic reflects itself in the might of financial capital over productive capital via the figure of the shareholder, this does not conversely imply that all speculative markets are automatically neoliberal or that speculation is the central, novel feature of neoliberalism any more than it is simply an extension of capitalist abstraction. The ways in which speculative pricing is employed in the art sector can be explained in terms of the immanent dynamic of art production itself and its fragile relation to questions of value without a need to overstate the “foreign influence” of external financializing forces. Empirically, as Olav Velthuis notes, the relationship between the art market and speculation is rather conflicted with many galleries and collectors actively trying to keep speculators out of the art circuit. Similarly, the actual average time that a collector keeps a work before selling it (which is longer than one would expect) suggests that artworks are not as liquid as commonly thought.12

This does not refute, however, that contemporary art can aesthetically and philosophically reflect the logics and functions of financial capitalism, which often lead to cynical, careerist art(ists)—though this is not exclusive to contemporary art. As Theodor W. Adorno writes: “Yet it is precisely as artifacts, as products of social labor, that they [artworks] also communicate with the empirical experience that they reject and from which they draw their content (Inhalt). Art negates the categorial determinations stamped on the empirical world and yet harbors what is empirically existing in its own substance.”13 Rather than that cynicism being the result of an “ontological” takeover of the artworld by neoliberalism, it is more likely that art as an autonomous field, including its market(s), appropriates and integrates neoliberal fragments in accordance with its own logic. Art is neither the harbinger nor the victim of neoliberalism, but simply its “fellow traveler.” Speculation in art as a form of thinking beyond established frames does not neatly map onto financial speculation as a means of pushing the established frames of capital into the future in order to extract/produce value. Likewise pinpointing the perpetual crisis of art and its relation to the social sphere solely on the “nefarious influence” of neoliberalism amounts to little more than muddying the waters. Does this not universalize the “enemy” in ways that leads to a poorer, instrumentalizing notion of art or, conversely, an aestheticization of finance as the purest form of art? All the while, this normalizes a form of critique that misses its target from the start.

One red thread in this book is how the alignment between the role of the state as a political form, the aspiration for progress, and associated norms and values is being put on trial by art in the geopolitical sea change of post-globalization. It is a constituent moment when art becomes politics. The critique of art in this context often feels misguided, since it only needs to prove its validity in a frame set up and accepted by most people in the global art circle, whereas what is really needed is a clear-headed critique of politics. I will return to this in Chapter 3.




Peak Neoliberal Globalization and Peak Global Art Discourses

The apodictic tone in critiques of neoliberalism in the artworld shows its failure to grasp the transformation of neoliberalism, and much less what to do with the forces causing this shift.

The neoliberal practice that upholds economic freedom above all other freedoms is undermined by the polycrises of the world. For one example, as political scientist Dieter Plehwe points out, managing climate change is unthinkable without infringing on fossil fuel sector property rights.14 A similar conflict emerges between the “freedom” of economic transactions and the rule of law as protection from discriminatory government policy. Industrial policies such as the CHIPS Act and the Inflation Reduction Act in the US, as well as the more modest European equivalents, effectively undo the formerly prevalent doctrine that states should not direct capitalist development, much less engage in direct economic planning. Much of this is driven by geopolitical sea change. “The big question about post-neoliberalism,” remarks political scientist Dani Rodrik, “is whether it’s going to be driven by our [US] domestic concerns or by geopolitical competition with China.”15

At the same time, neoliberalism is mutating into what Reijer Hendrikse calls “neo-illiberalism,” by which he means more sovereigntist, nationalist, and authoritarian.16 If the implementation of neoliberalism has historically been achieved through illiberal means (see the sections on NIEO and WTO in Chapter 4), the so-called “progressive” neoliberal moment may have indeed been the outlier to liberal rule, and liberalism’s true face is now being exposed.

Most of the theories and projects of globalization, whether they come from sophisticated Marxist and poststructuralist critical accounts or from liberal-international spokespersons like in the recent Director general of the WTO Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s manifesto for “reimagining—not abandoning—globalization,”17 not only suppose that globalization and post-globalized world are dialectically and closely connected, but also structure their critique of Western ordered globalization with a lofty imagination of post-globalization as a “better” or true globality without hegemony. Less cheerful analysts point toward an era of “centrifugal multipolarity”18 where “global growth might produce not harmony and convergence but conflict and contradiction.”19


Much ink has been spilt on international relations (IR) that rearticulate multipolarity under present geopolitical contentions. As Feng Zhang and Barry Buzan put it:


Some assumed globalization to be the main trend and so emphasized the relative disempowerment of states and the rise of non-state actors of various kinds. Others emphasized the diffusion of wealth and power and the relative decline of the West. Most saw a more complex, multifaceted type of world order, rather than a simple realist “polarity” vision of a system of states jockeying for wealth and power. A reversion to the old realist ideas of multipolarity or bipolarity could not capture the main architecture of what was happening in this layered and complex diffusion of power.20



Thus, Zhang and Buzan propose “deep pluralism” as a working concept, which captures how wealth and power, and cultural and political authority are diffusely distributed. These criteria sharply contrast with the preceding decades of Western domination and globalization, in which wealth and power, as well as cultural and political authority, were relatively concentrated. As we will see later, the notion of deep pluralism is useful in empirically describing the phenomena of artworlds in a multipolar world. It will, moreover, offer normative insights as to how to navigate this multipolar world based not on contestation but consensus among various actors, artists included.


Art and cultural theory tend to produce theories of globalization that are commensurable from one context to another. In other words, the critique of globalization often reinforces the very idea of globalization. The advent of global art, coming of age as the effect of globalization in the shadow of Western hegemony, is not only polycentric as a practice, but also demands a polyphonic discourse, a global art history.21 A global art history vacillates between the fact that it is and is not a unified enterprise throughout the world.22 In Marxist analyses of space, for example, globalization and capitalism are argued to produce spatial and epistemological difference.23 In postcolonial theory and decolonial thinking, on the other hand, the world becomes multipolar, multinarrative, and multiepistemological by re-articulating global designs from local histories.24 Schematically, the universalizing process of economic globalization and the proliferation of differences seem to share one explanatory axis that not only rests upon but affirms the irreversibility of globalization. This pluralism under unipolar globalization can play into local power games, as in the multiculturalism that has been experienced in the West for decades. But it is a stratified version of pluralism, premised on a society in which political, ideological, and economic power coincide ontologically.

Diving beneath the epistemological contours of the theorization of neoliberalization discussed here, Zhivka Valiavicharska recognizes a disjuncture between discourse about art and critical discourse about globalization, especially the role art has played as “an agent and an instrument of social transformation projects with neoliberal agendas,”25 in concrete instances of “how contemporary art production, art display, and the production of various historical knowledges of art participate in, say, the neoliberal reforms taking place in postsocialist Russia, or the formation of a transnational business class in Hong Kong, or how cultural policy projects have employed the arts towards an eastward expansion of the European Union.”26 This is a clear formulation of “art equals politics,” and the gap in empirical research points to the lack of self-understanding of its operation in the arts at the time of neoliberal globalization. We could return to figures such as Peter Ludwig, who functioned as a self-appointed cultural ambassador of the liberal West/Germany by establishing ties to the Soviet Union and China through donations of Western modernist paintings to national art museums in both countries.27 The availability and viability of data points make it evident that it is easier to identify the covert operations of cultural politics when the world is opening up, than when it is closing down. If we are to establish a correlation, though not a causal one, between the neoliberalization of a society and certain kinds of artistic expressions, how do these expressions fare now under regimes of ostensible de-globalization? Do they signal the need for a dependency theory of the artworld, i.e., that the periphery world will forever serve the needs of the center, as emerging 1970s theory from Latin America argued? Or, given the rising economic and political standing of many non-Western countries, how can they serve as acute reminders of dispersed synchronicities and tenuous interrelations between aesthetics, social transformation, and ideology?




New Left and New Right Art

My usage of “deep pluralism” allows me to derive a triad of analytical lenses—political, ideological, and economic—to assess any phenomena in cultural production. While art history research traditionally reinforces ideology, art and culture need to have a sober understanding of what politics it emerges from and how it claims to—and in reality does—effectuate politics, as well as what economics is at stake. On politics, we may differentiate actual and academic, institutionalized forms of politics, class struggles, or pragmatic politics which involve collaboration with power. Each of these come with certain ideological underpinnings, be it liberal left, progressive, New Left, or realist. Economics involves the broader sense of political economy and economic policy, a subtle understanding of complexity in value chains which connects to the funding and markets of art and culture. These lenses may overlap but cannot be replaced by one another. Applied together, they allow nuanced assessments to emerge, such as when we examine why certain “apolitical” art practices are seen as political to Western funders, what happens when one’s leftist ideology as expressed via culture is embraced by a state, and how the Western leftist political playbook holds elsewhere if one adds the layer of economic globalization. These cases of multipolarity—and not the literal version of it—will be fleshed out throughout the book.


A multipolar, deeply pluralist understanding of the world promises nothing less than inconsistencies and contradictions in the traditional political spectrum from left to right. To give an example, the liberal thinker Qin Hui points out that while Leftists in Western welfare states should oppose globalization, Leftists in China should welcome it, but simultaneously push for political reform, so that it can benefit the Chinese working class and the disadvantaged.28 The role of the state in relation to politics and society is paramount, which will be examined closely in Chapter 3. But liberals are far from unitary. It takes hard work to establish sophisticated liberalism(s) from the perspective of an individual, a version of which, as an instance, should fully digest the historical experiences of Western liberalism while pointing out the possibility of separating—or the attempt to do so—liberalism from state form. The lumping together of diverse components—individual freedom, private ownership, market logics, democracy, the civic sphere—into one doctrine often does liberalism a disservice. Recently, from the Chinese pro-democracy and pro-market liberal camp, there are several intellectuals that have come out to idolize Donald Trump. Underlying this Trumpian turn is the complex combination of both a “neoliberal affinity” and a sense of “civilizational vindicativism” predicated on scientific racism that makes the liberals receptive to Trump’s alt-right, anti-immigrant, and Islamophobic ideologies.29 All of this poses infrastructural and ideological conundrums to political commentators and cultural producers alike who try to universalize the functioning of ideological systems and processes for divergent contexts. The situation of the Chinese New Left is no less convoluted. What remains of their position when there is no longer the need to defend the state against neoliberalism? Ironically, would the state itself become a meta-aesthetic rendering of “New Left art,” overshadowing Boris Groys’s theorization of Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin?30 One can certainly contrast this with contemporary Maoists singing red songs in choirs and wearing red scarfs.

In this context, I contend that the supposed alignment of artistic form and political ideology can only be stretched to its limit by looking through the broken mirror of post-globalization. In the better days of unipolar globalization, there was nothing incoherent or unfashionable, and indeed even perhaps political to borrow left, even “far left” aesthetics from a patently left country and appropriate it in the West. However, incongruence and naivety emerge as soon as we shift contexts, starting with what such New Left aesthetics mean for the home context where the New Left is oppressed, taken over by the state, or there is an oscillation in between these positions. To instantiate a “New Left art,” artists from former socialist countries, such as the art collective Chto Delat founded in Saint Petersburg, began to sport socialist aesthetics in Western, broadly leftist, art circles. But this position was inevitably rendered unviable after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. For now it serves little for a New Left position to distinguish itself from a broad liberal anti-war alliance, not to mention the preponderance of anti-war art in galleries across the West. The critique of neoliberal global hegemony—taken together with the wavering of internationalism, which was traditionally connected with identity issues for post-Soviet progressive intellectuals—becomes more problematic during the polarizing war in Ukraine. Shock from the war as well as public conjuncture shifted most of them to a rather one-dimensional critique of “Russian fascism” and/or to the appeals “to decolonize Russia.” Such one-dimensionality stems also from the fact that there is a severe lack of interest in non-Western knowledge in the West that could be useful in asking burning questions like how did the rise of the New Right happen, and what are its aesthetic strategies? Very few intellectuals try to keep some degree of complexity in their critical position like the last steirischer herbst edition, titled A War in the Distance, which points to nuances in Western subjectivity, namely the geopolitical repression of wars out of Europe with proxy politics and the rise of military teletechnologies.31

Moving away from a New Left position, we enter the nebulous camps of, broadly speaking, progressivism and contemporary liberalism, where identity, cultural difference, and generally depoliticized notions of decolonial, local, and ancestorial traditions are championed (at the expense of genuine anti-colonial politics). The more globalization progresses, the more the same ready-made agendas are reproduced, such as working situatedly on local issues/traditions. This is a fair point of critique by global art discourse, albeit mostly at the level of business model, i.e., who gets to do what and under what conditions, like the international artist parachuted into a biennale context to work on local issues, who are generally divorced from meaningful local action. Again, is the consumption pattern of art spectators and producers all we have to engage with? We add more lurid details in our naval gazing, gain more piecemeal learnings from affable personalities (for example, “lessons I learn from my grandmother”), but fall short on theoretical lenses that help define an agenda of art appropriate to our changing political context because of the focus on embodied experience. For those of us coming from a nationalist, non-Western context, the penchant for the local is a worrying development. Most of us have experienced the better days of the two lefts and are witnessing a course correction. Do we want to see a premature de-intellectualization, after the pre-mature de-industrialization of the Global South? Clearly, the crucial difference is whether the “local” approach is open to differences and whether it has a cohesive and inclusive political vision beyond the immediate community one belongs to, and in striving for a post-modern, post-individual community, how can we avoid lapsing back into a pre-modern, pre-individual community? This will be discussed further in the next chapter on documenta fifteen (d15).

And finally, on the New Right. In the West, many populist parties recognize what Antonio Gramsci identified as the cultural hegemony, or “metapolitics,” of art and culture, and consequently support art because of its power to change perspectives and shape discourses. Thus, we can identify an emerging “New Right art,” which describes artistic positions that explicitly or implicitly aestheticize anti-liberal or anti-modern narratives and blur the established opposition between left-liberal, supposedly progressive, (post-)modernist, and right-authoritarian conservative anti-modernists positions. The belief that contemporary Western art is aligned with a left-liberal perspective is no longer tenable, if it ever was.

Right-wing ideologies and artistic practice are especially entangled in places where the Western liberal tradition is being politically and philosophically challenged. Social, economic, and political grievances interface not only with more prominent right-wing populisms but also with seemingly obscure ideologies like neo-traditionalism, esoteric proponents of a conservative revolution, and neoreactionaries of the so-called Dark Enlightenment (NRx), which promote right-wing accelerationism and libertarian post-humanism. In the post-socialist Eastern European and Russian context, it is especially astounding to witness how proponents of this anti-modern aesthetics indiscriminately connect formerly progressive art movements such as non-conformism since the 1960s, late Conceptualism in the 1980s, and Actionism in the 1990s. The results are perplexing entanglements of contemporary art: a quasi “universalist” discourse that propagates the reintroduction of anything from traditionalist art and folklore into contemporary art institutions, the adoption of formerly leftist postmodern artistic methods with right-wing politics, and the ambiguous fascination of artists with techno-apocalyptic, crypto-fascist, and occult aesthetics, even as they proclaim themselves to be neither left nor right.32


Building on Deng Xiaoping’s political wisdom that “we must be vigilant against the right, but mainly against the left” in the wake of post-Mao reform, sociologist Dingxin Zhao incisively points out a principle in politics: a political party is more likely to be bound by a politically correct discourse that is consistent with the party’s original ideological orientation. Thus, a rightist party must guard against the right, a liberal party against liberalism, a religious party against fundamentalism, and a party with a strong nationalist orientation against nationalism.33 Within a given society, this not only gives descriptive clarity to the contours of new political alliances, but also prescribes what form of address could be effective. Negotiations, diplomacy, and compromises in the hope of discursive peacekeeping give way to polarized political debates and public opinion. All things considered, commanding divergent intellectual resources to moderate the collisions of opinions and channeling the center-right to deal with the extreme right may be the most pragmatic move. What about seeing politics as a form for practical reasoning, rather than any sort of demonstrative reasoning resting upon fixed ideologies? What about even more counterintuitive maneuvers such as the recent proposal to marshal right-wing parties to advance the political integration of Europe?34




Post-liberal Art in a Deeply Pluralist World

Those who find themselves in the middle of the geopolitical tectonic shifts tend to embrace a degree of mixed allegiances to various political ideologies. This is due as much to survival as it is to an engagement with political theory. Western scholars have proposed “post-liberalism” as an alternative approach beyond the binaries between “liberal” and “illiberal” or “democratic” and “authoritarian” that are reproduced by governments. Admittedly, there is a conservative clamor for marketing its use.

In the post-liberal transition, the essential contestability of social science concepts—i.e., their ability to be inherently liable to rival interpretations—rapidly increases.35 Practices and discourses of ordering may be simultaneously perceived and experienced to conform to liberal as well as non-liberal conceptions of social and political order.36 This is due to the fact that national paths of development, policy making, and the social ordering of younger nations are rarely being determined by free and collective decision making as envisaged in liberal political and economic theory.37 After the so-called “end of history,” the sweeping force of third wave democracy leaves some countries as low-level democracies and others in tatters. The consequence is a slow-burn crisis of liberalism in general.38

Instead of adhering to the abstract, doctrinal and ideological claims pertaining to liberalism on any side, some scholars argue that the only acceptable way through this contestability is via a form of pluralist “practical reasoning”—that is, a cooperative, dialogical, and practice-based approach focused on sensitivity to the local practices.39 These approaches could be labeled as decolonial or post-liberal. In particular, the post-liberal approach focuses on the co-production of non-Western, non-liberal regimes via Western foreign policies and international regulatory frameworks, capturing the global networked character of authoritarian regimes, as well as the inbuilt authoritarian and nationalist tendencies of capitalism in its global historical constitution.40 They presuppose analytical heterodoxy rather than theoretical orthodoxy and essential contestability of notions such as “contemporary art,” “civil society,” or “autonomy” in social sciences and humanities.

Guided by this, art can do better than reproducing the rhetorical and moral geographies of current affairs. That art and culture becomes political tools of a state or actors aligned with the state is nothing new.41 However, it is more convenient to critique the dubious role that state politics play through art if one can steer clear of one’s own position and identify an external counterpart, be it an entity one deems bad—such as neoliberalism whose very complexity we’ve been trying to pin down—or a historically delineated moment such as CIA- or Soviet-sponsored art and culture during the Cold War. The moral equation argues that denouncing something as bad makes one’s own position good. There is no way around understanding the actual situation of these non-Western, non-liberal places than via practical reasoning to work out what “liberal values” in art, “civil society,” or “artistic autonomy” mean—without the certainty of how they should look like and function in a society.

One case is the Diriyah Biennale in Saudi Arabia. Clearly part of the state’s soft power exercise to cleanse its image and enter the geopolitical arena, the biennale made many Western art professionals raise their eyebrows.42 Similarly, the governmental Arts and Cultural Development Foundation of Uzbekistan has created the Aral Culture Summit not only to “art wash” the region but also to attract international investment for the region.43 The Summit will present not only speculative art projects exploring the narrative and affective potentials of the Aral Sea, but also feature projects that bridge culture, education and the development sector.44 Both countries attract disparaging remarks on their politics by Western critics. Both countries are undergoing liberalization and neoliberalization. Hence such initiatives present an intellectual challenge as to whether it enforces an authoritarian illiberal regime or its liberalization. For the art practitioners involved, should we dismiss the opportunity to work with bright, genuinely interested cultural workers and students who are aspiring to become social actors just because their country is not democratic enough? Does this imply a wholesale agreement with the politics of Western countries where those same practitioners participate?

A typical argument is that the government instrumentalizes art and culture to accrue symbolic capital. Stephanie Bailey offers a balanced and thoughtful account of the Diriyah Biennale that is neither blind exaltation nor quiet apology. It is worth quoting her at length:


It’s hard to tell what silence means sometimes. It doesn’t necessarily mean submission, nor does it signal outright refusal. Most of the time, it just reflects the reality when your life is bound by a different set of rules—whether cultural or political—than those in a Western liberal democracy. Maybe the effort to deal with parachuters projecting their geopolitical macro-narratives, rather than offering their allyship through a nuanced understanding of context, is exhausting—there are ways of entering into such discussions sensitively, after all, especially when taking into account the real liabilities that Western observers often ignore when projecting their expectations on native informants for the sake of a good story. Perhaps it is this long view that foreign critics lack when they expect to see a reflection of their own liberal values echoed back to them at events like this, or expect those on the ground to cross extant political lines, at the expense of their safety, in the interest of confirming existing biases.45



It seems that not only is the community of practitioners discredited for anything they have done and will achieve in such a context, but that the viability of art to have a function in a society, au fond, is denied.

Taking the long view, the least useful thing for cultural workers is the toxic cynicism of naval-gazing art critique. These are students, artists, cultural managers working in public and private sectors eager to learn what art can do for society and are willing to expand the space of imagination and action. And crucially, in both countries, art emerges to be an actor in civil society. One does not have to go far to exercise inductive reasoning for the “authoritarian exit” thesis that the theorist of post-liberalism John Gray made on post-totalitarian regimes, which would allow them to prop up civil society on the way to liberty and prosperity.46 One hopes that these encounters will cultivate sophisticated liberalism(s), that may indeed overlap with but also distinguish itself from both Western and non-Western precedents.

Another case that shows the shifting baselines is China. Amidst the surging scholarship on the Belt and Road Initiative, the cultural and artistic ramifications of BRI have only slowly gained academic interest.47 Granted, there are few cultural diplomatic considerations from the Chinese government in this largely economic and geopolitical project, if one deems the kitschy, government-sponsored Silk Road-themed gala performances are too poor to be taken into consideration, an easy culprit for exoticization and (self-)orientalization.48 On the other hand, there is a layer of critical contemporary artists who venture into the Western regions of China, avowing to excavate and preserve local histories and epistemologies in what could be generalized as a postcolonial mode. While many working in critical contemporary art may have a categorical disdain for “propaganda art” such as Socialist Realist paintings or the themed galas gazing in the same regions, I propose a thought experiment: if China had adopted critical contemporary art in its cultural mission in the BRI, then what would critics say?49 As much as it appears unthinkable from today’s perspective, China intelligently deployed critical contemporary art in the early 2000s by supporting international exhibitions with Chinese contemporary art—an exercise of soft power that willingly assimilates critical positions. This would mark a much more insidious kind of cultural diplomacy, one that actively engages with contemporary art with its inherent progressive values and critical virtues.

Ultimately, there seems to be no coherent code of conduct when foreign liberals find state-sponsored responses to some of their political claims, but not others. What is inconvenient for them to acknowledge is that many actors in art and, more broadly, in knowledge production in the postcolonial contexts do not want to or cannot fully detach their activity from the state, as the proponents of radical decoloniality suggest, even if this state is authoritarian. For example, as postcolonial academic Alima Bissenova acknowledges, for theoreticians of decoloniality “any collaboration with state is unacceptable.” However, “we, well understanding all the shortcomings of the post-colonial state, nevertheless are an inseparable part of it through the universities, grants, involvement in the activities of other state-sponsored and state-controlled institutions. Many post-colonial actors come to the scene through the state and state-initiated projects.”50 Meanwhile, China has reached a level of confidence and autonomy from economic dependency that moves beyond mere historical recrimination. Art scholars have formulated geo-specific epistemes such as “bentu” (native land) or calls for a “post-West” society, as in Shiming Gao's writings accompanying the Third Guangzhou Triennial titled Farewell to Post-Colonialism.51 Due to the hidden desire of the West for controlling the meanings of postcoloniality much of these discourses do not circulate in global art discourse. Down the road, we will need to reckon with fundamental proposals about humanism that come from non-Western illiberal regimes.52

It might be too hasty to declare that non-liberal countries are blanketly transforming their policies to emphasize specific cultural values or to enshrine a telos between an economically and politically multipolar world with that of art produced in those countries. As we have seen, not all illiberal countries are consciously cultivating contemporary art as a form of soft power. What we do see is deep pluralism at play in the state interaction with art. At the level of the state, there is an uneven distribution of power—sometimes rising political power not matched with cultural power, sometimes building cultural power to increase economic power. We also witness deep pluralism in terms of tolerance and recognition of other cultures with different political forms at the level of the state. But is this pluralism consensual? Or in other words, do the main players in global society not only tolerate the material, cultural, ideological, and actor-type differences of deep pluralism, but also respect and even value them as expressions of diversity?53 The effect of critique on these cultural programs in Western media, even though they might miss the mark, is sometimes escalatory. While they have all the right to do so, it fulfills a moral end exempted from political consequences, for those who stop short of understanding, let along living, the complex realities of the respective contexts. We shall not forget “No scientific law can determine a moral end save by deserting the principle of the interdependence of means and end.”54

Could art move up the scale of complexity and offer a way of thinking through deep pluralism, rather than just being its complacent end product? Doing so would require rigorously updating Raymond Williams’s “homologous structures” or “mediation,” established between the superstructure (New Right art, nation-building art, and their dynamic variations), the base (multipolarity in the economic sphere), and more expansive rationales that present us with mixed allegiances. Could the uneasy overlaps of certain state forms and contemporary art be seen as a form of experimentation to develop more nuanced understandings of publics? Could art serve as a force of practical reason amidst multiple moving targets? Could this art accord itself a renewed role of cultural diplomacy precisely when all parties are too beholden to their own unipolar interests? Could art do it without becoming bad copies of state functions? And more tantalizingly, if this art does not resemble the form of art as we know it today, how might it appear? Would it be an aesthetics of the state, covert diplomacy, pop culture, or a conjunction between tech and art?

The Museum of Contemporary Art in Antwerp (M HKA) is trying to connect pluralism at the level of states, power, and their value systems at large to a level of tangible social interaction. Riffing off the “multivectoralism”—Kazakhstan’s much touted geopolitical strategy—as a model for institutional vision, they want to develop a framework based on a pragmatic, non-ideological foundation, that can nonetheless be embedded with a political and ethical consciousness.55 Concretely, we can study how this is translated into their program and research: in what way is it possible to show art from or about aspects of a “enemy nation” like Russia?56 This commitment to a functionalist institutional mission of connecting the spaces to the degree it is possible, and to intermediary and reflexive positions is both valuable and vulnerable. Of course, this is a voice from a big Western institution, and all these questions could be raised in a more paradoxical and self-reflexive critical manner. But in times of war and shrinking communication, such a moderate, alter-globalist position is itself a result of complicated work. It is perhaps not surprising that away from the Western centers, discussions are more vivid.

The Tselinny Centre of Contemporary Culture in Almaty, founded in 2018, has been a key player in promoting education, critical thinking, and curatorial practices of this kind. In the wake of the January 2022 protests, it hosted a series of talks with artists, journalists, and social scientists to think through the events. Recently, they have been organizing seminars and publications dedicated to the theories and practices of decolonization from a Central Asian perspective. They recognize that, on the one hand, Kazakhstan is a post-Soviet independent state able to represent itself in the international arena, and on the other hand, that it is dependent on global markets, regional military alliances, and ideological structures, both from the former metropole and new metropolitan centers in Europe and North America. In the words of Bissenova, “We find ourselves in a situation of ‘double coloniality’ in relation to Russia and the Soviet past, when the old structures of coloniality are still alive, and in relation to the West—our already new culture and intellectual dependence on some external standards of modernity, formed in another ‘context’—not ours. That is, without yet digesting, reflecting and overcoming our previous coloniality, we are already in another kind of new ‘hybrid coloniality,’ despite political independence.”57 Add to this economic (but not yet ideological) pressure from China, citizens of Kazakhstan are in an “inter-imperial post-colonial zone.”58 Hence the desire to declare oneself and formulate one’s own position is widespread.
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Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, this need has become even stronger. In summer 2023, as part of seminars organized by Tselinny, practitioners from diverse social backgrounds engaged in vivid debates through a wide spectrum of positions ranging from the call to erase all Soviet architecture to considering the Russian language as one’s own heritage that one must work through. As Madina Tlostanova puts it, there is a danger in the competition of trauma, as in a claim like “my injury is more important than yours and I should get more social capital, reparations, support.” She calls for us to listen to each other, and for the understanding of one’s own privileges and how they affect one’s theories and practices.59 This is a call for art practitioners and critics to leave their comfort zone of critique, positionality, and value precepts. The following chapters offer case studies that try to exemplify and extend this thinking.
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