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Preface: Which Moment?
heinz bude



With this research exhibition in Kassel, the documenta Institut introduces itself to the public for the first time. By mounting an exhibition we aim to show both how we are conducting our research and what we are researching. In this case, the aim is to illuminate the horizon of global contemporary art, against which the individual documenta exhibitions present their version of contemporary art. The focus is not on art itself, but on the problem of the present—which calls art into being.

China is currently engaged in a hegemonic conflict with the United States, a battle in which economic power and military strength are not the only decisive factors. Imperial projects such as the “Silk Road” will only lead to hegemonic dominance if they can be integrated into a “Chinese way of life.” This brings into play art, which is allied with popular culture, an understanding of life, and the ways in which people think, feel, and desire. Our research exhibition explores this, looking at the emergence and creation of contemporary art in China in the 1980s and 1990s.

It focuses on art produced in a country that wishes to leave behind the Maoist societal experiment but without denying its effects.1 We see how something emerged in China in the 1980s and 1990s that did not yet know what it was. Very imprecisely and very awkwardly, this is called contemporary art, something that did not exist in China before, where art academies were too masterful and museum-going audiences too reverent. Confucian teachings and inherited origins were no longer considered when coming up with something new. Instead, it was better to get up and head out to see firsthand what was happening in the country and across the world. This new form of art blazed paths that led nowhere. One finds bodies without images, masses without leaders, and emblems without meaning. They are presented starkly, without a knowing wink, as statements that do not require interpretation.

In 1964, Susan Sontag counseled “against interpretation.”2 Here, she means desultorily presenting objects in their raw state. What matters is not the meaning but the material of life—not as a lighthearted game, but in dead earnest.

The people making this art did not appear to labor under an ideological complex of guilt. They stepped forth unencumbered by bitterness, free of a bad conscience. They wished to call things by their name—only the first-person pronoun “I” did not seem to offer the right frame of reference. These individuals engaged closely with Friedrich Nietzsche, Franz Kafka, Antonin Artaud, Vilém Flusser, Samuel Beckett, and Jean-François Lyotard via a dizzying number of handwritten summaries which convinced them that one cannot simply dive headlong into endless psychoanalytic family sagas after the ravages wrought by the heroes of the cultural revolution—never mind what one may have imagined in the one-child society. Rather, it was first necessary to showcase the “desire machine” (Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari), listen to the voices of unreason (Michel Foucault), and give space to sexuality in “polymorphous perverse” partial objects. Coined terms like “black holes,” “white cubes,” “fuzzy sets,” and “open systems” seem to belong equally to the domains of science, philosophy, and the arts. The vast new generation in China found Ariadne’s thread had been snapped, as did those taking part in global discourse in the 1980s.3 This wasn’t a complaint—it was a liberation. Triumphant collective thinking was placed in opposition to cautious and dangerous individual thought. This allowed lessons to be learned for behaviors that were both ethical and aesthetic.

In this, advocating a Marxist view of society became superfluous. The goal was no longer to speak for the masses—a proletariat set in opposition to capital—but to gain a voice of one’s own. Instead of an idealizing overarching theory, the absence of the unknown is encountered in oneself and in others, enabling one to learn where one is blocked and where one’s vision is obscured. Alienation and exploitation became a mere expression of repellant self-satisfaction, devoid of tenderness or affection. Even though spokespeople clearly remained vital in achieving self-expression, the ones who promoted themselves as such were no longer to be trusted. Yet a movement cannot arise without an echo, mutual attention, and a current of affect—not in art nor in society.

But perhaps this vision of a new dawn of contemporary art in 1980s China was merely a projection founded on a belief in a shared timeline. Were we truly so close then, we individuals in the grip of upheaval in Germany and in China? The term “generation” lures us into seeing commonalities across borders and attributing agency to a particular time.

We cannot forget that across millennia, China had wholly different views when it came to political savvy, social class, and amassing wealth. Moreover, modern China forged its path quite independent of the us and the Soviet Union. China is neither a postcolonial land nor a member of the Global South. The country long vacillated between styling itself as an equal in the international community and presenting itself as a dynamic, expanding colonial actor. In this, art was never merely a handsome ornament; it was a vital part of the ontology of the “Heavenly Kingdom.” The official robes worn by Chinese Mandarins are themselves works of art.

Avant-garde art incontrovertibly accompanied economic liberalization between 1979 and 1997 under Deng Xiaoping. Liberalization was the guiding principle for a regime promoting openness, unshackling, and release—ideas which placed the Chinese in a state of vibration and aggregation: How to face chaos? What does order entail? What is the role of the individual?

With this exhibition, the documenta Institut debuts as a research body that not only investigates exhibitions as a central medium of contemporary art, but also uses exhibitions as an independent means for researching exhibitions. Research into exhibitions naturally draws on archival findings, observation, and conversations with individuals who conceive, organize, and mount exhibitions, as well as with exhibition visitors and art journalists, all of which is subsequently presented in essays and monographs. But at our institute, we want not only to conduct research into exhibitions but also to use exhibitions in our research, allowing audiences in Kassel and beyond to participate in the process.

Such secondary research exhibitions present objects that have put themselves on display and are only realized through the process of being exhibited. Thematically focused temporary exhibitions differ from permanent museum collections in that they have been designed to attract an audience. A museum establishes the cultural significance of its display through its role as an institution, whereas an exhibition is an event that must demonstrate the contemporary relevance of what it shows.

There are three reasons to perform research in the form of an exhibition. Firstly, exhibitions enable a multimedia depiction of the many contexts that shape an object, spanning image, writing, sound, and movement. Often art emerges in clubs, living rooms, or offices. Different chains of meaning overlap at more than one point. Freud has described the overdetermination of perceptual frameworks which develop neither linearly nor cyclically, needing instead to be conceived of in etiological simultaneity. An exhibition is perhaps better placed than a fat tome or individual image to display why a specific future turns out to be the past of today’s present, while another seemingly vanishes as a past future. Walking through an exhibition, one might begin to wonder why everything needs to have a past and a future.

A second advantage is that an exhibition can capture the restlessness of an object. People might suddenly wholly embrace something or decide to present scenes or films about strange occurrences. What drives them? What do they seek to achieve? And why do things go wrong?

The third advantage ties into the provocative question of how an exhibition allows us to interpret our present: a research exhibition aims to familiarize the audience with issues surrounding a subject in order to obviate fixed terms. Such an exhibition embarks on a search for terms that test the future rather than drawing on the past.

This research exhibition offers a scenography for an epistemological situation that makes present thoughts which inhere today. To research means to explore objective possibilities intrinsic to a situation, with a changing set of actors and stories, testing out a historical variance for which no rule has yet been established. An exhibition is suitable for this purpose because it plumbs the ability to imagine using art, thus laying bare processes of thought and showing what motivates individuals and with what aims they act. The players have yet to reach an agreement, nor has anything been divided across spheres of influence or direction. Yet something is clearly in motion. Retrospectively, what we see here reveals itself as the source of a current problem in a manner that acts not as proof but as a querying of provability itself.

Back then, Germany and China saw each other as projections of their respective futures. As the era of globalization began, China sought its future in Germany, and Germany in China, with an enervated federal republic on the one hand and a burgeoning people’s republic on the other. In today’s multipolar world, China has squared the circle with communist capitalism, while the now-enlarged federal republic has lost its way with Rhenish capitalism. Perhaps it is once again time to dream of other things far more mysterious and delightful.





	1 Julia Lovell, Maoism: A Global History (London: Bodley Head, 2019).


	2 Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1966).


	3 Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault, Der Faden ist gerissen, trans. Ulrich Raulff and Walther Seiter (Berlin: Merve Verlag, 1977).















The China Moment
Mi You




Is the China Moment Over?

In the context of Chinese contemporary art, globalization seems to have given way to regionalization, and even decoupling. There is less representation of Chinese artists in Western institutions now than before, and this is not only because of the rise of other regional and community representations, including the Chinese diaspora. There are institutions in the us that—off the record—demand curators not include artists of Chinese origin, under what is perceived as a cultural war under Trump. The experience of these shifts for an artist of Chinese origin can be palpably translated into a general sentiment: “You cannot be warmly welcomed, but you cannot be marginalized; you cannot play the minoritarian or victim card, but you cannot be complacent either.” Why has the “China moment” passed so quickly? And what is to be gained in making an exhibition about Chinese art and intellectual life now?

The Chinese and Chinese-diaspora art worlds have always been too big and complex to be fully incorporated into the global contemporary art circuit—it is more convenient to have bite-sized representations. Putting to one side whether one could even speak about a country and a culture the size of China as a single entity, in the golden era of globalization, “Chineseness” was highly sought after. The global art world consumed what it understood as Chineseness: tai chi symbols overlaid on the body, traditional spiritual practices gaining a second life in the digital space, neatly arranged everyday objects, and images of factory workers toiling away. The catalogue is extensive.

More recently however, in critical contemporary art, it seems both mainland Chinese artists and Chinese diaspora artists are measured by their distance and degree of fracture to the notion of China. In other words, Chineseness gives way to more granular experiences in relation to the social and cultural environment, power, and deeper cultural feelings.

If speaking about China wholesale at the international art arena now often falls on deaf ears, even taking a minoritarian position from within China doesn’t warrant a similar degree of international attention as minoritarian political art does from Global South countries. Why do certain preferences seem to exist so that, for example, artworks on environmental degradation in the Amazon are given more spotlight than similar artworks focusing on Chinese regions? A glance at scholarship focusing on Global South extractivist economies reveals how some societies become dependent on revenues from raw materials export rather than higher value-adding goods. While scholars have developed theories on dependency and peripheral capitalism that point to the power asymmetry in global trade and financial arrangements, it can seem disingenuous for Chinese cultural producers to reiterate such theories. Relativism is tacitly exercised here. The severity of these issues is viewed against the state’s capacity in alleviating them. Thus, despite China’s large population in poverty, its size and influence in the global economy mean that its internal struggles are often overlooked. Even environmental calamities are less noteworthy compared to similar crises happening in countries with weaker state capacities. Another case of relativism is the constant evocation of neoliberalism in Western critical humanities and art circles—particularly in privatizing companies formerly in public ownership, deregulation, and small governments—as a generalized source of the world’s problems. Therefore, it is difficult to square the argument for China, where the state can be said to position itself as a defense against neoliberalism.

For many Chinese artists working in the 2020s, it is hard to exercise moral blackmailing by following the Western critical art approach, where one side claims moral rights, and the other side is left to acknowledge power structures through endless self-criticism. As long as this performance of critique continues, art theory and production does not have to offer real solutions. The de-coupling of the global artworld from China is not only in statistical terms of artist representations, but more so in the intellectual space for Chinese artists: there’s no easy target to blame and no simple formula for blackmailing, because the phenomenally high state capacity of China puts it in the odd position that it is both immanent to the problem and offers its antithesis. If one blames an extractivist economy for environmental degradation or the violation of workers’ rights, in China, the state is the solution. If one blames neoliberal economy, in China, the state is the solution. This means their orbit of thinking cannot revolve around blaming others, but must be adjusted to address more complex questions.

Never Let a Crisis Go to Waste: When the glitter of the “China Moment” fades is the exact moment we should reckon with the flawed logic of the global art world in the preceding decades

The global art world has thrived from the infrastructures of peak globalization and has consequently internalized value-systems that are embedded in the idea of globalization. This includes taking the alignment between liberal democracy as the only acceptable form of state, the expectation of the state to be progressive and deliver public good, and general economic stability as a given, rather than a historical contingency. Together with the crisis of globalization comes the existential crisis of the global artworld: I’ve called this condition “art in a multipolar world.” Our intellectual inertia in the art world is typically reflected in various truisms: what we believe is what we choose to see and what we think others should think and follow to achieve an end. All of these are thrown off balance when the liberal international order and neoliberal globalization is shattered. In these times, I contend that cultural producers shouldn’t merely reproduce the moral geographies of geopolitics, which follow the logic of friend and foe. We need to work out the precepts 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. The art world is shifting in correlation with—though often slower than—things outside it, and this will influence how art is talked about, and crucially, how it is made.

The exhibition The China Moment hopes to present intellectual inquiries following this line of thinking. Many questions about China remain unasked, because the golden age of globalization meant difficult questions could be brushed aside or glossed over. Now more than ever, both sides—the Western and the Chinese art worlds—stand to gain something if instead of quietly accepting present predicaments, each could ask themselves earnest questions.




An Intellectual Contextualization

We should take a moment to look at questions that we didn’t ask about China and Chinese art previously.

The exhibition is organized around an intellectual-history exploration into the notion and implications of individualism. The show is then guided by a few questions distilled from the political and sociological texts in this volume that help the audience kick start their rethinking process. These questions include: Why do the tactics and demands of the 1989 student movement appear more traditional than the 1919 student movement, the initial moment of China’s modernization? Are leftists in China and leftists in the West the same leftists? Only when we engage with a contextualized interrogation between art and systems of thought can we unpack some of these contradictions in thinking and dilemma in our choices.

Starting in the 1980s, the Western art world embraced Chinese artists who were sporting political art, often in the form of actionist art, which in their reading gestured some kind of revolt against the system. A similar pattern could be found in socialist countries in the late Soviet era. However, twenty years later, some of these very artists have become reactionary, statist and nationalist. This, too, is not an isolated phenomenon and could be observed in Eastern Europe and Russia. Is political and economic opportunism the only explanation to this phenomenon, or are we missing fundamental reckonings with what constitutes the political? In retrospect, it seems that a newly gained sense of individualism and freedom found its expression in the individualist and actionist art, a reaction against a perceived system more than anything else.

Central to this research exhibition is the question of individualism. Yang Guoqiang’s essay in this volume carefully maps the genealogies and subtleties of a concept which has been taken for granted in the West as a legacy of the liberal project. But for latecomer modernities, it may present a kaleidoscope of concepts and contexts. Yang delineates three forms of individualism in the intellectual history of the early twentieth century in China. Individualism could be read as a confrontation with and opposition to the state, which harbingers an extreme, anarchistic inclination, as represented by the thinking of Chen Duxiu, one of the founders of the Chinese Communist Party (ccp). Another second form of individualism follows a liberal and humanist tradition, spearheaded by the writer and later politician Hu Shi, himself educated at Columbia University under John Dewey, which advocated for individual self-cultivation and a more cautious approach to radical social transformation. And lastly, individualism could arise from earnest engagement between the masses, community, and the self, as the towering modernist writer Lu Xun represents through his life and work. This last offers arguably the most profound reflection on the social form and culture of the collective, the community, and the masses, where the individual can never be fully extricated from the web of the community with all its promise of warmth but also its backwardness and irrationality. It is also one that recognizes the conditions of China and the importance but also limits of Western thinking and calls for discursive and critical individualism emphasizing freedom of thought. Each of the three types of individualism has left its mark in the 1990s and 2000s on the intellectuals and the artists. Hence by reading the history of Chinese contemporary art in the 1990s and 2000s through the intellectual-historical lens of individualism we can gain insights into what was at stake. Readers may turn the pages to Yang Guoqiang’s text, through whose insights they can make up their own minds on how artistic endeavors respond to a certain strand of individualism. What follows here is a compressed survey through the broader intellectual landscape of China, primarily in the 1990s and 2000s, which situates the other texts in the book.




The State

The first variation of individualism may seem reactive because it is set against a larger, purportedly omnipresent structure such as the state. There is no circumvention of the question of the state in an intellectual engagement with China—and it should not be one resting on negation rather than interrogating with viable paths forward. I have said earlier how in the 2020s, Chinese contemporary artists are finding it difficult to talk about, let along take a position on the state. Certainly, it was not easier during the previous decades. However, there was much less moral policing from the international art world.

The status of China as an “avant-garde nation” that had practiced actually existing socialism and has stridden the path of economic modernization without significantly changing its one-party political system makes it a good place for assessing the fundamental claims put forward by different pundits and activists coming from Western-liberal, New Left, and conservative perspectives.


The progressives in the West, and increasingly, their liberal and conservative counterparts, have been quite ready to nominally accept the return of state intervention and public ownership of industries. But what about economies that are taken to be an alternative to neoliberalism? Chinese liberal scholar Qin Hui—whose essay is included in this volume—points out while Leftists in Western welfare states should oppose globalization, Leftists in China should welcome it, but simultaneously push for reform, so that it can benefit the Chinese working class and the disadvantaged.1

To be sure, liberals were in the intellectual mainstream in China from the 1980s well into the 2000s, with many promoting neoliberalism as the path for the country’s economic development. The Chinese New Left was bitter about the neoliberal swing of the country in the 1990s and early 2000s. Where they could, they stood with underprivileged communities such as migrant workers and peasants, through both street-activism and policy suggestions in consultation sessions. Over time, state capacity proved not only to be the driving force of economic rebuilding, but was targeted increasingly to address social equity;2 examples include state-sponsored poverty alleviation programs which have effectively eradicated absolute poverty;3 the state’s steps to protect gig workers’ labor rights;4 and, contrary to common assumptions, data privacy.5

Leading New Left thinker Wang Hui—another author included in this volume—points out the indispensable role that the socialist past has played in the reform period, highlighting the legacy of land collectivization and the political mobilization of the masses.6 Families, clans, and spatial-governance relations were organized into new social relations in communes during the socialist period, on the foundation of which rural reform in the 1980s was organized. It is only through socialist political mobilization that the idea that the socialist state represents the interests of the majority of people is generally accepted. Without such acceptance, it would have been difficult for the different social strata to believe that the reforms promoted by the state represented their interests—why would anyone buy into Deng Xiaoping’s “let some get rich first” without cynicism?

Recent theoretical debates focus more on the Chinese (economic) development model that delivers prosperity.7 China’s staggering economic growth is due to the government’s policy directives and its related entities—namely, state-owned enterprises and banks that are deeply involved in both the production process and the allocation of economic resources. After decades of high-speed development, local government debt has been exposed to risks.8 But it has also produced assets such as infrastructures and industrial firms. There are doubts nonetheless—and not just from the liberals—as to whether this system promotes innovation in science and information technology. Ecological degradation is a grave consequence, but the resolve to address it is often coupled with optimism rather than despair, unlike in the West.

Focusing on the economic side of things does occlude relevant issues. After China firmly withstood the shockwaves of the 2007–08 global financial crisis, some scholars have increasingly gained confidence and propped up the models of Chinese development and modernization not only as an analytical discourse but as a normative one.9 If this reflects the zeitgeist and serves ideological discourse both domestically and internationally, it does not become a self-fulfilling prophecy without facing academic scrutiny in China. One could debate, for example, whether the Chinese model is ontologically extant, or whether it pertains to a wider condition of path independence—in other words, whether the set of policies will necessarily lead to growth.10 Or one can view these developments in the context of from where state legitimacy is derived. Dingxin Zhao—whose text is included in this book and whose other illuminous texts find their way into various footnotes here—applies a state-society model in his research on historical and contemporary China, which encompasses the behavior and capacity of the state; the nature of society as seen through, for example, the intermediate associations of social groups; and the linkages between state and society. For Zhao, the latter entails three differing conceptions of legitimacy: legal-electoral, ideological, and performance legitimation, based on a critical expansion of Max Weber’s model of traditional, charismatic, and rational-legal legitimacy.11 The Mao era enjoyed ideological legitimation, the economic boom era performance legitimation. It seems today’s discourse production feeds into re-ideologization.




The People

If reacting against the system or state is too simplistic and cannot account for all the contradictions surrounding the state, the second version of individualism—following the humanist tradition—presents other conundrums. Dewey holds that the individual in a democratic society must think critically and creatively, and, through communication with others, build strong democratic communities of shared experiences and emotions. All of which should be enabled or strengthened by art.12 The liberal context, under which art can serve as a form of civic education, is not a given in China, which shouldn’t preclude the practitioners from building projects that strive toward a more liberal society and nuanced understandings of what it means as the intermediary and local levels. These projects, as presented in the exhibition and beyond the exhibition, are more vulnerable than the more sloganist political and actionist kind. The state can view it as dissensus while co-opting some of the topics onto its own, or worse as promoted by foreign ngos, but the same critique can equally be voiced by the leftists. Meanwhile the practitioners may come to a bottleneck, where accumulated good-doing does not guarantee a way forward for the society to evolve given its structural resistance to change. Nevertheless, some have an acute sense of responsibility in building a basic civil education in the absence of active civil society.

Individualism in its third vocation concerns the masses and the collective. It follows neither a liberal line of thinking nor a socialist impulse of revolt. The missing conceptual translation on the topic of the public and masses is evident. For example, the public awakening and political advocacy that Joseph Beuys called into being through art found its way to China as early as the 1980s, where the public nature of Beuys’s art was introduced as a conceptual strategy, inspiring a number of contemporary artists to work with the society, or the socius, as conceptual creations. However, in the 1980s and 1990s, most independent contemporary artists in China were wary and hostile to the previous era’s political mobilization through artistic images; whereas the academic artists upheld the notion of publicness in art—it was nothing revolutionary for those schooled in traditional leftist idea of the masses.

It is an operationalized automatism that working with and for the common people is generally good. The community and the masses are not abstract but historically constructed. Qin Hui focuses on the Chinese peasantry elsewhere, which cannot be essentialized into the “moral peasant” or the “rational peasant”: the small community is underdeveloped, but this does not mean the development of individuality. On the contrary, the underdevelopment of the “small community” is the result of the expansion of the “big community”: i.e., the state with its exercise of bureaucratic top-down control and legalist administrative measures that suppressed patriarchal law and clan power in most of the historical periods.13 A definition, and, more importantly, a practice of individualism that has worked through the collective and masses is what the third version of individualism demands.

But it is a tall order for everyone. With the rise of populism, the “common people” are once again foregrounded for political theorization and mobilization, in contrast to the minoritarian impulses of critical art producers. However, this construal resembles the tyranny of the majority debate only formally. Rather, the liberal and left’s weakened position in the West is conceptual and historically rooted. Antonia Majaca traces the genealogy of liberal philosophy of Dewey and—more notably—the anti-totalitarian Hannah Arendt and their uneasy relation to the mass.14 Wittingly or unwittingly, they manifest an elitism that traces back to Gustave Le Bon’s theory of the crowd. With due respect to their intellectual legacies, we could ask this liberal position today: Is it fair to blame the common people?

But the leftist approach to the “common people” equally needs to be scrutinized. Some orthodox leftists tend to overcorrect, politicizing or glorifying the common people without sufficient evidence. In the better days of global contemporary art, it 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. To instantiate a “New Left art,” artists from former socialist countries, such as the art collective Chto Delat founded in Saint Petersburg in 2023, 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. In the Chinese context, we have seen a surge in “New Left art” that glorifies the role of the common people in the socialist time either in labor processes, or creation of alternative technology and networks.

As a result, Western leftists and liberals oscillate between the positions of blame and expectation, each side upholding its perspective as the sole explanation of today’s predicaments. Their Chinese counterparts are often caught up between reduced versions of both poles. But maybe the proper position to take is to rise above the gridlock in thinking.

In order to move forward, we should start from a place of humility, one based on understanding others’ views on the self, while maintaining a distance from our own perceived teleology. This calls for a moment of reflection: Can I challenge the deeply held assumption that anything I see to be ontologically necessary might be contingent? Have I considered that I could be wrong, that my references could be self-centered? Am I open to mediated positions, such as accepting that I might be right, but others are right too? Have I ruled out all alternative explanations? We can be self-critical, self-skeptical, and tactical. But we should not be cynical or intellectually resigned. To remain open to critique, to espouse contradictions, and most importantly, to resist simplified narratives—this is the position Chinese artists must deeply invest in.

Ultimately, the exhibition and the reader are not only about China; they also serve as a mirror for others to understand their societies better, whether Western liberal or an authoritarian one with certain liberties.
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Individualism Through the Lens of the “China Conundrum”
Su Wei



Since 1993, the years have seen a stream of exhibitions in Western Europe and North America devoted to contemporary Chinese art and its history. The interweaving of divergent research agendas with the spectacularization of Chinese art has not only cemented its place within global contemporary art history, but has also forged many of its enduring stereotypes. Within China itself, a local historiography of the contemporary began to emerge as early as the late 1980s. This practice of self-historicization has been carried forward over the past decade by a host of Chinese art institutions, academies, and individual researchers, cultivating a distinctive landscape of the self as a historical subject.

Contemporary Chinese art has always been inextricably bound to the problematic of “China.” Its fraught use and abuse in the arena of international politics and mass media have erected numerous obstacles to a genuine dialogue between China and the world. Within China itself, meanwhile, the resurgence of an extreme political conservatism and nationalism means the very desire for such a dialogue is at its nadir. This present condition stands in stark contrast to the zenith of the globalization of contemporary Chinese art, a period when its practitioners widely regarded the effacement of Chinese cultural specificity as a necessary precondition for entry. They invested their faith in the primacy and progressive nature of globally circulating ideas and capital. This conviction, yoked to an urgent desire to join a Western-centric global art system, became the primary engine for Chinese contemporary art over the past two decades.

Running parallel to this artistic dynamic, a countervailing force was gathering in the country’s cultural sphere: since the new millennium, contemporary Chinese thought has come to play an increasingly vital role. Its intellectual precedent can be traced to the early twentieth century, when the thinker Liang Qichao (1873–1929), in his treatise on the revolution in modern historiography, declared that history is made by the “active agent” (zi dong zhe), not the “passive recipient” (ta dong zhe).1 This historically grounded perspective, charged with the subject’s immense discursive energy, has profoundly shaped recent scholarly engagements with the “China” problematic, spanning historiography, ethnic studies, and cultural-intellectual history. It has sparked a fervent reassessment of “China” that foregrounds subjectivity as a critical axis. Notably, however, some knowledge producers have amplified this trend by assimilating it into the state’s master narrative and the Communist Party of China (cpc [commonly known as the Chinese Communist Party or ccp]) ideological frameworks, thereby inflecting it with political instrumentalism and militant undertones.

Against this backdrop, and through an engagement with contemporary Chinese thought, this exhibition, based on my research into the subject in the past two years, seeks to liberate contemporary Chinese art from the confines of a hermetic geopolitical environment and from a narrative predicated on a fixed “Chineseness,” proposing to view it instead as a still-uncharted terrain within global art history. Here, I frame “China” not as an object of nationalistic historiography or cultural sociology, but as a conundrum. Contemporary Chinese art is rooted in this very conundrum, manifesting itself through manifold interactions with Chinese reality. Since the 1980s, the public and private spheres have undergone immense transformation, their boundaries and attributes continuously redefined by structural societal shifts under the guidance of the state. During this period, China’s cultural spheres entered a dual phase of re-evaluation and re-enlightenment as socialist culture gradually receded. Their internal discourses had to be repositioned through multi-dimensional dialogues with both socialist and Western cultures, and through constant friction with the will of the state and sociopolitical realities. This interactive process persists to this day, generating a volatile and elusive spectrum between the broad social sphere and the individual domains of practitioners. Stalled political reforms and China’s deep imbrication within the globalized economic structure have only made this conundrum more pronounced. As such, contemporary Chinese art continues to play a vital yet contested role in this ongoing transformation—a process marked as much by possibility as by uncertainty.
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