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CONSTRUCTING A BETTER 
CONTEMPORARY…

C H A R L E S  E S C H E

Europeans live their lives at a time when certain collective expectations of 

how the world should function no longer seem to describe their experience 

of what actually happens. This bifurcation of experience and expectation is 

causing some severe symptoms of dislocation. Truth turns relative and his-

tory seems in need of radical revision. Even time itself seems topsy-turvy, in 

a way that some Messianic beliefs find very much to their taste. This is the 

hallmark of the contemporary moment and why, this essay will argue, that 

in lieu of any other generalising term, we need to make the most use of  

‘contemporary’ and ‘contemporaneity’ for emancipatory purposes.

Whatever the cause, the world known as modern is under pressure. The old 

left-right political division, established at the time of the French Revolution, 

is more than seven generations old. Modernity, born arguably on the wings 

of the general ‘discovery’ of the New World of the West, is already in exis-

tence for more than half a millennium. On any scale of human history, it 

doesn’t seem unreasonable to suggest that this mammoth wave of history 

has run its course, even if a new one is not yet in sight. Yet to leave the 

past behind has become truly difficult, especially for a European continent/

archipelago that has exploited the ideology of modernity to force its vision 

of progress on the rest of the world. Scientific rationalism, secular statism, 

enlightenment progress are just some of the values that are difficult not to 

cherish, even more so in an age where fundamentalisms and puritanisms of 

all kinds seem to offer the only other alternative. 

Yet it is precisely because modernity is failing to throw up any other forms 

of general emancipatory discourse that there needs to be a new reckoning 

with its legacy. The kinds of reform or revolution already tried in the name 

of modernity, be it fascism, communism, socialism or their offspring, offer 

little prospect of effective renewal, though the last quarter century has 

been full of that failure. Other propositions remain undeveloped or still-

born, forced out of existence by the disciplinary straightjacket of the cor-

porate shareholding economic system. While the ties that bind economies 
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to one another usurp any notion of national sovereignty, there is not yet a 

meaningful response from our democratic institutions. For sure, critique and 

‘criticality’ of our current condition abound, but the philosophers, artists and 

politicians of our age have yet to enact a substantial alternative that cannot 

be brought low by the corporate media or the international financial police. 

The grip of a narrowing oligarchy of corrupt powerbrokers has privatised 

much that could have offered resistance, and seized control of many of the 

remaining public institutions in old socialist and social democratic Europe. 

It’s hard to believe that the relentless oligarchic drive is sustainable over the 

long term, but it continues to prosper through the most dire economic crises. 

The opposition to their activities remains weak, occasionally flaring up into 

different and fragmented temporary mass movements across the world.  

It also finds expression in support for new religious doctrines rejecting 

modernity and trying to force society literally backwards to before  

modern times were declared. 

Given this situation, which comes down to a dramatic loss of inventive capa-

city on the part of those in favour of general emancipation, I would contend 

that it is better to throw the baby out with the bathwater and to consign 

modernity finally to the ash heap of history57. Without doing so, I fear a 

much longer repetition of the boom and bust capital cycle in which power 

becomes further distilled into a tiny cadre of unimaginable wealth. Clinging 

the modernity’s wreckage can only postpone a concerted effort to build a 

society based on non-modern values; a society that addresses the threat 

of human extinction presented by climate change and rebalances itself in 

favour of the human-animal-planet trinity that must be the basis for any 

new social ideology. To do this requires the rebuilding of our individual desi-

res into ones that respond to the needs of this tri-partite collective, and our 

collective institutions into ones that respond to the needs of what has come 

to be called ‘the commons’. The energies released by both the fundamen-

talist drive and the temporary mass protests are available to be channelled 

towards these goals, but only if the knowledge silos that modernity built 

between human, animal and planet; faith and proof; art and society; huma-

nities and sciences are removed. Achieving this requires another pattern 

of thought and, presently, we only have one term that is open and flexible 

57  This is, of course, a very modern turn of phrase first used by Leon Trotsky in 
1917. It was revived by Ronald Reagan in talking about communism and perhaps 
needs a third life today as the destination of the modern idea. 
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enough to serve as an empty signifier for what this might become. So, does 

it not make better sense to embrace the term ‘contemporary’, to fill it with 

the desires, ideas, institutions and art that are needed to build the contem-

poraneity we want to live in. Before taking this step however, let us analyse 

the attractions and pitfalls of maintaining modernity a little more. We can-

not let it go without a struggle. So, why can it not be usefully reinvented? 

What potential does modernity leave unrealised? 

The modern world set in train a series of events that led, by way of a long 

and perilous road, to industrial capitalism, the nation state, the left-right 

political division and the institutionalisation of modern art. These deve-

lopments ran through and bumped up against each other, sometimes aug-

menting and sometimes holding one another back. It is not for me here to 

trace the history in any detail58. Suffice it to say that all these ground plans 

and institutions still shape our capacity and expectations for thought, our 

sense of time and place and give abstract meaning to lives lived and to work 

done. Even as our experiences of thought, time, life and work regularly fail 

to match those modern expectations today, our ethical imaginations are still 

held in thrall by a modernist ethic of ‘what should be’; unless we succumb 

to the cynical, liberal pragmatism of ‘what is best for me’ a descriptor and 

agent in the world59. How can a caring society possibly abandon it without 

reverting to contemporary forms of the inequality, feudalism or dictatorship 

that modernity overthrew – from Da’esh to Putin? Is it not better to try to 

rescue the progressive elements from the collapse of modernity – because 

individual emancipation, political autonomy, free cultural expression, and 

social justice are values still worth fighting for… are values few want to leave 

behind by abandoning the modern.

Look at the first sentence of the recent Accelerationist Manifesto60, one 

of the most significant recent attempts to define a different response to 

58  That is done in an exemplary way by Emmanuel Wallerstein in his  
series of books.

59  I was always conscious of the way the Blair government in Imperial Britain 
always used the term ‘modernise’ to proclaim its neo-liberal makeover of the 
old UK social democrats. I’m also conscious that I was part of a group that set 
up ‘The Modern Institute’, an organisation that eventually became a commercial 
gallery, one year after Blair came to power in London.

60  http://criticallegalthinking.com/2013/05/14/
accelerate-manifesto-for-an-accelerationist-politics/
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current conditions: 

At the beginning of the second decade of the Twenty-First Century,  

global civilization faces a new breed of cataclysm. These coming 

apocalypses ridicule the norms and organisational structures of the 

politics which were forged in the birth of the nation-state, the rise  

of capitalism, and a Twentieth Century of unprecedented wars. 

The items they list as a description of the old world are as modern as they 

come, just as they later rightly say that the threat of climate change and the 

human-animal-planet relation are where the future must be negotiated. Yet, 

again and again, the Accelerationists, for whom I have endless sympathy, 

keep invoking the words modern and modernity as their imaginative hori-

zon. It is as if, having diagnosed the problem, they cannot let go of the cause 

 – or perhaps more realistically, see no other way to engage in the world 

than from this history of modern transformation. 

Perhaps they are right then and, along with Bruno Latour, there needs to be 

a collective understanding that we have never been modern.61 But I remain 

very doubtful. The legacy of modernity – its genocides, its racist imperia-

lism, its Eurocentrism – is just too heavy a burden and too problematic a 

set of assumptions when projected on the world stage. Any redemption of 

modernity could, at best, only rescue Euro-American sensibilities but would 

leave the majority of the world speechless. Anyway, as we have seen, it is 

ineffective as a diagnosis of today’s symptoms – it no longer matches with 

experience. We can track its failures on many levels: politically in the slow 

decay and hopeless discourse of social democracy; economically in the total 

absence of meaningful reforms to financial and corporate sector after the 

global crisis and artistically in the recourse of too many 21st century artists 

to the archives and footnotes of modernist aesthetics to make work that 

only repeats nostalgically what had already been discovered. 

Instead, I want to suggest that the paradoxical way that the Accelerationists 

and many others negotiate with the legacy of modernity and its materialisa-

tion in modernism is what holds back any possibility of a new route towards 

general emancipation. This is largely because the ‘modernity’ they cite is a 

61  B. Latour, We have never been modern, 2006.
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contemporary illusion; an idea that became ossified in ideology and now no 

longer convincingly projects a future for the majority of world experience, 

even as the aspiration it always was. If this is true, the challenge becomes  

to seek to maintain and enhance the general emancipatory promise that art, 

politics and philosophy inherit from their modern past. As one of the great 

late modernists Gramsci said in his Prison Notebooks, the point of modernity 

is to live a life without illusions while not becoming disillusioned.62  

What would this ‘life without illusions’ look like? 

Part of the answer must surely be to attempt to bring experience and expec-

tations back together. Can we today look at modernity, at the structures 

that maintain a modern worldview – and at the oligarchy (or new feudalism) 

that now rules modernity in the name of neo-liberalism or radical funda-

mentalism – as they really are, and then try to name what is seen? To answer 

this, we need to get more concrete and the best place for me to start with is 

the art world, my main field of action, as one particular site for looking and 

naming. After all, art was a crucial social device for introducing and coming 

to terms with modernity and is still a fundamental component of what it 

means to be modern. So, what does the art world look like without illusions? 

It’s a particularly tough question. Illusion is so fundamental to art. It is the 

basis of representation of course, but also illusion is the vehicle through 

which value and meaning are invested in images or artistic gestures. Even 

art’s financial value is not based on any objective criteria beyond what one 

person is willing to pay for it. Looking without illusion therefore seems to 

risk removing everything from art; a complex and discomforting activity for 

art, artists and the ecology of functions around them. Yet, the art world sys-

tem is itself increasingly able to manipulate the power of illusion indepen-

dent of the artists themselves. The way it can adapt critical artistic practices, 

for instance, to make them appear affirmative of a tolerant, open-minded 

oligarchy is quite impressive. 

The initial question about the appearance of an art world without illusions 

therefore raises further questions. Can the art made as part of the art world 

depict/act on/reveal its own mechanisms of representation or commodity 

value? Can it (still) separate itself from its conditions of production and 

62  A. Gramsci, The Prison Notebooks (Quaderni del carcere) (1929-1935).
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dissemination to produce a surplus intellectual or critical value that is not 

wholly subject to how and why it is produced? Can it perform an ethically 

worthwhile function in the world under these conditions? And can it do this 

all the while without becoming disillusioned – to exercise a certain opti-

mism of the will alongside the pessimism of the intellect, as Gramsci would 

have described it? 

I will grant you that my questions above are rooted in modernity. They stem 

from Gramsci, a 20th century leftist intellectual – though one who has at 

times been co-opted by neo-liberals – and they betray my personal desire 

to see those modern values of emancipation, justice and political autonomy 

translated into contemporary artistic practice. I am also aware that the 

dominant commercial sector within the art world can simply declare these 

questions as naive or irrelevant and try to restrict art to a formal aesthetic 

function shorn of ethics, politics and social responsibility. Yet, their positio-

ning of art as high-end oligarchic decoration has not yet succeeded. Even in 

art fairs, there remain token gestures towards another artistic purpose, and 

in public museums and universities art is still discussed and contemplated 

as something other than pure commodity. Why that is so, is still unclear to 

me. Perhaps it is mere pretention but even that must have a cause. I can 

only think that it lies in art’s modern legacy and the inheritance of an eman-

cipatory desire to transform the world through aesthetic means – to make 

our senses a political issue and to sensibilise them to other humans and to 

alternative ideas. Adopting and adapting this legacy of modernity, much like 

the thinking of Gramsci, the Accelerationists or Trotsky, is therefore going 

to be crucial to resisting full commodity status and forging the world of the 

contemporary as one still shaped by general emancipatory goals. It is not 

naive or irrelevant to ask these questions now, it is an intrinsic part of the art 

world itself – both modern and contemporary.

At the core of this leading question: ‘can art live without illusions’, must lie 

the idea that some form of ‘artistic autonomy’ from art’s own means of 

production is still possible. Only in this way can any perspective on illusions 

open up. Equally, to be without illusions must be to understand ‘cultural cri-

ticality’ as a condition that recognises its own complicity, yet still strives to 

reveal what is at stake in art as a form, practice and institution. Otherwise, 

criticality would be simply performed under its own illusion. Without con-

necting these capacities of art – autonomy and criticality – to new subjects 
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and mechanisms, it is hard for me to see how any illusion-less art might be 

possible. At the same time, it is more than obvious that the solution to auto-

nomy and criticality found for the modern era is no longer adequate. The 

binaries of autonomy-instrumentalisation; criticality-complicity no longer 

function and indeed a concept like artistic autonomy in western Europe 

became its own powerful illusion of ‘freedom’ within state limits under 

which generations of artists were active. These modernist binaries also 

imply other outdated opposites: left-right; state-private; bourgeois-proleta-

riat, are all precisely the polarities into which contemporary experience refu-

ses to fall. Yet the failure of these modern divisions does not invalidate the 

search for a new kind of artistic autonomy or more potent criticality.  

To look without illusions would be to see how constraining these binaries 

are for cultural (and political) thinking in contemporary times. Rejecting 

them is a first step towards thinking beyond modern limits and letting go of 

the soft comfort zone of leftist European tradition. But to reject binary thin-

king requires the ability to outthink ourselves as people embedded in that 

tradition, to allow ourselves to imagine what we must not already know or 

even dare to conceptualise? This becomes the challenge we need to seek in 

the cultural field – to escape artistic freedom and cultural critique and to 

emancipate our field of thinking further than we have to date. 

And this, I would suggest, is where the possibility of the contemporary and 

indeed of contemporary art enters the field of play. Again, Gramsci gives us 

a small push in a certain direction when he says in the Prison Notebooks: 

That the objective possibilities exist for people not to die of hunger and that 

people do die of hunger, has its importance, or so one would have thought.  

But the existence of the objective conditions, of possibilities or of freedom is 

not yet enough: it is necessary to “know” them, and know how to use them.63 

How do we come to know possibilities, and to know how to use them?  

It must be clear by now that it can no longer be in the forms of stripped 

down Calvinist-Kabbalist modernism, nor in wild, ‘free’ painterly expres-

sionism, nor the morbidly eclectic, cynical post-modernism. Nor even in the 

attempt to reinvent modernity through relational aesthetics’ appeal to new 

‘avant-garde’ of cliques and networks with which to defend critical practices 

63  Gramsci, Prison Notebooks.
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or simply rejecting late modern cynicism and trying to maintain a commit-

ment to the possibility of a social transformation through art. All of these 

strategies have all run their course over the past 50 years and have all been 

co-opted for other purposes that protect the status quo. Instead, the forms 

that art produces must invest in new possibilities that fit experience today  

 – an experience that, as we have seen, should imply acting in some way 

with the planet and all its living beings in mind. Above all, knowing and 

using possibilities means addressing the art world as it is and not as it would 

like to appear to be, illusionistically. 

The latter requirement asks artists, curators, dealers and workers to open 

up some of the functional conditions of the art world today and understand 

what possibilities it permits or excludes. We would need to take account of 

the fact that the art market has become an asset class investment, as well as 

an object traded for its symbolic value and romantic attachment. In invest-

ment terms, the era of zero or negative interest rates pushes art into an 

ever more central position. The art market is also most likely propped up by 

substantial money laundering activities – though it remains hard to prove. 

We can suspect this largely because it is an extremely untransparent market 

where buyers are usually anonymous and auction houses have remarkably 

lax rules when it comes to what would traditionally be called ‘insider dea-

ling’. As a consequence, there is a more or less direct causal link between the 

health of the art market and the rise in global inequality, with all its deleteri-

ous effects of the general economy and society for the majority.

This 21st century art market, which is very different in size partially different 

in kind from earlier versions of the same, is much more widely accepted 

within the financial system than before. It is also clear that the market has 

a direct effect on the availability and mechanisms for funding institutions 

such as museums, art centres etc. As a consequence, there is a direct rela-

tion to their ties of accountability and their quality as public institutions 

that these sources of income produce. In these terms, indeed, the nature of 

corporate support for biennales and the larger institutions begins to make 

sense. The extent to which banks and financial companies are involved in art 

sponsorship can be seen as a direct investment in the value of assets that 

the financial company subsequently trades or accepts as collateral. They 

are looking after their own interests in a quite literal way. But of course, it 

is not only financial companies that are large-scale investors. Given the 
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financialisation of capital over the past 20 years, even corporations involved 

in the most primary extraction processes make much of their profit from 

investment, and therefore are equally interested in art as an asset class. 

Unilever sponsorship of the Tate turbine hall makes sense in this regard, as 

much as it offers marketing or profile opportunities. After all, Unilever is 

unlikely to sell more washing powder through Tate, but it is likely to be able 

to use its support of the museum with its investment clients in financially 

significant ways.

Yet there is another, perhaps even more problematic aspect to the influence 

of today’s art market. It is that many of the current forms of criticality (or 

whatever we call it) are themselves an asset that offers added value to art 

in the form of intellectual legitimation. Criticality has acquired a precise 

value within the art market and serves to sustain the commercial practices 

of gallery and auction house. That is why there are critical forums attached to 

most substantial art fairs today; why writing about art circulates effectively 

through the art market and is used to bolster prices. It often matters little 

WHAT is said in these forums, it is the FACT THAT something is said at all 

that is its most significant contribution. What we see here is an intimate 

relationship between market and symbolic value – one that was always 

there but is now more overtly instrumentalised and that serves the legiti-

mation of the commercial market. This situation must logically affect the 

reception of an artwork in any given situation within a public or private 

context. Critical art practices, or critical content in an artwork, are not her-

metically sealed inside the work itself. It relies on the framing devices of the 

exhibition, institution, curator, collector. The question is to what extent the 

content of the work is in uncertain ways diminished in its affect and effect 

on the viewer if it is seen within a context of what can only be described as 

a celebration of inequality. 

To make it more concrete, the funding for the São Paulo Bienal is generated 

by a peculiar Brazilian law devised to shift responsibility for culture away 

from the democratic government and onto public limited corporations. 

Companies are able to claim a 100% tax rebate on gifts to cultural activities 

pre-approved by the government. This essentially public money falls under 

the control of corporate oligarchs and often their family members. These 

same oligarchs are themselves often collectors. The history of the São Paulo 

Bienal is one of European settlers bringing high European culture to the 
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periphery and these days this mechanism essentially continues that struc-

ture. Thus, however critical the Bienal is, and we will look at it in a minute, 

it is always already confined within a socio-political structure of inequality 

and oligarchy. Only by make visible the processes of how the Bienal comes 

to be at all, regardless of which art is selected, can Brazilian society discuss 

the art of its major ‘contemporary’ art exhibition in a non-coercive way, 

mentally free of oligarch patronage. The same might be said of the Sydney 

Biennale’s sponsorship, or of the commercial gallery’s investment in the 

Venice Biennale or any number of major public museums.64

But to return to the question of inequality and the impact of art on a non-

elite citizen, we still need to ask if art has the capacity to generate a surplus 

value over and above its methods of production and dissemination that 

would give it validity as a critical artwork. I want to argue that it does, or 

can have, such a capacity but that it is not a given and needs to be shaped 

by the artist or curator. Further, I would say that the ways and forms artists 

and curators choose to demonstrate this capacity of art are changing from 

modern to contemporary and that therefore a whole new aesthetic vocabu-

lary and way of giving form to ideas is emerging. This contemporary quality 

is no longer modern in the sense of politically avant-garde or leftist, nor 

modern in the sense of following certain formalist traditions. Instead, con-

temporary art requires an attempt to address a diversity of traditions on  

a worldwide scale and an understanding that Euro-American modernist  

aesthetics are provincial and partial, not ‘avant-garde’ or universal. It needs 

to repurpose archives and assemble as much as produce images anew, 

because it is only through an alternative history that other futures become 

possible. It needs to recognise that the artistic capacity for storytelling 

has to be reengaged both aesthetically and politically from first principles, 

because the modernist stories have been taken as read by those in power 

without revisiting their core assumptions for too many generations. As part 

of the struggle to establish modernity as the dominant narrative, modern 

geographies, forms and narratives have taken material form in the stone 

and brick of art museums and academies. Where once this was tactical 

64  My own experience with the 31st São Paulo Bienal was instructive in that it produ-
ced a protest by artists and curators against Israeli funding. Mounting a public cam-
paign, we succeeded in changing the board’s management of international funds 
and embarrassing the Israeli government. More importantly, the process of protest 
built a different kind of solidarity amongst the artists and led to a general questio-
ning in the Brazilian art world and the media of the funding sources of the event. In 
this sense, the protest could be seen as a collective artistic act. 
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genius in the struggle to establish modern thought against religious preju-

dice and pre-modern social forms; now it has ossified the process of rema-

king the modern to the extent that it has become impossible to imagine its 

remaking in any form of post- alter- or late modernism that we might apply. 

Only once modernity, modernism and all its baggage is consigned to the ash 

heap, can alternatives begin to emerge – slowly and uncertainly, for sure, 

but still within view. Contemporary art, in this definition of letting go of the 

modern, has not only to take on some of the characteristics I have outlined 

above. It also needs to recognise structurally the bind in which it finds itself 

in relation to consumption and inequality. If, perhaps only if, contemporary 

artworks can reveal aspects of the process of being shown and consumed 

within themselves; if they can generate conflict with the forces of oligarchy 

and corporatism; and if they can present the structures under which they 

have reached the point of being presented in public in an artistic event, then 

they can start to make a difference.65 

To put it perhaps more simply – contemporary art in this definition is an 

art that takes its modern condition as a given and tries to free itself from it. 

That is the reason we need the term and the concept in our artistic vocabu-

lary, for without it we would be intellectually even more at the mercy of the 

forces that seek to co-opt all criticality into a totalised, neo-liberal economy 

of space and time.

65  There are a significant number of artists and curatorial projects that have taken up 
this challenge of shaping the contemporary. Readers can perhaps search for their 
own examples within their own territories but a partial list from my own practice 
in museums and biennales would include projects such as Gulf Labour; Tania 
Bruguera’s practice including the Museum of Arte Util at Van Abbemuseum; Artistic 
and curatorial disputes with funders such as recently in São Paulo and Sydney; Renzo 
Martens and the commercialisation of the Institute of Human Activities; whw’s 
Istanbul Biennale 2009; politicised historical rewriting of the collections including 
Superflex and Li Mu in Van Abbemuseum and Khaled Hourani’s project with the Van 
Abbemuseum; Picasso in Palestine. 


