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To reconstitute the discourse of cultural difference 
dem

ands not sim
ply a change of cultural contents . . . 

It requires a radical revision of the social tem
porality 

in w
hich em

ergent histories m
ay be w

ritten, the 
articulation of the ‘sign’ in w

hich cultural identities 
m

ay be inscribed.
—

 H
om

i K
. B

habha, “The Postcolonial and The Postm
odern:  

The Q
uestion of A

gency,” 1994

The 1990s inspired a putative sense of global 
affirm

ation and renew
al. A

partheid ended in South 
A

frica. The B
erlin W

all fell. The Soviet U
nion w

as 
dism

antled and splintered into m
ultiple nation-states. 

The European U
nion expanded to the edge of the 

W
arsaw

 Pact countries in the east. Europe launched 
a new

 currency. C
hina m

aintained its com
m

unist 
identity, but only in nam

e. O
n the cultural field, Frank 

G
ehry’s G

uggenheim
 M

useum
 in B

ilbao becam
e 

the totem
ic icon of a new

 m
useum

 boom
, launching 

all m
anners of destination architecture. 1 B

iennials 
w

ere launched in Istanbul, G
w

angju, Johannesburg, 
Santa Fe, B

erlin, D
akar, and Lyon. B

ut there w
ere also 

m
ajor hiccups: global w

ars and m
assacres; internecine 

w
arfare betw

een and w
ithin nations; the killing fields 

of the B
alkans, R

w
anda, C

hechnya, C
ongo. These w

ars 
served as the revisionary portents of the future, 
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did bring about structural and political changes in the societies it m
arked 

deeply, m
any of w

hich are still ongoing, the sam
e cannot be said for m

any 
societies repressed and subordinated by the exorbitant politics of W

estern 
hyperpow

er. 
 

This evident contradiction in w
orld political form

ation and its 
continuing realignm

ent returns again and again in the harsh circuitry 
of the looped im

ages of the crashing Tw
in Tow

ers. In the pale light of 
its afterm

ath, w
hat our senses can properly apprehend is not the utopian 

prom
ise of m

illennial transform
ation, but its betrayal. It is ushered in 

by the sense of urgency announced in the gloom
y, sooty blackness that 

overcam
e that scene of A

rm
ageddon on 9/11. The im

age of the falling 
tow

ers is a sobering one, not least because, in light of the current state of 
w

orld affairs, the assum
ption of m

any in the late 1990s that the tw
enty-

first century w
ould be another age of spectacular progress—

naturally 
overseen and dom

inated by the forces of W
estern hegem

ony—
appears 

either increasingly rem
ote or on the verge of perm

anent deferral. This 
ow

es m
uch to the m

ajor conflagrations around the globe today, and to the 
com

plexity and heterogeneity of global cultural circuits. In the tw
enty-first 

century, w
e all find culture and politics illum

inated only in the half-light 
of perm

anent transitions rather than trium
phs.

 
I start w

ith these exam
ples and com

peting narratives of our global 
present as a tentative step tow

ard an analysis of the role of place-m
aking 

in the w
ork of contem

porary artists. If place-m
aking is the nam

e for a type 
of active grounding of the potent m

arks of differenced artistic practices, 
then w

e m
ust exam

ine the balance in w
hich the equation of the resistance 

to being placed on m
argins hangs. W

e m
ust exam

ine this balance as it 
appears on the ledger of m

otivated exclusions, and the apologies that 
accom

pany them
. In this w

ay, w
e can observe that the effects brought on 

by transnational cultural form
ations against the discrim

inatory practices of 
exclusion are the direct results of the politics of contestation that are now

 
part of the routine events of globalization. There are other forces that have 
brought about this exam

ination of the ledger, w
hich go beyond the field of 

art and its institutions. These are w
hat com

prise the heterogeneous events 
of globalization. R

ather than im
pose lim

its, to erect cordons sanitaires 
on and around econom

ic, political, or cultural speech, they seek to rupture 
those obstacles and barriers. Som

e of these events have been positive 
in the sense that they force a rethinking of the planetary totalization 
that tw

entieth-century form
s of m

odernity once em
bodied. 3 They also 

provide object lessons for those forces of globalization that saw
 global 

resources as the spoils of predatory, m
ultinational capital. The rejection 

of this version of globalization, in w
hich very few

 rule and enjoy access 
to the benefits of econom

ic and cultural liberalization, offers fresh insight 
into the fact that the global struggles that face us today—

im
m

igration, 
environm

ental w
orries, ethnic conflicts, terrorism

, etc.—
recast, in 

the direst term
s, the fundam

ental historical im
plications of the tw

entieth 
century as the high point of the logic of em

pire. These are today being 

P
lace-M

aking or in the “W
rong P

lace”: C
ontem

porary A
rt  

and the P
ostcolonial C

ondition

pointing to m
ass killings earlier in the tw

entieth century. These events gave 
the 1990s a slightly contradictory cast, w

hich in a short spell w
ould be 

sw
ept aside for the m

ore positive story that the rapid econom
ic grow

th of 
the Internet age w

ould tell of an em
ergent new

 reality.
 

W
ith the Internet com

m
unication revolution em

erging as the 
single m

ost radical force in the ordering of m
odern relationships and 

subjectivity—
“betw

een the net and the self”
2—

the 1990s also represented 
the full em

ergence of globalization as it is currently understood. It m
arked 

the radical technological transform
ation that finally afforded the fusion 

of once-segm
ented global public spheres and the transcendence by capital 

of national boundaries (accom
panied by the stagnation of labor w

ithin 
them

). Yet, the decade w
as equally characterized by m

illennial anxiety 
and a sense of anticipation, even if it still reflected a certain type of 
w

orld-changing giddiness, especially in the positivity of globalization as a 
transform

ative force in w
orld-cultural dom

ains.
 

K
ey to the 1990s w

as the significant em
ergence of contem

porary 
art from

 postcolonial sites of production into the global netw
ork of artistic 

production, dissem
ination, m

arkets, m
edia, and institutional reception 

that w
ould force the reconsideration of the context of artistic activities. 

The tem
porary, large-scale exhibition w

ould becom
e the leading place 

for enunciating the pluralistic activities of contem
porary artistic form

s 
and strategies. These sorts of exhibitions created a new

 netw
ork w

ithout 
the traditional regulations of the W

estern m
useum

 and art m
arket. They 

pierced the shield of this institutional authority. Through them
, artists from

 
postcolonial societies and transnational artists w

ould play a broad role in 
the refashioning of contem

porary art at large. 
 

B
ut w

hile the late tw
entieth century provided a w

indow
 into a 

potentially positive future, the tw
enty-first century has fulfilled none of its 

utopian anticipations. In the beginning of the 1990s, it turned out that the 
tw

enty-first century w
ould be m

arked by the process of undoing the legacy 
of another failed utopia: the conclusion of one of the grand illusions w

ith 
w

hich the previous century began and ended, nam
ely the spectacular rise 

and ignom
inious collapse of com

m
unism

. It also brought about a broad 
reconsideration of the nature of globalism

 to the project of m
odernity. 

The failure of the com
m

unist utopia is part of the crest of m
any other such 

failures: grand schem
es of m

odernity announcing, if not exactly anticipating, 
new

 futures, new
 m

an, new
 subjectivity, new

 society, a new
 race of w

orkers 
subordinated to ideology. W

ith historical regularity, these schem
es seem

 to 
presage and anticipate their ow

n striking m
om

ents of utter betrayal of the 
utopian ideal: fascism

, N
azism

, socialism
, colonialism

. The doubt harbored 
by som

e about the efficacious potential of utopia as the proper nam
e for the 

daw
n of a new

 age gave m
illennialism

 at the end of the tw
entieth century 

a strikingly pallid cast, and a sense of past m
ore than future.

 
Yet, the daw

n of the tw
enty-first century did in som

e sense point 
a w

ay forw
ard by prom

ising a type of new
 beginning. H

ow
ever, this future 

w
as not bargained for, nor w

as it anticipated. W
hile the end of com

m
unism
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s, is of a biological type. Identity, the ethnic burden, is w
hat they 

m
ust overcom

e. A
nd such an identity, one w

ould assum
e, is a negative 

m
odel of subjectivity around w

hich artistic practice w
ould m

ake sense 
w

ithin m
ainstream

 discourse. I don’t know
 w

hether I agree entirely w
ith 

B
elting’s reading, but his observation is an im

portant one.
 

The changes in historical consciousness and political relationships 
organized by the radical politics of decolonization and anti-im

perialism
 

have been productive for contem
porary art. This is true not sim

ply in 
ethnic or archival term

s, but in deeply ideological term
s of institutional 

individuation and categorization of the w
orks and im

ages of contem
porary 

artists of diverse historical experiences. The changes of the last 
half-century offer im

portant guidelines for exploring the w
ork of a range 

of contem
porary artists. B

elting, therefore, is partially correct in his 
assessm

ent of the field of contem
porary art, but only insofar as all artists 

aim
 to be post-historical. The anxiety of ethnicity belongs to a w

holly 
different sphere: nam

ely, the question of cultural difference, from
 w

hich 
W

estern artists are them
selves not im

m
une. From

 the 1960s to the late 
1990s, this becam

e clear as w
e w

itnessed how
 narratives of contem

porary 
art passed from

 those form
ed exclusively under the rules of colonial 

m
odernity to those of postcolonial m

odernity. 
 

I do not raise the specter of Eurocentrism
 as an epithet. It is 

essential to recall the w
ay it situates and anthropologizes subjects of 

artistic contem
plation so as to recognize the m

anner in w
hich specific 

discourses about art have been form
ed and fram

ed by the institutions of 
colonial m

odernity—
art academ

ies and m
useum

s, critics and m
edia—

and how
 the language of those discourses has been aligned w

ith certain 
exclusivist and culturally specific judgm

ents that pertain to aesthetic 
outcom

es and positions. Practices that have com
e out of other traditions 

have been subordinated, for better or w
orse, to those judgm

ents. The 
relationship betw

een exclusivist and culturally specific judgm
ents, elevated 

to universal principles, has left an indelible m
ark on the developm

ent of the 
non-W

estern artistic canons, leaving them
 largely under the interpretative 

control of institutions of colonial m
odernity.

 
B

ut, w
hile this interpretive control has frustrated a range of artistic 

practices that explore the conditions of otherness, it has ensured that a 
series of healthy counterdiscourses to colonial m

odernity’s self-authorized 
evaluation of the cultural w

orth of artistic canons w
ould be part of the 

larger architecture of the critical debates to com
e. These counterdiscourses 

have provided a path tow
ard the developm

ent of postcolonial m
odernity, 

and can be understood, in both an ideological and a historical sense, as 
im

portant critical interventions into the aesthetic judgm
ents and artistic 

narratives of colonial m
odernity: slow

ly undoing its m
ethods of social 

control and deconstructing its m
onopoly in the task of historicizing m

odern 
subjectivity.
 

If colonial m
odernity once consolidated its pow

er in order to 
discipline, dom

inate, and dism
iss its subjects, postcolonial m

odernity 
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replayed as continuations of the unfinished political, social, econom
ic, and 

cultural struggles of the last century.
 

I raise these issues, in a tim
e in w

hich it has becom
e de rigueur 

to erect a ghostly silence around notions of global equity in artistic 
participation, to point to the alarm

ing com
placency and w

eakness of recent 
curatorial thinking. In enum

erating the im
pact on art and culture by som

e 
of the foundational and im

portant events of the tw
entieth century and how

 
they continue to play out into the tw

enty-first century, I w
ish to point out 

also the degree to w
hich contem

porary art in W
estern institutions—

despite 
the purported radicalism

 of the neo-avant-garde—
has been com

plicit 
in m

aintaining strong rejectionist cultural politics, w
hile em

ploying 
Eurocentrism

 as an advance guard in institutional policies of exclusion.
 

W
hile m

ainstream
 m

useum
s such as the M

useum
 of M

odern 
A

rt, C
entre Pom

pidou, and Tate M
odern continue to “denationalize” 

and de-em
phasize the European attributes of their canons, they have 

done so only on a lim
ited basis, and for the m

ost part, only in regard to 
recent acquisitions. W

hile the m
ajor m

useum
s have im

proved over the 
last 60 years in including contem

porary art and artists from
 postcolonial 

societies in these m
useum

s—
in collections, m

onographic surveys, 
group exhibitions—

these efforts have not m
arkedly transform

ed the 
com

plexion of contem
porary art w

ithin institutions overall. Tem
porary 

exhibitions have been the places w
here som

e of the key argum
ents of 

global artistic discourse are being staged. The increasingly transnational 
character of m

any of these exhibitions does provide a productive basis 
to explore the im

portance of postcolonial m
odes of contem

porary art. 
H

ere, postcolonial theory is an indispensable tool w
ith w

hich to exam
ine 

and take m
easure of the state of contem

porary art and culture.
 

W
e have heard so m

uch of how
 one m

ust excise from
 the language 

of critical art discourse any reference to ideas like postcolonialism
, 

m
ulticulturalism

, and identity. Except, of course, w
hen they are being 

treated as historical subjects belonging to the past, as if the conditions 
those references helped initiate in the criticism

s of artistic practice have 
disappeared. A

rt historian H
ans B

elting m
akes a key point w

hen he 
observes tw

o tendencies that have been part of this situation of critical 
disavow

al. For W
estern artists, the key point of their cultural practice 

has been to becom
e posthistorical (that is, to overcom

e the shadow
 of 

the W
estern classical tradition); for “non-W

estern” artists, the struggle 
is to attain the state of being post-ethnic (in this case, to overcom

e any 
identification w

ith ethnic or racially based categories). These tw
o m

odes 
of transcending one’s historical condition seem

 to harbor the fantasy 
of m

anufacturing a new
 set of universals, albeit shorn of references either 

to one’s past or to one’s ethnicity. The curious thing is that B
elting does 

not view
 the anxiety of W

estern artists in racial or ethnic term
s. For them

, 
the classical tradition, the archives of W

estern culture, represent the key 
burden. B

ut for “non-W
estern” artists, there is no reference w

hatsoever to 
a classical heritage, no cultural archives to w

age battle w
ith; their anxiety, 

P
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according to the logic of cultural determ

inism
.

 
The dispersal of artistic content has produced specific places for 

their instantiation. Large-scale exhibitions such as the biennial m
odel 

represent key testing grounds for our evolving encounters w
ith the histories 

of m
odernity and contem

poraneity. Exhibitions of contem
porary art over 

the last tw
o decades thus m

ust be perceived as place-m
aking devices 

for articulating the em
pirical evidence of the im

aginative practices of 
contem

porary art across the w
orld, not just in W

estern centers of pow
er. 4 

W
ith this shift across the now

 tenuous borders betw
een center and 

periphery, betw
een m

ainstream
 and m

argins, the question to ask is, how
 

does contem
porary art respond to the dispersal of the old hegem

onic claim
s 

of cultural authority that did not recognize difference?
5

 
If w

e recognize place-m
aking as a crucial device for exploring the 

heterogeneity of today’s contem
porary artistic m

odels, w
e w

ill then com
e to 

a proper understanding of w
hat it m

ust have m
eant in the past—

before the 
1990s—

to be differenced and, as such, in the “w
rong place,” on the m

argins 
of a purported m

ainstream
 in som

e im
aginary center of discursive authority, 

and therefore thoroughly deracinated, beyond the grasp and know
ledge 

of institutional recognition. The biennial m
odel as a place-m

aking device 
constitutes w

hat the theorist H
akim

 B
ey calls a “tem

porary autonom
ous 

zone” of encounters. It rem
inds us that the exhibition of contem

porary art is 
m

odeled, constructed, and constituted as a kind of place for contem
porary 

art and artists. If the goal of any exhibition is to create such a place for 
the specific visibility of a range of artistic and discursive activities, then 
the biennial m

odel is not, as m
any have claim

ed, an encouragem
ent of 

incoherence and, in extrem
is, a place for artistic nonsense. 

 
R

ather, this incoherence is w
hat is proper to contem

porary art and 
therefore one of its salutary features, as it exposes the fault line betw

een 
form

er centers and peripheries. The large-scale exhibition m
odel, despite 

its shortcom
ings—

and there are m
any—

does offer new
 institutional 

capacities for curators to articulate the new
 possibilities of contem

porary 
artistic discourses globally. W

ithout those capacities, the solidity of the 
place of contem

porary art can just as easily again becom
e differenced as 

yet another w
him

 of fashion that w
ill ultim

ately change and revert to the 
old, stultified m

odel of m
odernist totalization.

 
Throughout m

y ow
n career, m

y key interest has been rooted 
in the exam

ination of artistic differencing through a form
 of curatorial 

counterinsurgency. I have been exam
ining contem

porary A
frican art 

through exhibitions that are specifically decisive places in w
hich the idea 

of the contem
porary can be constituted, and, as such, are places for the 

creation of its m
eaning in relation to an enlarged global public sphere. 

In m
y w

ork, w
hat has been truly significant about the exhibition venue and 

its place-m
aking possibilities is the w

ay it grounds the w
ork of the artists 

in the fram
ew

ork of their discursive practices and at the juncture of global 
and transnational com

m
unities.
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challenges and disperses that pow
er. The turn tow

ard postcolonial 
m

odernity serves as a historical guide for interpreting the distinct 
artistic practices that have em

erged from
 the cultural context previously 

constituted under the authority of colonial m
odernity. The historical 

coordinates of this turn allow
 us to draw

 a m
ap for a series of interlocking 

argum
ents about the relationships betw

een a range of producers and 
interlocutors: artists, curators, critics, and historians; m

useum
s and cultural 

institutions.
 

In the 1990s, there occurred a rem
arkable shift in the circuits of 

contem
porary art, ow

ing to the slow
 rise to prom

inence of new
 venues for 

the display and reception of contem
porary art. This shift occurred both 

in the sites of exhibition-m
aking and in the practice of curatorship. M

ost 
im

portantly, it occurred w
ithin the changed conditions of production. 

These three elem
ents collided in the construction of the narratives of 

contem
porary art. They becam

e increasingly concerned w
ith the w

ider 
ram

ifications for contem
porary art of the discursive exclusion of art 

of m
inorities—

A
frican, A

sian, Latin A
m

erican, C
hicano, First N

ation, 
fem

ale, queer—
w

ithin W
estern societies. These debates grew

, based on the 
principles of m

ulticulturalism
 and the then-em

erging globalization.
 

The changes introduced into the field of contem
porary art by 

postcolonial politics and poetics—
including changes in exhibition practices 

and art history, changes in conditions of production, and transform
ations in 

contexts of reception and exchange, such as in m
useum

s and art m
arkets—

m
irror the geopolitical realignm

ents that have defined globalization. 
R

eticular in its links to the contexts of art-m
aking, the biennial form

 of 
exhibition-m

aking em
erged as the preem

inent global forum
 for organizing 

the m
ultiple positions of contem

porary artistic practice. B
iennials, 

especially those occurring outside Europe and N
orth A

m
erica, such as the 

influential and unabashedly ideological H
avana B

iennial, confronted and 
attacked the prem

ise of the earlier m
odernist dichotom

y that divided the 
w

orld civilizationally: betw
een enlightened cultural centers and inferior 

deculturalized peripheries, betw
een progressive avant-garde m

ainstream
s and 

atom
ized, stagnated m

argins, betw
een m

odern artists and ethnic bricoleurs.
 

N
ot only w

ere the coordinates of art-m
aking scram

bled and m
ade 

unstable in such changing global netw
orks—

w
hich now

 include D
akar, 

G
w

angju, Istanbul, Johannesburg, and C
airo—

the narratives of artistic 
production took on often heterogeneous, com

petitive, and m
utually 

contradictory logics of production. B
y recognizing the m

ultiplicity of 
approaches, the biennial m

odel, as the key site for the production of the 
new

 discourse of contem
porary art, began to disperse the centralization of 

the hom
ogeneous discursive fram

ew
ork in w

hich contem
porary art w

as 
once contem

plated. W
hile the field of contem

porary art still retains m
any 

aspects of the unevenness betw
een the resource-rich developed w

orld 
and the resource-poor parts of developing econom

ies, there is no doubt 
that the com

plexity of art-m
aking across m

any parts of the w
orld has 

been established. Places for the display of contem
porary art are no longer 
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ergency under w
hich global politics are being conducted. Identity 

and its stubborn values have served as tools for all kinds of zealous 
cultural affirm

ation. R
ecently, it has been reignited in the m

ost reductive 
and atavistic of m

odes and suddenly invested w
ith a striking positivist 

veneer in the W
estern struggle against Islam

ic radicalism
. The phantasm

 
of identity as a utopian unifier for the reclam

ation of a civilizational place 
in the W

estern past is curious given the fact that identity w
as previously 

understood, in the hands of those w
ho w

ere differenced, as the m
eans by 

w
hich they w

ere banished from
 the enlightened circle of m

odernity. 
 

Identity—
w

hether false or true, traditional or m
odern, local 

or global, religious or secular, econom
ic or cultural—

has rem
ained 

a surprisingly resilient concept, as one of the m
ajor w

ays people of all 
social stripes and ideological positionings define or reflect them

selves 
to others. Postcolonial cultural politics, to w

hich aspects of Islam
ic 

radicalism
 belong, are no different in this regard. The fact that identities 

are considered by m
any to be fictions does not m

ean that they do not carry 
durable reserves of social em

pathy in the global public sphere. H
ow

ever, 
in m

any W
estern dem

ocracies, these attributes have often becom
e freighted 

w
ith a range of m

odifiers based on exploitative dichotom
ies: foreigner 

and indigene, im
m

igrant and citizen, authentic and inauthentic, M
uslim

 
and C

hristian, terrorist and dem
ocrat, barbaric and civilized. In an age 

of terrorism
, these m

odifiers have becom
e reduced to a set of m

utually 
exclusive antagonism

s that lead to such reductive categories as “friend” 
and “enem

y.”
 

Passionate identity politics also reveal the extent to w
hich 

these differences are problem
s of culture at large. Identity represents, 

therefore, not m
erely a token of cultural affirm

ation, a sim
ple category of 

differencing, a baggage of ethnic profiling, identification, and classification 
w

ithin the rationalities of citizenship and belonging. It also illum
inates 

the cultural and political fram
ew

orks around w
hich the critical contents 

of m
odern and contem

porary culture are form
ulated and built. Part of 

art’s task is to argue the im
portance of identity as som

ething other than 
an essentialized, ossified m

odel of cultural affirm
ation in contem

porary 
cultural discourses. The claim

 is not to dism
iss identity, but rather to 

engage it in its m
any contradictions, to show

 how
 the stubborn m

yths 
of identity are relational to the dom

inant categories to w
hich they often 

respond and, as such, have real cultural uses, particularly in the practice of 
oppositional artistic initiatives.
 

For num
erous artists, postcolonial practices do not inhabit 

a m
arginal place on the global stage; instead, they are central to 

understanding the critical relationships am
ong artists of divergent 

experiences across cultures, national affiliations, institutions, and the 
historical intersection of identities in W

estern and in postcolonial societies 
found in the European and Islam

ic w
orlds. In artistic w

orks and projects, 
the postcolonial w

orld is a w
orld of conjunctions, a place of intersections, 

the point at w
hich one renegotiates dom

inant practices of inclusion and 
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I hereby proffer one am

ong m
any exam

ples I have initiated in m
y 

curatorial w
ork, w

hich I choose for its dialectical expansiveness, because 
it sought to abrogate the boundary betw

een politics and art, cultural 
production and ideological positioning, and incorporate certain form

s and 
poetics of violence and the aesthetics and ethics of contestation. In 1995, 
w

hen I began w
ork on the exhibition The Short C

entury: Independence 
and Liberation M

ovem
ents in Africa, 1945–1994, 6 I w

as not m
erely 

concerned w
ith the relationship of A

frican artists to the contem
porary 

global sphere. R
ather, in organizing the exhibition around a series of 

political attitudes and cultural disjunctures that w
ere features of A

frican 
decolonization m

ovem
ents, I thought it critically im

perative to establish 
the relationship of the artist and political w

orker through their shared 
historical affiliation. To m

y thinking, the decolonization m
ovem

ents of 
independence and liberation w

ere the historical occasions and events 
in w

hich the thesis of the exhibition developed a careful curatorial m
odel 

by consciously collapsing into one entangled inquiry the archives of 
colonial and postcolonial m

odernities. 
 

In a sense, I w
as searching for w

hat could constitute the terra 
firm

a for the undifferencing of contem
porary A

frican thought and cultural 
subjectivity, especially in light of the radical discontinuity in artistic form

s 
introduced by the institutions of colonial m

odernity. The Short C
entury 

then becam
e m

ore than an exhibition about art as a form
 of cultural 

practice, but art as the fram
ew

ork through w
hich a range of discursive 

activities could be articulated. M
y goal for the exhibition w

as to create 
not m

erely an event space for the reception of the radical proposals and 
procedures of decolonization. I w

anted it to function as a concatenation 
of places signaling the com

plexity of the contem
porary gram

m
ar of 

the postcolonial m
ultitude.

 
The broader context of contem

porary art today is situated in the 
dom

ains overseen by those artists w
hose practices first began as responses 

to m
odernism

 through versions of antim
odernism

. I associate this 
antim

odernism
 w

ith acts of engaged criticality and reflexivity. The artists’ 
antim

odernism
 is clearly linked to historical m

odels of earlier exhibition 
form

ats and to the interrogation of certain institutions’ epistem
ological 

m
ethods. W

hat has em
erged from

 this antim
odernism

 is not a product 
of the negation of m

odernism
 as such, but a broadening of it; an attem

pt 
to foreground aspects of its recalcitrant practices, the joining of the high 
and low

, the novel and the outm
oded, vernacular and cosm

opolitan, 
politics and aesthetics. These disciplinary ruptures, am

ong m
any others, 

build the constitutive heterogeneity of the language of contem
porary 

art today. B
y the sam

e token, through the historical issues raised by this 
antim

odernism
, w

e w
itness the dispersal of certain m

odernist styles and 
institutional logics.
 

I w
ant to conclude by raising the question of identity, w

hich, until 
recently, has been the m

ain lens through w
hich differenced artistic m

odels 
have often been critiqued and dism

issed. I bring it up in light of the state 
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57 This “w

rong place” im
poses an ethical lim

it. B
ut it also provides a critical 

opportunity for choice, especially as to how
 artists and curators ought now

 
to think of the place of the transnational contem

porary subject in the w
orld 

of globalization, in a netw
ork of deep entanglem

ent.
 

I have begun w
ith the anachronism

 of m
illennialism

 in the 
1990s and globalization as the founding political truth of a new

 and 
radical subjectivity, as the m

om
ent of reckoning for today’s postcolonial 

dom
ains of experience. B

ehind this historical view
 lie the troubled but 

w
ell-concealed assum

ptions that com
e w

ith its prom
ulgation: nam

ely, 
the denial of the postcolonial epiphany. Yet, form

s of artistic practice need 
not deny the roots of their reference system

s in order to attain to som
e 

posthistorical or post-ethnic bliss. The anxieties of contem
porary art today 

are reflections of its discom
fort w

ith this form
 of transcendence and its 

entanglem
ent w

ith postcolonial subjectivity. B
ut this discom

fort does 
not arise from

 the incom
m

ensurable dem
ands of the so-called relativism

 
of postm

odernism
. It com

es from
 the core recognition that postcolonialism

 
and its transnational enunciation—

not only in political and discursive 
term

s, but also in analytic and aesthetic term
s—

are today the very 
foundation of the contem

porary. 

This is an abridged version of the text that w
as first published in D

iaspora M
em

ory P
lace:  

D
avid H

am
m

ons, M
aria M

agdalena C
am

pos-P
ons, P

am
ela Z

, S
alah M

. H
assan and 

C
heryl Finley, eds. (N

ew
 York and A

m
sterdam

: P
restel and P

rince C
laus Fund Library, 2008), 

reprinted here w
ith the perm

ission of the author and P
rince C

laus Fund.
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exclusion. In fact, under the postcolonial condition, contem
porary art 

is enlivened, seen to be both com
plex and accessible. Such art, as part 

of an engaged cultural practice, offers a perspicacious view
 into how

 
dom

inant practices and the legibility of the counter-practices that have 
brought them

 coexist in crisis.
 

H
erein, the routes of exile and the dispersion of m

igration can be 
defined as a response to the late capitalist intersection of globalization 
and postcolonialism

. To the degree that the figure of the im
m

igrant has 
becom

e a specter of m
odern biopolitical discourse, as thinkers such as 

G
iorgio A

gam
ben, H

annah A
rendt, A

rjun A
ppadurai, and others rem

ind 
us, questions of place and belonging w

ill rem
ain w

ith us for a w
hile, 

not least because the tw
entieth century’s m

assive, unprecedented m
igration 

and colossal displacem
ent of peoples have continued unabated. These 

m
ovem

ents rem
ain the norm

 of the present. D
ue to the problem

s of uneven 
developm

ent and violent conflict that form
 the background to global 

m
igration, the general crisis often ascribed to the unending m

ovem
ent 

of large populations w
ill rem

ain part of the global discourse about place. 
These m

ovem
ents disturb the spatial coordinates of contem

porary dw
elling 

and place, rearticulating the ethical confrontation betw
een the stranger 

and the neighbor. The disputes that arise about the condition of place 
m

ake clear that out of the violent logic of colonization has daw
ned a new

 
order of postcolonial m

igration, one continuously em
blem

atized in the 
w

riting of new
 scripts of settling and unsettling, unhinging and rehinging 

of the national space, reim
agining national identity w

hile contradicting 
the fictions of national w

holeness and com
pleteness.

 
The agencies involved in the reinscription of space as concrete 

places convey to us, in the m
om

ent of displacem
ent, a w

holly different 
relationship to place than biennials, w

hich have offered valuable 
opportunities for new

 politics of spatial description. In the m
igrant’s 

social experience, cities and im
aginaries of far-off national spaces, 

neighborhoods, and com
m

unities are the spatial coordinates of place. They 
each engender new

 conditions of territoriality, identity, and citizenship. 
O

ut of them
, aesthetic and cultural activities em

erge as w
itnesses to the 

continuous transform
ations of the cultural and political self. Exam

ining 
the fissures of these negotiations has been the legacy of curatorial practices 
of the 1990s, as the place for the continuing undifferencing of centers 
and peripheries, w

hile investing global exhibition spaces w
ith a sense of 

radical contingency.
 

W
hether in the figuration of the visa queue or the im

m
igration 

queue—
w

hich artists w
orking in the global arena routinely endure—

their 
projects have focused critical attention on the question of open borders, 
as it encounters reactionary ideas about the integrity of the national 
space. In response, I w

ant us to think of the anom
alous, indeterm

inate, 
distorted places that enable the exorbitant designation of certain cultural 
spaces as off-lim

its to particular paradigm
s of contem

porary practice, as 
the “w

rong place” or destination for certain types of artistic subjectivity. 
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