
M+ Matters | Theorising Art Histories Globally [18 October 2014] 

www.mplusmatters.hk 

 

Heritage and Debt 
 
David Joselit 
 
 

Coming to terms with art’s globality is the fundamental challenge in art criticism today.  But 

problems arise when trying to find an adequate principle of comparison for extremely 

diverse aesthetic practices from around the world.  There have been three dominant terms or 

institutions that have played this role to date: 

1. Contemporaneity. The term contemporary has recently shifted in its meaning.  Instead of 

neutrally describing recentness, the contemporary is said to be a movement (whose shared 

characteristic is little more than happening at the same time).  I think this elevation 

of contemporary to the status of a period or style is a weak account of globalization.  Its 

principle of comparison is merely coexistence in time.  Colloquially, I call this the 

“meanwhile in Mumbai,” method of art history. 

2. Biennials. Closely related to this emphasis on contemporaneity, is the widespread 

focus on biennials as the privileged archive for an account of globalization.  Indeed, 

biennials are where the contemporary as co-temporality is defined, by bringing art from 

many parts of the world into physical proximity.  The problem with an over-

emphasis on biennials (and their commercial cousins, art fairs) is that it tends to 

erase both local histories and modes of art that cannot be exhibited in such 

exhibitions.  Relying on biennials is not unlike traveling around the world, but never 

leaving the airport. Biennials are global, but their structures and values emerge from 

Western modernism. 

3. The market. In his book What is Contemporary Art? Terry Smith makes the astonishing 

claim that Aboriginal painting in Australia may be considered contemporary because the 
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market has valued this initially indigenous practice at a level comparable to other 

contemporary artists’ prices.  He declares:  “If one compares the marketing of the 

yBas [young British artists] to that of contemporary Australian Aboriginal art, it is 

evident that despite everything that is utterly different between them (and almost 

everything is), they have both benefited from the recent collapse of the distinction 

between primary and secondary markets, from the convergence between what used 

to be the quite separate provinces of the commercial gallery/specialist dealer and the 

auction house.  None of this is accidental, although it is, precisely, fortuitous.  It is 

exactly what makes them contemporaneous to each other, and contemporary in the 

sense of being of their time.”1 

In this statement Smith makes clear what is fundamental to most accounts of globalization:  

art becomes global at the point when it can be exchanged on any world market just as one 

would exchange dollars for yen, or euros for RMB.  In other words, globalization is 

imagined as a giant art fair.  In my current book project, Heritage and Debt, I seek instead to 

identify a deep dialectical structure to art’s globalization, acknowledging that not every artist 

from everywhere is “global” but rather that globality implies the necessity of adopting an 

international style, which both appropriates and represses indigenous modes of creativity. 

For every practice such as Aboriginal art that, according to Smith, enters into the same 

market as western art stars like the yBas, there are many other practices that do not pass the 

threshold of globality.  I adopt the phrase Heritage and Debt because I believe it manifests the 

ratio between that which is inherited from a culture and that which it owes to other cultures. 

In other words, it makes it possible to understand the economic and political power 

dynamics hidden by the closely interwoven categories of analysis I have enumerated—the 

contemporary, biennials and the market—by admitting that in such global exchanges some 
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expressions are considered authentic instances of heritage, while others are understood as 

derivative—as indebted to foreign, and primarily western traditions to which they arrive 

belatedly. 

 

Let me start with an axiom.  It may be overly simple or even crude, but I think it will open 

up a way of understanding what happens to art under conditions of globalization.  As there 

were “Three Worlds” during the Cold War period, I believe there were, correspondingly, 

three predominant image worlds during the same period that may be categorized as: 1) Modern 

art, linked geographically to the developed or first world as represented by Jackson Pollock’s 

drip painting, which inspired modes of abstraction internationally; 2) Socialist Realist art 

which is equally as modern, if not modernist, and was also a genuine international style 

typically associated with the “second world” of state socialism and its sphere of influence as 

exemplified by Dong Xiwen’s painting The Founding Ceremony of the Nation (1951).  Finally, 3) 

There are indigenous aesthetic practices, only retroactively considered—if at all—in the 

context of art.  One example is Kente cloth, made of interwoven cloth strips and native to 

the Akan people of Ghana and the Ivory Coast.  So we might conclude then that the three 

worlds of the Cold War order roughly corresponded to three modes of image production:  

the modernist, the socialist realist, and the indigenous. 

 

But art production’s actual conditions worldwide are much more complex than such a strict 

geographical stratification suggests.  For in each of the zones I have mentioned (i.e., the 

three worlds according to normative geopolitical divisions) there were also three internal  or 

domestic art worlds, which, if not identical, or equally weighted from place to place, all 

contributed to an interpenetration of the three types of image streams I’ve identified:  the 
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modernist, the realist (socialist or otherwise), and the indigenous. Let’s work through our list 

one more time. In the United States, like much of the developed world, realist traditions 

persisted alongside modernist painting, often associated, as in the case of Norman Rockwell 

with popular culture as opposed to the state ideologies that regulated socialist realism in the 

so-called Communist bloc.  Moreover, it is well known that indigenous forms of Native 

American image practices—associated more closely with ritual and healing than with western 

definitions of art—were an enormous influence not only on Pollock but on many of his 

Abstract Expressionist colleagues.  Second, in China for instance an underground or 

unofficial art movement known as the ‘85 Art New Wave, and that culminated in the 

landmark exhibition “China/Avant-Garde” in 1989, was one of several important tendencies 

deeply informed by Western modernism and directed toward aesthetic and political forms of 

activism.  Finally, ancient practices of Chinese ink painting persisted through their own 

dedicated institutions of training and exhibition, even if it was transformed as 

“experimental,” according to Wu Hung’s and others accounts of this history.  Finally, in our 

African example, we may encounter at least three genres of art practice. The artist El Anatsui 

has built a global career in part through adapting some of the formal techniques of Kente 

cloth to the production of striking textile-like works often composed of discarded fragments 

like thousands of Nigerian liquor bottle caps pieced together with copper wire.  And in the 

realist mode, wooden coffins made in the shape of such things as airplanes or Mercedes 

Benz cars are part of practice in Ghana—somewhere between indigenous and modernist--

sharing many of the qualities of a realist tradition, and whose delirious designs have been 

celebrated in international art communities. 
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To sum up, then, I am arguing that during the Cold War era—the era of three worlds—there 

are also three registers of images that, on the one hand, correspond geographically to those 

three worlds, but on the other stratify each national—or local--art world.  The modernist, 

the realist (whether socialist realist, folk realist, or capitalist realist), and the indigenous tend 

to circulate in their own separate spheres, both internationally and nationally.  My 

proposition is that the boundaries of these separate image spheres had begun to break down 

in a variety of dramatic ways by 1989, as indexed in several important exhibitions and art 

events occurring at that time, ranging from “Magiciens de la terre” in Paris in 1989 to the 3rd 

Havana Biennal of the same year.  I will call such interpenetration of the three visual 

registers “image deregulation,” both because it signals a greater porousness in the boundaries 

between the three spheres, and also because it corresponds to a global economic dynamic in 

the 1980s which is essential to any understanding of globalization.  I am referring, of course, 

of the deregulation of markets that occurred under the tutelage of the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund during the 1980s.  As Nobel-prize winning economist Joseph 

E. Stiglitz writes in his Globalization and its Discontents:   

The most dramatic change in these [international financial] institutions occurred in 

the 1980s, the era when Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher preached free market 

ideology in the United States and the United Kingdom. The IMF and the World 

Bank became the new missionary institutions through which these ideas were pushed 

on the reluctant poor countries that often badly needed their loans and grants.  The 

ministries of finance in poor countries were willing to become converts, if necessary, 

to obtain the funds, though the vast majority of government officials, and, more to 

the point, people in these countries remained skeptical.2 
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One of the effects of financial deregulation on emerging markets was their “invasion” by 

formerly colonial powers in a neo-colonial (and neo-liberal) gambit to place controls on local 

economies, and thus influence national and regional politics.  Something analogous happens 

as the art world globalizes:  we witness the installation of western infrastructures of biennials, 

art fairs, museums, and galleries built by elites around the world.  In short, economic 

liberalization and cultural modernization work hand in hand.  The deregulation of image worlds, as 

I’m describing it, has had the effect of pluralizing the places of origin from which art can 

circulate globally (which doesn’t mean, as I’ve stated, that every kind of art can pass the 

threshold into global circulation).  In order to become global, a new kind of image world was 

required—both outside and inside the west-- which re-orders the three registers that 

dominated the cold war:  modernist, realist, and indigenous.  This new global image world is 

produced from an accommodation—or ratio—between heritage and debt.  The notion of 

heritage is self-evident:  it refers to the cultural genealogy of a particular location.  Traditional 

or indigenous forms—sometimes very ancient ones—are folded into contemporary practice 

in order to singularize the art production of a particular place.  By debt, I mean to indicate a 

relation with modernism from outside of one’s time or place:  what, in pejorative terms in an 

art context is called “derivative.”  This historicizing relation is as present in the traditional 

centers of modernism as it is beyond them, as the prevalence of various forms of 

appropriation in the Euro-American art worlds of the 80s attests. But the heritage/debt ratio 

outside of traditional Euro-American art centers is of course very different.  Indeed, the 

financial analogy is once more relevant here.  The IMF and the World Bank have been 

charged with putting controls and pressures on its client economies in the developing world 

through debt.  As Maurizio Lazzarato contends in his brilliant and trenchant book, The 

Making of Indebted Man: 
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Neoliberalism governs through multiple power relations: creditor-debtor, capital-

labor, welfare programs-user, consumer-business, etc.  But debt is a universal power 

relation, since everyone is included in it.  Even those too poor to have access to 

credit must pay interest to creditors through the reimbursement of public debt; even 

countries too poor for a Welfare State must repay their debts.3 

It is not merely metaphorical to say that global art today owes a “debt” to the international 

styles first invented in the West, prominently if not exclusively the traditions of abstract 

painting and conceptual art.  Image deregulation puts modernist, realist, and indigenous 

image worlds from all over the world on the same playing field, but this also makes it 

possible to assert that such worlds that have been historically marginal to the modernist 

canon owe a debt to the West—in other words, to claim that they are derivative.  The 

introduction of heritage into the equation, I believe, is meant to mitigate, if not repay this 

debt. 

 

Debt is an extra-territorial form of control.  It’s a means by which, for instance, bankers in 

New York may affect the lives of ordinary people in Buenos Aires.  Or, conversely, bankers 

in Beijing may affect the lives of ordinary people in New York. During the 1990s, and 

especially in the protests against the World Trade Organization (or WTO) during its meeting 

in Seattle in 1999  the nature of debt as a neo-imperial form of sovereignty was widely 

recognized.  Art, like debt, is extra-territorial. In other words it creates conditions of 

collective identification that are not limited by physical boundaries.  The extra-territoriality 

of art may have deeply exclusionary effects, as when it becomes little more than a network 

for asserting the power of mobile international elites through the foundation of new global 

museums tied to the hegemonic interests of mega-collectors.  But art’s extra-territoriality 
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may also have very powerful progressive effects. The political theorist and photo historian 

Ariella Azoulay has forcefully argued that there is a “citizenry of photography.”4  What this 

means to her is that by entering into the social transaction of photography (by taking a 

picture or allowing one’s picture to be taken, for example) a set of rights and responsibilities 

are presumed among all who participate, whether willingly or not. As an Israeli activist in 

support of Palestinian rights Azoulay sees progressive political potential in this virtual or 

imagined mode of citizenry, whereby, for instance, Palestinian subjects who do not enjoy full 

rights of citizenship in their homeland under Israeli occupation, may in fact make claims to a 

global public through their belonging in the “citizenry of photography.”  As Ahlam Shibli 

photograph from the series Death: Al-Yasmina neighborhood, Nablus, November 1, 2011 

documenting the aftermath of the second Intifada (2000-2005) works on at least two 

registers in this regard: as a portrait of the living and a portrait of the dead.  It is a 

demonstration of how photography functions to constitute an imagined civil society.  As the 

artist herself puts it, “Death exhibits some of the ways in which the ones who are absent 

become present again—‘represented’…  The representations designate any person who lost 

his or her life as a result of the Israeli occupation of Palestine: a martyr.”5  I myself saw this 

photograph in Paris, not in Palestine.  It called on me, as an American Jew, to acknowledge a 

community to which I do not belong territorially, or ethnically, but which I could in fact join 

imaginatively.  One might even say that in its reinvention of an Islamic heritage of martyrdom, 

it presents me (and many others like and unlike me) with a debt to be paid.  It is a poignant 

instantiation of the responsibilities of global citizenship, as formulated through the complex 

dialectic of heritage and debt. 
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