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This text was a chapter in a book about the School of Missing Studies, a project begun 

in 2003 by BikvanderPol in which a student group was challenged to think about 

what was missing from their information bank and how they could access forms of 

knowledge that are not transparent to the academy. My text uses the School of 

Missing Studies to explore some of the implications of the demodern.  

 

When Bik Van der Pol set up the School of Missing Studies in 2003, it would have 

been hard to believe that it would become such a long-lasting and accurate comment 

on the exclusions of art and academia. The recent period of cultural, political and 

economic history can most easily be described as a climate in which ‘there is no 

alternative’ (TINA), a phrase first attributed to the nineteenth-century liberal 

philosopher Herbert Spencer. The phrase was adopted even more forcefully by those 

late twentieth-century neoliberals who wanted to revive his belief in the survival of 

the fittest as an economic doctrine and self-improvement as the only route to 

emancipation. Over the last twenty-five years, TINA has extended its reach over 

economic and social theory to include full spectrum domination as what could be 

termed ‘the general neoliberal consensus’, occupying the mindsets of most national 

governments and states, all international political and financial unions such as the 

World Bank or IMF, as well as democratic political parties and mainstream media 

opinion. TINA has become the language of all these so-called pragmatists and 

realists, whatever function they perform. As consumer subjects, the rest of the people 

who are integrated into the world economy are faced with an endless choice of small 

differences in which a bigger debate about values and systems of government and 

decision-making is stagnant or silenced. 

 

At the political and economic level, the intractable assertion of TINA is starting to 

have unwelcome consequences, even for its most devoted followers, and a challenge 

of some kind is looming on the horizon. The neofascist reformers hold the upper hand 

in these discourses of change now (2016), but it may not be so for long. Alternative 

economic systems (such as the Economy for the Common Good) and alternative 

politics (such as David Vvan Reybrouck’s Against Elections) are emerging as 



fundamental oppositions to TINA’s value systems and liberalism more generally. In 

culture, or more specifically for this text in the professional and commercial visual art 

field, TINA has played a rather different role. While much of the recent production 

and distribution of art has conformed to the doctrines of the free market and state 

subsidy of culture has been aligned with private and commercial interests, the content 

of art has not had to adopt the TINA belief system in quite the same way as corporate  

CEOs, economists and politicians. The discipline of the market has had a different 

effect. In art fairs, museums and biennales across the five continents one is most 

likely to encounter strong critiques of liberal traditions, observe flaws in the 

neoliberal model, hear the voices of those excluded from the mainstream media and 

and explore parts of human life beyond the range of the narrow democratic political 

debate. This has been without doubt an important outlet for alternative thinking in 

general though it cannot pass without comment that the most conspicuous 

beneficiaries of TINA regularly acquire those critical artworks. While we in the art 

world would be foolish to throw our critical art away too lightly, artists and curators 

who feel committed to art as a means towards developing an alternative 

consciousness and value system have to contend with the fact that twenty-five years 

of critical art has produced little in the way of actual political and economic change. 

Inequality has risen, politics has become decadent and self-interested and the media, 

mainstream and social, is more unbalanced than ever.  

 

It might therefore be time to question why an artistic engagement for emancipation 

and justice has been so unsuccessful. While it seems that art might be the last zone of 

free thought under the TINA doctrines, where alternatives can be given a public 

hearing, it might also be that art is the field where such thinking can be safely released 

into the world with the assurance that it will have no effect on actual power relations. 

These aspects are reminiscent of the role of the jester or fool in feudal courts, where 

he can speak truth to the king as long as he remains without real effect. What is 

missing then for art to play a fuller role in the production of real social, cultural, 

political and economic alternatives in the years ahead? 

 

In attempting an answer to this question, I want to turn to a concept that is older than 

TINA but of a similar nature. Modernity, at least as it has generally been understood, 

is a creation variously dated to the start of European colonialism in the late fifteenth 



century or the industrial revolution in the eighteenth. Like TINA, in its real existing 

forms modernity posits an inevitability about its victory and seeks to eliminate other 

choices as irrational or unscientific. It declares anything that is not modern to be 

primitive or mediaeval, ascribing to its opponents an identity as an anachronistic 

survival that time will eventually wash away. The imposition of technological 

progress, economic growth and material improvement is an unquestioned part of the 

process of becoming modern and this modernity, with its later formalization in the 

term modernism, is at the core of art’s contemporary understanding of itself.  

 

One may well ask, from the point of view of a (white, male, European) socialist or a 

moderate old liberal, what the problem is with modernity, especially in contrast with 

TINA? It accommodates left, centre and right thinking across political and cultural 

lines with relative ease, and each part of the ideological spectrum can find something 

in modernity that satisfies its arguments. In fact, modernity captures more fully the 

idea that there is no alternative and even bitter enemies have bought into its general 

theses.  

 

Problems begin however when we ask about the identity of the ones determining that 

modernity is the only way: they are, in the vast majority white, male, European 

powerbrokers or those whose interests they serve. For modernity as a process is 

understood as being owned and originated by Europeans and their white colonial 

extensions. It is a particular worldview that has been universalized through crushing 

military power and, as the rest of the world begins to play a more active role in global 

affairs with the changes in the balance of power over the past two decades, modernity 

becomes increasingly problematic as the vision of our collective future. Above all, its 

intimacy not to say indistinction from colonialism is something that renders 

modernity no longer fit for purpose across the planet. As the world begins the slow 

journey away from European hegemony, and as neoliberal hegemony and the TINA 

doctrine are questioned, the forces of decoloniality and demodernity are likely to 

gather strength. 

 



Two short quotes might suffice to lay out this argument more clearly. The first is from 

Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth from 1961:1  

 

. . . colonialism is not simply content to impose its rule upon the present and 

the future of a dominated country. Colonialism is not satisfied merely with 

holding a people in its grip and emptying the native’s brain of all form and 

content. By a kind of perverse logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed 

people, and distorts it, disfigures and destroys it. 

 

The second is from Walter Mignolo in 2007:2 

 

The crooked rhetoric that naturalizes ‘modernity’ as a universal global process 

and point of arrival hides its darker side, the constant reproduction of 

‘coloniality’. In order to uncover the perverse logic that Fanon pointed out 

underlying the philosophical conundrum of modernity/coloniality and the 

political and economic structure of imperialism/colonialism, we must consider 

how to decolonize the ‘mind’ (Thiongo) and the ‘imaginary’ (Gruzinski) that 

is, knowledge and being.  

 

For the future of art as an emancipatory tool, Mignolo’s insistence on decolonizing is 

essential, though as art largely plays the role of the fool in TINA or modern societies, 

the adoption of decolonial thinking will be a relatively quarantined affair unless it 

reaches far into the system and its institutional behaviour. While much is already 

happening at the level of the individual artists it needs to go further in collaboration 

with the major art institutions and commercial structures. Here, Bik Van der Pol’s 

work with the School of Missing Studies in different cities around the world is an 

excellent example of what can be done. By thinking forms of decoloniality through 

education and collective investigation of the world in an institutional way, through the 

School of Missing Studies, they point at the necessity not only to make different art 

objects but to shape a different art world. In response, art institutions need to embrace 

 
1 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London: 
Penguin Books, [1961] 2001), p169 
2 Walter Mignolo, ‘Delinking’, in Cultural Studies, no. 2–3, vol. 21, 2007, 450. doi: 
10.1080/09502380601162647. 



the opportunities of decoloniaity from the inside and to repurpose themselves. The 

goal must be to get decolonial thinking to reach into the cultural and political spheres, 

and that can only happen through the mediation of major art institutions – academies, 

exhibitions, museums and collections. In the case of museums especially, they need to 

redirect their assumptions about history and the writing of the artistic narrative of the 

past through their collected objects and being to speak out decolonial narratives not as 

deviances or alternatives but as mainstream and unavoidable.  

 

To achieve this will require patience and perhaps some confrontations with the past. I 

suspect that the decolonial alone cannot carry such a burden, or that the thinking 

about colonialism needs to carry with it a fundamental reassesment of the doctrines 

for modernity – doctrines that have become so heavy and burdensome to European 

culture and society that it is hardly able to move. Therefore, alongside and as a 

subcategory of decoloniality, I would like to propose a process of demodernising 

museums as a way of thinking demodernity in society. Perhaps art’s weakness in 

influencing the actual world of politics and economy provides a reason for exploring 

the demodern. To discuss demodernising at this stage in politics would arguably 

strengthen the religious right both of all creeds that want to reassert theocratic control. 

Indeed part of the appeal of Da’esh, the US Republicans, the BJP in India or the 

Israeli right is its anti-modern, anti-secular position. But, just as with TINA, resisting 

the neofascists does not mean simply defending the corrupt status quo. Better then to 

use the powerlessness of the art world to develop the ideas around demodernity until 

the time that, together with ideas of common good and alternative democracy, it can 

emerge into the wider public sphere.  

 

This step towards the ‘demodern’ would also always be alongside the decolonial. It is 

a form of artistic and curatorial thinking that would attempt to unmake the modernist 

form and its assumptions not through critique but through turning away from its 

languages of abstraction and the search for formal modernist coherence. It would 

throw into question the modern rhetoric of progress and the horizon of a new utopian 

order that is already largely discredited but not yet replaced. It would attempt to 

include the peoples, classes and subjects that modernism defined as backward or 

marginal. Demodern thinking is also a way to tell a new narrative about modernism 

and modernity in museum collections by locating modern artworks within a Euro-



American modernist mythology and understanding the modern cult as a tribal cultural 

tradition that was enacted in major urban conurbations such as New York or Berlin. It 

would in this way reject modernist claims to universalism and the singular story of 

modern art’s development originating in the international hegemony New York’s 

Museum of Modern Art in favour of pluralist forms and narratives and in acting in the 

present with the people in reach of each local institution.  

 

To be more specific, let’s tackle one fundamental aspect of visual art, namely the 

primacy of visuality in judging the quality of a work of art. This might seem to be a 

relatively uncontroversial characteristic of a visual art but we shall see that precisely 

looking and viewing, the sense that appears most quintessential to art, is, in its artistic 

application, a colonial trope that justifies European occupation of places that it refuses 

to see. Starting with the discoveries of Renaissance perspective in painting as a part of 

the birth of western modernity, we can understand that ‘space’ is suddenly understood 

as something that can be created on or within a flat surface and that this space is 

visible only as it extends from the eyes of individuals standing in a superior, 

privileged position in relation to the scene that is unfolding before them. The artist, or 

the commissioner of the painting through the artist, is in a position to make this scene 

infinitely pliable to their desire. They had gained control over a sovereign view that 

both determined the environment and had privileged observation rights over it. 

Equally, this virtual space was only accessible to vision. It had no smell, touch, sound 

or taste, which was a loss but also a reason to ascribe superiority to the sense of sight. 

Such an application of vision as a way to conjure the world into existence has many 

implications. It allows the individual to centre themselves in the world and to see 

space as a virtual and abstract concept, one that is first created with the eye but can 

later be used as a way to imagine what is not yet there and conjure it up before the 

eyes. This power can quickly transfer into reality, especially as new territories were 

opened up by colonialism in which existing forms of occupation were often invisible 

to the European gaze. In this way, the multiple, embodied and rich confusion of a 

‘place’ with all its contradictions and activities can be quite easily replaced by this 

thin, visual notion of ‘space’ as something that is mastered through the sight of the 

viewer. Newly arriving colonists therefore could recognize what they saw through the 

idea of perspective painting that had already given them a means to see unknown or 

unvisited lands. Confronted again by the colonial space of the unknown, it is 



relatively easy to transfer the experience of viewing paintings to providing permission 

for the empowered elite of Europe to see abstract space rather than embodied place 

and to legitimize its reshaping through conquest and mastery.  

 

This idea of perspective, of projecting a space before the eyes, can be understood as 

one of the the foundations of modern European art, yet it can also easily be 

understood as the basis for a justification of individualism (the privileged 

viewer/owner) and creative power (the determination of the subject of the image). To 

accept this argument necessarily means that the modern insistence on visuality needs 

to be questioned for the consequences that it brings and that artists and art institutions 

need to understand the problem with colonialism/modernism in today’s world.  

 

The demodern implications are quite extensive. They extend from such a fundamental 

idea as the visuality of visual art to the forms of disciplinary organization in 

institutions. For instance, the political and cultural merits of the deterrorialized white 

cube space becomes problematic when set against the significance of the space/place 

dichotomy. The white cube is both a dislocated nowhere (or in colonial terms a terra 

nullius) and a simple extension of Renaissance perspective into three dimensions 

reproduced endlessly in modern art museums and galleries. Neither option takes 

account of the decolonial desire to place and pluralise our activities and a successfully 

demodern visual art would have to demand a plurality of kinds of exhibition spaces, 

as well as a demotion of the primacy of colonial visuality in critical assessments of an 

artwork’s quality. 

 

The implications also extend beyond the architecture of modernity to its functions, 

such as education. Most forms of modernity demanded ever-greater specialization that 

only allowed a partial view of a condition or situation that excluded much of 

relevance in a search for rational and scientific methods. The modern always ignored 

the overview or the holistic approach, something that can be most obviously 

understood today perhaps in the failure of neoliberal economic theory to account for 

climate change, irrational human behavior, or values that are other than monetary 

ones. In doing so, it has not been able to improve human life conditions for any but a 

small minority despite its best intentions.  

 



This blindness to the whole was something that even extended to urban planning and 

that hugely effected the development of a colonial city like São Paulo that was 

divided internally on the basis of infrastructure needed for the elite class and that 

separated its archives and histories in ways that disable or hinder any attempts by the 

oppressed to understand how they fit into the wider picture of exploitation and in 

whose interests the city is changed. Such divide and rule tactics are continued in 

academia across the world today and much of this failing western modernity is still in 

place everywhere. In this sense, demodern thinking, as a companion to the decolonial, 

would be an appropriate way to understand the ambitions of the School of Missing 

Studies to do away with disciplinary specializations and look for the gaps and the 

weaknesses in official institutional curricula while not being certain of what is needed 

or might be found. It offers a forum in which to talk about the things that are lacking 

and a parasitical tool to weaken some of the ugliest assumptions of modern society 

and its institutions. As such the School of Missing Studies is one answer to how we 

can talk about the things that have been lost or don’t yet exist but that might need to 

be created in order for a decolonial, demodern and just future to unfold.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 How to (talk about) things that don’t exist was one version of the title of the 31st 
São Paulo Biennial where BikvanDerPol and the School of Missing Studies were 
participants. 


