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Society Guidance (Part 1)

What compels us to link the present situation with a past
moment? How do we prevent such a discourse from becoming
maudlin retrospection? Our attempt to answer these questions
must proceed from a single premise: yesterday’s problems are
also today’s problems. More specifically, the cultural dilemmas
we now face are rooted in the not-so-distant past. Artists and
researchers today, both young and old, must consider how to
better coexist with the world. When art and culture no longer
operate at the spiritual vanguard of the era, is it possible for us
to work alongside the pubilic to build another kind of culture?

In a certain sense, the nineties in China were a time when the
work of art lost its aura and began to take up more worldly
concerns. During this decade, societal progress was an external
force, driving rapid and coercive mobility. People had to
immerse themselves in the overwhelming currents of this reality,
from which all individuals were also estranged. Ren Jian (b.
1955, Liaoning province), for one, wandered between different
cities, throwing himself into the cultural milieu of each urban
landscape—a physical exile dedicated to spiritual construction.
Chen Shaoxiong (1962-2016, Guangdong province) purposefully
banished himself: though he lived in Guangzhou, he also
alienated himself from it, styling himself as a tourist. In 1996,
Wang Jin (b. 1962, Shanxi province) erected a thirty-meter-long
wall made of ice outside the entrance to a store in Zhengzhou,
Henan. Within the ice, he embedded expensive consumer
products; all were eventually stolen. Earlier, in 1992, Wang
created another wall-themed artwork: he took bricks from
Beijing’s old city wall and painted images of American dollars
onto them. “Walls” and “bricks,” symbols of sturdiness, thus
crumbled within this new, profane context. Propelled by the
social forces of the nineties, all that was solid melted into air, an
internal dissipation of power.

While the nineties brought about an acute crisis of individuality,
they also incubated a sense of longing for the new era. An
episode of the popular early-nineties sitcom Stories from the
Editorial Board, for example, had an unexpected science-fiction
plotline: the editorial team of the magazine Society Guidance
welcomes a humanoid “robot with artificial intelligence” into their
ranks. She is introduced as part of a new generation of office
automation, and the script plays out like a comedic version of
Blade Runner. But the episode has a twist ending: all along, the
“robot” was merely a human impersonator, one who has come to
the realization that the intellectuals of this editorial department
are just ordinary people like her. This comedic touch reveals
the era’s cultural imagination, its practical realities, and the
dialectical relationship between technology and humanity. Ideals,
the quotidian world, technological ethics—these overlapping
contradictions remain today, when futurist fantasies are even more
relevant. As the name of the magazine, Society Guidance also hints
at the feeling of uncertainty that beset individuals in this decade
of shifting values. In his essay “Crossing the Century’s End,” New
History Group member Ye Niu wrote that the collective hoped
to sketch out a grand program akin to that of the Modernists—a
united direction for all society. In the end, it was unavoidable that
such an endeavor would come to naught.

The working methodology of the exhibition “Society Guidance”
is to see these works as a frame of reference for a specific time.
They connect present with past, allowing us to experience
the mood of exile so prevalent in the nineties. They clearly
outline the brief period of contemporary Chinese history under
consideration here, offering a set of temporal bearings to review
the cultural orientations of this era. Finally, they raise a key
question: If art is deprived of its vanguard cultural status, what
new “guides” to the self might artists and researchers require?



