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The tyranny of taste
cultural citizenship

This paper examines the interaction between the ‘tyranny of taste’ and the art practice of Chinese-Australian artists. In
discussing how the production and reception of their artwork are measured against mainstream artistic criteria, | hope to
move beyond criticism of the Australian government’s multicultural policy and to feature within diaspora studies inquiries
on the cultural rights of migrants.
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Australia

By Wang Yiyan

Pierre Bourdieu argues that critics need to realize that the
producers of the value of a work of art are usually other
than the artists themselves (1995: 229). I would argue that
this is even more the case with migrant artists, especially
before they grasp the rules of the ‘field’ in their adopted soci-
ety. Itis one thing to have a ‘multicultural’ society where dias-
pora communities live and thrive; it is quite another for a
society’s high culture to absorb values and aesthetics from
other traditions. The latter, although it happens all the time,
takes much longer and remains at the mercy of members of
the dominant class who determine the value of works of art.

Migrant artists can at times become agents in initiating
changes of taste within the art establishment. They are, how-
ever, rarely part of the decision-making process. Although
their multicultural or ‘exotic’ aesthetics may be appreciated,
or even valued, the degree to which they are able to attain cul-
tural citizenship and exercise their cultural rights remains
questionable. In other words, they may not be able to choose
‘styles of language, cultural models, narratives, discourses
that people use to make sense of their society, interpret their
place in it’, according to Gerard Delanty (2002: 66).

Rules of art

Bourdieu posits an analogy between the rules governing
art and language. Speakers of a language subscribe to an over-
arching system; while individual usage varies, individuals
are aware of the boundaries of the system which prescribe

acceptable limits on variation. The production and reception
of creative art work in a similar way. While artists strive for
individuality, their expression must remain within the aes-
thetic system determined by the class of value producers in
a given society. Artists exercise their choice within the sys-
tem, even when they are deliberately subverting it.

Bourdieu’s theory, as he himself explains, is drawn from
observing individual artists and writers of similar cultural
backgrounds, namely, people who share and understand the
implicit aesthetic values of a society. The rules of art, there-
fore, pose problems to most artists coming from outside that
society. For migrant artists, especially those from different
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, life in the new country
often begins with a traumatic fall in social standing. Bewil-
derment over aesthetic choices soon follows, before they real-
ize they have to learn anew systems of cultural signs, lin-
guistic codes, artistic expressions and, sometimes more
pertinently, ways to befriend the art establishment.

Exceptions can be found, of course, when notions of beau-
ty or humour coincide. Creative works can be appreciated by
audiences from different cultural backgrounds, when ‘out-
side’ artists strike a chord with the ‘inside’ audience. Appre-
ciation, however, may not be based on the understanding of
intended messages and references. Unfortunately for
migrant artists, acquaintance with the rules may take years
to acquire or may never happen.

continved on page 6 >
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Many artists from China over the past decade have, how-
ever, managed to familiarize themselves with rules of the
Australian art field. John McDonald, an Australian art critic,
believes that Chinese art is changing the face of Australia.
He notes that ‘barely a week goes by in Sydney and Mel-
bourne nowadays without a Chinese exhibition or art event,
or without Chinese émigrés featuring prominently in some
competition or group show’ (McDonald 2002: 18). McDon-
ald terms the increasing acceptance of Chineseness in Aus-
tralia’s art establishment ‘the Cultural Revolution’.

Diaspora and Chineseness

Alongside the radical changes to their personal and pro-
fessional lives, the artwork of Chinese migrant artists in
Australia has undergone transformation in nearly all
respects — from subject matter, media, form, and use of
colour, to the very basic techniques of expression and exe-

‘artists exercise their choice within the
system, even when they
are deliberately subverting it’

cution. The greatest change, however, is in the audience —
the enormous gap between the expectations of the Chinese
authoritarian art establishment and the free market art field
of Australia. Needless to say, Chinese migrant artists did
not share with the Australian art establishment an under-
standing of what constitutes art — its production, reception,
marketing and social function. How to create art that speaks
to the Australian audience is the fundamental challenge

‘the choices open to migrant artists are
limited — the ethnic artist is subjected
to the unwritten rules of art and the
tastes of an unfamiliar society’

Zhou Xiaoping Dancing 2002 ink on rice paper & on canvas 180 x 28ocm

‘it is one thing to have a ‘multicultural’
society where diaspora communities
live and thrive; it is quite
another for a society’s high culture
to absorb values and aesthetics from
other traditions’

Chinese-Australian artists continue to face and each must
find an answer in his or her own artistic language.

While its manifestations vary, ‘Chineseness’ is a common
feature in the works of Chinese-Australian artists. The rela-
tionship between their work and Chineseness is often para-
doxical: on the one hand, they need to cater to Australian
taste, which may or may not welcome overt expressions of
Chineseness in visual form; on the other hand, if Chinese-
ness and the element of exotica is totally absent, it is even
harder for Chinese-Australian artists to claim space in the
Australian art market. The balance is a delicate one, and
expressions have to be subtle or innovative. Naturally, the
market eventually makes its own selections. One can always
eroticise one’s Chineseness but it is the art field that decides
if one has done so artistically and tastefully.

Opposing McDonald’s optimism about the success of
Chinese artists in Australia, another art critic, Ben Genoc-
chio at The Australian newspaper, notes that Chinese artists
remain a closed community. Genocchio believes their lack
of interaction with the wider Australian environment will
see their popularity dwindle in a few years’ time, making
them irrelevant to the history of Australian art (Gennochio
2002).

Cultural citizenship

The point here is not whether one agrees with McDonald
or with Genocchio, but that Chinese-Australian artists are
largely irrelevant to such debates. The field, rather than the
artists themselves, will decide whether Australian art histo-
ry will write Chinese-Australian artists in or leave them out.
This is why cultural citizenship is a crucial issue at this point
in time — after Australia has given migrants political citi-
zenship, it is time for notions of citizenship to factor in cul-
tural rights and practices.

Gerard Delanty (2002: 66) argues that cultural citizenship
has two equally important aspects: the cultural rights of indi-
vidual citizens and the political institutionalisation of such
cultural rights. He places particular emphasis on access to
the dominant language — its styles and forms, cultural mod-
els, narratives and discourses — the tools people need to make
sense of their society, interpret their place in it, determine
courses of action and make demands for further political and
cultural rights. The learning component of citizenship,
Delanty insists, must be seen not only in individual terms
but as a medium of social construction, through which indi-
vidual experience becomes collective learning, ultimately to
be realized in social institutions.

Courtesy of the artist. Private collection
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Wang Xu Sydney Scene 1996 Chinese ink and colour on rice paper

70 x 130cm. Private collection

In my interviews with Chinese-Australian artists, some
stated that language remains the key obstacle to their pro-
fessional development. Without English competence, they
remain unable to exchange ideas with their peers — other than
those using the same ethnic language. The importance of
English competence in their profession has to do with under-
standing the rules of art. Without English, the path to pro-
fessional development is much longer and full of pitfalls,
such as inadequate translations and delays in the transmis-
sion of ideas and news on cultural events. For the acquisition
of new ideas, most artists still rely on Chinese-language mate-
rials. In communicating, many still feel desperately trapped
and inhibited.

‘if Chineseness and the element of
exotica is totally absent,
it is even harder for Chinese-
Australian artists to claim space in the
Australian art market’

The inability to speak English in Australia entails at least
a partial deprivation of one’s cultural rights. This is very dif-
ferent from the predicament faced by Chinese ‘diasporic
intellectuals’ who cannot speak Chinese (Ang 2001: vii), at
least as far as cultural citizenship is concerned. Not speak-
ing Chinese does not keep cosmopolitan, transnational, dias-
poric intellectuals from actively participating in their chosen
areas of social and cultural life in Australian society. Not
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Wang Xu Sitting Man 2000 acrylic on paper 59 x 84cm. Private collection

Guo Jian Trigger

Happy 9 1999 oil on
canvas 180 x 200cm

Courtesy of the artist and Ray Hughes Galleries, Australia. Private collection

speaking English raises innumerable barriers for artists want-
ing to transcend ethnicity.

Envoi

Australia as an open society has given Chinese migrant
artists the space and opportunity to pursue their profession-
al goals. The social policy of multiculturalism encourages
cultural interaction and allows artists from different back-
grounds to engage in creative work. However, it is important
to realize that the choices open to migrant artists are limited
— the ethnic artist is subjected to the unwritten rules of art
and the tastes of an unfamiliar society.

Cultural citizenship becomes feasible only after migrant
artists have survived disadvantaged economic and social posi-
tions, and above all, linguistic deprivation. The rules of art
and multicultural aesthetics are, for migrant artists, friend
and foe. Many Chinese-Australian artists have successfully
met the expectations of the art field and have found their own
voice while bridging different traditions. And from artistic
success, one may indeed aspire to the further attainment of

cultural citizenship in their newly adopted home. €

The cover illustration is by Shen Jiawei, The Third World. Oil on can-
vas 259 x 356cm, 2002. | gratefully acknowledge Professor John
Clark and Dr Yao Souchou, departments of Art History and Anthro-
pology, University of Sydney, and Dr Margaret Bradstock, depart-
ment of English, University of New South Wales, for advice and

help in preparing this essay.
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