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In this essay I will consider the position of some strands of 

contemporary art in relation to the current state of cultural evolution in 

Western countries. I will attempt to elucidate how in my view some 

contemporary art has emphasised the fruits of cultural relativism by vividly 

representing the ambiguities of contemporary life, in some cases using also a 

desecrating, violent and obscene language. I will propose that art should 

exploit its potential to move from the sole representation of ambiguities to an 

attempt to solve them, through creative rediscovery of beauty.  

 

 The cultural landscape in Western countries nowadays is extremely 

complex and diversified and it is certainly difficult to tell which is the leading 

culture of the day, or to indicate what system of thought typifies, say, the 

contemporary European or North American citizen. If one wishes to know 

something about this diversity, one orderly way to proceed may be that of 

distinguishing between cultures that appeal to relativism and cultures that 

appeal to absolutes. Relativism states that for a given field of knowledge there 

exists no single truth, on the contrary many “local” truths exist and it is 

impossible to express a value judgement to prioritise them. Absolutism 

instead maintains that one single truth exists and it is knowable. This 

definition may apply to a single field of knowledge only or - in the strictest 

sense - to all fields of knowledge collectively, in so far as the proposed truth 

expresses the deepest order of reality. From these definitions it also follows as 

corollary that a strict belief into a single truth implies a convergence of fields 

of knowledge, while this is not the case in relativism.  

 

 A cultural expression which emanates from relativism is, for example, 

democratic politics, where a truth is singled out by way of consensus, not 

because of its inherent righteousness. Science instead is an example of an 

absolute system of knowledge because something is said to be true when it 

can be proven to be adherent to reality, the operational scope of science being 

to produce results ultimately unique and unambiguous.  

  

 Whilst both relativism and absolutism coexist in contemporary 

Western culture, I go along with the stronghold of recent sociology in holding 

that - in the main - contemporary culture has stronger traits of relativism than 

absolutism. Bauman’s “liquid society”1 is an acclaimed and archetypical 

model of cultural relativism. Bauman sees society as a collection of 

individuals left to their own devices, without common ideologies, systems of 

knowledge and societal structures strong enough to provide reliable reference 

points against which one may base exact judgements, make certain choice and 

arrange a stable life.  

                                                 
1  Zygmund Bauman, “Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty”, Polity Press (2006) 



  

 

 Whilst his thesis is powerful and it captures true features of 

contemporary society, it is not universally true. Society is not liquid to the 

extent of dissolving itself. Demonstrably there are individuals or sectors of 

society for which not all reference points have liquefied and not all commonly 

recognised values have disappeared. The protection of human life, the respect 

for the elderly, the arrangement of a mortgage and the coherent use of 

language are simple examples which reveal the permanence of some degree 

of trust that individuals keep towards themselves and the structures of 

society.  

 

 If Bauman’s thesis is not exact if interpreted in an absolute sense, I 

argue that it is quite so if the judgement it makes on society is thought of in 

relation to previous stages of cultural evolution. That is to say that whilst it is 

wrong to affirm that all society is liquid, it is instead correct to claim that 

contemporary western society is more liquid than, say, the same society some 

four or five decades back. Having made this distinction, and despite the 

notable exception of science which for many still represents a stronghold of 

absolutism and a source of certainties at least as far as physical reality is 

concerned, for the purpose of this essay I will accept to consider cultural 

relativism as the defining trait of contemporary Western society. 

 

 Contemporary cultural relativism has its roots in ontology and its 

consequences in ethics. That is to say that when it becomes impossible to 

ascertain with certainty what is ultimately true about reality, then also 

practical life, through actions and choices, is fraught with ambivalences. 

Distinctions between right and wrong, good and evil become blurred and one 

may have to refrain from exact judgement, accepting that positions on issues 

are only temporary, debatable and at best reached by consensus. As far as the 

life of a person is concerned, this in itself may be good or bad, depending on 

one’s capacity to be at ease in a world of uncertainties and fast changing 

values. Here too, as in evaluating Bauman’s thesis, generalisations may be 

incorrect and it would be unfounded to claim that, for instance, anxiety is the 

mandatory psychological consequence of the liquid society, assuming that 

individuals breeding cultural relativism are existentially at a loss by necessity. 

However, if relative change is under scrutiny, then it can be argued that 

uncertainty of knowledge and weakening of morals in the post-modern 

society are producing more isolated, more anxious and more clinically 

depressed individuals than, say, the 1950’s post-war society, where people 



  

shared a positive perspective towards the future, rooted in common 

certainties and values2.       

 

 Contemporary art has superbly marched on the theoretical and 

existential uncertainties emerged from cultural relativism, contributing 

further in making them icons of their age. From visual to performing arts, 

contemporary artists have often emphasised the ambiguity of knowledge, the 

relativism of perception, the contrasts within one’s subconscious, the 

contradictions of political leaderships, the atomization of social texture, the 

loss of traditional religiosity and so on.  

 

On the one hand it is only normal for art to be sensitive to, and 

foretelling of, the defining features of the cultural time it emerged from. In 

fact, it would be rather surprising if art had not detected, emphasised, and 

elaborated on the quintessential traits of post-modernity. On the other hand 

though, as much as I acknowledge art’s acute and penetrative descriptive 

power, I criticise some strands of contemporary art for having gone too far 

into the sole representation of the uncertainties of cultural relativism, without 

a sufficient attempt to trace - by aesthetic means – the beginning of a way out. 

 

This last statement assumes, of course, that a transition `from 

representation to solution’ is both desirable and possible, two assumptions 

that are arbitrary and objectionable. Desire is entirely subjective and its 

intensity crucially depends on how much one sees uncertainty and ambiguity 

as discomforting in place of revealing, liberating or even exhilarating. 

Possibility instead depends on one’s view on the scope of art and on the 

extent of prescription that one sees fit to apply to it.  

 

I myself see cultural relativism, in both its ontological/epistemological 

and existential aspects, as a challenging age, stimulating and worth engaging 

with, but ultimately unsatisfactory and demanding of a resolution. 

Correspondingly, I wish for art to take on board the challenge of change by 

deploying all its creative potential and its capacity of anticipation to work 

towards a post-relativism age, but in doing so I strongly refrain from 

supplying a prescription. My subjective detection of excessive emphasis of 

uncertainties and ambiguities is not, of course and by itself only, the 

prescription of an alternative course of action. A definite judgement of what 

art’s content and scope must be goes against art’s very nature3. My critique 

                                                 
2 M. M. Weissman and G. L. Klerman, “Depression, current understanding and changing 

trends”, Annual Review of Public Health, 13, 319-339 (1992) 
3  Immanuel Kant, “Critique of Judgment”, Hackett Publishing Co, Inc (1987) 



  

constitutes firstly the systemisation of a discontent and secondly a proposition 

for an expansion of scope, without further qualification. 

 

To provide an illustration of what I consider an over abundant use of 

post-modern themes - and therefore a limitation on the capacity of art - I take 

the liberty to review a performance by Italian dancer Monia Montali, titled 

“Amaurosis”4, and an installation by Korean artist Doh Heung Rok, titled 

“Light, lighting, lightness”5.  

 

 “Amaurosis” opens with a bare stage with a white wall and an upright 

piano on the left and a small round table with a chair on the right. On the 

table there is an ashtray with a lit cigarette of which we can see the smoke rise 

against the contrasted background. On the wall a video is projected showing 

the dancer - yet to appear on stage - in a hot summer day lying in a bed in a 

state of convulsion, evident anxiety and seemingly unnecessary nakedness. 

After minutes the dancer walks on stage. She sits at the table and toys with 

the cigarette for long minutes, in a mysterious introverted mood. This long 

inward process slowly gives way to an externalization. She drops to the floor 

and she begins contorting and contracting and stretching, as if animated by an 

inner distress. This gradually escalates to hysteria. The body vibrates 

violently, it shakes and falls heavily and it is occasionally exposed to us with 

no retention. The poor creature appears as if possessed by an evil spirit which 

is upsetting her deeply, but she is not in relation with us, it is a very private 

and lonely despair upon which she does not seem to have much control. 

Suddenly this state seems to be somehow resolved and she moves to the other 

side, in front of the wall where the video is now no longer projected, and 

begins a liberating action which could be more conventionally recognised as 

dance. Accompaniment is provided by a pianist who is kneeling at the foot of 

the piano which had its panels removed. He refrains from conventional use of 

the keys, opting for the more radical technique of hitting the strings with a 

hammer, a screw-driver and other tools of the sort. Quite incredibly there is a 

score on the piano. Thus, in due time, the dancer proceeds to a pole-dance 

style strip-tease and brings to an end the performance with an eventual 

collapse on the floor.    

 

  “Light, lighting, lightness” is an installation which uses reflective 

stainless steel surfaces arranged in a variety of shapes and spatial 

distributions. The artwork includes a set of deforming mirrors of standard 

size and other more complex solutions including a square lattice containing 

                                                 
4  Performed as part of contemporary art festival “Vent’anni”, San Daniele, Udine, Italy (May 

2007). Organised by theatre company “Servi di Scena”, Rive d’Arcano, Udine, Italy 

[http://www.servidiscena.com/]. A photo from the performance is in the Appendix, page 9 
5  As in footnote 4. A photo of the installation is in the Appendix, page 9 



  

several steel apples supported by a stick and standing orderly next to each 

other. The viewer can see himself multiply reflected on these items and sees 

differently shaped selves depending on the nature of the reflecting surface.  

 

The two examples above are iconic of some contemporary art. In my 

view they respectively exemplify a possible artistic rendering of the 

ambiguity of existing and of knowing, corresponding to the existential and 

ontological/epistemological camps introduced before. Some archetypical 

elements are easily recognisable in both. In “Amaurosis” are traces of 

Freudian psychosis, loneliness and individualism of atomised societies, 

indecision and confusion in choice making processes, disharmonic and 

chaotic music, recurrent nakedness. In  “Light, lighting, lightness” are 

references to the relativism of perception and to the ambiguity of 

interpretation of sensory data and possibly even to the fuzzy atomic nature of 

reality.  

 

Besides the categories of existential and ontological/epistemological 

ambiguity, art has emphasised other categories which have a place in 

contemporary culture and society, such as desecration, obscenity and 

violence6. Again, whilst this is completely understandable as art is a sensitive 

detector of forces acting within society, it is worth considering which 

feedback effect this type of representation may have on what is represented. 

Does art reinvigorate established values and societal trends by their 

widespread and accessible representation or, on the contrary, does 

representation function as mockery and criticism to the extent of inducing 

antagonist reaction?  

 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to attempt to foresee a viewer’s reaction 

in front of a piece of contemporary art - especially if controversial - and even 

more so when applying this exercise to a society of viewers. At any rate it is 

legitimate to express a preference for a direction, independently of the 

capacity or desirability of inducing it. My position is that the contemporary 

viewer - especially the one not at ease with the weakening of certainties in the 

age of relativism - would benefit from an attenuation of representation of 

ambiguity, desecration, obscenity and their correlates, in favour of a renewed 

exploration of the category of beauty. But what is beauty? And in what way 

should art reinvent beauty in the XXI century?  

 

It is beyond my scope to attempt a full definition of beauty or to judge 

its relation with contemporary art. At any rate, there is an ingredient of 

                                                 
6  Artwork by acclaimed British and European artists is shown in the Appendix, pages 10 and 

11 



  

beauty which I consider essential and would see fit if pursued by art, and that 

is the capacity to generate in the viewer a sense of unity, coherence and order. 

In my view beauty reflects a deep order or reality and it helps in revealing its 

sense. In saying so I unveil the ontological position which underpins my 

argument: a belief that reality is permeated by sense and its essence is 

ordered. This essay is not the place to elaborate on such ontological position, 

which however has to be stated in order to provide a basis for the 

consequential aesthetic position. I advocate that the capacity of beauty to 

reveal sense and order of reality be explored by the contemporary artist. The 

rationale is that such an endeavour may be very fruitful in helping the 

discontents of cultural relativism recover from the state of unease they have 

been confined to.  

 

What direction should this re-examination of beauty take? A specific 

answer is impossible because prescription must be avoided, however, some 

qualification can still be made. The main suggestion I offer is that beauty be 

the effect of a profound integration with complexity.  

 

Complexity is a world view which regards the sole reduction of reality 

to low-lying fundamental principles as insufficient7, and holds that reality is 

instead organised through a hierarchy of irreducible levels8 each of which has 

its autonomy, albeit related to its neighbouring levels through bottom-up and 

top-down causality9. Complexity is complementary to, not exclusive of, 

reductionism. Whilst it is correct to say that all that exists at a macroscopic 

level implies the existence and the coherent organisation of the microscopic 

level, however the macro level is not fully and deterministically implied by 

the micro level alone. The micro level provides a landscape of structural 

possibilities, but the particular mode of existence of a given macro level is 

selected out by crucial interaction with information originating within the 

same macro level or from higher levels of the hierarchy10.  

 

It should be noted that the joint picture of reductionism and 

complexity is not altogether a form of relativism. Whilst relativism excludes a 

strong view of reality as constituted by an intelligible order associated to 

fundamental principles, complexity couples naturally with reductionism 

recognising the existence of order in reality and its intelligibility too. However 

complexity accepts that a single unifying description of reality cannot be 

                                                 
7  Philip Anderson, “Against reductionism”, Physics World, 19, 10 (Nov 2005) 
8  Julius Fraser, “Time, the Familiar Stranger”, University of Massachusetts Press (1987)  
9  George Ellis, “Physics and the Real World”, Foundations of Physics, 36, 227 (2006) 
10  As in footnote 9  



  

given because at each level of the complexity hierarchy irreducible essential 

properties emerge.  

 

With this picture in mind I believe that a new elaboration of beauty 

cannot simply be a reintroduction of the classical canon. This is because 

classic, say Greek, beauty chiefly operates with the category of reduction. It 

regards reality as rational and reducible to fundamental principles to which 

art couples producing an effective rendition. I believe that beauty should 

instead come to terms with complexity, therefore integrating in its essence the 

category of irreducibility.  

 

The proposition I make is that art be able to produce beauty from a 

dispassionate interaction with reality, an engagement which should 

simultaneously unveil reality’s deep sense and order while keeping faith to its 

irrefutable complexity. A possible existential consequence of this process may 

be for a viewer to recover a less anxious and more positive relation with 

reality.  This solution would go along the way of addressing the demands of 

cultural relativism discontents. How this may be achieved in practice though 

is a challenge that must be left to the artist.  

 

  

 

  

 

   

 

 

   

 

 



  

APPENDIX 

 

Artwork referenced in the main text. 

 

 

 

 

 
Monia Montali, “Amaurosis” [a snapshot from video projected during live 

performance] 

 

 

 

 
Doh Heung Rok, “Light, lighting, lightness” 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 
Damien Hirst, “Crucifixion” 

 

 

 

 

 
Marc Quinn, “Angel” 

 

 



  

 
Paul McCarthy, “The Garden” 

 

 

 

 
Antonio Riello, “Ladies Weapons” 


