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The universe is expanding, the world has 
gone global, and the US has launched a 
crusade to export the universal right to 
democracy to every part of the world. Under 
these circumstances, it is hardly surprising 
that the concept of universality is making 
a remarkable comeback in aesthetic and 
political theory. The meaning of the word, 
however, seems more contested than ever. 
Some denounce it as the ideological guise of 
particular interests, others as the conceptual 
equivalent of totalitarianism. But a growing 
number maintain that universality is an in-
dispensable notion for any genuinely critical 
aesthetics and politics.

Confronting Universalities consists of 12 con-
tributions that examine how contemporary 
works of art in different media and genres 
influence, shape, or confront the political 
realm in both theory and practise by way 
of the universal. The topics of the essays 
include depictions of German unification, 
identity politics of aesthetic taste, contem-
porary uses of van Gogh, globalized photo-
graphy, the infamous Danish cartoons, iconic 
architecture, cinematic representations of 
migration, the speeches of Nicolas Sarkozy 
and the interventions of contemporary art in 
the war in Afghanistan. From various theo-
retical points of departure, they all demon-
strate the importance of the universal in the 
description of political aesthetic practise in a 

globalising world.
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I N T RO DU C T I O N

The Vicissitudes of Universality

“The supreme discipline of art – oil painting – is back.” This 
surprising statement was not made by traditionalists, but by 
the European digital art ensemble UBERMORGEN.COM 
in the press release presenting their latest work, DEEPHO-
RIZON. And the phenomenon referred to is indeed very far 
from any traditional idea of oil painting. The canvas is not 
a square piece of cloth in an art museum, but the immense 
waters of the Mexican Gulf. And the artistic material is not 
applied by the skilled hand of a painter, but gushed out 
uncontrollably from an underwater oil well exposed after 
the explosion on the drilling rig Deepwater Horizon in the 
Macondo Prospect off the coast of Louisiana.
 As these lines are being written engineers from BP are still 
struggling to stop the spill, smothering the gusher with tons 
of heavy mud. Over the next months and years the images 
of oil-covered pelicans will disappear from the media and 
the story will only reappear sporadically as one in a long 
line of environmental disasters. But its very real human and 
natural consequences (11 crewmen died in the explosion 
and the large-scale ecological effects are incalculable) will, 
of course, not disappear so easily. DEEPHORIZON is an 
attempt to capture this disastrously enduring quality of the 
transient media event through a series of digitally distorted 

http://UBERMORGEN.COM
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satellite photos of the catastrophic ‘oil painting’ hosted on 
UBERMORGEN.COM’s website.1

 Through the digital editing process, the colour patches of 
the original photos obtain a thick, fluid quality not unlike 
the brushstrokes of oil paintings by abstract expressionists 
such as Robert Motherwell or Willem de Kooning. In this 
way, some of the aura of artistic autonomy, permanence 
and universality associated with this artistic movement spill 
over into the images of DEEPHORIZON. But at the same 
time, these values are destabilised by being associated with 
the viscous, slow-moving reality of the oil spreading in the 
Mexican Gulf. And the clear waters of abstract art are further 
muddied by the fact that the images of DEEPHORIZON 
are conditioned by the omnipresent and ever-changing world 
of global media and the Internet in which the news of the 
event, the satellite images and the ‘digital oil paintings’ are 
all dispersed.
 By aestheticising the event in the pictorial language of 
abstract expressionism, the images set up a clash between the 
ideas of craftsmanship and originality related to this artistic 
movement, and an anonymous group activity of UBERMOR-
GEN.COM benefiting from the radical re-productivity of the 
permanently preliminary digitized image. A clash designed 
not only to determine an artistic wager, but to show how 
the values of abstract artistic universality coincide with the 
amnesiac effects of the informational overflow of global news 
media in serving as the ideological equivalents of heavy mud, 

1 www.ubermorgen.com. The work has been reproduced in Internet 
media and blogs throughout the world as an entertaining break in 
the coverage of the calamitous event (cf. Poppe; Kuang; “DEEP-
HORIZON – Digital Oil Paintings”). 

http://www.ubermorgen.com
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covering up the (mal)functioning of the global economy.2 
By revealing the contaminating trace of oil uniting the au-
tonomous, abstract art work and the material world of the 
market, DEEPHORIZON suggests that art is irrevocably 
submerged in the fluid element of global social, political, 
environmental, economic and mediatised interconnections. 
It also ultimately shows that any artistic or critical examina-
tion of this complex reality must happen ‘from within’ and 
involves a continuing critical engagement with dominating 
aesthetic traditions and values.

T h e  P a rt i c u l a rs  o f  U n i v e rsa l i t y

In order to analyse the real and symbolic ties between an 
event like the oil spill in the Mexican Gulf and UBERMOR-
GEN.COM’s artistic work, the concept of universality seems 
to be a helpful tool due to its ability to highlight the connec-
tions between different realms of reality. DEEPHORIZON 
does not simply pit the universal values of art against contem-
porary reality. It confronts the universal medium of oil, the 
master signifier of the distribution of power within today’s 
global system, with the ‘democratic’ universal medium of 
the Internet, under the auspices of an artistic tradition that 
claims universality with reference to an a-historical perma-
nence of aesthetic values. It is the separate characteristics 

2 This line of thought coincides with the arguments made by Eva 
Cockcroft and Timothy J. Clark that the artistic ideals of abstract 
expressionism and their most important critic, Clement Greenberg, 
are not apolitical, but rather corroborate the political attempts 
at promoting an idealised image of American liberal democracy 
and market economy in the early years of the Cold War (Clark; 
Cockcroft).
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and combined forces of these various universals that give 
the work its ambivalent political meaning.
 As the work of UBERMORGEN.COM illustrates, address-
ing the relationships between aesthetics and politics today 
under the sign of universality means taking into account the 
complex changes affecting all levels of art and communal life 
on a global scale. The growth of new media tech nologies, 
the globalisation of the art market, the rise of new communi-
ties of taste across national and continental borders and the 
development of new, hybrid art forms serve as prominent 
examples of the changes directly affecting the domain of art. 
The changes in the scale of communal life making themselves 
decisively felt after the collapse of the Soviet Union are more 
diverse and include ecological threats of global warming and 
other environmental threats; the political idea of democracy 
as a universal value to be exported in the so-called ‘War on 
terror’; the international scope of late capitalism resulting 
in ever greater global inequalities; the demographic changes 
caused by massive migration around the globe; the possible 
decline of the nation state; and the increasing uniformity 
of social identities inflicted by the spread of Western mass 
culture.
 However, to fully appreciate the intricacies of the inter-
actions between these real and imaginary universals, one 
must also take into account the historical situations and 
events to which they are tied – that is, conceptually speaking, 
the categories of the particular, the singular or the specific. 
Universal values and structures are always both a veneer on 
and an expression of a set of particularities. So confronting 
universalities in works of art, academic critique or political 
action also means analysing the ways in which particular 
realities are or can be transformed into universals, and – con-
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versely – how what we perceive to be distinct and universally 
applicable values may in fact be highly intertwined with the 
historical materiality of particular situations.
 The relevance of the notion of universality for the un-
derstanding of the complex ties between contemporary aes-
thetics and politics can be measured by the recent revival of 
interest in the concept in writings by political and aesthetic 
theorists such as Alain Badiou, Mieke Bal, Étienne Balibar, 
Ernesto Laclau, Susan Buck-Morss, Jacques Rancière and 
Slavoj Žižek. A development underlined by the ways in which 
the notion of universality is, if not directly confronted, then 
tacitly implied and reworked in more sociologically oriented 
descriptions of globalised societies and aesthetics ranging 
from the discussions of ‘the society of risk’, ‘reflexive mo-
dernity’ and migration by Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, 
Roland Robertson, Zygmunt Bauman and others to the re-
invention of the discipline of World Literature by critics like 
Pascale Casanova, Franco Moretti and David Damrosch.
 The articles of this anthology all engage in a discussion 
of these recent theoretical developments of the concept of 
universality from different perspectives. But they also seek to 
operationalise the abstract theoretical notions in analytical 
practice directed towards concrete instances and objects of 
artistic, cultural and political practice. The anthology as a 
whole thus serves a twofold purpose. Firstly, it argues for 
the relevance of the concept of universality in the approach 
to the interactions between globalised aesthetics and poli-
tics. Secondly, it attempts to demonstrate different ways of 
turning this abstract notion into a fruitful tool for analytical 
practice. And, significantly, both endeavours are carried out 
with a keen sense of the theoretical and practical history 
attached to the concept. The concept of universality is not 
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only suited for the description of the globalised reality of 
today, but also deeply enmeshed in the political and aesthetic 
struggles and theories of the preceding millennia; and it is 
exactly this duality that makes it both appealing and chal-
lenging in the description of contemporary events.
 In the following pages, we shall try to provide a back-
ground for the subjects discussed in the rest of the volume 
by outlining a brief history of some of the most influential 
ways of thinking aesthetics and politics under the sign of 
universality with special emphasis on recent debates. This 
overview must necessarily leave out much more that it can 
hope to encompass, and while we do intend it to provide the 
reader with a common frame of reference for the essays in 
this volume, it cannot hope to do justice to all the scholarly 
traditions represented in the essays. Readers who wish to 
skip this part are encouraged to proceed to the presentations 
of the individual articles, beginning with the section of this 
introduction called “The Universals of History”.

P o l i t i c a l  I m p l i c at i o n s  o f 
t h e  U n i v e rsa l i t y  o f  A rt

When the era of modern democracies and modern aesthet-
ics was inaugurated in the second half of the 18th century, 
it was accompanied by celebrations of universalism. This 
was the time of universal rights of man, of cosmopolitan 
dreams, universal history, world literature, the universality 
of taste and the ideals of an aesthetic education of mankind. 
From the latter half of the 19th century onwards, the great 
philosophers of suspicion – Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche 
and Sigmund Freud – taught us to distrust claims of universal 
truth. This lesson has been repeated in different shadings 
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in the 20th century by the tenants of ideology critique and 
spokesmen of postmodernism, post-colonialism, feminism 
and cultural studies denouncing universality. In recent years, 
however, the tide seems to have turned – at least partially. 
Prominent voices in the fields of political and aesthetic theory 
now claim that it does not only seem clear that universali-
ties are everywhere and are not going to go away, but also 
that they are in fact essential for the understanding and cri-
tique of the global reality of today. The theoretical revival 
of the concept of universality is of course not an uncritical 
return to 18th-century thinking. The lesson of suspicion is 
not so much forgotten as it is complemented with a more 
nuanced, theoretical approach determined on discerning dif-
ferent expressions of universality to better comprehend their 
often ambivalent modes of interaction and involvement with 
historical reality.
 The revival nevertheless marks a return to classical themes 
in the study of the relationship between art and politics 
stretching their roots far beyond the Age of Enlightenment. 
As Denis Dutton suggests, it seems empirically evident that 
art in its broadest sense is a cultural universal: all known 
human cultures have to some extent produced and taken 
interest in aesthetic manifestations – be they musical, picto-
rial, poetic, theatrical or otherwise (203). In this sense, it 
could be argued that artistic activity is an inherent tendency 
in human nature and one that perhaps plays a natural role 
in the formation of societies.
 One of the first and most influential thinkers on art in 
the Western tradition, Aristotle, claims as much in the first 
pages of his Poetics, where he states that it is an instinct in 
human beings to engage in mimesis from childhood and that 
it is therefore “natural that everyone enjoys mimetic objects” 
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(37). This thesis seems to be confirmed by the general popu-
larity of the Athenian theatre of the time and its importance 
as a democratic institution. However, Aristotle’s detailed 
account of the laws governing the proper design of dramatic 
mimesis also implies that the production of artworks requires 
a considerable amount of skill and learning not readily avail-
able to everyone. When it comes to the specialised domain 
of art, the basic universality of the imitative pleasure thus 
gives way to a division between those who know the laws 
of art and who may therefore properly judge the qualities 
of a particular work, and those who do not and who will 
therefore easily develop erroneous standards and fall prey to 
the dangers of what will later be known as ‘bad taste’. This 
division, which finds its echo in the fundamental distinction 
between high and low subject matter, genres and styles in 
the Aristotelian Poetics, provides a schema for political ex-
clusion. It might not be a coincidence that the women and 
slaves of Athens who did not generally attend the theatre 
were also not thought fit to take part in the political life of 
the polis because, according to Aristotle, their nature did 
not participate sufficiently in universal reason (Aristotle, The 
Politics 16ff.). However, as much recent research has argued, 
one of the most pertinent subjects of Athenian tragedy in the 
5th century BC was precisely the negotiation of the potential 
political conflicts provoked by the exclusion of women from 
the political realm of the polis (Dahl).
 Even at this early time in history, it seems evident that 
the cultural universal of art is not immediately translatable 
to the political realm. Instead, the interaction between the 
two must be analysed as a complex confrontation between 
various universals and particularities. Since these change over 
time and through space, the relationship between art and 
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politics has a history of its own with a number of significant 
shifts and certain continuities. The historical influence of the 
hierarchic logic of the Aristotelian Poetics is an important 
example of the latter. Not only did it dominate the Classical 
period of European art in the 17th and 18th centuries – a 
time of absolutist monarchies and highly hierarchical social 
structures – one can also find more recent reminiscences 
of it. To take two prominent examples, it could be argued 
that Theodor Adorno’s and Clement Greenberg’s infamous 
denunciations of popular culture and corresponding apprais-
als of ‘high’ modernism (in Greenberg’s case, incidentally, 
not least the abstract expressionism parodied in the work 
of UBERMORGEN.COM) revitalise, each in its own way, 
a kind of enlightened ‘Aristotelian’ elitism. The paradox, 
especially outspoken in Adorno’s case, is of course that he 
also believed that singular, inaccessible avant-garde works 
embodied an unspecific promise of universal emancipation 
from the deadening uniformity of Western mass culture 
spreading across the globe. This line of thinking, however, 
springs not so much from the Aristotelian heritage as from 
Adorno’s critical appropriation of some of the key ideas of 
the revolution in aesthetics propelled by Immanuel Kant, 
Friedrich Schiller and the romantic movements around the 
turn of the 18th century. As is the case with many modern 
thinkers, then, Adorno’s ideas of the relation between art 
and politics harbours internal tensions that conceptually 
speaking revolve around conflicting notions of universality, 
singularity and particularity.

http://UBERMORGEN.COM



