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The ‘art action’ East London Socialist Core Values was conducted overnight on 4and 5
August 2023. It involved the superimposition of a wall painting over of a series of graffiti
artworks along a section of Brick Lane in the east end of London. The wall painting, which
was applied to a masonry and riveted metal partition running perpendicular to a London
Underground railway bridge, was made by a crew under the direction of the Chinese artist
Yique aided spontaneously by passers-by spilling out of nearby bars and restaurants. The
existing graffiti artworks were first covered over with white paint and the resulting ground
inscribed with 24 Chinese characters applied in red paint through laser cut stencils.
Those characters can be translated into English as signifying ‘we will be rich and strong’,
‘democracy’, ‘civilization’, ‘harmony’, ‘freedom’, ‘equality’, ‘justice’, ‘the rule of law’,
‘patriotism’, ‘dedication’, ‘honesty’ and ‘friendliness’, core values upheld by the ruling
Communist Party of China (CPC) to which few in liberal democratic contexts would
surely object prima facie — such sentiments resonate strongly with those currently
espoused by the UK’s mainstream Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democratic political
parties. East London Socialist Core Values resonates with London’s history of political
radicalism. Brick Lane is on the itinerary of walking tours related to the life of Karl Marx,
who was a resident of London between 1849 and his death in 1883 as a refugee from
political persecution in Europe.

The execution of East London Socialist Core Values involved significant planning and a
degree of perceived risk-taking on the part of Yique and his crew. As part of their planning
Yique and his crew had found no clearly stated regulations governing the posting of
graffiti artworks on Brick Lane but were still uncertain about the official and public
response to their action. Videos shot by members of the crew show the action being
interrupted first by local Tower Hamlets council officials and then the Metropolitan
Police, both of whom asserted that the wall painting was in some way illegal or officially
unsanctioned and demanded that work on it cease immediately. After remonstrating
politely with the officials and police officers and retreating for a time, Yique and his crew
went back to work, completing East London Socialist Core Values in the early hours of
the morning. Council officials and the Police looked on ineffectually, as they would again
in early 2024 at the projection of the slogan ‘From the River to the Sea’ onto the
Westminster Parliament clock tower as part of pro-Palestine protests.



Wall paintings and postings formally akin to East London Socialist Core Values are an
established feature of public life in the mainland People’s Republic of China (PRC). The
public petitioning of authority was part of life in dynastic-imperial and early republican
China including through posting and painting on walls. After the founding of the
communist PRC in 1949 Dazibao (big character posters) were used not only to
communicate official government messages but also, during the Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976), competing political narratives by Red Guards and other groups. In the
PRC’s more liberal post-revolutionary period of the late 1970s and very early 1980s after
the death of Mao Zedong in 1976 - sometimes referred to as the ‘Beijing Spring’ - texts
and images were posted in public spaces as part of a grassroots debate about China’s
political future. A major site of such postings was Beijing’s so-called ‘democracy wall.’
More recently, wall paintings have been used to signify the CPC’s neo-Confucian vision
of an orderly and harmonious society as well as the related idea of the ‘China Dream’
(aspirational post-revolutionary socialism with Chinese characteristics) often with the
incorporation of graphic forms of so-called Chinese ‘peasant painting.” East London
Socialist Core Values is a disjunctively defamiliarizing work in the now institutionalized
legacy of western/ized post-Duchampian art. As such, it excises Chinese wall painting
from its established context (the PRC) and repositions it in another (London’s East End)
as a means of unsettling established authority through a transcultural parallactic
multiplication of interpretative perspectives and meanings.
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Graffiti art and the associated practice of tagging (the painting/writing of identifying
names by graffitists) —which first emerged in something like their present forms in the US
during the late 1970s alongside and in conjunction with the rise of hip-hop and
skateboard culture - are now a common feature of urban life world-wide. Graffiti art and
tagging can be readily seen not only in liberal democratic settings but also politically
authoritarian states such as the PRC; graffiti art and tagging are, for example, posted on
walls close to Shanghai’s M50 art district. In their initially unregulated street forms graffiti
art and tagging garnered connotations of lawlessness and anti-authoritarianism
associated with gangsterism and the tail end of the counterculture of the 1960s and
1970s. As such, they became signifiers of sub-cultural identity and creative freedom
beyond established mainstream socio-political and cultural laws/conventions. Those
connotations inform the reception of work by the artists Michel Basquiat and Keith
Haring, both of whom developed international artworld careers after/while participating
in graffiti culture at a street level. They also extend to the work of the internationally
celebrated graffiti artist Banksy which are routinely traded for hundreds of thousands
and millions of dollars on the international art market.
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Over the last 40 vyears graffiti art has become a semi-/regulated
(accepted/domesticated) aspect of the urban spectacle. City and town authorities
across the globe now set aside spaces specifically as zones for the posting of graffiti art.
Those spaces are often governed by explicit and tacit rules imposed in part by officialdom
and in part by the sub-cultures associated with graffiti art, tagging and hip-hop related
sub-cultures. Run-down post-industrial cities and towns are adorned both by unofficial
tagging and more elaborate officially sanctioned works of graffiti art, sometimes on a
grand scale. The co-opting of graffiti art in this way has contributed to urban re-brandings
aimed at stimulating economic activity related to the leisure and tourism industries.
Graffiti art has become situated spectacularly, as a result, somewhere (and nowhere)
between the seditious and the established structures of liberal capitalism.
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Yique’s prior intention in staging East London Socialist Core Values was to reveal the
limits of graffiti’s art’s supposed outlaw status in liberal democratic contexts by
overlaying it with another ideologically freighted mode of visual expression: Chinese
political wall painting. In the process of which both are shown to be constrained by
locally dominant discursive circumstances - graffiti art through its co-opting to the
liberal-democratic capitalist spectacle, and Chinese wall painting through its use as a
means of posting authoritarian political messages. Yique is not implacably opposed to
the core values of the CPC. Nor is he inimical to the need for structured social
governance in support of those values. He does, though, uphold through his actions the
value of critical artistic interventions with authority as part of contemporary politically
progressive societies.
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East London Socialist Core Values is not assuredly a work of graffiti art. Rather, it is a
knowing post-Duchampian high-art intervention with the established practices and
conventions of graffiti art by a knowing, institutionally trained, cultural worker; Yique is a
graduate of London’s Royal College of Art as well as an institutionally recognised curator
and artist in the PRC. The intervention enacted by East London Socialist Core Values
appropriates graffiti art’s connotations of illegality and resistance to authority while
revealing the limitations imposed by that art’s official and unofficial sub-cultural
regulation. Despite their objections, local officials and police clearly did not feel
empowered and/or were unwilling to stop the completion of East London Socialist Core
Values. During the making of East London Socialist Core Values someone claiming to be
the friend of a recently deceased graffiti artist, one of whose works had been covered
over, complained to Yique and his crew that they were showing disrespect —an unwritten
part of London graffiti art’s subcultural street code. Yique and his crew are not a
recognised part of graffiti art’s subcultural milieu.
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East London Socialist Core Values resonates formally and in terms of its critical
significance with another unofficial, nocturnally executed public artwork by the
Hangzhou-based Chinese avant-garde (gianwei) art group Chi she (the Pond
Association), titled No.1 Yang Style Tai Chi Series. The latter work, which was prepared
and posted overnight on a long brick wall outside the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Art in the
Chinese city of Hangzhou on the 3 June 1986, consisted of a series of large-scale cut-out
paper figures representing different tai-chi poses, each of which was inscribed with the
name of its respective pose in large Chinese characters. Such works were uncommon in
the PRC at the time where there was only an emerging context for their production,
display and reception as ‘art’ under the continuing dominance of officially sanctioned
socialist realism; teachers from the Zhejiang academy were initially baffled as to the
work’s significance. No. 1 Yang Style Tai Chi Series can be interpreted as a defamiliarizing
adaptation of the locally recognised use of wall paintings and postings in the PRC during
the country’s revolutionary and immediate post-revolutionary periods which renders its
significance as art and/or as political messaging undecidable. Zhang Peili and the late
Geng lianyi, leading members of Chi she, subsequently developed work that is
pervasively — though always obliquely - critical of authority both within the PRC and
beyond. East London Socialist Core Values effectively projects the disruptive polysemic
significance of No.1 Yang Style Tai Chi Series into the setting of contemporary
multicultural London.
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Chi she, No. 1, Yang Style Tai Chi Series (1986). Courtesy of Song Ling.
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After its physical ‘completion’ East London Socialist Core Values swiftly became a
densely layered palimpsest. Passers-by - most of whom were no doubt unable to
translate the meanings of the painting’s Chinese characters and/or grasp fully the socio-
political and cultural context of political wall painting and avant-garde art in the PRC -
began to superimpose various tags and their own smaller graffiti artworks; some of which
commented critically on the human rights record of the CPC. The authoritarian
significance of red Chinese characters on a white ground will almost certainly have
resonated (misleadingly) as an authoritarian (perhaps CPC inspired) intervention with
the perceived values and connotations of a supposedly free graffiti art. Yique was also
trolled on social media. Physical and online responses to East London Socialist Core
Values then sparked a slew of media reports and interviews with Yique, including by the
BBC, Nikkei and the Hong Kong-based South China Morning Post — the latter running an
article on Yique and East London Socialist Core Values that included comments by the
present author. Initial interest in the work by state controlled Chinese media — as a
welcome assertion of CPC values - ended abruptly when tagging added to the painting
became increasingly anti-Chinese. Eventually, East London Socialist Core Values was
painted over completely in black by London council workers in anticipation of a new
round of regulated graffiti paintings and presumably as a way of cancelling out the
problematic ‘hate’ graffiti that had been applied to it and its further spread online. Some
sense of accepted dis/order was re-imposed after the unsettling interruption enacted by
East London Socialist Core Values. The viral multiplication of East London Socialist Core
Values’ layered significances online and through the media was not entirely foreseen by
Yique or his crew. A relatively technically simple artwork had metastasized into a focus
for sublimely illimitable public discourse.

X

When viewed as a work of defamiliarizing post-Duchampian art East London Socialist
Core Values is made open to interpretation as a witnessing of the inherent
deconstruction of the established conventions of graffiti art — deconstruction is not so
much an analytical method as a condition immanent to linguistic signification whose
variable instances can be shown and interpreted. Although conforming ostensibly to the
established conventions of graffiti art, East London Socialist Core Values reveals -
through its insertion of a ‘foreign’ practice of CPC controlled Chinese wall painting — the
regulation of a supposedly free graffiti art by official controls, policing and localized
cultural expectations. Furthermore, in doing so, the painting shows the regulation of
graffiti art to be without effective enforcement — council officials, the police and even
aggrieved members of Brick Lane’s graffiti community simply stood back as the ‘art
action’ was completed. The public amplified that deconstructivist witnessing by aiding
in the making of East London Socialist Core Values, rendering the painting into a dense



polysemic palimpsest and by posting images and comments online. The established
regulation of graffiti art on Brick Lane was eventually reinstated. Initsinitial and extended
palimpsestic and online forms East London Socialist Core Values nevertheless
resurrected, for a time at least, the anti-authoritarian connotations of graffiti art at its
unregulated culturalinception. It is important to note that contemporary interpretations
of artistic defamiliarization tend toward more straightforward forms of critical counter-
narrative (saying it like it is) — as though the deconstructivist critical turn of the last
quarter of the twentieth century had never taken place and has no value. For many, East
London Socialist Core Values will have been perceived as a form of truth-telling rather
than an instance of deconstructivist witnessing.

X

East London Socialist Core Values is not simply a work of deconstructivist withessing or
direct truth-telling within the mixed, culturally supportive, public milieu of contemporary
London. It can also be understood to operate critically beyond those cultural limits. The
waning of interest in East London Socialist Core Values on the part of Chinese state-
controlled media points up pervasive press censorship and the impact of the so-called
‘Great [Internet] Firewall of China’ within the PRC, both of which significantly limit ready
access to information in the international media sphere and on the world-wide web. A
reading of East London Socialist Core Values as a patriotic assertion of public wall
painting familiar in the PRC could not be sustained without drawing attention to the
uncontrolled palimpsestic significances of the work widely circulated through social
media. East London Socialist Core Values thus became a means of witnhessing the
deconstruction not only of the established conventions of graffiti art in (supposedly)
liberal democratic London but also CPC controlled wall painting in the PRC by revealing
the limits imposed on both by their respective establishing authorities.

Xl

The variable transcultural/transpolitical significances of East London Socialist Core
Values raise further questions about the reception of the work. Although indubitably
open to interpretation as an act of multi-lateral deconstructivist witnessing, the work is
also informed intentionally by residual traces of traditional Chinese — Daoist/Buddhist-
inflected - neo-Confucianist aesthetical thought and practice. As Yique states in an
email to the present author, “The doctrine of Confucianism has been subject to a lot of
criticisms throughout history because of its ethical approach to imperial power and the

constraints imposed by traditional ideas such as “= A &" [The Three Cardinal Guides

and the Five Permanent Members]. However, Confucianism is very well integrated with
Laozi's Daoism so that it can create a better space for thinking in both Chinese and
Western cultural contexts.”

X



Neo-Confucianist aesthetical thought and practice is underpinned by a historically
durable non-/rationalist mode of dialectical thought signified in Chinese by a
constellation of interrelated terms; the most familiar of which outside Chinais the pairing
of yin-yang —respectively, thatwhich is feminine, negative and turned away from the light,
and that which is masculine, positive and turned toward the light. The conceptual pairing
of Yin-yang signifies a dynamic and unfolding cosmological interaction between
opposites fundamental to all being. It is widely recognised as central to the thinking and
practice of Chinese Daoism but is also a feature of the founding ideas of Confucianism
preceding Daoism. Daoist and Buddhist thought became part of a syncretic school of
thought known as neo-Confucianism which dominated China from the Tang dynasty
(618-907) until the ending of the Chinese imperial state with the fall of the Qing dynasty
(1644-1911) — and whose legacy continues to inform the present-day political outlook of
the CPC.
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As the Taijitu, the symbolic-pictorial representation of yin-yang, indicates, differing
states of being are not only thought to carry an elemental trace of each other, but also
additionally to be in a constant state of mutually transformative reciprocity. This non-
/rationalist ontological vision may seem on the face of it to be structurally similar if not
identical to that associated with the deconstructivist term différance — a perceived
movement of differing and deferring between signs upheld by Jacques Derrida as the
means by which linguistic significance takes place and is continually unsettled though
the illimitable deconstructive productivities of signification. However, while the latter is
considered to suspend all metaphysical conceptions of absolute difference and totality,
the former is understood to point ultimately toward the possibility of harmonious
metaphysical resolution. Daoist-inflected Confucian non-/rationality and différance,
while structurally resonant, are not, as some have claimed, the self-same thing.

XV

It is of course possible to choose (as a matter of political conviction and/or cultural
partisanship) Derridean deconstructivism over the viewpoint of Chinese neo-
Confucianism - with the former being taken up as a means of withessing the
contradictory, inherently self-deconstructing, metaphysical tendencies of the latter.
Such amanoeuvre is however partially unsustainable. Since the late 1970s, the assumed
authority of Western/ized post-Enlightenment discourses (including deconstructivism)
as part of the global rolling out of post-/modernity has been increasingly eroded by an
emerging multi-polarity of cultural outlooks referred to by some as ‘contemporaneity.’
Globalization after the ending of the Cold War was predicted during the late 1980s and
early 1990s to bring about a triumphant unifying spread of Western neo-liberal capitalism
and its associated socio-political values. In practice this has not been the case. Instead,
globalization has instigated an increasingly precipitous tilting of economic power toward



the global east and south which has in turn emboldened cultural-discursive outlooks
differentfrom or opposed to those of the West. This includes the CPC’s upholding of neo-
Confucianism as a practical/conceptual underpinning to the development of a
harmonious post-revolutionary Chinese society alongside accompanying rejections of
the paradoxically assumed universalism of deconstructivist uncertainty.

XVI

When viewed from the standpoint of neo-Confucianism East London Socialist Core
Values can be interpretated as the locus of a reciprocal transcultural interaction
between artistic defamiliarization and harmonizing neo-Confucian aesthetics.
Deconstructivist thinking and practice is thus brought face-to-face with the
countervailing possibility of a structurally cognate non-/rationalist dialectics partially
beyond itself and by extension a critical suspension of any singular cultural-discursive
form of interpretation...

- Paul Gladston is the University of New South Wales Judith Neilson Chair
Professor of Contemporary Art.
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**Ripples from Afar**

On Yique's Graffiti Work '""The Movement of the Oppostite"

By Wang Chunchen

n

The overwhelming news coverage of Yique's graffiti work "The Movement of the Oppostite
in London was an event from last year. It quickly appeared in the media, and although it
happened in distant England, it felt incredibly close to home. We seemed to witness the

unfolding of this event and the subsequent media frenzy on the same screen.

Those who watched and participated in the discussion, whether present at the scene or not,
could express their views and attitudes. The rapid media coverage stemmed from its ability to
cater to various stances and opinions. Whether you supported or opposed the event, it
provided ample material for debate. As long as the world remains divided by different
ideologies and values, such events will continue to offer opportunities for discussion and
argumentation. A year later, as we revisit the incident, it still holds significance. In fact, with

the world's sudden and unpredictable changes, the debates it incites remain ongoing.

Why? If the piece had been created by a young artist from France, it would merely reference
the French Revolution of the 18th century and be a historical account. However, being the
work of a young Chinese student, its implications in the realm of media and reality are far
more complex. The controversy it stirred far surpasses the scope of the graffiti itself. Due to
the author's identity and the current global landscape, this writing and the events that
followed are extraordinary. It reflects on and presents China's modern history and reality.
These concepts—democracy, freedom, equality—are universally sought goals of modern
civilization and are enshrined in the laws of many countries, representing values of human
civilization. Yet, why did this writing provoke such intense reactions and debates? It is

precisely because of the current global circumstances.
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One year later, revisiting it today, it remains an unfinished modernity project. Accompanying
the world's ongoing exploration, it will continue to emerge, reminding people to reflect and

practice these values.
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