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Introduction 

The index of a book is the ‘forefinger’ that helps the book lover to orientate himself while reading. It is 

detailed and refers, page by page, to the topics, names and subjects that make up a book. Experience 

teaches us how handy indices can come to us while we are glancing over and reading a book. Yet 

instead of such a referential index, we have opted for a glossary. Since our book is more exploratory 

than straightforward, and since it consists of as much image as text, we thought it would be more 

appropriate to compose an index consisting of six themes. And, as will become clear, these six 

themes form an analogy with the visual essays that run through the book. Together, they form an 

exploratory glossary and function as more than simply an instrumental guide for the reader. They 

provide him or her with a background to some important subjects relating to the ethnological museum. 

These themes can be expressed as follows in diagrammatic terms: 
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 Let’s look at the themes and explain their interdependence before we deal with them separately 

and in greater depth. This book is a record of a grand ‘transformative’ project: it covers the exposure of 

a traditional institute – the ethnological museum – to the progressive domains of contemporary art. 

The National Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, in common with many other institutions, has responded 

to the relentless impetus of (1) change that is shaking so many societies today. It is typical that in the 

case of the Leiden museum, what had originally been an aristocratic phenomenon – art – was now the 

messenger of democratisation. Alexis de Tocqueville’s caveat, namely that ‘aristocratic nations are 

naturally too apt to narrow the scope of human perfectibility; democratic nations, to expand it beyond 

reason’ has perhaps now finally been taken seriously (de Tocqueville, 1835, part II, chapter 18). Yet 

on closer inspection, the marriage between art and democracy is not so surprising, since art has 

always simultaneously embraced the opening of structures and resistance to cultural commodification. 

Art tells us that democratisation is not merely or mainly market privatisation, since democratisation 

presupposes an ethical and/or aesthetic explanation as to why we cherish our freedom in the first 

place. 

 



As I have said, today (2) the museum is being brought face to face with some of its longstanding 

preconceptions and historically rooted traditions. In other words, the force of change is influencing the 

museum in at least two ways: first, in its activity of acquiring knowledge and, second, in 

communicating that knowledge. These two activities of the museum – and of any institution or agent 

for that matter – can be analytically understood as a result of a (3) duality between the particular and 

the general. This results in a further distinction between technical and practical knowledge on the one 

hand, and between private spheres and public spheres of communication on the other. 

 To illustrate the first distinction: there is a fundamental difference between technical knowledge of 

the geographical factors that influence the decision of a certain community to settle in a certain spot, 

and practical knowledge about the meanings that this particular community ascribes to the 

geographical factors itself. We could say, for example, that the community moves to the mountains 

during the summertime for (instrumental) reasons of temperature, while that community itself might 

understand such a move to be much more a function of its (intrinsic) worship of a certain god. 

 To illustrate the second distinction: in its method of communication, the museum needs to make a 

distinction between private and public. On the face of it, the museum should behave as a public 

institute, being open to the public and a voice of the public. It provides a platform for the display of 

society’s cultural treasures, and functions as an intermediary between specific social and cultural 

meanings. However, the origin of the museum’s artefacts is of a private nature. Without the hands of 

the maker and the particular cultural context in which he or she construed the artefact, it would not 

have existed in the first place. The museum should therefore also take account of its private dealings 

with the makers and their artefacts. 

 The ethnological museum experiences this double duality in terms of the generation and sharing of 

its knowledge. As much concerned with technical and practical knowledge, on a private and a public 

level the museum is like a micropolis, trying to find the right balance between these double drives of 

duality. 

 The ever-changing balance between private and public spheres is strikingly symbolised in the 

concept of (4) the ‘Other.’ The Other stands as the metaphor for the relationship we maintain with the 

world around us. On the other hand, the difference between technical and practical knowledge is part 

of our (5) daily life. It is part of who we are to reflect on what we are making and on what we are doing. 

Technical knowledge (the former) is in principle easier to share with others (although intellectually it 

can be very demanding); practical knowledge is determined more by our own character, and it is 

accordingly more difficult to share. In short, it is easier to organise public works than to arrange public 

happiness. Practical knowledge often does better in a private environment. 

 If we apply this to the museum, we can arrive at the following pronouncement. The institute must 

embrace a flexible standpoint: it openly houses objects that were once like the precious children of the 

maker. The museum’s responsibility is to respect the private history of the artefacts, yet it is also 

forced by its public character to speak out and explain. At the same time, in obtaining knowledge, the 

museum has to tread a careful line between scientific scrutiny on the one hand and aesthetic or 

practical considerations on the other. 



 Finally, historically, the legacy of (6) imperialism has made the ethnological museum intentionally 

or unintentionally an accomplice in the violent appropriation of cultural status and meaning. Behind the 

processes of communication and knowledge there is the omnipresent manifestation of power. There is 

no doubt that today, a new critique on imperialism has gained a foothold in political discussions 

throughout the world. And this context has provided an opportunity for the ethnological museum to 

take the call for democratic change seriously and invite contemporary artists to reflect on its relevance 

in an era of neo-imperialism. 

  

(1) Change 

Change is a relative concept. Without a standard of stasis there can be no change. Speaking of 

change requires a definition of the object or a definition of a state that has supposedly been changed. 

Change does not exist; it is not a natural thing. It is a human concept. For example, even when it is 

broadly customary to perceive nature’s cycle as fourfold, i.e. in terms of the changing seasons, this is 

only the result of an agreement to regard a tree that is shedding its leaves as one of the symbols of 

the season of autumn. Like a motion picture consisting of countless film parts, we conceptually 

transform a natural state into an artificial image in order to be able to see change within the context of 

space and time. 

 Hence we need a depiction of the world in order to evaluate the changes it is undergoing. Yet we 

may choose not to distinguish in principle between our concepts and natural phenomena, as in 

Buddhism, for example, or in Schopenhauer’s philosophy. In order to prevent us from becoming 

bewitched by our own self-made illusions of reality, we allow our concepts to amalgamate in totality, as 

a result of which reality becomes indiscernible from stasis or change. Panta rei: all things are in 

constant flux, and we acquiesce in that. 

 

According to Immanuel Kant, if this happens – that is, if our reason foregoes the task of 

conceptualising nature – we will be thrown back to a state of subjective uncertainty, and meet ‘the 

immeasurable space of the supra-sensory realm which we see as full of utter darkness’ (Kant, 1786, p. 

241). Now, we have lost our ‘objective criteria of knowledge,’ which leaves us with our own nature; that 

is, our subjective consciousness. Kant stressed that our mind generates this need to think beyond 

what we see, for nature itself does not satisfy us, even in all its efficacy and beauty. Although we are 

well equipped to analyse and objectify nature in its finest details and to change it to an immense 

degree, the appetite of reason itself cannot be satisfied, even by the tremendous analytical and 

technical power we carry. This state of the dissatisfaction of reason causes us to start to ‘orientate’ in 

our thinking, which requires us to rely on our capacity as moral subjects. Ultimately, this is where our 

humanity resides. Although we can build the highest bridges and develop the biggest bombs, we 

remain creatures of natural necessity, but as subjects gifted with a conscience we are in touch with a 

free world which cannot be taken away by the force of nature. 

 Naturally, when propounding the above, Kant did not intend to make light of the many adversities 

we encounter in the real world. Rather he believed it would help us to accept our limitations when 

cultivating our natural world. And it would encourage us all the more to cultivate ourselves. In the end, 



we cannot avoid the harsh brutality and contingency of nature – epitomised by death – yet we should 

nonetheless be thankful for that. ‘The natural impulses […] which cause so many evils, at the same 

time encourage man towards new exertions of his powers and thus towards further development of his 

natural capacities. They would thus seem to indicate the design of a wise creator – not, as it might 

seem, the hand of a malicious spirit who had meddled in the creator’s glorious work or spoiled it out of 

envy’ (Kant, 1784, p. 45). 

  

Karl Marx, however, went on the offensive in his Theses on Feuerbach (1845), stating that ‘The 

philosophers have only interpreted the world in different ways; the point, however, is to change it’ 

(Marx would not have dared to imagine that the world could have been changed by philosophers so 

rigorously exactly a century later). ‘Changing the world’ to Marx meant something very different than it 

did to Kant. For Marx, the confrontation with our limitations did not trigger an appeal to our supra-

natural moral subjectivity. Quite the contrary: it entailed changing natural phenomena so as to help 

man in his struggle with his shortcomings. Kant believed that our ultimate well-being was embedded in 

our subjective reconciliation of nature; Marx, on the other hand, perceived our happiness in our 

objectified struggle with nature: ‘Freedom [...] can only consist in the socialised man, the associated 

producers, rationally regulating their interchange with Nature, bringing it under common control, 

instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of Nature’ (Marx, cited in: van der Veen, 1981, p. 14). 

 After World War II, Marx’s greatest ideological adversaries, the United States of America, launched 

its own idea of how change to the European continent. The Marshall Plan was the United States’ way 

of exporting capitalist and technological enterprise – together with its imminent infusion: consumerism. 

The philosophical source of this optimistic and Icarian spirit was nineteenth century pragmatism, 

whose protagonist William James provided it with a clear-cut description: ‘The inmost nature of reality 

is congenial to the powers which you possess’ (cited in: Murphy, 1990, p. 35, italics WJ). Pragmatism 

also meant a farewell to the Kantian morality that merely provided a conciliatory view of the natural 

world. In pragmatism, as in Marxism, change was equal to challenge: ‘Theories thus become 

instruments, not answers to enigmas, in which we can rest. We don’t lie back upon them; we move 

forward, and, on occasion, make nature over again by their aid’ (James, 1907, pp. 20-21, italics WJ). 

 Despite the resemblance between them, in pragmatism social interaction acquired the appearance 

of a capitalist game instead of a class struggle, as it was in Marxism. Jean Baudrillard (1985, pp. 114-

115) has ascribed the United States’ success precisely to this game of ‘despicable free circulation’ 

which has proved to be immune to any coherent social plan. The US has perfectly grasped the fact 

that people don’t change through planned public moralities that strive to disclose their private truths, 

but only through the seduction that the illusion of change brings to them. The capitalist spirit can only 

retain its wildness and ‘violent spectacle of change’ if the concreteness, harshness and ferocity of 

nature is contained in commercials, stock exchange prices, fashion, arms races and election parades. 

We could say that the US has dealt with the Kantian and Marxian heritage of a distinction between 

operating and reconciling with nature better than Europe itself – albeit that it has given it a perverse 

and cynical twist. This ‘pragmatist idealism’ (Baudrillard) maintains a strict division, yet inextricably 

linked connection, between materialistic daily life on the one hand, and the ethereal layer of greater 



values that make up the American dream on the other. Little wonder, then, that a distinguished 

European institution like the museum is confronted with an identity crisis concerning its future. 

 

(2) Museum 

‘Tell me, O Muse, of the man of many devices, who wandered full many ways after he had sacked the 

sacred citadel of Troy.’ With this sentence, Homer opens his grand adventure The Odyssey (c. 800 

BC) and makes us witnesses to the invocation of the muse as the character most accomplished to tell 

his story and to bring magic to it. The Odyssey is a work of epic proportions and indeed the particular 

muse invoked is most certainly the ‘original’ one: Calliope, the muse of epic poetry, and the 

personification of speech and narration. And also of memory, for Calliope’s mother is Mnemosyne. 

Indeed, glancing through Calliope’s family lineage, we discover a veritable allegory of art. Calliope is 

the mother of Orpheus, in whom memory, storytelling and music converge to establish a triad of 

artistic creation. Orpheus reminds us of the troubadour, the poet-musician who roamed the mediaeval 

fields and sang songs he had learned by heart. The word troubadour itself stems from trouver (Latin 

tropare), meaning ‘composing’ or ‘finding.’ Indeed, is this not what art is all about? Why else would 

Calliope’s father be Zeus? 

 Etymologically, the word ‘museum’ stems from moeseion, the temple of the (nine) muses. The 

moeseion is the cradle of the arts, which include dance (Terpsichore) and comedy (Thalia). We can 

therefore regard it as the father of theatre as well. What is more, in Alexandria the moeseion was a 

place of study. It sprang from the Museum that was attached to the Lyceum of Aristotle at Athens, and 

was the centre for worship, teaching, studying, and debate. Although many of us associate museums 

with elitist repositories of fine art, perhaps many of us also still carry with us that very broad idea of the 

moeseion: namely as a treasure-house for our civilisation. 

  

Yet it is one thing to rather neutrally designate a car museum or a museum of modern art as a 

dedicated preserver of (some of) mankind’s evidence; it is something else entirely to call them 

descendants of the moeseion. It remains to be seen whether our contemporary notion of the museum 

ties in adequately with this view. The more so since people have been considering doing away with 

museums, the claim being that our electronically mediated culture of information which is no longer 

restricted to time or location is turning the museum into a redundant institution. An additional argument 

is that our treasures shouldn’t be hidden away in museum collections and storerooms, but should 

instead mingle with what is found on the streets – hence a Rembrandt might be displayed at Schiphol 

Airport, or skateboard culture taken as an exhibition topic in a contemporary museum of modern art. 

 The call for democratisation has come upon the museum, as it has upon so many institutions in 

recent times. However, many of our institutions have been subjected to such criticism from as far back 

as the early 1960s. Indeed, the complaint that institutions insulate themselves from the public and are 

therefore becoming less and less deserving of support from that public seems to be an endlessly 

recurring refrain in the social protests of our time. This shows that the democratic suggestion in the 

1974 definition of the International Council of Museums (ICOM), namely that ‘A museum is a non-profit 

making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its development, and open to the public, 



which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education 

and enjoyment, material evidence of people and their environment [...]’ (ICOM, 1974, art. 2 par.1, 

italics GD) still hasn’t been taken seriously. So despite – or perhaps precisely because of – the 

widespread professionalisation of museum practice during the last two decades of the twentieth 

century, the museum is apparently still lacking in its critical function. Ironically, it was believed that 

professionalisation would stimulate a process of democratic revalidation. Increased market sensitivity 

would nourish a competitive spirit among museums and serve the public better accordingly. The 

intention was that the museum should become more functional to society and less focused on its own 

internal standards. 

 At present, the Dutch Arts Council abides by a functional task description for the museum. In its 

pre-advice to the government for the forthcoming period (2005-2008), it claims that ‘museums are 

intermediaries for the transmission of previously given meanings and generators of new meanings’ 

(Raad voor Cultuur, 2003, p. 41). As well as administering their own collections, the crucial task of 

museums is to generate meanings that are relevant for society. This process of generation should be 

accomplished in close interaction with the public. Recently, the Netherlands Museum Association 

committed itself to such a democratic mandate for museums. The objective of its project the 

Intercultural Museum Programme ‘is to stimulate museums and related cultural institutions to play an 

active role in the cultural diversity of Dutch society.’ 

  

Generating meanings that are relevant for society… What could this possibly mean? Should 

contemporary museums invert their walls and turn them into mirrors facing towards society? And 

should the democratic interaction with the public in all its narcissistic diversity be reflected on those 

walls? Is this the ultimate functionality that policy-makers dream of? If so, could we then conjecture 

that the museum will in fact become a negative of itself and that society is itself gradually beginning to 

look like a museum? 

 Hannah Arendt would agree that this ongoing process of the functionalisation of the museum (and, 

conversely, the musealisation of society) points to the ultimate victory of ‘the social.’ Arendt (1958, p. 

45) defined ‘the social’ as the realm through which ‘the life process itself […] in one form or another 

has been channelled into the public sphere.’ In her view, twentieth century politics and all its 

institutions had become a function of society. To Arendt, ‘society equalises under all circumstances, 

and the victory of equality in the modern world is only the political and legal recognition of the fact that 

society has conquered the public realm, and that distinction and difference have become private 

matters of the individual.’ (1958, p. 41) With the latter, Arendt meant society’s diversity, since agents 

or institutions in the service of, and relevant to, society cannot be included in this ideal. Their task is 

not to be privately diverse but merely to publicly display society’s diversity. Society can be special, but 

its ‘diversifiers’ cannot. Richard Sennett has called this the intimate society, in which the private is 

superimposed on the public, and ‘all social phenomena, no matter how impersonal in structure, are 

converted into matters of personality in order to have a meaning’ (1974, p. 219). With this in mind, we 

should be careful not to allow our muse to be submerged in a ruthless social functionality, and we 

must make sure that we figure out how to prevent such an eventuality from occurring. 



 

(3) Duality (general-particular) 

The eminent American philosopher John Searle (2003) has conjectured that in history, hardly any real 

investigations have been undertaken into the working conditions and mechanisms of our society, 

something he calls ‘social ontology.’ In Searle’s view, someone like Plato – to name but one – was 

concerned only with how a society should function, not with how it actually functioned. Plato 

mistakenly took the world of ideas as a blueprint for the constitution of our society, and forgot to 

investigate the functioning of that society itself. 

 Searle’s position is a radicalised version of William James’s already ‘macho’ plea for pragmatism. It 

does away with the great gulf between what we experience, perceive and feel on the one hand and 

how we conceptualise, use and interpret those sensations on the other. In Searle’s world, a healthy 

interest in reality that doesn’t lose sight of the many possible points of view this interest may imply, has 

changed into a reckless and realist obsession with so-called ‘brute facts.’ Those facts are supposedly 

collectively and objectively shared landmarks of our society. A questionable standpoint, to say the 

least: even though ‘things’ exist – such as birth or fire – this does not make them brute facts in the 

sense of people experiencing or understanding them in the same way. And this is exactly what Plato 

meant when he called reality an illusion: the far reflection of the Ideas. Conceptualising society should 

include accepting duality, and in spite of Searle’s grandiloquence, we should not be in any way 

ashamed of turning our eyes back to the Greeks. 

 

The Dutch philosopher of science E.A. Huppes-Cluysenaer has stressed that the general-particular 

duality has been of fundamental importance in Greek philosophy, and should continue to be to us 

today (1995, pp. 19-22). The Greeks found this dualism highly appropriate as an analogy for society 

(polis), since the central political question they were concerned with was to understand what people 

could share and what should remain their own. Aristotle stressed that we naturally think of society in a 

public way since it is essentially a koinōniai, that is, a place where people experience and share things 

in common. No society can be imagined in which people do not share at least something, since 

otherwise we would be reduced to chaos or anarchy, with the result that our humanity would be 

seriously challenged – ‘for as man is the best of the animals when perfected, so he is the worst of all 

when sundered from law and justice’ (Aristotle, c. 330 BC, 1253a31-32). Even so, man is not a public 

animal; he is a political animal. He does not need or want to share his entire life with others (the 

public), only a part of it. And this basic feeling leads us precisely to politics, for politics is about tuning 

the private with the public, about finding the right balance between what is one’s own and what also 

belongs to others. (This also implies that the art of politics covers a far broader area than simply the 

affairs of the state.) 

 What, then, do we share? To answer this question, Aristotle (ibid., 1253a21-22) distinguishes 

between two forms of knowledge: technical knowledge, which involves producing (poiesis), and 

practical knowledge, which involves practicing (praxis). As to technical knowledge, the public comes 

before the private. Man’s life depends on technical cooperation at a public level, for ‘if the whole body 

be destroyed, there will be no foot or hand.’ As members of society, we share first and foremost in life 



itself: we work, produce and procreate for the preservation of life. However, even survival is only partly 

shareable, for, as Aristotle continues: ‘if the process of unification advances beyond a certain point, 

the polis will not be a polis at all; for a polis essentially consists of a multitude of persons […]’ (ibid., 

1261a19-25). There are many private cooperations of living (families, villages, cities, regions, 

corporations) that function quite well on their own. Too much striving for unity would destroy the 

plurality of such cooperations, and with it, society as a whole. Technical plurality is needed to give full 

range to competition, invention, and the special expertise that private entities carry. 

 The second reason for thinking about what we share and do not share is practical. For - still 

following Aristotle - although society comes to life for the sake of life (technical argument), ultimately ‘it 

exists for the good life,’ (ibid., 1252b33, italics GD). Ultimately, society is not a grand factory for the 

production of life goods, but a facilitator for the optimal practicing of people’s lives. Our society should 

be the lawful manifestation of what we consider to be fine, of that which gives life its pleasure, and of 

the way in which ‘the race of men or any other community is to partake of the good life and the 

happiness possible for them.’ (ibid., 1325a9-11) In this respect, society is a public piece of art into 

which we put our universal dreams of feeling, thinking and acting. Yet, like the technical split, there is 

also a practical split between the public and the private. As Aristotle emphasises: ‘Not only does a city 

[polis, GD] consist of a multitude of human beings, it consists of human beings differing in kind. A 

collection of persons all alike does not constitute a state.’ (ibid., 1261a22-25) In other words, every 

community consists of people and their particular actions: it needs to take account of its practical 

pluriformity. 

 In summation, then, when we think of society we need to make a distinction between the private 

and the public for both technical and practical reasons. This distinction provides us with an initial 

answer to the complexity of running a society, which is at once a quest for generality and a respect for 

particularity. More specifically, it tells us why a functionalisation of the museum carries with it great 

dangers, in that it runs the risk of violating both the values of technical plurality and of practical 

pluriformity. 

 

(4) The Other (communication) 

As I mentioned earlier, the distinction between public and private refers to the concept of sharing. We 

distinguish between public and private in the first place because we are not alone on this planet. In 

one way or another, we need to relate to people, yet at the same time this implies that we also need a 

place that is relatively insulated from others. Central to the virtues of communication is the notion of 

the Other. The Other is the symbolic counterpart to whom and with whom our sharing takes place. 

 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary and the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary tell us that 

the other is defined as [1] the one remaining or not included; [2] the one that is distinct from the first-

mentioned; [3] the one that is not the same; or [4] the one that is additional. These descriptions all 

refer to someone other than the one. They tell us of ‘uniqueness’ as a fundamental human condition: 

in the experience of feeling unidentical with others. The experience of the other begins in oneself. 

 Theorising on this reflective ambivalence, Helmut Plessner (1941) has distinguished between the 

internal experience of being a body as a body in itself and the external experience of having a body 



amidst other bodies. The first experience directs us to our existence as a subjective dimension – ‘we 

exist’ – while the other experience directs us to an objective embodiment of existence: in other words, 

we have a body that exists in the world. In both experiences we face the other, albeit in different ways.  

 First, the internal position faces us with an outside world inside of us. A world that is unbounded, 

for although our thoughts and experiences are surrounded by the external world, they seem to belong 

to a boundless space within ourselves that is non-experiential for others – an inner external world. This 

is where Kant’s orientation in thinking occurs. Second, the perception of other external bodies makes 

us realise that we are also being perceived as such. We are involved with outer bodies, and this 

compels us to relativise our subjectivity and to take – in Plessner’s words – an ‘excentrical’ position. In 

facing other bodies, we cannot but assume that those other bodies are faced with the same dual 

experience we are having: of otherness within themselves and of otherness towards other people 

(bodies). 

  

Accordingly, the internal experience of otherness and the external experience of otherness are 

inseparable. Not only do we have no choice but to relate to others in one way or another (as we 

stumble across other bodies), but we also need to take their internal otherness into account. However, 

this does not mean that inter-subjectivism is the answer to the two (subjective and objective) states of 

otherness. Taking into account the other’s otherness should do justice to his or her internal experience 

of otherness. And since we can only assume the existence of this by reference to our own internal 

otherness, which is in addition non-experiential to others, the sharing of other people’s otherness – 

their subjectivity – is ultimately and essentially limited as well. 

 Hannah Arendt (1958, p. 176), therefore, does not speak of the otherness but of the uniqueness of 

man: ‘Only man can express this distinction and distinguish himself, and only he can communicate 

himself and not merely something […]. In man, otherness, which he shares with everything that is, and 

distinctness, which he shares with everything alive, become uniqueness, and human plurality is the 

paradoxical plurality of unique beings.’ Otherness as uniqueness is central in the distinction between 

public and private. Characterising the human condition as a condition of ‘paradoxical plurality,’ pointing 

to the uniqueness of man and to a certain non-reducability of human experience, Arendt follows 

Aristotle’s concept of practical pluriformity. The question of course is how this negative experience will 

lead to a positive stand in the public world. And how to prevent that otherness as uniqueness from 

regressing into a radical idiosyncracy – a private solipsism – or accelerating into a brute tyranny – a 

public conformism.  

 

(5) Daily life (knowledge) 

Both the juxtaposed concepts ‘private’ and ‘public’ and the duality ‘technical’ and ‘practical’ knowledge 

are not merely food for academic debate. We deal with them every day. Both types of understanding 

run through each other all the time: producing cannot be independent of knowing how to do things in 

practice, and practicing cannot do without technical knowledge concerning the conditions and 

circumstances that influence those practices. We deliberate on the things we make and on the actions 

we perform, but often think of what we should make in order to do things better, and vice versa. 



 Technical knowledge is different from practical knowledge in that it is simply a means to an end: 

the product. Practical knowledge is centred around acting, our doings as persons. The end of the 

action is a matter of doing well in accordance with one’s character. In Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art 

of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974), the main character Phaedrus distinguishes between a classic and 

a romantic understanding of reality - one that is very similar to our own distinction. Although Phaedrus 

has a preference for the classical point of view, he is convinced that an equilibrium is needed. To his 

mind, classical knowledge has become scientistic. It has lost its clarity ‘because there is no rational 

format for any understanding for scientific creativity’ (p. 297, italics GD). Romantic knowledge, 

conversely, suffers from ‘stylishness:’ it has become embedded in a socio-cultural system that favours 

style, stars, and sound bytes. The result is, first, that both types of knowledge have themselves 

degenerated, and secondly, that both have drifted away from each other and are failing to make a link 

to people’s daily lives. 

  

This may sound like a perennial reactionary complaint, but consider just how many people nowadays 

say they feel that something is missing. And that 'something’ has to do with a sharing of knowledge 

that creates a link to people’s experiences and activities. The fact that sharing knowledge certainly is 

difficult becomes clear when we realise that even the most trifling issues, such as agreeing on the 

weather, are subject to misapprehensions. Daily life is full of such apparent accordance in 

understanding. In fact, it is full of ambiguity and our vocabulary frequently falls short when it comes to 

adequately sharing the particular obscurity inherent in a situation. Sigmund Freud has pointed out in 

his essay Das Unheimliche (1919) that it is precisely the familiar in everyday experience that appears 

to be full of common understanding but that in fact conceals the uncanny, and eventually becomes 

uncanny itself. Indeed, cultivating the everyday experience has become the trump card in the rescue 

of modern civilisation. The public art of beauty and style in general are in danger of being misused in 

the interests of this cause. And, as Freud points out, of covering up das Unheimliche instead of 

relating to it. 

 The classic source here is Plato, who claimed something similar to, if not actually more radical, 

than Freud. For according to Plato, it is the artist that covers things up. Worse still, the artist tries to 

imitate the world of appearances – our everyday experiences – ‘[a]nd it looks as if what [the artist] 

imitates will be the kind of thing that appears good to the ignorant majority’ (c. 370 BC, 602b). Here we 

encounter Plato the notorious rationalist, as he has often been accused of being; a menace to the 

artistic and emotional part of mankind (‘If you accept the honeyed Muse, in song or poetry, pleasure or 

pain will be twin kings in your city […] (ibid., 607a)). According to Michael Oakeshott, ‘the rationalist’ 

has no sense ‘of the accumulation of experience, only of the readiness of experience when it has been 

converted into a formula: the past is significant to him only as an encumbrance. He has none of that 

negative capability […], the power of accepting the mysteries and uncertainties of experience without 

any irritable search for order and distinctness, only the capability of subjugating experience […]’ (1962, 

p. 2, italics MO). 

  



Yet such an accusation does an injustice to Plato – who has himself written such magnificent literature 

– for he was talking not of the menace of art in itself, but about the menace of art on a public level. 

Indeed, Plato coupled the acquisition of practical knowledge to the private and the public sphere. He 

stressed that such knowledge, i.e. of what are wise and good actions, is very difficult to share. 

Consequently, sharing the beautiful without knowing the good would merely lead to an inflation of pain 

and pleasure. Hence Plato’s reluctance to tolerate art in politics was precisely due to his ‘accepting the 

mysteries and uncertainties of experience,’ as Oakeshott put it. 

 Yet, no one remains untouched by the idea of goodness. ‘With justice and beauty, lots of people 

might settle for the appearance of them. Even if things really aren’t really just or beautiful, they might 

choose to do, possess or think them anyway. When it comes to things which are good, on the other 

hand, no one has ever yet been satisfied with the appearance. They want things that really are good; 

they all treat the appearance of it with contempt.’ […] That is what every soul follows (Plato, c. 370 BC, 

505d-e, italics P). People will be content with public conventions and agreements (justice and beauty) 

concerning many things, but ‘he who will really fight for the right, if he would live even for a little while, 

must have a private station and not a public one’ (Plato, c. 380 BC, 29e). Bringing the good to a public 

level is a dangerous thing to do: it distorts people’s private search for what they believe is good. 

Surprisingly, here Plato shows himself to be a liberal avant la lettre: if art wants to show its true 

goodness, it should take gratification in its private splendour and not fall into public temptation. Here 

Plato warns against precisely what many have held him accountable for: tyranny. 

 Michel Foucault has extrapolated Plato’s thought as typically Greek and stressed its significance 

for our times: ‘It is not at all necessary to relate ethical problems to scientific knowledge. […] For 

centuries we have been convinced that between our ethics, our personal ethics, our everyday life and 

the great political and social and economic structures there were analytical relations […]. I think we 

have to get rid of this idea of an analytical or necessary link between ethics and these structures’ (in: 

Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, p. 236). Foucault meant that our common quest to lead worthwhile lives 

should not automatically be coupled to the larger and more technical systems of our societies. Instead, 

practical knowledge should be concentrated around people’s ‘aesthetics of existence’ or ‘practice of 

creativity.’ That should be the more modest goal of practical knowledge, and, accordingly, of art. 

 

6. Imperialism (power) 

Before Machiavelli completed The Prince (1513) with the ‘exhortation to liberate Italy from the 

barbarians,’ he wrote a chapter on fortuna. In it, he wondered how far human affairs were governed by 

fate, coincidence or fortune, and how to make a stand against it. Machiavelli thought that the immense 

influence exercised by fortuna did not signify an absence of free will but rather man’s lack of flexibility 

in dealing with fate’s flux. Obstinate people who refuse to adapt their plans to changing circumstances 

ultimately fail – and accordingly blame fate for their failure. 

 Machiavelli’s treatise takes the form of unequivocal advice to a ruler on how to gain and hold on to 

power. In our own times, however, it goes without saying that power lies mainly at the level of 

administrations of organisations such as states and multinationals. In particular, when we look at the 

G8 countries and their industries, we are seeing gigantic culminations of imperial power. It takes great 



skills to lead these enormous organisations, and recent developments – such as the many corporate 

scandals and political landslides that have occurred – have shown that the rulers of these 

organisations are increasingly lacking in such skills. As a result, they appear to be becoming more and 

more interested in holding on to power itself rather than in sublimating their authority into the well-

being of the organisation. The practice of shamelessly extending favours to their inner circles and of 

centring efforts during their term of office on the very extension of that term of office are sure signs of 

diminishing care for the virtue of ruling. If we take Machiavelli’s words seriously, then we must ask 

ourselves what the circumstances are that our rulers of today are refusing to adapt themselves to.

 We have almost forgotten the traditional interpretations of power, namely those based on God, on 

class, or on descent. Power that is highly systematic in justification yet fragmented in maintenance. 

Today, the opposite seems to be true: power is fragmented in justification yet systematic in 

maintenance. The state is everywhere, in a way as imperialistic in itself as in its external actions. 

However, the more fragmented the justification of its power – its authority – becomes, the more difficult 

its maintenance will be. In particular, this happens when a state is tempted to expand its empire in 

order to preserve authority, both physically and ideologically. However, the more a state pins its fate to 

the politics of PR, the easier it overlooks problems that lie at the very basis of the workings of society 

itself. 

 In 1902, the historian J.A. Hobson observed in his study Imperialism: ‘[Imperialism] is a 

debasement of […] genuine nationalism, by attempts to overflow its natural banks and absorb the near 

or distant territory of reluctant and unassimilable peoples, that marks the passage from nationalism to 

a spurious colonialism on the one hand, Imperialism on the other.’ (1902, p. 6, italics GD) Hobson 

regarded imperialism as ‘a depraved choice of national life’ (ibid., p. 368) and thought that it should be 

understood as much in relation to the domestic well-being of a state as to its international dimension. 

The effects of imperialism cut both ways. 

 Yet this is not to suggest that Hobson’s understanding is actually taken seriously these days. The 

domestic dimension of imperialism is greatly undervalued, since the phenomenon of globalisation is 

capturing everyone’s imagination. Although the world is undoubtedly becoming progressively smaller, 

stories of de-territorialisation and the global village can easily become the stopgap in defining any 

cultural or political issue within an international perspective. One wonders how long Western states 

can advocate the great values of democracy and freedom to the world on the one hand, and keep 

failing to come up with substantial ideas concerning the future of their own democracies. 

 In reverse we see that in today’s intellectual avant-garde, the perspective of globalisation is 

carrying the normative connotation of a relentless and continuous willingness to question so-called 

‘Western universalism.’ As far as art is concerned this entails that art cannot be naïve and needs to be 

conscious of its political immanency. Documenta XI has testified to this idea in full. Its director, Okwui 

Enwezor has stated: ‘In the democratic system, which is to be distinguished from popular politics, but 

rather one that promotes agency over pure belief, the demands of citizenship place strong ethical 

constraints on the artist, based on his or her commitment to all ‘forms of life.’ The practice of art 

presents the artist with the task of making such commitment.’ (2002, p. 54) To Enwezor art has only 

two options: either to be in or to be out of politics; on the face of it that is, for to declare oneself 



autonomous from politics is ‘not only perversely conservative but, more importantly, misunderstands 

the nature of the critical energy that drives the conditions of artistic production […].’ (ibid., p. 53, italics 

GD) Art cannot keep aloof from the state of the world, it needs to show its colours. 

 It seems highly dubious and precarious to saddle art with such an obligation. Illustrative is what 

Enwezor says about museums. These institutions cannot ‘define the legitimacy of contemporary art 

today; rather they are caught up in reshaping their own legitimacy as a consequence of their delayed 

recognition of the complex topos of the new global community.’ In Documenta XI, then, ‘[t]he public 

sphere of the exhibition gesture […] is rearticulated here as a new understanding in the domain of the 

discursive rather than the museological.’ (ibid., p. 54) Consequently, both the legitimation questions of 

museum and art have merged. Or, as a matter of fact: the legitimation of the museum depends on the 

political position artists take. Here we are witness of the functionalisation of the museum on the other 

side of the spectrum, that of art itself. 

 The similarity with The Garden of Eden project in Leiden is striking. The artists in that project were 

explicitly seen as putting out a wide range of feelers about the contemporary meaning and legitimation 

of the ethnological museum. They were considered capable of breaking the ethnological deadlock. 

However, there is an important difference: the ten artists could never attain the status of the artists in 

the Documenta exhibition, or in any museum of modern art for that matter. For the ‘real’ artists in the 

ethnological museum are of course all the – mostly unknown – creators of those specific and precious 

habitats and artefacts throughout the world. In this sense, the invited artists not only have the status of 

intruders but also that of outsiders. For they can shout ‘Tear down these walls!’ the question remains 

whether that slogan points to the constriction that artists suspect the ethnological museum imposes on 

them, or to their own cupidity in projecting their standards of legitimacy onto the ethnological museum.  

 In fact, it seems that while we were searching for the contemporary meaning of moeseion it was 

staring us in the face all the time, and telling us that the museum must be independent of any political 

agenda that is deemed to be all-inclusive, regardless of whether that all-inclusiveness is art or state-

based. 

 


