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an introduction
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There is an impression in my memory of a lecture or talk or discussion I had heard, that 
has left me almost entirely, other than one very important distinction that was made; the 
difference between complication and complexity. 

It was explained that something which is explained as complicated is given no explanation, 
there is no reason in a complicated notion, it is messy and unclear. Complexity, however, 
contains a multitude of reasoning, nuanced, delicate, intricate. Through attempting to 
identify and understand the multitude of complexity, one can see how the complex is 
not only made of the intersection of the multitude, but as well as the interdependence of 
such intersections. 

This is an exploration of violence, of art, of ourselves, the structures we live in and the 
perceptions of ourselves, the other, that influence our interactions. It is the exploration 
that none of the above exist without influencing the other, that one as an individual 
is constantly operating in the relationship with the self and the collective - it is the 
interdependence that the self cannot exist without the collective, and the collective cannot 
exist without the self. This is an exploration searching for the language to understand 
how ones interactions with the self can liberate us from operating in a position that 
would otherwise be oppressive, violent, and self centred. 

As a point of departure the frame of reference will be the intersection of Nietzsche’s 
notion of ‘loving the farthest’ and Spinoza’s of indignation, meaning the disdain ‘in the 
face of the unfreedom and injustices of power.’ 

This is a search for understanding and compassion.
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the gatekeepers

i.
6



Upon my first year at the Royal Academy of Art, The Hague (KABK), the entire first 
year alumni spreading over every department, sat in the auditorium for the introduction 
of a project week. We were given a series of lectures, one that struck me in particular was 
given by a Swedish artist,  Jonas Ohlsson a white man with who teaches Fine Art, was 
telling us about how fortunate we were to study in such a special space. He described the 
academy as the gatekeeper to good art.

He continued to say the “third world” doesn’t have the history of great artists or the 
facilities to learn about them in order to create great art. This notion could be argued to 
be very telling of the position of thought within Western art institutions, one that implies 
a very colonial and Eurocentric idealism. This notion of elitism is a psychological form 
of violence that creates a sense of otherness to those who are not within the specific 
society. However, it is not enough to focus on the psychological forms of violence, but 
the structural problems that reinforce these notions of belief. Paulo Freire, warns us of the 
devices that oppressive forces use, one of which is the absolutising of ignorance;  

“This myth implies the existence of someone who decrees the ignorance of someone else. The one who is 

doing the decreeing defines himself and the class to which he belongs as those who know or were born to, 

know; he thereby defines others as alien entities. The words of his own class come to be the “true” words, which 

he imposes or attempts to impose on the others: the oppressed, whose words have been stolen from them. 

Those who steal the words of others develop a deep doubt in the abilities of the others and consider them 

incompetent. ” 1

By declaring the status of our academy as a gatekeeper of quality art, he ‘defines himself 
and the class to which he belongs as those who know or were born to know; he thereby 
defines others as alien entities.’ Within that room he had already had established a hierarchy, 
“No good art has ever come from the ‘Third World.’” Positioned on a podium he was 
not only physically embodying a hierarchical symbol of power, but was reinforcing this 
position through language. The problematic notion to even refer to a nation outside of 

“...in third world countries there is no such thing as good art.”
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the Global West as the ‘third world’ shouldn’t need to be elaborated on. 

However, the type of speech that insinuates his words to be ‘true’ perpetuates an elitist 
ideology. Through the reinforcement of hierarchical positioning, where one mode of 
thought, in this case of art, is greater than the other, relies on the notion that there is one 
beneath their own. Thus violence is acted through the ideology of alienation of those that 
aren’t “of his own class.” Issac Kaplan’s response to Michael J. Lewis’ essay touches on this 
point very well;

‘[...]besides greatly overstating art’s demise, the conclusion rests heavily on artists who are primarily white 

men. While Lewis does get some fair shots in about vapid works of spectacle, no matter how you feel about 

contemporary art, to call an entire swath of culture irrelevant based primarily on those who have been privileged 

enough to occupy galleries and other institutions (and thus the canon of art history) ignores both the artists 

who have been historically marginalised from such spaces and the artists who are taking their practices outside 

of them.” 2 

Kaplan makes a very important point here, it was a position of privilege that led the artist 
to the gallery and the institution. Where there is privilege there is marginalisation, which 
Kaplan points out that much of what is considered as irrelevant art is made by those who 
have been systematically excluded from art spaces. 
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feeble minded degenerates
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The gatekeepers observed a moment where a violent assumption established a point of 
value of art based on said artists geographical location and culture, creating a hierarchy 
that placed the European greater than those of the Global South. Rather than viewing 
this in isolation, it is important to investigate where such notions and assumptions may 
have grown its roots in. It is here that we must look the historical examples of Europeans 
who still have influence over contemporary artists. This brings us to Frobenius, who had 
stolen thousands of works from the African continent. 

 This is the German ethnologist Leo Frobenius, as he is being taken by a group of Yoruba 
people to see the Ori Olokun statue, in what is now known as Nigeria. He continues;

“Profoundly stirred, I stood for many minutes before the remnant of the erstwhile Lord and Ruler of the 

Empire of Atlantis… Then I looked around and saw - the blacks - the circle of the sons of the ‘venerable priest’, 

his Holiness the Oni’s friends, and his intelligent officials. I was moved to silent melancholy at the thought 

that this assembly of degenerate and feeble-minded posterity should be the legitimate guardians of so much 

loveliness.” 3

In literature speech, Soyinka uses this same quote from Frobenius as an example of the 
racism that propelled the violence of colonial imperialism. What is important to note 
is how oppressive ideas such as Frobenius’ have persisted in Western thought. The term 
postcolonial is often used as if our society has shifted from living post-colonially, however 
the colonial epistemologies are embedded in the structures of our institutions. 

A parallel could be drawn from Frobenius’ view of the Ori Olokun as a statue that did 
not represent a Yoruba god but a remnant of Atlantis, removing it from the Yoruba people 
entirely, just as the professor at the KABK could not acknowledge that any “good art 
could come from the ‘third world.’ ” 

Furthermore, Frobenius’ projects a skepticism of the Yoruba people’s ability to safely take 
care of their own statue, casting the idea that they are fundamentally faulted because they 
are “degenerate and feeble-minded”.

Frobenius embraces a system of hierarchy as to who art belongs to, and who can make 
it. To Frobenius beauty and art belong to the Europeans. He would rather justify the 
Ori Olokun being made by mythical people before he could accept that something he 
admired so dearly was made by the Yoruba. 
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This sentiment draws a border in which people will have to pass to gain legitimacy.  
This border, or gate, relies on the gatekeepers who permit or deny one’s passage.

Frobenius’ ‘research’ has been held in such high esteem in Europe as it reinforced the 
European narrative that Africans were subhuman and ought to be ‘civilised.’ To this day 
Frobenius is celebrated at the University of Frankfurt which has erected the Frobenius 
Institute, displaying over 4,000 sculptures4 that he had stolen across Africa. 

Wole Soyinka5 criticised Frobenius for having ‘schizophrenic’ views over African people, 
which makes sense when observing Frobenius’ inconsistencies of opinions towards 
African sculptures, where the value is held high for the creation but not the creator. This 
is often seen in the treatment towards artists of colour, Tabita Rezaire addresses this issue 
in her piece; “A White Institutions Guide For Welcoming People of Colour* and Their 
Audiences.”6 With this piece she emphasized that exposure for an artist of colour does not 
replace payment for their work. 

Taking the European narrative over Africans during Frobenius’ time into account, it 
can be assumed that he entered these sites with the expectation that Africans were 
“degenerates”, as that was the only perception that could justify the European invasion. 
If a people are stripped of their humanity to where they are no longer acknowledged as 
people, it is then possible to oppress them.  However, if Frobenius actually conducted his 
work scientifically, where his views were based through the observation of facts, it would 
be impossible to continue this narrative. 

Instead, when Frobenius was presented with the evidence, the Ori Olokun, where he 
saw “so much loveliness”, this should have been a shift in thinking - for how could 
such “feeble minded” people create something so beautiful. Yet, this is the point where 
Frobenius uses the evidence of the Yoruba’s own culture against them, removing the Ori 
Olokun from them, unfoundedly declared that it had to be a relic of Atlantis. 

Furthermore, establishing the Yoruba as “degenerates” that were incapable of fostering 
the statue, justified their dehumanisation as a fault of their own psychological capability. 
This is not in any way based in truth, however one can see that these ideas persist in 
contemporary education; “No good art has come from the ‘third world.’”

12



Analysing history is imperative to understand why and how violent ideas persist. Colonial 
violence not only dehumanises those who have been marginalised but also influences 
those who aren’t. By denying the Ori Olokun to be of the Yoruba and declaring them 
as ‘feeble minded degenerates’ he negated truth. People such as Frobenius reinforced this 
oppressive narrative even when his lived experience provided evidence that could not 
support this very notion. 
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“you dont need eyes to see”
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The consequences of assumed expectations may not seem violent on a surface level, 
yet they infiltrate the very physical behaviour of an individual’s actions. In the podcast 
Invisibilia7 , Alix Spiegel and Lulu Miller explore the idea of expectations scientifically 
by questioning if one’s expectations of someone else can change their behaviour. They 
discuss an experiment that research psychologist, Bob Rosenthal, conducted on the 
behaviour of rats. The experiment focused on how the performance of rats changed due 
to the expectations the people handling them had. Prior, Rosenthal indiscriminately 
labeled the rats as ‘intelligent’ and ‘stupid’.

The experiment showed the rats performance reflected the category they were labelled in 
due to the expectations of the people who handled them. Subconsciously the participants 
handled the ‘intelligent’ rats with more care, whereas the ‘stupid’ rats were treated recklessly.

The podcast continued with an interview with Daniel Kish, who had his eyes removed as a 
baby due to cancer. Kish developed a method to move around the world freely by clicking 
his tongue to receive the vibrations of his surroundings. This method of echolocation has 
made him to be regarded as exceptional, however he finds this perception limiting for 
other non sighted people. 

“If our culture recognized blind people’s capacity to see then more blind people would see.” Daniel Kish 6

Echolocation not only provides the ability to move freely, but also stimulates visual 
responses in the brain. These visual responses can be compared to a sighted persons 
peripheral vision.

Blindness in this regard is a social construct, perpetuated by the expectations of our 
culture. This leads people to treat the blind as unable to register visual language, and 
therefore restricts them to develop different experiences of seeing. 

“What we are doing is we are creating slaves to others thinking, others perception…and 
somehow we are comfortable with that.” Kish.6 The social construction of blindness can 
be seen as an analogy for the violent epistemologies in Western thought.

What must now be established is how oppressive thinking goes beyond the mind, and 
influences the experience of the other. Invisibilia’s research on expectations illuminates 
that low expectations projected on to someone has tangible affects on their ability. 
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stolen treasures and believable wrecks 

iv.
16



By establishing how a social narrative can become oppressive towards a people, the 
influence must be evaluated in the concept of art. Art could be seen as the materialisation 
of thoughts, and in this regard carries the power of influence, and representation. The 
economic value of art must also be taken into consideration. This being of the artist and 
their resources to produce, as well as the monetary gain the artist receives. 

Pop art is notorious for both its economic and cultural influence. The artist Damien Hirst, 
who is currently the worlds highest grossing visual artists with a net worth of  one billion 
dollars8 exhibited Treasures of the Wreck of the Unbelievable at the Venice Biennalle in 2017. 
The series contained 189 sculptures, with a budget of more than 65$ million  to create.9

In terms of space, Hirst took up 5,000 square meters to exhibit this series, marking 
the first time two huge venues were dedicated to a single artist at the Biennalle. Hirst’s 
“Golden Heads” was on display as a part of the series, which is an exact replica of the 
Yoruba statue, Ori Olokun, that Frobenius was referring to earlier. Hirst even quoted 
Frobenius as a part of research for his work.

Nigerian artist, Laolu Senbanjo wrote an open letter10 to Hirst for appropriating the 
sculpture without any credit to Yoruba culture:

 “You see, as an artist we all pay our respects and give homage to different artists in all our works at some point 

in time…However you did not give an interpretation, you created a flat out carbon copy.”11

Senbanjo points out “Venice is one of the largest art platforms in the world, some of 
the kids attending are going to be art history students someday and when they see what 
you’ve done they can’t unsee or unlearn your version of the history of my people. They 
will believe what you’ve fed them. You don’t know how far and wide your art will spread; 
because of your stature and your white male privilege you should not be ignorant about 
the impact of your art in the world.”11

Hirst perpetuates epistemological violence just by exposing work that he appropriated, 
the undertone of his research seems to solidify the foundation that this was not made 
in ignorance, nor appreciation. As not just a white male artist, but the wealthiest white 
British male artist to appropriate the Ori Olokun - a relic of Yoruba culture - a people 
that were not considered people by the British during their colonisation.  
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Senbanjo points out that beyond Hirst’s appropriation of Yoruba art, the violence will 
spread through his influence in how others, who have no context into Yoruba culture, 
or any knowledge of any contemporary African culture, will now have Hirst’s work as a 
frame of reference.

What is important to recognise here is along with Hirst’s appropriation of the Ori 
Olokun he also profited from it. Not only did Hirst have centre stage at the Biennale, 
consequently excluding other artists from exhibiting there, but he had every piece up for 
sale. Nearly every work has been sold, earning him around 330 million dollars10. This isn’t 
only profitable for Hirst, this is profitable for the Biennale as well.

The problem does not end at the absurd monetary profit for Hirst and the Biennale, but 
it also creates a greater economic disparity between rich artists, and artists of the lower 
income class. Hirst was able to afford to invest at least 65 million dollars in his work as 
well as provide himself the largest platform. 

This exposes the moral flaws of art institutions in which the Biennale showed their 
carelessness through displaying Hirst’s work. 
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In order for a structure to be built it must first be thought of, and those thoughts must 
have a cultural reinforcement of belief. For the violence of contemporary colonialism it 
has to be so well masked within a culture that it is not something that relies on belief but 
considered as normal.

Oppressive modes of thought are kept alive by oppressive structures. Earlier it was 
explored through Invisibilia’s research on how expectations affect the behaviour. It will 
now be elaborated how these expectations create the structures that either allow or deny 
the body to exist in a space.

It is important to distinguish between a psychological problem and a structural one. What 
this emphasises is cause and effect. When the cause is misidentified as a the physiological 
fault of an individual, then the effect can also be blamed on them. The dangers here 
arise in the perpetuation of violence without the possibility to acknowledge a systemic 
restructuring that would allow a more inclusive and fairer system.

In Malcolm Gladwell’s podcast episode Miss Buchanan’s Period Of Adjustment12, 
Gladwell explores the Brown vs The Board of Education of Topeka case of 1954. This 
is one of the most famous cases in American history, widely regarded as a landmark of 
desegregation in apartheid America.

The case began after Oliver L. Brown tried to admit his daughter Linda Brown to a ‘white 
school’. Linda was denied admission due to her race and was told that it was the board of 
education’s decision. Although Linda nor her parents had no issue with her attending her 
previous ‘black school’, the lawsuit was filed under principle that the law denied them the 
possibility to choose where she could pursue her education. 

At first glance the court ruling seems incredible, and it does have the potential to be, 
however what makes this violent is the terms on which the court had based their decision.

Gladwell points out a crucial distinction between the reasoning of the court’s decision and 
the motivation of the Brown’s case; “It’s meant to be a decision in favour of Oliver and 
Leola Brown, and the families of Topeka, but the court actually says something entirely 
different than what the black people of Topeka were saying.”12

He continues to quote the court’s ruling,
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“Segregation of white and coloured children in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the coloured 

children…Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] the educational and mental 

development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] 

integrated school system.”11

Gladwell argues that the court’s decision to desegregate the schools was due to the idea 
that black schools weren’t capable of providing a quality education to black children, and 
that the lack of an education with white students would “retard the mental development 
of negro children.” 

What Gladwell is proposing is that the families filing the lawsuit were pointing out a 
structural problem, and the court made their decision based on the justification that 
segregation created a psychological problem for black people. 

Jason Grissom, a political scientist, challenged the assumption that there are more white 
students who are admitted to gifted programs are because their test scores are higher. This 
infers that the problem is psychological, and that the fault of black students not receiving 
admission to gifted programs is because they do not test as well as white students.

Grissom looks at a large national sample of students test scores and compares two students 
who are both observably highly achieving. Grissom asked,

“Would that difference in probability, that they are identified by the system as gifted, would that persist? …

even when you look at two students who are similar on math and reading achievement in elementary school, 

a White student and a Black student, that White student is still more than two times as likely to be receiving 

gifted services as that Black student is.”13

Grissom observes that the reason that the probability for black students to not be admitted 
to gifted programs is strongly influenced by the teachers. Gladwell proposes a crucial 
question, what happened to the teachers of black schools?

Grissom’s research found that “the probability for being assigned to gifted services under 
a white teacher is about half the probability as an observably similar black student taught 
by a black teacher.” This reveals a few things, one is the influence of a teacher over a 
student’s life as they are gatekeepers to the students opportunities. 
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Without a teacher’s recognition of a student’s ability, the access to facilities to foster 
their growth can be withheld. Secondly, the ability to see another person cannot be 
separated from their physical identity - race cannot be overlooked when analysing 
structural violence. Here it is seen that there is a greater likelihood that a white teacher 
will overlook the ability of a black student, despite their performance. 

The court’s decision to only move black children into white schools put the students 
in a hostile environment as they were no longer seen by their white teachers as young 
bright individuals, but in an environment that did not acknowledge their humanity. 
The structural violence was further ensued by the firing of black teachers, creating an 
impossible situation for both black students and teachers to progress. 

The implicit bias amongst white people towards people of colour is so detrimental that 
the expectation of a person of colours ability is so low that they become invisible.
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regardless of test scores
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Why is a case of American civil rights being brought up in the world of art? I believe 
because the system of segregation cannot be separated from artistic institutions. Western 
art institutions were not exempt from the perpetuating the narratives of colonisation, 
capitalism and imperialism. 

When examining the Dutch art academy, KABK, a teacher of colour is hard to find. 
Take this under consideration when observing the demographic of art spaces such as the 
KABK, and the demographic of The Hague. The teacher body within the academy is 
almost entirely white. According to their website, out of the 234 faculty positions held, 
there are only three teachers of colour, which is reflected in the student body. 

To solely blame the art academy for a primarily white demographic would be naive as the 
structural problem arises from primary education. Simultaneously, to absolve the academy 
of responsibility would be unethical. 

The Netherlands has a long history of segregated education. Bias against people of colour, 
particularly Turkish, and Moroccan permeates nearly every level of Dutch society, starting 
from primary education.

The Dutch have had a system that allows religious and cultural groups their own 
educational organisations, which is referred to as the verzuiling system, “separate but 
equal.”13 Educational standards are the same for secular and separated education, however 
there is a negative stigma surrounding Muslim schools.

“Conflict over Muslims schools, which produce similar educational results as non-Muslim schools (Driessen and 

Bezemer 1999), has resulted in the closing of Muslim schools throughout the country. However, many Muslim 

schools face shortages of students because of parents’ fear of negative images of the schools in the media…”14

The culture of fear that is cultivated amongst many of white Dutch people towards 
Moroccan, and Turkish families is damaging on both sides. Negative images projected 
onto Muslim schools create a Catch-22 as these students statistically get sent to lower 
educational facilities if they go through the Dutch educational system.
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“Regardless of test scores, teachers disproportionately recommend minority youth to highly segregated 

vocational secondary education tracks resulting in three quarters of Moroccan and Turkish, and over two thirds 

of Surinamese and Antillean students educated in VMBO schools, compared to only half of white Dutch 

students…These experiences, combined with discrimination at the hands of peers and teachers, lead to 

alienation, frustration, and correspondingly high dropout rates for minority youth” 14

There can be comparison made once again to the American pattern of racial discrimination 
towards Moroccan, and Turkish youth. The intention of the teachers cannot be measured 
from this study, however what can be seen is that this is a structural problem. 

The teacher holds a gateway of power, and despite the academic performance of a student, 
that student due to their cultural background may not be recognised.

If this problem is at the very beginning of a person’s academic career the chances of 
attending an academy, in this case, an art institution are slim. How then can epistemological 
biases be challenged, if those who experience institutional oppression are not given the 
platform to challenge them? 
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Gatekeeping has been explored in terms of bodies that are permitted the passage into 
academic and exhibition spaces. 

What is the relationship between urban spaces that the artist body occupies and its 
socioeconomic effects?  

Gentrification will be explored by the relationship to the physical presence of the 
artist. This is a complex intersection of a body’s influence on an urban space, where 
the artist body does not only physically transform an urban space but reshape the space 
economically. This influence creates a power relationship between the artist, the common 
residents and the economic elite who can therefore benefit from the transformation.  

Gentrification has been a violent phenomenon that has spread in urban spaces around the 
world. Depending on ones social positioning the definition of gentrification will probably 
vary. For instance, a city planner will likely refer to gentrification as urban renewal - the 
process of making low income districts into profitable districts with thriving businesses. 
Real estate brokers, such as In Brooklyn, real estate brokers refer to gentrification as 
providing “economic diversity”15 to a neighbourhood.

What both of these descriptions imply is that low income neighbourhoods are bought 
out by the economically elite and redeveloped as a new urban hub for middle and upper 
class. Through this physical reshaping of urban spaces, original residents are often pushed 
out of their homes by force of a new landlord or by the rising economic pressures of 
increased rent or discrimination. Many people are allured to gentrified spaces because of 
the aesthetic appeal of its transformation - this is often catalysed by the presence of the 
artist. 

What Freire distinguishes about transformation is pivotal in this discourse; “While all 
development is transformation, not all transformation is development.”16

In regards to gentrification, it is always presented as a form of development by those 
doing the gentrifying. However, for who is this development for? Furthermore, is it 
actually a form of development that is inclusive of all people of every class, culture and 
background, or is it biased towards the economically elite? 

Indeed, gentrification is a form of transformation as it requires a shift of physical space. It 
often involves an introduction of new economic hubs, such as stores, and the appropriation 
of living spaces.  
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What can become not only problematic, but insidiously violent in this process, is the 
aspect of anti-dialogical approaches, and its effects on initial residents. Who determines 
the physical transformations of an area? Is this process inclusive of the people in said areas 
to participate in this transformation, or is it imposed upon them? 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri recognise the artists dilemma in the process of 
gentrification:

“…poor artists move into a neighbourhood with low property values because they cannot afford anything else, 

and in addition to producing their art they also produce a new cityscape. Property values rise as their activity 

makes the neighbourhood more intellectually stimulating, culturally dynamic, and fashionable, with the result 

that, eventually, artists can no longer afford to live there and have to move out.”17 

The artist never just produces their work, what Hardt and Negri identify is the production 
of a new cityscape. Their work and the presence of the body in this space is physically 
transformative. The danger here lies in the subtle details of this transformation, it affects 
everyone in this neighbourhood because it raises the monetary value. In capitalism the 
artist cannot be separated from their economic value and influence.

This is where the innocence of the artist will be questioned. What Hardt and Negri 
assume is that the artist themselves are poor. However, one could argue that the artist is 
not always poor, if the majority of art students that receive funding already come from 
middle and upper class.  

Within the Netherlands, the pattern of gentrification following the presence of the artist 
has been an adopted tactic by city planners.

In L. Grace Weber’s essay Gentrifying the Commons//Commoning Gentrification17, she 
identifies the artist’s role in gentrification in an area called Kanaleneiland, as a form of 
“urban renewal.” Below she quotes an artist, who was working in Kanaleneiland: 

“The idea was (that) we revitalise these zones in order to increase the value of property and we speed up 

gentrification process by also offering the society the possibility of social consciousness; so we invite artists to 

occupy temporarily a location and speed up the gentrification process.” 17

The motives of the artists being sent to this area appear to be very clear: to increase the 
value of property. The purpose of transformation is economic, not humanitarian, and it 
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was through the role of the artist that the State intends to achieve this.

The element of conquest is the first characteristic of anti-dialogical behaviour that 
Freire identifies. This manifestation includes the implementation of the physical and 
metaphysical realm. 

Historically the act of conquest can be seen in colonialism as the physical act of 
conquering the land and people of other countries. Indigenous people of these countries 
were no longer seen as people but objects to conquer and exploit for labor in order 
export wealth. Similarly, low income neighbourhoods are being exploited by their low 
rent, and conquered for businesses to acquire currency.

The method of how and why spaces are being transformed and conquered directly 
involve the artist. Within the process of gentrification in the Netherlands, sending artists 
to low income neighbourhoods is evidently the first step. 

As these areas generally provide lower renting prices they become more attractive to 
young artists that move in and begin to make their mark on the city through their work. 
These ‘ambiguous beings ‘housing’ another’ become quite literal as neighbourhoods 
perceived reputation becomes one of both ‘up and coming’ for artists and simultaneously 
‘undesirable’ due to the low income demographic of the area. 

The distinction between development and transformation in this case can be observed 
through motive and process. The process of development would be based on an inclusive 
dialogue between original residents and city planners. Residents would be included from 
the beginning of the developmental process on not only what the city wants to see from 
this urban space, but also what residents want to see from their district. Here, both parties 
continue a process of physical transformation and reflection. 

However, it wasn’t a part of the States plan to include the residents on how they would 
want their community to develop. It was solely from the motive of the state wanting to 
generate more income from a district and making decisions to transform it as quickly as 
possible despite the effect upon initial residents. By aesthetically transforming the district 
in order to make way for an economic migration of the higher class makes this an act of 
conquest. This is how the artist becomes weaponised. 
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“Keeper(s) of the aesthetic and symbolic quality of the public spaces but also...the opportunity to make their 

mark, at an early stage on a future piece of central urban domain.” 18

If the artist is defined as the keeper of aesthetic and symbolic quality, the artist is given a 
level of power. It is not the people who inhabit the spaces to begin with that are given 
the power to define what it is for, it is the artists that are there to shape its face value, its 
aesthetic, what it symbolises.

To be labeled as a “keeper of the aesthetic” can be seen as a tool for manipulation, 
reinforcing an artists entitlement. Where “the words of his own class come to be the “true” 
words, which he imposes or attempts to impose on the others”  Here an opportunity 
arises for the artist ‘to make their mark’, not just temporarily but as a piece of the urban 
landscape, an illusion is built of the artists immortality of influence. 

“By means of manipulation, the dominant elites try to conform the masses to their objectives. And the greater 

the political immaturity of these people (rural and urban) the more easily the latter can be manipulated by those 

who do not wish to lose their power.”19 

The State conforms the artists to their ideals by providing them with a power: an 
economic power of affordable housing, funding, and the chance to make their mark on 
transforming infrastructure. Through the aestheticising of gentrified areas the elite can 
find themselves more drawn to these previously “undesired” areas. These spaces become 
a comfortable reflection of their own “symbolic quality.” 

Not only do the original residents fall victim to economic pressures, but also social bias 
that put their safety on the line. Weber quotes a resident of the Kanaleneiland: 

“The experience of walking or biking around through the neighbourhood really changed over the years 

because at first there would be a lot of people outside. Then Turkish and Moroccan families moved away and 

there were much less people in the streets, because the new Dutch artists didn’t want to hang out there...At first 

my neighbours were really looking out for people...I felt there were people watching out for us, and that made 

us feel safer. Now after several years all these people moved away.” 18

This calls back into question the issue of transformation versus development. Although 
Kanaleneiland underwent a physical transformation it appears that the experience of the 
residents suffered from a juxtaposed experience in reverse development. The exodus of 
the Turkish and Moroccan community led to less public interaction, as well as a loss in 
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the sense of security of the residents. Yet it was the Turkish and Moroccan communities 
that suffered from an actual loss of security due to the new residents implicit bias and the 
laws of the state that targeted them.

“In Kanaleneiland, this particular accumulation is evidenced in a 2007 law supported by the city of Utrecht and 

private housing corporations. Although it was later deemed unconstitutional, this law banned public assembly 

in parts of the neighbourhood, prohibiting more than four people from gathering publicly… A commons 

autonomously cultivated and inhabited by the previous inhabitants of Kanaleneiland —mostly (im)migrant and 

first-generation working class Turkish and Moroccan families— was too “problematic,” or too threatening to 

both capital and state interests, to be allowed to endure.”18 

If the State enforces laws specifically targeted at Turkish and Moroccan families to be 
too “problematic”, therefore limiting their physical movement, how would this then 
manifest towards a white Dutch population towards these families? Similarly to Gladwell’s 
argument on the court’s perception of the Brown v The Board of Education’s case, it’s 
pivotal to distinguish the structural discrimination being enforced by the state. This is a 
form of institutionalised racism, that has informed the way others behave towards those 
being discriminated. 

The artists of project: Kanaleneiland were aware of the implications of their presence and 
the states motive of funding their presence in Kanaleneiland. Regardless of the success or 
failure of their project it is an important distinction to make. Not only were the artists 
aware but attempted to use their presence to shift the neighbourhood in support of the 
Turkish and Moroccan areas rather than disregard and exploit them. 

Their attempted response to Utrecht’s discriminatory law forbidding the gathering of 
four or more people was to create a grey area of property. This was in form of a porch 
that was placed on their private property but always open to the public. Unfortunately, 
this project didn’t succeed as the new white population had a greater reliance on the 
police, and would often call them out of the fear of their own biased perception of their 
neighbours. 
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“Rather than becoming a respite from the increasing police surveillance and harassment in the area, the porch 

project further illuminated the tensions around different conceptions of common safety, racism and xenophobia 

in Kanaleneiland. In reality, those “problematic” young Turkish and Moroccan men were no safer on the porch 

than they were down the street. In fact, given the high likelihood of engaging with newcomers likely to call 

the police if they felt “threatened,” many youth avoided the porch and the surrounding area while the project 

was active.”18

The issue of security here seems to be one of a biased perception that has been projected 
onto the Turkish and Moroccan community. The fact that white dutch newcomers to 
Kanaleneiland would feel inclined to call the police on Turkish and Moroccan men, simply 
for their presence in public space is a clear indication of their own biased expectation 
of them. The tragic irony in this, is that it created a less safe environment, not for white 
Dutch people, but for Turkish and Moroccan people who became targeted. It is no 
surprise that families no longer felt welcome or safe to continue to live in Kanaleneiland, 
as they weren’t welcome. 
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sugar tits

viii.
36



Kara Walker’s A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, is a site specific 35 foot tall19 
sugar sculpture portraying a black woman as a sphinx in an abandoned sugar refining 
factory in Brooklyn, New York. Brooklyn used to be the home of various industrial 
factories, sugar refineries being a prominent one. As through American history, the 
production of sugar relied on the exploitation of black labor, first through the means 
of slavery and then through the exploitation of underpaid labor. 

The site of the mill carries a large significance as Brooklyn has fallen to a huge surge of 
gentrification19, and the mill was planned to be demolished after the exhibition. Many 
of the profits from the exhibition will be to build a public park in its place. Although 
the public park is not a bad thing necessarily, the issue can be seen in Brooklyn’s 
new shift in space. Brooklyn has historically been a borough of the working class of 
colour. However, much of the original residential demographics are now being pushed 
out of Brooklyn either from a surge of rent or by force of the landowner. Spaces are 
frequently being taken by upper middle class and higher class white people. 

A Subtlety displays the history of violence on the black body from the sugar refining 
process, to the sexualization, commodification, and labor. What has been observed 
through many reviews is not only how many white people attended the exhibition, but 
how the behaviour was often completely disrespectful.21

Firstly one can observe the migration of the white body in a part of Brooklyn that has 
was once the area of ‘white flight’ due to the influx of black residents. The attitude 
towards Brooklyn for many decades shifted to suspicion towards the borough. Now 
it has shifted again towards curiosity and investment. Walkers, A Subtlety became 
something that could be consumed in Brooklyn, a spectacle that could not be missed. 

It was as if the content of the A Subtlety was either consciously disregarded, or was 
completely missed by many white viewers as they’ve been documented making crude 
poses with the Sphinx, referring to it with racist slurs, and taking vulgar selfies. 

Like the deception of sugar the sphinx gave the alluring temptation for many 
viewers to consume it without thought. Built on the history of violence and 
black suffering it was shown with a white refinement, allowing the space 
for many white viewers to disregard it. The smell was sweet, the room for 
many people of colour felt dangerous. As was described by Nicholas Powers,  
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“We felt invisible, and our history was too. It stung us and we wanted to leave. I forced myself to go the 

backside of the statue and saw there what I expected to see, white visitors making obscene poses in front 

of the ass and vulva of the Subtlety.” 22

Images began clogging social media of white folks posing with the Sphinx, pretending 
to hold the breasts with captions such as ‘sugar tits.’ Licking the sculptures, posing in 
a twerk position. Backlash at the posts began hitting as more images of insensitive 
treatment towards the piece, the representation of black suffering and exploitation, 
flooded the internet. Pain was palpable - pain was invisible24. There was questions of 
Walker’s intentions coming from communities of colour, as the Sphinx became an 
opportunity for white people to once again undermine suffering. 

Who was this for anyway?

It could be argued that the piece was only completed when the interactions white 
people would have with it became visible. The space illustrated just how much has not 
changed since these sugar refineries were in use and black bodies were exploited for the 
production of the sweet, and corrosive commodity. 

I think Walker was intentional with allowing the work to catalyse the space where 
so many aspects of human behaviour is messy, where light could be shed on just how 
much needs to be addressed in terms of the collective culture of violence. In some sense 
it is both twisted and beautiful for Walker to catalyse that space through her work. 

“…human behaviour is so mucky and violent and messed-up and inappropriate. And I think my work 

draws on that.” 25 

Walkers work draws on the intersectional relationship of the body, its history of 
violence as a subject to the exploitation, and commodification in relation to space. 
Despite her reclamation of dignity in the sphinx’s posture, the epistemic oppression 
she challenges within the sugar domino is revealed through the audiences continuous 
negation and violence. Walker uses her position to challenge the paradigms that she as 
a black woman has been subjected too. She does not set out to dismantle the system the 
oppressors created, yet is not complicit to it either. Rather the sphinx is a symbol of self 
liberation that serves as a mirror to the violence that is cast upon it. 
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a conclusion
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Violence has been explored beyond the confinements of a body being physically 
harmed by another through exposing its mechanisms of thought, social structures, 
urban landscapes and economic influences. Violence is a form of oppression, just as 
oppression is a form of violence - unless it is as Fanon has taught us,  that ‘the colonised 
masses that their liberation must, and can only, be achieved by force.’26 Art can not be 
omitted from the mechanisms of oppression. 

In a discussion on decolonizing design, Tabita Rezaire defined responsibility as ones 
ability to respond, in which everyone is included. How has the art community in the 
West demonstrated this simple notion of Responsibility? To be more specific, how 
has the KABK demonstrated this level of responsibility? As the institutional structure 
favours Western thought and preferences, how can this normalisation be challenged 
and eventually changed? What steps must be taken to deconstruct the current status 
quo and then rebuilt with the platform of a design that is Responsible?  Since there 
is such a vast spectrum of the experiences of violence that are often so well masked 
within the cultural norms of our society it can easily be dismissed and normalised. I 
would argue that the first step in this process is one of acceptance of the problem. Like 
all social ills, step one is admitting there is a problem. Yes, I have benefitted from the 
my privilege and if you are reading this paper, my guess is you have too. 

From the position of the writer I do not declare any moral superiority, not over the 
institution I operate in or my peers, as I perpetuate and benefit just as much from 
the violence I criticise as it is how I have been socialised. The purpose of this has 
been to explore ways our collective society foster us to be violent, with the hope that 
through the acknowledgement steps can be taken to create a more responsible space for 
everyone. This is the responsibility I believe Rezaire was speaking of. 

For art institutions such as the Royal Academy of Arts it is crucial that both the 
structural and epistemological violences are recognized as present, and interdependent. 
Secondly, it is up to those within the positions of formal power to challenge what is 
considered to be known to be innocent. For instance, the demographic of the teacher 
body should be taken under serious consideration, not as to undermine the quality of 
those currently teaching but more of how does this perpetuate a single narrative - and 
how is this exclusionary? Furthermore, due to this single narrative who does it address 
and include, and who is excluded?
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As an educational art institution, the KABK should be the first to challenge oppressive 
social structures within every facet of its existence. Through dialogue and practice, 
subversion and accountability, the academy can foster generations of transcendent and 
self aware artists. On the contrary, by maintaining the status quo, it can remain a statistic 
on the long list of white institutions that are ultimately self serving, perpetuating a 
single narrative while proclaiming to be open and inclusive. 

The influence of the academy goes beyond its walls. It is vital that this space of 
learning fosters the awareness that the effect of the artist body impacts the agency of 
the common, in terms of appropriation and economics.

As a call to action, challenge the practices within the academy that are rooted in 
Eurocentrism, capitalistic gain and/of the exploitative nature. Epistemological violences 
rooted in patriarchal, heteronormative, white supremacist, xenophobic, Eurocentric, 
and ablest ideals should be brought to light in collective dialogue, and through that 
platform should praxis be decided upon. 

The position of institutional power mutually provides the platform of institutional 
privilege that can be investigated in how to generate the momentum and practices 
that challenge the greater oppressive forces that lay outside of it. If art was measured 
in its attempts at challenging normalised violence, oppressive power structures, and 
exploitative practices, how would the academy look? 

If the system can be recognized as broken, it is within the space, in these cracks, that 
a new existence can be formed. It is here, in the in between, that we may find refuge, 
growth, and a common tongue that loves the farthest which in itself is a demonstration 
of our shared responsibility. Otherwise, if all remains the same, and different tongues 
cannot share the common, it will be taken by force and swallowed by the same violence 
its inflicted.
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Race and Gender Demography of KABK 
Staff 2018

Fine Arts

Art Science

Graphic Design

I/M/D/ 

Coordinator Fine Arts 
Martijn Verhoeven - White Male

Assistant Coordinator
Cecilia Bengtsson - White Female

Head of Interfaculty 
Taconis Stolk - White Male

Programme coordinator

Marisa Manck - White Female
Cocky Eek - White Male

Arthur Elsenaar - White Male
Kasper van der Horst - White Male

Eric Kluitenberg - White Male 
Robert Pravda - White Male

Rob v.d. Nieuwenhuizen - White Male
Just van Rossum - White Male

Peter Verheul - White Male 

Heads 

Roosje Klap - White Female 
Niels Schrader - White Male

Programme coordinators

Pauline Schep - White Female
Ingrid Grunwald - POC Female 

Internship coordinator

Gijsbert Dijker - White Male

IST coordinator

Frits Deys - White Male

Teaching Staff 

Graphic Design

Bart de Baets - White Male 
Susana Carvalho - White Female

Frits Deys - White Male 
Gert Dumbar - White Male 
Ruben Pater - White Male

Niels Schrader - White Male
Michiel Schuurman - White Male

Esther de Vries - White Female

Image

Michel Hoogervorst - White Male
Merel van ’t Hullenaar - White Female

Katrin Korfmann - White Female
Reinoud Oudshoorn - White Male

Interactive Media

Lauren Alexander - White Female
Kees van Drongelen - White Male

Jan Robert Leegte - White Male
Henrik van Leeuwen - White Male

Kévin Bray - White Male
Typography & Letters

Frank Blokland - White Male
Guido de Boer - White Male
Thomas Buxó - White Male

Adriaan Mellegers - White Male
Rob van den Nieuwenhuizen - White 

Male
Just van Rossum - White Male

Peter Verheul - White Male 

Drawing

Willem Moeselaar  - White Male
Jordy van den Nieuwendijk - White 

Male

Letterstudio

Frank Blokland - White Male
Just van Rossum - White Male

Peter Verheul - White Male

Design Office

Gijsbert Dijker - White Male
Chantal Hendriksen - White Female 

Head 
Janine Huizenga - White Female 

Programme Coordinator 
Dave Wille - POC Male

Internship Coordinator
Gitta Pardoel - White Female

Teachers

Anja Hertenberger - White Female 
Anna Arov - White Female

Arthur Elsenaar - White Male 
Coen Brasser - White Male 

Dave Willé - POC Male 
Gitta Pardoel - White Female 

Jan Treffers - White Male 
Johan Gustavsson - White Male 

Lena Shafir - White Female 
Nick van ‘t End - White Male 

Pawel Pokutycki - White Male 
Raymond Taudin Chabot - White Male 

Remus Ockels - White Male 
Renske van Dam - White Male 
Shayna Schapp - White Male 

Wim van Ec - White Male 
Jonah Lamers - White Male 

Teachers

Sculpture 

Maura Biava - White Female
Irene Drooglever Fortuijn - White Female

Bram de Jonghe - White Male 
Klaas Kloosterboer - White Male

Andre Kruijsen - White Male
Reinoud Oudshoorn - White Male

Hans van der Pennen - White Male
Els Snijder - White Female

Painting and Printing 

Rachel Bacon - White Female
Pieter van Evert - White Male

Andrea Freckmann - White Female
Willem Goedegebuure - White Male

Eric Hirdes - White Male
Ton van Kints - White Male 
Aukje Koks - White Female

Jeroen de Leijer - White Male
Frank Lisser - White Male

Annemieke Louwerens - White Female
Willem Moeselaar - White Male 

Femmy Otten - White Female
Ewoud van Rijn - White Male

Elly Strik - White Female
Babette Wagenvoort - White Female

Autonoom 

Channa Boon - White Female
Dina Danish - White Female

Engelien van den Dool - White Female
Marion Duursema - White Female

Anja de Jong - White Female
Jonas Ohlsson - White Male 

Maria Pask - White Female
David Powell - White Male 

Hester Scheurwater - White Female
Pim Voorneman - White Male

Critical Inquiry 

Winnie Koekelbergh - White Female
Alexandra Landré - White Female

Tatjana Macic - White Female
Anna Moreno - White Female 
Onno Schilstra - White Male

PlayLab

Bart de Baets - White Male
Roosje Klap - White Female

Job Wouters - White Male

Coding

Bente van Bourgondien - White Female
Gottried Haider - White Male
Pascal de Man - White Male

Vit Ruller - White Female
Eric Schrijver - White Male

Theory

Nick Axel - White Male
Marjan Brandsma - White Male

Merel Boers - White Female
Maarten Cornel - White Male

Els Kuijpers - White Female
Dirk Vis - White Male



Interior Architecture
& Furniture Design

Textile & Fashion

*POC  | Person of Colour 
 

Not Verified | no googable image

Head
Rob Hornstra - White Male 

Lotte Sprengers - White Female 

Coordinator full-time programme
Linda van der Poel - White Female 

Coordinator part-time programme
Raimond Wouda - White Male 

Coordinator Internships
Lotte Sprengers - White Female 

Stije van der Beek - White Female 

Teachers

Adam Broomberg - White Male 
Anastasia Taylor-Lind - White Female 

Anja de Jong - White Female 
Anke van Haarlem - White Female 

Anna Abrahams - White Female 
Annaleen Louwes - White Female 

Ari Versluis - White Male 
Arno Bosma - White Male 
Bjorn Staps - White Male 

Donald Weber - White Male 
Eddo Hartmann - White Male 

Ernst Yperlaan - White Male 
Hans van der Meer - White Male 
Jan Frederik Groot - White Male 

Jan Rosseel - White Male 
Jeroen Kummer - White Male 

Johan Gustavsson - White Male 
Kim Nuijen - White Female 

Krista van der Niet - White Female 
Loek van Vliet - White Male 

Lotte Sprengers - White Female 
Ola Lanko - White Female 

Oliver Chanarin - White Male 
Pawel Pokutycki - White Male 
Raimond Wouda - White Male 

Rob Hornstra - White Male 
Thijs groot Wassink - White Male 

Ton van Kints - White Male 
Vincent van Baar - White Male 

Theory 

Ingrid Grootes - White Female 
Lonneke de Groot - White Female 

Saskia Boer - White Female 
Thomas Bragdon - White Male 

Head
Herman Verkerk - White Male 

Department coordinators

Mariska Beljon - Not Verified 
Roosmarijn Hompe - White Female 

Internship Coordinator 
Willem Moeselaar - White Male 

Head 

Jurgi Persoons - White Male 

Programme Coordinators 

Gerrit Uittenbogaard - White Male 
Sanne Jansen - White Female 

Teachers

Hil Driessen - White Female 
Jan Jan van Essche - White Male 

Chris Fransen - White Male 
Hilde Frunt - White Female 

Desiree Hammen - POC Female 
Eric Hirdes - White Male 

Mirjam Ingram - White Female 
Anna Kruyswijck - White Female 

Nico Laan - White Male 
Natasja Martens - White Female 

Jurgi Persoons - White Male 
Aurélie Van de Peer - White Female 

Joost Post - White Male 
Peter de Potter - White Male 

Erika Reidinga - White Female 
Laut Rosenbaum - White Male 

Neeltje Schoenmaker - White Female 
Tanja Smeets - White Female 

Gerrit Uittenbogaard - White Female 
Bob Verhelst - White Male 

Roy Verschuren - White Male 
Ellen Vos - White Female 

Marina Yee - White Female

Study Advisor 
Ellen Vos - White Female

IST Coaches 

Ronald van Tienhoven - White Male 
Bianca Meilof - White Female 

Rick Mouwen - White Male 

Teachers

Gijs Baks - White Male 
Amber Beernink - White Female 

Erik Blits - Not Verified 
Samira Boon - White Female 

Krijn Christiaansen - White Male 
Lars van Es - White Male 

Jeroen van de Gruiter - White Male 
Ingeborg Horst - White Female 

Lada Hršak - White Female 
Maarten Kolk - White Male 

Barend Koolhaas - White Male 
Tessa Koot - White Female 

Maartje Lammers - White Female 
Giulio Margheri - White Male 

Cathelijne Montens - White Female 
Laura van Santen - White Female 
Christoph Seyferth - White Male 
Nienke Sybrandy - White Female 

Thomas Vailly - White Male 
Ramin Visch - White Male 

Ellen Vos - White Female 

Media and Materials

Marie Ilse Bourlanges - White Female 
Coen Brasser - White Male 

Jan Harm ter Brugge - White Male 
Frank Bruggeman - White Male 

Corine Datema - Not Verified 
Roel van Herpt  - White Male 

Elena Khurtova - White Female 
Jelle Kooper - White Male 

Harold Linker - White Male 
Bert Lonsain - White Male 

Willem Moeselaar - White Male 
Jeroen Musch - White Male 

Jof Neuhaus - White Male 
Sanne Peper - White Female 
Tatjana Quax - White Female 
Michaël Snitker - White Male 

Ronald van Tienhoven - White Male 

Knowledge 

Mariska Beljon - White Female
Inger Groeneveld - White female 

Roosmarijn Hompe - White Female 
Ernie Mellegers - White Male 

Joana Ozorio de Almeida Meroz - White Female

Photography
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