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 I should like to express my gratitude to the Maison de la Création and to the 
Coordination of the cultural centres in Brussels for having invited me to introduce the seminar 
in which you will be taking part over the next three days.

 In answer to that invitation, I thought I might lay before you some general thoughts, in 
other words paint an overall picture of the workings of democracy which forms the 
background to current socio-cultural practices within the Walloon-Brussels Federation. As the 
Maison de la Création, from its constitution, adopted proposals which were put forward in my 
first book, The Open Circle, I thought it would be a good idea to start from that literary 
undertaking and try to update it.

I.  THE OPEN CIRCLE

 I wrote The Open Circle some fifteen years ago. I wanted to take a personal, cultural 
initiative to mark the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948/1998). At the same time, I wanted to highlight a middle road between the two models 
of cultural action that had been adopted in French-speaking Belgium following the events of 
May 1968: on the one hand, that of the “democratisation of culture”, and on the other, that  of 
“cultural democracy”. For me, the middle road is that of the “culture of democracy”. Starting 
from those two words – “culture” and “democracy” – I considered it necessary to make a plea 
for an updating of the definition of the word “democracy” and for an extension of the 
definition of the word “culture”, such as they are found in the usual dictionaries.

 I therefore wanted the definition of the word “democracy” to include the 
accomplishment of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, namely that as from 
December 10, 1948 democracy was recognised and accepted, by  the United Nations, as a 
political regime which guarantees the exercise of the liberties and fundamental rights of 
people (refer in particular to Articles 21 and 29 of the Declaration). That accomplishment has 
still not been taken on board in the definition offered by the usual dictionaries. I continued to 
work on that objective over the following ten years. Today, the definition of the word 
“democracy” in the main dictionaries has moved somewhat in that direction, but the 



enhancement of the accomplishment of the Universal Declaration could still benefit from 
some definite improvement there.

 
 Furthermore, I considered that the definition of the word “culture” could not be 
restricted solely to the visible aspects of artistic production, the customs and cultural practices 
of people – what the dictionaries call the “signs of civilisation” – but that  due account had to 
be taken of the hidden part of the culture iceberg, the part  which is not, or has not yet been 
made visible, which may not necessarily become visible, which is “potential” without for all 
that being acted out, the part which is probably  the most important cultural part in us, the 
place of the most intensive cultural experience in us, namely the imaginary life of people. I 
thought I could maintain that it is precisely there, at  the level of imaginary representations1 
and at the level of the inward life of everyone of us that one finds the “natural” terrain for 
cultural action and artistic creation. Although in many  respects my ideas have evolved over 
the last fifteen years, I still consider that the main vocation of artistic creation and cultural 
work in general is to transform the imagination of people and that such a metamorphosis of 
the imagination is a prerequisite to any action on the real world. By any action, I mean 
irrespective of the sphere in which it is subsequently expressed, be it political, economic, 
social, legal, ethical, or whatever.

II. THE ALCHEMY OF THE IMAGINATION

 I would still today be tempted to try to complement that understanding of art, of 
cultural creation and action by  focusing more on what that implies for those working in 
culture and for creative artists. Cultural creation and action – and to my mind the same goes 
for socio-artistic practices – do not stem from an ethic of combat, from any ideological 
combat, for example. They are in a totally different sphere. They  stem from an ethic of the 
alchemy of the imagination. They are not driven by  an order of war and conquest but by 
reciprocal fecundation, creative modifications, liberating couplings, slow transmutations, etc.

 At the time, I had also set my heart  on proposing the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights as the basic charter for cultural action, and even – taken in the widest sense of the term 
– as the fundamental charter underpinning the creative act of art in society. That led me to 
suggest that such acts should be considered as steps forward along the road towards a cultural 
teaching of the fundamental human rights, that cultural action offers at the same time a lesson 
in singularity, a lesson in difference, and a lesson in solidarity. All of which are circumstances 
which for me are intimately linked with the evaluation of our socio-artistic practices, their 
force, their beauty and their unseasonable wisdom.

 That, very succinctly painted, is the picture proposed in The Open Circle. I have 
devoted several books to those issues and examination of my proposals would deserve a 
whole or several seminars.

III. Democracy of inequality



 Fifteen years later, the practical conditions of democracy appear to me to have 
deteriorated sharply. With globalisation, the deep-seated structures of the economy have been 
concentrated and inequalities have grown in proportions which are becoming every day more 
and more mind-boggling not to say “criminal”2. If we take the situation in Belgium, the 
figures on poverty are on an upward curve. If you refer to the most recent official statistics, 
over fifteen per cent of the Belgian population, that is over one million five hundred thousand 
people, are today living below the poverty line – which means for anyone living alone 
surviving with less than 1,000 euros a month. The official figures do not take account of all 
those people who are hovering “around the poverty line”, which means, for example, with 
less than 1,500 euros a month for someone living alone, and who experience situations of 
poverty  either at regular intervals during the year or even regularly several days a month. That 
segment of the population is not just made up of the unemployed and pensioners, but also – 
and how many? – of employees and who knows how many people who are self-employed. 
That means that for many people today, here in Brussels for example, their earnings do not 
cover the necessary daily  resources required to provide food, heat, lighting and healthcare, 
etc. In our country today, and in all the choices they have to make in their most basic 
everyday life, how many people are directly  concerned by  the problems of poverty?  By the 
management of their own impoverishment? Forty per cent? Fifty per cent of the population?

 Throughout the European Union, liberal democracy  is becoming a “democracy  of 
inequality”. This whole issue should be the subject of in-depth examination, because it 
constitutes the structural constraint  with which any cultural action, and a fortiori any socio-
artistic practice, will inevitably have to cope.

IV. PARADOXICAL DEMOCRACY

 If, as Montesquieu claims, “love of democracy is love of equality” (Esprit des Lois, 
chapter V, 3), what becomes of democracy when it is overcome by  increasingly huge and 
increasingly  widespread inequalities? Given the gaps between the equality it seeks and the 
inequalities that it tolerates, more and more every day, this “democracy of inequality” appears 
to be an “increasingly  paradoxical democracy”, in other words a system of government which 
fails to practice the principles it preaches and fails to implement the values that it claims to 
espouse. Examples of such democratic paradoxes can be found every day. You only have to 
look around you. They are undermining our consideration for democracy as a political regime 
capable of protecting our human dignity.

Let me take a flagrant example. The other day, I read on the front page of a daily 
newspaper, “Belfius (formerly Dexia) is about to lay off 900 employees”. On page 2: “The 
Belgian Government is putting up  four billion euros for the bail-out of Dexia”. On page 3: 
“The House of Representatives will be examining a draft bill against uncivilised behaviour”. 
The paradox is blatant. The uncivilised behaviour of the banks and the absence of civic virtue 
of the Stock Exchange speculators are rewarded by the pumping in of billions of euros, 
whereas the uncivilised behaviour of the poor, those who by “absence of civic virtue” are 
reduced to wandering the streets because they  have no other choice, will be punished more 



severely in our towns and cities. How many tens of billions of euros have the banks drained 
from the country’s budget? Twenty five billion euros in 2008. And since then? All things 
being equal elsewhere, fifty billion euros would be practically equal to half a millennium - 
five centuries – of cultural policy in the Walloon-Brussels Federation.

Democracy is becoming paradoxical because it no longer has the means to withstand 
the violence of the economic storm sweeping over the world. The economy, now global, is 
beyond the control and regulation of the Nation States which were the guarantors of 
liberalism. The economy, now global, is beyond the reach of justice and any possibility  of 
justice. That is why, in contrast to the trade unions, I do not believe at all that we are today 
living in an “ultra-liberal” society. I think we are witnessing, powerlessly, the liquidation of 
economic liberalism. The global economy no longer needs free economic competition but 
rather the concentration of capital. Not only are we witnessing the liquidation of economic 
liberalism, but also the liquidation of political liberalism. What the economists, since the end 
of the 1970’s, have been calling “neo-liberalism” appears to me – and increasingly  as each 
day goes by – to be a strategy for the liquidation of  enlightened liberalism. The global 
economy no longer needs “liberties” but “privileges”, and the States and the European Union 
are deploying boundless efforts to try  to meet those demands for privileges. Look at Arcelor 
in Liège: the global economy does not  need “objective, socially  responsible and critical 
information”, but “massive publicity”. It does not need “democratic discussion” but 
“security”! It does not need “socio-artistic practices” capable of emancipating the critical 
capacities of those who indulge in such practices, but obedience to and espousal of the new 
world economic order.

 The economic insecurity generated by the Stock Exchange engenders the civil 
insecurity in our streets. The economic violence fostered in firms and companies fans the 
flames of civic violence in the street. The economic terrorism applied by the rating agencies 
provides the seedbed which legitimises the terrorism of religious fundamentalism.3 Economic 
violence is the prime source of violence in the world. Economic insecurity  is the prime source 
of terrorism in the world. It is unlikely that democracy, as a regime supposed to represent the 
interests of the people, will be able to withstand this ferocious drive for the liquidation of 
liberalism.

 These general circumstances must – in my opinion – be taken into account in the 
evaluation of the “socio-artistic” practices undertaken within those populations which are 
subjected, in the intimacy of their daily lives, to this violence of the global economy, those 
populations which are faced every day with the yawning abyss of paradoxical democracy.

V. WHAT IS THE FUNCTION OF SOCIO-ARTISTIC PRACTICES IN PARADOXICAL DEMOCRACIES?

 These general considerations bring us to the heart of the matter. What could be the 
function of art and cultural action in paradoxical democracies?

 I do not want to list what should be done. Our job is to think about that together and to 
find a direction, to clarify our questions and attempt to find responses to them, not dogmatic 
answers, not certainties but rather attempts to take into consideration what are the issues at 



stake, allowing ourselves to think through in our own minds what are the issues and to outline 
some initial responses, to experiment with them and evaluate them.

 However, one word of warning: we are not alone in these “paradoxical territories”.4 
They  are the favourite hunting ground of the extreme right parties. The whole rhetoric of the 
extreme right is built  precisely on these paradoxical territories of the social imagination, on 
these “inconsistencies” of the democratic system. It’s a minefield! Cultural work consists of 
clearing the minefield. It’s difficult. It’s dangerous. We do not necessarily feel equipped to 
work there. There is fear, obsessive perhaps, inevitable always. Let me take an example: 
democracy  claims that  we must be equal, but it does not treat us as equals. The extreme right 
rushes into that  gap between the values thus lauded and the realities experienced by people. It 
rushes into that gap to demonstrate that “naturally” we are not equal, which opens the way  to 
acceptance of the “natural” inequalities between the “strong” and the “weak”, between the 
“capable” and the “incapable”, etc. The Universal Declaration rightly  states that it is precisely 
because we are all different by  “nature” (Article 2) that we must be considered – by culture – 
as being equal in liberty  and in law (Article 1). Through that example, therefore, we can 
clearly  see that  we are in the same paradoxical territory  of the social imagination and that  we 
produce there a meaning which is different from that of the extreme right, instead of boxing in 
the play of imagination with false truths, misleading assurances, exclusions and 
simplifications which inevitably lead to the slaughter of the weak by the strong. Within the 
logic of the extreme right, the “weak” will always take up too much room! There will never 
be enough privileges for the “strong”, etc.

 Socio-artistic practices are essential areas for opening up the play  of imagination to 
other dimensions for living together. The questions then become manifold: how can we 
support and bear with that cultural equality, despite our differences? Are we ready to live as 
equals? What is preventing that? What does it cost  us? If not, what must be done for equality 
to become acceptable? Desirable, even! There will not be any equality without  the desire for 
equality, without an awakening to equality, without  a “spirituality” of equality.5 Socio-artistic 
practices then appear as a fantastic way to stimulate the imagination around the “conditions” 
to be invented to help us experience better – to experience more easily, to implement more 
legitimately, etc. – that  entirely  cultural “equality” in a democracy  of increasing inequality. As 
you know full well, arousing the desire for equality in a paradoxical democracy calls for 
imagination, tons of creative imagination, to transfigure how we see reality.

 The main vocation of art and cultural action, to my mind, is to invent other ways of 
being in the world, other practices of living together. Contrary to teaching, their vocation is 
not to reproduce knowledge and models but rather to explore forms of knowledge to 
metamorphose them, to observe very closely the working of the models of unequal societies, 
from which we suffer, with the very precise aim of not reproducing them.

 The main cultural vocation of art and cultural action is to invent the means and the 
practices which will help us to live together, tomorrow, both different and equal.

Mons (Belgium)
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Notes
_________________________

1.  Subsequently, and upon the recommendation of Thérèse MANGOT, then director of the 
cultural centres department of the General Division for Culture of the French Community in 
Belgium, I read the work of Cornelius CASTORIADIS on the “social imagination” and “the 
imaginary  institution of society”, published by Seuil, Paris (France) in the collection “points – 
essays” number 383.

2.  I have used the term with respect to the principles set out in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and in particular Articles 25 and 28.

3.  It is amusing to note that the activity  of the international rating agencies meets practically 
all the criteria for the definition of “terrorist organisations” as adopted by the European Union 
and other international institutions.

4.  By the term “paradoxical territories”, I mean those vast expanses of the social imagination 
which open on to the differences between the values as announced and the action of the 
democratic regime, between the political and ethical principles and the real actions, between 
the human rights subscribed to by democracy  and the abandonment of the homeless left to 
wander the streets.   

5.  I attempted to develop the question of a necessary spirituality of human rights in a book 
entitled “Le symbole de la fidélité au genre humain” (“The symbol of fidelity  to the human 
race”) that can be requested at the address of the publishers: editionslechariot@yahoo.fr
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