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The main premise of my essay Post-propaganda is the idea that contemporary art within a 
democratic system still functions as political propaganda. 
 
The term ‘propaganda’ names the process through which politics uses cultural instruments to 
implement a specific ideological agenda within the minds and lives of the People. Whenever 
propaganda is mentioned nowadays, one tends to think of the 20th century, of filmmakers like 
Leni Riefenstahl and Sergei Eisenstein. These are the great and tragic artists who facilitated 
classical, hierarchically structured political models, in which clear centers of power – like 
Nazism or Stalinism – controlled society as a whole. In short, we associate the concept of 
propaganda to the political model of totalitarianism. And whenever we are confronted with 
contemporary imagery from for example North-Korea, in which a manic leader tries to 
control the will of the People through grand military parades and grotesque films, we 
recognize this classic authoritarian use of culture for political means. This is what is referred 
to as ‘propaganda’. 
 
The representatives of what we nowadays call ‘democracy’ have done everything to distance 
themselves from such totalitarian display of power. In a democracy, the power is supposed to 
belong to the People, so whenever politicians talk, they are mere intermediaries. They 
translate  the  People’s  will  into  practical,  bureaucratic  solutions,  in  order to prove that 
democratic power is decentralized, as opposed to centralized 20th century power politics: 
everyone has an equal share in the development of the political sphere. By voting we transfer, 
through an almost miraculous magical procedure, our power to another person, our 
marionette, our representative, acting according to our will: the politician. In the 20th century 
dictatorships, the concept of democracy has been used in similar ways of course, but the 
central role of the unmovable leader, unbothered by laws demanding transparency in the 
process of decision making is an important difference. Nevertheless we should question at 
what point this democratic idea of ‘transparency’ and specifically the role of the ‘vote’ is not 
an ideological instrument in its own right. Let’s turn to an artist – a writer in this case – for 
some suggestions on this issue. 
 
In his book The City of the Seeing, the Portuguese writer Jose Saramago describes what 
happens when the entire population of a country somewhere in the Western world decides to 
use the option of the ‘blank vote’, which is generally seen as a ‘non-vote’. But in Saramago’s 
book the People exploit this option to the fullest, when more than 80% of the population 
decides to vote blank, thus revoking the power  that  would  usually  be  ‘represented’  by 
politicians. Through the blank vote they reclaim a right to self-governance and popular 
representation, without outsourcing their voice to parliamentary democracy. The blank vote is 
a marvelous vote, the secret exit to reset the system. But after this event has taken place, 
which ruling parties interpret as a ‘conspiracy’, Saramago effectively describes how this so-
called ‘democratic’ government tries to force their civilians to ‘participate’ in the system once 
more. Through state violence, the ruling powers try to force their citizens back into the 
democratic process, convinced that without external governance chaos and anarchy will 
ensue. 
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What Saramago shows us in his political pamphlet disguised as a novel – and I only vote 
blank since having read the book – is how the democratic vocabulary promoting freedom, 
diversity, transparency, and participation often masks mechanisms not necessarily less 
‘totalitarian’ than those of our violent past. Voting – the process through which we give away 
responsibility of representing our own voice (in Dutch the word ‘vote’ is translated as ‘stem’, 
which means  ‘voice’)  – legitimates the system as speaking for the People, but often this is 
nothing more than a maneuver of the political class to remain in power. The great trick of 
democracy lies exactly in this: whenever criticism is articulated, politicians and other 
bureaucrats will always point out that it is the People themselves that have created the 
situation in which this criticism is articulated. That they, politicians and bureaucrats, are the 
mere puppets of which we hold the strings. However, in crisis situations the underlying 
mechanisms prove  to be quite different. 
 
What Saramago shows us in a horribly accurate manner is that democracy is not a neutral 
structure in which a multitude of ideologies can manifest themselves. Democracy itself is an 
ideological framework, of which one of the main characteristics is that it allows for each and 
every political position in order to support its own. So I propose that in this regard we follow 
the Japanese, who in their language have no direct translation for the word democracy as we 
know  it,  but  only  use  it  as  an  ‘ism’:  as  ‘democratism’.  Thus  we  can  emphasize  that 
democratism is – among Marxism or Capitalism – simply one more ism to choose from. 
 
I furthermore propose that we read the term ‘democratism’ through Saramago. In his novel, 
he shows that the word democracy masks power structures that are not necessarily very 
different from those we so easily call totalitarian or dictatorial. He shows us that on the 
moment that, by use of democratic means  such as the blank vote, we would subvert the 
system and demand a new organization of power, mechanisms of repression come into play 
that show a politics of power in its unambiguous form. 
 
By now, we are all familiar with the concept of the ‘state of emergency’, which is declared by 
democratic governments in times of so-called  terrorist  threats  to  temporarily  ‘suspend’  the 
rights of citizens. For example, the right to privacy, or worse, that of a state not having the 
right to hold citizens imprisoned without a fair trial. When the terror meter turns red, 
democracy is temporarily suspended for the well-being of the population. It is these moments 
that reveal the actual functioning of our states. Their powers may be decentralized enough in 
order not to be immediately recognizable as totalitarian, but some of their elementary reflexes 
(specifically in the case of an external threat) show us differently. 
 
Democracy, freedom, and diversity are ideological weapons meant to claim superiority over 
so called ‘barbaric’ or ‘retarded’ political systems, but which exist most of all to protect and 
serve the privileges of the few, instead of those of all. The ‘state of emergency’ proves this, as 
suddenly equality is suspended to protect the ‘real’ citizens entitled to safety and protection. 
Only those that accept as a premise of democratism that democracy itself stops to function in 
times of crisis are guaranteed those privileges. The Japanese are right: democratism is just one 
choice out of many isms. A ritual, nothing more.  
 
So now what exactly is the role of art in democratism? How does art – nowadays under attack 
by major funding cuts – facilitate the regime of democratism? How does it provide a ‘human 
face’  to a system which, when  truly challenged, answers with  the suspension of civil  rights 
and  institutional violence? To give a  few examples: what does  the  ‘embedded’ presence of 
Dutch writer Arnon Grunberg or theater group Orkater mean when they travel with our troops 
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to wage war in Afghanistan? Or what does it mean that the political program of the socialists 
(SP)  states  that  “Art  and  culture make  it  all worthwhile. They  are  the  cement  keeping  our 
society from falling  apart  into  a  system of  ‘everyone  form himself’”,  or  that  the Christian-
democrats  (CDA)  claim  that  “Art  and  culture  lead  to  a  better  mutual  understanding,  and 
therefore  to  a better  social  cohesion”, or  that  the  liberal-conservatives (VVD) say that “the 
meaning of  culture  can be best  supported by  leaving  its  content unconstrained”, or  that  the 
progressives (GroenLinks), suggest that “In our society there is a strong and present need for 
art. Art can surprise, stimulate, and inspire. Art challenges society and  is  its mirror”? What 
common system of values can we derive from these seemingly divergent political positions? 
 
First of all that art has to be free. Whether the political parties want to fund art to a large or 
only to a minimal extent, they all agree that politics cannot demand from art to work for them. 
They all agree that art has to be protected from dominant political agendas. Therefore some 
parties want to invest more money in art to secure its freedom and independence, whereas 
other ones wish to cut funding of the arts for exactly the same reason. Nevertheless, freedom 
is what is always at stake here. Democratic freedom. Art is the proof of a civilized society. 
The pride of a system willing to challenge itself, to support artists who confront and hold up 
mirrors, who show and depict the world as a diverse and ambiguous place. Who break 
dogmas and reveal that our world is a world of multiple truths. And these exactly are the 
values upheld by democratism. Whether art is funded or not, politics celebrates artistic 
products as the proof that the freedoms of democratism exist. And that exactly is why our 
artists  travel with  our  troops  to  the  ‘retarded’  countries  of  the world:  to  showcase  that  the 
liberation brought soldiers is true. The artists who join them, criticize them, who show the 
ambiguity of war and foreign intervention, are themselves the instruments of contemporary 
propaganda. They are the embodiment of the freedom of democratism. 
 
In 2002, a great controversy arose when the left-wing council of Rotterdam allowed the 
municipal arts commission to purchase a sculpture by the American artist Paul McCarthy, an 
artist whose work is focused on the consumer society and its symbols. This six meter high 
bronze  sculpture  entitled  ‘Santa Claus’  represents the image of Santa Claus holding in his 
hand a bell and a large buttplug  resembling a Christmas tree. Santa Claus was supposed to be 
placed in the center of the city, in between commercial icons such as the Burger King and 
Mediamarkt, thus confronting our consumer society with the excesses of our lifestyle. Or at 
least, that is how the arts commission motivated the political and social relevance of the 
sculpture. This motivation obviously fits well to the previously mentioned relevance that is 
attributed to art in political programs from both the left and the right. ‘Santa Claus’ would be 
a critical landmark, proving the capacity of our society not only to consume, but also to look 
at art that reminds us of the danger of precisely our own consumption. In other words, it 
presents a form of meta-consumption: by giving us the idea of having challenged our 
consumer patterns through confrontation with the sculpture, it allows us to consume even 
more. Let’s call this a classical case of ‘having your cake and eating it too’. 
 
But then the elections took place, and the left-wing city council was replaced by a 
conservative one, which, incidentally, was much opposed to the sculpture. The new council 
stated that it was a waste of money, and – when the debate turned really bad – that the work 
should be donated to Bram Ladage, one of the most famous fast food chains in Rotterdam, 
which could replace the buttplug with a bag of fries, so that this ‘buttplug midget’ (Kabouter 
Buttplug) could at least be useful as advertisement. Naturally, left-wing and progressive 
parties objected, calling it bad taste to mutilate the sculpture in such a way. The conservatives 
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responded by saying that buying the sculpture in the first place had been the true display of 
bad taste. And so the controversy went on for years. 
 
Surprisingly enough it was Leefbaar Rotterdam, the populist party who had initially voiced 
the strongest opposition to the sculpture, which came with a proposal for a final solution 
which reveals the true meaning of the ‘Santa Claus’ sculpture. Arts and culture representative 
Anton Molenaar suggested  to place  the  sculpture on  the  ‘Kop  van Zuid’,  a part of  the city 
extending into the Maas river. The Kop van Zuid is the location where in the past immigrants 
used to arrive by boats, seeing Rotterdam for the first time. Molenaar wrote in his proposal: 
 
“As a warning  to  the excesses of modernity  the  image  fits perfectly on  the pier of  the most 
modern part of Rotterdam. There the midget can give an important signal, as it makes one 
conscious of the fact that Rotterdam is a city in which one has to take responsibility for 
oneself, in which there are always many seductions and where one has to learn to deal with 
the endless freedoms that can be enjoyed. The pier is an important beacon in our harbor city 
for newcomers from cultures in which group think ing is more important than the individual. 
(..) The Santa Claus sculpture (..) thereby becomes a Statue of Liberty for all that knock on 
the doors of Rotterdam. (..) Santa Claus can thus be seen as a warning: be aware if the free 
Western democracy is dear to you!” 
 
Strangely enough this text shows that it is Leefbaar Rotterdam, much more then the 
progressive parties, that understands what is at stake when it comes to contemporary art in 
public space. The arts commission would never acknowledge this, but the reason of 
purchasing the sculpture was exactly meant to display the progressive character of the Dutch 
political system. It was truly, far before Molenaar would name it as such, meant as a ‘Statue 
of Liberty’.  In  fact, one should read all art  institutions and public sculptures as such, as the 
human face, the concrete manifestation of the freedom that democratism would grant its 
citizens… 
 
So now I will return to my initial statement: contemporary art still has a clear ideological 
function. It is still used and instrumentalized to prove, both at home and abroad, the 
superiority of our specific political ideology. We, artists, are political instruments. Our mere 
existence validates and acknowledges the representatives of democratism. And so we should 
ask ourselves who we have served with our so-called progressive, subversive, and critical 
practices. What political ideology have we voiced, and what voice would we rather wish to 
represent? 
 
The German artist Joseph Beuys who was also one of the founders of the political party Die 
Grünen, has stated that “Jeder Mensch ein Künstler”, each human being is an artist. With this 
statement, he intended to show us the difference between democratism and democracy, and 
the art practices that are connected to it. Democratism is a system that abuses concepts of 
democracy and freedom to secure the privileges of the few. Here art is a mere Sculpture of 
Liberty, facilitating a deeply rooted sense of political superiority. A weapon, securing the 
existing status-quo of political and bureaucratic power. 
 
But democracy – not democratism – can be and has been a potential platform, as Beuys shows 
us, in which the realm of the political is not limited to the control of politicians, but belongs to 
all. So one could add  to Beuys’s  statement – as GreenLeft politician Mariko Peters already 
did – that if each person is an artist that each person is a politician as well. This is an approach 
to democracy as an experimental model. A platform in which we investigate the ideological 
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contradictions of democratism, its misuse and instrumentalization. It is the place where every 
political debate is always a public debate. It is the place where an engaged minority takes 
charge  versus  a  passive  majority,  where  we  break  democratism’s  ‘dictatorship  of  the 
majority’.  It  is  the  place  in which  democracy  becomes  not  so much  a  goal  in  itself,  but  a 
potential basis for new forms of political organization and concepts of communality. 
Democracy is by definition a transitory system. It is a space that I propose should be 
imagined, designed, and created by artists.  


