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In 2006, I attended a United Nations meeting in New York and was, on that 
occasion, present at the opening reception of the World Press Photo Award 
exhibition that was set up in the United Nations headquarters building.  
 
Walking through the exhibition, I came across this photo. It was awarded in 
the category ‘Portraits’ and shot by a freelance photographer who, by order 
of Greenpeace International, aimed to document the social misery in the 
aftermath of the nuclear accident of Chernobyl.  
 
Natasha Popova and Vadim Kuleshov live in the Vesnova orphanage near 
Chernobyl. Natasha was born with microcephaly (her head is abnormally 
small); Vadim has a bone disease and is mentally retarded. In 2005, when 
the picture was taken, Natasha was 12 and Vadim 8, and this simple detail 
reveals that there is a serious problem with the credibility of the photo.  
 
The problem is due to scientific uncertainty. In simple language: the link 
between radioactivity and Natasha’s microcephaly or Vadim’s bone disease 
as a hereditary effect cannot be proven. At the time of the accident, their 
mothers were not pregnant yet. They were probably still children 
themselves.  
 
On the other hand, there seems to be a link between the fetus receiving a 
significant dose of radioactivity and the possible development of 
microcephaly, and we know that from the atomic bomb explosions of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Among the survivors, 11 pregnant women were 
registered as having received a high radiation dose. 7 of them gave birth to a 
child with microcephaly. That is sadly statistically significant. 
 
It is important to note that the photographer and the organisers of the 
World Press Photo Award are aware of this complexity. The Award’s website 
comments with the photo that “It is not known for certain whether exposure 
to radiation can be linked to such conditions“. Greenpeace International, in 
commenting on the winning of the award on its website, does not mention 
this reflection and thus at least suggests that the children developed the 
diseases due to Chernobyl. 
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What do we learn from this? There is nobody to accuse of providing 
misleading information. Many of those who believe in nuclear energy tend 
to believe that there is no link between the Chernobyl radiation and the 
children’s bad luck, and would criticise the photo on its misleading message; 
many of those who are against nuclear energy believe that there is a link and 
will use the photo as proof of the perverse adverse effects of nuclear 
accidents. The photo and the children serve the conviction of both camps, 
and no side makes an attempt to seek conciliation with the other. With their 
simplified rationales, they contribute to polarisation over the issue and, in 
this way, to the comfort situation in this polarisation. In other words: they 
contribute to the comfort of polarisation that is typical for our times. 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
What do I mean with the idea of the comfort of polarisation? If a 
polarisation denotes a sharpening of differences of opinion between two 
‘camps’ constructed around opposing rationales, then a comfort of 
polarisation will emerge with strategic and populist simplifications of those 
opposing rationales, as these camps then turn into non-overlapping comfort 
zones constructed around the own self-confirmative truths. As in a joint 
conspiracy, both camps will make no effort anymore to influence and 
convince each other. Together with the photo, their opposing opinions lead 
an elegant life in those non-overlapping circles sympathetic to their interests 
and rationales. Among the victims of this strategic comfort situation are the 
citizens all over the world who remain confused by the conflicting messages 
and, last but not least, Natasha and Vadim. 
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The sad story of the Chernobyl children is but one example of how the world 
of today remains stuck in various comforts of polarisation. And we see these 
as well afflicting the way we try to organise our society as the way we try to 
make sense of the big questions in life.  
 
To give just one example of this: today, the idea that god created the world 
is debunked with Darwin, but that is a false debate. Darwin explained why 
and how we evolve, not where it all comes from. Meanwhile many 
cosmologists see their big bang theory as a reality and provide the 
mathematics to ‘prove’ that it is meaningless to speak of what was before, 
as their theory suggests that time was created together with the three 
dimensions of space. 
 
And there is more. 
 
Next to the religious versus the scientific explanation of our origin and 
destiny, we have things such as 
 
- a collective identity versus another collective identity 
- communitarism versus personal freedom  
- socialism versus liberalism 
- one scientific truth versus an alternative scientific truth… 
 
… We don’t live in a society enriched by pluralism and multiculturality, but in 
a world that struggles with the comfort of polarisation.  
 
And from a general perspective, I think this is due to the fact that we did not 
advance yet beyond the old thinking modes inherited from modernity. Let 
me briefly comment on this.  
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Today, we have what we could call three modern ‘governing modes’ 
concerned with the organisation of our society: representative democracy, 
the liberal market and science. They are ‘modern’ because they can be seen 
as results of ‘modernity as an emancipation process’. Typical for modernity is 
the fact that these governing modes do not question the legitimacy of their 
authority, as what they do is tested by some form of ‘internal control’ 
 
the legitimate authority of 
 

 representative democracy, as the search for compromise through 
organised conflict of opinion between distinct ideological parties and 
enclosed within the nation state,  

 the liberal market, as the self-corrective system of competition that 
automatically annihilates unsuccessful commercial projects and that 
serves as the motor for innovation,  

 science, in its reliance upon the scientific method and self-control 
through peer review.  

 
But the social challenges we face today are ultimately complex.: structural 
poverty, expanding industrialisation and urbanisation and consequent 
environmental degradation, spill of precious resources, water, food and 
products, adverse manifestations of technological risk, economic 
exploitation, anticipated overpopulation and derailed financial markets, all 
this adding up to old and new forms of social, political and cultural 
oppression and conflict: the problems are now interrelated and need to be 
tackled at the global level. The need to take action is manifest, the stakes are 
high, and the challenges ahead are ultimately complex, this not only because 
there are multiple uncertainties to take into account, but also because of the 
plurality of views on problems and solutions.  
 
Taking this complexity serious, the idea is that our traditional working modes 
of democracy, the market and science are not longer able to grasp the 
complexity of these global social challenges. What do I mean with this? 
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Today, we know that the way these governing modes interpret and 
legitimise their own authority is criticised. For each of them, the critique may 
be summarised in the following way: 
 
● the working of representative democracy, inspired by the ideology of 
‘organised conflict’ and practiced through elections and party politics, tends 
to cause strategic simplification of issues (to match party ideologies), 
populism and political self-protection. The result of this politics of power is 
polarisation rather than conciliation. In addition, in global politics, the 
proclaimed value of nation state sovereignty tends to obstruct governance 
of issues that require the global as the context of concern. 
 
● A ‘self-corrective’ liberal market is apparently not able to determine its 
own ethics, in the sense that its internal market logic is unable to 
  
- prevent conflicts of interest with politics,  
- deal with the justification of controversial products, services or practices, 
- rule out labour exploitation,  
- justify unbridled financial speculation 
- prevent environmental pollution, 
- care for the needs of next generations. 
 
● The influence of politics and the market on science, in combination with an 
enduring spirit of positivism from out of the academy, tends to stimulate 
knowledge brokerage, tailor-made scientific consultancy, political ‘science 
shopping’ and thin rationalisations of the ‘knowledge economy’. 
 
Social critique is mainly directed to politics and the market, but the example 
of the Chernobyl children shows that also the role of science deserves 
special attention. We have to realise that the main product of science 
towards society is not any longer empirical evidence to proof or reject a 
specific hypothesis, but the hypothesis itself. The challenge of science is not 
any longer the production of credible proofs; it is the production of credible 
hypotheses. Next to the case of the Chernobyl children, the climate change 
case may be seen as another example. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(source graph: http://www.ipcc.ch) 

http://www.ipcc.ch/
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This reasoning can also be described in terms of ideological ‘attitudes’:  
 

 are committed to in their as a value for 

politicians building trust  representation of our interests re-election 

entrepreneurs providing quality satisfaction of our needs money 

scientists being objective explanations of our reality application 

 
Now, taken into account that current politics lead to polarisation, that 
markets are unable to determine their own ethics and that science is not 
anymore the science of proof but of hypothesis, we have to realise that 
political trust, commercial quality and scientific objectivity cannot longer be 
guaranteed by politics, the market and science themselves. They need to be 
acquired through interaction with society. So for politics, the market and 
science, recognising the limits to their internal logic is a form of intellectual 
solidarity, and opening up their internal logic to deliberation with society is 
their social responsibility. 
 
This view on intellectual solidarity and social responsibility inspires the idea 
of deliberative democracy, an ethics of the market enforced by regulation 
and a reflexive science, but these advanced societal governing methods are 
not the focus of this reflection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Entering art and the artist. 
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The photo of the Chernobyl children is not art. It is politics. It is especially 
made and shown with the aim to suggest a political truth, although on loose 
factual grounds. That is exactly the opposite of what art wants to be today, 
at least in the way I see it.  
 
Simply said, making contemporary art is not anymore the deliverance of 
finished autonomous products (‘works’) but a process of thinking in public. 
Being an artist today is being reflexive in public.  
 
Since modernity, art has joined the social critique on politics, science and the 
market, but critique through art is not evident. How to criticise strategic 
simplifications and manipulations of rationales through a medium that takes 
the freedom not (needing) to be rational itself? 
 
In other words: in a complex unjust and unsustainable world, where 
fundamentalism in politics, the market, science and religion makes them to 
refuse to recognise the limits to their own rationales and the relativity of 
their own truths, it is for critical art not simply a matter of choosing side with 
the activists. Art cannot directly debunk suspicious scientific or religious 
truths, or counter unjust political and economic rationales. But that inability 
does not need to be understood as a crisis or the end of socially engaged art, 
on the contrary. It is precisely the critical potential of contemporary art to 
show the limits of rationales and the relativity of truths of politics, science 
and the market – either in a poetic or in a polemic way, either in the private 
or in the public sphere – that makes socially engaged art today more 
relevant than ever before. 
 
The reason is that this critical potential of art can rely on its experience with 
critical self-reflection. Compared to politics, the market and science, since 
modernity, art has been the only human ‘formal’ interaction mode that has 
undertaken an inquiry of the own credibility, and this by integrating this 
inquiry in the own art practice. Neither enlightened-modern politics or 
science nor the market has organised a comparable self-critical reflection 
process up till today. 
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But what about intellectual solidarity? While intellectual solidarity could be 
called the prime social responsibility of politics, the market and science, art, 
as a contemporary social practice, should not bother about it. Art should not 
care about intellectual solidarity: the contemporary artist is not elected, 
does not promise to satisfy our needs and has nothing to prove. Artists can 
pretend to tell the truth, they are allowed to mislead the public and they can 
set any price on works without the need to rationally justify it. But that does 
not set them free from social responsibility. Artists have a very specific social 
responsibility. They have to recognise that there is no rationale to justify 
their being as artists, and this can be sketched in two perspectives 
 
The first perspective is political: a society that cares about social and human 
well-being cares about art, and we can only hope that politicians think the 
same way and are serious when they say they think the same way. But that 
statement is not rational but ethical. We cannot prove that we need art in 
society. We can only jointly agree to care for its being. 
 
The second perspective is poetical and concerns socially engaged art in its 
potential to be activist art. The fate of activism through art is that, in order 
for it to generate controllable social or political effect, it would need to 
become social work or politics itself. On the other hand, the artistic act of 
critical withdrawal will eventually appeal to an art audience, but it will not 
bother those cynically detached subjects of critique. The ‘impossible 
position’ of artistic activism is not that of a dilemma between withdrawal or 
contribution; it is that of a dwelling in a twilight zone between those two 
positions. With a constant awareness of the conditions and implications of 
agency, it is a state of hyper-reflexivity that, at the same time, also works as 
a ‘critical mirror’ towards the cynically detached. As a deliberate state of 
engagement and an active state of resignation, that position at the periphery 
of the artist’s comfort zone is also ultimately melancholic.  
 
The artist knows no comfort zones. Art is engaging in the consolatory 
practice of leaving the own comfort zone. Activist art can show politics, the 
market, science, religion, citizens and activists why and how they would 
need to leave their own comfort zones. That practice is critical-ethical, but, 
at the same time, consolatory aesthetical.  

 

 
 
 

 
 

TRAGIC REALIST FICTION - “Plane of Resistance” (detail) 
courtesy The Arts Institute (www.theartsinstitute.org) 

http://www.theartsinstitute.org/

