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From the Editors

GRA¯YNA WORONIECKA

Paradoxes and Traps in the Democratisation
of Culture. An Introduction

New divisions into winners and losers are an unavoidable cost of any
change. It is the voice of the latter that resounds long after the former have
set about consuming their gains, it is they who nostalgically invoke those
lost values and portend an age of new barbarism. The critique of the state of
modern culture that intellectuals have been engaged in since the first de-
cades of the 20th century is not only not abating, but is even imposing itself
with growing intensity in the 21st century. This indicates that the modernisa-
tion processes reflected in culture feature a very serious ambivalence, which
with the passage of time is not only not disappearing, but is actually growing
in strength.

Max Scheler�s philosophical-historical diagnosis (Scheler 1929/1958)
presented the process of �equalization� of dichotomous divisions (knowledge,
laws, work, human races) as inevitable. As a consequence, the hitherto priv-
ileges and oppressions were supposed to undergo reformulation until the
emergence of groups of entrepreneurs and labourers of an international di-
mension, coexisting in peace thanks to the dissemination of the ideas of tol-
erance symptomatic of this phase of history. It is not long after this that Karl
Mannheim also diagnoses a process that he portrays as the erasing of hori-
zontal distances (Mannheim 1936/1952), resulting in the materialising of
groups of people previously mutually separated. He analyses the multidi-
mensional phenomenon of democratisation, also investigating processes of
the erosion of vertical distances and their consequences for culture (Man-
nheim 1933/1956). In general he elaborates their earlier perception in cate-
gories of significant reevaluation, of axionormative disintegration, which he
ties to dissemination of the ideas of private ownership and technocratic dis-
courses (Mannheim 1943). These processes run impulsively, due to which
their consequences for culture are destructive in nature. In his opinion, in-
telligence is the sole category which, due to it being positioned outside of
the class order, is predestined for steering them, so as to limit the undesir-
able effects and lend constructive form to what is inevitable: the vanishing
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of vertical distances, equalization of status, and erasing of differences be-
tween that which is elite and that which is of the masses.

Mannheim perceives the disassembly of vertical divisions between peo-
ple in the concepts of the threat of massification and flattening of culture to
the most barbaric of forms, which can only be counteracted by a subject
uprooted from their class anchor, and thereby capable of achieving cogni-
tive distance overstepping particular perspectives. Opposition to the impul-
sive nature of the disassembly of the hierarchy of products of culture is cou-
pled with the idea of subjecting them to control via forms of socially situated
knowledge. Intelligence is the contradiction of mass, but is also contradic-
tion of the relations with capitalistic purposeful rationality inherent to the
structure of society taking shape. Intellect and money: these are opposing
forces, the former of which may be used to put the brakes on excessive ex-
pansion of the latter.

Such thinking is very characteristic of rationalistic utopianism. The so-
ciological dimension of Mannheim�s analyses does not alter their romantic
significance. He provides an attractive starting point for nostalgic lamenta-
tions over the tough lot of intellectuals, attacked by the barbarity of contem-
porary civilisation. Such a vision is presented by Ortega y Gasset, who in
The Revolt of the Masses (Ortega y Gasset 1930/1994) likens the inhabitants
of the modern world to a spoilt child � incapable of curtailing their own
demands, disinclined to honour commitments, delighted with their own
narrow-mindedness and effectively imposing their own infantile standards
as culturally binding. Delighted with himself and rejecting any intellectual
exertion, mass man emerged � according to Ortega y Gasseta � as a result of
three processes overlapping: liberal democracy, scientific research, and in-
dustrialisation. Democracy removed the differences of political rights, bol-
stering the value of everybody � no matter who they might be � as a citizen;
scientific research enabled technological progress leading to a rise in the stan-
dard of living at a scale unprecedented in history; and industrialism enabled
mass-scale production exerting pressure for expansion of the consumer
market, and through this to the broadest possible distribution. New con-
sumption needs were stimulated to the same degree as conviction of the
right to express one�s own opinion on any matter; all �intermediate instances�,
such as good manners, courtesy, justice, reason or literature had become
superfluous, rejected by the system. The rebellious masses � insists Ortega y
Gasset � owe what they value the most, namely prosperity and the pleasure
of occupying a comfortable place, to the abolition of cultural hierarchies
(those unwanted �intermediate instances�), and to science, the effects of which
they are dependent on. What he has in mind here, of course, is the natural
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sciences with their practical applications, since any kind of Geisteswissen-
shaft loses its raison d�être as a result of the vanishing of the spirit.

Ortega y Gasset�s highly psychologising vision carries a pessimistic mes-
sage. European civilisation, based on the negation of its own culture, has
created a being whose psychic structure allows only for a parasitizing of
former generations� achievements. Democratic equality combined with in-
dustrial rationality has destroyed culture, intellect, and civilised man.

A synthetic juxtaposition of the ideas of the authors cited above demon-
strates that concern with the modernising changes leads to them building a
certain structure of the problem. The processes of destructing the spirit and
elite culture are based analytically on two pillars: on political transforma-
tions (democratisation, equality of political rights) and on the thesis of the
growing economic (purchasing) power of ever broader social circles. The
pattern of inference therefore looks as follows:

� capitalistic production (consumption, prosperity, consumer markets �
the egalitarianisation of the buyers);

� erosion of vertical distances � the egalitarianisation of access to polit-
ical rights � the erosion of horizontal distances (the political and economic
inclusion within a single frame of reference of previously isolated local and
class subcultures);

� massification of culture � anti-elitist tendencies in art, the simplifica-
tion of elements of decorum in interpersonal relations, the �democratisa-
tion� of knowledge, the overthrowing of reason as arbiter in disputes regard-
ing the state of things.

If one were to follow this pattern today, it would evolve into a diagnosis
of the hegemonic position of corporate capitalism, a deconstruction of class
divisions in favour of �neo-tribes� bonded by cultural choices, a shift in cen-
tres of politics into the area of capital management, transformation of the
public sphere into the domain of subpolitics, up to the postmodernist grant-
ing of value to the everyman as the bearer of reason worthy of appreciation
and the abandoning of work towards the creation of a corpus of cultural
knowledge. As can be seen, the themes laid out embrace a catalogue of issues
discussed today, and so the concepts for arranging it lay at hand...

The problem is that both classic and contemporary works present the
issue of cultural egalitarianisation from the angle of its consequences and
from the specific perspective that elite culture constitutes (science is a part
of it here, distinguished by the authority of giving judgements regarding the
states of things). Neither analytically (Mannheim) nor illustratively (Ortega y
Gasset) do these diagnoses reach the stage of clarification, in other words
determining the relations between the levels of analysis, which they only
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combine deftly into persuasive images of the state of culture. And from the
perspective of sociological theory, these relations are crucial, since they de-
termine (and enable the testing of) directions of emergence or rules of co-
occurrence between elements of the economic and political dimensions on
the one hand, and the shapes and dynamics of social structures and cultural
phenomena on the other.

In this volume, we have gathered together articles whose authors tackle
this task, accepting the universal affirmation of processes of democratisation
of culture as problematic. Thanks to such problematising of that process, it
becomes possible to grasp the meta-perspective, which after all constitutes
an attribute distinguishing theoretical thought regarding social phenomena.
In his article entitled A Brief Outline of Issues Related to the Democratisa-
tion of Culture: A Contemporary Perspective, Marek Czy¿ewski sketches out
the area of democratisation of culture in such a way for it to be possible to
subject it to methodical analysis above the level of ideological appraisal or
political involvement. He clearly reveals that democratisation processes in
different areas of society do not have to co-occur, and that sometimes the
case is quite the opposite: the less democracy in social relations, the more
distinct claims for equality in culture may be (and vice versa). Their in-depth
sociological analysis is therefore essential, the preliminary confines of which
the author highlights as three contributing factors. The first idea relates to
Max Weber�s conception, according to which modernising trends go hand-
in-hand with the reorganising of cultural patterns of experiencing �non-
everydayness�: they begin to embrace non-religious spheres of activity, such
as the economic, political, aesthetic, intellectual and erotic spheres, in which
forms of �this-worldly salvation� are realised. The highly distantiating per-
ception of culture in Weber�s text clashes with today�s reality and its charac-
teristic �demonstrational de-distantiation�, which the author defines as �We-
ber à rebours�. The second idea refers to Niklas Luhmann�s theory, according
to which individual systems of communication tend towards autopoietic clo-
sure of their boundaries and distinguishing themselves from their surround-
ings. The differentiational tendencies described in the theory are juxtaposed
with distinctive de-differentiational processes within which the borders be-
tween systems are thoroughly erased. Luhmann describes a similar phenom-
enon mainly with reference to the sphere of politics (as political inclusion),
although in Czy¿ewski�s opinion the processes are on a significantly larger
scale, meaning that the potential explaining Luhmann�s theory fits within
the figure of �Luhmann à rebours�. And the third idea: explication of the
processes of the democratisation of culture as guises of Michel Foucault�s
�apparatuses of security�. In this perspective, the erasing of boundaries be-
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tween high and low culture, between aesthetics, economics, politics and le-
gitimate knowledge is presented as a way of avoiding the crises and tensions
to which a complex society is susceptible as a result of the inevitable risks
and contingencies. The dispositifs of security do not adopt preconceived states
to which social activity should be led; their logic is based on the analysing of
trends and determining (usually statistically) spheres of �normality�. Demo-
cratic popular culture seems to conform well to Foucault�s conception as
one such �apparatus� (dispositif), which opens up entirely new perspectives
in research and theory.

Karol Franczak investigates the ambivalences and paradoxes of the egal-
itarianisation of creativity in his article entitled The Democratisation of Cre-
ativity in the Age of the Knowledge Economy. The pluralism of claims for
creative activity argued strongly in numerous systems of teaching coexists
with the pressure to acknowledge its forms previously denied the status of
creativity as legitimate. In Franczak�s opinion, the rhetoric of a �knowledge-
based economy�, while stripping creativity of its elitism, is simultaneously
brutally instrumentalising it. The massification of creativity is resulting in
the transfer of all risks connected to activity to the rank-and-file performers,
since it is abolishing the distances regulating the spread of responsibility.
Companies functioning on the market have gained a tool for draining the
creative class, placing its representatives in lost positions. For now, claims
Franczak in his summary, the democratisation of creativity is still only osten-
sible in Poland; however, the emerging related institutional infrastructure
interacts like a performative act: �the discourse of creativity [...] lays claim to
the power to bring reality to life, a reality that it organises and rhetorically
justifies� (p. 85). In the light of this analysis, the ostensibly innocent process
of egalitarianisation of recognised creative skills, a process welcomed with
enthusiasm even by liberal ideologues, not only does not actually emanci-
pate people, but deepens the oppressive nature of their situation on the market
and the dangers to their mental wellbeing.

Another paradox of democratisation, with consequences reaching even
deeper into the social and economic tissue of modernising societies, is pre-
sented by Jerzy Stachowiak in his article entitled Democratisation in the
Culture of Capitalism and Two Principles of Managerial Discourse. The titu-
lar managerial discourse refers to the rules of communicating in public, in
which the author sees mechanisms behind the spread within everyday com-
munication of elements of modernistic purposeful rationality oriented to-
wards the management of things (teleological action). The two basic princi-
ples distinguished within it (managerial correctness and discoursive
reversibility) enable the elimination of all inconsequential content from public
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communication that refers to structural differences in social situation, and
privilege as the only legitimate content that is meant to lend practical sup-
port to the effective accomplishment of targets, while also highlighting hu-
man subjectivity in management processes so as to achieve the objectifying of
employees all the more effectively. Developed as a practical means of commu-
nication in enterprise, this discourse derives from processes of democratisa-
tion, linked endogenously to entrepreneurship. However, in the author�s
opinion it is spreading spontaneously throughout the entire area of public
communication, in line with the progress of processes seeing the erosion of
social distances. This is because it constitutes a practical means of manipula-
tion responding to the strategic requirement of management, while on the
other hand it perfectly fulfils an integrational role in conditions in which the
highlighting of differences is undesirable. By invalidating the articulation of
conflictogenic differences in social positions, it applies lexical clichés refer-
ring to �disposition� and eliminates from discourse all elements of a poten-
tially criticising nature. It places critique and reflection in the background of
communication (the rule of discoursive reversibility), portraying as impor-
tant only �figural� statements to which the participants� sensitivity is orient-
ed. By using �soft� techniques, managerial discourse � as the author stresses
� actually has its origins in ways of thinking about control over people in
categories of scientific management, categories associated today with unac-
ceptable dehumanisation, and (contrary to what it declares) retains a conti-
nuity with such thinking, which turns out to be quite paradoxical.

The subordination of public discourse to elite authority has also been
analysed in regard to changes democratising access to select positions.
Magdalena Nowicka has done this in her paper entitled The Democratisa-
tion of Public Debate in Poland: A Crisis of Intellectuals? In it, she presents
positions of importance in western sociology pertaining to the vanishing role
of the �public intellectual�, then confronting those diagnoses with the state
of affairs in Poland. She polemicizes with Zarycki�s and Warczok�s thesis
regarding the hegemonic role of intelligence in controlling public debate in
Poland, so as to propose a typology of contemporary authority figures match-
ing the conditions that emerged as a result of the expansion of the new media,
with their ability to create their own hierarchies. She takes as a starting point
in this typology those processes of the vanishing of traditional distances that
constitute indicators of the democratisation of public debate: deformalisa-
tion, colloquial figurative language, populistic reasoning, and affirmation of
common sense knowledge. Generational belonging, contributing to the peo-
pling of the continuum established from �early-type intellectuals� to �public
neo-intellectuals�, also proves an important aspect. The pace of democrati-
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sation in public debate in Poland post 1989 was extremely fast; changes took
place within the rhetoric of �catching up with the West�, they proceeded
chaotically, with no time to take root in the institutional order or for the
formation of counter-discourse. In effect, as discerned by Nowicka, intellec-
tuals ceased playing the role of self-reflexive mediators between the numer-
ous voices present in public debate and realising their own particular inter-
ests there. The intellectual contribution they made underwent trivialisation,
and was placed on a par with the other arguments admitted to the debate.
Instead of allowing sagacity to take the floor, the processes of democratisa-
tion in public debate resulted in the trivialising and invalidating of this sa-
gacity, while the public role of the intellectual found itself in a state of seri-
ous crisis. Practical equality of access to the debate entailed two consequences
also observed in other fields in which the processes of democratisation are
advanced: rejection of intellectual education and a general lowering of the
standard of knowledge, which has turned out to be the (rather high) price
for reducing or eliminating distances between the debate�s participants.

Yet another paradox hiding in the processes of democratisation in various
segments of culture is perceived by Izabela Franckiewicz-Olczak in her article
entitled The Democratisation of Contemporary Art. Pitfalls and Paradoxes in
the Reception of New Media Interactive Art. The reduction of two distances �
between the creator and the audience, and between a work of art and the
viewer � has long constituted simultaneously planned activity in the field of
artistic activity, and a broad-scale programme of institutional measures. The
educational programmes of galleries and museums, online access to works of
the visual and musical arts, grant programmes for artists, the arranging of ar-
tistic measures shared with non-professionals, de-professionalisation of the
role of the artist, and a number of other ways in which access for the every-
man to artistic experiences is intentionally broadened, are having rather con-
troversial consequences. Even art�s tackling of the topic of everyday life and
its social involvement is not resulting in artistic problematisation universally
shifting to the content of viewers� everyday experience. Consequently � as the
author�s observation of reception for the interactive arts has shown � these
viewers are refusing to become the joint participants of an artistic event, they
display hesitation, evasion, and signalise in all possible ways their distance
towards a situation that denies them the comfort of contemplative voyeurism.
Distance towards a work of art, despite the all-round attempts by those enti-
ties involved in the democratisation of access to aesthetic values, does not
succumb to simple reduction; the said strivings result more often in a vulgarisa-
tion of the form of access to art, which evades the de-distantiation programmes,
remaining � despite cultural and economic pressures � tenaciously elitist.
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In the article bringing this volume to a close, entitled �The Social� as a
Tool of �Governmentality�. A Post-Foucauldian Critique of Liberal Political
Ontology, by Bart³omiej B³esznowski, the paradoxes of de-distantiation came
to light in the theory and critique of liberal democracy. The author traces
this area of the history of political thought and ideology so as to determine
three key issues in which that which is planned as consistent with the nor-
mative precept of egalitarianisation results in the opposite: the elitist exclu-
sion of those governed from the possibility of wielding power. The first par-
adox, in the author�s opinion, is contained in Thomas Hobbes� political
concept, in which the people create the sovereign, but by no means (there-
by) become it, instead relinquishing all political power to it. The second
paradox is reflected in the thought of Schumpeter, who perceives democrat-
ic procedures as the �manufacturing� of ruling by representatives (elites),
and not the �processing� of universal will (of the people) in decisions per-
taining to rule. The third paradox is linked to the concept of �public opin-
ion� as a tool for determining the will of the voters. This method assumes
the existence of an atomised population, in which each element has the
same agency � a voice applied freely and unconstrained by social entangle-
ments. �And in this manner society, as a sui generis entity, stands opposite the
state � as an object of possible state knowledge and a subject of possible
authority, constituting in the modern theory of democracy the embodied
political people� (p. 179).

If one were to interpret B³esznowski�s paper in terms proposed by the
authors of the articles gathered together in this volume, one could describe
the picture he presents of the development of liberal democracy ideology as
the formation of a �security dispositif � in the terms of the emerging manageri-
al discourse. The direction of thought among ideologues of democracy � from
the sacredised body of the sovereign, to the body of the people rooted in the
sphere of the profane � is determined by the successive solutions of practical
management, the constructing of knowledge-power relationships for the cur-
rent requirements of political practice in concrete economic conditions, in
which successive centuries have brought about a thaw in traditional distances
and, step by step, created the free homo economicus. Therefore what we ulti-
mately have here is the metaphysical body politic (the people) on the one
hand, and on the other � the process of constructing this body thanks to the
creation of a �society-market in the body of the population� (p.184).

The first and final articles in this volume create a framework for detailed
studies regarding the conditions in Poland. One could discuss whether the
case of Poland � as the semi-periphery from the perspective of global pro-
cesses � is representative of broader processes running in the centres of the
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change taking place. The cognitive theory of reflexive modernisation (Beck,
Giddens, Lash, 2009: 225-226) developed to explain the said processes, and
a theory quite popular today, carries an encouraging message: institutional
reflexivity, discourse among experts, the public sphere, and the reflexive �I�
create the conditions in which emancipatory activity, restoring the privileged
place of sagacity, is becoming possible. But does such an option really exist?
In the context of the analysis our authors refer to � of the deconstructing of
cultural distances in various spheres of public communication � then justi-
fied doubts exist. The category order presented by the empirical and theo-
retical studies gathered here comes across as a programme of managing the
experienced world on the one hand, and administering it in an institutional
dimension on the other. The coherence of these two dimensions is a condi-
tion for social order and a sense of control over one�s own existence. One
could also seek this coherence at the level of rationality;1  or one could at-
tempt once again to refer to the classics of sociology, and interpret the disas-
sembly of the intellect in its social situations as a further effect of the processes
of economic growth based on money, an excellent analysis of which was made
by Simmel (1900/2011). The particular and sequential egalitarianisation in
social relations (economics, politics and culture) would come across as the
individualisation of crystallised opportunities rooted in money. Individual
quality then ceases to hold significance: only �rational� elements, that is, co-
herent with the logic of the monetary system, enter the symbolic exchange.
The abstract functions of the intellect are also subordinated to the equally
abstract functions of money, while this entire abstract edifice is bonded with
the experienced world via the concept of �rationality�. However, this only proves
possible when �rationality� finds ultimate support in common-sense reason-
ing,2  as the final instance of reason in the culture of late modernity. This log-
ical conclusion seems to be confirmed in empirical critical studies; therefore,
if one were to refer to Simmel�s analysis of money when explaining the causal
relationships between democratisation in economics, politics and symbolic
culture, it would probably not be by referring �à rebours�.

The authors of the articles collected here share a critical perspective,
revealing the unintentional, undesirable, or even the socially and culturally
harmful consequences of the de-distantiation and democratisation of cul-

1 This strategy is adopted by the classic theories of modernisation. Konrad Kubala (2019) referred to
it in a new version in his broad attempt towards an empirical verification of the theory of reflexive
modernisation.

2 �By the same token, in the order of the experienced world �rational� means with common-sense,
and vice versa. Such a notion of rationality has nothing in common with the ideal type of this concept
used in the social sciences. But can the consequences of this type of notion of rationality remain indiffer-
ent to the social researcher?� asks Konrad Kubala rhetorically in his book cited earlier (Kubala 2019: 12).
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ture. A different view was adopted by experts invited to discuss with the
editors. Their vision of contemporary culture negates the divisions into high
and lower culture, into the �natural� superiority of the cultural elites and
their right to work that is educating. The democratisation of culture is the
�equality of all ways of living� (Marek Krajewski), a �broadening of partici-
pation in culture� (£ukasz Iwasiñski), and a �contaminated concept� (Barbara
Fatyga). But it also means structural contradictions, such as that between
neutralising the consequences of the advanced division of work and its ne-
cessity for late-modern societies and their economies (Krzysztof Moracze-
wski). Should the processes of abolishing distances between participants in
culture therefore be interpreted as progress in the humanisation of interper-
sonal relationships, as the voluntary relinquishing by the elites of their lead-
ership in the creating of the symbolic sphere, and their results as an axiolog-
ically neutral remix of various symbolic orders in regard to the current praxis
of neutralisation of potential tensions? Or rather as a dangerous state of
affairs, a rebellion of the masses, threatening the very foundations of the
organisation of today�s societies and their capabilities of transgression, or-
ganisation that can only be saved with a new wave of distantiation?
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Editorial
debate

Paradoxes and Traps in the
Democratisation of Culture

(compiled by: Marek Czy¿ewski and Gra¿yna Woroniecka)

Advancing modernisation and the demands for absolute equality are trends
impossible not to notice in the sociological analysis of culture. However, are the
consequences attributed to them by pessimistic and elitaristic critics of contem-
porariness really so devastatingly negative? Is autotelic culture as a dimension of
people�s collective spiritual life capable of withstanding the pressure of de-
distantiation processes (reduction of verlical distances) described by Karl Man-
nheim? Is the momentousness of �autotelic culture� now only an irreversibly
outdated idea grounded in the sciences of culture that has been effectively elim-
inated by pragmatizing awareness and everyday practices?

The democratisation of culture is not proceeding in a linear fashion �
and participation in culture, the opening up of higher education and artistic
education to the masses, the availability of forums for all kinds of expression
in the Internet, the end of the role of intellectuals and the dispersion of
social authorities all entail numerous ambivalences or even contradictions
that are hard to resolve. Does any traditional hierarchy at all of cultural
values retain today its importance in any segment of social life? Is there now
only �mass� (or �popular�) culture, and where should it be located? Should
we insist on the category of homogenisation of culture, or rather adopt the
more accepting concept of �hybridity�?

In our editorial debate we present the positions of experts who accepted
our invitation to deliberate together on the paradoxes and traps in the
democratisation of culture referred to in the title. Our discussion partic-
ipants are (in order of appearance): Prof. Marek Krajewski (Institute of So-
ciology, Adam Mickiewicz University), Prof. Krzysztof Moraczewski (Insti-
tute of Cultural Studies, Adam Mickiewicz University), Dr £ukasz Iwasiñski
(Department of Information Studies, Faculty of Journalism, Information and
Book Studies, University of Warsaw) and Prof. Barbara Fatyga (Institute of
Applied Social Sciences, University of Warsaw).
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1) The Democratisation of Culture

a) what does the notion of democratisation of culture mean to you?

MAREK KRAJEWSKI

The grasp of culture proposed by Raymond Williams is one I feel very
close to. In this way of understanding, culture is a whole way of life for
people. This definition forces one to notice that culture is both a certain
modus of organising a defined collectivity, and an adaptive tool by which it
adjusts to the surrounding world. This definition also emphasises very strongly
that being a person is tantamount to being in culture, to jointly creating and
transforming it, to utilising what comprises it at every moment of a person�s life.

Such a view of culture, meaning seeing in it something that makes us
human, that ensures us that advantage over other species and makes us the
mightiest of creatures on Earth, also indicates how one may understand the
democratisation of culture. It is a process thanks to which individuals� right
to practise the ways of life they choose is systematically broadened. There-
fore this process assumes, firstly, that individuals can choose how they want
to live, which in turn means that they are aware of cultural diversity and
recognise it; secondly, that they are capable of practising the ways of life that
they have chosen, and as such have at their disposal various resources that
enable this, and have the right to use them; thirdly, that the ways of life they
have chosen are accepted by others, and treated as possible variants of hu-
man existence.

It is worth emphasising that the democratisation of culture signifies equal-
ity of all ways of life (and so essentially of all cultures), but does not rule out
valuing � which, after all, is the basis upon which individuals and groups
chose the ways of life that they practise. This is precisely why the process of
democratisation of culture entails rivalry, criticism and rejection, but allows
for them on the condition of acceptance for a multitude of ways of life. Thus
the democratisation of culture assumes an agonistic form of order, at the
core of which is conflict, but conflict occurring based on the universally re-
spected right to freely choose one�s way of life, and therefore one�s culture.
What is undoubtedly interesting in the democratisation of culture is that � as
the notion suggests � it is something unfinished, a continuously renewed
attempt to achieve the ideal lying at its foundations, meaning the acknowl-
edgement of the equality of diverse ways of life.

Also worth emphasising is that democratisation of culture as thus under-
stood does not rule out, in any way, the traditional manner of understanding
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it, according to which this process involves ensuring the broadest possible
access to the resources of culture, creating the possibility of freely express-
ing oneself, and the conditions for acquiring the skills of making use of cul-
tural assets. The problem with this portrayal is that culture is treated within
it as a sector of social life, and boils down to the artistic dimension. The
grasp of democratisation of culture proposed here makes a view of this kind
solely one of many of its aspects. And this is because the process is more
universal and more fundamental for the way in which we live than is as-
sumed by this institutional understanding of the matter.

KRZYSZTOF MORACZEWSKI

There are at least a few key aspects to the process of democratisation of
culture, the most important of which I believe to be:

1) Neutralising the consequences of the advanced division of labour.
Because I do not think the way a large portion of society is turning its back
on elite forms of artistic culture is connected either to the malfunctioning of
artistic institutions or faults in or an absence of cultural policy, or to a lack
of interest. It is rather primarily a foreseeable and understandable conse-
quence of the advanced division of labour. To put it as simply as possible:
since the end of the nineteenth century, and especially since after the Second
World War, elite variants of artistic culture have adopted a form making it
impossible for those not in possession of highly specialised knowledge to
participate. This knowledge has been held practically only by those social
groups that � in the social division of labour � have been assigned with the
task of dealing professionally with art, meaning almost exclusively artists
themselves, art critics, and scholars of the appropriate specialisations. More-
over, we know that these groups constitute the only numerically significant
audience for elite forms of art. The vast majority of society is not acquiring
and will not acquire that essential knowledge, not because of a lack of will
or institutional inadequacies, but because of the place they hold in the social
division of labour. These people have to acquire knowledge of a different
kind and different skills, while their organisation of free time rules out (with
rare exceptions for very extraordinary individuals) any sensible participa-
tion at all in sophisticated art. This is a structural feature of modern soci-
eties, and a feature capable of casting doubt on the very realness of the democrat-
isation of art. Fundamental injustice, meaning exclusion imposed from above,
is therefore a part of how our societies are constructed, and it seems to me
� which is rather unoptimistic � that any serious discussion regarding the
democratisation of art should begin with these fundamental social issues.
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My lack of optimism derives from the fact that the advanced division of
labour is a conditio sine qua non for the existence of industrial and post-
industrial societies, and their prosperity. And so a contradiction occurs be-
tween the fundamental requirements of modern society and its economy on
the one hand, and the possibility of the democratisation of art on the other.

2) Weakening the power that social elites have in creating the canon of
works of art and their valuing. This process is undoubtedly underway, though
meeting resistance, and was probably initiated by Ortega y Gasset when he
wrote his infamous The Revolt of the Masses. It is a paradoxical process,
because it is being performed out of necessity by representatives of the intel-
lectual elites, and is therefore not so much a case of the said elites withdraw-
ing from symbolic power as that of a section of these elites deciding to rep-
resent and legitimise non-elite systems of aesthetic values in an affirmative
manner. A good example here is the stance shown by the creators of En-
glish-language culture studies, starting with Raymond Williams. Even if this
process is incapable of breaching the fundamental problem indicated in the
point above, it is at least able to bring about a situation where cases of val-
uing that reject in advance the choice of unprivileged social groups cease to
function in official discourses. After all, let�s bear in mind that, through their
enormous significance in terms of identity, non-elite forms of art such as
rock�n�roll or graffiti are the object of powerful emotions and self-identifica-
tion, and cannot be disdained without simultaneously holding in disdain the
people who identify with them. At least this type of arrogance among the
privileged, among those celebrating their own privilege, might disintegrate
under the pressure of transformations in the knowledge of art. This is less
about the proper democratisation of artistic culture, and more about the
reworking of elite culture by itself, and the rethinking of its own place in
society together with its ethical and political consequences.

3) Democratisation of the very institutions of culture in a political and
procedural sense, which again is not an easy process � since the requirement
for introducing democratic procedures and for democratic control over the
institutions of art may, though do not have to, come into conflict with the
justified need for meritocracy. In this case the situation of artistic institu-
tions is similar to that of the economy: on the one hand it is obvious that
these areas should be subjected to democratic control for social and political
reasons, while on the other these areas are best served by the hard power of
specialists, meaning meritocracy. I do not believe that achieving a compro-
mise between these needs is impossible. It is a matter of good will and com-
mon sense.

2.p65 20-02-06, 10:5820



PARADOXES AND TRAPS IN THE DEMOCRATISATION OF CULTURE

21

£UKASZ IWASIÑSKI

Put broadly, the democratisation of culture means expansion of partici-
pation in culture � both through an increase in accessibility to cultural assets
and in opportunities for creating these assets. This could in particular mean
an increase in accessibility for products of elite culture (understood as high,
canonical culture, in keeping with P. Bourdieu�s conceptualisation of legiti-
mate culture). However, it is rare for it to gain popularity in practice, and
what we are seeing is rather a spreading of elementary, simplified knowledge
on the subject, or the appropriation of its selected � as postmodernists would
say � texts by sub-cultural aesthetic orders, which then � to use S. Hall�s
language � decode them in their own way. In today�s world, the democrat-
isation of culture is being accompanied by a blurring of those fixed and widely
recognised criteria for the valuing of cultural assets. Culture that is fully
egalitarian, devoid of hierarchy, does not occur anywhere, and seems a so-
ciological impossibility. Nevertheless, the democratisation of culture is lead-
ing to its relativisation, and as such to the creation of numerous parallel
environmental, ephemeral and fluid hierarchies, and thereby to the fragmen-
tation and �fluidisation� of culture-forming circles. In other words, we are
seeing an erosion of the fixed, overriding aesthetic order.

BARBARA FATYGA

I shall not attempt to answer all the questions posed here, because I have
chosen a rather concrete point of departure for the discussion. This point
comprises conclusions from many years of observing discourse on culture,
though not always has this been systematic observation. In recent years in
particular, when I have either taken part in diverse debates on similar topics
concerning culture, or have been a listener at or read accounts of them, I
have found myself increasingly often experiencing the following:

� discomfort, deriving from the observation of an increasingly widespread
lack of will to understand and reach an agreement, both among those debat-
ing and in the audience (nota bene � could this be one of the effects of the
�democratisation of culture�?);

� sometimes irritation � when it turns out that the reasoning applied by
successive participants in the debate is not listened to, because their inter-
locutor (or interlocutors) talk essentially either to their own thoughts or
with the goal of entrancing the audience no matter the cost, which often
means abandoning one�s own views and conforming to the audience�s stan-
dard depending on the situation; they do not argue in substance, do not
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strive to persuade using argument, but only say their own about them-
selves;

� and finally, because a researcher of culture should in no case take of-
fence at reality, reflection emerges regarding what the source is of the situa-
tion described above.

Precisely such situations, not reoccurring too frequently, suggested to me
the concept of �contaminated notions� in the discourse on culture in the sci-
ences. (Although it could also be applied to other types of discourse.) I shall
attempt in a few words to elucidate this concept here. In my opinion the
very concept of culture itself, as well as such concepts as the passive recipi-
ent of culture, the democratisation of culture or the popularising of culture,
belong within the discourse in the sciences (and more broadly: in the hu-
manistic discourse) on culture precisely among these �contaminated notions�.
This is linked not only to the well-known and oft described and considered
property of the humanities treated en bloc, involving the usage of numerous
terms (in the sense of defined notions) that are not specific to scientific lan-
guage, because their fundamental meanings took shape in and successfully
create routine reality � as Alfred Schütz would define it � in other areas of
meaning � for example in everyday life, or in political discourse, and so on.
Moreover, even a preliminary analysis shows that they are often not actually
terms, because the notions are adopted without definitions, and their collo-
quial, adventitious and intuitive senses function in the discourse. Why, today
such attributes are even made their fundamental strengths in academic dis-
course, which � in my opinion � is only right and useful for science very
rarely and in extraordinary cases. However, the �contamination� of which I
speak here is something more as well, since if it were only about the sharing
of meanings with the world of everyday life, that is, with the cultural reality
in question, then I would not dare propose such a forceful name for notions
of this kind. Notions that have become infected with meanings, for instance
in educational, political, bureaucratic or ideological discourse, exert an im-
pact mainly via these meanings in specialised discourse as well, and not thanks
to the senses imparted to them by scholarly researchers. The temptation,
and particularly for �involved science�, is � in my observation � irresistible.
Reverse developments, namely the �hostile takeovers� of scientific terms by
the personnel of institutions, and in particular by those managing culture,
are also very dangerous, and especially for cultural practices. Such �take-
overs� result in the emergence of �semantic blown eggs�, or � to use more
powerful gastronomic imagery � �semantic stuffed eggs�, which have noth-
ing or little in common with the initial meaning intentionally given to them.
(May I add right away that it seems to me that a more appropriate state of
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discourse would be one that could be described using the metaphor of meat-
loaf, in which hard-boiled eggs, as the germs of academic meanings, are stuck
in the stuffing of everydayness). Continuing the usage of such imagery would
be risky, and as such I shall hereby discard it.

The second significant development in this area seems to be yet more
�contaminating�, as it concerns the lack of critical reflection over notions
developed in the past and as such no longer possessing the power of explain-
ing contemporariness. However, they are still used � and their sense is be-
coming increasingly murky. Or the absence of reflection is accompanied by
the conviction that apres nous, le déluge, in other words that ostensibly
omnipotent power over a notion in ongoing discourses practically excludes
the need for learning its earlier usus or that existing in parallel. This in turn
is an occurrence frequently observed among younger colleagues, and in par-
ticular among involved activists.

The third element creating �contaminated notions� is that of masking the
absence of one�s own, original reflection through the mechanical transfer of
notions developed for identifying other cultures, and using them for explor-
ing native (not to say indigenous) culture. This obviously gives ammunition
to those criticising all hues of universalisms in culture, and ultimately leads
to the questioning of the sense of the very notion of culture.

The types of �contamination� analytically identified here relatively rarely
occur in separation. On the whole, they form configurations arising sponta-
neously for the requirements of a specific debate, but also easily finding a
lasting place in public circulation. An additional complication here is of
course that of interest games resulting from a pathological situation within
the realm of science itself and on its peripheries, including those resulting
from acute rivalry, also in intergenerational relations. In any case, games
of the type agon (with friends), mimicry (with research sponsors) and
emphateia (a category of games with one�s own and others� suffering, add-
ed by myself to Caillois� known typology) constitute a very good environ-
ment, even an incubator, for the development and functioning of �contam-
inated notions�.

In the above situation, the fact that just an attempt at diagnosing dis-
course on culture in itself becomes the cause of subsequent misunderstand-
ings is an ever more widespread paradox. Also any attempt whatsoever at
steering discourse into a new channel often causes a return to the entangled,
meandric and marshy backwaters.

Therefore, if one is to talk of the �democratisation of culture�, then I
believe that first of all it would be right to consider precisely the �discursive
contamination� of this notion. In my opinion this requires as a first step an
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investigation of its family of notions. There is no room here to contemplate
the matter in detail, so I shall only mention mass and popular culture, dis-
semination, massification, homogenisation, sharing, and cultural and artistic
education. (I once presented an attempt at describing such a family of no-
tions in a report on the state of cultural education at the Congress of Polish
Culture in Kraków in 2009). In the second step (which there is also no room
for here) one should reflect over the history and current sense of the notion
of �democratisation of culture�. Here it would be worth, among other things,
drawing attention to the numerous references to this notion occurring in
Antonina K³oskowska�s Kultura masowa [Mass Culture]. From today�s per-
spective these references are highly inspiring, especially in the context of the
concept of homogenisation of culture. As for the third step, I would suggest
investigating its contemporary usages, obligatorily with an analysis of their
contexts.

However, I understand that I am expected to give an ad hoc answer.
Mine would be as follows: I believe that the notion of �democratisation of
culture�, in the day of domination of popular culture and contemporary
culture as federations of subcultures, is losing its sense. After all the symbol-
ic violence of the elites is doubtful, although � in my opinion � the uneven-
ness of talents, virtues, competences and skills is still and will be unquestion-
able. From this point of view, rendering the culture of the elites accessible to
the downtrodden masses does not reflect the situation as it actually stands.
Raising the competences of the masses or so-called marginalised groups for
their participation in high-brow culture is also highly problematic at a time
of unprecedented stimulation in cultural activity, for example thanks to the
capabilities of new technologies. In my opinion, the only component of the
notion of �democratisation of culture� worth salvaging is the demand for
equal opportunities when entering cultural life. Let us note that having op-
portunities in this case is not the same as achieving the �success� of compe-
tent participation in a particular field, and fortunately neither is it on a par
with the producing of a horrifically omnipotent cultural person participat-
ing with equal competence in everything that is on offer. From the point of
view of levelling out people�s chances, one would have to accept rejections,
free choice, or cultural monomanias causing deficiency in other types of
cultural participation. Worth adding here is that on the side of traditional
creative circles (for example the art world and academia), the contradictions
in democratisation and inequalities in talents are a constant and painful source
of powerful resentment.

Historically speaking, societies in which this topic is discussed are on a
completely different level of development than at the beginnings of such
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discussions and activities. (K³oskowska recalls that the issue of democratisa-
tion of culture appeared as a subject of discourse in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies). I shall not expound further on this matter, as the topic has been
described very well. The conclusions, on the other hand, are a different matter.

From the point of view of the theory of culture that I am striving to put
together, the notion �democratisation of culture� is of little use, is very vague,
and due to ideological contamination is even downright harmful. I would
suggest that the conceptual apparatus for the entire family of notions of this
kind be well-aired and given a good shaking.

b) has the process of democratisation of culture been taking place in
Poland since 1989? If so, what are its features, and does it have the same
features as the process of democratisation of culture in western countries?
Was the process of democratisation of culture in the Polish People�s Repub-
lic different to that in Poland after �89, and if so, in what way? What are the
positive and negative aspects of this process?

MAREK KRAJEWSKI

The process of democratisation of culture has most certainly been taking
place in Poland since �89, although with two qualifications. Firstly, it is a
very shallow process in regard to the scope of acceptance for cultural diver-
sity. My impression is that this acceptance is relatively universal in regard to
acknowledging diversity understood as the range of institutions or goods,
but the situation is a lot worse with recognition of diversity understood as a
multitude of possible ways of life. Putting it differently still, we are dealing
with cultured rather than cultural democratisation. As such we accept prod-
ucts, food, films and music created by others, but not the others themselves,
and the way in which they live. Secondly, the form of cultural democratisa-
tion that we are experiencing today began long before 1989, together with
the gradual opening up towards the West, resulting in a reconstruction of
Poles� imagination, filling it with new types of image, impression and expe-
rience, reminding them that it was possible to live life in a way different to
what they had become accustomed to in the years after the War. An enor-
mous role here was played by the globalisation of the media (satellite televi-
sion), the spread of devices enabling the independent creation of media con-
tent (video cameras, keyboards, computers) and the structuring of its flow
(video players, CD players, the Walkman, and other devices), and so by
phenomena preceding what Jan van Dijk was to define a few decades later,
in relation to the Internet, with the term homecasting, meaning broadcast-
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ing from home. These technological changes, just like the fragments of west-
ern consumer culture brought back from abroad by Poles, as well as the
burgeoning subcultures and new religious and social movements, created
the foundations for the democratisation of culture � though in the cultured
rather than the cultural sense.

As in western societies, the most visible manifestation of the process of
democratisation in Poland is the deep commodification of culture, meaning
the way in which all cultural resources are made equivalent. This is not sole-
ly about the commercialisation of culture, meaning a domination of the
mercantile motive in the processes of its creation and dissemination (although
this aspect too is very visible), but rather about reducing the choice of ways
of life to an action resembling browsing through retail offers. A second as-
pect making the situation in Poland and in the West similar, is that of how
institutions of culture have essentially been made superfluous in the role of
filter defining cultural hierarchies and enabling access to cultural assets. The
main cause of this phenomenon is, of course, the digitalisation and �net-
working� of culture, democratising to the extreme the ability to create and
disseminate cultural assets and passing on to online collectivities the task of
establishing their hierarchy (folksonomy). What differentiates the situation in
Poland from that in the West is undoubtedly that in our country the experience
of cultural otherness and diversity is not direct in character (as determined by
the cultural homogeneity of Polish society), but is highly medialised. And be-
cause the media (both new and old) are subordinate to the rules of the attention
economy, then out of necessity they only highlight those aspects of otherness
that constitute a powerful distractor. Thus, although they evoke interest in the
multitude of ways of life, they do not teach acceptance for this multitude, be-
cause they define it as a distractive curio, they boil it down to the dimension of
an exotic freak show. What also differs the western situation from the Polish is
the neglect of cultural education in our country. This involves either reducing it
to cultured education (honing receptive, expressive skills, and building up audi-
ences, and so forth), or to the dimension of high-brow entertainment accessible
to the best educated and the affluent. Deficits in accessibility to cultural educa-
tion and the way it as treated as the proverbial fifth wheel of formal education,
or of the obligations of local government or state authorities, is resulting in an
inability to accept diversity in ways of life as an ideal, in the incapability of
communicating with others, in a lack of trust or will to work together, in deficits
of solidarity, and in people�s inclination to shut themselves off in small, defen-
sive communities, unable to see past the end of their noses.

During the Polish People�s Republic, the democratisation of culture �
although it undoubtedly had positive effects (such as literacy, expansion of
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the system of institutes of culture, eliminating economic obstacles to access
to the assets of culture, and the like) � was understood in a number of ways:
narrowly, as rendering culture more accessible by developing the sector of
culture and educating people regarding culture; in a clearly colonialising
manner, meaning carrying this out under slogans of introducing culture where
it was apparently lacking (in rural areas, among labourers); and in an ex-
tremely ideologised manner (the goal here not being to achieve the well-
being of the individual, but cultural homogeneity, eliminating cultural diver-
sity and replacing it with state culture, which allowed for more effective
supervision over collectives thus uprooted). The political transformation in
turn entailed the following: the dismantling of numerous elements of this
PPR model (above all its institutional infrastructure; for example, the num-
ber of �houses of culture� or �culture clubs� fell by over a dozen thousand
after 1989); the commercialisation of culture and the appearance of new
obstacles to its access (especially of a financial and spatial nature); the weak-
ening of the role of the state as the main entity responsible for care of cul-
ture; experiencing enormous cultured (civilisational) diversity (but not cul-
tural); and decolonisation (meaning minority collectives slowing acquiring
the rights to practise their characteristic ways of life; this means not only
sexual, ethnic or racial minorities, but also those of a regional or local char-
acter). It is worth pointing out that the latter process encounters strong re-
sistance, especially when dealing with political domination by conservative
and right-wing circles. In recent months we have also been seeing attempts
at reinstating numerous ways of thinking and practices characteristic of the
model of culture seen during the Polish People�s Republic: renewed central-
isation of culture around the institution of the state and its pushing of a
national monoculture; cultured education understood as a process meant to
bring about cultural homogenisation, or re-Polonisation; and the marginali-
sation of minority ways of life, together with their stigmatising as anti-
national and anti-Polish.

The three most positive phenomena related to the democratisation of
culture over recent years are undoubtedly as follows: firstly, a significant
broadening of the range of possible forms of self-fulfilment, not only due to
political democratisation, but also the online presence and digitalisation of
culture; secondly, the revival and institutional reinforcement of local cul-
tures and burgeoning grassroots movement furthering their revitalisation (I
have in mind here rural housewives� circles, ventures rebuilding local iden-
tity and memory, interest-building activities outside of the large urban cen-
tres, urban movements, and ventures targeting diverse groups of individuals
focused on furthering cultural education, and so on); and thirdly, bringing
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reflection to culture, and discerning within it not so much a sector as rather
the most important factor responsible for the way in which we live, how we
communicate, what our relations with others are, how we understand the
world, and how we adapt to it.

As for the negative aspects of the process of democratisation of culture
in our country, then I would point out: firstly, the decline in the role held by
institutions of culture in the processes of creating, disseminating and render-
ing available the assets of culture � now increasingly less necessary to indi-
viduals, who are coping perfectly without them while participating in and
creating culture. The problem is that it is hard to imagine the existence of a
collective without the intermediating role of institutions. The deficits felt at
every step in trust and solidarity, the competitive character of social life and
profound individualisation, are undoubtedly consequences of the weaken-
ing significance of institutions of culture; secondly, the deep commercialisa-
tion of culture, which though making artistic culture more accessible and
better tailored to the needs of the recipients, carries at the same time an
entire range of negative developments � starting from the fetishizing of quan-
titative measurements of the quality of cultural assets (viewing and listening
figures, website hits, number of file downloads, numbers of viewers and
participants, and ranked position, and so on), followed by the pullulation of
the culture of repetition and the culture of format (repetition and format are
the most profitable in production and the least risky as investments), and
ending with the way in which capacity for drawing attention is a condition
for being present in culture (resulting in a propensity for transgression of
customs, scandalisation, hate speech, and the appearance of such phenome-
na as raunch-culture [P. Paul], tabloidization, trash-TV [N. Couldry] or porni-
fication [A. Benjamin]); and thirdly, the deep disparities in development of
the process of democratisation of culture centrally and beyond the centre,
resulting from the fact that the former develops by drawing in the most
important capital (of knowledge, education, imagination, innovation, and
social activity) from the peripheral regions, leading to the cultural desertifi-
cation of the latter. An effect of this process is varied speeds in the process of
democratisation of culture, with significant dissimilarities in access to it, and
fundamental difference in ways of life in and beyond the centre.

KRZYSZTOF MORACZEWSKI

The situation in Poland since 1989 has, in this respect, been pretty ex-
ceptional, because there have been two opposing processes taking place at
the same time. On the one hand it cannot be denied that the democratisa-
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tion of art in the third meaning (given above), though feeble and sometimes
reversing, is actually taking place. The second of the dimensions of democra-
tisation that I�ve distinguished is undoubtedly underway, though we will have
to wait a long time yet for its fruit. It�s enough to look through the curricula
of studies in the knowledge of art, for example the history of art or musicol-
ogy, to see that on the one hand we have the academicians� discussion, while
on the other there are the realities of instruction: we are still teaching cul-
ture to two percent of Europeans, and that�s not even mentioning the place
that the non-European world has in our teaching. And after all the Polish
academic world should be excellently prepared for the democratisation of
knowledge about art, as it derives from the ethos of the Polish intelligentsia
that formed back in the nineteenth century, respected by such diverse people
as Maria Konopnicka, Boles³aw Prus or Andrzej Wajda. This ethos assumed
that the privileged voice of the intellectual had the ethical obligation to speak
on behalf of those not granted such a voice by the hierarchy of power. How-
ever, this ethos is falling apart before our very eyes, as a result of radical
modernisation. Among other things this modernisation means the advance-
ment in Poland of a specialised division of labour in western style, the clos-
ing off of social classes, and a deepening of economic differences right up to
the moment when society collapses into hostile groups. At the same time
some Polish intellectuals are discovering the charms of being privileged with
a clear conscience. Therefore the modernisation process seems to me to be
acting against the democratisation of art in the first of the meanings I distin-
guished. And so I believe that our situation is defined by contradictory pro-
cesses taking place on different planes of social life.

£UKASZ IWASIÑSKI

The first years after World War II saw a radical broadening of the social
influence of culture (in the narrow sense, meaning the creative processing of
certain aspects of reality, and their externalisation in an arbitrary, symbolic
or material form), coupled with a simultaneous concentration of the institu-
tions creating it. Up until the year 1989, culture was under state control. It
took the form of propaganda, and was largely subordinate to ideological
and political goals. On the other hand culture was seen as one of the revo-
lutionary achievements of the people, hence to a certain degree � as long as
this did not clash with the function outlined above � its autonomous role
was acknowledged. The situations differed somewhat between different pe-
riods of the Polish People�s Republic, but to generalise one could say that
apart from the period of socialist realism, and so up to the mid-1950s, cul-
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ture was meant (at least in its assumptions) to serve, apart from political
tasks, the dissemination of high aesthetic values among the masses. There
was also room in the official programme of cultural policy for entertain-
ment, or satisfying diverse practical needs, although they were not a priority.
However, the project based on this policy proved utopian; it did not bring
about a culturing of the masses, but rather deepened the hunger for commer-
cial entertainment that had been displaced from official circulation during the
PPR. Culture was not guided by the market, or if it was, this was only in
certain areas and to a relatively small degree. The state�s censorship and ra-
tioning of content, which was sometimes ambitious and of good artistic qual-
ity (if only to mention Teatr Telewizji [theatre produced by the state�s Polish
Television � translator�s note]), did not satiate the actual demand. This was
why the Polish transformation, especially in its initial stage, practically choked
on western commercial � and frequently inferior � pop-culture. Under the
previous regime, even its most commonplace products were hard to come by,
and as such rose to the rank of symbols of high status, but in the 1990s were
quite soon to become much easier to obtain. A good example could be the
arrival in Poland of the McDonald�s chain, which personified the colourful,
western world, with connotations of luxury and prestige. The opening of its
first restaurant in Warsaw, on 17 June 1992, was attended by celebrities in the
world of culture, and many customers � there were 45,000 of them that first
day, setting the world record for the number of daily transactions in the entire
history of the company � came smartly dressed, in suits. Putting it in the most
general of terms, one could say that after �89 we were dealing with the democra-
tisation of culture, because its products previously excluded from circulation
but craved by recipients became accessible. Culture was no longer rationed by
the state, but regulated above all by the market, so the will of the majority of
consumers determined its shape to a much larger degree. However, there would
seem to have been a lack of ordering patterns, aesthetic distinctions that were
respected by the western world. Although the democratisation of culture in
the �old� capitalistic societies during the last three or four decades at least re-
sulted in a relativisation of cultural hierarchies, globally speaking there is a
legitimate aesthetic order there rooted mainly in the values of the bourgeoisie,
which did not really have the opportunity to fully develop in Poland. (As such,
the Polish fondness for the tradition of the landed gentry rather than the mid-
dle class � as the beneficiaries of the new reality began eagerly manifesting, for
example by preferring to build a house imitating a manor than a villa designed
along modernistic models � should not come as a surprise).

The abdication by the institution of the state from the function of regu-
lator of culture, and handing power over it to the market, also has an anti-
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democratic dimension. The market usually marginalises culture, pushing it
into exclusive niches. Both in terms of access and where creation is con-
cerned, it becomes the privilege of enthusiasts, of people with significant
cultural or economic capital. This danger of the elitisation of culture is fur-
thered by the initially low cultural aspirations of society and the weakness of
cultural education. This is, unfortunately, the kind of situation we are deal-
ing with in Poland. In addition, culture that has been subordinated to the
market leads to a narrowing of the public sphere.

The phenomenon outlined above is overlapped by technological trans-
formation that is embracing the entire democratic world � with a weakening
of the model of mass communication in favour of a web-based model, as
seen above all in the second-generation Internet (Web 2.0) and the develop-
ment of digital information technologies. These developments are potential-
ly democratising culture, both in regard to access to the products of culture
and, even more, its creation. As recently as in the 1990s, in order for a music
band to record an album and make a mark they had to have access to a
professional recording studio and, usually, to be under the care of a record
company that saw to the production, marketing and distribution. Today,
thanks to technology, it is incomparably easier to record and release an al-
bum, and to disseminate music in digitalised form via online channels at
one�s own expense. As such, one can rule out the obstacles to access to and
in the creation of culture (such as the presence of gatekeepers, cultural inter-
mediaries, or having the appropriate technical facilities at one�s disposal). It
must be said, though, that there is a visible shift in the discourse regarding
the issue of the cultural consequences of development in information and
communications technologies. Whereas at the turn of the 21st century opti-
mism dominated, and there was no shortage of those proclaiming that the
web was clearly reinforcing the democratisation of culture, much has been
said in more recent years about the fact that the web apps managed by algo-
rithms are by no means allowing unconstrained surfing through all digitised
resources of culture, but are actually shutting users away in personalised
�filtering bubbles�. However, the favourable contribution that web-based
communications is making to the democratisation of culture still seems to
predominate.

BARBARA FATYGA

In the light of my earlier comment, I propose describing cultural pro-
cesses by using notions other than the �democratisation of culture�. I have
been putting together a glossary of such terms (of notions and their defini-
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tions) for a few years now, on the website of Obserwatorium ¯ywej Kultury
(www.ozkultura.pl), in teamwork on the so-called Wielo�ród³owy S³ownik
Kultury [Multi-source Dictionary of Culture]. Examples here could be defi-
nitions of such as: time for oneself, accessibility of culture, cultural educa-
tion, homo egens (needy man), cultural competences, recipients of culture,
cultural practices, system of needs, and cultural life, and so on. A good de-
parture point for this undertaking is of course the very definition of live
culture, which I can give here: as I understand it, it is the �(...) multidimen-
sional environment (milieu) of the lives of individuals and social groups, and
of the functioning of social institutions, in which dynamic processes are tak-
ing place, cultural practices are developing, and the results � material and
non-material products � of these are emerging, some more lasting, others
less so. Individuals, groups, institutions, processes and practices, as well as
their products, display a diversified and most often multi-layered and chang-
ing axiological character, and changing and multi-layered, most often poly-
semous, meanings�.

(2) High culture � low culture:
� does a difference exist between high and low culture, and if it does,

what is it?
� should this division be respected or is it no longer valid (and why)?

MAREK KRAJEWSKI

The division exists and, I�m sorry to say, is doing very well. Its endurance
should be acknowledged as a paradoxical success of the Polish school, which
continues to teach a very traditional (and therefore selective and evaluative)
understanding of culture. This is confirmed by answers to the question about
what culture is in numerous surveys conducted in recent years, in such projects
including Cultural Practices among Poles. Touchpoints: between culture and
the practice of (non-)participation or Cultural Hierarchy. New distinctions
and duties in culture and social stratification. According to these surveys,
Poles not only tend to identify culture with artistic culture and a good up-
bringing, but also use highly hierarchising ways of valuating it, according to
which �at the top� we have opera, theatre, reading books, serious music, and
propriety, while �at the bottom� sits television, the popular press, carnival
culture, disco-polo, and vulgarisms and expletives, and so on. What comes
as a surprise is the endurance of hierarchies of this kind, after all they emerged
in the 19th century as a result of political democratisation, an effect of which
was the blurring of hitherto social divisions and the formation in its place of
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a class order, which demanded that new differences be produced, ones ex-
pressed, among other things, precisely in the cultural distinction between
high-brow and low-brow culture. The lasting quality of this 19th-century
idea is all the more surprising as it does not match the specific character of
contemporary culture at all. This is why attempts at using the distinction
into high and low as a means of lending order to cultural phenomena are so
convoluted and doomed to fail in advance. As such one should see in the
universality of application of this opposition the effect of symbolic power in
education, of the low standard of cultural education, of the cultural non-
independence of many individuals and social categories, and of the shallow-
ness of processes in the cultural democratisation. If we are to accept addi-
tionally that culture is the way of life of defined collectivities, then the
distinction of high and low reveals its very dangerous potencies, as it leads
to a questioning of certain forms of collective existence and signifies a re-
turn to colonial ways of thinking about culture. At the same time � and this
could be worth noting � the rejection of this opposition as the fundamental
tool lending order to the phenomenon of culture does not mean that it is
possible to be in culture without valuating it. Because culture is always a
consequence of choices made, of valuation and appraisal, it is worth making
sure that activity is based on distinctions of this kind, ones that do not lead
to disdain regarding how others live. Perhaps less oppressive here would be
distinctions of the following kinds: suitable for me / unsuitable for me; use-
ful / useless; difficult / easy; innovative / secondary; interesting / boring; in-
spiring / uninspiring; and so on.

I believe that this division today is cognitively useless and socially harm-
ful. It is cognitively useless because: (1) every formula of creation, irrespec-
tive of how generally qualified, entails works that are artistically good and
bad, innovative and secondary, created out of a profound need for self-
expression and out of base motives; (2) the processes of cultural hybridisa-
tion have led to a mixing of the types classed earlier into different levels of
culture; (3) the essence of creation today is the remix, the creative combin-
ing of cultural resources drawn from different orders, different contexts and
different eras into new wholes; (4) the assets of culture do not have a status
that is fixed for always, but either transform from popular art into a canon
(Shakespeare, jazz, opera) or undergo internal differentiation in regard to
their position in hierarchies (a good example of which is the comic, a form
in which one can find exceedingly ambitious, experimental, and niche-type
works, as well as those secondary to the extreme and bad in terms of qual-
ity), or undergo democratisation in the sense of evolving from elite assets to
everyday, prosaic assets (the book, for example, has been through such evo-
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lution). Socially harmful, because: (1) it makes what is arbitrary (judgments
regarding values) the basis of the social exclusion of certain ways of life, as
objectively wrong; (2) it leads to the instrumentalisation of culture as a tool
of domination on the part of those whose ways of life are represented by the
institutions responsible for the creation, dissemination and distribution of
cultural assets; and (3) it causes a depreciation of cultural diversity, although
growth of such is a condition for the democratisation of social life and the
increased scope of individual freedom.

KRZYSZTOF MORACZEWSKI

The musicologist Richard Taruskin wrote that nothing makes high art
high other than it being the art of those who have power (not necessarily
political). As such, it is not difficult for me to understand the aversion to this
opposition and the valuating contained within it. However, the assertion
that this opposition no longer occurs seem to me a dangerous ideology, as it
suggests that the state as desired (including by myself) is already an achieved
factual state. In addition it suggests that we are already living in a society
without inequalities and symbolic hierarchies. And so, I believe that this
opposition remains topical, and that such an ascertainment constitutes a
powerful accusation against our societies. In order to understand the topi-
cality of this opposition, it is enough to shift the point of view from the
artistic product to the circles of its reception. After all an artistic product,
for example Quentin Tarantino�s Pulp Fiction, may combine �high� and �low�
elements in a manner suggesting that this opposition has been abolished.
And yet Pulp Fiction, watched for example by a university-based film buff
and by a construction labourer without any special artistic interests, creates
a completely different structure, with different meanings and incomparable
contextual connections. Wording it differently, The Name of the Rose could
be a crime novel, a historical story, or a philosophical allegory depending on
who reads it. So even the perfect mixing of cultural levels within an artistic
work does not signify elimination of the opposition between high and low
culture as separate circles of reception. Once again the social division of
labour takes a bow.

In this respect the separation of art music and popular music is quite
peculiar. The term �art music�, if it were to be used in a thoroughly consid-
ered manner, could mean that certain societies, for example European or
Indian, differentiate between music practised for the value of the music it-
self and music practised because of other social functions it has. In reality,
however, this term is used (and I myself, I am afraid to say, also used to use
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it thus) for naming only one European musical art, and it contains a convic-
tion of its exemplary and privileged character. This tradition, which I prefer
to define using Taruskin�s description literate music, possesses an entire range
of specific and sometimes exceptional cultural attributes, and undoubtedly
constitutes a separate and well-defined musical culture. What we therefore
need for it is a name, but one that would lend it its appropriate place among
other musical cultures. John Blacking�s definition � the �ethnic music of white
elites� � seems appropriate to me. And so it is not about eliminating the
difference between this music and other kinds, but about abolishing ethno-
centric and class-based hierarchisation. The second part of the above oppo-
sition, so-called popular music, seems to me to possess � as a notion � equal-
ly insupportable attributes. It accumulates everything that the elites consider
the �bottom� of musical life. And in the world of so-called popular music
there are gigantic differences between the legacy of former traditional kinds
of music, such as blues or country, the emphasis of industrial production on
its different standards, or the search for one�s own artistic forms other than
the music of composers, and so forth. The term �popular music� conceals all
of these differences, hinders reflection, and even downright leads them astray.
In a book I am currently writing about rock�n�roll I have abandoned the
definition �popular music� altogether. To summarise: we need, for reasons of
substance, a vocabulary that describes the differences between the diverse
musical cultures, a vocabulary that is always temporary, since these cultures
are subjected to incessant change and incessant interaction. However, the
opposition of art music and popular music seems to me to conceptualise
these differences incorrectly, and establishes an hierarchy of musical cultures
that is hard to accept while at the same time legitimising social inequalities
(after all so-called cultures are, ultimately, their people).

£UKASZ IWASIÑSKI

I am not a proponent of this distinction, but it is acknowledged by nu-
merous bodies and firmly rooted in colloquial awareness, hence it is worth
reflecting over. The division into high culture and low culture is connected
more to institutions of culture than to the character of the cultural product
itself, its form and content. High culture is that which the institutions estab-
lished for the purpose (and using P. Bourdieu�s term, let us call them legiti-
mate, for example universities or museums) included in the cultural canon.
However, as I have already mentioned, one overriding cultural hierarchy,
and therefore one canon, is succumbing to erosion today. High culture usu-
ally requires the appropriate approach: one of contemplation, focusing on
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form, and thereby on awareness of the right cultural code. But this assertion
is losing its power today; the arbitrariness of interpretations and drawing
physical pleasure from the consumption of works traditionally acknowledged
as belonging to high culture is not categorically inappropriate.

A set of cultural assets, the belonging of which to high culture evokes no
doubt, definitely exists, but the set of those assets of controversial status is
expanding, and the borders of this canon are becoming ever less distinct.
The repertoire of events celebrating Chopin Year in 2010 freely mixed ele-
ments unquestionably belonging to high culture, Chopin�s heritage, with
works of popular culture. The programme of the eighth Sacrum Profanum
festival, organised annually in Kraków since 2003, embracing a Modern
Classic block as well as a Freak block, boldly combined contemporary music
with stars in the electronic music scene, experimental but belonging to pop-
culture; and both blocks frequently appealed to the same audience. And the
Nike literary award has been received � alongside the likes of Czes³aw Mi³osz
or Tadeusz Ró¿ewicz � by Dorota Mas³owska.

P. Bourdieu ascertained that the sources of distinction into low and high
culture served social distinction, and were of a class character. Today the
distinction is connected to an ever greater degree with the fashions steered
by the market. �The basis of social differentiation comprises to an ever lesser
degree (...) attributes resulting from the place one occupies in the stratified
class structure and to an ever greater degree those attributes that, as the
basis of the distinction, were designed by advertising specialists�1, writes M.
Krajewski. The more social reality is subordinated to the market, the more
this process grows in intensity. Legitimate high culture, as that bestowing
social prestige, is being replaced at least to some degree by that which is in
keeping with the latest commercial trends. Quite simply the force of the
market in creating symbols of status and authority is growing at the cost of
the cultural canon established by the legitimate institutions. An extreme ver-
sion of this concept was presented by Z. Bauman, who asserted that high
culture � that cultural canon in the meaning given it by P. Bourdieu � is being
superseded by the �canon of consumer knowledge�; instead of the individual
possessing a high standard of cultural capital acquired over a formal educa-
tion, there appears the figure of the �experienced consumer, in the know and
drilled, experienced in art�.2

1 Krajewski M., Konsumpcja i wspó³czesno�æ. O pewnej perspektywie rozumienia �wiata spo³ecznego
(in): Kultura i Spo³eczeñstwo no. 3 / 1997, p. 22.

2 Bauman Z., Konsumenci w spo³eczeñstwie konsumentów (in:) Cykl wyk³adów dziekañskich: Gos-
podarka i spo³eczeñstwo, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu £ódzkiego, £ód� 2007, p. 8.
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This is a little overstated, in a journalistic style, a thesis, typical of Z. Bau-
man. Yet one can agree with him that the division into low and high culture
reproduced by the legitimate institutions has weakened, become blurred, and
is losing significance as the basis for social distinction; the cultural hierarchies
imposed by the market have contributed to this significantly.

BARBARA FATYGA

The parcellation of the notion of culture into �high� and �low� is an ex-
ample of the multifarious and multidimensional �contamination� that I de-
scribed earlier. Moreover, as I have demonstrated on numerous occasions
(including in books on youth culture, and most thoroughly in Dzicy z naszej
ulicy. Antropologia kultury m³odzie¿owej [Savages from our street. Anthro-
pology of youth culture], and in publications concerning the space of lifestyles),
any kind of analysis whatsoever of this division gets bogged down in contradic-
tions, inconsistencies and incoherencies, leading to absurdities. As such I strive
to keep as far away as possible from such entanglement. On the other hand,
questioning this division in disputes regarding culture most often evokes accusa-
tions of axiological anarchism or even moral nihilism. Therefore it is worth
(nomen omen) stressing that the alternative concept of culture does NOT rule
out valuation right away, but only destroys the entrenchments of the �Holy Trin-
ity� in which it tends to be carried out. As I wrote way back in Savages..., youth
culture � considered �low-brow� by many (cf. the exegesis of the notion of sub-
culture, ibid.) � has outstanding works of its own, but also has a broad swathe of
kitsch and mediocrity; it has its refined criteria of perfectionism and expertise,
as well as dimensions of ilinxic, primitive entertainment, frequently laced with
aggression. I also strived to show that, for example, in its best achievements
Polish punk had much in common with what in so-called high-brow culture is
of greatest value, meaning that it is not academic, not institutionalised, and tak-
en for granted as �quite admirable�, as Gombrowicz might have said.

(3) Culture and art
� does there exist a difference between culture (as the word is generally

understood) and art, and if so, what is this difference?
� is there any point in differentiating art music from non-art music?

MAREK KRAJEWSKI

At first glance art seems to be a part of culture, one of its many aspects,
of its tools used during the realisation of certain ways of life. However, this
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intuitive view is hindered by the fact that in the modern order the essence of
artistic creativity is above all transgression, meaning using cultural resources
in order to create what steps beyond it, thereby forcing a reconstruction of
culture itself. Therefore I would see art (but understood rather as it was
grasped by de Certeau than as a specific form of activity connected with a
separate institutional context � a world of art) as a kind of cultural practice,
the essence of which is the proposing of innovative, new ways of life. This
means that one cannot delineate the area of art institutionally (as Bourdieu,
Dickie or Danto would like), but by indicating a specific attitude towards
what it is that currently creates culture. Its essence is the contesting of what
it is that creates culture, searching for new ways of action, of communica-
tion, expression, of doing something. I get the impression that Joseph Beuys
had such a way of understanding art in mind when asserting that every one
of us is an artist. Because the ability to surpass what the processes of social-
isation have equipped us with and what life demands of us within a defined
collectivity lies dormant within each of us. And this is the case irrespective
of whether we are musicians, sculptors, painters or indeed engineers, tailors,
chefs or hairdressers. What is a problem, though, is that pursuant to the
social division of labour, the ability to create has been shut within the en-
clave that institutional art comprises, which means that this potential loses
its ability to transfigure the order, and becomes a form of its reproduction.

There is sense in differentiating art music from non-art music, but only
in the sense that there exist creative and recreative activities, those that are
capable of transforming the cultural order and those that reproduce this order.
I would call the former artistic, because their effect is to create art in the
broad sense that I have given above.

KRZYSZTOF MORACZEWSKI

From the point of view of the sciences of culture, treating the notions of
culture and art as the same is probably the most unpardonable conceptual
mistake that one could possibly commit. Despite differences in the numer-
ous detailed definitions of culture, there is general agreement for using this
term either for naming regular models of social activity that can be identi-
fied using empirical methods of behavioural anthropology and sociology, or
for the socially shared knowledge (value systems, semiotic systems, and im-
ages of the world) accessible for research thanks to qualitative methods of
cognitive anthropology and hermeneutics, and so on. The choice of one of
these points of view or the other depends mainly on the researcher�s convic-
tion of the primary character of either behaviour or beliefs, and on the spe-
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cific nature of the research issues being tackled. I find it hard to imagine
how such a most general notion of culture could be controversial. From this
point of view, art may be understood solely as a certain specific area of cul-
ture (a certain specific sphere of behaviour, or a certain specific sphere of
beliefs), just like language, religion, magic, customs and science, etc. And by
no means are the ways of seeing art such as that contained in Martin Heideg-
ger�s The Origin of the Work of Art, which practically pushes art outside of
culture, absurdities that one should immediately reject. However, this is not
the place for me to begin a discussion regarding stances of this kind.

I am of course aware that in the world of administration the conceptions
that the sciences have of culture are ineffective, and that culture is under-
stood there in a most general manner as art, and even more often as �the sum
of events occurring in a region�. I may only observe the mutual inexplicabil-
ity of these discourses. State administration has its own laws and the prob-
lem only begins when a humanist scholar starts confusing these notions.

£UKASZ IWASIÑSKI

In the broadest of senses, culture means the behaviours of a given com-
munity, regulated by defined norms and values that have evolved and been
passed on as a result of interaction between members of this community, as
well as all of the products of these behaviours. In a narrower sense, culture
constitutes activity involving the creative processing of certain aspects of
reality, and their externalisation in an arbitrary symbolic or material form.

Formulating a definition of art today is difficult, while proposing a non-
controversial definition of it is impossible. The only sensible way out of this
seems to me to be acceptance of some form of institutional definition, as
opposed to essentialistic depictions (with the aim of ascertaining the essence
of art understood in some way or another, and figuring out its immanent
attributes), which are absolutely indefensible. I therefore accept that art is
that part of culture (in the narrower sense) that will be thus recognised by
institutions entitled to do so (legitimate institutions). It is usually a result of
deliberate artistic activity, meaning that it arises without concrete practical
motivation, but as a form of expressing the impressions, experiences and
contemplations of the creator, and defined by the latter as art or at least
aspiring for this name. One could of course find examples of works that are
universally recognised as art, yet not fulfilling one of these conditions. The
issues of the author�s declarations and intentions are debatable. However, as
I see it the self-definition and motivation of the creator are significant; and
they should be a preliminary condition for applying for the status of art
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granted by �qualifying institutions�. Quite a separate matter is what institu-
tions should be included within this group � and this problem is complicated
by the process of the relativisation of culture mentioned above. It would be
safe to reply � though not particularly precise � that they would be those
holding key significance for the shaping of the broadly understood � using
A. Danto�s language � world of art, or by referring to P. Bourdieu�s term �
the artistic field.

I myself have been involved in the critique of music for over a dozen
years, during which time I have had the opportunity to write about broadly
understood popular music, ethnic music, jazz or contemporary avant-garde
music. Sometimes I have written about all of these disciplines in a single
issue of a particular magazine, and what is more � sometimes even within a
review for a single record.

Music is a field in which there is a very distinct manifestation of the
generic eclecticism of contemporary culture, as well as the interpermeating
of what is traditionally (both due to the formal aspects of the work itself and
in an institutional dimension) acknowledged as high-brow or low-brow. The
achievements of numerous artists in progressive rock, or musicians like Frank
Zappa or John Zorn, testify to this emphatically. Music is increasingly diffi-
cult to classify � including as art music or non-art music. Whereas the world
of academic serious music, as well as (though to a lesser extent) that of aca-
demic jazz, is quite hermetic, the world of popular music today has become
incredibly inclusive. One could most probably put forward the hypothesis
that as understood colloquially, the works of the former two will be consid-
ered art music, while those of the latter � as not. Therefore the socially sanc-
tioned basis of this differentiation is a reflection of the institutional divisions
(for example academic pedigree and presence at festivals of serious music as
a criterion for the �artistic quality� of music). However, I myself do not ac-
knowledge such a portrayal. Of course I do split music into that which is of
greater or lower artistic value, but this classification does not coincide with
the traditional understanding of what is high-brow and what low-brow, or
academic and popular. For example it is not uncommon for academic jazzmen
to practise technically efficient but, as I see it, artistically mediocre music. As
for popular music in turn, I find there works that I would have no hesitation
in calling art music � due to their innovativeness or the authenticity of what
they communicate, their critical potential. Besides, arguments for such a
position have long been present in the sociological-aesthetic debate. Some
40 years ago S. Firth already drew attention to the artistic values of rock
music, while in the early 1990s R. Shusterman defended rap even more
emphatically as art music. There is no doubt that pop culture today, though
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rather outside of the most commercial streams within it, manages to be self-
aware, to be a medium of critical content and offer music that fully deserves
to be called art music.

BARBARA FATYGA

That brings a tear to the eye... The first academic paper I had published
was, among other things, about this issue and the differences between art and
science. It was a very youthful piece, so I�m not going to refer to it here. But
the question � if I may point out � derives from that variety of discourse about
culture that I strived above to question. And my position here is, I believe,
quite clear: culture is a notion broader than art, while when looking at things
in terms of field � as is essential to empiricists � art is a relatively autonomous
(but only relatively) part of culture. (Hence such word clusters as �culture and
art� or �culture or art� seem totally senseless.) All the more so in the day of
�blemished genres�, of the range of culture mighty in terms of quantity and
diversified in quality, hypotheses pretty well established empirically (at least in
Poland) regarding the omnivoracity of the elites or processes of the reconfig-
uration of content in cultural competences and the niche-like influence of art,
and art thus understood, or rather the circles of its creators, cannot claim
either to be the centre of culture or to reign over the souls of its participants.
Does putting the matter thus have to automatically lead to a marginalisation
of the role of art in social life? Of course it most certainly does not. It only lays
bare the illusion of domination, divests claims of their sense, and reminds one
that an authority, and as such the power of influencing � which I repeat citing
Weber � is the voluntary recognition of somebody�s superiority. Apart from
cases of genius, which overpowers and seduces almost everybody, the rest must
unfortunately be learnt, although also in order to have the ability to choose
and reject. Let us note how the simple introduction into this topic of the issue
of free choice and taste immediately complicates the ritual axiology.

I am incapable of fitting within a version of discourse that I question for
fundamental reasons. Therefore, in the point of view presented here the sole
sensible division in music, as in any other field of culture, is the division
according to the quality of the elements of art and techne, and not according
to a division camouflaged to a greater or lesser degree of high versus low. In
this sense music (which, alongside art, happens to be for me one of the most
important arts and which I practised for 12 years, playing the piano) is not
appraised above all by its genre or type, for the artist�s possession or other-
wise of a diploma from an academy, but for the quality of the aesthetic ex-
perience in the context of feeling some particular need and mood.
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And thus our experts� discussion comes to a close. Despite differences in
the highlighting of specific phenomena and tendencies, their remarks are in
harmony with the position � widely spread in contemporary social sciences
and science on culture � affirming the process of the democratisation of
culture. In our section of articles, the reader will find a number of papers
analysing selected aspects of this issue. It is worth emphasising here that the
positions contained in these articles are not always consistent with the main
line of argument taken by the experts. Let us count on the continuation of
the discussion regarding the democratisation of culture, together with the
inseparable weighing of the positive and negative aspects of this process.
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The aim of this paper is to outline the range of issues related to the democra-
tisation of culture in light of modern cultural phenomena. The starting point
is Karl Mannheim�s concept of the democratisation of culture. A more specific
picture appears in the course of an evaluative examination of the standpoints
represented by Max Weber and Niklas Luhmann against the reality of contem-
porary culture, but also influenced by the Foucauldian approach to processes
of securitisation (provision of security in social life). Another important thread
within this paper is the objection to the unchallenged affirmation � predomi-
nating over social studies � of the processes of the democratisation of culture.
Keywords: democratisation of culture, de-distantiation, populisation, rejection
of the world, de-differentiation, security apparatus

In recent years, the issue of democratisation � in its political sense refer-
ring to constitutional and institutional issues � has been the subject of wide-
spread interest among researchers and opinion journalists. Numerous au-
thors point towards a crisis in the hitherto formula of liberal democracy,
whose symptoms are claimed to be Donald Trump�s electoral triumph, the
growth of decentralisation trends within the EU, and the disassembly of
democratic institutions in a number of European countries, including Po-
land and Hungary (cf. Levitsky, Ziblatt 2018). The public spheres of several
states have become a political arena for the fundamental dispute on whether
the crisis in liberal democracy would sooner or later lead to totalitarian and
populist rule, or if it would create a chance for a new, fairer, albeit illiberal,
form of democracy. Either way, the growth of public visibility of the issue of
political democratisation has a serious side effect: the matter of the democra-
tisation of culture is being side-lined in regard to its public relevance.

This paper aims to outline the range of issues related to the democratisa-
tion of culture in light of modern cultural phenomena. Although a more
detailed description of the term �democratisation of culture� will be present-
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ed below, it must initially be stated that it refers to egalitarian tendencies
(i.e. anti-elite) in miscellaneous areas and aspects of cultural life, the most
recognised manifestation of which is the blurring of the boundaries between
high and low culture, or more precisely, between high and popular culture,
since the term �low culture� is commonly perceived as derogatory and inad-
equate. As a subject of public discourse, the democratisation of culture has
become less important. This is a relatively new tendency, and even more so
given the keen interest the issue raised at the turn of the 20th century and in
the first decades following the Second World War. The former included cat-
astrophic visions of the fall of culture within industrial society, described by
such authors as Oswald Spengler (1926 and 1928) and José Ortega y Gasset
(1932). In their depiction, the delegitimisation of the former, elitist culture
would take place due to the overwhelming pressure to disseminate patterns
of participation in culture which were typical of the lower social classes.
Concerns for the future of elite culture were then exacerbated by the rise of
totalitarian systems � Communism and Nazism � which instrumentally and
selectively manipulated its works and creators, and yet could mainly pro-
duce only low-quality and mostly propaganda-related cultural goods for the
masses. The massive wave of critical interest in the democratisation of cul-
ture after the Second World War had a different face, chiefly shaped by the
deliberations already formulated during the war by Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno, as found in their work entitled Dialectic of Enlightenment,
devoted to the culture industry (Horkheimer, Adorno 2002: 94-136). The
two authors � European intellectuals who emigrated to the US after fleeing
the genocidal totalitarianism of the Third Reich � experienced culture shock
in America, the bastion of Western democracy. Their impression was that
the price for political democracy and for civilising capitalism socially was
exorbitant, since it involved the dumbing-down of culture, rendering society
stupid on a mass scale. In modern democracy, culture had become a product
whose main purpose was to provide leisure-time relaxation and, at the same
time, to suppress any aspirations to change the status quo.

It is worth mentioning that the previous forms of objection to the
democratisation of culture had not been uniform in their political connota-
tions, and could be related to either a leftist or more conservative outlook.
The left-wing criticism of the democratisation of culture � represented by
the Critical Theory (following in the footsteps of Dialectic of Enlightenment)
and by American critics of mass culture (such as Dwight MacDonald 1953)
� pointed to the destructive consequences of subordinating cultural life to
free-market mechanisms. On the other hand, conservative criticism, for ex-
ample that represented by F.R. Leavis (Leavis 1933), expressed a fear of the
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dictate of the vast social masses� cultural tastes and needs which had grown
stronger in the course of civilizational development.

An exceptionally significant aspect of statements formulated today on
the democratisation of culture is the fact that the two aforementioned crit-
ical trends have been in retreat since the 1980s. There are numerous reasons
for the marginalisation of critical voices: from the impact of neoliberal ide-
ology on the further marketisation of cultural life, to the effect of postmod-
ern culture, which � in principle � negates the division into high and low
culture. And so the pattern mentioned above repeats itself here. Namely,
that affirmation of the democratisation of culture can also have different
worldview backgrounds, even if nowadays it focuses primarily on various
forms of leftism and often involves an objection to socio-economic inequal-
ities.

Nowadays, �social� left-wing and liberal social-democracy groups stress
that elitist culture constitutes an attribute of the upper classes; as such they
are all the more eager to support the democratisation of culture by incorpo-
rating it in the global pursuit for social justice, understood as the reduction
of inequalities in numerous areas of life. In consequence, major modern left-
ist factions are abandoning a crucial constituent of their political tradition:
namely, the socialist idea of providing common access to the greatest mas-
terpieces of culture. In this way, they are abandoning the educational mis-
sion of �raising the bar� as far as the cultural needs and aspirations of socially
excluded groups are concerned. For a change, the new �social� left (also called
the �cultural� left) favours a democratisation of culture in the name of com-
bating the hierarchy of conservative values. On the other hand, supporters
of the neoliberal economy, who are deemed conservative by leftists, also
praise the democratisation of culture, but for the sake of fostering globally
understood entrepreneurship (not only in an economic sense), initiative and
the agency of individuals. Occasionally, what also occurs within the frame-
work of contemporary rightist-conservative tendencies is the affirmation of
popular culture, discordant with conservative philosophy, and thus question-
ing the hierarchy of cultural goods. After all, access beneficial to the democra-
tisation of culture is selective and applies to those constituents of popular
culture which (this time in concordance with the tradition of conservative
thought) promote traditional morality and attachment to the national com-
munity.

Therefore, supporting the division of culture into high and low is nowa-
days perceived by numerous circles as a manifestation of inadequate, fos-
silised, or even inappropriate ways of thinking. What is more, those who prop-
agate this division as binding and effectual expose themselves to ridicule and
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disdain. As such, it is worth emphasising here that some of the remarks giv-
en below may meet with such a reception.

What makes it worthwhile expressing a divergent opinion on the democra-
tisation of culture, thereby distancing oneself from the common and vari-
ously grounded affirmation of the process, is the fact that the affirmative
approach itself is so widespread in nature, and is seemingly obvious. As one
can learn from miscellaneous trends in discourse analysis, an opinion that is
uncritically duplicated and commonly perceived as evident becomes an indi-
cant of domination within the discourse, and its contestation may (but is not
bound to) shed new light on the issues it regards.

Paradoxes and pitfalls in the democratisation of culture

In order to present a detailed description of the democratisation of cul-
ture, one must refer to the text written by Karl Mannheim in the 1930s,
which was only published in English 20 years later as The Democratization
of Culture (Mannheim 1956), and especially to its key concept of de-distan-
tiation. For Mannheim, democratisation means primarily a reduction of the
vertical distances generated by relationships of power (in other words de-
distantiation). What it particularly refers to is the reduction (and today, even
the abolition) of differences between high and low culture. Thus, democrat-
ic culture is characterised by de-distantiation, and aristocratic culture � by
distantiation, meaning a tendency to generate, maintain and cultivate verti-
cal distances (Mannheim 1956: 210). As indicated by Mannheim, the histo-
ry of European culture can be treated as a sequence of alternating phases,
dominated by tendencies for distantiation or de-distantiation. The current
wave of de-distantiation (identified by Mannheim as early as in the 1930s) is
exceptionally forceful and consists in radically questioning previously re-
spected distances in the realm of culture � not only distances between high
and low (or popular) culture, but also distances in relationships between a
work of art and its audience (where the work of art ceases to be an object of
worship), between a creator and their audience (where the artist is deprived
of their aura of extraordinariness), as well as in the realm of social relation-
ships (Mannheim 1956: 220-229).

Against this background, a picture of the complex issue of reducing dis-
tances in contemporary social relationships can be drawn, connected with
the consequences resulting from modern demands for equality in various
areas of life, for example in the generating of knowledge and in public de-
bate (cf. articles by Magdalena Nowicka-Franczak, Karol Franczak, and Jerzy
Stachowiak, within the same volume), and in art and popular culture (which
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constitute the focus of this paper and the article by Izabela Franckiewicz-
Olczak, within the same volume).

Even if Mannheim considers de-distantiation to be a fundamental aspect
of the democratisation of culture, he also lists three crucial principles of
democracy in general: belief in the fundamental equality of human beings,
recognition of the autonomy of the individual, and an egalitarian process of
selecting and controlling elites (Mannheim 1956: 176-180). The issue of de-
distantiation is scrutinised by Mannheim as part of his deliberations on the
democratic formation of elites. It is also worth mentioning that there are
three recurring spheres of phenomena within his disquisition: political
democratisation, democratisation in the realm of artistic culture, and democra-
tisation of culture in its entirety.

Nowadays, Mannheim�s belief in the simultaneity � or, at least, in the
correlativity � of processes of democratisation within the three spheres may
raise some doubts. First of all, faced with the diversity of contemporary
political and cultural life, one could not firmly adhere to the belief in its
uniform (democratic or undemocratic) style, since one can easily come across
divergent tendencies and discontinuities in this sphere. Secondly, Mannheim�s
conviction that political and cultural tendencies in democratisation were
uniform seems to have been accurate in regard to American society in the
first half of the 19th century, as depicted by Alexis de Tocqueville (2006),
who � it must be emphasised � had analysed it from an aristocratic perspec-
tive, meaning aristocratic in its political and cultural sense. What is more,
Tocqueville�s famous and sarcastic remarks on the coarse and trivial nature
of the emerging American culture could be interpreted � to his mind � as the
unpleasant price for the inevitable curtailing of the importance of social hi-
erarchies.

This reasoning was openly expressed by José Ortega y Gasset in his rel-
atively unknown article entitled Morbid Democracy. Applying strong stylis-
tic devices, Ortega firmly objected to the expansion of egalitarian principles
of political democratisation over the realm of the democratisation of cul-
ture: �Democracy as democracy � that is, strictly and exclusively as a stan-
dard of political equity � seems an admirable thing. But over-stimulated
democracy, exasperated democracy, democracy in religion or art, for instance,
democracy in thought or gesture, democracy of the heart and of custom, is
the most dangerous affliction which a society can contract� (Ortega y Gasset
1957: 54). A reflection of this reasoning can be traced in Dialectic of En-
lightenment, published a hundred years after Democracy in America, and
also written � noteworthily � from the perspective of cultural elites, which is
to say the aristocracy of the spirit. Mannheim�s standpoint can � to a lesser
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extent � be applied to German society in the 1930s (where and when his
text was written) and appears more accurate in regard to post-war Western
European societies, where his work was first published in English and when
the institution of the welfare state was being shaped, accompanied by the
development of its mass culture, aimed at filling people�s leisure time with
uncomplicated entertainment.

However, there is more doubt, since what comes to mind next are two
other formulas of the relation between the democratisation of social rela-
tionships and the democratisation of culture. Firstly, the democratisation of
culture is not a necessary correlate of social democratisation. As mentioned
above, conditions of social and political democratisation are bound to trig-
ger a strong democratising trend in the realm of culture. Simultaneously,
however, the circles who attribute themselves with higher cultural aspira-
tions may generate an intense trend, which � in Mannheim�s nomenclature
� could be described as �distantiating� and which stems from the circles� de-
sire to positively distinguish themselves from the common horizons of cul-
tural needs that are considered low. As implied by Hannah Arendt (1961),
the trend involves a rejection of the utilitarian approach to culture (which
focuses on satisfying life needs, for instance relaxation exercised through
the consumption of cultural goods) and includes a search for sensations �
within culture (and works of art, in particular) � which exceed the bound-
aries of practical needs. The problem is, however, that the cultivation of
higher needs may not be genuine in nature, meaning that its aim might sim-
ply be to artificially enhance one�s social status, as opposed to an interest in
the values offered by a given work of art itself. As a result, the typical philis-
tine, who perceives his encounters with art in the same manner as he sees
any other free-time activity, such as angling, is accompanied by their upper-
class counterpart � the philistine of good society, who wishes to differ from
the ordinary philistine, and yet does not fundamentally differ from them at
all (Arendt 1961). Naturally, there might also emerge some genuine distan-
tiative tendencies (grounded in the conviction that a work of art possesses
various autonomous values), but their social existence happens to be restricted
within the circle of art lovers, a niche indulgently tolerated by the rest of the
society where the two species of philistine dominate.

Secondly, a crisis of political democracy is frequently accompanied by a
democratisation of culture. A perspicuous illustration of this phenomenon is
that of authoritarian and totalitarian regimes, which become sheer kingdoms
of kitsch, where elements of folk culture (or more generally, a culture of
lower social classes) are transformed into a propaganda-oriented mass cul-
ture. Similar tendencies occur in political systems which abandon a liberal
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form of democracy, for example the dignifying of so-called disco polo music
by the public service television broadcaster in Poland after 2015. A totalitar-
ian or authoritarian power is always inclined to satisfy the tastes of the aver-
age citizen � depending on how it imagines such tastes, and to what extent
it wishes to shape them. What is worth emphasising here, however, is the
fact that the democratisation of culture today finds supporters in all corners
of the political arena, including in liberal and social-democratic trends.

At this point, however, an additional distinction between the two variet-
ies of social democratisation should be made � a missing element of the quoted
text by Mannheim � because sensu stricto political democratisation (which
is to say the democratisation of a given political system) is by no means
synonymous to the democratisation of social relations, as manifested, for
example, by the abandonment of status-anchored honorifics which accentu-
ate the social hierarchy. It is also worth remembering that totalitarian (and
thus, extremely undemocratic) political regimes commonly implemented
egalitarian patterns of honorifics in interpersonal relationships, which sym-
bolised an affiliation to a common political community.

When one takes into consideration, on the one hand, the main variant of
the relationships between the democratisation of social relations and the
democratisation of culture, meaning the correlativity of the two processes
accentuated by Mannheim, and on the other hand the above-mentioned
variation of this relationship, in which the democratisation of culture occurs
during a crisis in political democracy, it is possible to indicate two potential
vectors of de-distantiation. In the first case, this is the top-down vector, with
the popularisation of high culture as the fundamental means of top-down
de-distantiation. This phenomenon is not free of pitfalls, as already stressed
by MacDonald (1953), who discussed processes in the homogenisation of
culture, meaning the generating of an indistinguishable blend of cultural works
characterised by diverse value. A weighty explication of the concept was
offered by Antonina K³oskowska (1964: 320-358; 1983: 349-354; cf. also
Czy¿ewski 2012), who distinguished between types of homogenisation of
culture, and discussed their benefits and drawbacks. From that perspective,
which is also present in the works of other Polish authors in the 1960s and
1970s (in the era of so-called socialist realism), the division into high and
low culture was still perceived as natural, and the major challenge � related
to the socialist approach to democracy in the realm of culture � was to find
a method to effectively present the social masses with works of high culture
without trivialising them.

While the popularisation of culture has been thoroughly scrutinised in
subject literature, the reverse bottom-up direction of de-distantiation has
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been analysed much less frequently. Therefore, I propose that the funda-
mental means of the bottom-up de-distantiation should be described as the
�populisation� of high culture, a term I borrow from writer Jacek Bocheñski,
who � as a young man standing on the threshold of the Polish People�s Re-
public � postulated the democratisation of literature, for which purpose he
used the usual term �popularisation� at that time (Bocheñski 1944). Howev-
er, many years later, during a reckoning with his past, Bocheñski revealed to
Jacek Trznadel that the terminology should be corrected, stating: �In the title
of that article, I might have used the word popularisation wrongly, even
though I did not have dissemination in mind. Instead, I meant� I don�t
really know how to put it� I meant populisation, peopleization, and that
populus was� was supposed to enter the temple and we were to populate it
together� (Trznadel 1986: 166). Thus, the aforementioned democratisation
of culture is expected to introduce into the world of literature themes with
which the so-called working class is familiar, as well as authors who repre-
sent the social environment of the labouring class. Interestingly, this postu-
late took a more radical form in the early days of the Soviet Union. Revolu-
tionary populisation of culture was not meant to be based on the co-optation
of the culture of the working-class world to the previous elitist world of
culture. Instead, the older universe was to be substituted with the culture of
the world of labour. In his letter to Maxim Gorky, dated 15 September 1919,
Vladimir Lenin expressed the idea in the following manner: �The intellectu-
al forces of workers and peasants are growing stronger in the struggle to
overthrow the bourgeoisie and its helpers, the petty intellectuals, the lackeys
of capital, who consider themselves the brains of the nations. In fact, they�re
not the brain, they�re shit� (Volkov 2009: 90).

Besides the two aforementioned aspects of populisation, which refer to the
dignifying of authors originating from outside of the previously established elites
and the cultural content they offered, it is also worth noting a third aspect,
which can be called, in a word, �formal�. This concerns all the broadly under-
stood formal features of communication, and so means of verbal expression (for
example selection of vocabulary, the structure of narration, and the type of ap-
plied rhetoric) and non-verbal expression (such as the type of acting, melodic
line, or composition in painting). Popular culture may happen to be coarse, sche-
matic and ridiculously amateurish, but it can also be quite sophisticated and
highly professionalised at times. In both cases, not only does it utilise easily
comprehensible content, but also a universally accessible means of shaping the
message, thereby allowing the audience to recognise themselves in it.

Furthermore, it is clear that popularisation and populisation are by no
means mutually exclusive; on the contrary � they often appear together, even
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if to different degrees. Following the political transformation and influenced
by postmodern culture, populising trends have clearly been gaining in strength
in Poland since the period when they balanced between popularisation and
populisation in the Polish People�s Republic. This time, however, the trend
is not to popularise the culture of the working-class world, but involves an
increasing incorporation of more or less professionalised popular culture
into the mainstream of the most highly valued cultural goods.

Meta-levelled and cognitively distanced, Mannheim�s perspective steers
away from an unambiguous evaluation and inspires deliberations on the
benefits and drawbacks of the democratisation of culture. At one point,
however, his stance seems quite uncompromising. While facing contempo-
rary democratising tendencies, Mannheim states that a complete democrat-
isation of culture is capable of making the whole world �flat, uninspiring,
and unhappy�. Such a world does not refer to anything else but itself and is
deprived of a sphere beyond (Jenseits). According to Mannheim, examples
of this tendency can be found in the society of pragmatically thinking busi-
nesspeople, scientists and politicians, who consider themselves realists, yet �
as the author ironically remarks � it is unsure whether they really are (Man-
nheim 1956: 240-241).

Another of Mannheim�s reflections, well worth recalling in this context, is a
supposition that perhaps the world must go through a phase of radical de-
distantiation in order to return to distantiation (Mannheim 1956: 240). Is it
possible that the price for regaining the values that stem from contact with the
masterpieces of world culture is a temporarily complete loss of such values?
Instead of waiting for this effect, however, would it not be possible to take more
efficient measures (than previously) to lead convincing distantiative impulses
out of cultural niches and to introduce them into the main public circulation?
A crucial role in such an initiative would have to be played by sociologists of
culture and representatives of cultural studies, the vast majority of whom, how-
ever, remain uncritical supporters of the democratisation of culture.

Towards a sociological interpretation
of the democratisation of culture

Mannheim�s perspective also inspires us to analyse tendencies within the
history of culture. Therefore, we shall now discuss three of the initial contri-
butions to the sociological interpretation of the democratising transforma-
tions of culture.

First of all, it is worth returning to what is possible Max Weber�s most
significant text on the transformations of culture at the turn of the 20th cen-
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tury, and to be more precise � his deliberations on variants of the rejection of
the world (Weber 1946). Weber�s initial assumption is that modernising pro-
cesses lead to the rationalisation of social life, including the intellectualisa-
tion of religion, which is to say limiting the impact of magic and mystic
religiousness. In such circumstances, cultural models of experience exceed-
ing the routines of everyday life are developed in several extra-religious
branches of human activity: in the fields of economics, politics, aesthetics,
eroticism, and intellectualism. One could say that religion has serious com-
petitors in these realms, to which it often reacts with aversion or even hos-
tility. Each field demonstrates its own specific features, and yet all � one way
or another � perform the function of a �this-worldly salvation�. One of the
fields, significant for the issues discussed here, is art that �becomes a cosmos
of more and more consciously grasped independent values which exist in
their own right�. The peculiar variety of the �function of a this-worldly sal-
vation� that art performs �provides a salvation from the routines of everyday
life, and especially from the increasing pressures of theoretical and practical
rationalism�. A special role is attributed to music as �the most inward of all
the arts�, which � from the religious perspective � can appear in its purest
form of instrumental music as an irresponsible Ersatz for primary religious
experience� (Weber 1946: 342-343). Weber�s analysis looks convincing in
light of the 19th century social perception of the cultural meaning of art �
and music in particular � as a sacred sphere (sacrum).

Reading Weber�s text today (originally published in 1915) allows us to behold
the scale of cultural transformations within the last hundred years. The extreme
distantiative perception of art, as discussed by Weber, belongs to the past now or
is, at most, cultivated in traditional niches of cultural life. In mainstream modern
art and the reflection devoted to it, there is a strongly ostentatious de-distantia-
tion, and the thesis on the invalidity of the division into high and low culture, and
its social origins, is repeated like a mantra. Former conceptions of the autonomy
of culture (e.g. Adorno 1998) are considered relics of the past. The idea of
objective criteria undergoes almost ritual discredit, reinforced with some dom-
inating conceptions in the field of sociology and anthropology of culture. An
aesthetic experience is no longer the main purpose of contact with art, which
is supposed to be socially useful, just like utilitarian-oriented spheres of life
(take politics, for example), and for that reason the boundaries between art
and other social systems are obliterated (see the remarks on �dedifferentiation�
below). As a result of the fundamental transformation outlined above, we have
found ourselves in a reality that could be described as �Weber à rebours�.

Another significant but contrastive point of reference is that of Niklas
Luhmann�s systems theory. As is widely known, the notion considers con-
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temporary society to be functionally differentiated in its entirety, and � from
an analytic point of view � it takes the form of a series of autonomous sys-
tems (such as the economy, politics, law, faith, personal relationships, and
art), each possessing a different method of coding reality. And it is the �dif-
ferentiation� of such codes which is � according to Luhmann � a key mech-
anism of social modernisation. And thus, for example, the economy oper-
ates with the code of �to possess/not to possess�, whereas the code of art,
which determines its specific nature, is the division into what is beautiful
and what is not (Luhmann 1997 and 2016).

It is difficult to dispute Luhmann�s basic intuition if we relate it more to
the historical stages of the modernisation process than to contemporary so-
ciety, and at the same time, if we do not treat the intuition too rigorously, as
a sole directive in the analysis of contemporary society. If we follow Luh-
mann�s inclination to formulate a holistic theory of society based on the
factor of the differentiation of systems and their codes, the result may be an
image of society that stems more from the logical architectonics of the ap-
plied theoretical conception than from observation of reality reinforced with
sociological imagination. The last decades of social transformation in West-
ern civilisation have brought a series of phenomena that show tendencies in
reverse to the differentiation of codes and systems. Perhaps we should speak
about the simultaneous influence of the processes of differentiation, and about
the increasing manifestations of processes of de-differentiation, that is the
obliteration of differences between individual codes and systems. There are
numerous reasons behind the turn towards de-differentiation, which may
reveal signs of social regression. Among these reasons, one must specify the
crisis of liberal democracy in its current state, which guarantees the plural-
ism of social forms. Already recognised by social studies, the unifying ten-
dencies, which here are referred to as de-differentiative, take the form of
economisation and the politicisation of social life. On the one hand, the
pressure aimed at reducing the differences between social systems and their
codes stems from a global and overpowering influence of neoliberal repre-
sentations of entrepreneurship within non-economic spheres of social life.
On the other hand, in countries at risk of authoritarian rule, there is addi-
tional ideological constraint, aimed at the legitimisation of power by extra-
political spheres of social life.

The scale of de-differentiative processes in regard to contemporary art is
plainly spectacular. For years, various types of contemporary art have been
verging on the territory of social work, politics and opinion journalism, and
the criterion of beauty was ostentatiously rejected and discredited as a 19th

century anachronism long ago. It is worth noting that these transformations
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were initiated not as a result of internal, neoliberal and authoritative pres-
sure, but � paradoxically � as an intentionally subversive and contesting re-
action to such pressure. The de-differentiation of art may have miscellaneous
ideological backgrounds: it may be grounded in neoliberal consumerism, or
alter-globalisation beliefs, based on the struggle for LGBT rights, or on the
conservative and national worldview. The outcome is a paradox: indepen-
dent of the ideological background which justifies the de-differentiative ten-
dency, art loses its specific attributes, gained in the course of modernisation
processes.

Luhmann�s picture of art as an autopoietic system diverges from reality
and may be treated today (against Luhmann�s scientific intentions) more as
an idealised historical record, or as a normative postulate. In the latter case,
Luhmann�s opinion on art would meet the criteria of Mannheim�s retro-
spective utopia: aiming at a return to a past reality, concordant with our
imaginations. Just like Max Weber�s position discussed above, a confronta-
tion with Luhmann�s perspective leads to the analysis of contemporary real-
ity in accordance with the figure of �Luhmann à rebours�.

The third point of reference comes from the conception of governmen-
tality, presented by Michel Foucault during his lectures in 1977-1978 and
1978-1979 (Foucault 2007 and 2008), and developed since the 1990s with-
in the framework of so-called governmentality studies (e.g. Rose 1988 and
1999). As opposed to the two previously discussed points of reference, this
one forms a basis for an attempt to sociologically interpret the democratisa-
tion of culture, as performed below.

For sociology, the main conclusion that stems from the entirety of Fou-
cault�s work is a comprehension of the phenomenon of power as a founda-
tion of social organisation. At this point, it must be made clear, however,
that it is all about a totally anti-substantialist and anti-essentialist understand-
ing of power as ubiquitous, anonymous and dispersed social relationships
that � in the course of historical process � take heterogeneous forms, among
which the most significant are sovereign and disciplinary power, as well as
�government through freedom� (a term coined by Nikolas Rose 1999). Sov-
ereign power is based on prohibitions and brutal penalties for defying them,
disciplinary power utilises detailed injunctions and surveillance techniques
as a way to inculcate obedience, while �government through freedom� in-
volves a direct influence � conducting the way other people conduct them-
selves by providing them with general guidelines that oblige them to take
the initiative. Various power relationships usually occur in different config-
urations. In modern society, we most certainly see sovereign (in the form of
executing penalties for breaking the law, for example) and disciplinary pow-
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er (including panoptic techniques of controlling public space), but also �gov-
ernment through freedom�. The growing share of the latter within the total
balance of the technology of power in contemporary society is explained by
the widespread cultural influence of the neoliberal idea of entrepreneurship,
which extends beyond the territory of business activity itself. In Western
societies, the regulation of human behaviours depends greatly on neoliberal
educationalization, a set of incentives for taking action based on the slogans
of flexibility, initiative, creativity, autonomy, agency, personal development,
and self-responsibility, formulated not only in reference to professional life,
but also to civic and private spheres, including intimate relationships (cf.
Czy¿ewski 2013).

Its numerous supporters and promoters perceive �government through
freedom� as genuine emancipation, and liberation of subjective autonomy
and agency. What has arduously thrust its way to the forefront, however, is
the sceptical belief that �government through freedom� is in fact a �soft� re-
gime, into which we manoeuvre ourselves of our own accord. The belief is
impeded not only by the coaxing force of the rhetoric of governmentality,
but also by the fact that it is supported by many different worldviews � from
conservative and rightist visions of the political community, to radical cul-
tural leftism. It is nothing new, however, for a shift from one form of power
to another to be received in general as a complete liberation from power as
such. A classic example of an earlier version of this illusion can be found in
one of Foucault�s best-known books, devoted to the transition from sover-
eign to disciplinary power (Foucault 1979). Abandonment of the system of
harsh penalties for the sake of disciplinary surveillance is certainly evidence
of humanitarianism, yet it does not mean disciplinary power is less invasive
and severe than sovereign rule.

Tools used by specified types of power are called �dispositifs�, meaning
social apparatuses that contain both discursive constituents (for instants texts,
conceptions, standpoints in a dispute) and non-discursive elements (such as
organisational and architectonical solutions, and types of social practice).
They introduce and stabilise sovereign power, disciplinary power, and �gov-
ernment through freedom�. The propagation of entrepreneurship pushes the
dispositifs of sovereign and disciplinary power to the background, and im-
plements security dispositifs, aimed to eliminate case, risk, danger, and cri-
sis. Dispositifs of sovereign and disciplinary power, based on preliminarily
applied standards to which reality is supposed to adjust, are responsible for
its �normation�. On the other hand, security dispositifs make efforts to ob-
tain �normalization� of reality: optimum spheres of normality are determined
on the basis of an empirical (often statistical) analysis of trends in a given
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sphere of reality, and then institutional solutions are implemented, the pur-
pose of which is to facilitate the process of setting beneficial trends and avoid-
ing unfavourable ones (Foucault 2007).

Studies on governmentality set the tone for the post-Foucauldian trend
within a significantly broader spectrum of sociological and political science
analyses regarding processes of securitisation. What is more, in a broader
spectrum, the problem of securitisation is usually analysed in reference to
issues which are obviously connected with ensuring public security, such as
international and social conflicts, economic crises, violence, war and terror-
ism, crime, incidence of disease, and demographic processes. Therefore, the
concept of security discourse is related primarily to those discourses in which
the issue of security is discussed in a rather explicit manner and refers to the
sphere which Foucault�s continuators describe as biopolitics. In the post-
Foucauldian depiction, securitisation does not only comprise these types of
area, but also those which concern the issue of security in a non-obvious and
implicit fashion, and do not actually regard the sphere of biopower, but rather
the realm of psychopower � a term coined by Bernard Stiegler (2010) in the
course of a dispute with the Foucauldian concept of biopower. This direc-
tion of interest can be illustrated with the example of analyses of transfor-
mations within the education system (and more generally � educational in-
stitutions, practices and policies), and the �helping professions�, such as
psychotherapy, social work, mentorship and coaching.1

It would appear that the characteristics of the democratisation of culture
seem to justify the perception of the phenomenon as securitisation. In com-
plex contemporary society, governing culture only by means of dispositifs of
sovereign or disciplinary power would not prevent tensions caused by case,
risk, danger, and crisis, but it would actually increase the intensity of such
negative phenomena. And if so, democratised popular culture should be scru-
tinised as one of the potentially most significant security dispositifs. From this
perspective, it turns out that the common rejection of the division of culture
into high and low and the affirmation of the multiparity of conventions and
styles of cultural production and performance are prerequisites for the imple-
mentation of principles of �normalization�, to replace the rules of �normation�
dominant in the sphere of creativity and reception. In turn, this constatation
prompts us to recognise numerous scientific and journalistic arguments in favour
of rejecting the division of culture into high and low as discursive elements of

1 It must be emphasised that Stiegler�s conception of psychopower refers primarily to digital culture
and the related knowledge, nonknowledge, and stupidity (cf. Stiegler 2010). The scrutiny of significant
effects of Stiegler�s works on the issue of the democratisation of culture requires a separate consideration.
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the security dispositive of popular culture � and thus, an integral part of social
reality, not a manifestation of its objectivised analysis.

Technical means used to monitor and shape �normalising� trends in the
realm of popular culture include tried and tested methods of measuring radio and
TV broadcast ratings, and � in particular � relatively new tools for the collection
and promulgation of digital data, the simplest example of which is the click-through
rate of Internet websites, for example statistics of views for music videos on You-
Tube. The chronic nature of this quantitative data indirectly determines further
trends within popular culture. Just like consumer or political preferences, in-
dividual choices made by professional and amateur producers of culture and
their audiences are measured and simultaneously co-shaped by algorithms,
which later determine broadcasting decisions taken by media administrators.

Therefore, securitisation within culture does not involve top-down �nor-
mation� of cultural preferences, which means telling audiences what to like
and dislike, but constitutes an indirect and yet exceptionally effective meth-
od of shaping tastes by seemingly responding to them, and rebroadcasting
and reforming them. It is worth noting that a similar procedure is applied in
the process of the quantification and � at the same time � �normalisation� of
many other spheres of life (cf. Beer 2013 and 2016; Mau 2017).

Conclusions

Sociological analyses of the last decades in culture � regardless of their
occasionally quite diverse theoretical background � have been dominated by
the idea of egalitarianism. Based on a new reinterpretation of Marx, Pierre
Bourdieu�s exceptionally influential view stresses the arbitrary (since social-
ly shaped) nature of the order of cultural values and perceives the affirma-
tion of the hierarchy of cultural goods � and particularly the superiority of
high culture over low � as a tool to legitimise socio-economic inequalities
(Bourdieu 1984: 7). The perspective of Symbolic Interactionism, in many
respects adversative to Bourdieu, prefers �democratic writing about arts� which
involves the application of an interactionist sociology of occupations in re-
gard to the issue of artistic work (Becker 2008: XXV). What stands out in
Poland is the affirmative typology of popular culture compiled by Marek
Krajewski (2003). Apart from first-rate publications (for instance the ones
listed above), the democratisation of culture has been discussed in thousands
of lesser studies, such as the popular book by Herbert J. Gans (1999).

The critical approach to the democratisation of culture presented here is
not concordant with the currently prevailing belief, and thus requires addi-
tional explanations and justifications.
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First of all, not only the affirmation of (as indicated above on several
occasions) but also an objection to the democratisation of culture can be
related to extremely diverse political and social views. Although opposition
to the phenomenon stems (historically speaking) from the conservative tra-
dition, today it is by no means a prerequisite correlate of political and social
conservatism. Undoubtedly, the aversion of traditional conservatism to low
culture was one of the constituents of a wider syndrome of disdain that aris-
tocratic and educated elites showed for the coarse and ill-mannered masses.
As we know, however, criticism of low culture does not need to include any
form of social disdain today. On the contrary, it may be connected with sen-
sitivity to the manifestations and mechanisms of social injustice and exclu-
sion, meaning elements of the traditional socialist idea. On the other hand,
populistic conservatism often turns against elitist culture and promotes se-
lected parts of low culture. Therefore, concluding that someone is conserva-
tive (in their general worldview) just from their anti-egalitarian beliefs and
tastes in culture would be a typical pars pro toto mistake. Broadly speaking,
rarely does it happen today that the requirements of an ideological cohesion
of worldviews are met and observed, as was commonly the case in the 19th

century. A dominating tendency now is the hybridisation of worldviews that
consist of elements of various provenance and create their own new articu-
lations, for which new justifications are formed. Thus, one does not need to
be a supporter of rightist conservatism, just like Roger Scruton (2018), to
adhere to the difference between high and popular culture, and to opt against
de-distantiating tendencies.

Secondly, the democratisation of culture does not necessarily have to
contribute to a reduction of social inequalities. As is commonly known, a
substantial section of the new middle class exercises so-called cultural om-
nivorousness, taking a keen interest in both high and low culture (e.g. Peter-
son, Kern 1996). However, this tendency does not cancel out the social in-
equalities between the middle and lower classes. What is more, the
omnivorousness of the new middle classes has become a modern tool for
signalling distance from the lower classes.

Next, symbolic violence � regularly used in the course of traditional cul-
tural education � cannot lessen the value of the masterpieces of art it helps
to promote. And a certain, seemingly distant analogy might be informative
here. Namely, the yellow-vest protests in France have generated various rac-
ist and anti-Semitic content, which has been, eagerly and with typical conde-
scension, pointed out by representatives of the French liberal elites. Should
elitist condescension or disdain towards lower classes mean that such an
objection to racism and anti-Semitism is unjust? And does it render a critical
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opinion about its use invalid only because it is verbalised by someone ill-
disposed towards us? In other words, it is worth differentiating the evalua-
tion of the message�s form and its sender from the evaluation of the accura-
cy of the message itself. On the other hand, a haughty and contemptuous
tone is by no means beneficial for the effectiveness of even the most legiti-
mate message.

Finally, would it not be more favourable if sociologists and cultural ex-
perts � instead of going with the de-distantiating flow and succumbing to
cultural populism (McGuigan 1992) � put more effort into recognising and
respecting the differences between, for instance, Beethoven�s late piano so-
natas and the most professionalised manifestations of popular culture, for
example songs by Lady Gaga or Beyonce, not to mention such musical trash
as so-called disco polo? What seems to be at stake in this confrontation is
not only the validity of high culture (today endangered), but also the status
(also in jeopardy) of social and cultural studies. These academic branches
are gradually becoming part of popular culture, not only because the scien-
tific theses they formulate are widely popularised, but also � to a growing
extent � because they are undergoing the process of �populisation�, and thus,
they uncritically absorb beliefs spread both in everyday life and by the mass
media.
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The main objective of the paper is to analyse the discourse of modernisation,
increasingly widespread in the Polish media, scientific discourse and public
politics, which defines �creativity� as a source of economic and social �profit� -
supporting economic development, stimulating active citizenship, as well as
harmonising tensions arising from the challenges of the transforming capital-
ism. As part of this discourse, different social actors argue that creativity is a
drive to change, an economic growth factor, a chance to modify the structure
of employment, and a source of personal gain for all who are building the
modern economy. A significant feature of this discourse is a deeply-rooted
belief in the progressing democratisation of creativity and other creative com-
petences. Within this viewpoint, creativity is a disposition available to all, and
not exclusively to the selected Great Men; it is not innate, but possible to be
achieved through long-lasting and arduous work. As a consequence, democrat-
ised creativity should translate into the development of a society of knowl-
edge, and is to be a key to changes in society�s mentality, since the latter is
perceived as the most crucial long-term factor of socio-economic development.
Keywords: democratisation of culture, creativity, creative industries, knowledge
economy, modernisation discourse

Introduction � the Problematisation of Creativity

The observation of modernisation narratives that have risen to the sur-
face in Poland over the last decade legitimises the claim that we are living in
times of intensified interest in �creativity�, defined as one of the most crucial
mechanisms of development. In recent years, this area has become a genuine
challenge for governments, authors of public policies, experts and academ-
ics who have incorporated it into a project for triggering innovation and
establishing a modern economy. My proposal is that the public eye focused
on �creativity� should be understood as �problematisation�, following the
definition coined by Michel Foucault. When postulating the analysis of �pro-
cesses of problematisation�, the author of The History of Sexuality asked
�how and why certain things (behavior, phenomena, processes) became a
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problem� (Foucault 2001: 171). Foucault suggested pondering over the man-
ner in which people perceive a certain segment of reality and subjecting it to
debate and extensive interpretation. In that meaning, problematisations can
be understood as a critical context for thinking about certain stipulated cul-
tural objects. For Foucault, the representations of problematisations promul-
gated in the past were instances of social interest in such fields of experience
as insanity, sexuality, felony and truth.

While writing about problematisations, Foucault focused on objects which
� at certain times � evoke anxiety, trigger disputes, and contribute to the
reorganisation of social institutions. He questioned how thought responds
to particular circumstances within society, for example why some forms of
behaviour are, at any given time, defined as �madness�. In The History of
Sexuality, Foucault links the analysis of problematisation with the major
subject of his studies; as he writes: his �adventure with the history of truth�
is possible not due to research on demeanours and ideologies, but due to the
analysis of problematisations and actions related to them (Foucault 1990:
11-12). Foucault is interested not in the history of ideas, but in the history of
thought � the analysis of procedures as a result of which some specific dis-
positions, practices and institutions become a challenge to people who are
accustomed to behaving in a particular manner. In his 1983 lectures at the
university in Berkeley (Foucault 2001: 74), he combined his interest in prob-
lematisation with the issue of telling the truth and the question about the fash-
ion in which uncritically accepted patterns of behaviour and experiencing are
questioned, and how they provoke reflection and the redefinition of one�s
hitherto attitudes and everyday routines that are related to such attitudes.

In modern post-Foucauldian studies it is emphasised that problematisa-
tions often appear in conditions of unrest, insecurity and social breakthroughs
(Barnett 2015, Deacon 2000). These �problematizing moments� (Bacchi 2012:
2) may be the foundation of an intense reflection regarding certain social prac-
tices, which consequently undergo transformation. Foucault illustrated this
process with a change in thinking about crime and its punishments, which is
to say the departure from corporal punishment in favour of isolation and oth-
er methods of surveillance. In the approach proposed by Foucault, the devel-
opment of a disciplinary model ought to be perceived as the problematisation
of felony and criminal misdemeanour. In the same manner, the rivalry be-
tween certain medical practices � such as standardisation and normalisation �
and the related scientific papers which provide the necessary justifications for
legally valid therapies, can be perceived as the problematisation of �insanity�.

Foucault showed interest in the fashion in which problematisations corre-
late with practical governance and management over people. In this sense, the
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focus on any given social phenomenon � not only on creativity today, but also
poverty and security � is by no means the result of either a distanced cognitive
passion or a simplistic thematisation of an issue currently under scrutiny. Prob-
lematisation is rather connected with the anonymous and socially dispersed
power relationships that govern the population by means of external discours-
es and a complex game of social principles. If � as claimed by Carol Bacchi
(2012: 7) � �governing takes place through problematizations�, then the study
of problematisations renders it possible to critically evaluate the processes of
governance and the strategic relationships between the dependences, practic-
es and policies responsible for the appearance of such processes.

One may venture the thesis that, primarily, it is the productive dimen-
sion of power that really matters. Even if ruling and ruling-related subjecti-
fication, as scrutinised in Discipline and Punish, referred simultaneously to
the subordination and empowerment of an individual, the success of the
metaphor of the panopticon and the surveillance exercised by its means
obscured the meaning of the �positive� aspect of power. This perspective
came into more serious prominence in the lectures on governmentality, in
which Foucault emphasised not surveillance and self-discipline, but the pro-
cess of shaping useful subjects through equipping them with the sense of
autonomy and the belief in their own agency (Foucault 2008). And all that
to make members of the population more effective, self-complacent and
fulfilled. Naturally, the question regarding which forms of governance over
other people�s destiny (surveillance, discipline, �ruling by freedom�) are pre-
ferred when creativity becomes a �problem� is by no means an easy one and
still needs to be addressed. Therefore, I shall return to it later herein.

Modern post-Foucauldian studies expose two major aspects of problem-
atisation (Barnett 2015). First of all, problematisation can be perceived as a
style or a method of critical analysis. This meaning is closer to the common-
ly understood �thematization� or �divagating� upon a given issue, and moves
away from the meaning of problematisation as viewed by Foucault. The
purpose of analysis understood in such a manner is to expose the fortuitous-
ness of definitions of problems which are seemingly stable and taken for
granted. �Thinking problematically� (Bacchi 2012: 4) enables us to identify
historical processes applied to generate the politics of truth and to test the
conditions of possibilities due to which certain objects gain an unquestion-
able social significance and the meaning attributed to them obtains the sta-
tus of obviousness. Thus, it is all about a certain type of �problematisation of
problematisation� which allows for there to be a distance towards objects
treated as stable beings with a clearly specified and assigned function within
society. Such a strategy offers the possibility of re-thinking the context of
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phenomena which draw the attention of any given community and to pon-
der alternative ways of comprehending them. It also enables us to assume a
different and alternative viewpoint and to notice the fluctuation of mean-
ings of objects which seemingly look stable and permanent.

Secondly, problematisation is treated as an object of analysis performed
in accordance with the inquiries stipulated by Foucault himself: �why a prob-
lem and why such a kind of problem, why a certain way of problematizing
appears at a given point in time� (Foucault 2007: 141). One of the approaches
here is, for example, a study of �prescriptive texts�, as named by Foucault
(Foucault 1990: 12), which serve an educational, or � as I point out below �
an �educationalizing� purpose, and can be perceived as a basis and an indica-
tion for everyday routines. Such texts (scientific analyses, political speeches,
moral reflections) provoke us to think about our own behaviour, to develop
certain �techniques of the self �, and to implement �appropriate� principles in
order to efficiently function and act within reality.

Nevertheless, it is worth emphasising that problematisations may also
be non-discursive in their nature; they may appear in the organisation of
space, in actions taken by institutions, and in social practices (Foucault
1988: 257). Some authors � while departing from the Foucauldian under-
standing of power as a relationship of anonymous and dispersed forces
that emerge out of everywhere � present problematisations directly as pur-
poseful and strategic actions. In that sense, they would be closer to the
practices of framing (Barnett 2015), which make it possible to place, per-
ceive and comprehend events and problems within the perspective of cer-
tain stipulated interpretation schemes (Franczak 2014). Definitions of sit-
uations, which are generated in the course of this process, activate specific
decisions, contribute to the formulation of public policies, shape consecu-
tive paths of operation, favour selected social actors and promote the de-
sired types of subjectivity. �All policy proposals rely on problematizations�,
claims Carol Bacchi (2012: 5).

A current example of �prescriptive texts� which could be subjected to the
analysis conducted from the viewpoint of the Foucauldian problematisation is
a phenomenon that has appeared in Poland in the last decade, and can be
defined as heterogenous �educationalizing packets�, regarding the role of cre-
ativity in the modern economy and � more broadly � the meaning of culture
in the course of social progress. What I understand by such packets is collab-
orative studies that have been present in the Polish public discourse for several
years, cementing the validity of the conviction that nominates culture and cre-
ativity as one of the most crucial modernising mechanisms of today. They
contribute to the making of a somewhat scientific and media guidebook, the
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purpose of which is to convince readers of the gravity and inevitability of a
new developmental project. When understood in such a manner, the �edu-
cationalizing packets� � specific manuals of creativity � fit squarely into the
contemporary process of expanding pedagogical semantics outside scientific
disciplines that are directly related to education and upbringing (Czy¿ewski,
Marynowicz-Hetka, Woroniecka 2013). �Educationalisation� promotes mod-
els which are desired in the �new times� and shapes everyday practices by
means of knowledge generated in the realm of science and progressive jour-
nalism. The transformation of social actions and citizens� mentality is con-
nected with such things as the presence and popularisation (in the mass media)
of the above concept � deriving from psychology, sociology, pedagogy, and
economics � in such fields as business psychology, media counselling, and
creativity training.

In the Polish public sphere, the �educationalizing packets� take hetero-
genic forms, the three most essential of which are as follows:

� Publications within the scientific and popular-science discourse, an ex-
ample of which could be the series of books and textbooks entitled Kultura
siê liczy! [Culture matters!] issued by the National Centre for Culture (includ-
ing Florida 2010; Gwó�d� 2010; Thorsby 2010; Dragiæewiæ-�e�iæ,
B. Stojkowiæ 2010; Towse 2011). A particularly distinct example that is worth
mentioning here is the free-of-charge 2013 textbook Kultura a rozwój [Cul-
ture and development] edited by Jerzy Hausner, Anna Karwiñska and Jacek
Purchla, which relatively speaking has been quite successful on the difficult
Polish book market (in the first six months following its launch, over ten thou-
sand copies of its electronic version were downloaded). Another example is
the quarterly Kultura i rozwój [Culture and development] which has been is-
sued since 2015 and edited by Jerzy Hausner, the former Minister of Econo-
my and Labour, and currently an active academic teacher, and by Edwin Bendyk,
a journalist working for the influential weekly Polityka.

� Media materials � press articles, radio broadcasts and TV programmes,
which can be perceived as popularised forms of knowledge on the so-called
economy of culture and the rationale for combining culture with economy.
This can be illustrated with the publication of Political Critique � Economy
of Culture (Przewodnik Krytyki Politycznej Ekonomia Kultury, 2010) and
thematic issues of Znak (Creative Poland? / Kreatywna Polska?, 2011/673)
and Respublica (Compulsion of Creativity and Creation / Przymus Kreaty-
wno�ci / Twórczo�ci, 2014/3).

� Elements of strategies within local public policies which promote the
relationship between culture and the economy, including such documents as
applications required by the selective procedures within The European Capi-
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tal of Culture Programme and the popularisation of creative ideas and loca-
tions as part of city development strategies, as well as the components of pro-
motional campaigns that refer to such documents. This could be illustrated
with actions taken by the authorities of £ód�, as a city openly seeking new
development perspectives within creative industries (e.g. The Integrated De-
velopment Strategy for Lodz 2010+ / Strategia zintegrowanego rozwoju £odzi
2010+; The £ód� Brand Management Strategy for the Years 2010-2016 / Strate-
gia zarz¹dzania mark¹ £ód� na lata 2010-2016), building its image upon the
slogan £ód� Creates (£ód� kreuje), and the accompanying promotional cam-
paigns (Do you know that in £ód�� / Czy wiesz, ¿e w £odzi�, Things Gonna
Be Loud in Lodz / W £odzi bêdzie g³o�no, the website www.kreatywna.lodz.pl).

It is worth adding that elements of the new modernising narrative may
also be considered as non-discursive constituents of reality, for example the
methods of organising the �infrastructures of innovation�: �business incuba-
tors�, special economic zones, facilities of �the creative�, co-working spaces,
support offices for start-ups, urban cultural and art centres. In creativity-
oriented £ód� one can find various initiatives: institutions such as Art Inku-
bator and the Centre for Fashion Promotion, exhibitions such as the £ód�
Design Festival and Fashion Week Poland, Art Factory (Fabryka Sztuki),
Bajkonur (�a space for releasing the resources of creative energy in Lodz�),
the Off Piotrkowska Center (�a project gathering representatives of creative
industries�), the revitalised complex of facilities within the former Power
Plant EC1, and the Centre of Science and Technology. All these are meant to
generate a �creative hum� � a productive atmosphere and the Zeitgeist so
desired for the modernising revolution. It should also be assumed that �
together with some discursive elements � this creative ecosystem constitutes
a dispositif of cultural change (Franczak 2015). The project of modernising
acceleration, in which culture has been engaged, is not, as claimed by some
(Skórzyñska 2011) exclusively discursive in its nature, but more appropri-
ately represents a dispositif-like character. This means that the response to
the critical moment currently being experienced by the Polish and European
economy is revealed not only in a set of mutually correlated texts, public
speeches and legal regulations, but also in the approaches to organising space,
in the form and structure of institutions; in other words, it is revealed in
what is said and unuttered.

A deeply-rooted belief in the progressing democratisation of creativity
and other creative competences remains an essential constituent of Polish
�educationalizing packets� and a significant feature of the discourse of cul-
ture economy. From this perspective, creativity is a disposition available to
all, and not exclusively to the selected Great Men; it is not innate, but pos-
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sible to be achieved through long-lasting and arduous work. What is more,
it is an ability which can be activated and improved: �creativity is a type of
causative behaviour, which can be learnt, reinforced and modelled,� as claimed
by one of the authors most commonly quoted within the discourse (Nêcka
2001: 45-48). In the discourse under scrutiny there is an unshaken belief in
the power of artistic education and cultural upbringing. Democratised cre-
ativity should translate into the development of a society of knowledge;
conjured up in numerous ways, innovativeness is understood there as a di-
rect product of creativity. Within this viewpoint, creative people are the �cap-
ital of modern companies�, their �unlimited resource� and a source of their
�competitive advantage�. Culture is to be a key to changes in society�s men-
tality, since the latter is perceived as the most crucial long-term factor of
socio-economic development.

The democratisation of creativity � towards genealogy

Contemporary processes of culture democratisation, grounded in the
egalitarian approach to creation and creativity, cannot � beyond any doubt �
be called a new phenomenon. The current and occasionally obtrusively im-
portunate practice of emphasising the significance of creative dispositions of
man is set in the long-lasting process of the democratisation of cultural com-
petences, which are developed and acquired in a grassroot manner by circles
unrelated to artistic professions. Doubtlessly, that state of affairs stems from
the transformation of the position of creator, who within the last century
has lost his status of a member of a privileged �caste� � contrasted and con-
flicted with �ordinary mortals� � for the benefit of the mass �spiritual prole-
tariat� (a term coined by Lionel Trilling), meaning a massive number of peo-
ple who aspire or are encouraged to make achievements in the realm of
creative activities. Artists have ceased to be a special class that possesses priv-
ileges characteristic of clergymen, and which is held in contrast against ordi-
nary mortals in a relationship that unavoidably leads to conflict between
incomprehensible genius and more or less conscious ignorance. In the same
process, the broad social masses � hitherto only offered the role of a passive
audience witnessing someone else�s talent � have gained an audible voice
and the right to pronounce binding opinions on aesthetics, at the same time
participating in a radical redefinition of the meaning of creation and creativ-
ity. In the 20th century, the conflict between an outstanding artist and his
audience � previously constrained by a rigid hierarchy and intimidated by
structural blockades � ended once and for all. Consequently, it became com-
mon practice to forgive the sin of incompetence and incomprehension of an
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outstanding individual, which had been indicated and stigmatised by Hegel,
among others. Instead, such slogans as �Everyone an Artist!� and �Creativity
for All� gained immense popularity.

On the one hand, the last century brought a drastic �disenchantment� of
creativity, while on the other it validated its brutal instrumentalisation. En-
nobled in art and philosophy (e.g. by Wilde and Nietzsche), creation � relat-
ed to the rare disposition of exceptional individuals � ceased to be associat-
ed with creative inspiration, a supernatural talent or even a certain form of
mysticism. Even in the middle of the last century, such scholars as Herbert
Marcuse claimed that the language of art �must communicate the truth that
is inaccessible for everyday language and ordinary cognition� (Marcuse 1969:
40). Today, the belief that art manifests itself by means of some kind of high-
er reason inaccessible to mere mortals still has its proponents, but numerous
theoreticians consider it quite eccentric. At the same time, the vast majority
of contemporary creators do not aspire to �rule people�s hearts and minds�
any more, abandoning the privileges of a bard or a prophet. This group is
populated mainly by graduates of art academies, who convert their vocation
into a close-to-life realism shaped by the pressures of the free market.

The aforementioned changes stem from, among other things, the process of
questioning the conservative perception of the term �culture�, in which creativ-
ity was associated exclusively with high art and the disposition of professional
artists. As demonstrated in the works by, for instance, Pierre Bourdieu, the mar-
ket of symbolic goods was treated as a universal indicator of valid taste and a
channel reinforcing the unequal distribution of cultural capital. The affirmation
of the privileged elite culture obstructed equalitarian tendencies, intensified so-
cial distinctions, and emphasised class divisions. At a certain point, however, an
anthropological and evidently relativistic comprehension of culture gained in
popularity, which stretched the concept of art outside the narrow meaning of
�fine arts�, treating all forms of creativity with equal gravity (Ratiu 2011: 34-35).
At least as early as the 1960s, creation ceased to be something exclusive � an
exceptional attribute of professional artists. Creativity began to be understood
as a socially generalised and universal value, an ontological ability of a human
subject. Occasionally, however � for instance, in the works by Richard Florida,
who until recently was recognised as a �pancreativism� guru � this �universal
ability� was in advance limited to a stipulated �class� of clearly defined social
features, with which specified competences were associated (Florida 2010).

Thus, the democratisation of culture in progress meant � as stipulated by
Daniel Bell � �the democratization of genius� (Bell 1976: 134). The older
hierarchy of binding aesthetic opinions was superseded by an �egalitarianism
of feeling�, which became an alternative to the hermetic classifications based
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on intellect and education. Numerous circles and social movements demanded
the validation of individual experience and a serious approach to previously
excluded points of view. An individual became the most significant institu-
tion to assess a cultural object, with individual dispositions of authenticity
and emotional truth raised to the rank of cult. Not only can this be clearly
seen in the significant achievements of emancipation movements, founded
on the slogans of autonomy and self-actualisation, but also in the immense
popularity of new forms of artistic expression such as action art and perfor-
mance art. The value of such activities is not tested by means of standardised
measurements based on academic or intellectual tradition, but single beliefs
related to the subjective reasoning of the evaluator.

It is worth remembering that, initially, so-called direct art was not an act of
political protest, but � as suggested by the name � it was a break in everyday life
perceived as routine, a gap in the continuum of regular experience. Performance
artists saw the sense of their work in the privilege of the presentation happening
here and now. They brought to life a process whose purpose was to question the
illusion, which � according to them � was the foundation of both mainstream
art and everyday life: hypocrisy, opportunism and entanglement within market
rules. They wished to present human actions directly, without referring to the
previously functioning structures and with no exclusive intellectual traditions.
They were convinced that they offered a direct experience of time, space and
body to their audience. They confronted direct work with �reality� with fiction
understood in various ways. Their purpose was not a snobbish �competence� or
a new sophisticated interpretation, but the development of personality based on
the eradication of differences between art and life.

Performance art is just an example of broader tendencies to search for
�self-expression� and paths leading to the �unrestrained self �. As Bell wrote,
�the democratization of genius is made possible by the fact that while one
can quarrel with judgements, one cannot quarrel with feelings� (Bell 1976:
134). From that time forth, the evaluation of phenomena related to artistic
life should serve a peculiar concern about oneself (as stipulated by Michel
Foucault) � to deepen the �I�, to widen the field of perception � but not to
adulate the imposed standards or academic rankings. With time, the imper-
ative of breaking through the limitations that restrict an individual and search-
ing for individual liberation will be sanctioned by liberal culture. Moreover,
as noted by Bell (1976), modern capitalism endorses agreement between once
contradictory principles of efficiency in the economy and the self-gratifica-
tion in culture. Today, the conviction that the two are not conflicting ideas
and that fulfilment and self-expression are possible in professional activity
has almost become a resource of common sense.
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This direction of changes was not unpredictable, as it had already been
described by Karl Mannheim, among others, who drew attention to the
growth in size of the mass society and the development of an excessive num-
ber of elites that were deprived of exclusiveness. Mannheim wrote about the
process of de-distantiation (Mannheim 1956: 210), which he understood as
the reduction and weakening of distances in social relationships and an ant-
onym to distantiation � the creation and perpetuation of distances.

The aforementioned phenomena of extending creative dispositions out-
side elite intellectual and artistic circles, and the intense media popularisa-
tion of the belief in benefits of the dissemination of creativity, are a perfect
illustration of Mannheim�s thesis on the radical negation of distance in con-
temporary social relationships. These processes visualise the progressing
procedure of democratising not only �genius�, but also culture as a whole. In
that context, the thesis formulated by Mannheim is much more alive and
topical today than when it was advanced, and it makes it possible to demon-
strate the consequences of demands for equality in various areas of life. In
the realm of culture, however, their general meaning remains ambivalent.
On the one hand, the unmistakable weakening of communicative distances
between the artistic elites and the rest of society implies, firstly, the progres-
sive vanishing of barriers between miscellaneous subjects responsible for the
production of symbolic goods and, secondly, an increase in the meaning of
pluralism of demands for creative activity and the pressure on accepting the
validity of those forms which had previously been deprived of social autho-
risation. A peculiar �side effect� of these processes is an obvious cultural tri-
umph of the postulate to unite art with life, in contrast to the previously
applied requirement of making art go beyond everyday life and step outside
the boundaries of commonplace existential experiences.

On the other hand, the quantitative growth in subjects responsible for
creativity means that some are separate and hermetic to such an extent that
they become intellectually inaccessible to a steadily more egalitarian audi-
ence. Paradoxically, it is also reinforced by another phenomenon within
democratisation, namely an obtrusive tendency to explain those texts of
culture which are defined as �difficult�, for instance works by modern artists
or innovative architectonic projects. The effect of the exponential growth of
such explanations is counterproductive. Sophisticated interpretations of con-
temporary symbolic goods are quite frequently as elite as some artistic prac-
tices � they refer to fashionable discourses within the humanities and other
theoretical languages that are currently �on a roll�. They neither clarify the
possible meanings of the phenomena in question, nor work in favour of in-
cluding the �unrefined� part of society. Instead, they magnify the effect of
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cognitive insecurity, at the same time competing as far as knowledge and
competence are concerned (cf. Franczak 2013).

Creativity is undergoing democratisation, but only ostensibly is it serving
the purpose of the emancipatory liberation of cumulated human potential,
since � simultaneously � this creativity, detached from previous hierarchies,
began to be perceived as a practical method of �empowering� contemporary
individuals and a source of �competitive advantage� in the post-industrial econ-
omy. If we refer to the influential book by Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello
(2005), the changes in modern capitalism understood in this manner are au-
thorised by its strategic adaptation of the so-called �artistic criticism�. At this
point, it is worth remembering that this type of criticism of capitalism was
based on a demand for freedom, authenticity and self-determination, promot-
ed ideas of individual autonomy, and appealed for the restoration of non-
mendacious social relationships and the right to choose the place, type and
style of work. The voices typical for artistic criticism despaired the excessive
regulation of private and professional life, objecting to the standardisation,
massification, and commodification of the world of culture. A distrustful ap-
proach was taken towards the aspirations and predictable life of the bourgeoi-
sie and its symptomatic values conveyed in the intergenerational transfer. An
alternative was sought in those forms of activity for which intellectuals and
artists were role models � the movement of imagination, physical mobility,
and professional work detached from temporal discipline.

As far as declarations are concerned � seen, for instance, in the CV, ac-
knowledged as a valid and binding document � the vast majority of contem-
porary cognitariat are, to a greater or lesser extent, eager to adopt the slo-
gans once propagated by artistic criticism. Some knowledge workers were
seduced by the promises of an unconventional lifestyle and relative autono-
my, placing their �faith� in the doctrine within the framework of which devo-
tion to work and the obligation of self-realisation are of greater importance
than material and social security. Others act like calculated strategists � in-
sightful and endowed with a critical look, and even able to �distance them-
selves from their role�, they apply the principle of mimicry and strive to
survive within the binding �rules of the game�. The more experienced ones
still remember previous managerial strategies with such key words as �disci-
pline�, �agency� and �human capital�, but not �creativity�. For both groups,
access to the community of knowledge workers has become a new horizon
of aspirations, a promise to eliminate the risk of failure, proof of relative
success and privileged affiliation to a better world.

Boltanski and Chiapello differentiate between artistic criticism � denounc-
ing capitalism as a source of disenchantment and non-authenticity � and �social
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criticism�, with its enduring tradition of the labour movement, the struggle for
proletariat emancipation and the defence of social rights gained with such great
effort. Its evolution is not related to the diffusion of ideas typical for the rebel-
lious bohemia, but with history and the perception of capitalism through the
prism of inequality, class egoism, and lack of human solidarity. The authors of
The New Spirit of Capitalism believe that social criticism exposes the free-
market economy as a source of socially harmful individualism that leads to so-
cial stratification, exploitation of the weak, and unfair redistribution. In exchange,
it appeals for security, equality, and restoration of the meaning of community.

In recent years, the division offered by Boltanski and Chiapello has been
questioned repeatedly. It has been assumed that it fails to accurately reflect
the reality of the dynamically changing economy and disregards the reality
in which contemporary labourers and representatives of relatively new groups,
such as �knowledge workers�, have to live. New positions that have been
generated due to the democratisation of creativity only seemingly popularised
the lifestyle of students, artists and bohemians of the late 19th century, which
was based on pleasure, imagination, and innovation. The conscious choice
of precarious conditions of life has become a source of inspiration for the
whole neoliberal economy. Thus, as stated by Maurizio Lazzarato, divisions
created by neoliberal policy are not, as suggested by Boltanski and Chiapel-
lo, the divisions between �knowledge workers� and new types of proletari-
ans, that is between the �cultural class� employed in the culture industries
and conventional labour jobs (Lazzarato 2009: 44). The differences stretch
crosswise through the divisions, since the ideology of an increasingly more
independent employee and insecure conditions of existence refer to both
culture production, in which creative work undergoes commodification, and
conventional manual labour. What is more, inequalities also exist within the
creative professions, which embody artistic criticism, and they depend on
differences in the status, type of employment, income, and variant of social
security. For the aforementioned reasons, it may come as a surprise that recently
critics have focused mainly on the description of the conditions, problems and
future of well-educated employees of the knowledge economy, ignoring issues
encountered by blue-collar workers even though their share in the job market
still remains relatively high (approximately 28% in Poland). Only a few critics
question this shift of attention to knowledge workers and the loss of interest in
the fate of the old working class, employed in retail, services, and traditional
industry (cf. �wiêækowska 2009: 71). At the same time, there is the question
regarding how much �creativity� the modern market can absorb. The progress-
ing democratisation of this disposition is causing the world which is based on it
to become even more heterogeneous, and the dictionary of problems faced by
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the so-called creative industry is constantly expanded with categories: apart from
the term �precariat�, so popular in the media, nowadays we talk about its new
equivalents � the �cogitariat� and �digitariat�.

Furthermore, the influential conceptions by Boltanski and Chiapello,
where artists and artistic activity were treated as a model of the neoliberal
economy, can be polemically juxtaposed by a belief that this structure had
been constructed mainly on the idea of an individual as �human capital� and
had little in common with artists and artistic �creativity� (Lazzarato 2011:
46). Thus it is worth mentioning here the thought by Michel Foucault, ac-
cording to which neoliberalism possesses its own model: the �entrepreneur�,
a figure that the contemporary economy wishes to extend over everybody,
including artists. Part of this process includes pressure on the rationalisation
of individuals� creative activities, which consists in the culture sector adopt-
ing some elements of entrepreneurial activity and the continuous certifica-
tion of the �professionalisation� of various constituents within the sector.
From this perspective, a creator � just like any other worker from outside
the creative sectors � should be �an entrepreneur of himself, being for him-
self his own capital, being for himself his own producer, being for himself
the source of [his] earnings� (Foucault 2008: 226).

The aforementioned reservations clearly demonstrate to what extent
artistic criticism has become the victim of its own success, and how alterna-
tive forms of private and professional life that it inspired soon lost � as not-
ed by Isabell Lorey (2009) � their potential for counter-behaviour. They once
raised our hope for and at least partial rebellion against the widespread re-
lationships of power, whilst today they participate in the process of �creat-
ing� useful subjects for whom autonomy and responsibility have become cru-
cial values. The ideas grown on the soil of artistic criticism are consistent
with the expectations of the dynamically transforming job market, for which
an attractive role model is the mobile employee, who easily adapts to new
conditions and shows initiative. Some even indicate that a large number of
people who are just entering the job market accept the needs cherished by
the propagators of the new spirit of capitalism as the most fundamental val-
ues of modern culture (Ratiu 2011: 37). The success of rhetoric based on
artistic criticism resulted in the conviction that creativity �will become wide-
ly available to every Tom, Dick and Harry�, and the artist will transform into
a new role model of �the employee of the future�. As such, it is worth quot-
ing here the following remark made by Isabell Lorey (2009: 197):

Perhaps those who work creatively, these precarious cultural producers by de-
sign, are subjects that can be exploited so easily because they seem to bear their
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living and working conditions eternally due to the belief in their own freedom
and autonomy, due to self-realization fantasies. In a neo-liberal context, they are
exploitable to such an extreme that the State even presents them as role models.

Create or Perish! Be creative � or die!

To a certain extent these inspirations � reaching deep into the past of the
world of art � have today become obvious, and their relationship with artis-
tic ideas, for example the output of the avant-garde, is gradually fading away.
Dan Eugen Ratiu (2011: 43), referring to the debate held by Isabelle Graw
and Luc Boltanski, nominates conceptual art as an example of inspirations for
the rules of modern capitalism. Today, conceptual art can be perceived � just
like other trends which drew radical consequences from the early 20th century
avant-garde ideas � as a carrier of impulses gradually picked up by modern
management practices, for example the pressure on design thinking, the reli-
ance on the individual personality of each team member, paying attention to
components of the creative process, and erasing the division between work
and non-work. Creative professionals were supposed to model themselves on
the organisational strategies and communication practices developed by con-
ceptual artists. In that world, the idea of a hierarchy as the foundation estab-
lishing the rules governing artistic society was rejected by definition, demands
were made for invention and an experimental approach to the �work�, intel-
lectual self-expression was propagated, and a significantly higher amount of
risk was tolerated, with a substantial margin for possible creative failure.

With time, the belief that the model of a creative man � so typical for the
artist and, in the propagated viewpoint, considered the most desired ideal of
blending the ideology of professional independence with a creative approach
to work and big city lifestyle � can be extended not only to knowledge work-
ers, but also the whole social body, gained widespread popularity. The gen-
eralisation of an artistic model of perfection was supposed to make it easier
to derive profits from the commodification of creative work and to allow
for the optimisation of routine and conventional activities, for which the
label �creative� was a brand new idea which required translation and expert
processing. As stated by Marion von Osten and Peter Spielmann, �Previous-
ly, creativity was perceived as something that should be characteristic of graph-
ic artists, designers and bohemians. Today, it is considered indispensable when
it comes to the survival on the job market and in social relationships� (von
Osten, Spielmann 2009: 61).

Creativity should play the role of capital that can be activated at the level
of each individual. In consequence, the artist � as an archetype of creative
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man � is nowadays placed in the very centre of divagations on the �creative
class� and the cognitive economy, and by numerous entrepreneurs and man-
agers is treated as a point of reference for the new model of professional
efficiency and effectiveness. More and more often, the most desired subjects
are members of the freelancer community � individuals who are flexible,
open to risk, self-organised, and self-responsible. These are people who per-
fectly reconcile contradictions: individualists who are always ready to col-
laborate within the framework of creative co-operatives, deeply settled in
their local community and able to use its potential, but at the same time
mobile and willing to accept new challenges in another �creative� environ-
ment, conscious citizens and pillars of the middle class, but condemned to
an everlasting search for security and stability in life, independent origina-
tors of ideas and symbols who are becoming gradually more dependent on
orders and commissions placed by public bodies or large corporations. This
�enterprising freelancer� � defined as a perfect chain link of today�s job mar-
ket � fought his way through to the mainstream of thinking about an ade-
quate model of career, in which democratisation of creativity is concordant
with the expansion of the spirit of activism and efficiency and competence
in everyday life. A new type of cultural subject has been born � highly indi-
vidualised man, who has learnt and internalised the dictionary of the world
of business, and who is, in addition, desired by �owner supervision� and af-
firmed by researchers within the realm of social studies.

The characteristics of this new cultural subject revises the notion of �mod-
ern man�, which dominated previous variants of the modernising discourse
and was understood as a medium of social change and a sine qua non for any
progress. The interest in the individual�s perspective, including his psycho-
logical dispositions, mentality and professed values, complemented reflec-
tion focused primarily upon the political and economic dimension of mod-
ernisation. Besides descriptions of an institutional level and such processes
as urbanisation, industrialisation, and development of the mass media, it was
also noticed that each concept of modernisation projects the necessity of
personality changes � a crucial stimulant of developmental processes.

Influential expressions of �modern personality�, which can, for instance,
be found in the series of classical texts from the 1970s by Alex Inkeles (Inke-
les, Smith 1974, Inkeles 1975), diagnosed the necessity to overcome the iso-
lationism of a traditional society and reinforce the obligation for social in-
volvement and active operation for the benefit of a community which is
larger than a network of family connections. As such, personality revealed
not the economic but the civil dimension of modernisation, related to an
interest in public affairs, civic activism, and membership of independent as-
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sociations. Man became modern by practising social commitment, expand-
ing autonomy, gaining distance to traditional authorities (such as the Church),
and crossing cognitive horizons (Inkeles 1975: 328).

Alternative approaches to the �modern personality� did not focus on cit-
izens� prosocial activities, but upon the transformation of their life orienta-
tion and the creation of an �entrepreneurial spirit�. A person equipped with
the attributes of a �modern personality� was expected to continually cross
his own boundaries and be characterised by � as stated by David McClelland
(1961) � a high level of achievement-oriented motivation. This motivation
is responsible, for example, for the ability to set and consistently meet con-
secutive objectives by those inclined to risk and who accept rivalry as one of
the most crucial variables constituting the context of the modern economy.
The desire to achieve is connected with a type of motivation that we call
�hubristic� and which can be perceived as a productive re-contextualisation
of hubris, which was present as early as in the writings of the ancient Greeks
(Kozielecki 1987). Liberated from the pejorative stigma of superiority com-
plex, homo hubris ceaselessly strives to confirm the value of his own perso-
na, at the same time seeking a high position in the hierarchy of other peo-
ple�s evaluation. In a creative manner, he undertakes ambitious challenges in
the hope of changing the existing world, rivalling those he considers his
competitors, or pursuing his own imagination of perfection based on indi-
vidually formulated criteria and standards of excellence.

Besides the specifically understood transgressive attitude, the model of �mod-
ern personality� was also linked with creative non-conformism and empathy
(Szczepañski, �liz 2011: 340). Here, non-conformism would not refer to irra-
tional contestation or the attitude of a heretic who is fighting the majority. In-
stead, it would favour unconventional and innovative behaviour. Aimed at stim-
ulating developmental processes, empathy also differs from its common meaning
� the ability to identify with others and to inquire into their personal situation
which is different from ours. Here, empathy serves to actively conquer the world
by those who have mastered currently desired civilizational competences and
are prepared to accept and identify with previously unknown social roles (new
occupations, for instance) or to redefine the lifestyle they have led to date (for
example by combining previously separate identities in a hybrid manner).

The modernising discourse that describes �modern personality� under-
goes historical changes, and consequently it also updates, at any given time,
the preferred attributes of subjects who are a medium of progress, and the
beliefs regarding the most effective sources of personal motivation that ac-
company these subjects. Although the contemporary vision of �modern man�
still shapes individuals who are inclined to acts of transgression, in contrast
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to the classical model of homo hubris his achievements lose exclusiveness
and solemnity. The creation of a modern personality has ceased to be an
individual game, populated with the outstanding chosen ones. Innovative-
ness is no longer associated with exceptionality and the stamp of genius, but
with a repeatable scheme, typical for notions of innovativeness of the mass-
es. Magdalena Zdun calls it experiential innovativeness, which �is primarily
a game, an egalitarian consumption, and not an elitist production. It is com-
mon in its nature, and serves the purpose of realising the fanciest possible
needs and the quick achievement of goals. Through its popularised charac-
ter, it abandons the attribute of festivity� (Zdun 2016: 175).

Moreover, innovativeness today is a form of regime, within the frame-
work of which the contemporary homo creativus is obligated to manage him-
self well and to lead an effectively �good life� in the conditions of late capi-
talism. Following the validated comprehension of �being creative�, or
responding to the requirement of �making their professional life more flex-
ible�, employees within creative industries � and those members of other,
similarly defined lines of business who follow in their footsteps � do not
contest, but recreate the desired tendencies. Contemporarily, it is not about
real creativity, but about promoting a conviction that the work performed
by creators and originators possesses, above all, an economic value which
can be converted into funds. As aptly noted by Micha³ Herer, the imperative
of creativity that is forced today paradoxically limits the available spectrum
of creative activities, since �it must represent the rules of cultural market
production� (Herer 2010: 219-220). Imagination and creative freedom, nor-
mally associated with creativity, become curbed and supressed. What is more,
society provides the participants of creative activities and their project with
lists of acclaimed priorities and validated paths of their implementation. In
consequence, creators �find professional fulfilment� in those areas which are
designated as being important by cultural and social policies. As stated by
Herer, artistic creation becomes �a product made on social demand� (ibid.),
and thus art has changed its status; it has begun to be guided by the idea of
the transfer of utility, and the close relationship with priorities set by exter-
nal strategies of the future.

The incorporation of creativity into the �developmental spiral� designed
on the basis of the culture industry also requires an explicit depoliticization
of creative activities and neutralisation of their subversive potential. The
depersonalization of talent and its subordination to economic exchange has
become a warranty of a secure and predictable formula of autonomy. For a
substantial part of society, young culture has ceased to be associated with the
space of commitment, criticism, thought and reflection. Rarely does it trig-
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ger public discussion or ignite intellectual debates. According to Isabell Lo-
rey (2009: 199): �cultural producers therefore offer an example of the ex-
tent to which self chosen ways of living and conditions of working, including
their ideas of autonomy and freedom, are compatible with political and eco-
nomic restructuring�. One must bear in mind that the subversive potential of
culture � most commonly connected with the capabilities of rebellious art �
has revealed itself on several occasions within the last two centuries, demon-
strating that artists do not unambiguously support the side of �human
progress�. For instance, one ought to bear in mind the avant-garde move-
ments in the 19th and 20th centuries, and the artistic activities of representa-
tives of the alter-globalization movement in the late 20th century and the
Occupy movement initiated in 2011. These examples show that creative
activity can co-build the climate of social revolutions and the political and
economic crises related to them.

Forgetting about this rebellious side of creative activities, the current dis-
course of cultural economics suppresses and dismantles the tasks of art con-
nected with civil protest and criticism or questioning the principles of modern
capitalism. In exchange, it places activism � so typical for artists � in the de-
sired areas. This shift was observed by Daniel Bell as early as the 1970s: �The
cultural institutions do not work in opposition to the present, thereby provid-
ing the necessary tension for testing the claims of the new, but surrender with-
out struggle to the passing tides� (Bell 1976: 135). Culture�s surrender to the
pressure of �our times� is accompanied by a radical change in the manner in
which the figure of �committed artist� is understood. Today, more often than
not, he is neither a non-conformist crossing the borders of the existing order
nor a rebellious challenger sympathising with the ideas of anarchism, but a
desired �constituent of the system�, involved in the realisation of the objectives
of public policies, and enthusiastically � or at least pragmatically � committed
to conducting programmes of social inclusion and cultural education.

Just like the opposing premise that subversion should be an exclusive
objective of art, this tendency to incorporate artists into the processes of
�establishing paradise on Earth� has its earlier prefigurations. Both approaches
constantly reoccur as a dominant in the comprehension of the social sense of
creative activity. Classical attempts at stipulating the �pro-development� of
artists� duties and obligations included, for instance, Jeremy Bentham�s work
entitled The Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789) and L�Organisateur
(1819) by Claude-Henri de Saint Simon, which placed artists in the same
line as entrepreneurs and scientists (as cited in: Ratiu 2011: 31). The quoted
texts show that, as early as at the turn of the 19th century, thinking about the
modernisation potential of culture went beyond the horizon of spontaneous
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and unprompted processes. Belief in the need for the democratisation of
creative potential was a constituent of the elite modernisation discourse.

One of the main aims of the contemporary version of this trend is to
popularise the conviction that creativity is an ability available to practically
all. The intense industrialisation of bohemians, which commenced in the
West in the 1960s, had been preceded by a deconstruction of the �myth of
genius�, for which a great responsibility may be attached, for instance, to Joy
Paul Guilford and his speech during the 1950 congress of The American
Psychiatric Association. Guilford is ascribed with having triggered a stimu-
lating reflection upon the sources of creativity and with having opened up a
brand new path to the innovative theory of creative thinking. Today, this al-
lows for the affirmation of his alleged egalitarianism: �Before Guilford, cre-
ativity was perceived as something elite, available to a small circle of selected
people. (�) The combination of creativity and intelligence, as made by Guil-
ford, indicated that creativity may be accessible to all� (Ma�nica 2013: 401).

The American psychologist Richard Florida, a guru among enthusiasts
of the knowledge society, wrote in his famous book: �Yet creativity is not the
province of a few select geniuses who can get away with breaking the mold
because they possess superhuman talents. It is a capacity inherent to varying
degrees in virtually all people� (Florida 2002: 32). Florida has not changed
his own view on the necessity of continuous democratisation of creativity
even in his latest statements, which have been interpreted as a major revi-
sion of his influential conception. With hindsight, Florida admits that the
creative economy failed as a project aimed at solving problems encountered
by contemporary people.

The structure of our societies makes it strengthen the segregation and separa-
tion of people. It raises the quality of life in the city, in any given district, but
only for residents who belong to the creative class. This realisation is my great
disappointment. We have to figure out how we can and if we want to fix it. Is it
enough to say �to hell with the creative class?� (Florida, ¯akowska 2015).

Florida has been reproached for the fact that, in his programme, he de-
nies the likes of manual, office and service workers their creative compe-
tences, turning them into mere assistants of the �supercreative core� � the
big-city avantgarde of the knowledge economy. A new idea, advocated by
Florida, is the stimulation of creativity in all economic classes in order to
release talent among the groups that were previously �overlooked�. This
American scientist opts for social inclusion, a better education system, and
institutions that support the unused potential:
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Instead, we must invest in the development of creativity among weaker city dwell-
ers, members of society. We should condition further development of the privileged
groups and, at the same time, invest in the development and increase the living
conditions of the 50% of the world�s population that work for entrepreneurs in the
service sector, with particular focus on those who are in the worst position. We
should provide them with access to and create more creative and better-paid jobs.
I also reckon that we are wrong in perceiving privileged groups as the only one that
could be called �creative�. The truth lies somewhere else. When fighting for survival,
the communities which have already been or are in danger of being excluded gen-
erate unlimited abilities for creative activity, on the basis of which amazing things
can be built � and we can utilise that (Florida, ¯akowska 2015).

What echoes in this optimistic approach is the modernistic concept in
which individual creativity is simply an inner strength waiting to be released
(McRobbie 2003). The thesis, which initially had been propagated both in
serious scientific literature and more popularizing or guide-like publications,
became institutionalised over time. Its best-known example is the policy
applied by the British Labour Party in the era of Tony Blair�s government
and the Department for Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS) founded in 1997.
In DCMS publications (e.g. Creative Industries Mapping Document; Green
Paper Culture and Creativity Ten Years On, both published in 2001), British
officials propagated a thesis of widespread �pan-creativism� and argued that
art and culture ought to be popularised also among those who did not con-
sider themselves a potential audience (ibidem). The modernising discourse
promoted in these documents translated into practices of the culturalisation
of education and educational institutions, and into the processes of the au-
thorities creating an entrepreneurial environment related to art and culture,
for example by supporting artistic schools, municipal authorities offering
commercially attractive areas on preferential terms, or fiscal assistance for
small and medium-sized enterprises. According to Angela McRobbie (2003),
an incentive to develop the potential of inner creativity has two fundamen-
tal purposes. Firstly, it is meant to increase the employability of future gen-
erations, including people from low-income groups and families, and conse-
quently to channel their development into the direction of economic activity.
Today this is consistent with the narrative of a privatised career model, of
general and �creative� multitasking, and the persistently unsatisfied hope for
a reduction of insecurity and granting order to chaotic actions usually scat-
tered between several projects. Maintaining the condition in which individ-
uals are kept dependent on doing several �creative� jobs simultaneously makes
it possible to minimise the amount of social support in the hope that such
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people can be �freed� from any interrelation with the state and social care.
The rhetoric of culture industries conceals the condition of many of their
employees as the �working poor�, since, for some, these industries do not
turn out to be a path to financial success, and for many they still remain a
sector of relatively low remuneration. The slogan of entrepreneurship ren-
ders it possible to justify the progressing precarisation of conditions of eco-
nomic activity both among the creative self-employed and the �knowledge
workers� subleased by larger entities. The ongoing evolution was assessed by
Marion von Osten and Peter Spielmann as follows:

In the late 1990s, gratuitous or badly-paid creative and cultural activities � previ-
ously perceived as an exceptional phenomenon in the world of paid work �
began to be seen as a form of organisation of work that could be applied global-
ly. It was an ideological construct developed in order to accelerate the process of
the state disclaiming responsibility for the welfare of its citizens, combined with
a simultaneous promotion of an individual�s entrepreneurial self-optimisation.
By the same token, numerous political and economic decision makers believe
that creative professions have a prospective role to play within the economy
based on information and innovation (von Osten, Spielmann 2009: 63).

The second purpose is to reinforce the transition from �mass worker� to the
market of �individual freelance�. Even as far as activities aimed at children are
concerned, such as artistic education or creativity workshops, pressure is put
mainly on increasing the chances of future self-employment and not on autotel-
ic objectives. A young man acquires a message according to which, in the future,
he is supposed to primarily count on himself and not on the traditionally under-
stood employer � a firm, a corporation, or a state-financed public sector. Ac-
cording to McRobbie (2003), the document issued by the British authorities
(known as Green Paper) �produces the categories of talent and creativity as dis-
ciplinary regimes, whose subjects are taught (�) to inspect themselves, look
deep inside for capacities which will then serve them in the future�. Even if this
is often accompanied by the rhetoric of emancipation, the pedagogical function
of art is realised, above all, to serve the purposes of �useful� and profit-oriented
creativity, and not for the sake of education that allows for criticism and the
ability to perform a distanced description of the world. Quoting Isabell Lo-
rey, Gerald Raunig emphasizes that �This is the paradox of creativity as self-
government: Governing, controlling, disciplining, and regulating one�s self
means, at the same time, fashioning and forming one�s self, empowering one�s
self, which, in this sense, means to be free� (Lorey 2009: 193) (Raunig 2011:
201). This mode of releasing the creative potential of individuals is subordi-
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nate to the improvement and rationalisation of creative activities, which is
backed by conventional requirements of the social structure. Interestingly,
the rhetoric of emancipation can be harmonised with the �do-it-yourself �
ethos � originally associated with the spirit of punk culture and the non-
conformism it declared. Although this slogan today remains only an echo of
the former ethics, it becomes a warranty of authenticity in this new context.

McRobbie (2003) claims that at a successive stage of development, entre-
preneurial freelancers are made dependent on larger partners (such as big cloth-
ing brands) which have learnt to drain the creative class and to shape their in-
volvement with their own business plans in mind (McRobbie utilises the name
of the fashion potentate, naming this process �Prada-isation�). This symbiotic
relationship is built on a serious asymmetry where �art workers� are outmatched
by definition. If they wish, at least to a certain extent, to save their own ambi-
tions, they are forced to divide their time between working for a corporation
and their own design studio, online store, social media or non-profit activity,
which more often than not is all they have that leaves them with a sense of
creative satisfaction. It must be emphasised that all these overlapping culture-
related spheres of activity are mainly based on informal contacts and networks
of reliability, which demands a great amount of effort, time and energy to main-
tain. The price paid is the loss of relative independence, consent for multitask-
ing, and uncertainty regarding the future. The package also includes non-
unionised work, short-term contracts, lack of social security, overtime, individ-
ualisation of risk that is difficult to calculate, readiness for professional and spa-
tial mobility, and vanishing spare time. Isabell Lorey sketches a synthetic por-
trait of the culture manufacturers who are understood in such a manner:

They pursue temporary jobs, live from projects and pursue contract work from
several clients at the same time, one right after the other, usually without sick
pay, paid vacations, or unemployment compensation, and without any job secu-
rity, thus with no or only minimal social protection. The forty-hour week is an
illusion. Working time and free time have no clearly defined borders. Work and
leisure can no longer be separated. In the non-paid time, they accumulate a
great deal of knowledge, which is not paid for extra, but is naturally called for
and used in the context of paid work, etc. (Lorey 2009: 197).

Conclusion

The research conducted by Angela McRobbie (1998, 2003, 2003a, 2011)
related to the British clothing industry showed that the project of the econ-
omy propagated by the discourse of creativity is based on the expectation of
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nearly impossible enthusiasm towards professional challenges, a readiness
for overwork, and self-exploitation. The social actors who promote this model
also assume enormous levels of self-confidence and unusual self-discipline
among the �creative youth�, whose only security is often the support of their
parents and friends. Systemic contradictions are to be solved at a personal
level, since the pressure exerted forces the individual to blame their failures
on their inner dispositions, and to find a solution in the obligation of contin-
uous self-improvement and personal development (McRobbie 2011: 125).
The necessity for continual investment in oneself and one�s own image, for
permanent examining and self-evaluation, for monitoring and testing one�s
own �I�, and for the expansion of a creative portfolio has become standard
these days. The main source of motivation within a job that offers no stabil-
ity is the expectation of an overnight breakthrough related to finding an
unpopulated cultural niche � not the type of success enjoyed by Amazon,
Netflix and Spotify, but attracting new investors for one�s own start-up.
This is accompanied by the social mythologization of contemporary exam-
ples of successful careers in the �from garage to corporation� style. In Po-
land, this could be illustrated with the example of the global gaming hit
�The Witcher�. While commenting on its success, a prominent journalist
and author specialising in cultural and civilizational changes wrote the
following:

A number of factors contributed to its success, and the 1989 economic transfor-
mation opened the door to the space of activity for enterprising people such as
Marcin Iwiñski and Micha³ Kiciñski, who decided to make a living from their
childhood hobby � computer games. They started off by trading at the electron-
ic bazaar in Grzybowska Street. In 1994, they founded CD Projekt RED, a com-
pany importing, adapting for the local market and distributing computer games.
And at the beginning of the 21st century they came up with the idea of creating
their own computer game (Bendyk 2015: 55).

Nevertheless, taking into account the critical arguments presented above,
one ought to consider the ostensible nature of the democratisation of cre-
ativity as postulated in Poland. What is generated within the course of this
project is a certain characteristic message which deserves to be analysed but
not to be perceived as an adequate description of the world. Just like the
liberal newspeak in the analysis performed by Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc
Wacquant (2007), the discourse of creativity � required by a growing num-
ber of infrastructural projects � lays claim to the power to performatively
bring reality to life, a reality that it organises and rhetorically justifies.
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The article discusses the phenomenon of the democratisation of culture in the
context of the transformations within contemporary capitalism. The issue of
distance reduction (Karl Mannheim) is presented against the concept of equal-
isation (Max Scheler). The term �managerial discourse� is introduced against
such a background and in reference to the historical transformations of entre-
preneurial culture. Simultaneously, the article also focuses on two principles
which regulate the managerial discourse, namely the principle of managerial
correctness and the principle of discursive reversibility. The former allows for
the division of public communication into unique content (related to social
inequalities) and privileged content (related to predispositions), whereas the
latter enables statements that emphasise human agency (agencification of sub-
ordinates) and statements that objectify employees (handling of objects) to
coincide in the same discourse. Not only does democratisation in the culture
of capitalism appear to be an area of discourse analysis, but it is also a realm of
research on so-called thought styles � a contact point of the sociology of knowl-
edge (Karl Mannheim) and the sociology of thought (Ludwik Fleck).
Keywords: democratisation, Karl Mannheim, managerial discourse, managerial
correctness, discursive reversibility

Introduction

In 1927, Max Scheler proclaimed the coming of the age of equalization.1

This was the term he used to describe the time which unavoidably brought
the fading and vanishing of contrasts between lifestyles and ways of think-
ing, specific for various social classes and cultures. Scheler believed that dif-
ferences between types of knowledge (technical and educational), types of
labour (manual and intellectual), types of rights (belonging to the upper and
lower classes), human elements (male and female), and even human races

1 Although the term has been consolidated in a large part of the subject literature referring to the
concept of Zeitalter des Ausgleichs (Scheler 1976[1929]), Scheler�s translator, Oscar A. Haac, translated
it as the era of adjustment (cf. Scheler 1958).
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and the specific nature of cultures on various continents, influenced one
another and blended. As part of the progress of equalisation, he also per-
ceived the process of alleviating tensions between the constituents of indi-
vidual dichotomies.

Scheler was convinced that equalisation resulted from the gradual disap-
pearance of old social divisions, shaped by the end of the 19th century, and
the emergence of new social classes. Due to the advancement of some groups
and the degradation of others, not only was an independent middle class
able to be established, but it was also possible for a separate class of entre-
preneurs and proletarian masses to form. According to Scheler, these new
classes showed a tendency to create international horizontal stratifications.
Groups of entrepreneurs from various countries were similar in terms of
social standing, in the same way as working-class circles were. A peaceful
co-existence of international groups of potentially conflicting aspirations led
to the dissemination of concepts of tolerance and pacifism � symptoms of
the age of equalisation.

Scheler was convinced that the civilizational transformations he herald-
ed had no alternative, and were thus irreversible. Whoever was to resist them
would end up in a void; whoever strived to defend any of the traditionally
solidified ideals that were incompatible with the tendency to equalise would
be culturally marginalised. Scheler described this tendency with a historio-
sophical verve and only presented its general outline. Referring to Scheler,
Karl Mannheim attempted to provide its sociological aspect with a more
detailed and substantially more researchful nature. While Scheler, a social
philosopher, perceived differences between individual social groups and class-
es as future victims of the historical process of equalisation, Mannheim, a
sociologist, made them the foundations of his sociology of knowledge and
the analysis of �encounters of a peculiar type�.

Mannheim scrutinises one of these in his Ideology and Utopia (1954: 250�
256) on the example of �the son of a peasant�, who � having spent his whole
life in the countryside � emigrates to the city. His rural mode of living and
thinking are suddenly confronted with urbaneness. For Mannheim, migration
is not only the matter of the individual. The arrival of the peasant boy in the
city results in an encounter of socially and intellectually diverse collective modes
of living. Adapting to an urban way of thinking, the peasant boy also learns to
link certain methods of interpreting the world with the social conditions that
generated them. He thereby realises that the form of his peasant life so far had
only been one of the options, the other being city life.

The example of the encounter between the �rural� and �urban� styles of
thought lets Mannheim illustrate one of the aspects of the sociology of knowl-
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edge: the process of becoming distanced, in terms of thought, towards the
subject of sociological analysis, and to indicate indirectly a certain sub-type
of Scheler�s equalisation. Even though Mannheim does not use this phrase,
and the major course of his disquisition is aimed in a different direction, the
sub-type may be called the horizontal equalisation � an encounter and co-
existence of groups which differ from one another in many respects; groups
which previously had nothing to do with each other and had not fitted into
a common symbolic order that separated the high from the low, the exclu-
sive from the common, the signs of prestige and authority from the signs of
mediocrity. The levelling of horizontal distances does not need to be accom-
panied by the second sub-type of the Schelerian equalisation, that is, the
disappearance of vertical differences. Although the problem of distances was
already present in Ideology and Utopia Mannheim focused on it in another
work on the democratisation of culture, in which he never mentioned or
referred to Scheler.

Mannheim focused much of his attention on the process of democratisa-
tion, which he understood as �a reduction of vertical distance, a de-distanti-
ation� (Mannheim 2003: 210). To his mind, the disappearance of vertical
distances at the same time meant �a loss of homogeneity in the governing
élite� (Mannheim 2003: 172), and democratisation in the sphere of gover-
nance is a peculiar case of a broader tendency in social history, which � in its
nature � is more cultural than strictly political. Now, non-democratic societ-
ies are characterised by large vertical distances: the substantial formalisation
of contacts, a complex etiquette, and rigorous divisions into what is appro-
priate and inappropriate. The development and maintenance of vertical dis-
tances also entails a division into acceptable and unacceptable manners of
speaking and writing, respect for taboos that are obvious in any given soci-
ety, and a lasting preservation of the division into what is high and low.

The process of democratisation changes distinct divisions between high
and mass culture, impacting the validation of such ideas as equality, inclu-
siveness, liberty and a civil society. The autonomy of individuals, the essen-
tial equality of their opinions, and the right to criticise the mainstays of so-
cial order are fundamental values of democracy, which have also been
cherished in non-political spheres such as art, religion, and philosophy. The
consequences resulting from the reduction of vertical and horizontal dis-
tances � and, at the same time, the diminishing and disintegration of various
value systems � are broadly discussed by Mannheim in the series of texts
entitled Diagnosis of Our Time (Mannheim 1987 [1943]). One such conse-
quence is the loss of the dominating position and supremacy of philosophy,
knowledge and Christian morality due to the grassroots pressure exerted by
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the secularised thought of the Enlightenment and Liberalism. Mannheim
offers more examples by referring to technological, social and economic
progress, which widely disseminates the idea of private property. According
to Mannheim, who comments on the transformations he witnessed himself,
due to the idea of private property within the entrepreneurial sphere, the
minority represented by owners is granted the economic and moral right to
govern the majority of their subordinates. And thus the sparse but enriching
and educated business elites demand the sanctioning of their prerogatives to
share power over setting out the course of more global social transforma-
tions. The vanishing of vertical distances also manifests itself in the fact that
these outnumbered groups, which gain influence upon power elites, at the
same time add to the validity of the technocratic mentality, which has brought
them business success. Modifications of vertical distances translate into the
reduction of horizontal ones; the popularisation of means of communica-
tion and factors of social mobility allow for the encounter between various
value systems which have never before interacted with one another (Man-
nheim 1987 [1943]: 1�30).

The example of entrepreneurship, as provided by Mannheim, is some-
what special in its nature. The manner in which Mannheim perceives and
compares it with the so-called artistic culture means that the sphere of entre-
preneurship is fundamentally democratised. It ignores the division into the
�humanistic educational ideal of a cultivated person�, reserved for those who
� due to their high social standing � do not need to earn a living and can
study for the sake of the knowledge itself, and the �pragmatic education ide-
al of vocationally trained specialist�. Entrepreneurship does not need the
former, but it lives by the latter. It leaves no space for learning for the sake
of having a broad education, and distancing oneself from prosaic material
matters with the purpose of shaping one�s personality and admiring high-
end intellectual output. A man who is an entrepreneur does not gain busi-
ness knowledge in order to be broadly educated, but to become more skilful
in recognising and controlling the environment which he has to cope with
on a daily basis. In this case, the education is intended to serve his proficien-
cy in using his current and particular position for his private purposes. If any
given knowledge possessed by an entrepreneur is not rationally directed at a
purposeful change within his environment, it is declared impractical and
redundant.

According to Mannheim, the main force of the democratisation of cul-
ture works in a manner that cannot be planned, which means that individu-
als who recreate this process in their everyday activities, decisions and aspi-
rations do not have to be aware that their own actions, choices and preferences
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support these processes. There are, however, some groups which raise or
could raise these transformations to the level of conscious activity. Scheler
reckoned that one must consciously control the processes of equalisation in
order to guarantee their peaceful course and to enable co-existing social
groups to reach an agreement. On the other hand, not only was Mannheim
(1943) convinced that the age of equalisation was leading to a normative
chaos and destabilisation, but he also believed that a complete democratisa-
tion, manifested in a radical disappearance of vertical distances, �makes for
a flat, uninspiring, and unhappy world� (2003: 240�241). Both scholars also
shared the opinion that the processes of vanishing contrasts ought to be
addressed by competent elites, who would be capable of facing the political
and educational challenges of the age of equalisation.

Historically speaking, however, completely different elites influenced the
processes of democratisation. If one decides to illustrate the issue with the
example of contemporary capitalism � one of the numerous spheres in which
its representatives endeavour to gain public validity of their vision regarding
social transformations � it becomes quite clear that its symbolic elites truly
rise to the challenge of alleviating social tension, but their formula for a
successful adjustment of contrasting particularities lies in the acceleration
and deepening of the process. And these people are most certainly not inde-
pendent intellectuals of whom Mannheim, in his German period of research,
had such high hopes when he was formulating his sociology of knowledge.
These are more likely �servants of power� (Baritz 1960), certain intellectual
workers and social researchers (psychologists, sociologists, social engineers,
experts in marketing, public relations and image, business advisors and coach-
es, the so-called management gurus, authors of textbooks, and motivational
speakers as well as academics), trained in serving a capitalistic rationality
which, to a growing extent, depends on expertise and know-how. This phe-
nomenon was called a �cow sociology� by Daniel Bell (1947), who ironically
wrote that such social researchers treated the analysed groups with disdain
on the one hand, while on the other obsequiously serving corporations, con-
tinuously assessing the working efficiency of the �livestock� held under their
supervision. The cow sociology, so fiercely criticised by Bell, envisages peo-
ple as objects, and simultaneously leads them towards ever-growing levels of
productivity by generating knowledge on giving subordinates a sense of self-
complacency.

Currently, this knowledge is integrated with patterns of public commu-
nication which are fighting for their validity in various spheres of social life.
In order to reconstruct them, the remarks that follow aim to analyse what
could be called managerial discourse. This is contributing to the equalising
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tendencies by arranging statements in accordance with two principles: man-
agerial correctness and discursive reversibility. The indication of contrasts
eradicated by managerial discourse will then make it possible to accommo-
date its contemporarily dominating variant against the background of
democratising transformations.

Managerial discourse and the issues it faces

Managerial discourse can be understood as a set of statements and prin-
ciples regulating their formulation, which stipulates the relations of interde-
pendence within the figuration of work.2  It was originally created by groups
playing the socially privileged roles of business experts and managers within
formal capitalistic institutions � people professionally engaged in coordinat-
ing and impacting the collective labour of diverse employee groups. In its
contemporary form, it represents the partially intended and partially unin-
tended consequence of the historical process of replying to accusations of
the reifying and dehumanising attitude towards people and their work, which
for many years now have been levelled against management elites. Its most
common variation today refers to the sphere which for some time has been
called �human resource management�, where the managerial discourse is
present in its highest concentration, intertwining with democratising ten-
dencies within contemporary economic culture. Against the background of
current macrosocial transformations, the managerial discourse of today har-
monises, on the one hand, with the neoliberal understanding of socio-
economic justice (Bourdieu, Wacquant 2001), while on the other it complies
with the order of discourse introduced by the so-called new spirit of capital-
ism (Boltanski, Chiapello 1999, Stachowiak 2014: 1).

Social sources of managerial discourse, however, are not identical to the
scope of its application and the direction in which it exerts its influence. The
discourse incorporates statements uttered by people who are supposed to
have their authoritative say on the issues related to the coordination of indi-
viduals cooperating for the benefit of goals set within any given community
or to act in their favour. In such a form, its manifestations are most common
in the public sphere, in other words outside of the brick (or nowadays glass)
walls of formal institutions. As far as the principles of communicating its
important content and rhetoric are concerned, managerial discourse is spe-
cialised. And yet it does not belong exclusively to corporate elites, and in
that sense it is neither a peripheral nor a niche code used by a restricted

2 Cf. the concept of figuration by Norbert Elias (1984).
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group of specialists within a narrow field of expertise. Originally, it was meant
to serve the purposes of a relatively limited circle of so-called leaders, man-
agers, experts and business gurus. Nowadays, through popular culture, mass
media, business training programmes and various approaches to the imple-
mentation of political economy within international organisations and insti-
tutions (e.g. regional and educational policy of the European Union), the
principles of managerial discourse are applied in various spots where so-called
�human resources� are formed, meaning schools, families, spheres of personal
life, small businesses and NGOs, and so forth, and the discourse is being adopted
to a larger extent by these �human resources� for their own use.

For years now, managerial discourse has been validated outside business
circles and has become a widely accepted, and quite often even desired, means
of communication in the public sphere. The popularity and number of mean-
ingful applications of the term �management� is tangible evidence of its suc-
cess. One could get the impression today that, apart from labour processes,
every aspect of our life needs to be �managed�, that is age, stress, the youth,
family, one�s own self, crises of various natures, emotions, home and time,
to name but some.

Managerial discourse is connected with the performance of socially cru-
cial tasks, without placing any given person who is performing them in any
social hierarchy. It therefore appears to a different extent in numerous pub-
licly available modes of communication based on an hierarchical relation-
ship (parents � children, teachers � pupils, bosses � subordinates) or an equal
relationship (TV hosts � TV guests, students � students, business advisors �
business advisors). It is present to a varying degree in corporations, at uni-
versities, in housekeeping manuals, and in globally broadcast talks between
journalists and experts who specialise in management, civic society or cul-
tural policy. In consequence, managerial discourse cannot be typical of any
individual institution or organisation and is nobody�s personal style of speech.
The development of managerial discourse in its currently validated form,
however, represents one of the attempts to address the issues within and not
outside entrepreneurship. Among these, one can distinguish two major is-
sues, namely the issue of differentiation and integration, and the problem of
reducing vertical and horizontal distances. They are a part of structural so-
cial transformations and, at the same time, they cannot do without changes
in the sphere of the interpretation of the world which is undergoing these
changes.

The issue of differentiation and integration. The stability of most collec-
tives (from the economy and its particular institutions to the entirety of
employee groups) requires the coordination of manners in which they func-
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tion with the thinking and behaviour of the individuals who co-create these
collectives. The need for an integrating effect of such coordination becomes
particularly pressing when the progress of a business activity forces a divi-
sion of labour and structural differentiation of the collective itself (cf. Par-
sons, Smelser 2005: 198�206). Differentiation and integration are tenden-
cies driving in opposite directions, since � among other things � neither on
its own constitutes a linear trend of para-evolutionary organic social devel-
opment. On the one hand, a division of labour and structural differentiation
may entail potentially disintegrative and dehumanising consequences. Not
only does it create new socio-economic roles, but it also forces conventional
forms of work to be abandoned due to the fact that they may not be speci-
alised enough to meet the needs of progress: �it deskills or dismisses� (Sen-
nett 2008: 107). On the other hand, however, the more widespread the di-
vision of work and structural differentiation become, the greater the demand
for factors that integrate individuals and their ways of thinking, which have
been dispersed as a result of the division of labour.

The difficulty that stems from the contradictory tendencies within the
division of labour and the requirement of integration lies in the fact that
managers deal with people (and, to a great extent, are reliant on people)
who � usually for various reasons � are not ready to �be coordinated� with
the objectives of the collective. In such cases, the methods of shaping this
readiness ought to be articulated, explained and justified in an attractive
manner.

The issue of reducing horizontal and vertical distances. Groups of differ-
ent origins and socially determined features, such as background, mentality,
knowledge and worldview, become closer and begin to co-exist (the estab-
lishment of horizontal distances), which necessitates the definition and re-
definition of relationships between collectives that possess higher and lower
shares in power and authority (the establishment of vertical distances). This,
in turn, must lead to conflicts and lack of agreement. Mannheim (1954:
252) reckoned that �talking past one another is an inevitable phenomenon
of the age of equalization�.

The difficulty that stems from the changes in both types of distance within
the sphere of entrepreneurship lies in the fact that business activity is based
on a bilateral and potentially conflicting relationship between groups ranked
higher in the hierarchy and those which are subordinate to them. Managers
who are placed in the middle of this vertical structure face the risk of mul-
tilateral conflicts. To counteract them, they can apply various approaches,
the simplest two of which are threats of punishment for undesirable conduct
and rewards for desirable conduct. What they can also do is provide such an
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interpretation of relationships between the upper and lower regions of the
hierarchy which stabilises it and averts the risk of its maladjustment. The
latter variant can be conducted in two ways. �One of these refers to those in
authority who are alternately shown not to rule at all, or to rule only in the
interest of large numbers. The other refers to the many who obey orders,
and who are alternately shown to obey only when they consent to do so, or
because such obedience provides them with the greatest opportunities of
advancement� (Bendix 2001: 13).

Managerial correctness. Social differences and predispositions3

The context outlined above allows for the introduction and explication
of the term �managerial correctness�. Managerial correctness is considered
an attractive and publicly validated manner of utterance, due to which the
content related to those social differences that can likely trigger conflict is
substituted with content that refers to differences in predispositions. Mana-
gerial correctness is of particular significance in publicly-made speeches and
statements, when the speaker is expected to represent a managerial attitude
to collaboration, combining the ideal of work for the benefit of others with
the efficiency of a task-oriented professional. On various levels of social
organisation � in educational institutions, enterprises, and NGOs � manage-
rial correctness reinforces the process of generating solutions for the inte-
gration of individuals by means of values, symbols, and a shared approach to
naming one�s own, others� and common work. Such correctness also includes
the possibility to assess the value of subjects which compete with each other
in conditions defined as meritocratic. Displays of managerial correctness are
most likely to be traced to where meeting objectives by any given collective
depends on the harmonisation of individuals� work and where such harmon-
isation can be the subject of public communication.

The corrective nature of managerial discourse categorises statements in
terms of the content that is avoided or privileged. Managerial correctness
prescribes that content related to the following social differences be avoid-

3 Examples of vocabulary and phraseology typical for the principles of managerial correctness and
discursive reversibility, which are discussed below, originate from the analysis of both spoken (radio talks
in Radio TOK FM, the programme: Strefa Szefa, 2011-2012) and written language (trade press � Personel
i zarz¹dzanie, 2011�2012).
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ed: Class, status, ethnics, nationality, religion, worldview, health, morality,
age, education and gender4

Social contrasts are ignored due to their alleged marginal importance for
the purposes of entrepreneurship. Even though such differences become more
distinct in any given workplace, in the course of consolidating individuals
who represent various social backgrounds, levels of knowledge, and lifestyles,
their distinctiveness diminishes in managerial correctness.

Managerial correctness offers a relatively safe and, according to its advo-
cates, worldview-oriented and politically and ideologically neutral form of
speaking about managing cooperation, without saying anything about the
socio-economic differences within a collective if it could lead to conflicts.
Whenever managerial correctness refers to the sphere of entrepreneurship,
this sphere is presented as being every bit as free as the market is expected to
be, since social differences on the free market are seemingly of no impor-
tance, and what counts is the recognition of principles of meritocracy, com-
petition, personal excellence and self-improvement.

Statements and utterances based on the principles of managerial correct-
ness completely avoid the issue of social inequalities: both vertical (related
to differences in status, income and cognition between those who are higher
and lower in the hierarchy) and horizontal. Managerial correctness incorpo-
rates no negative criticism of other methods of discussing social differences,
since it is neither a form of intercession nor a direct struggle against certain
ways of expressing opinions which are considered harmful. And particularly
so if these forms would refer to groups or individuals that actually belong or
could possibly belong to collectives which are subject to managerially cor-
rect statements.

Managerial correctness faces certain specific tasks, which is to say that it
is expected to integrate groups that differ horizontally and vertically, and
not divide and antagonise them. What is more, it is supposed to promote
certain predefined forms and objectives of management, and to pre-empt
tensions related to the limited accessibility of most desired positions within
the social hierarchy. Managerial correctness serves these purposes on the
basis of widely declared concepts of equality, freedom, and meritocracy, even

4 Social differences in education and gender, just like any others, are usually avoided in the manage-
rial discourse. Occasionally, however, they become the subject of debate on the so-called personal devel-
opment and meritocratic criteria of access to power (educational differences) or gender equality (of men
and women). In such cases, avoiding statements on social differences consists in denying the existence of
any double standards and gender discrimination in the organisation represented by the speaker.
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if it does not perceive them as the driving force of business activity. By avoiding
statements related to social differences, managerial correctness simultaneously
privileges predispositions, as they constitute everything that determines a
subject�s �readiness� to perform a desired action; they are �conditions� which
must be met if one wishes to be useful for any given collective; they are
properties of expected �attitude� to and appropriate �inclination� for work;
they are what �precedes� and �enables� the successful coordination of mutual
activities of an individual and the collective.

The range of interest in them and the utility of references to them is
measured by the scale of lexicalisation of this phenomenon. In the manage-
rial discourse, the sphere of predispositions is � lexically � significantly more
abundant than the sphere of social aspects of collective labour, and the de-
gree of this lexicalisation corresponds on the one hand with cultural com-
municative demand, resulting from the emergence of principles of manage-
rial correctness, and on the other is evidence of how saturated public discourse
is with content immediately related to the direction of the democratisation
of principles of legally valid governance.

Such predispositions include the following:
Habits, values, motivation, commitment, soft skills, hard skills, sense of

self-esteem, willingness for self-development, perceiving work as passion,
self-awareness, flexibility, empathy, emotions, foundations, self-control, at-
titude to work, need for creativity, needs (e.g. for self-actualisation)

In the managerial discourse, it is assumed that a certain level of predis-
positions precedes and thus determines the subject�s ability to achieve the
desired goals and objectives. Therefore, it is about certain qualities of the
subjects which should remain without any relation to the social features of
individuals and which, at the same time, should condition people�s effective
work over any given task. To a greater or lesser degree, predispositions char-
acterise everybody and � in accordance with contemporary managerial dis-
course � everybody can work on them. Thus predispositions are a derivative
of factors of human capital, and � at the same time � a criterion of the equal-
ity of individuals against the principles of profitable management, separated
from broader social determinants.

The term �predispositions� allows for the development of the dyad �dis-
positions� and �positions�, as introduced by Pierre Bourdieu (1981), who
described �dispositions� as features an individual takes from the social groups
which he or she originates from (especially family and the school environ-
ment). �Dispositions� are an effect, rooted in the individual, of the psychoso-
cial influence of the process of socialisation, which manifests itself through
specific preferences, social aspirations and artistic taste. �Positions� are plac-
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es in social structure, organisations developed in the course of objective so-
cial processes, for example companies, NGOs or public offices.

The concept introduced here refers in turn to the phenomena which ig-
nore dispositions and have no mandatory relationship with positions. Under
managerial correctness, predispositions are treated as factors shaping atti-
tude to work and individuals� receptiveness to harmonisation with the ob-
jectives of any given collective. For instance, it is expected that an employee
will possess �great potential� and show a �high level of commitment�, that
their work will be their �passion� and they will demonstrate a substantial
�need for self-development�.

Predispositions make it possible to differentiate two approaches to the
understanding of �human resources�, which are usually referred to as a group
of available individuals who are �managed�. In the �correct� variant of man-
agerial discourse, on the other hand, it is the subject itself (an individual or
a collective � see below) that constitutes this group � and this is where one
can find predispositions which ought to be used and which should be shaped.
As far as the integration of socially varied individuals is concerned, predis-
positions are commonly attributed with more importance than social fea-
tures, since they direct managers� attention to �internal variables� (conceived
as mouldable and thus governable) and not to more or less inert socio-cul-
tural processes. This is connected with the fact that the stronger the influ-
ence that predispositions have on the subject�s behaviour, the less disciplined
the subject must be from the outside.

Statements based on predispositions are usually characterised by con-
stant and inherent vagueness. And so, since predispositions are what deter-
mines �readiness� for action and what �precedes� and �enables� coordination,
managerial correctness usually leaves no space for a detailed description of
methods of such coordination, meaning that it does not specify in detail
what should be done with employees to ensure productive management. In
Marxian terms, methods of transferring work potential into real work are
likely to trigger conflicts (Braverman 1998: 39; O�Doherty, Willmott 2009:
932). Thus if they cannot be described as predispositions, they will not be
discussed at all, due to managerial correctness.

In consequence, this makes an accusation commonly levelled against
manifestations of managerial correctness utterly groundless: namely, the
accusation that blames them for futile theorising and the use of meaningless
gobbledygook to disguise reality. Thus the analysis of managerial correct-
ness � and managerial discourse in general � in terms of the communicative
presentation of outer-discursive reality (i.e. maintenance of a �capital-friend-
ly� interpretation of the world that is hostile to �work�) is only possible as a
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theoretically methodological option and not as a necessity. Managerial dis-
course can thus be treated as a manifestation of a historically crystallised
thought-style,5  which does not exclusively consist in asking the following
question: �What is the right, genuine and useful interpretation?�, but which
is crystallised through the reply to a more general (and publicly absent) ques-
tion: �What is there to interpret?� � and in other words: �What are we deal-
ing with?� From this point of view, the very first task of managerial correct-
ness is not to disguise, but � with its typical, constant and inherent vagueness
� to realistically deal with everyday communicative problems in public situ-
ations. Thus managerial correctness is a needed and sometimes even indis-
pensable �practical tool�6  � as it is commonly named within the managerial
discourse � which is applied daily and with no doubt regarding its genesis,
role and the forms of discourse management for which it has been created.
And it is applied not only by specialised managers, but also by the rest of the
social hierarchy who have adopted this manner of speaking. Sometimes, re-
inforcing the hypocrisy of public life, of which managerial correctness could
be accused when perceived from a certain point of view, is expected to such
an extent that open and straightforward communication which completely
ignores or insufficiently applies the principles of correctness is perceived as
inappropriate and triggers a disciplinary action.

Predispositions do not differentiate groups in terms of their social fea-
tures, since these features cannot be eliminated from individuals, or their
elimination would entail a prolonged action conducted against the will of
such individuals. Intergroup conflicts related to social differences are most
visible when the parties involved include trade unions representing various
industries, associations of people who define themselves as groups ignored
in the process of sharing the fruits of society�s modernising achievements
(such as the disabled, pensioners, residents of areas which have been forgot-
ten by the central administration, and so on). Whenever groups which name
themselves as marginalised struggle, they do so in the name of social inter-
est, and not because of an excess or lack of predispositions. Such groups are

5 The concept of thought-style (German: Denkstil) is inspired by Ludwik Fleck�s writings, and occu-
pies a central position in the sociology of thinking, as described by Fleck. At the same time, the term is
conceptually cognate with the Mannheimean sociology of knowledge and his concept of style of thought
(German: Denkstil). Cf. Fleck 1986 [1946]: 59�67; Mannheim 1954: 1�48. The appearance of the term
�style� in the works by both authors stemmed from their common belief that the variations of sociology �
of thought and of knowledge, respectively � ought to analyse their subject matter by drawing from the
experience of an art historian who researches transformations of artistic styles, cf. Fleck 1986 [1935]:
113; Mannheim 2013: 74�83.

6 Speaking of �practical tools� is one of the manifestations of what is described below as the phenom-
enon of the handling of objects.
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usually managerially incorrect, that is to say that they organise themselves
because they share interests resulting from the conditioning of their socio-
economic standing within vertical distances, and not because they wish to
work on their �potential� or �creativity�. The differences between predisposi-
tions which can be shaped and social features which are significantly more
difficult to control are one of the reasons why modern entrepreneurship
strives to restrict the establishment of collective employee activities which
question the nature of vertical distances.

The term �managerial correctness� contains a direct reference to the con-
cept of �political correctness� (PC). There are, however, several issues which
differentiate the two notions. �Political correctness� which as a term is both
socially significant and ambiguous, for many years has been subject to de-
bate in numerous countries and has triggered activities of social movements
� organised in favour or against it. Even though PC was a term coined to
meet socially significant objectives, it is � despite its origins � connected with
unfading controversies over its influence upon social life.

From the right-wing perspective, PC is pressure exerted upon freedom
of speech and expression in the public sphere. In contrast to this standpoint,
managerial correctness is not accused of the pursuit of power over means of
social communication. For participants of public discourse, it is not a �cause�
they should be outraged about, while for leftists, political correctness is a
means of realising the demand of social equality. In contradiction to this
viewpoint, the phenomenon of managerial correctness does not result in the
formation of groups demanding that the language be changed for the sake of
protecting certain social groups against wrongful standards of communica-
tion. Neither is managerial correctness the object of struggle for the valida-
tion of a new model of communication in favour of the recognition of and
respect for selected social minorities. Instead, it rather represents a quiet
pressure, which must be surrendered to anyhow. In comparison to PC, man-
agerial correctness is also significantly less restrictive: it is not a set of direct-
ly formulated commands, but it rather comprises communicative patterns of
informal privileging (e.g. models referring to the issue of predispositions); it
does not introduce overt bans � instead, it marks certain content and forms
of statement as undesired (including social differences). For these reasons,
lack of compliance with managerial correctness may not provoke fierce con-
troversies. Managerial correctness, which is repeatedly referred to in public
statements uttered by symbolic elites of capitalism, including experts in so-
called human management,� is becoming a communicative response to the
expectations of a neutral professionalism of power over the techniques of
collective labour. In the meantime, the �correct� managerial discourse itself �
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taken up opportunistically as strategically beneficial, or reproduced unin-
tentionally as �only words� � is gradually gaining in importance as a reliable
and authentic means of describing circumstances of a socially just and eco-
nomically effective management.

In general, it is considered politically correct to use the phrase �disabled
person� instead of �cripple�, and �African American� or �black person� (de-
pending on the context) instead of �negro�. A similar lexical substitution is
applied in managerial correctness, which introduces terms connoting mana-
gerial professionalism, optimism that motivates, and the human face of en-
trepreneurship, such as:

Table 1. Selected appropriate and substituted forms

The phenomenon of euphemisation, which from the right-wing conser-
vative point of view constitutes a crucial element of political correctness,
becomes radicalised within managerial correctness, since it does not seek
euphemisms for social problems, but attempts to adopt various methods of
their communicative control and exclusion from discourse. A particular case
of such care to maintain the correctness of managerial discourse is the strat-
egy of describing problems within the world of work which are potentially
conditioned by social factors as different categories of psychological indis-
positions, for example �occupational burnout�, �stress in the workplace�, or
�discomfort in professional relationships�.

Managerial correctness is not limited to vocabulary and phraseology. It
is maintained in forms broader than utterances and statements made of lex-
ical prefabricated elements, even if their presence is commonly the very first
symptom of managerial correctness. Its outer-lexical indications can be traced

appropriate
forms

challenge
assist
redundancy
organisation
human resources
restructuration
team
structure
strategic
feedback
verification
agenda

Source: author�s own elaboration.

substituted
forms

problem
instruct
reduction of employment
corporation
workforce
mass layoffs
department
hierarchy
most important
reply
testing
meeting plan
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in typical methods, by means of which business culture is justified, and made
more attractive and legitimate. At the same time, such methods refer to what
managerial correctness recommends avoiding and what it privileges.

The stipulation of the main features of managerial correctness allows us
to return to the issue of the age of equalisation. The communicative effects
of the disappearance of what Mannheim metaphorically names vertical dis-
tances are so advanced in the contemporary culture of capitalism that any
form of opposition towards this process has become publicly unattractive.
Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) claim that, since the 1980s, the �rejection of
hierarchy as a form of domination� has become one of the most enduring
expectations held towards entities responsible for the coordination of work.
Nowadays, this trend is to be respected under threat of such accusations as
�difficulties in adaptation�, �lack of drive and dynamism�, and �being behind
the times with the changing world�. The culture of modern capitalism di-
rects us to favour and value the organisation of work based on an �easy-
going atmosphere�, �young and varied teams�, and �international standards�.
What matters is the flattening of organisational hierarchy, emphasising one�s
aversion to bureaucratic standards, the significant deformalizing of official
meetings, limiting restrictive dress and speech codes, and celebrating feasts
and holidays (birthday parties and picnics organised by the company), and
so forth. In some institutions, such as corporations and universities � in oth-
er words, places where numerous socially varied groups are supposed to
collaborate (horizontal distances) � there are also high expectations regard-
ing the public elimination of vertical distances and abandoning the correct
code in private communication, whenever the subject of discussion is related
to communicative consequences of managerial correctness itself.

Vertical distances also begin to disappear due to outer-discursive trans-
formations: what becomes attractive and desired are various methods of �col-
lective development�, for example workshops and training sessions in �soft
skills�, attended by both subordinates and their superiors, awaydays and other
team-building initiatives, using the same technological devices at work and
during leisure time, the digitalisation and de-bureaucratisation of data flow,
and the transformation of closed offices into open-space areas. Moreover,
the implementation of flexible working conditions and the popularisation of
self-employment contribute to the fact that individuals gain the status of
�business partners� and not ordinary �subordinated� employees.

Transformations introduced within institutions, however, are not merely
an offer made by such institutions, but also a response to expectations to-
wards them: the demand for publicly legitimate �soft management�, equality
in listening to the voice of all employees, learning from new generations (the
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so-called �Generation Y�, �Generation Z�, etc.) and incorporating them into
the process of setting objectives of any given collective and the methods of
their realisation. Another common expectation is that employers ought to,
on a regular basis, make their subordinates feel appreciated and assure them
that they are considered an important part of the organisation. Managers
should also be �honest in communication� and the work itself is expected not
to restrict or impede employees� extraprofessional interests.

Whenever there is a reduction in vertical distances that shape the sphere
of power and authority, managerial correctness provides means of describ-
ing, justifying and creating their new forms. And it does so without referring
to the sphere of social differences, the importance and legitimacy of which
it negates as far as the realisation of meritocratic principles of entrepreneur-
ship is concerned. When referring to predispositions, it does not accentuate
hierarchical discrepancies, but emphasises what subjects have in common,
which is considered attractive and respected by the modern entrepreneur-
ship.

The symbolic relationship between the minority of the managing �upper-
class� and the majority of the subordinated �lower-class� is being reorgan-
ised. No longer can superiors look down on their employees. Instead, they
are expected to �be close to people� and �provide them with everyday sup-
port�. In direct communication, the disappearance of distances demands from
the �upper class� that they treat the �lower class� as �partners�, to demonstrate
the style that �encourages people to participate�, to be �open to debate�,
meaning that managers are supposed to reduce signs of sovereignty, to �be
passionate�, �to keep subordinates involved and committed�, �to listen� and
to be �relaxed and easy-going�. They should also be open to the said majority
and support it in the process of expressing its own opinion. This also means
that any non-democratic features of social relationships are frowned upon.
Such phenomena as the ritualization of contacts, maintenance of cool dis-
tance, emphasis on intellectual differences, attachment to the division be-
tween what is �high� and �low�, as well as a strict and prescriptive approach
in direct communication are considered unattractive, undesirable and po-
tentially harmful.

For these reasons, the managing minority are obligated to stand up for
the managed majority without being judgmental or accusative towards it.
Managers are also expected to neither speak from the position of tradition-
ally recognised power nor to signalise their superiority. The legitimacy of
managerial correctness translates into valuing employees and perceiving their
weaknesses, flaws and deficiencies as �areas of potential development and
improvement�.
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Discursive reversibility. Agencification of
subordinates and handling of objects

In order to analyse the nature of the second principle of managerial dis-
course, a brief presentation of its genesis is essential. In the late 19th and
early 20th centuries the majority of big corporations faced the struggle be-
tween �work� and �capital�, in other words the clash between strong trade
unions and employers. At that time, businesspeople defended the absolute
power they yielded �over the lives� of their subordinates. Thus it was com-
mon practice to fight down trade union leaders, to strengthen the coopera-
tion between enterprises to oppose the labour law which was harmful for
management but beneficial to workers, and to organise employee trainings
sessions, the purpose of which was to promote an �appropriate� philosophy
of work. Therefore, the methods to synthesise and boost work efficiency, as
represented by the then revolutionary scientific management, and propagat-
ed mainly in the works by Frederick Winslow Taylor, ought to be perceived
not only as a stroke of individual genius, but also as a successive attempt to
address the issues related to planning harmonious work in the world of mass-
production companies.

Nevertheless, the more effort that was put into the scientification of work
organisation, in accordance with principles stipulated by Taylor in The Prin-
ciples of Scientific Management (1911), and into gaining people�s support in
the matter, the more visible the �human problem� became, as it was called at
that time. This phenomenon was described for instance through the contrast
with the then praised predictability of machines and being able to control
every single aspect of their work. People constituted a �problem� since they
were merely �human machines�: �the machine tool is never supersensitive; it
is never obstinate, perverse, discouraged. If the human machine could be
controlled by the set of rules that govern machine tool operation, the world
would be a much different place� (The Review, 1910 (10): 35, [in:] Bendix
2001: 271).

From the point of view of social engineers in the period of Taylorism, the
�human problem� manifested itself with strikes, slowdown of work, collective
workforce resistance and the damaging of equipment (Noble 1977: 257 et
seq.; cf. Sidorick 2009: 42�67). The mass of workers was perceived as a direct
threat to employers� interest, since it seemingly lacked any moral chastening
and was supposedly driven by its own egoistic economic purpose. When seen
from this perspective, the relationship between the employee and the employ-
er was reduced to combating one another � a peculiar zero-sum game, with
economic interest at stake, meaning the more that was gained by one party,
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the less there was left for the other. And since, from this perspective, relation-
ships between the managing and the managed within the hierarchy are only
expressed in terms of strength, the answer to the �human problem� requires
a justification in terms of common economic interests, which was � to
a large extent � reduced to the thesis that both sides work exclusively for
money, but it is the managing who know how to get and share it, while the
managed are only the �workforce� and �dividend takers�, who are obligated
to work as told.

For eulogists of scientific management, difficulties in overcoming the
�human problem� did not undermine or impair the validity of its methods.
On the contrary, in order to address the issue, they intensified their cogni-
tive effort within the trend. Therefore, over the course of time, addressing
the problem of the �human problem� became for managers a cognitive task
to be solved, and not an excuse to moralizingly complain about the masses
who supposedly lacked any economic refinement. The chances of finding a
successful solution were seen, on the one hand, in the progress of psycholo-
gy, which had been present in industry for some time, and on the other hand
in spectacular attempts to recognise what was important for an individual at
work. As early as in the 1920s and 1930s, in response to accusations of the
dehumanising monotony of collective factory work, recommendations were
issued to appreciate workers, to treat them �as people� and to show interest
in their natural inclinations for creative work. Modern managerial discourse
continues the direction of thought set out at that time.

Today, however, the answer to the �human problem� is much more speci-
alised and professionally stylised. Predominantly, it is expressed in the prin-
ciple of discursive reversibility,7 due to which it is possible for statements
that accentuate agencification of subordinates and that refer to them as be-
ing handled like objects to coexist within the same discourse and on equally
legitimate terms. Discursive reversibility consists in the fact that the two afore-
mentioned types of statements, general and qualitatively opposing (and, at
the same time, the two simultaneously available aspects of discursive revers-
ibility), have a mutual relationship, similar to the relation between an unam-
biguously outlined figure and the chaotic background from which it emerges.
Depending on the communicative circumstances, either clear features of em-

7 The concept of reversibility, as introduced above, stems from the phenomenon of reversible figures,
scrutinised as part of Gestalt psychology, which Ludwik Fleck compared with his own theory of thought-
styles (Fleck1986 [1947]). The most widely recognised example of the phenomenon of reversibility is the
so-called Rubin vase � an illustration in which the white part of which resembles a vase, whereas the black
part looks like two human profiles facing one another.
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powering statements dominate the shapeless and undifferentiated background
of the reifying utterances, or � inversely � reifying statements appear as a fig-
ure against the background composed of empowering ones. When one is only
socially semiskilled enough to notice, recognise and reproduce figure state-
ments, one is usually unable to pick up the background statements within a
discourse, let alone the possible recognition of their communicative nature as
socially important. Sensitivity to figure statements is a socially oriented readi-
ness to publicly treat them as significant. On the other hand, insensitivity to
background statements results in the fact that they never become a public
medium of important knowledge of either the sphere of communication from
which they are selected or the sphere outside the borders of communication
to which they are allegedly related. The obviousness of the presence and legit-
imacy of figure statements for some people means that the same discourse
may be and may mean something entirely different to others as long as differ-
ent statements draw their attention with equal obviousness.8

Addressing the �human problem� by virtue of discursive reversibility in-
cludes two perspectives: personalistic, within the framework of which the
most important issues in the world of relationships between the managing
and the managed are the employee�s needs, priorities and points of view,
and engineering, which perceives human matters as one of the many constit-
uents of the work system within any given collective � the system which
must be efficient and must have control over all its elements. The cooccur-
rence of these two perspectives is one of the conditions necessary to main-
tain public legitimacy of managerial discourse. While its oversaturation with
communicative manifestations of agencification of subordinates exposes the
voices which express it to accusations of ideological idle talk, the handling
of objects � communicative objectification of human matters � is only (if
ever) criticised for the practically harmless overabundance of specialist jar-
gon. This criticism turns out to be innocuous for the managerial discourse,
however, since it is most often incapacitated �softly� through corporate jokes
on business gobbledygook.

The agencification of subordinates involves statements which declare that,
at work, it is people and their matters that are most important, and not insti-
tutional rules and regulations, systemic requirements and economic calcula-

8 Discursive phenomena are usually significantly more complex than can be suggested by the afore-
mentioned dual-aspect example. The more complicated the discourse becomes and the more types of
statements it incorporates, the further it is from the monochromatic illustration of Rubin�s vase and the
more it resembles its archetype � a drawing from the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries, showing the
face of the overthrown Louis XVI �hidden� among willow leaves and a cup, cf. Pind 2014: 90�102.
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tion. Thus the means of empowering subordinates are the subject of numer-
ous initiatives aimed at educating individuals in self-coordination and self-com-
posure, conducted through various methods of working on oneself: �work-
shops�, �courses�, �personal training sessions�, �coaching sessions� and �other
ways of keeping man out of mischief � (Hirschman 1977: 130). This is in part
the continuation of the selective role of managerial correctness, which in pub-
lic discourse gives way to statements related to predispositions, and which
promotes adaptability, but not contestation. Within the framework of the prin-
ciple of agencification of subordinates, it is assumed that, through hard work,
predispositions can be � to a greater or lesser extent � learnt, trained and
gained even by a �mediocre� individual. In that matter, individuals are under
pressure of educationalisation processes (Czy¿ewski, Marynowicz-Hetka,
Woroniecka 2013), for example the promotion and consolidation of a model
of �the entrepreneur of oneself � (Foucault 2008: 215�237) � the model � use-
ful in the age of neoliberalism � of an individual characterised by a manager-
like attitude to the life led in a society whose organisation is patterned on an
enterprise (Stachowiak 2013).

In the managerial discourse, this educationalising influence is manifested
in a multitude of terms implying an impact which is indirect, non-directive,
and based on sharing knowledge, caring for others and respecting human
subjectivity. They often refer to predispositions and methods of their shap-
ing, as singled out by managerial correctness. The long list of hallmarks of
agencification of subordinates includes:

Convincing, accustoming, developing, training, teaching, demonstrating,
assisting, enlightening, explaining, practising, influencing, supporting, rein-
forcing, educating, inspiring, shaping, motivating, encouraging, engaging,
arousing (volitions), coaching, experiencing, giving (a sense of), changing
(attitudes), making (others more willing to work), investing (in human cap-
ital), communicating (as a foundation of management),consolidating (the
culture of open communication), working (out emotions or over somebody),
leading (to a change in development), transferring (knowledge).

According to the lexicon and phraseology of �human resources manage-
ment�, employees should first learn how to �cope with stress�, �manage rela-
tionships� and �communicate efficiently� and then use these skills to find
solutions to problems.

The consolidation of this vocabulary within the managerial discourse is
not meant to express anybody�s faith in the irrefutable efficiency of business
education and training. It does, however, outline the continuity (and not a
breach, as announced by modern managerial discourse) of the direction of
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thought initiated by scientific management, which according to Lillian Gil-
breth, one of the forerunners of the trend, �recognized that the man�s mind
is a controlling factor in his efficiency, and has, by teaching, enabled the man
to make the most of his powers� (Gilbreth 1921: 4). This kind of reappreci-
ation of man�s mind was a step towards transforming the �human machine�
� as was once said � into a �human resource�, as is said today. The �human
machine� was, among other things, the subject of the famous time and mo-
tion studies, and Frank Gilbreth, one of their precursors, made an effort to
create a list of �variables of the worker� which had a potential influence on
the waste of movements at the scale of the whole factory. In Primer of scien-
tific management (1912: 8) Gilbreth names the following such variables:
anatomy, brawn, contentment, creed, earning power, experience, fatigue,
habits, health, mode of living, nutrition, size, skill, temperament, and train-
ing.

Nowadays, in the age of neoliberalism, the display of predispositions
and educationalising empowerment in the managerial discourse is subject to
criticism within variously profiled analyses of the so-called managerialism,
new capitalism and broad tendencies in the transformations of business cul-
ture (Alvesson 1987, 2004, 2013; O�Doherty D, Hugh Willmott 2009; Fourn-
ier, Grey 2000; Grey, Willmott 2005; Parker 2002; Parker, Fournier, Reedy
2007; Alvesson, Bridgman, Willmott 2011; du Gay 2005, Bröckling 2011;
Rose 1999, 1999; Rose, Miller 1992; Knights, Willmott 1989; Chandler
1977; Polanyi 2001 [1944]; Mills 1951; Sennet 1998, 2008, 2012; Chiapel-
lo 2013; du Gay, Morgan 2013). However, in order to provide a complete
analysis of discursive reversibility, it is worth referring to the second proper-
ty of this principle: the handling of objects. For this purpose, one would
have to reach deeper into the history of addressing the �human problem�,
beyond the phenomenon of neoliberal educationalisation. In such a search,
it may be helpful to follow Mannheim�s conviction that, in the long run,
democratisation leads to the disappearance of distances between humans and
non-humans (Mannheim 2003: 240�241).

Despite its corrective and empowering tendencies, managerial discourse
is constantly conceptualising employee-related issues in terms of objects, that
is items similar to other objects of direct manipulation. Managing people �
not only in the times of scientific management, but also in modern, soft
�human resource management� � is part of the thought-style deeply rooted
in the engineering rationality, whose basic point of reference is the handling
of objects � items, processes and devices. Thus today�s culture of capitalism
makes a certain humanistic promise, which � paradoxically � cannot be kept
within the professional managerial discourse.
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This is so because managerial correctness, together with symbolic mani-
festations of agencification of subordinates, expresses such slogans as �peo-
ple are an organization�s most valuable asset� (as stated on the majority of
corporate websites), �it�s people that count� (according to the advertising
slogan of an international bank) and �man � the best investment� (as claimed
by the slogan of one of the investment funds within the European Social
Fund). Managerial discourse is responsible for introducing many more such
examples into the public sphere. Following the recommendations of mana-
gerial correctness and agencification of subordinates, they contain literal
references to predispositions (�talent�, �development�, �creativity�, �motiva-
tion�) and the realm of human matters (�employees�, �ideas�, �team�, �cul-
ture�, �life�). At the same time, they become objectified and support the vi-
sion of professional actions of �managers� in �resource management�.
Managerial discourse cannot function without objectification: such terms as
�asset� and �investment� are not uncommon, even in its �correct� variant. Man-
agerial discourse must literally convey the message that �man is most impor-
tant� and, at the same time, it should not imply that human matters are
managed as objects; depending on the context and the target audience, it
emphasises some aspects as the figure and makes some others the background.

At the bottom of the handling of objects lies engineering rationality, in-
troduced to the sphere of power over whatever is being �managed�. It as-
sumes a cause and effect relationship between an action and its result, and it
constantly reoccurs within the managerial discourse. Thus there are recur-
rent references to such categories as:

Managing talents, selecting personal tools, building a corporate culture,
building teams, initiating an employee, implementation of incentive schemes,
techniques of employee integration, management of employee development,
weeding out people in recruitment, exploiting employees� potential, inven-
tory of ideas, project life cycle, creating incubators of entrepreneurship,
development of creative industries.

The term �management� itself contains a suggestion regarding the objec-
tification of what is managed, meaning what is instrumentally administered
in order to boost efficiency and maximise results.

By means of the aforementioned measures, managerial discourse leads
towards the vanishing of contrasts between the processes of managing peo-
ple and administering objects. The latter term, which originates from the
times of August Comte and was later supported by Henri Saint-Simon and
disseminated by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, has a rich and complex
history, worth a separate, dedicated study. Nevertheless, in the 18th and 19th
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centuries, it was part of a peculiar variation of utopian and � in some vari-
ants � also anti-capitalistic thought. Accordingly, it was believed that, in a
classless society, the equality of all self-governed citizens would lead to the
situation in which the need for the governing of men would eventually �wither
away�, and so would the division between those managing and managed.
The political power of both capitalists and state authorities would shrink to
the administration of things, which would be restricted to a technocratic
management of production processes.

Paradoxically, this idea found its most overt manifestation in the realm
of the scientific organisation of work. �Democratization involves the ne-
cessity of making choices and of applying analysis instead of just trusting
in the automatic working of tradition� (Mannheim 2003: 216). All man-
agement gurus realised that fact � from Frederick Taylor to his contempo-
rary (official) critics. Taylor popularised that opinion, recommending �the
substitution of scientific for rule-of-thumb methods�. This particular de-
mand for knowledge-based management (significantly more popular now-
adays, but unsurprisingly with no overt reference to its infamous Taylorian
prefiguration) already relied on democratising assumptions, even thought
it was still promoted in the spirit of the aristocratic advantage of the engi-
neering mentality over routines of capitalistic thinking and workmen�s la-
bour.

The measurement and elimination of waste as well as growth in produc-
tivity were supposed to be the two main contributions of science to the syn-
chronisation of human (at various levels of hierarchy) and machine work.
Basing human and machine management on knowledge was also expected
to abolish antagonisms between �capital� and �work� in the course of a men-
tal revolution, as it was named by Taylor (2003 [1926]). In a nutshell, it
could be achieved if the managing and the managed wished to and actually
did walk hand in hand, accepting knowledge and science as their sole sign-
posts. The approach leading to this goal was supposed to be the knowledge
which eliminated the differences between what was fair according to the
former and the latter. Scientific management recommended processing the
�human factor� into the productivity factor. Today, the same path is taken by
corporate departments dedicated to research into employees� opinions. They
do, however, perform it in compliance with new democratising condition-
ings, by developing systems of questionnaires and conducting elaborately
expanded and standardised interviews with employees (for example the so-
called 360-degree feedback), generating complex typologies of psychologi-
cal traits and detailed algorithms of conduct for scenarios requiring collab-
oration with others.
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The utopia of the administration of things � both at the level of state and
company � has been bitterly criticised. For instance, Hannah Arendt (1990:
272) objected to the popularisation of the power executed by experts special-
ising in the administration of things, which substituted thinking and political
processes. Daniel Bell (1976: 351�355) warned that attempts to conduct the
administration of things greatly increase the risk of developing a technocratic
society, which ignores the human, social and axiological dimension of collec-
tive life. Due to such arguments and statements, managerial discourse today
displays its predispositional and educationalising face, since it has captured
and used them for its own purposes (cf. Boltanski, Chiapello 1999). This face,
however, is just one and a relatively new aspect in the process of addressing
the �human problem�. Another one, significantly older, is based on the han-
dling of objects and usually expressed in the form of background statements,
remaining �in the shadow� of a more visibly exposed personalistic perspective
with which managerial discourse is most commonly associated.

The handling of objects reduces and eliminates the differences between
the processes of managing people and administering things. By means of
certain �mechanisms�, it is somewhat possible to directly influence (cause)
�human resources�, and to achieve a definite, almost material, outcome (re-
sult). Apparently the fruits of creativity (ideas) can be �inventoried�, just like
goods in a shop. Culture can be �built� like an edifice, economic activity
(entrepreneurship) can be �bred� in an �incubator�, and people can be called
�capital�, just like land or machinery. When combined with the causality of
the direct elicitation of calculable (objective) results, the power to handle
reified �human resources� becomes a measure of managerial professionalism
and efficiency.

In the managerial discourse, the reduction and disappearance of differ-
ences between individual and collective subjects is a peculiar variety of sym-
bolic tightening of the processes of managing people and administering things,
since it shares communicative properties of managerial correctness and dis-
cursive reversibility. The abolition of social differences and a reference to
predispositions allow them to be attributed to both individual (e.g. subordi-
nates and their bosses) and collective subjects (e.g. whole companies and
communities). References to certain predispositions result in the fact that
both a single worker and the whole industry can be �creative�; one can have
�innovative� ideas, but it is also possible to develop an �innovative� economy;
it is crucial to care for one�s own �development�, but also for the �develop-
ment� of any given area of business operation; attracting people who possess
great �potential� is as valuable as attracting investment �potential�; one can
expand their �knowledge�, but one can also be an expert in �knowledge or-

5.p65 20-02-06, 11:13113



Jerzy Stachowiak

114

ganisation�. Managerial discourse in the variant that flattens hierarchies spe-
cialises in the reduction of contrasts between individual and collective sub-
jects. It has perfected methods of �governing through interest� (Hirschman
1977: 7�66), not only supporting the idea of the complementarity of an
individual and collective material interest, but also � in brief � the interest of
the entrepreneur of himself.

Conclusion

The nature of the Schelerian term �age of equalisation� suggests that more
attention ought to be paid to managerial discourse than is usually the case in
public communication. Throughout the whole transformation of the culture
of capitalism, the originators of �knowledge for management� have gained
approval and recognition for their conceptions, which also refers to the sphere
outside business and which was possible due to the �universalization of man-
agerial interest� (Alvesson, Deetz 1996). In the early 20th century, scientific
management, which nowadays is associated with the brutal dehumanisation
of interpersonal relationships, was recommended as a panacea for problems
at work, home and school. Representatives of the Sociological Department
within Henry Ford�s factory would visit workers at home and make hygiene
inspections, monitor employees� bank accounts and check their deposits, give
them instructions on personal hygiene, and teach the language to non-English-
speaking workers who could otherwise pose a threat to work processes (Al-
dridge 2005; Kazal 1995). This, however, did not lead to a reduction of
social conflicts, which stemmed from the managerial practices recommend-
ed by experts at that time (Sidorick 2009). This was conducted for the same
purpose of harmonising individuals with the collective as the benefits of
�managing projects�, learning �techniques of effective communication� and
�implementing courses in emotional intelligence� are propagated today.

Entrepreneurship, just like democracy, �must mobilize the vital energies
of every individual; but having done so, it must also find a way to dam up
and in part neutralize these energies� (Mannheim 2003: 178). Modern man-
agerial discourse is a perfect illustration of this dual role. It is therefore worth
investigating the historical prefigurations of ideas which have been propa-
gated nowadays as novelties within the culture of capitalism. And this is
particularly so since the democratised entrepreneurship we know today can
be perceived as a realisation of the postulates issued by the most prominent
past gurus of management which are customarily criticised for their tenden-
cy to treat people like objects. �The industrial leader of the future must prac-
tice methods which are approved by the people, and they must be such as
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not to take unfair advantage of anybody� (Gantt 1916: 22). In the light of
the statement made by one of the most prominent representatives of scien-
tific management, one can research the genesis of equalisation in the culture
of capitalism and perform a critical analysis of managerial discourse.
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The Democratisation of Public Debate in Poland:
A Crisis of Intellectuals?1

The critique of the role intellectuals play in public life has a long tradition and
features prominently in the thinking of Karl Mannheim, Pierre Bourdieu, Michel
Foucault and Richard Posner. Mannheim attributes the decline of the social
authority of intellectuals to the process of the democratisation of culture, which
involves reducing the hierarchical distances between the elites and the so called
�rank-and-file�. This paper aims at discussing whether the Western category of
public intellectuals and the concept of the democratisation of culture can be
used in the analysis of their status in public debate in Poland. The legacy of the
Polish intelligentsia does not translate directly to the shape and quality of con-
temporary public debate, and the democratisation of both the media and ideas
creates a demand for new types of intellectual activity.
Keywords: democratisation, public debate in Poland, public intellectuals

Democratization, in fact, means disillusionment�
Karl Mannheim (2002a [1956]: 215)

In July 2015, Natemat.pl � one of the more popular news websites in
Poland � published a list of �10 aspiring commentators of reality�, meaning
people who, according to the site�s editorial board, �will soon set the tone
for public debate [in Poland]� (Kaczmarczyk 2015). The list featured a few
bloggers, a rapper, a music journalist writing about her alcoholism, lawyers
and economists from non-governmental think tanks, and the oldest Polish
woman born through IVF (in recent years, in vitro legislation has been the
subject of intense public and political debate in Poland). Interestingly, the
list of promising commentators of reality included only one academic � Jan
Sowa, a sociologist, culture studies specialist, and critic of capitalism and the
transformation of the political system in Poland. This and other recognition

1 The paper was written as part of a research project, �Komunikowanie publiczne � ujêcie inter�
i multidyscyplinarne�, carried out by the scientific consortium �Analiza Dyskursu� and financed by the
Ministry of Science and Higher Education (NPRH grant no. 0114/NPRH2/H11/81/2013).
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rankings show that the task of �explaining� the world, once reserved for in-
tellectuals, is currently being appropriated by task experts and pop culture
commentators created by the Internet. The multitude of such rankings and
the label �commentators of reality� may reflect the constant demand for per-
sonalised reference points in public debate.

Although the twilight of the era of traditional intellectuals as arbiters of
social conscience, upholding undisputed values and speaking out in the name
of a universal collective entity, is a fact (Lyotard 1993), announcing the end
of the role of intellectuals in public debate would be too hasty a diagnosis.
An intellectual still remains a sought-after media voice, as long as they fit
into the democratised spirit of public debate. According to Karl Mannheim
(2003a: 171, 200), the democratisation of culture, and therefore the democra-
tisation of public debate, means: �loss of [social � auth.] homogeneity in the
governing elite�2 and a reduction of �the distance between the elite and the
rank-and-file�. Democratisation understood in this way puts intellectuals in
a difficult position. On the one hand, democratisation entails what numer-
ous liberal and left-wing intellectuals are demanding, that is to say the pres-
ence of elite and non-elite voices in public debate based on similar criteria,
which blur the differences in the legitimation of knowledge which the elites
and non-elites possess. On the other hand, democratisation may result in
blurring the status and ethos of an intellectual, downgrading them to ordi-
nary �commentators of reality�.

In the first part of this paper, I discuss the category of public intellectuals
referring to the works of Pierre Bourdieu, Richard Posner, Michel Foucault
and other researchers who investigate contemporary transformations of the
status of the intellectual. Then I attempt to analyse the condition of public
intellectuals from the perspective of Mannheim�s conception of the democra-
tisation of culture. In the third part of this paper, I focus on the partial in-
adequacy of Western reflection on public intellectuals with regard to Polish
public debate, which is rather unique due to its historical and political con-
text. In the final part, I offer a typology of intellectuals engaged in public
debate in Poland, with an emphasis on a new kind of intellectual, namely the
young generation authors, of an intelligentsia or academic background,

2 I consider public intellectuals to be representatives of symbolic elites, who �influence the scope of
publicly available knowledge and the shape and content of public discourse (�) play a particular role in
establishing the hierarchy of important and unimportant issues, publicly legitimate canons of moral val-
ues or even patterns of reception of scientific outlooks� (Czy¿ewski et al. 2014: 8). Symbolic elites are not
synonymous with political elites (although prominent politicians can be classed as symbolic elites), but
they can constitute a kind of governing elite, provided governing is understood broadly, as the administer-
ing of the sphere of culture and legitimate knowledge.
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making careers in a polarised yet pluralistic media system. Their public and
intellectual activity seems indicative of the processes of democratisation and
the informalisation of public discourse in post-communist countries.

Debate on public intellectuals

The category of public intellectuals is, in fact, an oxymoron, since many
thinkers from Antonio Gramsci to Michel Foucault, from Edward Shils to
Edward W. Said and Richard Posner, claim that the essence of intellectual
activity is addressing the public. Following Colin Gordon, Posner (2001:
22) argues that �[not] only is �public� of the essence of the most common
understanding of what an �intellectual� is (�a thinker with a public voice�),
but part of that understanding is that the intellectual writes for a broader
public than the scholar, the consultant, or the professional does, or even
than many policy analysts do�. Not every academic or expert in a narrow
field can be called a public intellectual, and not every public intellectual is
necessarily an academic,3 although they usually have an academic background.

Public-intellectual activity involves addressing a relatively wide public
on matters traditionally reserved for intellectuals through books, open lec-
tures, and the mass media in particular (ibid.: 25). Being focused on commu-
nication with the public, a public intellectual cannot ignore ongoing politi-
cal or social processes and, in fact, cannot fail to adopt a clear stance on
them. He or she plays the role of a social critic and occasionally that of an
organic intellectual engaged with changing a social reality, who adopts the
perspective of a given social class and reflects its current needs (Gramsci
1971: 7�10). It needs stressing, however, that public-intellectual activity also
involves proving the usefulness of intellectual knowledge, or in other words
demonstrating that the knowledge of the elites is, in fact, more relevant than
the situated knowledge of other classes and social groups (comp. Smith
2014:5).

The problem of the social-political (public) role of intellectuals came to
the surface in Western Europe following the Dreyfuss affair at the turn of
the 19th century. However, writers, scholars, the clergy and politicians had
already performed this role long before (Lepenies 1992: 60). In Poland, the
reflection on the public role of not so much intellectuals as the intelligentsia
(see below) is linked to major victories and defeats such as the January Up-
rising in 1863�64, the regaining of independence in 1918, or the setting in

3 Opinions on this issue are divided, e.g. Stefan Collini (2006: 231) claims that public intellectuals
are �those few academics who enjoy a significant media presence and who use the opportunity to address
current political and social issues�.
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of communism after WWII. In Anglo-Saxon and French thinking, the notion
of a public intellectual emerges in the second half of the 20th century. Rich-
ard Posner, whose work Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline (2001) in-
creased the visibility of this category, lists the likes of Niccolo Machiavelli,
John Milton, John Lock, Voltaire, Emil Zola, John Dewey, Hannah Arendt,
Jean-Paul Sartre, Leo Strauss, and the already mentioned Foucault as public
intellectuals avant la lettre. Interestingly, public intellectuals and the quality
of their contribution to public debate is most often criticised by authors who
combine their academic pursuits with the role of public intellectuals � such
as Bourdieu, Posner, Said, Chomsky, Amitai Etzioni or Frank Furedi (and in
Poland � Marcin Król or Jerzy Jedlicki, see below). It can be said that public-
intellectual activity is often self-referential and self-reflexive, but this does
not mean that it is radically self-critical.

Western reflection on the public mission of intellectuals often emphasises
that the role of intellectuals is to express disappointment with reality. Accord-
ing to Posner, rather than promoting viable social reforms, this immanent dis-
content makes public intellectuals formulate biased and spiteful opinions, which
are denunciatory about reality. Posner identifies a few genres of public-intel-
lectual activity such as real-life commentary (�in which the public intellectual
opines on hot ongoing controversies�) and prophetic commentary (social fore-
casts; those formulated by cultural pessimists are called jeremiads [ibid.: 38�
39]). Although �[p]ublic intellectuals are often careless with facts and are rash
in predictions� (ibid.: 35), their alleged unreliability does not result in them
having a smaller presence in public debate. A growing supply of erroneous
diagnoses and forecasts means that the lack of responsibility on the part of
journalists for those words is quickly forgotten. Less and less importance is
attached to their erratic opinions. As Posner argues bitterly, �the lack of re-
sponsibility of public-intellectual work is one of the rewards of being a public
intellectual� (ibid.: 396). However, this reduces the role of the public intellec-
tual to that of giving public debate a quasi-intellectual character.

What remains a point of reference in discussions about the condition of this
group is the ideal type of intellectual belonging to the realm of academic knowl-
edge and spirituality, who is resistant to external influences and likewise to the
world of political and economic relations, where expert knowledge becomes an
instrument of power (comp. Bourdieu 1991: 656, Hirszowicz 2007: 224). In the
1920s, the motif of the downfall of intellectuals due to their betrayal of ideals came
to the surface. Julien Benda (1969: 45, 103) in The Treason of the Intellectuals4

4 The book was released in France in 1927 and was entitled La Trahison des Clercs, a year later in
Great Britain (The Great Betrayal) and in the USA the book was titled The Treason of the Intellectuals.
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accused clerks (dispassionate intellectuals, focused on scholarly and spiritual
work par excellence) of not only abandoning autotelic humanistic thinking
oriented towards cherishing the truth and morality in favour of an instru-
mental support of political chauvinism and nationalist ideologies. He also
said that in order to ingratiate themselves with ordinary people, clerks lose
their integrity and authority. �[T]he �clerks� have become as much laymen as
the laymen themselves�, claims Brenda (ibid.: 140), and he emphasises that
both the intellectuals of his day and their audiences are participants of a
marketplace of ideas and are therefore subject to its regulations.

The marketisation of public-intellectual activity involves the expansion
of electronic media. In reflection on the changing status of public intellectu-
als, the media are often treated almost as deus ex machina, which appropri-
ates social channels of the distribution of knowledge, selects its creators, and
imposes on them particular schemes of communication with the public. The
media are perceived as a system which is external to the milieu of intellectu-
als and generates multiple relations of subordination. According to researchers
who have adopted this perspective, public intellectuals are ousted by media
experts, with the consent of the former, who remain passive, withdrawn or
who strive opportunistically to conform to the models of expert knowledge
offered by the media as well as the self-promotion practices of contempo-
rary celebrity culture (see i.a. Lasch 1995, Furedi 2004).

Pierre Bourdieu is one of the harsher critics of the dependence of the
status of an intellectual on media communication channels. He views the
media as a decisive body which gives a select few public visibility. Media
debates in which intellectuals take part are no longer a social mission but an
aim in itself. They are the essence of blatant self-celebration. The media, in
turn, make instrumental use of the presence of academics in order to legiti-
mise the muddled, commercial and de-politicised content they produce. Bour-
dieu (1995: 51) writes that �TV philosophers are called in to give meaning
to the meaningless, anecdotal, or fortuitous event that has been artificially
brought to stage center and given significance...� Rather than functioning
�aside� from the public, these pseudointellectuals or fast-thinkers are pup-
pets in the field of media production, and their public presence is reduced to
producing formulas and conventions of media visibility.

The diagnosis of media dominance undermines Bourdieu�s earlier con-
ception of academia as relatively independent of other fields of cultural pro-
duction of knowledge and the conception of academics as those who are in
possession of distinctive cultural capital. Bourdieu himself claimed that usu-
ally it is �intellectual freelancers�, meaning academia-affiliated scholars, mar-
ginalised in their field, who gain public visibility (an example of such a
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freelancer is � Foucault � see Bourdieu, 2000). However, in the face of the
deterioration of the social authority of the clerk, it is worth looking at the
intellectuals-media relationship as a symbiotic one. The intellectuals gain
media visibility and a channel of communication with a relatively wide audi-
ence at the cost of legitimising the media-generated picture of the world
with their voice. �Being an academic public intellectual is a career�, points
out Posner (2001: 41). Public presence might constitute an instrument of
self-legitimisation to academics, but the media marketplace of ideas has spe-
cific expectations towards them and academic status alone does not suffice
for one to become a public intellectual. According to Posner, in democratic
American society academic knowledge per se is not held in high regard (ibid.:
56). What is socially respected is utilitarian knowledge that is used for prob-
lem solving, and offered by intellectuals as well as experts in various fields
(which was discussed by Talcott Parsons and Gerald M. Platt in the 70s). As
a result of the transformation of the authority of knowledge, the role of an
intellectual has been reduced to interpreting the fragmented reality. Their
task is to offer an attractive explanation of the information about the world
that the public is provided with (Bauman 1987), reducing the communica-
tion distance between themselves and the audience (for example through
references to common sense knowledge).

Nowadays, the role of an interpreter can be performed by academics as
well as commentators and journalists, who successfully combine rhetorical
techniques with a certain degree of academic knowledge (some of them be-
come academic lecturers and attract students with their extra-academia ex-
perience). The careers of Noam Chomsky, Jürgen Habermas or Martha
Nussbaum show, however, that even the most apt journalists cannot take
over the role of public intellectuals completely. This might be due to the fact
that public intellectuals make use of what is left of the social authority of
intellectual knowledge, while lay audiences are unable to critically evaluate this
knowledge and assess it on the basis of criteria such as self-presentation and the
speaker�s persuasiveness: �unable to monitor the quality of public intellectual
work reliably, the public � and its agents, the media � pay close attention to the
quality of the inputs, that is, of the public intellectuals themselves. The consum-
ers do not make a direct assessment of whether what the public intellectual says
is true, but instead decide whether the public intellectual is persuasive� (Posner
2001: 49). A potentially �independent� intellectual can be more persuasive and
able to unite people in the name of a common idea than a media practitioner,
who is simply carrying out their employer�s policy.

The relationship between the media and intellectuals can be analysed in
terms of the negotiation of the scope and form of publicity as well as com-
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munication roleplaying, as understood by Ervin Goffman (1959). A public
intellectual can be compared to a performer, who performs on a stage pre-
pared by the media, but they are engaged with the process of their identifi-
cation and pigeonholing as a particular character in public debate. In this
context, Amitai Etzioni�s semi-humorous remarks deserve a mention. As a
public intellectual himself, he offers the following advice to everyone aspir-
ing to this status: �choose your position and determine not merely whether
you seek to be labelled �left� or �right�, but also whether you are willing to
be pigeonholed in the first place� (Etzioni 2010: 653). The inevitability of
the pigeonholing of intellectual stances and the chase for a scoop on the part
of the media make �being a PI [public intellectual � auth.] more of a process
than a role� (ibid.: 655) because it involves keeping pace with the dynamics
of public debate and renegotiating the acquired labels.

As Lorenzo Morris observes (2010: 674), a commentary by a public intellec-
tual that is useful for the media has to fit into the pre-established patterns. Ques-
tions posed by journalists often carry an implication of what kind of answer is
expected; if they do not receive it, the intellectual voice is bound to be ignored or
reformulated in such a way as to fit the pre-determined interpretation of the events.
An explicit social criticism extended by an intellectual may also be considered
problematic � an instance of �getting out of line�. �The bigger the bang, the
smaller the credit for the intellectual, because big-bang criticism must come
from media-tested insiders or else must be first ignored and later assimilated
into frames of reference as if it were common knowledge� (idem: 673).

If intellectuals are exposed to such numerous pitfalls, why do so many of
them blindly give in to the temptation of a media career? One of the answers
might be offered by Jean Baudrillard (2001: 68) who speaks about narcissis-
tic self-seduction, one�s desire to ingratiate oneself through amassing fans,
or � as in the case discussed � seduced public. This phenomenon can con-
cern the media, which are seduced by passive, �silent� mass audiences (idem:
1990) as well as the authors of public discourse, tantalised with promises of
easy publicity. Labouring under the conviction that they control the public�s
emotions, symbolic elites fail to notice that they opportunistically cater to
the tastes of the masses and common sense knowledge (Czy¿ewski 1997:
57�58). However, it seems that nowadays it is not the masses but the media
that seduce the elites, creating an illusion that mass audiences really exist
and need intellectual interpretations of reality. Still, mass audiences are turn-
ing into multiple heterogenous micro-audiences, who prefer to listen to pop
culture �commentators of reality� rather than intellectuals.

In the debate on the deteriorating significance of public intellectuals, some
researchers point to the transformations of the institution of university as a
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source of the devaluation of public intellectual activity. Posner (2001: 4�5,
29, 55) claims that the specialisation of knowledge combined with the stable
character of academic posts results in the death of intellectual culture and
the substandard quality of the voice of public intellectuals. Along with the
growing status of universities in the USA, non-academic intellectuals have
been falling in number since the 1950s, and specialised academic public in-
tellectuals do not offer comprehensive social diagnoses going beyond the
specific nature of the university�s production of knowledge. Posner�s obser-
vations are not original, they corroborate those proposed by Bourdieu (2000)
and the discussion between conservative and liberal authors held in the USA
in the 80s and the 90s � whether the dominance of universities in the pro-
cess of the production of knowledge poses a threat to independent thought,
because institutional grounding might be limiting to some but provoke oth-
ers (Bourdieu�s �intellectual freelancers�) to explicit ideological engagement
and therefore another kind of grounding (comp. Jacoby, 1987; Bloom, 1987;
Robbins, 1990). Although the diagnosis of the dominance of university seems
viable only locally, it implies that the ideal of an intellectual is no longer an
autonomous entity, outside the institutional and political mechanisms of the
production of knowledge. What seems to be absolutely relevant at this point
is the question Andrew Ross posed a quarter of century ago (1990: 108): �is
a class that raises itself on the ideal of autonomy not also an imaginary class
that lifts itself (the Munchhausen effect) by pulling on its own hair?�

The conflict between an imperative to formulate a neutral theory and
engaged public activity is mitigated by Michel Foucault, who rejects the con-
cept of an objective truth in favour of its critical understanding as a histor-
ical product of power relations. Power produces certain regimes of truth �
arbitrary criteria that enable one to distinguish between true and false state-
ments. The era of universal intellectuals, who in the first half of the 20th
century were the guardians of absolute truth and social morality, is coming
to an end. This, however, does not mean that intellectuals are no longer in
a position to impose particular truths. They remain elements of a system of
power and can oppose certain forms of power � also in the sphere of knowl-
edge (Foucault & Deleuze, 1977: 207�208). According to Foucault, rather
than being a spokesman for the whole of humanity, a contemporary intellec-
tual only functions on a local level. Therefore, universal intellectuals are
making way for specific intellectuals, who respond to the demand for local
knowledge and truth. By referring to a specific intellectual [Fr. l�intellectuel
spécifique], Foucault means an intellectual who adopts a specific stance on
the regime of truth operating in a given society, and that means confronting
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specific, non-universal convictions, and political, ethical and axiological con-
flicts. The social frameworks within which such intellectuals function are
local, too. This is a result of their social class position, the conditions of
intellectual work, and the politics of truth in the society concerned (Fou-
cault, Fontana & Pasquino 1980: 126�129, 132).

Although Foucault insightfully problematises the power and truth rela-
tion, with an intellectual as a buffer between them, this approach lacks re-
flection on the asymmetrical relation between an intellectual and society.
Jürgen Link elaborates on Foucault�s assumptions. Referring to the notion
of the dispositive (a social device that, through power relations, links discur-
sive and non-discursive elements of reality, see Foucault et al., 1980), he
distinguishes between governed subjects (Germ. disponierte Subjekte) and
subjects governing themselves and others (disponierende Subjekte). Govern-
ing subjects are made up of representatives of the elites (intellectuals included)
while governed subjects are made up of those who are subjected to the practical
outcomes of specialised discourse: academic, therapeutic, political, etc. Govern-
ing subjects are subjected to the socially diffused power relations and knowl-
edge orders. However, they enjoy a relatively higher status as they have access
to the �keyboard�, meaning an array of options from which they create models
of desired subjectivity (Link, 2006: 220-221, 233-235). Therefore, they become
bearers of both power relations and potential resistance to power.

Finally, I would like to point to an aspect that the above-discussed views
share, which is rarely articulated explicitly. Whether the scholars mentioned
above diagnose a crisis in the role public intellectuals play in society or their
dependence on the media, point to university as a source of strength or
weakness of the public voice of the intellectuals, or discuss their attitude to
power and the prevailing truths � their stances are grounded on the assump-
tion that intellectuals play or at least should play a unique, humanising role
in the social distribution of knowledge as well as moral and ethical judg-
ments because culture, as a sphere of social praxis is by no means democrat-
ic. It produces social distances and prestige hierarchies between the avant-
garde of power, knowledge, tastes, morality and the rear-garde. The question
that arises is: what if culture �gives in� to the processes of democratisation,
which by nature blur social distances and take away the prestige of intellec-
tual knowledge? Will public intellectuals have a place in such a culture?

Intellectuals and the democratisation of mind

In the 1920s, Karl Mannheim in Ideology and Utopia (1991: 137) dis-
cussed the ideal of �free-floating�, �unattached� intellectuals, autonomous with
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regard to political and economic relations, who adopt a critical, bird�s-eye
view perspective on society. However, only a decade later, in his essay The
Democratization of Culture, Mannheim argued that the process of democra-
tisation not only affects the sphere of politics, but also impacts intellectual
life, which becomes dependent on social and cultural changes. According to
Mannheim (2003a: 210), �[d]emocratization means essentially a reduction
of vertical distance, a de-distantiation,� so, in other words, a reduction of
the power distance between the people and social groups which so far have
occupied a particular rank in the social hierarchy. A reduction of such dis-
tance entails not only a valuable de-legitimisation of class divisions and au-
thoritarian relations � authority-citizen or employer-employee � but also a
degradation of social authorities based on the tradition and prestige of intel-
lectual knowledge.

The original title of the essay is Democratisierung des Geistes, howev-
er, Geist has been translated into English as �culture� on the assumption that
the English word �mind� does not reflect the entire meaning of its German
equivalent (ibid.: 171). Although this linguistic decision was not unfounded,
it seems that the biggest challenge today�s intellectuals face is, in fact, the
democratisation of mind, understood as a social devaluation of intellectual
knowledge. According to Mannheim, what constitutes the basis of democra-
tisation is the assumption of an ontological equality of people (which dates
back to the Enlightenment) but also a gradual levelling of the value of intel-
lectual knowledge and practical skills.

This egalitarian evaluation is manifested in the criteria behind the se-
lection of the elites and their position in society. The power of the elites is
not lifted but weakened, and membership is no longer strictly dependent on
social background, education or other factors. In the process of democrati-
sation, it is not so much the masses that become the elite as the elites that
become the masses. The category of social advancement loses its raison d�être,
as it is no longer necessary to climb the social ladder in order to make a
career in the elites. What is vital is to develop individual skills and abilities.
These are no longer distributed through elite channels: �the democratic mind
rejects all alleged knowledge that must be gained through special channels,
open to a chosen few only. It accepts as truth only that which can be ascer-
tained by everybody in ordinary experience, or that which can be cogently
proved by steps that everybody can reproduce� (ibid.: 184). Although power
and authority do not vanish as a result of democratisation, they do become
more impersonal and not permanently granted to anyone (ibid.: 218).
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The affirmation of �the democratic ideal of knowledge� is accompanied
by the conviction that �valid knowledge refers to the public world�, unre-
strained discussion is valuable in itself, and all views ought to be treated as
equal (ibid.: 185, 191�192). Mannheim voices two types of reservation about
this claim. He argues that democracy and social rationalisation do not have
to go hand in hand. First of all, the former makes the right conditions for
the expression of irrational emotions and impulsive desires. Secondly,
democratisation triggers an illusion of the inclusion and emancipation of the
little ones; in fact, it unifies human behaviour, making the individual mind
and conscience abdicate. Consequently, although in democratised culture
connoisseurship does not disappear from the public space, it is subject to
devaluation or transformations so as to �satisfy the dominant, generally rec-
ognized criteria of exactness by adopting more �objective� methods� (ibid.:
186). In other words, connoisseurship has to articulate clear, generalized
diagnoses about its subject matter as an empirically perceptible entity, in order
to prove its usefulness. Not only metaphysical reflection but also a qualita-
tive social analysis loses significance in favour of objective knowledge which
matches the empirically experienced reality. This means an abdication of the
elites in the face of the democratic mind, the loss of the specific nature of
intellectual activity, and eventually the loss of self-criticism (2003b: 170).
Elites are no longer able to maintain and justify �hierarchical gradations be-
tween �high� and �low�, �sacred� and �profane�� (2003a: 225). In other
words, they are not able to prevent anti-elitist trends in the public space.
Some become defensive and respond to �the ideal of vocational specializa-
tion� (ibid.: 234), limiting humanistic cultivation by adopting the role of a task
expert. Others become more radical and their views polarised � just because
intellectuals as a group have lost their specificity and �[their] prerogative to
formulate authoritative answers to the questions of the time� (2003b: 117).

To a great extent, Mannheim�s conclusions seem to be valid today, espe-
cially in the face of the expansion of the new media which create their neo-
elites (bloggers, vloggers, celebrities, and so on) who compete with public
intellectuals. The democratisation of public debate is connected not only
with Pareto�s circulation of elites, but also with the circulation of the once
separate elite and popular discourses. Democratisation means both changes
in the composition of the so-called �commentariat�,5  as well as in the criteria
of the selection of its members but also the inclusion in the public agenda of
topics considered pivotal not from the perspective of the intellectual elites
but other, heterogenous social groups. As a result, anti-elitist stances are

5 In media jargon, it is a relatively stable and predictable group of commentators of current events.
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becoming increasingly frequent in public discourse, and whether a given opin-
ion or view can be considered elite or not is becoming the subject of debate.

This reorganisation of public debate triggers a change in the way that
legitimate content is formulated and how the actors in public debate relate
to each other and to the public. The vertical distance that Mannheim dis-
cusses (2003a: 208�209) is a particular kind of social distance, which is re-
flected in cultural practices and manifested in maintaining the status differ-
ences between people, for example in a conversation through building an
impression of spatial distance and lack of familiarity between the interlocu-
tors. In the field of social communication, the reduction of this distance can
be attributed to informalisation, as understood by Norbert Elias (2013: 26�
48), meaning the process of diminishing the differences between official and
private conventions of addressing each other in favour of the informalisa-
tion of the patterns of communication that people with different social sta-
tus display (Czy¿ewski 2012: 85). Familiarity in communication or unre-
strained directness does not necessarily mean an actual reduction in the
vertical distance between the interlocutors (such as professor and student).
Informalisation seems to be indicative of cultural change, which, in turn, is
triggered by a social renegotiation of old power relations.

Poland constitutes an interesting case with regard to reflection on the
democratisation of public debate. Under communism, the intellectual elites, which
represented the democratic opposition, saw freedom and inclusiveness of public
debate as their main demands. Following the change in the political system,
�freed� public debate gradually underwent �turbo-democratisation�, and the
mediatisation of social communication channels as well as the polarization of
ideological and political outlooks in public space gained a momentum rarely
observed in stable, long-standing European democracies � as it was in this field,
too, that Poland strove to �keep up� with the West. As a result of the democra-
tisation of public debate, Polish intellectuals found themselves in an ambiguous
situation. Currently, the proponents of broad, democratic debating have to grapple
with the anti-elitist and, to a large extent, anti-intellectual character of this de-
bate. They respond to this by adopting various defence strategies: from con-
forming to the spirit of the times and attempting to get to the fore of the democra-
tisation, to stepping backwards into the elite niches of public communication
and becoming nostalgic about the bygone era of the authority of the elites.

Public intellectuals in Poland

Polish researchers, too, are investigating the processes of the democrat-
isation of intellectual activity � both with regard to the criteria of recruit-
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ment of those practising it and with regard to the communicated content. In
the course of the political transformation, education also underwent democra-
tisation. Along with the growing proportion of educated people, the speci-
ficity of the category of intellectual elite is becoming blurred. The individu-
alistic conviction that anybody can be an expert and �real� knowledge is widely
available is gaining strength. According to Marcin Król, intellectuals ignored
this change. Focused on defending the myth of their mission, they failed to
notice that the role of creators of the public sphere had been taken over by
commentators and journalists. The advice that Król (2007) offers to a mar-
ginalised intellectual is, in fact, to follow the spirit of democratisation and
abandon aspirations to become a mandarin by assuming the role of a popu-
lar consultant. An intellectual should �[�] feel satisfied when his voice is
noticed at all � and not only when his guidance is acted upon. Therefore,
their opinions should be formulated clearly enough to be comprehensible
and persuasive to mass audiences�. The above diagnosis, and the American
conception of the role of public intellectuals as well as the critique of their
present status, are convergent in a number of respects. Yet, in the case of
Poland and other post-communist countries, is it possible to identify a direct
equivalent of Western public intellectuals? In other words, have the social
frameworks of public debate in Poland in the past and today influenced the
character of public-intellectual activity?

First of all, what may raise doubts is referring to public intellectuals in
totalitarian and authoritarian regimes such as a communist regime, which
aim to reduce the public sphere to the official power discourse by way of
muting criticism of the political system and publicising ritualised and often
conformist voices supporting the system. Even if dissident discourse at times
made its way into mass communication channels, the notion of the public
intellectual conceived in the West does not reflect the weight of moral di-
lemmas or the degree of risk that Polish intellectuals faced when speaking
out publicly (see: Bielecka-Prus, Walentynowicz 2008). Neither could the
reformatory role of responding to current social problems, which was in-
tensely debated by Polish sociologists particularly in the last decade of com-
munist Poland, be effectively fulfilled in such political conditions. Joanna
Bielecka-Prus argues (2009: 95): �Polish sociologists failed to become public
intellectuals who shaped public opinion despite the large-scale research they
conducted�. In brief, in the course of more than four decades of communism
in Poland, a �free market� for public-intellectual activity (based on relative-
ly transparent competition among the media, scientific institutions and non-
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governmental think-tanks) did not exist. These elements constitute the sine
qua non condition for public intellectuals to emerge.

Secondly, as a result of the transformation towards liberal democracy
and capitalism, Polish intellectuals did not become a kind of new class, as
understood by Alvin Gouldner, which would compete for cultural domi-
nance with the economic elite by means of the intellectual knowledge they
produce, which in turn guarantees political power and growing economic
capital. In the West, this new class of intellectuals was the effect of a long-
term historical process, which gradually produced the material as well as the
social and political conditions for the emergence of this class (Gouldner 1978).
Polish intellectuals on the other hand, mostly representatives of the intelli-
gentsia (see below), survived communism as a degraded group, economical-
ly dependent on the state. Even before communism collapsed the intelligen-
tsia had suffered abrupt impoverishment; in 1986, the earnings among those
with higher education valued 75% of the income of skilled workers. Conse-
quently, the ethos of the intelligentsia as a group cultivating the elitist and
critical outlook on the world also eroded. (Hirszowicz 1990: 143�144, 155).
Not only did the transformation not markedly change this state of affairs,
but it led to a further fragmentation of the intelligentsia. Some of its repre-
sentatives took up positions of technocratic experts in the fields of business
and politics (and building economic capital), others did not change their
class position and continued to work in the public sector, for example in
education. Yet others suffered further impoverishment, their knowledge and
education no longer in demand on the capitalist job market.

Interestingly, the thesis about the inadequacy of the category of public
intellectuals is also present in British intellectual discourse. The argument is
different, though. The specific nature of British history, not deformed by
great revolutions or political crises, was not conducive to the emergence of
public intellectuals offering an extremely critical knowledge of reality (Turner
2006). The thesis that what is manifested in creative, valuable and critical
public intellectual activity is crises and political turbulences rather than sta-
ble public debate (British, for example) raises doubts (Misztal 2007). If this
were the case, then Poland � tormented by political conflicts, uprisings and
wars since the 18th century � should be a haven of public intellectuals who
dominate public debate. Yet this is not the case, and research into the dis-
courses of the Polish elites show one of the causes of the partial inadequacy
of the category of public intellectuals to lie in the historical origins of those
discourses.

In Poland, the tradition of the elitist and moralising criticism of the po-
litical regime and social and cultural order is related to the sociogenesis of
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the intelligentsia, a social group specific to Central-Eastern Europe, consid-
ered a breeding ground for intellectuals.6  Jerzy Jedlicki points out that among
the very first criteria that defined the intelligentsia were �education and oc-
cupation, which determined the aspirations to national leadership�. This was
pivotal especially before 1918, when the nations of this region were depen-
dent on the Habsburg Empire, Tsarist Russia or Prussia. To prove his point,
Jedlicki refers to philosopher Karol Libelt�s remark from 1844 about the
intelligentsia. He says that the intelligentsia comprises all those who, having
received a well-rounded education, lead the country as scholars, teachers,
and clergy (Jedlicki 2009: 33). The intelligentsia, due to its comprehensive
education and patriotic upbringing, as opposed to the poorly educated masses,
was viewed (especially by itself) as an ethos group.

The conviction that an above-average education entitles one to speak
out in the name of the public was not eradicated, even by the communist
working-class ethos, which blurred the myth of the social mission of the
intelligentsia and resulted in the emergence of a hybrid social class called the
�working intelligentsia� (comp. Szczepañski 1957, Cha³asiñski 1958). Its dis-
tinguished representatives � the intellectuals � acted in an ideologically ap-
propriated public sphere, either openly supporting the regime or self-cen-
soring, which allowed them to create media content for relatively broad
audiences, or to withdraw into the semi-public sphere of elitist communica-
tion with a narrow group of a select few. On many occasions intellectuals
spoke unfavourably of the authorities of the day.7 Their contribution, how-
ever, was just a one-off incident in the official power discourse rather than a
springboard for broad public debate. It sparked local rather than societal
discussion.

After more than 40 years of communism in Poland a few stages of appar-
ent and more genuine de-distantiation between the intelligentsia and the
working and peasant classes can be identified. Apparent de-distantiation fea-
tured in public discourse in the first decade of communism (1944�1956),
when the authorities sent the intelligentsia to rural areas and to factories so
that they would undergo ideological re-education. The more genuine de-
distantiation, as it was not centrally governed, can be connected with the
activity of the Workers� Defence Committee (Komitet Obrony Robotników
1976�1981), and support among the intellectuals for striking workers in

6 Mannheim refers to the intelligentsia also in the Western European context, as a social group (not
class) defined based on the criteria of education and cultivation (see: Mannheim 2003b)

7 E.g. Letter 34 (List 34) against censorship in communist Poland, addressed in 1969 to the then
Prime Minister Józef Cyrankiewicz, and signed by 34 intellectuals. The plea was endorsed by Western
intellectuals, however in Poland its signatories faced repressions from the governing communist party.
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1976 and 1980, for the Solidarity civic movement, and for its leader Lech
Wa³êsa. The political collaboration of different social groups did not bridge
the cultural gap between them (which is manifested, for example, in a well-
known essay by Jan Józef Lipski [1981], an intellectual and KOR activist:
Dwie ojczyzny � dwa patriotyzmy. Uwagi o megalomanii narodowej i kseno-
fobii Polaków. [Two homelands, two patriotisms. On Polish national mega-
lomania and xenophobia]. In this essay, the idea of Polishness is derived ex-
clusively from the intelligentsia ethos, and lower social groups are viewed
mainly as fertile soil for xenophobia and antisemitism. Another example com-
prises the unrefined remarks about intellectuals made by Lech Wa³êsa dur-
ing an interview he gave to Oriana Fallaci in 1981 [2011].

The political transformation and democratisation of public communica-
tion channels called into question the social mission of the intelligentsia. On
the one hand, since the 1990s a number of sociologists in Poland have diag-
nosed the decline of the social role of the intelligentsia and its gradual disap-
pearance as a separate social group (and the transformation of its keynote
representatives into specialists and experts rather than public intellectuals) (see:
e.g. Kurczewska, 1992; Domañski, 2008; Gdula, Sadurski, 2012). On the other
hand, it is argued that the intelligentsia has enjoyed cultural hegemony in Polish
society (and more broadly, in the post-communist societies of Central and
Eastern Europe) as the intelligentsia values are �rooted in a lack of cultural
awareness� and universalised, thus becoming a standard benchmark for what
is socially desired � education, citizenship and lifestyle (Zarycki, Warczok 2014a:
28). In the light of this diagnosis, the intelligentsia ethos today constitutes
harmful doxa (as understood by Pierre Bourdieu), which is to say an element
of social common sense knowledge that naturalises the privileged status of
the intelligentsia in social life as a leader of change, which is eagerly legiti-
mised by sociologists who make their appearances in the media (Zarycki
2014: 75; Zarycki, Warczok 2014a: 338�344). One may support Zarycki and
Warczok�s claim that scientists themselves frequently reify their social author-
ity. However, today, it is rather difficult to subscribe to their view that �in
Polish culture being intelligent [is] the only way to attain not only civic ideals,
i.e. a secularised sanctity, but also full humanity� or that �in the Polish context,
vicious attacks on the intelligentsia (�) are bound to be interpreted as attacks
on the essence of Polishness, on the core of Polish culture and identity� (Zary-
cki, Warczok 2014a: 45-46). Zarycki and Warczok seem to fail to notice that
the era of the intelligentsia is coming to an end, and polarised Polish society
more and more often demonstrates a hostile or dismissive attitude to the intel-
ligentsia ethos. New power elites are creating their own tribunes suited to the
expectations of the target audiences and media market.

6.p65 20-02-06, 11:15134



The Democratisation of Public Debate in Poland: A Crisis of Intellectuals?

135

However, neither the diagnosis of the twilight of the intelligentsia nor
the thesis about its cultural hegemony provides a direct answer to the ques-
tion about the condition of Polish intellectuals present in public debate. The
decline of the public role of intellectuals in Poland, usually announced by
the intellectuals themselves in the press and on the Internet (comp. Zarzycki
2015), seems to be too hasty a diagnosis, based on an idealised assumption
that things just used to be better. The diagnosis of the downfall cannot ac-
count for intellectuals� constant presence in the public sphere, or the devel-
oping media careers of a younger generation of academics and people affil-
iated with scientific institutions. The thesis of the cultural hegemony of the
intelligentsia means turning a blind eye to the changing context in which
intellectuals who speak out in the media function. Many of them embarked
on their careers in the democratised, pluralist public sphere, grounded on
the market rules of competing for an audience. Their career model is indi-
vidualistic � even if they have particular academic-opinion journalism back-
grounds, they are not united by a supra-cliquey community of interests, and
they usually work for themselves. As a consequence, they cannot be called
direct continuers of the ethos of the Polish intelligentsia, while intellectuals
and their public activity are set against a disappearing backdrop of the broad
elitist �community of discourse� (comp. Krakowiak 2014: 201).

Intellectuals and the democratisation of Polish public debate

The inadequacy of the category of public intellectuals in the Polish (and
perhaps Eastern European) context reveals the peripheral status of local public
debate. Although in many aspects it imitates patterns drawn from the West-
ern Centre, it does not reflect them accurately. The democratisation of pub-
lic debate in Poland today is conditioned by specific institutional and polit-
ical factors. Firstly, following Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini�s renowned
typology (2004), the Polish media system can be called a mixed system; it
combines elements of the North Atlantic or Liberal Model (especially with
regard to the commercialisation of the media in Poland) and the Mediterra-
nean or Polarised Pluralist Model, characterised by a strong politicisation of
the media and external pluralism (multiple media with different, incisive
political profiles and the dependence of the state media on the governing
party). Secondly, unlike in the USA or France, the massification of higher
education in Poland has not resulted in the dominance of universities in public
life but rather it has lowered the prestige of academia. Academic intellectu-
als are just a cog in the mechanism of the production and distribution of
knowledge about social reality. Their public presence reflects the polarisa-
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tion of political public debate in Poland, which makes them both expressive
participants of this debate and at the same time non-specific ones, who are
losing the interest of audiences to task experts and buoyant neo-elites.

The democratisation of public debate not only involves changes in mac-
rosocial power relations, such as extending the scope of symbolic elites by
including bloggers, celebrities, leaders of non-governmental organisations
or local activists. Democratisation processes are also manifested in micro
communication situations such as an interview, a radio or TV conversation,
or a discussion in social media. The democratisation of public debate in in-
tellectuals� statements can be reflected in: a) informalisation, a reduction of
the communication distance and increasing familiarity in the intellectual-
journalist relation; b) everyday colloquial lexicon and the use of metaphor;
c) anti-elitist, populist argumentation that belittles other intellectuals per-
ceived as competitors or even opponents on the media market of ideas; d) a
personal address to the audience, subjectivist argumentation, drawing on
the intellectual�s personal and private experiences, and affirmation of com-
mon sense knowledge.

Intellectuals demonstrate a variety of stances with regard to the issue of
the democratisation of public debate � from cultivating old communication
strategies at the cost of giving intellectual discourse a niche character, to the
apparent reduction of vertical distance between the public and the speaker,
camouflaging their elitist outlook, or fitting into the profile of media chan-
nels and informalized communication conventions, which calls into ques-
tion the status of an intellectual as a distinctive social actor. Moreover, the
authors of public discourse who cannot be classified as intellectuals in the
traditional sense (they are journalists, political commentators, or artists) are
growing in number. Still, with the democratisation of knowledge, they in-
corporate elements of intellectual discourse in their public statements, which
often serve to reduce the social distance between the intellectuals par excel-
lence and the authors who aspire to take their place in the public debate.
Therefore, in the discussion on the role that intellectuals play in Polish pub-
lic debate, it is also worth taking these hybrid discourse positions into con-
sideration. Today it is mainly through them that intellectual content circu-
lates in the public sphere. It is rather difficult to talk about a collective betrayal
of ideals by Polish clerks (although some academics are still seduced by the
ruling authorities and become their mouthpiece). Perhaps it might be valid
to talk about the betrayal of clerks by the principles of mediatized public
debate, which offers them just the role of �commentators of reality�.

Below I offer a typology of the participants of public debate in Poland,
involved in public-intellectual activity (see above), although they do not nec-
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essarily have to be identified by other participants of public debate as intel-
lectuals. As already mentioned, what is characteristic of intellectuals in Po-
land is the fact that assigning or denying a person the position of an intellec-
tual is becoming a topic of dispute. My focus of interest is on the people
involved in public intellectual activity in different channels of media com-
munication, as it is this type of communication that I consider the central
area of the democratisation of public debate. Particular types have been iden-
tified based on the following criteria: a) attitude to intellectual knowledge
(articulated explicitly or abstractable from public statements) from viewing
knowledge as having an autotelic value to its instrumental employment for
the purposes of self-presentation or political agitation; b) the informalisa-
tion of communication � the degree of the reduction of the communication
distance in public statements; c) generational belonging � whether a given
author started their public-intellectual activity in the time of the ancien ré-
gime, a controlled public sphere, or in the period of free market competition
of the media and the growing competition between universities and scientif-
ic institutions. The presented categories, although adequate in the Polish
context, only partially correspond to the Western category of public intel-
lectuals. The typology offered is analytical. In fact, the various types of par-
ticipation in public debate are frequently inseparable in practice.

1. Old-type intellectuals � intellectuals in the traditional sense, raised
with a respect for intellectual knowledge. They regard it as having a prima-
rily autotelic value. Given the Polish political context in which they em-
barked on their activity, and the episodes of their ideological support of the
communist regime, it would be rather hard to call them �clerks�. However,
in democratic Poland they shunned strong involvement in current political
and axiological disputes, offering the public a universalist reflection on cul-
ture, power, and the condition of the individual and society. The group com-
prises distinguished humanists such as Maria Janion, Krzysztof Pomian, and
the deceased Zygmunt Bauman, Jerzy Jedlicki, Krystyna Kersten, Leszek
Ko³akowski and Barbara Skarga.

2. �Responsive� intellectuals � the older and middle generations, many of
whom under communism were active scholars and members of the demo-
cratic opposition. In post-transformational Poland they respond to the cur-
rent political situation, they voice criticism against the activity of the polit-
ical and economic elites, sometimes they openly support a given political
option, or they are engaged in ongoing public disputes. This grouping com-
prises the late Karol Modzelewski and Marcin Król (the left-liberal option),
Jadwiga Staniszkis and the deceased Bogus³aw Wolniewicz (the conservative
option) as well as Jan T. Gross and Marek J. Chodakiewicz, historians involved
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in the debate about Poles� attitudes towards the Jews during WWII. The
female feminist researchers Kinga Dunin or Agnieszka Graff, who voice crit-
icism of the social reality, deserve a mention, too. �Responsive� intellectuals
are not only academics but also public persons, with comprehensive knowl-
edge and an extensive track record of social activity: Adam Michnik or the
deceased W³adys³aw Bartoszewski. These are controversial personages (due
to the polarised character of public debate in Poland); for some they deserve
the status of intellectuals, while according to others, they just usurp this status.
�Responsive� intellectuals at times become �politicising� intellectuals, engaged in
direct political activity within the frameworks of existing political parties and
new social movements (examples here could be the left-wing Jan Hartmann and
Magdalena �roda, the liberal Pawe³ �piewak, or the right-wing humanists
Zdzis³aw Krasnodêbski, Ryszard Legutko and Andrzej Zybertowicz)

3. Scholars �preoccupied with� social reality � sociologists, political scien-
tists, psychologists, philosophers and economists invited to the media with the
aim of explaining current social problems. A distinction has to be made here
between researchers invited to the media occasionally, such as Andrzej Leder,
Miros³awa Marody, Piotr Sztompka, or Tomasz Szlendak, who strive to strike a
balance between the intellectualisation, popularisation, and informalisation of
their content, and the commentariat, in the exact meaning of the word, which
is to say academics commenting on current political and economic events, who
� due to the imposed media format � usually cannot go beyond the role of
Bourdieu�s fast-thinker (such as Janusz Czapiñski, Rados³aw Markowski, An-
drzej Rychard � the liberal option, and Marek Cichocki and Tomasz ¯ukowski
� the conservative option). The small number of women in this group seems to
be the outcome of the masculinisation of media opinion texts in Poland and the
fact that the role of competent commentators of �serious� issues � such as poli-
tics or the economy � is still given to men rather than women.

4. Artists and journalists �aspiring� to the status of an intellectual � to-
day competing with academic intellectuals. They successfully combine intel-
lectual knowledge and common sense knowledge, their words usually infor-
malized to a lesser or greater degree. The growing popularity of the social
and political critique offered by artists is a distant reflection of the authority
that writers, poets and directors, and so forth, enjoyed in communist Po-
land. Among these are Agnieszka Holland, Krystyna Janda, Andrzej Stasiuk
and Jerzy Stuhr, to name but a few. On the other hand, �aspiring� journalists
are giving up the role of moderator in favour of being an active participant
or critic in intellectual debates, or they evaluate intellectuals� comments in
an ostensibly unbiased way (for example Tomasz Lis, Bronis³aw Wildstein,
Rafa³ Wo�, Rafa³ Ziemkiewicz and Jacek ¯akowski).
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5. Public neo-intellectuals � younger-generation authors of an aca-
demic background, frequently gathered around the press with an intel-
lectual slant (such as the left-wing Krytyka Polityczna, the centre Kultura
Liberalna or the right-wing Fronda). They resemble �responsive� intellec-
tuals in that they criticise the current socio-political situation in Poland
and the condition of power elites. What sets them apart is the way in
which they operate in the media space. A career in the media is not of
secondary importance to them; it is the essence of their scientific-intel-
lectual activity. They started and developed their careers at the time of
the democratisation of public debate, which proved an impulse for them
to change their mode of communication with the public. Their manner of
media appearance is informalized and usually points to a lack of social and
communication distance between this type of intellectual and other partic-
ipants of the debate. The language used by neo-intellectuals is rhetorically
dense, and at times colloquial or even vulgar, as it imitates informal dis-
course. The social criticism they voice draws on the achievements of in-
ternational scholarly thought, is often based on simplified argumenta-
tion, and represents the antagonistic political and worldview divisions
present in the polarised public debate in Poland. Representatives of this
group nostalgically refer to the ethos of the intelligentsia and old-time
intellectuals, but they do not recreate the social and public roles their
predecessors performed. Responding to the democratic and frequently
anti-intellectual character of public debate, they change their attitude to
intellectual knowledge, whether they like it or not. They approach it to
a greater or lesser extent instrumentally, as a means to an end, for win-
ning the attention of the fragmented audience. These authors resemble
Posner�s public intellectuals, but they are commentators and media per-
sonalities rather than intellectuals. They appear on talk shows, give in-
terviews about themselves, run blogs, publish non-academic books (such
as Inna Rzeczpospolita jest mo¿liwa! by Jan Sowa [2015]), written in an
opinion-writing style and addressed to broad audiences. The reason I have
labelled them public neo-intellectuals is that what I mean is there has been
not only a generational but also a qualitative change in intellectuals� participa-
tion in public debate. Public neo-intellectuals act in the interests of themselves
and their worldview circles, not in the interests of universal public debate.
This category comprises the likes of Jaros³aw Kuisz, Anna Materska-Sosnowska,
Mateusz Matyszkowicz, Filip Musia³, Marcin Napiórkowski, S³awomir
Sierakowski, Jan Sowa, Jan Filip Stani³ko, Zuzanna Radzik, Karolina Wigura
or Micha³ Bilewicz, Maciej Gdula and Micha³ £uczewski, who make their media
appearances less often, but still regularly.
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Conclusion

The democratisation of public debate creates a chance for intellectuals
but it also poses a threat. Mannheim (2003b: 118) notices that contempo-
rary intellectuals function as if they had nothing to lose: they change views
and camps, verifying intellectual interpretations of different phenomena based
on new experiences and various perspectives. They get closer to ordinary
people, and develop the faculty of empathy. However, at the same time,
intellectuals can fall into the illusion that they really understand non-elite
stances and anxieties. The reduction of the vertical distance between the
elite and the little ones discussed by Mannheim does not have to entail men-
tal understanding, solidarity, or a sense of community. It seems that triviali-
sation of the intellectual contribution to public debate is the more likely
outcome of democratisation. This is becoming a source of disappointment
to intellectuals and the public. In Poland as well as in other post-communist
countries, where governments and societies expect (or demand) recognition
in the eyes of the West, intellectuals should play an important role of self-
reflexive mediators among various groups which express different, some-
times contradictory ideals of community, democracy, and culture. However,
this is usually not the case as the pace of the democratisation of public de-
bate (nowadays so fast in Poland due to the fact that under communism it
was centrally governed and controlled) leaves intellectuals with no time to
reinvent their social role. Many go with the flow of change, at the cost of the
quality of the social critique they offer. In this sense one could therefore
speak of a crisis in the public role played by intellectuals in Poland.

Mannheim (2003a: 171) argued that the process of the democratisation
of culture, though irreversible in the long term, is not linear; the phases of
democratisation, de-distantiation, and de-democratisation occur alternately.
Perhaps in some time the public presence of intellectuals will be formalized
again, and the selection criteria of valuable discourse will be tightened. A
direct return to elitism does not seem to be the antidote to the ailments
suffered by Polish public debate. It would rather be an expression of nostal-
gia for the idealised times of hegemony that the intelligentsia enjoyed. Ac-
cording to Mannheim, the solution lies in the demassification of society, its
reorganisation into small communities, and the replacement of vertical so-
cial distances with horizontal ones. This suggestion is problematic, too. First
of all, demassification today has mainly a commercial dimension and is man-
ifested in audience-targeting techniques. Secondly, given the extent of the
polarisation of Polish debate and its increasingly radical political context, it
is doubtful whether � under the rule of right-wing governments which de-
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deliberize democracy � the possible de-democratisation of public debate would
be favourable to the quality of this debate. It would be naive to expect the
elites, which have long been side-lined, to offer society � if given a public
voice � an insightful intellectual diagnosis, constructive critique and sophis-
ticated argumentation, respectful of opposing viewpoints.
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This paper aims to lay out the areas of de-distantiation of contemporary art
from its audiences, and to identify the areas of its democratisation. The reflec-
tions concerning the processes of the popularisation of art offered by this pa-
per draw on the concept of the homogenisation of culture, investigated by
Antonina K³oskowska. The de-distantiation of art is viewed through the lens
of the role and status of the artist, spatial distance, the function of art, and its
relationship with other spheres of life. The areas of the de-distantiation of art
mentioned above are discussed using the example of new media interactive
art. The paper is an attempt to provide a critical analysis of the forms of the
democratisation of art as well as the opportunities and threats that result from
contemporary art reaching increasingly wider audiences.
Keywords: democratisation, contemporary art, new media, interactive art

The processes of the democratisation and de-distantiation of art consti-
tute an element of the wider macro-social transformations. Following Mann-
heim, I understand de-distantiation as the disappearance and negation of ver-
tical distances (comp. Mannheim 1956). I analyse the disappearance of the
distance between art and non-artistic reality, that is the de-distantiation of art
vis-a-vis life, or simply put, just the de-distantiation of art. Given that art is
viewed as a sphere originally belonging to the realm of the sacred, and there-
fore considered a form of high culture, while everyday life is regarded as the
realm of the profane, meaning a form of popular culture, the processes I de-
scribe fit into the concept of de-distantiation as understood by Mannheim.
The disappearance of distance is first of all the result of the de-differentiation
between art and everyday reality. I use the term �art� not only with regard to
artefacts of art but also to their creators: artists, curators or museologists.
I focus on the field of contemporary art and the actions undertaken by its
actors, which through the abolition of the distance between art and other spheres
of life seek to increase the impact of art on the latter. The de-distantiation of art
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constitutes an aspect of a wider process of the democratisation of art and cul-
ture. Mannheim views democratisation in terms of social distance, as �essential-
ly a reduction of vertical distance, a de-distantiation� (Mannheim 1956: 210).
My understanding of democratisation with regard to art pivots around the is-
sues of the popularisation of art, and making it accessible to wide audiences.

Democratisation is a continuous process, subject to fluctuations due to
the stages of distantiation and de-distantiation that occur alternately. There-
fore, the processes of the democratisation of art analysed by Mannheim do
not have to be constantly accompanied by de-distantiation. The democrati-
sation of art involves, as Czy¿ewski points out, �the alternate phases of de-
distantiation and distantiation� (Czy¿ewski 2012: 87).

It is also worth stressing that the process of the de-distantiation of art
does not have to lead to its democratisation. In my view this is reflected in
interactive art, which by abolishing the distance between itself and the audi-
ence does not necessarily facilitate its reception. Actions aiming to democratise
art do not have to result from the elimination of distances between art and
other spheres of life. The democratisation of art is a continuous process that
has been gaining strength since the beginning of the 20th century. Bringing
art closer to everyday life has become artists� idée fixe. Art museums have
been modernised, becoming more accessible and welcoming to the general
public. The accelerating process of the democratisation of art is accompa-
nied by both the processes of de-distantiation and distantiation. Mannheim
views this alternation as occurring over a period of time. In my analysis,
however, the process of distantiation and de-distantiation can occur simulta-
neously. This is because in art complete de-distantiation cannot take place;
otherwise its boundaries would get blurred, art would simply cease to be art.
Institutions promoting art juggle between distantiation and de-distantiation.
In the case of extremely de-distantiated art, for example so-called interven-
tion art or street art, it is the institutions which disseminate it that guarantee
the relevant distance, such as through the language they use to talk about
this form of art. By the same token, in the case of art which is difficult to
understand, which distances itself from the public and requires specific com-
petences on the part of the audience, art institutions take steps to popularise
it and make it more accessible.

The processes of the de-distantiation and democratisation of art are, to a
large extent, the result of the popularisation of cultural practices through
providing wide access to mass and popular culture. Changes in culture are
the consequence of socio-economic transformations, such as the develop-
ment of new capitalism, the democratisation of the political system and in-
stitutions, as well as the birth of civil society.
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Fear of the popularisation of art.
Criticism of mass culture

Along with the transformations triggered by industrialisation and, in
particular, the emergence of the category of �free time�, social demand for
participation in culture emerged. The needs of the majority of the industrial
society at the turn of the 20th century were satisfied by mass culture, criti-
cised by the academic circles representing elitist attitudes. Yet the potential
threats brought by this development were to become the object of analysis
among researchers with liberal mindsets. Their critical outlook embraced all
developments related to mass culture: the audiences, the creators of culture,
and the products themselves of this mass culture, including art.

The common denominator to the critical perspectives lay in the fact that
they acknowledged relationships between technological progress, culture, cul-
tural practices and the consumer, as well as practicist stances that are a charac-
teristic feature of liberal democracy and capitalism. Jose Ortega y Gasset de-
meaned society of the first half of the 20th century as �spoiled masses�. The rise
of liberal democracy and technological progress were to blame for this state of
affairs (comp. Ortega y Gasset 1957). He accused the masses of demonstrat-
ing a consumer attitude to the products of the surrounding �presence of a
prospect full of possibilities� (Ortega y Gasset 1957: 59). What Mannheim
viewed as a threat was the functional rationality that characterised industrial
society as opposed to substantive rationality and, to be precise, the risk of
hindering the development of the latter by functional rationality. The under-
lying assumption behind functional rationality is that �every action has a func-
tional role to play in achieving an ultimate goal� (Mannheim 1951: 53), which
means that the attitude of contemporary society is becoming increasingly in-
strumental. In Ideology and Utopia Mannheim observes that �for modern man
pragmatism has, so to speak, become in some respects, the inevitable and ap-
propriate outlook� (Mannheim 1936: 65). The focus on objectively set goals,
which is characteristic of functional rationality, limits rational, autonomous
judgement, deprives individuals of the right to think, and reduces their re-
sponsibility in favour of people who are in charge of the process of rationali-
sation (comp. Mannheim 1951: 51-60). In his text The work of Art in the Age
of Its Technological Reproducibility, Walter Benjamin anxiously looked at the
artefacts of popular culture which devaluate the aura (comp. Benjamin 1982:
217-220). What Benjamin considered a negative aspect of the massification of
culture was the commoditisation of art, which on the one hand was the result
of the domination by the market as a mechanism regulating social life, and on
the other hand, the effect of the use of mass production techniques.
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Criticism of the marketisation of the products of culture was at its most
explicit in the 1940s among representatives of the Frankfurt School in Cul-
tural Marxism. This critique was inspired to a great extent by Marx�s focus
on commodity fetishism, where money becomes the indicator of the value
of the products of culture. According to Theodor Adorno and Max Horkhe-
imer, urbanisation, industrialisation, and technological progress suppressed
human freedom, imagination, and all intellectual activity and �[t]he whole
world is passed through the filter of the culture industry� (Horkheimer,
Adorno 2002: 99). The authors of Dialectics of the Enlightenment perceive
the culture industry as a total economic machine, in which every product,
and every reaction to this product, is a representation of a certain common,
comprehensive mass reality. It is worth adding that, for a long time, the schol-
ars of the Frankfurt School were reluctant to define the practices they inves-
tigated as culture. Marian Golka argues, however, that contrary to popular
belief, it was Adorno and not Dwight MacDonald who first used the notion
�mass culture�1  in 1941 (Golka 2008: 145).

In Polish sociological thought, mainly due to K³oskowska, the term �mass�
was used for describing the phenomena of egalitarianised culture. In the
second half of the 20th century, the notion of mass culture slowly made way
for the category of popular culture, proving the primacy of the latter over
mass culture. According to Golka, popular culture is a broader concept than
mass culture. He defines mass culture based on the type of media used, and
popular culture with regard to its content. According to Golka, popular cul-
ture precedes mass culture (Golka 2008: 147-148). Analysing the changes
that have taken place in popular culture, Krajewski points to three stages of
its development: the birth and formation of popular culture in the 18th and
19th centuries, the massification of popular culture that took place until the
1950s, and its de-massification which started in the 1950s-1960s and con-
tinues to the present day (Krajewski 2003: 61-62). He understands this de-
massification as �diversification and differentiation of the market offer, and
on the other hand as the individualisation of the ways of using those prod-
ucts� (Krajewski 2003: 83). Besides the individualised nature of the content,
contemporary culture � unlike mass culture � is characterised by the involve-
ment of its users. According to Michel de Certeau, �the users make (brico-
lent) innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within the dom-
inant cultural economy in order to adapt it to their own interests and their

1 There is a certain degree of ambiguity in Golka�s stance, as in his opinion the term �mass culture�
was most probably first used by Max Horkheimer in 1941, who had abandoned this notion in favour of
�culture industry�, yet it is difficult to abandon something that does not exist.
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own rules� (de Certeau 1988: XIII-XIV). In his research, de Certeau was
inspired by Michel Foucault, in particular by his book Discipline and Punish.
However, he emphasised that �if it is true that the grid of �discipline� is
everywhere becoming clearer and more extensive, it is all the more urgent to
discover how an entire society resists being reduced to it, what popular pro-
cedures (also �miniscule� and quotidian) manipulate the mechanisms of dis-
cipline and conform to them only in order to evade them, and finally, what
�ways of operating� [�] form the mute processes that organise the estab-
lishment of socio-economic order� (de Certeau 1988: XIV).

In the post-industrial era, culture strives to meet the new demands that
an individual faces. Cultural participation is no longer leisure-oriented be-
cause �doing nothing� in the age of the cult of productivity, effectiveness,
and innovativeness is unthinkable in leisure time. Time that is not devoted
to wage-earning work is becoming a training in innovation, agency, creativ-
ity, and participation. Cultural practices are viewed as a means of �self-
expression� and building one�s uniqueness. Cultural participation can be com-
pared to other consumer experiences. This juxtaposition of the development
of capitalism and the growth of culture is present in the thinking of Alan
Swingewood, who takes issue with the critics of mass culture and points to
the �cultural richness and diversity [of the 1970s] on a scale unparalleled in
human history� (Swingwood 1977: i). Assuming de Certeau�s perspective,
experiencing culture can be a manifestation of certain micro-resistances, or,
more pessimistically, the result of the imposed regime of routine practices.
In both cases, the products of popular culture � which are generated in larg-
er quantities than those of its predecessor � cease to be mass with regard to
the uniformity of the content, and they do not create distance towards their
users, which is a characteristic feature of artefacts of high culture. The latter
are also losing their current status. This is happening because, as Dominic
Strinati observes, the differentiation between art and popular culture is be-
coming more and more blurred. In his opinion, there are not �any agreed
and inviolable criteria which can serve to differentiate art from popular cul-
ture� (Strinati 2004: 213).

Pragmatist aesthetics and
the distantiation of art

The growth of popular culture, emergence of the knowledge society,
development of the mechanisms of participation and faith in the agency of
individuals, as well as other tendencies present in modern society, have a
bearing on how contemporary art is perceived. What marked the art of the
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20th century was its de-distantiation from the surrounding reality, that is to
say the abolition of the distance between art and life. De-distantiation could
also be observed within the realm of art itself, and was manifested through
the blurring of the borders between the artist and their audience. The idea
of eliminating the divisions came from both the realm of aesthetics and
art. The concept of �pragmatist aesthetics�2  that was coined in the 1930s
undermined post-Kantian values of art related to the categories of taste,
beauty, and selflessness, and emphasised its practical implications for hu-
man life. Convinced of the close interplay between art and life, in Art as
Experience John Dewey3 wrote: �[T]heories which isolate art and its appre-
ciation by placing them in a realm of their own, disconnected from other
modes of experiencing, are not inherent in the subject-matter but arise
because of specifiable extraneous conditions� (Dewey 1980: 10). The de-
aestheticisation of art, which is a characteristic feature of pragmatist aes-
thetics, should result in equating aesthetic and life experience, thereby
enriching the human experience. Dewey makes his point by referring to
the behaviour of animals, whose �motion merging into sense and sense into
motion� makes them fully present in their every activity (Dewey 1980: 19).
And conversely, in his view, art is related to all activities humans perform
in their environment, and it enables them to better comprehend the world.
Dewey points to the mediocrity of life detached from art, where art is
confined to museums and reduced to a material artefact.

Richard Shusterman, who continued Dewey�s thinking, claims that
�aesthetic experience has no specific feature that other types of experience
would lack� (Stankiewicz 2012: 62). Dewey reflected on applied art, which
had not been given any recognition by aesthetics. According to Stankiewicz,
Shusterman goes one step further, extending the scope of interest of prag-
matist aesthetics onto the sphere of popular arts. Shusterman claims that
elite contemporary art no longer satisfies people�s aesthetic needs, or does
so to a lesser extent than it used to (Stankiewicz 2012: 69-71). Although the
aesthetician quoted above does not consider commercial art to belong to the
realm of aesthetics, he acknowledges the value of some of its products as
those capable of making an aesthetic impact.

2 The notion �Pragmatist Aesthetics� was popularised only in 1992 through the book Pragmatist Aes-
thetics. Living Beauty, Rethinking Art by Richard Shusterman. In 1998 the book was translated into Polish.

3 It is worth noting that Dewey, critical of theories he himself labelled as �the museum theory of art�
was also critical of the transformations which resulted from the growth of capitalism, though in a differ-
ent way than the theorists previously mentioned. He blamed capitalism for the development of museums,
which led to works of art being taken out from everyday life and isolated in museums.
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It is worth noting that at the early stages of his scholarly career, Shuster-
man was fascinated by the aesthetic paradigms of the Frankfurt School. It
was only Dewey�s thinking that radically changed his outlook. The absence
of differentiation between aesthetic experience and everyday experience from
the perspective of pragmatist aesthetics is supposed to enrich human exist-
ence. However, representatives of the Frankfurt School interpreted it as a
sign of creative routine, the consequence of technological progress. Hork-
heimer and Adorno held that the culture industry is governed by rigid prin-
ciples, which are naturally transmitted to the audience. The ideal of natural-
ness, according to them, is imposed �more imperiously the more the perfect-
ed technology reduces the tension between the culture product and everyday
existence� (Horkheimer, Adorno 2008: 101). They argue that routine dis-
guised as nature can be found in all products of the culture industry.

The impulse to abolish the distance between art and everyday existence
originated in artistic avant-garde circles and fully manifested itself in Marcel
Duchamp�s ready-mades, or later in pop art. Claes Oldenburg � one of the
representatives of pop art � wrote in his manifesto: �I am for an art that
takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends and accu-
mulates and spits and drips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and sweet and
stupid as life itself � (Oldenburg 1961). Joseph Beuys, a German artist and
art theorist and member of the Fluxus movement, argued that �everyone is
an artist�. Rather than claiming that everyone is capable of creating works of
art in the traditional sense, he believed that an individual can be creative in
each aspect of human activity.

The democratisation of art

All actions related to the popularisation and democratisation of art went
beyond theoretical considerations and entered a phase of implementation.
These processes can take various forms, and drawing on the category of the
homogenisation of culture as understood by Antonina K³oskowska might be
useful in their analysis. The democratisation of art can be effected through
the education of its potential audiences. This kind of action is based on the
assumption that what makes art elitist is the fact that it is misunderstood. Yet
rather than in understanding specific works (which, in contemporary cul-
ture do not, in fact, require understanding, or their understanding is a high-
ly individualised issue), it should be stressed that the problem lies in the
acquisition of the codes used by contemporary art. In this case, popularisa-
tion boils down to the organisation of events such as lectures, workshops,
guided visits to museums and galleries, the compiling of publications accom-
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panying exhibitions, and the production of promotional campaigns. The
actions listed fit � to a certain degree � into the mechanical model of the
homogenisation of culture, since they aim to popularise a work of art with
no intervention being made in the work itself. Another way of popularising
art is through simplifying homogenisation. This comprises, for example, the
production of various kinds of knick-knacks (T-shirts, fridge magnets, bags,
postcards) featuring works of art. At the same time, the processes of the
democratisation of art can be observed in exhibition centres, which are los-
ing their contemplative character and becoming multifunctional meeting
spaces.

The democratisation of art ranks high on the political agenda of national
governments. In Poland, this includes programmes of the Ministry of Cul-
ture and National Heritage such as �Kultura dostêpna� (�Accessible Culture�)
or �KULTURA +�, which seek to facilitate access to culture. EU programmes
such as �Creative Europe� aim to improve communication between cultural
institutions and potential audiences. Museums and art centres no longer serve
solely exhibition purposes. They usually boast well-developed educational
sections, which are in charge of organising lectures, workshops, museum
classes, or guided tours. Particular works of art on display are sometimes
accompanied by extremely detailed explanations, which take longer to study
and analyse than the work of art itself. The buildings housing the top Polish
museums and contemporary art galleries have been fully modernised, there-
by becoming more welcoming to visitors.

The institutions are often involved in large-scale promotional activities.
In 2012, the Museum of Art in £ód� promoted its temporary exhibition
�Correspondences�, with the slogan: �I�ll be in £ód�. Picasso�, with a view to
presenting the museum as a meeting place one can just pop into. In 2014,
the same museum launched one of the largest promotional campaign for a
cultural institution in Poland (the cost exceeding 1m PLN). In major Polish
cities, billboards featured the slogans �Art is for you�, and �Art is a form of
relaxation�. In MOCAK in Kraków, the idea of making art accessible to wide
audiences is being put into practice in the museum�s gift shop, which offers
a large selection of promotional materials, from stationery or fridge magnets
featuring works of art displayed in the museum, to cushions and reproduc-
tions of certain works. The democratisation and de-distantiation of art can
take different forms. The aim of this paper is to offer only a general over-
view of the phenomenon, not a comprehensive analysis. In the following
sections I intend to show the complexity and multi-dimensional character of
the de-distantiation of art by taking a closer look at the areas in which this
phenomenon can be seen.
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The areas of the democratisation and
de-distantiation of contemporary art

The categories of the democratisation and de-distantiation of art that I offer
are based on analysis of the building blocks of art: artists, potential audiences,
exhibition spaces, works of art, and artistic activity understood as a process of
creation. With this in mind, I propose the following notions: the democratisa-
tion and de-distantiation of the social role of the artist, the democratisation and
spatial de-distantiation of a work of art, the de-distantiation of the function of
a work of art, and therefore, the de-differentiation of art from other domains.

The democratisation and the de-distantiation of the role of the artist
actually means a change in their status, both in the social context (the result
of the democratisation) and in the artist-audience relationship (the effect of
de-distantiation). Since the second half of the 16th century, when the first
formal art education institutions emerged, the professionalisation of art has
been an increasingly common phenomenon. As a consequence of the devel-
opment of popular culture and growing access to education, the number of
art-related courses to choose from has increased, and so too has the propor-
tion of people educated in this field. Moreover, academia has ceased to be
the only path to an artistic career. Formal education in art is not a prerequi-
site for embarking on processes of creation. What is expected of artists is
their non-artistic, promotional and fund-raising skills. Artists are encour-
aged to follow a career path offered by modernising discourses, such as one
based on a competitive system of grants, where creativity on the part of the
artist is indispensable for them to be awarded one. These changes mean that
� rather than being an individual endowed with supernatural talent and ex-
traordinary personality � the artist (properly educated or not) becomes a
grant holder, a competition winner, or a beneficiary of the funds.

In contemporary art, the distance between the artist and the audience is
also abolished. Conceptual art, which draws on the artist�s concept, their
idea, and relieves them of the necessity to demonstrate, for example, manual
dexterity, provokes the audience to play down the role of the artist. Supre-
matism, which was a movement preceding conceptualism, proved a source
of confusion for a portion of the audience. An extreme example of this could
comprise the comments coming from the audience, such as: �I can do it, too�
or �I would do better�. The elimination of the distance between artist and
viewer occurs through the inclusion of the latter in the process of creation.
I will elaborate on this later, while discussing interactive art.

The democratisation of art makes it easily and widely accessible. Easy
access leads to spatial de-distantiation, which I understand as displaying art
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outside the context of museums and galleries, discredited by pragmatist aes-
thetics. Art is entering public spaces: parks, city squares, shopping centres,
restaurants, cafes, or the facades of public buildings. Part of this trend is
growing out of the development of de-distantiating artistic forms, such as
land art, for which public space is the natural exhibition space. In some cas-
es, however, the venues mentioned become an alternative exhibition space
to the traditional context of museums or galleries. What is a particularly
democratic phenomenon is the presence of art in commercial spaces, such as
the Stary Browar Shopping, Arts and Business Centre in Poznañ, the Renoma
Shopping Centre in Wroc³aw, or Andel�s Hotel in £ód�. With art being ac-
commodated in commercial and service locations, the distance between the
art and the users of these spaces is eliminated. Art is no longer confined to
galleries; it is becoming physically accessible to wide audiences who do not
visit museums. The measures related to the democratisation and popularisa-
tion of art, and making it widely accessible, are usually undertaken by artis-
tic or art-related circles. Another type of action is the borrowing or leasing
of works of art by corporations, banks, or legal offices. The underlying motif
behind such practices is to enhance the prestige of the institution rather than
increase the accessibility of art, which may, however, also be the case.

Common access to art is also the result of the technical possibilities of its
reproduction, which was widely debated by members of the Frankfurt School
and Walter Benjamin. Spatial de-distantiation in its extreme form means the
negation of the �don�t touch� norm present in art. More and more frequent-
ly, artistic realisations involve some form of physical interaction between the
viewer and the work of art. Ivo Nikiæ�s paintings serve as a good example.
The artist covers particular elements of his works with a magnetic veneer so
that they can be freely arranged on canvas. Interactive art eliminates in ex-
tenso the �don�t touch� principle.

The de-distantiation of a work of art is manifested through the choice of
everyday, sometimes even banal topics that art addresses as well as through
the roles it fulfils. This is directly related to the issues raised by representa-
tives of the Frankfurt School on the one hand, and pragmatist aesthetics at
the other end of the spectrum. Given the assumption that a work of art is
supposed to evoke certain emotional states in the audience, such as delight
or aesthetic pleasure, the thesis regarding the autotelic nature of art can be
undermined. However, in the case of works subject to the process of de-
distantiation, more pragmatic goals are at play. The de-distantiation of art is
related to the objectives that artists set for their actions with regard to the
social usefulness of art. It ceases to belong to the realm of the sacred. Beuys�
manifesto materialised itself, for example, in activist undertakings performed
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since the 1950s. Art has become a space for change-oriented activity. This
change may concern different aspects, such as urban space, social relation-
ships, or legal provisions. Artists co-operate with rejected groups, disabled
individuals, individuals on the brink of poverty or those imprisoned. In Po-
land, Artur ¯mijewski, among others, has been involved in this kind of ac-
tivity throughout his career. Art then serves the function of community work.
The de-distantiation of art in such kinds of undertakings points to the social
usefulness of art as well as the inclusion of people not related to art in the
creative process.

The de-distantiation of art, meaning the abolition of vertical distances, is
accompanied by the interpermeation of separate domains, such as art, sci-
ence, and technology, which in the context of the differentiation of the pre-
viously selected systems (comp. Luhman 2012) can be interpreted as its op-
posite, that is the de-differentiation occurring, in this case, among the domains
mentioned. Contemporary art has made a very clear distinction between an
idea or concept on the one hand, and a physical artefact, a material realisa-
tion, on the other; the former belongs to the realm of art, while the material
aspects of a work are within the sphere of technology and science. In the
2001 documentary entitled Carnal Art, dedicated to the French artist Orlan
� who in her artistic endeavours has undergone plastic surgery several times
in order to transform herself into famous female characters from paintings
and sculptures � philosopher Serge Francois poses the question: Who is the
artist? Is it the surgeon working on Orlan�s face, or is it Orlan herself, who
undergoes the surgical procedures? In his view the answer is evident: �The
surgeon is a technician, Orlan is the artist. She sets the rules�.4  There is still
a great deal of social controversy around what seems obvious to Francois. At
the level of art theory, the division may be clear. However, as perceived so-
cially, delegating part of an artistic activity to experts in fields unrelated to
art entails a certain degree of confusion regarding the issues of authorship
and artistry.

The problems raised by Charles P. Snow in his essay The two cultures and
scientific revolution in the 1950s are currently materialising, which is best
exemplified by bio art � art which makes use of different living forms as artis-
tic material. The processes of tightening the bonds between science and art are
reflected in attempts to accommodate the two domains within various cultur-
al events, such as the Festival of Science, Technology and Art in £ód�, the Ars
Electronica Festival for Art, Technology and Society in Linz, or in public spaces
such as the Ars Electronica Center or Copernicus Science Centre.

4 Quoted from the documentary Carnal Art, directed by Stephan Oriach; own translation.
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New media interactive art as
the most de-distantiated form of art

All the forms of the de-distantiation I have discussed are realised by new
media interactive art. The growth of this form, as well as the de-distantia-
tion of art, has not been taking place in isolation from other macro-social
processes. The notions of participation, action and agency developed simul-
taneously in the field of economics, where prosumer culture took shape, or
in the sphere of politics, with the emergence of civil society. The rise of
interactivity in art went side-by-side with the growing popularity of interac-
tive undertakings related to technology in everyday life. I will take a closer
look below at the processes of de-distantiation that have occurred in this
form of art.

What is subject to change in new media interactive art is the role of the
artist, who radically eliminates the distance between the artist and the recip-
ients of an artwork by inviting them to co-create it. The artist becomes the
creator of the context of an interaction. They design a space in which the
interaction is to be initiated by the audience (�interactor�). In new media
interactive art, a work of art becomes processual; it comes into existence
and exists only at the time of the interaction of the audience and the art-
work. It is the interactor who is responsible for the existence of an artwork,
and who makes it complete. This positioning of the recipient can be consid-
ered privileged because, as many theorists of new media art point out, an
artist delegates some of their skills to the audience. Raising the status of the
recipient at the expense of the artist is the most radical form of the abolition
of the distance between the author and the addressees of such actions, and
therefore it inevitably invites a reconsideration of the notion of creation in
art. This is further complicated by the fact that in many cases an artist is
merely the author of a concept, but its actual implementation (software,
programming) is carried out by a team or an expert who cooperates with the
artist.

By inviting the recipient to make an impact on a work of art, the artist
eliminates the spatial distance between themselves and the artwork. One can
go as far as to say that the audience is obliged to make physical contact with
the artefact. This imperative was articulated in Peter Weibel�s text It is for-
bidden not to touch: some remarks on the (forgotten parts of the) history of
interactivity and virtuality. A large number of interactive realisations are
netart, which means that spatial de-distantiation enables interactive works
of art to be accessed virtually everywhere, meaning wherever an Internet
connection is provided.
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Another contributing factor abolishing distance towards art is the utili-
tarian character of interactive realisations. According to Kluszczyñski, art
fulfils the social function of adaptation, supports transition rituals, and helps
society make the new and unknown more familiar. On the other hand, the
mission of multimedia art is to acquaint us with hostile, unwanted aspects of
new technological worlds (Kluszczyñski 2001: 78). Poissant points to the
fact that today�s reality of abundance makes it difficult for individuals to
find their place in it. Hence interfaces serving the function of filtering real-
ity. Interactive art is an exercise on how to act in this abundance (Poissant
2007: 244). Mazur holds that �Artists share reality with the audience. Their
sensitivity gives them a different perspective. Then they make reality more
familiar through their artworks. A work of interactive art puts the realm of
interactive technologies in a mimetic context detached from reality� (Mazur
2003: 37). The opinions presented above are indicative of the trend towards
equipping interactive art with pragmatic functions. Ideas of the autotelic
value of art, as understood by Adorno and Benjamin, can assume the form of
pleasure derived from performing an activity.

The de-differentiation of art and other spheres takes at least two forms
in interactive art. Firstly, an interactive work of art is the outcome of the
cooperation between an artist and engineers as well as experts in other fields.
Secondly, many interactive works are the prototypes of technical devices or
musical instruments which had been displayed in galleries before they found
their place in shops or concert halls. This trend is exemplified by Tenori-on, an
instrument created by Toshio Iwai in collaboration with YAMAHA. This high-
tech, digital, and minimalist instrument, which consists only of a matrix with
LED switches, was exhibited at Ars Electronica Festival, among others. Every
visitor could make an attempt to compose their own piece of music. The in-
strument was to be launched onto the market under the YAMAHA brand.

Interactive art materialises the idea of democratisation in a number of
ways: by eliminating the distance between art and the audience, performing
a utilitarian function, or pervading the realm of technology, it can con-
tribute to the popularisation of key concepts of contemporary culture. It can
bring new media art, or perhaps even art in general, closer to wide audi-
ences. It can familiarise people with more and more advanced technologies,
activate individuals by enhancing their sense of empowerment and increas-
ing their technological and artistic awareness, and � last but not least � can
contribute to promoting participation culture. This view of art is desired by
many creators of interactive artworks and some theorists. However, one
should not lose sight of the difficulties that certain demands of interactivity
might pose, and their possible negative aspects.
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What the proponents of interactive art view as its major merit is fre-
quently challenged by its critics. The elimination of the distance between an
artist and the recipients, by granting them some of the skills, objectifies the
audience and reduces them to an element of the artistic realisation. Miros³aw
Rogala calls the participants of interactive artistic undertakings �v-users�, as
they act as both viewers and users in an interaction with a work of art and
with each other (Rogala 2001: 27). According to Rogala, while interacting
in a public space, the audience can, of course, see the outcome of their activ-
ity, but then they become the object of the observation performed by others.
This exposure may be a source of discomfort and frustration, in particular
when the audience finds the interaction uneasy. In the course of my research,
I have observed numerous instances of people feeling intimidated while in-
teracting with art, or simply refusing to interact with artworks. The audi-
ence also expressed their reluctance to make physical contact with art.5  Pos-
sible reasons might be a sense of embarrassment, a negative attitude towards
interactive realisations, but also the fact that interacting with a work of art
detracts from the sheer pleasure of voyeurism and contemplation. However,
this is compensated for by the possibility of leaving one�s individual mark on
the work. The recipient is offered the thrill and excitement which comes
from acting, creating, and influencing the shape of an interactive work of
art. Therefore, it can be argued that the objectification which results from
the inclusion of the audience into the fabric of the artwork, and their expo-
sure to being watched by others, is made up for by the opportunity of agen-
cy, as long as this does not cause too much embarrassment.

The opportunity of agency may seem tempting. In contemporary culture
agency has been �identified as a primary goal of multimedia technology� (Stiles,
Shanken 2011: 35). As they see it, interactive technologies and agency have
become �so closely connected that meaning in multimedia signifies as agen-
cy, in so far as meaning derives from the qualities that agency obtains in
interaction� (Stiles, Shanken 2011: 35). This compensation, however, may
be insufficient if the action on the part of the audience proves to be appar-
ent, deprived of agency. According to Stiles and Shanken, discussions of
multimedia �have tended to make the concept of agency abstract by attribut-
ing meaning to its formal components and by deferring the question of
meaningfulness� (Stiles, Shanken 2011: 36). Stiles and Shanken emphasise
that the application of solutions in art such as �moving a trackball or clicking
a mouse to recombine images and texts, moving the body to negotiate a VR

5 I conducted the research into the perception of interactive art for several years, during festivals in
Linz, Osnabrück, and Wroc³aw, using mainly the observation method. In total, I carried out a few hun-
dred observations of the audiences� interactions with interactive works.
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environment, and/or posing questions for which there is no substantive feed-
back, enhances neither agency nor meaningfulness� (Stiles, Shanken 2011:
36). In their views, interactive art disposes of a limited array of physical and
mental actions and even if it does convey a meaning, it has been pre-defined
by the artist (Stiles, Shanken 2011: 36). The authors undermine the poten-
tial for agency in receptive activities on a few levels: they reduce such activ-
ities to physical operations performed on objects, they question the possibil-
ity of constructing meaning on the part of the public, and finally they uphold
the primary status of the artist as the creator of meaning.

Lev Manovich claims that in a artwork which offers multiple paths for
interaction, the choice of one leads only to partial cognition. In his view, �new
media is the best available expression of the logic of identity in [industrial and
post-industrial] societies � choosing values from a number of pre-defined menus�
(Manovich 2001: 128). As a consequence, �paradoxically, by following an in-
teractive path, one does not construct a unique self but instead adopts al-
ready pre-established identities� (Manovich 2001: 129). Manovich�s consider-
ations can be related to critical remarks put forward by Strinati, who in his
analysis of the Marcusean concept of false needs argues that capitalist free-
dom is not genuine freedom, but only a freedom of choice. Marcuse made an
assumption that people are endowed with a real need to be creative, indepen-
dent, and in control of their destiny. Capitalism does not allow these desires to
be fulfilled as it covers the real needs with false ones which are a prerequisite
for capitalism to survive (Strinati 2004: 54). In interactive art, a double para-
dox can be observed. Firstly, contrary to what it might seem, agency which
entails embarrassment does not necessarily have to be a value that is genuinely
desired. Secondly, the opportunity of agency may only be ostensible, and boil
down to the realisation of a scenario pre-defined by the artist through purely
physical, manual activities performed on objects.

The authors of the text Missing in Action: Agency and Meaning in Inter-
active Art discuss the more general problems related to the culture of late
capitalism. In the context of today�s reality, they touch upon issues of the
impact that the market exerts on culture, which has been articulated for
example in the theory of culture industry. Stiles and Shanken point to the
commercialisation of the notion of �interactivity�, the exploitation of the
idea of �novelty� of this kind of art for marketing purposes, and �discourses
that aim to transform technology into ideology in order to promote com-
mercial interests� (Stiles, Shanken 2011: 32).6  As Stiles and Shanken observe

6 In the same mode, Lev Manovich in the book mentioned above argues with the myth of interactiv-
ity of new media, without presuming it has some ideological basis.
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�in an era marked by the proliferation of digital technology, widespread so-
cial passivity, political conservatism, and awakening public awareness of
massive technological surveillance, the augmentation of individual agency
� however superficial � offered a veneer of imagined personal control to
consumers, and it insured instant cash rewards to the technologists who
brought interactive merchandise to market�. (Stiles, Shanken 2011: 33).
The audiences of digital media are made to believe in their novel, interac-
tive character, and the enhancement of personal agency (Stiles, Shanen 2011:
33).

The process of the de-differentiation of art and technology in the con-
text of the market entails a complex relationship between art and the IT
sector. The engagement of the manufacturers of new technologies in artistic
activity through sponsorship or provision of technological solutions creates
an opportunity for the development of art; for example the introduction in
1965 of the CV Portapak, a Sony portable video set, facilitated the record-
ing of picture and sound and undoubtedly contributed to the development
of video art, or more recently, the innovations of Apple Inc. At the same
time, these undertakings constitute an element of business marketing policy
and serve the purpose of creating a particular image of enterprises. The purely
pragmatic motivations that govern business operations do not discredit the
mutual benefits that both sides derive and enjoy.

Conclusions

The issue of interactivity can be viewed in a broader context, as one of
the key problems of contemporary social sciences: the agency-structure di-
lemma, that is to say the relationship between structure (favoured by struc-
turalism and functionalism) and the agent (whose significance is emphasised
by hermeneutics and humanistic sociology) and an attempt to find a sus-
tained connection between these two elements. Interactivity does not guar-
antee unrestrained agency. What Anthony Giddens considers vital is the
duality of structure, which is the basic tenet of his theory of structuration.
Dualism of structure results from the fact that it is a medium and at the same
time an outcome of a feedback/feedforward process. Structural properties of
a social system do not exist independently of action. He views structure as
existing internally within agents rather than externally (comp. Giddens 1984).
Structure comprises rules and resources involved in the process of social
reproduction. Used �in the production and reproduction of social action [they]
are at the same time the means of system reproduction (the duality of struc-
ture)� (Giddens 1984: 19). Paradoxically, interactivity, which allows individ-
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uals to act, has to intensify the impact of the structure which regulates the
actions of individuals.

With regard to art, then art in its classical form � where no direct, phys-
ical interaction between an individual and a work is allowed � does not im-
pose any specific interpretation of the artwork, either. Obviously, in classical
art, structure exists in the form of texts drawing on the theory of art and the
critique of art, which enable a work of art to be understood and interpreted
within the framework of a given artistic movement. However, interactive
art, allowing an individual to act, has to activate structural potential in order
to facilitate this interaction. The notion of �structure� is given prominence in
conceptual art and it concerns contemporary art in general. Paradoxically,
artists, art critics, and curators removed the category of �understanding� from
the language of art and, following Barthes, emphasised the significance of an
individualised reception. At the same time, exhibition rooms and works of
art, not only interactive ones, have been accompanied by detailed descrip-
tions and guidelines on how to decode an artist�s message. This structurisa-
tion of works of art aims at facilitating the interpretation of the work and its
de-distantiation. In both cases, a very precise explanation of what the au-
thors meant leaves hardly any room for an autonomous interpretation.

If viewed through the lens of the structuration theory, there is nothing
surprising about the fact that interactive art and interactivity operate within
certain structures, which might come into existence in interactive processes.
The descriptions of interactive artworks to a large extent focus on providing
an explanation of how interactive realisations work. Following the guide-
lines, the interactor still enjoys the freedom regarding the way in which they
interact with the artwork. The question that should to be asked at this point
is whether the promise of an individual having an actual influence on the
shape of a work of art fits into the ideology of the contemporary era, which
draws heavily on the notion of governmentality, offered by Michel Foucault
(comp. Foucault 1991: 87-104). The underlying assumption is that although
we are provided with constant possibilities of making choices, these are, in
fact, shaped by technologies of power and limited to a number of pre-set
options. This being the case, rather than offering ample room for individu-
alised reception, interactive art gives merely apparent freedom. Thus, it be-
comes a practice of agency externally controlled.

In view of the complex nature of the democratisation of art, it is vital
that the most desired values in contemporary culture, meaning autonomy
and freedom, be re-considered. They are manifested in agency, both with
regard to art and artists, and the audience. Art and artists in their creative
pursuits tend to be constrained expressis verbis by market mechanisms, and
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sometimes � less explicitly � by politics. These factors may limit freedom of
artistic expression. With the reception of a work of art being an individual-
ised experience, without any impact on the surrounding world, there exist
considerably fewer formal restrictions governing this process. The freedom
of reception is synonymous to the freedom of interpretation. Since the 1960s
and Umberto Eco�s The Open Work in which he postulated the openness of
a work of art, or Roland Barthes� The Death of the Author, the reception of
art has become an increasingly individualised experience, with scope for its
subjective, autonomous interpretation. Art ought to free the audience from
fixed mental perspectives, and should go beyond stereotypical interpreta-
tions. However, the reception of contemporary art is consistently constrained
by the hermetic language used to explain art and specific realisations. When
described as accurately as non-interactive contemporary realisations, inter-
active art does offer the audience a certain degree of freedom. Yet, as I have
already stated, this freedom is usually narrowed down to a number of pre-
selected options.

* * *
Given the benefits a human can derive from contact with art, the conse-

quences of the democratisation of art are not to be feared. Although making
art widely accessible to mass audiences may, but does not have to, exert an
unfavourable impact on it (with artists catering to the needs of the masses),
the undeniable merit is the education and socialisation of society, which � as
pragmatist aestheticians have argued � is becoming more sensitive to aes-
thetics in everyday life. By re-focusing from the category of beauty to the
problems of everyday reality, contemporary art is able to arouse empathy in
the audience and awaken their sensitivity to others� ill-being, while also teach-
ing social skills which � as the basis of social life � are in fact more significant
than aesthetic values, or to put it simply they make people more civilised.
All of this is unfeasible on the part of the sensation-seeking mass media. The
results of research into the cultural preferences of parents conducted by the
Narodowe Centrum Kultury (National Centre for Culture)7  show that they
perceive cultural institutions as spaces which require one�s appropriate,
meaning formal, conduct. They consider their children�s rare visits to such
institutions an opportunity for them to learn good manners. Ideally, contact
with art should offer more than merely lessons of savoir vivre, although this
kind of impact ought not be discredited. It is vital that the process of the
democratisation mean not only increased attendance at exhibition centres,

7 Miêdzy zabaw¹ a sztuk¹ research report:
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but also building audiences who have already done their homework and know
how to behave in cultural institutions.

As already mentioned, the risk inherent in the democratisation of art
involves attempts to cater to mass tastes, and therefore its trivialisation. What
may raise doubts is the manner in which the democratisation is being effect-
ed. Knowledge and genuine understanding of art cannot be reduced to read-
ing the explanatory notes accompanying works of art. Making art widely
accessible should not take the form of gadgetry and trivialising slogans. The
popularisation of art through actions which eventually lead to the simplify-
ing homogenisation of culture, or EU and Ministry grant projects, are mere-
ly makeshift ways of enhancing the accessibility of art but carrying a risk of
vulgarisation.

The reception of art is governed by contradictions. On the one hand,
what seems desirable is its democratisation, understood as generating wide
audiences. On the other hand, the de-distantiation of art and the actions
undertaken by art institutions which de-differentiate them and art itself from
other spheres of life risk the banalisation of art, as well as limited access to
high culture and all the spiritual and aesthetic merits it offers. Finally, de-
distantiation and de-differentiation may limit the chances of promoting de-
sirable conduct in cultural institutions. Therefore, art should be simultaneously
accessible and inaccessible.

The actual popularisation of art may be achieved only through transfor-
mations in the educational system, modification of art syllabuses for chil-
dren and teenagers, and the designing of a comprehensive educational pro-
gramme offered by public exhibition centres. The promotional measures
mentioned above, as well as educational projects financed by grants, should
be considered merely complementary in the process of the popularisation of
art. Only audiences equipped with at least a basic knowledge of art will view
a fridge magnet as a reference to a particular work of art rather than just a
knick-knack. The increasing numbers of visitors to contemporary art exhibi-
tions do not remedy the problem; the number of regular visitors remains the
same. Museums have become trendy meeting spots, places to drink coffee
and eat lunch. However, despite all the efforts made by art to de-distantiate
itself, it still remains inaccessible and incomprehensible.
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The main subject-matter of this paper is the political ontology of contempo-
rary liberal democracies and the problems that the procedure of the formation
of the body politic constitutes within this substantialist and individualistic
ontology. By referring to Joseph Schumpeter�s so-called realistic theory of
democracy and the classic critique of the public sphere articulated by Walter
Lippman, the author attempts to demonstrate the fundamental aporia that lurks
within the democratic procedure of constructing what is public (the body politic)
via public opinion, general elections and representative power, which in his
opinion constitutes an element of greater governmentality of power, typical of
a society of the West. To achieve this he confronts these now classic critiques
of democracy (simultaneously constituting an argument in favour of its inten-
sification and searching for promising routes of transformation) with Michel
Foucault�s conception of liberalism as a technology of managing that which is
social. This reference enables democracy to be perceived as an element of the
modern rationality of governing, the structure of which is based on the simul-
taneous controlling and moulding of the political entity � the People. If the
mechanism of power is located at a level constitutive for the political process,
within �sovereign� political action, then it would seem that potential forms of
resistance or political transformation are directed towards a kind of immanent
change or transgression.
Keywords: public opinion, governmentality, society, the body politic, popu-
lace, liberalism

The moulding of a political entity in contemporary parliamentary de-
mocracies is deeply linked to the process of �abstracting� the general will
from the human collectivity, understood sociologically or economically. This
process has constituted one of the main lines of contention among interpret-
ers of the fundamental concepts related to the public sphere since at least
the end of the 18th century � from Jean-Jacques Rousseau�s The Social Con-
tract to today�s deliberative theories. It therefore seems essential to devise a
genealogical discourse, the task of which would be to outline the horizontal
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(or temporal, historical) and vertical (ontological) topology of the public
sphere of liberal democracies. This would not mean some kind of political
philosophy whose task is to reconstruct the ideal, or even more so the �real�
political picture, so much as �diagnosing� a certain �thought picture� govern-
ing the public sphere and determining the possible ways of interpreting pol-
itics; as such it is about investigating the narrative, the political discourse of
democracy, in such a way as to grasp the rules enabling interpretation of this
discourse, about archaeology as a hermeneutics of possible forms of inter-
pretation. Yet it is not about the total rejection of the path for defining po-
litical phenomena that we know from classic political philosophy, meaning
the method defining the characteristic structure of the political sphere, and
the fundamental entities and relations governing it. It is rather about re-
working the ontology that stands behind contemporary politics, looking
beneath its lining, so as to restore its factual, realistic and descriptive shape
in the motion of concepts.

Public Opinion as a Tool of Governmentality

The beginnings of modern representative democracy (if differentiated
from its earlier 19th-century census-based forms) already feature the convic-
tion that the manner in which it establishes its political foundations leaves a
great deal to be desired; this refers above all to the issues of representing the
people�s will and reforging it into political decisions. The question about the
status of democracy requires not only examination of the issues of rights,
values or institutions, but also � and perhaps above all � definition of the
mechanics of transforming the will of the �people� understood as a collec-
tion of individuals into the will of the �People� understood as a body politic.
As for the question about the people, it always places us in that uncomfort-
able situation of the wanderer, who on his way to the place of birth of gen-
uine democracy encounters a fork in the road and, resigned, strives to un-
derstand something from the sign informing him that taking the road to the
right, that of philosophical peregrinations, means reaching the �People�, while
taking the left road, that of sociological or economic analyses, will lead him
to the �people�. The question about the people is a question both about the
subject of democracy, and in a sense also a question about its product, after
all in a definitional sense democracy is the �power of the people�. And this
product is the political decision, power as the imposition of will, producing
consequences in reality, effectively conducting the operation of joining di-
verse social, economic and ideological interests into a single political sense.
The People understood as a body politic constitutes the starting point � the
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source of sovereignty in democracy, but a source that requires a constant
supply of matter revealing its will, that requires ways of manifesting itself, of
joining groups of people into a homogeneous organism. But does this join-
ing motion take place with the aid of some extraordinary method for trans-
muting the will of individuals into the general will, and is this at all � on a
legal level � joining?

Diverse procedures ensure communication between a group of people
and a political entity within a democracy. The most important of them is, of
course, the system of representative government and the electoral mecha-
nism this entails, but also the manifold ways of influencing and putting pres-
sure on the government � the action of public opinion and various forms of
supervision over and resistance to authority, embracing those forms within
the boundaries of law as well as those beyond these boundaries. They all
constitute an expression of a certain type of �representation�, yet the ques-
tion remains as to whether this representation is strictly political in charac-
ter, that is, is it a real expression of the will of the people, or does it rather
signify a certain conflictual relationship � between those governing and those
governed, between the people and the representative body representing them?

The classic (meaning Greek) picture of democracy as a political system,
in which the role of sovereign is played by the people, is actually already
discredited in the doctrine of Thomas Hobbes, in which �representation
constitutes an instrument of power� (Runciman, Vieira 2008: 29). Hobbes�
thinking took precisely the opposite direction to that we tie to the emer-
gence of modern representational systems. According to him, representation
really does form the sovereign, but this is not the people � a shapeless mass
of individuals � so much as the authority managing this people, a leviathan,
a material form of the body politic. The sovereign does not exist without the
people, but is in no way subordinate. After all, the essence of sovereignty is
the lack of any subordination; only the sovereign is truly free. The perspec-
tive established by Hobbes � in which the main vector of representation runs
not from the people to the political decision expressed in their representa-
tives� words, but the other way round: the sovereign stands so to say before
the people, who establish it in a paradoxical transaction, surrendering to it
their self-destructive force and thereby disposing of political value � is a
perspective allowing us to look at democracy from a slightly broader angle,
free of the illusions of democracy�s natural drive for the common good and
the general will.

Let us attempt to take a closer look at the traditional critique of democ-
racy from conservative-liberal positions, critique that may prove indispens-
able for us to perceive contemporary politics in a broader, supra-normative
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light. Michel Foucault � a kind of patron of genealogical ways of thinking
about authority � observed the transformations in �political� discourses1  not
as an effect of some ideal or evolutionary change, but rather constructed a
picture which on the one hand featured historical consolidation, while on
the other referred paradoxically � precisely because of that consolidation �
to the conditions for the possibility of forming defined manners of govern-
mentality for the human collectivity. Surprisingly, certain conclusions of his
have much in common with the conservative critique of society and democ-
racy. As with the critique from the French philosopher, so too the so-called
realistic theory of democracy penned by Joseph Schumpeter starts by ques-
tioning the universal ideals of democracy � the will of the people and the
common good. To use the words of Andrzej Wa�kiewicz: Schumpeter �ex-
poses at the outset the myth of power wielded by the people. [�] the power
of the people means nothing other than consent for government by party
elites� (Wa�kiewicz 2012: 263). This is a great deal compared to what was
offered by the pre-modern feudal regimes, but little if compared to the re-
publican ideal of the �will of the people�, an ideal that has been present since
the dawn of modern democracies.

According to Schumpeter, the electoral mechanism constitutes the sub-
structure of the system for managing society, a system that has little in com-
mon with democracy in its traditional version, embodied by the ideals of the
�general will of the people� and the �common good�. According to this Aus-
trian scholar, democracy � if we insist at all on still using this name � boils
down to two main elements: the electoral mechanism and the representative
system. These do not solely constitute institutional solutions ensuring the
functioning of democracy in the conditions of the contemporary nation state,
but belong rather to its essence. Or to word it differently: Schumpeter dis-
cerns the essence of democracy in the mechanism � seen in keeping with the
model of the market on which the producers and vendors of commodities
compete for consumers� attention � of producing the managing apparatus,
the representative body. Democracy, in Schumpeter�s opinion, is a mecha-
nism by which authority is �manufactured�, and does not mean the �process-
ing� of general will into the authority of decisions. There is nothing of alche-
my within it, but rather it is the thoroughly modern art of production.

1 Michel Foucault�s lectures at the Collége de France in 1976�1979 may be treated as a sort of
genealogy of the contemporary political and even modern states and all consequences � from the emer-
gence of liberal democracies to the 20th-century tragedy brought about by the growth of totalitarianism.
In this perspective, the birth of bio-politics as the start of systems of managing the lives of citizens consti-
tutes the history of a certain �formation of thinking�, but also the history of politicality � the history of
modern political practices governing the formation of types of power and counter-power in 19th and
20th-century political systems.
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Schumpeter is not interested in the �popular� character of power, as it
constitutes only a metaphysical element of the representative system�s su-
perstructure � a kind of ideology in the managing of elections. Let us turn
our attention to the following fragment:

Its choice � ideologically glorified into Call from the People � does not flow
from its initiative but is being shaped, and the shaping of it is an essential part
of the democratic process. Voters do not decide issues. But neither do they pick
their members of parliament from the eligible population with a perfectly open
mind (Schumpeter 1950: 282).

The �voice of the people� is therefore nothing more than a brilliant and
convincingly constructed legal fiction, serving the shaping of public opinion
by elective party leaders � the new state oligarchy. This people constitutes an
entity prepared for the requirements of the electoral system � substantialisa-
tion of the electoral process, de facto the sole mechanism enabling complex
social masses to legally influence political decisions. But this does not mean
that this influence should be overrated. Schumpeter, as a seasoned observer
of political life, was already aware in the 40s of the phantom character of
that which is public. The essence of democracy is competition between elites
formed in an oligarchic manner, or actually the process of reproducing the
political elite via elections, an elite moulded by election campaigns, socio-
technics, public opinion polls, and the �fabricated will� of the people. Thus
what the 20th century considers democracy is but a certain ideological form,
oligarchical by nature of its management of the assembly of people � the
populace. And the political systems in contemporary �democratic� systems
constitute a machine for the production of the elite. Even if ignoring this
rather bitter, though �realistic� conclusion, the �will of the majority� charac-
terising elections in representative systems cannot be considered the �gener-
al will� � the ideal of the republican utopia. �Evidently the will of the major-
ity is the will of the majority and not the will of �the people�. The latter is
a mosaic that the former completely fails to �represent�� (Ibidem: 272).

In modern mass systems, representation, elections and public opinion
are the gears in the machine of the people�s substantialisation via the moul-
ding of an elective state oligarchy. They serve therefore to maintain a certain
status quo, a political metaphysics sustaining the natural stability of the hu-
man population by reducing its political potential do a game of the elites �
subjecting it to the authority of an overriding principle. The conclusions
that flow from Schumpeter�s theory of democracy seem to draw near to the
assertion posited many years later by Jacques Rancière. In his conservative
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critique of parliamentary democracy, Rancière discerns an immanent diag-
nosis of its condition on the one hand � and here he remains consistent with
the Schumpeterian �other theory� of democracy as an elective oligarchy �
while on the other he detects in it an ideology sanctioning genuine democ-
racy as democratic aristocracy � a postulate for improving the existing sys-
tem by restoring within it the natural order of �government by the best�.
Parliamentary democracy as the power of the people is but a fancy � and
here both researchers agree. Badly conducted, which is to say lacking an
appropriate system for the transmission of will and configuration of collec-
tive decisions, it necessarily heads towards government by the uncontrolled
rabble, or � which is equally as likely � towards tyranny. According to Schum-
peter, it is precisely properly constructed representation that ensures politi-
cal consensus � that regulates the excessively unbridled aspirations of the
street and ensures the formation of power in keeping with nature (with gov-
ernments of the strong and �good�), government by the only minority capa-
ble of efficiently managing the populace.

Representation is, �by rights, an oligarchic form, a representation of minorities
who are entitled to take charge of public affairs. Historically, it is always first
and foremost states, orders, possessions which are represented, whether they
are regarded as entitling one to exercise power, or are occasionally given a con-
sultative voice by a sovereign power [�]. Originally representation was the exact
contrary of democracy� (Rancière 2006: 53).

Representation lends the invisible body of people �real existence�, while
at the same time �public opinion� as the people�s knowledge, the manifesta-
tion of the people in the public sphere, which is to say in the place where the
sense of community comes into being, is subjected to thorough and wide-
scale preparation using knowledge acquired earlier through statistical and
polling techniques. Public opinion is therefore virtual knowledge of the peo-
ple�s virtual existence. Moreover, as Schumpeter and Walter Lippman (an-
other neoconservative American political thinker) would have it, the politi-
cal entity is an effect of a certain complicated and simultaneously cunning
strategy at the metaphysical construct level of the collective concerned. To
cite but a brief fragment of this famous book, The Phantom Public:

We have been taught to think of society as a body, with a mind, a soul and a
purpose, not as a collection of men, women and children whose minds, souls
and purposes are variously related. Instead of being allowed to think realistical-
ly of complex or social relations, we have foisted upon us by various great prop-
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agative movements the notion of a mythical entity, called Society, the Nation,
the Community (Lippman 1993: 146).

For Lippman the key to understanding the functioning of western dem-
ocratic systems is the concept of the �public�, in other words an entity con-
stituting a real manifestation of the collective action of the people. Similarly
to Schumpeter, Lippman too observes that there is no such thing as �the
people as a whole�, as an entity in itself. A collective entity is nothing more
than just a specific projection of the agency of groups and individuals, de-
pendant on the group or individual controlling the sphere of entitled issuing
of decisions and creation of political actions. As he says, there is no such
thing as the whole people (Ibidem: 6). The citizen has no influence on the
functioning of the public sphere as a part of the imagined body politic, but
simply as an individual � as a sovereign entity and an element of a certain
convolution of relations. The People (body politic) in turn constitutes a con-
struct of propaganda, a synthetic picture of the prevalent social relations, a
virtual body that �is never present� directly. Various devices serve the �evoca-
tion� of this political spirit, including the device of manufacturing public
opinion: the opinion poll.

Interestingly, Lippman�s critique of the public sphere suffers from the
same pains as Schumpeter�s �realistic critique of democracy�: on the one hand
they perceive the ideological character of what is public, reducing power to
specific social forces and interests that are almost economic in character,
while on the other they create a kind of metaphysics of individuals as nom-
inal entities of political action, in the model of the liberal conception of the
economy. Thereby they maintain a distinction which, as later turns out, is
unsustainable: the distinction into political body as a phantom, non-existent
virtual entity, and concrete, functioning social entities, statistical prefigura-
tions of society, the voice of which is public opinion.

In lectures given in 1977�1978, describing the mechanism behind the
functioning of truth in the public agenda in the 18th century, Michel Fou-
cault made a minor comment, though one extremely inspiring from the point
of view of our deliberations:

That is to say, raison d�état must act on the consciousness of people, not just to
impose some true or false beliefs [�] but in such a way that their opinion is
modified, of course, and along with their opinion their way of doing things,
their way of acting, their behaviour as economic subjects and as political sub-
jects. The work of public opinion will be one of the aspects of the politics of
truth in raison d�état [see also manuscript: The public as subject-object of knowl-
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edge (savoir): subject of a knowledge that is �opinion� and object of a knowl-
edge that is of a different type, since it has opinion as its object and the question
for this knowledge of the state is to modify opinion, or to make use of it, to
instrumentalise it] (Foucault 2007: 275).

In this brief passage the French philosopher expounded2  yet simulta-
neously amended Lippman�s fundamental theses. Public opinion is not, as
he sees it, solely an expression of the will of the people, a disclosure of what
the language of the collective body politic innately constitutes, and neither
is it exclusively the effect of propaganda and cunning indoctrination. It con-
stitutes rather a certain entanglement of relations, an effect of the games of
truth that are played out between government � the institutional manage-
ment of the population of individuals (the police) � and those who by virtue
of the regulations adopted have been entitled to speak out in the public sphere:
the political people. Public opinion is therefore a place seeing the generating
of a certain status of political order, is openness in pure form constituting an
effect of the power of the people, although on the other hand it constitutes
an area of interest for and interference by authority, moulding it in �its own
image and likeness�.

Although Schumpeter and Lippmann discover the fact that general will
and public opinion are but ideological constructs fabricated by those gov-
erning, they are unable to step beyond this assertion towards an insubstan-
tialist analysis of power, within which the body politic would be acknowl-
edged not so much as an entity (basically metaphysical), but rather as a
mechanism for the production of political truth. Public opinion and repre-
sentation, perceived in the light of the terms proposed by Foucault, would
constitute a �device� of reproduction of the body politic � an effect of polit-
ical practices (games of truth).

This results in several claims about public opinion � as measured and publicized
via scientific polling � as an independent variable: that public opinion both �val-
idates the democratic discourse� and serves as its �correcting mechanism�; that
it imposes �compulsory visibility� while remaining itself �visible�, an �exercise
of power� that makes the public �an object of knowledge and observation� [�]
(Beniger 1992: 212).

2 This is obviously not about factual influences or inspirations, but the interesting coincidence be-
tween the results of analyses conducted by seemingly very distant thinkers.
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Public opinion therefore constitutes an element of the mechanics of power
of the modern state, which simultaneously individualises and manages the
populace, generates a self-aware political entity, and sends its truth back to
the transcendental entity of the body politic. It does this by fabricating a
consensual image of social reality � with polls, treating society as a homoge-
neous whole comprising fully formed entities with identical competences,
creating an artificial image of the collective as a field of �possible decisions�.
In this manner the individualised public opinion binds us to the political
order as a whole. By confirming our choice and revealing the opinions of
our opponents, it forces us to think of society not as a heterogeneous web of
forces and interests, within which the initiative must, out of necessity, be
taken by one of the parties, but as a homogeneous set of individuals, each of
whom has their own opinion and is individually responsible for the political
decisions within the community. In his brilliant and concise critique of pub-
lic opinion polling, Pierre Bourdieu once wrote:

At present, the opinion poll is an instrument of political action: perhaps its most
important function is to impose the illusion that there is something called public
opinion in the sense of purely arithmetical total of individual opinions; to im-
pose the illusion that it is meaningful to speak of the average of opinions or
average opinion (Bourdieu 2011: 222).

By accepting this illusion, we are moving within the space of doxa, rely-
ing on the assertion that individuals� political decisions are free and do not
succumb to outside influences, and the arithmetic average of these decisions
determines the voice of the people. Polls thereby generate a quantitative
impression of a whole, comprising varied though qualitatively comparable
individuals (Blumer 1948: 544). A poll de facto only constitutes technology
for confirming existing political relations; change in the ruling party does
not alter the shape of the political order, it only means reconfiguration of
the internal structure of the political playing field. Getting to know society
through polling techniques manufactures public opinion, and this in turn is
supported �at the bottom� by technologies for generating an entity: medical,
penal and educational, and so on. In Discipline and Punish, one of the books
that undoubtedly best illustrates the dissonance written into the western
political sphere, Foucault wrote:

[�] although, in a formal way, the representative regime makes it possible, di-
rectly or indirectly, with or without relays, for the will of all to form the funda-
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mental authority of sovereignty, the disciplines provide, at the base, a guarantee
of the submission of forces and bodies (Foucault 1995: 222).

Yet on every occasion the free entity and public opinion refer us to the
external and simultaneously constitutive body politic, an invisible and yet
causative existence. The metaphysics of the body politic should become the
beginning of the genealogy of the modern public sphere.

Three Big Animals

Schumpeter and Lippman are undoubtedly adherents to a political tradi-
tion that perceives the essence of democracy in the individualised popular
vote, the goal of which is to elect the appropriate representatives of the col-
lective. For them, the starting point and ultimately the destination of demo-
cratic politics is the individual � the only real substance of the political pro-
cess, although its functions are limited to choosing representatives in
parliament, and at the same time the foundation of the populace constitut-
ing the beginning of �society�. Society constitutes an aporetic empty place in
modern political theory, on the one hand signifying the sum of the individ-
ual, the populace, and on the other a relational fact, the existence of which
does not boil down to any specific individual entity whatsoever � or to use
the words of Émile Durkheim � sui generis reality. As a sum of individuals, it
constitutes an object of interest to the techniques of political control of the
populace, as a community entity it becomes an absent sovereign, manifested
through individual emanations (hence in sociology the insoluble dualism of
agency and structure and attempts at coping with this via the conceptuality
of the so-called third way, typical of the contemporary Anglo-Saxon sociol-
ogy of such as Anthony Giddens), a place where the political entity is formed,
where ideas are put into practice.

The individual and society constitute the centrifugal points of formation
of a modern political ontology, their goal being to �incorporate� public opin-
ion, hitherto transcendental and unorganised. This dualism was brilliantly
identified by Carl Schmitt (altogether analysis of the public sphere seems to
owe much to the conservative thinkers of the first half of the 20th century),
who in Constitutional Theory made a blistering critique of liberal mecha-
nisms in the forming of general will:

For the logically consistent execution of the secret individual election and the
individual vote transforms the distinctly democratic, or political, figure, the state
citizen or citoyen, into private man who, from the sphere of the private, whether
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or not this private sphere may be his religion or his economic interest or both
together, expresses a private opinion and casts his vote (Schmitt 2008: 273).

The operation of forming a body politic within the liberal electoral mech-
anism proceeds through the dismembering of general will into millions of
private wills and its reconstruction in the form of a statistical picture of the
collective, not reflecting the complexity of political relations. �The result is
only a sum of private opinions. In this way, no common will arises, no vo-
lonté generale; only the sum of all individual wills, a volonté de tous, does�
(Ibidem: 274).

If we take a look at the cover of the first edition of Leviathan by Thomas
Hobbes, from 1651, we behold an enormous form of the sovereign equipped
with the insignias of ecclesiastic and secular authority: a sword and crosier.
This rather grotesque figure, comprising thousands of other, smaller figures,
expresses political will and remains transcendental in relation to each indi-
vidual will of the entities of which it comprises. Hobbes� huge person is
made of the bodies of numerous small people, whose strength is inconse-
quential in regard to its unlimited power of a �mortal god�. What, though,
differentiates him from an ordinary sum of individuals, in what way does he
connect them to form will, independent of their connection, that is higher
and mightier? Hobbes� vision refers to the classic figure of the sovereign as
the head ruling the people, an unorganised mass of individuals. The theo-
logical vision of the body politic present in Christian tradition since the dawn
of our age has imagined the Church � the people of God � as a body com-
prising individuals, the head of which is Christ, and the will the Holy Spir-
it.3  The secularised image of the people therefore assumes that it is a body
without a head, a passive substance that requires a soul, an appropriate ad-
ministrator � a king.

The dialectic character of the royal body, which on the one hand consti-
tutes an immanent component of the body politic, an element managing the
populace and its resources, but on the other hand is always transcendental
and absent, and therefore originally theological, a spiritual being, was de-
scribed brilliantly by Ernst Kantorowicz in his well-known study.4  Giorgio
Agamben, carrying out a thorough investigation of the thinking of both
Schmitt and Kantorowicz, confirmed their fundamental intuition, that �All
significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theo-

3 This image is contained in at least one of the first patristic texts: The First Epistle to the Corin-
thians, St. Clement of Rome (Pope Clement 1924).

4 Regarding the simultaneously mystic and political body of the king: Kantorowicz 1997, p. 270;
regarding the crown as a visible sign of the presence of the ruler�s body: 363�382.
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logical concepts [�]� (Schmitt 1985: 36), expanding it to embrace an addi-
tional assertion that harmonises with the analysis conducted here. Accord-
ing to him, the theological foundation of contemporary political thought
contains two elements demarcating the poles, between which modern polit-
ical theory moves about. The heritage of Christian theology determines two
paradigms of the political thinking of the West, while their ambiguous rela-
tions determine the topology of the modern public sphere: �political theol-
ogy, which founds the transcendence of sovereign power on the single God,
and economic theology, which replaces this transcendence with the idea of an
oikonomia, conceived as an immanent ordering [�] of both divine and hu-
man life� (Agamben 2011: 1). Tracing the relations of these two paradigms
constitutes the history of the idea of the body politic � from the sanctified
body of the sovereign to the profaned body of the people � determining the
structure of state organisation in societies of the West. Agamben � mindful of
Foucault�s discoveries in this field � seems to be stating that the birth of the
modern democratic state is inextricably connected with the supremacy of the
economic-government element.5  The proximity of society as the sphere of the
�free people� and of the technology of managing individuals� freedom deter-
mines the correlates of the same way of wielding power that Foucault discov-
ered in the development of liberalism as a �device generating freedom�.

Through the distinction between legislative or sovereign power and executive
or governmental power, the modern State acquires the double structure of gov-
ernmental machine. At each turn, it wears the regal clothes of providence, which
legislate in a transcendent and universal way, but lets the creature it looks after
be free, and the sinister and ministerial clothes of fate, which carries out in
detail the providential dictates and confines the reluctant individuals within the
implacable connection between the immanent causes and between the effects
that their very nature has contributed to determining. The providential-econom-
ical paradigm, in this sense, the paradigm of democratic power, just as the theo-
logical-political is the paradigm of absolutism (Agamben 2011: 142).

On the one hand modern political theory finds the people as the founda-
tion of the political order, but on the other denies it any real possibility of

5 Cf. also Agamben�s controversial thesis regarding the ambiguous proximity that characterises the
democratic and totalitarian systems of the 20th century: (Agamben 1998: 121�122); this same dependence
of economics and theology is discovered � according to Bruno Latour and Vincent A. Lépinay � by Gabriel
Trade when he links the Smitch doctrine of the �invisible hand of the market� with the invisible but effective
manifestation of divine intervention in the �real� world. But that is precisely the question: which world is the
more real � the domain of the Creator, or that of economic facts? (Latour, Lépinay 2009: 73�74).
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acting. The social body of the people is not a �real body politic�, since it is
devoid of a head. As such, political thinkers favouring monarchal authority,
such as Hobbes or the 15th-century political writer Sir John Fortescue, strived
to endow this body with artificial sovereignty and integrality, placing it within
the model of royal power (Canovan 2005: 117). Thus the people need ex-
ternal substance with whose help they will be entered into the register of
sovereignty. However, the price of sovereignty thus understood must be
political alienation � entry into the register of governing divests the entity of
power of its �politicality�, sending it back in the direction of transcendence �
to the absent manager (raison d�État), possibly placing it within the individ-
ual using the economistic paradigm of managing the society of consumers
(police). The non-political regime of modernity stretches between the con-
tinuum of the absent managing authority and the present subject deprived in
its individuality of political attributes. The individualisation of politics re-
fers one to the private sphere, thereby reducing the community to the play
of individual and society � the metaphysics of social facts. And in this man-
ner society, as a sui generis entity, stands opposite the state � as an object of
possible state knowledge and a subject of possible authority, constituting in
the modern theory of democracy the embodied political people.

The state has responsibility for the society, a civil society, and the state must see
to the management of this civil society. This is of course a fundamental muta-
tion with regard to a form of raison d�État, of police rationality that continued
to deal only with a collection of subjects (Foucault 2007: 350).

Political economics thereby becomes sociology, the object of which is a
reality totally different than the state, still understood by certain 18th-centu-
ry lawyers as an idea seeming to possess development of its own, or �inbred�
according to Foucault (Ibidem: 354). This object seems to refer to compli-
cated knowledge regarding the natural ownership of human collectives,
knowledge constituting on the one hand an object of interest to the state,
but on the other constituting a counterbalance for the state understood in
philosophical-legal categories, the self-knowledge of the nation or people �
the principle of sovereignty.

In this sense the state, the populace and society determine the rules of
the game, the stake of which is the existence of the body politic. Society �
the object of knowledge and power, as a body politic, constitutes a ceaseless-
ly renewed basis for the people and for the nation � of modern forms of
sovereignty, their task being to grant existence to what is virtual: to the body
politic. Society � the object of sociology � is the central figure of modern
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metaphysics of the public sphere, as usual reassuring and assuaging all pains
of a political bent, of metaphysics upheld by the venerable corpus of the
social sciences. This was recognised perfectly by Bruno Latour, whose debts
towards Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari still remain enor-
mous (Abriszewski 2001; Falkowski 2014). In his work entitled Reassem-
bling the Social, of fundamental significance for ANT (Actor-Network The-
ory), Latour questioned the fundamental assumptions constituting the
framework of classic sociological theory, which he termed the �sociology of
that which is social� � deriving from 19th-century scientism�s ideal of science
seeking the ultimate entities, similarly as done by other empirical and nom-
inalist fields of learning. According to Latour, the edifice of modern sociol-
ogy was erected on a research conviction that had no rational foundations
other than the methodical doubt of Descartes� philosophy � society appears
to us as an entity that has its own entitativity, not so much a certain type of
connections between people as a peculiar manner of grasping interpersonal
phenomena, which themselves do not know that they are social and that
�social� permeates and governs them. In the case of sociology, seeking cer-
tainty leads not to methodical doubt, but � on the contrary � to methodical
�consolidation� of social facts. Sociology is a field whose premise is the exist-
ence of that which is social; Latour discerns in this premise a procedure
aimed not so much towards achieving true knowledge of social reality (hav-
ing a relational character of incessantly renewed � including within research
work � bonds) as confirmation of the existence of a certain specific reality,
confirmation of the assumptions within empiricism. �Human actors were
reduced to mere informants simply answering the questions of the sociolo-
gist qua judge, thus supposedly producing a discipline as scientific as chem-
istry or physics� (Latour 2005: 41).

Sociology was born as a child of a certain quite momentous mistake, and
as we know mistakes constitute all learning. Its direct roots should be sought
in the 17th and 18th-century philosophies of the social contract, as well as in
the individualistic tradition of the Scottish moralists (Habermas 1978: 291�
294). The social sciences constituted a response to the discovery of the ex-
istence of political force other than the authority of the sovereign by divine
appointment. Society initially emerged as an assumption of the necessity of
certain relations existing between individuals (the relations of exchange and
contract), the immanent character of which cannot be reduced to relations
with a prince � a representative of the transcendent order. This picture � the
liberal root joining deep down economics and sociology, was juxtaposed with
the traditional model of sovereignty; the total and virtual character of the
body politic as personified by the Hobbesian sovereign, that large person
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comprising other �incomparable� individuals, stood opposite the �society of
entrepreneurial individuals�, civic society. �To put it broadly, society, this 19th

century invention, is an odd transitional figure mixing up the Leviathan of
the 18th century and collective of the 21st� (Latour 2005: 161). Society had
become a dangerous outcome of the operation of �incorporation� of the body
politic � �always already� every-present and surplus, that is to say it was an
assumption taken for reality, reality eclipsed by the assumption. The politi-
cal-legal theories of sovereignty and development of political economics in
the late 18th century constitute the foundations on which 19th-century natu-
ral sciences will discover the sociological picture of the collective, tying it
carelessly to the body politic as a transcendent source of social order. From
then on the social sciences will be engaged in the pursuit of this surplus body
within social relations, thereby becoming embroiled in the unsolvable dia-
lectic of substance (structure or agency) and process (motion, fluidity). In
this manner the body politic as the beginning and at the same time as the
place of fulfilment of the collective is neutralised in relation to its basic duty
� political action, meaning active interference in the reality of the communi-
ty. There is nothing to change if the body politic is here and now.

The body politic transmogrified into a society is supposed to hold up under its
own force even in the absence of any political activity. Although it remains in-
visible, the giant body politic is now said to have had its feet solidly fastened to
a sturdy pedestal. All the difficulties of grasping the social start from such an
impossible feat of metallurgical fiction: the moving shape of Phantom Public
now cast in bronze (Latour 2005: 162�163).

Through identification of the �natural� character of social and economic
relations, the structure of organising what was political underwent a kind of
phantomization � the body politic as a real entity was imposed upon reality.
That which was political had to give way to that which was social; and that
which was social � via the tool of investigating social facts � became an av-
atar of public life, a manifestation of the withdrawn origin � the collective.
The jumbling of the entity of the body politic, society and the collective
signifying non-differentiated bonds � the transcendental possibility of en-
twining the social body, of those � as Latour calls them � �three Big Animals�
(Ibidem: 171), became the cause of post-political confusion. �We can already
conclude that the social, as usually defined, is but a moment in a long history
of assemblages, suspended between the search for the body politic and the
exploration of the collective� (Ibidem: 247). Society is therefore a product
of historical scientific politics, the birth of which should be sought in the
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post-theological order of the discourse basing the body politic of the masses
(the people) on recognising the laws governing the populace. In this equa-
tion the collective is always withdrawn as a pure potentiality of change. The
embodied people as a metaphysical construct needs to be embedded within
an empirical order which, by its very definition, cannot be political. Eco-
nomically, ethically or sociologically, a functioning populace never can
be a political community in the agonistic sense given to this notion by Carl
Schmitt. The market and society can only shrink or expand, they have no
natural enemies. Rather they constitute devices of the incessant fabrication
of the people from the mass of individuals.

On one level statistics, public opinion polls, and political representation
� the tools by which the existence of the individual is joined to the body of
the Leviathan; the effect of this fusion is society � the phantasmal entity of
the body politic. On the second level there is criminology, pedagogics and
economics, understood by liberals as the science of rational behaviours by
rational social actors, forming from the human bodies the fundamental atom
of the politics of managing the population, an object of statistics. When in-
vestigating the birth of statistics as one of the pillars of state ideology in 19th-
century France, Ian Hacking wrote: �One name for statistics, especially in
France, had been �moral science�: the science of deviancy, of criminals, court
convictions, suicides, prostitution, divorce� (Hacking 1991: 182).

The technology of forming the ideal and surplus body politic involves the
production of a moral subject, an autonomous individual, whose choices are
learned and modulated with the aid of polling and statistical techniques. Soci-
ety in turn appears as a huge market � a place where decisions are generated,
decisions which de facto are always (and perhaps only) economic decisions.
Man and citizen are joined in a single consumer figure (an in the political
sphere as well, the client of diverse services ensured by the state). The liberal
state is therefore heading out of necessity from freedom understood as the
condition of the entire system, a universal public value, to freedom under-
stood as a product of a defined situation � economic, moral or legal, and so
on, in which the individual enters relations with other individuals.

Freedom as the Condition of Governing

The sovereignty of a conscious subject � of the individual understood as
an independent and self-defining entity, and of the populace, society, as the
place where the effect of play of political or economic forces, and so forth,
is achieved � is a combination responsible for a deep contradiction within
modern western democratic systems. �The problem of political power is thus
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expressed in terms of governmental tasks and objectives in relation to an al-
ready existing domain, an already civil society, [�] socio-natural milieu� (Burch-
ell 1991: 138). We find this contradiction at the place where micro-powers �
specific disciplinary techniques, means of direct coercion on individuals, pas-
toral-penitentiary techniques of influencing will � join up with the macro-
technologies of managing populational processes, the governmentality of le-
gal and political institutions, techniques of influencing public opinion, and
statistical techniques, among others. This place is the subject and the object in
a single person � the modern citizen � the substantialised will of the body
politic, yet at the same time an object subject to authority; a free participant of
social and economic life, at the price of being subject to the structural regula-
tions of the state. And later � as consolidated by successive, modern versions
of liberalism � an object of immanent regulations for the market itself.

Society here is treated, no more and no less, as an emanation of individ-
uals, and in the case of social relations man is understood here as a kind of
homo sociologicus, and in regard to economic relations � as a homo eco-
nomicus. Classic liberalism passes � through the 19th and 20th centuries, right
up to today�s neoliberal or even post-liberal forms � from treating individu-
als as atoms of social life or the market to perceiving them in the light of
diverse choices, relations and goals of the different social areas to which
they belong (Rose 1996: 41). From society as a resource and a subject at the
same time, to society which � to use Margaret Thatcher�s language � �does
not exist�, which is to say that it is not taken into consideration as an object
of the activities by governments, focused on individuals, free and autono-
mous. Society interests liberals not as a political entity, but as a purely statis-
tical construct serving to devise specific ways of proceeding with the human
collective, the human resource, which is subject to economics (albeit specif-
ic), to the science of management. Hence too the evolution in the liberal
manner of understanding economic notions � from the political economics
of the late 18th century, still constituting � no more and no less � a �human-
istic� science dealing with methods of arranging the world by man, to eco-
nomics based on pure and nominal monetary and commodity-based calcula-
tion, and as a consequence economics as the science of the virtual relations
between resources and financial transactions. It is precisely as such that eco-
nomics becomes the metaphysics of the choices of the equally metaphysical
sovereign subject, the final atom in which all strategies for managing the
population cross.6

6 More regarding homo economicus as a construct fundamentally different to previous subjects of
rights: (Foucault 2008: 268 � 276).
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This is only fully enabled by 19th-century liberalism with its unprece-
dented esteem for economic freedom. This in turn is simultaneously the �free-
dom� (or sovereignty) to be subject to control of the norm, to �be produced�
as one of the rational actors of the social show functioning on the free mar-
ket. �The formula of liberalism is not �be free�. Liberalism only says: I shall
make you as free� (Ibidem: 63). Liberal politics involves the steering and
reinforcing of the individual choices of the individual, yet is devoid of a
distinctly coercive character. Through the mechanisms of reflectiveness and
individuality, responsibility is deployed at the individual level, while resources
are available in the process of market exchange. Nikolas Rose � citing Fou-
cault � even argues that the freedom of economic choice within the civil
sphere that is the market determines the sole force remaining for individu-
als, harnessed into the cogs of the liberal device, the force of counter-man-
aging, of opposition towards the advancing service mechanisms. Individual-
ism and consumerism as the foundation of the new formula of citizenship
(Rose 2004: 278�279). Therefore society, as the market, funds a new type
of sovereignty, that is one within which the political substance is based on
liberating the individual�s economic resources in a moral-economic device
forming the subject as a finished yet universal pillar of the political order. As
such this is about constructing the body politic of the people through the
generating of a society-market in the body of the population.
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Introduction

The international conference held at the Faculty of Philology of the
University of Lodz on 6�8 October 2017, was organised by the University�s
Interdisciplinary Gender Seminar, but jointly put together by several depart-
ments.1  The conference committee included recognisable Polish feminist
academics,2  and the event�s goal as defined in the call for papers was �to
create a space for discussion regarding the contemporary challenges of wom-
en�s rights and various discriminatory practices�.3  The three-day event com-
prised twenty-minute papers and presentations given by thirty scholars from
twenty five academic faculties all around the country as well as from abroad
� including Ukraine, the Netherlands, Scotland, Austria, and Italy � repre-
senting a total of eighteen universities. The conference programme featured
nine panel sessions, one keynote lecture, and two side events � a debate and
a tour.

The conference opened with a very relevant speech given by the Dean of
the Faculty of Philology of the University of Lodz, Professor Joanna
Jab³kowska, who introduced the idea of exclusion and, quite originally, ques-
tioned whether the feminist perspective should be predominant, since it
seemed to prioritise the question of gender over other axes of discrimina-
tion. She urged the participants to be receptive to other perspectives that
would aid the struggles against multi-faceted domination. This somewhat
surprising stance will be congruent with my thesis herein. This aside, Izabela

1 See: http://feministperspective.pl
2 See: http://feministperspective.pl
3 http://feministperspective.pl

9.p65 20-02-06, 11:24187



Marta Olasik

188

Desperak was introduced as the �mother� of the Interdisciplinary Gender
Seminar;4  the prominent academic described the idea and activity of the
Seminar. Importantly, Desperak mentioned intersectionality in a rather in-
teresting context, admitting that Seminar members are not yet ready to take
the plunge, but do hope to do so eventually.

The Democratisation of Culture and Feminism?

The names among both organisers and participants of the conference
included major preceptors and supervisors of today�s students of gender
education curricula across Polish universities; as such, they are responsible
for the shape, direction, and content adopted by such courses. With this in
mind, the idea of the democratisation of culture in its traditional under-
standing5  sounds more noble than it actually is, at least in the context of
feminism. The conference proceedings proved how specific the feminist ac-
ademic community in Poland is. I will argue that it is desirable and necessary
for feminist movements globally to be on the forefront of promoting cultur-
al democracy rather than the democratisation of culture. The notions of de-
distantiation and hybridisation are ones that I will support with regard to
gender equity.6  The former term has been coined as a metaphorical alter-
ation or a reversal of Bertolt Brecht�s work on the �distancing effect� within
performance studies7  and refers to the necessity of conscious engagement
with broader social issues and differences in place of the practice and atti-
tude of detaching oneself from otherness and diversity. The latter concept,
in turn, �helps to identify the pivotal points at which [�] antagonisms can

4 The first conference organised by the Interdisciplinary Gender Seminar in £ód� took place in May
2015 and was titled �The Disobedient, the Rebels, the Reformers, the Activists: Women Who Are Trans-
forming the Reality�. The translation of the title is mine, and does not convey the powerful character of
the language used; the group nouns were used with the untypical female-signifying endings, which the
English language precludes unless one uses the �female� adjective with each of the nouns. This said, three
post-conference volumes were published over a short period of time, which proves how prolific the Sem-
inar is, indicating the general demand for further debates and educational programmes.

5 See: Mannheim K. (1956), The Democratization of Culture. In: Essays in the Sociology of Culture.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

6 Importantly, my first encounter with these concepts � and my understanding of how they work �
came through the contribution from Marek Czy¿ewski. See: Czy¿ewski M. (2012), Socjologia wobec
kultury � uwagi na marginesie koncepcji Antoniny K³oskowskiej. In: Przegl¹d Socjologiczny, 61(3), pp.
67-89. Furthermore, the concept of de-distantiation (sic!) is also a subject of more detailed and thorough
scrutiny within Czy¿ewski�s article in this very volume.

7 See: Rouse J. (1989) Brecht and the West German Theatre: The Practice and Politics of Interpreta-
tion. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. See also: Christie, I. (2010), Knight�s Moves: Brecht and
Russian Formalism in Britain in the 1970s. In: Ostrannenie: On �Strangeness� and the Moving Image. The
History, Reception, and Relevance of a Concept, edited by Annie van de Oever. Amsterdam: Amsterdam
University Press.
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be negotiated and dealt with without being completely eliminated. Instead
of essentializing differences, its goal is to understand them with respect to
their conditions of inequality and to continually renegotiate them� (Bach-
mann-Medick 2016: 145)8.

For the purposes of the report, I will first recount the actual dealings of
the three-day conference by outlining its main subject areas. I shall then
present my reflections regarding the democratisation of culture as seen from
a feminist angle, and finish with my own conclusions regarding how rele-
vant the processes of de-distantiation are to the subject under scrutiny. That
said, the division into thematic subjects (translation mine) is somewhat arti-
ficial, for the panels and perspectives intermingled, the matters in question
intersected, and the interdisciplinarity was well visible.

Reproductive Rights and Maternity

This issue has recently been popping up frequently both in Poland and
across Europe. The timeline of laws pertaining to access to abortion through-
out Polish history was introduced. Ireland�s multi-institutional �Repeal the
8th� social campaign was covered, the question of pro-natal politics was dis-
cussed in the context of biopolitics, the lack of sex education in Poland was
pointed out, and there was a presentation on a qualitative research study
into the phenomenon of converting to maternity those women who are child-
less by choice. Altogether, maternity turns out to be a historically- and so-
cially-fabricated set of expectations; the role of future feminism in encour-
aging female subjectivity is therefore pivotal. The tradition of écriture féminine
was recalled and attempts were made to deconstruct the myth of the �Moth-
er Pole�. The importance of giving women a voice was emphasised, since this
practice enables the Self; when a woman speaks, she transgresses and breaks
cultural barriers, be it socially, individually, in literature, or in the visual arts.

Violence, Resistance, Politics

These are inherently feminist issues, and as such they took up much of
the conference. Hermeneutical injustice as exemplified by the �feminazi�
phenomenon was debated. Body emancipation and sovereignty in media-art
practices was looked into. Changes in feminist approaches to the female body
over the decades, as illustrated by social-interventionist practices of contem-

8 Bachmann-Medick, D. (2016) Cultural Turns: New Orientations in the Study of Culture. Translat-
ed by Adam Blauhut. Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter.
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porary artistic groups, were covered. The Black Protests of 2016 and 2017
were repeatedly brought up; based on the logic of connective action � not
the traditional collective action � they rejected identity politics, transgressed
barriers, and emphasised individualistic values in the struggle against the
state. The potential of shame and disgust was investigated. The philosophi-
cal, social, and symbolic meanings behind women�s bodies in general and
reproductive organs in particular were touched upon; exposing the self turns
into a weapon and overcoming one�s own shame is a valid tactic against
phallocentrism. The case of #ParliamoneSabato in the Italian Twittersphere
was elaborated on with the help of network visualisation. Female subjectiv-
ity from the post-Cartesian perspective was covered. Violence against wom-
en in rural settings was elaborated on, and the highly specific nature of this
phenomenon was pointed out; namely, it seems to be an intrinsic part of
rural life and has many agents.9  The relationship between gender and secu-
rity with regard to women in academia was explored; the point is to postu-
late that security studies should begin to acknowledge the role that women
play in society.

I then incorporated the component of lesbianity into the feminist de-
bates, illustrating and strongly criticising how Polish feminism still remains
deprived of the question of sexuality. Touching on the field of geographies
of sexualities, I made a firm statement about how feminisms and gender
studies curricula today cannot afford to not be sexual by default. Still on the
subject of resistance and politics, the development of the feminist movement
in Ukraine was explained, with characteristic features differentiating Ukrai-
nian feminist spaces. The question of motherhood in the Ukrainian context
was touched upon. Importantly, there has been no abortion or pro-choice
debate in Ukraine.

A separate meeting was devoted to the report on violence against wom-
en in the Internet. The debate involved two authors of the research project
from the Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, and a local lawyer who
cooperates with women-centred NGOs. The qualitative research involved

9 With such research it is crucial to combine the role of the researcher with the role of an activist so
that the researched group can actually be helped at the same time. On a side note, the researcher�s at-
tempt to bring up the question of violence against animals in rural areas as part of a conference she
conceived of in order to counter the overall acceptability of violence in the rural area was dismissed by
her academic community; she was accused of combining a serious theme with a trivial matter, which thich
would make women feel offended. However, it should be clear that the combination like the one the
researcher suggested is necessary and required, for if such research barriers are not transgressed, no anti-
violence project will ever be fully successful.
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in-depth semi-structured interviews with eighteen respondents, these being
women who are active in the public sphere. The project was named �Cyber-
violence Against Women�. Cyberviolence was defined as �the type of using
Internet communication that leads or can lead to harm or suffering�. Cyber-
violence against women is conditioned by gender and includes rape threats
or threats with regard to other types of sexual violence, sexual harassment,
sexual propositions, and derogative comments. Violence is neither closed
within the abstract Internet, nor restricted to it; it is a continuum. It was
debated how political hate has became a professionalised phenomenon,
meaning that it is often financially and strategically commissioned by a po-
litical party. Protecting this phenomenon under the oft-repeated �freedom-
of-speech� argument stands in stark contrast to democracy. The traditional
message remains that a woman should not lean out. Sadly, the intensity of
such discourse in Poland is on the rise, and it is the feminist movement spe-
cifically that has the potential of increasing awareness and mobilisation. The
way that the law has been made is, however, discouraging.

Women and Media: Words and Images

The role of media and artistic expressions was another common theme.
The sensual film theory and strategies of resistance in feminist cinema were
presented, the point being that the potential and status of the director had
not been explored. The very category of women�s cinema was problema-
tised. Alternative short movie clips from different timelines were viewed and
the position and status of the directors behind them was discussed. Violence
on the screen was debated and the strategies of heroines in selected Ameri-
can shows were analysed in the context of several sociological concepts,
namely patriarchy, socialisation, the need for male domination, and domes-
tic violence. Case studies show that cinema continues to promote woman as
the Other. A paper was given on Afro-American women fighting against
gender and race discrimination as illustrated by heroines of contemporary
TV series, the bottom line being that this process has to involve black fem-
inism and the theory and practice of intersectionality. There is an incredible
complexity and durability of the negative representation of Afro-American
women and it seems to be rooted in the history of slavery. Shonda Rhimes
was mentioned as a symbol of new representations that open the potential
for the emergence of positive patterns of femininity in relation to power.
The question is why we continue to analyse black women through the prism
of very old categories. The representation of friendship between women in con-
temporary American comedy was analysed; the model of the female friendship
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film (FFF) seems to be inspired by academic feminist literature. An interest-
ing question is whether comedy as such is a male genre, and how it is evolv-
ing. Other themes debated in these panels included the question of literary
discourses of the latest Polish prose and whether women have a voice there,
the multi-dimensional portrayal of women under oppression in English dra-
ma and second-wave feminist theatre, and the bodily strategies of combat.

Cultures and Places: Traditions and Rituals

This thematic area included analyses of spaces with particular customs
and traditions. The problem of discrimination against women among the
contemporary Satmar Hasidic Judaism was presented. The issue of the del-
egalisation of the Ethiopian t�elef marriage was elaborated on; the t�elef
marriage is sanctioned through kidnapping, whereby the oppressor has the
legal right to kidnap a young female and enter marriage once the oppressed
becomes pregnant. Importantly, the 1990s case of Aberash Bekele resulted
in a breakthrough with regard to this matter. Violence against women in
Pakistan as illustrated by the problem of �honour killings� was also debated,
and various obstacles that a researcher needs to face when studying the sit-
uation of women in Pakistan were considered. The activity of Assia Djebar,
the Algerian feminist and post-colonial author, was described; the subver-
sive writer countered the objectification and stereotypisation of Algerian
women. She encouraged voice and self-narrative as the tool for emancipa-
tion both socially and historically, while also aiding women�s attempts at
reclaiming religion. The objectification of women in China was also debated
in the context of selected literary examples; resistance strategies against cross-
discrimination in formal education were elaborated on; and the stereotypes
of single women in mass media were discussed.

Keynote Lecture: Dr Fiona McQueen
(Edinburgh Napier University)

The title of this presentation was �Exploring Gender Equality: Between
the Macro and Micro�. As a sociologist of gender, McQueen started off with
the question of power. How does power communicate between the macro
and the micro? What do we mean by oppression, domination, and femi-
nism? How do we measure gender equality? What is the role of social change?
What is the feminist agenda we would like to pursue? The point of depar-
ture is that the neoliberal agenda is happening globally, spreading oppres-
sion over more groups. Fights that were already fought fifty years ago are
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being re-fought because of the neo-conservatism that is taking over, and
women�s rights advocates are the easiest target nowadays. Feminism is a
solution, but research, theory and activism need to intermingle, which should
not be a problem considering that feminism has always relied on them all.
How do these components react to one another today, and how can we as
privileged people aid them? An example of the backlash comes from Silicon
Valley and its problematic gender politics. For corporations like Google, there
needs to be a market justification for why equality could be applied. How do
we engage with resistance and solidarity in order to deal with such phenom-
ena? How do we aid rapid social change in education and world economies?
Since it is largely related to gender, McQueen is interested in how couple
relationships work, especially since statistics show very heteronormative ten-
dencies. Also, there is a difference between declaring that one supports gender
equality and then going home and actually practising gender equality. How is it
related to relationship satisfaction? The comparison of statistics from the UK
and Poland reveals that progress towards egalitarianism happens at very differ-
ent rates because of historical and social circumstances and conditionings. Where
is happiness in all this? McQueen focused on how perceptions of fairness pre-
dict happiness. Why do women declare to be happy if they are aware of the
inequality? The fact is that women tend to ignore or tolerate gender inequality
when they feel loved. What is it about emotional closeness that makes hetero-
sexual women justify the inequality and feel happy? Setting to explore the area
of emotions within couple relationships, the scholar conducted interviews with
sixteen men and women, most of them heterosexual. McQueen found out that
vulnerability was the keyword that came up in all the interviews with men when
they were confronted with emotions and the idea of engaging with the self. The
women focused on the value of talking as one translating into the feeling of
closeness and love. Therefore, the question of unequal partners is based on
emotional work rather than household chores. When their male partners only
so much as tried to express their feelings or initiate a talk, the women felt val-
ued, at which point the imbalance in doing the dishes or performing childcare
did not seem to matter. Also, when we try to make gender equality tangible, it
is very hard to know what is equal, how we measure it, and how to explain it.
The conclusion seems to be that there still are pervasive gender inequalities in
the private sphere, although there is evidence of social change with regard to
men participating more emotionally in couple relationships than they used to.
Does this change affect gendered power relations in relationships? Does this
micro-level social change impact the macro operations of gender domination?
The next step is to consider how the micro level can interact with the macro
level and actually affect personal behaviours.
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A valid remark was made from the floor about the oppressive character
of love in the first place, and how women are socialised to rely on this emo-
tional connection above all. Emotional work is very gendered; it is oppres-
sion and domination if only one person performs it. Is egalitarianism the
same globally? How can responsibility and commitment be measured socio-
logically on a nationally recognisable scale? Measurement remains the key-
word, with new methodologies needed and more progressive decisions made
academically.

Interdisciplinary Gender Seminar in Lodz

There was also a separate platform for the organisers as members of the
University�s Seminar to present their ideas and projects. Izabela Desperak
gave a presentation titled �Academia and Barricades�. She started off by say-
ing that academic activity boils down to unveiling and exposing that which
has been covered. However, this unpopular stance is also why she needs
Pierre Bourdieu as the authority behind her work10 . Sociological curricula in
Poland will not teach students that Bourdieu became engaged in the abor-
tion discourse and declarations of pro-choice support in Portugal. There is a
lot of fear among academics regarding their current status; defending one-
self with authorities like Bourdieu is a valid strategy in countering these pres-
sures. In the 1990s, sociology was lost as a discipline, but then female soci-
ologists appeared with an interest in equality politics, and were on the
forefront of changes that resulted in the introduction of gender into univer-
sities and language. It was not until recently that the general sociological
conviction about the impossibility of researching abortion was shaken. An-
other concealment within sociology is the role of the Church in the social
order. There are, therefore, questions to be asked and answered through
sociology. Do we have an idea as to how to go about this? Can we devise a
programme? How can sociology find its place on these barricades?

Edyta Pietrzak gave a presentation, whose title was �The Politics of
Diversity�. Sharing Desperak�s concerns, Pietrzak nonetheless recalled the
message of noli timere,11  which translates into �do not be afraid�. As feminist
academics in times of political turmoil, we cannot be bullied and intimidat-
ed into being someone else if we want to treat ourselves and our students
with respect. Also, is being a theorist actually avoiding the barricades? Can

10 The whole time the scholar was speaking, the second part of an interview with Pierre Bourdieu,
one titled �Sociology Is a Martial Art�, was playing on the screen behind her.

11 Although Latin, this phrase is known by most Irish people today; it is connected with the death of
the poet and Nobel laureate Seamus Heaney.
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one write about struggles without actively participating in them? Observing
the language we apply can sometimes do more good than active struggle in
the very centre, particularly when we take into account the theories of civil
society and even global civil society. Is such a society a utopian idea?

Ewa Hy¿y gave a short presentation on �Feminism and Resistance�. The
speech revolved around the question of the �feminism for the 99%� as op-
posed to the �feminism for the 1%�; the former one is the idea that feminism
is not about emulating male leaders� behaviours and traits, but should in-
volve real problems that all women have to face on a daily basis, such as
healthcare, childcare, or the wage gap and the like. The discursive marginal-
isation of feminists puts the 99% of basic problems in the shade. This phe-
nomenon is global. What directions is this struggle going to take for both
activists and academics?

Dagmara Rode gave a presentation titled �Film as the Tool for Feminist
Interventions�, which focused on the application of activist tools that art
provides artists with. The scholar pursues the moment in which feminists
take the camera and edit a film in order to change the surrounding reality.
An overview of film and video performance pointed to the reflection on the
process of knowledge production. How does it happen that we believe that
what we know is true? More generally, how does it happen that we name
and label things that are happening? How can we talk about the reality and
describe it? How important is the practice of giving back one�s voice, ensur-
ing the space and platform to speak, and the possibility to exist discursively?

Inga Ku�ma spoke of �Feminism as a Social Practice�. Representing cul-
tural anthropology, she specialises in action research as the most accurate
and effective means of capturing the process of intervening with reality and
doing justice. Activism is a word that has been degraded, particularly by
male cultural anthropologists, who are critical of the question of the social
responsibilities of the researcher. Associating action with politics cannot be
avoided, since politics has always been the resource and background of fem-
inism; its role is to aid equalities. The idea of egalitarianism has often been
mentioned in cultural anthropology; female researchers used to postulate a
new way of doing research, where one could be immersed in the researched
environment and aid social change mentally. Who should the author of re-
search be, then? Although the idea of methodological egalitarianism in an-
thropology is somewhat utopian, participatory action research is a standard
practice nowadays; it answers the question about whose life matters. Also,
the history of anthropology does not come down to Bronis³aw Malinows-
ki; all those male researchers travelled with their wives, who were often
academics themselves and, albeit informally, were part of the research and
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did make their contribution to it. We therefore need to remember about the
gendered character of our own thinking habits and patterns. Gender blind-
ness does not seem to be leaving contemporary anthropology in Poland. Also
saddening is when younger generations do not seem to transgress certain
barricades. Altogether, no revolution should be sought and expected; it is all
about patience and alternative insights that we can implant in younger gen-
erations.12

Desperak and Ku�ma then gave a brief presentation on the Seminar�s
project, �The History of (Researching) Women�s Work in £ód��. Ethnogra-
phy remembers the history of the feminisation of trade in £ód�, and the
materials and archives concerning working-class culture can be found in the
discipline�s repository; sociology, on the other hand, disposed of the impor-
tant matters with regard to women in the industrial plants of the 1970s. The
research project is in the making and its strength is interdisciplinarity, be-
cause it allows for the same (her)stories to be researched and captured from
a variety of angles. Since the priority is to show this side of the city to ordi-
nary people, the book planned as the culmination of the project is to be
written in fairly accessible language. Along these lines, one of the side events
at the conference involved a guided tour by the theme �Women Researchers
in £ód��. Its objective was to trace the footsteps of historical female teachers,
researchers, directors, and pioneers. The women celebrated by the tour in-
clude Stefania Skwarczyñska, Helena Wiêckowska, Kazimiera Zawistowicz-
Adamska, Antonina K³oskowska, Maria Ossowska, Zofia Hertz, Jadwiga Sikor-
ska, Janina Kosmowska, Antonina Le�niewska, and Zofia Jerzmanowska.

Conclusion: Towards Feminist Democracy

The discussions that ensued after the panels were multi-faceted and point-
ed to the inherently intersectional and interdisciplinary character of femi-
nism. The issues debated after the presentations included the following: the
history of the abortion discourse in Poland, the role of the Irish media and
education with regard to contemporary changes therein, how civilisational

12 The open floor after the panel focused on the very idea of participatory action research; having
emerged in the 1940s, it is now standard practice that effectively engages with the social dynamics in an
intersectional way. Also, so-called �research coalitions� from the Irish context were debated and how the
famous University College Dublin is based on such PAR-profiled collaboration with both local communi-
ties and politicians. As it turns out, Ireland has been very responsive in social matters, i.e. if a group is
oppressed or marginalised, it is the academics� role to first consult that group and then co-create a re-
search programme. The idea is to work with only such contents that the marginalised group of interest
understands and accepts. How can this practice of coalition research (and PAR) be successful in Poland
and translate into real strategies of academic feminism?
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leaps happen, how political and symbolic the question of maternity is, the
role and definition of subjectivity in relation to maternity, the concept of
�ethics of care�, the linguistically-conditioned status of maternity as opposed
to �paternity�, how particularised action could help, reflections on the level
of feminist awareness, the feminist agenda in the visual arts and mass media
in Europe, the status of immigrant women in the context of European media
portrayals and academic interventions alike, the institutional and political
factors behind the construction of gender studies curricula in Poland, whether
women�s voice in the arts and visual culture can really be heard, the contro-
versy around the FEMEN group, the violence against rural women and an-
imals, how language reinforces the lack of representation and the pattern of
stigmatisation as exemplified by the category of a victim used by us as aca-
demics analysing these contents, how no woman is free from violence in the
modern Western world that takes the form of patriarchal capitalism, the
question of language with which to address ordinary women, and the im-
portance of participatory action research.

Altogether, the conference was thought-provoking and the participants
were well-prepared, which set the event�s high standard. With regard to the
original thesis, it is my viewpoint that the shape and contents of the event
went to prove that the democratisation of culture cannot be expected from
feminist perspectives. What should be expected is its very opposite, namely
cultural democracy understood as the recognition of �cultural expressions
and practices outside of the mainstream canon�, which is about �access to the
means of cultural production and distribution� more than about �access to
cultural works�, the latter being the focus of the democratisation of culture
(Gattinger 2011: 3).13  The last panel of the conference, where the organis-
ers shared their experiences from the academic barricades, is a case in point.
Also, cultural democracy is supposed to include the following features: �pro-
tecting and promoting cultural diversity [�], encouraging active participa-
tion in community cultural life, enabling people to participate in policy deci-
sions [�], assuring fair and equitable access to cultural resources and
support�.14  As the description continues, �Cultural democracy is therefore a
deeply radical idea. It is the ultimate extension of the idea of democracy:
that each one of us, each community, each cultural minority has rights that
deserve respect, and that each must have a voice in the vital decisions that
affect the quality of our lives�.15  Since feminisms are usually considered a

13 Gattinger M. (2011), Democratization of Culture, Cultural Democracy and Governance. Canadi-
an Public Arts Funders Annual General Meeting. Whitehorse, Yukon. Available at: [accessed: 14.10.2017]

14  http://www.wwcd.org/cddef.html, emphases original.
15 http://www.wwcd.org/cddef.html
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radical threat regardless of their actual profile, there is an obvious corre-
spondence between these two concepts. However, the task is becoming more
and more complex in the light of the problems that the overall status of
democracy is fraught with in some localities nowadays. I believe that, though
already underway, the practice of promoting and fighting for the establish-
ment of cultural democracy is future-oriented and has immense significance,
particularly for the Polish social and political context. Still, it does seem to
be a global tendency. Therefore, feminists are to remain on the forefront, for
any kind of equity will have to start through knowledge and education.

All this said, stricte academic feminisms and programmes are but a frac-
tion of the actual social impact, which is why the intersection between aca-
demia and activisms needs to be emphasised, which is what most of the con-
ference�s presenters had in mind. Other than this, one could pose a question
about what cultures seem to be encompassed. The scope and multi-dimen-
sionality of the conference proves that a hybridity of cultural ideas and ide-
als is welcome and very much needed. It was one of very few conferences in
Poland that provided a platform and a voice for young scholars from many
academic and activist backgrounds.16  Also, the presenters were well-prepared
and the discussions covered a variety of themes. However, I do have con-
cerns about what type of themes and feminism seems to be promoted; the
subject areas that the conference dealt with are indicative of a very particu-
lar type of academic gender education and social perspectives in Poland
nowadays. While some interdisciplinarity was clearly visible during the three-
day event, the same cannot be said about the concept of intersectionality,
which was barely touched upon and even openly dismissed as �not yet here�,17

which is very problematic. Along similar lines, it is my deepest concern that
sexuality as a social matter is not acknowledged and is not considered dem-
ocratic enough; mine was the only presentation involving the theme, which
is unthinkable during more international events, where it is widely accepted

16 On a side note, although the dichotomy between these two components is very much artificial and
should not be supported, it is intermingling that I support and that should be encouraged and emphasised.

17 Even though the organisers proposed an �interdisciplinary, intersectional approach� in the call for
papers. See: http://feministperspective.pl
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that feminisms must not be non-sexual (or non-intersectional).18  In this con-
text, it is perhaps worth mentioning the concept of hybridity. Since there has
never been, and never can be one feminism, a plurality needs to be empha-
sised; most of the �Western� social and academic spaces would never allow
for intersectionality not to be the lens and the framework.19  However, the
conference presenters in £ód� also proved that the process of de-distantia-
tion is an objective that, for a change, is actually happening. The many fem-
inists who gathered for the conference have erased many distances both in
theory and in practice, and, indeed, the very dichotomy between these two
� as well as with the above-mentioned activisms and academia � has been
overcome with the attitude of social praxis. The conference in question has
proved that the statement that �culture is not only able to serve the reality
opportunistically, but it can also � through seeking its autonomy � express
resistance against pressures from current social relations� is not only a rec-
ommendation, but a prerequisite (Czy¿ewski 2012: 86, translation mine).20

Academic feminists are usually the ones encouraging cultural democracies
through the process of de-distantiation in the fields of language, communi-
cation, cooperation, and, not surprisingly, politics. The conference in £ód�
was a highly significant, if very profiled, element of this dynamic.

18 That being said, an important caveat is in order here. Prior to the publication of this report,
several feminist conferences took place between September and December 2018; their role was to mark
the 100th anniversary of women�s voting rights in Poland, be it directly or symbolically. Two of them
seem particularly significant with regard to the considerations herein, namely �Kobiece utopie w dzia³aniu
� 100 lat praw wyborczych kobiet� (Jagiellonian University, 21-22 September 2018) and �Spo³eczeñstwo
a p³eæ � problemy, wyzwania, perspektywy badawcze� (University of Lodz, 11-12 October 2018). The
former was rather one-dimensional when it comes to its initial assumptions and purposes, but the scope
of presenters and subjects proved surprisingly broad nonetheless. The latter was particularly impressive
with regard to both how the event was thought of and how diverse its actual contents were, with intersec-
tionality and sexuality being openly explored. I remain hopeful that all this points to a considerable
change in the shape and contents of feminist reflection offered by young academics these days.

19 With this I am not encouraging a translation of �Western� feminisms into the Polish reality; that
would be an impossible and undesirable task., However, that does not change the fact that no feminism
should be gender-obsessed to the point of exclusion of other axes of discrimination, which seems to be the
case in Poland. I am therefore inclined to agree with the Dean�s message from the beginning of the con-
ference, when she questioned gender as the focal point in feminisms.

20 Czy¿ewski M. (2012), Socjologia wobec kultury..., op. cit.
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