made clear by the story of Renu Addlahka. She
describes in a subtle fashion the pros and cons
felt by a couple that decides to publicly oppose
the prohibition of the abortion of a foetus with a
presumed cardiac abnormality. Not only is there
an ethical dilemma about whether or not to make
use of prenatal technology; social, economic,
cultural, moral and of course legal issues play
a role here too. Addlahka describes the neoliberal, globalized Indian economy where medical
tourism is a growth industry and a rising middle
class is replacing its socially based ethics with an
individualized self-image. All this is occurring in
the context of a tradition where selective genderbased abortion is officially forbidden, but always
tacitly tolerated.
Racial and genetic differences between people
are increasingly often resorted to in order to
investigate or prevent crime. Exploring Michel
Foucault’s notion of biopower, Amade M’charek
states that a number of power structures are
operative in the domain of criminality that focus on
disciplining individuals and regulating the population. Two concrete instances show clearly how the
biologizing of criminal behaviour can lead to serious simplifications and exaggerated precautions.
Criminality is rapidly becoming defined in racial
and genetic terms as a health problem for which
the whole of society is responsible. What significance do such developments have for society and
are we prepared to accept such a far-reaching
form of compliance? Is genetic citizenship our collective future?
Humans and Technology
Human beings have always been inseparable
from their technology, but with intelligent technology the roles appear to be reversed and we
are affected to the core. Do we still have control
over technology or must we look for a different
balance? Would a revaluation of our relation with
technology offer an escape route, so that technology becomes an opportunity instead of it
mainly being designed and used at the service of
regulation and control? Various authors are contesting the diffuse frontiers between human beings
and technology. It is precisely in this border area
that new identities can come into existence.
In her Cyborg Manifesto (1991), now a clas-
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sic, Donna Haraway made short shrift of the idea
that humans are essentially natural beings. If she
could have her way, we shouldn’t even aspire to
that. ‘Able Bodies and Companion Species’ can
be read as a celebration of the human as a hybrid
species. Haraway emphatically refuses to distinguish between the human and the non-human, the
personal and the public or the everyday and the
scientific. A personal narrative about her father
is alternated with meta-analyses about ‘humans’
and their numerous companion species, about the
space that is thus created and how this can stimulate our curiosity.
A unique and world-renowned case is that of
the South African athlete Oscar Pistorius. In the
summer of 2008 he attracted a great deal of media
attention because of his public struggle to overturn the Olympic Committee’s decision to exclude
him from the regular Olympic Games. Because
he used ‘flex-foot’ artificial limbs, he was ‘condemned’ to their Paralympic equivalent. Ivo van
Hilvoorde and Laurens Landeweerd analyse the
arguments and come to some remarkable conclusions. The narrow distinction between ‘talent’ and
‘handicap’ would seem based on a long series
of arbitrarily selected instances. Which mutation
gives you either an advantage or a disadvantage is
dependent on the context and above all on socially
agreed terms.
Ingunn Moser goes even a step further. The
relation between humans and technology does
not just admit countless shades of meaning; it
can, if we see ourselves as relational beings, lead
to interesting processes by which identities and
positions are interactive and influence each other.
In the same way as race, gender or ethnic background, a disability can be ‘made’ or ‘unmade’,
depending on context, relations or technology.
This can set us thinking about how assumptions
and labels contribute to the preservation of the
distinction between normal and not normal.
Practices of Democracy
Traditionally the ‘darkrooms’ or margins of a
society have proven to be the best laboratories for
democratic renewal. Democracy develops from the
margins and its current decline can perhaps partially be attributed to the ever-decreasing visibility
of ‘others’ in our society. It is for this reason that

Giorgio Agamben speaks of a post-democratic
spectacle society.12 Which democratic practices
are still valid in today’s post-political climate? To
whom and to what should we listen if we are to
refashion our society in such a way that increasing numbers of new minorities, vulnerable groups
and as yet unfamiliar voices get heard? How do
these ideas relate to a society that with its aim of
achieving order and perfection seems increasingly
to distinguish between citizens and ‘other’ citizens,
with the latter apparently not automatically able to
claim the rights that the status of citizenship should
lend them?
People with the label ‘intellectually disabled’
are objectified and repressed by prevailing
notions about abnormality, tragedy and disability.
Griet Roets and Daniel Goodley give the floor to
the people themselves. This is a unique occasion
because in real life these persons exist unnoticed
at the bottom of the ladder and have virtually
no rights. In the UK and Belgium self-advocacy
groups of people with an intellectual disability are
claiming a place for themselves. The authors work
with them, highlight their resistance and show how
they have survived as politicized citizens in the
midst of repressive discourses. Knowledge has to
be deployed to offer people the space for development instead of depriving them of it. This is
especially so when this knowledge is supplied by
the people concerned.
Patrick Devlieger invites the reader to share
his observations of the poor, war-torn border area
between the two capital cities of Kinshasa and
Brazzaville, both of them on the Congo River. The
vital commerce between these cities is largely run
by people with a disability: tricycle riders, people
who are blind or visually challenged, or deaf
people. Devlieger’s essay begins with his own
observations as an anthropologist who is astonished about the unique position of this group of
people in a part of the world that has the reputation for failed governance and poverty. His reflection takes him deeper into the question of how this
unique niche could have been created, the way
that the local population supports this situation as
a fait accompli and the distrust on the side of the
NGOs, which therefore remain at a distance.
In his contribution Michel Callon says that we
will all end up belonging to ‘groups of concern’ in
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present-day technological and marketed society.
What can we learn from people who have long
been manoeuvred into such a situation? In that
respect people with a disability or a chronic illness
possess a wealth of experience and knowledge.
By addressing us all as handicapped in one way or
another, Callon does not just show us how our consumer culture deliberately creates new species
and excludes others, but also how we can resist
this development. People with disabilities possess
skills that are useful for democracy – the collective
naming of shortcomings in a nascent democratic
society.
The essays and works of art that have been
brought together for Difference on Display show
how practices of democracy can be extended to
areas of society that not everyone is familiar with.
It is a society that appears to be turning its back
on the most fundamental qualities that characterize
it – diversity, interdependence and asymmetry. I
am much indebted to the editorial board, the artists and authors for the courageous way they have
committed their curiosity and open-mindedness
to exploring this terrain. I hope that their example
may inspire others.
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1 Paul Thek, Paul Thek. Tales the Tortoise Taught Us (Karlsruhe/
Hamburg/Cologne, 2008).
2 I am grateful to Joep Schrijvers for his summary in Het Wilde
Vlees: De tomtomisering van de passionele mens (Schiedam,
2006).
3 Cf. also Yevgeny Zamyatin, We (London, 1993 [1924]); Aldous
Huxley, Brave New World (London, 1932). Even after Michel
Houellebecq resurrected Huxley’s Brave New World in The
Possibility of an Island and famous scientists have publicly
begun to make predictions, we dismiss it as science fiction.
See the interview with brain specialist Susan Greenfield in Vrij
Nederland, 12 July 2008.
4 Aldous Huxley, ‘The Final Revolution’, in: R.M. Featherstone and
A.Simon (eds.), A Pharmacologic Approach to the Study of Mind
(Springfield, IL, 1959), 226-227.
5 Peter Sloterdijk, ‘The Operable Man’ (2000), in: Der (im-)
perfekte Mensch (Dresden, 2001).
6 Donna Haraway, ‘Able Bodies and Companion Species’, in:
When Species Meet (Minneapolis, 2008), 161-180, included in this
book on page 278-287.
7 Thanks to support from the Foundation Art and Public Space
(SKOR), a large number of works have been specially commissioned for Niet Normaal · Difference on Display.
8 The separation into these three categories is to a degree
artificial. In reality, both in art and the articles in this book, the
different domains are not separate at all.
9 Ine Gevers, ‘Images That Demand Consummation: Postdocumentary Photography, Art and Ethics’, in: Frits Giertsberg,
Maartje van den Heuvel and Hans Scholten (eds.), Documentary
Now! (Rotterdam, 2005).
10 Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil
(London, 2002). Badiou positions himself as a follower of Jacques
Lacan and Michel Foucault and as an opponent of the différance
theorists, who in imitation of Jacques Derrida and Emmanuel
Levinas have come to view the other as ‘Other’. Badiou deals
summarily with the deconstructivist foundations on which
multicultural and post-colonial ethics are based. In his view,
philosophically speaking they are of little relevance. For Badiou
‘the Other’ cannot be any ethical category for the simple reason
that ‘being in itself ’ presents itself in an infinite variety of ways.
People are different in every respect. In Badiou’s view, thinking in
terms of radical difference is actually the consequence of a lack
of interest in ethics than the other way round. Ethics only genuinely deserve to be called ethics when they can survive intact
despite differences. Ethics have to do with what unites people
beyond any difference.
11 Shelley Tremain (ed.), Foucault and the Government of
Disability (Ann Arbor, 2005).
12 Giorgio Agamben, The State of Exception (Chicago, 2005).
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