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Introduction

‘Coloniality’ is a rather big word that can give some
people an unpleasant aftertaste. However, discussions, lectures
and other initiatives dealing with the vestiges of colonial
enterprises -also known as coloniality- are increasingly occurring
in the general western landscape. From renaming streets that
bear the names of people associated with colonial violence to
attaining more diversity in education, the need for
decolonisation is not yet finished. Upon researching this topic it
became apparent that these everyday signs of coloniality feed
back into a larger structural injustice, and that there is great
urgency in resisting this system of white supremacy. The
further my research took me, the more | saw the imperfections
within my own field of work in the contemporary art-world. The
fact that this came as a great surprise after years of being in this
field (as a white person) is telling, as was the general resistance
to decolonisation vocalised most prominently by white people.
Why is this subject so controversial? It might be because white
people do not know any better and are therefore raised to be
blind to the problem. Maybe they are just too invested in
keeping the structure as it is. This thesis is designed to research
this discrepancy; it aims to relay how the art word falls victim to
being an institution of coloniality, how whiteness contributes to
its perpetuation every day, and how it might be relieved. My
wish is to not get stuck behind the threshold of affront at the
term of 'white man' as enemy, but rather focus on the system
and moral responsibility of individuals:



‘[...] the Racial Contract establishes a racial polity, a racial state, and
a racial juridical system, where the status of whites and nonwhites is
clearly demarcated, whether by law or custom. And the purpose of
this state, by contrast with the neutral state of classic
contractarianism, is, inter alia, specifically to maintain and reproduce
this racial order, securing the privileges and advantages of the full
white citizens and maintaining the subordination of nonwhites.
Correspondingly, the "consent" expected of the white citizens is in part
conceptualized as a consent, whether explicit or tacit, to the racial
order, to white supremacy, what could be called Whiteness.’

- Charles W. Mills?

Researching coloniality within the museum is not a new
phenomenon. It is, however, often studied in relation to the
historicity of arts and culture. | have found that the research on
coloniality within the museum almost always deals with
‘artefacts’ and whether or not the history of cultural and/or art
objects were unjustly acquired during colonial times. Lately, in
the Netherlands attention has been drawn more and more to
the vestiges of colonialism and researching whether or not
artefacts should be returned to their rightful owner. | argue that
ties to our colonial past are not solely found in Amsterdam’s
esteemed art history museum the Rijksmuseum, but also its
modern and contemporary art museum the Stedelijk.
Furthermore, | argue that modern iterations of colonial
practices are still operational today, even, and especially within,
the contemporary art institute, which so many people regard as
a place of objectivity and freedom; a place without judgement.’
Regarding the contemporary art-world | will not only address
the four white-walled space itself, but also everything that
comes with it and inevitably creates around it, such as art
centres, lecture halls, art festivals, and more.



Each chapter will provide illustrative case studies, but
first we will discuss what ‘coloniality’ actually is, how it came
about and in which way it is mirrored in the contemporary art-
world. The second chapter will lead to the exploration of how
coloniality manifests itself within the contemporary art visitor.
Then the text will lead research into whether the contemporary
artwork exhibits coloniality. The fourth chapter examines
coloniality within the contemporary art institute and draw to a
close through an in-depth consideration of the complicity of the
artist in upholding the system of white supremacy.

To my knowledge, a body of work that is specifically
dedicated to coloniality in the contemporary art-remains non-
existent. There has not been a lot of attention paid to coloniality
in Europe in general, and therefore there is not enough theory
focusing solely on Europe, and the Netherlands in specific. It is
for this reason that | will at times use theory of North American
origin when necessary, as research on this topic is more
advanced there.”

In previously written essays | have relayed research on
coloniality within both the contemporary art institute and artist
practice. | also dedicated an essay to a proposal for a possible
reform for a contemporary artist practice. Still there is a lot
more uncharted territory into which | would like to venture.
Always focussing on the exchange between institute and artist, |
had never before included the role of the art viewer and
artwork within this relationship. Also, due to constraints in essay
length, restrictions were also put on the subjects. Therefore,
they exist as separate, small essays. This is unfortunate for the
research as these subjects are inherently intertwined. To unlink



them is to fall short in giving coloniality within contemporary art
the attention it deserves. This thesis will thus function as a fuller
research into remaining colonial structures within contemporary
art spaces.

Here, | set out to create a manual that functions as a
much needed introduction to coloniality for white people that
move in the contemporary art-world (hereafter shorthanded
under; art-affiliates) that struggle with the decolonial
endeavour; whether in understanding of it, or in applying their
agency to it. Before | got the opportunity to indulge into
theoretical research on coloniality and whiteness at the
University of Amsterdam, it was in my studying of Fine Art
where | first discovered the urgency in decolonisation.
Becoming aware of the violence of whiteness activated that
post-war moral responsibility my grandmother instilled in me
and pushed me to research the system that allows some of my
friends to be disregarded, censored and even murdered.

| myself am an artist, and have an artist practice with
fellow graduate Nagaré Willemsen where we research and
address coloniality and whiteness through interventions,
performance art, lectures, workshops and reading groups. In
our work we take advantage of our audience being largely
white; we attempt to understand the maintenance of a socially
unjust system on a grassroots level: by exchanging information
with the participant. When | talk to other white people about
my research, questions | often get are ‘Can | do anything right?’
or ‘What can | do then?!’. If you are familiar with the
contemporary art-world and have asked questions like these



before, or simply found the whole issue hard to grasp, then you
are exactly the target audience of this thesis.

During a lecture | once heard sociologist Rolando
Vasquez say that ‘Decolonising for white people is ‘the act of
listening”, and this will be the base of my thesis in application as
well as adoption.” | appreciate this sentiment especially because
in spite of this complex topic, it speaks of a uncomplicated
agency and voice. At the same time, it also expresses the reason
why it might be problematic for me to take the floor in terms of
this thesis. It could be either in spite of this, because of this, or
both, that | have things to say on this matter and feel compelled
to use the agency that | have towards it, as it ties in with my
personal brand of privilege. | attempt here to take Vasquez's
guote to heart in an active manner, and apply myself while
being open to constant self-reflection. For this reason, | am sure
this thesis will have to be revised or might even be rewritten
completely. | welcome all feedback and criticism upon that |
remain first and foremost: listening. Also know that when |
reference white people as ‘they’ in this thesis, | am including
myself.

| write this thesis specifically both from the perspective
of, and for, the white art-affiliate. | use whiteness studies and
white complicity as my method and a Marxist identity politics as
a methodology to critically reflect on European contemporary
fine art.

Colonialism and imperialism share a close association with
racism as it indeed has a long, unwavering history with
segregation on the basis of skin colour. However, it is important
to quickly mention that imperialism did not only create a



division solely on notions of race. The European empire was
founded on a norm that subjugated everything and everyone
that was not white, upper-class, male, heteronormative, able-
bodied, cisnormative, etc., etc.® Class and identity are not
mutually exclusive and | will therefore assume a Marxist form of
identity politics.” When | use the term ‘whiteness’, know that
this does not merely concern people who are inscribed
whiteness, but a system of oppression, of white supremacy, a
system that is white, male, cisnormative, heteronormative and
able-bodied. A ‘white artist” is then an artist who is an agent of
white supremacy and while most likely, this is not limited to
white people only.

Decolonisation is then not just an initiative to find out
which object was stolen during colonialism or to fight the
violence against black bodies, but also an initiative that fights
the violence and rejection of brown-, queer-, religious-, spiritual
and disabled bodies, an initiative against oil wars, economic
exploitation, the exploitation of labour and last but not least,
environmental assault.® As derived from intersectionality
theory, | will use ‘the Marginalised’ to describe all bodies that
are affected by white supremacy. This term has it constraints, as
all the terms used in this thesis do; they refer to general
epicentres.



Chapter 1. Coloniality

In order to concretize exactly what | mean with
‘coloniality’, it is useful to provide the connotations attached to
this word to properly express the urgency of this thesis. Because
it is important for this thesis to be read and understood by
everyone related to the art-world, even and especially if the
reader is new to the subject, | will give a quick and very blunt
history to provide a proper context for the rest of the text.
‘Coloniality’ is a term derived from the word ‘colonialism’.’
'Colonialism” in turn, is described in the Oxford Dictionary as
‘the policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control
over another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it
economically’.*® Particularly, scholarship on colonialism usually
refers to a specific time period during which European countries
annexed and controlled the majority of the globe between the
15" and 19" century. By 1914 as much as 85% of the earth’s
surface was claimed by European countries.™* The act of
occupying wreaked a lot of damage, and for this reason much of
the scholarship on colonialism focuses on the extent of affected
lands and peoples. While this is indeed very important work,
research on the origins of colonialism remains limited. Peculiar
enough, Europe can still seem rather invisible in this
conversation; even now in the 21 century, it appears that the
white European is still able to have an ‘neutrality’ or
‘objectivity’, that is inaccessible by others. In the book History of
White People (2010), author Nell Irvin Painter essentially turns
this assumption around. History of White People is a historical
chronology of colonialism and notions of race written with a
perspective on the agency of white people. What happens here
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Chapter 2. The visitor

Since the contemporary art visitor is often
underestimated as one of the lesser active components
compared to other factors of the art-world in terms of agency in
its inactive position as ‘viewer’, we will start here. There are
many ways in which we see the visitor displaying coloniality. The
contemporary art museum and gallery is in theory open to a
wide range of different people, though it does not normally
attract them. The white cube’s visitor is quite uniform, and this
is recognised as a problem: contemporary art spaces continually
make attempts at appealing to a wider audience, and if they
wish to remain relevant it is important that they succeed.”
Every person that has been in a western museum or gallery will
not deny that these spaces are predominantly white. There is no
forced segregation within the white cube, so what makes white
people the primary visitors of these institutions? | divide this
chapter into two parts: the coloniality as experiences by the
visitor, and the coloniality as contributed to by the visitor.

The first and foremost symptom of coloniality the visitor
will inevitably encounter is the collection of the contemporary
art space. As similar to most contemporary art museums and
galleries, the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam has a disastrously
low number of artworks made by Marginalised artists in their
collection.”® Males have a higher chance of their artworks being
purchased or exhibited, and there is an even higher stake in
being white. The more white male artists get opportunities to
show work, the less space this leaves for an accurate
representation of society. In turn, the Marginalised visitor is not
likely to be attracted to visit the art space if this space does not

-21-
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Chapter 3. The artwork

It has been established that the contemporary fine art
does not have a daily appeal to people from all walks of life.
Although at first glance this seems to implicate the institute, it is
relevant to research whether artworks play a role in the
exclusion and unequal treatment of certain peoples as well.
There exists a colloquial perception of contemporary art of as
being rather ‘convoluted’, but on average, a person will still
resign to say it is a place for free speech, artistic freedom and
innovation; a dynamic place.®® This is an idea that would be
zealously seconded by most art-affiliates.®” The contemporary
art-world is thought to be free-spirited, in part because of its
most ‘humble’ platform; the contemporary art space
supposedly acts as the ultimate blank canvas so that the optimal
limelight might be on the artwork with as little disturbances as
possible. This makes for a stage where everything can be put
forth; nice and shocking images and agreeable to less agreeable
opinions. The rules for the artwork itself might be considered
limitless; the artwork may be a painting, worked over for many
hours such as the Wall Drawings of Sol LeWitt; it might be a
certain everyday object placed out of context within a white
space like Duchamp’s, or Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven'’s
Fountain (1917); a grand, theatrical gesture, such as Ai Weiwei’s
Sunflower Seeds (2010) in Tate’s Turbine hall; it could also be
the slightest intervention such as the untitled work in 2013’s
Venice Biennale by artist Tino Seghal. In short; the artwork’s
form seems to know little bounds. Though, if the artwork’s form
knows no bounds, what then makes an ‘artwork’?

-29-
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Chapter 4. The art institute

Over the last few chapters many accusations, and
responsibilities have been planted on the contemporary art
institute. Sidestepping blame for the moment, it hopefully has
become clear that the institute is not at all the free and
accessible space it presents itself to be. During the previous
chapters | have touched upon some of the signs of coloniality
within the contemporary art institute. Given that all these issues
overlap and interconnect, | will be brief when repetition creeps
up. | have so far relayed three indications of coloniality; the
repelling of decolonial agents (1), sterilizing any decolonial
agents that do get through (2) and assuming a decolonisation
that is only performative (3). In this chapter | will deconstruct an
additional two: it’s capitalist business structure (4) and funding
(by) neo-colonialist corporations (5).

The first museums in Europe consisted of collections of
artefacts obtained through colonial enterprises, and were open
to the public.®® Over time they began to display artworks made
by local artists as well, and this evolved into the contemporary
art institute as we know it today. At present, most of these
major art centres are still located in the west, with only a
handful of exceptions. Therefore, it is safe to conclude that
museums were established by and designated for, the middle
and upper class white European.® In Chapter One it became
quite clear that this legacy is a quality that the contemporary art
institute has yet to shed. The art-world is not known for
accommodating the Marginalised, as it is not particularly
welcoming either to the lower-income art-affiliate looking for a
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Chapter 5. The artist

Starting and maintaining an artist practice is no easy feat
for any contemporary artist in this day and age. For the white
artists that have persisted in creating a practice it is good to be
aware of how they contribute to the colonial modus operandi of
the art-world. | have so far detected three symptoms of
coloniality in the contemporary artist practice in the past
chapters: the sterilization of the Marginalised artist (1), the
complicit white artist (2) and complicit white artist’s
appropriative work (3). In this chapter | will attempt not to rely
too heavily on repetition in the rearticulation of these
symptoms.

| will briefly discuss the position of the Marginalized
artist to explain their exposure to whiteness for those who are
not familiar with it. The Marginalised artist comes into contact
with coloniality in many ways. Being able to study art is a social
and economic privilege. It is for this reason that western art
schools tend to enrol a mostly white student base (I feel it is
fitting here to to quickly insert a reminder that white does not
necessary mean light-skinned but rather an ‘agent of
whiteness’). Once accepted into art school, the curriculum is
white, and for any type of reflection or education, the student
will probably need to turn to a white staff-member. Because the
art-world is overflowing with whiteness it becomes the
standard, and the Marginalised artist is constantly subjected to
it. The art-world expects the Marginalised artist to conform to
whiteness, and in doing so, demands them to split from the part
of their identity for which they are marginalised. In Black Skin,
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Conclusion

This thesis is the product of a two-year research masters
dedicated to identify the various ways in which the Dutch
contemporary art-world is intertwined with coloniality. | am
already convinced that there is much to be added and revised in
this work. If | knew at the start of this thesis what | know now, |
would have included two more chapters: art education and
sponsorship. | address both aspects, but they proved so
influential to the value chain of the art-world over the course of
this research that | would like to have discussed them in
chapters of their own. The paragraphs concerning reform are
preliminary conclusions only. Besides the necessity for severe
structural reform, | am inspired by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in
believing that a great deal of decolonial agency lies in art
education, as it already shapes our ideas on what art is
supposed to be, and what it can do.**® These additions could
take form in a second edition, become a book, or maybe
something completely different. However, | would love to
develop this concept further as part of a Ph.D., both to research
these topics more extensively and to focus on a praxis-oriented
reform as well as a more expansive theoretical one.

This thesis was meant to be an introduction to the ideas
of critical race theory, intersectionality and whiteness in relation
to contemporary fine art, and as such to provide the white art-
affiliate with tools to continue their own research. As | have
proven in this thesis by identifying coloniality in all aspects of
contemporary art, there is great urgency to decolonise the
contemporary art-world. The artwork, if not adding to the
continuation of white supremacy, is not able to stand up on its
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