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Niet Normaal ! Difference on Display reveals how normal it is to be different. In order to assess others we often adopt a non-
reflexive point of reference: the norm. What this norm is, how it works and the function(s) it serves are this publicationÕs central 
themes. The authors call into question how norms and difference function in contemporary society. The construct of normality is 
examined in the context of todayÕs perfectibility, consumer culture and the interdependency of humans and intelligent 
technology. Difference on Display offers an alternative to this normative way of seeing things: its purpose is to make the 
advantages of differences visible.  
 
Running from December 2009 to March 2010 at the Beurs van Berlage (BerlageÕs Stock Exchange) in Amsterdam, the 
ambitious, international exhibition Niet Normaal ! Difference on Display is directed at a broad audience and brings together art, 
science and lived reality. By recognizing and critically reflecting on the concept of normality, the exhibition creates leeway for 
divergence from prevailing notions of health, able-bodiedness and behavioural norms. The aim is to establish an alternative 
aesthetic prism through which diversity can be valued and appreciated. The concept departs from a paradox that has become 
increasingly evident of late. Crossovers and dynamic partnerships between empowerment movements and intelligent machines 
offer promising possibilities in terms of diversity and difference. However, commerce and global economics tend to exploit new 
developments in biotechnology, robotics and virtual technologies in favour of normality and homogeneity. Governments and 
companies, as well as citizens themselves, could soon be discriminating on the basis of health and genetic constitution, and not 
merely on the usual grounds such as gender, race and culture. The problems we may face in such a genocracy could well 
overshadow those of globalisation and multiculturalism.  
 
With work by artists such as Dan Asher, Yael Bartana, Critical Art Ensemble, Dinos & Jake Champman, Ines Doujak, Joseph 
Grigely, Bruce Nauman, Erik van Lieshout, Aernout Mik, Julika Rudelius, Marc Quinn, Nedko Solakov, Imogen Stidworthy, 
Adam Zaretsky and many others. 
 
A collection of essays will be published in conjunction with the exhibition. Central to this publication is the disability 
perspective, a point  of view that also informs the curatorial strategies of the exhibition. Crucial to disability studies, the 
youngest branch of cultural studies, is an alternative definition of dis/ability. Disability studies rejects the traditional medical 
model, where disability and chronic illness are fixed and individualised conditions, and has developed an alternative set of  
models for understanding disability.  Recent versions of this theory no longer hold tightly to he strict either/or account of 
defining disability. Social model thinking acknowledges the importance of embodied experience, but an emphasis on disability 
as a construct within the ableist discourse will always be crucial to its understanding. Disability is seen as one of many 
differences that can be ÔmadeÕ and ÔunmadeÕ in terms of relevance in ever-changing relations and contexts.  
 
The central focus of the publication is: what can we gain from the disability perspective? Not in order to reproduce the dominant 
discourse of naturalised normal=able and abnormal=disable conditions, but to contribute to difference-in-the-human as a starting 
point. How can the disability perspective enrich the social realm, adding lived dis/abled experience to important issues such as 
norm & difference, self & strange, invisibility & recognition without enforcing the so-called other to become the same? How can 
concrete and embodied experiences bring about productive confrontations and enable us to move beyond fixations on difference 
and identity politics? 
 
 
 
 
 


