
Sunday 2 December 2012
1.00 — 5.30 pm

Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam

Speakers
Slavoj Žižek — Margaret Atwood — John Gray  

Rory Stewart — Parag Khanna — Agnes Heller — Daniel Pick 
Evgeny Morozov — Moshe Halbertal — Rory Sutherland

www.nexus-instituut.nl

Nexus Conference 2012

How to Change the World?



2

Registration

In order to attend the Nexus Conference, online registration is required through 
www.nexus-instituut.nl. The ticket price includes refreshments offered during 
the break and the reception.

 Normal ticket  € 60,00

 Member ticket  € 35,00
 You have a subscription to Dutch-language journal Nexus or subscribe now.
 You can bring one guest for € 35,00. 

 Youth ticket  € 20,00
 Age 30 or under. Send or e-mail a copy of your id.

 Special ticket free of charge
 As a Friend of the Nexus Institute, you can order up to 4 complimentary tickets.

You can cancel your registration in writing only without charge by returning 
your tickets before 23 November 2012 to the Nexus Institute. After 23 Novem-
ber, you will be charged the full entrance price.

The Conference is held in English.

The speakers will turn their conference contributions into essays, which will 
appear in Nexus 63 in the spring of 2013. This issue (in Dutch only) can be pre-
ordered through www.nexus-instituut.nl. 

The programme may be subject to change. Visit www.nexus-instituut.nl for the 
latest information on the Conference and the speakers.
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Programme Nexus Conference

Sunday 2 December 2012
Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam

1.00 pm Welcome Rob Riemen

1.15 pm  Keynote lecture Slavoj Žižek

2.00 pm  i . th e cr i s i s i n our wor ld
  Panel debate with Moshe Halbertal, Agnes Heller, Daniel Pick  
  and Rory Sutherland, chaired by Rob Riemen

3.30 pm  Break

4.00 pm   i i . how to ch ange th e wor ld ?
  Panel debate with Margaret Atwood, John Gray, Parag Khanna, 
  Evgeny Morozov and Rory Stewart, chaired by Rob Riemen

5.30 pm Reception

Friends of the Nexus Institute Foundation

The Nexus Institute is a vulnerable cultural institution, for it doesn’t pose easy 
questions and doesn’t compromise in the creation and organization of its publi- 
cations and debates. If you value the Nexus Institute’s philosophy and consider 
the Institute a necessary presence in today’s society, and if you think that money  
can serve to create insight into contemporary issues and to cultivate the Euro-
pean humanist tradition, we invite you to become a Friend of Nexus.

As a Friend of Nexus, we welcome you as a special guest at all Nexus activities. 
There are various packages, which offer you such benefits as vip entrance tickets,  
a subscription to Dutch-language journal Nexus and/or personal encounters 
with Nexus speakers surrounding the activities.

Kirsten Walgreen, Vice President of the Nexus Institute, gladly informs you of 
the possibilities.
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Speakers

margaret atwood (Canada, 1939) has published over 50  
books, including novels, poetry collections, children’s books  
and essays. Important themes in her work are male-female 
relationships, the identity of Canada and human rights.
Among her best-known works are The Handmaid’s Tale 
(1983), The Blind Assassin (2000) and The Year of the Flood 

(2009). In Payback: Debt and the Shadow Side of Wealth (2008) she explores the 
financial, psychological, theological, literary and ecological sides of debt. Her 
most recent book is In Other Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination (2011).

john n. gray (United Kingdom, 1948) is a philosopher, 
author and Professor Emeritus of European Thought at 
the London School of Economics. He studied philosophy, 
political science and economics at Oxford, where he also 
obtained his PhD. In books such as Straw Dogs: Thoughts on 
Humans and Other Animals (2002), Gray’s Anatomy: Selected 

Writings (2010) and The Immortalization Commission: Science and the Strange Quest 
to Cheat Death (2011), he speaks out against any form of fundamentalism. He 
regularly contributes to The Guardian, New Statesman, and the Times Literary  
Supplement. His essays appeared in Nexus 12 and 55.

moshe halbertal (Uruguay, 1958) is Professor of 
Jewish Thought and Philosophy at Hebrew University in 
Jerusalem. He is a fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute 
and teaches at New York University each autumn. Together 
with Avishai Margalit, he wrote Idolatry (1992). He also 
published People of the Book: Canon, Meaning, and Authority 

(1997) and Concealment and Revelation: Esotericism in Jewish Thought (2007). He 
published essays in Nexus 21, 29, 34, 39 and 50.

agnes heller (Hungary, 1929) is a political philosopher. 
She studied philosophy in Budapest, where she belonged, like 
her PhD supervisor György Lukács, to the Marxist critical 
theorists and frequently experienced problems with the 
Communist Party. She eventually fled to Australia in 1977. 
She moved to New York in 1986, becoming Professor of 
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Philosophy at the New School for Social Research. Heller’s research focuses 
on Hegelian philosophy, ethics and existentialism. Among her works are A 
Philosophy of Morals (1990), A Theory of Modernity (1999) and The Time Is Out of  
Joint (2000). 

parag khanna (India, 1977) is an influential international 
relations expert and a Fellow at the New America Foundation 
and the European Council on Foreign Relations. In 2008, 
he was an advisor to the 2008 Presidential campaign of 
Barack Obama. He is the author of Hybrid Reality: Thriving 
in the Emerging Human-Technology Civilization (2012) and the 
international bestsellers How to Run the World: Charting a Course to the Next 
Renaissance (2011) and The Second World: Empires and Influence in the New Global 
Order (2008). He is Director of the Hybrid Reality Institute.

evgeny morozov (Belarus, 1984) became famous with 
The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom (2011),  
in which he puts the supposedly positive influence of the 
internet on our social and political structures into perspec-
tive. He is a writer and researcher at the New America Foun- 
dation and Stanford University. He is a regular contributor to 
The New York Times, The Economist, Wall Street Journal, Financial Times, The New  
Republic, Times Literary Supplement and nrc Handelsblad. In September 2011, 
Morozov was featured on the vpro tv series Tegenlicht. An essay written by him 
is included in Nexus 61.

daniel p ick (United Kingdom, 1960) is Professor of 
History at Birkbeck College (University of London) and a 
prominent psychoanalyst. He has written on eugenics, social  
Darwinism, crime and insanity in the Victorian age, and the  
impact of the ideas of Freud. Among his works are War 
Machine: The Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age 
(1993) and Svengali’s Web: The Alien Enchanter in Modern Culture (2000). In the 
2012 study The Pursuit of the Nazi Mind: Hitler, Hess and the Analysts, Pick tells 
us what we can learn from psychology, psychiatry and psychoanalysis to under- 
stand Nazism.
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rory stewart (United Kingdom, 1973) was born in Hong  
Kong and grew up in Malaysia. He served briefly as an officer  
in the British Army, but moved to Oxford to study history 
and philosophy. Stewart worked as a British diplomat in 
Indonesia and Montenegro. In 2003, Stewart was the coalition  
Deputy Governor of Maysan and Dhi Qar, provinces in 

Southern Iraq. He described this turbulent period in The Prince of the Marshes 
(2006). Since 2010, Rory Stewart has been a Member of Parliament for the 
British Conservative Party. Stewart published articles in the Sunday Times, The 
Guardian and the London Review of Books. His book The Places In Between (2004) 
covers his journey on foot from Turkey to Bangladesh, across Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, India and Nepal.

rory sutherland (United Kingdom, 1965) is considered  
one of the most original thinkers in the current marketing 
and advertisement world. In the course of his unconventional 
and spectacular career (he began as a classics teacher) he 
became Vice Chairman of the Ogilvy Group, one of the 
most powerful advertising agencies in the world. He was 

among the first to see the wide potential of the internet and remains to this day 
an eloquent advocate of the digital revolution. He writes the well-read column 
‘The Wiki Man’ in The Spectator.

slavoj žižek (Slovenia, 1949) is a Marxist sociologist, 
philosopher and cultural critic. He gained a PhD in philo-
sophy at the University of Ljubljana and studied psycho- 
analysis in Paris. Žižek became known through his new 
approach to popular culture, inspired by the work of French  
twentieth-century psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. He is 

cur-rently Professor at the European Graduate School, sociology researcher 
in Ljubljana and International Director of the Birkbeck Institute for the 
Humanities (University of London). His fast-growing oeuvre comprises works 
such as The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989), The Abyss of Freedom (1997), Did 
Somebody Say Totalitarianism? (2001), Violence (2008), In Defense of Lost Causes 
(2009), First as Tragedy, then as Farce (2009), Living in the End Times (2010) and the  
essay Intolerance (2011). He contributed to Nexus 54 and 56.
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How to Change the World?

Stories of revolt and resistance against the powers that be, in order to make the 
world a place for everyone to live in dignity, are as old as mankind. They are 
the stories of Socrates, of biblical prophets, of the deeds of Judith and Spartacus. 
Not for nothing, Prometheus — who in Greek mythology goes against Zeus’s 
prohibition and gives man intelligence, creativity, fire and thus freedom — has 
become the symbol of man in revolt to many artists, the symbol of the free 
individual who rises up against unjust forces.

Man in revolt, as Albert Camus argues in 1953 in his essay of the same 
name, is the moral man who is conscious of the gap between the world as it 
is and the world as it should be — and who has the courage to act on this 
consciousness. He is the man who says ‘no’ to existing injustice, for he says ‘yes’ 
to the human values he wants to realize. The counterpart of man in revolt is 
the conformist, the well-adjusted person who is, if not happy, at least satisfied 
with the world he inhabits. He feels no need for change and doesn’t believe in 
the rebel’s power to actually create a better world. For it is an undeniable fact 
that many revolutions gave way to violence, terror and barbarism in the name 
of high ideals.

But what is it that determines whether people (should) rebel or (should) 
adapt? ‘Alienation’ is the key concept of the social critique in which Karl Marx 
analyzes a society which is increasingly dominated by the capitalist ideology. In 
Marx’s view, those who centre their existence around realizing economic values 
will become alienated; in other words, they will only impoverish as persons. And 
this happens because, as he writes in his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, 
‘people who are obsessed with money will no longer make the highest, the 
moral values their own’.

Over a century later, another cultural critic, sociologist and psychoanalyst 
Erich Fromm, writes in his book The Revolution of Hope (1968):

A specter is stalking in our midst whom only a few see with clarity. It is not 
the old ghost of communism or fascism. It is a new specter: a completely 
mechanized society, devoted to maximal material output and consumption, 
directed by computers; and in this social process, man himself is being 
transformed into a part of the total machine, well fed and entertained, yet 
passive, unalive, and with little feeling. With the victory of the new society, 
individualism and privacy have disappeared; feelings toward others will be 
engineered by psychological conditioning and other devices, or drugs which  
also serve a new kind of introspective experience.
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Yet diametrically opposed to all this cultural criticism of modern man and 
the fear that man will be less free, is the clear and almost irrefutable claim of 
Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor: people don’t want to be free at all! People want 
to be happy, live without a care, and in order to be happy you’d better not be 
free, because then you don’t have to bear any responsibilities, you don’t have to 
determine what is good or bad, and you don’t mind fitting in. The simple fact 
that the vast majority of the population embrace both capitalism and technology 
illustrates that the Grand Inquisitor also speaks on our behalves: we are happy 
with money and technology, and we only wish for more money and technology.

In 1964, Herbert Marcuse publishes his One-Dimensional Man, in which he 
argues that we shouldn’t be surprised that society will keep being dominated 
by money and technology. According to his analysis, the technological and 
rational way of thinking is already so dominant that we can’t even imagine 
another world. Politics, ethics, economy, media, education: everything is seized  
with totalitarian (i.e. all-encompassing) technological rationality, which deter-
mines our thought. We believe that everything should be useful, we want to be 
entertained and to satisfy our urges, there has to be economic growth, nothing 
can be really difficult and our technological possibilities determine the way we 
live. Only in the art world does Marcuse still detect the possibility of another 
attitude towards life. A generation ago, we thought the end of history had arrived,  
that our Western society was the best of all worlds and that the rest of the world  
would adapt to us. The paradox of history is that even though the global econo-
my has actually made the world more uniform, Western society has begun 
showing more and more signs of crisis. That is why the following questions are 
more relevant than ever: why is the Western world in a crisis? Will we be able to 
change our world? And what should the new world look like?

First Debate. What Is the Crisis in Our World?
In 1985, Michael Jackson and Lionel Richie wrote a song which was to become 
famous and which pointed out an obvious, yet often ignored fact: ‘We Are the 
World’... Indeed, we are the world. The world we live in is the way it is because 
we are the way we are. So before we can answer the question how we can change  
the world, we will have to find out more about ourselves and the society we 
form together.

Theologist Reinhold Niebuhr quite rightly begins his famous book Nature 
and Destiny of Man by stating: ‘Man has always been his most vexing problem. 
How shall he think of himself?’ Do we naturally tend towards good or bad? Are 
we free or unfree? Are we doomed to suffer tragedy and fate, or does salvation 
await us? And why do we always adapt, why do we accept the power of others? 
How independent are we? Freedom — as philosophers like to believe — is our 
highest aim. But when are we free? And how free is our world? In 1928, Edward 
Bernays — the nephew of Sigmund Freud and godfather of public relations in 
America — wrote with astonishing honesty in his pamphlet Propaganda:
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The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and 
opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those 
who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible 
government which is the true ruling power of our country. We are governed, 
our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by 
men we have never heard of. […] It remains a fact that in almost every 
act of our daily lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our 
social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively 
small number of persons who understand the mental processes and social 
patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which control the 
public mind, who harness old social forces and contrive new ways to bind 
and guide the world. […] Universal literacy was supposed to educate the 
common man to control his government. Once he could read and write he 
would have a mind fit to rule. So ran the democratic doctrine. But instead 
of a mind, universal literacy has given him rubber stamps, rubber stamps 
inked with advertising slogans, with editorials, with published scientific data, 
with the trivialities of the tabloids and the platitudes of history, but quite 
innocent of original thought. Each man’s rubber stamps are the duplicates 
of millions of others, so that when those millions are exposed to the same 
stimuli, all receive identical imprints. It may seem an exaggeration to say 
that the American public gets most of its ideas in this wholesale fashion. The 
mechanism by which ideas are disseminated on a large scale is propaganda, 
in the broad sense of an organized effort to spread a particular belief or 
doctrine.

If this is true — and the history of mass democracy suggests it is — we have 
to ask again: which (invisible) powers govern us? How do they govern us, and 
why? The culture which dominates our society is determined by values such as 
consumerism, economic advance, speed, comfort, usefulness, science, riches… 
Why are these so important to us? Marcuse is right, our worldview is a secular, 
technological, rational, capitalist, democratic worldview. Is this the best of all 
possible worlds? So then whence the symptoms of crisis in our society? 

Second Debate. How to Change the World?
Civilizations, Arnold Toynbee claims in A Study of History, will fall, not because 
that is inevitable, but because governing elites don’t respond adequately to 
changing circumstances or only focus on their own interests. If the preservation 
of Western civilization depended upon us changing the world, what should we 
change and how? Should we ourselves change, or should the so-called structures 
be changed, the social circumstances? And if Marcuse is right when he states that 
the ruling class is seized by a dominant, technological and rational worldview, 
then who or what will change the world and rebel? How will they do so, and by  
which means?
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In a conversation with Eckermann on 11 March 1828, Goethe expresses his 
pleasant surprise at the fact that a single thought, a single idea can shape many 
centuries. But which idea, which thought will it be? Who or where does it come 
from, and why should we follow it? That same Goethe, in spite of his conservative 
persuasion, was deeply convinced that we can only think ahead: ‘Immer vorwärts’ 
was a beloved motto of his. But the revolt we now witness in large parts of the 
Western world is a revolt of those who don’t want to go forward, but back. It 
is the revolt of resentment, of nostalgia, maybe of nihilism as well. Why? At the 
same time we witness the revolutionary spark of the Occupy movement, of the 
indignados in the south of Europe, of the Arab spring and its democratic ideals. 
What future is there for men in revolt who really want a new world?

Is change really possible, or is the Preacher of Ecclesiastes right in saying: ‘I, 
the Teacher, when king over Israel in Jerusalem, applied my mind to seek and 
to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven; it is an unhappy business 
that God has given to human beings to be busy with. I saw all the deeds that are 
done under the sun; and see, all is vanity and a chasing after wind.’

Rob Riemen
Founder and President of the Nexus Institute
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Connect meets Rory Stewart

Conference speaker Rory Stewart is a diplomat, adventurer and politician in  
one. He travelled on foot from Iraq to Bangladesh, governed two Iraqi provincies 
and is currently a member of British parliament. In the morning of the Nexus 
Conference, members of Nexus Connect enter into a debate with him. Which 
future is worth fighting for?

Sunday 2 December 2012, prior to the Nexus Conference.
Sign up through connect@nexus-instituut.nl — 1 guest per Connect member.

Members of Nexus Connect who register for the Nexus Conference receive a 
special pass with their ticket which allows them access to the vip area. You can 
mingle with the special guests, the Friends of the Nexus Institute and of course 
the speakers. Not yet a member of Connect? Subscribe for € 50,00 through 
www.nexus-instituut.nl.

Connect Essay Competition
‘How to Change the World?’

Since we don’t just want to inspire the young, but are also curious about their 
opinions, the Nexus Institute organizes an essay competition on the conference 
theme ‘How to Change the World?’ for its Nexus Connect youth members. 
You can send in an essay of under 4000 words, written for an educated, but 
general public. A jury consisting of Rob Riemen (founder and president of 
the Nexus Institute), Marcel van den Boogert (editor of Nexus), Britta Böhler 
(lawyer and former politician) and Ruud Lubbers (former Prime Minister) will 
choose the winning essay, which will be published with the contributions of the 
Conference speakers in Nexus 63. The winner is invited to join the exclusive 
speakers’ dinner on 1 December in Amsterdam. During the Conference, he or 
she will be the Nexus Institute’s special guest.

Only for Connect members — 2000 to 4000 words  
send to connect@nexus-instituut.nl before 15 November 2012.

C O N N E C T



Understanding through Context

The Nexus Institute, founded in 1994, brings together the world’s foremost 
intellectuals, artists and politicians, and has them think and talk about the 
questions that really matter. How are we to live? How can we shape our future? 
Can we learn from our past? Which values and ideas are important, and what 
are their premises?

In doing so, the Nexus Institute places itself at the centre of the Western 
cultural and philosophical debate. In the best European humanist tradition, its 
annual Conferences and Lectures, open to all and visited by over a thousand 
people, have become a platform for informed intellectual debate on pressing 
contemporary issues. The same spirit of tolerance and erudition is upheld in 
the Nexus Symposia and Masterclasses.

Nexus Institute

p o  b o x 90153  5000 l e Tilburg
Phone +31 (0)13 - 466 3450  fax +31 (0)13 - 466 3434

info@nexus-instituut.nl  www.nexus-instituut.nl
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