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We need to talk about institutions. This may even 
be an urgent need. In On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons 
from the Twentieth Century, Timothy Snyder makes 
this appeal: “Defend institutions. It is institutions 
that help us to preserve decency. They need our 
help as well. [...] Institutions do not protect them-
selves. They fall one after the other unless each is 
defended from the beginning. So choose an institu-
tion you care about [...] and take its side.”

How do I understand the notion that institutions 
help us preserve decency?

We know the word “institutionalize.” The associa-
tions are less than favourable, right? It brings to 
mind something that once was free, unimpeded, and 
flexible, now caged by restrictions; made cumber- 
some; brought crashing down to earth. But is this 
not indeed the process of gaining strength? If we 

Introduction
JOANNA ORLIK



6

Taking an institution’s side means getting to the 
heart of a phenomenon, reaching the original 
strength that inspired the institutionalization, see-
ing what makes up the living core of such unique 
value that it requires preservation. For the insti-
tution is like a cocoon. It protects, but also drops 
a veil. It forbids entry while facilitating survival 
and development. It provides time for the transfor-
mation from one stage to another to occur. 

Taking an institution’s side requires two things: 
realizing that an institution cannot cease to be an 
institution – that its cocoon; its scaffolding are im-
manently inscribed in its essence. And realizing 
why the cocoon and scaffolding were created. What 
were they meant to protect? And do they do this 
still?

accept that meaning carries weight; that there is 
a burden to significance, then institutionalization 
means giving weight to activities that otherwise 
might not have survived. This makes institutional-
ization a social decision to let a phenomenon live; 
to ground it in the world; to ensure its continuity 
and duration. This brings about a mutual strength-
ening: society grants a phenomenon significance 
through its institutionalization, and the strength-
ened phenomenon begins to affect the society with 
redoubled force, becoming a point of reference, an 
azimuth in decision-making, a context for posing 
questions, and ultimately – a model.

We look at the institution, but the institution also 
looks at us. And we submit to the power of its gaze, 
making choices which would be less laudable with-
out this challenging presence. The weight of sig-
nificance of society’s collective wisdom holds us 
firm, not allowing us to shift under the pressure of 
our individual doubts. And thus the process con-
tinues. Until it is less an institutionalized phenom-
enon than simply a long-running institution that 
no longer corresponds to the hopes we invest in 
it. This occurs when the original significance has 
faded, and all that remains is an empty scaffolding 
whose weight has now become unbearable.

How do I understand the idea that we have to “take 
an institution’s side”?

7
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WHY SHOULD 
WE TALK ABOUT 
CULTURAL 
INSTITUTIONS?



People are a special kind of animal – they less adapt 
to the world than adapt to the reality they them-
selves create. This reality is culture. It is not only 
beautiful, sublime, and potentially moving, it also 
makes us the mightiest species on Earth, towering 
above all others (and often rather too pleased with 
ourselves). Human power largely comes from the 
ability to cooperate, sometimes with those we do 
not know personally; whom we have never seen; 
those far from us in space or in time.

The vast human networks of cooperation envel-
oping the entire globe exist through institutions – 
through fixed methods of getting things done. They 
seem evident to us, self-imposed, eternal – and for 
this reason, they influence us; they restrict our 
freedom to act. These institutions are not just lan-
guage, religion, law, customs, habits, and normative 

13
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systems, but also organizational institutions, such 
as schools, hospitals, culture centres, and philhar-
monics.

The basic role of the institution – regulating human 
behaviour to ensure trust, solidarity, and cooper-
ation – does, of course, have its flip side, the price 
we must pay to be together. This price is constraint, 
heeding conventions, and the need to meet others’ 
expectations and to compromise in order to function.

This is the first reason why it is so important and es-
sential that we talk about cultural institutions. The 
stakes are defining who we want to be, the form to 
be taken by the community in which we participate, 
and which is to be the foundation for our mutual 
relations.

The second reason is the changing status and hazy 
definition of the roles that cultural institutions can 
and want to play. The best evidence of this lack of 
clarity is how our tongue gets tied when we try to 
describe why cultural institutions are vital. When 
we attempt to justify their existence (and recently 
this happens more and more often), we succumb to 
pathos, or utterly instrumentalize them, or resort 
to languages alien to institutions – the language of 
politics or economics, for instance – in which we 
have trouble finding our feet.

This murkiness when it comes to the contemporary 

role of the cultural institution (in spite of the fact 
that each has its own statute, clearly outlining why 
it was created) comes from the fact that culture is 
a sphere of life in which the symptoms of the rad-
ical social, technological, and political changes are 
most evident at present.

This does not happen by accident, for culture is 
a highly ambivalent part of reality. On the one hand, 
it is central, for it defines who we are, how we live 
and think, and what commands our attention; on 
the other, for many it is dispensable, seen as a frill, 
a fifth wheel, an excess, and an extravagance.

Because culture seems marginal, it is also the best 
space for experimentation. It allows us to see to-
morrow today. In culture we see most clearly what 
is coming, it carves out new forms of individual and 
collective identity.

That is why in culture we most often ask right now: 
Why do we need institutions? For the time being, 
just about no one is asking if school is necessary, or 
if the law or health services are necessary. And if 
they do, it is in the sphere of culture – as an artist or 
an animator. Meanwhile, just about everyone asks: 
Why do we need culture? Why do we need cultural 
institutions?
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The third and final reason why we are speaking 
about cultural institutions and the roles they should 
play is the fact that they are also special places of 
employment. They are special because they offer 
their employees an amorphous status.

Working in culture is not lucrative, but it helps you 
find yourself, it gives you the chance to work with 
what you love, and it is said to give you a sense 
of purpose. It is not only a profession, it is also 
a calling. Almost anyone can do this work, but not 
everyone can do it well – you need to have heart, 
patience, to find yourself in assisting others and 
in the conviction that what you are doing matters. 
Work in cultural institutions often involves a sense 
of helplessness; powerlessness; always starting 
over, but just as often, it is a source of satisfaction, 
joy, and fulfilment.

We cannot forget when we speak of cultural institu-
tions that we are not only talking about abstract or-
ganizations, tools of cultural politics, but also about 
the people who work in them. I get the feeling that 
when we think about culture, this perspective often 
eludes us, though it is quite vital, for culture is peo-
ple – without them, it is no more than a stale prop 
whose purpose no one recalls. Institutions are for 
people as well – for those they employ and for those 
they serve, for whom they operate.

Reflecting on our leading question, “why do we 
need cultural institutions?”, should not be left up 
to decision-makers or those who direct cultural in-
stitutions. On the contrary – we should all try to 
respond to it. Only then, joining forces to create 
cultural institutions together, will we have a sense 
that they are not external structures offering us 
something, but extensions of us ourselves, as par-
ticipants in particular collectives. Only in this way 
can we make institutions necessary to people once 
more.
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WHY HAVE 
CULTURAL 
INSTITUTIONS 
BECOME 
DISPENSABLE?
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Cultural institutions are a product of moderniza-
tion processes that sprouted in the eighteenth cen-
tury and matured after World War Two. By this 
model, cultural institutions are brought to life by 
the state, endeavouring to build the conviction that 
culture occurs only in those spheres of life which 
those institutions oversee. Their basic tasks include 
not only creating, spreading, and protecting culture, 
but also homogenizing and unifying it, in order to 
turn individuals into a collective, and make nation-
al value systems, symbols, languages, and canons 
out of the local diversity found in a traditional col-
lective.

As Ernest Gellner (Nations and Nationalism) and 
Eric Hobsbawm (Nations and Nationalism since 
1780: Programme, Myth, Reality) have aptly ob-
served, the basic role of the cultural institution at 
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THE ENLIGHTENMENT MODEL 
FOR CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS

(shaped from the 18th to the mid-20th century)

this stage was to change Mazurians, Silesians, Gali-
cians, or Kashubians into Poles. Institutions thus 
moved in two directions – they stripped people of 
their old identities and uprooted them, and they 
put a new national identity in the gaps left behind. 
This process was essential to create consent to the 
state as the protector of culture as such. The state 
thus defined itself as a patron of culture, which it 
produced itself, giving it control over its citizens – 
for it is simpler to oversee those who are culturally 
unified; who speak the same language; have similar 
culinary preferences and authorities.
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This Enlightenment model of culture and cultural 
institutions began to erode in the 1960s (in Poland, 
somewhat later), though even earlier it had been 
powerfully contested in progressive art move-
ments’ attacks on art institutions. In its contempo-
rary form, this model still exists in the system of 
public cultural institutions: with the institutionally 
distinct cultural sector financed and supported by 
the state and the local governments. Their support 
is still viewed as the responsibility of those who run 
them – yet this duty is mostly ritualistic, as main-
taining cultural institutions is seen as a cost, and 
not a form of carrying out important social aims. 
In recent years, there have been growing efforts to 
justify this obligation: some have pointed to social 
capital, potential economic profit, development, 
and, more recently, rebuilding and strengthening 
a national identity. The state is not entirely sure 
why it supports cultural institutions, and this un-
certainty engenders the changing roles and status 
of institutions, and makes them operate in an at-
mosphere of uncertainty and peril.

At the same time, the bonds between cultural in-
stitutions and audiences and participants in cul-
ture are coming undone. Cultural institutions have 
ceased to be necessary as intermediaries in access-
ing culture and as places to find it, or even as enti-
ties creating value hierarchies of cultural products 
and their creators, thus defining what ought to be 
seen, read, or watched.

This new situation is what I would call the dispen-
sability of the cultural institution. The point is not 
that people have stopped going to theatres, cinemas, 
libraries, and concerts. It is rather that cultural in-
stitutions are no longer needed to participate in cul-
ture. Nor are they needed as filters, whose authority 
sifts the outstanding works from the second-rate 
cultural products. They have become dispensable 
as entities that oblige us to participate in various 
forms of culture – in our day, being versed in high 
culture and graced with status and respect does not 
necessarily mean keeping up with the programs of 
cultural institutions.

Why is this? There are four main reasons:

Democratization. With the (ongoing) progress 
of democratization, i.e., minority groups claiming 
their right to an identity that an imposed homoge-
neous culture has attempted to uproot, it turned 
out that what might have seemed a uniform cul-
ture was not only highly diverse from within, it 
was also a power struggle: it was a space of conflict, 
not agreement. This, in turn, means that cultural 
institutions take sides in this conflict – and thus, by 
definition, they cease to serve one and all.

Counterculture. Through alternative cultures, 
subcultures, and, today, mainly through the high-
ly developed culture online, we have discovered 
that culture is not strictly a product of the cultural 
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sector; it does not come down to what regulations 
call “cultural activities.” Moreover, a great many 
forms of activity aim to challenge the culture insti-
tutions create, making separate streams, systems of 
evaluation, and hierarchies. The institutional struc-
ture is seen as restricting free movement, mainly 
serving the prevailing social groups – this makes it 
not only dispensable, but also a threat.

The Culture Industry. The disposability of cultural 
institutions, and especially public ones, is produced 
by a highly expansive global culture industry. This 
not only transforms culture into commodities, it 
validates individuals in thinking that an interest in 
culture is just like any other kind of consumption, 
requiring no special preparation, knowledge, or 
effort. It also yields the conviction that everything 
is available, equivalent, and equally valuable, and 
thus that nothing is of special significance.

PRESENT MODEL
FOR CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS
(shaped since the 1960s)

The Digitalization of Culture and Its Online 
Availability. Stripping cultural goods of their phys-
ical media and cutting back accessibility of tools for 
creating and disseminating them means that the 
cultural institution’s monopoly on providing the 
conditions to create, spread, and manage culture 
has been thoroughly decimated.
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This new situation totally reconfigures the collective. 
Instead of culturally uniform collectives – even in 
a society as monoethnic, monoreligious, and mon-
onational as Poland – we are dealing with a mul-
tiplicity of individuals, antagonized and unable 
to mutually identify, who prefer to live in small, 
closed communities. They are joined by dependen-
cy, but also rivalry. Moreover, participating in many 
internally varied and overlapping collectives – they 
only belong in part. In sociology this phenomenon 
is called intersectionality: people belonging to the 
same social categories (class, place of residence, 
age, and gender) differ from one another because 
each of these groups are intersected by other divi-
sions. Today’s social life is remarkably complex, as 
are we ourselves – each and every one of us. Two 
schoolteachers, of whom one is a man and the oth-
er a woman, one who lives in the country and the 
other in the big city, one who is young and the other 
mature, will be significantly dissimilar. These cate-
gories often come in conflict; struggle for the upper 
hand; have competing interests, which makes co-
operation quite difficult. This often precludes soli-
darity, making us doubt whether institutions serve 
one and all, and prompting the question: Who are 
they for?

The process reconstructed here, bringing about 
a situation where individuals have no need of cul-
tural institutions, would be quite easy to misinter-
pret, by proving that emancipation is bought by the 

prevalence of competitive individualism, democra-
tization leads to the disintegration of social bonds, 
and egalitarianism is created to break down value 
hierarchies. Pointing to this process, it would be 
easy to justify the spread of xenophobia, national-
ism, disdain for others, and the concerted efforts to 
reconstitute a uniform national culture.

Yet the direction in which the state navigates the 
culture is not necessarily the sole option, with no 
alternatives. I will propose a model which could 
make cultural institutions something people need, 
and yet without destroying what has been achieved 
over the past decades – cultural diversity, the right 
to self-fulfilment, acceptance of what is different, 
and freedom. I see the presentation of this (provi-
sional and perhaps utopian) model as a response 
to our main question: Why do we need cultural in-
stitutions?
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HOW DO WE 
MAKE CULTURAL 
INSTITUTIONS 
NECESSARY?
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Cultural institutions presently operate amid collec-
tives that are highly diversified from within, com-
posed of dozens of groups, often conflicting and 
competing with each other, and with millions of in-
dividuals, each of which is part of several commu-
nities of this sort at the same time. These collectives 
tend to have a lack of consensus in terms of values 
and cooperate through mutual contract-based de-
pendencies – these are the basis for the existence of 
the whole. Yet it would be hard to build tolerance; 
trust; love; friendship – in short, the indispensable 
parts of every society – strictly based on these de-
pendencies.

Upending the Perspective

Our point of departure for the solutions here is the 
observation that cultural institutions are part of 
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highly differentiated collectives, whom they are 
meant to serve. They are not autonomous organ-
izations carrying out separate aims, they are not 
a “cost,” nor are they abstract bureaucratic struc-
tures; they always belong to someone. They belong 
to a certain community, for whom they work. Sim-
ilarly, we ought to note that neither the state nor 
the local government authorities are autonomous 
agents or a totalizing framework within which 
culture and collective life play out, but only two of 
many actors that combine to make up a collective, 
be it national or local.

I mention these evident points because I would 
very much like to reverse our perspective on the 
cultural institution, state, and local government – to 
begin to see them as entities that serve collectives, 
and not the reverse. All too often, we forget that 
cultural institutions and the state and local govern-
ments are structures which the collective has dele-
gated to carry out certain roles and functions. More 
commonly, we see this dependency in a reverse 
manner, in terms of the state calling to life cultural 
institutions to carry out its aims, and the institu-
tions seeing their local collective as failing to come 
up to their expectations – as failing to participate; 
being unprepared, passive, flawed, or insufficient.

Another basic issue is the necessity of building 
more symmetrical relations between the state and 
the local government and cultural institutions. I be-

lieve the state should create legal, financial, and or-
ganizational frameworks for institutions, but that 
the shape of these frameworks should be negotiat-
ed by the entities that fall within their scope. The 
state should try to serve the institutions, to estab-
lish the best possible working conditions for them, 
and to aid their development. The institutions, in 
turn, should supply knowledge to the state and lo-
cal governments on how their collectives are faring, 
their needs, their potential, and the problems they 
face. In this model, cultural institutions serve as 
mediators between the state/local government and 
the collectives of which they are a part.

This is why the basic role of the state, the local gov-
ernment, and the cultural institution should be as 
a middleman and mediator – between the collective 
and the state, but also between the individuals that 
make up a given society. I would primarily see the 
cultural institution as a platform where people in 
a certain collective can meet, see one another, come 
to terms with their diversity, draw up fields of coop-
eration, and establish how to work together; to be 
productive in solidarity and trust.

If a cultural institution is to serve these functions, it 
needs to be open to the collective and its new roles: 
taking shared responsibility for culture, and thus for 
the local society’s way of life. This requires seeing 
various individuals as complete, as having some-
thing to offer, as (potentially) active and interested 
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in public life. Yet because these same individuals 
are often unaware of the fact that they possess 
these attributes, it is necessary to create occasions 
and pretexts for them to be discovered. It is neces-
sary to prompt collaboration and get it started.

A POSSIBLE MODEL
FOR CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS
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Switching the Language

We also need to change our narrative about cul-
ture, because we have no good, effective language 
for speaking about it and for communicating how 
important it is. When we do speak about it, we re-
sort to the old-school habit of making culture into 
a thing of remarkable sublimity, created by super-
humans, part of a structure where value is decided 
by academics and public institutions, with a clear 
division between high and low culture, between 
those who are cultured and those who are not.

At other times, our language turns culture into 
a tool that for a variety of tasks, especially those in 
which the state and the local governments are inef-
fectual: building social capital, promoting ideas and 
products, indoctrination, levelling opportunities in 
life, increasing national production, and educating. 
This language communicates that culture can car-
ry out important social aims, yet also introduces 
a general division into what is useful and what is 
not. This division is tantamount to saying that cer-
tain ways of life are worth supporting, while others 
are not – that certain forms of existence in culture 
are better, others are worse.

The last kind of language we use to speak about 
culture is that of ratios and numbers, which de-
cision-making bureaucrats use to view activity in 
culture, in selecting what to support and if public 

money has been properly “distributed.” This quan-
tifiable essence of culture-makers, events, and 
works makes some things utterly invisible – not just 
because they cannot be counted and they will not 
fall into any statistical report category, but because 
they are not made by any entities that could apply 
for state or local government funding.

Meanwhile, if we would like to make cultural insti-
tutions a more integral part of local collectives, we 
should more seldom use the concept of “culture,” 
which is highly problematic and exclusive, and 
turn to other terms pertaining to the components of 
culture. It will be easier for us to speak of ties and re- 
lationships; of experiences, of knowledge and abil-
ities; of doing something together; of language, art, 
values, and customs.

Taking On New Roles

My suggestion to place the cultural institution 
“in-between,” giving it a mediator function, should 
be made more precise. The cultural institution 
could play several basic roles (and some of them it 
surely does). What are they?

The Mediator.
An intermediary in relations between individuals 
that make up a collective, facilitating meetings, con-
versations, creating pretexts for us to listen each 
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other, for clearly defining what sets us apart and 
what unites us. At present we have a great need 
for a mechanism that would allow us to take the 
perspective and viewpoint of others; to see what is 
important to them; what makes my world different 
from others’. This is a role that fundamentally tries 
to create opportunities to confront another per-
son’s difference, and thus to rethink who we are 
ourselves.

The Substantiator.
Cultural institutions have a huge advantage over 
online forms of social contact. They let us experi-
ence another person in a direct and multidimen-
sional way, as a concrete person and body, situated 
in a particular context. The task of the cultural in-
stitution is therefore to restore the first-hand expe-
rience of another person and to create the bases for 
future cooperation and enjoying its products. Be-
fore we build any kind of a bond with someone, we 
have to see them as complete, like ourselves. This 
kind of multidimensional contact is socializing in 
itself.

The Whistleblower.
This involves institutions taking the role of agents 
for individuals and collectives who have no oppor-
tunity or ability to articulate their needs and ways 
of seeing reality. This is not only about those who 
are excluded for various reasons, but also about 
social categories that set some people apart as self- 

-sufficient and distance them from the rest because 
of their high status. We often forget that both mar-
ginalization and privilege divide people from the 
collective.

The Invisible Hand.
By this we do not mean the invisible hand of the 
market, but a helping hand, which is invisible be-
cause it gives individuals new skills and competen-
cies – a chance for agency and influence – but does 
not display its part in this process, giving individu-
als a sense of strength and the opportunity to act. 
It educates, but not from a high horse, taking the 
position of an animator rather than an instructor.

Turning Episodes into the Rules

It strikes me as sensible that cultural institutions 
enter these new roles and take up an intermediary 
position because it brings advantages to the local 
collectives and gives meaning and significance to 
how institutions work. At the same time, by intro-
ducing this kind of operating model, institutions 
will encounter several obstacles, such as the fact 
that the state will return to its old Enlightenment 
and nationalist model of cultural politics, in which 
the culture institution is reduced to being a medi-
um that spreads the state monoculture.
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The other problem is in the very strength of insti-
tutions – their solidity – which, on the one hand, 
allows them to regulate and coordinate social life, 
but on the other, makes them conservative and re-
sistant to change – and means that change comes 
slowly.

In introducing the institutional model of operation 
here, another stumbling block is the individual ri-
valry that constitutes the norm, and a system that 
supports working against, not with others. We 
experience this every step of the way, beginning 
with how we make sports the most important field 
of recreation, through systems for certifying and 
quantifying talents and achievements with ranking 
charts, and ending with the brutal struggle for vis-
ibility.

The greatest difficulty, as Robert Putnam notes 
(Making Democracy Work), is that someone must 
begin this process of change. The person who ini-
tiates it also bears the costs of the transformation, 
just like anyone who stands out because they do 
not want to play everyone’s game. It seems more 
rational, though only from a short-term perspective, 
to stick to the routines; the well-worn paths; to con-
form. In introducing these changes, the institutions 
themselves can be the most resistant, because it is 
they which are concerned.

These are quite serious obstacles, most difficult to 
overcome. Are we proposing a losing battle?

Hardly. Although we are slowly losing the convic-
tion that the system will change all by itself, the 
hope still remains that cultural institutions will be 
changed from above. We should carefully monitor 
movement on the ground: we are becoming in-
creasingly certain that change will be brought by 
consistently working on the lowest level, locally, 
with concrete people and collectives.

There are many examples of successful undertak-
ings in which a society, with the intermediary assis-
tance of cultural institutions, changes for the better, 
solves its problems, perceives the value of itself, and 
begins to believe in its own agency and in the in-
dispensability of a local cultural institution. Years 
of efforts by educators and animators to make peo-
ple see culture as something other than entertain-
ment or a supplement to the local academy have 
not been in vain.

We might also note that the last decade has seen an 
outpouring of a new type of cultural institution – 
a hybrid kind, joining the public, social, and private, 
latched firmly onto the urban and rural organisms, 
which are concrete, tangible collectives. The cultur-
al institutions themselves are becoming aware of 
their new predicament and are trying to re-envi-
sion themselves.
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What we need is to support positive initiatives, to 
appreciate them, to ensure that they are not mere 
incidents, to prop them up, and to transform them 
into institutional rules. This does not mean that we 
should simply be patient and systematically spread 
the institutional model I am proposing as a cultur-
al mediator. It is necessary we make the effort to 
learn general lessons from successful local experi-
ments – to make new legal regulations to organize 
the work of institutions and local strategies to rede-
fine the place of the cultural institution in the life 
of the collective.

We need to transform episodes of cooperation into 
rules of cooperation. We need to work out some 
small brainwaves and bright ideas to show that 
collaboration is useful – in knowing how to bring 
about this collaboration and how to keep it going. 
We need to rethink individual experiences of local 
animators and institutions and models of coopera-
tion that can be spread.

Some might dismiss what I have offered here with 
a single word: utopia. No doubt it is, in part. Yet 
I will maintain that there is nothing more realistic 
than a utopia. And although not everything is in our 
hands, a great many things are.
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networks: Culture Action Europe, Interpret Europe, 

and the European Network of Observatories in the 

Field of Arts and Cultural Education (ENO).

www.mik.krakow.pl
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