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5Curator’s note

“!e path is made by walking” 
- Antonio Machado

"e separation of art and science is an important feature of modern life – 
but it also constitutes a critical loss. Mindblowers aims to reconnect di#erent 
disciplines, bridging sometimes disparate elements and bringing them back into 
proximity. 

Mindblowers is an archipelago: several interconnected islands forming a 
unique blend of areas, cultures and viewpoints. "ere is no one speci$c time-
line or single nucleus, and this is part of what makes it special. "e philosopher 
Edouard Glissant coined the term mondialité, referring to forms of exchange or 
processes that allow for and maintain plurality and diversity, and this idea is at 
the root of the Mindblowers experiment. Scientists, artists, academics and per-
formers shape Mindblowers through dialogue and exchange, and create a new 
whole without losing their own sense of self or individuality.

"e themes of the four editions – Resistance, Imagination, Time and 
Beauty – were chosen following a series of collective and personal exchanges, 
many of them unexpected. I hope connections will emerge as you read, and 
that the themes become inspiring lenses through which to explore and enjoy 
mind-blowing insights. Each contributor departs from a place of courage, pas-
sion, expertise, amor mundi and curiosity, and aims at better understanding the 
complexity and beauty of our world - while also cherishing its mysteries.

Mindblowers is a thought-provoking journey through all of our senses: sight, 
hearing, smell, taste and touch. It is a path made by walking.

Lynn Tytgat
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Art and science are both ways of understanding the world and orientating 
oneself in it. Like science, art opens windows on the world. And, like scientists 
or scienti$c insights, artists or works of art can sometimes make you see things 
that throw your world view o#-balance, challenging it, widening it, perhaps 
even completely renewing or changing it. Robbert Dijkgraaf, Director of the 
Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton and Honorary Doctor at the Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel (VUB), describes art as “the best remedy against the narrow-
ing of the mind.” 

Let’s put it like this: art and science can be mind-blowing.

Scientists and artists are society’s visionaries, and we are in need of visionar-
ies today more than ever. "at’s why KVS and the VUB created Mindblowers, a 
yearly event in which scientists and artists come together on stage, using what-
ever forms of expression suit them best, and tackle a shared, chosen theme. "is 
unusual and unlikely collaboration between a university and a city theatre sends 
a strong message: that tomorrow’s society will be built on the basis of dialogue 
and the search for connections. Society needs bridge-builders: people who dare 
to stick their heads above the parapet. We need people who are willing to come 
out from behind the con$nes of their institutions and disciplinary strongholds 
and work together.

Introduction
Caroline Pauwels & Michael De Cock
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VUB and KVS are emphatically rooted in Brussels and in society. Both em-
brace the city and its plurality. Both want to make a di#erence, using the tools 
of science and art; science and art that go beyond the obvious, that challenge us 
and make us think.

"e Mindblowers formula is simple, its manifestation is always surprising 
and diverse. Artists and scientists focus on a chosen theme in a series of sharp, 
surprising and urgent interventions. "e four themes of the previous editions 
were: Resistance, Imagination, Time and Beauty. 

"e interventions can take any form. You can expect anything and every-
thing at Mindblowers, be it a classical lecture, a performance, a piece of music, 
slam poetry, $lm, theatre... anything is possible. But Mindblowers will always be 
a meeting between scientists and live performers. "e interventions will always 
sit at the intersection of art, culture and re%ection. And – this too must be said 
– there will always be an unforgettable, mind-blowing party a!erwards.

Every year, putting the programme together is itself an exercise in multi-dis-
ciplinarity. Scientists and artists meet, perhaps a little awkwardly at $rst, and 
start to size each other up. As relationships develop, mutual recognition and the 
realisation art and science have a lot in common start to generate excitement 
and enthusiasm. A!er all, scientists and artists both try to grasp things that are 
essentially ungraspable, they aim to get a handle on the elusive, and they ap-
proach such things through detour and tangent. Shared wonder is what drives 
scientists and artists, and that wonder is what Mindblowers aims to share with 
the public.

"is book is not a review nor a retrospective. It is a new publication, struc-
tured thematically, which illustrates what Mindblowers is and wants to be. "e 
content and form of the book are as diverse as a Mindblowers event would be. In 
this book, contributions range from recipes to letters, from articles to a pho-
to-novella.

We would like to expressly thank all the participating scientists and artists. 
We were struck by their willingness to participate in the live events, and even 
more so in the making of this book. "ey not only made time for it, but were 
prepared to step out of their comfort zones. We cannot thank them enough.

Introduction
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Perhaps the most rewarding and lasting e#ect of Mindblowers is that, as 
a result of this co-operation, scientists and artists are learning to know and 
appreciate each other and explore future projects together. Perhaps that’s our 
secret ambition: that through Mindblowers artists and scientists will connect, 
and mutual co-operation and co-creation will naturally follow. Art and science 
try to understand the world in their own ways, and in doing so only raise new 
questions and riddles. We hope scientists and artists will continue to inspire and 
stimulate each other, and will begin to $nd it natural to partner up. "at is why 
every year we organise a Mindblowers event, and that is why we are publishing 
this book.

Caroline Pauwels 
Rector of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel

&

Michael De Cock
Artistic director of the Royal Flemish !eatre

Introduction
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Transgression as an act of balance 
Iman Lechkar

!is story about Moroccan sociologist and feminist Fatima Mernissi 
was previously published in Dutch as an ode to Fatima Mernissi in a 
slightly di"erent version.1

On September 27, 1940, Fatima Mernissi was born in a harem in Fes, 
Morocco’s ninth-century cultural and religious capital. It was not the 
kind of imperial Ottoman harem that almost obsessively fascinates the 
West. In fact, it was a rather dull environment: a domestic harem in a 
bourgeois environment.

In the harem, in a number of screened-o" rooms within the fami-
ly’s larger house, lived women who were rarely allowed outside. If they 
did go out, it was under strict conditions. Grandmother Yasmina soon 
taught little Fatima that wherever there are people there is a Qaida, a sys-
tem of unwritten rules of the game that one must obey. !e harem had 
its own Qaida, but so did the outside world. Qaida was everywhere. 2

Iman Lechkar PhD, is Profes-
sor of Islam and Gender and 
Fatima Mernissi Chair in the 
Political Science Department 
of the Vrije Universiteit 
Brussel (VUB) and RHEA, 
the VUB research Centre 
on Gender, Diversity and 
Intersectionality. She teaches 
a course on Islam and Gender 
and organises public activities 
and lectures on the nexus 
of Islam, gender and power. 
She is currently supervisor 
of the FWO research project 
Islam in Brussels Prisons: an 
ethnographic study on prison 
policies, experiences and mas-
culinities and Coordinator of 
the BESLPO- BRAIN-be 2.0 
research project REGUIDE: 
a holistic, restorative and 
gendered approach to guiding 
returnees to their home 
countries. Iman is frequently 
invited as a guest speaker 
and publishes in national and 
international journals and 
books.

Resistance 
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Despite the social barriers, Fatima glori#ed travel and exchange. !e 
Quran called for knowledge across borders, so crossing borders was 
a sacred privilege for Fatima and the only real way to change a Qaida. 
She was inspired by the women in the harem who had their own way of 
pushing the boundaries of a Qaida. !e women supported each other 
with beautiful long stories and songs. Fatima’s mother was well aware 
that stories were of great importance because they were the engine of 
change.

Although Fatima’s mother and grandmother were uneducated, they 
wanted Fatima to receive a good education. !at is why Fatima’s mother 
told her husband nationalist stories about the need to break away from 
French colonial rule and to have an educated population, both men and 
women – intelligent, critical, vocal and supportive – in order to win 
victory and become an independent country. !anks to her mother’s 
stories, the family council came to an agreement and Fatima was trans-
ferred from the Koran school to a ‘real’ school.3

When her grandmother Yasmina died, Fatima held back her tears with 
all her strength. “!e best way to remember your grandmother,” her grand-
mother had told her on her deathbed, “is to keep alive the tradition of my 
favorite Scheherazade story: the tale of the lady with the feather dress.”

Fatima memorized the story told by the heroine of a thousand and one 
nights. !e message is that a woman should live her life as a nomad. She 
must always remain alert and ready to go, even when she is loved. Because, 
as the story shows, love can swallow you up and become a prison.

Fatima le$ at the age of eighteen; she exchanged her medieval home-
town for Rabat, a modern white metropolis with wide-open city gates on 
the edge of the Atlantic Ocean. As a student, she o$en remembered her 
mother’s words: “Fatima, you are really going to change the world, aren’t 
you? You are going to create a planet, without walls and without borders, 
where the porters will have free days of the year”.

Fatima was a discerning woman. She knew she could learn a lot by 
watching and listening – lips sealed – but most of all she was convinced 
that, like the lady with the feather dress, she could grow wings because 
she felt walled in and she believed she could transcend those walls.

1.  https://www.mo.be/opinie/
ode-aan-fatima-mernissi-
de-vrouw-met-het-veren-
kleed Momagazine

2.  Fatima Mernissi, Het ver-
boden dakterras. Verhalen 
uit mijn jeugd in de harem, 
Amsterdam: De Geus, 
1994.

3.  Fatima Mernissi, Schehe-
razade Goes West: di!erent 
cultures di!erent harems: 
NY: Washington Square 
press, 2001.

Iman Lechkar
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Transcending walls and borders was not always without danger. It 
was a balancing act where you had to weigh up where you could go with-
out going too far. For example, Fatima knew the story of the famous 10th 
century Su# Mansur al-Hallaj who proclaimed in the streets of Baghdad 
that he was the truth. He had to pay for that with his life when the Abas-
sidian regime executed him. But Fatima was driven by the remarkable 
e"ects of the stories of the women in the harem, those of her mother and 
of course those of Scheherazade, which let her escape death.

Being deceived by his wife, Sultan Shahryar believed that all women 
were adulterers. He decided to marry a new woman every night and kill 
her the next morning before she could dishonour him. However, thanks 
to her stories, Scheherazade lasted 1001 nights. A$er those 1001 nights, 
or rather a$er 1001 unknown stories, Shahyar not only decided to let 
Scheherazade live, he also apologised for his ignorance as he recognized 
that men and women are equal.

Fatima followed in the footsteps of Scheherazade and her mother, not 
only in Morocco but around the world; she told the stories of the forgot-
ten queens of Islam, man-woman dynamics in Islamic societies, the male 
elite, women’s rights, democracy and ground-breaking dreams.

Fatima Mernissi has indeed taken on wings and crossed several 
boundaries: those between East and West, man and woman, oral and 
written culture, Islam and philosophy, literature and sociology, academia 
and society, and certainly also between autobiography and #ction. 

Time and again she feared crossing such borders, but no one saw it 
because of her large silver Berber bracelet and colorful Chanel lipstick.

Resistance 


