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In the framework of Here We Are Academy: Learning from 

the Forum (Utrecht and Amsterdam, 5th - 9th April 2016) 

Campus in Camps was invited by BAK, basis voor actu-

ele kunst to contribute with We Are Here association in 

creating a space and opening doors for a sincere and hon-

est discussion about the complex relation between refu-

gees and citizens, the most urgent issue we are encoun-

tering around the world today. Starting from the work of 

the Collective Dictionary, we sided curator Maria Hlava-

jova’s address on new languages bridging art production 

and political engagement used to describe such a reality, 

design its narratives, to claim the right to be political in a 

space of fertile risks and communal learning.

This time together focused on recognizing political ac-

tors, not victims. While We Are Here’s ambition to found a 

political party offered a subtext to reflect upon which kind 

of spaces and representations are viable to protect and 

empower the political struggle of refugees in the Nether-

lands, during the week we already experimented with a 

mix of refuge, welcome, and room for human approach 

and exchange.
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What we re-learned is that the de-placed, in their attempts 

to survive and improve life conditions, are able to re-map 

reality in order to find alternatives. This is why refugees 

hold a potential, seen many times in a negative ability to 

destabilize (often compared to migrants or manipulated 

as a prequel to anarchism, countervoices or even terror-

ism); that’s the potential we have to detour and appropri-

ate: the one about somebody able to re-engineer our so-

cieties towards a culture of welcoming, equal distribution 

and inclusiveness.

It sounds like an endorsement to a broader movement 

many are ready to support or be part of. Maybe even an 

exploitation of something citizens are not able to achieve 

by themselves, but yet an opportunity for the privileged 

ones, disempowered people who delegate decisions to 

the elected, to push for new demands.

Diego Segatto
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I will always remember the first time that I had to face 

power structures, the first time I had to break down the 

first wall of my own oppression. It didn’t begin with the de-

construction of my own beliefs in a theoretical way or with 

the decolonization of the language that somebody taught 

me: it was something more physical and corporeal than 

any other thing; it was more related with disobedience 

than with the seeking of something more novel. One Sun-

day, any given Sunday, I decided not to go to the church.

I was raised in a Catholic Colombian family. Even when I 

was born in the capital city –Bogota-, my parents are from 

a different place. They were born in Medellin, a warmer 

and smaller city in the South-East in Colombia. In the late 

70’s Medellin was a violent city, hometown of one of the 

biggest drug cartels of the world at that time. The cartels 

used to export drugs mainly to Europe and North Ameri-

ca. The Colombian government realized -quite late I might 

say- that cartel money had reached the heads of the state, 

which allowed them to implement their methods to ex-

pand their power without any obstacle or punishment. As 
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a response to this situation, the US government, as part 

of their fight against drugs, felt the need to intervene in 

the Colombian policies in order to bring stability to the re-

gion, or at least that was the public speech. The interven-

tion, as any other euphemism for colonization, was not 

just rhetorical but territorial. With the CIA agents’ arrival to 

the city, Medellin turned even more violent. The Colombi-

an history and its relationship with drugs and US it’s a lot 

more complex but inside that national history, my parents 

framed the story of their own inner displacement. The first 

time that my father told me this story he ended up telling 

me that, looking backwards, now he felt blessed because 

no matter the reasons or the consequences, God had cho-

sen that path for him and his family. Bogota, or maybe his 

migration and arrival to the capital, offered him some-

thing that he considered a better future. Maybe I wouldn’t 

be here if they had not left Medellin. In his words, “God 

wanted it like that”. Even when maybe it was also the first 

time when I heard that expression, it wasn’t the last: On 

November of 1985, a few years before my birth, a Colom-

bian guerrilla movement called M-19 assaulted the justice 
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palace - the equivalent to a parliament in other parts of 

the world – taking congress members, deputies and every-

body else that were inside the building as hostages. That 

morning a new law that would allow the extradition to US 

of drug bosses -or any other criminal that could serve US 

interests- would be approved. The disapproval of that law 

was the main demand of M-19. This time the Colombian 

army intervened, under US pressure to pass the extradi-

tion law, killing hostages and kidnappers and provoking 

civil disappearances that until now haven’t been clarified. 

Just before the army entry into the justice palace the gov-

ernment replaced all the public broadcasting of the event 

with a football match between local teams. Just after the 

massacre the president of the country, in national televi-

sion, said “God wanted it like that”.

Until now, one of the most precious and valuable objects 

that my family has is a statue of baby Jesus. It has a spe-

cial place in my house, in one corner of the living room. 

It is always on a kind of lectern that my aunt bought dur-

ing one of her travels to Europe. Since I can remember, 
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the first thing that my father does before he goes to his 

job is pray to this little statue. My mother does the same. 

Even my brothers did the same for a while when they 

were living in my parent’s house. I was also part of this 

ritual. I wouldn’t say that I am a person of faith, at least 

not as my parents wish. But I have been curious. I don’t 

like to follow and definitely I don’t like to lead. Perhaps 

that’s why, every time that I was forced to be part of that 

ritual, I always wondered why: Why were they worship-

ing a small, blonde, blue eyes statue with porcelain skin 

and with a crown in its head? In terms of form, the statue 

was everything but them. After few years I realized that 

the statue wasn’t a representation of me or of them, at 

least not an accurate one, but at that moment I couldn’t 

understand what it was indeed representing. When I look 

back in my memory, I recognize that moment as the one 

of the first when I understood - vaguely I might say- the 

value and the power of an icon, of an image: The prob-

lem of representation was part of my daily life without me 

knowing it. After a while I discovered that the problem was 

much bigger than my own reality, than my personal rou-
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tine. The Spanish colonization in Colombia and the vast 

rest of Latin America was presented as an enterprise that 

was seeking the evangelization of indigenous cultures 

with human and religious purposes. The European cul-

tures used, among other things, those kind of representa-

tions to vanish entire “barbaric cultures” -as they called 

them -, kill hundreds and hundreds of human beings, 

rape women and kids, invade sacred lands, exploit natu-

ral resources and stablish their own beliefs and their own 

power structure, all of that in the name of the same statue 

that my parents have 500 years later. The otherness was 

born, in part, due to the immersion of those images into 

the collective imaginary of native cultures. I am sure that 

at the end of the invasion they also said “God wanted it 

like that”. I can say with certainty that that Sunday when I 

decided not to go to church, I started to challenge the no-

tion of representation. Let me say that I am not putting all 

the responsibility of cultural colonization on religious in-

stitutions, of course not, it is bigger than that: Every time 

that I am in Bogota’s streets and I see ads of white, blonde, 

straight-haired girls and then I see my friends straighten 
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their curly hair; Every time that I go to my aunt house and 

she tells me how proud she is of all the European furni-

ture around her living room; Every time that I went to the 

school and all the authors that I read were western white 

males; Every time that I hear on Utrecht’s pubs that the 

refugees are a threat to a civilized way of life; Every time I 

hear a politician calling for divine intervention to help the 

future of his nation; Every time that a non-Western artist is 

labeled as exotic and he/she gains recognition in western 

markets/institutions because of that, every time, I return 

in my mind several years ago to that Sunday.

Felipe Zapata Zuluaga
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Border Thinking

I was one of several students of the ‘vocabularies’ group 

(that constituted one of five groups) for the Here We Are 

Academy.  The group was comprised of people – by now 

friends – from Sudan, Egypt, Colombia, Chile, the Palestin-

ian territories, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands and Australia; 

Diego Segatto and Isshaq Al-Barbary, from the experimen-

tal, Palestinian pedagogical project Campus in Camps, led 

the group. For the most part, we worked well together. 

However, I think it’s worth dwelling on some of the less 

convivial moments of the Academy, especially during 

the last two days: these moments reveal the plurality of 

ideas within the Academy as well as some of the (as yet) 

unresolvable tensions, which over time, may turn out to 

be productive…Writing only a few weeks after the Acade-

my, however, these tensions reveal the many borders that 

maintain a division between disparate subjects, between 

‘us’ and ‘them’. 
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The ‘vocabularies’ group – dubbed the ‘super-theory’ 

group by one of our members - was repeatedly dismissed 

by some, and I stress some, students of the Here We Are 

Academy, especially from those in the then newly formed 

group ‘right to be political/representation’ (two sepa-

rate groups at the start of the Academy). The tension 

was most palpable on the concluding day of the Acade-

my when these groups merged to discuss the proposal 

(forwarded by ‘right to be political/representation’) to 

launch a We Are Here political party. The political party 

was to be inaugurated by a speech and performance by 

Osman, the collective’s spokeperson. And the party was 

scheduled to launch on the same day that these discus-

sions were taking place. For most of the members in ‘right 

to be political/representation’ there was a clear sense of 

urgency to finalise the speech, while the ‘vocabularies’ 

group demonstrated a clear hesitation at the very no-

tion of launching a political party for We Are Here. How 

consultative had the ‘right to be political/representation’ 

group been with members of We Are Here regarding the 

decision to launch a political party under the name of this 
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collective? Given that no women from We Are Here were 

present throughout the Academy, were they consulted? 

Who of We Are Here and outside of We Are Here might this 

party represent, and how? Why form a party rather than a 

series of more fluid/ambivalent clusters of diverse groups 

seeking to critique the very system of democracy in (and 

outside) the Netherlands? 

The formation of a political party – and all it represents 

- irked some and excited others in the Academy. Discus-

sion was needed. But the ‘vocabularies’ group and those 

from ‘right to be political/representation’ were operating 

on two different temporalities, urgency and hesitation – 

perhaps the former temporality is understandable given 

the finitude and demands of the Here We Are Academy. 

We wanted to work with We Are Here to offer something 

for the challenges they face, but did it have to have to 

happen or manifest as something concrete or seemingly 

monolithic like a political party at the end of the five days?

Endurance: We Are Here have been working for a long 
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time on the right and politics to represent themselves 

and their plight – long before the Here We Are Academy 

and they will continue long after. On the third day of the 

Academy members of We Are Here presented one small 

part of this history. A video developed by We Are Here in 

2015 (through a course on ‘Art and Migration’ for the We 

Are Here Academy led by Maria Hlavajova, Artistic Director 

of BAK) interrogated the complex inter-subject relations 

that usually manifest in news reports ‘about’ refugees, 

and turned toward making a space to self-represent. The 

Academy itself was a way to continue to explore and ex-

pand this strategy of self-representation – or to locate a 

way to make it sustainable, durable. One of the groups 

formalised this strategy into the slogan -- with a neat logo, 

for posterity -- that reads: ‘nothing about us without us’. 

This, coincidentally, is the same slogan adopted in 2009 

by the only self-determined refugee collective in Australia: 

RISE (Refugees, Survivors and Ex-Detainees, http://riseref-

ugee.org). Refugees in Australia (where I live) face similar-

ly draconian border protection policies, demonizing im-

agery in the news media and opportunistic rhetoric from 
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politicians as those in ‘limbo’ in the Netherlands (and Eu-

rope). The politics of self-representation is thus critical for 

offering counter-narratives and counter-histories, as well 

as for making a claim on the right to produce and circulate 

imagery/stories. However, the identity politics that struc-

ture the logic of the phrase ‘nothing about us without us’ 

is highly divisive. To my mind, it reiterates the (binaristic) 

division between ‘us’ and ‘them’ – or refugee and citizen, 

or refugee and ‘illegal/illegitimate refugee’ (‘queue jump-

ing boatpeople’, those in ‘limbo’, or ‘undocumented’). 

These are the kinds of divisions between subjects that We 

Are Here and many others before them have worked very 

hard to undermine. 

In her 1943 essay ‘We Refugees’ – which was a set reading 

for the Academy – Hannah Arendt argued for the capac-

ity to articulate oneself and determine one’s relations to 

others outside the structures of citizenship, determined 

by one’s birthplace or if/where one has been ‘naturalised’, 

and outside the nation-state, which creates endless bor-

ders between subjects. The We Are Here collective has 
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been quite effective in carving out a space that circum-

vents the limitations of the nation-state and ‘who’ consti-

tutes a legitimate body politic or who can share solidarity. 

To put it simply, they have been effective in undermining 

the very binaries that politicians and the nation-state re-

lentlessly reiterate. 

fig. 1



34

Yet, do we – and can we – simply do away with borders 

that divide you/me (fig. 1)? Would doing away with such 

a border (e.g. the slash ‘/’) that divides you/me allow for 

a non-hierarchical division between subjects (fig. 2)? Or 

fig. 2

fig. 3
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do we maintain the border (eg the slash ‘/’) not to stand 

on either side of it, but rather in order to occupy it (fig. 

3)? A range of decolonial thinkers such as Walter Migno-

lo, Gloria Anzaldúa and Boaventura de Sousa Santos 

have argued for the latter because it provides a produc-

tive grounds to think through the capacity to exist on the 

borders – of legitimacy, citizenship, colonialism, gender. 

In other words, occupying the border mobilizes ‘border 

thinking’.  It makes the border – that which separates us 

– the ‘object of study’ as opposed to the various, distinct 

subject positions that live on either side of the border 

(and supposed differences or similarities). 

The politics of this kind of border thinking – which extend 

to living on the border of activism and theory – is depend-

ent on working through why such divisions exist in the 

first place…but only if one can remain on the border rath-

er than on either side of it. 

Veronica Tello
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It might sound strange but the main feeling, the main at-

mosphere or image that has stayed with me from our week 

was the way one of the members of my group moved her 

mouth in combination with the expression her eyes took. 

It was, in a way, soothing, and I remember being faintly 

conscious of it during our time there, but not so much. I 

only realised later that this is the main feeling that I have 

kept from that week; the way her mouth moved in com-

bination with the sparkle in her eyes, and how I could just 

stare at it, numbed by the honey-like feeling it gave me. 

I am currently taking a course about deconstructing the 

concept of genocide and my teacher, a very big American 

man, curiously moves his mouth in a similar way, which 

means that literally during every class I have to think of 

our week. Apart from Veronica’s mouth and eyes, what 

has stayed with me is Hashim’s gaze which to me seemed 

to be in the constant process of piercing mountains, a 

process only halted when he erupts in laughter and his 

amazing toothpaste ad smile makes everything around 

him light up.  Then, it is impossible to forget Diego’s face, 

which makes me smile every time I think of it, every time 
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I think of him, actually, as I have genuinely never met an 

adult whose face and eyes maintained so much of the 

kindness and beauty of childhood in it. Finally, I cannot 

forget the first moment I heard Isshaq speak, as the way 

he talks awoke the memory of cherished friends, conver-

sations, smells, and reminded me of so many familiar mo-

ments, that I thought I had known him forever. Although 

I also really remember Diego and Hashim’s voice, I don’t 

think I will ever be able to forget Isshaq’s voice, his way of 

articulating, the way he moves his hands and looks and 

the warm, brown and grey colours he brings to my mind. 

Being political, being human, would have been nothing 

without the stories of Felipe, his hopes, dreams and good, 

good, good brain and heart. It would have been nothing 

without Adam and his big smile, Mina and his energy, 

Samu and his beautiful face. It would have been nothing 

without so many people to look at, voices and words to 

listen to. That is the main thing that stayed with me, the 

specific people I saw and heard, their clashing hopes, 

ambitions, dreams, creating a very specific eruption of 

outcomes with contrasting directions — so realistic in a 
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non-consensus world — as the background.

Extending the feeling of this week should be by taking the 

risk to be more political, to try to switch perspectives even 

more, to not be afraid to disrupt more, in gentle ways, full 

of thought and empathy. I thank all I have and my eyes for 

having been there, and I thank all of you for having added 

your stories to mine and having become a part of who I 

feel to be.

Daphne Gambieraki
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In the days following the workshop I’ve revisited a mo-

ment that occurred during the plenary session on Day 3, 

Thursday 7 April at the squat in Amsterdam. Yonas and 

Nasir from We Are Here were leading a session titled ‘The 

Right to be Political’ alongside John Jordan from the Lab-

oratory for Insurrectionary Imagination, when a man in 

the audience who had not attended any of the previous 

sessions raised an issue that I’m sure had crossed many 

attendees’ minds: Why were there no women represent-

atives of the proposed party? I have since learned that 

this was Quinsy Gario, the founder of the Zwarte Piet is 

Racisme campaign. Quinsy’s colleague, Flavia Dzodan, an 

Amsterdam-based writer, extended this query by point-

edly asking: ‘What role will women play in the party?’ ‘Why 

are they not here in the workshop?’ Perhaps Yonas and 

Nasir were caught off guard, as they seemed to fumble 

for a suitable answer. ‘The women are shy.’ ‘It is a cultural 

issue.’ ‘We Are Here are 90 percent men.’ As I recall, the 

discussion ping-ponged for a while before Maria Hlava-

jova, founder and curator of BAK, put forth a resolution. 

She suggested that regardless of We Are Here having no 
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women representatives as yet, this did not preclude the 

party from being forthrightly feminist. Imagine Osman 

or another representative of the collective launching the 

party by declaring ‘We Are Here is a feminist party.’ Now, 

that would be a party that even Maria could join!

The uneasiness of this moment made it clear why a We 

Are Here party might be useful, as it had now become 

possible to (self-)critique the proposed organisation in its 

formative stages. We Are Here often emphasised that the 

party would be a social organisation open to all who felt 

disenfranchised by regular party politics, not only refu-

gees. If so, then it must continue to confront the problems 

of representation and address the concerns of its support-

ers and potential members. Such criticisms should not be 

taken as attacks that expose the cracks in the edifice of 

the popular front, but rather confrontations that open up 

the movement to the promise of inclusiveness by engag-

ing in necessary debates.

I do not live in the Netherlands, so I was curious as to 
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how a group of undocumented migrants were even able 

to consider forming a political party, let alone engage an 

art institution to workshop the process. Such a level of 

organisation and widespread support is unfathomable 

for the communities I have encountered in Bangkok and 

Sydney, whose conditions of stay are precarious at best. 

For many of these refugees, visibly critiquing the current 

system would compromise their chances of resettlement. 

Could a political party led by refugees in the Netherlands, 

with its culture of liberal public debate, be something they 

could also join? Might it provide for them a forum in which 

their concerns could also be aired and tools with which 

they could develop their own organisations?

So, to answer your question about how I would extend the 

practice of the Here We Are Akademie, my immediate re-

sponse is “to say with care”. What I found most beneficial 

about our ‘vocabulary group’ was its inclination to slow 

things down and to think carefully about the language be-

ing used; to discuss our different understandings of these 

words and to be sensitive to the modes of power, hierar-
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chies and divisions they revealed. Refugee, citizen, occu-

pation, responsibility. By deconstructing these words we 

assigned them new associations and redeployed them 

with an expanded appreciation of the varied experiences, 

relations and people they describe. As we were engaged 

in a task of not only deconstructing but decolonizing lan-

guage, I wanted to ask why all the words we unpacked 

were in English. Why did we not include words from Ar-

abic, another language common amongst the group, or 

Dutch? Perhaps we could have invented new terms to in-

clude in a dictionary for our political praxes? If the party 

continues to develop, as something social and inclusive 

arising from We Are Here and Here We Are, then I think we 

also ought to debate, deconstruct and decolonize what it 

is we mean by ‘We.’

Sumugan Sivanesan
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The 3rd day we offered a cue to work on: a letter ad-

dressed to refugees that caught Isshaq’s attention for the 

form used by the writer. By starting with “Dear refugee” 

and by using other expressions stating complete una-

wareness not only about what a palestinian refugee is 

(but one could easily extend this geographical specificity) 

but also a certain naivety, we ran through the letter ana-

lyzing and deconstructing row by row, word by word. This 

was meant not as a destructive approach, rather to better 

understand the gap between people, isolated in a “knowl-

edge bubble”, and refugees, politically and physically con-

strained. Indeed, while deconstructing was pretty easy 

and precise, the group didn’t succeed in offering a prop-

ositive field of confrontation, that we identified under the 

realm of responsibility. It was rather literally stucked in un-

derstanding what responsibility is at large.

This led us the 4th day to jump directly into that movement 

pressing any person in struggle, or in the will of change, to 

recognize thoughts and actions to free oneself from op-

pression or uncomfortable situations. And political praxes 

were the right bond of action and thinking able to describe 
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concretely, pragmatically through personal stories, what it 

means to become a political agent of transformation in a 

society, would it be a refugee or a citizen.

Though the request was initially welcomed with suspi-

ciousness, for most of the refugees have hardship or con-

fidentiality to keep private, the surprise came from Mina, 

maybe the most suspicious amongst the participants be-

cause he is one of the most motivated to be careful. He 

started to tell us where his change come from, a very per-

sonal tale that briefly expanded like a wave the other refu-

gees’ availability to open themselves and explain us how 

they found, or built, their capabilities and skills to support 

their choice in refusing the existing.

These praxes are collected, synthetized from our direct 

experiences, in the board we inscribed collectively, while 

the details remain private in the participants’ innerselves. 

But worth a share is the fact that the “non-refugee” partici-

pants started feeling shy and limiting their tales since they 

had not such difficult lives. Sensitively, Isshaq suggested 

to take a 5 minutes break to avoid a direct comparison 
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between the two kind of “heritage” but, most surprisingly, 

Hashim and Adam reacted claiming: “Why? We have a lot 

of work to do… don’t waste time!”

Any people’s story should be worth to be listened to. No 

matter how easy or difficult a person’s life could appear. 

In fact we were not looking for comparisons since all of us 

traveled and wanted to be on that table just seeking for 

understanding, attempting for changes.

Diego Segatto
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My participation in the Here We Are Academy has hap-

pened for a number of reasons. On the level of the per-

sonal interests, I temporarily needed to escape the every-

day life that is filled with violence and oppression, which 

people and I in Beit Jibrin refugee camp are subject to by 

the Israeli settler colonialism. A reality that lacks the free-

dom of movement that had me imagine the Netherlands 

the place in which can actually compensate for this need 

as often friends suggested it to be, away from the reality 

of oppression, racism and rejection of others!  Neverthe-

less, the main reason was due to an invitation that was 

forwarded from BAK for Campus in Camps; a program 

that I am part of. In this context, my participation came 

within a range of responsibilities, sharing and exchanging 

the experience of Campus in Camps with the participants 

of the gathering. 

My desire from this participation was simply to share my 

story and the experience of the Palestinian refugees strug-

gle. However, in parallel to that, I wanted to enjoy the pro-

cess of working together with other refugees and students 

and to learn from their experience. Moreover, I wanted to 
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pass on the experience of the “Collective Dictionary” of 

the Campus in Camps program, which is centered on the 

idea of giving definition to terms and vocabularies but 

based on personal experience and stories. Thereby, with 

the support of my colleague and friend Diego Segatto we 

enjoyed the challenge to work in the setting of Mujawara 

– being part of a group – for five days workshop entitled 

Future Vocabularies that I like to call “future lesson stories”. 

We started a beautiful and extremely important learning 

journey together and it was very much needed, not only 

in the Netherlands but in so many other places. The expe-

rience triggered some thoughts – some good, some wor-

rying – which are important to talk about in thinking our 

way into the future. What we were engaged in is a mean-

ingful experiment in identifying ourselves and our envi-

ronment as subjects of knowledge. Thus, we need to be 

as honest and as clear as possible.

My experience in the Future vocabularies group was very 

challenging, with mixed emotions and contradictions, 

but also filled with strengths and hopes. I could not help 
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but think while listening to the “We Are Here” individual 

stories and presentation and imagine the situation of my 

grandparents when they were forced to leave their plac-

es of origin due to the crime conducted against them in 

1948 known as Nakba, which made them refugees. Hav-

ing to live a similar reality to that We Are Here members 

are facing in the Netherlands today, starting from nothing 

after losing all that they have once enjoyed and entering 

a state of a struggle of establishing a new life fighting for 

recognition, rights and dignity. 

I felt that it was not enough to listen to their experiences, 

but felt the need to challenge them and be critical. This is 

usually the way I come to connect with people. But this re-

ality in context of today was in fact very complicated and 

conflicted. Simply because I am usually in their position 

when I am back home in the refugee camp. It is part of my 

work and life that I meet with people from other states 

and nations who come to visit refugee camps in the West 

Bank. I am the one who usually tells his story and the sto-

ry of my people and the camp. This time, I am the white 



59

person who comes to visit the camp, but here in the Neth-

erlands visiting other refugees! How would I react to an 

outsider who comes to challenge me and is critical about 

my life and spaces I live within? 

The experience of Campus in Camps over the past years 

has made a profound impact on the way I think and live. 

It has been a difficult process of ¨un- learning¨ but at 

the same time it has generated the space to be able to 

build my own forms of representation. It has challenged 

many aspects of my life, and enabled me to question my-

self and not take anything for granted. It gave me a lan-

guage to critically understand what a camp is today; what 

it means to be a refugee today; how we want to perceive 

ourselves and how we want to be perceived by others. It 

gave me the critical tools to reflect upon, and understand 

the strong existing political and social life in which can 

help in articulating and shaping the future of ours. But to 

what extent can I really be that person in front of powerful 

but cruel living reality that members of the We Are Here 

are subject to in their daily life in the Netherlands?!
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I tried several times to draw attention to the different un-

derstandings of the concept of refugee and the way we 

understand and articulate our future, whether as individ-

ual or as collective. The Palestinian refugees are one of 

the oldest in history. Over the past 68 years of living in ex-

ile, a new culture has emerged. My generation today does 

not only determine the right of return but also try to im-

agine a political community beyond the idea of a nation 

state away from categories such as public and private. We 

– Palestinian refugees- simply might not want to normal-

ize our existence and become citizens but rather search 

for new possibilities of living. I, for example, am not will-

ing to give up on the camp but rather wish to enhance its 

experience and give it the right recognitions for its historic 

achievements. It is not a place infected with disease but 

rather a space of possibilities, neither refugees are sick 

people, but rather active socially and politically. 

On the other hand, the “We Are Here” members strive for 

recognition from the state of the Netherlands and their 

desire to be integrated within the Dutch society and be-

come citizens had me think more about our differences 
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as refugees but at the same time aware of our similarities 

in many ways. The relationship between the members of 

the We Are Here and their “supporters” from the Dutch 

society caught my attentions. This relation, I question, 

was it based on the necessity for helping the refugees and 

within the context of humanitarian help? Growing up as a 

Palestinian refugee I have been at the receiving end of de-

veloping projects all my life. I have been clothed, fed, edu-

cated and entertained at the mercy of international char-

ity organization. As a child, I experienced being the object 

of the pity of international visitors who came to tour the 

refugee camps in the West Bank in order to witness the 

plight of Palestinian refugees. I witnessed how I and my 

friends were turned into passive recipients of internation-

al charity projects. Growing up, I also experienced how we 

all gradually came to internalize and repeat this narrative 

of victimization. This is extremely costly and counterpro-

ductive to building a strong, self-sustainable future.

My background has given me a critical perspective on 

development and a desire to challenge the dominant de-
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velopment narrative and its linkage of poverty with vic-

timization. A perspective that I came to think about in the 

context of the reality of We Are Here members in the Neth-

erlands today! A narrative that I once again came to ques-

tion through my observation of the relationship between 

the We Are Here members and their supporters from the 

Dutch society!  

One of the most important aspects for me has been the 

possibility to think about my past and my future at the 

same time. As a refugee I carry a traumatic past that is 

part of my identity but that I have to be able to incorpo-

rate into my future. However, in contrast to the We Are 

Here members, my refugee status was something I have 

inherited as the son of refugee parents who had inherited 

it from their parents as well.  I did not need to leave from 

one place to another, neither experience that suffering to 

become a refugee, but was rather born a refugee in a ref-

ugee camp. It was at this stage that I start to think more 

about our differences as refugees but at the same time 

aware of our similarities in many ways. 
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Thinking dialectically, I haven’t forgotten for a second 

about the conditions that brought me to the Netherlands, 

and their forced situation of coming here. We are both in 

a place that I came to enjoy, but they found it oppressing 

them! Hashim Gamal, a 33 years old Sudanese from West 

Sudan who came to the Netherlands seeking refuge nar-

rated his story to us:  

«I was born in West Sudan in a dry place called Darfur. 

I joined school when I was five years old. At the same 

time, I used to attend a different type of schooling that 

we call Khalwa or Kattab, where I received my Quran – 

Muslims holy book - education. I was not excited about 

school and education, so I would always go the Darfur 

Market to make money. Eventually, I quit school and 

shifted my life to making business at the Market. During 

that time I was the happiest person. I had enough en-

ergy to destroy a mountain.  I grew up doing amazing 

things. I would ride my horse together with my friend 

and go hunting for deer until we reach Center Africa 

and beyond. 



64

In 2003, the civil war broke-out in Darfur. In Darfur there 

exist more than fifty tribes. I come from the Arab tribe, 

known as Arabish whom are the minority. Due to the 

civil war, I ended up in a position where the situation 

enforced me to carry weapon; something I have reject-

ed to take part in. It simply did not make sense at all. 

To fight and kill other people because they don’t speak 

the language I speak! I tried to change my own people 

by addressing these thoughts and questions but failed. 

My refusal to take part in the civil war was faced with 

an arrest, punishment and eventually escaped to Eu-

rope. I thought that by coming to Europe I will be safe 

and welcomed. I thought I would no longer be forced to 

engage with war. Unfortunately I was mistaken. 

What I could not find in Sudan, I could not find it here in 

Europe neither». 

While struggling with significant questions to understand 

the dynamic of reality, it is through Hashim and Adams’ 

daily struggle and story that I came to develop a perspec-

tive on the social and political life they live. A perspec-
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tive that is authentically their own, and derived from the 

very history and reality of themselves. A perspective that 

demonstrates the power of thought to negate accepted 

limits and open the way to a new future. I was not sure if 

it was possible to develop these things if I was not physi-

cally connected with them! I found it essential to see their 

faces’ expressions, experience the intimate relation from 

close distance in an honest and enthusiastic environ-

ment, which dismantled individuals’ privileges and hum-

bled us all in front of their powerful stories.

Isshaq Al-Barbary
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Thinking and Acting with We Are Here

We, participants in the Here We Are Academy workshop 

on “vocabularies,” spent a good amount of time discuss-

ing what it might mean to think and act with We Are Here. 

A basic principle of the Here We Are Academy was: “noth-

ing about us without us.” However, this crucial principle 

is formulated only negatively. In hindsight, I believe that 

much of what we attempted to do in the workshop was 

to come up with a “positive” version of the principle, that 

is, to think a “with We Are Here” as an alternative to an 

“about We Are Here without We Are Here.”

Note that I’m just writing “a with We Are Here,” not “an 

about We Are Here with We Are Here,” or “an about We Are 

Here by We Are Here,” because the word “about” would 

suggest that the only concern of the Here We Are Acade-

my was the representation of We Are Here. However, say-

ing and demonstrating We Are Here seems first of all a po-

litical-existential claim, not primarily to representation of 

a “we,” but to equal participation in a “here.”
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We Are Here is the name of a collective founded in Am-

sterdam in 2012. Their manifesto puts it as follows: “We 

are ‘We Are Here’—a collective of refugees whose asylum 

requests in the Netherlands have been rejected, but who 

cannot return to our countries of origin.”1 Living in the 

Netherlands without documentation, they had become 

targets of the Dutch state’s so-called ontmoedigingsbe-

leid (“discouragement policy”), whose stated purpose is 

twofold: to make the lives of undocumented people so 

difficult that they will find some way to “return” to their 

country or region of “origin” on their own, and to discour-

age others from coming to the Netherlands in the first 

place. Initiated in the 1990s with the 1991 linking of so-

cial security numbers to residency status, which made it 

impossible for undocumented people to work legally, the 

1993 Compulsory Identification Act, and the 1998 Koppe-

lingswet (“Linkage Act”) that links the ability to enroll in 

1 — “We Are Here Manifesto,” in New World Academy Reader #2: Collective Struggle of Ref-

ugees. Lost. In Between. Together. Ed. Jonas Staal in dialogue with We Are Here. Published 

by BAK, basis voor actuele kunst, Utrecht, 2013, 22-23. 

Full text available at www.bak-utrecht.nl.



74

health insurance plans and claim social benefits to legal 

residency, the discouragement policy, among many other 

things, also seeks to prevent unrecognized refugees from 

moving freely (particularly through frequent detention: 

between 1980 and 2006, the number of cells for the de-

tention of aliens exploded from 45 to 3,954)2 and from tak-

 2 — To be precise, the number went up from 45 cells for 500 detainees to 3,954 cells for 

12,480 detainees. See Martijn Stronks, “The Paradox of Visible Illegality: A Brief History of 

Dutch Migration Control,” trans. Renée in der Maur, in New World Academy Reader #2, op. 

cit., 65-76.
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ing shelter (in 2007, the Secretary of Justice concluded an 

agreement with the Association of Dutch Municipalities 

that tied a one-time amnesty that gave legal residency 

to a limited group of undocumented people to a stipula-

tion that municipalities would stop providing emergency 

shelter to undocumented adults; furthermore, the 2010 

Squatting Law made squatting a criminal offense). The 

primary purpose of We Are Here appeared most clearly in 

the plenary sessions at the beginning of each day of the 

Academy, when We Are Here members seated through-

out the room would complement the presenters in their 

responses to questions from other participants: a beau-

tiful demonstration and production of collective knowl-

edge. As it appeared in those sessions, the first purpose of 

the collective is for its members to navigate, circumvent, 

survive, and confront the state’s discouragement policies 

together, sharing shelter, food, and intricate knowledge 

of the constantly changing and often arbitrarily applied 

legal procedures and administrative measures, and giving 

each other courage.

But We Are Here is not only the name of the collective: it 
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is also an assertion, a claim, a demonstration. The point 

of saying We Are Here, and of showing it through acts of 

gathering in assemblies, demonstrations, and abandoned 

buildings reclaimed for shelter, is for refugees whose pres-

ence has been delegitimized by the Dutch state to demon-

strate that they are in fact present, that their presence 

cannot be dismissed as individual, exceptional, and tem-

porary “problems” that will all ultimately be “resolved” 

through deportation, and that they can speak and act in 

meaningful ways, both individually and as a collective.

So what exactly does this demonstration of We Are Here 

mean? Everything hinges, it would seem, on the meaning 

of the word “here” in this demonstration. It would seem 

that saying and demonstrating We Are Here exposes the 

gap between a “here” understood solely as the juridical 

and administrative space governed by the Dutch state, 

whose laws, procedures, and decisions produce the “ille-

gality” of the members of the collective, and a “here” un-

derstood as the common space where We Are Here mem-

bers live and work and talk and act together with anyone 

else who is here. The task of thinking and acting with We 
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Are Here seems to be to transform the first “here” into the 

second “here,” to transform the bordered territory over 

which the sovereign Dutch nation-state claims exclusive 

jurisdiction in the name of a “we” that is primarily defined 

by birthright (the Dutch national community), into a com-

mon space for living, working, speaking, and acting of a 

“we” that includes anyone who is here.

What exactly such a transformation might look like is of 

course a huge question that requires continual reflection 

and experimentation. It is also a very urgent question, and 

thinking and acting with We Are Here requires responsive-

ness to the urgency of the situation of its members. There-

fore, it is not enough to celebrate We Are Here for already 

instantiating the second, inclusive, common “here.” It is 

true that the Here We Are Academy did instantiate such a 

space in important ways, like many other We Are Here ini-

tiatives. Hosted partly in an abandoned Amsterdam office 

building recently squatted to provide shelter for part of the 

collective and named “Vluchtmaat” (“flight mate,” playing 

on the name of the neighboring construction materials 
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retail store Bouwmaat)3 and in basis voor actuele kunst 

(BAK), a space for art and politics in Utrecht, the Acade-

my temporarily created a common space for sustained 

thinking, listening, discussing, imagining, working, eating, 

and planning with We Are Here. But for those of us who 

are not refugees—I’m not—it is easy to forget the extent to 

which the legal exclusions and administrative powers of 

the state’s discouragement policies, as well as the racism 

of anti-refugee discourses in politics, in the media, and on 

the street, undermine both We Are Here members’ day-

to-day existence and their ability to plan their lives. Thus, 

it is important to remember that the squat that became 

such an exhilarating space for discussion and conviviality 

also had no heat, and that it was only a matter of unpre-

dictable time before the group would be put out on the 

3 —  The way in which We Are Here has named the numerous squats all over Amsterdam 

where they have taken shelter, by adding the word vlucht (flight) to the building’s former 

name or function—Vluchtkerk (Flight Church), Vluchtgarage, Vluchtgemeente (Flight Mu-

nicipality, in a former district council office), Vluchtmarkt, Vluchtschool, Vluchtmandela 

(after the neighboring Nelson Mandela Park), to name only a few—is an integral part of 

their ongoing demonstration.
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street again, as had already happened dozens of times 

over the past four years.4

It is also not enough to celebrate We Are Here’s “insur-

rectionary imagination.” The first moment of tension 

that I witnessed during the Academy occurred during a 

plenary session at the beginning of the third day, when 

an invited guest speaker gave a presentation on creating 

“new forms of disobedience” through art. The speaker 

argued that what makes people want to change things 

is not the truth, but desire, and that activating desire for 

change requires “thinking theatrically.” His myriad exam-

ples, shown through photos and videos projected on a 

screen, included a techno street party/occupation of a 

West-London highway that involved drilling holes and 

planting trees in the asphalt; “electoral guerilla theat-

er” parodying parliamentary elections such as Michael 

Moore’s campaign to run a ficus for Congress in the U.S.; 

4 —  A couple of weeks after the end of the Academy, on April 19, 2016, the group did man-

age to reach an agreement with the owner of the building, allowing them to stay there for 

two years. The agreement was brokered by a new foundation called Noodzaak (necessity).
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a cleverly montaged web video ridiculing Australian far-

right politician Pauline Hanson; and the campaign to get 

oil money out of art sponsorship by pouring oil over ac-

tivists in Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall, covering the floor 

with charcoal writings warning against climate change, 

and carrying a 16-meter turbine blade into the museum 

as a “donation.” In this sequence of recent activist per-

formances, the speaker also included a photograph from 

the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, showing 

a young black man sitting in a chair with two black men 

blowing cigarette smoke in his face. He explained that 

the men were “rehearsing” for taking a seat in a soda bar 

reserved for white people, anticipating that white peo-

ple might blow cigarette smoke in their face in order to 

force them to leave. At this point, an audience member 

interrupted the presentation, objecting that he was trivi-

alizing the Civil Rights Movement, and that he should be 

particularly careful in his interpretation of such photo-

graphs considering that he was a white man. Recalling 

that people risked their lives for the movement, she sug-

gested that the actions of Civil Rights Movement activists 
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should not be reduced to theatrical performances.

Indeed, while all the world may be a stage, We Are Here, 

like the Civil Rights Movement, is not a political prank, 

and its objective is not to “disobey,” “undermine,” or 

“sabotage” “the system.” If anything, saying and demon-

strating We Are Here might be considered an act of civil 

disobedience rather than of disobedience as such, inso-

far as the members of We Are Here transgress a specific 

law openly and in concert with others, not to undermine 

the civil order but in order to transform it: their construc-

tive orientation towards an inclusive “here” is essential. 
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However, it might be questioned whether “disobedi-

ence” is the right word for the primary “transgression” of 

the members of We Are Here: although their presence in 

the Netherlands constitutes a violation of Dutch admin-

istrative law, only the Dutch authorities consider this vio-

lation a matter of choice. Like the vast majority of Dutch 

nationals, who were simply born here, many refugees 

have never chosen to come to the Netherlands but were 

“thrown” here by contingent historical, political, eco-

nomic circumstances, and they don’t believe they have 

a choice to leave the country where they have often lived 

for years, and “return” to war-torn countries like Soma-

lia or Sudan where they also never chose to be born and 

which are definitely not their “home” countries (if the 

countries where they were born even still exist and have 

a minimally functioning government whose embassy or 

consulate is able and willing to provide them with travel 

documents). Nevertheless, it might be argued that what 

the We Are Here collective chooses to disobey is not the 

juridical command to leave but the unstated yet perhaps 

most forceful command of the state’s discouragement 
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policies: the command to be invisible.

The second moment of tension that I experienced oc-

curred on the final day of the Academy. Our workshop had 

joined with two of the other workshops to discuss the draft 

of the speech that Osman, a charismatic founding mem-

ber of We Are Here who frequently acts as a spokesper-

son for the collective, would give during the public session 

at the end of that day. It turned out that the idea of the 

speech was to launch a new political party with the name 

“We Are Here.” Anyone can found a political party in the 

Netherlands, but only Dutch nationals can vote for, and be 

elected to parliament. The question was: was founding a 

political party only intended to expose the inability of We 

Are Here members to be represented in the Dutch parlia-

ment, and thus to expose a democratic lack in the existing 

political system? The powerful symbol designed for the 

party during the Academy, an empty parliamentary seat, 

pointed in this direction. Or was the intention to actually 

found a political party that would represent people? Pre-

dictably, the latter option set off all the alarm bells among 
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many of the participants, some of whom had had espe-

cially bad experiences with political parties in countries 

like Italy or Palestine.

What was equally worrying to some was that the speech 

presented eleven articles that are filled with human rights 

language, which seems a significant departure from the 

initial manifesto. The initial manifesto primarily demand-

ed recognition (“We are living in a political and legal vacu-

um—a vacuum that can only be filled by the recognition of 

our situation and our needs”) and grounded this demand 

in the political-existential fact that We Are Here is here; the 

final line reads: “We are here and we will remain here. Be 

with us.” By contrast, the speech primarily demands rights, 

and grounds this demand in a humanist essentialism. To 

me, the manifesto’s language of recognition seemed much 

more productive for concrete political transformation than 

the speech’s human rights language, which risks depolit-

icizing issues and leading We Are Here into the dead end 

of humanitarianism and NGO-ification. At the same time, 

however, the language of human rights is still dominant 

and could perhaps also be used strategically.
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These enormous questions were left unresolved during 

the Academy. But it seemed that they point to a need of 

We Are Here, four years into their existence as a collective, 

to think and enact a political transformation that gives 

some institutional shape to the common space of what 

my favorite part of Osman’s speech called “inclusive de-

mocracy,” which would enable We Are Here members to 

make a home, work, learn, be heard, act in consequential 

ways, build a life. To figure out what such a transforma-

tion might mean, concretely, demands sustained thinking 

and acting with We Are Here.

Michiel Bot
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