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CHAPTER 3

‘... And that's what

stops me from feeling at
home’: memorializing the
‘European migrant crisis’
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Introduction

The previous chapters have shown how the cultural identity and memory of
‘postcolonial’ citizens are not at all homogenous, and it is still subjected to
negotiation and contestation. But it has been produced as more stable and
more worthy of recognition due to the historical and cultural closeness with
the Netherlands and in comparison with more recent ‘newcomers’ — namely
Dutch citizens of Muslim faith, whose numbers increased after the arrival of
guest workers from Turkey and Morocco as a result of post-war workforce
recruiting programs. In the case of recent ‘refugees’ who arrived in the country
during the so-called ‘European migrant crisis’, cultural heritage and memory
are also used to negotiate their belonging and to shorten the distance with the
figure of an ideal liberal Dutch subject. But the crisis and its narratives need
to be read against how the distinction between citizen and migrant/refugee
originated. These legal formulations were created at a time when many
European states were empires and they were ‘established not simply in terms
of issues of mobility’ but rather according to ‘the colour of those who moved’
(emphasis in the original Bhambra 2017, 401).

The first half of this chapter focuses on the exhibition Aleppo at the
Tropenmuseum during which Syrian ‘refugees’ were recruited for guiding
visitors through the display whilst sharing their experiences of the city. The
second half introduces Rederij Lampedusa (Lampedusa cruise), an artist-led
project offering tours of Amsterdam’s canals featuring refugees and asylum
seekers as storytelling guides.! My analysis is based on direct observation
during tours, interviews with the project’s coordinators and tour guides, and
the analysis of a range of documents and media: from newspaper articles about
the projects to promotional videos featuring the tour guides, social media
channels, and annual reports. The insistence on sourcing stories from real-life
refugees and the usage of caption-like names like Aleppo and Lampedusa
points in the direction of a function of memory that is evolving and yet
replicating problematic models of inclusion. This chapter seeks to explore
the following questions: what type of world citizens is the Tropenmuseum
envisioning through its exhibitions? What does connecting past and present

1 A version of my text on Rederij Lampedusa will appear with the title Lampedusa here
and there: activating memories of migration in Amsterdam'’s historic city - a resource for whom?
in the upcoming publication Critical Heritage Studies and the Futures of Europe (Dias, Harrison,
and Kristiansen forthcoming)
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memories of migration achieve during the boat tours? And who benefits from
the experience of being in the presence of ‘real refugees’?

Aleppo: an exhibition for whom?

Across European museums, ‘migration’ has become a major focal point, first
in response to the rise (and advertised failure) of the multicultural society and,
in more recent times, as an after-effect of the so-called ‘European migrant
crisis’. In these charged contexts heritage institutions present themselves
as a safer space where attempting to mitigate culturalist assumptions and
pervasive ethno-nationalist discourse. In particular, Rhiannon Mason posits
that, because of their ‘heterogeneity’, national museums have ‘the potential to
demonstrate the contingent and constructed nature of contemporary nations’
but only ‘if they are reframed and reinterpreted through a reflexive and
cosmopolitan perspective and if the visitor is inclined, enabled and encouraged
to ‘read for’ such an account’ (2013 emphasis in the original). The post-
merger National Museum of World Cultures is moving in this direction, as
testified by its renewed mission of contributing to the development of world
citizens (Golding and Modest 2018, 100). World citizenship, however, is a
contested concept based on cosmopolitan ethics that needs to be analyzed as
a ‘historically produced discourse — anchored in particular material interests
and relations of power’ (Danewid 2018, 17).

From the 1980s onwards, the Tropenmuseum’s public programming
sought to include its newer constituencies: not only ‘postcolonial’ citizens
coming from Indonesia, Suriname, and the Antilles but also, after the arrival
and settlement of guest workers mainly from Morocco and Turkey, ‘new’
Dutch citizens predominantly of Muslim background. Therefore, exhibitions
needed to reflect the cultural heritage of groups and communities with an
increasingly composite background even though they still relied on the
institution as the focus of authority and expertise (Shatanawi 2009, 66—67).
Mirjam Shatanawi, formerly the Tropenmuseum’s curator of Middle East and
North Africa, has examined the challenges of representing Islamic faith and
culture in the museum during a time in which the figure of ‘the Muslim’
became a stand-in for unassimilable difference. And, from the mid-1990s on,
the focus of vehement attacks from right-wing parties.? It is illuminating to

2 Shatanawi explains how ‘in Dutch government policies and population statistics, Mu-
slims were set apart as a distinct group. Until 2005, the Statistics Authority counted the number
of Muslims in the Netherlands by counting citizens whose countries of origin held a majority Mu-
slim population. This definition became widely accepted when Islam came to dominate the public
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read her reflections on the preparatory work for the 2003 exhibition Urban
Islam because they show how, at the time, the institution was undergoing
another sort of ‘identity crisis’ (along with other European ethnographic
museums). She writes:

In the case of the Tropenmuseum, its identity is firmly based on being a museum
for liberal-minded indigenous Dutch people who want to learn about cultures
far removed from their own. The institutional structure of the ethnographic
museum involves looking at the world through the lens of ethnicity and
religious identity.

Classifying migrants as part of religious and ethnic communities follows this
fixation on ‘‘other’’ identities. To cope with the realities of the present, the
museum has to break with a history of 150 years of making exhibitions.

To make this transition requires going deeper than merely having the museum’s
authority questioned by the specific knowledge and emotional attachments of
new stakeholders. Addressing cultural diversity as something that concerns all
individual members of the public will mean that a single perspective on the
collections will give way to an unlimited number of perspectives (Shatanawi
2012, 77)

In the almost twenty years that have passed since Shatanawi’s analysis, the
Tropenmuseum has indeed been seeking to transition away from a constrictive
or essentialized definition of communities and to highlight instead cultural
difference as a quality/condition shared by all individuals independently
from their nationhood. But this attempt, and the responsibility of pushing
it forward, is unevenly distributed in the institution and, similarly to what
Shatanawi observed at the beginning of the 2000s, the most sophisticated
approaches are project-based rather than an indication of structural change.
As we will see in the following pages, the representation of refugees from
Syria in the Tropenmuseum’s 2017 exhibition Aleppo is not necessarily tied
to their Muslim identity; but foregrounding the memories of their journey to
Europe ends up unwittingly replicating some of the tropes of what Balkenhol,
Mepschen, and Duyvendak have called the Dutch ‘nativist triangle’ (2016): a
precise type of discourse that connects sexuality, race and religion to construct
the Muslim Other.

The exhibition opened on April 20™ 2017, and run, longer than
originally planned, until March 4™ 2018 because of its popularity among
visitors. The concept originated from the museum’s head of exhibitions Anne

debate on multiculturalism. As a result, the term “Muslim” applied to a diverse group, including
Iranian and Afghan refugees who had escaped from religious extremism, self-declared atheists,
and even Christians of Middle Eastern origin’(Shatanawi 2012, 68)
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Marie Worlee who, troubled by the reporting on the refugee crisis and the
war in Syria, asked freelance curator Marc Priist to put together the display.’
This was one of several projects dedicated to the ‘refugee crisis’ that took
place across major Amsterdam museums and cultural organizations between
2016 and 2018. And timeliness is what, according to Priist, made the exhibit
so successful: ‘it was the right project for the right time. If we had done it
now, it wouldn’t have had such an impact’ he adds (Priist 2019). The months
preceding the opening in fact coincided with the final phases of the battle of
Aleppo, whose siege began in 2012 and lasted four years. During the battle,
the city was split into two areas: the western side controlled by President
Bashar al-Assad’s regime which was largely left untouched; and the eastern
side which remained under the control of the rebel forces until the last months
of 2016 when, amidst an escalation of air strikes, the remaining population
and the fighters were forced to leave. Images of destruction and death were
widely circulated by Western media throughout the siege, contributing to
the sense of urgency that motivated the team planning the exhibition, which
according to Priist, ‘grew organically, without a plan’ but from a ‘sense of
commitment’ towards what was happening in one of the oldest cities in the
world (2019).

Priist underlines how during the preparatory phase ‘it was important
to realize that we were creating an exhibition not for the Syrian community
but for the Dutch community’ and therefore, the display had to provide some
context but also pay attention to the brutal reality on the ground (2019). This
goal is in line with the pedagogical function of museums but it also reveals
that, as Shatanawi underlines above, the public of the museum is still imagined

3 For an overview of the recent modalities in which European museums have been en-
gaging with the topic of migration see (Gourievidis 2014; Lanz 2016; Levin 2016; Whitehead
et al. 2016) In their blog Museums and Migration Anna Chiara Cimoli and Maria Vlachou have
reviewed the wealth of initiatives taking place around the topic. If we only look at the city of
Amsterdam there have been several projects during this time: in 2017, the Stedelijk Museum of
Contemporary Art inaugurated the exhibition Solution or Utopia? Design for refugees focusing on
projects through which designers envisioned practical solutions to the needs of asylum seekers
and refugees; then I Am a Native Foreigner utilized the museum’s collection to reflect on the ef-
fects of migration on artists whose work stems with their experience with different histories of
displacement. The museum of photography FOAM exhibited in 2016 Ai Weiwei’s #SafePassage
that connected the personal experience of the artist to those of contemporary refugees and mi-
grants attempting to find a safe passage into Europe; in 2018, it was the turn of Samuel Gratacap’s
Les Invisibles containing photographs and testimonies he collected from migrants in Tunisia,
Libya and Italy in detention camps, border crossing points, prisons, waiting rooms. In 2017, a
temporary exhibition called the Tijdelijk Museum (temporary museum) opened, featuring works
by and about refugees and located in an asylum seekers center that, for a time, occupied the hi-
gh-rise towers of a former prison in the Southeast area of the city.
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as ‘liberal-minded indigenous Dutch people’ (2012, 77). This time, however,
the audience needs to learn more not simply about Syrian cultural heritage but
also about how is imperiled and destructed by the war. And not only see, but
also hear: shortly after it had opened, a group of refugees was recruited to give
tours of the exhibition every Sunday, which were almost invariably sold-out.
The guides would draw inspiration for their presentations from their personal
stories or interests: for example, Professor Mohammed Nour Al-Naimi, who
used to teach English literature at the University of Aleppo, would focus the
tour on the stories of the city’s historic center; Mohannad Sharrouf, who used
to work as a tour guide in the city, reprised his role for the exhibition, while
Shahed Alramadan, the youngest of the group, talked about Syrian cuisine
and her favorite dishes. The tours would end with a musical performance by
bouzouki player Jawdat Jassem.

The recruitment of the guides happened through the Facebook page of
Refugee Start Force, a Dutch platform that connects refugees to companies
offering job opportunities. Forty-five people manifested their interest and
came to a first introductory meeting at the museum, and twelve of them were
selected according to their skills and availability and with the intention of
creating a group as diverse as possible, as reported by Lisa Kleeven, the
NMWC’s Education Coordinator (2019). Syrian urban designer Bengin
Dawod, initiator of the Living Aleppo art project, explains that the high
numbers of participation are to be expected since the majority of asylum
seekers and refugees

want any chance to get out of the AZC [asylum seekers centers] and to get
a start in life: what they do is use that chance and agree to participate in
whichever project...but when the project stops then they feel it. Because they
didn’t follow their ambitions (Dawod 2018)

Potential issues with the temporariness of these projects emerged during my
conversation with Kleeven both in terms of the time she personally spent
building and maintaining a relationship with the group and about whether
there could be opportunities in the future to continue the collaboration with at
least some of the guides. She also recalls that the first time that the prospective
guides visited the exhibition, some of them were not pleased to see images
portraying the destruction and wanted instead to present their city in a more
positive light, highlighting its beauty and history. This is why she and her
team decided to try to create what she terms ‘loopholes’ training the volunteer
tour guides to take breaks or how to respond in case ‘someone asks something
too personal or talks about politics...if you don’t feel comfortable you don’t
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have to talk about it. So we practiced saying “sorry this is not really what I
talk about here”’(Kleeven 2019). Additionally, a member of staff would be
present at all times during the tours to ensure that everything would run as
smoothly as possible. One example motivating this decision occurred during
a tour led by guide Mostafa Betaree: his story revolved around two sets of
keys displayed in the exhibition, which his family has preserved — the first
from their home in Palestine, the second one from their Syrian house.* He
reports the staff had to intervene because he was repeatedly confronted by
two Israeli women that, upon learning about Betaree’s Palestinian heritage,
started to loudly disparage Palestine (Betaree 2019). In that instance, he had
to take a moment to collect himself but decided to remain professional ‘also
to fight the stereotype’ (2019). During our conversation, he reiterated how for
him professionalism and high-quality art are the most effective weapons for
fighting stereotypes attached to the figure of the refugee.

As we will see also in the case of Rederij Lampedusa, projects that
seek to defy stereotypes and reinstate a three-dimensional portrayal of
refugees as people center their agency, skills, and resilience. These attempts
to showcase diversity while at the same time highlighting cosmopolitan ties
of belonging between us and them need to be closely examined. The anti-
essentializing representations in the exhibition fit into the renewed mission of
the Tropenmuseum and NMWC to ‘emphasize notions of empathy for others
while also suggesting the need to live responsibly in the world we share’
(Golding and Modest 2018, 100). And yet introducing these cosmopolitan
ethics in an institutional framework risks eliding the geopolitical and
economic dimension of the conflict, its roots in the imperialist rule of the
area, and the transnational actors backing one army against the other. This is
particularly problematic for an ethnographic museum trying to come to terms
with its colonial roots: is this history only limited to Dutch colonialism? Or
is it part of global structures of domination and oppression? And although the
exhibition is focused on the significance of Aleppo as a pole of cultural and
built heritage, can referencing the ‘refugee crisis’ be divorced from the fact

4 Keys and keyhole are an important symbol in the Palestinian diaspora since they re-
present the memory of the Nakba and of the 'right to return’. Betaree’s story and a picture of him
holding the keys is also prominently featured in the permanent exhibition Things that Matter:
however, when he was contacted by the museum, he did not expect that his story would be inclu-
ded in such a big display (2019). Despite the interest attracted by the keys and their significance,
both the audio he provided for Things that Matter and the wall text that accompany the photo do
not contain any reference to the Palestinian side of the story, focusing instead on the destruction
of Aleppo
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that it is also an ongoing ‘racial crisis’ (De Genova 2018)? These tensions
were already present during the exhibition’s opening, when then-Minister of
Foreign Affairs Bert Koenders gave a speech in which he highlighted the role
of the Netherlands in the Syrian civil war as bringing in the ‘added value’ of
justice through its judicial and forensic expertise: ‘I have been arguing for
some time that the main culprits will eventually have to join us in The Hague,
city of justice and peace, to account for their actions’ (Koenders 2017). He
then added that ‘something I always see in the Syrians I meet as Minister
of Foreign Affairs. It is the incredible resilience of all those people whose
lives and lands have been destroyed’ (2017). Because NMWC is a national
museum it is not uncommon for ministers to attend an exhibition’s launch
and to be invited to give speeches. As a representative of the State, Koenders’
contribution already frames Aleppo within precise positionalities: on one
hand, the Netherlands and The Hague, the ‘city of justice and peace’ where
the International Court of Justice is located, are identified as guarantors — able
to make those responsible for the war ‘account for their action’; on the other,
the Syrian people that are impacted by the conflict — and distinguishable from
other Syrians that instead are ‘main culprits’ — are examples of resilience and
worthy of our empathy and recognition.

However, both empathy and resilience have a checkered history within
humanitarian ethics and liberal narratives. Carolyn Pedwell explains that
whereas these discourses ‘pose empathy as universal’ they also inscribe
the roles of “‘empathizer” and “sufferer” onto traditional social and geo-
political hierarchies’ — fixing in place the Other as always only the object of
empathy (Pedwell 2016, 14). Sarah Bracke analyzes the pervasiveness of the
concept of resilience in relation to the creation of a class of ‘new subaltern’ to
respond to the needs of neoliberal capitalism: resilience, and not resistance,
thus ‘becomes the very stuff of which agency is made off” and ‘structural
pressure, including oppression, is expected to be met with individual
elasticity, rebounding, and adaptation’ (Bracke 2016, 851). Relatedly, Lewis
Turner examines the prominence of the figure of the ‘refugee entrepreneur’
across the humanitarian sector and academic and media portrayals of Syrian
refugees (2020). Through emphasizing their agency and creativity, refugees
are reimagined as ‘entrepreneurs’ so they can also ‘be perceived as closer
to whiteness, and to thereby generate sympathy and acceptance for them
among middle-class, Western audiences and donors, who are imagined as
white’ (Turner 2020, 138). The reproduction of ‘globally circulating colonial
hierarchies of race’, in which Syrians occupy a different position in an implicit
comparison with ‘African refugees’ underpins a specific political project:
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‘resiliency humanitarianism’ demands that its ‘beneficiaries’ constantly
‘adapt’ and ‘bounce back’ in contexts of disaster and displacement’ and all
that is needed is for ““[r]efugee entrepreneurs”... to be allowed to embrace
the forces of free-market capitalism’(Turner 2020, 139).

If, as we will see, through Afterlives of Slavery the exploration of race
as a power structure is at least partially included in the museum, with A/eppo
the ongoing racial violence in what has been called the Black Mediterranean
is diffused — rendered contingent to yet another war in a country we do not
know.> As P. Khalil Saucier writes in Carne Nera

the Syrian migrant and the Black from Nigeria equally exist, but their existence
is not equal, for one is imparted a humanity that is withheld from the other.
Mere existence does not assure inclusion into humanity, and existence gives
no right to the constitution of a human space. At best it gives the right to be
included into a space always already constituted by others...

Thus when only one or more than a thousand move across the aquatic threshold
of the Mediterranean, we are witnessing the drift of boundaries between the
human and non-human (Saucier 2021, 111)

Within the context of the NMWC what is proposed concerning the issue of
migration is a version of cosmopolitanism ‘from below’, concerned with
leaving behind universalist aspirations and finding instead ways to engage
with the interrelatedness among citizens of the world.® The exhibition thus
carefully presents the tour guides as Syrians and inhabitants of Aleppo — and
not through the label of refugee — and thus connected with Dutch people and
Amsterdammers, who can admire the heritage of the city while also reflecting
on the hard realities of war. However, it is precisely this emotion-based
connection that needs to be scrutinized. A/eppo can be seen as the museum’s

5 Inspired by Paul Gilroy’s (1993) theorizations of the Black Atlantic, the concept of Black
Mediterranean ‘captures the long history of racial subordination and resistance in the Mediter-
ranean region. In some of the earliest texts addressing the Black Mediterranean, scholars such
as Cedric Robinson (1983/2005) and Robin D. G. Kelley (2005) understood the Mediterranean
as both a precondition for modern racial capitalism and as a site for the ongoing reproduction of
regimes of racialization and Black subjectivities’ (Proglio et al. 2021)

6 Cosmopolitan ethics have been criticized extensively. For instance, in his critique of Ap-
piah’s ‘rooted cosmopolitanism’, Alfredo Gonzalez-Ruibal underlines how the notion ends up ne-
glecting ‘global structural inequalities, long-term processes of oppression, and the real and trau-
matic impact that Western culture and politics exercise over the third world’. He therefore argues
against the kind of ‘comfortable cosmopolitanism’ that ‘allows Western(ised) elites to keep their
lifestyles and worldviews, while at the same time it appeases their consciences’ (Gonzalez-Ruibal
2009, 6).
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response to a period of mourning, of lives lost (but also of destroyed cultural
heritage): the display and the tours, by personifying the war, attempt to
respond to the differential of grievability that frames Syrian lives as ‘lose-
able’.” But with Aleppo and the tours the museum also provides a safe space
for the ‘liberal-minded Dutch public’ in which to explore how does it feel
to leave your home behind you. This type of engagement — contingent and
unidirectional — cannot lead to anything else than a reaffirmation of Europe
as a safe haven, Europeans and Dutch as ideal liberal hosts, and Syrians as
ideal liberal candidates for inclusion: but only insofar they are willing to use
their memories of the journey to reinforce Europe’s welcoming performance.
And only insofar they can demonstrate their willingness to integrate and
adapt to the Netherlands’, or any hosting country, ‘feeling rules’ — the
norms and values at the basis of culturalized citizenship (Duyvendak et al.
2016). World citizenship, although presented as equally shared between the
museum’s publics, appears instead restricted to a particular type of audience,
unequivocally ‘Dutch’. The true meaning of safety is lost in the narrative
since, as Bengin Dawod observes, being physically safe does not make up
for the loss of all systems of reference, of the quotidian relations that anchor
people.

it’s not about walking home at 3 AM. Here you don’t know /ow to trust: no one
is going to kill you but you don’t know anybody. I don’t trust people or they
don’t trust me. The translation, the switch, takes time...it takes years (Dawod
2018)

On not being a ‘refugee story’

In one of the videos shot as promotional material shot for the exhibition, a
young Syrian man named Armen is introduced to viewers through his story:
he came to the Netherlands after applying for asylum, a decision motivated
not by the desire of escaping the war but by the adversities he had to face
for being gay; he recounts the memories of the ‘process of coming to the

7 In Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? Judith Butler contends that ‘precariousness’
is the ‘shared condition of human life’ and develops the concept of ‘grievability’ to describe how
the recognition of ‘life that matters’ hinges on the fact that living beings might die: [o]nly under
conditions in which the loss would matter does the value of the life appear’ (2009, 14). However,
precariousness and grievability are differentially distributed: certain subject positions are more
precarious than others, and certain lives are recognized as more grievable than others since ‘the
shared condition of precariousness leads not to reciprocal recognition, but to a specific exploita-
tion of targeted populations, of lives that are not quite lives, cast as ‘destructible’ and ‘ungrievable’
(2009, 31).

92



Netherlands’ including the several interviews he had to sustain before ‘the
Netherlands chose me to come there’ (Tropenmuseum 2017). He stresses how
he was chosen instead of choosing the hosting country and that after a year
and a half in the Netherlands he is happy ‘living in freedom’: after struggling
at first because of the isolation, his life changed after joining the Amsterdam
Gay Men’s Chorus, starting to learn the language, and then successfully
undertaking the staatexam (state exam) for Dutch as a second language. Next,
he started working at the Tropenmuseum and also joined a theatre group —
an activity that he also loved in Syria. In the video, he states that he will be
shortly enrolled in school to pursue a Bachelor’s degree in hotel management
— for the second time since his degree certificates are not recognized in the
Netherlands: ‘but I’'m happy doing it because you gain more experience’ he
remarks. He concludes by saying that his biggest goal is to start a family and
become a father (Tropenmuseum 2017). The short video presentation tries
to avoid clichés and a stereotypical portrayal of ‘the refugee’ as a victim.
But at a closer look, the character of Armen introduced in the video (to be
distinguished from the real-life Armen Melkonian) unsettlingly reproduces
the culturalist tropes at the base of contemporary liberal notions of inclusion
and exclusion into the Dutch nation.® In the context of culturalized politics
of citizenship sexual freedom is construed as ‘Dutch’ while homophobia as
‘Muslim’. Balkenhol et al. in fact observe that: ‘[s]ex talk in the Netherlands
constructs a number of distinct raciocultural others: Muslim citizens (in
particular girls and women) are portrayed as anachronistic remnants from an
age of sexual oppression that Dutch society is deemed to have left behind’;
at the same time, ‘““black™ sexuality alternates between the exotic and the
abject’ (Balkenhol, Mepschen, and Duyvendak 2016, 110). Dutch national
culture is thus narrativized as liberal and progressive by muting queerness in

8 This phenomenon isn’t restricted to the Netherlands but has global expressions: Jasbir
Puar has called ‘homonationalism’ the process through which gay rights have been reordered into
an ‘optic, and an operative technology’ through which ‘acceptance’ and ‘tolerance’ of some gay
and lesbian subjects function as ‘a barometer’ measuring whether the Muslim Other possesses
‘the right to and capacity for national sovereignty’ (Puar 2013). Jin Haritaworn et al. have used
the term ‘gay imperialism’ to describe another facet of this phenomenon in which racism beco-
mes a ‘vehicle’ for white gays and feminists to enter the political mainstream (Haritaworn, Tau-
qir, and Erdem 2008). This politics is exclusionary towards the majority of Muslim women and
queers but allows for a minority to gain recognition through ‘hyper-assimilationist arguments’:
few ‘exceptional’ individuals are brought forth as examples of Muslims that have ‘emancipated or
liberated themselves from their repressive culture, by embracing the gender-progressive culture
of the “liberal West” (Haritaworn, Tauqir, and Erdem 2008, 21). This narrative is instrumental to
construct the West as a ‘safe haven for Muslim women and gays, which includes them, protects
them from the violence of their communities, and gives them opportunities to make their voices
heard’ (Haritaworn, Tauqir, and Erdem 2008, 21).
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the background in favor of a mainstream gay identity that does not question
heteronormativity and instead falls back into its model of ‘domesticity and
consumption’ (Duggan 2002 in Mepschen, Duyvendak, and Tonkens 2010,
971). Further, as Stefan Dudink points out, homosexuality, as it is articulated
in debates about Islam and integration, has ‘become white’, meaning that it
has become indiscernible from a ‘whiteness that... represents the unspoken
and unspeakable assumption that what in the end holds the nation together is
race’ (Dudink 2011 in Balkenhol et al. 2016, 110). In other words, the self-
image of tolerance and acceptance and of the Netherlands as safe haven for
LGBTQI+ individuals is not so much tailored for those to include through
this narrative, but rather for those to exclude through it — coinciding with
whoever is not ‘white’ enough for the nation. The story told in the video
presentation provides the picture of a ‘newcomer’ that comes from Syria,
happens to be gay, and leads a full and interesting life in the Netherlands
— dividing their time between his many cultural interests and his study. A
young, accomplished man ready to enjoy the infinite possibilities of ‘living in
freedom’. This way the promotional video does not contradict the narrative of
‘exceptionalism’ which is increasingly used not only to constitute a liberated
Muslim subject but also foregrounds the criteria according to which refugees,
Muslim or otherwise, should be allowed to find safety in the “West’. Thus,
while having arrived in the country as a refugee constitutes an obstacle,
belonging to a sexual minority affords Armen a ‘ticket into whiteness’ since
his chances of integrating are measured against the potential to shorten the
distance between him and an ideal liberal Dutch subject.

In contrast with the video presentation, in his tours Armen Melkonian
narrated a much more complex reality, his background as layered as the
history of Aleppo: he is not Muslim but Armenian Christian, he spoke of his
personal life as a university student but also as part of the city’s underground
queer community, and about how after the Armenian genocide, his forefathers
were welcomed in the city. When I met him for our interview, he was in the
process of obtaining his degree and talked gladly about his progresses, while
also recognizing that for him the Netherlands is not yet ‘home’: ‘because for
Dutch people I’'m still considered an outsider, although I’'m very accepted by
my friends...people still look at you in a different way and that’s what stops
me from feeling at home’ (Melkonian 2019). He recalls how after the initial
sense of isolation, he started to share his story: ‘some were like “oh here we
go with the refugee story” ... I'm not a refugee story you know?’(Melkonian
2019). His talent for storytelling and his interest in deepening the discussion
led him to the Tropenmuseum and guiding tours. I ask him whether for him
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the constant sharing during the tours was sometimes ‘too much’ to which he
confidently replies that

I’m a spotlight guy, I don’t mind at all. I’'m open to anything, I have nothing to
hide...and that’s actually what helped me coming so fast to the Netherlands, I
shared everything I told them all my life and that made them trust me: ‘this guy
has been honest with us and we can prove everything so . . . (Melkonian, 2019)

The openness about his private life and sexual identity is, in his narrative, what
afforded him humanitarian protection. Melkonian was more readily available
to be interviewed than any of most museum and cultural organization staffers
I contacted: not because he is a ‘spotlight guy’ but because the continuous
performance of availability and transparency is what is presented to him as
the admission ticket to his new ‘home’. George Yudice examines how, in
the context of ‘culture-as-resource’ performing one’s identity — especially
when it is framed as culturally different — becomes mandatory to articulate
subjectivities and to campaign for rights and recognition. As the author puts
it: “so long as you can assert that you have a culture (a distinctive set of beliefs
and practices), you have legitimate grounds for enfranchisement’(2003,
56). Today, the performativity ingrained into the ‘identities’ available to
Melkonian, and to other subjects stuck in the waiting room of full belonging,
is taken for granted as the necessary prerequisite to successful adaptation.

He lists all that contributes to making him ‘proud of who I am and what
I have achieved: I speak fluent Dutch, I study at the hotel school, I worked for
the Tropenmuseum, etc. etc.” (Melkonian 2019). Volunteering in a prestigious
institution is, together with his educational and work attainments, further
proof of the potential to become fully integrated according to the culturalized
norms of the hosting country. This opportunity would have probably not been
available to him without using his memories of coming to the Netherlands
as a resource, meaning as a tool to make his identity available and readable
throughout the various stops that have led him to his new life. Providing a
story, filled with intimate details, for the immigration officers in charge of
asylum applications is only the first step. Through his work as a volunteer,
which continued after the experience with the Tropenmuseum concluded,
Melkonian endeavors to make different publics understand that

they have to give us a chance because it’s easy to judge: ‘oh these refugees
are using our tax money’. Even some language teachers saying ‘yes you have
to do your homework because I’m paying from my taxes for your education.’

And that was really harsh, but at some point, we learned to defend ourselves by
saying ‘yes you’re paying for us but then we will work and pay taxes for your
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pension’, so it’s an investment! (2019)

The transactional character of demonstrating belongingness is understood by
Melkonian, who uses his achievements to perform not only his compatibility
but also the ‘usefulness’ of himself and other Syrian refugees.” He also is
deeply aware of the limits to Europe’s welcome and the conditional character
of Dutch tolerance:

I don’t want to complain about the Dutch culture, I'm living here and I’'m
going to be part of it somehow and it’s nice. Every culture has a positive side
and a negative side but what I’'m trying to say it’s how to make it easier for
newcomers and how to make it easier to just trust you and accept you...

So, if I complain about the weather and I say ‘oh it’s raining ugh grey sky’ the
first thing they say is ‘yes go back to your country’ but if there was no war,
if everything was fine in my country, I wouldn’t even be here! It’s not our
fault that we are refugees, and besides everybody in the Netherlands complains
about the weather!

But this is what I mean, it’s the smallest things: you can just say ‘yes the
weather is bad’. They make the choice to make it difficult for you. Not
everybody, there’s people that do their best to help you. I’'m not saying that I’'m
not grateful but still, there’s this other kinds of people constantly making your

life difficult (Melkonian 2019 )'?

Between Armen the character in the museum’s video presentation, Armen
Melkonian as a captivating tour guide, and Armen Melkonian relating his
experiences in our conversation about settling in the Netherlands there are

9 After the exhibition ended, Melkonian started volunteering with VluchtelingenWerk
Nederlands, the Council for Refugees, in a project called Bekent maakt bemind, which translates
to ‘getting familiar makes you closer’. Volunteers work in pairs, comprising of a refugee and a
non-refugee, and travel to schools, workplaces and different types of organisations, to ‘remove
prejudices and create understanding’ (Vluchtelingen Werk Nederland). The project’s web page
states that these meetings consist in learning ‘factual information about refugees, but especially
their personal story: why does someone have to flee and what is it like to build a new life in the
Netherlands?’. Melkonian tells me that he leads meetings two or three times a month and that the
best part is getting questions from people ‘especially from children... they cannot even imagine
being not accepted by their families because they’re gay, since they are born in a country where
it's normal’(personal interview 2019). As we have seen in the previous paragraph this ‘normality’
has been the result of a quite ‘sudden assertion of a European “tradition” of anti-homophobic and
anti-sexist “core values”’ which as Haritaworn observes is ‘less a reflection of progressive gender
relations than of regressive race relations’ (Haritaworn, Tauqir, and Erdem 2008, 10).

10 The figure of the ungrateful migrant has been examined by Halleh Ghorashi: although
research shows that Dutch migration policies have never been particularly lenient, the fact that
they did not lead to ‘successful’ integration (in neoliberal terms), is used as proof that tolerance
failed and that ‘migrants are not doing their best to make something of their lives. They are, in
fact, asking too much from society’ (Ghorashi 2014, 104).
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of course degrees of separation. But all three versions are telling a story in
which memory, identity, and cultural heritage are interwoven to produce an
image of ‘goodness’: a ‘good refugee’ that will make a ‘good citizen” when
the opportunity will arise. If we look at the Tropenmuseum with its specific
history and its specific claim for engendering world citizenship, and we
look at this exhibition and the inclusion of ‘locals’ as tour guides, the image
of who exactly is envisioned as citizen starts to emerge: and it is perhaps
more problematic than expected in the context of a small-sized temporary
exhibition.

The personal memories of life in Aleppo and the selection of certain
elements of Syrian cultural heritage act as a resource for the tour guides, who
are given the opportunity to use the stage of the museum to start grounding
their new identity in accordance with the culturalized values and norms
that characterize the membership to the nation. This opportunity is given to
imbue with authenticity the museum’s pedagogical mission: to show visitors
that there is more to Aleppo than being ‘reduced to a hotbed and its former
inhabitants into refugees’ (National Museum of World Cultures 2017b). And
yet the guides have been selected chiefly because of their connection with the
experience of refugeeism. For this reason, their memories are also a property:
a transactional asset that allows them to exchange personal stories for a type
of more or less temporary inclusion that, in this case, takes the form of being
seen as ‘more than a refugee story’. In addition, by looking closely at how
the museum emphasizes personal stories we can see how, even within the
context of decentering the authority of the museum, the representations of
the protagonists of the exhibition still follow a specific script in which can
be noticed culturalized echoes of the image of the ‘good/successful’ refugee
as the one closest to ‘our values/culture’. This in turn strengthens the divide
between us a cosmopolitan public consuming their stories and them as
potential citizens whose ticket into full, unconditional belonging depends on
performing their identity in line with our expectations. The second part of this
chapter will examine how the model of memory as resource and property for
all minoritized subjects is difficult to eschew also outside of the walls of the
museum.
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The first four months were really lonely and sad. Because,
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Fig. 5 Screenshot from the promotional video ‘Interview with Armen’ on the museum’s
YouTube channel. The caption reads ‘the first four months were really lonely and sad,
because ,’ against the background of a maquette of the old city of Aleppo. Courtesy of
the Tropenmuseum.
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Fig. 6 Screenshot from the video ‘This Refugee Boat Now Tours Amsterdam’s Canals’ on
Al Jazeera’s YouTube channel showing participants in one of the Rederij Lampedusa’s
tours. Courtesy of Al Jazeera.



Rederij Lampedusa: cruising the memory of migration

Throughout the second decade of the 2000s, the name Lampedusa has
become synonymous with Europe’s migration crises and with catastrophe:
a tiny island occupying an area of approximately twenty square kilometers
periodically submerged by a human tide of people looking to escape wars
and poverty, desertification, and disaster. Or in the alternative, a human
tide made of possible terrorists and sneaky economic migrants coming to
threaten Europe’s way of life. Whichever narrative we decide to subscribe
to, the images are there: boats and dinghies filled to the brim, the harbor
or the detention center crammed with people. Lampedusa is here and there,
its name is not only an ominous symbol for people planning the crossing
of the Mediterranean; it has also been turned into something similar to a
banner and a brand, under which different groups attempt to campaign for
rights and recognition.!! The borderization of Europe (Cuttitta 2014) and the
exacerbation of policies regarding both entry and integration are explained as
humanitarian endeavors: such measures are presented as necessary to prevent
‘illegal migration’ through trafficking (cfr. Pallister-Wilkins 2015). At the
same time, these procedures are here to protect citizens from arrivals becoming
too many. A variety of devices are deployed to vet who is allowed to enter
and who is allowed to stay: from the creation of FRONTEX, the European
Border and Coast Guard Agency in charge of the management of EU borders;
to repatriation and even pushback at sea operations becoming more and more
customary; to the establishment of ‘reception centers’ in which to hold asylum
seekers and refugees for a varying amount of time while they wait for their
cases to be ‘processed’; to increasingly more stringent civic integration exams
(see De Leeuw and van Wichelen 2014 on the evolution of naturalization
requisites in the Netherlands). Without this complex infrastructure, European
societies are painted as being under the constant threat of terrorism, petty
criminals arriving en masse, but also the hazard of letting in people whose

11 Only in very few cases the name of Lampedusa has been reappropriated: one example are
the groups called ‘Lampedusa in Hamburg’ and ‘Lampedusa in Berlin’ through which self-organised
former ‘Lampedusans’ - migrants that have spent time on the island - have campaigned for access
to basic rights and services in Germany. This example shares a lineage with the often-overlooked
protest practices happening also on the island itself. These subversive acts have taken different
forms over the years, from arson to symbolic occupations of public soil to lip sewing, but are ‘easily
contained and neutralised on Lampedusa’ where any insurgent push is obstructed from view by the
pervasive spectacle of ‘bare life’ through which the island is rendered ‘the ideal stage to naturalize
the distinction between the taken-for-granted, politically qualified life of the citizen and the deba-
sed and desperate existence of the migrant’(Dines, Montagna, and Ruggiero 2015, 437).
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culture is perceived as being too different for successful integration.'”
The preliminary stage for accessing refugee status (or subsidiary forms of
protection) is based upon a specific type of witnessing, one that relies on
establishing the exact amount of trauma an asylum seeker has experienced
and the degree of truthfulness of the story they are telling. Didier Fassin and
Richard Rechtman point out that the ‘[r]ecognition of trauma, and hence the
differentiation between victims’ hinges on whether politicians, aid workers,
and immigration officers can ‘identify with the victims, in counterpoint to
the distance engendered by the otherness of the victims...The assessment of
trauma is then also an assessment of ““good” and “bad” victims, or at least
a ranking of legitimacy among victims’ (2009, 282). Personal memories of
violence therefore effectively constitute the possibility of obtaining a ticket
into safety; but after the first, prolonged hurdle of obtaining a residence permit,
these memories continue to be a resource for turning the abstract figure of the
refugee into a subject that is worthy of cultural if not political recognition —
and us into an empathetic public.

This is attempted not only on the level of big and small organizers
campaigning for improving the position of refugees and asylum seekers.
By transferring admissions of responsibility in the domain of memory and
cultural expressions — museum exhibitions, films, plays, workshops, and
conferences — actual political responsibility is dispersed and rendered fuzzy
while the policies that underpin the spectacle of the border remain unchanged
or become even stricter (on the concept of border spectacle see De Genova
2013 see also Jones et al. 2017; De Genova 2017; Mezzadra and Neilson
2013). As the official commemoration of disasters gains terrain as a tool
for self-reflexivity and as an expression of regret, the intimacies between
migration policies and a selective and top-down heritagization of the ‘crisis’
are pushed out of view. As does the fact that the ““refugee crisis” resurfaces
within a specific conjuncture of racism in Europe’ in which ‘colonial legacies

12 Critical race and migration scholars have drawn attention to the various ‘projects of
illegalisation’ that sustain contemporary state power. These not only target migrants through the
constant threat of deportation, but also different categories of minoritised citizens exposed to
‘disavowal, disenfranchisement, and effective de-naturalisation or de-nationalisation’(de Geno-
va and Roy 2020, 352). These practices, although deployed through the recurrence to legal me-
ans need to be motivated and propped up by affective tools: a ‘distribution of sentiment’ (Stoler
20104, 58) and ‘choreography of the everyday’ (Stoler 2010b, 17) which establish that certain
people are ‘naturally’ prone to danger and devastation without ever naming the raced, gendered
and classed reasons behind their exposure to unsafety. Stoler’s work on the management of inti-
macy and desire in colonial regimes, such as French Indochina and the Dutch East Indies, is key
to understand how technologies of governance can be retraced not only in the obvious - bureau-
cracy, laws, judicial ruling - but that they are also constituted through prescribing which feelings
and sensations are allowed and which are forbidden.
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of the construction of the racialised Other are reactivated and wrapped in a
racist vocabulary, drawing on a racist imaginary combined with new forms
of governing...through migration control’ (Gutiérrez Rodriguez 2021, 17—
18). Memory becomes a resource then to prevent the question of why the
public commemoration of deadly incidents caused by the EU’s border regime
coexists with the humanitarian efforts of the metropole. Each shipwreck,
each disaster is met with a presentist urge to memorialize with responses
varying in scale and intent: from a cross made with pieces of sunken boats
exhibited at the British Museum in London to spontaneous memorials; or
how the relict of the 2015 shipwreck, which caused the death of more than
eight hundred people, has been turned into the artwork Barca Nostra (our
ship). This was exhibited at the 58th Biennale di Venezia as a ‘monument
to contemporary migration, engaging real and symbolic borders and the
(im)possibility of freedom of movement, of information and people’ while
highlighting ‘our mutual responsibility representing the collective policies
and politics that create such wrecks’ (La Biennale di Venezia 2019). In 2019,
on the occasion of the sixth anniversary of the 2013 shipwreck that killed over
three hundred and sixty people off the coast of Lampedusa, the EU-funded
project Snapshots from the Border launched a petition to make October 3rd
the ‘European Day of Memory and Welcoming’. This was done through a
series of events held in twenty-eight European capitals, including Amsterdam
where Rederij Lampedusa, the focus of the chapter’s second part, participated
with its tours in the day-long event (“Snapshots from the Borders” n.d.).

The project of Rederij Lampedusa (Lampedusa Cruise, RL henceforth)
was initiated by artist Teun Castelein in 2015 with the support of the
municipality of Amsterdam and Dutch funding bodies such as the Amsterdamse
Fond voor de Kunst, the Mondrian Fund, and Stichting DOEN. The core
team is composed of Castelein, Felice Plijte in charge of all organizational
matters, and Dafne Gotink who is responsible for producing the texts.
During the spring and summer months, RL offers canal tours for 35 Euros
per person (previously donation-based) and, for 350 Euros, private tours in
the form of shuttle services to the De Parade theatre festival or tailored for
educational school trips (Rederij Lampedusa 2020). Twice a month there is
an event called Friday Afternoon with Mr Friday, which is free of charge and
offers a varying cultural program in partnership with organizations like the
photography museum FOAM or the storytelling group Mezrab. Because of
their legal positioning, the crew members that have refugee or asylum seeker
status cannot receive a regular salary, instead, they are given compensation
through a state-run volunteering scheme called vrijwilligersvergoeding
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(volunteer allowance) that cannot exceed five Euros per hour or one hundred
and seventy Euros per month; the rest of the people collaborating with the
Rederij are employed as freelancers.!® The original idea behind RL was to
find ways to counteract how the media portrayed the ‘refugee crisis’ and how,
in turn, the public perceived ‘newcomers’: ‘I think that the traumatic imagery
that has been used by the media... in the long term it’s not helping the case’
says Castelein (2018). The images of ‘“mass immigration™ are what scares
people in the Netherlands and Europe, he continues, convincing them that the
only solution is to close borders (Castelein 2018). With the Rederij instead
‘we focus on individuals and we do it in our poster campaigns, in our movies,
or if the media or the BBC is coming’ (Castelein 2018). When I ask him what
motivated him to undertake such a project, he jokingly replies that maybe he
is becoming ‘just like my father...because my father is a social worker so
maybe is in our DNA that if you see the potential of working in a collective,
that if you help each other people do grow...you stimulate each other and
it’s wonderful’ (Castelein 2018). It took two years of negotiating with Italian
authorities but finally, in 2015, Castelein was granted permission to transport
two boats to Amsterdam: the bigger one originating from Libya was named
Alhadj Djuma or Mr. Friday, while the smaller one from Tunisia, was called
Hedir; later in 2018 a third boat, named Gamela and coming from Egypt, was
added to the fleet.'"* The first time I joined a canal tour was in September 2017
at the beginning of my research project and not too late after having moved
to Amsterdam. I arrived a few minutes late and found that the rest of the
visitors had already arrived: it was a small group composed mostly of older

13 In addition, RL has also established partnerships with several organizations like ZEP
theatre group, the art center Mediamatic, the Volkshotel, which offers to its guests the possibility
of sailing with the Rederij, and Booking.com, which assists with marketing and ICT solutions as
part of their Social Responsibility program (Rederij Lampedusa 2020). The operations of RL are
managed through the Stichting Gelukszoekers (fortune-seekers foundation): this term geluks-
zoekers is used disparagingly by the Dutch right to indicate that migrants leave their country to
find their ‘fortune’ in the West. The foundation thereby aimed at reappropriating this word and
launched with a campaign advocating for the idea that ‘[t]o us, everyone is welcome. Whether
you're on the run from war or simply looking for a better life. The world is ours and everyone is
in pursuit of happiness’ (Stichting Gelukszoekers n.d.).

14 Castelein’s first visit to Lampedusa goes back to 2012 for his submission to the Identifying
Europe edition of the Twente Biennale of Contemporary Art: it consisted of a tongue-in-cheek video
in which he played the part of an entrepreneur looking to sell the ‘yachts’ from one of the island’s
landfills which became known as ‘boat cemeteries’ (Twente Biennale 2013). As observed by his col-
league Dafne Gotink, today Castelein is reluctant to speak about this first contact with Lampedusa
because he no longer stands behind the video and its content (Gotink 2018). But what stayed with
him after the experience was the desire to make something with the boats he saw abandoned on the
island
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people that appeared to be Dutch, a mother and daughter visiting from the US,
and another person who asked permission to audio record our guide Tommy
Hatim Sherif (after the tour I learned they were another researcher from the
University of Amsterdam). The ship’s captain Yusuf Adam Suali started the
engine and, upon leaving the dock, Sherif asked if we could guess how many
people it carried during the crossing of the Mediterranean. The answer was
seventy-six, in striking contrast with the regulations of the Dutch navy which
state that such a small vessel can only contain a maximum of fourteen people.
Upon learning this, the small audience let out an audible gasp.

The tour paints contemporary Amsterdam as a welcoming melting pot
made unique by its inhabitants’ one hundred and eighty nationalities. As we
pass historical sights Sherif uses the historical landmark visible from the boat
to anchor its stories about the city, which flourished thanks to the contribution
of famous emigres but also thanks to assets accumulated by enslavers and
plantation owners. He then starts recalling his journey to Amsterdam: Sherif
was a writer and activist in Cairo and worked at a TV station in the city when
in 2012 started helping refugees arriving from Syria. He recounts that when
one of his friends questioned him about helping people that he thought would
end up stealing their houses and jobs, Sherif answered ‘today I’m helping
them maybe tomorrow I'll be a refugee’ (fieldnotes 2017). His prediction
came through when, following Al Sisi’s coup in 2013, he had to first live in
hiding and then flee Egypt and claim asylum in the Netherlands: ‘most people
think I came by boat because I'm a refugee, but I came by airplane’ he says
(fieldnotes 2017). His style of storytelling is dynamic and captivating, the
jokes land at the right time, and the more sobering parts are told in a still very
accessible manner. The audience and I feel engrossed by his story which,
at times, was in stark contrast with the beauty and calmness of and end of
summer afternoon cruise through the city’s historic center. After exiting the
bustle of the canals, captain Yusuf Suali also begins to tell the story of how
he reached the Netherlands from Somalia. But he is interrupted by the police
approaching us on a boat and ordering Suali to follow them to a designated spot
where they can conduct their inspection. The reason why we are being halted
is not immediately clear: whilst Sherif explains the nature of our activities
onshore, the mostly Dutch audience still in the boat is inclined to protest.
Luckily, with a phone call to Teun Castelein, the situation is quickly resolved.
As we return safely to the docks everybody comments on the bitter irony of
learning that we were stopped for being ‘too many’ on a boat that at one point
had to hold seventy-six people. Since then, each time I joined a tour was
very different from the previous one: the rhythm and atmosphere of the tour
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depended largely on how the tour guide approached the storytelling, during the
Fridays Afternoon events the presentations could be more or less structured,
the communal moments with food and music more or less efficacious. One
element that repeated itself occurred when the attendees were invited to ask
questions to storytellers and presenters: the less knowledgeable they appeared
to be about the ‘migration crisis’, the more personal the queries would get.

A boat tour and a multidirectional project?

Due to the structural lack of subsidy of the cultural sector, to access funding,
projects need to be structured around topics of proven societal relevance —
such as the ‘migrant crisis’ — and around participatory goals, which must
include as much diversity as possible. And although in RL’s case storytelling
is the result of a collaborative effort, the over-valorization of agency in
refugee’s ‘success stories’ works in line with implicit goals of cultural policy
both local and at the EU level: participation and outreach programs become
the stage on where to show successful examples of integration — mutually
culturally enriching, a victory over many struggles. With this observation, I
do not mean to single out Rederij Lampedusa as an example of bad practice
or as a project borne out of disingenuous intentions. Rather, I would like
to underline how any cultural or heritage projects that wish to engage with
people who occupy a vulnerable position cannot do without the financial or
infrastructural support of a system that rewrites agency as a mixture of grit
and flexibility — as a completely depoliticized personal asset, which is needed
to succeed in carving a place for yourself in society. RL also intends to enable
refugees ‘to find their way to contribute to our society’ (Castelein 2018), or in
any case to give them a sense of purpose while they are either stuck in legal
limbo or until they are authorized to work. Thus, the self-presentation of the
crewmembers revolves around their agency: through their stories the public
can learn about how they extricated themselves from difficult situations, how
they faced multiple challenges after their arrival, and how they persevered
to make this new, strange society into a home for themselves. For instance,
Tommy Hatim Sherif recognizes that his work with RL has given him a
sense of purpose and opened a lot of doors for him through media attention,
which in turn led to work opportunities in theatres and storytelling events.
He simultaneously says that storytelling ‘is like therapy’ because ‘every time
I tell my story I see more details’ but also that these are ‘hard memories, so
sometimes it’s just a bit heavy...but I have to accept it because this is my
work and I love my work’ (Sherif 2019). Although Sherif’s experience has
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been largely positive, it is also impossible to separate his words from the fact
that so many of the projects offered to refugees and asylum seekers are only
a temporary way out from living in the AZCs, the asylum seekers centers
where they are forced to live as they wait for the legal resolution of their
cases. This model of participation, especially when based on sharing stories
and memories related to the experience of refugeeism, therefore can never
be seen as chosen in total autonomy. And while it can offer opportunities
for professionalization, these are usually limited to few not all participants.
And yet the optics of happy diversity and ‘good’, active citizenship operate
through these projects too and rewrite them as success stories — a testament
to migrants’ resilience and creativity. This way hiding from view the lack of
alternatives and prospects for all that, despite their willingness to participate,
will see for instance their asylum request rejected.

For these compounded reasons, it is also difficult to exactly pinpoint the
position of Rederij Lampedusa across the entanglements between institutional,
top-down approaches to memorialization and grassroots initiatives that aim
to counter-act predominant narratives about migration. When asked about the
concept behind the project, Castelein first calls it drolly ‘a very aggressive
hobby’ (Castelein 2018). On a more serious note, he adds that he believes that
through the team’s ‘playfully but also sometimes questionable approach’ RL
manages to reach out to people newly arrived in Amsterdam to learn together
‘how they can find their way to contribute to our society’ (Castelein 2018).
Gotink recalls that, in the beginning, several people found the idea of using
boats from Lampedusa quite offensive: she does not specify by whom, but
one article, titled Lampedusa Boutique Activism, which was published in
2016 in a magazine for Italian speakers living in the Netherlands, focused on
‘ethical implication of using aesthetic representations of the plight of asylum
seekers to make a consumer product’ (Sfregola and Polo 2016). Gotink argues,
however, that RL’s provocative spirit is needed:

because it makes visible a lot of things that people don’t normally want to
see or want to be confronted with. As soon as you bring it out in the open
people are like ‘you can’t do it it’s stigmatizing’, but the whole concept is
about destigmatizing if you ask me. Because it’s pretty joyful: they tell a story
and talk about themselves...they want to be something else than ‘refugees’
(Gotink 2018)

The narrative of RL follows two main threads: the comparison between
migrants of today and the past — both arrived in the Netherlands escaping
something, both capable of contributing to Dutch society; and the authenticity
of their stories through sensorial and emotional registers — engendered
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through storytelling based on their memories and through the tangible
reminder of Mediterranean crossings provided by the boats. Karina Horsti
conceives their function as a ‘mobile memory site’ providing ‘an authentic
experience — not by preserving the boat as it was during the crossing, but
by renovating it for use’ (Horsti 2019, 60). She argues that, as a ‘material
remnant of the border spectacle in the Mediterranean’, boats could potentially
contribute ‘to make bordering visible to the citizens of a country implicated in
the creation of the European border’ (2019, 61). This dialogue between past
histories and current memories appears to follow the model of what Michael
Rothberg calls the multidirectionality of memory. The scholar coined this
concept to account for how the capacity to remember historical tragedies
does not a operate as ‘struggle over scarce resources’: instead memory is
always ‘subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing’
(2009, 3); according to Rothberg collective memories of different violent
histories ‘emerge in dialogue with each other’ (Rothberg 2019, 20) and thus
can become a resource to activate against nationalism and populism since it
has the potential to create ‘new forms of solidarity and new visions of justice’
(2009, 5). In the case of RL, by telling their personal stories of migration the
guides insert themselves in this ‘multidirectional network’. As Horsti notes,
this along with the analogy with the struggle of immigrants of the past could
potentially produce solidarity in the public that, upon hearing their stories
and sensing the physical presence of the boat, perhaps will be able to stop
conceiving contemporary migration as ‘sudden “crisis”” and instead look at it
as ‘a continuum of mobilities that have shaped societies for centuries’ (Horsti
2019, 62). But it is another point that the author raises that I find significant:
according to Horsti in fact, ‘[t]he presumed suffering of those who crossed the
border or died at the border becomes part of the object’s imagined biography’.
The “authenticity” of the object then increases the value of the “new” artefact
or event’ (2019, 4) — in this case, the tours.

Whereas for the people working behind the scenes of the Rederij
is important not to spectacularize the arrival stories, crewmember Sami
Tsegaye feels that, at times, tour participants ‘like to ask about what they
don’t understand and sometimes they ask too much, and questions that are too
personal’ (personal communication 2018). Reflecting on his experience in the
asylum system, he shares the conviction that for the people he sees joining the
tours is fundamentally impossible to comprehend or even ‘imagine life as a
refugee’ (pers. comm. 2018). Gotink is mindful that during tours ‘sometimes
it’s also about putting “the refugee” on a pedestal...like “oh you’re the refugee
please talk to us!”’ (Gotink 2018). She recalls the feeling of ‘looking for
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“difference” at the time when she first started to put together the RL tours and
was looking for guides with a connection to the topic of migration: “who’s an
immigrant? Whose parents are immigrants? What’s interesting to say about
migration?””” she would ask herself while assembling the team of storytellers
(Gotink 2018). In the beginning, Dutch actors with a migration background
gave the tours while later RL established a collaboration with the ZEP theatre
group to develop a script and train asylum seekers so they could tell their own
stories. Throughout this process, Gotink was acutely aware that she was no
longer ‘seeing people as Amsterdammers’ and that even the famous emigres
featured in the tours are ultimately boxed in the category of ‘immigrant’: ‘you
are stigmatizing them again to destigmatize it [migration]’, she points out,
‘it’s like you are going into the ditch to come out of it, to do something good’
(Gotink 2018). This complexity, while it does not negate the similarities with
a multidirectional model, it certainly reveals its ‘flaws’ or rather the points
of rupture between what the project seeks to achieve — provide an avenue
for being seen as ‘something else than “refugees™ (Gotink 2018) — and the
narrative it perhaps inadvertently pushes forward: in which guides are turned
into ‘newcomers’, new to the city just like the guests on board, and yet they
cannot escape their biography.

In a later work, Rothberg calls ‘differentiated” or ‘long-distance
solidarity’ (Rothberg 2019), the ways in which subjects that are implicated
in structures of domination and oppression can take responsibility for
dismantling them. But this move cannot happen within the confines of an
event — or a boat tour like in this case — that, in the attempt of sensitizing its
public, ends up replicating a narrative that presents Amsterdam — a stand-in for
Europe — as a safe haven. And while refugees become a kind of ‘citizens-in-
waiting’, whose humanity will eventually be recognized and deemed worthy
of the affordances of safety and belonging promised by ‘full’ citizenship.
After succeeding in surviving the journey, the permanence in asylum seekers’
centers, the interruption of their family and professional lives, the instability
and lack of prospects, now as ‘newcomers’ they only need to persist and offer
up a performance of availability and flexibility to whoever asks for it — for the
border patrol agent, the immigration officer, the police, but also to the eyes of
concerned citizens and whoever wants to know more. Each tour is different
from the other, and guides may go ‘off-script’, and conversations could go
deeper so a narrative of progress despite adversities is not transmitted without
discrepancies or moments of pause. But by attempting to redraw the figure
of the refugee into that of a newcomer — not much different from the many
expats living in Amsterdam — RL ends up obscuring the inner workings of
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a system that is steeped in racial thinking and that determines the price of
inclusion through a careful distribution of state protection and state violence.

Castelein is aware of the one-sidedness behind that the fact that
‘personal stories get more interest’ and therefore he would like the tours to be
more standardized to avoid having to rehash painful memories. Speaking of
the crewmembers doing the storytelling, he realizes that they might ‘have the
feeling that they have to please the guests’ (2018):

I don’t want to tell their misery all the time, then it’s a sell-out of their drama
and that’s definitely not what I want. Mo [crewmember Mohammad Al Masri],
for example, wanted to do a full re-enactment of his journey. I asked him why
he wanted to do it and if it was because he sensed that people want that...and
he said yes;

[cluriosity is something human and we focus on migration...that’s our topic.
So I understand why people expect to know from newcomers the story of their
journey. It’s a communicational challenge to turn it the other way ‘we’re just
another shipping company that focuses on Amsterdam but we have a crew of
newcomers’ (Castelein 2018)

Each time I returned to the tour I noticed the audible gasp the audience
lets out once they learn how many people these boats originally carried.
Gotink underlines that as soon as the public hears the story of how many
people originally traveled on that same vessel across the Mediterranean ‘the
experience of being on the boat changes and the story becomes very real all
of a sudden’ (Gotink 2018). She believes that it is important to always tell
the exact number ‘because it’s so easy to forget’ but also wonders whether
sometimes the reaction from the public could boil down to wanting ‘to be seen
as a good person, you want to perform your own humanity’ (Gotink 2018).
Thinking back about my experience onboard I share with her my response
to the storytelling: ‘you’re in public, so you have to have a reaction. I also
probably did something like that during my first cruise — maybe I gasped,
maybe, later on, I laughed at something else’ (fieldnotes 2018). And each
time I returned I took on the role of researcher — notepad in hand, trying to
capture with my notes what was happening around me and observing the
audience’s reactions. The public varied in its composition, sometimes I could
spot other academics, other times there were families, or people visiting
Amsterdam, one time it was a small group of young people that had been
volunteering in Moria — the Reception and Identification Centre on the Greek
island of Lesvos known for its terrible living conditions. Around me I could
see focused expressions and friendly faces, but also skeptical looks or hands
raised to ask what was going to be an invasive question. Shock or frustration
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or a feeling of powerlessness would meet the parts of the story involving
traumatic memories. But there were also moments of levity thanks to the
guides and during the breaks in which to share food and listen to music. The
point, however, is not to determine whether such reactions are authentic
or not. Broadly they do seem to be following a specific pattern across the
storytelling: ‘human curiosity’ always follows the initial surprise, and the
replies to questions posed by the audience elicit more surprise. Curiosity and
surprise, whose outward expressions might be exaggerated by being in public,
need to be analyzed not just as individual reactions but as affordances of the
specific audience, which gets on the boats in the very center of Amsterdam.
This location, not just geographical but also epistemological, allows for
particular ways of knowing and not knowing. It gives people permission of
wanting to know more, to access an intimate, bone-deep understanding not of
the phenomenon of migration, or the history of Amsterdam as a city of arrival
but of how does it feel to leave a home behind and to seek safety elsewhere.

Rederij Lampedusa and other projects featuring the voices of ‘real
refugees’, regardless of their artistic, social or economic value, gain legitimacy
by tackling issues like migration and border crossing that are both topical and
dramatic. But RL ends up renouncing any real possibility to ‘act upon the
present’ (De Cesari 2012) by delimiting its role to pragmatism: the idea of
mixing bits and pieces of Amsterdam’s old and new heritage of migration to
change the narrative surrounding ‘newcomers’ ends up reinforcing the image
of Europe as a safe haven and land ‘where there is a future’ (Castelein 2018).
Castelein and his collaborators put real care into their work and into their
efforts to establish collaboration with their migrant crew on equal footing.
But the attempt to portray them at once as ‘something more than refugees’ and
new Amsterdammers deserving of a chance just like everybody else, ends up
reinforcing a disconnect: we are all different but equal, and yet they cannot
live like us. My direct observation of the interactions happening between the
public, including myself, and the crew members on board Rederij Lampedusa
has led me to conclude that what needs to be closely examined, in this and
other similar projects, is not the performance through which ‘refugees’
negotiate their presence in the country, but our performance. Even without
any indication from the staff, the stories told will be conforming to our
expectations of how a ‘good’ refugee should behave: professional, available
and resilient. A small or big exhibition, tour, or any type of event should
endeavor to turn back the mirror on the privilege behind our knowing and
not knowing. And how our empathy depends on the intimate knowledge of
someone’s pain.
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Conclusion

Cultural participation through projects on the heritage of migration ticks most
boxes: it attends to the self-image of openness and tolerance of the city/nation,
and Europe in broader terms, while consolidating the script of a society open
to diversity; and it fulfills the criteria of social responsibility of partners while
positioning the organizations running these projects as allies. The reason why
I wanted to connect two formats and two containers — an exhibition and a
boat tour, a national museum and an artist-led project — completely different
from each other is to make clear that narratives about who can and cannot
aspire to belong are produced and circulated across big and small cultural
organizations, century-old institutions and temporary projects. Even without
any indication from the staff, the stories told by refugees will conform to our
expectations of how a ‘good’ migrant should behave: professional, available
and resilient.

What I sought to highlight throughout this chapter is that projects such
as these, although eminently cultural and without political ambitions, are
still presented as the trojan horse through which progress will be ushered
into society. And yet, as long as the memory space that connects imperial
afterlives to contemporary migration remains ‘drowned’, these projects will
remain the backdoor through which to reinforce the global performance of
knowing certain things and of not knowing others — of willfully choosing to
believe that ‘they are here’ because we/Europe let them. Heritage projects
that aim at questioning the processes of ‘storying’ the present (Hall 2005)
need to pull apart the notion of hope for a better tomorrow and expose the
exclusionary politics that feeds on it. Journeys towards Europe, across the
Mediterranean and/or from locations where ‘imperial debris’ (Stoler 2013)
pollute the lives of people, cannot be heritagized without first a journey into
Europe, into its skin folds: looking from up close at what we are expected to
forget. The next chapter will use the Tropenmuseum’s exhibition Afterlives
of Slavery as the backdrop to examine how the institution is responding to a
transnational discourse around the enduring legacies of colonialism; while
also reframing the claim to full belonging of Afro-Dutch citizens by centering
the figure of the descendants of the enslaved.
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