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Herengracht 401 
Dialogue

The conversations in this 
magazine were sparked 
by the dialogues held at 
Herengracht 401. The 
idea of the Herengracht 
Dialogues was conceived 
over dinner with Ram 
Manikkalingam and 
Avrum Burg. We thought 
about the need to bring 
together people that 
share the same belief in 
a society where no-one 
is excluded, but who 
have different opinions 
on what the exact root 
causes of fragmenting 
societies really are and 
how to address them. 
We wanted people with 
different experiences of 
the world and different 
fields of work: artists, 
activists, scholars, 
funders, policy makers.

During a period of 1 
year a group of some 
20 people met 3 times 
for 2,5 days to talk in a 
protected environment 
under Chatham House 
Rule. This meant that 
participants were able 
to speak freely, without 
any member of the 
group being recorded, 
identified, and quoted 
publicly. Themes like 
populism, globalisation, 
intersectionality were 
discussed, sometimes 
specifically presented 
by a participant, or 
developing organically 
in the course of the 
dialogues. Anonymised 
reports helped 
participants to link their 
evolving thoughts from 
one meeting to the next. 

This magazine is inspired 
by these sessions, but 
is neither a report, nor a 
replica, of the sessions. 
The conversations 
in the magazine all 
started around the 
table, but grew in 
different directions, 
as time passed and 
relationships formed 
between participants. 
The curators and the 
designers have brought 
them together in 
PERPLEX! As a guide 
to creating your own 
dialogue spaces, styles, 
dinners or ‘derives’ 
wherever you are.

Contributors to 
PERPLEX!

• Avraham Burg is a politician, 
author and runner. The former 
speaker of the Knesset 
is a devoted advocate of 
peace and reconciliation and 
contributes to many public 
debates. Avrum chairs the 
Board of Recommendation 
H401 and moderated the 
Dialogues together with 
Fleur Ravensbergen and Ram 
Manikkalingam. • Lars Ebert 
together with Frans Damman 
and Michael Defuster is a 
co-director of H401 for which 
he develops and implements 
European co-operation projects. 
He is internationally engaged as 
a board member and advisor for 
various organizations in culture, 
education, research and policy 
making in the arts. • Adeola 
Enigbokan is an anthropologist, 
sociologist and psychologist. 
Adeola combines a deep 
knowledge of human behavior 
with a sense of how systems 
work and how creative change 
happens. She is a partner in 
SOFT SERV and teaches at the 
University of Amsterdam and the 
Gerrit Rietveld Academy. • Fleur 
Ravensbergen is deputy director 
and co-founder of the Dialogue 
Advisory Group DAG for which 
she has been working in conflict 
mediation, initiating and engaging 
in talks with armed groups to 
reduce violence, including in Iraq 
and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. Together with DAG 
director Ram Manikkalingam and 
Avrum Burg she moderated the 
Herengracht 401 Dialogues.
• Quinsy Gario is a visual and 
performance artist from the 
Dutch Caribbean. With Zwarte 
Piet Is Racisme (2011–2012) he 
critiqued the general knowledge 
surrounding the racist Dutch 
figure and practice of Zwarte Piet 
(Black Pete). He has an academic 
background in gender studies 
and postcolonial studies and is a 
graduate of the Master Artistic 
Research program at the Royal 
Academy of Art, The Hague. 
• Osman Kavala is a Turkish 
businessman and philanthropist. 
The main focus of his work is 
Anadolu Kültür, a not-for-profit 
cultural institution that supports 
the production and sharing of 
culture and art in cities across 
Turkey and abroad. • Kenan 
Malik is a writer of books and 
essays for a.o. the New York 
Times and The Guardian. His 
latest book is The Quest for a 
Moral Compass: A Global History 
of Ethics. He is a lecturer and 
broadcaster for BCC. His blog 
Pandemonium brings together 
the essence of his work.  
• Vivian Paulissen is programme 
manager Demos Europe at the 
European Cultural Foundation. 
Before joining ECF, Vivian was a 
museum curator and ran grants 
and partnership programmes in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America at 
the Prince Claus Fund for Culture 
and Development.

Avraham Burg, author, former politician, a.o. speaker of the Knesset (moderator)
Ram Manikkalingam, director Dialogue Advisory Group (moderator)
Fleur Ravensbergen, deputy director Dialogue Advisory Group (moderator)
Mirjam Shatanawi, curator Middle East and North Africa, Tropen Museum, NL (rapporteur)
Brian Burgoon, Director Institute for Social Science Research, University of Amsterdam, NL
Adeola Enigbokan, Social Scientist, Amsterdam/New York
Quinsy Gario, poet, artist, activist, NL
Osman Kavala, president Anadolu Kültür, Istanbul, TR
Charl Landvreugd, artist, curator, writer, Rotterdam, NL
Kenan Malik, writer, lecturer, broadcaster, London, UK

Dominique Moïsi, political scientist and writer, Paris, FR
Wendelien van Oldenborgh, artist, representing NL at 2017 Venice Biennale, NL
Thijs Tromp, Prins Bernhard Cultuurfonds, Amsterdam, NL
Diana Pinto, cultural historian, Paris, FR
Jordi Vaquer, regional director for Europe at Open Society, ES
Katherine Watson, director European Cultural Foundation until 2018, Amsterdam, NL
Gloria Wekker, Anthropologist and author, NL
Gertraud Auer Borea d’Olmo, secretary general Bruno Kreisky Forum, Vienna, AT
Michael Defuster, Frans Damman, Lars Ebert, co-directors H401, NL

• Wendelien van Oldenborgh is an artist that 
often uses the format of a public film shoot, 
collaborating with participants in different scenarios, 
to co-produce a script and orientate the work 
towards its final outcome. Her works look at the 
structures that form and hinder us. With Cinema 
Olanda, solo at the Dutch Pavilion she participated 
in the 57th Venice Biennial 2017. • Diana Pinto is 
an intellectual historian and writer living in Paris. 
Her internationally debated policy paper on A new 

Jewish identity for post-1989 Europe saw “Jewish 
identity at the cross-roads of a newly interpreted 
past, and a pluralist and democratic future”. With 
Israel Has Moved she published a psychological, 
symbolic portrait of “postmodern” Israeli society. 
• Mirjam Shatanawi is the Curator at the 
Research Centre for Material Culture responsible 
for the Middle Eastern and North African 
collections. She specialises in Islamic visual 
culture, but more generally her expertise is on the 

history and culture of the region. Her research 
interests include the histories of representing 
the Islamic world in Dutch museums. • Gloria 
Wekker is emeritus professor of Gender and 
Ethnicity at the Faculty of Humanities at Utrecht 
University. In 2016 she published White Innocence: 
Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, about racism 
in the Netherlands. She is a strong and respected 
voice in the public debate on post-colonialism and 
racism and a role model for a whole generation 

of academics and activists. • Charl Landvreugd 
is an artistic researcher, writer, and curator 
working on mapping a continental European 
artistic environment that emerges from migrant 
aesthetics. His PhD dissertation scrutinise Dutch 
Afro citizenship and belonging and how this is 
expressed in contemporary art. He is a member of 
the Akademie van Kunsten (Dutch Society of the 
Arts) and sits on various boards  
and comissions.
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 Dear Reader,

We could be strangers passing each other on trains headed 
in opposite trajectories; or waiting in train stations, with 
newspapers in different languages, and announcements made 
in still others.

This is one enduring picture of Europe: polyglot and mobile, 
borders open: a continent linked by shared currency and 
timetables. Seen from where we are sitting now, in Amsterdam 
and Athens, this old picture of Europe causes us confusion: 
we are perplexed. Borders are springing up again where we 
thought they’d been erased and the picture is starting to fray 
as refugees arrive at its edges. 

What does it mean to travel in this changing intellectual, 
political and physical space of Europe? The conversations 
in this magazine are all circling this question: think of our 
contributors as travellers, waiting for different trains in one of 
the great old central stations, leaving at different times, having 
conversations in passing.

Outside of the station there are long lines, many people waiting 
for bullet-proofed police to check their passports: Those 
without the correct passes, without the correct governments, 
without the correct currency, are not free to travel in Europe. 
The number of outsiders is growing all the time. One of our 
contributors can no longer enter the great old train station. 
Osman Kavala must write to us from a prison, located just 
beyond the borders of “Europe.”

And yet, he is still part of us. He belongs to our number.  
He ought to be inside. How can we continue to talk, move, 
share fellowship?

Our conversations began in the studio of late artist Gisèle, 
at Herengracht 401 in Amsterdam. Arriving at Amsterdam 

Central Station you get washed into the city centre, into the 
sea of people. The boundaries between the station and the city, 
the inhabitants and the visitors become undistinguishable. 
Amsterdam is a place of many histories, it is a proud city and  
a cliché city — free haven, tolerance, bikes and canals. And 
behind this façade of clichés there are hidden histories, silences 
and indifference. 

As a stranger it may be hard to connect, to really connect, to  
be invited into homes, to sharing and real care. Herengracht 
401 is one of Amsterdam’s typical canal houses. Behind its brick 
façade there is a complex history going back to the golden age, 
the 17th century, and from there on, until today the house  
has seen it all: glory, trauma, the flourishing of the city, war, 
abuse and occupation, celebration and mourning. It has 
provided for homes and good business, given shelter, saved 
lives, damaged lives.

Amsterdam was our place to meet in passing, like the crowds in 
the city, but in rest, at a table and with care, in the light flooded 
studio of Gisèle atop of Herengracht 401. Both a real and unreal 
place: like Amsterdam.

The magazine is inspired by dialogues that began at Herengracht 
401, but they have extended beyond Amsterdam, into a method 
for opening up spaces and conversations--to be vulnerable even 
when it may feel impossible. We invite readers of PERPLEX! to 
start their own dialogues, to go beyond old notions of Europe, 
to speak with each other, with neighbors, near and far, around 
opening new routes, new stations, new places of rest and refuge, 
in a world of ever-shifting terrains. In other words, we invite 
you to create your own spaces, your own style of travelling, and 
to break bread with us, wherever you are.  

 Lars & Adeola
 Amsterdam & Athens June 2019

And yet we are all just passing 
through
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Lars: Over the past year, you have chaired the 
meetings of our reflection group ‘perplexed’. 
And at the end we were all still perplexed 
but also deeply touched by the dialogue and 
the learning from each other. In a way we 
became travel guides for one another in a 
world that keeps perplexing us existentially. 
I wanted to talk with you about the initial 
idea of dialogue sessions that you and Ram 
came up with during an inspiring dinner. 
Why did you want to engage in a dialogue 
rather than research, for instance?

Avrum: I feel we’re living in an era of loneli-
ness. Yes, I have social networks, but these 
are social networks that leave me alone with 
my keyboard and my headphones and my 
screen. The human contact is missing from 
our equations. But I believe that conversa-
tion is crucial for any kind of human pro-
gress. Not just the conversation in which you 
unload your message and I unload my mes-
sage and we walk back home, but the one in 
which we truly exchange. You unload your 
piece in me and I try to unload my piece in 
you and then I walk back home with your 
positions while you go back home with my 
opinions. So this exchange is an exchange 
for change. 

Lars: That sounds beautiful but it sounds also 
far away from your reality in Israel. We had 
a dialogue in Europe, in the Netherlands, a 
Euro-Dutch dialogue that made sense here 
in a reality that is not so harsh, yet, as it is 

in your reality. Do you also still believe in 
dialogue in your reality?

Avrum: You are a victim of the big numbers. 
Billions of euros and seven billion people 
and everything is in billions. For me, in the 
beginning of the day everything is about my 
little kid, everything is about my fellow Lars, 
everything is about the other individual. Let 
me give you two individuals: Lee Harvey 
Oswald killed Kennedy. This one individual 
changed the course of history and just im-
agine this one person who enabled Sigmund 
Freud to leave Vienna and live in London 
and saved maybe the greatest psychologi-
cal mind. Imagine if somebody had killed 
Hitler. One individual. Imagine if someone 
had saved Martin Luther King Junior. One 
individual. For me it does not matter how 
many Jews Gisèle has saved. Save one hu-
man being and you save humanity. For me 
the entire unity, the entire universe is based 
on the One. And therefore I want to invest in 
the One. Who is this One? Maybe it is me? 

Lars: When planning the dialogue we had this 
almost naïve or idealistic idea of gathering 
the whole spectrum of different world views 
around the table, all the diversity that seems 
to represent the fragmentation of the world 
at the moment. We didn’t succeed but we 
had quite some diverging views resulting 
in more than one-to-one conversations. 
The conversations bridged a lot of contrary 
approaches, maybe not contrary positions 

Avraham Burg — ‘Avrum’ to his friends — is a former 
Israeli politician. He has been Speaker of the Knesset, 
Interim President of Israel and an author, as well as a 
runner. In a CNN interview about his recent book In 
Days to Come, journalist Christiane Amanpour called 
him a ‘political gadfly’.  
 Avrum regularly speaks out against injustice in 
his writing and his activism. In Amsterdam, he engag-
es in Herengracht 401’s board of recommendation and 
has chaired the ‘Dialogue’ series that was the basis of 
this publication together with Ram Manikkalingam 
and Fleur Ravensbergen.  
 In this conversation with Lars Ebert, Avrum 
scales down expectations and — like a true runner — 
he focuses on one step at a time.

Save one human being and you 
save humanity. 

So when I sleep I dream and 
then I open my eyes and I know 

my mission will never end. 
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on the world but contrary approaches to the 
same identified problem or to the question of 
living together and togetherness in diversity. 

Avrum: For me the most amazing benefit of 
the encounters we had, and how I benefited 
personally, was what I saw around the table. 
I had the advantage of being a co-moder-
ator so you’re a little bit removed from the 
table. You’re part of the conversation, but 
you’re also not part of the conversation. I 
saw so many differences, even sometimes 
within the same person. I saw complicated 
identities. Because we were with let’s say 20 
people with 60 voices. Everybody was this 
and that. What I loved is that, as much as 
it was a conversation or a dialogue between 
identities, it was not identity politics. It was 
a search for the common good, for a collec-
tive good. Nobody said, “listen, my black 
fruit is the only thing”; nobody said, “my 
Jewish heritage is the only thing.” People 
listened to what was brought to the table, 
and really wanted to create something larger 
than our particular identity. And for me in 
an era in which, at least in the West today, 
identity politics killed the politics of the 
collective good, it was fantastic. My personal 
benefit was the teamplay with Ram Manik-
kalingam, the co-moderator of the dialogue 
series. I didn’t think it was possible to find 
two individuals so far apart from each other, 
from totally different dimensions of the 
world, and at the end of the day to discover 
we had so much in common, were so com-
plementary and in tune. Then I went back 
home and I looked in the mirror and  
I saw somebody else – but it was me! That’s 
a conversation to me. 

Lars: You said you took a step back as a mod-
erator, but at the same time it was crucial 
that you were there not with your own opin-
ion, but with your pro-active moderation hat 
on. What did that entail? 

Avrum: What I wanted to achieve was to be 
the bank of the table, which means you 
deposit everything within me and I give it 
back. I’ll digest it and I’ll give it back to 
you either conceptualised or containing 
everything of what was said. So you say one 
particular element and you have a prac-

tical suggestion, you have a very peculiar 
position. My role was to make all of them 
one. So the moderator has two roles, or any 
moderation has two functions: the first one 
is to make a conversation flow, now you talk, 
now you stop, now it is too long, now you 
repeat yourself, please rephrase and so on. 
The other role is to make sense to whoever 
sits around the table. Very few people can 
listen to 20 inputs. So the moderator has to 
listen to 20 inputs and to make one output. 
This is what Ram and I tried to do. 

Lars: How did you and Ram divide up roles? 

Avrum: The space that Ram and I shared was 
very uncharacteristic for me. We didn’t have 
an ego problem! The minute you don’t have 
an ego problem, it opens up the possibility 
for the two to become one. And it became 
much more than that. It became easier for 
Ram to run and steer the immediate conver-
sation and for me to digest all the inputs. As 
if one is on the side and one is on the top of 
the hill. Sometimes we swapped places. One 
looks at the details and one sees the picture. 
And it worked very well.

Lars: In our preparatory talks and in between 
the conversations, and also after the conver-
sations, you always raise the issue of impact. 
How can we impact and make a change to 
our societies? You already mentioned the 
one-to-one impact, planting a seed, and I 
think that is something where Herengracht 
401 and the European Cultural Founda-
tion find common ground. But what role 
do spaces like these, spaces of moderated 
encounter, play in the bigger picture at the 
moment? Is there a role for ‘institutionalis-
ing’ these kinds of conversations?

Avrum: You know in my dreams I want the 
world to be a perfect place, where everybody 
loves everybody else and there is room for 
everyone and everything. But I know that 
the world is full of conflicts and the more 
sophisticated the world becomes, the more 
complex the conflicts become. So when I 
sleep I dream and then I open my eyes and 
I know my mission will never end. And my 
children will have missions and my chil-
dren’s children will have missions. What is 

my mission? My mission is to end the day 
with the world being a better place than 
it was at the beginning of my day. For the 
reality to be better by the end of my life than 
it was at the beginning of my life. So this is 
about change. If I change something and it 
was a mistake, I want to change it again, but 
I want life and reality and realities to be bet-
ter, improved. Because otherwise everything 
withdraws backwards. So it’s not that the 
politician within me always wants to make 
an impact. The impact person within me 
wants to have politics, OK. In that sense  
I would say politicising is a better word than 
institutionalising. 

Lars: Do you have any tips for our readers 
about what to pack when we embark on this 
journey to discover our perplexity? What do 
you pack when you travel? 

Avrum: Running shoes… I run wherever I go. 
For instance, I was running the Berlin mar-
athon. I was crying all along the 42km. The 
first third of the marathon I cried because 
I recognised the streets. Here is Oranien-
burgerstraße, all the streets where my father 
walked. I was crying for the victims of the 
Shoa – such a loss, such a loss… Oh, all 
my father’s ‘Kinderstube’. I mean, all the 
culture, all the civilisations, such a waste. 
During the second part I was crying because 
it was difficult. I wanted to set a personal 
record as an athlete. And for the last part, 
I was crying out of joy and looking around: 
70 years after the Holocaust, I am running 
with Danes and French and Moroccans and 
Eritreans and Kenyans and Germans and 
Jews and nobody cares. This is a place that 
equalises everyone. We all support each oth-
er, we all help each other. For me running is 
a beautiful equaliser. Even if you run faster 
than me, I am equal to you. And wherever  
I go, I will run. I find local runners’ clubs 
and when I come to Jerusalem I invite them 
to our running environment. I love it. Run-
ning shoes are not for running away, they 
are for running towards togetherness. 

Lars: Around the table we all shared our 
desperation and a bit of our loneliness about 
how the world is developing and the feeling 
that there are fewer and fewer people who 

believe in open societies, who want to be 
together and less isolated. What is a reme-
dy for you to keep in mind that goal we are 
running towards to? 

Avrum: One of the things that keeps me alive 
and always striving is being cynical. Let’s 
put it in a less cynical way: a sense of hu-
mour is crucial. You have to know that, as 
heavy as the situation is, in the heaviest sit-
uation a sense of humour is helpful to round 
some curves, some edges. But I’m not at all 
sure of the fact that we are a diminishing or 
an extinct breed. Look at the two of us; we 
met in Vienna. I can say that I was one of 
the two people who conceived the Vienna 
conversation. You came out of nowhere,  
I mean who are you? I came out of nowhere, 
who am I? And all of the sudden we met 
in a place. Two individual souls at another 
table. You brought me over here and all of a 
sudden I have a conversation with 20 other 
people. So one multiplied or became 20.  
I didn’t know where I would go with Ram. 
Or where Ram would go with me. But  
I could give him some 20 others and you 
could give others 20 others too.  
It’s not so much that we are getting lonely, 
as much as we do not recognise our capa-
bility to invite people into our processes. I’ll 
give an example from my own reality. I’m 
living near Jerusalem. Five minutes from my 
window is the Palestinian Authority. Most of 
my friends have never seen an Arab unless it 
was a janitor, or a street cleaner or whatever 
it is. I drive once a week to Ramallah. It is 
not allowed, it is against the regulations, it 
is against everything. I drive to Ramallah, 
I want to make friends. Because I have a 
friend in Ramallah who introduced me to 
all these Israelis who travel to Ramallah. 
And last week we had a gathering of 70 
Israelis, Jews and Arabs alike talking about 
how to talk to each other. So all of a sudden 
the concept of your dialogue, which is the 
daughter of other dialogues, creates for me 
a Jerusalem Ramallah conversation. That is 
how it happens. We are not alone.

A sense of humour rounds some 
curves, some edges.

I believe that conversation 
is crucial for any kind of 

human progress. 
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In a way we became travel guides 
for one another in a world that 

keeps perplexing us existentially.

Even if you run faster than me, 
I am equal to you.
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The State of the Perplexed — Quinsy Garioballad



A Visit to the
Tropenmuseum

Curator Mirjam Shatanawi takes us deep into the storage basement  
of the popular colonial museum in Amsterdam, to show us 
some of her favorite objects — treasures which have rarely been 
seen above ground.
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Adeola: Since this teapot, and all the objects 
we will look at today, have never really been 
on display, how did you know to select them?
Mirjam: We have a database.
A: As part of your work, do you just go 
through the database?
M: Yes, I do. I can also go through the storage. 
I use both methods.
A: And that’s something you do sometimes?
M: Mm-hmm 
A: Just to see what’s …
M: There.
A: Just to look what’s there. And do you have 
any specific driving interest about the kinds of 
things that catch your eye, since they’re some 
many different kinds of things? It may be a 
tough question, maybe we’ll ask it again at the 
end. 
M: Yeah. Well this one is an old one, but I like 
this because of the design. The idea of making 
something whole again I think is a very nice 
metaphor of life.
A: Making something whole again.
M: Yeah. And I also like that you can see it so 
clearly repaired. 
A: And this would be a craft of repair that 
comes from Pakistan. They don’t hide the 
repairs. 
M: The repairs actually become part of the 
design. From design point of view, it’s one of 
the objects I like best.

A Visit to the Tropenmuseum
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M: I wanted to show you some things that are 
from Europe. This is European because most 
of what we have is of course non European.  
I want to connect with European Islam be-
cause this is of course my expertise.
A: European Islam?
M: Well, Islam.
A: The tag says it’s from Macedonia. 
M: It’s quite rare in museums that we have 
these [Islamic] European things. They are not 
supposed to be European or not considered-
A: Can you even say “European and Islam” 
together? Because I look at a lot of magazine 
covers and news covers these days and it 
seems Europe is here, – and Islam is there.  
But this is an example of a history of 
European Islam.
M: Yeah.
A: Looking around today it seems that  
“European Islam” shouldn’t exist. 

M: Yeah. And here it is, in 19th century  
Macedonia. 
A: Okay.
M: And this is Shiite I think. It was used  
in processions. This would be carried in  
processions.
A: In processions in the streets. 
M: In the street, yes.
A: During special occasions and festivals?
M: Yes, Shiite occasions. It’s a very  
particular history. It’s not often remembered 
not even in Macedonia itself. There are still 
some Muslims, but people — especially the 
government — doesn’t want to be reminded. 
(laughter)
A: Right.
M: It’s kind of hidden, it’s part of heritage.
A: Right. Today in Macedonia this heritage  
of Shiite Islam is not really remembered or  
celebrated, even though it was so recent. 
This is the 19th century.
M: Yeah.

M: This is also one of my favorites. But I can’t 
show it to you because it’s lost. 
A: It’s gone.
M: It’s a very interesting history because this 
is an amulet and it was taken from one of the 
main resistance leaders in Aceh during the 
colonial war, one of the main Muslim resist-
ance leaders. When the mosque was burned, 
in 1873. Aceh people continued to resist the 
Dutch. They never surrendered basically. So 
from 1873 up to 1945, the year of Indonesian 
independence, they kept resisting. And of 
course the resistance was crushed every time, 
so they liquidated the main leaders of resist-
ance and then a new generation came up and 
they liquidated them, etc. This amulet be-
longed to one of them. This is from 1904 when 
they captured the guy and killed him.
A: And they kept his amulet. Wooow!
M: They took the amulet of the main resist-
ance leader at the time and there are only 
three of this. The stories with this amulet, they 
were recounted in Dutch histories. 
A: It’s almost ... It’s like a war trophy then.
M: Yeah, it is.
A: Because you would think that this amu-
let would be so personal to the person that it 
would be buried with him, or with his people…
M: Yeah. But there were only three of these 
amulets in Aceh. And only the most important 
people had one. And it made its wearer  
invincible.
A: Oh, that’s why they took it. 
M: So they took it away because it had power 
and what is interesting to me, what is fascinat-
ing, is that the military people who took the 
amulet actually believed in its power. Because 
the Dutch General—that’s the story that 
comes with the amulet when it was donated to 
the museum— it says that the Dutch Gen-
eral, he personally took the amulet from the 
dead body of the resistance leader and then he 
didn’t want to keep it. Because he was afraid 
of it. He took something that powerful from 
the dead man. So he gave it to his guide and 
the guide was a collaborator from Aceh who 
was an informant or a spy or something, help-
ing the Dutch. But the spy felt uneasy with it 
because of his own role in the process. He had 
something very important, very powerful and 
he felt he didn’t deserve it or that it was…

 

A: Too powerful. It was going to bring bad 
luck to him. 
M: Yeah, exactly. So the amulet was like a hot 
potato. Then the spy donated it to a Major in 
the Army and said, you keep it. And he also 
didn’t want it. So the major gave it to the 
museum and he told the story of the amulet’s 
past and…
A: And the museum wanted it after all this 
story?
M: Yeah.
Photographer Maarten Nauw : And where is 
it now?
M: The museum put it in a drawer, completely 
forgot about it and it’s lost. It’s no where to  
be found. 
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I want to connect with 
European Islam because this  
is of course my expertise.
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A: What is the name of this artist?
M: Mitra Tabrizian. She lives in the U.K. now. 
And this is an image of the 1953 coup in Iran, 
when the nation had a democratically chosen 
a Prime Minister and he decided to nationalize 
the oil.
A: Well you know who can’t have that!
M: Well, British Petro was in charge. You 
know, of Iranian oil. So the British colluded 
with the Americans to depose the democrati-
cally elected Prime Minister. That’s what you 
see depicted here.
A: Of course.

M: And the C.I.A. undertook the job of 
toppling the Prime Minister and putting the 
Shah back in power. This image is about this 
process
A: Now are we reading this from left to right 
or from right to left?
M: I think you read it from left to right.
A: Here to there, yeah. Because that’s where 
we end up with the Shah toppled. Yeah. 
Again, okay. Interesting.
M: Because I wanted to choose objects that 
were connected to Europe and Islam.
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M: This portrait is by Lizzy Ansing. She is 
quite a famous Dutch artist of the early to  
mid 20th century.
A: So this was probably sometime done in  
the 1930’s or 40’s?
M: I think this after the Tropenmuseum was 
opened and it was supposed to hang in one  
of the corridors of offices. These men are  
employees of the museum.
A: Ah yes, it says there: Institute of Tropical 
Hygiene. Colonial Institute Amsterdam.
M: Yeah, this was the research institute about 
diseases in Indonesia. “Hygiene.”
A: Tropical diseases.
M: Yes, the Institute for Tropical diseases,  
but they were also involved in physical,  
anthropological research. Some of them.  
One of them—don’t ask me which one—was  
a Nazi figure also.
A: Well, you know, I kind of had a feeling 
about these guys when I saw them. 
M: This is this guy.

A: I thought we had at least one Nazi in the 
bunch! Probably this guy, right. 
M: We had this image on display a couple of 
years ago and I was in need of a caption with 
it and then I started googling these five guys 
and I finally discovered the Nazi connection. 
A: That bow tie he’s wearing looks pretty  
Nazi to me.
M: He looks Nazi, right?
A: I don’t trust that bow tie.
M: The thing is, it’s always the one you  
suspect least. I think it’s that one. 
A: I know, it’s terrible. I really hate to be  
prejudiced against the Nazis!
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because it had power.
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“…It’s so interesting 
to me that objects 
like this exist. In today’s 
political climate we 
should be able to have 
an exhibition of these 

objects that tell 
histories of people and 
places who are part 
of Europe, but often 
forgotten or excluded.”
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Dear Osman,

I do not know whether you will have the opportunity to 
read this letter. As I write this you will have spent almost 
a year in prison. You have been locked up without charge, 
but with a swirl of insinuations surrounding you, every  
one of which feels like a rage against truth.

You would be the first to point out that you are not alone 
in Turkey in facing such a predicament. That more than 
142,000 people have been detained since President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan imposed a state of emergency after the 
failed coup of July 2016. That almost 200 media outlets 
have been shut down and more than 300 journalists have 
been arrested. That more than 170,000 people have been 
dismissed from their jobs, including 6,000 academics and 
nearly 5,000 judges and prosecutors.1 

The degree of repression in Turkey today is indeed extra- 
ordinary. Yet, amidst all the arbitrary arrests and false 
detentions, your imprisonment seems particularly signifi-
cant. This is not just because you are a friend.  

By arresting you, and detaining you without charge for  
so long, the Turkish authorities are trying to send out a 
message that — having purged the army, gutted the judici-
ary, dismantled the civil service and eviscerated academia – 
it now intends to shackle civil society too.  

Since creating a flourishing civil society has been your  
life’s mission. 

I remember the first time I came to Istanbul. You had invit-
ed me to give a seminar on immigration and populism at 
the European School of Politics — an institution that you 
founded to open up political debate in Turkey. Around the 
table in a packed room were students of all political persua-

sions: supporters of the ruling AKP party and critics of the 
government, liberals, conservatives and social democrats, 
Turkish nationalists, Kurds and Armenians. They had deep-
ly differing views, but they all had a commitment to open 
dialogue.

It was like holding a seminar in London bringing together 
Eurosceptics and EU enthusiasts, Scottish Nationalists and 
UK Independence Party supporters, Islamists and members 
of the English Defence League. All discussing Britain’s 
political future, with deep disagreements but with mutual 
respect.

A meeting like that would be barely imaginable in London. 
That an equivalent could take place in Istanbul seemed to 
me then — and still seems to me now — almost miraculous. 
That it happened was testament to both your belief that 
society works best when people are able to discuss their 
differences civilly, and your gifts in nurturing that kind of 
dialogue. 

You have a deep commitment to civil rights and a fair-
er society. You have worked tirelessly on behalf of Turks, 
Kurds and Armenians, too. But you are not a polemicist or 
a figure of confrontation. I am, for good or ill, more like 
that. Rather you are someone who seeks to quietly bring 
people together to discuss and debate, and who sees in 
that process the makings of a better society. It is this, the 
fostering of free and open conversations, that the authori-
ties so fear.

We live in increasingly polarised societies, and not just in 
Turkey. It has become common to bemoan the fact that too 
many of us inhabit ‘echo chambers’, only listening to the 
voices of those with whom we agree. There is a tendency to 
attribute bad faith to those with whom we disagree —  
to dismiss critics as ‘hate mongers’. 
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Politics relies upon a willingness to have a public dialogue 
and debate, a readiness both to listen to others and to 
scrutinise our own beliefs, an openness to accommodate 
others and to change ourselves. Many find the erosion of 
such willingness and openness troubling, and yet seem 
unable to resist. It is against this backdrop that your work 
is so important — your wonderful facility for listening, your 
inner desire to nurture conversations, your gift for allowing 
people to think through difficult issues. 

It is shocking to think that you have spent a year behind 
bars. I hope it has not taken too great a toll on you. I 
know it has been difficult for Ayşe, your wife, and for your 
many, many friends. But whatever the burdens imposed 
by your detention, I also know it will not have quenched 
your tremendous generosity of spirit that shone through 
the first time I met you at a Herengracht 401 meeting in 
Amsterdam.

I hope to see you soon, my friend. To have a drink in a cafe 
in Istanbul or Amsterdam or London. To talk about poli-
tics and history and culture, about Turkey and Britain and 
Europe, about populism and democracy, about conflicts 
and liberties. I hope, too, that not only are you soon set 
free from a monstrous detention but that the monstrous 
shackles that bind Turkey today are shattered too, and that 
the kind of civil society to which you are so committed has 
a chance to flourish once more.

 With love and comradeship,
 Kenan Malik

Messages of support coming from all over Tur-
key and across the world are of great value to 
me; I would like to send my greetings to every-
one. I also thank political actors who have 
stood by me and conveyed their well wishes 
from the very beginning of this process. I will 
refrain from making any comments due to the 
confidentiality order in place with regards to 
the ongoing investigation. I hope that justice 
shall prevail sooner or later.

 With my regards.
 Osman Kavala, 
 10 November 2017

°
As it is public knowledge, I was arrested on 
1 November 2017, and I have been in Silivri 
Prison for more than two months.

When I was taken into custody on board 
returning from Gaziantep, I was not worried. 
I counted on that it would be understood im-
mediately that the suspicions against me are 
unwarranted. Yet, my arrest and the accusa-
tions that led to my arrest came as a surprise 
to me.

The accusation that I am the organizer of 
the Gezi events includes the allegation that I 
have provided financing. As one may remem-
ber, after the events of Gezi, allegations were 
made that these events had been outsourced 
and financial resources had been provided 
from abroad. In a newspaper article dated 
2014, it was also mentioned that there had 
been an intelligence note that relates me  
to the Gezi events. Later, the person conduct-
ing the investigation on this issue was arrested 
in 2015 and is still detained. As a result,  
until now there has been no discovered  
evidence about these unfounded allegations; 
and I am the only one to be arrested on this 
issue.

On the grounds of the arrest, I have espe-
cially found odd the allegations that have 
linked me to the Gülen movement and the 
July 15 coup attempt.

I am astounded by the fact that such alle-
gations are laid on me, while I have always 
been against coups throughout the course of 
my life and tried to draw public attention to 
the negative impacts of the presence of Gülen 
community within the state for years.

In any case, as a person who experienced 
September 12 and never forgot the terrible 
memories of those days, it is highly insulting 
to me that I have been associated with such 
circles. I would like to point out that I have 
resorted to legal measures in this regard.

I believe that it will soon be understood 
that these accusations are unfounded. Nev-
ertheless, I think that the state of emergency 
also affects the climate in the judiciary, and 
that the arrest decisions may be reflecting 
this effect. In times of state of emergency, the 
concern for losing the suspect outweighs the 
need for the prevention of engendering unjust 
victimization. While the people who were 
unjustly arrested are expected to be freed as 
soon as possible, the psychological impact of 
the initiatives that violate the presumption of 
innocence, such as the recent preparations for 
the regulation on the uniform dress code, is 
not taken into account.

Despite everything, my belief is that the new 
year will be a better year in terms of democra-
cy and freedoms.

I send my regards to all those who have sup-
ported me with their statements and messages 
ever since I was taken into custody, and I 
want to say that I am in good health. Hope to 
see you all soon...

 Osman Kavala, 
 4 January 2018

°
It has been more than 100 days since I was  
located in Silivri Prison. I am trying to get 
used to this situation considering the uncer-
tainty of its duration. I intimately feel sad-
dened by the fact that there are journalists 
and authors who have been here for longer 
than me.

Yet, I am very pleased to see that Anadolu 
Kültür, DSM, and Depo – the institutions I  
am the founder of – continue their work unin-
terruptedly.

Despite all the adverse circumstances, I 
think the improvement of Turkey’s relations 
with European institutions and civil society 
organizations is of paramount importance.  
I believe that these relations will be strength-
ened again, once the negative climate engen-
dered due to the state of emergency changes.

Letters from 
Osman, 
currently 
detained in 
Silivri Prison 

Taken from 
website:
osmankavala.
org/en/

I hope to see you soon, 
my friend.
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In the meantime, I spend my time thinking 
about my prospective contributions in the 
upcoming period. The messages I receive from 
the friends outside make me very happy. 
I send my regards to everyone.

 Osman Kavala,  
 9 February 2018

°
I have completed the fifth month of my res-
idence in Silivri. I’m healthy and I walk for 
almost two hours everyday in my courtyard. 
I don’t have any complaints regarding the 
food. I started wearing glasses through the 
recommendation of the prison doctor and this 
made it easier for me to read. Time goes by in 
between reading, taking notes, walking, doing 
the laundry and cleaning. They notified me 
last week that the restrictions on my case were 
abolished. Writing and receiving letters and 
being able to see the lawyers more frequently 
will make my life easier here.

The other important change in my situation 
is the sun starting to make an appearance in 
my courtyard. After its absence over the fall 
and winter, it is finally making an appearance 
over the walls; this gives me a sense of relief. 
Even though we can’t see what it has brought 
and we can’t smell its scents, spring is also felt 
within the courtyards of the prison. Now we 
are looking forward to the sparrows building 
their nests and visiting our courtyards for 
subsistence.

On the other hand, there is no change in the 
bad weather conditions that is penetrating the 
jurisdiction. Of course I’m very happy about 
the recent releases, but there are still many 
people in prison who have nothing to do with 
either the coup d’etat or the violence. With-
out having any concrete evidence, they easily 
accuse people of committing serious crimes 
such as ‘being a member of a terrorist organ-
ization’, ‘changing the constitutional order’ 
and ‘overthrowing the government’. And once 
such an accusation is made, the custody keeps 
persisting. State of emergency turns extraor-
dinary accusations and victimization into 
common phenomena. As long as the state of 
emergency’s shadow is not lifted from the con-
stitution, it doesn’t seem likely for us to live 
the spring that is now felt in the courtyards…

Sending my love and greetings to everyone 
who has showed interest and curiosity in my 
situation and everyone who has written,

 Osman Kavala
 3 April 2018, Silivri

°
Sixth month of my pre-trial detention in 
Silivri was completed on 1 May. We are wait-
ing for the indictment.

As the presumption of innocence constitutes 
one of the fundamental elements of the right 
to a fair trial, the norms of the European Con-
vention on Human Rights and the European 
Court of Human Rights rulings do not consid-
er “strong suspicion” sufficient for pre-trial 
detention which is an extraordinary measure; 
they require the presence of clear and convinc-
ing evidence. Yet, the situation is different in 
our country. Once the prosecutor presents a 
crime description that requires a heavy sen-
tence, the judge feels obligated to decide for 
a pre-trial detention. The decisions that are 
given in the absence of sufficient evidence also 
affect the process of the preparation of in-
dictment. The effort to justify the decision of 
detention through collection of evidence after 
the detention takes place renders the entire 
process long and troublesome. As the prepa-
ration of the indictment lengthens out, the 
pre-trial detention period lengthens out. And, 
the cost of the suspect’s deprivation of their 
liberty with respect to the sentence they will 
receive passes beyond the remediable level.

The number of those waiting for the prepa-
ration of their indictments under detention 
in uncertainty for months, just like me, is not 
few. This situation indicates an imbalance in 
the fair trial mechanism. Unless the principle 
of presumption of innocence is considered the 
fundamental component of the judicial pro-
cess, this imbalance will prolong.

 Osman Kavala, 
 14 May 2018

°
I have been in Silivri prison for nine months.

At least a year will have passed by the time 
the indictment is ready and the day of the 
trial arrives. I was not anxious when I was 
detained, and I am still not. But it is a strange 

thing not to see the face of justice for nine 
whole months.

Until now all my requests to be released 
have been turned down on the basis of the 
investigation file and without a court hearing. 
The court decisions have stated that the im-
puted offense – or the “charge thrown at me” 
in literally translated Turkish – necessitate my 
incarceration, and that the duration of deten-
tion is in proportion with the punishment for 
such a crime. I am struck by the expression 
“the charge thrown at someone”. Generally, it 
is a harmful thing that gets thrown at some-
one, throwing a slap in the face or throwing 
mud… Usually the verb to throw is also used 
to imply a quick and effortless act.

In my case, the charge “thrown” at me is 
“attempting to overthrow the constitutional 
order and the government”. When this is the 
imputed crime, it automatically comes with 
prison detention; and it is thought that this is 
justifiable as long as the period of detention 
does not exceed the final sentence the accused 
gets if found guilty. Thus, the charge and part 
of the punishment are both “thrown” at the 
suspect right in the beginning, and for months 
one is left burdened with both.

I am waiting for the day when I will be able 
to defend myself in court and see the face of 
justice.

 Osman Kavala, 
 19 August 2018 Silivri

°
One-year of my time in Silivri has been com-
pleted. I believe with each passing day people 
who accuse me of attempting to annihilate 
the constitutional order and the government 
come to realize more and more that I have 
nothing to do with these accusations. Yet, this 
realizing process occurs at the expense of my 
freedom. Months of my lifetime wither away.  
I want to regain my freedom and rejoin with 
my family and friends as soon as possible. In 
the meantime, I find it crucial that the prac-
tice of long pre-trial detention, which has 
become an upfront punishment, comes to an 
end, as we have been trying to emphasize its 
drawbacks for years. I hope that my situation 
will contribute to the comprehension of  
the harm caused to the citizens and the  

judiciary of the Republic of Turkey by this  
failing regime of abusive detention to a  
greater degree.

I believe one of the most important priorities 
of the state is restoring the freedoms of the 
people who are the victims of the approach 
that does not value human liberty and contra-
dicts the Constitution and the norms of the 
European Convention on Human Rights.

 Osman Kavala
 Silivri, 31 October 2018

°
I am very upset to hear that 14 people, among 
whom there were also academics, have been 
detained on the basis of their relation to 
me according to the Directorate of Securi-
ty’s statement and that in this regard some 
groundless accusations about me came to the 
fore.

I am waiting for my indictment to be pre-
pared before long so that I could demonstrate 
the charges against me of attempting to anni-
hilate the constitutional order and the govern-
ment, which constitute the reason of my over 
one-year-long detention, and the allegations 
that I am the director and the financier of the 
Gezi protests are unfounded and groundless.

I hope this case will contribute to a change 
in the current detention regime that does not 
value human freedom.

 Osman Kavala
 26 November 2018

°
At the end of January, I completed my 15 
months at Silivri. I am still waiting for the 
indictment on my case to be prepared. I still 
have not been interrogated by a prosecutor. 
Requests for my release from prison have been 
rejected 19 times up to this point, without 
feeling any need for a court hearing in my 
presence. This may be taken as an indication 
that prolonging my detention is considered 
“reasonable” and “appropriate” by the au-
thorities, who seem not to have any doubts 
about the validity of the decision of my arrest 
and its prolongation. Statements made by 
the public prosecutor’s office following the 
arrest decision of November 16,2018 have 
served to confirm this, as they indicated that 

Time goes by in between 
reading, taking notes, 

walking, doing the laundry 
and cleaning.
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I was  “found” to have “financed and organ-
ized” the Gezi Incidents.   

We applied to the Constitutional Court 
in the second month of my detention and 
to the European Court of Human Rights in 
my eighth month. The ECtHR accepted our 
demand to prioritize the case and called on 
the Ministry of Justice to submit its defense 
regarding my arrest. We have found out that 
the Ministry of Justice has been granted an 
extension by the ECtHR after the deadline for 
submitting its defense passed on the 10thof 
January 2018.

The fact that I have spent 15 months in 
Silivri waiting for an indictment throughout 
this period may, in a sense, be considered a 
form of extrajudicial execution. Nonetheless, 
the government’s request for an extension 
from the ECtHR suggests that there may be 
some concern about the compatibility of the 
decisions concerning my detention and its  
prolongation with the norms set by the Consti-
tution and the European Convention on  
Human Rights. If the charges of “undermin-
ing the constitutional order” and “taking 
down the government” brought against me 
were based on findings as solid and unequiv-
ocal as indicated by the press release of the 
prosecutor’s office, one would probably expect 
to see an already prepared indictment and a 
defense sent to the ECtHR. 

When the Minister of Justice mentioned 
some serious problems with the judiciary pro-
cess by stating  that “disproportionate inter-
ventions in fundamental rights and freedoms 
could give rise to certain rightful criticisms,” 
and that “such interventions also damage 
the legitimacy of judicial decisions and social 
support for them”, he probably had in mind 
cases similar to my detention. I believe that 
if the Judicial Reform Strategy Document 
prepared by the Ministry of Justice, which is 
expected to be announced in the days to come, 
emphasizes the presumption of innocence as 
of critical importance and insists on individ-
ual freedom as the most fundamental human 
right, it could open the way to making the 
judiciary process compatible with the norms 
set by the Constitution and the European 
Convention on Human Rights. If not, charges 
and arrests lacking sound justifications will 
continue restricting rights and liberties of  
people as they did in my case.

 Osman Kavala
 1 February 2019

Osman Kavala, and 
his wife, Prof. Dr. Ayşe 
Buğra Kavalaat Silivri 
Prison during Ramadan 
Feast, July 2018

As of the final edit of this 
magazine, Osman has spent 

575 days behind bars, 
and counting.

State of emergency turns 
extraordinary accusations 

and victimization into common 
phenomena.
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a place where she came to be herself, and a gateway to other 
cities, like London, and Berlin. 
 These days, Charl lives in the north of Rotterdam, and 
Wendelien just moved back to Berlin, but their perspectives are 
still shaped by one of Europe’s majority – minority cities, where 
(Dutch) descent is not destiny. In other words, Rotterdam made 
Charl and Wendelien into the artists they are today: people 
who investigate difference and belonging, power and politics, 
through the urban spaces they love.

Over a dinner of lobster, champagne and duck confit at his home, 
Charl Landvreugd spoke about growing up in Rotterdam West. 
This was the place in which he felt most at home, more than in 
the Netherlands, or even in Rotterdam as a whole. In West, with 
its mix of people from all over, (“in Rotterdam we speak 100 
languages”), Charl’s differences stood out, yet did not keep him 
out. And when he lived in London, and New York, he brought his 
city with him. Wendelien van Oldeborgh saw the city from its 
divided suburbs, where Catholic and Calvinist children still  
segregated themselves or fought. In her youth, Rotterdam was 

My Rotterdam
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Charl Landvreugd
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Talking to Men with 
Moustaches

Fleur is used to sitting at the table with powerful men involved in 
violent conflicts. How does she start the awkward conversations? 
By breaking the bread of course.
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The Amsterdam-based Dialogue Advisory Group (DAG) 
is an independent organisation that facilitates political 
dialogue to reduce violence. DAG creates or advances 
political dialogues between actors in conflict, including 
governments, international organisations and armed 
groups. 

Fleur Ravensbergen is DAG’s Deputy Director and 
Co-founder. Since 2009, she has been working in conflict 
mediation, initiating and engaging in talks with leaders 
of armed groups to reduce violence in conflict situa-
tions, including Iraq and the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. She was part of a small team that disarmed 
groups in Northern Ireland and the Basque Country. 
Fleur periodically teaches at the University of Amster-
dam, speaks at events and appears in the media to 
discuss current affairs and issues related to her work. 

She co-moderated the Herengracht 401 dialogues 
with Avrum Berg and Co-Founder and Director of DAG, 
Ram Manikkalingam. Vivian Paulissen of the Europe-
an Cultural Foundation had a conversation with Fleur 
about her unique and challenging work as a peace 
mediator. The conversation took place in July 2018 in 
Amsterdam. 

(Due to the highly sensitive nature of DAG’s work, 
no names of communities in conflict and specific places 
are mentioned). 

Vivian: What does the notion of dialogue mean in your 
work, Fleur? Can you steer dialogue? How do you facili-
tate it? Is it an instrument to resolve deep rooted issues in 
conflicts?

Fleur:  Dialogue is the means by which we aim to 
achieve our goal of less violence. We use it to try to resolve 
conflict by helping the parties that are fighting to talk to 
each other and to encourage them to give up violence.

In order to progress towards resolving conflict, it is 
important that the different parties to the conflict have 
a way to communicate with each other should they want 
or need to. That can be direct, through an intermediary, 
by sending messages or just by knowing how to reach the 
other when the time is right, even if it is just to communi-
cate the terms of surrender.  

Vivian:  You might say things that no-one in the conflict 
wants to hear. It helps that you have a sort of neutral posi-
tion in the conversation but what skills are needed to keep 
parties at the table, even when you say things they don't 
want to hear? What is needed to make people ‘look around 
the corner’ and see something they did not see, or want to 
see, before? Is it a personal skill, is it a method, is it experi-
ence?

Fleur:  One thing that is very important is to be able to 
listen well: not only to what is being said, but also to how 
it is being said. You try to uncover the underlying emotions 
to understand where they are coming from. Analysis is also 
important and constantly present but secondary, I would 
say. There is a lot of psychology in what we do. 

One way to think about why it is important to under-
stand what is behind positions that parties take to a conflict 
is to look at the theory of mutual gains (Mutual Gains 
Approach, MGA) for negotiation. The idea is simple: two 
parties say they want the same orange but, as it turns out, 
one wants the juice and the other wants the peel. If you 
uncover that, you realise they don’t have to fight over the 
orange and they can each get the part they want. In reality, 
we unfortunately often uncover things that are truly zero-
sum rather than sum-sum. But the idea remains the same: 
you need to know their position in order to have the best 
chance of finding a way forward. In that sense our work is 
about deconstructing. 

Now I will say that it is an extreme form of empathy 
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One thing that is very important 
is to be able to listen well: 
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to try to understand someone who commits violence and 
that can be conflicting. One important way to handle your 
emotions is first to remember that you are trying to under-
stand their behaviour, not approve it. And second, not to 
judge who they are, but only what they do. If the problem is 
that the person you are talking to is a killer, you lose space 
for positive change because they will always be a killer, 
regardless of what they do going forward, it is a fait accom-
pli. If, on the other hand, you look at the problem as the 
act of violence, then the person you are talking to can stop 
committing that violence and it would mean something. 
That way you can create a space for positive change. 

Vivian:  How important is the setting? What factors are 
important to consider when selecting a venue for a meet-
ing? I guess it also differs very much per context, but I can’t 
believe a coffee in a bar would be a good place to facilitate a 
difficult conversation… 

Fleur:  The setting can definitively have an impact on the 
conversation. Ideally, we prefer to meet somewhere neutral 
and consider elements such as, more formal or less formal. 
Sometimes you want to make them feel at ease, other times 
you want to make them feel uncomfortable to stress the 
seriousness of it all. It all has its advantages and disadvan-
tages and we take those into consideration.

But we don’t always get to choose the setting. For 
example, because there is active fighting going on. In those 
cases, you work with what you have. Be it a bunker, a safe 
house or someplace very deep into the territory of one of 
the parties. And while it has an impact, if your hands are 
tied, everybody knows it and you make it work. 

Vivian:  You mentioned how important it is to be able to 
separate the person from their actions. Besides ‘psycholog-
ical sensitivity’ and analysis, to what extent does intercul-
tural understanding play a role in your work? The examples 

you just gave indicate the importance of understanding 
hospitality in different local contexts, but how far can you 
go? What are the limits of respecting and understanding 
differences in personal, local and cultural contexts for you 
when dealing with people who are involved often in terribly 
violent conflict? 

Fleur:  As an outsider to the conflict, I am to a certain 
extent ‘gevrijwaard’ (Dutch for ‘being safe’ or ‘safeguarded’) 
from being expected to know all the nuances of the rules 
and expectations in a certain place. But I do often, though 
not always, prefer to respect and be aware of them as much 
as possible. When it comes to the topic of hospitality that 
you mentioned, that is something we give less prominence 
to in western Europe than they do in the world, and there 
is certainly no harm in trying to make sure you welcome 
people appropriately.

Vivian:  Working in a very masculine environment as a 
woman, do you think it makes a difference that you are a 
woman? As a woman, do you (consciously or not) bring 
something different or crucial that supports constructive 
dialogue? Do you talk about this ever with your — male — 
colleague Ram? 

Fleur:  I do work in places where inequality between 
men and women is visible and present and where roles for 
men and women are more predetermined than I am used to 
in my everyday life. And I don’t subscribe to those roles. I do 
think that me being a woman at the table with often exclu-
sively men has an impact, but in more subtle ways than 
you might imagine. Substantively I haven’t found that my 
being a woman has been much of an obstacle, for example, 
on how my input is received or how accepting people are 
of my role — whether as a facilitator of the conversation or 
otherwise. In part because I am an outsider. But I do think 
that being a woman can make a difference when I bring up 
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The setting can definitively 
have an impact 

on the conversation.

I do think that me being a 
woman can make a difference 

when I bring up 
a sensitive subject.
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a sensitive subject, or need to restore order in the room, 
compared to when my male colleague does it. 

Ram and I don’t talk about this very much, although 
it does come up from time to time and both of us find it 
important. We both, but I think Ram more so than me, 
prefer to walk the walk rather than talk the talk. For  
example empowering women to play prominent roles  
as mediators. That said, sometimes you do have to talk 
about issues connected to gender and so that does  
happen from time to time.

Vivian:  You are an expert in having difficult conversa-
tions, but when does a conversation become too difficult  
for you? What do you do when your world view becomes 
more important than understanding theirs? 

Fleur:  Lots of stuff in my work is very heavy, but I do 
usually have the advantage of having some distance from 
the situation. Generally speaking, I am an outsider and that 
makes it easier to have the conversations that I do, even 
with people who commit violence. But when I lose that 
distance and it becomes personal, that’s when it becomes 
more difficult for me to keep my own views and emotions 
out of it. And that does happen. For example, I had a very 
difficult time personally dealing with some people who 
were responsible for genocide and were unremorseful 
about it. And I am not sure I succeeded in keeping my feel-
ings entirely out of the conversation, which — as much as 
it makes sense and I am not mad at myself about it — I do 
think that it would have been better if I had been able to 
keep my views out of it. 

Vivian:  What do you do when this happens to you, when 
you have a clear personal or political stance, when you 
become emotionally involved? When you feel perplexed? 

Fleur:  That can be very difficult and sometimes I let it 

get the better of me. I don’t think there is a clear roadmap  
on how to act when that happens but probably the first 
step to managing that is to acknowledge it. To acknowl-
edge that it got to you and that you are struggling with it. 
In my case that is often a conversation I have with a close 
colleague and then we can talk about why that is, how prob-
lematic it is and what — if anything — we or I can do to 
address it. Sometimes that means letting someone else take 
over from you. 

Vivian:  Are there methods for dealing with emotions in 
your work? Personal storytelling, for example, often used to 
open another level of complexity, to tap into subconscious 
feelings. Do you use techniques like this that can reveal feel-
ings to discover what’s behind them? Like you say, it is so 
important to understand.

Fleur:  Yes, I do believe that there are certain techniques 
that can help you deal with emotions, but I prefer not to be 
too deliberate about that. I suppose that is also a method, 
though one that it is more difficult to put words to. 

That said, recognising emotions and helping people 
formulate them in a safe setting is very important in what 
I do. The reason for that is because those emotions tend to 
play a big role in why people do certain things and so you 
are better off getting that out in the open so you can decide 
how to deal with it. 

Vivian:  How trivial is it to come back to the Netherlands, 
to your own context, after such heavy conversations and 
contexts of extreme violence and conflict? It must be diffi-
cult to switch to a world of privilege, stable justice. 

Fleur:  I have gone through somewhat of an evolution 
with this. When I first started travelling to conflict places,  
I would come back and find the contrast difficult. One thing 
that would always get me was to hear people complain 
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But when I lose that distance and it becomes personal, 
that’s when it becomes more difficult for me 
to keep my own views and emotions out of it. 

Recognising emotions 
and helping people formulate 
them in a safe setting is very 

important in what I do.
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about things that seemed so inconsequential compared to 
what I had just come back from. Like the weather maybe  
or a train being late. 

Now, some years later, while I still need a day or so to 
adjust to coming back, I have lost that irritation. I don’t 
know exactly when I started feeling differently about it or 
why, because none of the facts have changed. But I have 
probably changed. It may be because I am a few years older 
or because I have kids now. But it all feels so fragile some-
times that I am just thankful that I have this to come back 
to and that we get to complain about the weather!

Vivian:  How do you relate to public debate, the polemical 
discourse in (social) media? Is there an exclusive narrative 
in which dialogue doesn’t seem to appear anymore?

Fleur:  Yes, I do think we struggle increasingly to do 
justice to complex issues and places. Polarisation and 
simplification. Us versus them. Take Iraq, for example, 
where I have worked since 2009. Almost without fail, Iraq 
is portrayed in the media through this simplistic lens that 
focuses on terrorism, violence, oil and migration. And while 
it is of course true that those issues are a significant part 
of what is and has been going on in Iraq, there are so many 
other things that matter and that stay hidden. Like the fact 
that security in some parts of the country has been quite 
good or that Baghdad’s fabulous book market has reopened. 
As someone who spends time in that country and actually 
deals a lot with the subjects that do get attention in the 
media, I nonetheless often have a hard time reconciling how 
I experience it with how it is being portrayed.

Vivian:  So Fleur, last question: what do you pack in your 
suitcase when you are getting ready to travel and facilitate a 
difficult conversation? 

Fleur: I always bring earphones, for music, movies and 

better-quality calls during airport layovers — we have a lot 
of those and they tend to be at uncivilised hours — as well 
as to block out noise when I need to write on location. 

In addition to that, I bring nut bars and usually some 
liquorice with me in case we get caught out somewhere 
without food or need some salt/sugar (plus I love liquorice), 
my reusable water bottle, earplugs for sleeping in noisy 
settings, comfortable socks (for the airplane and aircondi-
tioned hotel rooms), some reading material — a novel to 
take my mind off things and some work reading to bring 
my mind back to things and get in the zone — a portable 
power bank for my phone and generally some basic medical 
supplies such as mild painkillers, hand sanitiser, rehydration 
sachets and anything useful specifically for the place I am 
going to, such as anti-malaria drugs. 

I also tend to pack a generous number of business  
outfit options. I like to dress for how I am feeling and the 
type of the event. Often, I don’t decide until the morning,  
so I want to have options. Unless I am going to a very 
remote place, in that case I pack very minimally and take 
mostly dark colours. 
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issues and places. 
Polarisation and simplification. 

Us versus them.

Talking to Men with Moustaches – Fleur Ravensbergen



8988 The State of the Perplexed — Quinsy Garioballad
P
E
R
P
L
E
X
!



Towards a Deep Culture.
A Practicioners Reflections

Krzysztof Czyżewski is a Polish author and one of the 
initiators of the Borderland Foundation in Sejny, Poland. 
Borderland Foundation was awared the ECF Princess 
Margriet Award for Culture 2018.
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1. The one real, invisible bridge...

Words overheard in conversation with inhabitants of Mostar. 
They were being asked about the Old Bridge, the work of 
Hajrudin the Ottoman builder, which was destroyed in 1993 
during the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. They said it had 
been rebuilt; the opening was a huge media event. So many 
journalists and officials came from abroad that there was no 
room for the locals, so they watched the ceremony on TV.

Yes, that physical bridge — included on UNESCO’s list of 
World Heritage sites — has been reconstructed. It was 
done with the expert financial and technical support of 
international organisations. However, that one real, invisible 
bridge has still not been rebuilt.

So said the Mostarians. By this they meant that it was not 
only the bridge between the steep banks of the Neretva  
River that had been broken, but above all the bridge  
between people. 

This act was an act of violence against the connective tissue  
of the Mostar community, tearing apart families and 
neighbours, economic and spiritual links, a shared memory 
and shared childhoods.

It traced a deadly line of division between Croatian, Muslim, 
Serbian, Jewish, Roma…

It traced it with a hand befuddled by fear, while donning  
a mask of hatred that would later become indivisible from  
the face.

It traced it not between different peoples, as specialists of 
national identity once used to do, but on the living organism 
of the human being.

It made a hero of the persecutor of the Other, pushing 
interpersonal solidarity aside into the realm of taboo,  
with a touch of betrayal.

People moved to help another, an instinct recognised until 
then as human and normal, found themselves gagged and 
began to be ashamed of their weakness. 

Everything held in common became something alien.

The law of hospitality was trampled into the ground, counting 
on the younger generation never learning of its existence.

A person by the name of Dobry (‘the good one’) — whose 
likeness, hand raised towards the sun, can be found on stone 
‘stećci’ scattered throughout all of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and who has been beaten into bronze by the hammers of 
smiths from the kujundžiluk quarter for hundreds of years – 
was drowned in the Neretva.

After the destruction of the Old Bridge, written history 
records in its annals and on its monuments the names of  
the dead from both sides for posterity; only the name of 
Dobry is forgotten and there is no state that would recognise 
him as its own.
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2. We will build a bridge across the Mediterranean...

This was the proposal that emerged in Utrecht at a meeting 
of politicians, social activists and leaders of organisations 
concerned with counteracting xenophobia and overcoming 
the immigration crisis in Europe.

The Center for Political Beauty presented a video showing 
a prototype of such a bridge. According to the structure’s 
initiators, it would be an achievement of European civilisation, 
using its financial and engineering potential. The cost: €230 
billion. The anticipated date of the historic cutting of the 
ribbon: 2030.

This project will be appreciated by anyone who is aware 
of the European Union’s scandalous failure to establish a 
humanitarian corridor between Northern Africa and Europe, 
the consequent profit of billions by traders in human 
merchandise, and the costs reaching billions borne by the  
EU to cover security, controls, prosecution, monitoring, 
rescue, treatment…

No one is in a position to calculate the cost of the human 
trauma that is the price of crossing from South to North, 
bought not only with loss of life by those who fail, but also  
the loss of dignity, health and faith in the human person on 
the part of those who ‘succeed’. The costs of this trauma 
burden the new arrivals first of all, but are also quickly felt by 
their new neighbours.

Above all, the bridge will be raised over one of the biggest 
mass graves of the contemporary world — the depths of the 
Mediterranean Sea, giving — not necessarily false — hope that 
the numbers of victims might be reduced.

The construction of the ‘Mediterranean Bridge’, like every 
other bridge built thanks to economic and technological 

capabilities, does not change the fact that those using it  
will continue to bear invisible broken bridges. They will 
become citizens of social organisms suffering from the  
loss of ‘connective tissue’.

Are we prepared to take on such a challenge?

One could speculate endlessly whether contemporary Europe 
is sufficiently mature to invest in the building of ‘invisible 
bridges’ to a similar extent as it invests in material ones.

But perhaps it is worth turning the question around and 
imagining a situation in which the organisations and civic 
initiatives taking part in meetings like Utrecht receive funds 
for this purpose on the scale of those destined for the 
‘Mediterranean Bridge’ — are we ready to use them wisely?

This is a question about competence, skills and tools as much 
as about philosophy and a vision of the future, or perhaps 
even about a bold utopia for the time that lies ahead of us.

3. ...and even if there is no other shore
they will walk that aerial bridge all the same.

Czesław Miłosz, Polish poet

Towards a Deep Culture — Krzysztof Czyzewskiessay
P
E
R
P
L
E
X
!

A
 
b
r
i
d
g
e
 
w
i
l
l
 
n
o
t
 
b
e
 
b
u
i
l
t
 
b
y
 

t
h
o
s
e
 
w
h
o
 
a
r
e
 
c
o
n
v
i
n
c
e
d
 
t
h
a
t
 
t
h
e
y
 

f
i
n
d
 
t
h
e
m
s
e
l
v
e
s
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
t
r
u
e
 
o
r
 

b
e
t
t
e
r
 
s
h
o
r
e
.



9796

A
 
b
r
i
d
g
e
 
b
e
g
i
n
s
 

w
h
e
r
e
 
s
o
m
e
o
n
e
 

c
r
o
s
s
e
s
 
t
h
e
i
r
 
o
w
n
 

t
h
r
e
s
h
o
l
d
.

Towards a Deep Culture — Krzysztof Czyzewskiessay
P
E
R
P
L
E
X
!

The construction of the ‘Mediterranean Bridge’, like every 
other bridge built thanks to economic and technological 

capabilities, does not change the fact that those using it  
will continue to bear invisible broken bridges. 



What sort of culture is needed to build/rebuild the only real 
bridges — the invisible ones?

We already know that this appeal will not be fulfilled by 
festival culture, based on one-off events, or by activity  
in social or spiritual spheres that veers away from organic 
inter-human relationships immersed in long-standing 
practices, and remains limited to short-term projects, 
susceptible to the pressures of the media and mass market.

The escapism of the beneficiaries of social prosperity and  
the cult of individual freedom is not enough to hammer  
out ecological solidarity and the art of co-existence with  
the Other.

The multi-culti world is sunk in crisis, because the freedom 
to cultivate discrete identities and pride in the wealth of 
diversity does not translate into an ethos of community that 
takes responsibility for the whole.

A bridge will not be built by those who are convinced that  
they find themselves on the true or better shore, as a 
consequence of which any collaboration with others will be 
based on the latter’s proper awareness and acceptance of 
assistance so that they can join the giver.

Nor will a bridge be built by those who resist the truth that 
even the most legitimate and trustworthy defence of one’s 
own rights, identity and orientation carries within itself the 
threat of a fortress mentality.

A bridge begins where someone crosses their own threshold.

An invisible bridge is not raised as a ready and closed 
construction. Nor can it be imported from the outside world, 
because its building blocks comprise matter originating in  
the milieu where it is formed.

An invisible bridge constitutes a process broken down into 
small steps, micro actions, chains of inter-human activity, 
communion with nature and co-existence with animals,  
the art of bonding, expanding knowledge of the net of links 
and correspondences in the world. In turn, the bridge is 
created by culture; its etymology extends to the notion of 
organic work and cultivating/working the raw material of  
life (Latin cultivare).

The bridge belongs to culture, since it requires strength to 
raise itself above the ground, to free itself from life’s material 
necessities and the physical force of weight, to go further  
than a solid towering construction on the banks of a river –  
to liberate an arc of bonding.

The only way to hoist oneself above the Earth is through the 
depths, beneath the surface of the world of phenomena and 
the powers ruling them. 

Crossing the threshold of what is one’s own runs not along  
a horizontal line but into the depths. The culture of building 
an invisible bridge is a deep culture.

4. Go into the depths…

Go into the depths. It isn’t far. Do not think it is achievable 
only for the chosen ones. It’s here, right under your own and 
everyone’s heart. From the heart into the depths.
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culture, since it requires 
strength to raise itself 
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Go into the depths. Towards the other. There is no other 
way for those crossing the threshold of what is their own. 
Overcome the border that will endlessly mark out for you 
what is familiar, possessed, named, understood, dear, tamed, 
built — everything achieved. Your journey  
does not end with any of these.

Go into the depths. Into the unknown and open. Without 
ready-made scenarios and clear-cut horizons. In pretending 
to be initiated, you will only slide over the surface. Every true 
step you take on this road is a new peak for you opening 
up new perspectives and revealing previously hidden 
connections.

Go into the depths. Towards people. You will make efforts 
to free yourself from them, you will defend your freedom in 
solitude, you will search for your own voice and an individual 
path. Until you perceive that you are running away, that you 
are reaching the border and — desiring to go further — you  
will return to people.

Go into the depths. In the footsteps of nature and animals. On 
the surface of things, they are losing against the human being, 
but that changes as soon as you leave the shore. They are in 
tune with the invisible.

Go into the depths. Towards your own You. There is a twin in 
the universe from whom you were decoupled. We were born 

of separation. Your life is a dream of loss and forgetting.  
In creating, you long to scar over.

Go into the depths. Only this way can you come to know 
yourself. Interacting with others, that is with the community 
of arrivals from beyond the borders of your world, returns 
you to yourself, since you are but a fragment of a whole. The 
person who fortifies their property is not the one who truly 
inhabits it. 

Go into the depths. Do not leave the shadows. Those who 
leave the sun for the shade preserve their strength for distant 
journeys and value neighbourly coexistence. The sun is like a 
stage — it scorches. 

Go into the depths. Towards interdependence. In isolation, the 
field of your independence becomes barren. You won’t take 
a step further unless you rediscover yourself as a link along a 
chain of communicating vessels. We are free only insofar as 
our freedom is shared by those with whom we coexist.

Go into the depths. Upwards. Rise above yourself and let 
others be better than they are. You will not go a step further 
into the depths if you remain what you are already, if you 
stigmatise others because of what they are, what they have 
done, where and how they have lived. There is a culture that 
throws our shadows against the wall, but that’s not enough. 
Aim further. Beauty is created by a culture that liberates 
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Go into the depths. Towards 
your own You. There is a twin 
in the universe from whom you 

were decoupled.
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people from the wall against which someone has stood them.

Go into the depths. Towards co-creation. An artist is someone 
who discovers genius within. Art is also the discovery of genius 
within others. Doesn’t everyone possess it? Isn’t philosopher 
Simone Weil right when she writes to her brother: “One 
cannot be amazed by a work of art without considering 
oneself somehow also its creator and, in a sense, becoming 
it?” If we dedicated more time and attention to collective 
works, perhaps beauty would not have to be bought through 
the suffering of others and alienation.

Go into the depths. Towards the future. We will remain faithful 
to tradition if we think more about continuation than  
commemoration. We will not get far on illusions about the 
possibility of going back, reconstructing, or recreating as a 
remedy for alienation or uprooting. Let us not pretend that 
no knowledge exists of the road we’ve travelled, and let us 
not erase the consciousness formed by modernity. If a return 

is destined for us, it will only happen along a wheel, and 
sharpening our clarity of vision with regard to every step 
ahead is decisive.

Go into the depths. Towards anti-nature. We live subject 
to blind will and necessity that shuts us within a hoop of 
contingency, suffering and non-sense. Helpless in the face of 
natural forces, we are at the service of a mind called to serve 
that will and necessity. Our genius can oppose this, since it is 
“mind, which has betrayed its calling” (Schopenhauer). It can 
be roused within us only by a culture liberating the sphere of 
transgression towards anti-nature.

Go. Towards a deep culture. It’s close to hand, along paths 
to the Other, into the unknown and the open, turned always 
towards people, on the track of nature and creatures, towards 
your own You. It is there where self-knowledge lies; it does 
not leave the shadows, it finds freedom in interdependence,  
it connects the aspiration upwards with co-creation, fidelity  
to tradition with overcoming it in the name of the vision of 
what lies ahead of us. It finds genius in every being, because 
no one is free of the desire to reject serving captivity.
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Nuance No. 5
Lars has dinner with two world travellers: Diana Pinto, Harvard-trained  
intellectual historian and writer living in Paris, and Amsterdam-based  
anthropologist, educator and writer Gloria Wekker. They talk about  
everything: learning, writing, travelling, love — and always, in STYLE!
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On 16 May 2018, Diana and Gloria entered 
the place in the same coat; one in off-white, 
one in bright blue. This was not planned. The 
two women had accepted an invitation for a 
dinner conversation to talk about their intel-
lectual life-journeys and their personal styles. 
They are of the same generation (both in their 
60s) and yet were moulded by distinctly dif-
ferent experiences. Over dinner, they showed 
each other pictures from key moments in their 
lives, discovering common ground and hear-
ing each other’s fascinating stories…

Diana: Gloria did you notice it? We have 
the same coat, from the same store!

Gloria: I love that store. I go especially to 
Paris, for it... Let’s take a picture together.  
And here I have brought a couple of photo-
graphs that I would like to share with you 
from my family album. This is my great 
grandmother — she has six daughters but 
there are only four in the picture. I don’t know 
where the fifth one is, but the sixth daughter 
is my grandmother. She is also missing in the 
photo. This is Suriname. It must be the twen-
ties or thirties. I love this picture. These are 
Jewish women. My family came from Europe, 
from Germany, to the Dutch colony of Suri-
name.

These are not the first of my ancestors to 
arrive in Suriname. I think they were already 
the fifth and the sixth generation. Their oldest 
ancestor came from Wesel in Germany by 
way of New York. So many generations have 
passed. I love the way these women look, like 
suffragettes, so fashionable and with their 
short hair. 

My grandmother, the one who is missing 
in the photo, married my grandfather — a 
Jewish woman marrying an older Creole man, 
who was a widower. This was not a match 
made in heaven, according to both families, 
who wouldn’t have any of it. I can’t help but 
think that my grandmother Eva was a fem-
inist, that she followed her heart against the 
wishes of her family and so did my grandfa-
ther Julius. 

At the centre of the photo, amidst his fami-
ly, is my father in 1923. A little pasha, looking 
like a girl.

This is my mother. She’s looking so pretty. 

I like this a lot. Like a movie star. Then my 
father, who is a police officer. 

Here we are years later, my family is in the 
Netherlands now, celebrating St-Nicolaas. 
Here we were singing . May I be forgiven for 
my collusion…!!

Diana: So the Surinamese have Asian, black 
and Jewish blood.

Gloria: Yes, of course. First there were na-
tive Surinamese and then other groups. Blacks 
from Africa, Hindustani and Javanese were 
brought over or settled there!

This photo is after we have just arrived in 
the Netherlands, in the begining of the fifties. 
Here, I’m the youngest — I’m two years old. 
We are in the zoo, in Artis. And then at the 
edges of the photo, you see these white wom-
en, after the war. They’re looking at us .

Diana: As though you are part of the zoo!
Gloria: We were such an unusual sight. 

There were no black families in the Nether-
lands at that time. So we are engaged with the 
donkey, but the people are engaged with us. 
I thought that is quite an interesting picture 
I am struck by the curiosity of the people 
watching us, their first confrontation with 
black people, and they are enamoured with us. 
And at the same time, of course, there is this 
long colonial tradition of equating black folks 
with animals.

Diana: I seem to have exactly the same 
picture of me standing, but on a table during 
an Italian summer holiday. With the same 
skirt. When were you born, Gloria? I was born 
in 1949.

Gloria: 1950. Close enough! Show me some 
of your pictures, please

Diana: This is father, who came to America 
in 1940, fought in World War II, became an 
American citizen during the war, then went 
back to Italy after the war. All his brothers 
and sisters had survived. My father was work-
ing for a big trans-world airlines company and 
they sent him to Egypt. After the racial laws 
in Italy, my mother — also an Italian Jew 
whose grandparents had moved to Egypt — 
couldn’t have an academic career, so she went 
back to Egypt. My parents met there and got 
married. She pulled me all of her life towards 
Italy; he pulled me all of his life towards 
America. I wrote a book about this in French 
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called Entre deux mondes (Between Two 
Worlds). Culture at one end and democracy at 
the other. When I was about two or three, he 
was sent back to America and then in a more 
definitive manner, at the age of seven I moved 
to the United States. My understanding of be-
ing a European was thus not from the bottom 
up, becoming European starting from local 
national ‘trees’, but from the top down, as a 
specific little European forest beyond  
America. I would come to Europe every 
summer from the United States. And for me 
Europe began from my aeroplane window 
when I saw the West coast of Ireland at dawn. 
In a sense Europe for me symbolised Homer’s 
‘rosy fingered dawn’.

Gloria: Such a beautiful phrase! So what 
did you study? 

Diana: I studied European intellectual his-
tory at Harvard. I very much defined myself 
when I was young as an Italian European 
with a Jewish flavour. ...Jewishness was my 
private life, it was not my public persona. I 
felt European, dressed like a European. I was 
perceived as a European in America. I did 
not grow up with that strong Eastern Euro-
pean Jewish sense of belonging to a cultural 
and ethnic group. All of this I learned when I 
became interested much later in a European 
Jewish future, after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

Gloria: How do Europeans dress?
Diana: Oh well, I will tell you how  

Europeans dressed. They wore leather shoes, 
linen dresses and had an ingrained sense of 
fashion and style, winter and summer seasons 
are different. There’s just a certain choice of 
colours, a certain elegance. In my American 
school in Atlanta I did not wear those white 
and brown shoes that cheerleaders wore and 
everyone else copied, nor those brown mocas-
sins in which one inserted a penny, called in-
deed ‘penny loafers’. I had elegant city shoes, 
cotton blouses and woollen skirts and a Loden 
coat, which Americans thought was torn be-
cause they did not realise that the holes under 
the armpit were there on purpose. So I stood 
out, but it was also very elegant to be a Euro-
pean because there was this incredible Amer-
ican fascination with European style. But at 
the same time Americans shared a feeling of 
being glad their ancestors had left the ‘old 

country’ in time. It was not just the Jews with 
the Holocaust (which was never mentioned at 
the time) but everyone had a tale of Old World 
misery their ancestors had left behind. Amer-
ica was the land of absolute upward mobility. 
So when I claimed to still be European, this 
was a shocking, even ‘un-American’ assertion. 

Gloria: I think that there are of course dif-
ferences within Europe when it comes to style. 
I do not think of Europe as one homogeneous 
place. Because it even strikes me when I’m 
in France, in Paris, to see how people dress 
compared to here. Here, people are really kind 
of indifferent mostly to what they wear; in-
difference, even though a lot of effort may go 
into it for some, can be a conscious social and 
political statement. It’s not at all as refined as 
in France or in Italy. I see distinct differences 
within Europe and then of course also because 
different classes dress differently. 

But I want to come back to what you just 
said about Jewishness. Even though I have 
been aware of my mixed ethnic heritage, I 
have put most of my effort and my identi-
fications and emotions into exploring what 
it means to be black, minimising my other 
cultural allegiances, being part Native Suri-
namese and part Jewish. But I increasingly 
do find it noteworthy that I have taken that 
route. Because there is a preoccupation with 
‘ethnic purity’, with separateness, in my tra-
jectory, that is altogether in opposition to how 
ethnic realities unfold, which is thoroughly 
‘mixed and matched’. 

Think of Obama, who never really spoke 
about his white mother and her own formida-
ble openness, or the white grandparents who 
raised him as an adolescent. I always felt his 
message would have been even more powerful 
for the country if he had accepted his own 
complexity, and the fact that he was American 
through a white mother while also under-
standing that he was not like most American 
blacks because he had a real family name as 
opposed to theirs, most often the name of their 
ancestors’ slaveholders. 

It is only relatively recently that I have 
become interested in those other roots of my 
tree. Jewishness intellectually means some-
thing to me. In the past few years, I have gone 
to sjul, the synagogue, with Jewish friends 

‘Europe for me symbol-
ised Homer’s ‘rosy fingered 

dawn.'—Diana Pinto 
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fought in World War II, became an American 
citizen during the war, then went back to Italy 
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and have celebrated Jewish holidays and have 
even written poetry inserting Jewish themes. 
But the centre of my identification is with 
blackness, also because my father did not, 
could not, transmit Jewishness to us, as he 
was not raised by his mother. At times, when 
politics are really getting untenable in the 
Netherlands, I think that — as part of aliyah, 
migration to Israel — it is a place I might pos-
sibly go to, although things would really have 
to be lethal here. 

Diana: I never considered making aliyah 
to settle in Israel. I was already torn between 
Europe and America and did not need a third 
reference. Above all, I had no interest in living 
in a state defined by religious or ethnic be-
longing, the very opposite of my values… and 
that was at a time when Israel was still trying 
to reconcile being democratic and Jewish. 

Gloria: I did my PhD in the US and was 
52 when I became a professor. Lots of things 
have happened: I’ve lived in the States twice. 
The first time was when I had graduated from 
secondary school in the Netherlands, that was 
in 1968. I had applied to be an American Field 
Service student and I got accepted. So I spent 
a year in a place called Normal, Illinois in the 
Midwest. 

Diana: Normal. That’s perfect! What a 
name!

Gloria: Before, in the Netherlands, I had 
only gone to all girls’ schools. I had gone to 
nuns’ schools, and now I was suddenly in 
a class with boys, which was a big thing. I 
became a senior in high school there and got 
my high school diploma. But it wasn’t the 
academic stuff that was interesting, except for 
the history and civics lessons about slavery, 
because I had more than enough credits to 
already be granted the high school diploma on 
day one. But it was a real experience in terms 
of becoming acquainted with race, what race 
meant. Because I had grown up in a society 
that was white, and there hardly was a dis-
course to talk about it. The Dutch myth of 
racial equality was firmly installed in me, too. 
Now I came to the States, suddenly I’m black. 
People think of and refer to me as black. 

Out of 1,400 students, there were maybe 
about 10 blacks in the school and none of the 
guys were in any of my classes. They were 

parked in auto shop or wood working. I liked 
and was very much used to girls, but I also 
made a handful of white male friends, that 
I could hang out with. Most of those guys 
turned out to be gay later. Ha, I had good gay-
dar then already!! It was a major challenge to 
find me a date for prom. So finally, you know, 
a white guy, low on the popularity pole, was 
put under pressure to ask me for the prom. 
This has been so interesting to me; it has been 
my later calling to think about that situation. 
What is happening with gender, with race, 
with sexuality, with class? All of that was in 
there. It was only decades later that I was 
able to process what was going on, but in that 
moment, I was frozen. It was really a shocking 
but also an exhilarating period to be confront-
ed with that. 

Diana: I also had the prom problem... I 
arrived in an elite American school in Atlanta 
after having gone to a French school in Wash-
ington, DC. I was made to take a multiple 
choice exam, which I had never taken before. 
I failed. My mother went to the school prin-
cipal and told him that, as an educator, she 
could vouchsafe for my intellectual abilities. 
After all I had been first in my class in French 
schools; I could not have become an idiot all 
of a sudden. So I was accepted on probation 
for two months. I had no choice: whether out 
of European pride, French pride, or simply to 
vindicate my mother, I had to prove to them 
that l was the best. And that idiotic notion to 
prove to be the best lasted until I was 26 and 
got my PhD. Anyway, you don’t have to have 
a different colour of skin to stand out. Here 
I am in a private Protestant elite lily-white 
school with separate schools for boys and girls 
and only three other Jews around. And to top 
it all off, my mother is a professor at More-
house College, the black university, and my fa-
ther is working for Air France, which had just 
had a chartered jet crash in Paris with most 
of Atlanta’s cultural society on board. So I am 
surrounded by quite a few orphans. I try to 
say that it was not my father’s fault. And my 
mother is teaching the blacks, and I’m an Ital-
ian Jew. Speaking of being a mind-boggling 
‘Other’… I could have been an armadillo, and 
who would invite an armadillo to the prom? I 
knew no boys since we were in separate build-
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ings. The notion of the ‘Other’ is mind-bog-
gling. Whatever the colour of the person. So 
the son of our doctor, as a favour to his father, 
ultimately took me to the damn prom. 

Gloria: It’s so humiliating. 
Diana: It is indeed humiliating! I didn’t 

want to be there. You have to wear this long 
dress and you have your hair put up. 

Gloria: Corsage. 
Diana: Corsage, yes! You made me bring 

back this memory out of this black box inside 
the brain in which you put all the junk you 
never want to bring out again. So what am I 
doing in the middle of this bunch of people? 
While I am not black, I felt and was made to 
feel that I did not belong.

My feeling of belonging to America was the 
product of the civil rights movement. Through 
my mother’s Morehouse connection, we got 
to know Martin Luther King and those in 
his movement. The Civil Rights Law of 1964 
became my gold standard of how a law can 
change a society at that point. But the blacks 
we frequented also made me feel proud of 
being a European. My mother taught French 
literature, and they revered her because back 
then, when America was still segregated, 
France accepted them as full-fledged human 
beings. They could walk on the sidewalk next 
to the whites, sit anywhere on the bus and go 
to any restaurant or stay in any hotel. This 
feeling of black gratitude toward France could 
only encourage me in my feeling that the post-
war Europe I knew was better than America. 

Gloria: Richard Wright! James Baldwin! 
Josephine Baker!

Diana: Exactly. So you can imagine our 
shock when a black colleague of my mother 
who often came to dinner at our house once 
explained to her that he could drive in his 
beautiful car in our white neighbourhood 
without any problem because he simply put on 
a chauffeur’s cap... as though he were on his 
way to pick up his white boss. 

I was 13 years old and I already thought 
Europe was great because I heard these 
incredibly powerful impressive blacks tell 
my mother at the dinner table that they first 
felt like human beings in France. Nowadays, 
people will spit on France because it’s full of 
racism (but like everywhere else). I accept all 

that, but in 1962, when you see white America 
and you discover the coloured and white water 
fountains, as I did in the bus depots, and you 
know that the blacks can’t sit with you in the 
movie theatre and you listen to them, it can 
only reinforce in you this notion that the Old 
World has many defects but it doesn’t have 
white and black drinking fountains in the bus 
stops. Besides the Old World, or at least Italy, 
was also wallowing in a shiny new modernity 
while America had already lost its newness. 

Of course, these are only impressions in my 
personal development. It is not sociology. But 
such impressions leave powerful traces. When 
a colleague tells my mother that he first felt 
like an equal human being while walking the 
streets of Paris in 1937, it registers. 

Gloria: When I hear you talking about 
those stories from the 50s and 60s, I mean the 
kind of narrative that this black academic 
had to spin to be able to come into the white 
neighbourhood, this kind of presentation of 
self that he produces in order not to be both-
ered by white people who are living in the 
neighbourhood, even though I know this, it 
is still shocking. I have been brought up to 
look at issues of race and that has not been 
an easy journey. To come to terms with Eu-
ropean history. We are told from day one in 
the Netherlands that we do not do race. It’s 
done in the States, in South Africa, wherever 
— but we are too civilised, we are colourblind. 
Now that is one of the greatest myths that has 
been spun and exported and a lot of people 
believe it. But when James Baldwin came to 
the Netherlands in the 70s and 80s, he was 
pointing out to the Dutch all the time, “You’re 
not ahead of us in the United States. You are 
like 50 years behind. And please look at the 
affinity between your ancestors who went to 
the United States, who gave names to places 
like Brooklyn and Harlem and whatnot. They 
were very instrumental in introducing racism 
to the United States. It came from Europe.” 
Gradually I have come to see that there isn’t 
any fundamental difference when it comes to 
race between the United States and Europe; 
the racism sprung from the very same Europe-
an source. Of course, there are differences in 
context between the US and various European 
nations. Most prominent among it is that for 
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‘We are told from day one in the Netherlands that we do not do 
race. It’s done in the States, in South Africa, wherever – 

but we are too civilised, we are colourblind. Now that is one of 
the greatest myths that has been spun and exported and a lot 

of people believe it.' —Gloria Wekker 
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Europe, colonialism took place far away from 
their own soil and for the US, it was right on 
the same ground. In the Netherlands, if we 
didn’t have fountains separately for whites 
and blacks, it was because there weren’t 
enough blacks. But we sure knew how to ex-
port that idea to South Africa, for example. 

In my personal life, I have been very grate-
ful that there is a nation like the United 
States where I could get an education that I 
wanted. I first lived in Normal and then the 
second time in Los Angeles, where I did my 
PhD. This was the late 80s, early 90s, when 
I couldn’t possibly find a supervisor in the 
Netherlands to teach me anything about the 
intersection between gender, race and sexual-
ity, so I had to go to the States. I owe a lot to 
the teachers I’ve had there. For the first time, 
I had black female professors. I cannot begin 
to explain how significant that has been to me, 
to be taught by someone who looked like me.  
I owe a lot the black US communities and 
their struggles and knowledge production. 

Diana: I didn’t study in Europe. I did not 
discover how narrow the system was. I lived 
in that particular image as a child and then I 
fully participated in the radical late 60s, when 
I was at university. So the different layers of 
criticism of America are one thing, but to live 
it as an American in the country is another 
issue. The Kennedy assassination, Martin Lu-
ther King’s assassination. You were there for  
it in America when he died. Bobby Kennedy. 

Gloria: Yeah. Martin Luther King was 
killed in April and Bobby Kennedy in June of 
1968. I was leaving for the US in the begin-
ning of August ‘68 and I was so afraid to go.  
I tried to get out from under it, but to no avail. 
And, in hindsight, I am so grateful for that…!! 

Diana: To understand my thinking about 
Europe, and this is relevant in the days of 
Trump, you have to understand that I grew up 
in America at a time of frightening bloodshed 
and political violence. Again I cannot speak 
of the Netherlands, but in the UK — where 
the Bobbies were unarmed — it seemed to 
me like a triumph of civilisation at the time 
when in America a President was assassinat-
ed, and beyond King and Bobby Kennedy, 
murder was rampant against blacks in the 
South and among even whites in the North. 

The fact that today Donald Trump stands in 
front of the National Rifle Association doing 
“baa baa baa baa baa baa” with respect to the 
Bataclan brings me back to my youth. I grew 
up with that ugly America on my doorstep. 
In Europe one still has an understanding that 
there should be no death penalty and that one 
does not carry arms, buy guns and ‘do’ mass 
shootings… all things that made me think of 
Europe as ‘better’. I know how racist the con-
tinent is today and I am not making the case 
for a ‘gorgeous Europe’, but Trump has woken 
up spectres that had lain dormant. 

Who was important for developing your 
thinking?

Gloria: Numerous people. During that 
year in Normal, I heard Jesse Jackson, one 
of the co-warriors of Martin Luther King, 
speak. That speech still resonates with me and 
changed my life. Then, there is Angela Davis, 
who has definitely played an important part 
in my intellectual trajectory. I got to know 
her when I was studying at the University 
of California Los Angeles (UCLA) and I felt 
totally interpellated by her narrative of ‘how 
she became a little soldier for the revolution’. 
But I should also mention Audre Lorde, an 
African American Caribbean poet. She was a 
black lesbian mother, warrior, survivor of can-
cer. She has been a tremendous influence in 
my life. She always said: “It is better to speak 
even though that may come at a cost, but to 
be silent comes at a higher cost, so you better 
speak out.” That has been one of the mottos in 
my life. That belongs to style, I think, that I’m 
not going to be silent wherever I am, also not 
in the university. I have a poster close to my 
desk, quoting her “when I dare to be powerful, 
to use my words in the service of my vision, 
then it does not matter whether I am afraid.” 
I have this urge to speak truth to power that 
I really have felt all my life. It has taken me 
a while to figure out what that truth was and 
along the way I have met several people who 
have empowered me to trust myself and to 
have enough confidence. 

I also had the big Afro. Man, in the 70s, 80s. 
I only have dreadlocks since the beginning 
of the 90s when I had to go apply for a job at 
Oberlin College and I thought, “I’d better do 
something about the hair because this thing 
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‘ I am an insider in all of my 
identities and right now 
I am hurt by all of them.'
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will not go over too well”. Then I started 
braiding my hair and then eventually it be-
came dreadlocks. I did get that job, by the way.

Diana: If you speak about truth I have to 
speak about fear, the impact of violence in my 
life, the fear of violence that came out of living 
in America. Before I moved to Atlanta, we 
bought a house in Washington, DC; the man 
who sold it to us, his children were putting 
him in a retirement home. He came with a 
shotgun the day we moved in, because he  
felt that it was his house. So I’m 12 and see a  
man with a shotgun coming into the kitchen.  
It marks you for life. After that you go to 
Atlanta and you discover the violence done to 
the blacks, the burning of churches, the killing 
of blacks like they were birds. Then you have 
one turning point. I don’t know if it made the 
news in Europe as much as it did in America. 
In 1964 a young woman called Kitty Genovese 
was murdered in New York City at the bottom 
of her apartment building. She screamed and 
screamed…

Gloria: Yes, I remember reading about that, 
but it was much later… And nobody came out.

Diana: You came to America and it opened 
your eyes. I lived in America and I could just 
see this, and to me, today ever since Trump 
has come back to power, and even under Oba-
ma with the hatred that came out because he 
was black, I have had the psychodrama of see-
ing the worst of America come back 40 years 
later. When I speak about America, I speak as 
a wounded American, not as a European who 
associates the country with the freedom, open-
ness and discovery that accompanied a first 
visit as a very young adult, something that my 
husband experienced like you, Gloria. I am an 
insider in all of my identities and right now I 
am hurt by all of them. 

At the same time, I know I am not fully 
American because the immigrant narrative 
leaves me cold. Nor do I hover over the coun-
try like a cosmopolitan although I give the 
impression of being one, what with Europe 
and Harvard in my life. I am not black but my 
measuring stick with which to judge America 
is the condition of poor blacks, not their elites, 
which have always existed, even if in fewer 
numbers. The separate water fountains are 
gone but so much has been left unsolved. Poor 

blacks are still being killed as though they 
were targets in a shooting parlour. Think also 
of the school murders. I cannot accept such a 
culture of institutionalised violence. 

When I think of Angela Davis and you tell 
me she’s 75, but she has to fight now as much 
as she did in 1964 in the Free Speech Move-
ment. The hiatus between the wealthy, and the 
elegant, and the elites, they have opened up. 
And the reality of poor whites and poor blacks 
is getting worse every day. 

All we can do is keep up the good work, 
keep up the smile, show the world that we are 
here and, yes, be visible, and live in style, in 
human style. For me such a style is predicated 
on universal values. 

Gloria: I am going to talk about style in a 
different sense, for a little bit, because that 
really attracted me to this interview. I think 
about my style and how I appear. ‘Double con-
sciousness’ is operative here for me. I think 
about it when I’m on television, for instance 
or when I do presentations. What I’m going 
to wear. What I want to project. What I see is 
not necessarily what the public sees nor what 
the journalists see. My style, the package of 
me, doesn’t conform to what it means to be a 
professor. When a professor comes up, well, 
that is basically a white heterosexual man. 
All of that I’m not. So that frees me a lot in 
doing what I want to do and projecting an 
image that I want to project. I like colours a 
lot, for instance. The colours reflect different 
moods. Red fires me up, it is the colour that 
corresponds to courage and speaking truth to 
power; petrol, blue, turquoise, green project 
different shades of serenity, an injunction to 
patience and not getting worked up. Since 
what I think and write about always riles 
people, I need to be attentive to that. I also 
like to put different kinds of clothes together 
like what I’m wearing now: leather leggings, 
a black little dress and then I have an African 
scarf on, kente cloth. I really do not like to 
conform to what people expect of me. I know 
what is expected of me and I take joy from 
going against that grain. Neither in my cloth-
ing, nor my hair, nor in the way I write. I push 
against boundaries. I try to create space at the 
boundary. 

I think and work inductively: giving a lot 

of examples that originate with me. It’s my 
experience that I am theorising and analysing. 
I feel, as an anthropologist, that I myself am 
the most sensitive instrument that there is. I 
need to bring myself in and that supposedly 
cannot stand because real academics don’t do 
that, don’t bring in the ‘I’. They are objective, 
and work can be repeated by different people, 
who come up with the same results, and all 
of that positivist stuff. I’m not into that. I am 
much more drawn to critical epistemological 
perspectives, where it counts who is speaking 
and where that person is located and he/she 
does not play the ‘God Trick’. 

Diana: I like to wear the Austrian Loden. 
Dominique my husband has also always loved 
that and his position has been very interesting: 
This attire is associated with the reactionary 
and often racist Austrian right wing. But it 
was also worn by Max Reinhardt, the Jewish 
founder of the Salzburg Festival, and before 
that by Gustav Mahler. We wear it because we 
like it and if we make a statement that shocks 
both the right wingers and many Jews, too 
bad. I don’t believe in stereotypes, nor that 
people should be ‘pigeon-holed’. I also want 
to reclaim a past that was both rooted and 
cosmopolitan, and above all sartorially inde-
pendent. So, Gloria, we share in our different 
ways, the same rebellion. 

I’m white, right? Now it’s the opposite to 
you, Gloria. You have an academic career but 
you want to say, “no, I do my own thing”. But 
me, I’m dressed like a bourgeois lady and I 
look as though I belong. But I have no belong-
ing whatsoever: when I write in America I 
insult the Americans; when I write in France 
they say, “how dare she write as though she 
were French”; when I write in Italy they think 
I’m from Mars; and when I’ve been writing a 
lot on Jews they couldn’t stand the idea that I 
would talk as a European Jew, because Euro-
pean Jews are dead. Period. They were buried. 
Shut up and go into your tomb. The Holocaust 
took care of you. How dare you talk about 
that. I don’t belong anywhere, even though 
physically, I pass...

I had many chapters in my life. My most 
important historical moment as an adult 
came with the fall of the Berlin Wall. I felt as 
though my American and European halves 

were finally reconciled. Democracy was 
spreading. The Soviet system had ended. 
My childhood ‘rosy fingered’ Europe was 
expanding and there seemed to be no limits. 
Working on behalf of civil society and demo-
cratic pluralism as an advisor to the Council 
of Europe made me discover Europe’s other 
half. Those were years of hope, even euphoria. 
And I believed there could be a vibrant Jewish 
future in such a new continent. I am afraid the 
dream did not last long because that Europe is 
shrinking before our eyes. The world is now 
ideologically split between universalist and 
nationalist sentiments as seldom before, and the 
latter have the upper hand for the time being. 

I’m thinking in Italian because it’s my 
mother tongue. But Italian cannot encompass 
all of my life. Then when I write in English, 
I’m very detached and more formal. When I 
write in French, I can be very personal. It’s a 
very important piece of my life, but not all of 
it. I am perfectly functional in three languag-
es. But in the deepest sense of a language, as 
a world view, I am language-less, and I mean 
this very seriously. 

When I am writing critically — about 
Israel, for instance — I’m always writing 
with a passion as though I belong. I can’t 
write on America as though I were a scholar 
of the United States sitting in France. I can’t 
write about France as my American friends, 
who are academics, do. I’m too immersed in 
France; I live in it. I can’t write about Italy as 
those who, you know, go to Italy for its art and 
glorious past. I think I wrote about European 
Jews in an attempt to square the circle of my 
varied identities, as a pluralist alternative to 
America and Israel. I must confess l was clob-
bered on this both by the Jewish world that 
would not hear of a European Jewish identity 
and by a Europe that did not know how to 
handle its own Jewish past and was constant-
ly bowing in front of Israeli and American 
Jewish references and even demands… and 
of course by Europe’s own Jews who were 
confused and frightened deep inside. My book, 
Israel has Moved, was seen as too positive by 
Israel’s critics and much too critical by its 
supporters. Intellectually, I am an extremely 
lonely person, for mine is a world of nuance 
without a clear identity. That does not work 

‘All we can do is keep up the good work, keep up the smile, show 
the world that we are here and, yes, be visible, and live in style, 

in human style.'—Diana Pinto 
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‘I also want to reclaim a past that 
was both rooted and cosmopol-
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‘I know what is expected of me 
and I take joy from going against 
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in an age of sound bites. You know when you 
drive a car there is always a dangerous blind 
spot in your sideview mirror. I live in the blind 
spot — not in my personal life, I’m a very 
happy person — but I’m a very lonely, unan-
chored intellectual. 

Gloria: I always feel, as an anthropologist, 
having lived in different places, how impor-
tant it is to have access to a language. It’s like 
a principle, you live it. You live that language. 
It is apparent that you’re at home in a culture 
when you are able to make jokes in that lan-
guage with people. Yes, so for me, I write in 
Dutch, I write in English. I find it pleasurable 
to have learnt Latin and Greek at school and 
to be fluent in multiple languages. I also write 
poetry in Dutch and English. When I was 
living in Suriname, for a while I could write 
poetry in the Creole, Sranan Tongo. I wrote 
White Innocence in English, to be part of an 
academic discourse. I wanted to look at how 
colonialism persists to this day. In all kinds of 
ways. That discussion hasn’t been taking place 
in the Netherlands so I figured, if I want to be 
part of that, I needed to write this in English. 
White Innocence has been well-received in 
the United States, but has attracted a lot of 
criticism in the Netherlands. There are a lot 
of people who really embrace it, but many 
white people who are in powerful positions in 
the media hate the book. They really want to 
destroy it, and they think it’s so unfair, what 
I’m saying about the Netherlands. The domi-
nant self image or cornerstone of it is that we 
are not racist. So then somebody comes along 
and says, “Well, maybe you need to reconsider 
that. Why would you not be racist, actually, 
when you have had a history of 400 years of 
colonialism? Where would that go, all of a 
sudden? Would that just vanish?” I hear what 
you are saying, that you feel unanchored as 
an intellectual. I have felt that for the longest 
time in the Netherlands, but now a younger 
generation of many different racial/ethnic 
positions is coming up that is able to build on 
my work, which is immensely gratifying. As 
I stand on others’ shoulders, so they are now 
standing on mine. Also, I have had the good 
fortune to be part of a transnational black 
feminist imaginary community, with women 
and men in the US, Europe, the Caribbean 

and Africa. I am not lonely intellectually, 
although I could stand having a couple of 
people nearer. 

We are both travellers. What advice would 
you give a fellow traveller to pack for a jour-
ney towards a belonging that tries to be as 
inclusive as possible? I am actually not using 
the term ‘universal belonging’, because I fear 
that all kinds of global inequities manage to 
hide themselves under its umbrella. What 
kind of attribute would you give that person 
on the journey? What should we pack in our 
suitcases?

Diana: I would give a flacon of a perfume 
called Nuance — to cut through different 
certitudes. Nuance No. 5.

It makes you never assume that the other 
person in front of you is a monolith. If one 
can begin to do that then half the battle is 
won, which doesn’t mean that there are not 
monoliths of horror out there one has to fight. 
Nuance, however, should not be seen as a 
mushy attitude. I see it as a way of directing 
the laser sharp beam of universal principles 
effectively. We need to conjugate our energies 
toward what we have in common. Of course, 
we must fight for human dignity, against rac-
ism, for the elimination of colonial attitudes, 
and against sexism, but in the name of shared 
principles and common purposes. 

Gloria: Yeah, I agree with Nuance, and I 
also like the number 5, pointing as it does for 
me to Chanel No. 5, which is the flagship of 
Coco’s perfumes. I want to specify more what 
it could mean. I am particularly worried at 
the moment about what is going on in the 
anti-racist movement in the Netherlands, but 
it is also wider than just the Netherlands. I 
find that that part of the younger generation 
really is not doing their work intersectionally. 
People are looking from one particular angle, 
‘grammar’ of their lives. Let’s say gender. I’m 
a woman and therefore, I can only work and 
talk with other women. The same goes for 
race. Only black people supposedly can speak 
about black issues and furthermore, there is a 
ranking of oppressions. It is so disturbing.

Because our lives aren’t a single issue. We 
are much more complicated. So in that sense, 
I really agree with Diana. We ourselves, our 
identities, are intersecting. We’re not only 

one thing at a time, and if you behave and 
act like you’re only black, and black in the 
sense of Afro, that means you cannot be allies 
with other people who are in a different, but 
comparable, situation. To me it seems po-
litically the end of the road. That is what is 
happening at the moment, so I want nuance in 
the sense that people can open up their minds 
and so when I hear black Muslim women, for 
example, being told, to choose whether they 
are black or Muslim... This is not to say that 
I have abandoned my fight against racism, 
but I’m critically looking at what black peo-
ple are thinking and doing at the moment, 
which to me seems really retrograde. Maybe 
people were doing this somewhere in the 
70s, but please, for God’s sake, go and read 
some literature about the struggles we have 
gone through already. If you take your cause 
to be so narrow, and only people who are X 
can speak about X, then we’re never going to 
make a difference. What we want is to be in 
huge numbers and together. This is change!

I am reminded of the words Toni Morission 
spoke at James Baldwin’s funeral about the 
gifts he gave us. Something like that should 
be present in Nuance No. 5, too: tenderness, 
vulnerability, wanting to be the best selves we 
can be, joyful and yet strong and determined. 

Diana: I completely agree. What I mean 
by nuance is that we have common fights, 
and the fight is what counts, not the colour 
of those who are composing it. I don’t know 
if this means that we are going to go through 
a new kind of universalism, toward some 
notion of truly shared values, because it is a 
problem. There are two cases in the American 
context, which I find very disturbing. One was 
the famous white artist who painted a pic-
ture of Emmett Till, the young boy who was 
murdered in a racial lynching. And she was 
accused of, “How dare you as a white person 
paint such a painting?” And the other one, 
where someone thought of having a white 
curator of black things, although she was 
perfectly trained in all of this. “How can a 
white person be curating something black?” 
And if we create this notion of closed iden-
tities, we are in trouble... One of the reasons 
I championed the rise of a European Jewish 
identity was that, given the very small num-

ber of European Jews after the Holocaust, 
such an identity could only flourish anchored 
in the wider European context. Non-Jews 
have played a crucial role in transmitting the 
Jewish past, curating exhibitions, teaching 
Jewish history and creating the Jewish space 
in Europe that I thought it was a powerful 
model not only for Israel but for other iden-
tities as well, to be able to welcome working 
others in their midst. It is very disturbing to 
assume that a white person can’t do a paint-
ing or reflect on a black song, or a non-Jew or 
non-Muslim cannot interact with these tra-
ditions. “You don’t understand. You’re white 
forever.” That is a dead end toward which we 
are going, which I find very frightenting.

It means that there is nothing human, in 
other words, something that would bring us 
together because we are human beings who 
have the power of laughter. The human power 
of laughter should be shared by all of us, in a 
beautiful perfume called Nuance No. 5.

Gloria: Mm-hmm. Fair enough, but we 
should certainly not forget about our very real 
different positionings: for a white person to 
do a painting on black life is one thing. That 
has been going on forever. But can we get to a 
point where it is as commonplace that a black 
anthropologist studies white folks or a person 
of colour interviews a renowned white author? 

Diana: I really do think that we are slowly 
getting there in terms of black and white elites 
conversing with each other. But for me, what 
counts most is the day when rampant black 
social inequality really declines. 

‘Never assume that the other 
person in front of you is 

a monolith.'—Diana Pinto 

‘…tenderness, vulnerability, want-
ing to be the best selves we can 

be, joyful and yet strong and 
determined.'—Gloria Wekker 

‘If you take your cause to be so 
narrow, and only people who  
are X can speak about X, then 
we’re never going to make a 
difference..'—Gloria Wekker 
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