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EDITOR’S NOTE ON FORM, CONTENT, 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, AND FINANCING

Due to the importance of authorial-artistic freedoms1 as well as the wide breadth of 
contributors across fields of cultural and political practice, productive occupation, and 
academic discipline, it is not only unnecessary but frequently constrictive to vehemently 
standardize stylistic choices across chapters. This is seen in inter-chapter variations 
regarding dialect of English; use of block quotations; expression of numbers in word or 
numeral, and citation style across bibliographies. From its inception this publication was 
not intended to be an inaccessible or academic one, even if some texts are written in 
an academic style. This is not a double-blind peer reviewed ordeal which insists upon 
uniformity of content and expression. The texts contained within this publication are 
backed up by lived experience, individual expertise, and honest sourcing. Insofar as source 
material is easily decipherable and standardized within the chapter, there is no will to 
impose.

The fonts for cover and content of this publication were both obtained free of charge. 
The font for content, Redaction, is open-source and utilizes the SIL Open Font License.2 
Redaction was commissioned as part of The Redaction Project, which “seeks to highlight the 
abuses in the criminal justice system, in particular the way poor and marginalized people 
are imprisoned for failure to pay court fines and fees”.3 Source material for the font is 
derived from documented legal filings by Civil Rights Corps (CRC). Pursuing open-source 
and social justice oriented typography is only one means of many where the publication acts 
not as neutral conveyor of information, but as site of engagement, from the infrastructural 
to the social.

It is imperative to note there was no use of artificial intelligence (AI) in the processes of 
editing and writing, nor on the side of idealistic, conceptual, and citational back-end. I 
have not used artificial intelligence in any means except for with some interviews, of which 
we only found out after the fact that the transcription software utilizes AI to an extent. 
This transcription is an initial putting speech to text (flawed at doing so), after which the 
interviews have all gone through numerous rounds of revision between myself, copy editor 
Ada van der Haagen, and the interviewee(s).

All interviewees have been extended the opportunity to review and edit their interviews, 
though most only chose to do so minimally if at all. I extended this opportunity as the 
publication at hand is a reparative amalgam of socially engaged knowledge— averse to 
the subtle antagonisms of an investigative journalistic format. The introductions for all 
interviews were written by myself, and are similarly subject to comment by interviewees.

1	  And an extrapolated conceptual underpinning of the aesthetics of dialogue 
(Campanelli, Vito. Web Aesthetics: How Digital Media Affect Culture and Society, Amsterdam: Insti-
tute of Network Cultures & Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2010. https://networkcultures.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2023/05/Vito-Campanelli-2010-Web-Aesthetics.pdf).
2	  Found here: OpenFontLicense.org.
3	  Website: Redaction.us; Accessed 12 April 2026.

https://networkcultures.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Vito-Campanelli-2010-Web-Aesthetics.pdf
https://networkcultures.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Vito-Campanelli-2010-Web-Aesthetics.pdf
https://openfontlicense.org/
http://www.Redaction.us
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This publication is entirely realized through unpaid labor. None of the authors, artists, 
interviewees, editorial and revision staff, have been compensated for their work, due to a 
tight budget and a shared belief in this project. Rather, we have been paid in the way every 
artist prefers- in exposure. The exception to this may be that for the months of February 
through June of 2026 I am allocated €312/month by the Institute of Network Cultures (INC) 
budget from the Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS) to work on various 
things. This compensation is not allocated for work on the book per se, as the book is only 
one project I am working on during this specific time frame at INC, a space I have been 
affiliated with for some years now. Moreover, I conceived of this publication well before, 
in February of 2025, and have been working on it since.

Financing for this book comes from, alphabetically: Amsterdam Alternative (AA)4 who 
contributed €150 through their Solidarity Fund; Het Fort van Sjakoo5 who contributed 
€300; the Netherlands Institute for Cultural Analysis (NICA)6 who contributed €1.000. 
At no point have the financiers of this publication asked to see the contents of the book, 
although I voluntarily provided all with a table of contents. None of the financiers, as well, 
have requested in the overt nor the covert that I include or exclude particular aspects. What 
I wish to show in explicating finance flows is that the funding received did not shape the 
content and ordering of this book, nor the extent to which it is critical of varying structures 
and institutions. None of the contributors knew who was financing this book when they 
wrote their contributions.

If no one is paid for their labor, ‘where does the money go?’ you may be wondering. Great 
question. Keep it up. The entirety of the financing for this publication goes toward printing. 
Once printed, this book is given away for free until we run out of copies. Books are currently 
not being shipped to the United States due to a suspension of the de minimis exemption.7 
If we are out of physical copies of this book and you buy one through print on demand, 
the price of this book may be creatio ex nihilo in terms of the funky unknowns of global 
finance, but realistically covers print process, material, and shipping. Typically, this means 
print on demand is affordable.

While mildly unorthodox, and entirely unasked for, these statements on financing and 
artificial intelligence (non-)usage I find necessary. My writing of them stems from a desire 
that voluntary and truthful transparency on such topics should be the norm in publications 
(and beyond), rather than the uncommon exception.

This book is anti-profit,8 anti-capitalist, anti-commercial, open-source, and may be 
downloaded for free anytime day or night as a PDF online at NetworkCultures.org. Share 

4	  Website: AmsterdamAlternative.nl
5	  Website: Sjakoo.nl.
6	  Website: NICA-Institute.com.
7	  “Suspension of Duty-Free De Minimis Treatment”, United States Customs and Border 
Protection Office of Trade, 18 August 2025. https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/2025-08/fact-
sheet_suspension_of_duty-free_de_minimis_treatment.pdf.
8	  Verbiage derived from Autonomedia (Autonomedia.org).

https://networkcultures.org
https://amsterdamalternative.nl/
https://sjakoo.nl/
https://www.nica-institute.com/
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/2025-08/factsheet_suspension_of_duty-free_de_minimis_treatment.pdf
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/2025-08/factsheet_suspension_of_duty-free_de_minimis_treatment.pdf
https://autonomedia.org/
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this book, copy and paste it, guerilla print it, and hit it with the cut-up technique. Use it to 
make paper boats, blackout poetry, and origami. Do not sell it. I hope these pages can do 
some good, though they are now in your hands. Thank you for your consideration, your 
time, your participation. I’ll see you out there on the streets. Make sure to swing by and 
say hey.

Noah Pellikaan
31 May 2026
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FOREWORD - COMING TO OUR OWN STORIES
Carine Zaayman

In my home language, Afrikaans, we have an idiomatic phrase that goes “om tot verhaal 
te kom.” Literally, the expression means “to come to story”. It is used when someone 
has been through an upsetting, disruptive, exciting or exhausting experience like a long 
journey, a momentous day or a traumatic incident. What has always intrigued me about 
this expression is the tacit acknowledgement contained within it, that it is impossible to 
be truly present in the present. On the one hand, our eyes and brains simply need time to 
propel sensations along our nerves. On the other, time itself is more enigmatic than what 
our linear accounts of it would admit. What we experience as “now” is already the past. 
Nevertheless, we still have the need to weave a coherent narrative from a multitude of 
inchoate strands—we have a profound need to come to a story.

Perhaps in calmer ages, our perpetual lag behind the “now” did not register as sharply, 
because a linear sense of time mostly serves our needs. But this moment, our current 
present, is not one of those times. As a swarm of crises enfold us, our capacity to make 
sense of things, to come to a coherent story, lies all but in tatters. In our time, fighting the 
narratives perpetuated by the powerful, intended to incite distrust and ultimately violence, 
is an unrelenting undertaking. Through manipulative narratives we are pitted against one 
another in contestations about who belongs, who we should consider an enemy and who, in 
Achille Mbembe’s words, has the right to breathe.1 Whichever stories we manage to nurse 
into being are already contested. Why then, do we keep at it?

As scholars tasked with trawling through archives to painstakingly assemble History 
(with a capital H), Historians have been co-opted into sustaining a hierarchy of what 
are considered trustworthy sources on the past. In their methodology, formal documents 
and written accounts are canon. Archival documents have been positioned as our closest 
connection to the past, the most faithful of records, as opposed to stories that live in spoken 
words, live bodies or collective memories. Meanwhile, the emotions, hesitations and 
relations that so profoundly shape our “now” and the conditions under which the archival 
documents emerged in the first place, are moved aside when historical ephemera coagulate 
into archive. Elsewhere, I have named these indefinable elements, which necessarily 
escapes archive, the “anarchive”. With anarchive I mean to invoke the variegated, intangible 
and fluctuating aspects of being in the “now”.2 I have advocated for a serious grappling 
with that which is missing from archives (the anarchival) not as incidental absences that 
we might imaginatively fill, but as constitutive of our access to the past. In an anarchival 
framework, the past matters to us not because of what we can determine as fact, but rather 
because of how it lives intangibly around us and shapes our world. 

The privileging of the document as the pre-eminent source for History relies on the idea 

1	  Achille Mbembe, 2021. “The Universal Right to Breathe.” Critical Inquiry.  Vol. 47, No 
S2. https://doi.org/10.1086/711437.
2	  See for instance: Carine Zaayman, 2026. Seeing What is Not There. Leiden: Brill.

https://doi.org/10.1086/711437
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that they are unchanging, that documents, once collected in an archive, maintain a static 
connection to the time of their making. But we already know that this is not true—words 
constantly shift their meaning due to changes in context (among other things). Text 
always requires interpretation and is always in flux. Once we acknowledge that archival 
documents are subject to this flux as much as any other text, that they float in temporal 
and interpretative fluidity, we also must acknowledge that the stories we tell about the past 
through them are subject to the same lack of fixity. Then we are compelled to ask to what 
purpose and in whose service we are mobilising archives in this “now”. Which stories are 
we telling and how?

Embracing the fluidity of archives can be liberating and emboldening. In his Ghosts of 
Archive,3 Verne Harris argues that we do archival work because we have a “responsibility 
before the ghosts [that haunt the present].”4 For him, archival work is therefore profoundly 
shaped by political and ethical concerns, in that “the work of archive is inextricable from 
struggles against oppression; far from being impartial custodians, practitioners in archive 
are active shapers of memory and, whether they like it or not, must choose sides.”5 Telling 
stories from the archives then means challenging those interpretations of the past that rob 
us of the futures we want to bring into being.

We come to stories partly due to our desire to give form to what is impossible really to 
represent: all the tendrils of the world that touch us and through which we touch the 
world, whether physical, immaterial, enduringly or briefly. Weaving historical narration in 
cognizance of this drive (to give form to our connectedness) is one way to shape our work 
with archive differently. Then, the task facing those of us who wish to do archival work as 
a way to answer the call for justice, like the voices collected in this volume, is to wrench it 
from the established conceptions of archive that maintain its colonial dynamics. Activism 
against the genocide in Palestine, on which this volume focuses, is in some ways a struggle 
against the colonially-shaped archive and the stories canonized via it, including stories of 
European and white supremacy and the validations of capital and power. To unsettle these 
stories, we need to bend archive towards a purpose of justice, use it instead to lay bare the 
unspeakable injustices committed in the name of a particular story that serve only some.

As we assemble our own stories, account for our actions, we can imagine an archive that 
speaks of a difficult, rupturous moment in a manner that acknowledges the time that 
precedes “om tot verhaal te kom”, the open, unsolidified “now”. This archive might be 
arranged not to tell the same story, but to encourage the telling of different stories, and in 
different ways. These stories need not accept the world as it is. Through an engagement 
with an archive in flux, we can advocate for something different. It is in the pause, the 
hover of the pen above the page, the hand poised above the keyboard, where we need to 
feel our way to stories that can speak of change.

3	  Verne Harris, (2020). Ghosts of Archive: Deconstructive Intersectionality and Praxis. 
London: Routledge.
4	  Harris, 2020. Pg 47.
5	  Harris, 2020. Pg 116.
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INTRODUCTION TO OUR GENERATIVE 
ARCHIVE
Noah Pellikaan

The day was Friday, the 13th of October. The year was 1972. It was approximately 8° Celsius 
outside. No rain. Black-and-white footage shows a young activist with shaggy brown hair 
and an oversized coat entering a lecture by Jacques Lacan at l’Université (Catholique) 
de Louvain. The activist, a Situationist affiliate legally named Jean-Louis Lippert but 
self-identifying as one Anatole Atlas, approaches the desk of Lacan and pours a pitcher of 
water over his papers.1 Seemingly unafflicted by the audience’s jeering, Atlas postulates, 
with obvious passion, on the state of culture as spectacle.2 Jacques Lacan, then 71 years 
old and with a fat cigar in his mouth asks Anatole Atlas a question:

By expressing yourself in this way, in front of this audience, which is more than 
ready to hear these revolutionary statements, what exactly is it that you wanted to 
do?

Atlas responds in turn:

That’s the question which parents, priests, ideologists, bureaucrats and the cops 
always ask the growing number of people who act like me. My answer is, I want to 
do just one thing – make revolution.

1	  Bellefroid 2001.
2	  Lacan Parle 21:30 - 25:25.
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And so a contrast emerges. Between the old and the new, the lecturer and the disruptor, the 
asking and the answering. Both in a state of activity, both striking in their representation 
and rhetoric.
 
When I first stumbled upon the video of this interaction I had freshly arrived in Amsterdam 
and was maybe 19 years old. I’d felt a deep, vehement, emphatic if naïve or unnuanced 
desire for drastic change. Atlas spoke to me then through his words and actions described 
above. In many ways he still speaks to me, and I hope he always will. However, the year is 
not 1972, I am no Belgian boy named Lippert, and it is approximately 9° Celsius outside 
at the time of writing.3 The situation has differed. For this generally-accepted claim we 
need look no further than activist-critic Geert Lovink’s 2002 book Dark Fiber: Tracking 
Critical Internet Culture wherein he notes that “[f]or old-school activists the equation is 
simple: discourse plus art equals spectacle”.4 But the old school is riddled with asbestos 
and its activists are super seniors or graduated long-ago. We find ourselves, now, a 
series of generations in a postmodern era or beyond, which is increasingly conceived 
of as incompatible with the changemaking tactics found in many large schools of left 
thought: institutional trade unionism; the economic determinism of orthodox Marxism; 
the spectacular play associated with the 60s and 70s.5 The equation of our political milieu, 
then, remains contested. It may be unidentifiable until retrospection, and the very framing 
as ‘equation’ may only be a categorical limitation.

This ideal of the equation for our zeitgeist is a silent specter haunting the book at hand. 
The equation will not be recurrent in the phraseological, but its spectral presence as an 
irritating unchecked box should stay with you, reader, in the back of your mind or the tip 
of your pen. My plea then is that while coming into contact with this book you will read 
while looking up:6 using this book in a creative capacity and continually reintroducing 
what you intake to the problematic of changemaking. 

I show the interaction between Atlas and Lacan here precisely because it invites us to 
think on the different strands of leftism; the tension between methods of change/making, 
and that inevitability of what comes next. Their discourse occurred within a welfare state 
in the 1970s where play was the name of the game and left-wing public intellectuals were 
easily found and readily respected. However we are under the welfare state no longer, but 
going through the harsh instability of neoliberalism— delineated by the great left-wing 
econometrist David Hollanders as: 

liberal in its rejection of the welfare-state and… neo in its determination to not 
limit state power but to instead use it for the build-up of a crony Ersatz capitalism, 
characterized by financialization.7

3	  22:53, 12 April 2026, Amsterdam Nieuw-West.
4	  Lovink 2002: 256.
5	  For more elaboration on this point I refer you to the good work done by Rodrigo Nunes 
in his 2021 Verso publication Neither Vertical nor Horizontal: A Theory of Political Organization.
6	  À la Barthes Writing Reading— see bibliography.
7	  Hollanders 2018: 120.
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Or post-neoliberal capitalism, which organizer-artwriter Sepp Eckenhaussen describes in 
his Creative Class Consciousness: Today’s Art of the Working Class as:

the state of the world after the disintegration of US hegemony, and the collapse of 
belief in ‘rule of law’, social justice and human rights, and global free trade. Some 
argue we no longer live in capitalism (but, for instance, in technofeudalism), while 
others believe we are merely seeing a reconfiguration of capital in a multipolar 
world. In any case, the self-evident monopolar, ‘there is no alternative’-state of the 
world which characterised neoliberalism after 19898 clearly no longer exists.9

And in our time, the left-wing public intellectual is a position of little sway10 (au revoir 
Lacan). I am reminded of those infamous opening lines by Slavoj Žižek in his 2019 debate 
with Jordan Peterson:

I cannot but notice the irony of how Peterson and I, the participants in this ‘duel 
of the century’, are both marginalized by the official academic community. I am 
supposed to defend here the left-liberal line against neoconservatives. Really? Most 
of the attacks on me are now precisely from left-liberals.11

The situation has differed.

This book comes into being in a time of uncertainty and loss-stagnation. Walter Benjamin’s 
phantasmagoria is becoming exposed as shadowplay12 (an adequate marker is seen in the 
popularization amongst United States liberals of the supposedly polemical view that The 
American Dream has died13), but an alterity of immanence and political anti-teleologism has 
not broken into the mainstream. Yet. Our period of rapidity and simultaneity, increasingly 
described as that of permacrises is elucidated in the 2024 MetaForumX: Permacrises 
handout as follows:

While some speak of a ‘stack of crises’, others use terms such as polycrisis and 
metacrisis. Permacrisis emphasizes time: a neverending end. It questions how 
to confront crises such as the hot wars in Ukraine or Gaza, or the warm wars 
across the global south, the rise of right-wing populism worldwide, the impending 
environmental catastrophe, and the growing social disparities globally. None 
of these crises can be separated from the current ascent of technocracy or the 

8	  Referring to: Fukuyama’s Holiday from History.
9	  Eckenhaussen 2026: 122.
10	  Spoken of interestingly enough in Didier Fassin’s “How is Critique?”, the first chapter to 
2019’s A Time for Critique, co-edited with Bernard E. Harcourt.
11	  Slavoj Zizek debates Jordan Peterson [HD, Clean Audio, Full], 38:01 – 38:42.
12	  No relation to that 1979 Joy Division track of the same name.
13	  Readily found in articles published by mainstream sources such as: The Brookings In-
stitution; The Hill; UC Davis Magazine; Newsweek; Entrepreneur; The Daily Campus; The Guardian. 
Only hours after writing this footnote did I hear the same phenomenon invoked by a center-lib-
eral candidate for U.S. Senate in Michigan during a debate against Abdul El-Sayed, 28 May 2026 
(Michigan’s U.S. Senate candidates debate at Mackinac Policy Conference 08:29 – 08:33).
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exploitative nature of digital capitalism.14

Or as girl theorist15 Mela Miekus elaborates: “Everything happens in the now, but this now is 
not an embodied present moment; rather it is a hyper-now that scatters into many parallel 
nows. The now is essentially everything everywhere all at once”.16 

Though an unenthused view of the now(s) does not dispute that this is also a time of 
great resistance. A time which blends the hedonic and the anhedonic; which is marked 
by oscillation and unsurety, and which recognizes that unsurety and destabilization may 
precondition emancipation. The schism is our most consequential ally.

The invocation of Atlas and Lacan encourages me to reflect on my own activist history and 
present. My experiences in anti-ICE demonstrations, pro-Palestine encampments in 2024 
and Cut Ties with Shell occupations in 2023, as well as prior union work and marching 
with Black Lives Matter. It is this history with activism, with its varying successes and 
failures, around which I began to develop more complex feelings. For example: I see that 
in my own activist past I had frequently conceived of the action at hand as an end in of 
itself, rather than looking long-term toward what to do in the weeks, and years, after that 
building is occupied. This lack of foresight that I held became emblematic of a greater need 
for empirical, generative aid in changemaking praxis writ large. A need accentuated by 
political historian Floris Boudens showing in his chapter for this book that many 1960s 
Dutch student activists similarly viewed the occupation itself as quasi-endgoal; an action-
oriented short sightedness which has been critically discussed as far back as the 17th of June, 
1879 wherein Friedrich Engels writes to Eduard Bernstein that:

For years the English working-class movement has revolved hopelessly in a 
narrow circle of strikes for higher wages and shorter hours, not... as a means of 
propaganda, but as an end in itself. The Trade Unions in fact exclude on principle 
and in their rules all political action and thereby debar the working class from 
taking part in any general activity as a class.... So one can speak of a workers’ 
movement here only inasmuch as there are strikes which, successful or not, 
advance the movement not one step.17

Succinctly, this book aims to intervene, to help in stopping the cycle of uninformed 
changemaking and top-down suppression from rolling on. The overarching aim of this book 
is to analyze and identify issues which have plagued emancipation-oriented movements— 
especially those persistent across cycles of struggles— and to suggest remediation in the 
advancement toward our grand goal of systemic revolution.

14	  Trafó Gallery; Hungarian University of Fine Arts – Intermedia Department; The         
Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Hungary, 2024. The Kingdom of the Netherlands… 
what a metachronism! Geen woning geen koning!
15	  To say Miekus is one of the foremost thinkers on Girl Theory.
16	  Miekus 2026: 3.
17	  qtd. Kapp 2013: 159.
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Now, given the wide breadth of political ideology and orientation represented in this book, 
I feel a need to explicate first of all that we live in immensely pressing times which require 
an urgent response, and second of all that we must come together as a holistic18 Left. Easier 
said than done, of course, and I speak from experience not soap box. It is no secret to any 
who have been involved in community organizing that the left is fragmented, skilled at 
infighting, and in a constant state of splinter.19 Luckily for us, the left is also motivated 
toward our myriad eminent aims, and such splinters may just bring about generative 
results: such as in Alberto Manconi and Daniele Gambetta’s analysis of the Extinction 
Rebellion-Just Stop Oil (XR-JSO) split as a symbiotic development in their text “Forking 
for Future?” from the 2026 INC Etherport publication Fragments of Tactical Media. I would 
be remiss if I did not make overtures toward the reparative aim of this text as a bringing 
together of the variant strands of the left in order to remember, for myself as well, that 
our commonalities far outweigh our differences. Such as Vaux’s Swifts barreling out the 
chimney of Chapman Elementary who may only survive the awaiting birds of prey, and 
take solace in flight, through a coming together in chaotic, organized fashion.

Formative to the breadth of our book is the opacity of Édouard Glissant. Glissant propounds 
towards understanding as an ontological impossibility, insisting instead that we must 
accept each other as different, and thenafter hold each other in reverence.20 Given this 
need for a building of bridges in the name of an aim which transcends the squabbles of 
interrelationality, “we demand the right to opacity”.21

Our urgent and reparative motivation is reinforced by a brief conversation I once had with 
Žižek where, when I asked ‘how a left so fragmented and chronically online can effectively 
organize’ he advised (in his own style, as you can image) against identitarian advocacy 
ignorant to holistic results— an answer complemented by writings anywhere from Asad 
Haider’s analysis of the Combahee River Collective22 in Mistaken Identity: Race and Class 
in the Age of Trump to the late Mark Fisher’s Exiting the Vampire Castle, prefaced by the 
great proclamation that:

We need to learn, or re-learn, how to build comradeship and solidarity instead 
of doing capital’s work for it by condemning and abusing each other. This doesn’t 
mean, of course, that we must always agree – on the contrary, we must create 
conditions where disagreement can take place without fear of exclusion and 
excommunication.23

And reinforced through Judith Butler’s similarly related postulations for a coalitional 
politics of disunity:

18	  To the extent such is plausible, acknowledging the impossibility of an idealized whole. 
Holistic, then, is placed sous rature: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sous_rature.
19	  Not always our fault, though. Think: COINTELPRO.
20	  Glissant 1997: 190-193.
21	  Ibid.
22	  Chapter 1 “Identity Politics” from Haider 2018.
23	  Fisher 2013.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sous_rature
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The insistence in advance on coalitional “unity” as a goal assumes that solidarity, 
whatever its price, is a prerequisite for political action. But what sort of politics 
demands that kind of advance purchase on unity? Perhaps a coalition needs to 
acknowledge its contradictions and take action with those contradictions intact. 
Perhaps also part of what dialogic understanding entails is the acceptance of 
divergence, breakage, splinter, and fragmentation as part of the often tortuous 
process of democratization.24

All of the above is said to lay the groundwork, the motivating factors for why this book 
comes into being and how it may contribute to our common goals, against our common 
struggles. This book is responding to a need. Acknowledging that this very confusing era we 
find ourselves within: a neoliberalism or post-, necessitates new thinking and new methods 
of political action. This is an attempt, a coming together, trying to break the monotony and 
shape what is next. I am under no idealistic persuasion that this book will make revolution. 
That it will be received as a phosphorus matchhead eagerly meeting the striking strip 
nor as a bulldozer engaging in radical reformation of a barricade. No, and this is not the 
immediate aim of the publication at hand— at least not inasmuch as revolution is viewed 
as event-of-exhilaration rather than drawn-out process.

When speaking on “a political alternative to empire”,25 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
state that such will not arise of “theoretical articulation”.26 “It will only arise in practice”.27 
A book is surely not the practice Hardt and Negri had in mind, as they reference the Paris 
Commune of 1871,28 but a book can nonetheless be an act of political praxis. A book is an 
intervention. Not only in a given literary canon, but in a more significant sense— a political 
intervention; a cultural intervention— whose use may be amplified in times of uncertainty, 
aimlessness, and latency. This book takes heed of Pheng Cheah’s claim that world literature 
may be “a force for world-making”.29 This book is an archive, and a generative one at that.

The North Star30 of this publication has always been a grand idealism of here unformulated 
system change, dissolution, or as alluded to in the conversation with Alina Lupu and Sepp 
Eckenhaussen, immolation. The chosen means of plenitude pursuance then is the generative 
archive, to create and curate activistic memory.31 To make sure that the lessons learned 
from recent social movements surrounding Amsterdam cultural-educational spheres, and 
applicable beyond, are put to print and PDF32 for current and future generations. Collected 

24	  Butler 1990: 14-15.
25	  Hardt and Negri 2001: 206.
26	  Ibid.
27	  Ibid.
28	  Ibid.
29	  Cheah 2016: 3.
30	  Capitalization here is to act as emphasis, not to recall the infamous abolitionist      
newspaper of the same name, edited by Frederick Douglass and Martin Robinson Delany. How-
ever, when provided the opportunity, one is compelled to affectionately recall part of its masthead 
which notoriously states: right is of no sex – truth is of no color (The North Star 1848).
31	  An intentional divergence from Institutional Memory.
32	  Portable Document Format.
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in an organized manner and accessible space, and left open as a living document to be 
debated, critiqued, cited, forgotten, or resurfaced depending on the most conducive usage 
at a given moment. 

When all is said and done, a book is a book. Many strips of thin wood in between two 
strips of slightly thicker wood. Some bleach and ink added in. My hope, then, is that the 
knowledge transcribed within and beyond these pages will be of use to your personal and 
communal political development.33 This book might sit on your shelf, unread, for weeks, 
months, or years. You might give it to a friend, leave it in a free little library, or throw it 
away. Or maybe it will be opened and read at just the right time. All that we know, really, 
is that you are currently reading these words, or listening to them, and you soon may well 
be reading the pages which succeed this one. There is no authority governing your use of 
this book, no teleology to its impact. It is what you make of it, here and now. You are in 
control. You have the power to act, to think, to change. Will you? 

33	  Development as process, not presuming (in fact, here and now refuting) a fixed end of 
Developed.
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THE NEW SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM CALLS FOR 
A NEW SPIRIT OF ACTIVISM 

A REFLECTION ON THE 10TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE 
MAAGDENHUIS OCCUPATION

Tashina Blom

Today marks exactly 10 years since we entered the Maagdenhuis, opened its doors, and 
poured into the building with hundreds of people. Now, in 2025, the right to demonstrate 
is thoroughly being eroded. Back in 2015, we collectively hoped, dreamed, discussed, and 
fought for alternatives during the occupation’s seven glorious, tiring, and exhilarating 
weeks. 45 days is how long we stayed in the building before we were evicted. Under the 
current far-right government, protesters get their ribs bruised by police truncheons within 
an hour of showing up anywhere together.

Some of us continued our struggle for months, even years, and many of us ask ourselves 
where that got us. The protest itself as well as the committee reports, and the subsequent 
UvA-wide referendum all showed, clear as day, that a majority of staff and students wanted 
radical change. Instead, committee reports were all but ignored, shoved into drawers to 
collect dust. Or worse, the proposals they contained were misinterpreted and perverted 
to build yet more top-down managerial layers onto a broken system. Our dreams did not 
turn into tumbleweed, worse than that, they turned into new managers.

We asked for inclusive hiring policies, for the appointment of people with decision-
making power who could respond to and help tackle sexual harassment, racism, sexism, 
ableism and other forms of discrimination. We asked for more research on how precarity 
in academia is structured along the lines of race, class, ability, sexuality and gender. The 
report I helped work on myself had 56 policy proposals, instead we got one CDO (Central 
Diversity Officer) and several faculty diversity officers with little to no political clout. All 
they can do is suggest policy, but there are already more than a few policy suggestions in 
that report - we asked for people with the power to execute those proposals and ideas. 
We asked for decentralised and democratic bottom-up decision-making infrastructures 
for staff and students. We asked for and even proposed solutions for issues such as 
bureaucratisation, discrimination, work pressure, and managerialism. What we got was 
an all but ignored referendum, more centralisation, more absurd metrics, a more corporate 
university and, looking at recent protests, a more repressive university.

Perhaps, though, we should not only ask what did -or, rather, did not- change because of 
the Maagdenhuis occupation. Instead, ask us why we were there. Let’s finally dispel some 
popular myths. The protest was never just about democratisation, increased workloads, 
and staff precarity. At its core, the Maagdenhuis protest was about financialisation. The 
UvA was and still is a company: UvA Ventures Holding BV.
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With the word ‘rendementsdenken’, which translates to something like ‘return on 
investment-thinking’ or even ‘interest-extraction-thinking’ (though it is catchier in Dutch), 
the 2015 Maagdenhuis protest exposed, named, and targeted the problem at the root of 
financialised capitalism. Universities are a BV. They don’t just look like corporations, they 
are one. Profit maximisation, cost-cutting, market-oriented metrics, and performance 
indicators are their priority. At best, education and research are seen as assets, at worst, 
they are mere afterthoughts.

This ‘return-on-investment-thinking’ leads to an increasingly absurd, time-consuming, 
and complex bureaucracy - fuelled by an unhealthy distrust towards employees, top-down 
decision-making, and managerialism. These problems are not unique to universities, they 
apply to the entire (former) public sector. Our dreams stretched far beyond the domain of 
education alone. We did not just want to have more democratic universities, we wanted to 
abolish ‘rendementsdenken’ itself.

The Italian philosopher Matteo Pasquinelli once wrote that “rent is the parasite of cognitive 
capitalism”. In 2025, we can conclude that maybe we should no longer occupy squares 
or buildings. We need to occupy the parasite itself. We need a new kind of financialised 
activism that appropriates, occupies, or subverts the infrastructure of financialised 
capitalism, If you want to put pressure on a university administration -especially one that 
is simultaneously a corporation and a holding company- you can, for example, speculate 
against the bonds used to finance real estate projects. You can undermine rankings, you 
can call for boycotts and divestments, you can engage in data activism to expose financial 
mismanagement (we actually tried the latter ourselves in 2015 with the now-forgotten 
UvAleaks). You can also consider creating cooperative research funds in which researchers 
jointly manage funding without depending on the unequal ‘winner takes all’ lottery of the 
NWO, or being at the mercy of the absolutely crushing austerity measures pushed through 
by anti-intellectual far-right governments. A lot of activists across movements are already 
experimenting with these forms of protest, a new spirit of activism is already emerging. 
After the committees, the proposals, and the demonstration marches, we need new forms 
of direct action, mutual aid, and even sabotage. When our dreams are defeated, we need 
to dream bigger.

We need to reimagine protest. Conventional activist repertoires have become inadequate 
when it comes to confronting the pervasive, connected and multiscalar local, national, 
and supranational manifestations of contemporary capitalism. Standing in the rain with 
a slogan scribbled onto a piece of cardboard is not going to cut it when education, politics, 
and civic life itself are thoroughly eroded by financialisation. Directing your protest at 
the board of a university, a city’s mayor, or even a government, makes no sense anymore 
when all those institutions are, ultimately, influenced and shaped by supranational forms 
of financialised capitalism.

My suggestion is this: let’s attack, appropriate, and subvert financialisation itself and do 
this strategically, imaginatively, and collectively.
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As Lauren Berlant reminded us, despite all setbacks, failures, and undermined committee 
compromises - even in a political landscape littered by shattered hopes - we need to resist 
left-wing melancholia. Instead of decommissioning (pun intended) our heart-felt and 
relentless demand for change, we need to change our dreams, our tactics, and our activism.

I will argue the necessity for preserving, against all shame, a demanding question 
of revolution itself, a question about utopia that keeps pushing its way through a 
field of failed aspirations, like a student at the back of the room who gets suddenly, 
violently, tired of being invisible 
- Lauren Berlant
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ARMS REACHING OUT
Harriët Bergman

When I climb through the window of the Bungehuis, arms reach out to pull me in. It is 
winter and it is already dark outside. I just entered a university building that I usually 
only visit on Thursdays, normally through the front door, most of the times to study with 
a friend, when my destination is the third floor library. Tonight, no trusted friends, no 
books, no plan. I am in an office I have never been to before. 

Bungehuis has been occupied by The New University. 

I became involved in protest at the University of Amsterdam in 2014. Plans for budget cuts 
were found by accident near a copy machine– there was unrest over the plans to merge the 
two beta faculties; the ‘small languages’ would disappear; there was a new semester system 
planned; and people felt ignored, overworked, and unhappy at the UvA. 

The New University grew because of the many moments students physically gathered to 
react to yet another horrible idea imposed by those above. The Amsterdam Philosophy 
Platform organized a meeting in the university library. One teacher at the same time urged 
us to do something, for once! but also wanted us to realize that we should study faster, follow 
the track, and that “our Bildung costs money and jobs”.	

Later, Humanities Rally! was formed and organized a Night of Protest to voice concerns. 
University staff Josef Früchtl and Natalie Scholz write that “everybody – including the 
Dean and a member of the Executive Board – could experience how all that frustration and 
anger which had been held for a long time now broke loose”.1 This experience of sharing 
an emotion, of not being alone, was the result of seeing how many people shared this 
indignation. It is a profoundly moving experience to recognize you are not alone.

The Spinhuis: September 7th, 2014 – January 2nd, 2015
September the 7th, 2014, the Spinhuis was squatted by a group of dedicated students. A 
former house of correction for women located at the Oudezijds Achterburgwal, one of the 
many beautiful and characteristic university buildings used to house, among classrooms, 
the ‘common room’ for anthropology and sociology students. This common room, one 
of the few spaces organized by students themselves, would disappear with the move to 
Roeterseiland. 

I went to the squatted Spinhuis several times. I used to have my research masters informal 
reading group there. Because the toilet was a small plastic cabin not attached to the sewage, 
and the coffee tasted horrible, we eventually decided to find a more suitable place for our 
intellectual endeavor. At that time, while preparing for my classical text exam, I was no 
activist. 

1	  Früchtl and Scholz 2015: 36.
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The University Board tried to evict but did not manage to do so immediately. Eventually, 
the occupying students lost their court case. If they stayed, some would have to pay 
100.000€ per day per person. Jeffrey, the guy who showed amazing art house films in the 
‘Spinema,’ the Spinhuis Cinema, wrote in his ‘Séances’ - Re-wiring Images in the Amsterdam 
Underground that one of the security guys invited the entire gang to his wedding if they 
could keep up a month longer. The overtime pay enabled him to a wedding bigger than 
he could have dreamt of.

The Bungehuis: February 13th, 2015 – February 24th, 2015
The Bungehuis, where the board of the Humanities Faculty resided, was the last stop in 
a short march that, again, protested the upcoming budget cuts and unrelenting attitude 
of the university board. I showed up late - not believing that the umpteenth march could 
help us. I had decided that studying and getting up late to drink coffee was a better way to 
spend my time than showing up at a demonstration yet again. 

So on the 13th of February in 2015, I stood in front of the occupied Bungehuis. There were the 
familiar faces of teachers and students I saw around the university premises every day and 
lots of people I could not immediately place. Some lost tourists, maybe, and students from 
other departments, alumni, and journalists, all chanting, yelling, and protesting together. 
I looked with amazement at the banners that were dropped from the upper windows and 
at the students that hung out of those windows with flares, inviting us to come in. It was 
a Friday morning in Amsterdam, in February. It was still cold, but the sun was shining. I 
felt I was part of something bigger. 

The security was looking uncomfortable, unsure of what to do and protecting the one 
entrance that did not seem blocked. Some people try to push them away, urged by the 
protestors that are already inside, but the half-hearted attempt of a push from students 
who are not prepared for this in any way did not yield results. They need to take a detour. 
The main entrance of the Bungehuis is in the Spuistraat, a street that used to have a sort 
of alternative vibe, with a punk bar that served minors, a squatted building with a snake 
painted on it, a hangout for youth organizations, some prostitutes, bookshops, and several 
more bars and squats. The street had been changing into something less local, more touristy, 
with shops that sell waffles with Nutella, and bike-rents. The prostitutes stayed, while the 
squats and student hang outs disappeared. Underground culture used to be a selling point 
of Amsterdam. Sex and waffles apparently sell better. Ten years later, even more of the 
Spuistraat is gone.

Inside the office I entered: some tables and chairs, desktop computers, but also wrappers 
of snacks, an empty cola bottle, banners and lots of people walking in and out. But most of 
all a revolutionary feeling in the air. Energy that radiates through everyone, not a hurried 
frenzy, but a sense of necessity, importance, like this is the moment.

People build a tower of books in front of the building and there is finger-paint, to leave 
your hand on the building: this is our university. It moves me that one of the students had 
brought soap and cleaning materials to remove the paint from the parts of the building 
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that would not be clean after the rain would wash the material away. 

We care so much about this university that even a former bank building that looked like a 
fort, an institute of the Humanities faculty that would be turned into a posh hotel, should 
not suffer from an occupation. You must walk through the Paleisstraat to get to the other 
side of the building. Looking out over the water, located at the Singel, and with many small 
windows that opened to the offices of some of our own teachers. No security there yet. 
I am moved when, after I climbed to get through the window of the occupied university 
building, a guy I had never met before said: “it’s good you are here”. When I had decided 
that to study and to drink coffee was a better use of my time, I was right. Demonstrations 
suck. Occupying a building works so much better.

The New University takes hold of the Bungehuis for ten days: from February the 13th to 
February the 24th, this former bank was permanently occupied by around forty students 
and one staff member. Teachers, professors, and students wander in and out and sometimes 
stay for several nights, to help keep the occupation running. People help with cooking and 
cleaning, with organizing lectures and workshops. People talk with the media, the mayor 
and the university board. Another protest group, Humanities Rally, along with students 
from the VU, protestors from the beta- faculty, and several individuals from the Law and 
Economics and Business faculties join the occupation. 

The first days of the Bungehuis Occupation, there are no mattresses. The initial occupiers 
did not bring too much stuff, thinking they’d be evicted within several hours, or at least 
after a day or so. The last time the Maagdenhuis was occupied, it was evicted immediately, 
everyone was arrested, even the 15-year-old girl who only joined her older sister had a 
track record now. It thus would not be smart to make yourself too comfortable already, too 
soon. But during the days that followed, even more people joined, and others helped by 
offering materials and time, or moral support. An elderly lady who had lived opposite of 
the Bungehuis for more than 50 years comes to our window: “I am so proud of all of you! 
Keep up the good work!” She brought a mattress with her that she no longer needed, and 
a bag of apples, “cause you students need vitamins.” 

Whatever my hope was when I joined The New University, it was some sort of hope 
for a better, collectively shared future. It was something that had me in its grip, but also 
something I had, practiced, and did. Hope is not a noun; it is something you can do, practice, 
train, strengthen. It is not something you can gain or lose. Like trust, hope cannot be true 
or false.

The office that is easiest to reach from the street is renamed ‘info desk.’ Everyone entering 
the building has to come through this room. If you wanted to stay anonymous, you could 
leave all the stuff that could identify you there, which would be brought to a safe location 
nearby. You get a number, so that the arrest group could locate you later, and put number 
and name together. I am number 172. The movement is growing quickly.

I cannot stay the first day, I do not come during the weekend, but on Monday night, I 
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re-enter. Again, through a window but this time using a ladder. I brought a sleeping bag, 
clean clothes, a pack of snacks and stitching needles with me. People had already warned 
me about the long meetings, and I had promised my boyfriend a hand-knitted scarf. This 
could be the best opportunity to combine my crafty nature, keep my promises, and unleash 
the revolutionary temperament. 

Enter the night long meetings about a university board that did not want to talk. 

Jazz hands are one of the tactics The New University introduced me to.

The room is crowded, people sit on tables, a lucky few on chairs, most sit on the floor. All 
kinds of people have gathered for the first General Assembly. Students from all over the 
Netherlands, from Nijmegen, Groningen, Utrecht and Leiden and different colleges and 
art schools. Even some people from other countries – international students, a Ph.D. from 
Quebec. But also some familiar faces. We are discussing how to spread the protest to other 
cities and universities as well. Someone in the back just made a proposal.

Temperature check!

Everyone waves their hands up, down, or in front of them to express their (dis-)agreement 
with the proposal or statement. For months after the peak of the protests, I wave jazz hands 
whenever I agree with someone. Consensus building is the way this group of students 
wants to make decisions, and that is also the only thing the earliest occupiers impose on 
us new ones. Other than the way of organizing meetings; their commitment to horizontal 
non-hierarchical decision making and organizing. All is open.

After a week, the university board threatens with a fine of 100.000€ per day per person. A 
court case decides that, although this fine was too high, the protestors do have to move out. 
In a press conference on Thursday the 20th, The New University declares we disagree with 
the judge and continue our protest. Tuesday morning, the 24th of February, riot police show 
up to evict the building. While the group of people outside of the Bungehuis grows larger 
and larger, 43 people are dragged out of the building one by one and are jailed for one night. 

The day after that, a march is planned. Students, teachers, and people who, after watching 
the eviction live on television felt enraged, marched from the Bungehuis to the building 
where the University Board resided. The Maagdenhuis. 

From Occupation to Liberation
During the demonstration I give a speech. The people who might be better equipped to 
spread the message, the real activists, are still in jail. And so I say: “When I started my 
studies, I was not an activist. When I was in the student union board, I had never expected 
to see my friends being dragged out of a building. And before all of this, nobody had 
expected us to stand here, together, on this square”. When I started my studies, I was not 
an activist. Now I am a person who sees the need for activism, and I see a danger in using 
activist as an identificatory term. Engaging in politics does not require characteristics or
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qualities. Engagement is not a given attribute of a person; it is a practice.2

Some people think that there are normal students and that there are activists. The normal 
students, is the idea, do not care about politics. As soon as you start caring, you are no 
longer normal, no longer student. You go by a new name.

But you are not born an activist– you become one – or are forced to become one. Life pushes 
you in this direction. The term activist should be a description of someone’s behavior, 
rather than of an internal quality. Calling a rightly concerned teacher or a worried student 
an ‘activist’ is a way of delegitimizing their activities. Critics label people an activist to 
delegitimate a response to injustice, turning their wish for change instead to an inner need 
that springs from nowhere and would have emerged no matter what. 

A similar problem arises with romanticizing protest as a rite de passage, as a thing young 
people do. Both are ways of depoliticizing urgent demands. Activist means: I am not passive 
in situations of injustice. It means you act. It means you’re not “neutral,” but that you take 
sides. It means that you decide not doing something in the face of injustice is a choice you 
cannot afford. I am different since the protests, or at least, I am acting differently. I describe 
myself in some contexts as an activist, to account for that difference, and to normalize 
activism. 

What happened to me? 

More than a thousand people gathered on the Spui, the square in front of the Maagdenhuis, 
and listened to speeches of politicians, union board members and those active in The New 
University movement that were not arrested the day before. Halfway through the last 
speeches, the occupiers from the Bungehuis are released from jail. It is already dark. One 
of the teachers who was dragged out of the Bungehuis the day before held an empowering 
speech. 

“We are not afraid”, the crowd repeats after him. And they are not afraid. Lots of people 
who were at the Spuistraat the day before stood, sat and screamed for hours while one by 
one all the occupiers were escorted or dragged out of the building. For many, including 
me, that day had been the first time they saw the ugly face of the police state. Other people 
had seen the eviction of the day before live broadcasted on local television. There are over 
a thousand people at the square, and while it was getting darker, they are getting angrier. 
More and more people gathered on the stairs. Allegedly, a middle-aged lady stood by the 
door and warned the security: “If you don’t step aside, we have to go through you”.

Maagdenhuis: February 25th, 2015 – April 11th, 2015
A core assumption in research on social movements, notes Ziad Munson, is the idea that 
“ideas or interests precede (and explain) the decision to participate”.3 The idea that social 

2	  Vintges 2017, 48.
3	  Qtd. Clemens 2016, 113.
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change is brought about by movements that bring together already existing actors; activists 
or individuals with well-defined goals and interests, is ill- founded - there is no doer behind 
the deed. A movement aims to bring about changes. And by participating, we evolve in 
both our being and perception.

An hour or so after the last speech, the door of the Maagdenhuis was forced open.

The past shows what was possible once. The last occupation before the one in 2015 was 
ten years earlier, in 2005, to protest the plans to increase tuition fees and decrease the 
participation in decision-making of students and staff. The students were evicted within 
hours. For ten years, the building remained occupation-free. It was a big building, with 
security; with cameras; impossible to enter without permission. The New University, 
protesting upcoming budget cuts, couldn’t dream that the Maagdenhuis could be 
occupied. In a video, a reporter asks, “Why are you here, in the Bungehuis, and not in the 
Maagdenhuis?” A student answers “The Maagdenhuis is impossible to take.” It is not. I 
know that something I thought was not possible, is possible. I now know that as a collective, 
we can do much more than we thought we could.

After people enter through the doors, a general assembly is called. It involves the members 
of the university board and the mayor of Amsterdam— just out of an eye operation. A 
liberation of six weeks followed. In these six weeks, there is a lot of media attention; teachers 
join in the revolutionary spirit by constituting the protest group Rethink UvA; politicians 
and musicians come by to entertain the occupiers and give their support, lectures are given, 
workshops organized, plans made, friendships formed, love found. 

In the Maagdenhuis, we give tours through the appropriated building. Another student and 
I invite high school teachers to take their pupils to our social experiment that already lasts 
four weeks, to get a ‘civil disobedience tour’. The kids can ask questions, are shown around, 
and learn why civil disobedience is necessary and justified. Civil disobedience, we explain, 
is the intentional and non-violent disobeying of a law, because that law is perceived to be 
unjust. We invite them to come up with examples of their own, and they identify examples 
ranging from Rosa Parks refusing to sit in the back of the bus to themselves cycling through 
the Leidsestraat to protest the number of tourists and the way the city is organized not 
for its inhabitants, but for its consumers. More than twenty teens followed us around in 
wonder. We walk to the board room on the upper floor– where they sit down and listen to 
us explain our demands– to the room were Jeffrey screened his films, renamed the Virgins 
Bed Cinema. We pass by the copy machine on the second floor that formed protection 
against security and the noise coming from the stairs, behind which I had put my mattress 
and sleeping bag. ‘Do you really sleep there? Isn’t it cold?’ Being civilly disobedient is not 
easy, we explain.

I had never thought such a thing was possible. This was something for movies, or from 
distant times or for faraway places or for people who were more courageous than I. But 
there I was, in the middle of it, in the main hall while a famous rapper was signing to us. 
And there we were, in the main room, while the well-known occupy anthropologist held 
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his lecture. While the anti-Wall Street sociologist talked about banking. While the leader 
of the animal party screened her documentary. 

There I was, cleaning toilets. There I was, finding out that the toilets on the floor of the 
board members were made of marble. There I was, spilling bleach on my pants. There I 
was, being scolded upon for using bleach, which apparently was so bad for the environment 
that I should be ashamed using it. I try to eat and study regularly. The only thing I manage 
to do is show up at the meetings and events of my debating union. Food, study, sleep, social 
life: all seem irrelevant. I try to study, I show up at a lecture and am amazed that - still!- 
there are people who managed to be less prepared than me. There are good parts, there 
are bad parts, but most of all I am part of it – a movement.

The Maagdenhuis functions like a magnet to me. With all the cliffhangers, excitement, 
moments of extreme relief or sadness, the interpersonal drama, the working together 
against a common enemy: it is soap-opera. I am drawn to it, and every time I try to leave, 
there is something that draws me back in. 

The University of Amsterdam has been far from perfect for a long time, having drastic 
reorganizations every year or so, using a flexible workforce, and with departments that 
have to manage either way too much or far too few students with a limited budget. 
Meanwhile, decisions are taken top-down, the student and workers councils are often 
silenced and opposing voices ignored. It is possible that the situation at the university was 
never perfect, however, concerns and problems did seem to accumulate. As a student, I 
joined the philosophy department after they moved to a new building. I experienced the 
rehousing of two other faculties to a building that was not yet finished. “Construction is 
stomachache,” the responsible board member said. I started my bachelor studies when the 
semester layout was working fine and finished my research master in a semester division 
that does not work for the humanities, or the social sciences, or actually, any study that 
does not require intensive lab visits. Some teachers and students did not seem to notice, 
some were slightly annoyed, some were angry, and some did not seem to give a shit. When 
the academic year of 2014-2015 started, there was already for quite some time feelings of 
unease, conflicts of interest, and competing ideologies at play.

‘Positivity’ and the idea that ‘things will work out in the end’ are mechanisms that prevent 
people from protesting. Staying positive about the turnout of events relates to a belief in 
progress. Ideology is the set of unconscious and conscious assumptions, beliefs and ideas 
a society or group of people have. If you think that science will cure things, or that history 
follows a linear upward moving path, you have fallen for ‘the ideology of progress’. It is the 
idea that life will get better thanks to a new policy proposal or technological improvements 
in the digital learning environment. If we better our understanding and knowledge, if we 
do more research, if we find creative innovations, if this new manager or faculty dean will 
be better, if we wait just a bit longer… things will improve. They will not.

After the initial surprise and excitement that something was happening, it was what was 
happening that made me come back to the student protests again and again. It was what 
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was happening at the Bungehuis, the Maagdenhuis, and later the Spinhuis that inspired me, 
and encouraged me and many others to continue doing whatever we were doing – fighting 
for a transparent, quality driven university; fighting against the sellout of a beautiful city; 
fighting for the preservation of public space. I was even further drawn in because of a felt 
solidarity, and seeing that which I wanted to accomplish being created on a smaller scale 
– respectful interactions – a focus on quality, creativity, critical thinking, unbothered by 
so-called rendementsdenken. The term that describes this is prefiguration. It refers to the 
practice of foreshadowing the social relations and the world you want to see. 

Matthijs Van de Sande notes a resemblance between various occurrences of protest of 
the last years. Occupy, the Indignados, and the protests at Tahrir square all share some 
essential characteristics. They are a “permanent occupation and recomposition of public 
space,” have no clear political agenda, are of a diverse composition, and are open-ended.4 
These protests are both performative and symbolic, by embodying or reaching towards 
a shared ideal of what the world should look like.5 The practice of The New University 
and the Spinhuis collective resemble this. In the same way as the protest movements van 
de Sande analyses, “its own practices and organizational structure were to prefigure, or 
‘foreshadow,’ the kind of political and social change that the movement sought to realize on 
a grander scale”.6 The New University took care in trying to practice what they preached. 
Prefiguration “has been defined as a revolutionary method or a strategic principle, but also 
as a moral imperative or a substantive concept of radical democracy”.7 Although the exact 
meaning of the term prefiguration can’t be easily pinned down, the enacting of a better 
world by students during the protest can be called prefigurative.

The prefigurative repertoire that we can discern from the Maagdenhuis appropriation 
includes a way of interacting with each other, a wish to be leaderless, an experiment to 
organize horizontally. It consists of an attempt at creating the kind of university we wanted 
to see, with lectures, discussions, meetings, workshops. University staff that joined, Früchtl 
and Scholz, notice the care taken in personal actions. They recognize how “during the many 
days (and nights) of protest around the Maagdenhuis the students have demonstrated 
what being respectful of others means”8. The students “understood that we have to protect 
ourselves by carefully fostering our civility (as a feeling brought about by reason)”.9 It was 
expressed in urges for self-care, making tea or coffee, being kind to each other. It was all 
around us in the shared responsibility of maintaining the building, taking care of visitors, 
engaging newcomers. In all these, The New University prefigured the organizational 
structure and the way of interacting we wanted to see at the university. Früchtl and Scholz 
write that the protestors “understood that people have to enact what they are striving for 
in order to achieve it”.10

4	  Sande 2017: 8-10.
5	  Sande 2017: 9.
6	  Sande 2017: 10
7	  Sande 2017: 11.
8	  Früchtl and Scholz 2015: 37.
9	  Früchtl and Scholz 2015: 38.
10	  Ibid.



34 ARMS REACHING OUT

To think and feel a then and there is difficult. In the Maagdenhuis, some people urged 
the students to be realists – I was often one of those. But other people had ideas about 
spreading the protest all over the world and to address ‘rendementsdenken’ in other sectors 
throughout the Netherlands as well. It is clear why queers would fight against straight time- 
however, the analysis of resisting an auto-naturalizing temporality that dictates what to 
expect in life also fits the different context of not accepting or recognizing yourself in the 
options spelled out for you. 

There are many ways in which you can be nudged to accept the state of the world or the 
situation you find yourself in. As we will see below, there is something in utopian longing 
that pushes the boundaries of the given demarcations of reality. This is also in prefigurative 
practices of activist organizing.

What we did in the Maagdenhuis feels untranslatable to the grammar of the bureaucrats 
we were fighting against. We contested that their worldview was the only valuable one, 
and in challenging this, we prefigured an alternative and experienced the surplus that 
cannot be captured in the worldview we were fighting against. Prefigurative is the adjective 
that describes the practice of building a new society in the shell of the old, of organizing, 
interacting and relating in the way you want the world to look like. 

Prefigurative action falls outside of the paradigm which considers people rational actors 
that try to reach specific obtainable ends. Prefigurative actions are about constructing a 
sense of relating to each other and showing the possibility of such a way of connecting. 
This can be by organizing in a non-hierarchical way, by squatting a house that is otherwise 
empty, or by running a lecture program in an appropriated university building and eating 
fried onions at night. By committing to practicing what you want to see in the world, 
it’s immediately exposed when so-called revolutionaries forget to empower the voices of 
people of color or women. By encouraging each other to take up different tasks, to rotate 
with tasks of power. 

Through this prefiguring of what we wanted to see, we created a surplus that confronted 
other conceptions of value. Prefiguration is that which is more, that which cannot be 
explained by its use value alone.

Science Festival: April 11th, 2015
Those inside the occupies Maagdenhuis planned a Science Festival. The board again 
threatens eviction, again runs a court case. After negotiations with the board, where they 
threaten to sue the negotiators personally, and a general assembly that lasts till 03:00 
at night, it is decided to leave the building after the festival. On the 11th of April, the 
Maagdenhuis is empty, behold one person who blockaded himself in the room of the 
rector magnificus. It is decided that the lectures and workshops will be held on the square 
in front of the building. 

Six people get arrested. Two of them, not willing to identify themselves, are. temporarily 
lost in the bureaucratic crypts of foreign detention. 
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On the 13th of April, yet another march takes place. The people from the We Are Here 
collective join the students for a short moment. A week later, the last two students still in 
detention are released. That same night, one of the board members resigns. 

What has changed, in the end?
So, what has changed, in the end? The task at hand was to analyze my discomfort with this 
question and make the first step at diving into what drives people to become politically 
active within social movements. Narrations that tries to explain an event or situation it 
after it happens can only do partial justice. We saw that the students channelled existing 
anger. We also saw that indignation alone was not enough to explain the success and 
growth of the movement. We saw the necessity of having a physical place to gather, and 
the importance of solidarity from different groups. I argued that an activist emerges out of 
action and is not a given character trait. Furthermore, we saw that optimization of outcomes 
in the sphere of action is not always possible if you don’t know what you want yet, and 
when you want something that can’t be judged in terms of ‘optimization.’ Lastly, we saw 
that within becoming active, you become an activist; the process changes you. Fighting 
for what you love, being moved to become active and experiencing hope are all outside of 
cost-benefit analysis and conception of people as calculating agents. In the end, there is no 
explanation why you prefer one thing over the other. There is an explanation why you act 
in a certain way once you are moved. But there is no logical explanation of why you are 
moved. Certain accounts of rationality and doing politics and changing the world form an 
obstacle for change by posing the wrong questions.

Was it worth it? - Of course.

There is not much left of The New University - a page on a now abandoned social platform, 
but also the memory of resistance, of taking power and enacting hope. In 2017, even the 
conditional punishment for the occupiers who were dragged out of the Bungehuis matured 
after two years. The state, capital, and the law can prescribe fines, jail time, and send vans 
full of riot police. But they can’t capture our experiences. When we come together, when 
we organize, when we enact what we want to see in the world, we overflow whatever 
boundaries they try to force upon us. Out of prefigurative practices a surplus arises that 
is impossible to capture. 

From the past, I think, we see that so much has changed for the better, and so much 
more was possible than we imagined. I’ve been practicing hope, and I think it is informed 
and grounded. I see a better world, just around the corner, and it is rising. My hope is 
strengthened with all the things I see around me. Maybe the events that spring were 
successful because it layed the foundation for a movement of students for climate justice, 
adding a more intersectional approach and fewer spelling mistakes to climate activism. 
Maybe it was successful because it lay the foundation for the University of Color. Maybe 
it was successful because the foreign detention adventure of two of us led some to a fierce 
commitment to helping refugees. Maybe it was successful because we’ve learned people 
have double agendas. Maybe it was successful because we found hope in our prefigurative 
practice because we’ve realized what power we have. We have lived and experienced 



36 ARMS REACHING OUT

another way of organizing, felt solidarity, community, and felt the power we had as a 
collective. A power that is so big, and so dangerous and threatening, that they will send 
thirteen vans of riot police to an empty building, and still make arrests.

It is now more than a decade since I entered the Bungehuis.

When the newfound revolutionary friends and the radicalized old philosophy crew is 
together, it almost always comes up as a reference. When melancholic, one guy complains 
about how everything could have been better if we worked harder and had a more coherent 
plan. “If only…” The most enthusiastic of the group instead remembers the warmth that 
vibrated through the building during the many musical performances. When my dad 
is around to chime in, he joins her with lyric descriptions of the two orchestras that 
combined their forces for a wonderful concert. The Dutch rapper Typhoon who was so 
proud and enthusiastic when he came to perform. The old protest song singer Armand 
later complained that he first wasn’t allowed to smoke in the building, but in the end did 
manage to smoke a few joints while performing. ”No blow, no show”, he laughed proudly, 
before starting his song. When he died a few months later, the newspaper mentioned 
how he laughed about the fearful bureaucratic students who didn’t even smoke inside the 
Maagdenhuis. There are as many interpretations of the success of the movement as there 
were participants.

It’s difficult to explain why I had to be at the occupied and appropriated building so often. 
Why I felt like staying overnight, ‘protecting the fort,’ was something that felt worthwhile, 
even when there was no heating, even without a proper mattress, even when I had to be 
in class the next day, is difficult to explain.

But why it felt empowering, I can explain now.

Feeling empowerment came through being together, through many conversations, to no 
longer feeling alone, to no longer feeling ashamed, to feeling such a fondness and proudness 
of even the people I didn’t like. I felt empowered because we stayed up all night. I felt 
empowered because we held meetings. I felt empowered because the teachers joined in. 
I felt empowered because people cared for me and others enough to gently push us to go 
home when we were too tired. I felt empowered because many outside people brought food. 
I felt empowered because we danced. I felt empowered because we wrote articles and press 
statements and won debates with board members. I felt empowered when a door that was 
supposed to stay close cracked open under our collective power. 

This empowerment is not possible to capture in words or explanations of worth: it is more 
than any definition. It overflows. Because of its prefigurative character, this occupation 
made me experience such warmth and power and necessity that it was impossible not to 
be there as often as possible.

We can be moved through seeing the glimpses of another possible world.
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There is no clear end goal or blueprint that justifies our longing and fighting for something 
better. There is hope that encourages us to continue forward, and that pushes the horizon 
further away with every step. Change is not a bundle of accomplishments; it’s a process.

We are venturing beyond, and with every step, our horizon shifts further.

I’ve learned that whatever you’re doing, whatever you’ve done: it is only the beginning of 
much more to come. 
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WHY STUDENT POLITICS NEEDS A 
REVOLUTIONARY STRATEGY

LESSONS FROM THE STUDENTENVAKBEWEGING (1963 – 1969) 

Floris Boudens

Absentmindedly I scrolled through the 2018 annual report of Utrecht University, until a 
number caught my eye. The president of the Executive Board had run up €124,343 in travel 
expenses.1 Being a student representative at the time, I brought this up with the University 
Council, and suggested we submit written questions. The longest-serving members of the 
council exchanged a knowing look. The subject, apparently, was not without precedent. 
The expenses included, among other extravagances, the cost of a private chauffeur. The 
nestor of the council articulated their official position: “The council has always taken 
the view that you don’t want an administrator, after a day full of meetings, to get into his 
car exhausted and drive into a tree.”2 The logic here, one has to concede, is flawless. The 
university president was a busy man. A tired man. A man whose continued survival was, 
presumably, a matter of some concern. To my bewilderment, a majority of the council 
was opposed to seeking any explanation at all. I left the meeting wrathfully. That evening 
I compiled a spreadsheet comparing the travel expenses of executive boards nationwide 
and sent it to all parliamentary spokespersons on education. GroenLinks MP Zihni Özdil 
followed up with parliamentary questions. In the media storm that followed, I took my 
revenge on the extravagant chairman, his sycophantic council, and the academic system 
that produced both.3

					     4

1	  Anton Pijpers, Annetje Ottow and Henk Kummeling, Werken aan een betere wereld. 
Jaarverslag 2018 (Utrecht 2019) 60.
2	  Janne Chaudron, ‘Enorme declaraties bij universiteiten: cultuurprobleem of over-
dreven ophef?’, Trouw (2 May 2019). Nederlands: “De medezeggenschap heeft steeds het stand-
punt ingenomen dat je niet wilt dat een bestuurder na een dag vol vergaderingen vermoeid in de 
auto stapt en vervolgens tegen een boom aanrijdt.”
3	  Amber Dujardin, ‘Klokkenluider Floris Boudens (22) voelt zich weggezet als dissident. 
‘Dit is van de zotte.’’, Trouw (24 April 2019); Floris Boudens, ‘Macht van topmanagers als Anton 
Pijpers is te groot’, AD (27 April 2019).
4	  Siska Pater, ‘UUinAction protests against high expense claims with cargo bike taxi’, 
DUB (16 May 2019).

Students from activist party UUinActie offer a free ‘VIP-taxi ride’ with Anton Pijpers, protesting his 
124,000 euro travel expense claims. Utrecht, 2019.4
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The system in question was one in which professional managers had monopolised power, 
and the university had to abide by the dictates of the market. The humanities were hit 
the hardest as their specialised programmes were merged or abolished in order to cover 
financial deficits. By the time I started studying history in Utrecht, students and staff 
were already pushing back. In 2015, students in Amsterdam ‘liberated’ the Maagdenhuis 
from executives.5 The occupation movement aptly called itself ‘De Nieuwe Universiteit’, 
a name that served both as a programme and a demonstration: decisions were not taken 
by megalomaniac executives, but deliberated at a ‘general assembly’, until consensus was 
reached.6 I saw the same happening in Utrecht: students agitated against the underfunding 
and marketisation of higher education struggled for a different university. For reformist 
academics and students, WOinActie was the preferred alternative - a lobby group so 
moderate that even executives joined its cause.7 In 2018 – 2019 things were heating up. I 
helped out where I could, writing opinion pieces and aiding in organising a demonstration 
in The Hague.8 In the meantime, my council work yielded nothing but frustration. Once 
the dust of that tumultuous year had settled, I joined ROOD and Communistisch Platform, 
adopting Marxism as a theoretical and political framework.9 I record these developments 
and experiences because they were no less formative than years of formal education, and 
because they animate the research I went on to pursue.

My Master’s thesis on the history of the university council system was probably my first 
serious attempt to put my newly acquired Marxist framework to work.10 Perhaps I also 
hoped to account for what I had witnessed: why had the University Council remained 
so curiously impotent, while opposition to the managerialist order was spilling into the 
streets? I set out to explain how the contemporary, neoliberal university had come to 
be; how a particular power dynamic had produced this specific governance structure. I 
focused on the postwar period, tracing the development of academic governance from a 
professorial oligarchy to the managerialist institution of today. The turning point in this 
history is the Wet Universitaire Bestuurshervorming (WUB) of 1970, which established the 
Executive Board and University Council with a shared mandate to govern the institution. 
The received history of the law’s genesis is not without its allure. At its centre is the 
Maagdenhuis occupation of 1969, which is seen as the apex of the 1960s student movement 
that forcibly democratised the university. This is the central argument of what I will here 
call the ‘standard narrative’, which runs roughly as follows: Dutch universities used to be 

5	  Willem Halffman, ‘Bezint eer gij bezet! (of niet)’, Krisis | Journal for Contemporary 
Philosophy 39 (2019) 91–99.
6	  Joost de Bloois, In de naam van het Maagdenhuis (Amsterdam 2016) 10.
7	  Aline Waltzing and Rens Bod, ‘Interview with Rens Bod’, Revue d’histoire des sciences 
humaines (2024) 169–180.
8	  Floris Boudens, ‘Door de massaproductie op de universiteiten lijkt het er wel een Mc-
Donalds’, de Volkskrant (2 December 2018).
9	  I will spare the reader the intricacies of yet another political conflict in my life, but the 
gist is that the Socialist Party would later expel members from ROOD and Communist Platform. 
These expulsions led to the foundation of the Revolutionair Socialistische Partij (RSP), of which I 
am, at the time of writing, a member. 
10	  Floris Boudens, ‘The Ivory Tower Inc.: A critical history of Utrecht University’s man-
agement from WUB to MUB’ (Master Thesis History and Philosophy of Science, Utrecht 2023).
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governed by professors, a situation deemed untenable after postwar expansion. When 
the Maris-committee proposed a managerialist solution, student activism escalated, and 
Minister of Education Gerard Veringa (KVP) responded with the WUB. This law created 
an elected University Council and is widely regarded as a democratic revolution. By the 
1990s, however, the cumbersome business of democratic deliberation was discarded as 
‘inefficient’. Finally, the Wet Modernisering Universiteitsbestuur (MUB) of 1997 codified 
the managerial order.

The standard narrative is recycled in nearly any secondary account that has reason to touch 
on the student movement, however varied in scope and purpose. In academic history, it 
is virtually uncontested, though some authors do bend it to serve a wider argument.11 In 
his influential study of the 1960s, for instance, James Kennedy attributes the democratic 
transformation of the university to a progressive elite willing to accommodate a coalition 
of divergent interests. Because student involvement waned in the 1970s, the result was a 
‘centralization’ of academic management.12 Klaas van Berkel, the most thorough historian 
of contemporary academia in the Netherlands, describes the WUB era as an ‘intermezzo’ 
(1965 – 1980) in a longer process of managerialization: a brief democratic experiment 
between two forms of oligarchy.13 Contrary to the standard narrative, I argue that the 
events of the late 1960s did not result in a democratic university. The authorities, in fact, 
did everything in their power to suppress the student movement, and the WUB is the 
legislative expression of that suppression. More fundamentally still, the WUB created the 
University Council alongside an Executive Board of professional managers tasked with 
daily management. As I have shown in my thesis, executives could dominate the council 
from the start, thanks to their superior information position. In due course, the Executive 
Board fully subsumed power over the institution. Ultimately, then, the 1969 uprising is 
better understood as a neoliberal revolution rather than a democratic one.

History as Political Analysis
This is not a conventional historical essay. I do aim to examine the history of the student 
movement seriously, diligently cite my sources, and offer a novel contribution to the 
historiography, as a proper historian would. But that is only secondary to my purpose 

11	  It is reproduced most faithfully when the developments leading to the WUB serve as 
mere background to the author’s main concern, for example in the histories of particular disci-
plines: Chris Lorenz, ‘Typically Dutch?: Over de jaren tachtig in de Nederlandse geschiedtheorie’, 
Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 129 (2016) 77–96, at 79–82; David Baneke, ‘Sterrenkunde na Oort: 
De veranderende bestuurscultuur in wetenschap en universiteit in de jaren zeventig en tachtig’, 
Bijdragen en Mededelingen Betreffende de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 129 (2014) 25–54, at 33–35. 
The hegemony of the standard narrative is illustrated by two recent doctoral theses. Both repro-
duce the familiar sequence as a given, as if no other readings are possible. See: Floris van Berckel 
Smit, ‘New Public Management at the University?: A Variety of Organizational Changes Within 
Dutch and Flemish Universities, 1970–2010’ (Amsterdam 2025); Bastiaan Nugteren, ‘‘Die zorg 
droeg voor dit goede verloop’: De professionalisering en modernisering van de ondersteuning bij 
de Utrechtse universiteit in historisch perspectief (1876 – 2011)’ (Hilversum 2024) 48–54.
12	  James Kennedy, Nieuw Babylon in aanbouw: Nederland in de jaren zestig (Amsterdam 
2017) 174–178.
13	  Klaas van Berkel, De zakelijke universiteit, 1945 - 2021. Universiteit van het Noorden: 
vier eeuwen academisch leven in Groningen Vol. III (Hilversum 2022) 10.
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here. My chief objective is unabashedly political. I want to bring to the fore the lessons that 
this history holds for the contemporary student movement. I shall focus in particular on 
the tactical and strategic questions that confronted the short-lived Studentenvakbeweging 
(SVB), the leading organisation of the student movement in the 1960s. 14 Before proceeding, 
a brief clarification of terms is in order. By tactics I mean the concrete instruments through 
which a movement pursues its immediate aims: the petition, the demonstration, the mass 
meeting. By strategy I mean the long-term political framework within which we think 
about how to achieve our goals.15 I will show that the 1960s student movement has produced 
genuinely inventive tactics, but failed to develop an adequate strategic orientation. In its 
first years, the SVB pursued an advocacy strategy, seeking to influence policy through legal 
means. By the late 1960s, however, an anarchist strategy had taken hold, which rejects 
centralised authority as such and seeks to ‘prefigure’ a horizontally organised society in 
its stead. The Maagdenhuis occupation worked on both fronts: it constituted a microcosm 
of such a society, and it defied the university authorities by provoking them into revealing 
the repression on which their authority rested. While this was mediagenic as a tactic, it was 
myopic as a strategy, as it failed to see clearly that the power to restructure academia lay 
with the legislator. It follows that any student movement that is serious about democratising 
the university must account for the issue of state power.16

				    17

14	  The intelligence service has inadvertently contributed to my corpus of sources. In Au-
gust 2023 I filed a request for declassification, while writing an article on the Studentenvakbewe-
ging for Het Oproer, the magazine of the socialist historical student association Jan Romein. See: 
Floris Boudens, ‘Revolutionairen zonder revolutie. De opkomst en ondergang van de studenten-
vakbeweging (SVB), 1963-1969’, Het Oproer. Tijdschrift van socialistische historici 0 (2023) 4–10. 
The documents arrived in August 2025. They have obvious limitations: some files remain classi-
fied because of ‘security concerns’, and they are not organised chronologically, but I have nonethe-
less tried to extract what new information they contain.
15	  Mike Macnair, Revolutionary Strategy: Marxism and the challenge of left unity (London 
2008) 25.
16	  I have Noah Pellikaan and Bart van Holsteijn to thank for their useful suggestions for 
restructuring my essay.
17	  Joost Evers, (21 May 1969), Nationaal Archief, inv. 2.24.01.05, no. 922-4422.

An occupier is carried out of the Maagdenhuis, 21 May 1969. Students are making a spectacle of their 
arrest.17
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To understand the anarchist turn in student organising, we have to make note of the 
emergence of the so-called ‘New Left’. Significant currents within the New Left had grown 
disillusioned with the organised labour movement, which they regarded as essentially 
integrated into the very order it was once meant to overthrow. Therefore, the task of 
radically critiquing post-war capitalism fell to social groups outside of the circuits of 
direct labour exploitation. This position found its most influential articulation in the 
work of Herbert Marcuse, who argued that the ‘middle-class intelligentsia’ had to prepare 
the ground for a revolution by exposing the coercive nature of nominally ‘democratic’ 
structures.18 The university was of special significance as a site of struggle, because it 
functions as “a training ground for the reproduction of the system”.19 Marcuse’s analysis 
resonated widely among Dutch students, and not least with Ton Regtien, founder of the 
SVB and unofficial leader of the student movement.20 In his view, one advantage that 
student revolts had was that students immediately faced the state as its direct adversary 
“often in the form of the instruments of power of that state (army, police)”.21 The workers’ 
struggle, by contrast, had reached that confrontation only in a much later stage, once wage 
disputes had escalated into the occupation of factories. Some Marxist theoreticians rejected 
Marcuse’s ideas as ‘vanguardism’, the presumption that a small, politically radical group 
could substitute itself for the working class as the leading force of social transformation.22 
Althusser, for example, argued that students lacked the structural power to lead the class 
struggle, and that the effort to homogenise students and workers denied the strategic 
centrality of the working class.23 The underlying assumption here is that socialism should 
concern itself exclusively with industrial workers, treating everything else as a distraction 
from the class struggle; we may describe this position as ‘workerism’.

What is striking is that the class analysis underlying these opposing positions was 
substantially similar. Both Marcuse and Althusser situated students within the middle class; 
for the former, this was the source of their strategic promise, for the latter, of their political 
irrelevance.24 Here I want to suggest another conception of the class position of students. 

18	  Herbert Marcuse, ‘Re-Examination of the Concept of Revolution’, Diogenes 16 (1968) 
16–26.
19	  Dean Caivano et al., ‘Critical Pedagogy in the Neoliberal University: Reflections on the 
2015 York University Strike through a Marcusean Lens’, New Political Science 38 (2016) 501–515, at 
513–514.
20	  For a biographical sketch see: Rimko van der Maar, ‘De deeltjesversneller. Ton Regtien 
en de studentenbeweging in de jaren zestig’, in: Leen Dorsman and Peter Jan Knegtmans eds, 
Keurige wereldbestormers: over studenten en hun rol in de Nederlandse samenleving sedert 1876. 
Universiteit & Samenleving 4 (Hilversum 2008) 105–131.
21	  Ton Regtien, Universiteit in opstand: Europese achtergronden en de Nederlandse situatie 
(Amsterdam 1969) 97. Nederlands: “De directe tegenstander is na korte tijd de staat, vaak in de 
vorm van de machtsinstrumenten van die staat (leger, politie). De opstand van arbeiders botst, 
blijkens de ervaring, pas in een veel later met de staat.”
22	  Lorenzo Cini and Héctor Ríos-Jara, ‘Contemporary Student Movements and Capital-
ism. A Marxist Debate’, in: Richard Hall, Inny Accioly and Krystian Szadkowski eds, The Palgrave 
International Handbook of Marxism and Education (Cham 2023) 413–428.
23	  Maria Antonietta Macciocchi and Louis Althusser, Letters from inside the Italian Com-
munist Party to Louis Althusser (London 1973) 298–320.
24	  For this issue also see: Hal Draper, The Politics of Social Classes. Karl Marx’s Theory of 
Revolution Vol. II (New York 1978) 534–538.



44 WHY STUDENT POLITICS NEEDS A REVOLUTIONARY STRATEGY

While it is true enough that we cannot ‘homogenise’ students and workers, I think that is 
simply because we cannot homogenise students. Some students are indeed the children of 
the 1%, and may well have begun exploiting labour before their studies are well underway. 
But today the vast majority of students work to make ends meet, and can unequivocally be 
considered part of the working class. Arguably, this definition can be extended to include 
those who rely on loans, grants or even most of the parental contributions. The working 
class is not simply the sum of employed workers, or, still less, of ‘productive’ workers or 
workers in industry; it is the social class that lacks ownership of the means of production 
and is therefore incentivised to organise and defend its interests as a collective.25 In this 
essay I will assert that precisely because students do not form a single social class, the 
task is not to organise and represent ‘the students’ as such, but to organise working-class 
students as an integrated part of the broader socialist movement.

Splitting hairs over the precise class position of students is of cardinal importance for the 
unfolding of my argument. For one, I will show that erroneous ideas of class have shaped 
the strategies and tactics of the student movement, and, by extension, have contributed to 
the failures that I go on to describe.26 Crucially, the strategic implications of a working-class 
position are considerable. If most students belong to the working class, then their political 
organisation requires a party of the working class, aimed at handing control over society 
to workers. Without such a party, the demands of the student left cannot be agitated for in 
parliament, let alone passed into law; and without the long-term discipline of a political 
programme, each wave of student protests has to reinvent itself from scratch, forgetting 
the lessons of the past. In the 1960s many from the student movement had drawn the same 
conclusion. Regtien, for example, joined the Communistische Partij van Nederland (CPN) 
after the Maagdenhuis occupation, in part to return the favour: the CPN had been the only 
party actively to support the occupiers rather than condemn the student movement.27 The 
former student leader hoped that the CPN might serve as the link between workers and 
intellectuals. “In hindsight,” he would later concede, “I may have been mistaken about 
that.”28 Whether he was, and why, is a question to which this essay will return.

The following is dedicated to reconstructing the history of the SVB, which serves as the 
central case study of this essay. As the first student union in the Netherlands, and as the 
organisation around which the tactical and strategic debates of the decade were fought 
out, the SVB offers a window onto the dilemmas that have shaped student politics ever 

25	  Macnair, Revolutionary Strategy, 162.
26	  I am indebted to Bart van Holsteijn for framing these points, and for the arguments and 
formulations I have drawn on extensively in what follows. 
27	  van Berkel, Universiteit van het Noorden: De zakelijke universiteit, 369–370; A.A. de 
Jonge, Het communisme in Nederland. De geschiedenis van een poltieke partij (Alphen aan de Rijn 
1972) 163–165.
28	  Ad Knotter, ‘Arbeiders-studenten: één front! De invloed van ‘mei ‘68’ in de Nederland-
se studentenbeweging’, Het Oproer. Tijdschrift van socialistische historici 1 (2024) 8–14, at 12; van 
der Maar, ‘De deeltjesversneller’, 130. Nederlands: “Mijn ideaal was en is een bondgenootschap 
tussen intellectuelen en arbeiders. Door mijn ervaringen in het Maagdenhuis en de Groningse the-
magroep meende ik dat de CPN het schakeltje tussen beide groepen zou kunnen worden. Achteraf 
beschouwd heb ik me daar misschien in vergist.”
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since. As will by now be apparent, I trace this institution from its foundation in 1963 
to its untimely demise in 1969 in order to establish a political diagnosis, rather than a 
mere chronological record. Indeed, the argument that I will develop is that the student 
movement abandoned organised politics in favour of spontaneous mass action, succumbing 
to anarchist tendencies that not only failed to build lasting organisations but in fact actively 
destroyed the organisations it inherited. Only after establishing this organisational history 
do I turn to the sequence of events that led to the occupations of the late 1960s, the role of 
the Communistische Partij Nederland (CPN) in them, and the state intervention that led to 
the WUB. We can then start analysing the way we have looked back on the Maagdenhuis 
occupation and elaborate on the construction of the standard narrative. Interestingly, its 
main features are not only reproduced in the accounts of the bourgeois media but also in 
the newspaper of the CPN. Finally, in the concluding section, I shall reflect on the political 
implications of this history for the student movement of our own time, and argue that what 
it lacks, above all, is a revolutionary strategy.

Student Advocacy
The simplest iterations of the standard narrative begin in 1969, but this means beginning the 
story in medias res. In order to understand the emergence and transformation of the student 
movement, we must first examine its social and political origins. Significant here is that 
universities became considerably more accessible during the postwar decades. Enrolment 
roughly quadrupled between 1945 and 1970.29 A system of grants and loans helped fund 
this growth, though many students still relied on paid labour to make ends meet, and the 
economic position of many Dutch students left much to be desired. Parental contributions 
were supplemented by these funds, rather than replaced.30 So, students from working-
class families remained disadvantaged, though they undeniably entered the university in 
larger numbers.31 Since the 1960s, attempts have been made to attribute the emergence of 
the student movement to changing class relations among students. The Marxist historian 
Ger Harmsen, long the authoritative voice on the subject, adopts a workerist definition 
of labour and accordingly rejects the idea that the student movement was a consequence 
of the proletarianization of students: “The social position of students is a problem in its 
own right. After all, they are not in paid employment .… In part, students are future wage 
earners in training. Only the working student, a larger group in the 1950s than in the 1960s, 
can be considered, to some extent, a wage labourer.”32 

29	  Wouter Marchand, ‘Onderwijs mogelijk maken: twee eeuwen invloed van studiefinan-
ciering op de toegankelijkheid van het onderwijs in Nederland (1815-2015)’ (Groningen 2014) 191. 
This expansion was driven by the postwar demand for skilled personnel, both in industry and 
state bureaucracy. Hugo Kijne, Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse studentenbeweging 1963-1973 (Am-
sterdam 1978) 22; Regtien, Universiteit in opstand, 26–27.
30	  In fact, Heringa argued that in some poor families the grants of the student was used 
to supplement the income of the parents, instead of vice versa. G.C. Heringa, De student (2nd edn; 
Groningen 1964) 34.
31	  Jan Schopman, Kritiese universiteit: de ruk naar links in de Nijmeegse studentenbeweging 
(Nijmegen 1974) 103 fn. 9.
32	  Ger Harmsen, ‘Tegen arbeiderisme en sociologisme’, in: Nederlands kommunisme: ge-
bundelde opstellen (Nijmegen 1982) 263–301, at 297. Nederlands: “[N]og is de sociale positie van de 
studenten een probleem op zich. Zij staan immers niet in loondienst, ook al vervlechten univer-
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In any case it was clear that the growth and diversification of the student demographic 
caused stifling overcrowding and generally very poor conditions. Especially when grants 
failed to keep pace with rapidly rising living costs, a large group of students found themselves 
with shared material interests vis-à-vis the state. One example was that students, precisely 
because they were not in a wage relation, fell outside the system of compulsory health 
insurance, so that some lacked coverage.33 Indeed, what united students was a struggle 
against poor living conditions and an increasing dependency on an inadequate grant 
system. Moreover, first-generation students were not well organised to struggle for the 
improvement of their conditions. They almost completely lacked political representation, 
which had traditionally been the role of the fraternities. It was against this background 
that the Studentenvakbeweging (SVB) was established in June 1963. Its name announced 
its purpose: students were to unionize and strive for their material and political interests 
collectively.34 

Among the founding members was one communist, Rudi van der Velde.35 This was reason 
enough for the intelligence service, the Binnenlandse Veiligheidsdienst (BVD), to keep the 
organisation under close surveillance. Several agents would attend its meetings regularly.36 
The union’s founding congress of June 1963 was followed immediately by the publication 
and widespread distribution of the Demokratisch Manifest, its political programme. The 
manifesto defined the student as a ‘young intellectual worker’, and notably demanded a 
student wage, student control over grant allocation and student facilities such as decent 
housing, subsidised cafeterias and health insurance.37

Alongside these bread-and-butter demands stood more political ones. The SVB demanded 
democratic local student councils, as already practiced by the Algemene Studenten 
Vereniging Amsterdam (ASVA).38 In the ASVA elections, the fraternities held an 

sitaire research en bedrijfsresearch zich nog zozeer. Deels zijn studenten toekomstige loonafhan-
kelijken in opleiding. Slechts de werkstudent, in de jaren vijftig een omvangrijker groep dan in de 
jaren zestig, is ten dele als een loonarbeider te beschouwen.”
33	  Heringa mentions that 20% of students in 1956 did not have access to a General Practi-
tioner. Heringa, De student, 37–44.
34	  Jacques Janssen and Paulus Voestermans, Studenten in beweging: politiek, universiteit 
en student (Nijmegen 1984) 102–109; C.E. Vervoort, ‘Heroriëntatie in de studentenwereld’, Social-
isme en Democratie Vol. 22 (1965) 217–229.
35	  Another board member did not wanted to work with a communist, but Regtien insisted 
that Rudi van der Velde could stay. See Ton Regtien, Springtij: herinneringen aan de jaren zestig 
(Houten 1988) 69–70.
36	  BVD, ‘De Studentenvakbeweging (SVB)’ (1964), 756.983 ex. no. 31, 5 - 7.
37	  Regtien, Springtij, 72–79; van Berkel, Universiteit van het Noorden: De zakelijke universi-
teit, 284–291.
38	  Amsterdam was always the nucleus of the Dutch student movement. Yet, rivers of ink 
have flowed to locate the origins of the movement in Nijmegen, attributing the founding impulse to 
Catholicism. The argument is largely based on the argument that Regtien studied in Nijmegen for 
a couple of years and first floated the idea in the Nijmeegs Universiteitsblad. Niek Pas, ‘Van civitas 
tot syndicaat: de opkomst van het studentensyndicalisme in Utrecht gezien vanuit nationaal per-
spectief’, in: Universitaire folklore en rituelen: Symposium van de vakgroep geschidenis van de Uni-
versiteit Utrecht op 21 juni 1996. Utrechtse Historische Cahiers Vol. 18 no. 1 (Utrecht 1997) 41–58; 
Jan Brabers and Marij Leenders, ‘‘Stoottroepen’ van maatschappelijke veranderingen: Politieke 
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overwhelming majority, though some leftist organisations (e.g. Pericles, Politeia) managed 
to politicise these elections by running on election programmes and securing a few seats, 
occasionally even a board position.39 Elsewhere, student representation was monopolised 
entirely by the fraternities, who filled the key positions by co-optation rather than by 
election. On the national stage, the SVB wanted to reform the Nationale Studentenraad 
(NSR), an advisory body to the Minister of Education, composed of delegates from the 
local student councils and officially committed to the principle of political neutrality.40 The 
SVB sought either to introduce elections in the NSR or to establish a new, democratically 
organized student union. This, Regtien later suggested, was something of a veiled threat. 
The SVB wanted to become the nucleus around which student advocacy was organised, 
and replace the NSR altogether.41 The manifesto also demanded the democratisation of 
the university. At this stage, however, the SVB’s conception of a democratic university was 
still very modest. Students were to ‘have a say in the organisation of their studies’, and to 
have legal recourse against arbitrary decisions by academic staff.42

For the purposes of this essay, it is worth examining how the SVB pursued these demands. 
The SVB engaged in what we might call an advocacy strategy. In its founding document the 
union described itself as a ‘pressure group’, directing its demands at state and university 
authorities. The existing student organisations evidently also felt pressured by the SVB’s 
emergence as a rival representative, and the NSR and local councils promptly introduced 
annual elections to fill their seats. When the councils begrudgingly held elections in 1964, 
the SVB ran as a party. In Amsterdam, the SVB emerged from the start as the largest 
party in the ASVA elections, and from 1964 onwards commanded a majority. The SVB’s 
decisive victory in the ASVA council elections was aided by a hazing scandal in one of the 
fraternities. A member’s description of the tradition of shaving pledges’ heads as ‘playing 
Dachau’ offended a Jewish pledge and led to extensive media coverage. After the SVB’s 
victory, the ASVA developed into a professional advocacy organisation that mediated in 
matters of housing and employment, and established its own legal counsel.43 Notably, the 
Amsterdam section of the SVB insisted that advocacy was inherently apolitical: “Opponents 
of the student movement often allege that the SVB is a political organisation. Such a claim 
conveys a careless way of thinking. The SVB exists to represent student interests and is no 
more political than any other advocacy group.”44

bewustwording van katholieke studenten in de Unie van Katholieke Studentenverenigingen en in 
Pax Romana, 1945-1963’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 131 (2018) 261–283.
39	  Jos Dohmen and Oscar Steens, Bevrijding en bezetting : vijftig jaar Algemene Studenten 
Vereniging Amsterdam (Amsterdam 1995) 87–120.
40	  Agnes van Steen, ‘Een bres in de ivoren toren. De Studenten Vakbeweging (SVB) in 
Leiden (1963 - 1969)’, Jaarboek der sociale en economische geschiedenis van Leiden en omstreken 
Vol. 24 (2012) 121–194, at 125–126.
41	  Ton Regtien, ‘De fout van 1963’, Demokrater (October 1968), 1, 4; Agnes van Steen, 
‘Spreekbuis of eigen koers. De universitaire pers in het krachtenveld van de universitaire politiek, 
1963 - 1983’, in: De stem van de universiteit. Universitaire pers sinds de late negentiende eeuw. Uni-
versiteit & Samenleving 16 (Hilversum 2024) at 101. 
42	  Regtien, Springtij, 77. Nederlands: “2. Demokratisering binnen de universiteit. a. Het 
betrekken van de student bij de organisatie van zijn studie. b. Instelling van een beroepsinstantie 
op basis van wettelijke mogelijkheid van beroep tegen soms aanwezige hooggeleerde willekeur.”
43	  Dohmen and Steens, Bevrijding en bezetting, 121–153.
44	  wvk, ‘Politiek’, SVB Amsterdam (October 1965) 1. Nederlands: “Vaak wordt door tegen-
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The SVB also ran in the NSR-election, in order to make the NSR “a national student union, 
instead of an assembly of student-oligarchs”.47 This is, quite frankly, a little puzzling. It is 
logical enough that the SVB would participate in elections it had demanded, but what is 
less clear is why the organisation sought to transform this advisory body into a “general 
student union that would safeguard the material and intellectual interests of all students 
in the Netherlands, employing the methods of a pressure group where necessary.”48 Would 
the corporatist structure of the NSR not get in the way of its development into an effective 
pressure group? And, was this not exactly what the SVB itself was for? Presumably, the 
SVB recognised that it represented a minority of students, and wanted a union in which 
all currents of student politics would be represented. To achieve this, the NSR would have 
to be ‘syndicalized’ through factional struggle from within. This objective would preoccupy 
the organisation for years to come. The ambition to represent the entire student body is, 
in my view, mistaken. The class divisions within it cannot be bridged, and it is doubtful 
whether the political antagonisms between the corpora and the SVB could ever have been 
contained within a single organisation. The other parties viewed the SVB as its principal 
opponent, and excluded the union from every governing coalition and voted down its 
proposals en bloc. The SVB concluded it could only break out of this cordon sanitaire by 

standers van de studentenbeweging beweerd dat de SVB een politieke organisatie is. Deze bewer-
ing getuigt van een hoogst onzorgvuldige manier van denken. De SVB heeft namelijk als doel de 
behartiging van studentenbelangen, en is even weinig politiek als elke andere belangenbehartig-
ingsorganisatie.”
45	  Wilko Bergmans, (7 October 1960), Nationaal Archief, inv. 7.000SPABB no. 7044.
46	  Joost Evers, (27 September 1965), Nationaal Archief, inv. 2.24.01.03, no. 918-2322.
47	  d.b., ‘NSR niet langer studenten-regenten overlegorgaan’, Demokrater (13 November 
1963) 1. For this discussion see also: Max Arian, ‘Praat-parlement óf vakorganisatie’, Demokrater 
(12 December 1964) 1, 3; W.J.N., ‘SVB loopt weg’, Demokrater (8 May 1965) 1, 3; Regtien, ‘De fout 
van 1963’. Nederlands: “een nationale studenten-unie (…), in plaats van een vergadering van stu-
denten-regenten”.
48	  d.b., ‘Studentenvakbeweging nader beschouwd’, Demokrater (18 December 1963) 1, 7. 
Nederlands: “Doel blijft evenzeer te komen tot een algemene nederlandse studentenvereniging, die 
de materiele en intellectuele belangen van alle studenten, alle studeren in nederland veilig stelt, 
door de methoden van pressiegroep te hanteren waar dat nodig blijkt.”
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winning a majority.

Alongside corporist pursuits, the SVB drove a protest wave in the early to mid-1960s, 
though its actions were tame by later standards, and early campaigns were hampered by 
its adversarial relationship with the NSR. The two organisations routinely accused each 
other of acting unilaterally, or self-servingly. First came a protest against the withdrawal 
of subsidies for student cafeterias, which the NSR promptly undermined by negotiating 
a compromise with the minister behind the SVB’s back.49 The campaign against rising 
tuition fees offers another example: The NSR organised its own protest meeting without 
consulting the SVB, adding another grievance to an already long list. Despite this lack 
of coordination, the campaign was ultimately successful: the proposal was withdrawn. 
Beside protesting and petitioning, the SVB focussed on building its organization. The SVB 
merged with the Amsterdam-based ‘league of working students’, taking over 800 members 
and its newspaper, the Demokrater.50 In its heyday, somewhere between seven and ten 
percent of all students held an SVB membership-card, which amounted to more than 3500 
members in total. Around 1965, the SVB developed a broader, more outward-looking praxis 
in which geopolitical questions played a prominent role. As elsewhere, it was Vietnam 
that ushered in a new phase of radicalisation.51 The times they were a-changin’, and the 
union’s tactics changed with them. In October 1965, the SVB organised the first teach-in 
in the Netherlands, held simultaneously in Amsterdam, Utrecht and Leiden, bringing 
together students, academics and invited speakers in an open public forum, a form of 
protest borrowed from American campuses.52 The stigma of being called ‘political’ would 
not survive the decade, being ‘engaged’ would become a badge of honour. 

Student Participation
One demand from the Demokratisch Manifest remained conspicuously underdeveloped 
in these early years: the democratisation of the university. The SVB’s initial conception of 
democratisation focussed on removing obstacles to enrolling in higher education.53 Over 
time, however, the SVB’s attention shifted to what it described as student participation. 
This focus first rose when the union noticed that despite its considerable membership, 
few students showed up to its meetings. New protest methods such as the teach-in were 
a welcome method to ‘activate’ members. More generally, it wanted to combat what it 

49	  Such a cafeteria was called a ‘mensa’. van Steen, ‘Een bres in de ivoren toren’, 134, 
140–142.
50	  van Steen, ‘Spreekbuis of eigen koers’, 98–102.
51	  van Steen, ‘Een bres in de ivoren toren’, 145; Rimko van der Maar, In de ban van Viet-
nam: De Vietnamese onafhankelijkheidsstrijd en het Westen (Amsterdam 2025); Martin Klimke, The 
other alliance: student protest in West Germany and the United States in the global sixties. Amer-
ica in the world (Princeton, NJ Woodstock 2011) 40–74; p.v.d., ‘ASVA organiseert teach-in over 
Vietnam’, Demokrater (23 October 1965) 4; Maarten van Dullemen, ‘Teach-in: een gebeurtenis’, 
Demokrater (20 November 1965) 3, 6.
52	  Frits de Jong Edz., Macht en inspraak: de strijd om de democratisering van de Uni-
versiteit van Amsterdam (Baarn 1981) 149–157; Dohmen and Steens, Bevrijding en bezetting, 158, 
179–183; van Steen, ‘Een bres in de ivoren toren’, 145–149.
53	  Studiecommissie van de Nederlandse Studenten Vakbeweging, afdeling Amsterdam, 
Demokratisering van het wetenschappelijk-onderwijs (Amsterdam 1964). IISG archive no. Bro 
1351/10.
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diagnosed as a “lack of interest in student politics”.54 The conclusion was that more students 
could be engaged if the SVB would problematise the ‘absolute power’ of the professor 
over the curriculum. A new demand took shape: extending the mandate of the ‘study 
council’ and ‘faculty council’. These were joint bodies of teachers and students, tasked with 
deliberating on the organisation of curricula; the content of courses, the timetable, and, 
interestingly, the modernisation of teaching methods.55 Yet again, the councils remained 
advisory, and students were even told they needed to deepen their understanding of 
academic matters before they could be taken seriously as interlocutors at all. The SVB 
came to see that advisory rights were insufficient. Study councils, the union argued, would 
have to “grow into a form of co-determination within the university system”.56 A struggle 
for formal student power in academic management began, an issue that would rapidly 
move from the margins to the centre of student politics.

				    57

Underpinning this shift was a broader ideological reorientation within the SVB. It departed 
from an analysis formulated by Jan Michel.58 According to him, the SVB had allowed 
pragmatism to crowd out ideology, had failed to educate a new generation of cadre, and 
consequently found itself in what he called “a serious crisis requiring a full change of 
course”.59 The core of his argument was that student power was only possible if a mass of 
students was aware of the problems they faced and prepared to act on them. By contrast, the 
former method rested on the substitution of mass action in favour of “technical, top-down 

54	  Jan Michel, ‘Naar een sindikalistische opbouw van de SVB’ (1965) in: IISG Archive Ton 
Regtien, inv. no 85.
55	  Nederlandse Studenten Raad, Materiaal voor de aktie tegen de nota Veringa en de inter-
imregelingen (Nijmegen 1969) 3, in: IISG Archive no. Bro 1405/2. The study council was a precur-
sor of the opleidingscommissie (OC), which still exists, and is in English officially titled ‘Degree 
programme advisory committee’. Also see: de Jong Edz., Macht en inspraak, 115–130.
56	  Maarten van Dullemen, ‘Studentenvakbeweging dec. 1965 geruisloze (r)evolutie’, 
Demokrater (December 1965)1,3. Nederlands: “En de Studieraden, voorlopig bedoeld als vrijbli-
jvend overleg, zullen langzamerhand uitgroeien tot medezeggenschap van studenten in het uni-
versitaire bestel.”
57	  Photographer unknown, (7 October 1966), Nationaal Archief, 2.24.01.05 no. 919-6534.
58	  Jan Michel, ‘Bijdrage tot een discussie II’, Demokrater (17 June 1967) 4–5.
59	  Ibid.; Kijne, Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse studentenbeweging 1963-1973, 65–68.

CPN MP Marcus Bakker addresses students at a teach-in in Rotterdam on the policies of Minister of 
Education and Sciences Diepenhorst, 7 October 1966.57
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advocacy”.60 The decision to run for the NSR in 1967 was jettisoned in retrospect, because 
the NSR was a “straitjacket from which the SVB occasionally managed to break free through 
incidental mass actions, actions that often revealed the parliamentary structure to be more 
of an obstacle than a support to these mass actions.”61 It is worth carefully analysing what 
is happening here. It is certainly true that time and energy had been wasted in a fruitless 
tug-of-war with the NSR, and that the organisation was increasingly perceived as a single-
issue pressure group that had outlived its original purpose. But the SVB’s response to this 
impasse was to draw a conclusion that went considerably further than was warranted. 
Because representative structures had failed in practice, Regtien discarded representative 
democracy as such. Only direct democracy, it was argued more and more, could activate 
the mass of students.

Three ideological conferences over the course of 1967 distilled these ideas into a new 
programme, the Sindikaal Manifest. This manifesto drew on a syndicalist tradition that 
located the possibility of social change in building a permanent, grassroots opposition 
against the employer or state.62 Where the SVB had previously oriented itself primarily 
toward national structures, the Sindikaal Manifest now assigned local student unions such 
as the ASVA the role of primary political agent.63 This marked the beginning of a broader 
decentralisation of the student movement, one that would accelerate over the next two 
years. The former method of advocating on students’ behalf was to be replaced with ‘general 
assemblies’ accessible to all students. Crucially, direct action became the primary tactic 
of the student movement, or what the intelligence service described in its surveillance 
files as a “revolutionary-anarchist method”.64 In the following years, university and state 
authorities were increasingly confronted directly through disruptions. Minister Veringa was 
obscured from view by smoke bombs during a debate with students, the tactic of a ‘lecture 
strike’ was developed for the first time (rather unsuccessfully), and the culmination of 
this trajectory was the building occupations of the late 1960s. The first occupation carried 
out by students in the Netherlands was an occupation of the Mexican consulate in 1968, in 
protest of the Tlatelolco massacre.65 But by 1969, the university itself had emerged as the 
primary target of the ‘student opposition’. Before I turn to describing the events that led 
to the Maagdenhuis occupation it is worth outlining the historical and theoretical roots of 
what we can reasonably describe as an anarchist strategy.

60	  Michel, ‘Bijdrage tot een discussie II’, 7. Also see: Sten Kasman, ‘Speak Up! Analyzing 
the Voice of Dutch Students in Countercultural Movements of the 1960s’ (2023) 41–42.
61	  Regtien, ‘De fout van 1963’. Nederlands: “Een dwangbuis waaruit de SVB af en toe wist 
los te komen in incidentele massa-akties, akties waarbij vaak bleek dat de parlementaire struk-
tuur eerder een belemmering dan een ondersteuning van die massa-akties was.”
62	  This was happening elsewhere as well, as I will show below. E.g. Roberta Lexier, Stu-
dent Power: Canadian Student Movements From the Sixties to Today (Cham 2026) 6.
63	  van Steen, ‘Een bres in de ivoren toren’, 159; Kijne, Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse 
studentenbeweging 1963-1973, 65–68.
64	  BVD, ‘Maandoverzicht no. 5 - 1968’ No. 916.140 (1968) 23.
65	  BVD, ‘Maandoverzicht no. 10 - 1968’ (1968), No. 933.508, 24. Cf. Dohmen and Steens, 
Bevrijding en bezetting, 189; Kijne, Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse studentenbeweging 1963-1973, 
92.
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Critical University
To understand the SVB’s reorientation, it should be situated within a series of divergent 
international developments that were reshaping the conditions of student politics in 
the late 1960s. First among these is the waning of the Cold War, the coming of détente, 
which began to transform the ideological terrain of the postwar student movement.66 
Secondly, as already outlined in the introduction, there was the rise of a New Left that 
cast intellectuals and students as the vanguard of its movement.67 Relatedly, we can also 
mention the internationalization of student politics across the West.68 Tactics and ideas 
circulated freely across borders, and it was the democratic experiments in West Berlin that 
had become the nexus of these innovations. There, student codetermination had been a 
founding principle of the Freie Universität, students formally had power at every level of 
university governance since 1948.69 Yet, by 1960 effective student participation had been 
almost completely hollowed out, as professors steadily reclaimed the prerogatives their 
colleagues held elsewhere.70 Students intellectually shaped by Marcuse drew an unsparing 
conclusion: formal, ‘top-down’ democratisation could not lead to any genuine form of 
student power, but functioned as a mechanism for containing it.71 Instead, students should 
expose, confront, and refuse the institutions that reproduce capitalist domination under 
a democratic guise. Formal democracy itself was now read as ‘repressive tolerance’, “the 
buzzword of those years, borrowed from the philosophy of Herbert Marcuse”.72

A protest movement arose that was radically antiauthoritarian and aimed to completely 
revolutionize the power relations between professors and students. To this end, a ‘critical 
university’ was launched, a ‘bottom-up’ counter-institution operating alongside the official 
university, a parallel programme of courses, seminars and lectures conceived and ran by 
students themselves.73 The critical university was emphatically not a reform proposal. 
Rather, it demonstrated and prefigured what a genuinely free institution might look like. 
Where the Freie Universität had begun as a democratic experiment and ended as its 
negation, the critical university sought to make good on that broken promise.74 It was to 
become a laboratory for new democratic relations, from which a democratisation of society 
as a whole might take shape. Internally, it was organised through a range of working groups 

66	  Harmsen, ‘Tegen arbeiderisme en sociologisme’, 298; Ton Regtien, ‘A tale of two cities: 
Een gesprek met Henk Hoeks’, in: Hugues C. Boekraad et al. eds, Moet dit een wereldbeeld ver-
beelden?: Van en over Pé Hawinkels (Nijmegen 1979) 45–76, at 53.
67	  Rob Kroes, New Left, Nieuw Links, New Left: Verzet, beweging, verandering in Amerika, 
Nederland, Engeland (Alphen aan de Rijn 1975).
68	  Janssen and Voestermans, Studenten in beweging, 129–130.
69	  Honoré M. Catudal, ‘University Reform in the Federal Republic: the experiment in 
democratization at the Free University of Berlin’, Comparative Education (1976) at 232.
70	  Richard L. Merritt, ‘The Student Protest Movement in West Berlin’, Comparative Poli-
tics (1969) at 526.
71	  Colin Barker, ‘Some Reflections on Student Movements of the 1960s and Early 1970s’, 
Revista Crítica de Ciências Sociais 81 (2008) 43–91, at 64.
72	  Ger Harmsen, Herfstijloos (Colchicum autumnale) : een levensverhaal (Nijmegem 1993) 
475.
73	  Merritt, ‘The Student Protest Movement in West Berlin’, 526.
74	  Janssen and Voestermans, Studenten in beweging, 132–134; Nick Thomas, Protest move-
ments in 1960s West Germany: a social history of dissent and democracy (Oxford 2003) 49–68.
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that operated in strict autonomy. For organisation-wide coordination, working group 
members were delegated to a council, but these delegates were rotated.75 A deep anxiety 
about hierarchy and bureaucracy pervaded the movement, and antiauthoritarianism was 
therefore as much a founding principle for its own internal organisation as it was a critique 
directed outward.76 The critical university also made a philosophical point about the nature 
of knowledge. Science, it argued, could not be neutral, objective, or value-free, given the 
university’s structural entanglement with industry.77 Particular scrutiny fell on the ties with 
the military-industrial complex, which made the university complicit in the Vietnam War.

The SVB, too, took up the idea of the ‘Kritiese Universiteit’. It was introduced by the 
indefatigable Ton Regtien in Amsterdam, and later by one Hugues Boekraad in Nijmegen. 
The two Dutch critical universities had just been founded, when the infamous Maris-report 
appeared. By the late 1960s the Academische Raad, advisor to the Ministry of Education, 
sought to weigh in on the question of reforming the universities, and a committee chaired 
by the engineer August Maris was commissioned to work on what is now called the ‘Maris-
report’. The report was meant to remain confidential, but in late November 1967 the Utrecht 
student newspaper Trophonios leaked its key elements, forcing the Academische Raad to 
publish the full text in February 1968.78 Maris proposed a hierarchical, top-down governance 
structure, with professional managers at the top.79 This was quickly seen by the student 
movement as “an attempt to transplant the organisational model of large corporations onto 
the university in the name of efficiency. Sham democratic organs without real power served 
the same function in both settings, they are meant to absorb discontent and neutralise 
unrest.”80 For critical university ideologues Maris was a vindication. Everything they had 
argued about the university’s subordination to capital was now confirmed in an official 
document, and their anti-authoritarian convictions were only exacerbated by it. Against the 
managerial university they advanced a counter-proposal: the council university.81 This was 
to be a decentralized, bottom-up governance structure. Governance would be organised 

75	  Schopman, Kritiese universiteit, 53.
76	  Rudi Dutschke, ‘On Anti-authoritarianism’, in: Carl Oglesby ed., trans.Salvator Attana-
sio, The New Left Reader (New York 1969) 234–253.
77	  Hugues C. Boekraad, Michel J. van Nieuwstadt and Henk Sips, Van Maris tot radenuni-
versiteit (Nijmegen 1968) 1–3; Schopman, Kritiese universiteit, 37–39; Janssen and Voestermans, 
Studenten in beweging, 130–136; de Jong Edz., Macht en inspraak, 157–162; Harmsen, Herfstijloos, 
473.
78	  van Berkel, Universiteit van het Noorden: De zakelijke universiteit, 351; Boudens, ‘The 
Ivory Tower Inc.’, 23–24.
79	  van Berkel, Universiteit van het Noorden: De zakelijke universiteit, 350–361; Leen Dors-
man, ‘Professionalisering als probleem. De val van een college van bestuur’, in: Leen Dorsman 
and Peter Jan Knegtmans eds, Het universitaire bedrijf: over professionalisering van onderzoek, 
bestuur en beheer. Universiteit & Samenleving 6 (Hilversum 2010) 53–72, at 63.
80	  Schopman, Kritiese universiteit, 48. Nederlands: “In dit licht werd het plan-Maris be-
schouwd als een poging het organisatiemodel van de grote onderneming over te planten op de 
universiteit en hogescholen, in de funktie van een grotere efficiency. Schijndemokratiese orgaen 
zonder reële macht waren in zowel de onderneming als de Maris-universiteit bedoeld om onte-
vredenheid en onrust weg te nemen: de ondernemings-, respektievelijk universiteitsraad”.
81	  Hugues C. Boekraad and Michel J. van Nieuwstadt, Aantekeningen voor een radenuni-
versiteit (Nijmegen 1968); Hugues C. Boekraad et al., Universiteit en onderneming. Een analyse van 
het rapport-Maris (Nijmegen 1968).
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through councils at every level, with accountability running both upward and downward 
and all decisions taken in full transparency. A cardinal analytic category was introduced, 
which had a profound impact on the language and the shape of university councils to this 
day: that of sections [geledingen] within the academic community. The critical university 
movement claimed that the university consisted of different groups with divergent interests: 
scientific staff, non-scientific staff and students. Different ratios and voting systems were 
explored, which were to create the most democratic outcome in the power struggle between 
the sections. Veringa would also adopt a division of sections, though not in the way ‘critical’ 
students had in mind….

The Decline of the SVB
The rise of the critical university movement marked the beginning of the end of the 
SVB as a distinct organisation. Key figures within the SVB internalised the Marcusean, 
‘critical’ ideology, and as a result it became increasingly difficult to find members willing 
to take on roles such as board positions or seats in the NSR, which were now seen as too 
hierarchical and bureaucratic. Voting on motions and resolutions was likewise dismissed 
as ‘formalistic’.82 A CPN-student, the later MP André de Leeuw, reported to the party 
board that: “One commentator observed in relation to the SVB congress: ‘Ton Regtien 
founded the SVB, which gives him the right to dismantle it now’. It is clear that the entire 
critical-university operation stands to have disastrous consequences for the SVB. There 
exists at present an extraordinary ideological confusion on the questions of advocacy and 
social critique, as a result of which student syndicalism is being reduced to the level of 
the nineteenth-century workers’ movement.”83 This assessment would prove prophetic. 
Less than two years later the SVB had been liquidated, because no board members could 
be found, the coordinating function of the SVB had become suspect, and ‘actions’ were by 
then considered far more important than running an organisation.

The irony is that the SVB would finally realise its ambitions within the NSR just when 
the student movement had grown hostile to the advocacy strategy and active calls for 
withdrawal from the NSR were being made.84 In 1968 the SVB became the largest party, 

82	  ‘SVB kongres’, Demokrater (May 1968) 1.
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eeuw.” De Leeuw also reported that “The SVB congress was entirely dominated by what amounted 
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anarchist tactics with the crucial students, in reality student Trotskyism has always remained 
very modest in the Netherlands. Nederlands: “Het SVB-congres stond geheel in het teken van een 
soort staatsgreep van min of meer openlijke trotskistische oriëntatie.” See: Ron Blom and Bart 
van der Steen, ‘Een banier waar geen smet op rust’: de geschiedenis van het trotskisme in Nederland, 
1938-heden (Soesterberg 2015) 123–150.
84	  ‘SVB hoort niet thuis in NSR : parlementje spelen lachwekkend’, Demokrater (April 
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winning 22 out of 50 seats, and for the first time was able to participate in the board 
that was formed.85 The achievement brought little but new problems. The other (corps-
affiliated) parties were still extremely hostile toward the SVB and the board was brought 
down twice, yet the SVB had to return to the board each time because the other parties 
could not reach agreement among themselves.86 In 1969 the SVB won two thirds of the seats, 
and could fully dominate the NSR.87 Predictably, this did not enable the SVB to transform 
the NSR into a student union representing all flavours of student life. Instead, the other 
parties increasingly withdrew, and the NSR became, in effect, a front for the SVB. In many 
local councils this left the SVB alone on the ballot. Moreover, by the time the SVB took 
control of the NSR, the organisation was already carrying a substantial debt, for which the 
SVB was now accountable.88 All of this deepened the already widespread suspicions within 
the movement of central organisations and electoral politics.

Paradoxically, the SVB’s takeover of the NSR and its dominance in the local councils had 
made it harder to sustain as an organisation, because people were now also needed for 
the NSR, leading to organisational overstretch. Difficulties in filling the national board 
were only deepened by this dynamic, for example when the SVB chairman was recruited 
for the NSR board.89 Plans were drawn up to address this through intensive membership 
recruitment, and, more importantly (because the union still had over 2000 members) 
member retention and cadre training. Little came of these plans, mostly because the 
activities SVB members were carrying out at the local level left them with little time for 
anything else. Decentralisation, too, took its toll on the SVB. Political disagreements over 
the right tactical approach toward democratisation actions led to splits, fragmenting the 
movement into small groups without an overarching strategic line. In Amsterdam there 
had been “serious coordination failures, as actions were being prepared alternately at 
the offices of the ASVA, the SVB, or the critical university.”90 The SVB kept attempting to 
re-unite these groups, but was unsuccessful. Once the sole representative of subversive 
student organising, the SVB had now grown out of favour with the movement, because it 
couldn’t organise militant, spontaneist mass actions. Similarly, the ASVA concluded that 
in “May and the actions that followed, the ASVA was the organisation that supported the 
actions of large groups of students.”91
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The Occupations
Veringa was well aware that calls for a reform of university governance had become 
impossible to ignore and was determined to produce new legislation before the end of his 
term.92 After the Maris debacle he sought advice from universities, and in an attempt to 
appease students they were included in the advisory committees that were established at 
each university.93 In Amsterdam, several ASVA delegates joined this committee, tasked 
primarily with responding to a questionnaire of Veringa that was due in July 1969.94 
The student movement at this point advanced two central demands: transparency of 
governance (open meetings, public access to documents, etc.) and genuine cogoverning 
rights for all sections of the academic community.95 The ASVA decided in February 
1969 that if the university board refused to accept these demands it would occupy the 
Maagdenhuis.96 Tellingly, the SVB’s ‘activist assembly’ also decided that the time was ripe 
for an occupation of the Maagdenhuis, “because it must be seen as the administrative centre 
of the university.”97 But for the SVB the immediate cause for the action was the publication 
of a governmental report, which framed student loans as a form of financial support.98 In 
any case, the first occupation attempt failed before it began. The ASVA had announced the 
action publicly, allowing authorities to prevent it without difficulty. At the decisive moment, 
students chose not to confront the police, and the ‘dress rehearsal’ of the Maagdenhuis 
occupation ended anticlimactically.99 What is striking is that the students appeared to 
regard the occupation as an end in itself, as if the political demand was interchangeable. 
Or was this was a symptom of the movement’s ‘coordination failures’, perhaps?

The SVB understood that university officials were jittering at the prospect of an occupation, 
and turned political demands into ultimatums. An SVB pamphlet outlined their tactic: 
issuing ultimatums and immediately replacing them with new ones the moment they were 
met.100 The first successful university occupation took place in Tilburg, where the initiative 
was taken by ‘Left Front’, a loose coalition of socialist student organisations of various 
stripes, alongside the local SVB section, several Trotskyist groups and ‘critical’ students.101 
It organised teach-ins, general assemblies and smaller occupations over the course of 1968 
and 1969, and momentum for the cogovernance demand was particularly fierce. In late 
April it came to light that the Tilburg administration had rejected cogovernance and would 
advise Veringa accordingly. Students occupied the telephone centre, answering the phone 
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with “this is the Karl Marx university…”.102 University authorities made the mistake of 
closing the entire university indefinitely because it lacked access to key infrastructure that 
the Left Front took over. This generated precisely the mass support that Left Front had 
been lacking.103 More than 1500 students defied the closure and attempted to continue their 
education in ‘critical’ fashion. When the closure was lifted on April 30, the general assembly 
grew larger still, rallying behind cogovernance. On May 7 the rector announced that the 
board accepted codetermination for all sections as a basis for negotiation, meaning that 
“no section would be excluded from any area of decision-making”.104 Left Front pushed for 
direct democracy, but could not convince the assembly. It was, in fact, a significant defeat 
for the initiators, who had been poorly prepared for the occupation. They had stumbled 
into it rather than entering as part of a carefully considered strategy.

The Tilburg occupations were the starting signal for actions in Utrecht, Nijmegen, Leiden 
and Amsterdam.105 Following the Tilburg playbook, the general assembly in Amsterdam on 
May 8 issued an ultimatum demanding that codetermination at every level of university 
governance would be adopted as a guiding principle by the advisory committee to the 
minister. The ultimatum would expire on May 13, after which the ASVA-delegates would 
withdraw from the commission entirely. When the authorities failed to respond, students 
organised another assembly on May 14, larger than the last one, to reiterate the demand and 
deliberate their next steps.106 Mass mobilisation functioned as a catalyst of spontaneist direct 
action. Two days later, on the evening of May 16, a small group entered the Maagdenhuis 
through a rear window. Within hours the building filled with students. Inside, the occupiers 
organized themselves. Via a makeshift bridge of ladders connecting the aula complex to the 
Maagdenhuis, food and people moved in and out. The bridge had been built by construction 
workers mobilised by the CPN, which had also supplied food to the occupiers and ran 
a broader solidarity campaign among Amsterdam’s labour movement.107 The CPN was 
the only political party that did not condemn the occupation, marking the beginning of a 
close relationship between the party and the radical elements of the student movement.108 
On the morning of May 20 the police stormed the building. Tear gas was deployed and 
occupiers were dragged out. Nothing had been conceded by the university administration 
and students would boycott the advisory committee.109
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In their analysis of the events in Tilburg, the SVB concluded that this action was successful 
because all university functions concentrated in a single building, and “occupying it had 
brought everything to a halt”.111 The Maagdenhuis, they thought, was therefore not a 
meaningful target, because the University of Amsterdam was too dispersed for a single 
occupation to achieve the same effect. But as in Tilburg, spontaneist forces that collaborated 
opportunistically were at the helm of the occupation movement. In Amsterdam the 
group called itself ‘loze kreet’ [empty phrase], derived from an insult by Belifante.112 
The occupations in Tilburg and Amsterdam made clear that the SVB had completely 
lost its leadership of the student movement. Direct actionism would find its peak in the 
Maagdenhuis occupation, but this was precisely what proved to be the nail in the coffin 
for the SVB. The final congress was poorly prepared and discussions never got off the 
ground, because attention had shifted to the new wave of action gathering around the trials 
of the Maagdenhuis occupiers. A devastating letter arrived from the German SDS, which 
observed that while the leaders of the student opposition were deliberating over theoretical 
problems at the congress in Tilburg, an action needed to be organized in Amsterdam in 
solidarity with the Maagdenhuis defendants. The SVB could find no new board and met 
a quiet death.113

The WUB
Minister Veringa had been watching the occupations with growing alarm. In June 1969, 
before the universities were finished with their questionnaire, he announced that he would 
introduce legislation to restructure university governance.114 This was part of a shrewd 
tactical manoeuvre by the minister. He would wait until the struggle between university 
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boards and action groups had reached a provisional conclusion, observe which concessions 
the university boards had conceded, and then put forward a proposal that held the middle 
between the demands of action groups and the concessions of university authorities. Cohen 
argued that “such a tactic held the possibility, indeed the probability, that the moderates 
on both sides could be won for the compromise and would no longer be dragged along 
by the hardliners on either side. The consequence of this tactic would be that the blows 
actually intended for him, Veringa, since he was the one who would establish the future 
governance structure, would come down on the heads of the university administrations.” 

115 Indeed, restoring order was the stated purpose of the legislation. The memorandum 
of the law explained that the rapid succession of events had raised expectations of some 
radically democratic mode of governance, and that it therefore seemed desirable to “clearly 
demarcate the limits within which reform efforts should be made.”116 Veringa made sure 
that the attention of action groups remained focussed on university boards by inserting an 
‘experimentation clause’ into the legislation. Individual universities would be given space 
for democratic experiments, such as the direct democracy, which some desired so dearly. 
Student activists would therefore continue fighting for that principle at the local level, rather 
than turning their campaigns against the minister himself – which is what they should 
have done at that point, and indeed, all along.

Divide and rule would prove to be the organising principle of governance structures 
established by the WUB. The law introduced two new bodies. First, an Executive Board 
of three to five professional managers, charged with ‘daily management’, and was largely 
appointed by the Minister.117 Second, an elected University Council, composed of delegates 
from the university’s constituent sections: academic staff, students, non-academic staff, and, 
on Veringa’s insistence, a fourth group of ‘representatives from society’. Veringa echoed the 
language of the Tilburg board when he said he was “of the opinion that no university section 
may be denied the right to co-govern at any level of the university.”118 The law carefully 
distributed power over the sections and the various governing bodies. Scientific staff was 
guaranteed a minimum of one third of seats, while students and non-scientific staff were 
each capped at a maximum of one third. Crucially, the University Council could not remove 
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members from the Executive Board, which was the cause of much friction.119 Despite these 
constraints, the University Council was granted a significantly more extensive mandate 
than its present-day counterpart: it determined the budget itself rather than merely 
approving its ‘main lines’, and any matter not explicitly assigned to the Executive Board 
fell to the council by default; this distribution has since been reversed. The University 
Council was powerful enough that the various components of the whole were, in a sense, 
‘condemned to one another’. That was precisely the point, because this incentivised the 
participants to adopt a harmony model and a tendency toward compromise, rather than a 
conflict model that could cause the WUB-system to dysfunction.120 Or as CPN MP Marcus 
Bakker aptly summarized: “The whole system of the minister can only resemble actual 
governance as long as there is no conflict. But as soon as there is a serious clash of opinions, 
it turns out that the university council is inarticulate, that it does not have the means to 
push its insights through.”121

Nevertheless, and as I have stated before, it is my conviction that the power balance 
principally leaned towards the Executive Board from the very beginning. There were 
several causes of this imbalance, a few anecdotes from my thesis will have to suffice to 
illustrate them. First, the board governed full-time and had a bureaucratic apparatus at its 
disposal, while councillors combined their seats with study or staff duties. As one councillor 
observed in the early 1970s: “The suspicion seems not entirely unfounded that the council 
often takes a passive stance towards the executive board, because the board has thoroughly 
examined the affairs and the council has not.”122 Second, the council’s tendency to delegate 
substantive deliberation to its commissions further hollowed out its agency. Specialist 
committees, often staffed by former councillors and meeting behind closed doors, came 
to dominate decision-making to the point where the chair of the council in 1973 conceded 
that “very important affairs were rubber-stamped by the council.”123 By the end of the 
decade an article in the Universiteitsblad wrote that “even the less superficial spectator may 
get the impression that the university is not governed by the council, but by a handful of 
specialised clubs.”124 Third, the Board habitually presented the council with faits accomplis, 
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surpassing it in matters of urgency, in the certainty that, however frustrated the council 
might be, there was no possibility of reversing the decision.125 Finally, the Executive Board 
could propose to the minister that council decisions be overturned. That this prerogative 
was invoked on the flimsiest of pretexts is suggested by an episode from the late 1980s, in 
which the Executive Board of Utrecht University submitted for annulment the council’s 
decision to place limits on the Board’s own travel expenses.126 

It is worth briefly making note of the responses of the student movement to the law and 
the council system it created. The ‘critical’ students, the SVB, and other parts of the student 
left had immediately rejected the WUB as ‘Maris with councils’.127 This is aligned with the 
Marcusean notion of ‘repressive tolerance’, the WUB was seen as an attempt to ‘encapsulate’ 
the student movement. The ASVA, which was taking over the SVB’s role in Amsterdam 
after its liquidation, was equally hostile to the university council system and called for 
an election boycott in its first year. A number of conditions were set before the ASVA 
would give its blessing to participation, among them direct elections via political lists rather 
than a council composed along sectional lines. This demand strikes me as vital. When we 
demand a democratic university, I think we should always specify that this is what we 
mean. The division of the academic community into sections obstructs cooperation between 
left-wing students and staff, which is obviously necessary for any emancipatory project 
within academia. A political contest of ideas, not a sectional division of seats, should be 
the foundation of university democracy. The anarchist conception of direct democracy is 
no more satisfactory an alternative, as demagoguery and filibustering can sway the vote or 
at least stall the proceedings indefinitely. The focus on consensus might seem democratic 
at first sight, but in practice often leads to a vocal minority that can impose its will on 
the majority. That is not to say that mass assemblies cannot serve a tactical purpose, 
but then a simple majority vote suffices. Strategically, socialists are typically in favour of 
representative democracy. 

				    128
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In 1973 the ASVA abandoned its boycott, concluding that participation in the council could 
serve the interests of students after all. The ASVA still regarded the council, very accurately 
I might add, as essentially undemocratic. But after winning over the council for one of 
their demands it now saw the council elections as a means of propagandizing socialism, 
and the council itself as a platform for its political project of bringing more unity to the 
student left.129 This was no futile task, as the main problem that permeated the ASVA and 
the student movement more broadly in 1970s was partly a consequence of the anarchist 
strategy and partly due to sectarianism of the left: extreme political fragmentation. Tensions 
between competing left-wing sects culminated in “internal infighting, and the tightening 
grip of the CPN members on the association alienated more and more people. Membership, 
which in the 1960s had still comprised some ninety percent of the total student population, 
plummeted spectacularly: around 1980 the ASVA organised a mere one percent of the 
students at the University of Amsterdam.”130 The student movement of the 1970s is not the 
principal subject of this essay, but the development towards what the ASVA itself called 
a ‘political union’, the role of the CPN in its subsequent marginalization warrants at least 
some probing. Therefore, I want to touch upon a few questions that connect the CPN, the 
chief representative of ‘actually existing socialism’ in the Netherlands, to the history of 
the student movement, before outlining its strategic implications for the contemporary 
student movement. 

The Standard Narrative and the CPN
The standard narrative is mostly the product of a media discourse, it has from there spread 
to the collective memory and from there to historical scholarship. I have shown that the 
Tilburg occupation was in fact the breakthrough event in the historical development, 
though the Maagdenhuis occupation in Amsterdam became something of a phenomenon. 
It made a huge impact on the cultural elite in the country. The words that the famous writer 
Jan Wolkers recorded in his diary are illustrative: “We keep tuning in to the news about the 
occupation of the Maagdenhuis. The journey to the moon rather pales in comparison.”131 
It surely helped that the editorial offices of nearly every major newspaper are based in 
Amsterdam, which goes some way toward explaining the media attention. In any case, 
the standard narrative now passes for common sense. As I hope to have properly made 
clear, it rests on three interlocking misrecognitions: that the Maagdenhuis occupation 
was the decisive event in the 1960s student uprisings, that the WUB was its democratic 
outcome, and that the managerial university of the present represents a later break with the 
democratic promise of 1969. On the contrary, the Tilburg occupation had already forced the 
minister’s hand, the WUB institutionalised a governance structure in which the Executive 
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Board held the stronger position from the outset and was specifically designed to contain 
the student movement, and the managerial university of today is not a departure from 1969 
but its logical conclusion. What is considered a ‘democratic revolution’ of the late 1960s is 
better understood as a neoliberal one.

Curiously, the standard narrative is reproduced not only in the bourgeois press but also in 
leftist writing, though there it serves primarily as a source of inspiration. On this reading, 
the WUB is held up as an achievement that was made possible by the student occupations. 
The law itself becomes evidence that collective action works, confirmation that students 
can win concrete democratic gains. Ever since the occupation itself, celebratory readings 
of the 1960s have served as a call to action, empowering activists by embedding present 
struggles in a precedent of success. Particularly revealing are commemorations of the 
occupation, which served not merely to mark an anniversary but to re-mobilise for the 
democratic cause. Regtien made this explicit during his speech at the five-year anniversary 
of the occupation in 1974. He argued that a commemoration of the occupation was only 
meaningful if it served to strengthen the contemporary struggle for democratisation.132 By 
1989, the twentieth anniversary, Regtien acknowledged that the Lubbers government had 
undone much of what the student movement had won. Still, he hoped that the 1990s might 
offer new opportunities ‘for the ideas of the 1960s’.133 The tone has shifted markedly. With 
the advent of neoliberal university governance, celebrations of what the movement had 
won gave way to rallying cries: students should storm the barricades like the brave baby 
boomers who went before, and regain what was lost.

Reproducing the standard narrative to inspire the next generation of student activists 
comes at a cost. By remembering the 1960s as a moment of democratic victory, the left 
obscures precisely those aspects of the history that matter most for the present: the fact 
that the movement failed to achieve what it set out to achieve, the prevalence of anarchist 
tactics that broadly lacked a strategic outlook and annihilated organisational structures. 
An activist tradition that takes its lessons from a mythologised past is doomed to repeat its 
mistakes. For the CPN presenting the occupation as a success was a matter of opportunism. 
The public had been more sympathetic to the occupiers than the cautious response of 
the established parties would suggest, and the CPN, alone among them, had supported 
the occupation movement. It therefore had a political stake in claiming the 1969 uprising 
as a democratic victory, and in claiming itself as one of its rightful heirs. By doing so the 
party leadership could demonstrate that the alliance between the party and the student 
movement had been worthwhile. It is no surprise, then, that the familiar elements of 
the standard narrative appear in the party newspaper throughout the 1970s and 1980s: 
democratic gains were wrested from an unwilling government, averting an authoritarian 
governance structure proposed by Maris; a direct causal line is drawn from occupation to 
legislation, with the party placed firmly at its centre.134 By underscoring their own part in 
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the occupation the CPN sought to collect on its political investments, converting activist 
sympathy into subscriptions to the party newspaper and electoral gains. This proved a 
rather fruitful approach, the CPN had earned considerable credibility among student 
activists, and a significant portion of activists drew the conclusion that the way forward 
lay with the party. Regtien called on people to vote for the party.

For the CPN, the Maagdenhuis occupation marked an important turning point. The party 
had long held a workerist definition of class that placed students outside the class struggle, 
akin to Althusser’s. Party leader Paul de Groot in particular was strongly opposed to the 
so-called ‘student figures’.135 Marcus Bakker, however, took an opposing view, and after the 
occupations he seems to have won the party for it. In a resolution of the party executive 
on 9 April 1969, later elaborated in a lengthy article, Bakker argued that the massification 
of higher education had fundamentally changed the class position of students, and that 
“the working class must regard the student struggle as part of its own action, and stand in 
solidarity with it”.136 The fact that this reorientation within the CPN appears to have been 
the achievement of Bakker, which also points to the growing influence of parliamentarians 
within the party. The CPN’s position on the student movement thus appears to be part of 
its broader ideological shift that abandoned the revolutionary idea, and cleared the way 
for a more pragmatic approach to politics. In the late 1960s, the CPN became more open to 
the idea of coalition participation, at least at the local level in Amsterdam and Groningen. 
Indeed, Ger Harmsen argued, as early as 1967, that the political positions of the CPN 
were driven by electoral calculation rather than political principle. He pointed to Vietnam 
protests as a telling example, noting that the CPN had initially treated the conflict as a local 
matter and only joined the protest movement after the PSP’s electoral gains made the cost 
of abstention apparent.137 We have seen that the same logic governed the party’s conduct 
during the student occupations, and later led it to make false claims about the WUB.

One final point bears mentioning here: the CPN was not, in any meaningful sense, a 
democratic party. For decades, anything that had to do with the Soviet Union was defended 
dogmatically, former members and communists who diverged from the party line were 
smeared, often as ‘agents’, forming factions was a cardinal sin. dissidents were frequently 
silenced or excommunicated, and even attaining membership in the first place required 
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the approval of a leadership that could act highly arbitrarily.138 To illustrate the latter point, 
we can return one last time to Ton Regtien. The former student leader had supported the 
CPN ever since the occupation movement, but was refused admission to the party on 
account of his chequered, anarchist past. Only in 1975 was he finally admitted, and then 
only after he had agreed to publicly attack Ger Harmsen who had become a professor 
of philosophy at the university of Groningen.139 Given this sectarian and opportunistic 
disposition, it is somewhat paradoxical that many radical students, who were fighting for 
the democratisation of their own surroundings, concluded that their best course of action 
was to join the CPN. As I have briefly described, the party’s grip on organised student life 
would only tighten during the1970s, but this did not produce a stronger, larger, or more 
revolutionary student movement. An interesting question for further research would be 
whether this was because the CPN’s rejection of democratic norms and aspirations made 
it incompatible with the aims of the student movement.

Conclusions
What to make of all this? First and foremost, I hope to have demonstrated the necessity of 
a strategic orientation that adequately accounts for the power of the state. The strategies 
employed by the 1960s protest movement have failed to do so. The advocacy strategy is 
limited because it makes itself dependent on the goodwill of the capitalist state by accepting 
the capitalist political and economic order at the level of the state and the university. 
This reduces activism to a tool in the service of lobbying objectives. The strength of the 
SVB lay in its conception of a student union with a mass membership, pursuing both 
official channels and extraparliamentary action to advance student interests. Yet the 
organisation was undermined by a structural contradiction it failed to resolve. The objective 
of transforming the NSR into a national student union was especially flawed from the 
outset. The SVB and the NSR were competing for the same representative function, which 
could only end in the dissolution of one of the organisations or, as it turned out in 1971, both. 
Attracting sufficient cadre and properly preparing them for the work will remain one of 
the biggest challenges in student organising, given the extremely high rate of turnover. In 
its early years the SVB’s political character was too hesitant. The union focused largely on 
material ‘student issues’, which meant that other subjects received insufficient attention. 
The most obvious example is the issue of democratic power relations in the ‘workplace’ of 
the young intellectual workers it was unionising, the university itself.

Syndicalism, the ‘critical’ movement, and unorganised mass action more generally have 
problematised and broadened the limited scope of student advocacy and forced the 
question of the democratic university onto the political agenda. The occupation movement 
is its most notable achievement, which have since been canonised in Dutch history. It fits 
well with the Dutch self-identification of ‘tolerant’, yet the occupations did not lead to a 
lasting democratisation of the university. Then again, the critical-university project knew 
very well that a genuine democratisation of the academy would be impossible in the long 

138	  Ger Harmsen, ‘Kommunisme, sociaal-demokratie en Koude Oorlog’, in: Nederlands 
kommunisme: gebundelde opstellen (Nijmegen 1982) 13–47, at 17.
139	  Stutje, De man die de weg wees, 437–438.
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term, given the subordination of the capitalist state to market imperatives. For them, the 
impossibility of a democratic university under capitalism was in a sense the point. They 
wanted to demonstrate the ‘authoritarian’ response that would follow once the ‘educational 
system’ was confronted directly. As critical-university ideologues had predicted, formal 
democratisation imposed from above was hollowed out the moment it ceased to serve 
the interests of those in power. This is exactly why the anarchist strategy has failed: the 
initiative was effectively handed back to the state, because the movement refused to take 
seriously the question of political power. The student movement, then, needs a political 
lever through which to contest the outcome of its disruptive actions. That is to say, it needs 
a political party capable of translating the movement’s disruptive force into legislative 
pressure, and whose programme extends beyond the university to the social order that 
determines its form. In particular, it needs to align itself with the workers’ movement, 
ideally organised in a revolutionary socialist party.

Some contemporaries thought that the CPN could perform this function, and the party’s 
conduct during the Maagdenhuis occupation gave them reason to think so. The solidarity 
campaign, the mobilisation of construction workers, the parliamentary defence of the 
occupation, and the critique of the WUB were by no means negligible contributions. I 
have only been able to touch on some of the issues at stake here, but the party’s Stalinism, 
sectarianism, opportunism and authoritarianism go a long way towards explaining why this 
marriage between the CPN and the student movement was not, in the end, a happy one. 
What remains noteworthy, nonetheless, is that a theoretical development was underway 
within the party, exemplified in Bakker’s writings, that appeared to point towards the 
adoption of a correct class analysis of students in their relation to the labour movement. 
Further research on the CPN and the student movement will be required to determine 
whether this shift reflected anything more than opportunism, and to trace the connections 
between the questions of strategy, tactics and outcomes that it raises. Here it must suffice 
to state that any alliance between the student movement and a communist organisation 
will require that both internal structures themselves be democratically organised. The 
historical record is unambiguous: communist projects that failed to guarantee freedom 
of expression, the right to form factions, and a culture of open political debate have 
consistently degenerated into Stalinist counterrevolutions. This is not an argument against 
democratic centralism as such, provided the principle leaves room for dissent and open 
polemics.

These are not mere historiographical or theoretical points. The contemporary student 
movement inherits both its tactical repertoire and its strategic deficit from its 1960s 
predecessors. Something called a ‘national student union’ still exists, for example, though 
it differs from the SVB in one revealing respect: where the SVB was built on membership 
dues and cadre commitment, the LSVb is funded mostly by hundreds of thousands of euros 
in annual government subsidies, and operates primarily as a lobby organisation directing 
its demands at the Ministry of Education. It boils down to the advocacy strategy, but in a 
particularly encapsulated form. It almost goes without saying that this dependency on the 
government means that the LSVb can never seriously challenge or organise against the 
state in any meaningful way. WOinActie accentuates the ‘pressure group’ element, but is 
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essentially also an advocate of certain sections of the academic community. Its primary 
tactic entails increasingly desperate pleading with the government to reconsider its budget 
cuts, though a radicalisation process seems to be unfolding in the last few years. A novel 
aspect of the advocacy strategy is that students organisations have entered the arena of 
municipal politics. In Utrecht, there is even a student party, Student & Starter, which 
was actually part of the coalition these last few years. I have not been following the local 
news closely, but they have undoubtedly won concessions within the existing order. What 
they could never do is change that order. The issue of entering a coalition is contentious 
on the left, and even more so on the local level. Overall, I think Marxists should make a 
principal choice for the opposition until the institutions of the old order can be completely 
eradicated and a new society can take shape. The student left would do well to keep this 
revolutionary perspective in mind, and ideally discuss them before entering the electoral 
arena. Moreover, socialist parties should reject managing the capitalist state unequivocally 
as a strategy in their political programmes. Such fundamental discussions seem to still 
be forthcoming within the party project De Vonk in Amsterdam, that the student party 
Activistenpartij is also a part of.140

There is no doubt that the anarchist strategy is most prevalent in the student left, since 1967. 
The parallels between the late 1960s and now are almost uncanny. The 2015 occupation 
of the Maagdenhuis, with its counter-institution, general assembly, claim to ‘prefigure’ 
the new university and adversarial relationship with the police, is almost an exact replica 
of the critical-university movement. The strength of this strategy is that it can identify 
problems in the current order and forcefully critique them, winning a great deal of media 
attention for the cause with very little manpower. Crucially, because of its tendency towards 
decentralisation, the anarchist strategy will always organise at the local level. This partly 
explains why student and youth parties have not succeeded in winning seats nationally, but 
have in some municipalities. This focus on the local has an obvious downside, namely that 
not all political decisions are made locally. Restructuring academia for example, requires 
a political struggle on the national (and to a lesser extent European) level. The most 
fundament weakness of movements of this kind is that they are necessarily spontaneous 
and disorganised, since they are so fundamentally hostile to hierarchy and discipline. In 
the case of the SVB this has actively eroded existing organisational structures. The history 
of the 1960s student movement can be a little daunting to study precisely because of the 
numerous left-wing student associations, almost none of which still exist. I don’t see why 
this should always be the case. If we want a serious student movement on the left, it has to 
be organised. Meanwhile, the fraternities have reproduced themselves by means of their 
violence, elitism, humiliation and rape culture for centuries. Their hegemony over student 
life was an anachronism then; it is an outright affront today. We should state it clearly: 
death to the fraternities. 

140	  De Vonk, Verkiezingsprogramma Gemeenteraad Amsterdam 2026: Voor een Betaalbaar, 
Rechtvaardig & Democratisch Amsterdam (Amsterdam 2026). Also see: Rogier Specht, ‘De Vonk 
slaat (nog) niet over’, Communistisch Platform (2025). The black flags of the party, and the design 
of the logo (with the N resembling the logo of the squatting movement) are indicative of an anar-
chist aesthetic, it is unclear to me at this time if this means that there is an outspokenly anarchist 
political vision.
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Today, myriad student parties champion the democratic university, yet fail to incorporate 
such demands into a political strategy that could actualise them. It can be tempting to think 
we should make no further use of these councils at all. In certain circumstances there can 
be arguments for an active election boycott, provided that the boycott is active in the sense 
that it is coupled with a positive campaign for rebuilding socialist mass organisations, such 
as membership-based student unions or a communist party. But I think the arguments for 
continuing to participate in council elections are stronger for now, though they should be 
seen as a tactic and not as an end in themselves. Obviously, parties that align themselves 
with the fraternities should not be taken serious as a matter of principle. But one matter 
seems even more urgent to address: the necessity to stop cooperating with Executive Boards 
altogether. Whether it is as a student assessor, in a secret meeting, or within a lobby group: 
it is both a tactical and strategic mistake. The university bureaucrat has an interest in 
reproducing the status quo, and can therefore never be an ally in its overthrowal. Boycott 
or participation, a choice for either one only makes sense as part of a larger political 
framework. The point here is that even if the University Council were won entirely for the 
cause of democratisation, for the full hundred per cent, this could not by itself democratise 
the university. Only a few radical student parties (Activistenpartij and Knokploeg, for 
instance) demonstrate an understanding of this limitation, complementing council work 
with an activist praxis oriented towards the wider society. What these parties desperately 
need, however, is an overarching organisation that can bring together the radical elements 
of the student left, keep them from being contained within council chambers, coordinate 
their local sections, channel them towards The Hague when necessary and maintain 
international contacts. A nationally oriented socialist student union that is principally 
organised through mass membership would, I think, be a huge improvement over the 
current situation. I can only imagine what such an organisation would be capable of if 
seven to ten per cent of all Dutch students were members of it, like the SVB.

In essence, my argument is that the student movement needs to adopt a revolutionary 
strategy, by which I mean that students must commit themselves to the political 
emancipation of the working class. To do so, the movement must first become conscious 
of the fact that it is itself mostly part of that class. We must therefore reject the Marcusean 
conception of class that has been so influential, almost paradigmatic, to the student left 
since the 1960s. But, students are neither a special revolutionary subject whose location at 
the ‘training ground for the reproduction of the system’ grants them strategic primacy, nor 
can they force the hands of states and university boards through spontaneous mass action 
alone. However, we must equally reject Althusser’s workerist counter-position. Working-
class power resides not exclusively in production, but in the necessity that confronts the 
working class to organise collectively to effect social change at any scale. These debates 
may prove less fraught than they were in the 1960s, since it has become plainly evident 
that most students work. They staff the cafés, the supermarkets, the restaurants, the food 
deliveries and every other ordinary workplace in cities and towns. The argument that 
students are a professional middle class in waiting is becoming harder and harder to make. 
The struggle around the university is therefore part of a broader task, the democratisation 
of working-class life in its entirety. The democratisation of the university belongs alongside 
that of housing, workplaces, culture and the state. To achieve this, the working class must 
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unite in a communist party whose aim is to hand control over society to workers. Students 
should argue for such a party, and help build it once it comes. It will return the favour when 
the struggle for the democratic university inevitably heats up again. I have shown that the 
Maagdenhuis occupation did not fail because students lacked courage or creativity. It failed 
because no such party was able to translate the movement’s demands into legislation. Our 
task, then, is not to repeat 1969, but to finish the work it left undone, and to help emancipate 
the workers of the world.
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I AM NOT A STUDENT ACTIVIST
NOTES ON BETRAYING THE UNIVERSITY

M. Yuan

I am not a student activist. The title for this piece came to me long before the story itself 
took shape. This is because this sentence is something I have found myself, over the course 
of the last few years, saying in one form or another, more or less explicitly so. Even though 
the need to struggle for change is something that is, in many ways, the focal point of my 
life at this time, over the past years I have skimmed over invitations for class walkouts, and 
all but forgot about campaigns for student elections. It did not occur to me at first to take 
this disinterest particularly seriously, let alone make it the topic of discussion – perhaps I 
simply do not feel so at home between the alliances of Marxists and communists, am out 
of my depth because I have not read Lenin, or alienated when white European students 
passionately debate the ethics of the domestic policy of my homeland. But when the 
opportunity arose to do something with these experiences of frustration and discomfort that 
ultimately led to a form of rejection, when I, so to speak, started to take these experiences 
as a starting point, I ended up being taken somewhere I was in fact quite happy to be. In 
short, I discovered that I want to say, and I think I have the grounds to say, that I dislike 
“student” activism, and that I do not believe that an affiliation with or a focus toward the 
university can be compatible with honest, solidary, and serious action towards change. 

What I want to say here hinges on my feeling that this term, student activism, is somewhat 
more than the sum of its parts, which is to say, not every student who is also an activist 
is also a student-activist per se. It’s about a certain preoccupation, a certain goal, which 
comes with its own method and style of doing things. Where I want to take this, is that I 
think that this method, by virtue of its goal, will not achieve the kind of change I think we 
should strive for. 

Let us go back to June 2025. Already a year after the student uprising which turned the city, 
for a brief moment, into a mad, boiling space of confrontation, tents once again descended 
on the patch of grass between the tall buildings of Roeterseiland Campus. When we drop 
in, on the second day, matters are already in full swing: speeches of revolution sounded 
through megaphones, people crouched on the grass were painting banners, teachers 
dropped by offering to teach classes on the grass. But the weather quickly turned: when, 
on the third day, it became clear that negotiations with the university board have already 
stalled, disagreements quickly arose. 

With no small amount of amazement we watched as groups broke out and came back 
together, though only the representatives of the various factions that held the imperatives 
were allowed to present to the larger group what they had spoken of within their faction. 
What was supposed to become of the folks not aligned with either the communists, 
Marxists, the student party, and so on, was initially unclear. Mostly, the discussion revolved 
around talk of burnout, of packing up and going home to preserve energy, to live to fight 
another day. Later, the floor was opened up to all, and on the other side, folks eloquently 
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warned of falling for neoliberal rhetoric, that it is too easy to say one is “burnt out”, and 
with here and there references hailing historical heroes such as Che Guevera and Mao, 
urged that we must carry on even when it is difficult, at least for longer than a few days, not 
just fall in step when the higher-ups refuse to engage. Finally, a majority voted to stay on, 
at least for now. This meant that those who disagreed with the outcome decided to leave; 
incidentally, they were also the ones who had set up the encampment in the first place. 
This left the hefty task of a full restructuring of the camp. Daunting though it may have 
been, for those of us joining it was also a moment of great fruitfulness: to forge alliances 
and to see where this thing could be taken. 

The moment was brief. After a difficult action nearby, a blockade where traffic-goers 
turned violent and a gentle man whose sole wrongdoing had consisted in cooking vegan 
shawarma for the students every night, got carted off by police on false premises, tensions 
within the camp came to a head. It was agreed that an affiliation group would be set up, 
which then just as quickly got disbanded under fast accusations of bad faith and fears 
of “outsiders getting us in trouble”. Much of the situation was constructed, not through 
outright confrontation, but whispers, sneaking, rumours. Later, the general distrust was 
hastily justified under the pretext of the trauma the students faced the year before, which 
the “outsiders” could not possibly understand. This was a reference to the gross violence 
that had been unleashed after the most radical parts of the uprising, which people who were 
not students had taken part in. The fact of their participation had been quickly exploited 
by authorities to delegitimise the protests and sow division, a pattern that repeated across 
different campuses around the world. It is disappointing to see echoes of their success in 
the words of those attempting to stage a new protest. 

There is much more that could be said here about what went wrong, about the implicit 
and sometimes explicit suspicion towards those without a diploma or a proof of enrolment, 
about the factionism and the pretentiousness in the format and choreography of it (often we 
couldn’t help but giggle at the official gestures articulated by the members of the assembly 
with great fervour and enthusiasm. As good students they had picked up the rules of 
the general assembly fast and enacted them with zeal, and this zeal often surpassed the 
enthusiasm for keeping the camp running itself). But I do not want to make this some 
frustrated scream, a criticism or a place for calling folks out. Rather, I want to use the 
sketch of this situation to gesture towards a broader idea, something that might be worth 
talking about. 

There is also no need to go further into it because what happened afterwards speaks for 
itself: the encampment lasted a few more weeks, and after it was disbanded, what remained 
of student activism at the UvA were here and there small protests which remained solely 
within the walls of the university and respectability and took the form of walkouts and 
speeches. When bumping into student friends who got carried on the wave of the 2024 
encampments but afterwards with the fizzling out of the moment had returned to their 
everyday lives, they often asked me with regret about what had happened to pro-Palestinian 
activism in the past years. Where has it gone?
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The answer is, obviously, nowhere. It’s very much alive and well. In the years since the 
2024 encampments, several action groups across The Netherlands have sprouted, with a 
multiplicity of tactics ranging from blockades and direct action to media and campaigns. 
For example, the group Geef Tegengas have amassed huge media followings, organised 
mass blockades involving thousands of people, garnering national and international media 
attention.1 Needless to say, this is no time to congratulate ourselves: Israel pushes on 
with its genocidal campaign, only this week announcing once again its design to expel all 
remaining Palestinians from Gaza. Meanwhile, migrants and refugees in The Netherlands 
face an increasingly impossible future in an already inhumane system, and voices of dissent 
face ever harsher repression. It is clear our struggle is far from over. However, what I 
wanted to make clear with these examples is that this is also no time of drought. 

Then, the lack of any real movement coming from the university in recent years is 
particular to student-oriented organisations and their self-imposed limits. There was, 
perhaps, a moment in the 2024 uprising, with its alliances of activists, students, squatters, 
anarchists, where it stepped outside itself, and there was an opening of the windows so to 
speak, to let something in to freshen the stale air. But precisely by its turning inwards, by 
way of the “returning home” of the so-called student movement, it has lost its force. This is 
by no means some groundbreaking claim, but I want to use this particular example to think 
about some bigger questions concerning possibility of making change in relation to the 
institution of the university and show why I think this particular phenomenon of student 
activism is one that will always be limited. The broader claim I want to make here is that 
by restricting and binding oneself to the university, one restricts the possibility of change. 

For all the speeches of revolution and fiery debates, any campaign organised by and for 
students must be unafraid to take a serious look at the institution that makes them students 
in the first place. This must go beyond the demands of disclose, boycott, and divest often 
put forward by pro-Palestine student encampments. And it is important, mostly, to do the 
difficult work of being honest with oneself and others, about the role of the university and 
the way that it functions, in its neoliberal instantiation that we are familiar with, but also in 
its general modern role as an institution of the state. Beyond the fact that your university 
is not the universe,2 and many who are impacted by the issues you care about frankly do 
not lie awake thinking of it, to stop at these demands implies the existence of some ideal 
institution that lies buried underneath bad policy. What I mean to say is this – even an UvA 
that has cut ties with Israeli institutions, divested from firms that invest in the occupation 
economy or contribute to its war crimes, will still not be simply a place for learning.

Its lack of neutrality has a local element, of course – in The Netherlands, a country in which 
a separation of scientific-theoretical and applied-practical (until recently unscrupulously 
called higher and lower) education begins from the ages of 11-12, widely along socioeconomic 

1	  Davies, Harry “Activists in Netherlands protest on roof of Microsoft site storing Israeli 
military data”. The Guardian, 10 August 2025. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/
activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data.
2	  This phrasing I borrowed from a friend’s theatre performance during a voku at a        
legalised former squat in Amsterdam (unnamed): “What’s bigger, the universe or the university?”

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data
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and class lines, a university which only admits a very particular set of students is hardly 
a sociopolitical blank slate. And more broadly, looking beyond the Dutch context, we have 
to ask ourselves whether as university by virtue of its position as a state institution can 
ever be neutral when the state in question is unjust. 

An active interrogation of the university’s position within broader systems of dominance 
also alerts one to its ability to reabsorb any internal critique directed towards it. Sara 
Ahmed aptly noted that the work of an academic that expresses critique of the institution 
within it will be rendered profitable toward the university as research output.3 Also for 
Fred Moten and Stefano Harvey, this is characteristic of the professionalisation of (critical) 
academics.4 Professionalisation, they say, goes hand in hand with negligence, and the 
professional academic, even when critical, is therefore negligent in their criticism: for 
someone who takes up their place entirely and exclusively within this institution, their 
work will not reach out beyond and do the sort of work that would in fact do anything to 
change the situation at hand. You may speak, but the university will continue to do what 
it does. The impossibility of this contradictory position is what led Ahmed to eventually 
resign from her post at Goldsmiths, University of London. For her, to resign was a political 
act itself that spells a refusal not only of traditional ideals of success, but of being a part 
of an institution that functions within the logic of neoliberal capitalism which renders 
critique merely profitable.5 The only route that made sense to her, then, was one away 
from the university. 

To return from here to the question of student activism, the demand to boycott makes 
perfect sense as a first and readily available step to call for in the context of thinking about 
complicity as part of a grander struggle being waged from the imperialist core, in which 
we must hold our institutions accountable (this applies not just to universities, but also 
governments, banks, insurance funds, and so on). However, if there is no thought of the 
long road ahead, and we stop at an attempt to merely improve the institution, without 
questioning the institution in the first place, nothing will come of it. First, without that bit 
of humbleness that acknowledges the privileges as well as the shortcomings of the position, 
the conversations risk being empty, without substance, grabbing here and there from texts, 
idols, infographics. What I mean is that you remain trapped in the classroom building on 
the merely theoretical, rendering a limp critique. What’s more, without awareness (or 
in what is sometimes surely wilful ignorance), you risk being conscripted by the very 
system you claim to be critiquing and the critique becomes limp in the second sense. This 
is in fact what has already happened: many universities, including the UvA,6 have put 
out statements claiming to have cut ties, which upon further inspection are superficial 
promises to temporarily halt certain exchange programmes and are already at risk of 

3	  Sara Ahmed, “Resignation is a feminist issue,” feminist killjoys, 27 August 2016. https://
feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/.
4	  Moten and Harvey, “The University and the Undercommons: Seven Theses”.
5	  Ahmed, 2016.
6	   “Why we will not collaborate with Israel at this time”, 13 October 2025. https://www.
uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-
this-time.html.

https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/
https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html
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being overturned.7

Therefore, it is a matter of being active, of preserving the ability to be active. And here, we 
run into another aspect of why remaining bound to the university limits the potential for 
change: the fatal retreat of the critical into theory can be understood as a manifestation 
of a broader phenomenon where being political has become a matter of what one thinks 
instead of what one does. In student spaces especially, with its tendency toward outsized 
intellectualism, it is easy to feel that to be political means having the right opinions, which 
have been perfected through ongoing discourse, rather than it being a matter of choosing 
how to live.8 I think this is also what Daniel Loick is talking about when he discusses 
Rosenzweig’s reason to leave the university.9 There is, according to Rosenzweig, a distance 
from everyday life in academia, which represses the presence of the other. And it is 
precisely the encountering of the other in life, which makes us realise our responsibility.10 
In other words, a movement that remains confined to student spaces risks being paralysed 
in analysis. Because even if you have refined your mighty theory, how to live is a matter of 
practise, of living itself. Having selected the correct ideology does not equate having done 
the work: even Fanon knew that philosophy never saved anybody.11 To take up actual 
responsibility, then, is to put oneself actively on the outside – to go into spaces where no 
one cares to ask you what you study, to help cook a meal, sit in front a house, to join an 
action that is not catered to you in particular.

In the end, placing the onus on practice brings me back to that general assembly at the 
encampment, and many conversations I have had after that. Often, we talk of tiredness 
and hopelessness when the change we work for fails to materialise: many lose their fire, 
get burnt out, resolve to writing their theses, get on with it. But this is precisely the issue. 
Many in far less cushioned positions than university students in western Europe have 
practised forms of resistance in the face of far more precarious odds and far more dire 
consequences. It would be easy to say that those who are the most oppressed therefore 
resist because they must – but this is far too essentialising, and people under oppression 
are by no means required to fulfil our fantasies of heroism. But there is, I think, a different 
thing to be said here; I am reminded of the interview with Robyn Maynard and Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson, where they talk about rehearsal.12 That resistance, that a different 
world, must be practised like an instrument, every day anew. Activism, then, cannot be a 
mere adventure of one’s student days, and to strive for a different world is to practise it, to 

7	  de Jong, Sjoerd. “Israëlische universiteiten lobbyen in Nederland” NRC Handelsblad, 2 
June 2026. https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-lobbyen-in-neder-
land-a4929025.
8	  I hope that it is needless to say that we can warn of the dangers of intellectualism with-
out being against talking and writing altogether and clamouring to behead all academics – the 
strict separation of theory and practise itself is a product of philosophy: one can inform the other.
9	  Loick, “If you’re a critical theorist, how come you work for a university?”
10	  Ibid.
11	  Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 12.
12	  Maynard, Robyn, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Hannah Voegele, and Christopher 
Griffin. “Every day we must get up and relearn the world: An interview with Robyn Maynard and 
Leanne Betasamosake Simpson.” (2021).

https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-lobbyen-in-nederland-a4929025
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-lobbyen-in-nederland-a4929025


82 I AM NOT A STUDENT ACTIVIST

step out and encounter the other, to walk away from the university. 

I have tried here to argue my way out of the university. In real life, it was much easier 
than that: very naturally, something led me away from these spaces and I have thus far not 
sought to return to them. With Harvey and Moten, I like to spend my time in that nonplace 
on the outside.13 I would not claim to know whether this is enough – I suspect it is not. But 
it presents a possibility, I think, that remaining within it precludes. And at least, I would 
like to do what feels important: to not pledge allegiance to the university,14 to not merely 
sit and write articles that express criticism, but to live outside of the institution, to learn 
from the world, and, in the theme of this book, to make revolution. 

13	  Moten and Harvey, “The University and the Undercommons: Seven Theses”
14	  Loick, “If you’re a critical theorist, how come you work for a university?”



83ART, ACTIVISM, ACADEMIA 

Bibliography 

Ahmed, Sara. “Resignation is a feminist issue,” feminist killjoys, 27 August 2016. https://
feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/.

de Jong, Sjoerd. “Israëlische universiteiten lobbyen in Nederland” NRC Handelsblad, 2 
June 2026. https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-
lobbyen-in-nederland-a4929025.

Davies, Harry “Activists in Netherlands protest on roof of Microsoft site storing Israeli 
military data”. The Guardian, 10 August 2025. https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-
site-storing-israeli-military-data.

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks, tr. Charles Lam Markmann.

Loick, Daniel. “If you’re a critical theorist, how come you work for a university?” 
Critical Horizons 19, no. 3 (2018): 233-245.

Maynard, Robyn, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Hannah Voegele, and Christopher 
Griffin. “Every day we must get up and relearn the world: An interview with 
Robyn Maynard and Leanne Betasamosake Simpson.” (2021).

Moten, Fred, and Stefano Harney. “The university and the undercommons: Seven 
theses.” Social Text 22, no. 2 (2004): 101-115.

University of Amsterdam, “Why we will not collaborate with Israel at this time”, 13 
October 2025. https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/
why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html.

https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/
https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/08/27/resignation-is-a-feminist-issue/
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-lobbyen-in-nederland-a4929025
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2026/06/02/israelische-universiteiten-lobbyen-in-nederland-a4929025
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/aug/10/activists-in-netherlands-protest-on-roof-of-microsoft-site-storing-israeli-military-data
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2025/10/why-we-will-not-collaborate-with-israel-at-this-time.html


84 INPUT: BICYCLE ‹—› OUTPUT: BARRICADES

INPUT: BICYCLE ‹—› OUTPUT: BARRICADES
Jordi Viader Guerrero

On Tuesday, May 7, 2024,1 we all cheered as a Swapfiets bike was thrown on the barricade 
at the University of Amsterdam’s (UvA) Oudemanhuispoort historic building. A collective 
release of outrage and euphoria after the previous night’s unjustified eviction of the first 
Amsterdam student encampment2 demanding the UvA to cut ties with Israeli universities.

Were we finally using the tools of the subscription service master to liberate the university 
from genocidal ties? With its limited technicity, this bike, designed to perform a specific 
task (efficiently transporting its driver who’s nonetheless unprotected from the Amsterdam 
rain) was repurposed and reconceptualized as a barricade. It joined bricks, institutional 
signs to shame smokers, and construction fences in an effort to prevent the police from 
coming in a reclaimed space. Preventing the police from coming in, momentarily 
delimiting a reclaimed space: that’s what a barricade does. The bike’s chain will not 
rotate its tires anymore. No feet will rest on its pedals ever again. The bike was doomed 
to be violently crushed by police bulldozers from the moment it was reclaimed from a 
parking rack.

But this bike was already something other than a bike. It was a Swapfiets. Another stellar 
innovation of EU-approved, “green”, Dutch Capital that transforms bikes into a service. A 
sociotechnical assemblage (that’s how we, academics, call them nowadays) that spans apps, 
stores, hip maintenance workers, an economic model probably based on venture capital 
and data analytics, offshore cheap production, and so on, and so on. That bike didn’t have 
an owner in the way we are used to think we own things. As we are all well aware in 2024, 
its users pay a monthly fee to experience bike-friendly Amsterdam as a local. That is, as 

1	  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2024_pro-Palestinian_protests_on_university_campus-
es_in_the_Netherlands.
2	  @PalestineStreetArt; @Amsterdam.Encampment; @PalestineSolidarityRotterdam; @
Free.Palestine.NL; @WorkersForPalestine.NL, 07 May 2024.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2024_University_of_Amsterdam_pro-Palestinian_campus_occupations
https://swapfiets.nl/
https://www.instagram.com/p/C6qRbOAIJqr/
https://www.instagram.com/p/C6qRbOAIJqr/
https://www.shell.com/news-and-insights/speeches-and-articles/2024/european-competitiveness-in-the-energy-transition.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2024_pro-Palestinian_protests_on_university_campuses_in_the_Netherlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2024_pro-Palestinian_protests_on_university_campuses_in_the_Netherlands
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an angry and proud bike rider. However, once you’ve lived in this city long enough, you 
slowly start speaking bike language. You become aware that a Swapfiets user is probably 
not from Amsterdam, not even from the Netherlands, most probably a student, assumed 
to have rich parents (unlike the allegedly frugal Dutch “working class”), and an overall 
object of political contention no matter what they do.3

That bike was nobody’s bike. It was the byproduct of yet another product-as-service. That 
evening, it was nonetheless reclaimed by “the students”, giving it a new (after)life as an 
element in a different assemblage. From being the material, user-facing presentation of the 
Swapfiet’s UX, to becoming one more (but highly symbolic) brick in the literal structures 
questioning university power relations.

Let’s be clear, the bike was not reclaimed by a collection of single students firmly positioned 
in their sociological intersectionality (let’s say, American but of immigrant parents, gen 
Z, queer, too-poor-for-Ivy-leagues yet wealthy enough to move to Europe, sometimes 
racialized by an astonishingly un-woke European public, and with a great sense of style 
or, conversely, simply German4), but the diffused and collective subject of “the students”.

The students as a collective subject are not stable at all. They are not necessarily fixed by 
assigning an ID number to every student, stored somewhere in a university spreadsheet, 
and wielded publicly on plastic student cards. Indeed, these are techniques of subjectivation 
by identification that clearly and quantitively demarcate students from non-students. 
Swapfiets are also a technology to identify students when cycling in the city. Especially in 
September, when a surge of their characteristic blue tires becomes noticeable. So, it was 
no less than poetic justice when a Swapfiets-as-barricade suddenly reopened the political 
question of who are “the students”. A question that had seemingly been institutionally 
resolved by handing out pieces of plastic, assigning numbers, filling in spreadsheets, and 
storing data.

“Who are ‘the students’?” is not a straightforward question to solve. Its solution is 
not ontological, as the verb to be suggests, but political. As Daniel Spaulding argued in his 
e-flux feature On Hating Students:

the student is somebody to whom discipline is always rightly forthcoming. Even 
more so when students are already hateworthy for other reasons: being humanities 
majors, feminists, queers, critics of colonialism. Even more abhorrent are art 
students, surely the most frivolous of all.5

3	  See: de Bruijn, Annebelle. 02 March 2023, “International students are the scapegoat of 
a failing housing policy”, delta, https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/international-students-are-scape-
goat-failing-housing-policy.
4	  See: “Germany Remains Top Country of Origin for International Students in Neth-
erlands”, Eruda News, 26 April 2022, https://erudera.com/news/germany-remains-top-coun-
try-of-origin-for-international-students-in-netherlands/.
5	  Spaulding, 2024.

https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/international-students-are-scapegoat-failing-housing-policy
https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/international-students-are-scapegoat-failing-housing-policy
https://www.e-flux.com/education/features/610182/on-hating-students
https://erudera.com/news/germany-remains-top-country-of-origin-for-international-students-in-netherlands/
https://www.e-flux.com/education/features/610182/on-hating-students
https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/international-students-are-scapegoat-failing-housing-policy
https://delta.tudelft.nl/en/article/international-students-are-scapegoat-failing-housing-policy
https://erudera.com/news/germany-remains-top-country-of-origin-for-international-students-in-netherlands/
https://erudera.com/news/germany-remains-top-country-of-origin-for-international-students-in-netherlands/
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This Foucauldian analysis6 advances that the student exists only to be identified and 
subjected to disciplinary techniques. Yet, as the panopticon memes have shown us, not 
only the school is a prison, but also the barracks, the psychiatric hospital, the workplace, 
and of course, the prison is also a prison. Therefore, anyone is at risk to be part of “the 
students”. Spaulding rightly notes that as a subject of discipline, the student is actually in 
quite an enviable position—largely removed from economic pressures and overt violence. 
This exceptionality is the reason that violence against students strikes as reprehensible: 
it’s society explicitly exerting violence onto the people it claims to protect from normalized 
economic and state violence. Violence exerted in the name of a future that those very 
students will supposedly be the main actors of.

On a related note, and to call attention to another sociotechnical assemblage, let’s not 
forget that the solution to the question of studenthood is at the heart of corporate social 
media’s origin story. It wouldn’t be a stretch to argue that the conflation between online 
networking and IRL identity, as well as the datafication of online and offline social 
relations, is a byproduct of a twisted interpretation of the “who are ‘the students” 
question. As we all know, The Facebook was originally intended as a student database 
only accessible for .edu email addresses on prestige US university servers. “True” fictional 
accounts (Fincher’s and Sorkin’s “The Social Network”) showed us that Zuck and friends 
reformulated the student question as one of digital identification in order to algorithmically 
solve another problem: who to fuck. Because, of course, Zuck and co. had to make sure that 
their sexual partners were other Ivy League students. The political question of the collective 
subject (and desires) is thus reduced to individual sexual desires (all millennials know 
that even before online dating went mainstream, we all hopped online not to take part in 
the virtual public sphere, but to flirt and stop feeling like a lonely loser).

Rather than only being constituted by unavoidable institutional techniques of identification, 
the way in which “the students” as a collective subject come to exist changes depending 
on the historical moment, social conditions, levels of shared outrage, carnal desire, and, 
importantly, material techniques of demarcation. This subject largely exists as pure 
potentiality. Virtual, one may say. Waiting to be actualized into new and different shapes, 
as the pro-Palestinian student movement’s Instagram posts courageously remind us 
every time current protests and actions are contextualized in a larger history of student 
movements.7

To give a banal example that is nevertheless dear to me, the collective subject of the students 
takes shape whenever students gossip—about their teachers, their classmates, the staff. 
Gossiping during a smoking break is a moment of subject formation: loitering (oh so much 
of it all is just about loitering!) on a corner sharing concerns, interests, and passions (the 
hot professor; the shitty one). Moments and spaces that create a sense of community in 
their very performance. The collective subject of “the students” exists only insomuch it 

6	  KnowYourMeme, “T as in Troy? – Truth’s Nature”
7	  @Amsterdam.Encampment; @AUFreePalestine; @DutchScholarsForPalestine; @Work-
ersForPalestineNL, 20 May 2024.

https://knowyourmeme.com/photos/2443776-michel-foucault
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C7M0aWEsKji/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C7M0aWEsKji/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==
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is carried out. Only insomuch it comes back to localized social practices; insomuch it is 
implemented in hardware and stops being virtual.

That Tuesday, another, more politically charged, technique for subject formation was 
unlocked: reappropriating bikes for barricades. The bike-as-barricade effectively and 
symbolically lets some people in and out. Those who were let in were promptly pulled 
into the collective effort of barricade-making,8 providing food, and occupying the 
unused Amsterdam Academic Club.9 At first, those who stayed out were mostly other, 
understandably more cautious protestors. Friendly to the cause, they could always go in 
through a narrow opening on one of the barricade’s sides. Yet, these protestors were too 
aware that crossing that threshold meant abandoning the safety that a student card confers 
them and exposing themselves to the threat of violence.

During the early hours of the evening, those who were meant to be kept out, those who were 
not part of the collective subject of “the students”, were still just a looming threat. Waiting 
not that far away, behind the crowd of protesters or hiding inside the university’s buildings, 
to which they were of course granted access. In that moment, they were still just a threat 
of violence. Potential violence rather than violence in action. Virtual, we may say. Until, 
one day later, they weren’t. On Wednesday, May 8, 2024, the police came in. Bulldozing 
the non-human barricades. Violently charging10 and striking11 against the human ones.

This scene of institutional violence was repeated again and again in the subsequent two 
months.12 In Amsterdam, Utrecht, Groningen, Leiden, and many other university campuses 
across the Netherlands that solidarized with the Palestinian cause. The posts and streams 
on social media witnessing this brute use of force didn’t stop media13 and educational 
institutions14 from using the tactics of the far right they allegedly detest to misinform the 
broader public about the protests.15 Liberal institutions of democracy (the Executive Board 
of the university and public mass media) quickly re-mediatized this event through their 
channels,16 framing students as violent and unreasonable, focusing on perceived feelings 
of insecurity from face-coverings,17 to implicitly and later on explicitly argue that the 
protesting students are not actually students. Thus, non-students deserve to be brutalized, 
surveilled,18 unrightfully imprisoned,19 and/or revoked of their education to protect the 

8	  @mhd.alsyed; @Amsterdam.Encampment, 22 May 2024.
9	  Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2022.
10	  @DutchScholarsForPalestine; @AUFreePalestine; @Amsterdam.Encampment, 08 May 
2024.
11	  @WorkersForPalestine.NL; @Amsterdam.Encampment, 08 May 2024.
12	  Lupu, 2024.
13	  van der Beek, 2024.
14	  Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2024.
15	  “Open letter | Protest and Palestine: UvA presents mischaracterisation of the problem”, 
2024.
16	  @NieuwsUur, 10 May 2024.
17	  NLTimes, 14 May 2024.
18	  Haagse StadsPartij, 2024.
19	  NLTimes, 17 May 2024.

https://www.instagram.com/reel/C7R964NojQA/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA==
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2022/02/the-amsterdam-academic-club-to-close.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2022/02/the-amsterdam-academic-club-to-close.html
https://www.instagram.com/p/C6tnRsCoHE4/
https://www.instagram.com/p/C6tw9__I3BS/?img_index=4
https://metropolism.com/nl/feature/witnessing-the-student-intifada-on-palestine-solidarity-and-cultural-boycotts/
https://metropolism.com/nl/feature/witnessing-the-student-intifada-on-palestine-solidarity-and-cultural-boycotts/
https://www.parool.nl/amsterdam/uva-demonstranten-voor-de-rechter-ik-zal-de-haat-in-de-ogen-van-die-jongen-niet-snel-vergeten~ba5e14bda/?referrer=https://www.dutchnews.nl/
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2024/04/questions-for-rector-peter-paul-verbeek-about-protests.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2024/04/questions-for-rector-peter-paul-verbeek-about-protests.html
https://www.folia.nl/nl/international/161788/open-letter-protest-and-palestine-uva-presents-mischaracterisation-of-the-problem
https://www.folia.nl/nl/international/161788/open-letter-protest-and-palestine-uva-presents-mischaracterisation-of-the-problem
https://www.tiktok.com/@nieuwsuur/video/7367364576876219681
https://www.tiktok.com/@nieuwsuur/video/7367364576876219681
https://nltimes.nl/2024/05/14/university-amsterdam-longer-negotiating-protesters
https://nltimes.nl/2024/05/14/university-amsterdam-longer-negotiating-protesters
https://haagsestadspartij.nl/leiden-university-spies-on-their-own-students/?amp=1
https://nltimes.nl/2024/05/17/british-man-sentenced-two-months-prison-role-uva-demonstrations
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real students: those numbers on a spreadsheet stored somewhere on Microsoft servers.

Through this re(de)-subjectivation, the violence the university is authorized to exert 
over students goes from disciplining their bodily habits20 to insert them into the 
workforce (good old 20th century biopolitics) to brutalizing them into expendable 
non-subjects (21st century necropolitics). Sacrificial offerings for the continuation 
of their own education. It seems that not even the university itself, so eager to get rid of 
students and their studenthood, believes anymore in the potentially transformative power 
of the disciplining and training of students’ bodies (AKA liberal education).

I’ve been calling the barricade a technique of subject formation or subjectivation. If I 
am Foucauldian about it, the Swapfiets-as-barricade then shares conceptual space with 
the school, the barracks, the prison, and all those institutions of disciplinary power that 
produce and reproduce gestures, habits, and social distributions. But barricades are 
not institutions, they are tactics of resistance to these very institutions. Contestation, 
disobedience, occupation, protest, negotiation, and labor organizing: all tactics that are 
shared through technically mediated traditions of resistance. A common knowledge 
that is re-activated whenever scattered individuals assemble as collectives, channeling 
their energies and desires to change how the social is assembled.

Tactics are actions that momentarily change the order of things. Institutions institute and 
reproduce the order of things —not moments or events, but durations across longer periods. 
Tactics are a singular and only momentarily valid encounter between disparate 
things. A sociotechnical assemblage that is always on the verge of breakdown 
yet, like institutions of power, tactics produce subjects too. However, this subject 
resists sociological, statistical, and algorithmic identification. Those who celebrated 
the Swapfiets-as-barricade are not necessarily the holders of a University of Amsterdam 
card, but hopefully, something more expansive yet fragile created among chants, barricades, 
and warm gestures of solidarity (I am thinking about the warm soup heroically provided 
by a local community kitchen).

Going back to Spaulding’s commentary, students are indeed “ill-fitted revolutionaries” and 
yet, the revolutions they (we) take part in are quite real. Students are not exactly the excess 
that capitalist society leaves unaccounted and are, therefore, capable of disrupting the 
political, as post-May 68 French philosophers would wish for.21 In the end, “the students” 
don’t fully escape the logic of identification; we’re not only literally assigned numbers, but 
most of us end up assimilating into the workforce sooner or later, even if we’re not going to 
be able to reap its benefits as our parents did. “The students” is an uncomfortable product of 
the social media profile, the student card, the smoking break, and loitering on the campus’ 
lawn. The Swapfiets-as-barricade; an image that violently combines the techniques of 

20	  Universiteit van Amsterdam, 12 February 2024.
21	  I’m thinking about Jacques Rancière’s writings on the unaccounted, the yet-to-be-
visible, or the “supplement that disconnects the population from itself” as well as Alain Badiou’s 
thinking on the political disruption of the event.

https://student.uva.nl/en/articles/2024-smoking-is-not-permitted-on-campus
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identification and the tactics of resistance that constitute us.

The unaccounted exist today, though. The Palestinian people are of course the ultimate 
example. There are other unaccounted living in Amsterdam too. They don’t ride 
Swapfiets, but the much-hated22 fatbikes23 and have way more at stake in the 
European hypocrisies this genocide awakes than most of the identity-politics-
fueled students. As Franco “Bifo” Berardi has recently put it:

From Paris to Rome, from Vienna to Berlin, from Warsaw to Amsterdam, 
everywhere a population of old white people in need of young migrant labor force 
to be exploited at a ferociously low cost, but terrified of migration, votes for racist 
parties that promise to deport, incarcerate, possibly drown the migrants that the 
old dolts of Europe desperately need.24

But as education institutions increasingly fail to provide any sort of social support, from 
housing,25 26 to economic safety, and even education itself as a transformative experience 
other than discipline through merch and baton blows, the gap between these two groups 
narrows. I take the Swapfiets-as-barricade as a symptom and symbol: a brief encounter 
that somehow contains a truth. I wish for this moment to illuminate how violence against 
students and the youth of wealthy Western European countries is connected to a larger 
and darker violence directed at large portions of the world. The violence deeming entire 
populations expendable that, through a poisonous inversion, Western institutions often 
redirect to their own populations as a nightmarish fantasy, whether it is via the trauma 
of the Holocaust, the long hungover of the 2008 crisis, the covid pandemic, or AI-fueled 
anxieties. Western Europe is poisoned by the fear and guilt of its own crimes.

Techniques and tactics: one of the several things I’m trying to do in this post, which is one 
in an ongoing collection27, is to connect these two notions. Not to equate them (they do 

22	  “Spat on face by kid on Fatbike”, https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1d-
mpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/?solution=d5899493da3dffcbd5899493da3dffcb&js_
challenge=1&token=bbbe4bf1c9a2b5160829c4be34da5861ec457ef408721c1c60e47adcbb6e46e0&-
jsc_orig_r=.
23	  “What does fatbike mean?”, https://www.reddit.com/r/Netherlands/comments/1fdevyi/
what_does_fatbike_mean/.
24	  “Bifo” Berardi, Franco, 2024.
25	  NLTimes, 2022.
26	  The Situationist International’s pamphlet on the Poverty of Student Life still applies 
today even among the relatively privileged social groups that become a student at the University 
of Amsterdam. For many of us, especially the arts and humanities students, our lives are already 
characterized by the impossibility of socially and biologically reproducing the middle class (See: 
06 October 2024, @Rhizomatic_Memer, https://www.instagram.com/p/DAymtQptMhU/.).

“On the Poverty of Student Life: considered in its economic, political, psychological, sexual, and 
particularly intellectual aspects, and a modest proposal for its remedy”, 1966, U.N.E.F. members of 
the Internationale Situationniste, http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/4.
27	  This essay was originally published on the Institute of Network Cultures’ website as 
part of the Input ‹—› Output series that articulates live streaming practices in the context of cyber-
netic participatory culture, the legacies of tactical media, stagnating platformization, encroaching 

https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1dmpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/
https://www.reddit.com/r/Netherlands/comments/1fdevyi/what_does_fatbike_mean/
https://francoberardi.substack.com/p/endlosung
https://nltimes.nl/2022/07/21/university-amsterdam-urging-international-students-without-housing-come-nl
https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1dmpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/?solution=d5899493da3dffcbd5899493da3dffcb&js_challenge=1&token=bbbe4bf1c9a2b5160829c4be34da5861ec457ef408721c1c60e47adcbb6e46e0&jsc_orig_r=
https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1dmpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/?solution=d5899493da3dffcbd5899493da3dffcb&js_challenge=1&token=bbbe4bf1c9a2b5160829c4be34da5861ec457ef408721c1c60e47adcbb6e46e0&jsc_orig_r=
https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1dmpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/?solution=d5899493da3dffcbd5899493da3dffcb&js_challenge=1&token=bbbe4bf1c9a2b5160829c4be34da5861ec457ef408721c1c60e47adcbb6e46e0&jsc_orig_r=
https://www.reddit.com/r/Amsterdam/comments/1dmpm2n/spat_on_face_by_kid_on_fatbike/?solution=d5899493da3dffcbd5899493da3dffcb&js_challenge=1&token=bbbe4bf1c9a2b5160829c4be34da5861ec457ef408721c1c60e47adcbb6e46e0&jsc_orig_r=
https://www.reddit.com/r/Netherlands/comments/1fdevyi/what_does_fatbike_mean/
https://www.reddit.com/r/Netherlands/comments/1fdevyi/what_does_fatbike_mean/
http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/4
https://www.instagram.com/p/DAymtQptMhU/
https://www.instagram.com/p/DAymtQptMhU/
http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/4
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refer to different relations, after all), but to make a composition, an assemblage, with the 
two of them. A composition that not only allows me to think of certain ways of acting with 
technology as political tactics, but also to propose tacticality and resistance (two explicitly 
politicized and action-centered terms) as fundamental modes of relating to technologies. 
To put it differently, I’d like to take the Swapfiets-as-barricade as a dialectical image28 to 
reimagine the project of an ethics of technology. A project that is now directly complicit 
with the violence towards students. Not only because the professionalization of ethics has 
predictably led to the instrumentalization of ethical commissions to postpone political 
action.29 But also, because it is precisely a professor in ethics and philosophy of technology 
who is partially responsible for this violence.

A renovated ethics of technology shouldn’t see the Swapfiets-as-barricade assemblage as 
something to repress so the “real” and institutionalized technological development filled to 
the brim with buzzwords, hype, and “responsible” innovation can go on. This precarious 
encounter should rather be a starting point for new machines, new relations, new subjects, 
new feedback loops of technically mediated traditions of resistance. These traditions are 
not a regressive anti-technological position as that certain ethics of technology would 
try to portray them.30 31 Rather, traditions of resistance to specific technologies and 
the social and power relations they perpetuate have always been at the center of 
technological development. Practices and spaces of resistance and not subjection 
to innovation have always been at the center of technological development. 

As such, it should be the starting point for the ethical, philosophical, and political reflection 
of technology that rejects the annihilation of our future.

AI.
Editor’s Note: This essay has been reviewed and edited for the publication at hand, resulting in 
some (mostly textual and formal) differentiations between this version and that posted by INC & 
THE VOID, found under the title “Input ‹—› Output | Part 4: Barricades” here: https://networkcul-
tures.org/void/2024/10/07/input-%e2%86%94%ef%b8%8e-output-part-4-barricades/.
28	  Lovink and Tuters, 2018.
29	  @DutchScholarsForPalestine, 27 May 2024.
30	  Verbeek, 2013.
31	  Curiously mirroring how pro-Palestinian protests are represented as antisemitic in 
mainstream media.

https://networkcultures.org/geert/2018/04/03/rude-awakening-memes-as-dialectical-images-by-geert-lovink-marc-tuters/
https://www.instagram.com/p/C7dsXALo8bc/?img_index=4
https://www.instagram.com/p/C7dsXALo8bc/?img_index=4
https://www.pdcnet.org/collection/show?id=techne_2013_0017_0001_0072_0092&file_type=pdf
https://www.pdcnet.org/collection/show?id=techne_2013_0017_0001_0072_0092&file_type=pdf
https://networkcultures.org/void/2024/10/07/input-%e2%86%94%ef%b8%8e-output-part-4-barricades/
https://networkcultures.org/void/2024/10/07/input-%e2%86%94%ef%b8%8e-output-part-4-barricades/
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MONTAGE AGAINST BUSINESS AS USUAL
Interview with Aylin Kuryel, Fırat Yücel, and Deniz Buga of 

Image Acts Collective

Class Outside is the title of an Image Acts documentary exploring the 2024 Dutch pro-
Palestine movement, with an emphasis on actions in Amsterdam. Class Outside. Class of 
whom, and outside of what? It’s a fun term and an apt title; encouraging the initial image 
of lecturer-lectured dynamic in the out-of-doors to take on new imaginations. Pointing 
to a new pedagogy, to class as classroom-occupants learning together and teaching each 
other how to make change. How to do so on the streets and without academic constrictions. 
A class learning what it means to protest, learning how the thud of a police baton feels 
on your body, and how long the stinging will remain. The utterance of class invokes the 
didactic event, but it also points to class as a class of people. Of students and staff, workers; 
proletarians, emerging from encapsulation within thinly defined subcategories (the WO’ers 
could not possibly be workers!). Emerging outside, that is. A class of communities, united 
through moral conviction, outside of the delineations which shape how we perceive each 
other as different. Outside of the institution, outside of everyday norms, outside of the 
classroom. Class Outside. A class of people, outside the monotony.

You don’t need to have seen the documentary to engage yourself with this interview. Nor 
do you need to have been present at the actions it speaks on. In the pages which follow 
we enter into in a wide-ranging discussion, covering anything from the role of resistance 
documentaries in social movements to the importance, impact, and symbolism of various 
artistic choices, and the relationship between both author and audience, and between the 
authors and the film itself. This interview took place via written word over a series of weeks 
and months in early 2026. It has been edited minimally for textual and cadential cohesion.

Noah Pellikaan: As a starting point I’m interested in the motivation behind making this 
documentary. Not that there has to be any one or few motivations per se, but I am curious 
to see if your intent was for instance, archival, educational, or to shape public opinion on 
the movement?

Aylin Kuryel: Class Outside emerged from being inside that moment, during the pro-
Palestinian political mobilization, rather than starting with a clear goal of producing 
something archival or educational. We were involved in different ways, teaching, organizing, 
attending vigils, being in the encampments, and at the same time, constantly filming, 
recording, and exchanging footage. Filming becomes almost a reflex in such moments, 
a way of making sense of what is happening and of situating yourself within it. Filming 
doesn’t necessarily mean making a film; sometimes it evolves into one, sometimes it doesn’t. 
When we began sharing footage from different moments of protests with each other, we 
gradually approached it as a collective diary. At the same time, we were aware that these 
images matter politically, not only as evidence, but as carriers of affect. Moving images can 
hold on to that collective energy and capacity to shake institutional, political, and affective 
infrastructures, not by fixing the moment, but by keeping it in motion.
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NP: Your description of a ‘collective video diary’ does imply a very close emotional relation, 
so before we move on I am interested to look less at authorial intent and more into your 
personal motivations. What does this film mean to you? And how was the process of 
creating it? Was it traumatic? Cathartic? I would love to hear anything you’re willing to 
say on the topic.

FY: At a time when we felt helpless in the face of the Dutch state’s complicity in the 
genocide and the broader public’s indifference, this mobilization enabled us to find one 
another, to build a sense of community, and, in many ways, helped keep us going. Class 
Outside emerged from a desire to carry this sense of communality into filmmaking.

I remember speaking with activists in Rotterdam who were also working with film; they 
were interested in focusing on the barricades and stories around barricades. We discussed 
the possibility of bringing together footage from different cities, imagining a collective 
documentary on that scale. Although such a project was never realized, I see Class Outside 
as a kind of sketch, an indication that this form of collective practice is possible.

At the same time, filmmaking is never cathartic. In fact, it becomes possible to make films 
against such overwhelming powers only when one accepts that there will be no catharsis.

AK: A small addition, we didn’t approach it as a single, unified film from the beginning, 
but as a series of chapters that the three of us filmed and edited. Then, other people’s 
productions were included, such as Mateo Vega’s photographs,1 Çağlar Köseoğlu’s2 poetry 
reading, Book Bloc3 workshop, some of our students’ dreams during this period, social 
media posts, etc. Each chapter carries a slightly different rhythm, attention, and relation 
to the events. The work emerged through exchanging footage, responding to one another’s 
edits, and gradually trying to assemble something that holds these differences rather than 
smoothing them out.

NP: What led you to make this film about the pro-Palestine movement within this specific 
temporal/geographical context? I know it was the most notable happening at the time, and 
very close to you in a number of ways, so if you want to speak on why this became the 
subject of your work, please share.

Deniz Buga: Sure, the moment October 7th happened, it was very clear right away that 
Israel, the USA, and the UK/EU were going to hit Gaza; we all knew it, even though they 
had all the material conditions, structures, and power not to do so and to solve the situation 
otherwise. The news and images of the genocide started to pour in. Going out into the 
streets and organizing daily is the first action we could take to stop the killings, and undo 
the daily racism in our immediate surroundings. 

1	  See Mateo Vega: https://mateovega.com/.
2	  See Çağlar Köseoğlu: https://www.deappel.nl/en/archive/entities/38400-alar-kseolu.
3	  See Book Bloc Brigade: https://www.deappel.nl/en/archive/enti-
ties/37284-book-bloc-brigade.

https://mateovega.com/
https://www.deappel.nl/en/archive/entities/38400-alar-kseolu
https://www.deappel.nl/en/archive/entities/37284-book-bloc-brigade
https://www.deappel.nl/en/archive/entities/37284-book-bloc-brigade
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Decolonial feminist Françoise Vergès, in her short text Right now, today, we must say that 
Palestine is the centre of the world,4 reminds us of how Israel has been positioning itself, 
presenting the genocide as ‘a war to save the values of Western civilization,’ the children 
of light versus darkness rhetoric. Reacting to and pushing back against this rhetoric on 
the streets or through film, we are all calling for history and striking at the colonial racist 
logic of the establishment.

Fırat Yücel: I also believe this is the largest student-led mobilization in the Netherlands 
around an issue concerning the Global South since the protests against apartheid in South 
Africa and the Vietnam War. What makes it particularly striking is that it is unfolding at 
the very heart of the capitalist empire, which gives it additional political significance. The 
shots of the Booking.com headquarters in Amsterdam represent this dynamic in the film. 

AK: It has also been one of those moments where speaking out against the genocide in 
Palestine meant, inevitably, questioning colonial histories and confronting the complicity 
of the state as well as institutions, including the university. In that sense, it opened up a 
broader political horizon. It was not only about one issue “over there,” but about how 
histories of colonialism, capital, and power are embedded in the places we inhabit.

There is perhaps something reminiscent of the anti-capitalist alter-globalization movements 
of the 2000s here, in the sense of a potentially unifying orientation, in this case, an anti-
colonial perspective that connects different struggles and invites us to rethink both history 
and localities that we inhabit. Whether and how such a movement sustains itself is, of 
course, an open question. But this is also where images, films, texts, forums, etc., matter: 
they keep that conversation alive, allowing it to continue, shift, and be taken up again.

NP: Did you have an intended audience? And if so, who?

DB: Last May, we screened the film at Roeterseiland, Al-Najjar Campus,5 during the UvA 
student encampment and also at the ASCA workshop at UvA. We heard from some students 
and colleagues that they were very happy the movement now has its own film to which 

4	  Vergès, Françoise, “Right now, today, we must say that Palestine is the centre of the 
world”, 21 December 2023, L’Internationale Online, https://archive-2014-2024.internationaleonline.
org/opinions/1120_right_now_today_we_must_say_that_palestine_is_the_centre_of_the_world/.
This text was succeeded by a May 2025 talk at de Appel in Amsterdam, part of a public program 
titled “Collective Study in Times of Emergency”. Vergès’ talk, transcribed, edited, and published 
on the 2nd of September 2025 by L’Internationale Online is titled “Today, again, we must say that 
Palestine is the centre of the world”. Found here: https://internationaleonline.org/contributions/
today-again-we-must-say-that-palestine-is-the-centre-of-the-world/.
5	  See “Dr. Alaa Al-Najjar: The doctor who couldn’t save her ten children” WAFA (Wika-
lat al-Anba al-Filastiniya / Palestinian News & Information Agency), 24 May 2025, https://english.
wafa.ps/Pages/Details/157710; Mraffko, Clothilde. “Palestinian pediatrician in Gaza loses nine of 
her 10 children when her home is bombed”, 26 May 2025, Le Monde, https://www.lemonde.fr/
en/international/article/2025/05/26/palestinian-pediatrician-in-gaza-loses-nine-of-her-10-chil-
dren-when-her-home-is-bombed_6741661_4.html; Alaa Al-Najjar: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Alaa_Al_Najjar; Al-Najjar Family Massacre / Killing of Al-Najjar Children, https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Killing_of_al-Najjar_children.

https://archive-2014-2024.internationaleonline.org/opinions/1120_right_now_today_we_must_say_that_palestine_is_the_centre_of_the_world/
https://archive-2014-2024.internationaleonline.org/opinions/1120_right_now_today_we_must_say_that_palestine_is_the_centre_of_the_world/
https://internationaleonline.org/contributions/today-again-we-must-say-that-palestine-is-the-centre-of-the-world/
https://internationaleonline.org/contributions/today-again-we-must-say-that-palestine-is-the-centre-of-the-world/
https://english.wafa.ps/Pages/Details/157710
https://english.wafa.ps/Pages/Details/157710
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/05/26/palestinian-pediatrician-in-gaza-loses-nine-of-her-10-children-when-her-home-is-bombed_6741661_4.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/05/26/palestinian-pediatrician-in-gaza-loses-nine-of-her-10-children-when-her-home-is-bombed_6741661_4.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/05/26/palestinian-pediatrician-in-gaza-loses-nine-of-her-10-children-when-her-home-is-bombed_6741661_4.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alaa_Al_Najjar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alaa_Al_Najjar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Killing_of_al-Najjar_children
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Killing_of_al-Najjar_children


96 MONTAGE AGAINST BUSINESS AS USUAL

they can feel emotionally connected. Sharing the film with the students and at UvA as an 
institution was vital. Among other venues, we showed the film at the Gaza Biennale in 
Istanbul, the Amsterdam Museum, the Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, W139, 
and as a streamable QR code at Kunstlicht Magazine; we try to intertwine academic and 
artistic setups, as well as attempt to break into the mainstream. After each screening, we 
inform viewers that they can get the screening link from us if they’d like to organize a 
screening in their community or at class. In the coming days, we will screen the film at 
BAK Utrecht and Post Nijmegen, hoping to connect student movements in different cities 
in the NL via these screenings and discussions. We see screenings as mobilization, memory 
and activation work.

NP: In your description of the documentary it is stated that “[t]he film explores a landscape 
filled with bodies, slogans, cobblestones, and dreams, and asks how images can be mobilized 
for collective action”. I interpreted in two different ways: one is that the images spoken of 
are these physical, tangible images which one can see today walking around the city center 
and which are shown in your work— the juxtaposition of newly laid bricks contrasting 
with the old, or the washed off graffiti on a wall whose absence speaks to these themes 
of expression and repression. The other is that the documentary itself as an audio-visual 
mosaic may engender certain emotion or action. That the documentary may act as a 
generative set of images to help reinvigorate the pro-Palestine movement in our polity, 
which has certainly not kept up to the same heights set in May of ’24. What was the thinking 
behind this statement, do you see the film as an intervention within this social movement? 
And if so, could you speak on how you as directors see the role of images as movement-
building? Or is this for us to interpret ourselves?

AK: I think both readings you suggest are crucial. On the one hand, there are the very 
material images of protest: cobblestones, barricades, slogans, banners, streets, buildings, 
even the traces of what has been erased. These are not just representations; they are 
infrastructures of resistance. They reflect how bodies gather, how space is reorganized, 
how a city is temporarily reclaimed. On the other hand, the film itself is an assemblage 
of images that circulates differently, across screenings, conversations, and contexts. But I 
would hesitate to say that a film can set out to “reinvigorate” the movement in a direct or 
instrumental sense. It is less about producing an effect and more about holding open a 
space.

Images matter politically not only as evidence but as carriers of affect, of attention, of 
relation. They can connect moments that seem distant, “here” and “there,” and make 
visible the complicities, as well as solidarities, that structure both. In that sense, a film 
can act as an intervention, a modest one. It does not claim to represent the movement or 
to speak for it. Rather, it tries to think from within it, and to remain accountable to the 
collective processes it emerged from. The first screening of Class Outside, for instance, at 
the Roeterseiland encampment, was a significant moment in that sense: it unfolded into a 
long, open discussion on organizational tactics, what worked and what didn’t, how things 
felt, what was unfolding at that very moment in Palestine and elsewhere, possible next 
steps, half-formed ideas, hesitations, as well as compliments and jokes about what certain 
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images and conversations in the film reveal or obscure. In that sense, the film became less 
an object to be consumed and more one of the shared surfaces for thinking, reflecting, and 
continuing the conversation.

NP: I want to briefly look at some of the logistical and technical aspects of the film before 
going on to some questions of specific stylistic choices and delving into some of the scenes 
I found to be particularly resonant. Much of the film seems to be made out of found 
footage, from some clips which went viral on social media to recordings from individuals 
phone cameras to news livestreams. What was the thinking behind choosing this method 
of documenting, and what effect does this amalgam of fragments have as opposed to 
something more conventional such as video interviews or a chronological ordering?

FY: Well, in fact, there’s a sort of chronology in the film. It starts with the night the 
first encampment at Roeterseiland erupted, and then moves to the Oudemanhuispoort 
occupation, focusing on the barricades…. Then the UvA administration refuses to negotiate 
with the students (as noted in the second dream narration), mobilizing riot police and 
bulldozers against its own students. After that, we find ourselves on Rokin street, where 
we see the reaction of the masses—the great escalation of May 8th, 2024.

The film actually takes place over these two days, in which students show the will to disrupt 
everyday life, to disrupt “business as usual.” Everything in between, and everything that 
comes after, is positioned as flashbacks and flashforwards.

For us, recording what happens on screens is also part of documentary making. For 
example, when the police were beating pro-Palestinian activists in the middle of nowhere, 
the activists started livestreams on their Instagram accounts, and we began recording them. 
It’s not much different from the urge to go out into the streets with a camera. In such times 
of political siege, the camera is everyone. An example from the history of neocolonization: 
When The Hour of the Furnaces6 was shot between 1966 and 1968, there was a state of 
emergency in Argentina; it was very risky to film, so Grupo Cine Liberación used footage 
made by different people.

It’s not so different when it comes to so-called liberal democracies. There was a ban on 
pro-Palestinian protests throughout the Netherlands, nothing unlike a state of siege. Only 
the wording changes, and the technology used to control the masses is far more advanced. 
Although it is not called a dictatorship, the surveillance mechanisms restricting people’s 
freedom may be even more pervasive (drones, state surveillance, AI, etc.). And when there 
is a state of siege, the only way to reflect what is happening is to resort to the collective 
camera of the people. That’s why we used such footage from social media. When no media 
camera is present, the activists themselves become the camera. We intended to convey the 

6	  The Hour of Furnaces (Español: La hora de los Hornos) directed by Octavio Getino and 
Fernando ‘Pino’ Solanas is a crucial emergence of the Third Cinema Movement, outlined in Ge-
tino and Solanas’ manifesto found (in English) here: https://ufsinfronteradotcom.wordpress.com/
wp-content/uploads/2011/05/tercer-cine-getino-solonas-19691.pdf.

https://ufsinfronteradotcom.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/tercer-cine-getino-solonas-19691.pdf
https://ufsinfronteradotcom.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/tercer-cine-getino-solonas-19691.pdf
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intensity of those days and interviews can’t fully capture this kind of political dynamic.

NP: The first part of this three part documentary is titled “Anatomy of a Barricade” and so I 
was hoping you could elaborate on the phrasing of anatomy and why that choice was made. 
Was it to humanize the movement, to engage in this sort of wordplay wherein barricade 
signifies the collective who constructed it?

AK: The word “anatomy” suggests, I think, slowing down the barricade and taking it 
seriously as a form, not only as an obstacle or a spontaneous gesture. Rather than treating 
it as a background element of protest, looking at how it is assembled, what it is made of, 
how it holds bodies together, and how it reorganizes space.

There is a rich theoretical and historical discussion around the barricade, from 19th-century 
Paris to more recent uprisings. It is not only a defensive structure, but a collective form that 
interrupts circulation, suspends “business as usual,” and makes a different kind of politics 
visible. Kristin Ross, for instance, writes about the Commune in this sense, and there is 
also a long visual and aesthetic tradition where the barricade becomes both material and 
symbolic.

In the encampments, this became very concrete: people repurposed whatever was at hand. 
Upside-down tables, chairs leaned into one another, wooden planks, plants, furniture 
taken from university buildings or the street. Even Albert Heijn bags filled with food 
for an indeterminate duration of staying became part of the barricade. And sometimes, 
quite strikingly, a statue marking a certain epistemological tradition within the university 
building would be absorbed into it, momentarily signaling another epistemological and 
political orientation. 

At the same time, the barricade is framed from the outside, especially through institutional 
language. For instance, the university states: “The total cost of the damage caused by the 
occupations and destruction in May and June during protests on UvA campuses stemming 
from the war between Israel and Hamas amounts to €4.1 million.”7 This kind of phrasing 
privileges property and financial loss, while omitting the violence experienced by students, 
the political demands being raised, and the broader context of genocide and institutional 
complicity. So the “anatomy” is perhaps also about this discursive layer: what is made 
visible, what is counted, and what is systematically left out.

NP: You also used clips of screen recordings of press releases and statements from the 
University of Amsterdam after their violent eviction of the Oudemanhuispoort occupation 

7	  Universiteit van Amsterdam, “Total cost of protest damage calculated at 4.1 million 
euros”, 06 November 2024, https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2024/11/total-
cost-of-protest-damage-calculated-at-4.1-million-euros.html. What is notable about their calcu-
lation, which then-Vice Chair of the CvB Jan Lintsen had told me is an estimate, yet is presented 
here as fact, is that €2.8million of the €4.1million claim stems from: “Delay in work on the new 
University Library”, a building near yet apart from the occupations, and the closure of which was 
a voluntarily precaution by the Executive Board.

https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2024/11/total-cost-of-protest-damage-calculated-at-4.1-million-euros.html
https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/uva/en/news/news/2024/11/total-cost-of-protest-damage-calculated-at-4.1-million-euros.html
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on the 8th of May. I’m interested to hear about what the impact is of including scenes 
from digital sites. For me this created a sense of impersonality or alienation— the protest 
movement was so associated with this attainable and everyday item of the brick, whereas 
the response from this institution, black text on a plain white digital background, felt so 
cold in comparison, regardless of their phrasing and word-choices.

DB: Over the bridge in the Roeterseiland Campus, there was a large print on glass windows 
saying “Doe iets dat ertoe doet / Do something that matters.” It’s no longer there; not sure 
when the University decided to remove it. In Class Outside, we see Rector Peter-Paul 
Verbeek talking about the importance of decolonization in a UvA promotion clip as a selling 
point. We recently learned that, after all that violence, Mr. Verbeek has been appointed 
as the president of the KNAW-Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences. Maybe 
we can say that the double talk is out there, and it belongs to the institution; alienated and 
non-committal.

NP: Your use of juxtaposition consistently induces some of the most intense and resonant 
scenes in the film— from the sudden cut between a video taken by an UvA employee of 
administrative offices spraypainted as she claims the “entire floor [is] destroyed” to an 
aerial image of Gaza, reduced to rubble— or, in what was for me one of the most powerful 
scenes, the juxtaposition of the ‘American Colony Hotel’, this luxurious building which 
stands between East and West Jerusalem and is reminiscent of gilded old money, being cut 
to the contemporary Booking headquarters in Amsterdam, which is a similarly looming and 
oppressive building, yet made in that sleek, glass, corporate modern style. Here juxtaposition 
seemed to act first as refutation (the claim of ‘entire destruction’ versus a reality of what 
those words entail), then as political-temporal tie (The American Colony Hotel and the 
Booking headquarters represent two sides of the same coin; one is imperial colonialism 
and the other is corporate colonialism. Both are present, active, and intertwined). The 
power of juxtaposition in a sense speaks for itself here, but for any readers who have not 
had a chance to see the film I would like to hear from you on the power of juxtaposition 
as rhetorical or affective tool. And was the use of it also symbolic of the scenic juxtaposal 
divide that has in many ways defined this movement— between activists/institution or 
demonstration/normality, such as when you show a demonstration on Rokin and tourists 
shopping, unafflicted on Kalverstraat with only a building between them.

FY: To reflect on what Didi-Huberman says in The Eye of History, the very idea of montage 
attempts to change the order of history, to transform how we see things. For example, in 
mainstream news coverage, you won’t encounter such juxtapositions. They wouldn’t place 
the ruined computers on the UvA campus next to the enormous extermination in Gaza; it 
would be too provocative for media coverage.

What we can do instead is open up a space for this kind of provocation of the mind. But 
it is not a space for closed reading. When you make such juxtapositions, colonial memory 
is triggered, and you begin to learn from one another. They open a space for reflection.

For instance, during a screening at IISG, we learned that the American Colony Hotel carries 
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a different connotation for Palestinian activists in Jerusalem, that it serves as a meeting 
place for them. So these juxtapositions do not speak for themselves; rather, they open up a 
space for interaction, allowing us to reshape both the historical narratives of mainstream 
media and the presupposed narratives of our own limited political frameworks.

AK: Maybe just to add to that, what I find very useful in Didi-Huberman’s reading of 
montage, especially through Brecht’s journals, is this idea that juxtaposition is not about 
illustrating a point, but about producing a gap. Brecht speaks of images placed side by side 
in a way that interrupts habit, that forces thought to begin. It is less about continuity and 
more about dissonance.

So when we place these images next to each other, it is not only to refute or to compare, but 
to create a kind of friction where meaning is not given in advance. In that sense, montage 
becomes a way of thinking historically, not by telling a linear story, but by bringing different 
temporalities and scales into contact.

And yes, that also resonates with the spatial divisions you mention, how worlds coexist 
next to each other without touching, until something, like a protest, forces that proximity 
to become visible.

NP: To turn to the music and sound effects used for a moment, something that stood out 
was that first dream near the beginning of the film, wherein an activist dreams of their boss 
violently killing a bird, and near the end of the film when we see a shot of that Spinoza 
statue outside of city hall with birds sculpted on his cloak, and video of birds flying with 
their chirping added in. Here it felt like a temporal tie, and of course there is that symbolism 
that is associated with birds, of freedom, of the dove of peace. But while this sound worked 
to bring the imagery of birds to the fore and make explicit their importance, there are 
many instances where a sudden movement to lack of noise, or a disjuncture between 
sounds also brings about powerful affect. Such as the interview with Peter-Paul Verbeek 
about decolonization which has this bubbly millennial-corporate instrumental overlayed, 
or most notably the recurring usage of this deathly sort of operatic song with orchestral 
instrumental,8 often in contrast with protest chants to the tune of ‘London Bridge Is Falling 
Down’. If you can speak a bit to the use of sound more generally, but also here is the space 
to speak on any specific sound or music choices and what they mean to you.

FY: Thanks for asking this question. The soundscape of resistance documentaries can be 
just as significant as the images. We tried to collect sounds from this particular period of 
time, just as we collected images, and then weave them together with dreams and historical 
connotations during the montage. Bird sounds may be a cliché of freedom, but when one 
enters the realm of dreams, archetypes inevitably emerge, and the birds of Dam Square 
are, in fact, remarkably vocal. What interests us is precisely this juxtaposition of symbolism 
and actuality. Rather than imposing metaphors onto the events themselves, we try to use 

8	  The song in question is Midnight with the Stars and You from the film The Shining, but 
edited by Fırat Yücel to be slowed down and reverberated.
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the soundscape to create an audio collage of the protests: a Fairuz song playing on the 
encampment’s playlist, or a reappropriated “London Bridge Is Falling Down,” transformed 
by a group of activists in front of Booking headquarters into “apartheid wall is falling 
down.”

We should also note that, in shaping the film’s soundtrack, we followed certain associations 
drawn from cinematic memory. For example, the melody of “London Bridge Is Falling 
Down” is also adapted in the Halloween theme, which in the film subtly activates echoes of 
the horror tunes of The Shining; a kind of cinematic free association between the Overlook 
Hotel and Booking’s hotel rooms on stolen Palestinian land. Overall, at the risk of a certain 
decontextualization, we wanted to create a soundscape that moves between the streets, 
dreams, surveillance (the sounds of drones and helicopters) and collective cinematic 
memory, using music at times as an expression of the subconscious of Western complicity.

NP: If you can speak as well for a bit on the impact that surveillance plays in the film, 
and how this ties into your making of the film, in a political sense. There are many scenes 
where we see surveillance cameras, police technological surveillance and also individual 
police recording demonstrators and passersby, but also scenes of demonstrators recording 
police violence. And this film is in of itself is an act of surveillance in its own way. So I’m 
wondering what, for you, was so important about including these shots of surveillance 
cameras and state surveillance, and also if there was a subtextual message there about 
the importance of countering state surveillance with, in turn, recording the state in its 
moments of violence and abuse.

AK: Surveillance was already part of the scene, so in a way we did not “add” it, we worked 
with what was there. Cameras, drones, police recordings, livestreams… they shape how 
protests unfold and how they are framed. But at the same time, there is also what is often 
called “sousveillance”, people filming back, documenting police violence, recording what 
would otherwise remain unseen. For us, it was important to include both without reducing 
it to a simple opposition. The question is also about direction: who watches whom, and 
under what conditions? There is something quite basic, but still powerful, in “watching 
the watchers,” in slightly shifting the direction of the gaze. Montage becomes crucial here 
again: repurposing images that already circulate, including surveillance-like images, and 
place them in relation to other materials. In doing so, their meaning shifts. They are no 
longer only instruments of control, but can also become part of a collective effort to make 
power visible, even if only partially and temporarily.

NP: There have been so many great moments in the film that I wish we had the space to 
speak on more, such as the propagandistic pro-police billboards (and that great shot of the 
billboard company being named ImageBuilding) and the brief shot of Bakunin’s Barricade 
at the Stedelijk, amongst others, but I want to focus on two last visual aspects that I wasn’t 
quite sure how to interpret and wanted your thoughts on before we wrap up. I’m wondering 
about the granular filter on some of the footage, seen during riot police evictions of the 
UvA encampment and occupation on the 6th and 8th of May, respectively, as well as the 
use of video reversal, such as showing barricade materials thrown by the police into the 
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Oudezijds Achterburgwal canal come back out again. These are seen both at the beginning 
and the end of the film. What was the thought behind the granular filtering and the video 
reversal, and how might you want the audience to interpret it?

AK: The granular texture and the reversals come from a desire to stay close to the instability 
of that moment, both materially and affectively. The grain, in a way, resists the smoothness 
of official images. It brings a certain friction, a sense that what we are seeing is fragile, 
mediated, and not immediately or fully graspable - the genocide continues, the movement 
withdraws, the future unpredictable.

The reversals are slightly different. They are perhaps small gestures of imagining otherwise. 
We saw police dismantling barricades, throwing materials into the canal, clearing spaces 
with cranes and force. Reversing those images becomes a modest way of undoing that 
violence, of imagining the barricade returning, the materials reassembling, the machinery 
withdrawing. There is perhaps also a slight irony there, a way of acknowledging that 
images cannot “take revenge,” but can still hold a space for desire, for refusal, even for 
self-deception.

We also worked with slowing down certain gestures, like the passing of a cobblestone from 
hand to hand, and then juxtaposing it with a quick flash forward where that same street 
is repaired, a new stone inserted. Even there, you still see the trace. The attempt to restore 
order is never complete. Something remains, a small mark of a political imagination that 
has already taken place.

NP: Now if there are any last thoughts, any message you would like to share with the 
readers, or anywhere that we can see the film screened or find more of your work, please 
say so.

DB: We have all been reading intensely during this period. Perhaps I would like to share a 
small text here titled “Labour of Listening” by writer and translator Haytham el-Wardany, 
through which our conversation can proceed further and connect to other texts.

https://minorliteratures.com/2024/07/23/labour-of-listening-haytham-el-wardany/

https://minorliteratures.com/2024/07/23/labour-of-listening-haytham-el-wardany/
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HOW THE STEDELIJK MUSEUM AMSTERDAM 
REFUSED TO LET BAKUNIN’S BARRICADE 
BE AN ACTUAL BARRICADE AGAINST THE 

ONGOING GENOCIDE
Alina Lupu

The Not Surprised Collective requested deploying Ahmet Öğüt’s Bakunin’s Barricade from 
the Stedelijk Museum in June. They felt compelled to bring the voice of the visual arts to the 
resistance that other fields were already showing against the ongoing genocide. Purchased 
in 2020, the work has since been kept in storage, in waiting. But the barricade began to live 
a life of its own, caught in the crossfire of political discourse. Its sudden relevance sprang 
from stylistic similarities to student encampment for Palestine constructions from May 
2024, and from its conceptual beauty— a barricade designed not only as a symbol but as 
something deployable, to be used in moments of social transformation, via the contract 
that accompanied it.

I’ve been wondering why artists are required to dream up liberation in the gallery 
but when that dream meets life we are shut down. I want the separation between 
the expression of politics in a gallery and the practice of politics in life to disappear. 
I want the institution to understand that if you want us inside you need to listen to 
us outside. We needed a ceasefire a very long time ago. We need a proper ceasefire 
now. Arms embargo now. Free Palestine!
-Jasleen Kaur, Turner Prize Speech, December 3rd, 2024.

Stop me if you’ve heard this one before: Bakunin’s Barricade is a work that’s been beaten 
to death to illustrate the hypocrisy of Dutch art institutions. Institutions that have said 
nothing about the ongoing genocide perpetrated by Israel in Palestine.

Once a sharp tool, Bakunin’s Barricade has been blunted, dulled by the very institution 
that is the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Purchased from artist Ahmet Öğüt in 2020 
during the Municipal Acquisitions Exhibition, the work has since been kept in storage, in 
waiting. But the barricade began to live a life of its own, caught in the crossfire of political 
discourse. Its sudden relevance sprang from stylistic similarities to student encampment 
for Palestine constructions from May 2024, and from its conceptual beauty—a barricade 
designed not only as a symbol but as something deployable, to be used in moments of social 
transformation, via the contract that accompanied it.

I, too, am guilty of believing an artwork can be a tool of resistance. After all, I am part 
of the Not Surprised Collective, which requested Bakunin’s Barricade from the Stedelijk 
Museum earlier this year, in June. I did this alongside a list of cultural workers: Emin 
Batman, Esmee Schoutens, Jeftha Pattikawa, Juha van ’t Zelfde, Macarena Loma Yevenes, 
Maren Siebert, Mitchell Esajas, Pieter Paul Pothoven, Raul Balai, Rowan Stol, Sepp 
Eckenhaussen and Stefanie van Gemert.
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We felt compelled to bring the voice of the visual arts to the resistance that other fields 
were already showing against the ongoing genocide.

In early May 2024, student, staff, teacher, and activist coalitions in Amsterdam began 
pressuring local institutions to sever ties with Israeli universities and end collaborations in 
Israel. Their actions mirrored those of educational institutions worldwide, responding to 
decades of Palestinian land occupation and the relentless genocide in Gaza. The organizers 
escalated their efforts by establishing encampments at the University of Amsterdam, 
Vrije Universiteit, and Gerrit Rietveld Academie. Among them were artists and cultural 
workers who contributed to the encampments’ setup, documentation, and programming. 
The museums, meanwhile, stayed silent. Not much has changed since.

To protect these encampments and intensify pressure, organizers built barricades 
at entrances, aiming to delay the inevitable police-led dismantling. These makeshift 
structures— built from street furniture, trash, and bricks— spoke of resistance on two 
fronts: against genocide and against the state-sanctioned police violence used to suppress 
anti-genocide protests.

We knew our art history. Barricades, after all, are symbols of resistance— temporary, yes, 
but weighty. That’s how we arrived at Bakunin’s Barricade.

The links were already there. The exhibition from which the work was purchased in 
2020 was titled “In the Presence of Absence”, a reference to the Palestinian national poet 
Mahmoud Darwish. The dialogue with Palestinian history was present even before we 
made our request. Darwish, after all, wrote the Palestinian Declaration of Independence 
in 1988, a document that described Palestine as “the state of Palestinians wherever they 
may be.”

There was poetry to our request, yes, but also practicality. Öğüt’s barricade included a twist. 
It wasn’t just made up of street furniture, but also of original artworks from the museum’s 
collection. The aim of using those original artworks was meant as a challenge to those that 
had a monopoly on violence. Would the police stop in their tracks if they encountered the 
barricade? Would they be deterred from breaking it apart if they understood it was made 

Zaalopname In the Presence of Absence. Voorstellen voor de museumcollectie. Ahmet Öğüt, Bakunin’s 
Barricade, 2015–2020. Met werk van Else Berg, Timo Demollin, Marlene Dumas, Pieter Engels, Nan 

Goldin, Käthe Kollwitz, Jan Th. Kruseman, Kazimir Malevich.



105ART, ACTIVISM, ACADEMIA 

up of artworks and not just scaffolded trash? Would deploying art on a barricade make the 
barricade stronger? When first displayed at the Stedelijk, the barricade featured, among 
other artworks, the piece “Nan One Month After Being Battered, 1984” by Nan Goldin. 
Goldin, a Jewish-American artist, had been an outspoken voice for Palestine earlier this 
year, organizing tirelessly in New York.

At the time of our request, some Amsterdam encampments had already been dismantled, 
while others persisted. We asked to place Bakunin’s Barricade at the encampments at Vrije 
Universiteit and Gerrit Rietveld Academie. The museum refused.

It remained unbudged.

Instead, we were offered three options—none of which addressed the heart of our request:
1.	 Lending the barricade with replica artworks—blunting the work and misleading the 

public.
2.	 Displaying it within the Stedelijk, alongside public programming.
3.	 Displaying it in the Stedelijk with public programming co-created with us, the 

Collective.

We refused a diluted version of the barricade that was never intended for public space. 
We refused to curate programming alongside the museum. So the institution defaulted to 
the second option: showing the barricade within its own walls, accompanied by yet-to-
be-determined programming.

Looking back, I weigh this moment. The greatest trick the contemporary art museum 
ever pulled was convincing artists of its relevance. The museum positions itself as a space 
connecting to issues beyond its walls, yet it never reforms its practices. It dangles promises: 
visibility, career advancement, a padded CV. But these promises come at a cost—silencing 
the urgency of artists willing to speak to the times they live in. For artists who take that 
risk, the museum offers a decided rebuttal.

We, as the Not Surprised Collective, chose to stop playing this game. After our request was 
denied, we refused to lend further work to the institution. We refused to participate in 
lending the museum any more legitimacy.

Still, we wondered: who would?

The Stedelijk Museum is Apolitical! And Other Myths You’re Being Spoonfed About 
the Arts
On November 9th, we got our answer during an afternoon program titled: “The Museum 
is (A)Political!”. Liberalism thrived, flattening any possibility of the museum displaying 
solidarity with Palestine. Amnesia would soon set in.

Fatoş Üstek, an independent curator and writer, pitched her book “The Art Institution 
of Tomorrow”— a work dropping the ideas of diverse teams, diverse programming, and 
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cultural humility in museums (all ultimately ironic!). A conversation followed with 
Stedelijk Museum director Rein Wolfs and Richard Kofi, programmer at the Internationaal 
Theater Amsterdam.

During this discussion, the museum made clear: it does not make political statements. 
However, a key misunderstanding emerged around what politics even means. Wolfs 
conflated politics with party politics, rather than acknowledging that politics extends far 
beyond local governance. Politics involves ways of being in the world and agreements on 
shared morality— whether it be one’s stance on genocide, sovereignty, or human rights.

So, the museum does not, he claimed, engage in political statements. Instead, it serves as 
a platform for artists to make those statements— artists handpicked by the museum. A 
perfect circle.

And yet, statements were made, or perhaps unmade. In an attempt to justify its silence on 
Palestine, Wolfs stated that, in hindsight, the museum should not have made statements 
on Ukraine (pro) or Black Lives Matter (pro). In one fell swoop, nearly five years of the 
museum’s history of political engagement were erased, to the horror of those witnessing 
the panel discussion.

“The Museum is (A)Political!” took place just two days after clashes between Israeli football 
hooligans and locals in Amsterdam. This occurred amidst an announced protest ban—
extended from two days to a full week—and a wider campaign of misinformation that 
enabled even harsher crackdowns on protests against the genocide in Palestine.

The afternoon concluded with a live performance by Maya Fridman and Soheil Shayesteh, 
featuring music from an album entitled “The Power of Indifference.” A nod to the Stoics 
perfectly matching the museum’s indifference to the political turmoil unfolding just outside 
its walls.

Whose Museum? Their Museum! The Only Way to Win Is to Not Play.
A room in the Stedelijk Museum. August 2024. A display titled “The Platform for 
Discontent.” A wall plastered with posters referencing decades of activism, from the 1960s 
to 2020. The accompanying wall text made a nod to the present: “Today in the Netherlands, 
we take to the streets to protest climate change, genocide, and racism, or the lack of affordable 

Barricades at the encampment at the UvA. Foto: Alina Lupu
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housing.”

History, flattened. Decades, blended. Visuals, layered haphazardly— pure visual association. 
Context stripped bare. The museum’s complicity in these very processes— climate change 
(How sustainable are museum practices?), genocide (Which genocide? Where? By whom?), 
racism (What’s the museum staff composition? What’s on display?), and gentrification (Is 
the museum a gentrifier, or simply working with them?)— never addressed.

One poster, in particular, caught my attention. The text read: “Stedelijk Museum. Politie 
Museum.” Signed: Uitgave CRM.

Online, I stumble across the protest it referenced — a moment ripped from its context: “In 
1970, members of the Professional Association of Visual Artists (BBK) occupied the museum 
to reinforce their call for ‘democratization of culture,’ and then marched to the Rijksmuseum.”

Connecting the dots, it’s clear: the museum called the police on its occupiers. Not that it’s 
all that surprising.

In another room, same day, I found Bakunin’s Barricade on display. A jumble of street 
furniture piled up, leaving a narrow passage for visitors. A spider web dangled delicately 
from the work. A layer of dust— artfully placed —rested on its surfaces. Nearby, the work’s 
contract hung on the wall, alongside a text:

The work, in this instance, poses questions about the value of art in times of crisis 
[which crisis?] or war [which war?]. Should artworks be used as a means of defense 
[against what?]? To whom do artworks in public collections belong? And who decides 
which objects of cultural heritage should be preserved [clearly not the public! Turns 
out, not even the artist!].

Here, as elsewhere, heritage is prioritized over people. The same narrative repeats inside 
the museum walls as it does outside— most recently with the student protests against the 
genocide being committed by Israel in Palestine.

Same room, another day— this time late November.

Beside the contract hangs a long email exchange, displayed proudly in two languages. Our 
Collective’s request to borrow Bakunin’s Barricade, followed by the museum’s denial, and 
a letter from Marlene Dumas, whose work originally also accompanied Öğüt’s barricade.

Appropriation completed, neatly packaged!

With one small adjustment: at the bottom of our original request, the names of the Not 
Surprised Collective’s members had been blacked out. We were never asked.

Institutions love to recount their history of resistance—once enough time has passed. These 
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stories of friction and rebellion become badges of pride, proof of relevance to political waves 
crashing outside their walls. The act of resistance, once oppressive, is quickly appropriated. 
It’s what makes a place cool, after all.

For contemporary art museums, the pressure to stay relevant is even more urgent than 
the need to please their wealthy conservative patrons. And those patrons? They’re savvy 
enough to know that occasionally letting rebellion play out—diffused, displayed, framed—is 
good optics.

The only way to win is to not play.

We lose this round.

Epilogue: A Tale of Two Women On and Around a Barricade
Or: When a Museum Tells You What They Are, Believe Them.

Miriam Cahn is just one year older than Israel. Born, raised, and educated in Basel, 
Switzerland, in 1949, she is Jewish, and much can be gleaned from the ways she positions 
herself and her work: her resistance to cancel culture, her insistence that you don’t need 
to be Black to address problems concerning Black people, her critiques of #MeToo for 
oversimplifying issues, her classification of ruangrupa as antisemitic.

Fine and well. But Miriam Cahn also “feels it is her duty to conjure the hardships of others 
in her signature, empathetic way.” She explains:

“It might be my Jewish side to tell myself that, if you have a privilege [such as freely making 
artwork in the Swiss Alps], then it’s your duty to comment on the pain of others. (…) To 
think: it could be me.”

Miriam Cahn’s work has been platformed by the Stedelijk Museum since October 2024, 
and here, finally, we find an instance of direct platforming on the topic of Palestine. It falls 
apart in a side room, where her chapter “WEINENMÜSSEN” (Having to Cry) is displayed. 
The paintings span October 8th to 23rd, 2023. Faces— crying faces. The second painting 
features a soldier, crying.

The wall text offers no context, relying solely on raw emotion. But the audioguide— voiced 
by Rein Wolfs— provides the missing piece: the works are linked to the Hamas attack on 
Israel on October 7th. Miriam’s solidarity is unidirectional, and so is her sadness. One year 
on, her works trap a moment in amber, stripped of its historical context— occupation, 
apartheid— and denying its further unfolding: the genocide.

A month later. Another context.

On November 22nd, 2024, Jewish-American photographer Nan Goldin—whose work “Nan 
One Month After Being Battered, 1984” was part of Bakunin’s Barricade in 2020—opened 
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her retrospective at Berlin’s Neue Nationalgalerie. Her speech lasted 14 minutes. In it, she 
addressed Germany’s silencing of criticism against Israel’s war on Gaza. She also went 
further, condemning the museum’s censorship of her solidarity with Palestine and urging 
people to take to the streets.

In this case, the museum became a platform, but what kind of platform? Here we have a 
German museum, in a German city that has seen violent crackdowns on Palestine protests, 
censorship of exhibitions and artists, and fierce resistance from the artistic community 
through the initiative Strike Germany.

Despite this so-called openness to freedom of speech, the museum’s director Klaus 
Biesenbach followed Nan on stage, stating his disagreement with her stance while affirming 
her right to express it within the museum. His support of Israel and rejection of BDS, his 
references to Germany’s duty toward the Jewish state—all of it was drowned out, and 
rightfully so, by chants of “Viva, Viva Palestina!”.
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BAKUNIN’S BARRICADE AS TRAGEDY

In Conversation with Sepp Eckenhaussen and Alina Lupu of the Not 
Surprised Collective

The following conversation between Sepp Eckenhaussen, Alina Lupu, and myself, took 
place on the 12th of March, 2026, in an audio-visual lab in the basement of the Benno 
Premselahuis— a building which was once the location of the Raad van Arbeid (Council 
of Labor) and now houses the Faculty of Digital Media and Creative Industry at the 
Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS). This is a transcript of the conversation, 
edited for brevity, clarity, and cadential cohesion. The audio of this conversation may be 
found as an episode of Art in Permacrisis, a podcast hosted by Sepp Eckenhaussen. This 
tangible documentation is now one in a series, a microscopic canon in of itself, regarding the 
rhetorical realm of the art piece Bakunin’s Barricade and it’s position within Amsterdam’s 
2024 pro-Palestine demonstrations. Find the transcript below:

Sepp Eckenhaussen: Welcome to Art in Permacrisis, a podcast on the organization of 
artworkers in the face of the ever-growing stack of crises. I’m Sepp Eckenhaussen, usually 
your host, not today. I am here as one of your guests and welcoming our guest host Noah 
Pellikaan, who invited us to speak about something Alina and I have been involved in 
personally: the Bakunin’s Barricade loan request from the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam 
in 2024. Welcome. Noah, please. 

Noah Pellikaan: Good to be here. I’m Noah Pellikaan, a researcher at the Institute of 
Network Cultures, and I am looking into Bakunin’s Barricade as this convergence of the 
institutional, the artistic, the activistic, the academic and how the artwork can be aided or 
hindered by such external factors. Today I’m interviewing Sepp Eckenhaussen and Alina 
Lupu, please to go ahead and introduce yourselves. 

Alina Lupu: My name is Alina Lupu, I am a post-conceptual artist, a writer, an activist, 
a Platform BK board member and just doing my best to fucking survive in this art field. 

SE: And we are both members of the impromptu Not Surprised Collective which is the 
reason why we’re here. As I look it up now we are described online as: “A collective of 
Dutch or Amsterdam based art workers focused on anti-colonial, anti-racist and critically 
institutional practices.” According to Google AI. 

NP: Would you describe yourselves that way? 

SE: I don’t know. We were just an impromptu collective really. It’s fair to say that we were 
people working on the more critical or politically engaged side of the Amsterdam art scene 
who got together at some point about half a year into the genocide in Gaza, to see if we could 
do something. And then things unfolded as we can talk about in detail later on. But Noah, 
I think also people might not know about your background as a student activist and your 
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role in the 2024 student encampments. Maybe it’s also nice for you to introduce yourself. 

NP: Well I’m a student at the University of Amsterdam, and during the 2024 student 
encampments I was chair of the Central Student Council, while also being engaged with 
the actual demonstrations, within the protests. That led me to a series of very personal 
experiences with this convergence of the institutional and the activistic. 

SE: Great respect for your actions at the time. And I guess that also explains why you’re so 
interested in drawing up the lessons of, in hindsight, a brief moment of turmoil in Dutch 
society caused by the genocide in Gaza. 

NP: Yes absolutely. And we should note that while brief the results of those demonstrations 
and of that moment live on in a number of ways. You can see it physically around where 
the demonstrations were, and when you see the old and the new bricks side by side around 
Oudemanhuispoort. And it lives on in the actions of people who were involved there and 
the change of mindset in these people. 

But the idea behind our book is generally: these demonstrations happened, the energy is not 
there now as it was in May of 2024. So how can we take all of these experiences and then 
create something generative with it and make sure that not just people who are involved 
now can reflect on it adequately, but also ensure that the future generations of activists; of 
academics, can try to find a way to navigate their institutions, ignore their institutions, take 
over their institutions, or sideline their institutions using the lessons that we’ve learned. 
I want to stop the cycle of uninformed changemaking and top-down suppression from 
continuing on.

AL: I’ll just add one thing because I sent a screenshot to Sepp a couple of days ago which 
said that the problem with student activism is you have maybe a good two and a half 
years in each student for them to do the work and then they’ve moved on. There’s no good 
method to build institutional memory in these groups. Which may be true but the work 
you’re doing right now is so important because it helps to build that institutional memory.

SE: Absolutely. At the top we can mention that Noah, you’re working on a collection of 
texts, which will most likely turn into a book. The recording we’re making today will also be 
one of the transcripts that appear in that book. But it’s not going to be the first book about 
students’ protests in Amsterdam, we have a long history of student protest, going back to 
1969, which was the first occupation of the Maagdenhuis building. And we’ve had quite a 
few Maagdenhuis occupations since. I went through my own protest cycle in 2015 when I 
was studying at the University of Amsterdam and I was very happy to see actually quite 
a lot of veterans from that round of protest back in 2024 at the University of Amsterdam. 
These 2024 protests which, by the way, caused the authorities to say that we are not dealing 
with students, but with professional activists, right? Because those previous 2015 student 
activists grew to be people who very seriously do activism. And combine that with young 
people being very active, and professionally so, in Extinction Rebellion and learning all 
those tactics and the strategies I think it’s fair to say that the authorities in the Netherlands 



112 ART IN PERMACRISIS

were in some ways a little bit overwhelmed by the actions that you and your comrades 
have developed. All of this to be a long lead up to passing it back to Alina, inviting you to 
share a little bit about the book that you have co-edited about these very same days and 
months of activism 

AL: The book that I co-edited basically makes a segue from protest for the climate, which 
were happening at the time in 2023 – 2024 to protests for Palestine. And also tries to look 
at how there are different ways of protesting: from more mild forms in which people go 
petition, organize assemblies, and so on— learning moments within institutions— to the 
actual occupation of the UvA. This is a book that I wrote as my own research at the time, 
kind of detached, I would say, from all the other reflections that were happening, but also 
with the goal of keeping institutional memory and memory of that moment in order to 
hopefully have it reactivated in time. 

SE: And then you worked on another book, right? Published by the Amsterdam Squatter 
artist-publisher collective Spookstad. 

AL: Yes there is my own publication which has a really long title,1 and there’s also Between 
Palestine and us,2 which is indeed published by Spookstad. This is not only edited and 
published by Spookstad, but also by a group of people that were involved on a broader scale 
in the protests at the UvA. And my own contribution to that actually was not textual, it was 
only visual. So it’s only my pictures of the encampments that ended up in the publication 
and my editing work alongside the wider collective. 

SE: Noah I know that you’re supposed to be the interviewer here, but can I ask you one 
quick question about this? Why do we need one more book about the same topic? 

AL: Yes, now we have too many books, Noah.

NP: I would say that first if all this publication diverges quite a bit from Between Palestine 
and us, because I found the Spookstad publication to be very archival in a sense, though 
it definitely had that sort of centering of institutional memory. And my book is really 
trying to combine the archive that we have and add a generative, in some cases theoretical, 
aspect. As well we are not solely focused on the 2024 demonstrations for Palestine. So we 
also work through movements such as Maagdenhuis in 2015, or the Spinhuis occupation, 
or the PC Hoofthuis occupation of 2018. We want to historicize these demonstrations. To 
ask ‘what can be done’. What lessons have we learned and what happens now. Also it’s 
not just activists that I’m getting in touch with. So for example I have a great conversation 

1	  Titled: Standing, Photographing, Sitting, Filming, Organizing, Screenshotting, Reshar-
ing, in Solidarity, or how to block a highway for climate justice, report police violence without a fol-
low-up, occupy a building for justice, and shake up art educational institutions for Palestine, together. 
by Alina Lupu. TheOfficeOfAlinaLupu.com. 
2	  Between Palestine and us: testimonies of the 2024 student uprising in Amsterdam pub-
lished Uitgeverij Spookstad, Amsterdam: 2025. https://spookstad.boo/assets/PDF/Between%20
Palestine%20and%20us.pdf.

https://amsuni-my.sharepoint.com/personal/noah_pellikaan_student_uva_nl/Documents/TheOfficeOfAlinaLupu.com
https://spookstad.boo/assets/PDF/Between%20Palestine%20and%20us.pdf
https://spookstad.boo/assets/PDF/Between%20Palestine%20and%20us.pdf
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with this representative of non-academic staff at the UvA who has been around these 
circles for decades and is not necessarily involved in activist circles, but may be generally 
empathetic to the cause.

AL: By listening to your description I’m thinking that basically what your future publication 
does and what the Spookstad one does and what I wrote actually makes this bridge and 
timeline between former occupations and also the most recent occupation at UvA. What 
I reflected on in my own publication is a little bit of the connection to today’s discussion 
which is: what is the role of art academies? And what is a role of the art field, the cultural 
field in relation to all of these protests? There’s a lot that happens on an academic level, 
but art academies and the art fields seem to be isolated. My role, then, as an artist, has 
been for quite some time to try and make this bridge. We need all of these books I’m afraid. 

NP: The idea is that they’re all sort of synchronous and complement each other and they’re 
intertwined, but have their own niche in a way. 

SE: I think it’s really important here to point out that this is about books. It’s about 
reflections and strategizing. I’m really fond of this because there has somehow been a 
kind of disregard or contempt for organizing, movement and power building on the left 
in recent years. That was the most obvious in the 2012 movement of protest, and I would 
definitely also see my own 2015 student activist efforts as relevant too. Drawing strategic 
lessons is really important, but it was never just about these strategic lessons. It was always 
about having them go in tandem with real world actions and material change. I think the 
best example of that is your work, Alina, with the student union at the Royal Academy of 
Art in The Hague where you were at the time doing a master’s program, and your pressure 
on the board to cut ties with the Bezalel Academy in Tel Aviv. Does it make sense to say a 
few words about that and how that informs this conversation we’re having today? 

AL: It might, because it does intertwine with what we just said about the publications, and 
our art academy broke ties a little bit after the occupation of the UvA. The reason why our 
art academy also felt pressured to break ties is because they were afraid to be occupied. 
We learned from what was happening, both in the states and in the UvA. We pointed our 
own board towards these occupations and we put pressure. Learning from the broader 
movement. What happened there is also we had a longer conversation with our board 
which began around November of 2023. Then the conversation continued and we kept 
putting pressure by organizing the student body, by making petitions, by programming and 
so on. This pressure really amplified the moment UvA got occupied.

SE: To set this clearly for the people who might accuse us of cancel culture or the hurtful 
parts of boycott, this is Bezalel Academy, right? If I understood correctly, they had— or 
still have, I don’t know— a workshop where they would mend the broken clothes of IDF 
soldiers. So directly aiding the Israeli defense or offense force that is committing genocide. 

AL: Correct. Also for us as students at the time it was a learning process to understand what 
it actually means for an art academy, or for a university; for any form of study to operate 
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within Israel. We kind of thought it exceptional that the Bezalel Art Academy was fixing 
uniforms for the war effort in Gaza, but it’s not really exceptional because soldiers will also 
go and fight in Gaza and come back and become students. There would be this fluid move 
between the two that is totally normalized. The level of militarization of Israeli society 
had not been apparent to us which is why this act of fixing uniforms was so symbolic. But 
it also led us to better understand how things work. The Bezalel Art Academy was a very 
open academy, if I can say that, in the sense that there are also Palestinian students studying 
there. But they study alongside peers that just came back from killing their friends. Which 
is quite striking, so this was basically the motivation behind us carrying on the boycott. 

SE: To stress the meaning of this push from a bottom-up, organized student union: we 
are now sitting in the studio of the Amsterdam University of Applied Science, which the 
Institute of Network Cultures is a part of. Our university shunned any kind of public 
statement about the ongoing genocide in Gaza and only temporarily halted its exchange 
programs with Israeli institutions. But for safety reasons, right? It was not safe to send 
students to Israel. They use that as an excuse to silence critical voices. And in your case, 
you really had a cut of the ties, right? Which I think is so far the only case of that happening 
in a Dutch educational institution. 

AL: It was the only public case of that happening in Dutch education. When we were 
informed of the fact that we broke these ties we were told that we were not the first ones. 
It’s just we were the first to go public. Actually the Hogeschool Rotterdam was the first 
academy that did this, but quietly because they didn’t want all the attention. Basically us 
breaking ties ended up with a debate in parliament, and there was a major backlash to that 
so it’s something that other institutions wanted to avoid. 

SE: Okay, so pressure works. 

AL: Pressure works, but actually pressure from multiple points works. Learning from one 
encampment to bring it to another place. 

SE: That brings us to the point where we have to introduce what Bakunin’s Barricade 
actually is, right? Bakunin’s Barricade is a work of art by Ahmet Öğüt, a contemporary 
artist working in the Netherlands. He made it in 2015 when he was doing a solo exhibition 
at the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, which is a museum very famous for its a practice of 
what is called experimental or new institutionalism, entailing a lot of very engaged artistic, 
curatorial and museum practices. So Ahmet is a very outwardly politically engaged artist 
and Bakunin’s Barricade is a clear example of that. It is a barricade made up of a wreck of 
a car or multiple car wrecks, rubble, and other kind of fencing material like traffic cones. 
The stuff that goes into a regular barricade. Placed on top of that is around five works of 
art from the exhibiting museum’s collection.

So there’s those two elements: the rubble or the materials and the original artworks from 
the museum. And third, not an unimportant element, is a contract, a contract that is signed 
as an agreement between the artist and any institution that would buy the work of art. 
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That contract is then also exhibited alongside the artwork when it’s on display. And in that 
contract, it is agreed that at times of great social turmoil, and I’m not exactly citing here, 
people may actually ask for a loan for this work of art. Meaning all elements: the rubble 
(the car), and the original artworks from the museum collection are to be used by the 
people of that society at a time when they find this highly important or necessary. This is, 
in very brief terms, the artwork.

It was never acquired by the Van Abbemuseum, but in 2021 the Stedelijk Museum; the 
Contemporary Art Museum in Amsterdam, bought this piece as a new addition to its 
collection.

AL: As a result of an exhibition that came from an open call titled municipal acquisitions 
and the show was titled In the Presence of Absence.3

SE: For people who might have not seen that work, you will see that it has a Kazimierz 
Malewicz, a Nan Goldin, and some other pieces of art from Stedelijk’s collection installed 
in it. 

AL: Some Timo Demollin and Marlene Dumas.

NP: It may be worth noting that when this was in the Van Abbemuseum, it was also 
requested to be used during the 2015 Maagdenhuis occupation by De Nieuwe Universiteit 
(The New University). So this isn’t the first time it has been requested, and also then the 
barricade was not put in place to protect activists, although for different reasons.4 

So let’s get into how the Not Surprised Collective was formed, what your relation is to the 
artwork, and just move chronologically there, establish a timeline. 

AL: Maybe it’s worth mentioning the fact that Bakunin’s Barricade was exhibited again last 
year in the Stedelijk Museum and thenafter received another element, a fourth element 
in its display besides the contract, which was an email exchange with the Not Surprised 
Collective, with our names blacked out. So the Anonymous Not Surprised Collective making 
this request to get the barricade and deploy it in a situation of social transformation as was 
at the time— with the encampments that were happening in Amsterdam. Particularly it 
was requested to be deployed within the encampment at the Rietveld Academy because all 
the other encampments had been really short-term. The ones at the UvA only lasted like 
24; 48 hours while Rietveld at the time held on. The Not Surprised Collective, which gets 

3	  In the Presence of Absence at Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 05 September 2020 – 31 
January 2021: https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/exhibitions/In-the-Presence-of-Absence-2. The an-
nouncement of Stedelijk purchasing Bakunin’s Barricade, using funds from Mondriaan Fund, 
was made on 23 January 2021 via their website, found here: https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/news/
announcement-purchases-collection-acclaimed-exhibition-presence-absence.
4	  This point is expanded upon in the interview in this publication with Ahmet Öğüt, and 
the one who requested this artwork from the Van Abbemuseum at the time was, amongst others, 
contributor to this publication Aylin Kuryel.

https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/exhibitions/In-the-Presence-of-Absence-2
https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/news/announcement-purchases-collection-acclaimed-exhibition-presence-absence
https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/news/announcement-purchases-collection-acclaimed-exhibition-presence-absence
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its name from our attitude after meeting with the director of the Stedelijk Museum— we 
were disappointed but not surprised— is indeed a collective of art workers. I would say a 
temporarily formed collective of art workers that were brought together by this one singular 
request for the barricade. We had a very particular focus: we wanted to get this barricade, 
we wanted stand in solidarity with the students that were protesting for Palestine, and we 
wanted to stand against police violence which was deployed against students who were 
standing in solidarity for Palestine. So we wanted use the barricade to defend them. We 
thought that once you place this barricade in front of a police line, maybe the cops will not 
feel so motivated to break it down due to the artworks which are part of it. 

SE: This was actually the original intent of the artwork. It’s called Bakunin’s Barricade 
because there is a fable that Mikhail Bakunin called for the placing of artworks from the 
National Gallery of Dresden on the barricades when the Prussian army was approaching to 
strike down an anarchist revolt in the late 19th century. Apparently this is a myth, has been 
written about as such, but the idea has lived on, right? So the artworks and the aura of the 
artwork or maybe the financial value of the artworks as a shield against state repression 
and violence, that was inherently the idea of invoked by-

AL: By Bakunin and then by Ahmet. 

SE: Just to situate this in time, obviously October 7th is not the starting date of a history of 
Palestine and Israel, but on October 7th we had that single terrorist attacks by Hamas on 
the single day. And ever since that, for over 800 days at this point, we have had continuous 
terrorist genocidal attacks from the Israeli Defense Force on people in Gaza and in the West 
Bank. So the time we are talking about now, the student encampments, was early May 2024.

AL: Six, seven, eight of May. 

SE: And that then means that there was nearly half a year of silence from the institution at 
that point, and not just from the Stedelijk Museum, but from all Dutch art institutions with 
regard to genocide in Palestine. We had some people in the collective that had previously 
worked in the Stedelijk, that had even worked with Ahmet when this acquisition was made, 
and that were very intimately aware of the contractual agreements. This just seemed such 
a perfect opportunity to both do something against the very real police violence that was 
happening at the time, but also as a wake-up call generally for Dutch art institutions that 
have remained so silent.

Then we come to May 28th, 2024. 

On May 28th, 2024, after half a year of silence from Dutch institutions, we as a then informal 
collective, who were unhappy about the silence of the institution, made our loan request. 
The people involved there were Alina Lupu, Emin Batman, Esme Schoutens, Jeftha 
Pattikawa, Juha van ‘t Zelfde, Macarena Loma Yevenes, Maren Siebert, Mitchell Esajas, 
Peter Paul Pothoven, Raul Balai, Rowan Stol, Stefanie van Gemert and me, Sepp. Alina 
and I are also speaking on behalf of the collective today and everyone is aware that we are 
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here. We submitted our request and then on the 5th of June, nearly a week later, we had a 
conversation with the Stedelijk Museum Director Rein Wolfs, where I was personally not 
present, but Alina was, so Alina, I’ll hand the word to you here. 

AL: What happened first was we were supposed to have this conversation also with the 
conservators of the work, because the main goal was to deploy this barricade in public 
space, at least in our minds. This is how we saw it. We saw the previous barricades raised 
by students at UvA, and we saw what students in Rietveld were doing. We tried to convince 
the director of the Stedelijk that this particular barricade should also be deployed in public 
space however we informed him that we wanted to record the conversation as well. And 
this is when we were told that it sounded like an aggressive move, just the concept of 
recording this conversation. So only Rein and his secretary at the time showed up in this 
in this meeting. During the meeting we were proposed some different options. And here 
we were told the barricade could be displayed. We could help with programming around 
the barricade, but the barricade would be displayed within the context of the museum, 
not necessarily showed in public space. Or the museum could make its own programming. 

SE: I think it was immediately put on the table, if I remember correctly from what other 
people shared, that we would not be loaned the museum’s original artworks. What they 
proposed was either this installation at the Stedelijk where we could co-curate a program 
with them, or we could have the work installed, but with forgeries because there is 
apparently a clause in the contract allowing for this.

AL: Or replicas, I think forgery sounds like something else. You can make officially, how 
do you call it, accredited-

SE: Yes accredited replicas, but the public would not be made aware that these were 
replicas. So people would encounter them in public space made to think by the institution 
that this is the real work— or intentionally not informed by the institution that owns the 
work, that these are forgeries. 

AL: To begin with the crux of this meeting, the main issue we had was in trying to bring 
across the idea that the barricade needs to be in public space and I think Rein didn’t really 
understand what this means. I think that the memory of the encampments for us was very 
different than for Rein. Because I was also involved, I was physically present during the 
UvA encampment and I understood what it actually means to build a barricade in real life. 
I don’t think this idea of the barricade, that for us was very vivid, had transpired to the 
imagination of Rein. He didn’t really understand what it means to deploy the barricade, 
which is what we wanted. I remember we were asked if this would be indoors or outdoors. 
Because for them it’s a matter of conservation, right? So you have this artwork. Where do 
you place it and how do you place it? And can it still be safe? Because it is like patrimony. 
It’s basically belonging to the city of Amsterdam. 

My mind went a bit blank during this conversation. I remember thinking that there is a 
complete misunderstanding between what we wanted and what the institution thought 
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we wanted. This was the first point of tension. And the second one was the fact that they 
were already thinking of giving us not the real artworks to display, but also not really in 
public space. Not the real artwork, and also asking us to co-curate a program was a bit 
like offering us to do free work for the institution, and at the same time to give up on what 
we initially wanted, which was defend the students and also push to make a statement for 
Palestine by the institution, to push this conversation forward. 

So everything went wrong, in my mind. I remember leaving this meeting, and we all had 
different opinions, so we’re all different art workers, but my feel after leaving this meeting 
was that basically what the institution had done was killed the artwork. I felt a bit bad for 
the barricade. You know, the artwork might live in your imagination, but the thing itself, 
in my mind, only worked with the contract. They perverted the contract, which killed the 
artwork. I don’t know that the artist is also responsible for that one or just the institution, 
but for sure Bakunin’s Barricade for me had died on the day of that meeting. 

R.I.P. I remember saying that. 

NP: I want to clarify something really quick first before we move on. So, for the director of 
Stedelijk, was it that he believed loaning the artwork meant simply doing an installation in 
a separate place? Did he not understand it would be likely damaged and placed in a real 
moment of tension between the state and-

AL: I think so. I don’t think he really realized what we were asking. 

There are notes of that meeting for the record but it’s just there was a disconnect between 
what we wanted; what we what we knew was necessary at that time, and what they 
expected. For them there’s an artwork, it needs to be protected, and they think of ‘how do 
we display it in such a way that it has a public program and it creates dialogue’, which is 
really not the point.

NP: And do you think that he ever understood that or got there? 

AL: It has been a couple of years so I hope so.

SE: And there was this narrative around Stedelijk that they cannot just give away the 
artwork to these activists because it was bought through municipal acquisitions and belongs 
to this ‘Amsterdam public’.

NP: That almost directly echoes the rhetoric of UvA at the time, where the narrative is: 
you can’t take over university buildings because these belong to our public, to our people. 
There’s an antagonistic demonizing of this activist Other which is entirely unrecognized as 
constituting a people, whether that people is the public for the Stedelijk or whether that’s 
the students and the staff of the University of Amsterdam. 

AL: And so eventually the barricade was displayed within the museum. It was displayed 
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initially with just the contract. Later on our email exchange was added to it apparently as 
a nod towards transparency. Also, Marlene Dumas was asked to chime in so a letter from 
her was then displayed next to our letter exchange. 

SE: Dumas’ letter being very critical of the Stedelijk and calling for her work to be used 
in the barricade, more or less. 

AL: But again, our names blacked out. We were never informed of the fact that our letter 
exchange would be displayed. So it’s also an appropriation of the labor of the activist or 
artist or art activist. And eventually this programming that the Stedelijk promised will 
happen around the barricade did happen. There were three sessions. And one of them, 
the one you mentioned right now was called the museum is (a)political,5 the ‘a’ within 
parentheses. The people invited, among which was a curator from the International Theater 
Amsterdam, basically talked about the barricade and about institutional attitudes towards 
activism. I remember being present and asking: ‘what is the situation, what’s going to 
happen next?’ and one of the things that indeed Rein said was that, well, the institution is 
not meant to make political statements anymore, and there is a regret that those political 
statements were made in 2020 and 2022 or 2021 for Ukraine, for Black Lives Matter, for 
queer rights and so on. From now on, all that the institution is going to do is to platform 
artists that can make political statements.

This just derails the conversation. Because the institution still chooses the artists. There 
is no direct way of making statements as an artist because you have to be invited by the 
institution. So really they’re just changing the conversation, shifting responsibility.

SE: Just for the record to have this very clear and straight: the Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam does not support Ukraine. The Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam does not support 
Black Lives Matter.

AL: Regrets that it made those statements and probably would have wanted its artists to 
do that.

SE: It’s very unmasking. And the fact that Rein Wolfs was so keen on exhibiting Bakunin’s 
Barricade, it’s just so full of opportunism. This whole, this whole tragedy, I would say, is 
so full with opportunism.

AL: It is full of opportunism, but all of this is not transparent to the public. So this idealized 
public that is supposed to be prioritized beyond everything else is not really made aware 
of all the decisions and all the statements that happen behind closed doors.

SE: The museum has an obligation to protect and conserve artworks. Is that a fake 
argument? No. Is it a good look for the student movement that there are masked students 

5	  Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. “IN CONTEXT: THE MUSEUM IS (A)POLITICAL!”, 
09 November 2024, https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/events/in-context-the-museum-is-apolitical-en.

https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/events/in-context-the-museum-is-apolitical-en
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coming in and smashing screens of the institution, left, right and center? No, it’s not a 
good look. We can even take these arguments on board and still say that it was still just 
really, really bad management. Even if the museum has a responsibility of protecting 
artworks, that is not an excuse to hide behind being against public engagement or political 
engagement.

AL: What we could also say is that Rein Wolfs was ahead of his time, because if you look 
at the Berlinade this year, the general sentiment was that art institutions should not make 
political statements and everyone’s neutral.

SE: And again when we look at the museum’s responsibility when it comes to respecting 
the intention of the artwork, and not doing so, it goes back to that conversation on killing 
the artwork and what it means to keep the conceptual purpose of the artwork alive. 

NP: On that note, for me, when you have an artwork that’s created with this intention of 
social engagement, of being used in a radical sense when there’s a real uprising against 
whichever powers that be, I think it’s not even necessarily killed when there is a refusal 
to be loaned. The death of the artwork in that sense, which is of course subjective and 
conceptual, is found in there being a contract negotiating, defining and stabilizing its use 
and non-use and potentialities as such. And then I think the death of the artwork is also 
found in its institutionalization and it’s being purchased.

AL: I love the death of the artwork. 

SE: Hail to the author, I guess, right? This calls for a little bit of an exploration of what I 
would call the Summer of Statements, because I think it’s pretty clear that the loan request 
failed. We never had the exhibition or the loan of the artwork as a barricade protecting 
students under police violence. But what did happen in the weeks and months after the 
loan request is that a wave of public statements came out from the museum, from art media, 
from the artist Ahmet Öğüt, and from us; the Not Surprise Collective. This is where the 
pulling of the thread starts. Through this process, we really begin to understand what was 
happening legally and institutionally.

On 19th of June, 2024, the Stedelijk made a public statement in which they said, first of all, 
that it was never their intention to use original artworks when borrowing out the Bakunin’s 
Barricade artwork. So that it was always their intention to loan the real original artwork, 
that is Ahmet’s portion of it, but then substitute the rest of it with reproductions that 
we already have discussed. So Stedelijk says that from the start this was their intention. 
They also said that they were, “shocked and saddened by the ongoing violence”6 and that 
they were “closely monitoring”7 “what is happening in Gaza”.8 This is the extent of their 

6	  Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. “Statement Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam following 
loan request for Bakunin’s Barricade by Ahmet Öğüt”, 19 June 2024, https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/
news/statement-stedelijk-following-loan-request.
7	  Ibid.
8	  Ibid.

https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/news/statement-stedelijk-following-loan-request
https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/news/statement-stedelijk-following-loan-request
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statement, and then eight days later Ahmet made his first public statement. What is a bit 
of interesting background information there that we’ve never shared before is that we as 
a collective were at the time coordinating with Ahmet how to communicate or respond to 
the Stedelijk’s rejection of the loan request. Because we believed that we were working on 
the same side, right? We were trying to activate the artwork as it was intended to be used. 
Then while we were working on a statement,9 Ahmet behind our backs went to Artnet— 
the art world news outlet— with a statement and only then informed us of it after it was 
published. In that statement that was published through Artnet on the 27th of June 2024,10 
Ahmet explained his artwork and called the Stedelijk Museum a pioneer museum. He 
said that they had met their obligations as far as he could see in responding to our loan 
request with seriousness and that he did think that the museum should acknowledge that 
there was an ongoing genocide in Gaza, and that he hoped the artwork could be used in 
the future. Something like this. Now, we felt a little bit- 

AL: Betrayed. 

SE: Betrayed, yes. Because why would we call the Stedelijk Museum a pioneer institution 
after a half year of silence while witnessing a genocide. Within days after his initial 
statement, and we will see that this will be a recurring pattern, Ahmet made a new 
statement.11 An updated statement that he published on his own website in which he 
explained the clause in the contract which allowed for fakes to be included in the exhibited 
Bakunin’s Barricade was actually the museum’s idea, it was never his idea to begin with. 
And that he interpreted that to mean that it would only be invoked when there would be 
impossibilities to use real artworks. For instance, in Kharkiv. Ahmet was saying if we use 
Bakunin’s Barricade in Kharkiv, we would definitely need to use forgeries, because there 
is no other option. He then immediately lamented the Stedelijk’s unwillingness and also, 
interestingly, proposed to use then at least his parts of the artwork from the collection. So 
at least the car wreck, right? And this is interesting for several reasons. He acknowledges 
that he included a clause in his contract, and we at this point safely say that the contract is 
really really crucial to the work, allowing for forgeries to be used based on pressure from 
the museum. So he was rather willing to compromise his work to get it institutionalized, 
right? And then what he does is accusing both the institution and us, the collective, of not 
acknowledging his part of the artwork as an original artwork and its artistic value. 

AL: Can I add one more thing to this, kind of in the line of statements. At the same time 

9	  The statement of the Not Surprised Collective titled “Stedelijk Museum Fails to Loan 
Artwork by Ahmet Öğüt to Protect Students in Amsterdam” was published at 21:30 CET on 
28 June 2024, the day after the Artnet article was published, and may be found here: https://
networkcultures.org/ourcreativereset/2024/06/28/stedelijk-museum-fails-to-loan-artwork-by-
ahmet-ogut-to-protect-students-in-amsterdam/.
10	  Schrader, Adam. “Activist Group Tries and Fails to Loan Ahmet Öğüt Installation 
for Demonstration”, Artnet, 27 June 2024, https://news.artnet.com/art-world/stedelijk-muse-
um-ahmet-ogut-loan-request-2505332.
11	  This may be found on Ahmet Öğüt’s website page regarding Bakunin’s Barricade under 
the header “Public Statement in response to both statements by the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam 
and the Collective”, June 2024, https://ahmetogut.com/Bakunin-s-Barricade.

https://networkcultures.org/ourcreativereset/2024/06/28/stedelijk-museum-fails-to-loan-artwork-by-ahmet-ogut-to-protect-students-in-amsterdam/
https://networkcultures.org/ourcreativereset/2024/06/28/stedelijk-museum-fails-to-loan-artwork-by-ahmet-ogut-to-protect-students-in-amsterdam/
https://networkcultures.org/ourcreativereset/2024/06/28/stedelijk-museum-fails-to-loan-artwork-by-ahmet-ogut-to-protect-students-in-amsterdam/
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/stedelijk-museum-ahmet-ogut-loan-request-2505332
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/stedelijk-museum-ahmet-ogut-loan-request-2505332
https://ahmetogut.com/Bakunin-s-Barricade


122 ART IN PERMACRISIS

as Ahmet was making all these statements, or maybe a bit later, he was also reviewing the 
graduation show in Rietveld where we were supposed to be deploying the barricade. And 
he completely ignored the people that were still camping there for 40 days. So being fully 
aware of the context, being fully aware of the story. Not going in dialogue with students 
who were still doing the work for Palestine. 

There’s a lot of lore, and we should make clear that you might think there’s one 
simple narrative, but indeed it’s just a series of statements that go in parallel, and of 
misunderstandings and sometimes ill will, I would say at the same time from all sides. I 
think we had one goal, which was make the museum be active on the topic of Palestine. 
They have not been. 

SE: This isn’t seen as a direct connection, but there was the Miriam Cahn show that had a 
very telling narrative towards Israel-Palestine. And that was the show that came after all 
these exchanges. There was a pamphlet that went with it that had a representation of only 
October 7th hanging in the museum and about the terrors of that day.

AL: These are paintings conveying grief.

SE: Yeah, exactly. So within the Miriam Cahn exhibition, she’s a Swiss painter, there was a 
little tiny room that was dedicated to Hamas attacks on October 7th. It was these paintings 
of faces that were in grief and in horror. And that was the only perspective of the genocide 
that was shown. Of course that’s very telling. And within the pamphlet October 7th is 
referred to as the start date, not the history and the 75 or even more years that are the 
actual reality of it.

AL: And that exhibition was accompanied by a catalogue in the museum shop, which 
basically praised Zionism as an amazing ideology. If you think about the museum not 
making political statements, you can also think about the museum not making direct 
statements only to then platform artists who make statements. Although these political 
statements would be creeping through the cracks of the institution, they were there, they 
were just not pro-Palestine, they were pro-Israel at the time.

NP: And in doing so, they’re sort of explicating this division between what they refer to as 
the institution as being entirely separate from the artworks that exist within it. 

AL: The institution was not entirely separate because Rein Wolfs was also doing a 
voiceover for this exhibition. So as a member of the audience, trying to understand exactly 
what institution you’re stepping in, how are you going to piece all these bits together to 
understand what you’re being confronted with? You can’t, unless you’re there every day and 
listen to all sorts of podcasts and read all sorts media, which is difficult. In that sense the 
institution mystifies itself. It indeed no longer has a political position which is transparent, 
but it’s communicating in dog whistles. 

SE: The museum is a hall of mirrors, really. 
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NP: Because the institution has this sort of grander position that... maybe in its view 
transcends individual political positions and is about a grander place in society. 

AL: Or maybe just because it’s liberalism. 

NP: But I mean it’s the same thing with UvA, not to keep going back to UvA but it’s the 
same as trying to separate the research that is done within UvA and funded by UvA and 
conducted by employees of UvA and approved by the UvA ethics committees as somehow 
being separate from UvA as an institution. Which is ridiculous. And it’s like when Stedelijk 
goes back and says that they’re an apolitical or a non-political institution or a politically 
neutral institution, however they phrased it, in regard to Ukraine and in regard Black Lives 
Matter. In 2022, you have the then-president of the Executive Board of the university, Geert 
ten Dam, doing a photo op and putting up posters declaring how against Putin’s evil war 
in Ukraine she is.12 But when it comes to Palestine, it’s something entirely different. And 
then the excuse of the Executive Board at that time, when I was in negotiations with them 
about cutting ties with these complicit Israeli institutions, the excuse was, well, when it 
came to Ukraine, we had the backing of or a directive from the Dutch government. And in 
that sense, you’re saying that you’re forgoing any sort of autonomy as an institution. You’ll 
do whatever position the government says because you will not have to take responsibility. 

AL: 2024 was a disappointing year, but now it’s 2026. 

NP: Everything’s better. 

SE: To end this discussion on the Summer of Statements, it was even disappointing to 
Ahmet Öğüt to the extent that in August 2024, he published another statement, a third and 
final statement,13 in which he revoked his support for his own artwork in the Stedelijk’s 
collection. The irony is he cannot prevent them from exhibiting it, right? It’s not his artwork 
anymore. But he said that he will not participate in public programs or support the buildup 
of the piece in the museum, as long as they haven’t spoken out against the genocide in 
Palestine. 

NP: But during the Summer of Statements, were you still back-channeling or having 
conversations with Ahmet and with Stedelijk or is all of the communication being done 
via these public statements? 

12	  Wolthekker, Dirk. “UvA veroordeelt Russische invasie van Oekraïne”, Folia, 28 Febru-
ary 2022, https://www.folia.nl/nl/actueel/150638/uva-veroordeelt-russische-invasie-van-oekraine. 
Although ten Dam would then go on to in a sense regret this support, she simultaneously defended 
it as pro-Ukraine sentiment “did not create polarization within the UvA”: Wierda, Wessel and 
Wolthekker, Dirk. “President of the board Geert ten Dam: “When we take a stand, we fuel polar-
ization”, Folia, 15 November 2023, https://www.folia.nl/international/159719/president-of-the-
board-geert-ten-dam-when-we-take-a-stand-we-fuel-polarization.
13	  This may be found on Ahmet Öğüt’s website page regarding Bakunin’s Barricade under 
the header “Updated Public Statement”, August 2024, https://ahmetogut.com/Bakunin-s-Barri-
cade.

https://www.folia.nl/nl/actueel/150638/uva-veroordeelt-russische-invasie-van-oekraine
https://www.folia.nl/international/159719/president-of-the-board-geert-ten-dam-when-we-take-a-stand-we-fuel-polarization
https://www.folia.nl/international/159719/president-of-the-board-geert-ten-dam-when-we-take-a-stand-we-fuel-polarization
https://ahmetogut.com/Bakunin-s-Barricade
https://ahmetogut.com/Bakunin-s-Barricade


124 ART IN PERMACRISIS

SE: I think we were full on culture-warring. 

AL: But it’s important to say that many of us were already involved in other initiatives that 
were very relevant at the time. Like there was the People’s University that was formed after 
the encampments, which was an attempt to continue this energy of the encamps at the UvA. 
The Rietveld encampment kind of ended, but still we were in different positions, different 
institutional roles, trying to continue the work. And in a way the work still continues, but 
a bit different. 

I want to mention something else as well. The municipal acquisitions open call that leads to 
the exhibition that purchased Ahmet’s work happens every two years. It already happened 
again this year, it’s closed now. But it was interesting because while there have been no 
statements, no particular political positioning from the institution, the open call was 
actually quite fascinating. And sometimes I’m wondering if it was partially inspired also 
by our work as a collective as this was an open call addressed particularly to collectives.

AL: I found the open call on the Stedelijk website still, it closed on the 1st of March, but it’s 
open only to collectives. Great. And it says that “often our current times are described as 
one of multiple intersecting crises on geopolitical, social and ecological levels, urging artists, 
designers and makers to reimagine systems, infrastructure and futures we depend on”.14

SE: They discovered permacrisis. 

AL: They discovered permacrisis. “This challenges the arts’ focus on the individual and 
centralizes values that are based on solidarity, participation and reciprocity. This Open 
Call is directed at artistic practices that are shaped and informed by collaborative working, 
thinking and doing”15 and then, what “new artistic forms, visual languages, methodologies 
and vocabularies do these shared practices generate?.... The proposed new, existing or 
modified work can be open-ended, material, process-based and/or participatory”.16 Some 
of these words for me ring as also working with the material of the institution:

A large number of collective artistic practices develop, also historically, outside 
institutional settings - in informal networks, mutual aid, underground cultures, 
land-based knowledge systems, diasporic survival structures, digital communities, 
and non-Western systems of knowledge. As museums often have not recognized 
and/or narrated such (multifaceted) collaborative work as artistic practice, the 
collection of the Stedelijk does not reflect these developments…. Some of these 
practices might want to move away or critique the institutional apparatus, 
including its categories, dynamics, and hierarchies. Others, for example, 
participatory or immaterial practices might challenge the museum to rethink its 

14	  Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. “Open Call Collaborative Artistic Practices: Proposals 
for the Museum Collection”, https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/opencall.
15	  Ibid.
16	  Ibid.

https://www.stedelijk.nl/en/opencall
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collection’s infrastructure and its object-based focus on permanency.17

So in my mind, these are keywords that lead to the fact that what we did was also material 
that can be collected. Of course, you cannot apply to this open call with something that 
already happened in this sense. But I think by looking at the jury this year it matches this 
idea of challenging the institution, but through the open call. From my position, not from 
the Not Surprise Collective, but from my positions in other collectives, we did apply to 
the open call trying to map the institutional connections of the Stedelijk, and trying to 
understand why it’s not standing in solidarity for Palestine. So the work continues. I don’t 
think this work is gonna pass by the jury, the idea of mapping and boycotting. But there is 
enough potential in this open call that you can basically reformulate a proposal to break 
ties as one of challenging the institution. So I’m curious where the conversation goes. But 
for me, the conversation is not over, to be honest. Maybe Not Surprised Collective is over 
because it was a one-off thing, but the larger conversation of where the institution has 
positioned itself and how it can be challenged and how it can be broken down continues. 

SE: I definitely agree, and this can go different ways, right? I mean, a few days ago, I had a 
conversation with someone who is as far as I know the first person to graduate with a thesis 
about the Bakunin’s Barricade loan request. I can’t share the name because they are not 
sure they want to be public about it and maybe they want to have a career in the museum 
world. And we’re sitting here, doing a podcast invited by Noah, someone who apparently 
finds this relevant and is not coming from the museum world. The conversation goes on 
in multiple ways, but if I can, you know, be very honest, it also left me with some doubts.

AL: Okay, what are your doubts?

SE: Maybe I was just extremely naïve going into the loan request in the first instance as I 
thought that we might really pressure the institution, maybe not to loan its artwork, but 
at least to move and state something publicly, right? But it has become pretty painfully 
clear to me at least that, yeah okay they do this call now for collectives, but it’s really just 
neutralizing the whole social justice era in museums. It’s over because this is no longer in 
the interest of liberal museums due to the authoritarian turn of politics, right? The culture 
wars have been largely lost. We can see this around us. The level of censorship is huge. The 
cuts on public spending are huge around the world, not just in the Netherlands. And we 
have to reckon with the rise to value of Red-Chip art and a post-woke art world. 

AL: Two things. You mentioned this person that graduated with a thesis on the barricade 
that wants to have a career in the museum world. First of all that needs to be abandoned as 
a concept. Fair, you might not necessarily manage to make any sort of institutional change 
that way. But also, I think we need to take these things less personally and understand 
that it’s a long-term battle. If you make one request once it’s not going to push through. 
You need years. You need decades. You need a really long time, institutional memory, and 
a lot of stamina to do this sort of work. I am not as discouraged, although to be fair, I’m 

17	  Ibid.
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also very tired.

SE: Just to be clear about this, I am not discouraged to fight, but I am left with a strategic 
question. And I would actually like to hear everyone’s opinions about this. Because there 
are two tendencies within let’s say the left organizing. There is one of institutional abolition 
or nihilism, which says the institutions have always been fundamentally oppressive. And 
it’s showing more now than ever before. And the only way that we can go is to burn the 
museum, to move on and build something altogether new. And then the other way is to say, 
well, of course there’s a lot of liberal bullshit going on in the museum, a lot more recently 
conservative and authoritarian bullshit, but still these are our museums because they were 
built with our money and these are public goods that we need to fight for and somehow 
find the right alliances to make material change. Is this an either-or situation? Basically the 
question is: how are we to deal with institutionality if we want to do politics with art today?

AL: What was it, the only relation to the academy is one of theft?

SE: Ah, The Undercommons? 

AL: The Undercommons. You have to quote Undercommons somehow. I know you’re not 
necessarily a fan Sepp. I don’t know if it makes sense to burn everything to the ground 
and start fresh on the wreckage of the institution as much as it makes sense to still try to 
enter the cracks of the institution and take what you can and redirect it towards what you 
actually care about. 

NP: I also want to say that when we talk about burning something down and starting 
fresh, that’s a misnomer in a way because the institution and your modes of thinking and 
interacting with the world are constantly in a process of interaction with each other. So 
the institution shapes how you live your life and you shape how the institution acts in a 
number of different ways. And it’s not as if abolition or dissolution or immolation of the 
institution will mean that the institution is gone, because the institution is also within us. 
The institution is an epistemology and it’s a mode of living in a way as well. 

AL: The institution is people. 

SE: But how do you want to deal with the institutions, then? After having this experience, 
why do you find it important to talk about this art world discussion as someone who has 
been trying to do something much more real? 

NP: Well, that’s exactly kind of the question that I’m trying to get to the bottom of. What 
do we do with the institution? Because there is an autonomist strain within me that’s a bit 
more pragmatic and sees value in acting within the institution. And that’s maybe why I 
joined the student council. But then there’s also a more anarchist strain in me that says this 
idea of a museum as this sterile modern institution that you have to pay to go in and walk 
around silently with your hands cusped behind your back, that’s such a liberal hellscape 
that I want nothing to do with, even a little bit. So this was the question that I wish I had 
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an answer to. There’s always something that you can gain through the institution. And also 
simply trying to make change within the institution can be a radicalizing experience. You 
can create and grow networks through these, but I do not think that a grand societal change 
will come from an institution. I also don’t think that we can expect the institution to allow 
its own dissolution. And the institution would always turn authoritarian before it becomes 
emancipatory. The Stedelijk will have an open call and say: ‘critique the Stedelijk’. They 
also had that documentary, White Balls on Walls where they’re critiquing their own lack of 
diversity. But the Stedelijk will not be looking towards a dissolution of the museum within 
the money-work system writ large. That would be way too much to expect. 

I had this great conversation with Michael Hardt the other day. He’s a professor at Duke— 
and he told me this anecdote about speaking with the president of Duke University, and 
Michael was saying, ‘yeah, I’m actually going to Japan, the G8 summit is happening there.’ 
And the president at Duke said, ‘oh, well, that’s great. That’s great. We’ll have somebody in 
the G8 Summit.’ To which Michael replied, ‘well, no, I’m actually going to camp outside and 
protest it with the anti-globalism movement.’ And the head of Duke went, ‘oh, yeah, well 
that’s great, too. That’s great too.’ So it’s a funny story but I mean, it’s also very telling that 
for the institution this is a win-win. Because these institutions are sort of cyclical reputation 
machines, right? They exist to an extent to uphold an adaptable, fluid continuity. They don’t 
take seriously the idea that there could be a grand systemic change. 

But we think that there can be. And the institution being ignorant to the potentiality of 
their own radical reformation or destruction is a sort of precondition that allows us to, 
that gives us the ability to, create a change in or of the institution. Because they don’t 
believe there will be real structural change and we do, they’ll tolerate us. They don’t see 
us a threat, and that’s a positive, that’s something we can take advantage of. But also be 
aware that when it comes to institutionalism and changemaking, yes, don’t sacrifice the 
good for the perfect, but also don’t constantly accept the good, because that’s how you end 
up with incrementalism. 

SE: Right. We live in a messy reality. 

NP: We live in a messy reality and sometimes you have to accept the good instead of the 
perfect. But to put it simply if you’re constantly accepting the good, you may just wind up 
with the bad.

SE: I’ll try and say one positive or empowering thing. I think one thing for sure I want of 
the left today is that we stop being happy losing heroically and start winning again. So I’m 
not an anarchist. I think this is clear from what I’ll say-

AL: What are you, Sepp? 

SE: Communist. And it doesn’t matter if we stand next to each other on the barricade 
really, absolutely doesn’t matter. But in my answer to this, I think we cannot afford to 
abandon institutions. If we are happy to abandon institutions and see them burn, we can 
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just lean back and enjoy the view today, right? Because the authoritarian takeover is already 
happening. And regressive politics are already there. We don’t need to accelerate them. I 
think we need to call out the faulty institutions, attack them, but also build institutions. 
Unions, maybe some museums, whatever new forms we will come up with. You asked 
one question that wasn’t explicitly stated in this conversation yet, Noah, but you sent it to 
us beforehand, which is: ‘reflecting is there anything you would have done differently?’ 
And I would say two things, one very abstract and one very concrete that’s kind of a funny 
thought experiment. 

In the abstract, I would, and it’s not doing differently, but I would watch out for becoming 
melancholic. Like this was meant to happen. There was no other outcome. It’s very easy 
to say that of course the museum would have rejected you. And your response, Alina, is 
much more healthy. It’s a long walk. It’s a long march through the institutions. It’s not 
personal. And we just need to keep going. We don’t have to be that melancholic about 
this. Concretely, what I would have done differently, or what I think about sometimes, 
is a suggestion made to me by Kuba Szreder. He said the moment the museum proposed 
to use the forgeries, you should have just accepted that. Because the museum was there, 
walking into its own trap. Then it would have eventually become apparent that they are 
serving the public with forgeries of their own artworks and how the hell are they going 
to get out of that? This is something I keep wondering in my mind. What if we said yes to 
that, which obviously is a perversion of the artwork, but it might have been a perversion 
that we could have played on the museum. 

AL: I guess we’ll never know. But OK, the core of all this is indeed that it’s a long term 
struggle. And sometimes you have to do a bit of trickery. Get what you can and work 
with it and then keep pushing and pushing and pushing. Actually what we’re trying to 
achieve is standing in solidarity with the people of Palestine. We can continue doing that 
in different ways, even if not through this particular artwork. This was just an illustration 
of the hypocrisy of institutions in my mind. 

SE: And what if now people ask us the quite legitimate question, what are the people of 
Palestine to benefit with all of this? 

AL: I think the whole point was to make what is happening visible and that means also 
relocating the terrain of struggle to everywhere across Europe, including within an 
institution like the Stedelijk Museum of Amsterdam or within the streets by bringing this 
artwork into the streets. 

SE: I’m sure you also got that question many times, Noah.

NP: Yeah of course, people asking why the hell are you building a barricade at the 
University of Amsterdam? And how is that going to help those suffering from a genocide? It 
is a really fair question. The answer in a way may be very vague and immaterial. Something 
that guides me that Enzo Rossi once told me— and this was a while ago when we were 
engaged in my first occupation, the one against collaboration with the fossil fuel industry 
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and I had asked him pretty much the same question— he said, we fight where we stand. 
That really stuck with me. Sometimes we stand in our workplace or university or we stand 
within the housing that we live in or the city that we live in, or we stand as a person within 
a global reality. But we fight where we stand and we try to make change where we can. 
This has actually been incredibly influential and guiding for me. In terms of what does it 
actually do, there’s always the bringing visibility and the pushing institutions and making 
them cautious, and to some extent you see results. 

But there is also this personal or communal affective result of changemaking; of community 
building. And when you engage in these actions, these demonstrations, these struggles, yes, 
you get defeated time and time again and that defeat comes in terms of rejection, or it comes 
in a physical beating, or arrest, or it comes in having your occupation stay, or encampment 
stay but then no actual result of it. But in this process, you are community building, and 
you’re radicalizing, and learning how to make change together. You’re learning and making 
mistakes and figuring out what works and what doesn’t, and that will only help you and 
your community moving forward in this grander struggle for the life and the emancipation 
of Palestine and Palestinian people and ecologies. 

SE: Hear, hear. 

AL: The struggle is ongoing, I’m afraid to say. 

SE: I remember I had one really important realization. You remember we had these sit-ins 
at the train stations every week, the noise demonstrations. There was a big one every week. 
Tuesday noise day or something like that. And there were always Palestinian comrades 
there. Always reminding that the images of you protesting here in the heart of Empire, 
they reach Gaza and they reach the West Bank and it makes a difference in the hearts and 
minds of people who feel so abandoned and hopeless. It’s also a battle for morality in the 
end. And we need morality to win. This is something that kept me going as well. 

I also need to correct something I said before. I said I’m a communist, but actually I’m a 
Yugo-futurist. Do we need to do anything before we round up? 

NP: I wanted to end on something that I think tied in kind of beautifully. So over the past, 
a bit over a year now, I’ve been in this prolonged exchange with Prison Radio, which is 
an organization in the U.S. who amplifies the voices of incarcerated people. They’re a 
journalistic organization and they’ve also been the organization that helps put out the 
word of Mumia Abu-Jamal who, until Maduro, was probably the most famous political 
prisoner in the U.S. A Black Panther who was arrested at age 27, and he’s now 71. I was 
able to ask him a couple of questions and just got the answers last week. I asked Mumia 
one question about hope, and this might be a nice way to close off the interview. So here’s 
what I asked to him:

As a political prisoner, you’ve continued to write, advocate, and publish acclaimed 
works from behind bars. Can you talk to me about hope and your relation to it? 
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How do you keep hope alive? Is it okay to be hopeless? And how can we use hope 
as a tool of resistance?

Mumia said the following words:

In Ecclesiastes, the book says there is a time for everything under heaven. There’s a 
time for hope, and sometimes there’s a times for hopelessness. All of us must read 
the times that we inhabit and choose our own path. However, let me say this. Time, 
like everything else, bends to the necessity of change for all things change. What 
is up today will be down tomorrow, and if I’ve learned one thing, it’s this, that 
all empires pass away. It’s just a question of time and circumstance. When Hitler 
was alive he predicted that the Reich would last for a thousand years, it didn’t 
last much longer than a decade. So movements can be an element in the wheel of 
change. If enough are on your side of the wheel, then that change can be inevitable. 
I believe that social movements change consciousness, and changed consciousness 
can transform the world itself.

SE: Amen.

AL: I love that we’re ending on a positive note.

SE: For the first time. I just remembered earlier today seeing an article from Max Haiven, 
a note against hope,18 but I’m team hope. Definitely.

NP: Well, thank you all for humoring me with this conversation.

SE: Did it humor you?

NP: Impressing me with this conversation. And taking the time out of your days.

AL: Keep up the struggle.

18	  A note against hope by Max Haiven, 11 March 2026, found here: https://maxhaiven.
substack.com/p/a-note-against-hope.

https://maxhaiven.substack.com/p/a-note-against-hope
https://maxhaiven.substack.com/p/a-note-against-hope
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CHALLENGING THE MUSEUM

BAKUNIN’S BARRICADE FROM THE EYE OF THE ARTIST

Interview with Ahmet Öğüt

On the 3rd of April, 2026 I sat down for a rare interview with conceptual artist Ahmet Öğüt, 
conducted online between Amsterdam and Istanbul. This interview is the only instance 
where Ahmet speaks extensively, publicly, on his artwork Bakunin’s Barricade which 
destabilized art institutions nationwide during the 2024 pro-Palestine movement and 
became symbolic of the fallibility of art and cultural institutions in times of crisis. Ahmet’s 
artwork exposed the social justice commitments of Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam as little 
more than vacuous rhetoric, and reinvigorated debate on the necessity, effectivity, and 
interactivity between artworks, activism, and institutions. The transcript of this interview 
has been edited for brevity, clarity, and cadential cohesion.

Noah Pellikaan: I would like to start with the basics, if you don’t mind speaking briefly 
on what Bakunin’s Barricade is and how it started with the Van Abbemuseum. Then we 
can get to Stedelijk and discuss the controversy from your perspective.

Ahmet Öğüt: First, I would not call this a controversy, because the work itself is designed 
to challenge the museum. It is inherent to the piece that everyone involved must make 
their positions visible and transparent. The concept is intentionally structured to induce 
transparency, especially for a time when I am no longer alive and unable to participate in 
interviews like this. The work was created to endure and to function as a platform. By its 
very nature, it is not meant to be controversial, but rather to reveal intentions.

I proposed the idea of Bakunin’s Barricade to the Van Abbemuseum, which is one of the 
most experimental museums in the Netherlands. I knew the museum was interested in 
rethinking its relationship to both its collection and its audience.

I first encountered the idea of Bakunin’s barricade in an academic article. There is no 
definitive historical document proving that Bakunin actually made that proposal, but it 
appears in the memoir of a close friend, which gives the story a degree of historical record. 
At the time of the Dresden uprising, Bakunin was working there as a journalist while the 
first barricades were being made, in parallel with those of the Paris Commune. Artists, 
opera singers, and musicians were all involved in the uprising. Bakunin participated in 
the same spirit. What interested me was the contemporary and conceptual nature of the 
proposal itself. According to the story, Bakunin suggested using valuable paintings from the 
museum collections as part of the barricades, believing that the authorities would hesitate 
to destroy cultural treasures. The idea was ultimately dismissed by his fellow activists, 
perhaps because it was too avant-garde for that historical moment.

What I admire is that such a profoundly conceptual contemporary art idea could emerge 
from Bakunin in 1849. The people around him did not take the proposal seriously, and 
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in some ways I recognize a similar dynamic today, where both institutional and non-
institutional actors often regard conceptual artistic propositions as unrealistic, fantastical, 
or impossible.

I began imagining Bakunin’s proposal within a contemporary context around the beginning 
of 2015. I first proposed the idea of the Van Abbemuseum within the framework of my 
solo show, asking the museum if we can use valuable works from their collection, works 
with high insurance value, as part of the project. To my surprise, they agreed. They agreed 
to the possibility of placing original artworks on a barricade. The collection department, 
the installers, and the guards, people who are often understandably conservative about 
the handling and display of artworks, all participated in the discussion. Together with a 
museum patron and lawyers, I collaborated on drafting the contract for the work.

We decided, based on advice of the lawyer, that if conditions for loaning the artwork are to 
be grounded in legal documents, any conditions governing the loan of the artwork should 
be grounded in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This was important because 
there is no way of knowing what kinds of uprisings may occur in the future, or who may 
request the work from the museum decades from now. We wanted to create a framework 
that would encourage the institution to act ethically not only in the present, but also in 
100 or 200 years, or even just several months from now. Once ownership of the work is 
transferred to a museum, I no longer have direct control over how it is used.

At the same time, museum institutions operate slowly, so practically speaking it would 
be difficult to ship the work internationally in response to unfolding political situations. 
Because of this, I conceived of Bakunin’s Barricade as a work that could exist in multiple 
national versions. A museum in any country could acquire and maintain its own iteration, 
potentially making it available for local uprisings or exhibiting it within the institution itself.

In this sense, the work remains open and free. I can produce another version in another 
country at any time. I retain authorship of the concept and the work file, meaning that 
each individual Bakunin’s Barricade functions as an exhibition copy rather than a singular, 
closed object.

The Van Abbemuseum was the first institution willing to publicly exhibit such a project 
using original artworks and to display the draft contract within the exhibition space. 
However, they ultimately did not acquire the work, so for several years it remained as 
only a proposal. I continued exhibiting it in that form for approximately five years until 
the Stedelijk Museum eventually acquired it. We exhibited the work in 2020 and in 2021 
after a lengthy process the museum purchased it.

My ethical position within the work has always been very clear. I created the piece with 
the intention that it could potentially be loaned to the street, but equally important to me 
was forcing the institution itself to confront the dilemma of whether it could or could not 
do so. If the museum refused, it would need to explain why.
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Initially, the lawyer advised including a financial penalty within the contract to pressure 
the institution into acting ethically. The idea was that any penalty funds could then support 
activist groups. However, during negotiations with the Stedelijk Museum, the contract 
evolved, as contracts inevitably do through negotiation and the financial penalty became a 
statement penalty instead. The advantage of this approach was that it obligated the museum 
to publicly articulate its position rather than quietly avoid accountability. Contractually, 
the institution is required to state the grounds on which it accepts or rejects a request. 
While museums may still attempt to navigate around responsibility, they are nonetheless 
compelled to make their position visible to the public.

NP: And you didn’t actually think that it would be loaned out within this short of a period 
of time, right?

AÖ: Yes, at that time everything appeared more peaceful, and for many people Europe felt 
like a much safer place. But you never know what kind of crisis may emerge unexpectedly. 
During my exhibition in 2015, the Maagdenhuis occupation at the University of Amsterdam 
began. It became a prolonged occupation that attracted international attention. During 
this period, activists from the Maagdenhuis contacted me to ask whether my artwork 
could be used and whether they could approach the museum about it. I said of course, 
and I communicated the same openness to the museum curators. At that point, in 2015, 
the work was being exhibited at the Van Abbemuseum but had not yet been acquired, so 
I still retained ownership. 

Conceptually, however, I believed it was important that the museum own the work first, 
because the entire premise of the project is that the institution itself must confront the 
ethical and political implications of such a decision. The urgency of the situation, however, 
did not allow for that process to unfold fully. The Museum curators were, in principle, 
open to loaning the work, but only needed to hold one meeting with the entire team so 
they could discuss the logistics: transporting the work from Eindhoven to Amsterdam and 
organizing the necessary details. At the time, the occupation appeared stable. Activists 
had already been occupying the building for more than a month, and the police had not 
intervened yet. The request came on a Friday and the museum scheduled the meeting for 
the following Monday. However, unfortunately on the Sunday a day before that meeting 
the police violently entered the Maagdenhuis, beat protesters, made arrests, and forcibly 
evicted the building.
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NP: Before we get more in depth about Stedelijk, now is a good time to go into something I 
wanted to touch on which was very illuminating for me when we spoke privately last week, 
and that I am now rethinking thanks to your take on it. This is the discussion I had with 
the Not Surprised Collective about the death of the artwork. I have been seeing Bakunin’s 
Barricade as artwork which survives insofar as it’s able to be used on the streets within 
this context of social movements. In this immediate physical social significance, being used 
between the state and in counter to the state. But I think what you’re getting at which I 
didn’t quite understand before was that Bakunin’s Barricade also has this dual use where 
it can test the institution or it can expose the institution, is that right? I wondered if you 
could speak on that for a moment. 

AÖ: At this point, the barricade and the paintings placed upon it exist on an equal level. 
For me, a conceptual work is not inherently less valuable than a painting or a sculpture, 
even though the art market may treat them differently depending on the artist or context. 
Within a museum collection, a work can take many forms: it can be a print, a painting, an 
idea, or a performance. What matters is that it has entered the collection as an artwork. In 
that sense, there is a kind of horizontal equality between all objects within the institution. 

Because of this, when a museum agrees to loan a work from its collection—including the 
debris and discarded materials that form the barricade—it must process them through the 
same institutional procedures. The museum needs a loan form, conservation protocols, and 
systems of care, and it must treat even an arbitrarily broken piece of glass with the same 
procedural seriousness as a high-value painting. Outside the museum, these materials may 
simply return to the junkyard, but once inside the institution they assume a different role.

It is important to remember that museums are defined by their behavior. This work is 
fundamentally concerned with how museums preserve objects, and with how preservation 
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can gradually become a form of isolation. I did not want this work to become isolated from 
the public. The project attempts to resist that isolation not only within the exhibition space, 
but also through the possibility of returning to public space. When it re-enters public space, 
however, it does so not as discarded junk, but as artwork.

All of this is necessary in order to understand how Bakunin’s Barricade should be viewed. 
The work is not merely an instrument or simply the physical structure of the barricade 
itself. Its entry into a museum collection is already a crucial part of the piece. Following a 
line of thought associated with Walter Benjamin, some works are inherently reproducible, 
and in the case of this project the essential dimension is not only the object but also the 
institutional framework surrounding it: the loan form, the contract, the legal procedures, 
and the systems of preservation that govern its existence.

NP: I’m interested to hear your perspective about that clause in the contract which allows 
for the use of reproductions, then, rather than original works from the museum collection 
to be used in the barricade. How did that come to be, what was your thinking behind it?

AÖ: Regarding the issue of reproductions, this is specific to the Stedelijk case. In the original 
contract there was no mention of reproductions whatsoever. The question only emerged 
during negotiations with the museum’s lawyers. The reason is straightforward: while 
original works from the museum’s collection may be placed on the barricade, I do not 
own those works and therefore have no authority over them. Similarly, once the barricade 
itself is sold to a museum, I no longer own it either. At that point, the ethical responsibility 
belongs to the museum.

What is important to understand is that when a museum finally became interested in 
acquiring the work, and I presented the draft contract, the lawyers immediately began 
trying to reduce or neutralize the powers embedded within it. The contract itself is clear, 
but contracts are always subject to negotiations and interpretation. I focused on ensuring 
that the essential forces and principles of the work remained intact. Other details, while 
still meaningful, often functioned more as distractions or secondary concessions.

For example, the museum lawyers asked whether there should be a limit on how many 
times per year the work could be requested for loan. It is an interesting question: how many 
uprisings can happen in one country, or one city, within a single year? The museum wanted 
a limit because it would not have the institutional capacity to process an unlimited number 
of requests. In the end, we settled on three requests per year. Effectively, the museum agreed 
that it could handle three uprisings annually.

For me, this was not really a compromise. Three requests a year would already place 
enormous pressure on the museum. One can already see how much institutional exhaustion 
and anxiety a single request has produced. It does not exhaust the artist or the activists 
nearly as much as it exhausts the museum itself, because the museum is the party obligated 
to carry out the procedures and responsibilities defined by the contract every time a 
request is made. Considering the aftershocks generated by only one request several years 
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ago, one can easily imagine how six separate requests since 2024 could have completely 
overwhelmed the museum.

Each request also reveals the museum’s strategies and tactics. Every time the museum 
is forced to confront the request publicly, it also exposes itself. Even the inclusion of 
replicas as an option within the contract reflects the museum’s own anxieties and 
compromises, because it was the institution that insisted on preserving that possibility. 
During negotiations, I concentrated on one central point: the original works must always 
remain part of the contract. The museum could not establish a system in which replicas 
automatically replaced originals whenever the work was activated.

Another crucial aspect of the project is that the contract itself is displayed on the wall 
beside the artwork whenever it is exhibited. The agreement is therefore always visible 
to the public. In this entire process, I believe the public is ultimately the most perceptive 
participant. People will recognize if replicas are being used, and they will be able to compare 
the negotiated Stedelijk contract to the original version. They will understand when the 
museum is attempting to avoid responsibility through technical or legal maneuvers.

In the end, the museum bears the consequences of those decisions. Personally, if I were 
running the museum, I would not have approached it in this way. I believe museums must 
care more deeply about its ethical code. For me, the contract is an opportunity for the 
Stedelijk Museum to act differently, to become a more important and exemplary institution. 
Instead, by moving in the opposite direction, it risked diminishing its reliability, weakening 
its public trust, and compromising its standing as a public institution.

NP: When the request happened did you think that it would go down this way? Did you 
think that the Stedelijk would have ended up actually loaning the barricade?

AÖ: I think it is very much possible. But ultimately, it depends on who is in the room doing 
the negotiation. Ideally, I should not be involved at all. I should not be in the position of 
making statements or issuing corrections. When the initial request was made, I told the 
collective submitting the loan request that I should stay out of it, because otherwise it could 
appear as though I had orchestrated the process myself. I also refused to participate in the 
museum’s public program, because that too would have made it seem as if I were aligned 
with the museum.

What I am creating is a situation in which the museum can no longer position itself above 
activists, or above political and social sensitivities, but is instead compelled to engage 
directly. Decisions cannot be made behind closed doors. My role is to level the conditions 
so that this meeting can take place when there is a request. The contract ensures that the 
meeting happens, that the museum cannot simply ignore the issue, and this is precisely 
why the museum made that first public statement.

This is the moment when you see where the museum stands. It is not the moment when 
the work stands revealed, nor where the artist stands. It is certainly not the moment when 
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the work dies. On the contrary, this is when the work becomes even more alive, because 
what it does is compel the museum to act, and in doing so, reveals whether the museum 
is standing in the right place or the wrong place. Looking back, we should have focused 
exclusively on the museum’s response, on where the institution positioned itself, and where 
it failed. That is the part we should have exposed even more clearly, and that is what I 
have been trying to do.

The museum had already hidden its statement shortly after publishing it, buried somewhere 
deep within the website, completely absent from the front page. That is why I immediately 
shared a link to the statement on my social media. Not because I agreed with it, but because 
I wanted people to see it, and to recognize that it represented the wrong position. After I 
shared it, many journalists and members of the press began to notice it. Yet at that stage, 
neither I nor the collective had made any public statement.

Chronologically, the museum released its statement on June 19, 2024, shortly after meeting 
with the activist collective. The museum had originally acquired the work in 2021, but for 
several years it remained in storage and was never exhibited.

In April 2024, I was in Venice presenting my work dedicated to Al-Shifa Hospital, part of a 
lifelong project in which my heartbeat is periodically measured. During that period, I was 
participating in demonstrations in the Giardini organized by Art Not Genocide Alliance, 
protesting outside the Israeli pavilion, and later outside the American and German 
pavilions as well. After one of these protests, I happened to meet the director of the Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam, who told me that the museum was considering exhibiting Bakunin’s 
Barricade. This would have been around April 20, 2024.

At that point, I had no knowledge that a request would later be made. I also had no idea that 
protests would erupt in Amsterdam in May. Those developments had not yet happened. 
The war was already ongoing, and the genocide was already there, but the discussion at 
that moment was centered more around Venice than Amsterdam. Amsterdam was not yet 
central to the conversation.

My public position, however, was already clear. I had previously made works dedicated to 
Palestine and had also supported a benefit auction in Amsterdam several months earlier. 
So when the director and I encountered each other in the garden and he mentioned the 
idea of exhibiting the work, I agreed. Later, the museum removed the piece from storage 
in preparation for display.

Afterwards, one member of the activist collective contacted me directly, and that was 
essentially the only person from the group I communicated with regarding this situation. I 
knew some of the other members personally, but for this occasion only one person reached 
out. I sent them screenshots from the contract and shared some important details. I told 
them they should be well prepared and I absolutely support the idea of them submitting 
the request. At that point, the work was still in storage. The museum could have easily 
called me and said: “We received this request and we would like your advice.” But they 
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never did that. And I did not reach out to them either. The activists approached me, and I 
provided whatever information I could responsibly share.

At one point, they suggested that perhaps we should issue a joint statement afterwards. 
That was when I told them it would not be wise, because it could create the impression 
that I had organized the entire process myself. I believed it was important that they remain 
fully independent.

NP: Why did you think it was best that it doesn’t seem you organized it? 

AÖ: Then there is the assumption that you are doing something merely for advertisement, 
provocation, or propaganda. Some artists adopt these strategies to make headlines: they 
create controversy in order to place themselves and their work at the center of public 
attention. That was never my intention. My goal was not to put myself in the headlines, but 
rather to ask how institutions could be compelled to transform, or at the very least remain 
accountable to their own codes of ethics. These codes should be public and accessible on 
every institution’s website. Many institutions already have them, and you can read them, 
but most of the time they are not genuinely practiced. Codes of ethics often invoke ideas 
such as public trust and responsibility. In branding and public relations, ethics and trust 
are emphasized, but in reality they rarely become institutional priorities.

The work should compel institutions to remain transparent and to ground themselves 
in principles such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It includes examples 
such as the Seattle and Gezi protests. A museum lawyer once told me that using this 
declaration ensures the work cannot simply be dismissed as fantasy. I am an independent 
artist, precarious, with limited time and limited resources. I cannot compete with state 
institutions that possess enormous budgets and entire legal teams. In those terms, I cannot 
compete with them. But I can compete on ethical grounds. We all can do that. 

The problem is that people often assume everything is about individuals. Activist groups 
may feel that a museum’s actions are directed specifically at them, or that conflicts revolve 
around personal exchanges. The real question is how we can compel institutions to remain 
relevant in the future. If the focus stays only on individuals—on a director, for example—and 
we convince that director to implement certain changes, what happens once they leave? 
Does the institution collapse? What matters is ensuring that durable ethical principles 
remain embedded within the institution itself. Institutions remain relevant through ethical 
and ideological commitments. Otherwise, they will disappear. We should not preserve 
institutions simply because they already exist. They must continue to justify their relevance.

Art institutions should remain art institutions, but that does not mean they cannot also be 
political. The belief that art and politics are separate is a misconception. Art institutions 
are often situated at the center of political and social transformations, even regime changes. 
They must defend the space for art within political life and negotiate that space with 
political power. Art institutions must create spaces of agency if they are to remain useful 
to society. If they fail to create those spaces themselves, then artists will create works that 
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do so instead.

This is why institutional critique remains necessary: it emerges when institutions 
themselves are no longer fulfilling their responsibilities. Sometimes artists can be 
comfortable occupying a position where they appear critical and gain a reputation for 
critique without actually changing anything. What my work attempts to do, in opposition 
to that conformist position, is to go one step further—to engage risks that carry real 
consequences. The work does not disappear; it is reborn every time a new request emerges, 
in every country and every context. Ultimately, the work is about sustaining a form of ethics 
that can provide stable ground, not only for individuals, but for society as a whole, so that 
institutions themselves produce meaningful social impact.

NP: That helps a lot. We can now finish the chronology of statements as well as the 
communication with the collective and with Stedelijk, before moving on to speaking about 
institutionalization a bit more broadly.

AÖ: After the statement by the Stedelijk Museum on 19 June, there were eight days in 
which nothing happened. Then, on 27 June, I received a press request. I was contacted by 
Artnet. A journalist wrote to me, and we spoke briefly over the phone. After the phone 
call, I sent a written statement to Artnet because I wanted to make sure my words were 
represented correctly. However, by that point, they had already published the article based 
on selected excerpts from our phone conversation. I then realized that I should not give 
interviews and that I should communicate only through written statements. Then, just 
one day later, on 28 June, the collective released a public statement. It was not sent to me 
beforehand, and I had no opportunity to communicate my perspective. Again, all of this 
was happening very quickly: the Stedelijk Museum’s statement was public, the collective’s 
statement was public, and the Artnet article was public. I felt that all of them contained 
missing facts and interpretations. So, immediately after the collective released its statement, 
I issued my first public statement.

After this, I ended up having to issue even more statements. The Stedelijk Museum tried to 
invite me to participate in its public talks, while also inviting the members of the collective, 
invitations that we both rejected. I told the Stedelijk Museum that it was not a good idea 
to take my work out of storage and display it, especially under those circumstances. They 
did it anyway. They proceeded with public programs, talks, and the display of my work. 
After I refused to participate in their public program, they invited a curator from Türkiye to 
replace me, seemingly to demonstrate that their program still contained “diverse opinions.” 
I found it deeply pathetic as they thought they could simply replace me symbolically. The 
topic of that talk was whether the museum is apolitical or not. To me, that framing itself 
was deliberate: another attempt by the museum to present itself as less strategic than it 
truly is, and thereby avoid being perceived as an antagonist or as an institution bearing 
responsibility. 

On top of that, they placed all of the public statements on the wall next to my artwork 
without consent. They also invited Marlene Dumas to write a statement. I believe they 
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assumed she would produce a statement supportive of the museum, but she did not. Even 
then, her statement was not shared with me until eight months later, when a friend saw 
it displayed next to my work and sent me a photograph. I refused to visit the museum 
during the display. The Stedelijk Museum was engaging in every possible form of micro-
manipulation. While all of this was happening, I tried to negotiate improvements to the 
contract. I argued that the previous negotiations had left room for misinterpretation, and 
I genuinely believed the museum might be willing to address some of those issues. For 
a period of time, I was communicating internally with the museum’s lawyers by email, 
attempting to revise the contract. Eventually, however, I realized they were trying to even 
further remove the main obligations from the existing contract. That was the moment 
I understood that these misunderstandings had not been accidental, they had been 
constructed. For example, they attempted to remove the obligation to issue statements, 
even though that is one of the central aspects of the contract and one of the most important 
dimensions of the work itself, because it generates social engagement. The entire meaning 
of the contract lies in its enforcement; without that, it becomes little more than empty 
language. They also offered to remove the clause regarding the loaning of replicas, but only 
on the condition that the originals would never be offered or negotiated, meaning that only 
the barricade itself could ever be loaned. At that point, I understood that their goal was to 
strip the contract of all its power. Once I realized I had been manipulated, and that there 
was no internal path toward making the institution act responsibly, I decided it was time 
to issue one last public statement calling for my work to be removed. I no longer own the 
work, so I cannot force the museum to take it down, nor can I remove it myself. But I can 
publicly call on them to do so.

I could have chosen to attend, stood on their stage, and criticized them directly, but I 
do not see that stage as legitimate. I do not see that museum as legitimate after all they 
did. Unfortunately, many artist friends of mine continue to legitimize the institution. I 
disagree with that position. On the other hand my statements have been translated into 
five languages, and the contract is now being studied at universities. In that sense, the 
discussion has moved beyond my personal feelings about the situation, and beyond the 
actions of the Stedelijk Museum itself.

NP: I actually found out about all this because it was taught in a course of mine last year. 

AÖ: Yes, it became part of university courses, and it has been studied internationally in 
both legal and art departments. To return to the earlier conversation, this is one of the 
reasons I do not believe the work is dead. I have also recently installed a new edition of 
Bakunin’s Barricade in Montenegro, which is one of many editions installed across different 
countries.

NP: Where are the editions? 

AÖ: There was one edition in Copenhagen, and another in Istanbul. That edition was 
criticized by a government art advisor as a kind of ‘silly’ work, yet it remained open during 
the coup attempt, which was an extremely intense period. I also realized an edition in the 
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United States, at Oberlin College in Oberlin, a place with deep historical significance in 
the civil rights movement. Although Oberlin itself is a small Midwestern town, nearby in 
Akron there were massive protests. During the installation of that edition, the work was 
inspected by both the police and the fire departments. The most recent edition was installed 
in Montenegro. There was also an edition at the Museum Ludwig in Cologne, and of course 
in the Netherlands first in Eindhoven and then in Amsterdam.

NP: And can you speak for a moment on the legal significance of it? Because this is a very 
unique contract.

AÖ: Yes, of course, the legal ground is important. It is precisely through the contract that 
we can examine how radical things can become. A lawyer friend once told me a contract 
is a written, historical document: it records an agreement, is a kind of ethical proof, yet 
the agreement itself is still conceptual, only as real as the structures and people willing 
to enforce it. And if you have stronger lawyers, or simply more expensive lawyers, that 
conceptual space can be reinterpreted. This is what makes contracts so interesting to 
me: in many ways, the lawyer operates like a conceptual artist inside the courtroom. I 
have personally been involved in court cases concerning my artworks in Istanbul, and 
I have seen how the speculative, interpretive logic of the courtroom resembles a form of 
conceptual art. The difference, of course, is that the consequences are materially real. The 
outcome can mean imprisonment, house arrest, fines, or other forms of punishment. There 
is always danger in contracts, but I still believe in their power to push institutions toward 
fulfilling their obligations. A contract can always be challenged, yet once it is written and 
signed, it cannot be ignored. 

What interests me most in this case is the distinction between a financial penalty and a 
statement penalty. The statement penalty concerns the surplus value of the institution 
itself — its integrity, credibility, and public identity. What institutions fear most, even if they 
try not to show it, is damage to their brand value. Once that value is called into question, 
the museum instinctively begins to defend itself, but often it defends the wrong things. 
It defends its logo, its walls, its physical building, because this is what PR departments 
and legal departments imagine the institution to be. But the institution is not made of its 
branding or architecture. The institution is made of public trust. It is built through sincere 
engagement with the public, especially during moments of crisis, not only during periods 
of stability and consensus.

When an institution fails that trust, recovery becomes extremely difficult. And that is 
exactly what this contract exposes. Once a museum loses public trust and meaningful 
public engagement, it loses its purpose. It may still have a budget and a building, but it loses 
its reason to exist. Especially since the ongoing genocide in Gaza, I think many Western 
museums have either already collapsed morally or are near collapsing. If they continue 
operating as though everything is business as usual, they will not survive.

NP: I am really interested in how you view the institution. When you speak on these things 
like the importance of the contract as creating a powerful historical document, and when 
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you speak on the individual, the artist, yourself in this case, being able to die with the 
artwork living on, I want to get more into how you see the intersection of the institution 
and of activism. Especially as social movements are oftentimes overtly anti-institutional. 
For you can the institution be used as a tool towards helping a grander social movement? 
Is historical documentation key? How do you see the role of the Institution when it comes 
to art and when it comes to activism?

AÖ: I come from a place where distrust of the state is almost instinctive, so grassroots 
collaboration becomes necessary by default. That does not mean, however, that we do 
not desire functional institutions, or that we do not hope to transform them one day into 
something genuinely ethical. I am not anti-institutional. But I am also not uncritically 
pro-institutional. We need to transform the very fabric of institutions. For instance the 
2015 occupation of the Maagdenhuis at the University of Amsterdam. What made it 
powerful was that it unfolded within the managerial center of the university itself. The 
occupation of the boardroom carried a symbolic rupture: dissent emerging from within 
the institution’s core. Similar actions have happened elsewhere as well, where protesters 
occupy administrative centers precisely because of their symbolic and political significance.

Occupations do not have to follow the standard methodologies. We cannot afford to 
endlessly repeat familiar protest formats. We need to seriously explore new methodologies 
of resistance, much in the spirit of what Bakunin was attempting in the nineteenth century. 
For me, encountering a new form of protest is not so different from encountering a new 
kind of work of art. I felt this during the Gezi uprising and later at Occupy Wall Street, 
where each movement experimented with new forms of expression and organization. Of 
course, governments evolved as well, often learning to appropriate activist tactics and turn 
them back against protesters.

We should keep in mind that the goal is to create transformation and have a long term 
impact every time that you act within an institution. So my approach really is pro-
institutional but in an antagonistic way. Institutions do not like this level of antagonism, 
they see it as you being a difficult person, but in fact antagonism is only about how we can 
improve institutions and make them more relevant, more functional, so more people can 
benefit from them. That’s how I approach it.

NP: And I see that very clearly in Bakunin’s Barricade. What would you say, then, to the 
argument about legitimizing the institution? Does it have to be taken on a case-by-case 
basis, or what do you think of the argument that participation within the institution also 
legitimizes all of the unethical aspects of it? 

AÖ: Yes, take the example of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam presenting itself as open 
and self-critical by placing political statements on the wall. For me, that gesture is not 
sincere in itself. Why? Because displaying opinions without accepting any real consequences 
or implementing structural change internally does not make an institution open-minded. 
The first step must be sincerity: demonstrating a willingness to take genuine risks, to accept 
critique, to integrate that critique into daily operations, and ultimately to transform the 
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way the institution functions. Otherwise, the institution merely performs conversation for 
the sake of appearance.

Maintaining the status quo is a lazy institutional practice, and showcasing criticism without 
operational change is equally lazy. The positive side is that audiences are not naïve; people 
are highly aware of when an institution is being unethical. For this reason, I do believe 
there is value in engaging with institutions and negotiating with them. At the same time, 
negotiation would not be possible when it inevitably reaches its limits.

Engagement with institutions is not simply a matter of legitimizing or rejecting them 
outright. There are stages. One can negotiate and renegotiate, but eventually a point may 
be reached where the institution reveals either that it lacks an ethical framework or that 
it is unwilling to uphold one. Returning to the example of the contract, its core principle is 
simple: the museum must meet with activists, make a public statement, and actively engage. 
When the institution attempts to evade responsibility or, through renegotiation, tries to 
dilute that responsibility even further, that is the moment the limit has been reached and 
another course of action becomes necessary.

When an institution reaches a point where it can only benefit while you, and society more 
broadly, gain nothing, then your own integrity is at risk. At that stage, withdrawal becomes 
necessary. For me, however, conditional withdrawal comes before total withdrawal. Many 
people immediately advocate for boycott or strike, and I respect that position. Personally, I 
prefer first to give the institution the benefit of the doubt to determine whether the people 
involved are sincere and whether change is still possible. 

After conditional withdrawal may come complete withdrawal, along with whatever further 
actions the situation requires. But it is important to first give institutions the opportunity to 
change, so that one is not too quick to dismiss them outright and so that every possibility 
for transformation has genuinely been explored. Working within or alongside an institution 
does not mean endorsing it as perfect; it simply means attempting to create change from 
within. If that effort fails, then public opposition becomes justified. Throughout the years 
I have seen many supposedly impossible changes become possible in practice. Every small 
transformation is a significant step toward the kind of future I imagine, and for now, that 
remains as my vision.

NP: We can start wrapping up, but I wanted to give you the space to respond to any 
criticisms or misstatements or misunderstandings, because so much has been said about 
the barricade both in public and just around these circles, so if there is anything you wish 
to address, please.

AÖ: Yes, there are a few things I want to clarify. It has been claimed that the decision 
not to loan the barricade in support of the protesters was my idea, but that is simply not 
true. It has also been said that using replicas instead of original works from the museum’s 
collection was my proposal, which is equally untrue. I also want to make clear that I do not 
support and never supported the decision by the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam to place 



146 CHALLENGING THE MUSEUM

our statements on the wall. To me, this represents a lazy institutional practice: presenting 
critique symbolically without committing to meaningful structural change.

I also believe it was a mistake to keep my work on display after the museum rejected 
the loan request. Likewise, inviting me to participate in the public program, as well as 
inviting the collective, was in my view another poor decision. Ultimately, though, I think 
the discussion needs to be depersonalized. This is not about me as an artist, nor about a 
single museum director, nor about the members of a collective. What matters is the broader 
historical and political trajectory of the idea itself, which goes back to Mikhail Bakunin, 
the original author of the concept.

What continues to amaze me is the contemporaneity of Bakunin’s proposal: how 
misunderstood it was in his own time, and how, so many years later, we are still discussing 
it with such urgency and relevance today.

NP: I have just one last question, since I think a lot of the audience of this book will be 
students or socially engaged people within Amsterdam, I am wondering if you have any 
final thoughts you want to share for upcoming artists and students on how to navigate 
institutionalism and the art world.

AÖ: Try to maintain clarity at all times. The status quo benefits when things become 
vague or obscured. It is precisely in moments of confusion that divisions emerge among 
us, allowing existing power structures to reinforce themselves. Be attentive to the shock 
doctrines being deployed and to the institutional tactics at play, because these are often 
signs of institutional insecurity.

When we come together and stop directing blame at one another, it becomes possible to 
reverse the hierarchy. Ethics, value, and legitimacy can then emerge from the bottom up. 
The first step is to recognize and reclaim the power we already possess, to understand 
clearly what we are confronting, and to think strategically about how collective power 
can be sustained over the long term. When you are individually targeted and left to deal 
with the consequences alone, those are often the moments when you feel weakest, most 
precarious, and closest to failure. Yet time usually reveals that clarity is difficult to grasp in 
the immediacy of crisis. Time extends beyond institutional support and financial resources; 
what matters is remaining strong in the present and trusting that understanding comes 
later.

If you are a student within a university, it may appear that the institution holds all the 
power, but this is not necessarily true. In many ways, the opposite can be the case. Be 
patient, prepare yourself for moments of crisis as much as possible, and stop treating crises 
as unexpected events. Instead, assume they will come and build solidarities in advance. We 
are witnessing countries collapsing and unions fragmenting, yet it is precisely in periods 
of instability and conflict that new forms of collective value can emerge. Institutions today 
are deeply insecure, and there is nothing more powerful than solidarity.
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SOLICITED RESPONSIVE STATEMENT BY 
THE DIRECTOR OF STEDELIJK MUSEUM 

AMSTERDAM

Rein Wolfs

I have read Art, Activism, Academia, including the chapters on the Stedelijk Museum and 
Bakunin’s Barricade. The publication raises important questions about the relationship 
between art, activism and public institutions.

These questions are not theoretical. They become very real when political urgency, artistic 
intentions and the responsibilities of a museum meet. I understand that the choices made 
by a museum at such moments may cause disappointment, frustration or anger.

A public museum must be able to face criticism. We should not stand outside the discussion 
or assume that our decisions need no further explanation. Criticism can be difficult, but it 
can also make us look more closely at our own position, at the limits of an institution and 
at what people expect from us.

A museum has responsibilities towards artists and artworks, towards the collection 
entrusted to its care, and towards its visitors, staff and the wider public. These 
responsibilities do not always point in the same direction. The choices that follow are 
therefore rarely straightforward, and they will not always convince everyone.

People will come to different conclusions about the role a museum should play in moments 
of political urgency. What matters to me is that we continue to listen, reflect and take part 
in that discussion openly and respectfully. I see this publication as part of that process.

Editor’s Note: Following the publicization of this book I reached out to Rein Wolfs, Director of 
the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, on Saturday, August 1st, 2026. I informed Rein of the book, 
it’s chapters on Bakunin’s Barricade, and their speaking on him. I asked Rein if he wished to 
include a statement for this book. Rein responded positively on Monday, August 3rd, 2026, 
with the above statement. It is included unabridged; unedited. This statement is added to Art, 
Activism, Academia in the first week of August, 2026. The wordy and capital-f Formal title 
was chosen by myself, in search of an unfound neutrality. Interpret it as you will.
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UTOPIA, INSTITUTION, DISCOURSE
Noah Pellikaan

We’re not advocating making this system better or fairer.
That’s not gonna happen!
We’re advocating system change.
-Sylvana Simons1

En zo langzamerhand
Kijk je toe hoe ik je stad overnam
-Sophie Straat, Groen Amsterdam

I feel alright
I feel alright
-The Stooges, 1970

The protest is a marker of fragmentary times. Times of dissent and disillusionment. The 
protest makes visible a rise of pain, anger, and lack of control. But the protest is not just a 
detached view of segments of a given society fragmenting; drifting away in hurried manner 
from some idealized-yet-impossible whole. The protest fragments those who partake in 
it. The protest is an experiential shift and perceptual break; living cognitive afterlives in 
all who it comes into contact with: from participants, police, and passersby, to those who 
see it by chance while doomscrolling or tuning in to the Nine O’Clock News. It is precisely 
because the protest as experiential form is so fragmentary, emotional, and immaterial, that 
it becomes incredibly difficult to come to terms with.

This article has been written, re-written, deleted in its entirety, and written again in many 
forms. The efforts began with a chronicling of recent protest histories at the University 
of Amsterdam (UvA), really on those which have taken place during my time at the 
university: CasualUvA, Cut Ties with Shell, and the pro-Palestine movement.2 This pursuit 
led to many great anecdotes: remembering fondly the first Amsterdam Academic Club 
occupation3 where faceless riot police in steel-toed boots put a burlap sack over my head, 
and while taking an angle grinder to my lock-on repeated the phrase “move and you lose 
a finger”; when, at an occupation some months later,4 we moshed to live music by Asociaal 
Kabaal in the REC ABC foyer and played a game of Anarchists v. Communists capture 
the flag with balaclavas; or those fleeting interactive moments and stupid grins you and a 
friend give each other when being walked to and from interrogation in the Meer en Vaart 

1	  Seawell 2021.
2	  Three of the most consequential, yet not to forget about advocacy for improved working 
conditions for contract staff from Vebego; the Anti-Kantine; transformation of the VOC-Zaal to the 
Kartinizaal, and the adjacent mobilizations around free OV; against government budget cuts and 
the militarization of academia; for more and improved student housing & study spaces, and the 
Kick Out Zwarte Piet, Abolish Frontex, and squatters’ movements.
3	  16 January 2023; Cut Ties with Shell (read: fossil fuel) movement.
4	  16 May 2023; Cut Ties with Shell movement.
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police station. However excerpts of my past are insufficient, and in times of protest putting 
memory to paper is hardly enough. Next, I thought a good route would be a turn to the 
theoretical. To work toward answering those big questions plaguing Left movements. To 
resolve why it feels we are in a constant state of playing catch-up. To answer: why do we 
not have what we want! This attempt, though, was overly-ambitious and far too abstract.

So after many tries and many unsatisfying texts I’ve settled on what feels most natural: to 
conjoin the fragmentary character of protest as form with a fragmentary literary formula. 
Here we turn to Dubravka Ugrešić’s enigmatic novel The Museum of Unconditional 
Surrender which, speaking on its own written segments, directs that: “If the reader feels 
that there are no meaningful or firm connections between them, let him [sic] be patient: 
the connections will establish themselves of their own accord. And one more thing: the 
question as to whether this novel is autobiographical might at some hypothetical moment be 
of concern to the police, but not to the reader”.5 How fitting. So perhaps this chapter should 
be read in a similar manner. Structured around three fragments, grounded in issues I have 
encountered during my experiences of protest, and accompanied by generative suggestions 
on how to combat them. This chapter is not anecdotal memoir, legally dubious auto-fiction, 
nor theory to end all theory. It’s an attempted remediation regarding interrelated topics, 
inspired by my own memories of resistance.

Our three fragments are as follows:

“Beware Utopianism.” reads a concise text message I received from former federal 
fugitive Mark Rudd on the 25th of May, 2026. 09:37 PST.

Beware Institutionalization, we learn from Miguel Amorós’ 2009 talk held at La 
Universitat Pirata de Viladecans.6 The title of this talk, which I enjoy immensely, is 
as follows: Institutional Control of Social Struggles.

Beware the Discursive as Deceptive, we see through a close reading of one brief 
statement from an administrative executive at the University of Amsterdam. May, 
2024.

5	  Ugrešić 1999: xi. Translated by Celia Hawkesworth.
6	  Pirate University of Viladecans; website here: https://viladecans.unilliure.cat/.

https://viladecans.unilliure.cat/
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Beware Utopianism
It is the strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very flow of time that 
will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time is neutral. It can be used either destructively or 
constructively.
-Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from A Birmingham Jail.

Two steps forward,
then three steps back
….
The end has no end,
the end has no end
-The Strokes, The End Has No End

“I am only satisfied if my spectators, shivering and shuddering, raise their hands or cover their 
eyes out of fear of ghosts and devils dashing towards them”7 infamously proclaimed Étienne-
Gaspard Robert,8 artist of the phantasmagoria who used “emotional lighting… sound 
effects… to make the dead speak”.9 In this old-age phantasmagoria lanterns and smoke 
may have induced horrific illusions of ghosts and skeletons as really existing amongst the 
audience, but it was not until Walter Benjamin’s theorizing that the phantasmagoria became 
something far more sinister: a harsh, critical analysis of teleological capitalist modernity.

Benjamin takes as a starting point Marx’s commodity as fetish and introduces Freudian 
theories on collective desires, examining expressive impositions of capital onto the societies 
it shapes. In Benjamin’s own words: 

Marx lays bare the causal connection between economy and culture. For us, what 
matters is the thread of expression. It is not the economic origins of culture that 
will be presented, but the expression of the economy in its culture.10

Crucially, the expression of economy in culture is manifested as a means of fluid self-
preservation. As a spectacle; distraction; illusion. A horrific one at that: a phantasmagoria. 
Max Pensky in Method and Time: Benjamin’s Dialectical Images phrases precisely the mode 
of economic expression in culture as a form of collective utopian fantasies:

Marx grasped the theological complexity of the commodity, but not the 
commodity’s status as a phantasmagoria; that is, as a delusional expression of 
collective utopian fantasies and longings, whose very mode of expression itself, as 
delusional, ensures that those same longings remain mere utopian fantasies.11

What I wish to focus on, and so centering Mark Rudd’s SMS: Beware Utopianism., are 

7	  qtd. Elder 2008: 104.
8	  1763-1837. Performed under the sneaky stage name of E.G. Robertson.
9	  Elder 2008: 104.
10	  Benjamin 1999: 460.
11	  Pensky 2004: 184.
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the collective utopian fantasies which constitute Benjamin’s phantasmagoria. These are 
fantasies of emancipation, of freedom, of a classless or horizontal society, perhaps. To 
answer the question of how the subject under (phantasmagoric) capitalism pursues this 
utopia, Benjamin answers: the everlong cycle of production and consumption. Equal parts 
exploitative and illusive.

The critical relation phantasmagoria holds to this chapter is the emphasis placed on 
teleology, which we may briefly conceptualize as: the theory and/or belief in a true or (pre-)
destined temporal endgame. Phantasmagoria ensures that we hold faith in “guaranteed 
progress”,12 in so doing engaging with a “dreamlife”,13 The result is a cyclical promise of 
unattainable utopia. Yet, as the architect Libero Andreotti reminds us: “phantasmagoria 
is an assembly of specters, or ghosts”.14

We on the Left may be aware of the phantasmagoric status of capitalisms, but in the same 
breath we must not fool ourselves by buying into a phantasmagoria of our own whose 
foundation is more so solidarity than commodity. Throughout my years in activism I have 
frequently seen what appears to be this same phantasmagoria reproducing itself within 
a left-wing anti-capitalist frame, as opposed to the consumerist context associated with 
the 20th century. Here I refer to the widespread utopian idealisms held by many of us 
on the Left who believe in an inevitability of positive15 emancipation of the masses. Left 
Phantasmagoria, we can call it. As fluid as the ebbs and flows of creative destruction16 may 
be, its phantasmagoric underpinnings are similarly so.

My claim, then, is of resemblances between Benjamin’s phantasmagoria and contemporary 
changemaking movements, which propound utopian ideals of their own: of an inevitability 
of progress; freedom; emancipation; the revolution. ‘From the River to the Sea, Palestine 
will be Free’, so goes the chant heard around the world, but there remains the need to 
acknowledge that this chant is useful for tactical reasons, yet not an objective truth. We 
cannot allow ourselves, for example, to believe that Palestine will be free, and in so doing buy 
into another teleological destiny. Such cognitive-perceptual practices are, then, Ontological 
Liberalism with an anticolonial twist. My argument is simply that the romantic talk of 
revolution, freedom, the hill in the distance, etc. mirrors the phantasmagoric discursive-
imaginative constructions encapsulating consumerist capitalism. 

There can be a positive organizational and emotional aspect to these narratives, to be 
certain; from recruiting others to the cause through idealism and hopeium, to enjoying 

12	  Pensky 2004: 182.
13	  Ibid.
14	  Andreotti 2017: 09:14-09:19.
15	  I use ‘positive’ throughout, acknowledging its inherent subjective nature, but validated 
through my speaking to a roughly aligned Left audience. ‘Positive’, then, is a remediation for my 
discomfort with the connotations of commodity associated with ‘productive’, and teleology associ-
ated with ‘progressive’.
16	  Schumpeter’s Gale: “the process that sees new innovations replacing existing ones that 
are rendered obsolete over time” (Adler 2019).
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speak of the revolutionary event over food and drink, to publicly instilling fearful caution 
in the weighty vestiges of a given ruling bloc. And there is also a significant, and not to be 
cast aside, consequence to disassociation from inevitable freedoms: the latency; lassitude; 
depression; hedonia and anhedonia; cynicism and nihilism which we have all seen far too 
often amongst those who come to the realization that hope is just a word and we are little 
more than material bodies in a physical world. I am therefore I am. Yet there nonetheless 
remains the political necessity to resist an urge toward divine faith in the likes of dialectical 
historicism as not analytic lens but invisible hand, as well as the linear progression toward 
any utopian futurity, much less so a holistic one. In doing so, we set ourselves up for failure. 
Progressive inevitability is a productive falsehood and its refutation opens up generative 
possibilities. Finding motivation not in a divine when, but in the joyful17 now. 

Latency; burnout; disillusionment are understandable reactions when facing seeming 
defeat, suppression, and censorship as an activist movement. To be a Left Activist, of 
course, means expending significant amounts of energy, mental and physical, for the sake 
of a cause which is grounded in strongly held moral convictions and solidarity-based 
beliefs in either the communality or absence of powers. To be an activist also means you 
typically are met with a forceful reaction from institutional pillars of liberalism; modes of 
social condemnation and normalization; the state itself, and its footsoldiers wearing police 
uniforms and prosecutor’s robes. The good news, however, is that with willful abandonment 
of notions of inevitability the space is opened for a politically generative alterity; a space 
I argue here is best filled with the simultaneous symbiotic model of Transnational18 

Advocacy-Hyperlocal Activity:

Transnational Advocacy: is to devote your activism to that which extends beyond 
(yet nonetheless may impact) your own daily polity, such as is the case with 
the Palestinian cause and the Cuba solidarity campaign; participation in mass 
platform exit, capital strike, and tax resistance; translation of literary works and 
subtitling resistance documentaries; becoming a hacker, saboteur, and v/blogger; 
engaging in urgent publishing,19 including generatively-focused interviews— all 

17	  Joyful here alludes to Hardt’s joyful encounter from Prison Time (Hardt 1997: 73), a 
constitutive step within Jean Genet’s new & emancipatory (revolutionary) event-encounter-cere-
monial temporal constitution (Hardt 1997: 76).
18	  Transnational here is to make explicit that the state holds little import when it comes 
to solidarity among the many. This is not inter- nor pluri-national advocacy, as we are not defined 
by the carceral regime of borders and vehement regulation of movement, nor by the illusions of 
patriotism and national identification which reinforce it; in so doing distracting from powers-that-
be. The transnational utterance is inspired by the political ideology of the Democratic Autonomous 
Administration of North and East Syria (DAANES) who, in the Rojava Information Center’s much 
discussed report Beyond the Frontlines: The Building of the Democratic System in North and East 
Syria acknowledge state relevance, yet operate decentered from it: “The democratic confederalist 
project of North and East Syria does not attempt to directly supplant a preexisting nation-state 
– in this case the Syrian state – but starts building power alongside the state, working towards 
democratization and federalization. The ultimate aim is that as the power of society grows, the 
state becomes obsolete and ceases to function both as an institution and as a mentality” (Rojava 
Information Center 2019: 15).
19	  For more on this see Tommaso Campagna, Marta Ceccarelli, & Carolina Valente Pin-
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of which open-source and freely available. To put it succinctly: the prong of 
transnational advocacy refers first to a recognition that we are individuals within 
an interconnected global reality, and then to the necessity of creating and curating 
wide-ranging networks which are stabilized through discourse, action, solidarity, 
and interpersonal relationships.20 Try cold emailing an iconographic hero of yours, 
it’s been working out great for me.

Hyperlocal Activity: refers to on-the-ground direct action21 where you are able to 
encounter the outcome of your laborious activism. This is not pursued through 
electoral office nor the fluctuation of global solidarity, but through motivated and 
ideally communal imminent change. Through direct action. Hyperlocal activity 
can mean guerilla gardening; lending your couch to someone who has nowhere to 
sleep that night; monkeywrenching22 to maintain and expand the shrinking nature 
around you; squatting an abandoned building; removing corporate advertisements; 
decommissioning cameras;23 certain forms of volunteering; speaking to strangers; 
going offline, and building community where you are, when you are. Hyperlocal 
activity focuses on the here and now. It is not haptic per se, but does emphasize 
a return to materiality; the import of tangibility, a sensorial experience with the 
outcome of your work, and a mutually beneficial relationship with the natural.

The model of Transnational Advocacy-Hyperlocal Activity aims to engage in the following 
remediations: what was once the illusion of teleologism should be replaced by longer-term 
grand struggles, even if direct outcomes from the work of you, yourself are infrequently 
seen (found more so in Transnational Advocacy), and the depressive latency of defeat or 
lack of result from expended efforts is combatted through direct, close-to-home positive 
developments (found more so in Hyperlocal Activity).

Both prongs of this model are intertwined, neither solitary nor defined within a fixed box. 
This two-pronged symbiosis is how I have been coping with my own struggles of latency 
and anhedonia following lawful repression and immaterial change24 which defined a wide 

to’s 2025 INC Etherport publication: .expub: Exploring Expanded Publishing, and it’s first chapter  
“Manifesting Expanded Publishing”. Or consider the Experimental Publishing program at the Piet 
Zwart Institute.
20	  As opposed to the predominant network models under cubical corporatism and digi-
modernism: institutionalized titular identification and the emptiness of technologically mediated 
parasociality, respectively.
21	  David Graeber, in a great interview on Charlie Rose, explains direct action and its 
contrast from protest as such: “Protests are kind of appealing to the powers that be to be nicer…. if 
you have a community that doesn’t have drinking water because there’s no well, normal political 
action [is] you go to the governor and you sign a petition, or you could even blockade their house, 
but that still isn’t direct action. Direct action is you go off and dig the well yourself, and dare them 
to stop you” (Rose 2006: 05:49-06:21).
22	  See: Ecodefense: A Field Guide to Monkeywrenching, I’ve heard good things of Edward 
Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang as well (thanks, Sikle).
23	  More around this in the broadly diffused Rabble.org.uk zine In Defense of Smashing 
Cameras: “We are making ourselves vulnerable to attack”!
24	  Or lack thereof.
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breadth of my own activistic experience. There are many benefits to the model: doing 
away with the danger of ‘all will be alright in the end’ thinking via replacing it with a 
truism of ‘things may be better now, if you make them’; combating defeatism and loneliness 
by bringing to the fore relational connectivity and purpose-driven changemaking, and, 
vitally, engendering real and impactful change on both the short- and long-terms through 
community and network curation.

In sum: abandon Left Phantasmagoria, embrace Transnational Advocacy-Hyperlocal 
Activity.

Beware Institutionalization
Here is a land full of power and glory
Beauty that words cannot recall
-Phil Ochs, Power and Glory

I said, neat, neat, neat
-The Damned, Neat Neat Neat

the revolution come and all the feds start runnin’
-Noname, Rainforest

Miguel Amorós’ influential talk at the Pirate University of Viladecans, a visceral postulation 
against institutionalization and a scathing rebuke of “so-called participatory democracy”,25 

opens with precisely the articulation I have been searching for myself, as the past year 
occupied me with an internal debate on what to do with the institution. Amorós sets the 
stage with these following lines:

Except in situations of imminent danger to the system of domination, when 
all the rules of the game are suspended and only class violence is decisive—a 
kind of generalized zero-tolerance—institutions have sought to integrate protest 
movements rather than repress them, staking out a space within which they can 
operate and providing them with channels for communication.26

To those who may not have been in a situation where your social movement faces 
institutionalization, the idea that institutions integrate rather than repress may seem a 
successful development. A step in the right direction. However, when thinking of such I 
am reminded of a brief conversation I had with Gloria Wekker after she took part in a 
panel discussion hosted by the International Institute of Social History for their Palestine 
in Focus27 series. We discussed the University of Amsterdam and I had asked how to 

25	  Amorós 2009. H. Rap Brown once said: “what better way to enslave a man [sic] than to 
give him the vote and call him free?” (H. Rap Brown (1968) talks about economics and revolution-
ary politics 01:27-01:30).
26	  Amorós 2009.
27	  The speakers were Omar Barghouti, Gloria Wekker, and Pepijn Brandon. Moderated by 
Jeff Handmaker (International Institute of Social History 2024). As an aside: Omar Barghouti, PhD 
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positively shape this domineering institution. Wekker took a moment to laugh, noted her 
spearheading of the 2016 Let’s do Diversity28 report, and then responded, in no uncertain 
terms, that: ‘the UvA is a lost cause, that institution is entirely resistant to change’. To see 
how the diversity report— an institutional outcome of the radical-activistic Maagdenhuis 
2015 demands— was treated by the UvA, look no further than the chapter in this book by 
Tashina Blom, who was then a research assistant for the diversity commission. Blom, in 
brief terms, outlines the all-too-present means by which institutionalization neutralizes 
radical demands through the likes of committee-death and malimplementation:

committee reports were all but ignored, shoved into drawers to collect dust. Or 
worse, the proposals they contained were misinterpreted and perverted to build 
yet more top-down managerial layers onto a broken system. Our dreams did not 
turn into tumbleweed, worse than that, they turned into new managers.29

Amorós too refutes institutional integration of protest movements as a step forward and 
rather claims that such institutions have moved from mechanisms of control to empty 
symbolism; perhaps a phantasmagoric status, even:

The traditional mechanisms of integration and control— parties, trade unions and 
public interest groups and, along with them, parliaments, labor negotiations and 
forums for public consultation30…. [from the 1980s onwards] represented nothing 
but a fictitious, implausible, false and spectacular protest.31

Consequently, for “real protest, the institutionalized opposition is the problem, the enemy, 
and the main threat”.32 Institutionalized opposition here is to mean the tensions, sabotages, 
and slow-deaths which movements for change face from within following their induction 
into the institution. The attitude we as activists commonly hold toward institutional 
induction is well summated by Pascale Dufour et. al. in their writings on French student 
protests in stating that: 

candidate at the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis (ASCA) and co-founder of the Boycott, 
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement, attended a plenary meeting of the Central Student 
Council of the UvA on June 13th, 2024. This meeting resulted in that council favorably passing mo-
tions to endorse and practice BDS. Some time prior to this in the same academic year, the general 
assembly of ASVA Studentenvakbond (Amsterdam student union) also passed a motion to adopt 
BDS.
28	  Wekker, et. al. 2016.
29	  Blom 2026: 23.
30	  The UniversiteitsForum, another outcome of MH2015, is an exemplary consideration 
here (Universiteit van Amsterdam). For any who would point out that the UniversiteitsForum is 
precisely the model of direct democracy which many claim we lack, note that the forum has not 
one binding power nor codified regulatory right. The UniversiteitsForum, then, is deliberative de-
mocracy without the democracy. While true that of the Executive Board typically the Rector Mag-
nificus, Chair, or both will attend, it would be a mistake to conflate a monarch holding court with a 
restructuring of dynamics of power. I say this as someone who used to sit on the agenda committee 
(agendacommissie) of the UniversiteitsForum.
31	  Amorós 2009.
32	  Ibid.



156 UTOPIA, INSTITUTION, DISCOURSE

Grassroots social movement activists often view institutionalization with suspicion. 
They fear being coopted into state institutions, being forced to accept the rules of 
negotiation with state actors, and losing their autonomy.33

Touché, Pascale. It is worth explicating that these fears are not resultant from thin air, but 
rather based on a breadth and longevity of experience with cooptation of demands for 
radical, emancipatory change. This nowadays frequently takes the form of participatory 
(representative) democracy,34 whether on the scale of state or university, as an end all be 
all which presupposes the impossibility or non-existence of direct democracy— alongside 
the slow poison of incrementalism and an antagonistic public relations campaign to match.35

As many in activist spheres work to figure the institution, that question of extent of 
participation, and the up- and down- sides of institutionalization, we should elaborate on 
what forms institutionalization of social movements may look like. One such enumeration 
comes from Lorenzo Bosi in his writings on Northern Irish civil rights movement as: 

the process of inclusion in the terrain of formal politics of some of its ideas (i.e. 
movement concerns come to be recognized as legitimate within mainstream 
politics and/or among the general public), personnel (i.e. activists gain positions 
within political parties, committees, and/or the civil service), or whole movement 
strands (i.e. sections of the movement that establish political parties).36

All three of these aspects: integration of ideas, personnel, and whole movement strands 
are consistent and valid concerns held by many in the grassroots. What I wish to focus on 
going forward is perhaps found under the umbrella of Bosi’s ‘movement strands’, although 
is arguably free-floating as well: the extent to which institutionalization manifests not 
in movements joining an existing institution, but as a movement becoming segmented or 
indoctrinated into institutional modalities of being. Such a relation tends to affect the means 
and extent to which movements both operate and advocate.

My fear of an institutional entanglement within social movements is as follows: the social 
activistic organ, institutionalized by varying means of legal status and cooperation with 

33	  Dufour, et. al. 2025: 9.
34	  “So-called participatory democracy is not democracy at all. It is not established to 
defend a general interest on the basis of a concrete instance of aggression, but to negotiate between 
particular interests that are in conflict, those of the groups of the affected populations and those 
of the corporate-government nexus. It does not arise from anti-developmentalist struggles, but 
from efforts to contain them” (Amorós 2009). And later on: “Participatory democracy merely sets 
some new institutional limits…. Thus, it plays the hardly honorable role of blocking the resurgence 
of real democracy, or territorial self-management” (ibid.). Amorós, interestingly enough, is one 
in a renascent tradition of recent years advocating an emphasis on collective land ownership as 
means of capital resistance: seen in the Land Back (#LandBack) indigenous movements in pres-
ent-day Australia, Canada, and the United States; Amsterdam Alternative’s Vrij Beton project, and 
left-electoralists like William Lawrence.
35	  More on PR constructions in the successive segment of this text.
36	  Bosi 2016: 339.
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the state or its offshoots, is then burdened with the exhaustion of administrative and 
bureaucratic impositions, which tend to whittle down subversive capability and goal, 
stabilize energy, neutralize discourse, and stultify the adrenal component of the radical. 
Moreover, in such a process of interaction within (state) institutions, a series of carceral 
and normalizing methods are fomented: paper trail, surveillance, and legal accountability,37 
such as with a KvK38 number and formal board structure which imposes not only fiscal, 
judicial, and regulatory norms and stricture (the stricture of structure) upon changemaking 
organs, but in so doing tends toward a fold into minutiae as opposed to keeping one’s eye 
on the prize: systemic revolution. We are left with the uncomfortable question: to what 
extent can movement stand still?

What I find so resonant and compelling with Amorós are his foundational overtures to the 
newfound status of capital and the urgency of the now. Amorós minces no words in speaking 
on the likes of contemporary (then-2009) capitalism as “[bankrupting] the mechanisms 
of political integration and control”39 in order to “[indoctrinate] the individual only… as 
a consumer and as a tourist”.40 For Amorós the institutions conceived of in mainstream 
imagination as advocates for the middle and working classes were not only deceptive in the 
domain of social (re-)organization to begin with, but have evolved to hold this vacuous-
phantasmic status in the flux of neoliberal times. When reading the institution through 
Amorós we must be of the mind that in past eras the institution was at best incrementalist 
and co-optational and at worst carceral, sure, however he so severely postulates against 
institutionalization of social movements in the Now because the institution has become, 
moreover, a fallible, sidelined, and irrelevant spectacle— cast aside by the intensity and 
ubiquity of contemporaneous financialization.

Amorós’ final statement is perhaps his most explicit and volatile condemnation of the 
institution yet:

In conclusion, any struggle that does not challenge the model of capitalist society 
is condemned to reinforce it. No one can be unaware of the fact that the dominant 
economic interests are radically opposed to those of the inhabitants, nor can 
anyone be unaware of the fact that the political system in which these conflicts 
occur is not bourgeois democratic, but totalitarian. Therefore, the forms of 
institutional representation are in the direct service of capital and are incompatible 
with the horizontal democracy of the assemblies, which is the only real democracy 
for the oppressed.41

To restate: The forms of institutional representation are in the direct service of capital.

37	  Not accountability to a common, but to the judicial state. Common here conceptualized 
as that which is “neither public nor private, neither state nor market” (Hardt 2012: 14:56–15:01).
38	  Kamer van Koophandel/Chamber of Commerce. My condolences, Anielek.
39	  Amorós 2009.
40	  Ibid.
41	  Ibid.
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To restate: Any struggle that does not challenge the model of capitalist society is condemned 
to reinforce it.

And so the question of compatibility resurfaces. Of how and to what extent a movement 
should, or could, be institutionalized while remaining faithful to its moral-ideological 
selfhood. The text we delved into is of course limited in form as a transcribed talk, and even 
so there are always situational problematics which cannot be anticipatorily delineated. We 
do not look to a theorist for tailor-made answers to our specific situation, but only to open, 
initially or anew, different modes of perceiving and thinking through. While personally 
I do not align with Amorós unwaveringly, he has helped my thought surrounding the 
institution to develop. Concisely: I see the use of institutionalization and the allure of it (e.g. 
mainstreamization, financing, ease of access), however, when attempting a true radicality, 
the institution is not this site of action.

Amorós’ polemics embolden my own perspective, developed through working within 
institutions such as the University of Amsterdam,42 where I was clocking in full time 
attempting to enact positive and lasting change internally, only for such attempts to be 
rendered moot— all the while demonstrating at, being beaten at, and thrice detained at, 
that same University of Amsterdam. And with the exploration I have been conducting 
recently into the Not Surprised Collective’s loan request of Ahmet Öğüt’s artwork Bakunin’s 
Barricade from the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam,43 and seeing how this museum— which 
attempts(/ed) to position themselves as socially engaged and ethically coded— preferred 
to reverse course on their pro-Ukraine, pro-Queer, and pro-Black Lives Matter stances44 

rather than to speak out against Genocide,45 my faith in institutions, already underwater, 
accelerated in its solubility.

To begin concluding this segment on institutionalization I wish to explicate that the 
institution as counter-revolutionary does not necessitate that the institution acts as 
aggressor or saboteur on the plane of the conscious absolute. There are certainly practical 
upsides to the institution: Sam Hamer notes in his interview in this book that the decision to 
pursue a strike at the UvA through the FNV46 rather than as wildcat action was influenced 

42	  e.g. on their Algemene Instellingsbonden Ethische Commissie (AIEC/General Institutional 
Ethics Committee) amongst other empty organs.
43	  See the three chapter series in this book for more on the topic.
44	  Discussed overtly in the interview with the Not Surprised Collective for this book.
45	  See Francesca Albanese’s 2024 Anatomy of a Genocide and the 2025 report of the 
United Nations Human Rights Council’s Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East Jerusalem, and Israel titled: Legal analysis of the 
conduct of Israel in Gaza pursuant to the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 
of Genocide.
46	  Federatie Nederlandse Vakbeweging/Federation of Dutch Trade Unions. In the spirit 
of transparency, I am in my 5th year of membership with the FNV. The institutional trade union 
should nonetheless be subject to criticism for that which it does not advocate, and those who 
it does not represent: “Trade unions need to take a long, hard look at themselves and ask who 
they actually represent” (Verbrugge 2026) cautions Jos Verbrugge when speaking on the FNV’s 
non-advocacy for D4 junior lecturers at the UvA. Note that non-institutional alterities exist re-
garding the union: Kunstbond and Platform BK are exemplary within the Dutch creative context.
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by the monetary and legal support which the institutional trade union could offer. And 
Ahmet Öğüt in his interview in this book describes himself as institutionally skeptical, 
sometimes aggressive, even. Yet nonetheless pro-institutional for a number of reasons: 
the historical documentation and preservation that tends to be offered, as well as the 
mainstream credibility and temporal longevity. For Ahmet, to be a marginalized voice 
within the institution means there is the potential to amplify your previously outsider 
perspective, whereas if you were not to fill such a role, it may instead be used to validate 
an alternative perspective which is antithetical to your own. In my interview with the 
Not Surprised Collective in this book, Sepp Eckenhaussen presents a pragmatic take on 
the institution— for Sepp, to abandon the institution not only abandons all of good work 
that has been done to make it conducive for a public47 good, but would also leave the door 
wide open for an authoritarian takeover, without pushback. And Alina Lupu sees finding 
and exploiting the cracks in institutions as one potential step of many in our long-term 
struggle. All good points.

From my own perspective, the institution can result in continuous knowledge flows 
(institutional memory) and personnel preservation. Yet this tends toward static modes 
of operating, stale ontological perspectives, and hierarchies of both seniority and Human 
Resources (HR) structuring. All factors which may aid in, yet simultaneously come into 
tension with, the innovative necessity of changemaking.

And so the institution, ever-incremental, reliant on compatibility within the capitalist 
state, and resistant to change, seems generally counterintuitive to revolutionary action. The 
upsides which institutions promise are frequently available outside of them, with the help of 
emancipation-minded communities. Willem Jebbink in his interview for this book speaks 
on emergent opportunities for affording judicial recourse (mutual aid, crowdfunding, 
and ethically-oriented lawyers48), and there are alterities for financing abound, they just 
need to have a real buy-in from communities who are unafraid and able to take that 
step: Decentralized Autonomous Organizations offer a great solution, as examined in 
Inte Gloerich’s 2025 INC Etherport publication Artists, Activists, and Worldbuilders on 
Decentralised Autonomous Organisations.49 The historical archive is of immense import, 
but we also know that institutional archives tend to present specific narratives: “Foucault 
sees archives as instruments of control, as constituting the ‘condition of possibility’ of 
discursive production”50 note Ann Rigney & Daniele Salerno in their introduction to 
Archiving Activism in the Digital Age. Or in Michel’s own words: “the archive is first the 
law of what can be said”.51 Every item archived brings with it an infinity of voices left-out,52 

47	  What of the common!
48	  Who have the capacity to engage in pro-bono/reduced-cost work, that is. In our envi-
ronments Prakken d’Oliveira, Jebbink Soeteman Advocaten, and Public Interest Litigation Project 
(PILP) are exemplary.
49	  Not to mention funds from activist-minded sources such as Alert Fund; Het Actiefonds; 
Guerilla Foundation, and the Institute for Anarchist Studies (IAS).
50	  Rigney and Salerno 2024: 8.
51	  Foucualt 2002: 145.
52	  And so I refer you to the great work done on figuring the anarchive by Carina Zaayman, 
such as in Anarchival Practices (2023) and Seeing What is Not There: The Anarchive (2026).
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which becomes increasingly problematic when such archives are under control or influence 
of the state and/or market.53 And so, the institutionalization of archive is not a necessity, 
but a frequently-constrictive happenstance. Otherwhere archival practices are held dear 
and found with surprising frequency in all sorts of anti-institutional physical spaces and 
digital networks, frequently accompanied with that which is typically taken as unserious 
and unscientific by the institutional archive, such as artistic praxis and oral tradition.

And so the institution has upsides, yes, but such positives are not only existent beyond 
the institution, but are actually frequently muted within institutions through hard power 
(e.g. judicial-taxational oversight and HR structuring) and soft power (e.g. indebtedness 
to funding sources and housing/hosting services). It can be a conducive development to 
utilize the institution when possible, certainly. But will we find the change we seek through 
these same institutions? Certainly not.

From an episode of Sepp Eckenhaussen’s podcast Art in Permacrisis:

There’s always something that you can gain through the institution. And also 
simply trying to make change within the institution can be a radicalizing 
experience. You can create and grow networks through these. But I do not think 
that a grand societal change will come from an institution. I also don’t think that 
we can expect the institution to allow its own dissolution. And the institution 
would always turn authoritarian before it becomes emancipatory.54

It is undoubtedly difficult in many instances, especially as academics and/or artists, to be 
void of the institution, or to operate outside of it. I myself hypocritically enough study at a 
university, and conduct research at a different one.55 However, alternatives always exist,56 
and encountering them requires the conscious wherewithal to do so. It is important to 
note that lack of time and thinning finances need not be entirely restrictive circumstances 
for aversion to alterity— depending on which avenue you investigate and how so. Alterity 
as opposed to institutionality is where, when explored as a common, the means and 
motivation may be found for a real and eventual system change. The takeaway from this 
section is twofold: 

In sum: beware institutionalization, explore alterity.

53	  False dichotomy?
54	  Eckenhaussen 2026.
55	  Temporary endeavors.
56	  Murray Bookchin is exemplary of lived alterity for those with anti-institutional aca-
demic-activistic pursuits.
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Beware the Discursive as Deceptive57

If you’re angry you still feel hope for something
-Kat Abughazaleh58

You must take over your institutions, your schools!
-H. Rap Brown, then-Chair of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee59

Free Huey Rally, 1968.

“Power is the ability to define a phenomenon and make it act in a desired manner”.60 This 
is how Huey P. Newton61 conceptualizes power, as verbalized by Bobby Seale62 at a Peace 
and Freedom Party63 rally.

“Power is the ability to define a phenomenon and make it act in a desired manner”.64 
Power, then, is a discursive (“define”), engaged (“phenomenon”), forceful (“make”; “act”) 
imposition (“desired manner”). “Power is the ability to define a phenomenon and make 
it act in a desired manner”.65

The phenomenon at hand is, as Seale notes directly afterwards in the same speech, “social 
phenomenon”.66 The “it” in question is not phenomenon (after all, one cannot make a 
phenomenon act. Influence its conditions of possibility, sure. But exert absolute control? 
Under no circumstances), but precisely that posited definition of a given phenomenon.

“Power is the ability to define a phenomenon and make it act in a desired manner”.67 Power 
is an exertion, a usage, a tool, an ability. The ability to provide not a conceptualization 
nor elaboration, but a definition. To represent a phenomenon, from the perspective of the 
powerful actor, as fact. As definitive. And to make that definition act in a desired manner. 
Not to make it be received in a desired manner, which is handled on the intake-end of 
receiving subject, and so out of the control of the output-generating power-user.

We read Newton’s conceptualization of power as discursive: a practice which engages with 
the cognitive, perceptual, and imaginative. Power is a tool utilized in order to construct 

57	  Or, the Power of Public Relations.
58	  The Progressive Takeover ft. Kat Abughazaleh | The JAAM Ep. 47 25:55-25:58.
59	  H. Rap Brown died during the making of this book on the 23rd of November, 2025. H. 
Rap Brown died while incarcerated under what Bobby Seale described as “this jive jive jive rotten 
racist United States” (Roots Preserved 01:14-01:19).
60	  Roots Preserved 16:26-16:35. A conceptualization of power I feel is very fitting with a 
statement made by Alana Osbourne at a Spui25 event when speaking on ‘the Elite’. Osbourne pro-
vokes: “who has the capacity to shape a specific narrative at a given moment?” (Osbourne 2026).
61	  Then-Minister of Defense of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. This speech was 
in the midst of the Free Huey campaign, during Newton’s lengthy unjust imprisonment.
62	  Then-Chair of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense.
63	  Website: PeaceandFreedom.US.
64	  Roots Preserved 16:26-16:35.
65	  Ibid.
66	  Roots Preserved 16:40-16:43.
67	  Roots Preserved 16:26-16:35.

https://peaceandfreedom.us/index.php/about-us/about-peace-and-freedom
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subjectivities, characterizations, and worldviews, here with an emphasis on public relations 
and image building. Influenced by Newton’s discursive power, I am engaging a methodology 
of close reading,68 and employing a hermeneutics of suspicion69 to analyze a public 
statement from the hierarchal administrative executive at the University of Amsterdam. 
This methodology is utilized in order to best draw out precisely those hidden and subtle 
modes by which power is exercised, and disguised, in the everyday. The following statement 
emerged during May of 2024— the period of maximal localized intensity regarding the 
pro-Palestine movement. The first UvA encampment was on the 6th of May, followed by 
an occupation lasting from the 7th – 8th, a gargantuan strike on the 13th, and a rapid series 
of actions preceding, between, and following these dates.

The statement in question is found in an interview by Dirk Wolthekker, editor of UvA 
newspaper70 Folia, with then-Chair of the Executive Board Geert ten Dam who was to 
retire by the end of that month. While much has been said of the university using state 
apparati (pressing charges;71 information sharing;72 coordination with the ‘triangle’73 of 
police, public prosecution service, and the mayor of Amsterdam74); hard power (policies of 
social probation,75 and forms of suspension, expulsion, firings, or contract non-renewals), 
and soft power (PR campaigns regarding the use of face masks by protestors,76 diverting the 
conversation away from protest aims to cost of damages,77 and implicit or overt pressures 
on staff not to speak out78), of yet the everydayness of statements from nodes of power has 
been left unexamined within our context.79

68	  “[E]xamining closely the language of a literary work or a    section of it” (Culler 2010: 
20).
69	  “The hermeneutics of suspicion is a term coined by Paul Ricoeur to describe the prac-
tice of reading texts against the grain to expose their repressed or hidden meanings” (Felski 2011: 
215). The hermeneutics of suspicion is described by Jernej Markelj as the “dominant form of 20th 

century critique” (Markelj 2026); a form subject to the plea of Anna-Verena Nosthoff that we 
“need to return to this unmasking” (ibid.).
70	  Folia is culturally accepted as the UvA newspaper due its longevity and ‘official’ status 
e.g. €604.000/year budget from UvA (Universiteit van Amsterdam 15 December 2026), as opposed 
to the likes of (currently, but not necessarily) defunct student paper YoUvA Today (Stolk 2024).
71	  For instance for putting up posters (Schoenmacker 2025), or interrupting the powerful 
(NOS News 2025).
72	  e.g. TU Delft giving identificatory information of students and staff to the police, and 
without notifying such individuals (Bonger 2026).
73	  More on this in the addenda RE: Protocol Occupation and Blockades.
74	  Though notably still an inadequate relation per the Berenschot Report (Berenschot B.V. 
2025).
75	  An innovation of then-program director of the Amsterdam University College (AUC) 
Martin van Hees (Hees 2024). While not publicly available, one such document will be attached as 
addenda.
76	  See: Universiteit van Amsterdam 14 April 2025 in bibliography.
77	  For instance in Meijerink 27 May 2025 and Universiteit van Amsterdam 06 November 
2024. I speak briefly on the bad faith of their cost calculation in footnote 7 in the interview with 
Image Acts Collective for this book.
78	  A recent example: I heard from a student who works with some managerial figures at 
the UvA that this student was sat down and asked not to participate in protest (against UvA) given 
their occupational role.
79	  At least publicly, extensively, critically, and/or to my knowledge.
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Below is a brief set-up by Wolthekker, and then our literary analysand- the statement of 
ten Dam. While this interview occurred during the height of tumult surrounding the UvA, 
ten Dam’s 65-word remark is all that she says on the topic:

Geert ten Dam would have liked to leave in a different way, without the 
disturbances, occupations, and violence of the last few weeks, and without 
everyone’s emotion and frustration - including hers - about the war between 
Israel and Hamas. “We always tried to prevent the war from coming to campus. It 
happened anyway. Maybe we could have done more, although we tried endlessly to 
de-escalate, but you have to draw the line somewhere. I can’t get the videos of the 
terrible violence here on our campuses out of my head. This is no different, and it 
will be true for many staff and students”.80

“We have always tried” presumes an unspecified “We”, which serves to ensure that ten 
Dam is not seen as a subject-at-fault by alluding to a broader yet unidentified authority. 
This is succeeded by an unelaborated “always tried”, which serves to bolster reputation, 
implying serious work ethic, yet acting in a simultaneously elusive manner by providing 
no information on what has been “tried”, much less how, where, when, or to what effect.

“to prevent” places the prior unspecified “we” as a protectorate; guardian. This also 
contains two very intriguing presuppositions which speak to an ideological positioning 
of the executive(s):

Firstly that there should be a prevention (of “the war from coming to campus”). While 
the buzz around town at UvA, especially in this time frame, was significantly about 
internationalization; the international character of the university, and the role of science in 
society,81 there is nonetheless here an unchallenged and undefended notion that something 
as significant a worldwide event as the genocide of Palestine (for ten Dam: “the war”), 
should not “come” to the university. What is especially worth investigating is the implicit 
ideological differentiation made between the university as a site of detached exploration 
of knowledge (what takes place in textbooks and seminar groups, and where wars and 
genocides may be subject to inquiry), as opposed to the university as social space, which 
should, then, remain neutral, bland, and sealed off from both the research conducted 
within the walls of the academy, as well as the occurrences and shapely tides emerging 
outside of those same walls. In short: the university as social space is not social at all, 
but liminal. This social-scientific non-relation is emphasized, for example, throughout 
contemporary administrative advancements such as in the anti-social, compartmentalizing 
campus development (huisvesting) policies, which aim to centralize faculty clusters (and so 

80	  Wolthekker 2024.
81	  See fellow UvA executive board member Peter-Paul Verbeek’s speech at the 391st Dies 
Natalis celebration titled: “The social university in a science driven society: a plea for space in 
between” (Universiteit van Amsterdam 2023). This conversation was spurred on by the Cut Ties 
with Shell movement and an emphasis placed on third party collaborations.
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sell off or cease tenancy of: Universiteitsbibliotheek Singel;82 Bungehuis;83 P.C. Hoofthuis;84 
Spui25;85 Maagdenhuis86), and in turn build up modernist misconfigurations such as 
Roeterseiland ABC & V. As Bor van Zeeland pleads: “Neem publieke waarden mee in je 
vastgoedstrategie!”.87 To summate: ten Dam’s normative positive presupposition regarding 
the external event speaks to an alien character of the (neoliberal) university, as exemplified 
through flawed pedagogical perspectives on the relationship (or lack thereof) between 
science-society-space, and exemplified by the likes of geolocational and aesthetic decisive 
policies regarding campus development.

Secondly that it is possible to prevent. This is a misconception. Rather, the external event 
could not ever be anywhere other than as well as in your space of immanence, and the 
event is thus a question of extent. That (accentuated by the international character of 
the university) “the war” was ever somewhere else to begin with, attempts to refute the 
truism that “the war” is, then, of course at the university— and to presume otherwise is an 
ignorance to the vast swaths of those a part of UvA as social space who have been impacted 
in ways direct and indirect, relational and ideological.88 The UvA, as the largest university 
in the Netherlands, and as one which has actively embedded itself deeply within local and 
national political spheres, cannot, then, in good faith claim that the genocide in Palestine 
could not reach this specific university environment. As if the UvA is simultaneously a 
major socio-economic player nationally and a hermetically sealed classroom containing 
an idealized-imaginary academic whose character is solely that of researching individual, 

82	  Already empty and soon sold (Wolthekker 2025). Here’s something which is interesting 
yet has never been made public: the Joint Assembly (Gezamenlijk Vergadering—central represent-
ative body of all students and non-managerial staff at UvA), asked, twice, months apart and in 
different documentation, to UvA Finance, Planning, and Control (FP&C) in academic year 2023-
24 if there were any plans or conversations surrounding the selloff or purposeful emptying of the 
UB Singel and P.C. Hoofthuis, to which the Executive Board responded negatively. Negatively, but 
not truthfully, it seems. I would say someone should do a Woo request on this (https://www.uva.
nl/over-de-uva/organisatie/juridische-zaken/wet-open-overheid/wet-open-overheid.html), but 
what’s the point?
83	  Long gone. Occupation evicted in order to become an exclusive club! (NOS News 2015).
84	  Rapidly emptied as it stands, with such huisvesting policies already costing the occupa-
tional livelihoods of the much beloved Linda and Rick at Smeer ‘em (Hemmer 2026). The aim is 
for PCH to be sold around 2031, I hear from reputable sources. Petition against the closure of the 
PCH library found here: https://petities.nl/petitions/red-de-pc-hoofthuis-bibliotheek?locale=nl.
85	  Whose use as academic-cultural event space may be moved to Binnengasthuisterrain, 
it’s been murmured amongst those with knowledge of plans at hand. Current Huisvestingsplan 
(May ’26) gives little info, found in bibliography.
86	  Same sitch as PCH: 2031. Yet with Maagdenhuis sold, administrators nab an added 
benefit as the tangible iconic site of internal resistance is rendered moot. Did you know: following 
May ’24 an extensive (expensive) renovation and upgrade of the MH security desk and appara-
tus was performed, including the instillation of outward-facing cameras, surveilling civil society. 
UvA has been fighting tooth and nail against freedom of information requests from UvA Staff for  
Palestine affiliates to reveal how much is spent on security services (Khaddari 2026). Not enough 
funds for educational imperatives such as the Yiddish Language and Culture course (Hoes 2026), 
nor the Master’s in Latin-American Studies (Hochgemuth 2026), however.
87	  Zeeland 2026. English: Incorporate public values into your real estate strategy!
88	  “We are witnessing the world’s first livestreamed genocide” I remember Omar Bargh-
outi saying in an afternoon speech at the Roeterseiland encampment on the 6th of May, 2024.

https://www.uva.nl/over-de-uva/organisatie/juridische-zaken/wet-open-overheid/wet-open-overheid.html
https://www.uva.nl/over-de-uva/organisatie/juridische-zaken/wet-open-overheid/wet-open-overheid.html
https://petities.nl/petitions/red-de-pc-hoofthuis-bibliotheek?locale=nl
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not productive citizen nor emotional being. Furthermore, such a framing indicates “the 
war” as external invasive force in of itself, and establishes on the plane of the discursive 
an engendered view of UvA as a priori neutral; self-contained entity-at-peace, unjustly 
under siege. This ignores even the potential that UvA is culpable89 through fiscal, social, 
diplomatic,90 and/or scientific means, in the ongoing91 genocide as well as underlying 
systems of racial segregation and apartheid.92

“the war” is of course a widely occurrent political phraseological choice which attempts, 
or rather knowingly presents itself as, an apolitical neutrality— avoiding a feeling of 
controversy through non-inclusion of identities, states, (dis-)proportionality, nor polarizing 
terms such as genocide. Framing as “the war” is a decision to be as inoffensive as plausible, 
yet inoffensive only to the dominant imperialist narrative. A status quo reaffirmation.

“from coming to campus” underscores earlier points made regarding a view of “the war” 
as external event, separate from the UvA as both embedded institution and social space. 
This curates an invasion narrative, positioning UvA as victim facing imposition of distinct 
geopolitical event. 

“It happened anyway”, then places ten Dam as administrative executive in a de-powered 
position. The affective connotation is one of failure, resignation, or exasperation. “We” 
“tried”, “it happened anyway”. The rhetorical attempt is of lacking influence; a covert self-
victimization. This victim narrative becomes a recurrent pattern.

“Maybe we”, a fluid claim, which positions unspecified “we” as neither in the right nor 
the wrong. It’s a political phrasing, a toeing of the line, which simultaneously avoids 
responsibility and avoids avoiding responsibility.

89	  As seen in: UvA section on the webpage of AcademicComplicity.eu; UvA’s own admis-
sion that they are in a research collaboration with uses for the Israeli military: Inherit INHibitors, 
Explosives and pRecursor InvesTigation— although UvA purports innocence via the ‘defensive 
not offensive’ argumentation (Universiteit van Amsterdam 06 May 2024). This is an argument 
countered by the likes of combat surgeon Adam Hamawy who states that defensive weapons are 
“insulating Israel from having to make decisions to make peace, and … it isolates them from having 
to deal with the consequences” (Why Gaza Pushed Him to Run for Congress 12:29-12:44). As well 
as UvA having entered into six new collaborations with Israel between 07 October 2023 and Sep-
tember 2025 (Meijerink 09 September 2025); further argumentation is found in the March 2022 
statement of Dutch Scholars for Palestine (DSP).
90	  ‘Scientific diplomacy’ was a self-assured phrase used often to defend controversial 
research collaborations.
91	  “Israel’s unlawful and wanton destruction of civilian high-rise buildings continues to 
have devastating consequences for displaced Palestinian families in the occupied Gaza Strip, where 
reconstruction remains a distant dream amid ongoing genocide and air strikes despite the October 
2025 so-called ceasefire” (Amnesty International 2026); and see: “Torture and Genocide: Report 
of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories occupied 
since 1967” (Albanese 2026).
92	  See the 2026 report of the Office of the United Nation High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) titled: “Thematic Report: Israel’s discriminatory administration of the occupied 
West Bank, including East Jerusalem”.

https://academiccomplicity.eu/netherlands/UvA
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“could have” further aversion of responsibility, now through lack of definitive 
acknowledgement. “could have” is cautious, leaving the door ajar for criticism, while 
simultaneously claiming none, and nonetheless refuting this potential-criticism through 
the erstwhile statement of having “always tried”.

“done more”. More? What has been done so far? Claim void of backing.

“although”, which acts as a lexical connection and refutation. Here it is worth restating the 
statement structure as a whole: “we have always tried….” is a holistic statement boosting 
her own work and reputation, speaking in a position of absolute right. This is followed by 
a potential for slight critique: “maybe… done more”, and the potential for mild criticism is 
immediately refuted by “although”, without a criticism having been voiced to begin with.

“we tried endlessly” similar to “have always tried” speaks to a tireless effort for common 
good, but without elaboration. A depthless claim curating her own occupational-sacrificial 
goodness.

“to de-escalate” is not only a claim without elaboration, but attempts a revisionist history 
against a primary critique of administrative operations during this period: that university 
executives hardly, if at all, tried to de-escalate. Seen in the extraordinarily violent eviction 
of the outdoor encampment on the 6th of May which is widely regarded as the primary 
escalation which led, then, to the rapid build-up of barricades in the Binnengasthuisterrain 
(Oudemanhuispoort) complex, and the subsequent dissolution of faith in executive 
management amongst wide swaths of the staff and student bodies, and within civil society. 
The encampment, as we know, was not allowed to last one night, resulted in heavy beatings, 
the use of pepper spray, and 169 arrests which were later found baseless and dismissed.93 
The claim of tireless effort towards de-escalation carries with it non-inclusive refutation 
of the immense failure to de-escalate via lack of negotiation with demonstrators94 and 
immediate reliance on the state’s monopoly on violence. It is a purposeful crafting of 
narrative, which (while untruthful) takes advantage of the form of expression, being short-
form interview without follow-up nor challenge to answers.

“but you have to draw the line somewhere”, a phrasing which does not allude in any 
overt means to the violent eviction of occupations and encampments; does not give any 
information on what the line is, where it is drawn, who makes decisions (“you have to 
draw the line somewhere” as rhetorical passivity, rather than ‘I made the decision to take 
X action at Y occurrence’), or how such decisions are made. This phrasing, responding to 
decisions made directly by ten Dam which held significant ramifications on the mental and 

93	  “169 demonstrators at UvA wrongfully arrested” states a headline from the Dutch High-
er Education Press Agency (Hoger Onderwijs Persbureau 2024).
94	  There was a round of negotiations with some demonstrators and Rector Magnificus 
(what a title!) Verbeek held at the Balkonzaal (Room E4.08) of UB Singel during the OMHP occu-
pation. However, Verbeek walked out due to demonstrators’ refusal to disrobe their facial cover-
ings, despite adequate reasons for not doing so. Verbeek was accompanied by quite a few security 
guards, it should be noted.
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physical safety of innumerable entities, is rather watered-down and made entirely vague. 
The space that could have been filled with a real moment of honesty and accountability 
is instead formed into such a passive extreme that the statement, which is incredibly 
bold and shocking in its lack of basic recognition both of personal power and intensity 
of lived experience of Other, engages in a cyclical self-justification: an uncritical reliance 
on predetermined truth that ‘something had to have been done’, as if accompanied with 
a shrug of the shoulder.

“I can’t get the videos of the terrible violence here on our campus out of my head”. Here 
is the first, last, and only, place where ten Dam speaks from her own perspective. Not the 
unspecified “we”, nor the vague “you”, but the “I”. This is the only place wherein ten Dam 
acknowledges herself, alone, as an individual, and it is to generate sympathy for herself as 
victim due to witnessing violence which she is directly responsible for. Yet even within this 
statement of subject-construction to feel empathy for Geert ten Dam as going through such 
an experience as having seen videos of violence she caused, there is a tacit condemnation 
of the bringing of violence “here on our own campus”. As if violence itself is not the issue at 
hand; the beating and brutalization of students and staff is not the issue at hand, but rather 
the fact that it happened “here on our campus”. Who is this “our”? One wonders— does our 
campus belong to ten Dam, to “we”, or to those who were subject to violence? A violator 
– violated dynamic underlies her statement, and the “videos of the terrible violence” are 
spoken of, but never the actuality of the violence itself. Much less so who is responsible 
for such violence. After all, it was not peaceful protestors beating the police, but quite the 
other way around. Moreover, the utterance of “can’t” implies a haunting; a loss of control; 
enforcing ten Dam’s narratological victim-status due to audio-visual encounter with the 
outcome of her own decisions.

“This is no different, and it will be true for many staff and students”. A strange way to 
phrase it, yet meaning that “many students and staff” have the same experience of not being 
able to “get the videos of the terrible violence here on our campus out of [their] head[s]”. In 
this final line, ten Dam attempts an affectual tie between herself and “staff and students”. 
A sort of trauma bond wherein we have, together, gone through the same experience of 
witnessing “terrible violence”. She is one of us, we are with her, all together as the UvA, all 
victims of witnessing “violence”. Yet nonetheless there an exclusion. Of whom? You might 
ask. The beaten. In positioning herself, the hierarchal authority in the institution, as indirect 
victim of her own actions, and relating herself to the everyday “staff and students” (who 
are technologically mediated witnesses, not direct-active-participants), ten Dam implicitly 
erases the experience and, indeed, the existence, of those are actually victimized.95 Rather, 
a UvA community is formed as all who have had to go through the haunting experience 
of witnessing “terrible violence”, but no mention is made of those subjected to violence. 
This is a covert curation of the Activist Other, a tactic seen across responses to protest 
movements. As a final note, to reiterate, no recognition is made of who caused the violence.

This close reading is conducted because of the democratic imperative that we analyze and 

95	  Subjective, I know.
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interpret the discursive methodologies by which institutional actors attempt to both shape 
public opinion and construct their own identities. Becoming aware of hidden assumptions 
and phraseological politics preconditions our conscious refusal to buy into such narratives, 
our ability to point out and unveil such constructions to others, and thenafter to work 
toward strategically combatting them in the public domain. “Actions are won or lost on the 
battle of sympathy, on a battle of who can produce the most favourable propaganda and 
a battle of prestige” states the underground essay Bitter Pill, attached as addenda to this 
chapter. While this brief statement from former board president Geert ten Dam may only 
be 65 words as an aside in an exit interview, such public statements require examination 
in order to uncover the propagandistic politics of institutional everydayness. Discursive 
constructions stemming from institutions and their hierarchal authorities are not neutral, 
apolitical nor passive, but are rather active uses of power. Attempts to define the social 
phenomenon of resistance movements, and to make such a definition act in their desired, 
deceptive, manner.

In sum: examine institutional everydayness, delineate discourses of power.

Utopia, Institution, Discourse
Three fragments on political action which shape how we feel, act, and think, yet are little 
more than signs alluding to fuzzy ideas. Utopia, Institution, Discourse.

The utopian, associated with times of desperation, is anti-revolutionary by its very 
character as phantasmagoric. While a tool which may well be conducive in particular 
circumstances, the illusion is far too unreal for our truly real times; far too comforting for a 
deeply uncomfortable era. We should heed Mark Rudd’s warning: Beware Utopianism., yet 
the utopian is a hole not to be left unfilled, and so an actualized invocation of the symbiotic 
Transnational Advocacy-Hyperlocal Activity emerges. Overtly real, and emphasizing that 
the Ability rests nowhere other than where you find yourself.

The institution— which carries with it promises of historical preservation, change-though-
slow, and a step into the ivory tower you’ve been chanting outside of for far too long— is 
rather a force of inevitable negative complicity rather than guiding hand. The institution 
represents itself, spectacularly so, as the means by which liberatory dreams may be attained, 
through participation, and reified via processes of vehemence and consistence. Yet when 
all is said and done the institution remains cyclical, and rather tends toward a slow poison 
of committee-death. Institutionalization, far from a necessary tactical maneuver toward 
engendering positive change, engages a surveillance, co-optation, and indoctrination which 
is antagonistic to the core. It is due to these myriad sabotages, suppressions, and merely 
incrementalist distractions or ineffectivities, that a plea emerges to explore alterity.

The discursive should be seen as more fluid; poison and remedy,96 of use in the realm 
of the absolute. The discursive is unique in this paper, and so isolate in its ubiquity. 
Not a phenomenon in the vein of utopianism or institutionalization, but rather a form 

96	  Plato’s Pharmakon.
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which insists upon further examination. Discourse surrounds us and its usage as well 
as reception, while erratic and imprecise, are nonetheless unequivocally political. The 
discursive, of course, is not to be treasured, lionized, condemned, nor cast aside. That would 
be ridiculous. No, the discursive, rather, is a site: a battlefield of power and public relations 
wherein a multiplicity of confrontations occur over perception, prestige, sympathy, capital 
fluctuation, personnel mobilization, and network curation. The discursive is a tool used 
by all sides, and frequently taken to be that apolitical neutrality- as such a deep analysis 
remains imperative.

Utopia, Institution, Discourse. The fragments of criticism and remediation which constitute 
this text are not earth-shattering revelations which will finally empower the Left to change 
in the means by which it so desperately needs. Rather, they are a handful of attempts to 
focus on some specific topics worthy of our attention, in the name of practicing political 
effectivities toward our aims of a kinder, communal, futurity. To look into specifics, and 
what such specifics say of the general, and thenafter to wonder about what might be done. 
Bringing some new tools into the shed and taking some out. Three fragments, interrelated, 
inspired by my own memories of resistance.
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Addenda
In the following pages I am attaching four addenda. These are addenda rather than primary 
aspects of the chapter at hand as they hold only tangential relevance to the text. So why 
attach them at all? Because all are currently not public information, and I believe they 
may hold a generative use, or at least deserve to have the opportunity to be used as such. 
An opportunity currently not provided given their status-as-obscure. There is, after all, a 
political imperative to access.

1. Bitter Pill: This is an internal memo, known within our circles as Bitter Pill due to 
the title of the PDF document it first appeared as. This memo, written hurriedly by an 
activist and sent out, anonymously, to various encrypted activist groupchats, is a response 
to the short-lived Maagdenhuis occupation of April 15th, 2025.97 This memo generated 
immediate controversy, from those who received it as abandoning Palestine in the midst 
of a genocide, to organizers of the action who felt overly-critiqued by someone who was 
relatively uninvolved in that specific action, to those who agreed with the analysis but not 
steps forward, or vice-versa. The memo has remained hermetically sealed until now, and 
the author has given permission for its publicization.

2. Protocol Occupation and Blockades (2024): This addenda is a section of the UvA Crisis 
Guide, an internal handbook on crisis organization. The guide has existed since 2018, and 
the part which I will share here— the UvA protocol regarding occupations and blockades, 
was in the midst of being updated (the information I am making public comes directly from 
the office of the UvA Executive Board in early 2024), however is likely, in broad strokes, 
the same. What I find particularly fascinating about this protocol is the immense influence 
placed on the CRIM, a figure previously unknown to me, which I cannot help but feel is a 
synecdoche for the financialization of the very fiber of the academy.

3. Social Probation - Amsterdam University College: This addenda is one document of 
the social probation policy which came out of the directorship of Martin van Hees at the 
Amsterdam University College (AUC; a joint educational program of UvA & VU, which has 
its own campus, student housing, and tuition fees more expensive than other programs98). 
This punishment was handed down to three student protesters, generally seen as a means 
of making an example out of them. The document has been altered to be anonymized- 
however no changes, conceptual nor textual, were made to the body of text.

4. Two Photos Taken by Alina Lupu on the 6th of May, 2024: Attached due to my immensely 
fond recollection of them. One photo of a lovely boat with an apt name, and one of a 
distraught Femke Halsema, who was not allowed into the encampment as the individual 
guarding the gate did not recognize her. Shortly after, Halsema called in the ME99

97	  The Maagdenhuis was renamed on that day after Dr. Sirin Mohammed Al-Attar, a 
gynecologist assassinated by the Israeli military on 11 October, 2023, in the al-Bureij refugee camp 
on the Gaza Strip (Stoop 2025).
98	  Except for PPLE (Politics, Psychology, Law & Economics), which the Crown Princess 
attended (Wolthekker 2022)- how groovy! Geen woning geen koning!
99	  Mobiele Eenheid/Riot Police.
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Addenda 1: Bitter Pill100

Internal memo - theoretic document ‘last hurrah of pro-Palestine occupations’

Dear all,

[Here] comes the somber analysis that today was the so called ‘last hurrah’ of pro-
Palestinian occupations at universities. Despite all the preparation and work, the 
action has ended in an operational and strategic failure. Neither was the Maagdenhuis 
occupied for a very long time, nor has the CvB changed its stance, nor was a large body of 
students involved, enraged or inflamed which could help us tip the scales in our fight. We 
functionally did not reach the evening, had a small gathering at the support demo and once 
again the images of a destroyed uva building dominate the news nationally. Furthermore 
it is almost certain they will try to make an example of the few arrested today, and I am 
not hopeful with what this will entail.

It is with sad and pained eyes that I must conclude that unless something fundamentally 
changes, this was the last occupation with any motion for the foreseeable future. It is 
because of these underlying problems:

Theory of change
Institutions are no longer shocked because radical actors do radical things. While in 
other areas where there has been no battle yet it might scare them into moving, change is 
generally achieved because perceived ‘normal’ actors do very radical things, where ‘normal’ 
students will stand up and fight against their university, backed up by the acute threat that 
even more students, civil society organisations and important actors or figures will stand 
up and draw a line in the sand if the university and government acts in too much of a 
violent capacity. Actions are won or lost on the battle of sympathy, on a battle of who can 
produce the most favourable propaganda and a battle of prestige.

This battle of sympathy is never easy to win, and while we have learned, we are effectively 
in a losing battle every time we attempt. The institutions have found the correct strategies 
over the year, isolate the occupations as an ‘other’ or ‘outside’ group, refuse to enter 
negotiations with them, evict them at the earliest possibility and portray themselves as 
the victim, usually showing the destruction but also the (and this is new) perceived harmed 
social safety of the staff. These are all buttons which allow them to churn up the violence, 
which itself has a chilling effect on other students to participate, as they will perceive it as 
more dangerous to participate.

Meanwhile the activists, while having grown organisationally and having a much broader 

100	  Edited minimally for some textual errors. For the sake of brevity, the first paragraph 
which thanked activists and stated “history will absolve us and portray our resistance within the 
imperial core positively, even if our whole society is condemned for its continued support of the 
genocidal machine” was removed.
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pool of those who have experience and courage to lead radical action, have grown 
disconnected from the chamber of reference of most other students, let alone society at 
large. They dress very differently to how students usually dress, with facial coverings, they 
do not speak Dutch usually, chant very radical songs and are generally inapproachable 
for a general student audience, and look scary as hell. There is good reason for all of the 
above, such as many activist students participating in more actions and wanting to not be 
recognized to avoid social stigma to deportation. But there is a section which is not only 
unapproachable for students, but are actively harmful to mobilization efforts.

The most radical activists, who insist on destroying stuff and spraying graffiti everywhere, 
and do everything which might enrage the sensibilities of civil society and normal students, 
are the worst. They actively help create a narrative where the university is the victim rather 
than the wrongdoer. Even if one compares it to the destruction in Gaza, many students 
prefer their actions to be disruptive, not destructive. Due to their own fears, fears of arrest 
or social stigma, or genuinely held beliefs that causing destruction itself is bad and not 
the way forward.

And students? Students at large have been desensitized about the genocide or have given 
up hope that their institution will change its policies after so many (failed) attempts. While 
students got a flicker of hope due to the ties being announced cut101 with Hebrew university, 
there is nothing new, exciting, romantic or realistic about the occupations anymore. And 
rather than push to change the efforts of the mobilization, most choose with their feet: by 
staying home or keep studying rather than change the trajectory of mobilization.

As a last important factor, maybe even the most crucial one, is that the antagonistic 
relationship with the media which many activists demonstrate makes legacy media also 
hostile to the demonstration itself. While they do have an active role in the genocide and 
are responsible, their hostility acts as a multiplier in the battle of sympathies. Rather than 
‘student demonstrations’ they will portray it as ‘pro-Palestinian demonstrations’, they will 
highlight the destruction, and they will edit the spokespeople unfavourably. They will feel 
no goodwill - and thus not highlight our voices.

Thus change is required so that the movement, its occupations and its mobilizations become 
an effective tool for change again, rather than incredibly risky symbolic actions with high 
potential for personal and collective trauma and disenchantment. There are three axioms 
which individually could achieve success, but will probably need to be combined totally 
to find a new synthesis where such a movement can develop again.

A tactical change: A strict house rules system where in general, antagonism 
towards the media is dropped, any destruction of property or vandalism is banned, 

101	  Crucial to note: there is already a diplomatic-propagandistic lobbying push underway 
to reverse course, whereby Israeli representatives met with administrators at 5 Dutch universities 
in 2026, including VU Amsterdam, Erasmus University Rotterdam, and Leiden University. It is 
unclear if UvA hosted any of the lobbyists (Jong 2026).
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those who do so are immediately removed from the demonstration, and quote-
unquote ‘normal’ students are re-centred for the action.

A strategic change: A rebuilding of the movement which centres more on 
‘sympathetic’ issues for students, bread and butter issues, and invites differing 
crowds with the potential for different other crowds. Budget cuts, student housing 
or democratisation has potential here. Where Palestine and militarisation takes 
a role but not a primary one. This might be the hardest pill to swallow and many 
people will stop their struggle, but it might be necessary to make the protests 
possible to achieve en masse again.

An operational change: Which is the least concerning, but the occupation back and 
forth is starting to become stale and predictable. New forms of disruption have 
to be found and new ways to fight have to be introduced. Or efforts have to be 
focussed towards a new entity - the municipality, for example.102

As a last for the record, this is not a memo which seeks to discredit activists who have 
done awesome work, nor a call to drop Palestine as a political issue, but rather an analysis 
that we are in a political dead end in the mobilization of students and staff to win actions 
through this way. If we want to achieve change, we have to build new ways of pressure, or 
we will continue getting isolated and more heavily persecuted. 

With regards, 
Unsigned

102	  Floris Boudens’ chapter for this publication provides one response to this point.
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Addenda 2: Protocol Occupation and Blockades (2024)

This document was referred to as a ‘guideline’ and ‘Whitepaper’, but it turns out to be part 
of the Crisis Guide, an internal handbook for the crisis organisation. The current guide 
dates from 2018 and is currently being updated. Below is the relevant passage. By way of 
explanation, the CRIM is a role within the Integral Security Department.

Furthermore, in the new version of the Crisis Guide, it will be corrected that ‘the CCT 
decides to evacuate’ – in fact, formally that is the triangle, either as a possible response 
to a report from the UvA or as the triangle’s own decision based on the situation at hand.

D. Protocol Occupation and blockades
1. The UvA control room, a main building user or the police shall inform the Corporate 
Risk and Insurance manager (CRIM) of an (intended) occupation;
2. The CRIM will alert the CvB and UvA spokesperson as soon as possible.
3. The CRIM collects information – internally or externally – about the background of the 
action and about possible participants and organisers and reports this back to the CvB and 
the UvA spokesperson as soon as possible;
4. The CCT takes the decision to evacuate and means of contacting occupiers;
5. The CRIM – on behalf of the chair of the CCT – consults with the district chief of 
police on options for immediate eviction by the police and, if necessary, files a report of 
trespassing/unlawful entry;
6. The chairman of the CvB/President CCT consults with the mayor if necessary;
7. The CRIM will arrange for ‘shielding’ of the occupied building;
8. The CRIM, in consultation with the main occupier of the building, takes the necessary 
measures to prevent the extension of occupancy – pending evacuation.

Furthermore, the CvB and deans regularly discuss dealing with demonstrations and 
occupations as part of discussions about UvA’s crisis organisation.
Hope this helps, please let me know if further explanation is needed.

Kind regards, 
Secretary to the Board / Bestuurssecretaris.
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Addenda 3: Social Probation – Amsterdam University College

• Article 2.1 Inappropriate social conduct (“AUC students are expected to behave in ways
that demonstrate commitment to respect, tolerance, and engagement with others, and
that help to create an environment where every member of our community feels safe and
comfortable.”)

• Article 3 Endangering the safety of others (“As AUC values creating a safe and
comfortable environment for all students, any behaviour or action that endangers the
(experienced) safety or well-being of a member of the AUC community on the academic
campus of AUC, an officially sanctioned event of AUC, or within the residences of AUC can
result in a student being placed on social probation.”)

• Article 4.3 Violence and aggression (“Violent behaviour includes not only physical
violence, but also verbal and non-verbal aggression.”)

Date 
Your reference 

Our reference 
Contact 

Tel 

E-mail

23 February 2024 

2024 SP-14012200 
College Secretary 
+31 (0)20 525 8780 
collegesecretary@auc.nl

Dear       , 

Re: Social probation 

On Friday 16 February you attended a mandatory meeting with the Dean of AUC 
(undersigned), at which the College Secretary (Dr. Belinda Stratton) and (at your request) a 
“trust” person ,                        , were also present. I explained that you had been called to 
the meeting because of one or more incidents in the AUC academic building where your 
behaviour has been in breach of the AUC Social Code of Conduct. You had no comment on 
the breach of the Code of Conduct. 

On Monday 5 February 2024 you participated in a noisy and intimidatory gathering inside the 
AUC academic building which deliberately disrupted education and AUC operations and 
caused unjustifiable fear and distress among other members of the AUC community, only 
hours after an illegal and intimidatory blockade of the AUC building had to be broken up by 
police. You participated in the noise and intimidation despite the warnings that have been 
issued previously to all AUC students that such behaviour is unacceptable. The behaviour 
exhibited on Monday 5 February 2024 breached the following articles in the AUC Social Code 
of Conduct: 

P.O. Box 94160 

1090 GD Amsterdam 

The Netherlands 
T + 31 (0)20 525 8780 

info@auc.nl 

www.auc.nl 
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• Article 11 Public and communal areas (“Students are expected to maintain the highest
respect for both the wellbeing of their fellow students as well as for the public and
communal areas themselves on the academic campus of AUC. Excessive noise,
intimidating behaviour, or other disrespectful behaviour will not be tolerated.”)

I am disappointed in your behaviour, and your disregard for the wellbeing of the entire AUC 
community and the core values of AUC. As a consequence of this breach of the AUC Social 
Code of Conduct, I have decided the following: 
• You are to be placed on social probation until 30 June 2024.
• You will be expected to spend 35 hours on an educational project as part of your social

probation. You may choose one of the following:
o Write a 4000-word essay that provides an overview of existing accounts of the

concept of institutional responsibility and their philosophical presuppositions.
o Prepare a complete CPI proposal that could be used by other AUC students (or

yourself) to apply for a CPI. The CPI proposal must be aimed at making a
positive contribution for those affected by the events in Gaza.

• You must make an appointment via secretary-dean@auc.nl to have a meeting with me
before 1 March 2024 to discuss your choice of educational project and the further details.

• Among the consequences of being on probation is that you are not able to work for AUC
as, for example, a student assistant, or study abroad, and you are strongly discouraged
from running for or holding an elected office at AUC. You will be able to continue
attending class and follow your studies as normal while on social probation.

• In order to ensure that you will be able to complete your social probation period
successfully and without any risk for your academic progress, your Tutor will be informed
and be available for providing you with extra support.

Finally, I want to emphasise that there must be no further incidents with regard to your social 
conduct. This letter is also a warning that if there is any repeat by you of noisy and 
intimidatory behaviour that disrupts education and AUC operations and/or causes 
unjustifiable fear and distress among other members of the AUC community, then more 
severe sanctions may follow, up to and including a denial of access to the AUC academic 
building. 

Yours sincerely, 

Prof. Dr. Martin van Hees 
Dean, AUC 

You may lodge an objection against this decision within six weeks with the Arbitration 
Committee for Student Objections of the University of Amsterdam, PO Box 19268, 1000 GG 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
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Addenda 4: Two Photos Taken by Alina Lupu on the 6th of May, 2024

Alina Lupu, 06 May 2024. A lovely boat with an apt name (Barricada), on the Plantage Muidergracht 
canal during an encampment on the Roeterseiland field.

Alina Lupu, 06 May 2024. A distraught Mayor Femke Halsema, prior to calling in the riot police- 
accompanied by a large Volvo brand bulldozer— to evict the outdoors encampment. All 169 arrests 

were later found unlawful.
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KNOW YOUR RIGHTS
Interview with Willem Jebbink

Willem Jebbink is a name memorized by any serious protester on the Amsterdam Left, 
and frequently beyond. His phone number has been written on our arms, and relayed to 
state authorities from Amsterdam to Strasbourg. Known for his advocacy across decades 
for protestors, squatters, and occupiers, and his successes through the Supreme Court of 
the Netherlands, the European Court of Human Rights, and the United Nations Human 
Rights Committee, Jebbink has been involved in the legal defense of, amongst (many) 
others: arrestees involved in the 2024 pro-Palestine demonstrations, the 2023 Cut Ties 
with Shell movement, and the 2015 occupation of the Maagdenhuis. Jebbink took the 
time out of his busy day— spent in the office on a rainy Sunday, and pausing to take calls 
from recently arrested defendants, to engage in a brief interview regarding his history in 
human rights law, and to give points of empirical advice for local activists. This interview, 
which took place via video call on the 17th of May, 2026, has been edited for brevity, clarity, 
and cadential cohesion.

Noah Pellikaan: So Willem, you’re a human rights lawyer, a protest lawyer, and you have 
defended demonstrators in some of the biggest social movements in recent history here 
in Amsterdam. Do you want to start off by giving a brief background on who you are and 
how you got into this line of work?

Willem Jebbink: I have been a criminal defense lawyer for 28 years, it always shocks 
me to say that, but time flies. I started off in a niche office in The Hague, doing financial 
and economic criminal law. I practiced that for six years before moving to the firm that 
is now known as Prakken d’Oliveira, where I came into contact with squatters. At the 
time I was still dressed as a financial person, always wearing a suit and tie, so they were 
looking just wondering who is this capitalist about to defend me? But soon enough they 
found out I enjoyed my work, enjoyed working with them, and was able to provide some 
help. And well, when you provide full legal assistance, people come back to you. So that 
was how it began. A lot of people remembered my name and came back for the next time 
they expressed their opinion or did something that was more socially involved. And so 
these activists and activist groups then went with me when I changed offices, and in 2009 I 
started a firm with Jeroen Soeteman, myself and nine lawyers and do this work full-time.

NP: You focus on human rights, so you do a lot of work with demonstrators. But you are 
such a known figure in our communities, I am really interested in how it came to be that 
you’re sort of synonymous with legal representation within these circles- was there just 
a gap to be filled? 

WJ: I more or less grew into it. Around 20 years ago now I remember there was an 
occupation of the Maagdenhuis by students at the UvA. Many of those activists grew up, 
became notable, socially engaged people, and so still I run into people on the street who say 
‘do you know that I had your number on my arm?’ which is really a humbling experience. 
So first I just want to say that it is such an impressive role to play, to be the demonstrators, 
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to engage in those actions, so all that I do is try to ensure the best for them once things go 
wrong. But for how I got into the position I am in, it is really just that this line of work is 
uncomfortable, it is hard work, it always required immediate assistance, and so it is really 
quite a hectic existence. For these reasons a lot of lawyers choose a different path. That 
being said, the people I assist are a very different group than, for instance, people who deal 
drugs. I end up representing really interesting people, who I can have great conversations 
with. It’s a fulfilling experience.

As well, we have been able to establish a lot of new case law over the years, because 
demonstrating became a hot topic both politically and in the courts. There was a time where 
demonstrators were hardly prosecuted, usually because they did not cross the boundary 
to civil disobedience. I remember in 2019 Extinction Rebellion Netherlands was founded 
and they came to me and announced that next week they were going to block a road in 
Amsterdam. To which I said, ‘you’ll get arrested’ and they just replied ‘yeah, we know’. 
So that kind of marks a point which inspired other demonstrators, and which caused 
significantly more prosecutions. However, with more prosecutions, the courts were also 
more frequently declaring the prosecutions unlawful because of the right to protest.

NP: Is the right to protest more restricted in the courts now than at earlier points in your 
career? 

WJ: More restricted? No, no, not at all. Developments in Dutch case law, but also in case 
law of the European Court of Human Rights and other international bodies show that it is 
required that authorities have to be lenient, have to be tolerant. The debate is different in 
politics, politicians nowadays do not primarily stand for human rights or for basic rights, 
for constitutional rights, but more for what their voters want them to say. But that’s nothing 
new over the last few years. However the political discourse is becoming more restrictive, 
really making the right to protest, the right of freedom of expression, look like a kind of 
privilege rather than a basic human right. 

NP: Do you see yourself as an activist? And how do you balance this first of all very needed, 
but still deeply institutional, role when you’re also representing clients who are generally 
very skeptical of legal systems and judicial institutions? Is there a tension here? 

WJ: I’m not an activist when I am representing people, I’m their lawyer and I’m performing 
my constitutional role and I use all possibilities as any lawyer would or should. I say 
sometimes that activism doesn’t stop on the street, you also have to be ready to take your 
case to court, and to the higher courts, and even to the European Court of Human Rights 
to protect the right to protest. Because only resilience creates new and useful case law. 

NP: To help any reader who may be activist-oriented, do you want to go over some of the 
rights that we have as demonstrators in the Netherlands, and some of the misconceptions 
that you encounter here?

WJ: To answer generally, some people think that you have the right to commit certain 
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crimes while demonstrating; that is not true. So, it is not true that you automatically have 
the right to be anonymous, to not identify yourself while protesting. It all depends on the 
circumstances. And of course the authorities must exercise tolerance when dealing with 
peaceful protestors, but this does not mean that they should not arrest demonstrators 
blocking a road. So, we cannot assume that the police will take a sophisticated approach 
and balance the right to protest according to the European Court of Human Rights against 
the general principles of criminal law as it applies to those committing the crime. Instead, 
what is looked at is the necessity test: is it necessary for someone to have been arrested in 
that instance? However, this is up to the presiding judge and not the officer on the street.

As well, the key issue of protection of the right to protest is being peaceful. So that is 
something that is very necessary if you want to litigate afterwards in court and claim that 
you’re protected by the right to protest. Keep Martin Luther King in mind, but also someone 
like Jerry Afriyie in the Netherlands, who always protested without any violence, even 
when violent public hostile audiences were attacking them. 

NP: I want to go over briefly, when in a situation where you are demonstrating and you 
get arrested or detained, what advice do you have on how to act in that situation, in terms 
of interacting with the police and avoiding incriminating yourself.

WJ: The right to not incriminate yourself also includes the right to not cooperate with the 
police. So if they want to arrest you, you can ‘go floppy’ as they call it. So you do not have to 
use your muscles, they have to pick you up and bring you to make your arrest happen, but 
you can also not resist. Any movement in the opposite direction might be called resisting 
arrest. If they arrest you, you can let the authorities do the work to put you in a van, etc. 

Police violence is also a very serious problem within it comes to arresting peaceful 
protestors. I always advise filming your contact with the police. If the police tells you ‘I 
want your ID’, let them repeat on camera or on audio what the reasons for their orders are. 
This is important proof as oftentimes they write down different motivations in their report. 
It is necessary that you film as much as possible when in a situation of arrest. That way 
you can help others if people become a victim of police violence, and it is almost always 
necessary to have camera footage to prove that, because it is so rare that the police will 
write down spontaneously that they hurt someone beyond proportionality.

NP: What should we do to follow up in instances of police violence? Because I myself was 
hit by the police, I had nothing in my hands, had committed no violent acts, and I was 
facing away from them, and so I believe this can be considered disproportionate. But at the 
same time, bodies like the legal aid board don’t cover the costs of filing a complaint within 
the police system. And I think that little comes out of that anyhow. So I was wondering 
what you think the best options are for following up on police violence. Is it just posting 
on social media and making what happened public? What can we do in these instances? 

WJ: Well, that’s delicate because if you publish, for instance, images of the police, then you 
might be prosecuted for that because it can be considered doxing or libel. So be careful 
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with publishing recognizable police officers. You can publish your story, of course, but you 
should not incriminate a recognizable person. So you must blur the faces of people that 
you accuse. That’s one thing, just as an introduction. For what you should do, still I think 
it is necessary to file complaints, because if you do not file complaints then the police will 
become more and more violent. So you’ll have to push back, as civilians, against violent 
police officers, although that is a hassle and although free legal aid is not granted. But I also 
know that a lot of possibilities exist these days, contrary to earlier times, when it comes 
to crowdfunding. There are some funds already existing to help protesters, and there are 
lawyers that are willing to reduce their hourly fees as well. That’s one thing. Another 
measure is to press charges, of course, to report violence by police officers that is beyond 
proportionality and establishes criminal offenses. I think one should still do that, although 
in the Netherlands there’s a culture of not prosecuting police officers unless someone gets 
really seriously hurt or death is caused. But in those extreme situations, public prosecutors 
might, I say might, prosecute police officers. It is really frustrating for people involved to 
report crimes and see that police does not do change anything and that public prosecutors 
do not follow up. 

There is one additional measure. So, your police complaint is a fairly simple procedure, 
which you do not have to pay for. And if you disagree with the findings of your police 
complaints, you have the right to appeal an independent advisory board; a complaints 
commission. And if you succeed there and your complaint is grounded, you can write a 
letter to the police and claim immaterial damage. It is a fairly simple procedure, and here 
you can claim damages, which is a possibility many people are not aware of. Basically what 
you are doing is a tort action, sending a letter where you are holding the police responsible 
according to civil law.

NP: And in that case, it would be a financial penalty from the police?

WJ: Not a penalty, but a compensation. And the only compensation would be financial. In 
terms of a timeline, you have one year after you were victimized to file a complaint, and 
then five years to send this letter based on civil law.

NP: And then I had a question about the ECHR based on my personal experience. So in my 
criminal case, the ECHR pleadings from my lawyer were essentially ignored by the judge. 
And then, I had another case, an appeal where I objected to actions of the Dutch state and 
here the ECHR pleading were also all but cast aside. So of course it depends on the judge 
and is a case-by-case basis, but do you find the ECHR and human rights pleadings are 
generally taken seriously when defending protestors? What is the relationship like between 
this higher human rights law and domestic criminal cases?

WJ: Yes, I think the caselaw of the European Court is really taken seriously. However, 
this does depend on the judge, which is why we try to avoid single judges. When invoking 
the freedom of speech and the right to protest, then we ask for a reference to the collegial 
court so that three judges preside over the case. That is a protection you should be aware 
of, because it is more likely your case will not succeed on ECHR grounds when it is up to 
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a single judge. However, we are more successful lately in convincing a single judge that the 
case is more complicated than the normal 20 minutes they have to preside. 

It can also be the case that police magistrates are generally not as convinced with human 
rights arguments as an appellate court may be. What we have also seen is that there a lot 
of extremes when it comes to pro-Gaza and anti-genocide protests. While they would 
never say it, single judges sometimes seem to be more likely to be guided by their personal 
convictions, and so we have seen a lot of demonstrators arrested on this subject either be 
subject to very severe results, or almost nothing at all. So, interestingly, these extremes are 
really visible when it comes to this topic of protest.

NP: Is that more specific to protest cases? So are single judges equally severe when it comes 
to squatters, for instance? 

WJ: The situation is different with squatters, but I do not have that impression. I recently 
assisted some squatters, but they are hardly ever criminally prosecuted, generally as the 
public prosecutor does not want to spend their time taking squatters to court. That being 
said, there are exceptions for if the squatted building is not empty but still in use by the 
house owners, or if they continue to squat after the police arrives and demands they leave.

NP: When we first met it was after an occupation for Cut Ties with Shell, and I’m sure 
you don’t remember as it’s been ages, but I was incredibly skeptical when I first walked 
into the police station room to meet you, and you had no business cards. We were always 
told at legal briefings not to trust anyone who claims to be your lawyer but cannot prove 
it, how cautious should we as activists be about police tactics such as this?

WJ: Where was it that we met?

NP: That would be at Meer en Vaart in January of 2023. 

WJ: And there was an anti-shell protest. 

NP: Yes, the occupation of a small building. 

WJ: Yes right, I remember. Well basically I would say you can trust your lawyer with who 
they say they are. I have never heard of a lawyer trying to fool their clients, which would be 
unethical and lead to disciplinary consequences. But it is still interesting that you ask this, 
of course I can show my website to prove who I am, but if we are to think of some extreme 
circumstance, a business card can always be copied, so there is never full protection there.

That being said, what you should know is that if a lawyer on call for some reason receives 
notification of your arrest, the first thing they do is say ‘I’m not going to go there’. There 
is a lot of cooperation between lawyers and they will not take your case away from the 
lawyer who you have chosen. 
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I also often provide legal service by telephone, and here it is common to agree on a code 
with my client, a word or letter combination, so that the client has assurances of who is 
on the other end of the line.

NP: That’s good to know, and just from our side, especially when you’ve been arrested 
and detained, when you’re inside the cell, there is just so much skepticism and distrust 
about everything the police will say to you. Should you ever speak with the police or do 
an interrogation without your lawyer present?

WJ: We never advise that. Even if a case looks very simple, if you think, well, I can oversee 
my position and I’ll manage, you should always have your lawyer present. Always ask 
a lawyer first to advise you. Because a lot of people that think that they can manage 
the case themselves regret that. We also wonder sometimes why a client has, or has not, 
made a statement, so it is really important that a lawyer advises you on these measures. 
So we may advise, for instance, that in your interrogation you state the spray paint you 
used was washable with water, for example, because sometimes things like this are never 
investigated by the police, or they cannot do so in time, and then this statement makes 
your case stronger down the line.

NP: That was it, then. If you have any last words, to activists or more broadly, here is the 
space.

WJ: The only thing I can say is more general, I really stand in awe of a lot of people that 
take to the streets and still defend the elementary issues in our society. I feel very humbled 
to play a part in that, and I just really admire their movements and their actions.
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STRIKING IN SOLIDARITY
HOW TO TURN A LETHARGIC UNION INTO A MORAL FORCE 

Interview with Sam Hamer

From the 9th to the 12th of December, 2024, the Federation of Dutch Trade Unions (FNV) 
staff at the University of Amsterdam (UvA) went on strike. The UvA strike, demanding 
broader demonstration rights and for the university to cut ties with Israeli institutions 
complicit in the ongoing genocide in Gaza, was a notable moment in Dutch labor history, 
to say the least. A first of its kind within the Dutch academic context— a labor union 
strike for demands only tangentially related to working conditions, mostly driven by moral 
humanitarian values. A strike driven by solidarity and empathy, not wage and work. An 
indirect response to Gündüz Vassaf, who in Prisoners of Ourselves: Totalitarianism in 
Everyday Life challenged workers movements in that: “[t]he workers strike for higher 
wages and less working hours. They do not strike against their role in the industry that 
thrives on killing people…. Not once in history has a labour union gone on strike to protest 
the collaboration of their workers in the arms industry”.1

In this chapter is an extensive sit-down interview, conducted on the 21st of May, 2025, 
across various locations in the Bushuis— a building which once housed bureaucratic affairs 
of the VOC (Dutch East India company). The Bushuis is now owned by the University 
of Amsterdam, an infrastructural colonial underpinning which both structurally and 
symbolically acts as implicit connection. A synecdoche, demonstrating how UvA empowers 
itself through the foundation of a colonial past, which continues through to present-day 
scientific, diplomatic, and financial relations with Israeli institutions complicit in genocide. 
A strike against neocolonial relations is, then, one means of challenging and exposing the 
strength of these institutional ties. 

My aim for this conversation is to delve into the details; to script something which is both 
archival and generative. To examine, from the perspective of the lead organizer, the lengthy 
process leading up to the strike, and in so doing to create an informative pathway for 
others who wish to make a change in their own polity. To look at which institutional and 
interpersonal relations played a role, which preconditions needed to be met, and which 
phraseological and legal navigations became necessary. 

This interview is conducted with junior lecturer in the Department of Sociology, organizer 
with the FNV, activist at UvA Staff for Palestine, and the driving figure behind this strike, 
Sam Hamer. This interview has been edited for brevity, clarity, and cadential cohesion.

Noah Pellikaan: Let’s discuss the start of UvA Staff for Palestine and the actions leading 
up to the strike first.

Sam Hamer: Everybody in UvA Staff for Palestine already knew each other before the 

1	  Vassaf 2011: 129.
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7th of October 2023. We were already involved with Palestine actions at the UvA, such as 
writing letters and pushing for BDS.2 After the 7th of October we sent out an email to get 
together as staff, and slowly that group became more coherent. The main thing everybody 
was clear about was that we wanted UvA to cut the ties with complicit Israeli institutions, 
and to adhere to the BDS demands. Even though some of them are not that explicit, they 
served as a starting point.

NP: What were the first actions you took at UvA Staff for Palestine?

SH: It started with the teach-ins. We did public lectures that got a nice amount of attention 
in Amsterdam, but really after the 7th of October a lot of people were ready to learn more 
about Palestine. At the same time, we started conversing with the university board and the 
deans to address BDS demands and explain what they are. Namely, we had to consistently 
clarify that BDS is regarding institutional ties, not individual collaborations. This process 
was made easier because Erella Grassiani has already been in conversation with the 
executive board about BDS well before October 7th.

NP: Do you remember your first contact with the executive board or individual deans, 
and what that was like? Were they willing to meet with you? Did you reach out, or how 
did that process look?

SH: UvA Staff for Palestine already had access to administrators through Erella being in 
the Central Works Council.3 We set up two plans: first to get elected to the COR— and we 
got Andro Rilović elected, who then put BDS on the agenda and brought it into discussion. 
The second was starting the FNV union process which really got going after the 6th of May 
2024, when the first UvA encampment took place. So there was much time between the 
COR elections4 and the union process.

Regarding the deans it was mainly through individual members and individual connections. 
We were not meeting them as a group called UvA Staff for Palestine. An upside of pursuing 
these aims as a collective of staff is that there are many people who already have contacts 
with the deans, or know them on a name basis. Individually we tried to have the BDS 
conversation wherever we could— knowing full well that they’re not going to act on it. 
More pressure is needed, but it’s best to keep BDS in the conversation wherever you can.

NP: Was it just humanities and social sciences, where most of the action was, or were there 
other faculties where you met with the deans?

2	  Boycott, Divestment, and Sanction: https://bdsmovement.net/.
3	  Central Works Council is the central elected representative body for staff at UvA (not 
incl. executives). There is no commonly used English language acronym, the Dutch acronym 
COR— for Centrale Ondernemingsraad is used throughout.
4	  The triennial Centrale Ondernemingsraad elections were held from the 8th to the 12th of 
April, 2024.

https://bdsmovement.net/
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SH: Later it was also Science Park5 because the students started an encampment there. This 
was again after the 6th of May. The dean, Peter van Tienderen, would come by sometimes, 
so we would talk with him about what institutional ties are. The deans always point to 
the executive board, claiming it is their decision to make. Of course, it is also the dean’s 
decision to make as they’re the heads of faculty, but this is a common tactic— point fingers 
to avoid responsibility.

But it was just giving them information and general updates on what BDS means. There 
was no real expectation of them doing anything, mainly because they would point to the 
executive board. Now the situation has changed because the executive board officially 
pointed to the deans to solve it. So now we’re stepping to the deans again, knowing they 
cannot use that excuse anymore.

NP: Can you talk a bit about the build-up before the 6th of May 2024?

SH: One of the things was that at every department people clearly cared about putting this 
on the agenda. And at every department there were at least some people saying we need 
to talk about this: we need to do BDS. In my department, Sociology, they decided to keep 
the mailing list ‘free of politics’. And I know the same happened in Anthropology, which 
basically meant ‘free of Palestine’. When it was time to strike against higher education 
budget cuts, then we’re back doing politics on the mailing list.

Things were happening university-wide, we tried to support individual staff members in 
the way that they could have this conversation with their departments. Support in this case 
looked like going with someone to their meeting with deans or colleagues, or calling that 
staff member to tell them how we approached it in Sociology, for instance.

For other actions we participated in demonstrations; sit-ins, things like that. Being present 
when actions were taking place, and staying engaged. We joined Students for Justice in 
Palestine in doing a banner drop at the Vrije Universiteit.

NP: That brings us to the 6th of May.

SH: There was already a build-up to the 6th of May because we were aware that people 
wanted to ‘squat the field’; occupy the field.6 UvA Staff for Palestine went to preparatory 
meetings and participated where we could, giving information and advice.

As Staff for Palestine we were ready to support wherever we could. However, personally, 
I was a bit skeptical of some of the plans that I was seeing being made. There were people 
that were planning for next week, as if the camp would still be there in a week. I tried to 

5	  The Science Park campus hosts the Faculty of Natural Sciences, Mathematics, and 
Computer Science (Faculteit der Natuurwetenschappen, Wiskunde en Informatica/FNWI).
6	  The field within the Roeterseiland complex. This field is located adjacent to the build-
ing REC G, whose exterior is adorned with dozens of stone sculptures crafted by the Dutch Com-
munist ‘sculptor of Amsterdam’, Hildo Krop.
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push back, arguing ‘no, they’re going to evict you on the first night’. It’s easy to say this in 
hindsight, but I remember telling them at the meeting, you need to plan for being evicted 
that night, not going ahead to ‘what do we do the next day’. I was warning people and this 
wasn’t being taken seriously.

But as Staff for Palestine, we showed up to those meetings, we gave our input. We mobilized 
as much as we could for staff to join the protest, and for others to at least come to the camp 
and engage in discussion. We prepared by all bringing bright vests that said ‘staff’ on them 
so that it would be very clear this is a staff and student action. That way it cannot be framed 
as just students, or students and outsiders.

NP: I just want to make it explicit really quickly that people weren’t expecting to be evicted 
that night, is that correct?

SH: Maybe particular organizers were, but for some reason they were not really planning 
for that. The idea was that in building a barricade they could not be evicted.

But for me the barricade is immaterial, it’s all aesthetics. There was this idea that it’s 
impossible for the police to get through, which I tried to push back. People had a lot of faith 
in their ability to fend off the police, but they were not prepared to actually do so — they 
wanted the barricades to do the work for them.

NP: Was UvA Staff for Palestine involved directly in the organization?

SH: I was involved as a representative of UvA Staff for Palestine. But it should be noted 
UvA Staff for Palestine is not a coherent collective with membership. It’s a loose collective, 
it’s group chats and likeminded colleagues. We were not part of the organizing committee 
for the action, and had decided beforehand that the students can do the organizing while 
we would support wherever we could. For other actions we were actually part of the 
organizing. I don’t know if it was good that we started mixing in with organizing, but that’s 
another discussion.

NP: We can talk about that week a bit more. I’d like to know when the conversations with 
FNV started, but also, of course, we can discuss the 7th and the 8th of May 2024.

SH: On this note, I should give a bit of my personal history with the FNV because it’s 
relevant. Maybe first the general history of the FNV: The labor union movement in the 
Netherlands is incredibly weak right now. We are at our lowest point in history, only about 
800,000-900,000 members. And a lot of those members are not active at all. It’s the same 
situation at the UvA, where the labor union had about 450-500 members.

NP: Out of how many?

SH: Out of 6,000 employees or something, which is an incredibly low number. And the 
FNV labor union at the UvA had almost no activity. There were maybe 5 to 10 active 
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members. Of course there are people in the OR,7 and there’s activity there. But do they 
come to union actions? Do they come to union meetings? Do they come to actual union 
organizing? No. To put it cynically, the union is used then as a stepping stone to get into 
the OR.

I started to get active with the labor union at UvA about a year or two ago. When I joined 
the Communist Party8, they really pushed for me to fire up the union. So I joined FNV, I 
participated in the meetings, and I tried to push for an active line. I got to know a lot of 
the people there, especially those actually active and willing to engage. When the 6th of 
May happened, a lot of colleagues got riled up and got ready to take action. They saw their 
students get beaten, they saw their campus destroyed, they saw that the UvA still has ties 
with Israeli academic institutions. Within UvA Staff for Palestine, people were outraged. 
There was so much energy, so I set up a meeting to see what we can do as employees.

Because the union was so weak, I made it a first question of the day to ask people if they 
want to work with the union. The pros are that the union gives some sort of legitimacy. 
They can offer organizational support, and they have a membership base already. A 
broader network we can appeal to. But the cons were that the union had at that point not 
even called it a genocide. The union then had almost no history of doing political demands 
instead of work-related demands. In Dutch labor law a strike is only legal if it is directly 
related to your working conditions. And in the Netherlands unions can be held accountable 
for union members’ actions.

So if the union strikes, and it’s declared not legal by a judge, the unions would have to 
pay a huge sum of money to cover costs of the employer. This could bankrupt the union— 
meaning they are very hesitant to participate in pushing for demands that are not, or not 
so clearly, directly related to working conditions. A demand about ties to Israeli academic 
institutions, it’s not about your salary. To some degree it is about the quality of your work—
about your ability to not be complicit in a genocide through your employer, but it isn’t what 
strike demands typically are. That holds the potential of a negative for working with the 
union, where they might shut us down; decide it’s too scary to strike.

And I posed this question of working with the union in front of a meeting with about 200-
250 colleagues. Do we want to work with the union? And it was a clear, resounding, yes. 
Part of the reason was the story I told of doing a wild strike9 with CasualUvA.10 Two years 
ago the first strike with CasualUvA was very successful. We got the lecturer policy changed, 
and contracts went from one to four years. But the next year we tried to strike again for 
permanent contracts, and it was a horrendous failure. The executive board immediately 

7	  Ondernemingsraad. To mean the previously mentioned Central Works Council (COR) 
or any of the 7 Faculty Works Councils (FOR).
8	  NCPN; Nieuwe Communistische Partij van Nederland: https://ncpn.nl/.
9	  A wild strike/wildcat strike is a striking action of collectivized workers, not on behalf of 
or condoned by any formal union or institution.
10	  CasualUvA, organizing against casualization and precarity, is the workers collective of 
academic staff on temporary contracts: https://www.casualuva.nl/.

https://ncpn.nl/
https://www.casualuva.nl/
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threatened to sue us which was of course a scary experience.

While there were a number of arguments against the union, we decided that we wanted 
institutional support and to avoid the threat of a lawsuit. One notable argument against 
working with the union is that part of the FNV is the police union, which means that our 
demands cannot be directly against police presence at the UvA. We could get some nuance 
to it, like police can only be called after the works council signs off on it, but no general 
demand of cops off campus.

At the meeting we decided: let’s go ahead with the union and set up a steering committee 
that would work out demands in line with what we wanted. However, there were 3 
requirements that these demands had to meet:

1: Demands had to be speaking to people who were on the fence. For example: 
not cutting ties with all Israeli institutions, but cutting ties with complicit Israeli 
academic institutions. That way people could understand there’s a reason why 
we’re talking about Israeli academic institutions, and it could be proven and 
reasonable.
2: Demands had to be in line with Dutch labor law and the union’s framework, 
so that it was clear the union could get behind these demands and not drop us 
halfway through. For this I had a lot of conversations with union lawyers and 
people from the union about how to change our demands in such a way that they 
are effective.
3: While meeting the first 2 criteria, the demands had to remain good and effective; 
they had to stay in line with our overarching aims and could lead to the most 
desired result.

We wrote a letter to the executive board demanding a meeting and stated our intent 
to negotiate, as well as our demands. The executive board notified that first we must 
go through the UCLO (Universitaire Commissie voor Lokaal Overleg). The UCLO is a 
collection of representatives from the different unions at the UvA. They meet every six 
weeks or so with the executive board to discuss union topics.

NP: Is that FNV, AOb,11 and CNV?12

SH: Yes. And the UCLO meeting just so happened to be the next week. So, actually, this 
was a good opportunity for us to get the AOb on board and see if they would vote in favor 
of our demands. The CNV we never had high hopes for as the Christian Union is a bit 
more conservative. They have a radical member that’s active there, but he’s outnumbered.

Regarding the AOb, I don’t use the word Zionist lightly, I don’t call anybody who’s not so on 
board with Palestine a Zionist, but the AOb has a Zionist who is very much pro-Israel and 

11	  Algemene Onderwijsbond / General Education Union.
12	  Christelijk Nationale Vakverbond / Christian National Trade Union Confederation.
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against what we were doing in the FNV. He’s one of the most active members there and 
it was quite easy for him to therefore cause enough disruption for the AOb to be hesitant 
in joining us. In the end they did join us, the AOb signed on to our demands, to agree to 
push for our demands, after a vote with their members. I think 82% or so of their members 
voted in favor. And at this point there had also been a vote of FNV members with 92% or 
so voting in favor.

The AOb members voted in favor and together we pushed for these demands during the 
UCLO meeting. However, it became clear the UCLO meeting was not the most conducive, so 
we ended up pushing for a meeting with the executive board regarding just these demands.

NP: The UCLO meeting is with which members of the executive board?

SH: With the chair of the board Edith Hooge, and the vice-chair Jan Lintsen. They 
essentially said there was no negotiation taking place. They said this was an opportunity 
for us to exchange thoughts, but not a negotiation. Which is strange because union members 
had voted to have a negotiation with the CvB13 for specific demands, and it seemed as if 
the executives had forgotten that unions can strike.

That first negotiation was therefore a complete bust. There was this one interesting moment 
when I said we have a student exchange program with Hebrew University. Hebrew 
University’s largest campus is on the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT). Occupied 
territory in the sense that international law defines that as occupied territory. Hebrew 
University is, as an institution, flagrantly breaching international law, and we are still 
working with them. To which Edith responded, ‘yeah but there’s different perspectives 
on this.’ So we have the very clear international law perspective, and then there is ‘other 
perspective’. Which perspective do you want to listen to?

And by the way, in the end they didn’t even cut the tie with Hebrew University because of 
its campus on occupied territory. Instead, because of its dealings with the Israeli military. 
Which is much better ground to cut ties on, because that applies to all Israeli academic 
institutions. All of them worked super closely with the Israeli military, but not all of them 
have campuses on occupied territory. I was happy and surprised to see that it was because 
of that reason and not the campus reason.

NP: Because now it can be cited for the future.

SH: Exactly. After that first negotiation was a complete bust, we were heading for the 
summer vacation. And one of the things about the FNV process is that you need to go 
through the escalation ladder. First you try to negotiate, then you try to negotiate again, 
and if that fails, then you do some actions, then you build up to a strike.

NP: At this point they’d refused to see any of your discussions as negotiations?

13	  CvB or College van Bestuur is the executive board of the university.
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SH: Exactly. But of course as UvA Staff for Palestine members, we already knew this was 
going to happen. We were already ready to strike. People within the collective were really in 
the mindset of ‘fuck this’. We need to strike when the iron is hot. And the FNV process kind 
of took the wind out of the sails, which was another negative, but it did give us legal cover.

Since by the end of that first negotiation it was almost summer vacation we decided on this 
plan of action: let it go into the summer vacation. During the summer vacation, we’ll do 
administration. One thing that the executive board had asked of us was to talk with their 
advice commission. They had set up this ad-hoc committee to look at their framework for 
ethical advices on third party collaborations. Which is bullshit, of course, because we can 
talk to the ad-hoc committee, but we don’t agree with the framing of an ad-hoc committee 
in general. We have specific demands. And the fact that you have a nice ad-hoc committee 
does not impact those demands at all.

NP: Do you not agree with it because the committee evaluates on a case-by-case basis?

SH: There were two main reasons. First is that the ad-hoc committee is not transparently 
chosen. We were asking for a democratic independent commission chosen through the 
unions and the works councils. That did not happen, which was the first reason why we 
couldn’t accept the ad-hoc committee as it was. The second reason was that it was very 
unclear what the ad-hoc committee was actually going to do, whether it was going to look 
at institutional ties, etc. We needed our own proposal for an ethical commission.

NP: This ad-hoc commission, they were all appointed by the CvB and it was non-binding, 
right?

SH: Exactly. Non-binding, that was another one that we really cared about. The ethical 
commission that we wanted them to set up had to be in principle binding. Because you can’t 
make commissions binding in the current university structure, unfortunately. But you can 
make them in principle binding. Which means the executive board then needs to come up 
with their own research to prove why they are rejecting or taking the advice.

Continuing in the summer, we finalized much of the administration and basically gave 
the board an ultimatum: if they’re not willing to come to the negotiating table and show 
some good faith, then we are going into action. This show of good faith would have been 
to pause all ties with Israeli academic institutions. So that was what they needed to show 
in order to negotiate again.

NP: And was that research projects and exchange agreements?

SH: Yeah, all of it. The board very clearly said they are not going to pause all ties with 
Israeli academic institutions until negotiation. At the end of summer we found ourselves 
in a very clear position. Negotiations have broken down. It’s time for action. However, it’s 
the start of the new academic year. We don’t know if the energy is still the same. Who’s 
still around? Does the community still care about this? So we started off with soft action. 
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We did a demonstration at the start of the year to see if there’s still people around— and 
there were. We also we sent out a poll amongst the FNV members at the UvA asking, do 
we still care about this? We did. And we wanted to go into harder action. It was a bit less 
than before, you could see less energy than before the summer. And also, every time you 
do an action it takes a lot of energy. People have jobs, people have lives, so there can be 
weeks in between moments of activity.

Then we planned for a union meeting to vote for a strike. About 50, maybe 100 people 
showed up. That’s not enough to vote for a strike. I knew that we could get at least 300 
people active, and you can’t vote for a strike without them. They need to be involved. One 
of our mistakes was that we didn’t frame this meeting as voting for a strike. We framed this 
meeting as an update. That meant that it was a bit of an iffy moment. Rather, we thought, 
let’s call a new strike meeting now, and try to get enough people to show up. If not enough 
people show up, then that’s clear enough. If enough people show up, then we’re doing it. 
We’re voting on a strike.

We had to work out with the union organizer what type of strike as well. The form of strike 
was contentious, and we had to be realistic in our aims. There are some people who know 
a lot and care a lot about Palestine and therefore feel like nothing is enough. Feel that we 
are failing them. I agree with that sentiment. But at the same time, not everybody is at 
that point. And you cannot expect everybody to do the things that you are willing to do. 
Especially a strike which is a mass action. It’s not something that you can achieve with 30 
people that are willing to do a lot for a long time.

A main goal was to figure out how to engage in this strike with as many people as possible 
for as long of a time as possible. The plan was a four-day strike which would hopefully 
build into another action such as a longer strike— an indefinite grading strike, for instance. 
When the strike meeting was held, it became very clear that people cared. Roughly 200 
people voted with 80-90% in favor. We decided to do it at the start of December while 
there was still a teaching block going on, even though that was only 2 weeks away at this 
point. Normally you need weeks to months to plan a strike, especially in higher education 
where people are busy or practically cannot join an action.

NP: In terms of the ladder of escalation, did you all end up doing other actions than before 
the strike? That were FNV sanctioned? Or were you able to meet with the CvB again?

SH: No. The only FNV sanctioned actions were that first demonstration at the start of the 
year. And the aforementioned meetings.

NP: When was this meeting that you first talked about?

SH: So the first meeting was early to mid-October 2024. And something unexpected that 
made the whole process difficult was that the union organizer working with us became sick. 
With burnout symptoms. It was clear that it was going to be a more long term illness, not 
just a couple of days. So we had to postpone the initially planned meeting, and actually hold 
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our first meeting somewhere around mid-October. The second meeting came somewhere 
in November.

And it’s good to note that every time you plan a meeting like this, you need to do pre-
meetings to ensure the big one is well organized and that nothing is being figured out 
on the spot. A lot of this organizing requires so much effort in the back room so that the 
front facing actions seem as effortless as possible. There’s a lot of thoughts that need to be 
worked out before you can have these front facing actions and meetings. A big meeting 
with as many people as possible requires two or three other meetings to plan and check 
in with each other.

NP: Are those pre-meetings done by the steering committee? Or is the steering committee 
dissolved after the demands of the committee?

SH: The main thing was that a lot of members from the steering committee just had 
duties. Everybody is very busy. I was one of the only ones who was able to go to the union 
meetings every week, to do all of these things, because I’m a part of the Communist Party. 
When there’s something happening at my workplace, I found it my responsibility to be very 
involved. It was very helpful to have experienced comrades from the NCPN around who 
I could ask advice from. Because all of the comrades at the party have experienced doing 
strikes, working with the union, etc., in other sectors. There is one guy who was active at 
the steel factory, at the Albert Heijn distribution centers, active in many different places, 
and has a lot of experience about these sort of things. About how to frame union matters.

For instance, the union is not always your ally. And the union is not always there for you. 
You need to plan and work around that, which was also one of the reasons why we kept 
UvA Staff for Palestine separate from the union. We are our own collective and we work 
through the union, because the union is the workers— that’s us. But we keep our own chats 
and we keep our own networks. Another comrade had this experience working with the 
union, trying to fight the government’s pension plans. And the union at some point just cut 
a deal with the government without consulting the members. Pulled the plug on the whole 
campaign. And suddenly you lose that entire network. People were pissed.

NP: Does the membership not have to vote on the contract?

SH: I don’t remember exactly what happened in this case, but they weren’t in the position 
to challenge. Because the union had suddenly agreed to something and it was all over the 
news. The union agrees to this or that and claims we have won. But no, we have won jack 
shit. I didn’t want that to happen to our trajectory. So that’s why we kept this group separate 
and wanted to maintain our identity as UvA Staff for Palestine, because we found it a very 
fruitful identity to work through, to keep people engaged, to organize actions.

NP: You also mentioned in the Manifest article14 that there was some pushback from within 

14	  Versteeg 2025.
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the union. What was that like?

SH: There were two main ways in which there was pushback. First, the union as a big 
organization was quite hesitant. And if you decide to work with the union, you are working 
with all workers, not just leftist workers. You’re working with conservatives, you’re working 
with reactionaries, you’re working with people that disagree with you basically. You’re going 
to need to find a way to get them on board or to make sure that they stay quiet. Neutralize 
them in a way, by convincing them: ‘you don’t have to join a strike if you don’t want to, but 
it is for a good thing. And you might not want to step up for that good thing, but at least let 
us. Don’t get in the way, you know?’.

One of the ways in which it manifested was that in our preparatory meetings the union 
must constantly keep in mind this is a divisive issue and not everybody will get on board. 
Meaning we are constantly making plans for how to engage as democratically as possible. 
I also wanted to be as democratic as possible, but sometimes it can lead to too much 
conservatism. Where, for instance, in that strike vote meeting it was up to us to figure out 
what the relevant threshold is for how many people need to vote in favor before we strike.

You can put that threshold for members in favor quite high, especially as we already had a 
bunch more union members— union membership went from 450 to about 800 because of 
us. But when you do a strike vote, you’re not going to get more than 200, maybe 300 people 
involved. That’s 500 people that are staying silent. We could put the threshold at 300; 400; 
500 votes, but that’s a number that you know you’re never going to reach, because there’s 
just so many union members who don’t do jack shit for the union, that don’t even read the 
emails. Or are you going to put the threshold at a more realistic point? I know that we’re 
going to reach 100 for sure. I know that we’re going to reach 150 no problem. In that way, 
the conservatism of the general union manifested itself in where you put the threshold. I 
was arguing we should put it at 100, somebody else who was, again, coming from a good 
place, trying to say, ‘this needs to be democratic, if we’re going to strike, it needs to be 
representative of the union here’, says we need it to be 200, maybe even 250. That was a 
bit more of an iffy number.

In the end we managed to get to that number, 212 or so at the meeting. But nonetheless I was 
a bit iffy about reaching it, because people have, for example, child care duties. Somebody 
may have something important that evening. You’re not going to get everybody to come to 
that meeting, even if they are involved. In the end, we managed to reach the threshold of 
200, and we cleared it. But that was some resistance already.

Another point of resistance also came from the fact that we tried to organize through the 
UCLO. Different unions coming together with representatives. I wanted to attend that 
meeting because none of the UCLO members knew anything about UvA Staff for Palestine. 
Then the head of the UCLO, Marjolein Hogenbirk, said she could not allow me to attend 
this meeting. She’s an AOb union member and the AOb representative at the UvA. She’s 
a great person, by the way. But she’s also a bit scared of action on this topic. She’s scared 
of polarizing her members, scared of pissing off the Zionist. Things like that. She wouldn’t 
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allow me to join that general union meeting, but it’s a union meeting. This is not something 
with the executive board. We’re not meeting with the government. We’re meeting amongst 
the workers. These are organized workers that are coming together to talk about something 
that’s happening at their workplace.

There is no reason to exclude one of the main people— at this point, I was clearly one of the 
main people in this whole process— from that meeting. The reason that she cited was that I 
had not been elected. But if an election was held that moment, I would get elected. The issue 
was with this formality, this formalism within the workers movement, which was another 
point of resistance. In this case, it’s both reactionary and hesitancy. It’s hesitancy to fight. 
Hesitancy to do things that are a bit more out there, a bit more polarizing. It’s hesitancy 
to do a bit more action instead of only the collective labor agreement (CAO) negotiation 
every year or the works council elections.

NP: I see a lot of that. And when did the AOb sign onto your demands?

SH: The AOb signed onto the demands already in June of 2024, they had their own vote. 
At that point we had a lot of members of the AOb within UvA Staff for Palestine pushing 
for BDS. A vote was put out, and people voted in favor overwhelmingly.

We touched on this earlier, but also a lot of people within the AOb aren’t active, it’s the 
same with the FNV. They don’t read their union emails, for example, which I take as a 
manifestation of a general disconnection from the union. People need to go get connected 
with the union. Go to the meetings that they organize. Go to that stupid little borrel where 
you meet people. But a lot of members just don’t do that. They see the union as good to 
pay. A good force in society. But ultimately, they’re a bit too busy with work to get active 
in organizing.

NP: Also insofar as the union is only the CAO every year, and they’re relatively happy with 
it. They don’t see the potential for something larger to come out of it.

SH: Exactly. For instance, now with the budget cuts, they think it’s very good that the union 
organizes these protests and these strikes. They think that’s very good. But do they want to 
organize these protests themselves? Do they want to organize these strikes themselves? No. 
They see the union as some sort of outside actor that you pay to help you out with these 
things. Instead of these as actions you yourself need to do. You need to spread those flyers 
at your workplace. You need to talk to your colleagues. You are the one that’s going to need 
to pick up that work. Instead, they see it as the union providing a service.

The union is its members. People need to have the consciousness to realize what a union 
is. What a worker’s demand is. What is in their interest.

NP: And it’s the same with this conception of the university as being this external entity. 
As being the executive board, not the university being you and your co-workers and the 
students who you teach.
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SH: Yeah, definitely. The boss is the company. Instead of the workers and the boss are the 
company together right now. And maybe someday it can just be the workers.

NP: Did FNV have any legal troubles from the demands?

SH: No. We heard through the pipelines that they were thinking of suing us.

NP: UvA?

SH: Yeah, UvA. But they never actually threatened to.

NP: Do you think they would have had cause to?

SH: It would have been grey area. One of our demands very clearly they couldn’t sue us 
over. And that was that they couldn’t sue us over our demands regarding police on campus 
and demonstration rights. Because that’s just so clearly related to our working conditions. 
As an employee, you have the right to speak out against company policy, that was never 
the issue.

The issue was: do we have the right to demand an ethical commission that will look at all 
the ties? And, do we have the right to demand UvA suspends all ties with Israeli academic 
institutions until that ethical commission looks at them? Those were grey areas. We made 
the argument in our letters, in our wordings. Very clearly we were thinking about this from 
the get go because lawyers from the FNV were involved from the start. We framed these 
demands as ‘we have a right to work at a workplace that is not connected to human rights 
violations’. And, we relied on a statute of European law stating that companies cannot 
keep their ties with other entities which are complicit in human rights violations. So we 
tried to make the claim that it’s a workplace argument, although lawyers did say it’s a grey 
area. If a judge looks at this, it is not 100% sure that they would agree these are workplace 
related conditions.

NP: And then what was that meeting like where you voted to strike? Was voting done 
anonymously?

SH: Voting was done anonymously. Beforehand we had the discussion about why only 
four days, why not endless? And this discussion was shut down maybe a bit too forcefully 
with the argument of: do we have the energy to do this endlessly? Because I’m sure some 
can, but can that colleague that just wants to strike for a little bit or show their support or 
something, can they strike for an endless amount of time? Because it takes a lot of energy 
to organize and to engage. There were also some who thought it was too much, who thought 
it was not appropriate to strike for four days. So we thought maybe just one day. But we 
ran the risk of that discussion running too long so we just went to the vote and let the vote 
speak for itself, and the result was very clear.

NP: Was there any discussion about a soft picket versus a hard picket line?
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SH: In the Netherlands we cannot do a hard picket for the same reason that we have to be 
very careful how we frame our demands. Because the union can get sued for the actions 
of its members. In Belgium if workers decide to not let their colleagues into the workplace, 
nothing really happens. Maybe individual workers will get sued. Maybe individual workers 
get arrested. But those individual cases you can fight. You can pay for the legal fees. You 
can make sure that this is doable for them. But if a union gets sued it’s a whole different 
story. You might be wasting a lot of your funds on stupid stuff. And secondly, there’s also 
the issue of: are people willing and ready to do something that is seen as crossing a line?  
To not let your colleagues into the building, for some people that’s really seen as radical. 
Instead of an invitation to join our movement, it could be received as: ‘I am never joining 
that. This is way too radical for me’. It is toeing the line where as a union you need to 
be seen as appropriate, need to not transgress too much. And I don’t mean transgress in 
terms of the legal framework, but really transgress in terms of the popular consciousness. 
How will your workers look at you after you do something like that? Will they be more or 
less receptive to your demands? How will your next department meeting go? Will there 
be people actively angry at you? That’s why we chose for a soft picket. Let people into the 
building, don’t stop them.

NP: And then I also remember around that time a statement from the CvB, if I’m 
remembering it correctly, that they wouldn’t be meeting with you as FNV.

SH: Of course we reached out to them again saying, this is your last chance to negotiate, 
we’re going on strike. And they said, we’re not meeting. Basically, we’re not suspending 
the ties— because our requirement for meeting with them was them pausing all ties. By 
the way, this was not a huge threshold. They can just say it’s paused. It’s mostly rhetoric. 
If you are a researcher doing joint research with Tel Aviv University, nobody is going to 
check whether you did or did not write for that research project in those two weeks. It’s 
mostly symbolic anyways. The actual connection can still happen. It’s just that you say that 
everything is paused. It’s framing.

NP: One thing for me was also that they never disclosed the financial ties through UvA 
Ventures Holding and where their investments are. But maybe there just wasn’t enough 
attention paid to that side of things as opposed to research and exchange agreements. But 
outside of the CvB did you have any contact at all with their bosses at the supervisory 
board (Raad van Toezicht)?

SH: No, I don’t think we’ve ever tried to reach out to the Raad van Toezicht.

NP: Is there something going on now? Where do we go from here? 

SH: One of the big problems is the budget cuts issue. The issue is just so much bigger 
than Palestine in the popular consciousness, and also in terms of how much organizing it 
requires. After that four-day strike, the budget cuts strike was coming up on the Malieveld. 
It was the first big manifestation around this. After the strike, it was just very clear that we 
don’t have the energy. We don’t have the capacity and people’s attention is on something 
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else right now. And these are very important things. Kind of naturally, a bit through fatigue, 
there was not a significant follow up on the strike, not even a meeting organized regarding 
what we do now. I was also fatigued.

Right now as UvA Staff for Palestine we do a weekly sit-in. We do the weekly sit-in and we 
try to connect the weekly sit-in to different actions. We did a Palestine reading marathon 
on the 6th of May 2025. Tomorrow we have a new members meeting after the sit-in. We 
still try to influence the union process in our own way. So for instance with the budget cut 
conversation, connect it to militarization, connect it to the increased defense budget, show 
up to demonstrations with Palestine flags, things like that.

NP: Having gone through all of this, do you have any advice for others getting involved 
in organizing?

SH: Get involved at your workplace. If you don’t have a workplace, maybe a study place, 
get involved there. Go join your local union, join a student union. Start to make those 
connections. Talk to people. Like I said before, go to that drinks night that they organized. 
Go meet people. Then importantly, if you want to do it on an individual level, try to educate 
yourself. Pick up a book here and there. Try to find an interesting video, figure out an area 
where you’re lacking and pursue that just on a very, very individual level. You can also do 
this on a collective level, there are political organizations that can help you grow, that can 
help point you in the right direction.

After I joined the Communist Party I have grown in terms of organizing. How to do it, how 
to understand what it is that we’re doing and what needs to happen in the Netherlands. 
Individually, collectively, just get involved. And something for framing, try to understand 
political work as connected to and inseparable from your daily life. You’re not doing 
some work here and then sometimes doing some political work there. Those things are 
intertwined. Whenever you’re talking to a colleague, that could be a political act. Not 
that you have to talk about politics with them, but make sure that you are that nice one 
that always stands up for whatever. Make sure that you lay the groundwork for a bigger 
movement to arise, so to say. That way when something comes up that they actually do 
care a lot about: for instance the budget cuts, maybe Palestine, maybe something else, those 
networks are already there. You can talk to them and you can say, hey, this is happening. 
I know you really care about this. Let’s go do some flyering.

And if I can throw a quick little jab in the political direction, maybe stay away from the 
more liberal parties and stay away from the more radicalist parties. If you see that there’s 
a group that is willingly provoking the police, maybe don’t. Maybe stay a bit away from 
them. If you see a group that is not even calling what’s happening in Palestine a genocide, 
maybe stay away from them. Follow your own morals, of course. If you think it’s right to 
provoke the police, then go for it. Try to steer yourself towards people that collectively do 
what you’re doing. And if they’re incapable of collectively doing something, and you still 
see them, then maybe try to make it a bit more collective.
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By collective I mean no spontaneous action. When you do something, you do something 
as a group. You have talked about it before, and the plan is very clear. What I see is a lot of 
spontaneous action and that’s unacceptable. From my perspective, it’s very dangerous. It 
puts people in danger and it makes it so that the people who are joining cannot trust you 
to follow through on your words. That’s one of the most important things. That when you 
say something, you can deliver on it.

NP: If anybody wants to get involved with UvA staff for Palestine, where can they find you?

SH: On social media. You can email us. Reach out, come to the sit-in. Reach out to your 
locality, to somebody in your department who you know might care about Palestine and 
they can forward you to the right people. People should really see this collective as just 
within their own departments. It’s made up of themselves. We are not an outside force that 
you reach out to and ask to join. You can do UvA staff for Palestine work right now. You 
are ready, at your department, at your place.
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The Dutch Trade Union Solidarity for Palestine linktree is found here: https://linktr.ee/
vakbondsolidairmetpalestina

Find the responsive letter to the FNV from the Palestinian General Federation of Trade 
Unions (PGFTU) here: PGFTU – Vakbond Solidair met Palestina

https://leesmanifest.nl/artikelen/hoe-organiseer-je-een-staking-voor-palestina/
https://leesmanifest.nl/artikelen/hoe-organiseer-je-een-staking-voor-palestina/
https://www.fnv.nl/petities/petitie-steun-de-uva-collega-s
https://www.fnv.nl/petities/petitie-steun-de-uva-collega-s
https://linktr.ee/staffonstriketoolkit
https://linktr.ee/vakbondsolidairmetpalestina
https://linktr.ee/vakbondsolidairmetpalestina
https://www.instagram.com/p/DDc-a0vNkvv/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFlZA%3D%3D&img_index=3
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UNIVERSITIES CAN’T BE POLITICALLY 
NEUTRAL, BUT THEY CAN BE PLURALISTIC

Enzo Rossi

It’s no secret that the far-right government sees its plan to cut a billion Euros from Dutch 
universities as a form of punishment for the alleged ‘wokeness’ of the higher education 
sector. For instance, PVV parliamentarian Reinder Blauw doesn’t mince his words: ‘Too 
often political activism takes precedence over scientific integrity. [...] And how do curricula 
on critical race theory, decolonisation, feminism and global justice make our students 
better analytical thinkers?” He expects the cuts will browbeat universities into a political 
realignment: “Surely there will have to be actual cuts, mainly in higher education. [...] 
This is the only way it will give educational institutions an opportunity to rethink their 
priorities. Do our educational institutions want political activism on the menu or sound 
education and research?”1

Universities and the wider education sector are mobilising to resist this onslaught. Protests 
are ongoing, massive strike action is likely imminent. Meanwhile, it’s worth asking whether 
the complaint about activist academia makes sense. As it turns out, there is something 
to it. Science can be overpoliticised. But nothing like a policy of institutional or political 
neutrality for universities follows from this. 

Internationally, the University of Chicago is widely seen as the gold standard for 
institutional neutrality. The idea—enshrined in the 1967 ‘Kalven Report’ and in subsequent 
statements—is that universities exist to fulfil a singular mission: the discovery, improvement, 
and dissemination of knowledge.2 In other words, their mission is exclusively epistemic. 
Achieving this requires maximal freedom of inquiry, known as academic freedom. When a 
university takes official political positions unrelated to protecting the epistemic mission, it 
pursues non-epistemic goals that can inadvertently restrict academic freedom by creating 
an environment where certain viewpoints are discouraged. Therefore, to preserve the 
open exchange of ideas essential to their purpose, universities must maintain institutional 
neutrality, abstaining from official political stances except on issues directly affecting their 
epistemic mission.

But that’s too simple. Even if we accept that the university’s sole mission is epistemic—the 
discovery and dissemination of knowledge—a perplexing puzzle emerges. How do scholars 
pick their research questions? Should an economist focus on the causes of unemployment 
or of entrepreneurship? In fact, how do we even know either of those things is something 

1	  “PVV ziet bezuinigingen als wapen tegen ‘woke’” https://advalvas.vu.nl/wetenschap-
onderwijs/pvv-ziet-bezuinigingen-als-wapen-tegen-woke/
2	  See University of Chicago. 1967. Kalven Committee: Report on the University’s Role in 
Political and Social Action. Chicago: University of Chicago. https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/
default/files/documents/reports/KalvenRprt_0.pdf and University of Chicago. 2015. Report of the 
Committee on Freedom of Expression. Chicago: University of Chicago. https://provost.uchicago.edu/
sites/default/files/documents/reports/FOECommitteeReport.pdf. 

https://advalvas.vu.nl/wetenschap-onderwijs/pvv-ziet-bezuinigingen-als-wapen-tegen-woke/
https://advalvas.vu.nl/wetenschap-onderwijs/pvv-ziet-bezuinigingen-als-wapen-tegen-woke/
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/KalvenRprt_0.pdf
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/KalvenRprt_0.pdf
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/FOECommitteeReport.pdf
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/FOECommitteeReport.pdf
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worth researching? The world isn’t cut up into research problems. And this isn’t just true of 
the humanities and social sciences. Should a chemist work on renewable energy technology 
or on fossil fuel extraction, say? It has long been clear that values outside of science guide 
the questions scholars ask. The choice of research questions is political, and the answers 
have political consequences, too. There’s no way around this.

Once full neutrality has been dismissed, it becomes tempting to rush headlong in the 
opposite direction. Here is a familiar way of doing so. Scholarship does not exist in a 
vacuum: it frequently intersects with societal structures, power dynamics, and policy 
debates. As scholars delve into research that challenges existing paradigms or exposes 
injustices, they inherently engage in political activity. Therefore, the line between 
scholarship and activism becomes blurry, if not altogether nonexistent. Pursuing knowledge 
and effecting social change are intertwined endeavours, making any sharp distinction 
between academic inquiry and political engagement untenable within the university’s 
mission.

That line of argument is especially common in the humanities and social sciences. I happen 
to think it’s too quick. It’s one thing to say that our choices of research questions and 
teaching topics are influenced by our extra-scientific commitments. It’s quite another to 
say that our scholarly work is in service to political causes, in the sense that our evaluation 
and presentation of the evidence should be influenced by our political goals. Consider a 
straightforward example of politically inflected research. A Marxist scholar may want to 
know whether the working class is a sufficiently powerful revolutionary subject because 
she is interested in whether capitalism can be overcome. But, precisely because she is 
interested in overcoming capitalism, she’ll want to be right about the fact of the matter 
of whether the working class can make a successful revolution or not. Crudely, we can 
recognise the political connotation of our questions without jettisoning the reliability of our 
answers—something many activist scholars as well as many of their critics fail to recognise.

Yet even if I am right about that, the most difficult issue remains unaddressed. Those 
who oppose the distinction between scholarship and activism—between truth and power, 
if you will—arrived at their position by pursuing epistemic goals. That is, by trying to 
understand what knowledge is. I think their answer is wrong, but I respect it, because 
I see that they arrived at their answer how I arrived at mine: by pursuing knowledge. 
Centring the university’s epistemic mission, and the academic freedom it requires, leads to 
fundamental disagreement about what the epistemic mission is, and so about what it entails 
when it comes to the university’s role in social and political life. The very commitment 
to putting the pursuit of knowledge front and centre leads to pluralism about what that 
commitment entails—a pluralism that spans from the institutional neutrality of the Kalven 
Report to the scepticism about neutrality often found among activist scholars. 

This pluralism is simply the product of academic freedom and good-faith enquiry. It 
would be arrogant and unscholarly to suppress it, from either side. And if that’s the case, 
we have an answer to our initial question. The problem isn’t that some academics are 
activists. Sometimes the pursuit of knowledge leads to an activist orientation to science, 
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and sometimes it doesn’t. It’s important to recognise the legitimacy of both outcomes, and to 
ensure that neither view of scholarship takes over the university and suppresses the other. 
So, universities can’t be neutral pursuers of knowledge, because many of their members 
have come to reject neutrality precisely by pursuing knowledge.3

One may well doubt whether far-right politicians are really interested in institutional 
neutrality for universities. It’s more likely they’re merely using this idea to browbeat 
academic disciplines they dislike—from gender studies to climate science—and to set up 
more their own ideologically-captured institutions. But even if we take their professions 
of neutrality at face-value, it turns out that those who want to impose neutrality are no 
better than the academic activists they despise. If either the activists or the partisans of 
neutrality took over, we’d have an overpoliticised university: a university that rejects the 
outcomes of free academic enquiry when it dislikes them.4

So, a university that is serious about its epistemic mission should neither be neutral nor 
activist. I want to suggest that it should be pluralist instead. What does that mean? What 
does institutional pluralism entail when, say, protesters demand that a university take a 
side on the issue of the day? What does it entail about what forms of speech and protest 
are permissible on campus? Unlike activism or neutrality, pluralism doesn’t have a ready-
made answer for such questions. But it has a procedure for generating answers: democratic 
self-governance by the university community.

Recall how I argued that we should respect the disagreements that are the outcome of the 
sincere pursuit of knowledge. As we have seen, those include disagreements about whether 
universities should take political positions, about “time and place” rules of conduct, the 
proper standards of research ethics, and so on. Those aren’t questions that can be settled by 
authorities external to the university, because it is the epistemic mission itself that requires 
self-direction: for one thing, it is the experts who know best which questions are worth 
asking, and how. But we also need a practical procedure to resolve those disagreements. 
This is where democracy comes in. It should be possible for different voices within the 
university community to prevail at different times, without any of those voices running 
the risk of being permanently shut out of the conversation. 

Advocates of neutrality worry that without neutrality certain viewpoints will be discouraged, 
though they don’t seem to worry about the activist viewpoint being discouraged. What 
we need instead are assurances that even presently disfavoured viewpoints have full 
citizenship in the university community. The epistemic mission requires as much. Equal 
democratic standing and participation in decision-making are the best hedges against 

3	  It is regrettable that these differences often play out in terms of self-selection into dif-
ferent academic fields, which sometimes results in overpoliticisation—whether of a hyper-activist 
or hyper-neutralist kind. It would be even worse if an entire university took sides on this issue.
4	  In fairness, it’s not as if institutional neutrality necessarily requires all scholars to be 
neutral. But one can imagine how such a commitment would change the climate for more activ-
ist-minded scholars. Besides, there is the issue of how a purportedly neutral institution chooses 
which subjects and fields of research to include.
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ideological takeovers, be they neutralist or activist. 

The pluralist model, then, is really a combination of two commitments: democratic self-
governance and academic freedom. As it turns out, if we are serious about the university as 
a place whose sole mission is the pursuit and dissemination of knowledge, we must make 
sure the university becomes a self-governing community of free enquirers once again.

An earlier version of this piece was originally published, in Dutch, in Jacobin Nederland on 
05 October 2024: https://jacobin.nl/universiteiten-kunnen-niet-politiek-neutraal-zijn-maar-
wel-pluralistisch/.

https://jacobin.nl/universiteiten-kunnen-niet-politiek-neutraal-zijn-maar-wel-pluralistisch/
https://jacobin.nl/universiteiten-kunnen-niet-politiek-neutraal-zijn-maar-wel-pluralistisch/
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BURN YOUR GOWNS!
Joost de Bloois

‘What can I hope for,’ asks Immanuel Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason. ‘Nothing,’ is the 
answer in Peter Fleming’s Dark Academia: How Universities Die. At least, if the question 
is about today’s university, where pure reason has long since been exchanged for that of 
the market and the pursuit of money and prestige. It is precisely Fleming’s nihilism - or 
rather, his radical honesty - that makes Dark Academia such an engaging book. He observes 
that the institution of the “University,” like so many pillars of postwar society, has been 
unable to resist forty years of neoliberal hegemony. The grip of market- and “profitability” 
thinking, economic globalization, the privatization of everything and everyone is too 
powerful to extricate ourselves from it. The crisis of the university is running parallel to 
the crisis of society, and can no longer be solved “from within.” The university, as the public 
institution that it was in the second half of the last century only has a future if faith in the 
public cause can be revived and if society dares to commit itself to the public cause again: 
a titanic task that the university cannot possibly complete alone. It has no other choice 
however; the alternative is to be dragged into “a dark new beginning,” as Fleming calls it. 
That is, to await the total implosion of public affairs and to hope that something like ‘the 
university’ can rise again, albeit in a radically different form, from it.

Fleming would like to hope for the former, but knows the latter scenario is more likely. 
His book reads like the account of Freudian work of mourning. Fleming - who has made 
a career in recent decades in the United States, Britain and Australia - would love to 
continue to believe in the university as (perhaps the last) place for disinterested pursuit 
of knowledge, as an engine of social mobility for those with a decent brain, as a conduit 
for cultural traditions; he knows, having learned by trial and error, that this dream image 
- this love-object, Freud would say - must be let go, because there is no more life in it. 
Dark Academia is a provocative and not infrequently confrontational book, not so much 
because of its historical analysis - the (correct and still gloomy) enumeration of disasters 
resulting from neoliberalization, the New Public Management, flexibilization, globalization, 
the rankings, and so on, has been given many times before - but precisely because of 
Fleming’s emphasis on the subjective, psychological consequences of this history of demise 
for academics. Researchers and faculty are constantly torn between grief and hope: they 
dare not face the fact that their great love is a now morbid fantasy. The university as a 
community of equals, united in their quest for knowledge and truth, has been wrenched 
from the nest by the neoliberal cuckoo-child several decades ago. Behind the dream image 
of Big Love hides the reality that academia is like a boyfriend who turns out to be a control 
freak.

In ten short but striking chapters (some of which read like the circles of hell), Fleming 
shows just how common the neoliberal mindset has become at universities. He minces 
no words: the bad guys have won, the consequences of nearly half a century of neoliberal 
policies are so great that daydreaming about “slow science”1 has no effect whatsoever. 

1	  See: Maggie Berg and Barbara K. Seeber, The Slow Professor: Challenging the Culture of 
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Academics must therefore dare to reach out, stop deluding themselves that at best things 
have gotten out of hand – “no more rankings: we need to ‘recognize and appreciate’ 
[erkennen en waarderen] academics’ achievements otherwise!” - and admit that an entire 
generation of academics de facto owes their careers to their complicity in the rampant 
neoliberalization of academe: by slavishly playing their act in the scholarship circus, by 
their participation in classes for ‘academic leadership,’ by their idolization of ‘top journals,’ 
by their eternal wartime president rhetoric (‘I don’t like this either, but that’s the way it is’).

It is too easy, Fleming writes, to pretend that ‘return-on-investment’ thinking, authoritarian 
governance, spreadsheet management and the not infrequently narcissistic fetish for 
hierarchy are confined to the minds of malevolent managers on higher floors. In reality, 
there is no us-versus-them opposition between well-intentioned academics and malevolent 
administrators. The roles intertwine: professors see themselves as “we,” but in practice 
have long since been part of “them.” Those higher up in the managerial hierarchy 
must conform to the administrator’s logic, with its annual reviews, key performance 
indicators, departmental budgets and citation indexes, all the pious talk of “empathetic 
leadership” notwithstanding. It is precisely the fantasy of the university as a community 
or meritocracy that causes academics to sell their souls to the neoliberal devil: they are 
not true administrators, so they believe, but are merely compromising, or - worse - they 
are genuinely convinced that their ascent up the academic ladder is the path to equality. 
 
According to Fleming, we are in the final moment of the transition from the ‘Keynesian’ 
university - read: the public university, which was closely linked to the post-war welfare 
state - to the neoliberal university, which is driven by the logic of privatization and the 
reproduction of structural inequality. The Dutch “student loan system” is a prime example: 
privatization - education as an “investment in yourself” - is presented as “opportunities 
for all”: after all, anyone can borrow? In practice, however, students from lower social 
classes are (predictably) afraid to borrow large sums of money, and are thus kept out 
of the gate. Fleming rightly notes that, in Europe at least, universities have always been 
inextricably linked to the state, to national political developments, and for decades these 
have been moving in only one direction: toward more markets and more economic reason. 
Universities, like other public sectors, have for decades been forced to ‘play marketplace,’ to 
pretend they’re actually businesses, and thus pushed further and further out of their public 
role: i.e. they’ve been forced for over two decades to rake in as many paying customers as 
possible in the race for international students. And think also of the academic job market: 
universities train students and PhD candidates who then have to compete with expatriates 
who often cannot find a place of their own in the hopeless job market in the US or UK, 
with the result that getting a PhD and pursuing an academic career again becomes the 
privilege of the well-off. Only when you have sufficient time and resources can you enter 
the cutthroat academic job market.

Fleming therefore observes the end of the university as a democratizing machine: Von 

Speed in the Academy. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016.



214 BURN YOUR GOWNS!

Humboldt’s ideal2 is dead and buried, the university as a place for critical and rational 
thinking within but independent of the state no longer exists. The university no longer 
contributes to a living democracy by asking critical questions to and on behalf of society, 
but has suited itself to the mantra “whoever pays, decides.” Research must be driven by 
the market, students are customers and disciplines must prove their economic usefulness 
before anything else. Dark Academia puts its finger on the sore spot: today, the academic 
is not a scholar in the service of the public good, but an employee who must ultimately 
answer to the tribunal of the market. Academics are not so much autonomous scholars 
as “hired labor,” contract workers - and in the case of precarious, temporary teachers: 
academic day laborers. As Fleming shows, there is a huge difference between being 
accountable to one’s fellow citizens - one can very well show why the study of Middle 
Dutch poetry is important for the knowledge and continuity of a shared Dutch culture 
- and having to justify one’s existence in the face of short-term financial interests, not 
infrequently personified by that ultimate straw man of neoliberal thinking: “the taxpayer.” 
 
However, because the university has not actually been privatized - Fleming beautifully 
describes how universities have become a kind of Matrix in which the market is constantly 
simulated - academics are also afforded the worst of both worlds: constant, top-down 
steering as well as the straitjacket of the isolated homo economicus caught up in constant 
hyper-competition. Again, it is the intrinsic motivation of academics that blinds them to 
the daily reality of their work. Fleming therefore speaks of structural “self-alienation”3 
of academics. In order to maintain themselves, they have to constantly put a spin on 
themselves: ‘I nod along obediently, but really I am still concerned with the content, with 
the scarce moments of genuine interaction with students, to gain new insight, to occupy 
myself with my passion for late French pottery or neo-Thomistic theology.’ Fleming 
argues that this is now nothing more than institutional schizophrenia: we all participate 
in the scholarship lottery, all obediently send our articles to Elsevier-run journals, enroll 
in leadership classes, meekly sign up for our annual review, all at the expense of what 
“actually” matters. The adaptability of academics seems endless, but in the meantime, 
“piece by piece your academic calling is being demolished,” according to Fleming. 
 
This self-alienation is compounded by the fact that academic hierarchy is rarely based 
on ability, but mostly on chance and randomness. Winning the scholarship lottery does 
not make you a better researcher than all those other contenders, after all, fate could 
have decided otherwise, but it does make you instantly – as if by magic - professorial. 
The difference between the “dropouts” and the “winners” is fictitious: quality differences 
between research proposals are rare, milking a topic into ten articles does not suddenly 
make it more relevant than devoting a single article to it. The result is a wholly artificial 
but unabatedly rigid hierarchy. The neoliberal fantasy of the survival of the fittest appears 
to go very well with the academic neo-feudal cosplay of titles, gowns, silly hats and, above 

2	  See: Humboldtian Model of Higher Education, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humbold-
tian_model_of_higher_education.
3	  See: Richard Hall, The Alienated Academic: The Struggle for Autonomy Inside the Uni-
versity. London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldtian_model_of_higher_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humboldtian_model_of_higher_education


215ART, ACTIVISM, ACADEMIA 

all, unequal power relations and nepotism. If only the university were more like a modern 
business that offers trust, responsibility, belief in people’s contributions and creativity, and 
most importantly: pay for work. Too often the university turns out to be a patronage system 
that would not be out of place in the Sicilian hinterland.

Perhaps beneath Fleming’s dark academia lurks another - unconscious? - darkness: despite 
the appeal to ‘critical thinking’ and meritocracy, academics quite often seem to fall prey to 
the drift of wanting to climb up the hierarchy without questioning it. If Fleming is right, and 
the contemporary university is spewing out “damaged people,” then we must conclude that 
part of the “academic community” is willing to accept those damages as merely collateral 
in its ambitions, not infrequently by justifying those ambitions for itself with an appeal to 
the fallacy of community and disinterestedness. Time and again, Fleming rightly points 
out the discrepancy between theory and practice: there are academics who preach the pan-
democratic revolution by taking a seat in the KNAW [Duch Royal Academy of Sciences], or 
who, eagerly jumping through the hoops that neoliberal ideology presents us with, “actually 
want to bring about change from within,” as if you could tackle the airline industry by 
getting on a plane more frequently. The mental gymnastics this requires is worthy of a gold 
medal. This is exactly what Fleming calls “darkocracy” (“opportunocracy”): the unspoken 
demand to conform as a condition of climbing the career ladder, nepotism with a neoliberal 
face. Burn your gowns! implies Fleming: academics must dare to face their self-denial 
precisely because it is the lubricant of the neoliberalization of universities. No one will want 
to proudly call themselves “opportunist,” which is why it is so important to recognize that it 
is the fantasy of the academic “I” that covers up opportunistic accommodation, and does so 
very efficiently. The key phrase from Dark Academia reads, “the contemporary university 
no longer belongs to academics, even if they continue to identify with it and confuse the 
institution with their vocation. It is precisely the feeling - with emphasis on feeling: the 
university has, of course, excluded quite a few social groups in its history - of the university 
as “shared property” and academics as stewards, that is now used against academics, and 
with which they continue to be misled, consciously or unconsciously.

Fleming is certainly not a moralist; he is not concerned with telling off his colleagues 
(after all, he himself has “prof. dr.” in front of his name and has had to swallow some of 
his more basic principles for that). Rather, his book offers at its core a classic materialist 
analysis: the university is an exploitative machine, a caste system in which those on the 
bottom rungs are structurally overcharged. If you want to move up in such a system - 
and turn the knobs of the machine - you don’t just take that exploitation for granted, 
you owe your career to it. Just as a Primark T-shirt can only be so cheap because 
someone far away is being squeezed out, academic surplus value (publishing, doing 
“excellent research,” visiting professorships etc) is only possible because someone is 
standing in your place on a temporary contract working unrealistic amounts of teaching. 
 
Dark Academia shows, with often dramatic examples, the high physical and psychological 
toll that today’s university takes on people. Hyper-competition and the hyper-control 
that accompanies it crush talents and careers. In the constant Darwinian struggle for 
optimization and excellence, there must be equally constant defectors: neoliberalism has 
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effectively abandoned the principle of equality and deliberately creates inequality. In the 
case of the university, that inequality is artificially created among a group of intrinsically 
motivated researchers and faculty who are about equally talented. The equally artificial 
power relations that result from this dynamic are crippling. As Fleming rightly writes, the 
more pervasive power relations are, the more powerless most will feel. Powerlessness leads 
to loss of self-esteem: if you are treated like a nobody, you automatically start thinking you 
are worth nothing. The top-down governance culture as well as the anachronistic university 
hierarchy - eagerly maintained by academics themselves - are intrinsically demeaning and 
destructive to academics’ self-esteem and mental health. One person’s career is another 
person’s depression. Add to this unreasonable and ever-shifting demands and rules of the 
game (to obtain grants or for a promotion; demands as to the amount of work to be done 
for allotted hours, and so on) and you have a thoroughly poisoned work environment. 
 
Just how toxic the university is, Fleming illustrates, among other examples, the suicides of 
Stefan Grimm (who “failed” to raise sufficient funds for his research at Imperial College) 
and Malcolm Anderson (who took his own life on the campus of Cardiff University after 
years of a completely unreasonable workload that had been imposed on him). Fleming’s 
mainly British and American examples are hard to digest, so unmerciful (such as professor 
of creative writing Margaret Vojtko who literally starves to death after being fired from 
her job because she, while undergoing treatment for cancer, is “caught sleeping” between 
lectures), but then again, they are not that far removed from our Dutch reality. The 
workload and precarious conditions are very similar, and here, too, job redundancy of 
academics has been made considerably easier in recent years. What makes the examples 
particularly poignant is, again, the more than uncomfortable, now untenable discrepancy 
between the image of the university (ivy-covered Victorian brick buildings and wood-
paneled lecture halls) and the harsh daily reality (overwork and desperate acts). 
 
As noted, Fleming does not offer much hope in response to Kant’s question. That is certainly 
not a weakness: the strength of Dark Academia lies in the relentlessness with which Fleming 
shows the consequences of forty years of neoliberal policies, and the part played in this 
by academics themselves. There is simply no decisive opposition, and with even more 
knee-jerk reaction to neoliberal ideology, the university has nothing to gain. Fleming sees 
through the myth of “impact”: on paper, impact means finding the cure for cancer or the 
Ebola virus; in practice, it means working on facial recognition for shadowy regimes - 
research on the you-ask-we-run refrain. Fleming is crystal clear: in an economic and social 
system driven entirely by the market, there is no benevolent “impact,” because success 
always equals profit in the service of the economic giants. ‘Impact’ and ‘valorization’ are 
anything but neutral terms when financial return is the overriding rationale. Universities 
are slowly but surely degenerating into what Fleming calls “handmaidens of industry,” 
including those parts - read: the Humanities - that clearly cannot fulfill that role. The 
call for Humanities’ participation in “solving” society’s problems is an obvious sham as it 
immediately rules out, for example, research on fifteenth-century French theater (unless 
you present forced analogies as valuable contributions). Research on terrorism or bat 
viruses does considerably better than research on Etruscan glass art; the fact that not 
every discipline can speak the language of the here-and-now and of profit shows that, 
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again, the call for social relevance is not so different from that for return-on-investment 
expressed in hard euros.

The attack on the university has been an ideological operation, Fleming writes: the public 
university was an affront to the business ethos and belief in the saliency of universal 
privatization. Consequently, academic practice was eroded into obedience to bureaucratic 
authority, on the one hand, and contribution to economic prosperity in the shortest possible 
time, on the other. And yet the same, now long worn-out “wake-up calls” still sound to 
academics who supposedly need to come out of their “ivory towers” and learn how “the 
real world” works. In fact, the real world has invaded the university so quickly and brutally 
that only smoking rubble remains of that ivory tower.

Fleming’s book may not be the most original contribution to the debate surrounding the 
decline of the university (it is aware of its indebtedness to critical academics such as 
Stefan Collini, Rosalind Gill and Liz Morrish), but it does explicitly claim that the point 
of no return has passed. The public university has not survived the neoliberal coup. Dark 
Academia is an attempt at mourning, perhaps as a prelude to a new beginning, but perhaps 
more to face this loss foolishly. That the university as it existed between, say, 1945 and 1990 
is now truly moribund does not mean we should expect a mass exodus of academics. The 
toxic mix of phantasm and opportunism will no doubt ensure that the lure of university 
will continue, especially for those who can financially afford a career in academe. Those 
who aspire to a career in the neoliberal university should know that it is not necessarily 
on different terms than that of a middle manager at Unilever, not least because Unilever 
now also dictates the terms of an academic career…. The society that produced the public, 
emancipatory university is gone, and with it the possibility of realizing the dream of a 
community which produces disinterested knowledge. Neoliberal ideology will continue to 
occupy the university and the self(-image) of those who work there ever more intensely. 
Organizing ourselves effectively and sustainably is the only way to counterbalance it, 
Fleming acknowledges, but he adds that - and in this, academics are certainly no societal 
exception - the degree of organization at universities is extraordinarily low. (Even in 
Fleming’s bugbear called the United Kingdom, union membership among academics is 
higher than in The Netherlands). Moreover, if there is any organization at all, after so 
many decades of headwinds and powerlessness, trade unions are also walloped. First the 
public cause will have to be restored society-wide before the university can reinvent itself.

Ultimately, Fleming wonders in Dark Academia what happens when we dare to face 
hopelessness: do we really want to spend the precious and scarce time left to us (on both 
professional and personal levels) in an endless race to the bottom, continue to commit 
ourselves to a system that thrives on authority, hierarchy and exploitation, and our 
willingness to participate in it? Is the current practice at universities even compatible with 
something like a scientific vocation? What if fidelity to the ethics of science, critical thinking 
and ultimately ourselves is impossible in the current institution of “the University”? If there 
is nothing left to hope for, it is time to find other forms for research, teaching and debate, to 
create other places and new institutions, if only to save our dear lives. In Dark Academia, 
Fleming is the first to turn out the lights.
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EPILOGUE - FRAGMENTS ON HOPE AND 
RESISTANCE

Interview with Mumia Abu-Jamal
Mediated through Prison Radio

Noah Pellikaan: In your book Have Black Lives Ever Mattered?, you speak on the 
unprecedented levels of state surveillance, militarization of the police, and criminalization 
of dissidents in the current day. Given our unprecedented times, do you think that the tools 
of resistance used in the past are still adequate, or do we need new methods and tools of 
resistance? I would love to hear any thoughts and advice you have on the topic.

Mumia Abu-Jamal: As a general rule, I believe that resistance movements that are the 
most flexible will weather the winds of change and time, so they must always be open to new 
areas of resistance that address not just their arguments but strikes their targets. However, 
you should always be open to learn new things. What we saw in Minneapolis recently 
after the assassinations of Renée Good and Alex Pretti were remarkable demonstrations 
of collective resistance by everyday people despite subzero temperatures ad deadly threats 
by ICE agents and their political leaders. Sometimes showing up and speaking out is half 
the battle. So, we must be open to new ideas. but sometimes old tactics can be the vehicle 
to promote and create social change.

NP: As a political prisoner, you’ve continued to write, advocate, and publish acclaimed 
works from behind bars. Can you talk to me about hope, and your relation to it? How 
do you keep hope alive? Is it okay to be hopeless? And how can we use hope as a tool of 
resistance?

MAJ: In ecclesiastics the book says there is a time for everything under heaven. There is 
a time for hope and sometimes there is a time for hopelessness. All of us must read the 
times that we inhabit and choose our path. However, let me say this - time, like everything 
else, bends to the necessity of change, for all things change. What is up today will be 
down tomorrow and if I’ve learned one thing, it’s this: that all empires pass away. It’s just 
a question of time and circumstance. When Hitler was alive, he predicted that the Reich 
would last for a thousand years. It didn’t last much longer than a decade. So, movements 
can be an element in the wheel of change. If enough are on your side of the wheel, then 
that change can be inevitable. I believe that social movements change consciousness and 
changed consciousness can transform the world itself.

NP: It would be great to hear from you on the role of solidarity movements abroad. How 
can they be most effective, and how could we as young people and students best advocate 
within campaigns such as those for your freedom, and the Palestinian cause?

MAJ: I believe that young people, by virtue of their very youth are inherently revolutionary 
beings because being young means that in their very selves, they experience revolutionary 
change. In their very bones, their cells, their consciousness, they’re always changing. And 
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the transformation between being a child, being a teen, and being a young adult is nothing 
less than magical. You are change because you’re changing every second of every day. So, 
such a being seeing change and sensing change in their very selves, can’t help but imagine 
that the world around them is changing also. So young people are natural revolutionaries 
because they are growing into new beings every hour. We used to say, ‘the youth make 
revolution.’ What makes that meaningful is that they ARE revolution because they are 
trying to build a world in which their new bodies can fit. By fighting for a new world they 
are fighting for a place where their new selves can live new lives.

Mumia Abu-Jamal (undated). Photograph by April Saul for the Philadelphia Inquirer.
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The process of getting in touch with Mumia began in a sense on the 2nd of December, 2025, 
when I first reached out to Prison Radio over email hoping to interview him. At the time 
this was not intended to be a part of the publication at hand, and came from a desire to 
bring forth the cause of Mumia’s freedom to the politically engaged Left here in Amsterdam 
(and beyond). My initial hope was to publish this interview in any of the emancipation-
inclined or vaguely culturally-politico left local publications (ranging from the likes of 
Amsterdam Alternative to ROMEO and Vox Nauseum). Through a lengthy back and forth 
with the incredible help of Noelle Hanrahan and Jennifer Black at Prison Radio, I had 
the opportunity to ask three questions, which would be relayed to Mumia during a prison 
visit. I received his answers via email on the 3rd of February, 2026, 16:27 CET alongside 
the following assurance: 

Hi Noah, I visited Mumia on Thursday and read to him your questions one by one, 
and he responded verbally while I wrote the answers down. I read his responses 
back to him to make sure I was accurate, word for word. Every word is his, so you 
can safely quote him.
All the best,
Jennifer

Upon receiving Mumia’s answers— in of itself an incredibly resonant and emotional 
experience— I felt it necessary to include them in this publication given the immense 
relevance held to some of the pressing topics either overtly driving or covertly underlying 
our book: resistance and changemaking; hope/lessness; advocacy and solidarity. Mumia 
advises us not to disavow the old methods while simultaneously keeping space for the 
new, and not to resign oneself to latency due to the hopelessness of a moment or an era. 
I was especially fond of his statement that “social movements change consciousness and 
changed consciousness can transform the world itself”— theorizing beliefs touched on 
throughout this book that there is an interactive nature to change, to social movements, 
and (with perhaps negative extrapolation) to the institution. The movement, the action, the 
event, is not a static occurrence existing in a vacuum. Rather, the event is resultant from 
affectual, cultural, and economic realities which preceded it, and that event’s afterlives are 
found in (but not isolated to) the perceptual and expressive modalities of individuals and 
communities who encounter it. 

Mumia’s answer to the third question, an answer I find equal parts elusive and intriguing, 
takes a more holistic view of changemaking than I had previously conceived of. Here 
Mumia coins the term ‘natural revolutionary’; connecting internal-anatomical change to 
ones place in society writ large, as well as to innovative perceptive outlooks. The idea of a 
natural revolutionary, of a revolutionary figure whose changemaking abilities or potential 
is effected by, or (innately-?) influenced through, naturalistic factors, is a term certainly 
worth elaboration and conceptualization. If any of you are similarly intrigued by this term 
and wish to elaborate, conceptualize, or work through it, please reach out to me (pellikaan@
pm.me) and I would be glad to collaborate on such a venture.
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Now, I find it imperative to address a question which some of you may have regarding 
the placement or applicability of Mumia within a book whose focus is so squarely on, as 
the title claims, art, activism, and academia within Amsterdam. Mumia of course being a 
political prisoner in the United States of America who has no direct involvement in the 
realms discussed throughout. As far as I know he has never been to Amsterdam, much less 
so involved himself in our circles. The answer to why Mumia’s collaboration is in this book 
is very simple: there is a transcontextual character to our shared struggles.

The myriad oppressions and hierarchal powers which we exist in tension with (e.g. 
institutional co-optation, academic bureaucratization, state militarization, lawful 
repression, rabid financialization, and so on and so forth) are far from limited to our 
particular and peculiar environments. Rather, the scope of this book is limited so as to 
do the important work of archiving. To curate generative changemaking practices, and to 
avoid being lost in a sea of abstraction or generalization. This book focuses on Amsterdam, 
yes, but is far from limited to it. 

And as a final remark in this note, I am attaching below 10 specific acts which you, yourself, 
can do, here and now, to aid in the righteous cause for Mumia’s freedom. I encourage 
you to engage, by yourself or with your friends, with at least one of these acts. I would 
challenge you to do all 10. The following was written by Jennifer Black and published by 
the Abolitionist Law Center on the 4th of April, 2026:1

1) Join or start a Free Mumia group: Join a worldwide army of activists. Reach out to 
your communities: campus, faith groups, activists, friends.
•	 International Concerned Friends and Family of Mumia Abu-Jamal 

(ICFFMAJ) and Free Mumia Abu-Jamal Coalition (NYC)
•	 Mobilization 4 Mumia Abu-Jamal
•	 The Campaign to Bring Mumia Home
•	 Libérons Mumia
•	 Mumia Berlin Collective
•	 Prison Radio
•	 Free Mumia UK

2) Make Mumia visible everywhere you go and on social media: wear something that 
says FREE MUMIA; make bumper stickers, postcards, bookmarks, etc. and short videos 
on your socials declaring your support.

3) Host teach-ins, a public discussion, and organize community film screenings 
of Mumia: Long Distance Revolutionary and Manufacturing Guilt: Educational 
outreach is crucial. Link today’s struggles and rising forces of fascism to mass incarceration, 
police brutality, and state violence and use his writings as the centerpiece.

1	  Abolitionist Law Center, “Ten Things You Can Do to Free Mumia”, 04 February 2026, 
https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/.

http://www.freemumia.com/
http://www.freemumia.com/
https://mobilization4mumia.com/
https://www.instagram.com/bringmumiahome/
https://worldcoalition.org/membre/free-mumia-french-support-group/
https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/info@mumia-hoerbuch.de
http://www.prisonradio.org/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100067221127813
https://www.kanopy.com/en/product/mumia-long-distance-revolutionary?vp=cerritos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0GbNwKmHaE
https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/
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4) Use art and culture as resistance: Follow and support cultural projects that connect 
art to abolition. Organize poetry readings, exhibits, or murals inspired by Mumia’s writings 
and the broader freedom struggle. Let your imagination sketch blueprints to worlds that 
don’t exist yet, but must.

5) Donate money and raise money for his Legal Defense: If you have funds donate to 
Abolitionist Law Center and Prison Radio by making a one-time or recurring gift here, or 
by emailing nhanrahanlaw@gmail.com for help with other ways to give.

6) Read and study his work! Mumia has published 15 books. Study each of them and 
make sure to get the new anthology Beneath the Mountain: An Anti-Prison Reader (City 
Lights, 2024), edited by Mumia Abu Jamal and Jennifer Black. Buy a copy for a prisoner 
too! Find His books here: PrisonRadioStore.com/Shop-2.

7) Connect with Youth and Students: Encourage student groups, educators, and campus 
activists to study Mumia’s work and organize around his case. His writings open deep 
discussions on justice, freedom, and resistance.

8) Link his case to global anti-colonial struggles, prison movements, and human 
rights movements: Mumia is part of an international system of political repression, 
not just an isolated example of injustice. Encourage solidarity from global human rights 
movements and organizations and support international struggles for liberation.

9) Write Mumia: Organize a letter-writing party. Let him know how much he means to 
the world.
Smart Communications/PADOC
Mumia Abu-Jamal, AM 8335
SCI Mahanoy
c/o PO Box 33028
St Petersburg, FL 33733

10) Write and contact officials such as SCI Mahanoy prison administration:
Contact SCI Mahanoy prison administration and demand health care for Mumia.
•	 Prison SCI Mahanoy: (+1)570-773-2158
•	 Superintendent Bernadette Mason: (+1)570-773-2158
•	 PA Department of Corrections Secretary Laurel Harry: (+1)717-728-2573, 

email: ra-crpadocsecretary@pa.gov
•	 Central  Office of  PA Department of  Corrections:  (+1)717-728-2573, 

email: ra-contactdoc@pa.gov
•	 PA Attorney General David W. Sunday Jr.: (+1)717-787-3391
Contact Pennsylvania Gov. Josh Shapiro and ask him to free Pennsylvania’s elderly 
prisoners. Flood his phone, email, and mailbox.
•	 www.pa.gov/form/governor/contact.html
•	 Call: (+1)717-787-2500
•	 Send letters: 508 Main Capitol Building, Harrisburg, PA 17120

https://form-renderer-app.donorperfect.io/give/mumiamedical2024
https://citylights.com/city-lights-published/beneath-the-mountain-an-anti-prison-re/
https://citylights.com/city-lights-published/beneath-the-mountain-an-anti-prison-re/
https://www.prisonradiostore.com/shop-2
mailto:ra-crpadocsecretary@pa.gov
mailto:ra-contactdoc@pa.gov
https://www.pa.gov/form/governor/contact.html
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Contact Philadelphia DA Larry Krasner urging commutation and also ask him to 
investigate the dirty cops in Mumia’s case — Alfonso Giordano and Gary Bell as well as 
ADA Joseph McGill. Demand truth, justice, and accountability for police and prosecutorial 
misconduct.
•	 Email: phillyda.org/contact/
•	 Call: (+1)215-686-8000 | Larry Krasner, Three South Penn Square, Philadelphia, PA 

19107-3499
•	 Sign and spread this Petition to Krasner: bit.ly/DropCaseAgainstMumia

More Info
Mumia’s Radio Essays on Prison Radio: PrisonRadio.org/Correspondent/Mumia-Abu-
Jamal/
The Classroom and the Cell Podcast – Mumia Abu-Jamal & Marc Lamont Hill
Beneath the Mountain: An Anti Prison Reader, eds. Mumia Abu-Jamal & Jennifer Black, 
featuring Robert Saleem Holbrook (City Lights, 2024)
Overcoming Death by Incarceration: The Path to Freedom for Mumia Abu-Jamal ALC 
webinar, August 2024
Death by incarceration: Abolitionists at UN call for end to “the other death penalty” (Tag24, 
Oct. 2023)
UN Human Rights Committee Calls for Moratorium on Life Without Parole in 
U.S. (ScheerPost, Nov. 2023)
United Nations Human Rights Committee testimony by Robert Saleem Holbrook

An update from the editor: On the same day this book went online, Tuesday, the 28th of July, 
2026, Mumia Abu-Jamal lodged a petition seeking U.N. intervention to the United Nations 
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, a body of the Human Rights Council – United 
Nations General Assembly. Mumia’s petition, jointly submitted by Abolitionist Law Center; 
American Civil Liberties Union Human Rights Program; Center for Constitutional Rights; 
California Coalition for Women Prisoners; Release Aging People in Prison Campaign, is found 
in its entirety here: https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/28516952-submission-to-
united-nations-working-group-on-arbitrary-detention-on-behalf-of-mumia-abu-jamal-
final/.

I highly recommend reading the article covering Mumia’s petition, “Imprisoned writer 
Mumia Abu-Jamal seeks UN intervention after 44 years behind bars”, published that 
same day and written by Ed Pilkington, found here: https://www.theguardian.com/
us-news/2026/jul/28/mumia-abu-jamal-un-jail.

https://phillyda.org/contact/
https://bit.ly/DropCaseAgainstMumia
https://www.prisonradio.org/correspondent/mumia-abu-jamal/
https://www.prisonradio.org/correspondent/mumia-abu-jamal/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLGY-VElfPPkkfwxPKhSdVIvDqgQXO1yB4
https://www.prisonradiostore.com/shop-2/beneath-the-mountain-an-anti-prison-reader-edited-by-mumia-abu-jamal-jennifer-black-city-lights-2024
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCu6YimnJyo
https://www.tag24.com/justice/death-by-incarceration-reform-advocates-at-un-call-for-end-to-the-other-death-penalty-2988952
https://scheerpost.com/2023/11/03/un-human-rights-committee-calls-for-moratorium-on-life-without-parole-in-u-s/
https://scheerpost.com/2023/11/03/un-human-rights-committee-calls-for-moratorium-on-life-without-parole-in-u-s/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q7VuFXmOVlA
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/28516952-submission-to-united-nations-working-group-on-arbitrary-detention-on-behalf-of-mumia-abu-jamal-final/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/28516952-submission-to-united-nations-working-group-on-arbitrary-detention-on-behalf-of-mumia-abu-jamal-final/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/28516952-submission-to-united-nations-working-group-on-arbitrary-detention-on-behalf-of-mumia-abu-jamal-final/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jul/28/mumia-abu-jamal-un-jail
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/jul/28/mumia-abu-jamal-un-jail
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POSTSCRIPT - BETWEEN PLANNING AND 
LIVING

HET GROENE VELD AND THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF AUTONOMOUS 

SPACE IN AMSTERDAM

Hay Schoolmeesters and Anouk van der Jagt on behalf of 
Het Groene Veld

While Amsterdam is globally lauded for its urban innovation - from sustainable housing 
and energy transitions to participatory culture and creative industries - this polished 
image masks a fundamental tension. As the city becomes increasingly dense, regulated and 
carefully planned, a critical question emerges: how much room remains for the unplannable?

This dilemma is embodied by Het Groene Veld, a former wastewater treatment site in 
Amsterdam North that has evolved into an experimental living-and-working community, 
ecological sanctuary and self-managed cultural space. More than an alternative venue or 
a temporary urban project, Het Groene Veld functions as a site of knowledge production, 
where new ways of living, making and organizing are continuously explored.

Or, as one visitor recently put it after getting lost somewhere between a permaculture 
garden, a sculpture and a community kitchen: “What exactly is this place?”

That question turns out to be surprisingly difficult to answer.

Alternative Modes of Knowledge
In contemporary discourse, knowledge production is often understood as the domain 
of universities, research institutes and formal education. Yet cities generate intelligence 
through many other channels. Communities experiment. Artists prototype new realities. 
Activists test alternative organizational models. Residents develop practical ways of living 
together.

These forms of practice-based knowledge rarely appear in academic journals, yet they are 
essential to the fabric of urban life. Het Groene Veld operates precisely within this informal 
epistemological space.

Free spaces do not merely host experimentation; they function as laboratories where new 
social, cultural and ecological practices can be tested before they become institutionalized. 
In that sense, they complement traditional knowledge institutions by generating insights 
through lived experience rather than formal research.

Unlike a research proposal, however, nobody knows the outcome beforehand. That 
uncertainty is precisely the point.
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The Logic of Use versus the Logic of Planning
Het Groene Veld was not created through a master plan but emerged organically through 
use. Following the eviction of the ADM community, part of that community settled here. 
Together with local residents, artists and makers, they restored buildings, created gardens, 
developed cultural programs and established social and ecological initiatives.

This distinction is crucial. Modern cities are increasingly treated as projects, defined by 
predetermined functions, development frameworks and administrative cycles. Meaningful 
urban environments, however, are rarely engineered into existence. They emerge through 
trust, adaptation, collective care and long-term commitment.

Anyone who has ever tried to plan a community into existence will recognize the problem. 
Buildings can be delivered on schedule. Trust generally cannot.

This tension is not only spatial but also temporal. Administrative institutions operate 
through deadlines, policy cycles and project horizons. Communities and ecosystems evolve 
through continuity and accumulated relationships, often over decades. A community can 
be relocated on paper and a landscape can be administratively compensated, but the 
underlying social fabric and ecological relationships cannot simply be recreated elsewhere.

The Hybrid Counter-Institution
Het Groene Veld is a contemporary example of what might be called a counter-institution. 
Built on the grounds of a former sewage treatment plant, it is entirely self-managed by a 
collective of residents and local citizens. Rather than being transformed into commercial 
real estate, the site has become home to organic gardens, community kitchens, workshops, 
cultural events and public gathering spaces.

In doing so, it deliberately blurs the boundaries between art, activism and everyday life. 
Here, a resident may simultaneously be a curator, gardener, technician, social worker and 
activist. Projects often combine artistic, social and ecological ambitions. Living, making 
and organizing become intertwined practices.

For policymakers this can be mildly frustrating. Categories tend to work best when things 
stay in them.

This hybridity makes such spaces difficult to categorize within conventional policy 
frameworks and therefore difficult to value. Their contribution rarely fits neatly within 
existing metrics.

The Culturele Stelling van Amsterdam has described free spaces as a form of “invaluable 
capital.” The phrase is apt. Their value lies in social networks, collective knowledge, 
volunteer labor, ecological stewardship and civic engagement. Thousands of volunteer 
hours are invested each year in maintaining the terrain, organizing events, caring for the 
landscape and creating opportunities for others.
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What emerges is not merely cultural production, but a culture of participation and shared 
responsibility.

What Kind of City?
The debate surrounding Het Groene Veld therefore extends beyond the future of a single 
site. It raises a broader question: what kind of city does Amsterdam want to be?

A city in which every square metre is assigned a predetermined function? Or a city that 
preserves room for what emerges spontaneously?

In an era of competing claims on urban space  - housing, energy infrastructure, mobility, 
recreation and commercial development  - unprogrammed space is becoming increasingly 
rare. Yet it is precisely within these spaces that experimentation, imagination and collective 
learning can take place.

Historically, many of Amsterdam’s cultural innovations emerged not from policy plans 
but from places that were initially considered marginal, temporary or unconventional. 
Free spaces have long served as laboratories for alternative futures. They offer room for 
uncertainty, for trial and error, and for ideas that have not yet proven their value.

Amsterdam often celebrates innovation. Less frequently discussed is where innovation 
is actually allowed to happen. In that sense, free space is not a luxury. It is a democratic 
necessity.

Conclusion: The Necessity of Unpredictability
Het Groene Veld belongs to a long Amsterdam tradition of autonomous spaces, from 
Ruigoord and ADM to Tetterode and OT301. Such places continue to emerge because 
cities require environments in which people can collectively imagine and test alternative 
ways of living together.

Cities need spaces with the freedom to evolve spontaneously,  places to experiment, explore 
and engage with their surroundings. Spaces fuelled by imagination. Spaces where failure 
is not a setback but an opportunity to learn.

What is at stake is not merely a collection of buildings or activities, but an entire ecology 
of relationships between people, place and practice.

Het Groene Veld is not a nostalgic relic. It is a reminder of what cities have always needed: 
places where the future can be rehearsed before it arrives.

Preserving such spaces is ultimately about preserving Amsterdam’s capacity to imagine, 
learn and change.

Because once every square metre has been assigned a function, every deviation regulated 
and every surprise accounted for, the city may well become more efficient.
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But it will almost certainly become less interesting.

And according to a hawk nesting somewhere behind the old silos, we are probably just a 
forest anyway.

As of October 1, 2027, a major redevelopment of Het Groene Veld is planned. The 
current zoning proposal seeks to accommodate three functions on the site: utilities, 
sports and Free Space (the Experimental Living and Working Community). 
Although the municipality presents the process as a balanced allocation of space, 
the fourth function of the area, nature, is largely absent from the discussions and 
has no formal seat at the table. Moreover, while the utility and sports functions are 
accommodated almost in full, the Free Space community is expected to relinquish 
approximately 70% of the area it currently uses. Many residents fear that this would 
fundamentally alter the social, cultural and ecological character/exposure of Het 
Groene Veld. A campaign is currently underway to advocate for a more equitable 
outcome. More information can be found at www.hetgroeneveld.amsterdam.

http://www.hetgroeneveld.amsterdam
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As a brief statement, before thanking all those who have induced the emergence of the 
publication at hand, I would like to take a moment in recognition of some of the awe-
inspiring devoted emancipators and activists who died during the making of this book:1 
Assata Shakur; Michael Parenti; H. Rap Brown; Michael Hurley; Dan Handelman. “Perhaps 
the dead can be reduced to fixed forms, though their surviving records are against it”2 
once said Raymond Williams. And so while avoiding the total character of heroizing3 an 
individual, an adequate process of mourning may be through a continuous resistance to 
the fixed reduction of such admirable persons.

Geert Lovink, Chloë Arkenbout, Tommaso Campagna, Sepp Eckenhaussen, Mela Miekus,4 
Ruben Stoffelen, Giovanni Rossetti, and Jordi Viader Guerrero I cannot thank enough for 
your advice, encouragement, and availability throughout this entire project, especially 
given how preoccupied everybody is with the stunning immanence of INC2.0. My sincerest 
thanks, truly, to Geert Lovink and Chloë Arkenbout for extending me the opportunity to 
engage with the Institute of Network Cultures after we met by chance in OT301 many years 
ago, and for your patience as I figure my place within the INC— in so doing sending you 
sporadic emails with loosely formed ideas spurred on by the expressive urge to combat 
judicially-induced anxieties. Sepp Eckenhaussen specifically I need to thank as he has 
become crucial to this project. You are exceedingly supportive, and have always found 
the time to (re-)inspire my faith in this work through a stream of genuinely conducive 
suggestions and conversational provocations.

Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken and Aylin Kuryel are two former teachers of mine who 
I have not only learned from immensely within the classroom, but who exemplify what 
it means to be a teacher: encouraging and educating when it comes to extracurricular 
endeavors; breaking down the walls between academy and common, curricula and culture. 
You have both gone out of your way to support this publication, and for this I thank you.

Now, this book could not exist without the seemingly endless hours of hard work that all 
of the contributors put into writing their chapters and going back and forth with me in 
the editing and revision processes. None of this could have happened without your initial 
openness and belief in the necessity and impact of this publication. Thanks are not enough, 

1	  I chose to include this statement here, and not as an in memory page in the front matter, 
as such is emergent from my personal taste, and I found it best not make that decision unilaterally 
on behalf of the varying contributors to this book.
2	  Williams, Raymond. “Structures of Feeling”, Marxism and Literature, Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1977, pp. 128–135. https://mykelandrada.wordpress.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2011/06/raymond-williams-marxism-and-literature.pdf. Quote found on page 129.
3	  Vassaf, Gündüz. “Heroes Are Totalitarian”, Prisoners of Ourselves: Totalitarianism in 
Everyday Life, Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2011, pp. 75-86.
Concisely put by Luca Parise and Cristóbal Sciutto in 19 October 2024’s Island School of Social 
Autonomy – ISSA: Building, Commons, Pirates, Feminism, Poetics, … “Hero culture is a problem.” 
https://lucaparise.substack.com/p/island-school-of-social-autonomy.
4	  Silly.

https://mykelandrada.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/raymond-williams-marxism-and-literature.pdf
https://mykelandrada.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/raymond-williams-marxism-and-literature.pdf
https://lucaparise.substack.com/p/island-school-of-social-autonomy


231ART, ACTIVISM, ACADEMIA 

yet it’s all that I have. So, in all earnest, thank you to Harriët Bergman, (who was the very 
first person to write a chapter for this book, which invited me to realize its potential); Carina 
Zaayman; Tashina Blom; Floris Boudens; M. Yuan; Jordi Viader Guerrero; Aylin Kuryel; 
Fırat Yücel; Deniz Buga; Alina Lupu; Sepp Eckenhaussen; Ahmet Öğüt; Willem Jebbink; 
Sam Hamer; Enzo Rossi (who was the first activist-academic I had encountered, and has 
been nothing but a guiding hand and inspirational voice for the student movement); Joost 
de Bloois; Mumia Abu-Jamal; Prison Radio; Hay Schoolmeesters; Anouk van der Jagt. 
That’s an all-star lineup if I’ve ever seen one. Thank you all for your faith in this project 
and in myself, and for everything that you do as artists, authors, and activists, working to 
make a better today.

I am infinitely grateful to Yfke Laureijssen for the hours upon hours you put into making 
the cover and design of this book (at least you got paid in exposure) despite the vehemence 
of your hatred of our design software. While you typically spend your days welding 
stainless steel and making boats, you’ve spent far too long in front of a computer screen 
purely out of kindness. Thank you, truly. And of course to Ada van der Haagen who, 
taking many breaks from your research into Russian futurism and the Polish poetic and 
photographic avant-garde, agreed to look over my conversation with Sepp and Alina. And 
then my interview with Ahmet. And then Willem, and then Image Acts Collective. All of 
the sudden you’d copy edited every interview in the book, and quite a few of the other 
chapters as well. A set of tasks you had no time for- and yet! Thank you.

Finally, this publication could not have been possible without the help and encouragement 
of all of my loved ones, who I finally have the time to catch up with now my work on this 
project is nearing its end. I am infinitely grateful to my mom & pops, to Kai, Kari, Gramma 
& Grampa, Oma & Opa, Atlas, Petey, Fetty, Silke, Iggy and Ziggy. This is not to mention 
all of my friends who I cannot appreciate enough, especially as many of you are dispersed 
throughout the world, and whom I miss every day. Thank you all.

Yours for freedom,
Noah Pellikaan
01 July 20265

5	  150th anniversary of the death of Mikhail Bakunin. P.S. Valediction above is derived of 
course from Mark Rudd’s infamous 22 April 1968 open letter to the nefarious Grayson L. Kirk: 
https://may68usa.blogspot.com/2008/05/open-letter-to-president-kirk-from.html.

https://may68usa.blogspot.com/2008/05/open-letter-to-president-kirk-from.html
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS AND THE ARTISTS

Mumia Abu-Jamal1 is one of the longest-serving political prisoners in the world and 
is globally recognized as a victim of state terror and a symbol of American repression. 
He is a human rights activist, an award winning broadcast journalist, a former member 
of the Black Panther Party, former death row prisoner, and is currently serving a death 
by incarceration (DBI/life without parole) sentence in Pennsylvania at the SCI Mahanoy 
correctional facility. In 1981 he was convicted of killing a police officer in a trial replete 
with constitutional violations, prosecutorial bias, a racist judge, and witnesses who lied. 
Abolitionist Law Center is actively pursuing all avenues of relief while also galvanizing 
an international groundswell of support for Mumia and for all prisoners serving DBI 
sentences in Pennsylvania.

In addition to his criminal case, Mumia’s legal team continues to work to secure his right 
to health care. Currently his legal team has sought to restore his vision after the prison 
administration failed to provide a routine surgery for a post-cataracts condition which 
left him blind for 8 months in 2025. Diagnosed with additional serious vision problems, 
the loss of vision remains a great risk. This example reflects a pattern of unconstitutional 
deprivation of health care. In 2017, Mumia had a near-fatal hospitalization for renal failure 
due to untreated diabetic complications from reactions to steroids and untreated chronic 
Hepatitis C. In 2019 public pressure and the legal work of Abolitionist Law Center and 
Prison Radio won a 3rd Circuit preliminary injunction in Abu-Jamal v. Kerestes to provide 
Mumia and many others throughout the country the fast-acting antiviral treatment for 
Hepatitis C. In March 2021, he had double-bypass heart surgery, yet he is being denied 
proper food and exercise needed for cardiac rehabilitation. The battle for Mumia to receive 
care can and does bring the spotlight onto the lack of access to health care in prison. When 
Mumia wins relief it extends these protections for all prisoners.

Mumia’s personal papers are archived at the Abu-Jamal Collection in Brown University’s 
John Hay Library. Amongst his published works are Live From Death Row (1996, Harper 
Perennial); We Want Freedom: A Life in the Black Panther Party (2008, South End Press); 
Writing on the Wall: Selected Prison Writings of Mumia Abu-Jamal (2015, City Lights 
Publishers), and the book trilogy Murder Incorporated: Empire, Genocide and Manifest 
Destiny (co-Authored with Stephen Vittoria; 2018, 2019, 2021, Prison Radio). Mumia Abu-
Jamal is currently pursuing a Ph.D. in the History of Consciousness at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz.

In December 2022, Mumia lost his wife of 41 years, Wadiya Jamal. At 72 years old his 
health remains precarious. He has served 44 years of a life sentence— 29 years of which 
in solitary confinement on Death Row. It is clear freedom is the only cure.

1	  Biography written in part by Jennifer Black (published by Abolitionist Law Center 
within the article Ten Things You Can Do to Free Mumia on 04 February 2026; https://abolitionist-
lawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/)  and in part by the editor.

https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/cases/abu-jamal-v-kerestes/
https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/
https://abolitionistlawcenter.org/2026/02/04/ten-things-you-can-do-to-free-mumia/
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Harriët Bergman is a philosopher, researcher, and activist working on climate justice, 
political emotions, and social change. She completed her PhD at the University of Antwerp, 
where her research examined the role of privilege in climate justice activism, with a focus 
on emotions, narratives, strategies, and radicality. Her research interests include political 
emotions, ecofascism, activism, and social change. She is currently working on a popular 
philosophy book on different conceptions of violence for ISVW Uitgeverij. She is a member 
of Climate Obstruction NL, a network of researchers and academics investigating the fossil 
fuel industry’s ongoing efforts to maintain business as usual and obstruct meaningful 
climate action. In addition, she works as a coordinator, coach, and workshop developer at 
Stroomversnellers, a trainers’ collective that supports social movements. 

Tashina Blom is a doctoral researcher at the University of Utrecht in the ERC-project 
Remembering Activism: The Cultural Memory of Protest. She was a member of Humanities 
Rally, The New University, and ReThink UvA and helped organise the cultural programme 
at the occupied Maagdenhuis. She was a research assistant for the Diversity Committee 
led by Gloria Wekker and is one of the initiators of the Maagdenhuis2015 archive, housed 
at the Amsterdam City Archive. Her current research looks at protest slogans that 
have survived for years, decades, or even centuries (such as No Pasarán). It provides a 
materialist theoretical lens on forms of activist cultural production—ranging from 19th 
century anarchist printers’ co-ops to anti-platform hacktivism—that are often bottom-up, 
DIY, grassroots, handmade, ephemeral, copyleft, amateur, open source, or anti-institutional.

Joost de Bloois is assistant professor in Literary and Cultural Analysis at the University 
of Amsterdam, and a researcher at the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis (ASCA). 
His recent publications include Politics of Withdrawal (edited with Pepita Hesselberth, 
Rowman and Littlefield), Against the Grain: Dissent, Opposition and La parola contraria in 
Literature Politics and the Arts (edited with Cornelia Graebner and Jim Hicks, Edinburgh 
UP), and An Introduction to Contemporary Italian Thought: From Posthumanism to 
Cyberfascism (co-authored with Stijn de Cauwer and Tim Christiaens, Bloomsbury). 
He also co-hosts the Netherlands Institute for Cultural Analysis (NICA) podcast 
NICAst: https://www.nica-institute.com/nica-podcast/. ​​​​​​​

Floris Boudens is a member of Communistisch Platform (CP) and the Revolutionair 
Socialistische Partij (RSP). He studied History and Philosophy of Science at Utrecht 
University, where he researched the connections between education and social movements. 
He now teaches history at a gymnasium in the Netherlands, where, as his students will 
tell you, he is not hiding his Marxist orientation particularly well. Floris also really hates 
talking about himself in the third person. I hate this. That’s right, it was me all along, and 
I probably could have gotten away with it too...

Deniz Buga,  Istanbul, 1982. Currently lives in Amsterdam. Their film, video, and 
photography works primarily focus on urbanism, minority politics, and queer stances. 
Their work was presented at various film festivals and museums, including the San 
Sebastian Film Festival, Oxford Modern Art Museum, Centre Pompidou, and C/O Berlin. 
Buga was a resident artist at Rijksakademie, Amsterdam.

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fin%2Fharri%25C3%25ABt-bergman-374b458a%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C1654f120551b4f9fcbd208de81c8c203%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639090896645523934%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sO0CmliyGidlemD78%2BoP%2FS%2FkDIopoZVdlFfrD8M5BA0%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frepository.uantwerpen.be%2Fdocman%2Firua%2F1098f3motoM9a&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C1654f120551b4f9fcbd208de81c8c203%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639090896645543229%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Bjd6k39%2FhR8H02F9Arqb1T0IHJcQEVQVeDbgpDie1OY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fisvw.nl%2Fproduct%2Fstaatsgevaarlijk%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C1654f120551b4f9fcbd208de81c8c203%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639090896645551837%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=bZUaS216ihxczvsfQvi7BjfVGGhrbki6B%2FEE%2FZi7dtc%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.climateobstruction.nl%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C1654f120551b4f9fcbd208de81c8c203%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639090896645560048%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=C%2B1pJ5GdXUxfowPhqSHs9i9lFEsBgVs97Y8X8gVlo%2FY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.stroomversnellers.org%2Fnl%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C1654f120551b4f9fcbd208de81c8c203%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639090896645567850%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=vHzDb8FtIb0yZ0rI1c%2FDaN6iNfKtg0gyHzmCe%2FdshQk%3D&reserved=0
https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nica-institute.com%2Fnica-podcast%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C2dd29ea5d51e4df76c8508de8343e85a%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639092524857135550%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=J%2FHenyMFfPFFUSGrIPL8ky%2FJmfcAQ8LZRraZEm%2BLGGE%3D&reserved=0
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Sepp Eckenhaussen is an artwriter, researcher, and organiser based in Amsterdam. He 
works at the Institute of Network Cultures and Caradt. From 2020 until 2023, he co-directed 
the Dutch art workers’ association Platform BK. Sepp authored the monograph Scenes of 
Independence: Cultural Ruptures in Zagreb (1991-2019) and the 2026 book Goodbye Poverty 
Jetset: How Art Workers Make Solidarity Economies. He hosts the podcast Art in Permacrisis.

Sam Hamer is a junior lecturer at the University of Amsterdam and has been active as 
a union organizer, particularly in the struggle for an academic boycott of Israeli academic 
institutions and the struggle for permanent contracts.

Het Groene Veld is one of Amsterdam’s last large free spaces. A place where culture, 
nature and community are not designed but allowed to grow. Between reed beds and 
concrete, between ideas and earth, residents, artists, makers and neighbours collectively 
shape a place that resists easy definition and cannot be reduced to a single function. Here, 
people are free to experiment, to fail and to begin again. Everyone is welcome to contribute 
to this living ecosystem.

Around 75 people work at Het Groene Veld and approximately 60 people live there. 
Together, they organise around 500 cultural and social activities each year for more than 
50,000 visitors. In doing so, Het Groene Veld provides a unique breeding ground for art, 
culture, education, encounter and new ways of living together.

Image Acts is a collective that focuses on image politics: an artistic stance concerned less 
with what images represent than with what they do, and how they can be reactivated or 
subverted. Founded by Aylin Kuryel and Fırat Yücel in 2015, the collective produces video 
essays, desktop films, and collective documentaries in collaboration with other artists and 
activists, that circulate across film festivals, museums, artistic and activist contexts, and 
academic platforms.

Willem Jebbink is a human rights lawyer with a history in these law offices:
1997-2003 Sjöcrona Van Stigt De Roos & Pen advocaten, Den Haag, advocaat
2003-2006 Böhler advocaten, Amsterdam, advocaat
2006-2009 Spong advocaten, Amsterdam, advocaat
2009-heden Jebbink Soeteman advocaten, advocaat

Aylin Kuryel is Assistant Professor of Literary and Cultural Analysis at the University of 
Amsterdam. Her research focuses on image politics, nationalism, aesthetics and resistance, 
and the politics of emotions. She is the editor of Utanca Bakmak (Looking at Shame, Cogito, 
2023) and Sıkıntı Var (Essays on Boredom, İletişim, 2020), and co-editor of The Future 
of Cultural Analysis: A Critical Inquiry (2025, with Noa Roei and Murat Aydemir), Being 
Jewish in Turkey: A Dictionary of Experiences, (İletişim, 2017), Küresel Ayaklanmalar 
Çağında Direniş ve Estetik (Resistance and Aesthetics in the Age of Global Uprisings, İletişim, 
2015), and Cultural Activism: Practices, Dilemmas and Possibilities (Rodopi, 2010). She is 
also active as a documentary filmmaker. Her films include The City and the Messiah (2024), 
Translating Ulysses (2023), A Defense (2021), CemileSezgin (2020), The Balcony and Our 
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Dreams (2020), Heads and Tails (2018), and Welcome Lenin (2016). She is a member of 
the Image Acts Collective (https://www.imageacts.com/).

Yfke Laureijssen is an Amsterdam-based conceptual and visual artist who primarily 
works in a sculptural manner with metal as a preferred medium. Her aesthetic interests 
tend toward curating immersive experiences with various types of visuals, organic shapes 
and the metallic. Yfke holds a degree in media design, is in her final year of studying 
product design at the Hogeschool van de Kunsten Utrecht, built a boat (and some smaller 
boats) with Le Bateau, and has worked (and occasionally still works) with sculptural 
instillation artist Pepe Valenti. Yfke realized all of the designing aspects of this publication, 
including the cover design.

Alina Lupu is a Romanian-born, Dutch-based writer and post-conceptual artist. She looks 
at the role that images and performative actions have when standing in solidarity through 
protest against capitalist hegemony and precarity. Here protest has a quite broad definition 
for her: from acts of civil disobedience, to petitions, debates, and building of counter-
capitalist structures of care, creating a series of dialogues on alternatives to exploitative 
systems. She is also a board member of Platform BK.

the Not Surprised Collective is a group of cultural workers in Amsterdam, which came 
together in the summer of 2024 to submit a loan request to the Stedelijk Museum. Members 
include Alina Lupu, Emin Batman, Esmee Schoutens, Jeftha Pattikawa, Juha van ‘t Zelfde, 
Macarena Loma Yevenes, Maren Siebert, Mitchell Esajas, Pieter Paul Pothoven, Raul Balai, 
Rowan Stol, Sepp Eckenhaussen, and Stefanie van Gemert.

Ahmet Öğüt was born in Silvan, Diyarbakir, and completed his BA from the Fine Arts 
Faculty at Hacettepe University, Ankara, MA from Art and Design Faculty at Yıldız Teknik 
University, Istanbul. Currently living between Amsterdam and Istanbul, he works across 
different media and has exhibited widely, more recently with solo exhibitions in institutions 
including Art on the Underground & New Contemporaries, Van Abbemuseum, State of 
Concept Athens, Kunstverein Dresden, Kunsthal Charlottenborg, Chisenhale Gallery; 
Berkeley Art Museum; and Kunsthalle Basel. He has also participated in numerous group 
exhibitions, including; Singapore Biennale (2025); Sense of Safety, Yermilov Centre 
Kharkiv (2024); Dhaka Art Summit (2023); 17th Istanbul Biennial, Istanbul, (2022); 
FRONT International 2022, Cleveland Triennial for Contemporary Art, Ohio (2022); 
Asia Society Triennial: We Do Not Dream Alone (2021); In the Presence of Absence, 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (2020); Zero Gravity at Nam SeMA, Seoul Museum of Art 
(2019); Echigo Tsumari Art Triennale (2018); the British Art Show 8 (2015-2017); the 13th 
Biennale de Lyon (2015); Performa 13, the Fifth Biennial of Visual Art Performance, New 
York (2013); the 7th Liverpool Biennial (2012); the 12th Istanbul Biennial (2011); the New 
Museum Triennial, New York (2009); and the 5th Berlin Biennial for Contemporary Art 
(2008). Öğüt was awarded the Visible Award for the Silent University (2013); the special 
prize of the Future Generation Art Prize, Pinchuk Art Centre, Ukraine (2012); the De 
Volkskrant Beeldende Kunst Prijs 2011, Netherlands; and the Kunstpreis Europas Zukunft, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Germany (2010). He co-represented Turkey at the 53rd 

https://eur04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.imageacts.com%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cnoah.pellikaan%40student.uva.nl%7C36496d9a5466486d958208de7f4f2583%7Ca0f1cacd618c4403b94576fb3d6874e5%7C0%7C0%7C639088175068405736%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dBB5tv6GAop7N1F0LJzujvgH2GcA1KtPGdEdhW4ULwE%3D&reserved=0
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Venice Biennale (2009). Lives and works in Amsterdam and Istanbul. His works are in 
institutional collections such as Guggenheim Museum New York; Kadist, San Francisco, 
US - Paris; Rennie Collection, Vancouver; Sammlung Goetz, Munich; Frans Hals Museum; 
FRAC Nord-Pas de Calais, Dunkerque; Laumeier Sculpture Park, St. Louis; KIASMA 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Hesinki; Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven; Fondazione 
Giuliani, Rome; MSU Broad Art Museum, East Lansing; Vehbi Koç Foundation, Istanbul.

Noah Pellikaan is an activist, a student at the University of Amsterdam, and an alumnus 
of Portland Community College (Focus Award: Global Studies). Noah has held a number 
of roles in the past such as: wilderness Search and Rescue first responder, shop steward 
with United Food and Commercial Workers Local 555, Chief Campaign Strategist with 
Albert Lee for U.S. Congress 2020, postal worker, wait staff, safety commissioner, committee 
member, dishwasher, courtesy clerk, barista, delegate, representative, volunteer, subject, 
detainee, and inmate. Noah is a researcher focused on generative changemaking practices 
at the Institute of Network Cultures working primarily with the ongoing research project 
Tactical Media Room: Palestine. Noah Pellikaan is on the run.

Prison Radio is an independent multimedia production studio producing content for 
radio, television, and films for 30 years and distributing throughout the world. We stream 
our high-quality audio material to media outlets and the general public in order to add 
the voices of people most impacted by the prison industrial complex. We challenge unjust 
police and prosecutorial practices which result in mass incarceration, racism and gender 
discrimination by bringing the voices of incarcerated people into the public debate. Our 
radio broadcasts examine core issues that create crime and disenfranchise communities. 
Our educational materials serve as a catalyst for public activism; strengthening movements 
for social change. Prison Radio’s productions illustrate the perspectives and the intrinsic 
human worth of the more than 7.1 million people under correctional control in the U.S.

Enzo Rossi is associate professor of political science at the University of Amsterdam. A 
philosopher by training, he works on realist political theory, especially its radical strand. 
His research links power, ideology and legitimacy. He has published widely on these 
themes, and holds major grants and editorial roles. He was actively involved in the 2015 
Maagdenhuis occupation and its aftermath. 

Jordi Viader Guerrero (he/him) is a practice-based researcher working across philosophy 
of technology, media theory, and technological design. His research engages with dissenting 
participatory design practices, activist media, and the intersections of media theory and 
digital culture. Jordi is a co-founder of THE VOID, a research project at the Institute of 
Network Cultures exploring tactical uses of online video for political action and artistic 
research.

Rein Wolfs is the director of Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.

M. Yuan is an activist, writer, journalist, and former student.
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Fırat Yücel is a documentary director and editor who lives and works in Amsterdam and 
Istanbul. He is also one of the curators behind the video-series of Altyazı Fasikül: Free 
Cinema (a platform of Altyazı Cinema Association) dedicated to supporting political film 
and video makers at risk in Turkey and elsewhere. His work centers around collective 
filmmaking and resistance against censorship; mainly using the forms and strategies of 
video-essay, archival/found footage, and desktop-documentary. Welcome Lenin (2016), 
Audience Emancipated: The Struggle for the Emek Movie Theater (2016), Head and Tails 
(2018), and March 8, 2020: A Memoir (2020) are among his documentaries. The anthology 
film for which he served as artistic director, Seen Unseen: An Anthology of (Auto)Censorship 
(2024), premiered internationally at the 54th International Film Festival Rotterdam and 
was screened at MoMA Doc Fortnight, as well as CPH:DOX. He was a fellow at BAK 
Utrecht’s Fellowship for Situated Practice: 2023-2024, researching self-censorship in 
cinema. His latest desktop documentary, happiness (2025), premiered at Visions du 
Réel. He is part of the Image Acts Collective.

Carine Zaayman is an artist, curator and scholar. She is committed to critical engagement 
with colonial archives and collections, specifically those holding strands of Khoekhoe pasts. 
Her work focuses on the afterlives of slavery and colonialism, particularly in the Cape, by 
bringing intangible and neglected histories into view. Her research aims to contribute to a 
radical reconsideration of colonial archives and museum collections, especially by assisting 
in finding ways to release their hold over our imaginations when we narrate the past, as 
well as how we might shape futures from it.
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