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‘Imaginative Geographies’

“Just as none of us is beyond geography, none 
of us is completely free from the struggle over 
geography. That struggle is complex and 
interesting because it is not only about soldiers 
and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, 
about images and imaginings.”
(E.W. Said, Culture and Imperialism, 1993)

Edward Said
(1935-2003)



Dank je voor de bloemen: 
(2015)
• https://vimeo.com/186395273

https://vimeo.com/186395273


The Grateful Refugee

Social expectations  (of gratitude)
Good refugee/bad refugee
Deserving/Undeserving
Integrated/not-integrated
Managing minorities rather than listening



The Victim Refugee needing Help

Are you lost?



• Amnesia towards the 
historical contributions of 
people from Europe’s 
colonies to the making of 
Europe

• Europe as Heroic Saviour
Comic strip used by the French empire 
to recruit soldiers from rural areas of 
Africa to fight against the Nazi regime



The succesful 
refugee



“When I was in the AZC and I wanted 
to join the university they said I am 
going too fast..I was given examples 
of farming, gardening, stitching as 
professions to pursue even if I had a 
degree in English Literature. Then 
when I applied on my own and got 
accepted in the Utrecht University I 
was immediately showcased as the 
“successful refugee” 
(personal account, 30th September, 2021)



Refugees as numbers
The (anonymous) refugee

Scientist categorising and producing 
knowledge about refugees





The transparent refugee

Credit: Piet den Blanken, photojournalist



• Basic requirement is transparency

• In order to understand and thus 
accept you, I have to measure 
your solidity with the ideal scale 
providing me grounds to make 
comparisons and, perhaps, 
judgements. I have to reduce”.

• (Glissant, É. Poetics of relation, 1997)



Final reflections

What role can heritage institutions play in producing 
imaginariesand practices beyond the grateful, victim, 
successful, transparent (and so on) refugee?



“people whose worlds have been 
destroyed by centuries of 
imperialism have the right to live 
near the objects that have been 
plundered from their culture and 
now sit in the “neutralizing” space 
of Western-style 
museums….those objects might 
constitute the very 
“documentation” the countries 
hosting those museums demand 
of migrants.”

Museum as Witness?

Ariela Azoulay


