
Common Knowledge

Rethinking the “Demos”
Towards an Inclusive University where Merit 
Trumps Documentation
Yoonis Osman Nuur, Djoelia van der Velden

Essay – May 25, 2015

In light of the recent protests concerning the democratisation of higher 
education, this short essay will develop two arguments; firstly, 
democratisation of the university requires a critical re-evaluation of the 
“demos”. Secondly, the We Are Here Academy is not an alternative to higher 
education – nor should it be – but a protest movement that strives for an 
educational system that is both inclusive and democratic. This essay will 
conclude with the argument that cooperation between the New University and 
“undocumented Dutch citizens” is relevant and necessary in order to 
stimulate and critically investigate how accessible higher education is, and, 
thus, the very meaning of a democratic university.
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(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary 
and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and 
professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be 
equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.
(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the 
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 
understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and 
shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.
— Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1
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I’ve been in the Netherlands for over ten years and this was the first time I sat in a lecture 
hall and got an education. 
— Osman, We Are Here Academy student

In the spring of 2014, the We Are Here Academy opened its doors. This unofficial 
university offers university-level courses for undocumented individuals. The students who 
attend are members of We Are Here, an Amsterdam-based self-organised collective of 
refugees in limbo. They have applied for asylum in the Netherlands, but their applications 
have been rejected by the Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation Service. However, they 
are unable to return to their countries of origin, which leaves them in limbo. For almost 
three years, and utilising various forms of protest, We Are Here has emphasised the so-
called “asylum gap” where rejected asylum seekers are literally placed outside the gates of 
asylum seekers centres and are expected to await repatriation on the street. The asylum 
gap is a political vacuum where people without proper documentation are deprived of 
many of their rights and opportunities, placing them beyond the reach of political actors. 
They are labelled “uitgeprocedeerd”, by which we mean those who have “exhausted every 
legal avenue”, are “rejected” or “illegal”, leaving them with very limited opportunities to 
claim their rights or available assistance. In principle, the “undocumented Dutch citizen”, is 
simply expected to leave. In practice, however, the asylum gap seems to be a quasi-
permanent situation for many. It is not uncommon for some of them to live in this limbo 
for more than 10 years. This means that the inhabitants of this limbo are permanently not 
entitled to housing, paid work, social security, decent healthcare and an education. 

In short, many elements of everyday life that documented Dutch citizens take for granted 
are withheld from undocumented Dutch citizens. This is far from being a negligent 
oversight or simple incompetence; it was, in fact, explicitly created and maintained to 
force the undocumented to leave on their own accord. The result has been that many 
elements of the everyday lives of documented Dutch citizens are instrumentalised to 
maintain a regime that continues to encourage undocumented Dutch citizens to leave.2

The recent “Bath, Bed, Bread” debate in the Netherlands led to the Dutch government 
having to capitulate and forced to provide basic shelter for undocumented migrants.3

This showdown revealed how little the current government is willing to provide for 
undocumented Dutch citizens, who endure an incredibly harsh life in the Netherlands with 
the deliberate deprivation of basic human rights. For documented Dutch citizens this 
means becoming involuntary accomplices in this criminal scenario. 

Many people have begun to speak up about this situation. From those who run the 
Vluchtkerk 4 (Asylum Church) to those who have refused to file complaints against this 
building being squatted to the many volunteers who contribute food, money, time and care 
to the We Are Here protest. 

We would like to highlight one aspect of this struggle by focussing on one human right 
that is withheld from undocumented Dutch citizens: higher education. As described in 
article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), access to education is not 
only a basic right, it is deemed to be a basic right because it fosters “understanding, 
tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups”. Yet, contrary to
UDHR article 26, higher education is not accessible on the basis of merit. In other words, 
(lack of) documentation trumps merit. For students and staff at Dutch higher learning 
institutions, it means that their institutions, their work and values are being 
instrumentalised to uphold a criminal regime that promotes marginalisation.

The We Are Here Academy was established to criticise this turn of events. The Academy 
upholds the rights of any person, whether they are legal or not, to pursue an education. 
This concept means that education, as a human right, should be accessible to one and all 
on the basis of merit, not documentation or legal status. At the We Are Here Academy, 
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university-level courses are taught by professional lecturers on a voluntary basis.  Just like 
other universities, every course concludes with an exam and if the student passes he or 
she receives a signed certificate that verifies that the student has passed a particular 
academic course. These certificates are personally signed by the lecturers. We Are Here 
Academy courses are taught in university classrooms and lecture halls but remain 
unsanctioned by official Dutch educational institutions and are thus not officially 
recognised by the university’s administration. 

In solidarity with the Maagdenhuis occupation and the inception of the New University, we 
argue that the call for a democratic university requires a reconsideration of the accepted 
ideas and practices that determine membership and inclusion. When we discuss 
democracy we generally mean participatory rights: what rights do the people, the demos, 
have to make decisions. However, we are also confronted with the important question of 
who constitutes “the people” or the “demos”. Democratic participation is, in this sense, 
based on membership and inclusion. The Maagdenhuis occupation strives to emphasise a 
more responsive consulting body, transparent management and a departure from the 
neoliberal decision-making processes of universities. But who constitutes the university’s 
demos? Who is allowed to enrol and participate in this supposed academic democracy? 
Who is included and who is excluded? We argue that undocumented Dutch citizens play a 
crucial role in this discussion because they live with the consequences of the inclusion-
exclusion mechanisms on a daily basis. They are confronted with the contradictions in the 
laws, norms and policies and live in limbo as a consequence. 

The We Are Here Academy offers students the opportunity to develop and educate 
themselves because, as noted by UDHR article 26, higher education is considered a 
valuable way to sharpen the individual’s mind, further his or her development and allow 
one to more effectively understand and influence the forces that shape their lives. It is not 
uncommon for Dutch politicians to tout the values of a highly educated populace, while 
simultaneously undermining this educational access and its quality. 

Meanwhile, the lives of these undocumented Dutch citizens have been put on hold with 
almost no opportunities for them to display or develop their talents, or the freedom to do 
something they desire. It is indeed difficult to remain positive, to give meaning to your life, 
when your days are a constant struggle to survive. How does this affect one’s ideas of self-
worth? The We Are Here Academy offers people the opportunity to escape this survival 
mode and do something positive. It allows them to invest in themselves, develop their 
ideas, share them with others, make sense of their situation and better understand their 
environment. 

But, it also offers an important social dimension – it provides a space where people can 
meet and connect. The Academy, in effect, serves as a platform for knowledge exchange.

But just to clarify: the We Are Here Academy is not a charity; it is a protest initiative 
designed to highlight the problems inherent to the current system, while, at the same 
time, providing undocumented Dutch citizens with the opportunity to emancipate. It 
provides a voice to people who have been silenced. Moreover, all the courses taught at the 
Academy are designed to enable students to make their voices heard and to facilitate their 
protest. From this idea have emerged a variety of courses ranging from asylum law, Dutch 
politics, history of protest movements, dance in demonstrations, and vocal training. 
However, much it is like any other appropriated and temporary space, the goal is not to fill 
the gap of a failing system but to advocate for systemic change. Spaces appropriated by 
protest movements usually do not serve as a permanent addition to an existing situation, 
instead they offer a utopian vision of what could be. The lectures and classes offered in the 
Maagdenhuis are not meant to establish some clandestine annex to existing higher 
education institutions but confront the university with what higher education could and 
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should be. Likewise, the We Are Here Academy sketches a somewhat utopian vision of a 
form of higher education that refuses to participate in the criminal acts of a regime that 
condones exclusion and marginalisation. 

Universities should focus on upholding their role as independent knowledge institutions, 
accessible on the basis of merit, not documentation or status. In order to truly democratise 
higher education, this type of undemocratic selection must stop because as long as 
documentation trumps talent, universities forfeit their function. And, moreover, 
undocumented Dutch citizens are robbed of yet another basic human right, and society 
misses out on the much-needed knowledge and talent they can offer. The New University 
and the We Are Here Academy together can lobby for a new, more inclusive interpretation 
of the right to education. The Maagdenhuis occupation has already stimulated critical 
thinking and created a space for dialogue between students, university management and 
the government. Now is the time to utilise this space and transform it into something long-
lasting and more meaningful. By joining forces, these initiatives can stimulate public 
support for the critical review of the meaning of “democracy” in the reform of higher 
education, and demand changes to the educational system.
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Yoonis Osman Nuur is a We Are Here Academy student and part of the refugee council 
of the Here to Support Foundation. As a human rights activist and politician, Nuur fights 
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Footnotes

1. Source: www.un.org.
2. See the essay “Nederland als ontmoedigingsmachine”: 
wijzijnhier.org.
3. See: www.rijksoverheid.nl.
4. The first of a series of squatted buildings in Amsterdam in which 
hundreds of undocumented Dutch citizens have found shelter and 
were able to pursue their protest actions.

Crosslinks

Common Knowledge: onlineopen.org/common-knowledge

Tags

Activism, Capitalism, Commons, Democracy

This text was downloaded on October 30, 2025 from
Open! Platform for Art, Culture & the Public Domain
onlineopen.org/rethinking-the-demos

 page: 6 / 6 — Rethinking the “Demos” onlineopen.org

http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/
http://wijzijnhier.org/2013/11/nederland-als-ontmoedigingsmachine/
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/kamerstukken/2015/04/22/kamerbrief-over-resolutie-van-het-comite-van-ministers-in-esh-klacht-cec.html
https://onlineopen.org/common-knowledge
https://onlineopen.org/rethinking-the-demos

