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Moving over. Moving in.
Making room through the art: 
A Case for Transgressive Cosmopolitanism
by Kim Rygiel and Feyzi Baban

Introduction
“We in Europe are now fighting for our space: closing and reinstalling borders. 
Using words that divide: What is this space, and what about me? How much 
space am I ready to offer to somebody? Am I able to step back to make space, 
or am I just saying, ‘Look, this is my space. Yes, you can also move in this 
space, but it’s my space?’ These are questions I’m really, really interested in.”        
      -  Artist Barbara Caveng, KUNSTASYL (quoted in Schumacher). 

Questions like the ones raised above by artist, Barbara Caveng, provide the 
focus for this contribution to Room for Improved Futures. In this text we are 
interested in exploring the question of what it means to live together – that 
is to move over and make room – to share space with newcomers who are 
moving in. We refer to this living together as transgressive cosmopolitanism. 
Rejecting the hierarchical placement of groups and identities, we put forward 
the idea of transgressive cosmopolitanism as a way of encouraging living 
together by fostering a deeper understanding of the cultures informing various 
identity positions and promoting interactions between them towards an ever-
evolving understanding of community. In contrast to the more restrictive 
policies towards newcomers that many governments in Europe and North 
America are implementing, a variety of civil society and grassroots initiatives 
have emerged across Europe with the shared aim of welcoming newcomers, 
that is with the aim of moving over to let others move in. The initiatives of 
KUNSTASYL (noted above) and other grassroots organizations discussed 
in this article are excellent illustrations of how newcomers and locals can 
come together to create forms of “transgressive cosmopolitanism” or a form 
of living “together in difference” (Ang 2001). Motivated by a desire to show 
solidarity with newcomers, these initiatives demonstrate enormous creativity 
in imagining ways of fostering pluralism. Rather than ignoring or transcending 
particularities, individuals involved in these initiatives are motivated through 
their activities to open themselves up to others and to the experience of 
being transformed through the exchange. Here, we argue that artistic and 
creative initiatives play a crucial role in making room for newcomers, fostering 
transgressive cosmopolitanism by creating deeper understandings between 
different groups such as newcomers and local populations and by creating new 
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platforms and spaces in which to build notions of community that transgress 
traditional binaries such as citizen/non-citizen or refugee and insider/outsider.

Rethinking Horizons: - Unsettling Boundaries 
We are often told that the life of a nation-state revolves around the 
singular identity of a people, or nation, whose history and culture comes 
to be represented as one that is homogenous. Yet, this idea of a singular 
national identity is very much a myth. Ethnic, cultural and religious 
differences have always been part of the reality of nation states and 
everyday living.  In order to sustain this myth of a homogeneous nation, 
every nation state attempts to erase cultural, ethnic and other identities 
or to find ways of subsuming them within an overarching national identity. 
Within this framework, the promise of living together within the borders of 
a singular nation amounts to denying those identities, which differ from 
the national one, their rights to representation, visibility and often even 
existence. When marginalized individuals and groups seek to express 
their differences, they also challenge the dominant national narrative and 
question the very foundations of living together.  
 While the question of living together has always been a difficult 
one, and perhaps particularly so within the history of the nation state 
system, this challenge is all the more pressing today. Those individuals 
and groups long-marginalized within the borders of the nation-state are 
now in positions from which they can challenge the notion of the existence 
of a singular national identity. Third-generation migrant populations, 
such as for example German-Turks with German citizenship, are now 
in positions to make claims on what it means to be German and how 
German national identity should best be understood. In addition to the 
challenges from within the nation-state, undertaken by such marginalized 
populations, newcomers such as refugees, immigrants and temporary 
workers, are also increasingly challenging the boundaries of belonging. For 
decades, if not centuries, governments have demanded that individuals 
and groups with different cultures (and other particularities) assimilate 
within the dominant national culture. In a global world characterized by 
the movement of people, in which all societies are increasingly pluralistic, 
assimilation is neither politically feasible nor morally acceptable. The 
alternative response is often that of multiculturalism, an approach in 
which governments recognize cultural, ethnic and other differences of 
individuals and groups without demanding their assimilation. Yet, while 
multiculturalism provides a morally desirable answer by placing the 
recognition of difference at the center of living together, it does not provide 
sufficient answers as to how different identities should and can interact 
with one another in order to find peaceful ways of living together. In other 



G
R
O
U
N
D
W
O
R
K

5

words, multicultural policies acknowledge that pluralism is an undeniable 
condition of every society but stay silent about how different identities 
will live with each other without being separate and isolated from one 
another. Some would even argue that multiculturalism limits the possibility 
of truly achieving a more pluralistic society because as Ien Ang (2001: 
199) explains, multiculturalism works as a “conceptual break” on diversity 
because “in the end … [multiculturalism] cannot exist without a reification 
of ethnicity [and other forms of particularities] and therefore of identitarian 
essentialism and closure”. 
 In contrast to both assimilationism and multiculturalism, 
cosmopolitanism provides an alternative response to dealing with the 
tension between the need to recognize difference and the desire to find 
common ground around which different individuals and groups can come to 
an agreement about how to live together. The cosmopolitan understanding 
that human beings do not live in isolation but share a common humanity, 
instead, requires them to be responsible for one another. This is an 
important starting point for finding ways to live together. This approach 
acknowledges that we do not live in isolated cultural communities, with 
little to do with one another, nor are our identities something essential, 
fixed or unchanging. Yet, while cosmopolitanism opens new venues for 
thinking about how to live together in pluralistic societies and establish 
solidarities between different groups and identities, there are reasons to 
be wary about cosmopolitanism in its traditional form as an approach to 
addressing cultural diversity. Particularly troubling is the historical record of 
traditional forms of cosmopolitanism. These have been based theoretically, 
and in practice, in the idea that we need to find common ground but at the 
expense of difference and plurality. Since the time of the Stoics in ancient 
Greece, cosmopolitans have attempted to discover what unites us as 
individuals. However, in their search, they have often viewed differences 
existing between us as obstacles to finding that which connects us and 
is common to all of humanity.  In other words, in traditional cosmopolitan 
thinking, cultural, ethnic and other identities are perceived to stand in the 
way of the ability to find something we have in common, shared by all 
of humanity. For this reason, traditional cosmopolitans have suggested 
that we can only become truly cosmopolitan when we transcend the 
particularities separating us from others.  
 The tension between holding onto cultural belonging and finding 
a framework around which to unite is a difficult one to resolve and 
traditional cosmopolitan thinking has had a rather difficult history in finding 
a resolution to this tension (Harvey 2000; Pollock 2000). In fact, since 
cosmopolitanism’s emergence in ancient Greece and its revival during 
the Enlightenment, cosmopolitans have perceived individual identities 
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as obstacles to achieving a common definition of belonging (Honneth 
1997; Lutz-Bachmann 1997). This scepticism towards difference, and 
the desire to find a common reference point that might unite us all as 
part of a common humanity, reached its most destructive manifestation 
with colonial thinking. In the past and continuing today, colonial thinking 
justifies the assimilation of native populations within colonial culture as 
the necessary burden that the colonizers must take in order to “civilize” 
the Other.
 If cosmopolitanism has had such a problematic history, then why 
insist on holding onto it as a concept and an alternative approach to 
assimilation and multiculturalism for finding ways of living together?  
Despite its problematic past, the cosmopolitan ideal begins with the 
assumption that human beings are bound by relationality. Relationships 
create bonds between people in ways that sometimes lead to human 
emancipation and other times not quite so. This relationality reminds us 
that peacefully living together requires us to negotiate the differences 
that exist between us as part of the human condition. The cosmopolitan 
moment, therefore, begins with the acknowledgement of, and willingness 
to engage with difference.  There is now a growing body of literature 
that reformulates traditional cosmopolitan thinking in ways that strip 
its association with top down forms of universalism, imagining instead 
a rethinking of cosmopolitanism as originating from below (Appiah 
2006; Beck 2002; Cheah 2006; Landau and Freemantle 2010; Nyers 
2003; Werbner 2008; Delanty 2009). By building upon this logic of 
cosmopolitanism ‘from below’, or what we call here transgressive 
cosmopolitanism, we work to eliminate the simple dichotomy of 
assimilation versus cultural recognition. Transgressive cosmopolitanism 
begins with the idea that cultural particularity should neither be absorbed 
into the larger whole nor be viewed as something unchanging and 
authentic.  Instead, it calls for creating circumstances in which differences 
are negotiated and established identities are transformed. As David 
Scott (2000:298) summarizes in his essay entitled, ‘The permanence of 
pluralism’, “Consensus has now to be seen not as a final destination, 
a distant horizon, but as one moment in a larger relation permanently 
open to contestation, open to the moment when difference contests 
sites of normalized identity and demands a rearrangement of the 
terms, and perhaps even the very idiom of consensus.” Transgressive 
cosmopolitanism asks of us, in other words, to begin by unsettling the 
idea that we have fixed identities and to begin to reach out to one another 
through our differences but also in the recognition of our common 
humanity. 
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Learning to “live awkwardly”:  The case for transgressive 
cosmopolitanism 
Transgressive cosmopolitanism requires some further caveats and 
clarification of assumptions. The promise of transgressive cosmopolitanism 
today can only be realized if cosmopolitan thinking begins with accepting 
difference and plurality as a fundamental condition of human sociality. 
Accepting difference requires that we see relationships between individuals 
and dominant national identities not in terms of an irresolvable tension but 
as one of relationality. Thus, the logic of transgressive cosmopolitanism 
rejects the traditional dichotomy between moral universalism and cultural 
relativism. In this sense, transgressive cosmopolitanism is a thin form of 
cosmopolitanism, characterised by the refusal of hegemonic universality 
as the way to engage with difference. 
 Within this context, transgressive cosmopolitanism constructs 
cosmopolitan thinking from the margins. This living together –what we call 
transgressive cosmopolitanism – is rooted in the everyday lives of uprooted 
and marginalized peoples such as migrants and refugees and is practiced 
daily within neighborhoods and communities. Following Walter Mignolo’s 
(2000) argument that cosmopolitanism should be conceived of from the 
perspective of coloniality, cosmopolitanism within the context of culturally 
diverse nation states should be reconstructed from the perspective of im/
migrant communities, minority cultures, Roma populations and other more 
marginalised groups in society. As Mignolo observes with regard to colonial 
discourses, the transgressive cosmopolitanism of marginalised cultures, 
individuals and groups captures what top down and traditional forms of 
cosmopolitanism miss: to read the cosmopolitan experience critically from 
the margins.
 Transgressive cosmopolitanism focuses on everyday political 
interventions of marginalised populations in order to question the hegemony 
of dominant national identities and is based on people’s everyday life 
negotiations and experiences with each other. Reading the everyday 
interventions of marginalised populations through the prism of transgressive 
cosmopolitanism is a political act. This is because it directs our attention 
toward those discrepant moments, contradictions and discontinuities that 
emerge when marginalised populations engage in political acts and make 
claims to rights as members of society. These political acts are transgressive 
as they reveal hegemonies that create marginalisation in the first place, but 
also forge solidarities among different populations. The political potential of 
transgressive cosmopolitanism lies in its promise to link diverse populations 
and allow marginal groups to make transformative claims to the very content 
of national narratives. Assimilationist approaches require minority cultures 
to integrate within a larger national identity. Transgressive cosmopolitanism, 
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however, insists that true integration works in both directions; minority 
cultures should equally be entitled to demand the remaking of national 
identity. From the perspective of transgressive cosmopolitanism, national 
cultures are not the privileged reference points from which to judge the 
integration of others; instead, they are open to remaking through the 
actions of marginalised populations. Transgressive cosmopolitanism also 
differs from multiculturalism in that it not only demands the recognition and 
preservation of marginalised populations and their cultures, but also the 
possibilities for such groups to make transformative claims about national 
narratives. Transgressive cosmopolitanism asks of us, in other words, to 
work from a place of interconnectedness – but interconnectedness viewed 
not simply as that happy place of smooth relations but as a place that 
requires us to learn to “‘live awkwardly (but also wisely and critically)’ in 
a world in which we no longer have the secure capacity to draw the line 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’” (McLennan, 1995:90, quoted in Ang 2001: 201).  
 To summarize, acts of transgressive cosmopolitanism have three 
qualities: first, accepting plurality and difference as fundamental condition 
of society; second, rejecting hierarchies in preference for equality between 
self/other, citizen/noncitizen, local/newcomer etc.; and finally, being open 
to transformation as a result of interacting with others. This last condition 
necessitates the other two as there is no possibility of transformation 
without accepting difference and without rejecting hierarchy. Transgressive 
cosmopolitanism comes with risks as the promise of transformation is 
open-ended and one never knows where one will end up once engaging 
with others. The examples we discuss in the following section illustrate how 
organizations and grassroots initiatives exemplify this spirit of transgressive 
cosmopolitanism.  All of the organizations discussed here start by accepting 
and respecting cultural, ethnic and other differences. They refuse to accept 
hierarchies among different groups and identities and, most importantly, 
their activities are transformative in that they encourage new forms living 
together among different groups and identities. They provide the exact 
opposite philosophies and practices of extreme right-wing groups in Europe, 
who argue that pluralism is something threating, that human beings are 
fundamentally separated from each other as a result of the essence of 
their cultural differences and that certain cultures are hierarchically superior 
to others and the process of interaction and exchange is something one 
should be wary if not fearful of.

“The moment of becoming is a moment of creativity”: Making room 
through the arts.
The transformative potential of the arts and other cultural forms of production, 
we argue, lies in the ways in which such forms of expression, processes 
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and spaces can destabilise the very boundaries and meanings of national 
identity and cultural communities and ideas about who does and does not 
belong, through a spirit of transgressive cosmopolitanism (see also Baban 
and Rygiel 2018). First, the arts and other cultural forms of production 
provide alternative spaces and forms for self and group expression and 
representations – representations that may challenge stereotypical or 
negative perceptions that the larger public holds and which prevents them 
from welcoming, knowing or entering into social relations with newcomers. 
Second, in offering broader and different representations, artistic initiatives 
generate critical thinking about the boundaries of the community. As well, 
the processes of production are equally important. Through artistic initiatives 
individuals are empowered with a sense of belonging in/to the community. 
Moreover, such projects allow for face-to-face encounters between locals 
and newcomers, providing opportunities to get to know more about one 
another and for locals to understand newcomers as something other 
than stereotypical representations but rather as multidimensional human 
beings. In the remainder of the section we illustrate how creative initiatives 
demonstrate a spirit of transgressive cosmopolitanism, making room to let 
newcomers share space and in the process finding ways that both locals 
and newcomers are transformed in the process and build something new 
through this transformation. Given space limitations, we have selected only 
a few illustrative examples, which span across Denmark, Germany and 
Turkey, with the aim of giving an idea about how the arts make room for 
a spirit of transgressive cosmopolitanism to flourish (for other examples 
involving the arts, see Baban and Rygiel 2018). 
 Trampoline House, an independent and self-governing centre 
located in Copenhagen, Denmark, provides support to refugees and 
asylums seekers but it is also a place to build community between locals 
and newcomers. It was formed in 2010 by a group of asylum seekers, 
artists, students and professionals in reaction to the Danish government’s 
more punitive approaches to newcomers. Trampoline House offers many 
types of activities some of which include: asylum advocacy and support in 
navigating the system; job training and educational support; developing 
strategic partnerships with other NGOs, companies etc.;  helping 
newcomers and locals develop social networks with one another; and finally, 
democratic practice “because active citizenship entails understanding the 
social contract, your rights and duties and last but not least, the Danish 
democratic tradition and system” (https://www.trampolinehouse.dk/about-
trampoline-house/).  
 Trampoline House is also home to the art exhibition space CAMP/
Centre for Art on Migration Politics. CAMP is a non-profit exhibition 
space which enables artists, both those internationally renowned and less 
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established artists, to show work addressing the themes of displacement, 
asylum and im/migration. As noted on its website, CAMP “is intended to be a 
platform for artists, whose work represents displaced and migrating people’s 
experiences and sheds light on the struggles that refugees, asylum seekers, 
undocumented migrants, trafficked and enslaved people fight every day. We 
aim for CAMP to be a space where audiences, both with and without refugee 
or migrant backgrounds, are able to identify with the living conditions of 
displaced peoples through art and find inspiration for an alternative refugee, 
asylum and migration political agenda” (https://www.trampolinehouse.
dk/about-camp/). Together with Morten Goll, Director and co-founder of 
Trampoline House, Tone Olaf Nielsen helped found Trampoline House and 
CAMP, which she co-directs as a curator, together with curator Frederikke 
Hansen. Describing the motivation for founding Trampoline House, Tone 
Olaf Nielsen explains the following: 

Trampoline House as a concept was developed in collaboration 
with asylum seekers and migration activists during a series of 
workshops that Morten, myself and another artist organized 
in 2009. Trampoline House, and our use of the house as a 
model [and] the family as a model was a way to combine self-
empowerment platforms, notions of agency, co-ownership... It 
all stems from activist art and community mobilizing [and was] 
especially informed by family art spaces in the 1960s and 70s 
and 80s activist initiatives in the U.S. in particular. It is really 
this idea that if you can create a platform where people really 
feel that the platform is shared, then you can bridge any kind 
of difference. That is the philosophy of Trampoline House. 
So, when Trampoline House was a year-old, there is a video, 
you can find it on our website, where a very young Morten 
was saying: “Every Friday during our Friday community party 
and dinner, we prove to the politicians and populations that 
integration is not this difficult thing that politicians want us to 
believe.” It is really this idea that because people feel that, 
“this is my house, it is your house, it is our house, we share 
this space”, they are also able to put aside extremist positions 
and are willing to negotiate, unlearn and de-program. That’s 
my experience here. (Interview with Baban and Rygiel, 
Copenhagen,  March 20, 2018)

Here, Nielsen evokes several ideas key to transgressive cosmopolitanism. 
The house is a space in which people come to with different positionalities. 
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However, these differences are not silenced or erased. Rather, the philosophy 
is one of creating a shared space – a home –in which all feel they equally 
belong. And, it is through this process of “bridging” differences that both 
locals and newcomers are transformed by the experiences as they must be 
willing to “negotiate, unlearn and de-program”.  As Nielsen further explains: 
“of course we have LGBTQ community members coming here. We have 
homophobes coming here, we have pro-Assad, anti-Assad, we have white 
racists, black racists, we have Islamophobes, anti-Christian pro-Muslim, 
and so forth. And we are all willing to try to negotiate co-existing”. When 
asked to explain how this process of exchange across differences happens, 
Nielsen explains: “First of all we communicate very clearly when you get 
an internship in the house that we have three house rules: No racism, no 
sexism, no discriminations of religious, political whatever, no hard liquor, and 
no violence. So those are the ground rules. Then it is a question of rubbing 
shoulders, right? It is a question of sharing this space” (Interview with Baban 
and Rygiel, Copenhagen, March 20, 2018). And as Nielsen further explains 
below, it is not a matter of everyone suddenly and simply getting along but 
rather a process of “living awkwardly” which requires learning about others 
and ourselves through our differences but with a commitment to make room 
and share our space with others. As Nielsen further explains: 

Sometimes it is also just unspoken that we tolerate each other’s 
differences but as you tolerate people’s differences they start to 
work on you. For me personally, working in this space is a constant 
unlearning of my racist constructs. If I were on the outside, I 
would be a full-blown racist because society gives me all the 
maneuvering for it to blossom. But in here I am daily reminded 
of my blind angles and my phobia and trying to deal with them. 
I am confronted for it by people, by my own consciousness and 
so on. So, this is what is happening here. … So, what you see 
is that the House attracts all kinds of displaced people. Regular 
migrants are here to do study sojourns, you know, privileged 
international students who are in Denmark on a visa or a student 
grant or whatever. Undocumented migrant workers from Eastern 
Europe, asylum seekers of course, rejected asylum seekers [are 
also here, as well as] people who have refugee status, granted 
asylum seekers. And all of them, they need to identify with other 
people who experienced what displacement feels like. Those of 
us in the House who have never been forced to be displaced, 
we learn. We not only learn about the structural causes for 
displacement, but we learn what it does to a life. And then 
hopefully mobilize to change the political landscape. So, CAMP, 
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the exhibition space is an important factor in this. (Interview with 
Baban and Rygiel, Copenhagen,  March 20, 2018)

Here the process of entering into relations and learning with and from 
others, and then being transformed through this process is key and 
Nielsen notes the particular role of art here in being able to provide a 
space of discussion and learning about experiences of displacement 
which contribute to this aim. 
 Following Nielsen’s comments, co-founder and Director, Morten Goll 
further explains that this willingness to enter into exchanges with people, who 
might be different, on the one hand, and allowing oneself to be transformed 
by the process, on the other, is key to the organization. This principle is 
based on one of equality between all participants, whether newcomer or 
local. And, it is this equality that differentiates Trampoline House, like other 
grassroots initiatives discussed below, from simply providing assistance as 
a form of charity to newcomers. As Morten Goll explains:  

The moment of becoming is a moment of creativity. It is also 
a bit dangerous because you don’t know what you become. 
Then people become scared and then you have the populist 
movement. What we are trying to do is to create a platform where 
this is possible in a safe environment and this is important not 
just for the newcomers but also for the Danes. I believe that this 
is the reason why we never have lack of volunteers because 
people actually like to be here. Not because they want to do 
something like charity, not because they want to perform charity, 
but it is because they learn something. This is like at the core 
of our mission because we don’t... I mean we have expelled, 
abandoned charity. We have prohibited charity in this house. 
Because charity sets up a relation of inequality. (Interview with 
Baban and Rygiel, Copenhagen, March 20, 2018)

Here, Goll draws out the idea that, unlike charity which privileges the local 
person or citizen, Trampoline House begins from a relationship of equality 
and provides a space where social relations can be built. However, he also 
notes that the moments of exchange contain an element of risk because you 
can never predetermine the outcome. But this is the risk, as noted before, 
that those engaging in a spirit of transgressive cosmopolitanism are willing 
to take because it is also the reward. 
 Like Trampoline House, which developed out of ideas around how 
we live with others and how we share space with newcomers, KUNSTASYL 
was born out of similar concerns as noted at the start of this article With 
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Caveng’s questions about the sharing of space and the search for ways to 
move over to make space for others to move in. KUNSTASYL, a collective 
of artists, creative people and asylum seekers based in Berlin, Germany, 
began in February 2015 from an initiative that Caveng started together with 
residents living in a shelter for asylum seekers in Berlin. Caveng spent time 
in the asylum residence getting to know both residents and the space. The 
project emerged out of a process of workshops focused on questions about 
living space such as: “How can living –instead of accommodating– be more 
determined and created by asylum seekers themselves through ‘conquering 
space?’ What concepts and strategies can be developed in cooperation with 
locals and migrants by employing art as catalyst, transforming provisional 
arrival into integrated residence?” (website: http://kunstasyl.net/en/).  Here, 
the art initiative provided a platform for people of different backgrounds from 
Albania, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Iraq, Kosovo, Pakistan and Syria to get to 
know one another, to learn from each other and, in the process of building 
trust, to create a multimedia initiative. The result was the art exhibit daHeim: 
Glances into Fugitive Lives, a collaboration between KUNSTASYL and the 
Museum of European Cultures (Museum Europäischer Kulturen) in Berlin 
from July 22, 2016 to July 2, 2017. Through video, installation, drawing and 
paintings, the exhibit depicts memories and pathways of flight, including 
images of war, drowning people and dangerous journeys that trace peoples’ 
escape to Germany. Installations include personalised rooms revealing the 
personal stories and histories of the artists. These stories are juxtaposed 
with biographies of people who fled Europe and elsewhere in earlier times 
in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
 Like CAMP, KUNSTASYL plays a role in educating and fostering 
discussion around displacement and migration. The exhibit daHeim, for 
example, provided an opportunity for the German public to learn about 
what it means to be displaced and to have to flee one’s home and build 
a new home in a country like Germany. KUNSTASYL provides a platform 
that gives greater visibility and voice to those creative people who might 
have come as refugees but in way that enables them to transcend their 
subjectivity as simply refugees and to represent themselves as people with 
multifaceted lives. KUNSTASYL’s larger aim, however, is to build connection 
and community between newcomers and the German-born population. As 
Caveng explains: “you could say weaving, knitting, knotting, and sewing is a 
metaphor. My work always has a lot to do with these kinds of processes. It 
is about making connections, within our community here, but also between 
us and the outside.” 
 Since the first exhibit, KUNSTASYL has grown to include a variety 
of creative endeavours including workshops and the creation of creative 
common spaces bringing people together through creative projects such as 
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the Repair Café  and Cooperation daHEIM, a common room created by one 
of the original members, Dachil Sado. Through art, KUNSTASYL is building 
a transformative space in which to build community. Commenting on the first 
experiences with the daHeim project, Caveng explained that “To create an 
exchange between this place and the neighbours is a huge project. After this 
period of one and a half years, I can say we are a community. We are a 
body of people from 15 nations with many different beliefs. You can say we 
have created something new, something we can call our own. That’s what 
I wanted to know. Is it possible or not? I clearly have to say it is possible, 
but it’s hard work for everybody” (Schumacher n.d). Here, Caveng shows 
the way that artistic projects can make room for newcomers to belong 
but that this involves a slow process of connecting and learning from one 
another. Art provides the process and platform through which to build 
community – to make room for newcomers to share the space and build 
something new together. 

Kırkayak is a cultural center in the city of Gaziantep, Turkey, 
founded and funded by eight private citizens. It was originally founded 
to organize cultural events within the city. In recent years, however, with 
the arrival of Syrian refugees Kırkayak has expanded its reach to Syrian 
refugees and turned itself into an “open space” where newcomers and 
local residents work and produce together. Gaziantep is a city of two 
million people located near the Turkish Syrian border. In less than seven 
years, over half a million Syrians, fleeing civil war, have settled within the 
city. Despite the fact that Syrians now constitute a quarter of the city’s 
population, they only have what the Turkish government calls “temporary 
protection,” which gives them limited rights with no prospect of official 
refugee status or a pathway to eventual citizenship. In addition, Syrians 
experience discrimination and exclusion in Gaziantep where they live 
their lives often in precarious conditions and in segregated communities, 
making it almost impossible for them to interact with the local population.
  After the start of the civil war in Syria, many artists from Aleppo 
moved to Gaziantep to escape the war and they experienced a great 
deal of difficulty in finding spaces in which to practice their art. Soon 
after Syrians started arriving in Gaziantep in 2011, Kırkayak opened its 
doors to exhibit the works of several Syrian artists, encouraging them to 
use the center for social and cultural events. The director of the center, 
Kemal Vural Tarlan, explained that when Syrians began arriving in the 
city, the local residents knew very little about the newcomers and quickly 
developed prejudices, which made it very difficult for Syrians to interact 
with the locals. Tarlan explained their motivation to reorient Kırkayak’s 
activities as follows: “we realized that we were now going to live together 
with Syrians and we needed to learn about them, their culture, their 
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history and to make them part of our community”  (Interview, Gaziantep, 
27 October 2016). Kırkayak’s limited resources and space became an 
important means for Syrian artists to be able to continue to produce their 
art and communicate with local residents and other artists. In order to 
bring newcomers and local residents together, the center also developed 
a kitchen project, designed especially to bring together Turkish and Syrian 
women. More importantly, the ability of Syrian artists to have a space in 
which to produce their art and contribute to local events and activities 
through the organization also provided them with the opportunity to bridge 
the gap between Syrian refugees and the local population. Like CAMP 
and KUNSTASYL, here Kırkayak provides a platform to educate the local 
population about the realities of displacement and to see Syrians not in 
singular stereotypes according to the baggage that might accompany the 
term “refugee” but rather to get to know Syrians as multifaceted people 
and in this case also often as professional artists. All of these activities not 
only restore dignity back to the lives of newcomers but also enable them 
to represent themselves as who they are. Kırkayak, first and foremost, 
operates as a space of plurality and difference where cultural difference of 
Syrians is accepted and celebrated rather than seeing Syrians as  “others” 
who are threating.   

Moreover, Kırkayak operates as an “open space” where everybody 
belongs and where people freely come, participate and contribute as 
equal members of the community. Kırkayak provides a space, where,  in 
Tarlan’s words, “Syrians are no longer refugees, strangers, non-citizens or 
outsiders but are equals who can interact with others without the stigma 
of always being identified as the Other” (Interview, Gaziantep, 27 October 
2016). Living together, as understood from the perspective of transgressive 
cosmopolitanism, starts with accepting each other’s differences and 
interacting as equals. Kırkayak’s activities and its effort to provide open 
space to Syrian artists can be seen as building on these principles and 
creating the circumstances in which local residents and newcomers work 
together on various creative initiatives and, in the processes, create new 
forms of living together. Tarlan summarizes this as follows: “Here we 
learn to live together. It is not just Syrians who are becoming part of the 
community, but with them we also learn that we need to change” (Interview, 
27 October 2016). By defining itself as an “open space,” where everyone 
is welcome just as they are as equal members of the community, Kırkayak 
works to override citizen and noncitizen boundaries that otherwise may 
play out in different spaces of the city and, in doing so, enables meaningful 
exchange between the local population and newcomers upon which to 
develop alternative forms of living together. The examples discussed 
here from three different countries and cities provide only a snapshot of 
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the enormous diversity and creativity of grassroots initiatives emerging 
in recent years across Europe which have turned to artistic and cultural 
forms of production to make room for newcomers in an attempt to imagine 
alternative futures of living together. 
 
Conclusion
Extreme right-wing movements in Europe argue that it is not possible for 
different groups and individuals to live together. Such movements demand 
that governments in Europe exclude ethnic and religious minorities and 
return to the mythical notion of a time when we might imagine ourselves 
as living within a singular, homogenous, national culture. Contrary to this 
dangerous position, we have argued here that it is, indeed, possible to 
create alternative forms of living together based on accepting the plurality 
and equality of different identities. In many European countries, numerous 
grassroots initiatives and civil society organizations are engaging with 
newcomers, often showing solidarity with them, and providing daily 
examples that it is indeed possible to live together with difference. What 
we call here transgressive cosmopolitanism thinking begins with the 
acceptance of plurality as a fundamental part of the human condition and 
works to establish equality between different identities through engagement, 
negotiation and “living awkwardly”. The transformative impact of this, 
displayed in the everyday lives of local populations and newcomers, is not 
novel but important to give visibility to for it represents a spirit of moving over 
to let others move in, to make room to build new alternatives together. 

_
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