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Collective hope in ‘dark times’. Refugee political agency influencing 
migration trajectories1

Cindy Horst 

The role of ‘hope’ in times of war and oppression

Horrific acts of violence and their consequences take centre stage in endeavours to understand the 
societal impacts of war. The precariousness that conflict and displacement create, reconfigures 
societies in abrupt, dramatic, and contradictory ways (Grabska 2014, Lubkemann 2008, Vigh 2008) 
and thus, the experience of uncertainty increases drastically (Butler 2004). Such permanent risk and 
uncertainty are existential conditions, that is, fundamental experiential realms of human existence 
(Bauman 2007). However, the experience of violence, the need to take risks in times of war, as well 
as the speed and unpredictability of unfolding events, create an experience of radical uncertainty that 
is unique to societies at war and to the refugee experience (Horst & Grabska 2015). Social hierarchies 
may be reversed or temporarily dissolved, continuity of tradition may become uncertain, and future 
outcomes once taken for granted may be thrown into doubt (Horvath et al. 2009). 

In the context of war and violent conflict, the need to act is often urgent, but action can be 
difficult because of a dearth of information and the extreme unpredictability of the future. Yet it is 
exactly in this uncertainty that the potential for innovation, creativity and societal transformation 
exists (Horst & Grabska 2015; Horst 2019). While the changing nature of things can lead some to 
desire to hold on to the familiar and resist transformation, it also creates space for negotiation and 
opportunities to push for change by those who do not conform to what is considered the norm (Grabska 
& Fanjoy 2015). Arendt’s (1943) figure of the refugee as ‘vanguard’, as ‘conscious pariah’ bravely 
leading the way toward new developments and ideas, helps us to theorize the creative potential of 
radical uncertainty in new ways (Salih 2013; Horst & Lysaker 2019). Hope plays a central role in this 
process.

Within studies of war and suffering, future-oriented moral and political action is rarely 
theorized even though it is present in people’s everyday reality during and after war (Horst 2019). 
During and after atrocities, some individuals take care of and protect others, often at great personal 
risk. Others are keen to contribute to a vision of a collective future that is fundamentally different from 
the here and now, and that builds on hope and a sense of individual responsibility to work towards a 
better society. The existential shock of witnessing abuses of human dignity and human rights, as well 
as the loss of citizenship rights and the protection of the state, can motivate human beings to become 

1 This text includes text from Horst and Lysaker (2019), and insights and data from the TRANSFORM 
project and work within the Centre on Culture and Violent Conflict. It also draws on the INSPIRE project, 
developed with Katarzyna Grabska (International Institute of Social Studies).
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political actors2. These individual experiences of shock and loss cannot merely be understood in terms 
of existential uncertainty and vulnerability; they also function as a potential call to act (Gilson 2013: 
135; Nässtrøm 2014; Beltrán 2009). In Arendt’s political thought after the Holocaust, we find the 
same dynamic between vulnerability and potentiality, or ‘darkness’ and ‘illumination’, in Arendt’s 
words (Arendt 1968). 

In Arendt’s view, humans are free to act and interact politically, and in this way, to instigate 
new beginnings (Arendt 2005). Their doing so, especially in ‘dark times’, can be understood in terms 
of bringing hope into the world. These insights are relevant for recent work in anthropology, which 
explores experiential realities of time, change and hope in cultural context (Kleist & Jansen 2016, 
Miyazaki 2004). These studies focus on the future-orientedness of acts and the importance of visions 
that go beyond what is presently given in people’s lives (Robbins 2013). We need to remind ourselves 
that such hopes and visions do not merely pertain to the individual and her/his dear ones, but in 
fact are often based on visions of a collective future. In times of war and violent oppression, what 
motivates people often goes beyond individual hopes and builds on imaginings of alternative ways 
of coexisting. For those who feel a sense of responsibility to strive or fight for this alternative future, 
migration can be vital, as I will illustrate through extracts from a life history interview with a Syrian 
artist.

‘Where can I contribute?’ Migration decisions of a refugee artist

Artists play a central role in periods of uncertainty and openness, both as commentators of events 
and as inspirators for change. Art can be part of co-creating images of an alternative future by 
forming a truly public space of engagement; producing civic conscience through open debate 
about models of cultural and social reconstruction (Arsenijevic 2010). Making art is a physical 
process of imagining and shaping possibility and in this way offering both a commentary on 
the past and the present, as well as acting and projecting change for the future. Artists are also 
often those at the forefront of challenging the status quo. I introduce the story of Diala Brisly3 

, a Syrian artist currently living in Europe. Throughout her story, the importance of contributing 
through her art shines through, and she describes how the different steps in her migration trajectory 
partly were determined by this drive.

I started working in art in 2001 as an animator in a company. Then in 2005, I decided to be a 
freelancer because I wanted to take different kind of projects, which really helped me a lot to practice 
different kinds of art in general. Then when the Syrian uprising started in 2011, I always felt like what 
I’m doing, […] is not satisfying for me. Because I wasn’t working on interesting topics, let’s say. 
Especially in Syria, you can’t really, you can’t really express much by your art or whatever, because 
of the dictatorship that we have. 

2 The ideas in this paragraph are copied from Horst and Lysaker (2019), where the work on Arendt was 
contributed by Prof. Odin Lysaker (University of Agder).
3 This story has been shared with the permission of the artist herself. Her work can be found here.
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I felt like, maybe without even knowing, [art] was my escape from all this mess in my life 
since I was a teenager. It made me feel really relaxed to do art. I think it started this way. But then 
when I started doing this as a career, I became very passionate to learn. Then learning wasn’t enough 
for me. I wanted to give meaning to my art. But it was really hard to express other things, because 
there are many things that we are not allowed to talk about in Syria. So the revolution helped me a lot, 
and gave me a big boost to do a lot of things that are meaningful. I wanted to talk about everything 
that we weren’t allowed to talk about before. When I realized that art could really help, it’s not just a 
picture on the wall, I wanted to discover more about this. 

Once I was talking to someone who was a really young man in FSA, Free Syrian Army. He 
told me: “Yes, your art is nice and beautiful, but do you think it will change anything in our situation 
or bring down Assad? This is not going to happen”. I like challenges. My life is based on challenges 
anyway. When people they tell me: “Do this”, I do the opposite. […] I don’t like to know that this is 
impossible. It drives me crazy. So when he said that, I started to try to find a more useful way to create 
my art, and give it a bigger role than just expressing what is happening.

So when the Syrian uprising started, that was a very big kick for my art, and for many other 
people as well; other artists and journalists, writers, musicians. In 2012 I did my first art to express 
what is happening in Syria. It was coming from frustration. I wanted to say anything that could 
really express what is going on. Then, because we didn’t really have journalism, we had alternative 
journalism, some journalists started sharing my artwork to support their reports. So that encouraged 
me more to do art, and I had a good impact. I just started because I was really angry, but then I felt 
it was really, very, very... It’s stronger to express it through art because people pay more attention to 
this. So that literally encouraged me to do more and more. 

But in 2013, I felt like we are living in a waiting room, and everything was going backwards. 
We didn’t really achieve anything by this activism and this revolution. It became really dangerous 
to stay. So I moved to Istanbul. And I thought from there, I could really meet other activists and we 
could work on things maybe from outside. We tried to meet and organize, protests and do things. But 
then I felt like we are doing these things just to feel good about ourselves. I felt like we are not really 
achieving anything. We just don’t want to forget what is happening. 

I noticed how many kids, they are now displaced, and they had to skip school, and they are 
really the part of the Syrian people who pay the heaviest price for this. And I was really depressed in 
Istanbul that I can’t do anything from there. I didn’t want to go back to Syria, because I know if I am 
there, I’m not going to do any better. And Syria doesn’t need me to be there, or to get arrested there, 
or die there. It’s not the point. So I decided to move to Lebanon. Because people in refugee camps 
there, they need everything. I think Syrian refugees in Lebanon, they have the toughest circumstances 
compared to other refugees around. So I decided to move there and to work with kids.

My life started becoming better in Turkey, I started to have a stable life. But I don’t know, I 
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thought it’s better to go to Lebanon to try to help there. Maybe it’s crazy. But I don’t regret it. I feel 
like I did the right thing because it kept me closer to the Syrian situation and more involved with what 
is happening. Which is really very important for me. It was my priority. But, for some reason, it was 
really good for my career as well, which is something I didn’t expect. I just wanted to help in a way, 
and just survive with my living. But I don’t know, it helped me a lot and I got really a good exposure 
and recognition. 

In conclusion: (re-)introducing political agency in migration theory

In this short research note, my aim has been to draw attention to the political aspects of migration 
choices, and the need to recognize particular kinds of migrants as political actors with hopes and 
visions that operate on the collective and not just individual level. Diala’s reflections provide just 
one example of how refugees express their visions for the future and their own responsibility for 
contributing to working towards such societal visions, as well as the influence this responsibility can 
have on migration trajectories. Diala’s story is coloured by her own position in society as a single 
young woman, and there are of course many unique traits to her life history and personality. I am 
certainly not arguing that all refugees are political agents whose migration trajectories are determined 
by their drive to contribute to their community or society. However, with this note I do want to point 
to the fact that migration studies overlooks an important driver of migration if it just focuses on 
individual hopes and dreams, as if these are not intrinsically connected to collective hopes and visions 
of an alternative future; especially in contexts of war and violent oppression.

In a recently published article with Odin Lysaker, we explore Arendt’s statement that ‘[r]
efugees driven from country to country represent the vanguard of their peoples’ (Arendt 1943: 274; 
Lysaker 2015). A vanguard is a group of people leading the way toward new developments or ideas; 
it means to be in the front, or at the frontier, of something or someone, and is etymologically linked 
to the term ‘avant-garde’ (Heuer 2007). Refugees as vanguard can ‘gain a new standing vis-à-vis 
contemporary democratic states’, which implies that ‘[r]ather than being passive victims of a politics 
of exclusion they become political agents in their own right, capable of bringing something into being 
which did not exist before’ (Nässtrøm 2014: 550). This perspective may help to renew the migration 
debate in interesting ways, building not only on philosophy but also on the arts and the humanities 
more widely. Approaches from within the arts and humanities may enable us to broaden the ways we 
understand migrant agency to include hopes not just for the individual but for the collective she or he 
is part of.
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