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Abstract 

This master thesis examines how the Dutch asylum discourse shapes and denies political 

subjectivity. Drawing on Agamben, Butler, and Arendt, I argue that asylum seekers are 

simultaneously hyperpoliticised as a political “hot topic” and depoliticized by being excluded 

from the political space. Agamben explains this state of exception by arguing that asylum 

seekers are reduced to bare life. Butler then adds the notion of precarity to explain why asylum 

seekers are vulnerable to exclusion. Finally, Arendt shows how civil servants and asylum 

seekers are denied subjectivity, which leads to bureaucratic detachment and inhumane policies. 

This thesis calls for a rethinking of the Dutch asylum discourse in which political subjectivity 

and ethical responsibility are restored.  

 

Keywords: asylum seeker, discourse, homo sacer, state of exception, precarity, banality of evil, 

bureaucratic detachment, hyperpoliticised, desubjectified.  
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Introduction 
The Dutch asylum policy has become a prominent topic within the political and public 

discourse. It has been a recurring national concern, re-emerging as a key issue during every 

election period over the last couple of decades. At the moment of writing this master thesis 

another Cabinet, Schoof I, has fallen over this issue. What distinguishes the asylum debate, 

however, is that it takes on a fundamentally different form compared to other key issues. Unlike 

debates surrounding issues such as climate change or housing shortages, which primarily 

concern interests, the migration debate goes beyond this and centres on questions of identity 

rather than on mere interests. As will be elaborated later in this thesis, this dynamic is 

structurally embedded in the way asylum seekers are positioned within the public and political 

discourse. Asylum seekers are frequently portrayed as problematic but their role in the discourse 

remains limited.1 This creates a tension within the discourse, in which asylum seekers are 

heavily politicised, serving as a symbol of political tensions and questions of identity, while 

being granted little to no political agency. Thus, asylum seekers appear to be the object of the 

Dutch asylum discourse while they are denied any rights, recognition, and participation in it. 

This paradox is central in this master thesis. In order to understand the dynamic, including how 

the discourse has emerged, developed, and the consequences it entails, this master thesis will 

focus on the following research question:  

“How can the Dutch asylum discourse be understood in relation to the construction and denial 

of political subjectivity of asylum seekers, and what are its ethical, institutional and political 

consequences?” 2 

The research question, and the Dutch asylum discourse itself, are complex and require a 

framework that fully captures its multiple dimensions. This can be achieved through the use of 

multiple, complementary philosophical perspectives. To answer the research question, I will 

therefore draw upon the work of Giorgio Agamben, Judith Butler and Hannah Arendt. Together, 

their theories offer a complete coverage of the dimensions, thereby enabling a full analysis of 

the research question in regard to the Dutch asylum discourse.  

First, Agamben provides the foundation of the analysis. His concept of homo sacer illustrates 

how asylum seekers are placed in a biopolitical state of exception. Thus, Agamben explain the 

legal and institutional mechanisms of exclusion. Second, Butler’s notion of precarity reinforces 

Agamben’s analysis by revealing how the exclusion is unequally distributed and sustained. So, 

their analysis helps to explain why asylum seekers are exposed to structural exclusion. 

Additionally, Butler’s discussion on Levinas’ notion of “the Other” shows how the public 

discourse contributes to the exclusion of asylum seekers, by framing certain lives as 

unrecognizable and ungrievable. This chapter will end with their theory of non-violence as a 

starting point for resolving the political and public issues that sustain the exclusion of asylum 

seekers. Third, Arendt offers an analysis of the political structures. Through her concepts of 

 
1 In this master thesis, I use the term “asylum seeker” to refer to the entire process an individual undergoes, from 

arrival in the Netherlands until the potential granting, or denial, of citizenship. I have chosen this label because it 

is internationally recognized, commonly used in both the political discourse and academic literature and used in 

Dutch asylum policies. Additionally, using a consistent term enhances clarity and uniformity. 
2 In this master thesis, I use a broad understanding of the concept “discourse”. This contains not only the ways in 

which asylum seekers are discussed in politics and the media, but also how they are addressed in policy and laws. 

It extends beyond language alone: it contains power relations, institutional practices, and policy formulations. So, 

“discourse” must not only be understood as a matter of speech but also as a matter of how the law functions and 

reproduces. 
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action and the right to have rights, Arendt shows how the exclusion of asylum seekers results 

in desubjectification and the denial of fundamental rights. Additionally, her notion of the 

banality of evil is crucial for understanding how civil servants also become desubjectified by 

not being considered actors and becoming morally detached from the policy. This can lead to 

inhumane policies to which asylum seekers have little possibility of resistance. Nonetheless, 

Arendt’s thinking, together with Butler’s theory of non-violence, provides a basis to rethink the 

Dutch asylum discourse. This is beyond the scope of this thesis, so I will briefly address it in 

the conclusion.  

The choice of these three philosophers is thus a deliberate choice. They provide complementary 

perspectives in the analysis of the Dutch asylum discourse. This is also the reason this thesis 

discusses each philosopher individually and places their arguments into the context of their 

broader oeuvre.3 They must not be understood as puzzle pieces within the same puzzle but as 

building blocks that, stacked together, form a coherent structure.4 By doing so, a 

multidimensional view can be presented, as Agamben addresses the institutional dimension, 

Butler the public dimension, and Arendt the political dimension of the Dutch asylum discourse. 

Thus, using these three philosophers provides a layered framework for analysing the Dutch 

asylum discourse.  

The structure of this master thesis will be as followed: I will begin with the outlining of the 

context of the Dutch asylum discourse, so it will be clear what will be analysed. Then the 

philosophical analyses will follow. Each philosopher will be discussed through examples of the 

discourse, first Agamben, then Butler, and finally Arendt. The master thesis concludes with a 

final chapter in which the context and the philosophical analysis are brought together in order 

to arrive at my thesis: The Dutch asylum discourse reduces asylum seekers to a hyperpolitical 

issue by framing them in terms of threat. At the same time asylum seekers are not granted the 

rights and conditions for a place in the political space. This creates a paradoxical dynamic in 

which they are both hyperpoliticised and desubjectified. 5  

 

 

 

 

 
3 I have made the decision to look less at different works of Agamben, as he serves primarily as the foundation of 

my analysis and that is sufficiently covered with his biopolitical theory. However, in the analysis of Butler and 

Arendt I have used ideas from a variety of works, because, in my view, this was necessary to establish a complete 

analysis. 
4 I am aware that a thematic approach, in which the philosophers are discussed more back and forth, could also 

have been chosen. However, I have chosen to discuss each philosopher separately, as this suits my writing style 

and enables me to construct the framework ,and thus the thesis, as building blocks. 
5 In the context of this paper, the term “hyperpolitical” is used to describe the intensely polarized and extreme way 

in which the debate surrounding asylum is conducted in the Netherlands. Asylum seekers are not only presented, 

and framed, as a political issue, but also as pawn for political parties to advance their own agenda. This has resulted 

in a situation where the asylum issue is far removed from a pragmatic, human-centred approach, and instead is 

placed within a polarised political discourse. This goes beyond a non-essential or unintended politicization; 

therefore, I do not use the term “over-politicized,” but rather use a term that captures the extreme nature of the 

debate. 
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The Dutch Asylum Discourse: a Contextual and Multidimensional Overview 
This chapter provides the contextual foundation for this master thesis. It offers an overview of 

the political, institutional and public frameworks in which the asylum discourse functions.6 

Although this chapter is mainly descriptive, by presenting the structures, legislation, and actors 

in the Dutch asylum discourse, it is also critical. It shows how these structures are inextricably 

intertwined with political tensions that undermine the neutrality of the system. By providing 

insight into the structures, and applying a philosophical analysis to it, it will become clear how 

asylum seekers are legally given some recognition while simultaneously being marginalized 

and dehumanized.  

The Asylum Procedure 

This section will outline the general asylum procedure to provide basis for the legal context. 

The asylum procedure starts at the registration centre of the Dutch Immigration and 

Naturalisation Service (Immigratie- en Naturalisatiedienst; IND). Here, basic data and 

fingerprints are registered, and the asylum application is officially signed. After this, the asylum 

seeker is given six days of rest and preparation time. Then, the General asylum procedure 

(Algemene asielprocedure; AA) starts, a phase that lasts eight days and can be extended by 

another eight days.7 The Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (Centraal 

Orgaan Opvang Asielzoekers; COA) is responsible for providing accommodation and basic 

facilities during the entire process. If the application is approved, the asylum seeker receives a 

temporary residence permit for five years. This entitles the asylum seeker to housing and social 

security, as well as access to integration programs and the Dutch labour market. During this 

period municipalities are responsible for housing and the integration process. After these five 

years, it will be assessed if the asylum seeker still needs protection. If so, on the condition that 

the asylum seeker passed the integration exam, a permanent residence permit is granted.  

This asylum procedure is based on the principle that in “civilized” international systems, 

everyone has the right to belong to a state that guarantees their fundamental human rights 

(Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 156). This idea, and thus the asylum process itself, are 

grounded in the Dutch Alien Act (Vreemdelingenwet 2000; VW). This act contains all 

regulations regarding matters such as admission, residence, supervision and deportation. 

Additionally, this law includes all relevant international regulations and treaties. I will briefly 

note the most important ones. First, the UN Refugee Convention of 1951 and the Protocol of 

1967. These define the concept of “refugee” and establish the principle of non-refoulement: the 

prohibition of sending someone back to a country where that person is at risk. Second, the 

European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

EU. These offer protection against inhumane treatment. Asylum seekers can invoke these rights 

to prevent deportation. Additionally, they ensure the implementation of  the UN 1967 protocol 

within EU territory. Third, the Dublin III Regulation (EU 604/2013). This regulation determines 

which country is responsible for the asylum application.  

 
6 Institutional must be understood as including the legal framework as well. 
7 A shortened procedure applies in three cases: 

1. The asylum seeker is from a “safe country”. 

2. Another EU member state is responsible for the asylum claim. 

3. The asylum seeker already has protection in another country. 

In these cases, there is usually an immediate departure from the Netherlands. 
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However, this multilayered framework of national and international regulations is about to be 

substantially reformed. In 2024, the EU member states reached an agreement on a new Asylum 

and Migration Pact which will become effective in June 2026 (European Commission 2024). 

The pact significantly alters the existing legal frameworks by replacing many current 

regulations, such as the Dublin III Regulation, and instead introducing nine regulations and one 

directive. These regulations are aimed at limiting the influx of asylum seekers to the 

Netherlands and several other member states, and at ensuring a more equal distribution of 

responsibility across the EU. Important elements of this pact are faster border procedures for 

asylum seekers from so called “safe countries”, quicker and stricter return processes, and a 

mandatory solidarity mechanism: member states for the Netherlands must take in asylum 

seekers or provide financial support based on a fixed allocation key. The pact thus marks a 

change of course in European asylum policy, and consequently the Dutch policy, to stricter 

selection, faster rejection, and an even distribution. As such, the Asylum and Migration pact 

reflects the restrictive and harsh discourse.  

The Discourse 

The Dutch asylum policy is not only shaped by legal frameworks, but, as mentioned in the 

introduction, also by structural political tensions. The fact that two consecutive cabinets have 

fallen over the asylum dossier, Rutte IV in 2023 and Schoof I in 2025, reflects a deep political 

impasse. This reveals a structural problem that goes beyond a policy conflict about reception 

capacity or distribution and fundamentally differs from debates about housing shortages or wind 

turbine placements. This is because the asylum issues touch the boundaries of national identity 

and political community. It is not a question of what is permitted in backyards, but about the 

deep existential question: “who belongs?”. This gives an intensity to the discourse that explains 

the harshness and lack of room for compromise. Thus, the debate extends beyond policy into 

matters of identity issues. It concerns the fear of cultural and identical loss.  

The growth of the Party for Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid; PVV) illustrates this fear. The 

party won thirty-seven seats in the 2023 elections, largely due to their “anti-asylum campaign”. 

PVV leader Wilders advocated “the strictest asylum policy ever”, a position that was later 

included in the coalition agreement, of which the PVV was a part. In May 2025, the PVV 

presented a ten-point plan for this “strictest asylum policy ever”, which proposed, among other 

things, closing the border for asylum seekers, a temporary stop to family reunification, and the 

forced return of Syrians with temporary residence permits (NOS 2025a). The coalition partners 

declined to support the complete ten-point plan. As a result, the PVV stepped out of the 

coalition, leading to the fall of Schoof I. However, as we saw with the previous fall of the 

cabinet on this topic, the electorate seems to harden after every fall instead of softening. Every 

new election, voters tend to favour even more restrictive asylum policy. This illustrates that the 

asylum issues are not temporary but has become structural.  

The increasing politicization and hardening of the asylum discourse also influence the public 

discourse. In the media, terms such as “asylum crisis”, “reception pressure”, and the distinction 

between “real refugees” and “fortune seekers” dominate the discourse (Kunst et al. 2025, 14). 

This framing is not neutral; it positions asylum seekers as a problem or threat, which prevents 

the continuation of the debate on the humanity of asylum policies (Gündoğdu 2015, 111; Fiske 

2016, 4). Whereas the restrictive migration discourse was previously mainly supported by 

radical right-wing parties, it has now become normalised within the political field and public 

discourse (Valk 2024; de Bakker et al. 2023, 32; Vermeij et al. 2024, 105; Kanne et al. 2023, 
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38). Talk shows, social media and opinion makers reinforce this tone. In contrast, the debate 

rarely touches on themes such as the vulnerability or living conditions of asylum seekers. The 

tone of the discourse changes society. The exclusion and negativity that was once regarded as 

a radical exception has become normalized (Kunst et al. 2025, 15). Asylum seekers become 

regarded as an existential challenge. This creates an ethnic threat, a perceived threat on the 

culture due to migration (Scheepers et al. 2002, 29; Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau 2019, 5).8 

Citizens view asylum seekers as a threat to their personal lives. The political issues that continue 

to play a role in Dutch society, such as housing shortage, climate crisis and social insecurity, 

reinforce this feeling of threat to the Dutch identity. Asylum seekers are for example blamed 

for the shortage on the housing market, the argument being that the available houses go to 

asylum seekers at the expense of the “own population” (den Ridder et al. 2023, 39; Kunst et al. 

2025, 27).  

The Human Behind the Discourse 

The political and public hardening of the asylum discourse not only shapes the narrative but 

also has consequences for the people it directly concerns. While the debate revolves around 

“pressure” and “fear”, there is a person behind it, someone with a unique story, uncertainties, 

feelings, and emotions. This person, the asylum seeker, often remains forgotten and neglected 

within the discourse, but is actually the most essential “element” in the discourse. 

A clear example of this is the crisis in Ter Apel in 2022 (Kunst et al. 2025, 15). Due to the 

shortage of shelters, people were forced to sleep outside without adequate equipment. 

Humanitarian organizations such as Doctors Without Borders provided emergency aid, while 

Amnesty International described the situation as “inhumane” (Amnesty International 2022). 

The Justice and Security Inspectorate (Inspectie Justitie en Veiligheid) (2023) concluded a year 

later that the situation in Ter Apel was still unsustainable: there were insufficient sleeping and 

sanitary facilities, asylum seekers were staying in recreation and waiting areas, and fire safety 

was not guaranteed. 

But the issues go beyond the conditions of stay. Asylum seekers also encounter lengthy and 

complex procedures that severely hinder their future prospects. An example of this is the access 

to jobs. Theoretically, asylum seekers are allowed to work six months after receiving their 

residence permit with a working permit. Practically, obtaining this permit often takes years due 

to complex procedures and limited support. I spoke to a Syrian doctor in an asylum centre who 

had been trying for several years to gain the right permits. This story is similar to the story of 

the Syrian surgeon Belal Alrefai, who sought asylum in 2015. He is still waiting for this surgical 

work permit and does not expect this until the end of 2025 (Groenendijk 2022). This is not only 

frustrating for asylum seekers but also a missed opportunity for the Dutch Society where there 

are employee shortages in most sectors. On top of these challenges, municipalities bear the 

responsibility for the integration process, but this is not codified in laws. As a result, each 

municipality determines their own support and integration approach. This leads to unequal 

integrations plans and opportunities for asylum seekers across different regions in the 

Netherlands (Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten 2025). 

The combination of poor living conditions in centres, lengthy procedures, limited employment 

opportunities and insufficient integration guidance leads to feelings of exclusion and 

 
8 This ethnic threat illustrates how the political question of “who belongs?” is connected to the public discourse, 

reflecting the interrelation of the dimensions. 
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uncertainty among asylum seekers (Adviescommissie voor Vreemdelingenzaken [ACVZ] 

2013, p.39). This exposes bureaucratic detachment because the system reduces asylum to files 

and procedures, without regard for their individual needs and potential. The human dimension 

disappears, making the discourse prone to violent acts. The Dutch asylum discourse thus 

functions at the intersection of legal rights, political tensions and social perceptions. While 

(inter)national legislation offers asylum seekers some legal recognition, in practice they are 

often confronted with the restrictive and politicized system that marginalizes them. This 

paradox is central in this master thesis and calls for a critical reflection on how the asylum 

discourse functions within the Dutch society and why that is.  
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Agamben on Legal Abandonment and State Control  
As mentioned in the previous chapter, illustrate the 2023 election results the increasing 

polarization and hardening of the Dutch asylum discourse. The PVV won the elections with 

their strong anti-asylum message, specifically their campaign for applying “staatsnoodrecht”, 

an emergency legal measure to immediately stop the arrival of new asylum seekers. Although 

this proposal was eventually withdrawn during the coalition negotiations, it still illustrates that 

the discourse is becoming more “anti-immigrant” (Jonker and Dietvorst 2024). Since the 

emergency state was not enacted, it is not possible to draw any conclusions on what the effects 

would have been. However, the situation in the United States does provide some idea of 

possible consequences. A state of emergency was declared there, leading to deportations 

without due process, or even any process at all, and opening the door to serious human rights 

violation, as several reports illustrate (American Civil Liberties Union et al. 2024; Human 

Rights Watch 2021).  

Such emergency laws are essentially an exceptional measure in response to a crisis. However, 

the example of the PVV also exposes a deeper fundamental problem, namely the normalisation 

of emergency measures. This is where the theory of Giorgio Agamben becomes relevant. 

According to Agamben, the emergency state is not merely a deviation from the norm, but the 

essence of modern sovereignty, the moment when the state shows that it can suspend the law 

in the name of law itself. This reveals the fundamental tension within democracy: 

simultaneously grating (human) rights and the possibility of revoking them, even from entire 

groups. Within this dynamic, asylum seekers seem to hold a distinct position, in which their 

lives are treated as less valuable than those of citizens, or perhaps not valuable at all. Agamben’s 

theory provides a framework for understanding these tensions and for analysing how asylum 

seekers are excluded, without completely falling outside of the system. This chapter will serve 

as the basis for the further philosophical analysis because Agamben’s biopolitical theory reveals 

the underlying structures and mechanism within the asylum discourse.  

Before Agamben’s theory can discussed, it is necessary to address Foucault, who lays the 

foundation for the modern understanding of politics and thus for Agamben’s ideas (Agamben 

1998, 10).9 According to Foucault, modern power focuses on the management of life itself. 

Examples of this are regulating birth- and death rates and vaccination campaigns. The subjects 

of this power are citizens who are regulated as statistical populations. This is called biopolitics. 

Power does not only manifest itself in laws or sanctions, as was considered in the law-based 

notion of politics, but infiltrates into the daily life through the management of life. At birth, 

individuals are inscribed into the nation and thus becomes part of the biopolitical system.  

Agamben states that he completes Foucault’s analysis (Agamben 1998, 12). According to 

Agamben, biopolitics is not only about the regulation of life, but also about the possibility of 

excluding or even destroying life. He speaks of the “bestialization” of man, in which one is 

reduced to a biological existence, comparable to that of animals (Agamben 1998, 10). This is a 

life without political value that can serve as an object of destruction. Such exclusion is done 

through sophisticated political techniques. Through exclusion, people are reduced to bare life, 

making it possible for them to be controlled. This risk is structurally embedded in the logic of 

sovereign power. Whereas, traditionally, the law regulated life from the outside, law and life 

are now inextricably linked. Life is directly affected and being human itself has become 

 
9 Foucault discussed this in The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, specifically chapter 5.  
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political (Spinks 2001, 501). This presents a more radical and grimmer view than in Foucault’s 

analysis. Since for Foucault, biopolitics is about making lives, but for Agamben biopolitics is 

about “de-making” lives.10  

The Politics of Life 

Because Agamben’s theory is dense and layered, it is important to unpack what has just been 

briefly noted step by step, beginning with the treatment of “life”, which evidently plays a central 

role in any biopolitical theory. Agamben begins with the Greek definition of the notion “life” 

which contains complimentary terms to capture what we modernly mean by “life” (Agamben 

1998, 9). The terms are zoē: the biological natural existence shared by all, and bios: the qualified 

life for an individual of group.11 Thus, bios and zoē are notions that reflect the multiplicity of 

meanings embedded in the concept of life (Agamben 1998, 9).12 Zoē was destined for the oikos 

which must be understood as the private sphere of reproduction and survival, like the house. 

Bios was destined for the polis which must be understood as the public political sphere.13 So, 

to be part of the polis means that one has to be acknowledged as a moral being and have the 

qualified life, bios. This can be achieved by separating oneself from the natural form, from zoē. 

This entails the letting go of zoē, while zoē remains as the foundation as our moral being. So, 

the transition to bios, means to supress zoē, instead of eliminating it. Agamben (1998, 12) refers 

to a passage from Aristotle’s Politics to illustrate how this forming of bios, and thus separation 

from zoē, occurs. According to Aristotle, taking a place in the polis lies in the transition from 

voice, phone, sound as a sign of pain and pleasure, to logos, the expression of morality and 

justice and thus take their place in the polis as a political being.14 With this example, it is also 

understandable that one turns their phone into logos, but phone remains the foundation. Because 

without a voice, one could never express morality. I translate this to the notions of bios and zoē 

as followed: if we are a moral being, zoē is the “being” and bios the “moral”. Only in the polis 

does one gain morality to his being.  

Although, the polis was a Greek phenomenon, it structures maintain in our modern times. It is 

the space where existence, as a political subject, arises through the political systems. These 

political system must be understood as states. In these states laws function as a general 

principal, and one can participate as political subject based on their legal status, their 

citizenship. Without citizenship one is not a member of the state and thus unable to participate 

as a political subject. This leads to the conclusion that the polis is constituted through exclusion: 

those who do not belong to the state are excluded, but their exclusion defines what is included. 

In other words, those without citizenship, without bios, do not belong to political sphere of the 

state. So, the polis is the place where the distinction between life and political being, bios and 

zoē, is made (Agamben 1998, 10). Consider, as an example, a fence: it demarcates your property 

but simultaneously defines what your property is. Agamben (1998, 20) calls this an “inclusive 

exclusion”: exclusion that simultaneously defines the inclusion. This is the essence of politics. 

 
10 This is deliberately written phonetically to capture the essence in the most precise way. 
11 The distinction between bios and zoē is also made, and addressed, by Arendt. However, I will not address it in 

the chapter on Arendt since the distinction is already accounted for in this foundation by Agamben. 
12 This distinction, within the notion of “life”, marks the departure from Foucault’s biopolitics, which addresses 

life as a singular object of political management (Edgar 2017, 4).  
13 Agamben borrows this notion form Aristotle but also responds to Arendt by showing that the polis is a space 

established by excluding certain people opposed to the idea of polis as merely an open space for political action. 
14 Politica 1253a, 10–18)  
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Thus, at the core of Agamben’s biopolitics lies the distinction between bios and zoē, captured 

in exclusion.15 

Bare Life, the State of Exception, and Sovereignty 

The boundary of the polis, between zoē and bios, must be understood as a dynamic space. This 

boundary, of whom may express their humanity and morality, is continually being redefined. 

This leads to the next crucial notion for Agamben: the state of exception. This is a temporary 

suspension of law to restore order in times of crisis. In this state of exception, people are placed 

outside the state in order to protect it and are thus no longer recognized as bios. What is captured 

in the inclusive exclusion is not bios, but it is also not zoē, nor animal or man. It is a life that 

still lives but is not protected by rights or laws, a life forced into an in-between stage: bare life 

(Agamben 1998, ). Bare life means a naked life, a life that is stripped to the bare minimum. The 

notion of bare life is a crucial concept in Agamben’s analysis because it reflects the core of 

modern power. To fully understand this, it is helpful to turn to set theory. In set theory, a 

distinction is made between membership (∈) the element that belongs to the set, and inclusion 

(⊆) the set that is contained within another set. Politically, this translates to the difference 

between who belongs to the legal order, ∈, and who is actually recognized and protected by it, 

⊆. For example, imagine four roommates, but only three of them are listed on the lease. All are 

members of the household, ∈, but only three have legal protection against eviction, ⊆. The state 

of exception works in this way by putting people in the space without ⊆.  

But who determines this exception? To answer that question, Agamben turns to Carl Schmitt, 

who stated that the sovereign decides who falls into the state of exception (Agamben 1998, 19). 

The sovereign has the right to suspend the law and create the state of exception, and in doing 

so draws the boundary between inside and outside. This is the essence of modern power: the 

right to decide who falls under the protection of the law and who does not (Agamben 1998, 41). 

For the context of this thesis, it is important to clarify who the sovereign is in the Netherlands 

in order to make a clear analysis on the Dutch discourse. In the Netherlands, formal sovereignty 

lies with the legislature: the government and parliament together. There is no absolute sovereign 

like a president of monarch. Nevertheless, Schmitt argued that the true sovereign is “he who 

decides on the state of exception”. In the Netherlands, this power can be held by specific 

governing bodies in the form of specific ministries. But in most cases the cabinet as a whole, 

bears this power. During COVID-19 pandemic, for example, the cabinet had the authority to 

implement far-reaching measures outside the usual legislative process, such as the curfew. 

Thus, in this master thesis, the Dutch sovereign must be understood as the state, the cabinet.  

To fully understand how the sovereign power operates, it is important to examine how the state 

of exception functions and reshapes our legal structures. To do this, I will begin with addressing 

the nature of the state in regard to laws. The state is founded on laws that are established to 

serve the common well-being of people (Agamben 2005, 25). The laws must serve this general 

interest, and it is precisely this basis, to protect life, on which the sovereign suspends the law. 

The exception by the sovereign must be understood as the production of the ban. This is not a 

classical banishment but an abandonment. Someone who is left behind, abandoned, at the 

boundary of the fence. Who is left behind is the bare life, someone who is physically present 

but contained in a legal void (Agamben 1998, 28). What makes the state of exception complex 

 
15 I am aware that this is in contrast to, as many authors mention, Schmitt, for whom the friend/enemy distinction 

is central. However, I found addressing this irrelevant for the discussion and claims made in this master thesis.  
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is that the exclusion does not occur outside the legal system but redefines it from within by 

suspending laws. The exception is thus not an abstract legal status, but a concrete moment when 

the law no longer functions in practice. This explains the uneasy feeling with crisis policies, 

such as the curfew, because the law exists but it no longer feels like law. This paradox is at the 

core of the modern state. The sovereign himself falls outside this logic: he cannot be killed. 

Think of Trump, the worst that could happen to a president is impeachment. For the cabinet, 

the worst scenario is resignation. This is due to the fact that the function remains even when the 

people behind it disappear. In this sense, the sovereign has two bodies, a physical, mortal body 

and a symbolic, political body. It is this second body that represents power. Thus, the threat of 

exclusion by the sovereign is ever-present. 

The Homo Sacer 

Agamben deepens the concept of sovereignty by drawing on the Roman figure of the pater 

familia. The Pater familia is the father in the oikos who, evidently, exercises power without any 

legal foundation (Agamben 1998, 55). According to Agamben, this paternal power forms the 

archetype for sovereignty and must be understood as the power over life itself. As mentioned 

earlier, the sovereign creates bare life, the life stripped to an in-between form, between bios and 

zoē. So, what has now been established is the core political power for Agamben. This does not 

lie in laws but in the paradoxical inclusive exclusion of life, in the human who is banned and 

stripped to bare life. This figure is the homo sacer.16 The notion homo sacer means “sacred 

man” and comes from the Roman law. This “sacredness” refers to something that is 

simultaneously expelled from both the human and divine order. The homo sacer lives in a legal 

void, no longer counting as human but also not fully outside the law, making him exists between 

life and death, and human and animal. Thus, importantly, the homo sacer is the person who, as 

reduced to bare life, is captured in the exception. 

Agamben argues, following Walter Benjamin, that modern states generate lawless violence, 

violence that is no longer legitimized by law but is directly applied to life itself (2005, 39; 1998, 

42). This is crucial to mention, because this reveals that the modern political structures not only 

normalise exclusion but that this exclusion facilitates violence that is often not very explicit. 

Being reduced to bare life, in the figure of homo sacer, is enough to be subjected to violence. 

The death of the homo sacer is meaningless, he is killable without consequence (Agamben 

1998, 12). This is because the homo sacer is in a legal void. Legal protection no longer applies, 

and the death of the homo sacer thus has no juridical consequence. For the sovereign all people 

are potential homines sacri (Agamben 1998, 66). At the same time, people also act as sovereign 

towards the homo sacer itself. This shows that in modern political structures life becomes 

intensely vulnerable with the constant threat of being reduced to bare life.  

The Camp  

To conclude his theory and make his final claim that the modern state has made the structures 

of exclusion permanent, Agamben refers to the notion of “the camp”. He describes the camps 

as “the new biopolitical paradigm of the West” (Agamben 1998, 102). It is the extreme example 

of the state of exception. Camps are physical spaces, as we saw with concentration camps, 

where the normalisation of the state of exception becomes visible. Although these camps were 

originally intended as places where the law is supposed to be temporarily suspended, they have 

become permanent. The exception is no longer merely crisis-bound but a permanent structure 

 
16 The homo sacer must be understood as the symbolic archetype of bare life, the ultimate embodiment of it. 
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of modern power, grounded in the figure of homo sacer. The asylum seeker is the ultimate homo 

sacer and the asylum centre the new camp. Therefore, the camp must no longer be understood 

as a means of domination, as Hannah Arendt understood it, but rather as the fundamental form 

of modernity (Ek 2006, 368). Given this, the discussion on the camp should also not be 

understood compared to the scale of the Nazi camps, specifically the horrific acts that took 

place there. What is relevant is the underlying logic of camps that still applies today and has 

become a norm, the place where exclusion is made visible and where individuals are reduced 

to bare life.    

Closing Thoughts on Agamben 

The biopolitical theory of Agamben is relevant for the discussion in this master thesis because 

it reveals how asylum seekers are structurally excluded by the state. They are put in a legal 

void. They are within the Dutch territory without being a part of it. This structure is the 

foundation for the discourse, and so for this thesis. Because the exclusion of asylum seekers 

shapes how they are presented and on what their place in the Dutch society is. The exclusion of 

asylum seekers has exceptional consequences and with Agamben’s insights it becomes possible 

to analyse the consequences in the next chapters.  

At the same time, is Agamben’s work often interpreted as pessimistic, as several times noted 

by Lemke in his work (2011). In an interview, Agamben responds to these accusations by 

paraphrasing Marx: “the desperate situation of society fills me with hope” (Smith 2004, 123). 

For Agamben, hope lies in exposing how power works, especially through the camp logic as a 

metaphor for modern political structures. Only through a total transformation of the political 

grammar can we escape this logic. To achieve this, Agamben advocates for a form-of-life, in 

which bios and zoē are no longer separated. This demands new political structures, with new 

sovereigns and states, or perhaps even without them, by taking on the attitude of as if not (ὡς 

μή).17 However, Agamben warns that such attempts can quickly lead to new forms of 

subjection. So, true freedom for Agamben is only possible with the unrealistic idea of redefining 

states and structures. Besides that, Agamben offers no practical solutions. Thus, Agamben’s 

theory does not provide a complete account for the complexity of the Dutch asylum discourse. 

Kalyvas does (2005, 125) propose an alternative: Plato’s weaver metaphor in which new 

political insights weave upon existing structures. In this view, the biopolitical theory of 

Agamben can be understood as a layer in a structure instead of standing in solitude. At this 

point, what has been established is the foundation of the analysis of the asylum discourse. It is 

clear through which structures asylum seekers are (legally) excluded and thus vulnerable to 

violence. However, it is not clear why asylum seekers are excluded and what this means for the 

broader discourse. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse Butler and Arendt as well, to weave 

upon this basis. As this thesis will show, this will create a rich theory that illustrates how the 

Dutch discourse is shaped and functions. Agamben’s work remains valuable, but as a stepping 

stone, the foundation of the structure.  

 

 

 
17 See Cimino (2017, 297–298), who explains that Agamben’s use of Paul’s ὡς μή implies an internal suspension 

instead of a break with the system: living without considering identity, citizenship, or law as absolute. This is an 

attempt to undermine the sovereignty’s logic from within. 
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Butler on Framing Lives and Recognition 
On the second of September 2015, the Turkish photographer Nilfür Demir shared a photo on 

Twitter. It showed the body of a Syrian toddler who was washed ashore in Turkey. The photo 

was posted with the hashtag “#KiyiyaVuranInsanlik” (humanity washed ashore). The boy, Alan 

Kurdi, had died at sea while trying to reach Europe on an illegal migrant boat with his family. 

The hashtag, and photo, went viral. Within twelve hours, there were over 30,000 tweets and 

twenty million views (Vis and Goriunova 2015, 10). The photo appeared on the front page of 

many international newspapers, including Trouw in the Netherlands (Schipper 2015). This 

triggered a wave of public empathy, but that declined over time. Swedish donations to the Red 

Cross, for example, increased more than a hundredfold compared to the week prior to the photo 

going viral. Yet, after five weeks, the numbers had dropped back to what they were before the 

photo was released (Slovic et al. 2016, 642). Nearly a decade later, while the photo is still 

remembered, the impact has faded. Alan’s face, though still iconic, has become faceless.  

The public response to the photo highlights a deeper issue about whose lives are seen as 

grievable, and whose suffering, and at which time, awakens response. This observation exposes 

a shortcoming in the theory of Agamben, which will lead to Butler’s broader critique. Agamben 

argues that anyone can potentially be reduced to bare life, because the boundary between 

inclusion in, and exclusion from, the law is constantly shifting. The state of emergency is after 

all a structural, and situational, possibility of the legal system, even when the practice of 

exclusion is normalized within the modern political structures. Its border is not fixed, it can 

happen to anyone at any given time. However, Agamben’s theory overlooks how structural 

inequalities make certain groups far more vulnerable for exclusion than others. For example, a 

white woman encounters considerably fewer barriers than a Black woman in comparable 

situations. Likewise, while Ukrainian refugees were instantly granted housing, education and 

workspaces in the Netherlands, Syrian refugees, in comparable situations, faced long asylum 

procedures. This suggests that vulnerability is not a universally shared condition but seems to 

be shaped by specific conditions. Judith Butler addresses this tension in their broader critique 

of Agamben’s theory.18 Their argument can be understood as a threefold and found throughout 

their work.  

A Butlerian Perspective on Agamben 

First, they challenge the political implications of reducing individuals or groups to the category 

of “the vulnerable” (Butler 2020, 128). Framing people solely in terms of vulnerability risks 

depoliticizing their struggles. It numbs political action and resistance. Although this criticism 

is not specifically aimed at Agamben, it is certainly applicable to the notion of homo sacer. For 

Agamben, the homo sacer is subject to the mercy of the sovereign, and only a reformation of 

the nation-state can alter this condition. The homo sacer holds no political agency, thus numbing 

political action. Second, Butler argues that Agamben’s theory overlooks the uneven distribution 

of vulnerability. Rather than assuming a universal condition, Butler introduces the notion of 

precarity. This concept will be discussed later on, but for now it refers to the unequal 

distribution of vulnerability. Using this notion, Butler argues that some lives are more prone to 

being reduced to bare life. This compliments Agamben’s theory. Thus, where Agamben 

 
18 I am aware that Agambians might argue that Butler’s critique can be more nuanced if one looks at the broader 

works of Agamben instead of my more narrow focus. However, that does not fit in the scope of this master thesis. 

Thus, I will limit myself to Agamben’s notion of Homo Sacer, Butlers critique on this and my own nuance to that 

critique. 
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universalizes the potential for exclusion, Butler insists that some groups are systematically 

exposed to it.19 Third, and most critically, in Frames of war, Butler argues that the homo sacer 

is not placed entirely outside of the law, as Agamben suggests, but is subjected to unequal forms 

of legal inclusion (2009, 29). Although this is a fundamental critique, I argue that it does not 

invalidate the theory of Agamben. Since, for Butler, precarity helps us understand how certain 

groups are prone to unequal treatments and opportunities. But Agamben’s state of exclusion 

explains how a precarious group can be excluded altogether. Precarity thus functions as a 

precursor to exclusion. So, I read the theories of Agamben and Butler as complementary, as 

they form an ethical-political perspective regarding the theorization of the position of asylum 

seekers.  

This chapter will thus offer an addition to the philosophical framework developed in the 

previous chapter, by addressing the politicization of asylum seekers (Polychroniou 2020, 266). 

To fully engage with Butler’s critique, and grasp their ethical-political theory, it is necessary to 

examine their interrelated concepts of recognition, grievability, precarity, and nonviolence. 

Through these notions Butlers calls for a radical rethinking of the value, and protection, of 

human lives. In this section Butler will refine the foundation established in the last chapter by 

revealing how exclusion is also a matter of the public discourse, determining who is recognized 

as political subject, who is prone to the sovereign’s exclusion, and how resistance is shaped.20  

The Other 

Butler begins their theory of precarity with the notion of “the Other”. In the preface to 

Precarious life, they write: “That we can be injured, that others can be injured, that we are 

subject to death at the whim of another, are all reasons for both fear and grief” (2004, XII). 

This statement reflects the foundation of their theory: the experience of grief and fear, rooted 

in relationality. As they continue, there is a “fundamental dependency on anonymous others” 

(Butler 2020, XII). First, it is important to note that the relational dependency must not be 

understood as something biological but as ethical. Second, in order to fully grasp this ethical 

understanding, we must turn to Levinas’ notion of “the Other”. This notion is a key element in 

the theory of precarity. So, it is important to dissect this first. “The Other,” for Levinas, is not 

the physical object we refer to in everyday speech, but something intangible and metaphysical. 

As Levinas states: “If one could possess, grasp, and know the other, it would not be other,” 

(Levinas 1987, 90). This “Other” does reveal itself as a “face”  but this is not a literal, physical 

face. “The face” is a metaphor for the place where “the Other” confronts the self, us, with a 

moral appeal (Levinas 1995, 24). How this works, is that we have an encounter with “the Other” 

in such a way that, “the face” demands from us ‘You shall not kill me’ (Butler 2004, 135). This 

places an ethical obligation from “the Other” on us, morally binding the self as a hostage (Butler 

2004, 134). Thus, the basis for Butler’s theory of precarity is a moral duty to care for “the 

Other” by responding to the appeal of ‘the Other”. Butler takes this psychoanalytical and 

existential notion from Levinas and place it in a political framework. What they will argue is 

that the ethical claim of “the Other” becomes political through framing. The discourse 

 
19 This critique was also mentioned by Kalyvas who stated that because Agamben starts from Foucault’s concept 

of biopolitics but abandons his genealogical method, he abstracts the biopolitical logic into a timeless structure of 

exclusion (Kalyvas 2005, 112). In doing so, Agamben loses sight of how specific forms of exclusion have arisen 

socially and historically, creating an abstract model of exclusion in which inequalities are ignored. 
20 While Butler addresses the tension between universalism and pluralism, particularly regarding ethics and the 

potential homogenizing effects of universal frameworks, this debate is not central to my thesis and will not be 

addressed. 
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determines which faces are shown and which are not. If “the Other” is not granted a face, not 

allowed to appear, they cannot make their ethical appeal and become excluded since “The 

Other” cannot be recognized.21 To understand this properly it is necessary to elaborate on the 

notions that structure this framework.  

The Ethics of Precarity 

Before addressing these notions, it is important to emphasize that life is not a neutral given, but 

that birth is, by definition, precarious (Butler 2009, 34) This means that all life is vulnerable to 

injury, grief and death. As humans, we are always at risk of being hurt or even dying. 

Precariousness is thus a precondition to life (Butler 2004, 43; Ruti 2017, 94). However, 

precarity is not the same as precariousness. Precarity is the unequal exposure to violence and 

death based on the power structures, the social and political structures that form the framing in 

the discourse. It is the condition that makes lives extra vulnerable. Precariousness and precarity 

must be understood as intersecting concepts; lives are precarious by definition, but lives can 

also be exposed to precarity (Butler 2009, 25). What has been established then, is that 

vulnerability is a common denominator between humans. We are all exposed to injury, fear and 

grief. This means that, based on that shared vulnerability, we can easily identify with others. 

We can imagine ourselves in a similar situation. This connection, through the moral appeal of 

“the Other”, creates ethical responsibility. Yet, as already illustrated, the identification of “the 

Other” does not always occur. Something more seems to be required in order to establish 

identification. Think, for example, of the Ukrainian refugee with whom we, as Europeans, 

immediately identify, versus the Syrian refugee with whom we only temporarily identify after 

seeing Alan washed up on the beach. It appears that recognizing others is essential in order to 

achieve identification. 

This bring us to the second notion; recognition. Before someone is recognized, they must be 

made recognizable by general conditions, such as norms and categories in the discourse (Butler 

2009, 5). The conditions determine how and if there comes an ethical response (Butler 2004, 

77). Those whose faces are shown, are recognized. We protect the lives we recognize, but the 

lives we do not encounter, and thus whose moral appeal does not reach us, remains vulnerable. 

This makes the discourse, and survival intertwined (Butler 2009, 180). At this point, it is crucial 

to distinguish recognition and recognizability to understand the link to the public discourse. 

Butler explains that recognition is the interaction of people, and thus the encounter with the 

face of “the Other”, who lays a moral claim on us. Recognizability, in contrast, refers to the 

construct of the conditions that allow this recognition, the frames that determine whose face 

appears.22 These frames are not fixed but are continuously being produced (Butler 2009, 24). 

They are shaped and maintained by political structures and the media. They must be understood 

as power structures that dictate whose vulnerability is acknowledged and whose suffering 

remains unseen. By framing which faces appear in the public discourse, the precariousness of 

 
21 Again, there seems to arise some tension between the theory of Butler and the theory of Agamben. I already 

argued that I understand precarity as a condition, a prerequisite, on which the sovereign excludes. Yet, as I will 

illustrate later, I understand this in a dynamic interaction. The discourse can reinforce sovereign power by framing 

whose lives matters, and which lives the sovereign will excluded. The sovereign will again influence what is sad 

and shown, thus which faces are revealed in the discourse. Not to mention the role elections play in this dynamic 

interaction. 
22 To further clarify: suppose we see understand life as a blank canvas on a wall. People all approach the painting 

from within their own frame and project these norms on it. Someone will paint on it, another person might ignore 

it, and the last person might destroy the entire canvas. The canvas, life itself, remains the same. However, how we 

look at and engage with it is different. Our understanding and recognition of the canvas is shaped by our frames. 
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specific groups is intensified. This framing is not limited to a specific state but occurs globally. 

For example, if a Dutch citizen were to emigrate to Germany, the citizen would, in general, 

experience less resistance than if the same citizen were to emigrate to Uganda. Additionally, it 

is a general phenomenon that a state at war emphasizes its own losses while ignoring those of 

the enemy in the discourse, expect when the other’s suffering serves the state’s own narratives. 

Thus, what happens is that the discourse emphasizes its own casualties and erase the dead of 

the other (Butler 2004, 32). Another example is that during the war in Ukraine, the Russian 

state restricted access to international information to prevent the citizens from seeing the faces 

of the Ukrainians (President of Russia 2022; Committee to Protect Journalist 2022).23 

In short, the public discourse frames which lives we recognize and thus who we grieve. 

Recognizability, thus, precedes recognition and in doing so determines whose lives can be 

recognised and grieved. Those lives that are not recognised, are considered ungrievable. Their 

faces are not shown, their stories not told, and as a result, they are erased from our political 

consciousness. Butler refers to this as the process of derealization, which logically leads to 

dehumanization (Butler 2004, 34; Butler 2020, 18). As they write in Frames of war: “Without 

grievability there is no life. There is a life that will never have been lived. It never counted as 

life,” (2009, 15). We deny the humanity of a certain group; we even forget that the group 

belongs. So, the discourse frames lives. It decides which lives we, as society, mourn (Butler 

2020, 18). Butler calls this grievability: the condition under which lives are grieved (Butler 

2004, 22; Butler 2020, 79). Grief is made political. But grief also brings us back to 

interdependency, the fundamental connection with “the Other”. Because the slightest hint of 

grief, can awaken the moral appeal of “the Other”, and so our ethical responsibility that is 

suppressed by the power structures.24  

The Ethic of Nonviolence 

What we have established is an ethics of precarity, in which framing in the discourse prevents 

us from encountering and recognizing “the Other”, making that their moral appeal goes unheard 

and their death becomes ungrievable. This is relevant because the asylum seeker is “the Other” 

and citizens do not recognise the ethical obligation towards them. Yet again, the asylum seeker 

is excluded. At this point, Butler reaches a similar argument as Agamben, as both expose the 

structural the exclusion of lives. But opposed to Agamben, Butler, by including the entire 

discursive field in their theory, argues that resistance and transformation are possible from 

within the system. It is possible out of an ethics of nonviolence. The notion of nonviolence 

refers to the relational ethical life that opposes structures that normalise violence (through 

exclusion) (Butler 2020, 16) This ethics of nonviolence contains a twofold: resistance at the 

hand of the asylum seekers and resistance in our own hands. In the case of the asylum seekers, 

it is time for agency. However, this agency must not be understood as the opposite of 

vulnerability, but as intertwined with it. Agency involves the asylum seekers’ will and 

expression to live in the most precarious circumstances (Polychroniou 2020, 264). Making 

themselves not only a passive victim, but simultaneously vulnerable and engaged in action. 

They are humans who show resistance through their vulnerability. In this context, refugee 

 
23 Butler calls this war logic and states that this also applies to the discourse surrounding migrants (2020, 101). 

Migrants are portrayed as a destructive force that poses a threat on the ‘hosting’ nation.  
24 Grief is thus determined by cultural, racial and geopolitical frames. We grieve the people who are similar to us. 

But following Ruti (2017, 98), I would like to add the nuance that we can also grieve people who are not similar 

to us. Alan Kurdi was a good example of this. What is needed is a moral bond and that can be established with 

anyone, as long as there is a common denominator. 
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protests, for example, must be understood as bodily political actions and not as signs of 

weakness, but as a break in the pattern (Butler 2020, 138). Yet I mentioned that Butler’s solution 

contains a twofold. So, it does not only demands agency from asylum seekers, but it requires 

something from citizens as well. Butler argues that we need to listen to beyond what we can 

hear (Butler 2004, 18). Ethical life begins with the willingness to reach out to “the Other”. By 

recognizing that we, as humans, are fundamentally interdependent and, thus, morally obligated 

to resist and oppose violence against others as an act of active solidarity (Butler 2020, 36). 

Citizens have a moral duty to take care for the other. To do this, it is crucial to understand the 

framing that takes place in the discourse and to break the cycle of who is recognized and thus 

who we are willing to protect. By hearing the call of “the Other’ that is silenced. This requires 

a form of protest that will activate the dimension of public mourning and thereby creating new 

conditions for recognition (Butler 2020, 78). Therefore, nonviolence is the ethical stance we 

must adopt according to Butler, in which we recognize that we are precarious and 

interdependent. This demands a radical egalitarian notion of equality, the fundamental belief 

that we are all equally vulnerable in our precariousness (Butler 2020, 49; Butler 2020, 79). 

Without this egalitarian equality there will always be justification for violence against others 

based on differences in status. But in equality there is humanity, and with humanity the 

discourse can be fundamentally transformed.  
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Arendt on Political Action and Bureaucratic Detachment    
The bureaucratic detachment within the Dutch asylum discourse, as mentioned in the first 

chapter, is illustrated by the phenomenon publicly known as “the forgotten files”. During the 

2025 budget debate on asylum and migration in the Dutch Senate, it was confirmed that the 

average waiting time for asylum procedures is now sixty-four weeks with peaks extending over 

a hundred weeks for family reunification applications (Eerste Kamer der Staten-Generaal 

2025). In this debate, ChristenUnie senator Huizinga-Heringa expressed concerns about what 

she called “the most clogged asylum chain ever,” while D66 senator Dittric stated that the 

asylum policy “is on the verge of bursting” (Eerste Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2025). But there 

are not only statistics on waiting times. Many reports and complaints have also been made about 

so-called maladministration, as emphasized by the National Ombudsman (2023). Further 

factual data supports this critique: there are currently over seventy thousand pending 

applications, and the waiting periods are leading up to an average of eighty weeks (IND 2024). 

These figures are even grimmer than those mentioned in the Senate debate. The result is that 

asylum applications are ignored or delayed to such an extent that public discussions are talking 

about “forgotten files”, an informal term that describes how people are administratively present 

but not politically recognized. As long as the files are not processed, the individuals behind 

these files become invisible. These files symbolize a bureaucratic no-man’s land in which 

political subjectivity is suspended, a situation that Hannah Arendt insightfully analysed in her 

work.  

Arendt is a crucial philosopher, and last step, in my analysis. While Agamben and Butler 

exposed the legal and discursive mechanism of exclusion, their analyses only explained the 

conditions that procedure vulnerability. Arendt, as an addition, reveals that what is 

fundamentally lost in this process is the political existence of asylum seekers. She will offer a 

political perspective that is absent in Agamben’s theory and only implied by Butler. Following 

Gündoğdu (2015, 6), this will be done by rereading Arendt and revising her ideas in light of the 

context of the current asylum crisis. Arendt’s thinking contains difficulties and open ends that 

are fruitful for a critical reflection. Instead of asking ‘what would Arendt say about this,’ 

Gündoğdu argues that is it essential to think as Arendt would in “the here and now”. 

Robaszkiewicz and Weinman (2023, 4) share this view and argue that Arendt invites readers to 

reflect on her notions and question what we encounter in our political life; ‘to think what we 

are doing’. From this approach, this chapter will analyse Arendt’s contribution to the Dutch 

asylum discourse. It will discusses which systematic problems exist within the Dutch asylum 

discourse, how these problems arise, and which solutions may be possible. Before I begin, it is 

important to note that the discussion of Arendt does not follow the chronological order in which 

she wrote her works. Instead, I analyse her ideas in an order that I consider most relevant to this 

chapter and is, in my view, also consistent with Arendt’s thinking. For example, the discussion 

of the right to have rights comes after Vita Activa. This is chronologically incorrect. However, 

in Arendt’s work on the right to have rights, one can already read the idea of action, although 

is it not explicitly mentioned.  

Vita Activa 

A logical and reasonable starting point is Arendt’s notion of vita activa, which forms the 

conceptual structure for the analysis. Activa Vita will introduces the foundation of political life. 

Building on this, the notions of the right to have rights and banality of evil will discuss the right 

to a political life, the absence of political action and the related responsibility.  
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Vita Activa entails the fundamental human activities consisting of three categories: labor, work 

and action (Arendt 1998, 7; Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 1). This categorization of 

human activity is entirely worldly, as Arendt is not concerned with the destination of human 

nature. Rather, human activity must be understood in light of the notions of plurality, freedom, 

and natality, since all human activities are conditioned by the fact that humans live together and 

interact (Arendt 1998, 7). However, only action is entirely unthinkable outside the context of 

human plurality and society (Arendt 1998, 22). Before this condition of action can be properly 

understood, it is necessary to examine all three categories. 

First, is labor. Labor refers to the human activity associated with cyclical processes and 

biological necessity (Arendt 1998, 98). This is intrinsically tied to the maintenance of life and 

the satisfaction of basic needs. Humans are captive in this cyclical necessity. The figure of 

animal laborans captures this dimension of human existence. It symbolizes human as a being 

whose existence is only concerned with survival and biological needs. The term animal 

laborans translates to “the animal that performs labor”. Second, is work. Work is the human 

activity concerned with the creation of durable, artificial structures such as art and houses 

(Arendt 1998, 7). This activity goes beyond mere survival and reflects the human capacity to 

construct a lasting world. Arendt introduces the figure of homo faber, a “tool-maker” that 

controls nature by fabricating useful objects (Arendt 1998, 144). Homo faber translates to ‘the 

man who makes”. This man requires a public arena, such as the market, to make work visible 

and meaningful. However, this arena is increasingly disappearing. Work has become invisible, 

individualized, and absorbed into bureaucratic and technological systems. What remains are 

merely the shadows of the homo faber, traces of a human who could once act meaningfully in 

the world. Third, is action. Action is the ideal and highest form of human activity, the political 

life. Unlike labor and work, Arendt does not assign a specific human archetype to this category. 

However, this archetype can be understood as the figure of homo politikon, the political human, 

or even as truly living. For it is only in this condition that one can experience freedom. Action 

is thus essential. It allows individuals to reveal their unique self and to express their thoughts 

and ideas. To fully grasp the notion of action, and its relevance to the Dutch asylum discourse, 

it is essential to elaborate its underlying concepts: freedom, plurality, and natality.  

The Conditions for Political Life 

Understanding political action requires starting at the beginning of all human beings: natality. 

Natality refers to birth. It is the emergence of a new beginning, in the form of new life, that 

reflects the “whatness of our origin”, meaning all given facts such as gender. It is the 

fundamental precondition of human life and establishes each individual’s uniqueness. Yet, 

Arendt introduces a second birth. The second birth transforms us into political beings. Through 

speech and action, we show who we are and initiate something new in the world (Arendt 1998, 

176). Through natality, through this rebirth, there is the possibility to create something new and 

reshape the world. For Arendt, natality is thus not merely a biological necessity, but the 

emergence in political life. Besides Natality, plurality is also a concept essential for establishing 

political action. Plurality contains two aspects: equality and distinction (Arendt 1998, 175). We 

are all unique, distinct, an echo of natality, but we are equal in our ability to understand each 

other and share political initiatives (Arendt 1998, 8; Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 14). 

Through speech unique individuals appear to each other in a gathering. This gathering is 

essential for the recognition and hearing of each other. Politics arises when these distinct 

individuals engage and initiate through speech and action in the created space. Thus, plurality 

is essentially linked to natality. Both are preconditions for the possibility of action, and so for 
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the appearance of humans and the acknowledgement of “the Other” through interaction 

(Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 13). It is also the condition of plurality that distinguishes 

action from labor and work, as the political life is not conducted in isolation, unlike labor and 

work, but emerges through interaction and relations.  

So, Arendt fundamentally opposes action to labor and work. Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 

(2023, 26) argue that this can be illustrated with the distinction between the political sphere and 

private sphere through the metaphors of darkness and light.25 The public sphere is illuminated, 

so everything that is done is visible to all members in the public sphere. But the private sphere 

is covered in darkness, so what happens within it remains hidden for the outside world. The 

private sphere should be understood as the oikos, and the public sphere should be understood 

as the polis. Both are explained in the chapter on Agamben. It is important to note that the polis 

is not a fixed, physical location, but a place that comes into being whenever individuals act 

together. The polis is the space of appearance that action requires. It is the bios politikos, the 

way of life in which individuals reveal themselves, through action and speech, the political life 

(Arendt 1998, 25).26 Thus, politics requires visibility and togetherness. As already mentioned 

in the discussion on plurality, where it was stated that political life requires a gathering of 

people. Yet not every gathering constitutes a political space. Politics arise only when 

individuals act in plurality and freedom. Freedom must be understood as the capacity to speak 

and act openly (Gündoğdu 2015, 130). We must recognise ourselves as more than an animal 

laborans by choosing to reveal ourselves with speech and action, and in doing so escape the 

capacity of labor. It by virtue of being born that one can act, be free, and live a political life. 

The political life, action, then arises in the place where natality, plurality and freedom come 

together. It arises in the political space where one can act freely through speech and initiate 

something new as both distinct and equal human beings. 

What has been established is the political life. The life in which one can reveal themselves, as 

political subjects, and experience true freedom. It is essential to become recognized as a 

political being in order to participate. However, as was shortly touched upon in the discussion 

on Butler, the political life has no “free-entrance”. Restrictions can hinder the participation in 

the political space. Asylum seekers experiences these restrictions. They are rendered speechless 

(Gündoğdu 2015, 21; Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 159). They are denied a voice, are 

unable to appear, and are thus not recognized as political subjects. They are not able to live a 

political life. This is essential for my analysis because it shows that asylum seekers are not only 

excluded by the state but are also deprived of the political foundation of their existence. To 

deepen this phenomenon, Arendt introduces the notion of the right to have rights. With this 

notion Arendt shows how, in addition to Agamben’s homo sacer and Butlers precarity, 

inhumane treatment of asylum seekers is embedded in bureaucracy, laws and regulations. 

The Right to Have Rights 

If we look at the title of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, we can already see a 

paradoxical distinction.27 There is a tension between “man” and “citizen”. This tension reflects 

that man is not always embedded in the condition of citizenship. This insight has been central 

throughout the philosophical analysis, from Agamben’s homo sacer to Butler’s theory of 

precarity. But it is also crucial for Arendt’s analysis. All three philosophers, from their own 

 
25 These are metaphors that Arendt often uses to indicate phenomena in the world. 
26 Arend borrowed this notion from Aristotle. 
27 Originally La déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen. 
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dimensions, highlight the gap between universal human rights and the actual political rights 

people are granted. This gap is evident in the case of asylum seekers, whose exclusion reveals 

the fundamental crisis in modern political structures (Zarić 2020, 651). Arendt’s analysis will 

provide the, until now, absent political dimension on rights.  

For Arendt the loss of the right to have rights is the cause of the gap between “man” and 

“citizen”. The rights to have rights refers to the fundamental right to be recognized as a human 

being with rights, independent of any legal status, thereby being distinct from citizens’ rights 

(Arendt 1973, 296; Fiske 2016, 27). The right to have rights ensures that people are not only 

entitled to rights, but that they belong to a community that recognizes and protects these rights. 

In this community individuals also have a say on their own rights through political action. This 

is important because modern nation-states are founded in the ideal of universal human rights. 

Universal rights do exists, but they become meaningless when there is no political community 

to guarantee them (Arendt 1973, 297). They exist only through citizenship. When someone is 

not acknowledged as having the right to have rights, through exclusion for example, the 

universal rights lose their meaning. Universal rights are only meaningful if they are embedded 

in citizenship, something asylum seekers do not have. As such, asylum seekers are subjected to 

whatever rights the state grants them, and that is often very little. Thus, if we look at the ideal 

of universal rights from the perspective of the right to have rights, we discover that underlying 

it, is the need to be granted the right to these universal rights in the first place.  

What happens in the case of asylum seekers is that they have no claim to rights because they 

are excluded from them. This strips them of their subjectivity, as they cannot reveal themselves 

as political subjects in the political space. Even if they are granted some rights, such as access 

to care and housing, which is the case in the Netherlands, they are still not included in the 

political space. So, they continue to be in an in-between space as homo sacer. They are excluded 

by the legal system, political processes and society. But why if we have universal treaties to 

ensure universal rights can this occur? This is because the right of asylum is not an enforceable 

right, and the fate of refugees still depends on the political will of a state. As discussed in the 

context, the Dutch asylum discourse has become increasingly restrictive, illustrating the lack of 

political will in the Netherlands. The European Migration Pact illustrated this lacking political 

will on an even broader scale since every member state have to unanimously approve plan.  

 

This raises a critical dilemma: should borders be completely open, so that individuals never fall 

into such a limbo and can always attain citizenship, and thus rights? But that seems politically 

and logistically unfeasible. It is a humanitarian ideal but not a practical reality. Procedures are 

necessary, at the very least, to issue identification documents and integrate individuals into 

housing, employment, and welfare systems. And most, if not all states, lack the resources and 

capacities to do this and admit everyone without restrictions. As a result, although, the Dutch 

government grants asylum seekers certain basic rights, asylum seekers remain unable to act 

politically. They are surrendered to a system they have no influence in yet are fully influenced 

by. There is an urgent need for institutional reforms within the liberal democracies to make the 

fundamental right to have rights genuinely realizable, and to provide asylum seekers with the 

ability to be reborn as political subjects (Heuser 2008, 4-5). If not, inhumane treatment of 

asylum seekers in the figure of homo sacer will maintain.  

 

The Banality of Evil 

Due to their severely limited rights, asylum seekers find themselves exposed to the Dutch 

system without any room for political agency. If inhumane policy would occur asylum seekers 
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have no possibility to oppose it. This leads to Arendt’s famous analysis of the banality of evil, 

to show how these inhumane policies come about.  

 

In her report Eichmann in Jerusalem (1964), Arendt introduces the concept of the banality of 

evil through her detailed account of Eichmann’s trial. Eichmann was considered one of the main 

perpetrators responsible for the mass deportation and murder of Jews during the Holocaust. He 

was responsible for the logistics of the transportations of Jews towards the camps. People 

viewed him as a monster. However, during the trial, he appeared to be an ordinary man (Arendt 

1964, 26). Eichmann himself even stated that he never killed a Jew, was not a radical anti-

Semite, and was sensitive to any sight of blood and suffering (Arendt 1964, 12; Arendt 1964, 

41). Eichmann was simply following orders (Arendt 1964 27). This raises the question Arendt 

discusses in her report: if the man himself is not monstrous than what makes a human being 

able to commit such horrific crimes, or in the least be complicit to it? Arendt answers this 

question by distinguishing the perpetrator from the committed acts, concluding that evil is not 

radical but rather banal. It is an evil that arises from thoughtlessness and uncritical regulatory 

compliance within a bureaucratic system (Arendt 1964, 134). Arendt calls this the banality of 

evil. This insight is also visible within the ideology of the nazi’s, where adopting an objective 

and detached attitude was normalized, to facilitate emotional distancing. For example, 

concentration camps were referred to as “administration camps” and extermination camps as 

“economy” (Arendt 1964, 33). This leads to moral blindness because bureaucratic regulation 

effectively deactivates moral responsibility. When procedures, instead of critical ethical 

thinking, become dominant, even when the civil servant are such well willingly figures, their 

actions can result in inhumane outcomes, with no one who is directly responsible. 

Consequently, bureaucracy operates as a machine that continues running while individuals’ 

lives become trapped within it. Simply following orders and laws can thus lead to, and justify, 

horrific acts. This demonstrates that the banality of evil is not limited to totalitarian regimes and 

Nazi ideology but is present in all bureaucratic systems, even democracies.  

 

Although Arendt draws a distinction between the political and the bureaucratic spheres, the 

realms have become deeply intertwined in modern states. Politics as Arendt envisioned it, 

where plurality, freedom and natality come together, has vanished. What remains is merely 

governance. Legislation has become bureaucratic. It is no longer part of action but conducted 

through the human activity of work, and bureaucratic logics, such as quota, dominate the 

political debates. The fundamental political, and societal, question of “who belongs?” is thus 

reduced to administrative procedures. It is a bureaucratisation of belonging that desubjectifies 

asylum seekers. Restoring the distinction between political freedom and bureaucratic 

administration is essential in order to restore subjectivity for all. Yet, as Canovan (1978, 19) 

rightly observed, Arendt does not offer a clear or practical solution for this. Nonetheless, 

rethinking Arendt carefully reveals possibilities that allow for the preservation of the Dutch 

political traditions without it being an idealistic theory.  

Arendt argues that political responsibility begins with becoming visible as an acting subject. 

This demands civil servants who do not thoughtlessly follow rules, but act morally, even when 

this conflicts with their institutional position (Arendt 1964; Robaszkiewicz and Weinman 2023, 

107).They must refuse to become mere cogs in the bureaucratic machine. Only in this way can 

the banal evil of thoughtlessness be counteracted, even within entrenched democratic systems. 

But this raises fundamental questions: to what extent may, or should, civil servants resist 

inhuman policies? And how can that resistance be formed without undermining the system? 

After all, it requires that civil servants make themselves visible as moral and political agents, a 
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stance fundamentally at odds with the bureaucratic requirement of anonymity among civil 

servants. So, although civil servants have been desubjectified, as political actors, overcoming 

inhumane policies demands that regain this and are restored as subjects. The must act as a 

subject if they are aware of banality in policies. For example, by taking responsibility for the 

consequences of policy, by refusing to implement harmful measures, expressing concerns to 

managers or writing these concerns in a letter to the politicians (perhaps even the media). Civil 

servants must manoeuvre themselves between anonymity and moral responsibility by becoming 

subjects again. Only by being moral agents can the banality of evil be prevented, or stopped, 

and the asylum policy become humane. 

Thinking What We Are Doing 

So, what this chapter has observed is that key actors in the Dutch asylum discourse are 

desubjectified. Asylum seekers are denied the space to act due to the lack of rights, while civil 

servants become trapped in anonymity and moral blindness. However, even within the 

constraints of the Dutch system, the potential for action remains. As previously mentioned, 

natality continuously enables the possibility of reopening political space. For example, through 

protest, civic initiatives, or new forms of collective speech. This demands that we also grant 

everyone the opportunity to act. In this way, asylum seekers, civil servants, and other citizens 

can all reveal themselves as political actors and resist or influence the discourse, and inhumane 

policy, in the political space (Arendt 1990, 19). I do not envision this in the form of a large 

meeting in the town square that replaces the political system. Rather, political spaces should 

complement existing laws and regulations through neighbourhood meetings, media 

appearances, citizens initiatives, and citizenship education. These are all examples of spaces 

where new beginnings can emerges through sustained engagement, by building subjectivity, 

discussing rights, and allowing freedom to flourish (Arendt 1990, 275; Arendt 1990, 281). Thus, 

what this chapter has added is the political dimension of the Dutch asylum discourse, by 

examining the role of rights and process of desubjectification.  
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Synthesis: Where Policy Meets Philosophy 
The fundamental tensions within the Dutch asylum discourse are made visible through the 

examples of the emergency laws, the viral photo of Alan Kurdi, and the so-called “forgotten 

files”. These examples are not isolated incidents, but signs of deep-rooted structural 

mechanisms of exclusion, marginalisation and bureaucratic detachment in the Dutch asylum 

discourse. The philosophical analysis provided the underlying structures of this discourse: the 

institutional (legal) dimension through the framework of Agamben, the public-ethical 

dimension through the framework of Butler, and the political dimension through framework of 

Arendt. By bringing these frameworks together with the contextual background of the Dutch 

asylum discourse, the asylum discourse can be rethought in order to understand the tensions 

within it. This chapter will do this by overlaying the philosophical analysis onto the Dutch 

asylum discourse with the aim of exposing the structural logics of exclusion and the 

consequential dehumanisation of asylum seekers.  

Invisibility as Exclusion 

Agamben argued that modern power is exercised through the “de-making” of lives. Power 

emerges by withdrawing lives from society, by denying them what living is: to be part of 

political life. This is done by reducing asylum seekers to their mere biological existence, bare 

life. Asylum seekers are thus the homo sacer of Dutch society. They are alive but fundamentally 

excluded from the political and legal system. They can be killed without it being considered 

murder, not because violent actions are permitted, but because they have completely fallen 

outside the protective sphere of the law. In this sense, the violence exercised on asylum seeker, 

the Dutch homo sacer, whether bureaucratic, legal or social, is often silent, routine, and hardly 

recognisable as such. Yet, it is precisely this form of violence that marks and reproduces their 

exclusion.  

Precarity offered the ethical lens through which certain lives are seen as less valuable. This is 

relevant for this analysis because it revealed that asylum seekers are excluded due to their lives 

being considered of lesser worth. Their vulnerability is institutionally and publicly produced, 

because political and discursive structures frame whose vulnerability is acknowledged and 

whom we grieve. The temporary wave of public empathy following the publication of the photo 

of Alan Kurdi illustrates this dynamic. Only by recognizing Alan, did people grieve him and 

feel the ethical obligation towards him. When asylum seekers are not recognised, they become 

ungrievable. This lack of recognition is the result of the inability to act politically. And as a 

result of this, the moral appeal of asylum seekers is silenced. The moral appeal is always there, 

asylum seekers live, and their lives bear this moral claim, but it can be silenced and hidden 

through exclusion. The ethics of precarity thus illustrates, and explains, that asylum seekers 

structurally end up in the excluded position of the unrecognised “Other”. 

The situation in Ter Apel clearly illustrated this. Despite the inhumane conditions, hardly any 

change is enforced, partly because changes are hindered by bureaucratic processes but also due 

to social resistance. A solution for the overcrowding in Ter Apel is building additional asylum 

seeker centres (AZCs). Yet, such proposals often meets strong resistance in the society (van der 

Bol 2025). According to the Distribution Act (Spreidingswet) (Rijksoverheid 2025) the 

responsibility for the placement of asylum seekers lies with municipalities, in cooperation with 

the COA. However, municipalities frequently bow to the local pressure, resulting in the en 

masse withdrawing of AZC plans (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden 2025; van der Bol 

2025). What this example illustrates is that even under obvious inhumane conditions moral 
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recognition, and treatment, is lacking and sustained as a result of bureaucratic and public 

resistance. 

What remains in the public discourse is the deep-rooted belief that asylum seekers embody a 

threat, rooted in the fear of losing the ethnic identity. The tone is predominantly negative, based 

on fear and problematization. The vulnerable, human side of asylum seekers is rarely discussed 

in news reports and media discussion. The negative framing is intensified by the current Dutch 

political climate. At the time of writing this master thesis, the Netherlands, as mentioned in the 

introduction, is in a caretaker cabinet. With the departure of the PVV ministers, a few ministerial 

posts have become vacant. A political battle has arisen over the claim of a certain ministerial 

post: the asylum post (NOS 2025b). The remaining coalition parties are all seeking to claim this 

post as an instrument of electoral profiling and representative legitimacy. The parties aim to 

represent themselves as the representatives of public dissatisfaction towards the asylum policy. 

This battle is an example of the asylum discourse in the Netherlands. It underscores both the 

desire for a restrictive policy and the polarising tone that dominates the discourse. A tone that 

resonates throughout the discourse.  

The Fragile Claim to Rights 

When Arendt addressed the fundamental problem of the refugee in the lack of a “right to have 

rights”, there were very little legal frameworks to protect asylum seekers. Since then, treaties 

such as the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and protocols from the United 

Nations have been founded to grant asylum seekers legal rights in the absence of citizenship. 

However, these are not enforceable rights, so states are allowed to ignore them. Yet, since they 

are agreements of the United Nations and the European Union, member states are bound by 

them. As long as the Netherlands remains part of the United Nations and the European Union, 

it is therefore obligated to uphold these rights. The Netherlands does this by embedding them 

in the Alien Act 2000, which guarantees a number of basic rights to asylum seekers regardless 

of their citizenship status. It may appear that Arendt’s fundamental problem has thus been 

resolved. However, her analysis remains urgent. After all, legal recognition does not 

automatically ensure political inclusion. As long as there is no institution that effectively 

guarantees these rights, they can become suspended in a vacuum. They become meaningless. 

Asylum seekers have rights on paper, but without the structural possibility of being heard and 

exerting influence, they remain fundamentally excluded from the political domain. Thus, 

depriving them of full rights. This paradoxicality becomes more apparent as the political climate 

changes. International treaties increasingly allow room for interpretation and modification. The 

recent European Asylum and Migration Pact is a striking example of this. It enables further 

restriction and the redefining of the rights of asylum seekers. While citizens are always assured 

protection, the asylum seeker’s status is dependent on political decisions. But politics has been 

reduced to bureaucratic functions and the bureaucratic systems can create precarity, as a 

political phenomenon related to equality, even when laws on paper offer protection. Laws set 

the rules, but bureaucracy determines the actual application of these laws. This dynamic creates 

significant risk for the emergence of the banality of evil. The biggest issue is however that there 

is no political space for resistance against inhumane asylum policy, because the asylum seekers 

and civil servants are denied subjectivity. So, more essentially than the granting of rights is the 

restoring of the political space and resubjectification of asylum seekers and civil servants.  
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A Critical Reading of the Dutch Asylum Discourse 

I believe that what the philosophical analysis, specifically Arendt’s insights, and this synthesis 

reveal is a double dynamic within the Dutch asylum discourse. What occurs is on one hand, the 

discourse is hyperpolitical, and on the other hand, the discourse is desubjectifiying. It is 

hyperpolitical in the sense that the asylums seeker have been reduced to a political “hot topic”, 

used for electoral gain and a scapegoat blamed for other (inter)national crises in order to hide 

to real causes of them. For example, housing shortages are not primarily caused by asylum 

seekers, although the discourse often shifts the blame unto them. This diverts the attention from 

the actual causes such as the nitrogen emissions crisis and the large number of one-persons 

households. The discourse does not address asylum seekers as humans, with vulnerability and 

emotions. Their entire presence is politicized.  

Asylum seekers are desubjectified by being excluded from the political space. Although there 

is some legal recognition, this is limited compared to citizen rights and does not provide 

political agency. Asylum seekers remain subject to the will of the state and are inclusively 

excluded, unable to act freely. This hinders asylum seekers from revealing oneself as a subject, 

having a voice, initiating change and experiencing the true nature of freedom. They are 

presented as homo sacer within the territorial boundaries of the Netherlands and remain absent 

from its sphere of political action. I believe that this double dynamic, between 

hyperpoliticisation and desubjectification, is the essence of the tensions within the Dutch 

asylum discourse. It is precisely this paradox that drives and sustains the discourse. Asylum 

seekers are made hyperpolitical yet are simultaneously erased as a political subject. This is a 

conclusion that became visible when all dimensions were examined and woven upon each other. 

As a result, citizens and institutions continually talk about asylum seekers. Opinions and 

policies are shaped through this discourse. But there is no talking with asylum seekers, as they 

are excluded from the discourse. This makes the Dutch asylum discourse polarizing and 

dangerous towards asylum seekers. Throughout this master thesis it has been shown that the 

asylum seekers are already prone to violence in the Netherlands. This violence is embedded 

within the society. But mostly it is an effect of inhumane policy. The Dutch asylum policy does 

not grant asylum seekers enough rights to become political subjects, the application processes 

are rigid and unclear, measures are designed to discourage asylum seekers and basic services 

are insufficient. Thus, asylum seekers captured between rules and lives in the Dutch asylum 

discourse. 

Between Rules and Lives 

So, to conclude, the Dutch asylum discourse is hyperpolitical. It is intensely polarised, leaving 

little room for nuance. It is fuelled by a deep-rooted fear for the loss of ethnic identity and 

functions as a strategy within electoral campaigns. Within this dynamic, both asylum seekers 

and the civil servants disappear from the domain of political subjectivity. They are excluded as 

political actors and are marginalised instead. This reveals a structural crisis that not only 

undermines the moral foundation of the asylum discourse but also exposes how the state 

organises subjectivity. Asylum seekers must be understood in terms of homo sacer and “the 

Other”. The radical “Other”, is not just “another”, but a figure who reveals the limits of 

humanity and the structural problems in our ethics, politics, and laws. Because asylum seekers, 

as the subject of this discourse, are left fully exposed to violence and inhumane procedures, 

unable to participate in political life and denied a meaningful place within both the Dutch 

society and the asylum discourse. Thus, the thesis, as already addressed in the introduction, is 

established.  
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Conclusion 

Final Remarks 

In this thesis, I have analysed the tension within the Dutch asylum discourse with the aim of 

understanding its ethical, institutional, and political consequences, specifically regarding 

asylum seekers. Central to this analysis was the research question: “How can the Dutch asylum 

discourse be understood in relation to the construction and denial of political subjectivity of 

asylum seekers, and what are its ethical, institutional and political consequences?” 

The philosophical theories of Giorgio Agamben, Judith Butler, and Hannah Arendt were 

essential in analysing this dynamic. Together, they provided a multidimensional framework that 

explained the tension within the discourse and the underlying power structures. Agamben’s 

notion of homo sacer established the institutional framework for my analysis, by illustrating 

that asylum seekers are juridical-politically excluded. Butler enhanced this foundation by 

adding that the exclusion is unevenly distributed and sustained over time, making asylum 

seekers extra vulnerable. Butler also contributed the public dimension to my analysis, by 

showing how the public discourse maintains the exclusion by framing asylum seekers as 

ungrievable, denying them to be appear as “the Other”. Finally, Arendt established the political 

dimension of my analysis. Her concepts of action and the right to have rights revealed how 

exclusion leads to desubjectification. Additionally, her notion of the banality of evil discussed 

that civil servants become desubjectified and morally detached within bureaucratic systems, 

resulting in inhumane policies.  

Together, Agamben, Butler, and Arendt exposed the systematic desubjectification of asylum 

seekers and the mechanisms that sustain this. They provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the tension surrounding the Dutch asylum discourse, why it is experienced as a fundamentally 

different debate compared to other political issues, and what the institutional, ethical, and 

political implications of the discourse are. Concluding, what this master thesis illustrates is that 

the Dutch asylum discourse is rooted in a deep structure of exclusion by which asylum seekers 

are simultaneously hyperpoliticised and desubjectified. As a result, the discourse sustains and 

reinforces inhumane policies.  

By applying the philosophical analysis to the asylum discourse, I have reached the thesis: The 

Dutch asylum discourse frames asylum seekers as a hyperpolitical issue, by reducing them to 

a political problem, but simultaneously depoliticises their existence by excluding them from the 

political community and denying them political subjectivity. This creates a paradoxical 

dynamic in which asylum seekers are both hyperpoliticised and desubjectified resulting in 

profound ethical, institutional and political implications concerning their recognition, rights 

and the moral responsibilities of states and citizens.  

Rethinking the Dutch Asylum Discourse 

Although the thesis has been established, the discussions in this paper also raised new questions 

that invite upon further reflection. I believe that this is not because my research question was 

inadequate or my analysis was incomplete, but because the development of my thesis and the 

implications it has, give rise to new questions. The most important question that arises is: if the 

asylum discourse desubjectifies, hyperpoliticises, and enables inhumane policy, how should the 

discourse be reframed in order to restore humanity? Answering this question falls outside the 

scope of this thesis. However, the discussions on Butler and Arendt already addressed such a 
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rethinking. To avoid leaving open ends, I will briefly offer a reflection on the rethinking of the 

Dutch asylum policy as a direction for further research.  

Rethinking the Dutch asylum discourse requires moving beyond the idea of the asylum seeker 

as nonperson, a passive and interchangeable object trapped within power relations (Fiske 2016, 

2; Zarić 2020, 652). This demands a revaluation of action by taking responsibility and restoring 

the value of political action. Butler’s ethics of non-violence, combined with Arendt’s notion of 

action, introduces a twofold approach to argue that such a transforming of the discourse is 

possible if the conditions under which individuals can appear, be heard, and act meaningfully, 

are restored.  

First, asylum seekers must claim political agency. An example of this is the Dutch movement 

We Are Here. We Are Here is a collective consisting of homeless asylum seekers who publicly 

claim space by occupying buildings and speaking out that they are part of the Dutch society and 

must be acknowledged (We Are Here n.d.).28 This requires that asylum seekers are granted a 

place in the political space without the condition of citizenship, so that asylum seekers can 

participate in discussions and speak out against policies that affect them. This can, for example, 

be facilitated, as Arendt showed, by allowing their participation in citizen councils.  

Second, the citizens have a role in hearing the moral plea of asylum seekers and opposing the 

inhumane treatment. An example of this is the story of Roel and Ingrid. They are a Dutch couple 

who have opened their home to homeless asylum seekers (Hart van Nederland 2025). Their 

action embodies Butler’s active solidarity. Simultaneously, a specific role is asked of the civil 

servant. They must act as moral agents rather than passive implementers of policy. By speaking 

out against, and opposing, violent policies.  

Together, these examples reflect an ethical life that requires the resistance of asylum seekers as 

well as the engagement of citizens in recognizing and protecting “the Other”. This demands a 

new perspective on asylum policy in which procedures are rethought from the perspective of 

morality, preventing asylum seekers from having to live as homo sacer for years. This can be 

established, for example, by implementing different procedures in the Dutch asylum policy for 

all world regions. This could limit “the forgotten files” by speeding up the procedures. For 

example: all applications from asylum seekers from Yemen are, if legitimate, granted but 

applications for asylum seekers from Germany are structurally denied. Additionally, the Dutch 

government could even create a digital world map with this information to publish on its 

websites. This will also provide some clarity for asylum seekers, as they can estimate the likely 

outcome of a procedure. Additionally, it is important that the policy aims to remove the 

harshness in the discourse and address the ethnic threat. Thus, further research should explore 

how the Dutch asylum discourse can be reframed to restore humanity in the institutional, 

political and public dimensions.  

To conclude, this master thesis has explained the tension between rules and lives. It exposed 

how rules erase lives, thereby revealing the need to rethink the Dutch asylum discourse. I have 

proposed a starting point to do this in restoring political subjectivity and ethical responsibility 

instead of hyperpoliticisation. The challenge that remains is rethinking the dynamics within the 

Dutch asylum discourse from rules back to lives.  

 
28 To further clarify: they have received no shelter from the government while also not being allowed to work, 

leaving them to survive on the streets.  
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