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Olave: Welcome, welcome, dear listeners and dear guests. I'm looking at you. 
Welcome, welcome. I have a very long introduction to do first, so bear with me. Hold 
on. We'll get to you,ok? Don't worry. So again, welcome, welcome very dear 
listeners. Welcome to the podcast series that I have entitled Better Practices for 
Safer Spaces. Friends of mine who are like prolific in the podcast world told me, like, 
that's the longest name you can do that. That's like no one would listen to a podcast 
called The Better Practices for Safer Spaces. But, you know, it's a do it yourself. OK, 
so that's why I'm working with. My name is Olave and you are listening to the 
outcome of my research residency at Kaai Theatre, the theme of this research 
residency and the subject of this podcast, Better Practices for Safe Spaces is near 
and dear to me, very much so. About seven years ago, I had a very severe burnout 
and ended up involuntarily committed in a psychiatric hospital in the Netherlands. 
Now was a very difficult period of my life, but it was also kind of a turning point in my 
life. It marked the beginning of a journey towards finding alternatives to the neo 
liberal, racist, ableist, classist transphobic and patriarchal context that I had that I 
lived in and I had very, very much internalized. I was context. I was at the time still a 
corporate lawyer. So yeah. And I still identify as male and all that. It was it was a 
huge major turning point in my life because the context in which I was living and the 
relationship that I had and the beliefs that I had to internalize were actually making 
me sick. 
 
Olave:  So you could say, well, at least I say that my journey of the last seven years 
has been in large part, a journey of finding communities and groups in which I can 
feel and be safe. And truth be told, this journey has been a journey of many false 
starts and also of disappointment, but also joy and a sense of belonging at times. So 



 

 

I initiated this research residency in the hope that I could improve my learning on 
what communities and groups are doing to offer safer spaces, but also to encourage 
open and vulnerable conversations about the strategies, the failures, the ambitions 
and the visions we have of safety, care and creating alternatives to oppressive 
contexts, relationships and outcomes. Now, again, I did this because I wanted to 
learn, not because I had the answers. I have no answers, none whatsoever. I have 
some ideas and inclinations, but this is definitely not. I'm hoping by by sort of doing it 
this way to actually become better at organising safer spaces myself. So it's a highly, 
highly pedagogical context. So what are we doing in this podcast series? We're 
doing? Well, you, the listener, will bear witness to a number of, I think, about seven 
in-depth discussions with people who are affiliated or we're affiliated with 
organizations that organize or wish to organize safer spaces or aspire to organize 
safer spaces. The purpose of this conversation is to investigate practice, like I said 
earlier, like how do you ensure a safer space and what do you do as concretely as 
we can? And for this, I have asked my guests to reflect on their own actions and their 
lived experiences as we go along during the conversation. 
 
Olave:  I'm hoping that we can get a zoomed in, but and personal and strongly 
embodied image of the practice of organizing such basis. We want to stay away as 
much as possible from abstract ideas and hollow phrases, phrases which we 
encounter so often in this field today. Right? That's one of the things that made me 
really think about what made me really enthusiastic about doing this, this research 
residency when I started seeing how many like even, you know, government 
documentation and like official policies will have safer spaces mentioned. I'm like, 
wait a minute, this has become mainstream. Like, if it's a mainstream, then 
everybody knows about how to do this. But I personally don't know. So that's why I 
was like, I need to know what this is. I want to be clear that this conversation is by no 
means intended to criticize organizations or to sort of I don't know, we're not here to 
attack the concept of safer spaces or the practice of it, but we're really hoping to by 
thinking together, we can ultimately jointly arrive at a more concrete and perhaps 
better practice of organizing safer spaces. So the reflections that we will have in the 
conversations we have is for us or we hope. We wish we ask you to think of it as a 
judgmentfree observation of actions and experiences which we can use as a starting 
point for making an analysis and positively influence practice. Now, before we get 
started, because we haven't started yet, you're looking at me like I'm a cop.  
 
Olave: Really get started, I want to talk about care and the topics and the insights 
that we would be touching upon have the potential to stir up uneasiness, doubt and 



 

 

anger and perhaps also a bit of despair, like can we actually even do this? You 
know, and knowing that I want to suggest a strategy for sitting with what would all of 
that may arise between us? I want to invite you to commit to the intention of care. I 
believe that intentional care, being full of care, being careful, can help us shape the 
tone, the nature and perhaps the very beauty of this encounter right now between 
me, my guest and listener. And for our current context, I believe that the intention of 
care holds three distinct but interrelated dimensions. The first dimension is that I 
want to invite you to be caring towards the speaker we have invited to share. I don't 
know your pronouns, actually, she? She to share her ideas or insights, knowledge, 
perspectives and stories with us. I hope we can offer her a care that gives her the 
space to think out loud, to be vulnerable with us, to make mistakes, to disagree with 
me or with the listener. I don't know how to to change their mind today during the 
conversation in a week or two, whatever you had to choose, perhaps not to answer 
some questions or to not know the answers to some questions, to even not even use 
the most edgy or radical language and that there's room and space for her to do that. 
 
Olave: The second dimension is that I want to invite you to be caring towards one 
another. We will put this on the interweb and and the world wide. Mark Zuckerberg 
basically. Which means that you can engage one another about this podcast in 
whatever places, you know, out there, and what I want to ask you is, is to be caring 
towards one another in doing so, in engaging one another, in discussing this. If you 
choose to do so, I invite as all of us to start and to sort of assume perhaps. Yeah, 
assume each other's sincerity and eagerness to learn and good intentions. But 
definitely I want us to respect each other's dignity and the end of the logical context 
of this research residency. I didn't invite people who I consider to be like, I don't 
know, like experts because then I would have just posted on my Facebook to read 
their book or something. And I invited people whom I sort of hope that we can have 
vulnerable conversations with and so that we can learn together. So I'm really hoping 
that you respect that. And the third dimension of care is that I hope you can exercise 
self care in listening and processing our upcoming conversation. 
 
Olave: I invite you in the face of uncomfortable insights, perhaps unexpected facts, 
painful sensations. To be caring for yourself at caring that I would suggest that it's 
not an external one, not like, oh, Olave has made me angry and her guests have 
made me angry and I feel all types of ways and I'm going to go and act. But to 
basically perhaps build to care for yourself by being curious about whatever 
discomfort you're experiencing. Right. To turn it inwards, to reflect inwards, to reflect 
on what is what changes, what the person has said. How is that entangled with your 



 

 

worldview or with your view of yourself? How did you come to that view of yourself or 
world view? Why are you experiencing pain when it appears to be in danger? Right. 
And is it actually in danger? I think that those are things that can really help a 
personal reflection on what we're experiencing when we're hearing things that we 
sort of confronting that may actually really be very helpful and get us in a space of 
learning and self care. So in summary, I invite you to be caring towards yourselves, 
towards each other and towards our guest. Now, it's your turn. Now we can I'm sorry. 
This is the longest introduction. 
 
Aïda: It’s completely fine. Yeah, I like it. I like it. I feel all cozy and quiet now. 
 
Olave:  Good, good. So I'm not supposed to tap with anything. I have I have long 
nails and I have long because I like to tap that sound so good, you know. But I'm not 
supposed to do that in the podcast. Can you tell me something about you and. Yeah, 
something about you and how do you come to be in the safer spaces world? 
 
Aïda: Wow, that's a very good question. Who am I? So maybe my name. That's the 
first thing I think about myself. So my name is Aïda Yancy, pronounce she/her and 
how did I come to be in a safe space business. Business, business. Let's call it 
business now. It's an institutional business. No, I'm kidding. But I'm an activist. I 
guess. I'm a thinker. I'm a thinking person. And I've been thinking a lot about the 
intersections of race, gender, sexuality. I've been working a lot on LGBTQI issues.. 
And so I get hired by the Rainbow House and the International Organization for 
Migration nearly two years ago. Now, a year and a half ago. We are getting to the 
end of the project for a two year project called Equal City. And the point of this 
project and you'll see it's a very long sentence. You'll see, I'm very used to say it is to 
help frontline services, urban frontline service workers in different services related 
sexual and gender based violence, but also I mean by sexual and gender based 
violence. I'm thinking it's super large. I mean, you see, iit very large to set up safe 
spaces and help manage safer spaces for LGBTQI plus people from migrant 
backgrounds. 
 
Olave: Oh, OK. 
 
Aïda:  Which is officially the largest population ever because it doesn't mean 
anything. LGBTQI+ people already, like all of the people in there, share different 
letters. Some of them have common grounds, some of them have nothing in 
common. Some of them have several letters. I mean, it's a very big rainbow.  



 

 

 
I had the chance to really shape the projects in the way that I thought would be the 
most doable. So without getting a burn out, which is a challenge and efficient, is 
counting people from migrant background, from the people were actually migrating to 
the people who are not migrating anymore and may be seeking asylum, being 
refugees. But also people were perceived from being from migrant communities are 
also people from the diaspora and from the far diaspora, because this is one of the 
things that came out very quickly in migration related institutions, that the definition is 
very, very blurry and like are migrants of second generation. And I'm like, 
What is a migrant second generation? Are we just like a generation to move or what 
is it?So that actually allows me to talk about racism in some ways. In a context, it's 
it's really not easy to talk about these kinds of oppression. 
 
Olave: Yeah. So what did you specifically work on. Like what is it that these frontline 
service workers are going to get from this project specifically. 
 
Aïda: So they are getting a toolbox. They are getting guidelines on how to set up 
safer spaces like in terms of structure, starting by making your workplace a safer 
space, because LGBTQI+ oppressed people for migrant backgrounds are not just 
the users of service. So sometimes they are also the providers. We are your 
colleagues as well as people who need your help. How do we try to make the 
workplace a safer space? What structures? What can we do structurally to make it a 
bit safer? Then they are also what they call a soapies. You know, 
European project, which is basically a user manual, is the standard operating 
procedures.  
Olave: Standard operating procedure for setting up a safer space 
 
Aïda:  To manage a  safer space.  The point is basically it's the operation manual. 
It's a user manual on the little tricks you can put in place to maintain a space as safe 
as possible. But that's just a start. Like, you know, we are going to talk about 
language. What language do you use? What attitudes do you have? Like little things 
in the physical realm, like all of these little things. Also specific recommendations in 
terms of attitude for the health sector, things like this. And some of them may sound 
weird. 
 
Olave:  What do you mean with frontline service workers? Everyone? 
 



 

 

Aïda: Yeah, and that's the thing. Like the public, the LGBTQI+ oppressed people 
from migrant backgrounds, it's huge. But frontline services also because it 
encompasses the police, you know, but it encompasses also maybe schools, social 
services, anyone who may be in relation with LGBTQI+ people who may be at risk of 
sexual and gender based violence or who may have been victims of it. Knowing that 
all violence against LGBTQI+ people is, in essence, sexual and gender based. 
 
Olave: Ok, you got to stop right there. 
 
Aïda:  There were so many ways 
 
Olave:  I need to because first of all, I'm trying  to grasp. Like one: I really like that 
you said that it's important to make the space safe for those service providers. So, 
you know, frontline service workers who are of the of the target group. Right? 
Because we one of the people that we spoke to actually, yesterday was doing that. 
She was creating a safer space for LGBTQI+ youth of color and themselves. She 
really struggled with her sense of safety within the organization in which she was 
doing it. And so that's really a great to mention. So I'm really happy you did that and 
added that all these organizations, because I mean, I have this idea that 
organizations listening right now. Like are people who want to create safer spaces, 
but who may not really be aware of understanding how the people that make that 
sort of lead on this in organizations tend to be people of color, tend to be women, 
tend to be people who experience that need themselves. And there is no real 
thinking on how to make sure that that person is also safe while it's really crucial and 
important. So I'm really happy you said that. But anyway,I'm just thinking you do this 
thing you have you're supposed to create a SOP Standard operating procedure on 
this. And I'm just like, where did you start in terms of research? Because where is the 
info on how to?  Because safer spaces comes from radical black feminism. And I'm 
just wondering, like, where did you get your material resources to start building this 
thing? 
 
Aïda: So first on the philosophy. From black  feminism thoughts, obviously. I went to 
the basics, to the roots. Also for my black feminist practice. And I'm very clear on 
this. Even if we are doing this in the European context, in institutional context, it's in 
my introduction. I'm explaining that it's rooted in black feminists thought. That it is 
rooted in wanting more social justice. Even some are asking, like, do you want social 
justice? Because that's a real question. Like people want safer spaces. What do 
they? They want social justice. But you know what it means rights. You know, that 



 

 

means that you're going to have to share at some point. It means that maybe down 
the line right now, you may look like a benefactor, but the entire point is for you not to 
look like a benefactor. Right. It's a part of your identity that is going to crumble.  So 
that's part of it, obviously. So in terms of research, I was immersed already in a lot of 
black feminist thought, but in queer black feminist thought, more specifically, like 
because I myself queer too. 
 
Olave: Yeah. Basicly everybody I invited is queer. Shhh. I'm not using quotas but 
everybody's queer.  
 
Aïda: But it is a quota. 100 percent is a good quota.  
 
But then what I did also and that was kind of research to also justify what I was doing 
because I knew that it might not be easy to explain that indeed there was a problem. 
Why are we doing this? So I interviewed 33 organizations mainly and some people. 
L ike who is coming to your services, who is coming to your activities, where are 
they? What kind of activities? For example, a very common thing is people going like 
if you have an organization that does different activities, but also like that may be a 
little bit festive, but also, I don't know, psychological support, things like this. People 
of color, especially black people, may come to the psychological help, some very 
specific health related activities. But as soon as it's a party or there may be some 
mingling, they disappear. Or people will come and not come  back. A lot of 
organizations   told me that they struggled reaching LGBTQI+ people from migrant 
backgrounds. I mean, I knew 
 
Olave Where are they? 
 
Aïda: It was supernteresting because while doing this, I already had the answers. I 
was trying to stay neutral while listening to them. And I really noted some super 
interesting things. But nothing was of a big surprise because I myself, part of the 
demographic. I know why we go. We don't go to certain places. And so learning to 
research it, first of all, mostly was not all in my head. Apparently we are sharing 
something really. I mean, there is a problem of unsafeness.  But also some very 
interesting feedback of organizations saying  we need training. Because we feel like 
they have the best intentions. Some people have the best intentions and I truly 
believe it. But they don't have the tools or maybe the right approach to get it. And 
there is also a little bit of laziness, to be completely honest. There is a little bit of 
laziness. People want to have manual, they will tell them exactly what to do. 



 

 

Basically the toolbox I'm creating. So the toolbox is this manual, the guidelines. 
There is also a training manual with a training and an awareness raising strategy. So 
posters, flyers. And for example, this awareness raising strategies are very 
interesting story in terms of the mindset of the project first and how coming from the 
target audience, I was like maybe not. The first idea was to have posters targeting 
LGBTQI+ plus people from migrant backgrounds to tell them that safe spaces are 
important and to tell them: this is a safe space. And I was like, actually, we are not 
going to do that because first of all, most people who know in their body, it's 
embodied. It's a knowledge. You can feel it when you're unsafe. And we are 
humans. We are basically comfort animals. We always try. If you are sleeping in a 
wrong position, your body is going to adjust. You always try to be comfortable. You 
always try to be a bit better. It's of course, people know that they need safe spaces. 
And actually it's quite insulting to tell people who are migrating, fleeing very unsafe 
situations that, you know what, you need a safe space. No, I mean, I think they know 
they need a safe space. It's quite insulting to go at it this way and saying this is a 
safe space. I was feeling completely uncomfortable because I'm like what so I'm 
giving them a batch? A little poster, like a sticker to put on the door before they even 
get to read the tools or question their own practices like that.  
 
Olave:   I’m not going to hand you the sort of like bait for people to come in and then 
you haven't actually done the work yet. 
 
Aïda:  And also it’s super dangerous. It's really dangerous for the LGBTQI+ people 
from migrant backgrounds  
 
Olave:Where did you focus your awareness raising campaign on? 
 
Aïda: Well, my understanding of safe spaces is that it's  a space that will provide, my 
definition of it, like a feeling of belonging to people, empowerment and also. Yeah, 
complete respect. You know, just full on respect for who you are without the 
paternalism of it and so on, of course, it's ... 
 
Olave: You’ve set the bar high.  
 
Aïda: I know. It’s like if i can have anything, what do I want.   This is what a safe 
space means to me. It doesn't mean it's comfortable. It doesn't mean you never 
challenge it. It means that you can come with all part of your identity and you're just 
accepted as you are. But for that's the three main pillars I'm theorizing in there, is 



 

 

that people who are setting up safe spaces need introspection, self accountability 
and shared responsibility because you cannot have one person in charge of an 
entire safer space. You cannot have one person who trained and just hope that all of 
the others are not going to do anything wrong in the middle and they're just not going 
to blow up. Because it doesn't work that way. And you need to share even the 
responsibility with the users of the space. You have the providers and the users. And 
everyone needs to share into this understanding. Exactly what you said during your 
introduction. You know, going into accepting that this is what we are striving to do, 
we are going to try and take care and it's going to take effort from everyone knowing 
that the main efforts coming from the provider because they need to adapt. Yeah. So 
so this is this is what the awareness raising strategy is, a poster that you get to fill in. 
The poster is saying welcome: its safe space loading and the providers have to fill in 
the the percentage of their little bars they're saying what percentage of of the staff 
has been trained? How many tips from the guidelines did we put in place. How many 
practices are we actually putting in practice?  
Olave: So you're putting transparency actually as a baseline for a safer space. 
 
Aïda: Yeah. Accountability like actually it's signaling to the LGBTQI+ people from a 
migrant background that the problem has been identified and that some work is 
being done. Because also LGBTQI+ people from Michigan backgrounds are not 
trusting anymore. I mean, you tell me, I'm telling you, this is a safe place. Are you 
coming? 
 
Olave: I don't know, because maybe for professional purposes, I might come to be 
like, how are they? 
 
Aïda:  I'm coming to observe you. 
 
Olave: [00:27:09] Exactly.  I wouldn't say that I don't go. But indeed, I went 
oftentimes very, very often. I would see something on Facebook and I would read 
the description, the thing. And it's a safe space. And I'm like, oh, awesome. And I 
would go there and be unsafe. And and I would happen often. And I think it's made 
me a little bit like I said, it's it's been false starts and a bit of disillusionment. But at 
the same time, I'm also still looking for it. I continue to look for it. I actually tried to 
build it myself as well for other people like myself, mostly for myself as well. But I'm 
just curious about sort of you said earlier, like there is a you know, like when  you 
share responsibility, for example, and you may look like a benefactor in the 
beginning, but if the safest place really works, then you are no longer the benefactor. 



 

 

And so you're kind of indicating a particular potential of safer spaces for being 
actually quite disruptive for organizations, sort of status quo for perhaps their access 
to certain resources, access to even bodies and whatnot. You can really change 
things and even power things. Power may become shared at some point. Is that 
something you tell organizations like do you make them aware of like you know, are 
you really sure you want this? 
 
Aïda: I do. In trainings, I tend to really be explained like this is something  if we are 
talking about social justice is actually equalizing the level of the bar, which means 
that and this is actually something I wrote black on white in the in the document, it 
was saying how? Because there is a lot about attitudes also and how it's attacking 
also the power dynamic, including between those who help and those who need 
help. And I think there is a question of trust in there because, you know, when 
people tell you it's a safe space, then you trust it and then you fall because you just 
want to believe it. And I think at some point we need to first acknowledge that 
perfection is white supremacy. Right. So we are never going to have the perfect safe 
space. We can be working towards it. That's oK. And I want everyone to be 
transparent. I am tired of false promises. So this toolbox also the other thing that it 
does in some ways, it's you know, people talk to me about interculturality.  when they 
say interculturality what they mean is, please give me a manual that will tell me if I 
meet a Muslim woman from Somalia, who is a lesbian …  
Olave:  I'm glad that they're that specific. Generally, it's like if I meet a Muslim, an 
African... 
 
Aïda: Ok, an African that went from Syria. What do I do? You know, how do I greet 
them? What do I do? And I have been to trainings where basically we really you 
know you have some point about cultural specificities. And it's interesting knowing 
that maybe some people may not look like you in the eye, because in terms of 
culture. This is something that seems disrespectful to look people in the eye, 
especially when they have a level of high IQ, whatever. It is interesting. But the 
problem is that it gives a false sense of security to the providers who then are like, 
well, this woman told me I could do it. So if you're not reacting well to what I just did,  
it's your fault and because I was trained on this. So I'm right. I'm like, no, actually 
what we are going to do is focus on the person who's reading the toolbox. Because 
the only person you're in control of at the end of the day is yourself. It's good to start 
acknowledging that and working on that, not on the others. Because that's a problem 
when you have people complaining that a space was unsafe. What happens? Then t 
he service, then the organization is like, well, okay. But I think also that they... And 



 

 

here you go. You have a full list of the reasons why they are unreasonable. They 
shouldn't be annoyed at this and so on. 
 
Olave: But I mean, we work so hard. We tried. 
 
Aïda: I mean, we try and we really want to. And I mean, this person is very sensitive 
and. Yes, yes, actually, yes. This person is very sensitive. As are you, by the way. 
We are all very sensitive and the provider is very sensitive too.  
 
Olave: We’ve had conversations with these 33 organizations as part of your 
research to start off with. And you were already having these conversations and 
probably going like, I can't take it anymore. No? 
 
Aïda: No, I mean, at the very beginning, I was really asking questions and taking 
notes and recording what was happening. But that was where I was going, and the 
challenge for me is the format of the toolbox because I'm doing this. So it's a 
European project and I don't know if you've ever seen a European project, but they 
do like very, very big, very, very long documents written in an international English 
that is actually not at all accessible to international English speakers. And it's kind of 
academic language, but institutional style. So they are just much more abbreviations 
in the mix. And one of the things that was important for me is recognizing that the 
frontline workers I'm talking about, that I'm giving this toolbox to are people who are 
overworked. They are overtired. They are underpaid and they are undernumberd.  
 
And also a lot of these people do not have an academic background. They do not 
understand academic writing because I mean when I work, you know, IOM provides, 
for example, a lot of tools for their own. But what they write are targeted to IOM 
employees who all have at least one master because they don't hire people, who  
don't have a masters degree. So they are talking to people who have a knowledge of 
academic language. And for me, it was super important to write something that 
someone who doesn't have time but need answers for a very urgent situation. They 
can just pick up and try find the answers, because it's clear and they know exactly 
where to go with an introduction. That's not too long. I mean, I did end up writing like 
10 pages, but it's the same in all tools. And you can just pick and choose. It's OK. I’m 
trying to make it accessible so you don't have to have read everything to understand 
the little paragraph you're reading. Things like this to make it usable. Because one of 
my dreams, you know, if I can have everything, it's to make this tool box something 
that's not going to end up in a drawer. The commission saying, hey … So we did this 



 

 

in the 2019, 2020, remember? Right. I want it to be used. I want people to actually 
check,  to just wander, try and work on there. And everything is focused on their own 
attitude, like be open, be ready that the person may not use the same LGBTQI+ 
language that you used to. I mean, that's that's a vocabulary that's extremely 
ethnocentric. Maybe even just I mean, I wrote a full on page on the notion of coming 
out. Because one of the comments I had also during the process from people who 
are not part of the communities, because that's also the reality of institutions. Most 
people in the institutions are actually not part of the target group. So they are 
providing tools for people they don't really know in the field. They they are not very 
familiar with 
 
Olave: And lived realities that they do not share. 
 
Aïda: Yeah. And so, you know, I received information like questions like how do we 
encourage people to disclose their sexual orientation, gender identity, gender, you 
know, sexual characteristics so we can better help them. And I’m like, actually, you 
don't know. You don't push anyone to come out. You provide a full and complete 
service to everyone and people will pick and choose. And you know what? If you talk 
about sexual orientation to a straight person, they will not burst into flame. I promise. 
I promise they may be a bit baffled, but they were that burst into flames. So we are 
safe. We're physically safe. It's OK. 
 
Olave: So I'm just wondering. This tool kit, it's a manual. And you have identified a 
number of things, accountability, shared responsibilities, empowerment as sort of 
introspection. Sort of the four elements of safety. And I want to ask you, like so 
there's a lot of talk about codes of conduct, stuff like that. Where do they fit into that 
kind of set up? And if somebody is kind of looking to create a code of conduct, what 
would you advise them to start? And should they? 
 
Aïda: I think they should I think … I do believe in processes. For some reason, I 
sometimes wonder why, because life is chaos, but processes kind of help in these 
situations. Because what I see a lot is people are accused of unsafe ness. Usually 
that's how it goes right now or there is something unsafe happening in the 
organization.  
 
Olave: And those who accuse may not necessarily call it unsafe. But they may sort 
of turn it in the language of like, this is racist or this was sexist or this was 
disrespectful or this was humiliating. They may not necessarily. 



 

 

 
Aïda: A lot of people won't even go there. A lot of people feel uncomfortable. They 
feel like something is wrong. But not everyone can identify and say those words. 
People touch your hair, for example. Some people were like, hey that's racist. Keep 
your hands out of my hair. Some of us will just be like: this doesn’t feel right and they  
may not come back. But they may not formulate why they didn't come, because I 
mean, you identify all of this. I'm pretty sure the first time you read about these things 
or you heard about these things being racist, you had this aha moment. I remember 
having this aha moment where I was like, oh, it's not just me. Apparently I'm not the 
only one who has  people touching my hair in the metro, it's a weird experience to be 
sharing with other humans. I'm sorry, I'm just like I thought it was me, but no, it's 
everywhere. 
 
Olave: So how would you advise people to go about making a code of conduct? 
 
Aïda: The way I'm putting in there is that I advise people to do it. I don't necessarily 
give them that because I have limited time. But how could you I mean, it's a good 
question. Because it's a very complex process and depends on what kind of 
organization you have. I think that you need to have some accountability, like it's nice 
to have reporting processes. But this reporting process like this reporting, it needs to 
be treated right away. It's not something like, oh, yeah, we've heard this complaint, 
but we don't really know what to do. And in this aspect, for example, in Belgium, 
there is a lot that already exists in terms of gender, for example. And it's true that in 
this toolbox, I did base my tips and little, you know, bits and bobs there. I did base 
them a lot on tips that already exist about LGBTQI people, for example. Because 
there is much more about how not to be transphobia than about how not to be racist. 
And then again, it exists in different contexts. And so it's kind of a mash up of all of 
these little things about identity, how to respect someone's identity. So in terms of 
code of conduct, I think the first thing is for me, in my opinion, to have a reporting 
process that works. But it's completely not at all foolproof. There are so many things 
that can fail in the middle. One of the things I wrote today is having a reporting of 
every incident, making sure that everyone in the staff or collaborators, I call them 
collaborators because a lot of them are not paid. So it's not exactly employees. We 
have volunteers in there. We have interns. So collaborators, people working with you 
in some capacity that they can basically every month or every week or just take 
notes. Every time something happens, write it down, keep it together. So that every 
quarter, whenever you have time, have a moment where you just recap everything 
that happened. And get the lessons from there. 



 

 

 
Olave: How do you feel about self reporting, like people who are users of these 
services can say, like, hey, I was uncomfortable that movie night or whatever, 
because the movie that was shown was extremely racist, I don't know, gond with the 
wind or something. I was like, wait a minute. Or I got invited with this new little 
tradition that you call, I don't know, Sinterklaas and it's super racist. And I was there 
and I thought it was really problematic because it was a black face there and 
whatever. So there's that. That kind of reporting of incidents. But how about 
colleagues who kind of noticed, for example, inappropriate behavior, you know, of 
others say, for example, a hand on the shoulder of someone? 
 
Aïda: Well, that's what I was thinking of.I was thinking more of the collaborator's 
reporting, because that's the motive in my in this toolbox. I don't want the 
responsibility to fall on the people were already marginalized. I don't want the 
responsibility to fall on people who are already unsafe because this is a big classic 
colonialism 2.0. This is what happens when you're in sociology class. You have a 
professor asking all of these questions and taking all of these notes because he's 
basically doing his research by listening to your life, you know. And you're not being 
compensated for that. And we keep doing that all the time, like please teach me how 
I was mean to you. Well, that's not my job right now. I'm hurt. I'm going to take care 
of myself. You are going to be wondering and you are going to call for some help. 
And that's basically the end of the reporting process of all the negative and 
uncomfortable situations that may have a risen. At some point. You look at it, you 
see what solutions can be found with the tools you have and if there are solutions 
you cannot find with the tools you have. What do you do? You contact specialists in 
your area because there are organizations that focus ... By example, if you keep 
having something like where you have trans people who come once and then they 
leave because they are always misgendered or you don't really know what it is, but 
you realize there is a problem. Get trained, really focus, have an audit, a social 
justice audit of your organization, because this is something we do. I mean, I've been 
I've been giving trainings in this kind of aspects in some corporation. It's possible and 
they are a lot of people. And there you will have maybe people from the 
communities. You will.  I do urge people to contact activists to contact. Yeah. When I 
say expert I do believe in activism being an expertise and lived experience being an 
expertise and having people. 
 
Olave: [00:42:33] So don't  just hire some sociologists or social worker who studied 
and worked a lot with queer people, but themselves don't have that experience at all. 



 

 

 
Aïda: No, no, no, no. Go and find people in the field and the field going with them 
and they are in the target audience who will be able to maybe make you feel very, 
uncomfortable. But that's the point. To move, you have to get yourself uncomfortable 
and it's scary. 
 
Olave: What do you say? I think I can almost hear a lot of people who meanwell or 
who think they meanwell: but I don't know this. I don't know what mistakes I've made 
because and the reason why I make mistakes, because I couldn't possibly know. I 
don't know when I miss gendering somebody or I don't know when I am … Like but I 
don't know when I'm being racist, like I don't know. I asked my friend who's Muslim 
and they said that was wasn't the problem or whatever. But there's this  frame that 
microaggression and I don't like microaggression, but that sort of racialized and sort 
of sexist and transphobia sort of aggressions that they are based upon not knowing 
that they're the result of. I just don't know. And so I just don't know.  I feel about that 
 
Aïda:  Well, first of all, most racism is not ignorance. It's a science. It's something 
that has been taught. So we have to stop with the entire it's ignorance. I didn't know. 
But maybe you didn't realize you were being racist, which is probably because most 
people have never been educated about what racism is, because they always have 
been educated in an idea that they are the normal. there is the LGBTQI+ and the 
normal, they are the normal and all the people of color, you know, the blank as they 
say. I'm still very mad at that word. 
 
So nobody is neutral. And I do give on the side. I give trainings, for example, for 
white people about racism, how to be anti-racist when you're white. And a lot of 
people come to see me and say so I've been told I had been racist and I don't get it. 
And like, well, let me tell you. And it's going to be uncomfortable, but it's also part of 
it. And that's why the first step for people who want to set up safe spaces are is 
introspection, because it means that you are going to have to use radical honesty, 
look at yourself and just believe that if people tell you that you've done something 
racist, it is a truth. You may not have thought that you were racist. You may not have 
felt racist. You may not even dislike the person in front of you. That doesn't mean 
that what you did wasn't in one way or another racist, because the way I put it, 
usually the way I say it in trainings is that, you know, people ask me: but do you think 
it's more helpful to say to people that what they did was racist rather than saying that 
they are racist? And I would say that I mean, in terms of diplomacy, when you're 
talking to humans, yes, it's it's sometimes better to talk about actions than about 



 

 

people because then it crystallizes who they are and then they stop listening to you 
and you're done with your conversation. They are just mad. You're mad. Nothing is 
moving. So of course. Yeah, but what I usually tell them is that you have to imagine 
the societies is a bathtub and this bathtub is filled with glitter and I guess most 
people have been in contact with glitter. Glitter is amazing, it’s shiny, it's everywhere 
and it doesn't go away. Two years after the break, you find for some reason some 
glitter is in your socks. You wash those socks because I mean, 200 times. But still, 
glitter came back. 
Olave: My washing machine consists mostly of glitter. 
 
Aïda: Now, at this point, though, where is your hair? In your bed. You don't know 
where you came from, but it's there. And this glitter is racism. So you're in a bathtub 
full of racist glitter. You've learned it everywhere in your schoolbooks. You've learned 
it in school, but you've also learned it on TV. You learned it in any kind of media, 
right? It was everywhere. 
 
Olave: It's embedded in your language, 
 
Aïda: It’s embedded deeply in your language.  It's everywhere that you haven't even 
noticed. And I'm not talking about racism, but I lgbtqi+ fobia also. Transphobia is 
glitter. All of this glitter. So you are comfortable in your glitter bath. And suddenly you 
realize that the glitter is actually oppression. It's racism, it's sexism, it's transphobia. I 
mean, transphobia is sexism, but you see it's capit alism. So you get out of this tub 
and  you try to shower it away and you get rid of it. And you learn and you read and 
really like you work on getting rid of this glitter because now you've seen the glitter, 
but it's glitter. So maybe in three years when you thought that you had really gotten 
rid of the glitter, It may come back.  
 
Olave: You said earlier and you're describing right now a kind a condition of living 
where basically we will make mistakes. Then my question is, what do you do then 
once the mistakes have been made? How do you embed that in your processes? 
And what kind of processes help you deal with things going wrong? And I'm thinking 
now specifically in the relationship between user and providers, I'm not even talking 
about between users. But like when  you are working at some you went to work at 
the Moria camp and you are and you think, I'm going to be great, I'm going to be 
volunteering. I know people who pay to go volunteer at Moria Camp I like. It's really 
intense, but you go volunteer and you go there and you, for example, by accident, 
you out one of the trans people and you make a mistake. And that really makes them 



 

 

very unsafe. In the camp. They might get killed, they might get raped, whatever. 
What kind of processes would you suggest we put to design to sort of deal with a 
mistake like that when things go wrong? 
 
Aïda: Well, for a mistake like that, that's I don't know if it's out of my league, but I 
haven't thought of it yet. 
Olave: The thing about the safer spaces. It's something we talked about with other 
people, like when it goes wrong, like it can go wrong really bad. 
 
Aïda: And then it goes wrong on the wrong. Because I mean by example was. One 
of the things that's in the training and in the toolbox is how do you react when there 
was a microaggression. I don't really like the word either, but microaggression. I just 
define it so we know what we're talking about. It’s basically just any aggression that's 
not a direct or physical aggression. So it's anything that basically is said that is, you 
know, and like ... 
 
Olave: Like can I touch your hair. Oh, yeah, that's actually microaggression. I would 
love to visit Africa. 
 
Aïda: Oh, you have an African accent. 
 
Aïda: Oh, you're very articulate. How charming. 
 
Olave: You speak so well Dutch like, wow, that's impressive. Microaggression. 
 
Aïda: But all of these microaggression, you know there is a burden. But how do you 
react. Concretely how to react to microaggression. But there is also the next part.  
How do you react when you've been called out for having caused a micro 
aggression? Because that's also important. It's the typical, we've heard it 300 times, 
but it's still important. If someone says something to you, uses the wrong term about 
your ethnicity or, you know, says black instead of noir in French or whatever. And 
then you say: well, actually, that's not my name. 
I'm so sorry. I really didn't mean to blah, blah, blah. And then you are going into a full 
focus on the person who did the microaggression where your job as the person who 
was hurt is now to make the person who hurt you feel better. And that's unfair and 
it's completely unfair.  
 



 

 

Olave: Or you double down. So you also have those that go like, no, no, no. I mean 
that really well. That's a term of respect where I go. My friend told me that I can call 
them this word too. So they're really upset that they're right. 
 
Aïda:Stop. well, here we have a very small and the in the training we are starting 
training next week. So we are going to test it out. We'll see how it goes. But in the 
training, there will be also some role play. We have three people. One is the 
aggressor. One is the aggressee and the  third one is observing. And you have to 
know the reaction of both.  How do you react when you see this microaggression 
happening as an exterior person, but also, how do you react when you've been 
called out like you actually acknowledge it. Mm. Oh, thank you for correcting me. I'll 
practice it. I'll try to make it better. Thank you. Let's move on swiftly. This is not about 
you. Go up next. 
 
Olave: Or how would you like me to do that better next time. And then you could be 
say well black is noir. That's the French word. 
 
Aïda:  Even though because then, you know, if you have someone saying this very 
quickly, people are just ... Again, colonialism. Especially when we talk about old 
coloniser population and people have been colonized. It's kind of standard practice 
to just expect people to educate you. So if you if the person is hurt, it's not their job to 
explain to you how they should have done. So. It may be I don't want to say Google 
it because we don't have all the same Google. And I'm scared of what Google will tell 
you to do. To be very, very honest. But you can ask someone else, you can say, OK, 
thank you, if you have the energy to tell me what I should say. OK, but don't worry 
about it. I research it. 
 
Olave: What is an observer supposed to do? What we do? 
Aïda: In terms of when a microaggression happen? I don't have it in my mind right 
now. Wait, let me think. 
 
Olave: That's OK. You could be like I'll come back to it another time. 
 
Aïda: I may come back to it another time.  
 
Olave: Or hire me and I'll come and teach you.  
 



 

 

Aïda: I'll come tell you. I mean, also the toolbox will be available for free. re's still on 
the internet. On Zukerbergs internet.   
 
Olave: I've heard also even here, some of the people that were invited already have 
said like but I feel uncomfortable because who am I to speak for the person who was 
being aggressed. Maybe it's not my place to intervene. I have to respect their 
wishes. Is that's something you hear that. 
 
Aïda: That’s something I hear a lot. I hear a lot of people who are more dominant in 
these kind of aspects, like I don't feel legitimate to speak about this now, but I mean, 
if you don't speak about it, then all of the job is, again on the people who are being 
harassed. So I don't know if you hear someone being mis gendered, you can always 
say, actually, it's that.   If we are in a group that we all shared pronouns. Well, 
actually, that person told you. Earlier it's the second time they've told you their 
pronouns are ‘they’. 
 
Olave: Also. But there's something I always say: make sure that the person who is 
misgendering them, that they are in the inner circle of trust of the person who's been 
misgendered before. 
  
Aïda: I'm imagining this closed room where we've established a safe space. 
 
Olave: I've shared the pronouns and stuff, yeah, so you do indicate and explain to 
them if you do not say something, you're putting the work of naming these 
aggressions on the person who is agrest, actually. 
 
Aïda: Yeah, but usually what happens is that the person either say something or 
doesn't say something about it and come back. And here we are talking about 
frontline services. So sometimes these little things are what makes a difference 
between someone having medical care or not. You know, like a lot of people don't 
trust doctors 
 
Olave: Hold on. You’re going to fast. So what you're saying here is that the lack of 
safe spaces, in the context of frontline services, the lack of it can amount to a failure 
to provide services that people need. It can actually amount to a refusal to give 
services. 
 
Aïda: Actually, it's not entirely a refusal to give.  



 

 

 
Olave: But if you want change, 
Aïda: The people who need the services to actually seek help and trust them. A very 
concrete example. You have asylum seekers who get into a centre, right. So they 
arrive, for example, in Brussels and the first thing that happens is they are being 
microaggressed. They're exhausted because, I mean, they just arrived. It's been a 
very long trip.They don't feel seen and they don't feel recognized.  Already not 
necessarily trusting authority. They're not necessarily trusting doctors that can't 
coming in. They don't feel like they are not being recognized. They are a bit scared. 
They are a bit also distrustful of people in general. They may not go to doctors and 
we've seen terrible stories of people who get a huge infection or septicaemia 
because they cut themselves with a razor, but being scared of going to the doctor 
because they've been microaggressed so many times that is just too much because 
we also have to think of mental health. If we think of mental health like a vaisse full of 
water. If you are already in distress, if you already had a lot of things happening that 
are related on that, it's still relevant because the smallest thing can make the 
difference between you actually going through the door or turning back. And that's 
why I' m focusing on it in here. So it's very basic, actually, this toolbox. I mean, it 
sounds very basic. 
 
Olave:  I think what you're saying here is really important because I think for a lot of 
organizations and institutions and groups, they may not always be aware.  Because 
safer space and so soft. Yeah, sounds like I think it's in a culture of like prioritizing 
rationality, prioritizing efficiency, sort of all these masculine values. When people 
come in and say, hey, you need to build, you need to create a safer space, you need 
to enforce a safe space and all that. It sounds so weak and it sounds so just an 
hobby or project that, you know, we need to get to the real work and so on. And I 
think what I find important is to stress on that we don't have safer spaces when you 
don't make sure that whether you're a frontline institution like that frontline service 
solution or perhaps just like a cultural. I'm pretty sure that's also frontline services. 
 
Aïda: Actually, I count them in.  
 
Olave:  Basic needs. But like when there is this, I think it's really good to point out 
that when you don't do so, in fact what you can end up doing is making it 
inaccessible for people to be able to, you know, to have access to the services that 
you obviously think are important, not because you're doing that work. Right. 
 



 

 

Aïda: Safer spaces for me are really a question of accessibility. And that's how I see 
it to frontline workers. And you have the best intention. You want people to have 
access to the services you provide. You did not become a social worker because 
you don't care about people. But sometimes this little effort, it's an extra effort to 
make the space accessible to people.  And sometimes you just feel like people are 
just exaggerating. You know, man up. 
 
 
But the fact that you're asking people to man up, first of all, it's a real problem. It's a 
real  problem in terms of sexism and so on. And again, as you exactly said: 
masculine values. But you may be asking them to do the one thing they are not able 
to do right now.  
 
Olave: Also you make your services conditional upon people meeting whatever 
norm.  
 
Aïda: Do you have the strength to come. Are you well enough to ask for food, for 
shelter, for your health care, but also for I mean, we've we've been through I'm sure I 
mean, if you tell me that you've burnt out beautifully a couple of years ago, you 
know, that sometimes going outside is not possible, that anxiety can be completely 
crippling, that it's a real thing. And there are essential services that are not 
necessarily reachable, accessible if it's just constantly unsafe, you know. So that's 
why we need safer spaces. 
 
Olave: And also when we’re talking micro aggressions and whatnot. I mean, what it 
amounts to for people is violence we're talking about. So people are when you touch 
my hair, for example, in public or at my work, you know, it's very dignified, like I'm 
there to work when I'm there to get a service or I'm there to provide services or be a 
volunteer or whatever. And and people reduced me to this kind of like experience 
where they can be like, well, I touch your hair. 
 
Aïda: It's dehumanizing. 
 
Olave: And that's not even.. You are talking about microaggression. But I imagine 
that you're also thinking about bigger types of aggressions. 
 
Aïda: No, well, I am. But here I am refocussing. I mean, in general. Yes, but I'm also 
focusing on this because these are the aggressions they'll never taken into account. 



 

 

They don't really count as violence because you don't see the effect right away when 
you see someone beaten up or when you see someone who's shot that something 
we've seen way too much recently. Please stop sharing pictures of black people 
injured or dead on social media. It would be very nice. Thank you. 
 That was my little little word while we were at it. Those little micro aggression, they 
are not counted as being a violence. But the problem is that they are.  The image of 
the mosquito. You know, some people are bitten by mosquitoes more than others. 
 
Aïda: We've all stood on the bed with a flip flop at 4:00 in the morning killing this 
motherfucker. Right. This is what we do. 
 
Olave: They don't bite me. I'm one of those people who I think my blood must be 
disgusting. 
 
Aïda: Seriously we've all been mad because someone is asking the same question 
ten times. The first time was ok. A second time you still had some patience. But after 
that, I mean, know what, take a dictionary. I know I'm a mother, I'm ok. But really and 
this h ow it's really important for me. I'm focusing on micro aggressions because they 
are because they already a lot of tools about aggressions. Micro aggressions are just 
overlooked because people don't consider them as being as hard, as dangerous, as 
everlasting. But they are constant, constant violence. You know, they are the murder 
with the small spoon. 
 
Olave: But it's something which I think a lot of people who existence in a position of 
dominance and privilege. An incident might be something new to them, you know, 
like Misgendering me. For me it's a daily experience. Somebody might be like this is 
so tiny. No, it's not tiny to me because it’s something i have to go through every 
single day. 
 
Aïda: And also it's like if people come in the street and everyone who passes you 
throws once light, small pebble, it's just a little pebble. It's not actually hurting you. 
But if everyone does it, you all will be aggravated. And I was like, I didn't do anything. 
I just threw a small pebble, you know? No, actually, you participated at the full 
picture. 
 
Olave: But I want to go back again to the what happens when things go wrong? 
Whatt do you advise people institutionally, like you talked about these three times in 
the aggressor, the aggressee, but also the observer. He talked about the 



 

 

relationship, the dynamics where, for example, the aggressor, the aggressee, sort of 
made responsible for pointing it out, for explaining as the one when there's an 
observer. And there is also, you know, and you talked about, when you when you're 
called out for having done something that is inappropriate, talked about that. But I'm 
a little bit curious about what are organization supposed to do? You talk about writing 
it down, reporting self reporting about like things going wrong. But what are they 
supposed to do when workers, service providers on the front line keep doing these 
things? And, you know, the tab is filling up. What do you advise them to do? 
 
Aïda: Well, that's where self accountability and shared responsibility happens. Like if 
we all have values, I'm asking people foe exemples to start by declaring their values, 
because if they write it down and they post it everywhere now, we can hold them 
accountable. So if you say my service is open to everyone, regardless of race, age, 
gender, sexual orientation, sex characteristics, blah, blah, blah. Then you'd better 
move to do this.  You bet, I even asked people to maybe write, we are trying to make 
our, you know, acknowledge this is a work in progress. But what they need to do is 
hold their employees, hold their volunteers accountable. There needs to be a system 
behind, know how they do it. Good question. You can be in restorative justice. You 
can be in traditional mean, mean capitalist's, accidental justice. Also, like you can 
decide whatever you are into in terms of justice. But we are talking about social 
justice. So there needs to be follow up. There needs to be something happening. 
There needs to be. And I mean, if at the end this person is just dangerous for the 
organization and is not learning, I mean, put them on desk duty. Make them write all 
of the subsidy requests that you need for your organization. You know, you need 
someone to do this, get them to do it. 
 
But, I mean, there they need to take responsibility. They need to own it. They 
messed up. Yes. And it's not a declaration we like. We messed up. We are really 
sorry. We'll try to better. I don't care about this content. I just want to see Ok, you 
messed up. What are you going to do. That's what I'm asking them. I don't know are 
they going to do. But I'm asking them to do something. Yeah, I'm asking them to 
really focus on the accountability and responsibility. 
 
Olave: To report and to get away with or we're used to getting away with 
inappropriate behavior. Tend to have. Some level of power, whether it's soft power or 
hard power, in the sense of like it's the coordinator or it's the founder of the thing or. 
 
Aïda: A boardmember who is super well-connected. 



 

 

 
Olave: But it can be also soft power or somebody who takes up a lot of space, who 
talks a lot, who has, for example, perhaps more degrees than everybody else in the 
room and can sort of talk them out, talk them, you know, into being you know. Like 
how do you sort of embrace these organizations and these individuals for those kind 
of conversations? How do you make it? Yeah, how do you help them? How can you 
Aïda: Own their mistakes? 
Olave: Own their mistakes, but also put the people who are doing these things a 
little bit under pressure, even though they have power. 
 
Aïda: Well, that's where shared responsibility enters, in my opinion. I think that it's 
very hippie, but I like the idea of having those values, this declaration of values and 
from their having shared rules. Because if everyone is …  It's really like you have a 
group of youth, you know, and creating rules together. You give them ideas. And 
then together you put a list of internal rules of how we are going to manage this 
space with care, with respect, making sure that everyone feels seen or heard 
respected all the time. That means that everyone is responsible for it. So what's 
great there is that the person who manage to put this in place, which is already a 
collaborative process and is already outside of the verticality, I mean, I'm not sure we 
can put this in place in the police, maybe amongst colleagues in the police. Like if 
they suddenly decide, you know, to do that, it's a possibility. 
 
Then it means that it's not the sole responsibility of the boss, but it's also not the sole 
responsibility of the boss of not doing anything. That means that if that even the 
superior, even if you have a pyramidal structure, if you have someone on top, even 
this person is held accountable by the others. So if your colleagues are like, actually, 
this was not ok, it's not the first time. And that your boss is like, oh, it's okay. Like, no, 
no, no, you signed it, too. You know, it's trying to hold structures accountable so that 
you can actually have pressure from the people because you gave you gave oower 
to people. But it's ... 
 
Olave: Extremely difficult because the reality of it is, especially in the kind of services 
you're talking about, a lot of people have no other option but to work as volunteers, 
especially the people who are knowledgeable. You know, they tend to be people 
from the target group. They're the ones who can really tell when something, you 
know, and who had best formative be like that wasn't okay because they tend to 
have to work for free. Or if they have a job, it's precarious as in part time, very few 
hours or lower salary, low salaries or like freelance or, you know, one year contract, 



 

 

that kind of stuff. While the people who are you know ..I even worked at one of these 
NGOs  where like literally the pay scale between the highest, the boss, basically the 
boss person and the next person was a difference of almost two and a half thousand 
euros. Like everybody who was working, there was an extremely low paid in fact, 
one of the jobs was that came up when I was there, like this young person got the 
job, signed a contract, and it was the accountants who were like, this is actually an 
illegal contract. The salary is so low that I cannot, we as accountants, I cannot pay 
the salary because it's under the minimum wage, you know. And so then they had to, 
like any young person didn't know. So I find it very hard to think of this young person 
having been being able to say to the boss person, by the way, you have now 
misgendered one of our clients or users for the fifth time. You need to stop. I find it 
very difficult that happening. So there's something about the way that we structure 
these institutions that also would have to change. 
 
Aïda: Completely and also in the future and in a perfect time. And also I'm kind of 
radical myself. So I would definitely be in this mindset, like, change it. Because let's 
be completely honest here. This is a toolbox. A tool is something you decide to use 
or that I can give you a hammer. You'll nail is not going in the wall if you don't decide 
to actually use that hammer. Right. So I'm giving a tool. 
 
Olave: I feel very red right now because I have hammers, but I never I call my 
friends like I've got this thing I need to hang up. Could you help me? 
 
Aïda: Just come and save me from it. You know, like you can decide to use it or not 
to use it. But if you don't use it, it's up to you. It's on you too. So don't come and 
pretend you're a safe space. Don't be all baffled because you don't have any people 
of color. And this is why we go back to this awareness raising strategy. The point 
also is that you take accountability and responsibility. It's not all of it. If this is a toxic 
environment, I mean, sometimes I wouldn't say burn it to the ground because it's 
very much like it sounds very violent, but maybe a little bit. But I mean, no, but the 
idea, 
 
Olave: She is holding little lighter  
Aïda: But I am not. No, I mean,you cannot save every institution. And I don't think 
that every institution is worth saving in the sense that if people don't want to change, 
you're not going to change. And we do have a power because, you know, you were 
talking about care and I believe in self care. Above all, if you feel uncomfortable in 
this space, if you feel like the space that was sold to you as being safe or even safe 



 

 

in progress, but it's not safe enough for you right now. Run, leave. But don't despair. 
Find like if your doctor doesn't feel right, try and find another doctor. You have the 
right to change your care in the middle of your care. Of course, you know. And it's it's 
important to remind ourselves that is that we have a right to step down, to leave, to 
quit, to go on sick leave. And we actually have a duty to ourselves because at the 
end of the day, the person who needs surviving, the only person you are responsible 
for is yourself. You are not there to save all institutions. I'm giving tools to institutions. 
Right. And to frontline services. And it's a project that's going to go across Europe. 
We'll see how it goes, how people, use it, how they do it. I have zero control about it. 
I can just give birth of this thing. But then people do whatever they want with it. 
 
Olave: We're running out of time again already. But I think every single person who's 
listening, who's going to listen to this podcast series is going to be like, again, they're 
running out of time. So we've talked mostly about vertical relationship between user 
and provider. And one of the things that I've noticed a lot with groups and institutions, 
and I think I might have been a little bit guilty of that as well, is that the focus of the 
safer space isn't so much the provider, but the focus becomes to users. 
 
Aïda: Oh, yeah, that's typical. 
 
Olave: I found myself thinking like, wait a minute, aren't we overpolicing the user 
population, which something is, I think a lot of people who serve as LGBTQI+ people 
of color outside of the context of LGBTQI+ safer spaces, can really sort of find 
themselves having to deal with I have to make sure that this group demographic 
doesn't hurt this sort of more vulnerable or fragile thing. 
 
Aïda: Then you start policing and very quickly, especially when we talk about 
LGBTQI+ very quickly, it becomes racist. Same thing with sexism. You know, like 
we're talking about young women in schools and then suddenly, like, you are looking 
at all of the Arab and black boys being like, oh, yeah, they are very sexist. 
 
Olave: So my question is really more about like what kind of processes would do 
you recommend for dealing and without actually people being ending up are 
excluded? Because at the end of the day, what it ends up being is that those brown 
and black boys in the class are more likely to be penalized, put in detention. And the 
sort of domino effect of that. You know, and I'm kind of wondering, What kind of 
processes do you design? Or what do you suggest, What reflection have you had on 



 

 

these organizations about making sure that, the safer space doesn't become a tool 
to actually exclude people from receiving ... 
 
Aïda: Yeah, I've been working a little bit with schools from higher education. Not 
universities but art schools and so on. And what I tend to tell them is focus on 
yourself first. You know, like it's like when you have children. I do the same thing with 
everyone. I think everyone should first focus on themselves. People always say 
yeah, but they are unsafe between them. But what are you doing to make some 
alternative spaces, some places where actually these people could be heard, how do 
they regain power? How do you empower people or minorities rather than just 
looking at punishing those who are marginalizing them? Because our organizations, 
our institutions are also marginalizing them. They are participating to this because 
we have zero space open for them  because we don't look at how the power of 
administration and so on. If you have a school, for example, that is supportive of 
queer students, which is very rare in Belgium, from what I've seen until now, like, you 
know, these queer clubs, you have on TV when you see things happening in the 
U.S. I  have never seen that. I'm still waiting for it. I realize that what teachers, 
professors, administrators say usually the first thing they say is they are 
homophobic. And like, what about you? What do you do?  So in terms of process, I 
think indeed it's very important to not use safer spaces to police people. And I talk 
also about non mixiting you know, about homogeneous groups in this toolbox. And 
one of the comment I had from some experts, from institutions, was telling me how it 
was dangerous. Like having non-mixed groups could be dangerous. 
And that's something that for me was very violent when lived it. Are you saying that if 
you have groups, for example, of people from migrant background? So let's imagine 
non-white people because some people from migrant background are white. So let's 
imagine people who are non-white. So you mean that you need to have a white 
person to oversee the group? That means that if they are all together, they are 
potentially going to radicalize. Radicalize to what? So what are you saying? Are you 
telling me that all people of color are potentially terrorists?  
 
Because this is what it amounts to if you think it's dangerous to keep them together. 
And also, we didn't see that we couldn't have someone from the organization was 
also part of the demographic diversity and a moderate go together. But it's part of it. 
It's actually let's stop trying to police, stop trying to be in control. I t depends on your 
on your goal in your organization, what kind of what kind of service you provide if you 
provide care. At the end of the day, it's focused on the person. But in terms of 
reasonability, I think that we need to focus also on what we are doing vertically and 



 

 

in terms of horizontality making space, education, you know, transformative justice, 
all of this. But punishing is never the answer. Yeah, especially I mean, I don't know if 
you've ever been bullied, but when you are bullied and then people punish your 
bullies, usually you just get more bullied at the end. I mean, that's my personal 
experience of it. It doesn't help. It's a lazy it's a lazy answer to a very, very complex 
problem. 
 
Olave: Wow. Challenging stuff. I think that it is kind of going back to the first point 
you raised about the introspection. I think that when the owner sort of the focus is on 
the service provider, that's really kind of I think for a lot of service providers that I've 
met in my work that's kind of standing naked. They're used to being, I wouldn't say 
protected, but to be definitely clothed in the processes that are connected to the 
services they provide, you know, like all you have to have filled in this form, you have 
to fill in that form. They're used to the certain privileges of being the benefactors 
indeed, because there are certain privileges connected to that, you know, so they're 
used kind of being measured on the basis of how well they mean things and 
everything, you know, and at the same time, they're very much under fire. Right. So 
they are overworked. They ar underpaid. They are, you know, not in the right and 
there they're not enough of them and so on. I think what you're sort of what we've 
talked about for the listener who might be and who might want to create safer 
spaces, who might be like, oh, I really want to make it more safe for LGBT people, 
for more for more people of color where I work, they might call it like you've taken 
everything away from me now, you know, like kind of feeling naked, kind of feeling 
like I'm the problem. You know, I've really got to focus on my work and my 
colleagues and myself. What I you know .. 
 
Aïda: You are the problem but you arealso solution. There is power in the fact that 
you realize where maybe there is some some power and some things lacking in 
where you can build. And the thing is, social workers and I'm counting culture in their 
right, people in contact with the public, they have a responsibility. In the same way 
that you wouldn't see that in a kindergarten, for example, when you have people 
taking care of young children or babies, they have a responsibility for their safety, for 
their well-being. We all have a responsibility for the people we care for. I'm so sorry if 
it's inconvenient, but, yeah, we need to have things changed. And, you know, you 
talk about forms and things like this. And it's also, of course, part for me, the process 
and I know I'm aiming so high, but all of these things are constructed. There is no 
such thing like It's impossible to change a form. You have to process may be 
lengthy, but you may want to work towards it. People use intersectionality all the 



 

 

time. But intersectionality is a system that means that you need to restructure 
everything. It's going to take time. It's going to take effort. It's going to take tears and 
blood. But it is necessary because you cannot use inclusivity as sprinkles. You 
cannot use the system the way we are doing it. That is deeply unsafe because 
research proves it. People are not coming to the door ... 
 
Olave: But what's the what's in it for them then, though? Because I can imagine 
where you're describing this process that, again, I thought I'm coming to listen to this 
podcast because I want concrete tools to go and make sure that where I work for this 
group, I want to start or the service and providing that is inclusive and it's safe for 
everyone. And I come to listen to the thing. And first of all, it's like, well, actually, do 
you really want this? And what is it that, you know, what is it that you don't know? 
You know, are you going to be courageous enough to point out to your colleagues 
that they are doing something that is not ok? Are you going to be courageous 
enough to be called out by these people like this? 
 
 
Olave: But, you know, and I can imagine some of these people are listening and 
going like, Badam, this is just so hard work. But what is it for them? What is it that 
they get out of a lifelong learning process and and having to indeed Google and 
having experts for the next thing. 
 
Aïda: Well, I mean, in terms of the toolbox, the toolbox is simple little steps. But I 
mean, there are a lot of tiny problems. They create a huge problem. If you 
decompose the problem, you can have a lot of little practices. They are going to 
make things better. And they are small steps. They are easy, small steps. We're not 
asking you to bleed yourself dry. We are asking you just to change small practices, 
little things that you could do, change your form. Just get people through the door. 
You are going to be learning every day. You've learned a lot already like you. You've 
learned, you know, to maybe talk, maybe walk, maybe you've learned so many 
things. We are learning all the time. We're evolving creatures. So it's just tiny steps. 
It's not that big. Calm down. It's all right. You're going to survive. And what's in it for 
them? Well, the satisfaction of a good work. 
 
  
Having people coming through their services, like I hear a lot of people complain and 
understand what's going on here. You've got some tips. You've got some little things 
that can happen that will make things easier on you and on them, because also it's a 



 

 

lot of tension. And even if you are on the on the powerful side of it, on the righteous 
side of it weighs down too. So, of course. I'm working mainly with people who are in 
nonprofit. But of course, if we are talking about people in private 
Olave: I’m not even gonna get there. 
 
Aïda: But I'm just I don't see the point of saying you will earn more money if you 
have a diverse team. But actually, it will make everything better. But even like let's 
talk about nonprofits and money. Every time you have someone who quits, it costs 
you money. Every time you have to hire someone new every time mean the turnover 
in social organization is huge because people are exhausted, including and 
especially people who are LGBTQI+ from a migrant background. But the more 
people are marginalized the harder it becomes because everything can be hostile. 
We are talking about hostile work environment, hostile services and so on and so 
forth. So, yes, of course. I mean, it cost less if we have to talk about money, it cost 
less to the state to have people treated right from the first time and having small 
prevention everyday by doctors and having them come in and have an operation 
because they cut themselves with a razor and it gets nasty. Right. They have things 
to gain from it.  
 
 
Olave: I think this may come as a surprise to the listener. I myself identify as a trans 
woman. I'm black, I have disabilities mostly. I have mental health disabilities. I deal 
with poverty on a daily basis and so on. And I think most people who listen to this, 
who know my work, who have seen me, don't know that I wasn't born with any of 
these things. Like I didn't it wasn't born with this knowledge, you know, like  I had to 
learn it, A lot of what I learned about safe spaces has been in the doing of it. And 
yes, it's been hard. And yes I have disappointed people that I cared about.  I've 
made mistakes and it has been uncomfortable to hear because there is I mean, I 
think for popular sort of in the NGO world, there's this idea that black trans women 
are the most oppressed. So we cannot possibly make mistakes or create things. But 
as a service provider, in certain instances, I've been in a position to cause harm. 
Because I was a service provider which created a kind of position of power in a way, 
you know, and I've learned so much. And yet I confronted every time with what I 
don't know yet. And yet it is so rewarding and enriching. And this comes from sort of 
my partner in crime Non from Rotterdam, who also helped me design the sort of 
process this research residency. And they told me once that every time that they find 
themselves in the conflictious situation about their identity or other people, that they 
see it as an opportunity to learn and that is the payoff. That's what is in it for us. For 



 

 

me anyways.  It is the knowledge that on a daily basis I wake up and I learn new 
things and I become better at what I do. And I become more connected in a more 
meaningful way to people and that is extremely enriching and beautiful for my life. I 
wouldn't want to do anything else than that. 
 
Aïda: Yeah, same I can completely relate. And I mean, 
 
Olave: But it's uncomfortable. 
 
Aïda: It's not. That's what I said at the beginning. A safe space is not a comfortable 
space. You have to be challenged. You're going to be challenged. It's all right. We all 
fall when we learn to walk. To quote Octavia Butler, God is change. The only 
constant is change. We always constantly evolve by trial and error because we are 
human. So, of course, I mean, I make mistakes all the time too. I've been 
oppressive, I've been oppressed.  And sometimes both at the same time. And part of 
the process is learning from our mistakes, accepting also that you are not foolproof 
now. But not staying like I'm not foolproof. I'm a human. Just deal with it. No is 
foolproof. I'm a human. I'll deal with it. I learn from this. I'll try a little bit better for my 
lucky. 
 
Olave: I've also been very lucky to have people like ... Because a lot of the things 
that I build, safe space, was in the context of Rotterdam. The queer community. And 
I've been very lucky to have people like Non who held me accountable so well that I 
didn't do the learning alone, I did it with people who wanted to make a difference, 
who believed in what we were doing, and that has made me closer to them. Just 
even my colleagues that were doing this in ways that I would have never  had if we 
weren't committed to this idea of safer spaces because we called each other out and 
we still do, you know, and there's so much love in that.  
 
Aïda: So beautiful. You need to trust people to call them out or to be called out. 
 
Olave: It's an investment. It's an investment in the person. 
 
Aïda: That's what I tell white people in anti-racist workshops. I tell them, well, if you 
have someone of color who told you you were racist. Thank them. Because most of 
the time when something racist happens, we don't say it. 
 
Olav: Because I’m just not invested in the person. 



 

 

 
Aïda: No, but if you like the person, if you take the time to say it, it's because you  
value them.  
Olave:Because then they take it as something ... 
 
Aïda: And you don't have you don't have to keep on valueing the person. , But you 
may have a spark of hoping to value that person and then say something. And then 
the reaction may be burning that spark out. But still, it means something. 
 
Olave: I've had every time, whether it's lovers or colleagues or friends who are white 
or racist, if I tell you like, hey, this thing you just said or done or this way that you 
behaved is actually problematic and hurtful. That is me saying: I believe you can 
change and I want to do this with you. I don't want you gone out of my life because it 
is so easy to be like: bye. 
 
Aïda:  And if you don't know, you're so much more to the person who calls out than 
the called out because you are putting yourself in danger when you say to someone 
what you did was wrong because you know that backlash might happen. You're 
already hurt, you're already down, you're already on the ground saying it. It may just 
bring the kicks in, right. You may just end up being beaten up with that. 
 
Olave:That's how I lost my favorite job ever in my life. It’s because I would love this 
job so much that I thought they really want to tell them what they were, you know, 
where I wasn't feeling safe or where things were because I was like, I want to do this 
forever. But I really loved the organization. And then I did. 
 
Aïda: [And then they did not appreciate it. 
 
Olave: Not at all. By the end of of about three months, it was a cascade of events, a 
domino effect of events with me going like I think this was a big gender, a bit 
problematic. And maybe we can learn from this, just that. And it ended up in a 
lawsuit. Because I was accused of being angry and being dominating people and 
which is the language of antiblack and especially ... 
Aïda: Sexism and anti black womanhood 
 
Olave: And but they had no no concept of like all these things. The way  that they 
were reframing me. They had no concept of it. 
 



 

 

Aïda: Such a classic, though. I mean, I don't know it 
 
Olave: They kind of pretend like they didn't know.  I have not met a single black 
woman in a professional context who hasn't had this experience. 
 
Aïda: Of course. And I mean, it's textbook. That's what infuriates me the most, is that 
this is theorise, people. There is so much race theory about this. So how come that 
every black woman that's ever fired who ends up in a lawsuit is called either angry, 
dominating or there are issues of communication or that she's late? Yeah, I mean, 
seriously, like this is like we are just sticking to the same stereotypes and no one 
moves about it and that is infuriating. And same thing when you call out people. The 
problem is that people get hurt and so they get defensive end example, I had the 
issue during this project with an institution I work with where I did mention that 
actually the context in which I was developing this box on safe spaces was not safe. 
There were issues of safety. And I received an email telling me that it was extremely 
like basically it was insulting that I was saying this and that I needed to provide more 
information. And also it was my fault because I had said it in a certain context and 
bla bla bla bla bla. And it was really interesting because the first question was like, 
we would like to know how unsafe we are. And I'm like, well, let me start with this 
email. I said this in the safe space, the concept of safe spaces, as you've seen, is 
that it's a place where you can say what you think, how you feel without fear of 
retribution and being punished. Because I said something that you did not want to 
hear and you are telling me, please tell me everything that happened where I've 
been telling you everything that happened one after the other. So it's not coming as a 
surprise. You may use the word surprise because that's the way we say passive 
aggressive things in institutional emails. I'm very surprised that blah, blah, blah, you 
may be surprised, but let's be honest, it is not a surprise because I've told you all 
along so you know exactly what was coming. 
Olave: We are over time. God, I forgot. But finish this one.  
 
Aïda: nd actually I received this email and at first I regret it like a slap in the face 
because I was like, did you learn anything from the entire process? Are you really 
trying to be safer if you cannot hear that the very traditional structure you are working 
in creates unsafety for people who are also always this considered by society? 
 
 It ended up with a long phone call becaus I called my colleague who sent us an 
email also because we have this kind of relationship. And I went point by point with 
them about exactly how this email wasn'tsafe. This is what I said. And making them 



 

 

also because I had the patience and I'm writing a toolbox and the training on this, but 
explaining exactly all the mechanisms in this email that show why it's unsafe and 
what the problem is if people cannot in a small gathering of people they trust, trust 
them.  
 
Olave: Yeah.And also not again, like responsibilize you for 
 
Aïda: And to blame. It's blame. It's like actually, how dare you? You know, it's like 
the racism thing. Like when you tell someone awful racism, you will have two articles 
in the newspaper explaining why this person cannot be racist because, you know, 
they have a black friend and maybe even a black child. 
 
 
Olave: Listen. I want to thank you for your time today. And I'm also and just patients 
who have explaining so much and just the concreteness that you brought in. I really 
appreciate that very much. I've learned from you again as well to thank you for that. 
I'm very much looking forward to the toolkit. I really hope I can sort of use it as well, 
because, like I said, it's it's something which I myself do and try to create better, 
safer spaces. And and I feel often very inadequate in that. 
 
Aïda: Me too. We all do. It’s ok. 
 
Olave: I also want to thank everybody involved and whom you don't hear and see at 
the moment. There is a Milan who's doing the technical aspects for us right now and 
recording everything very late in the evening, even though he probably wants to be 
home at this time. Yes, labor laws are also safer space. 
 
Aïda: Yes. Yes. 
 
Olave: I want to thank everybody at kaaitheater, especially Eri ka Sprey, who's made 
all of this wonderful talking possible and so on. And obviously the artistic direction 
like Agnes and Barbara.  Really amazing. I also want to thank Kunstenpunt who are 
helping us transcribe everything. Good luck. 
 I'm very grateful because, again, not everybody has the time and the space or the 
ability to listen to a one hour and a half long conversation and a transcript can really 
be super helpful. So I'm very glad that we have that kind of support or else I would 
have had to type it out all by myself. 
 



 

 

Aïda: Thank you 
 
Olave: So we have a bunch more to go and I thank you, the listeners as well, for 
your patience and being with us and hopefully being with us with the upcoming 
conversations. As you can tell, they are very rich in knowledge and wisdom and I 
think also fun and excitement and enthusiasm for this work. So thank you. 
 
Aïda: Well, thank you so much, Olave. It was cozy and wonderful. 
 
 


