
b W
ee

k 
03

H
an

na
h 

A
re

nd
t |

 W
e 

R
ef

ug
ee

s
,

A forlorn émigré dachshund, in his grief begins to speak: “Once, 
when I was a Saint Bernard…”

- Hannah Arendt, We Refugees

Zoe was new to the neighbourhood, and so she had invited her 
neighbours – Betty and Joan – for afternoon tea and to flick 
through photographs of her fictional children. 

Although the necessity to relocate had been beyond her control, 
she had approached the move with cheerful fervor – optimism 
despite her circumstances; but nonetheless tinged with the 
hopeless sadness of an assimilationist.

Ever conscious of her image, though, she daren’t appear sad; 
troubled; ungrateful.

She was still breathing, after all. 
Wasn’t that something?

This was an opportunity for reinvention – even though the mould 
within which she was required to pour herself had already been 
cast. She knew the person she was expected to be, and she 
played the role with chameleon perfection.  
Her mimesis was masterful – a skill born out of necessity – and 
yet the guise of normality did not quite mask the pervasive 
stench of foreigner that seeped from her pores. 

It was a convincing act, but it was an act nonetheless – and 
behind her eyes was a polite urgency; a desperate need to 
impress; to be held in high esteem; to appear extraordinary 
without blowing the cover of the ordinary. 

The process of reinvention is never smooth. 

And although she had no control over the person she was 
expected to be in this, her new neighbourhood, she did have 

control over the way in which she reinvented her past. This new 
neighbourhood was her tabula rasa, and so all questions about 
her former life were met with nonchalant tales of grandeur; 
exaggerations – laced with just enough normality so as not to 
alienate her guests. 

She was a dachshund, masquerading as a St Bernard – and her 
canine alter-ego grew larger with every embellished tale of her 
past.

Most importantly, she did not mention the atrocities. She did not 
want to Betty and Joan to think ill of her. She had been told to 
forget her past; so she forgot quicker than anybody could ever 
imagine.

Besides, she knew that nobody really wanted to know that 
contemporary history has created a new kind of human beings – 
that somewhere, lodged within the depths of the human psyche, 
exists a capacity for unprecedented violence.

It was not her duty to inform her guest of this reality; of her 
reality – the reality of her past.  
Nobody likes to listen to all that.

Instead, it was her duty to serve tea and biscuits; to feign 
interest in the superficial tribulations of her guests. 
She didn’t want to be a poor host. 

The New Neighbour
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