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Editorial  
 

 

We are delighted to present our readers with this distinctive, extended issue of the Central and Eastern 

European Migration Review (CEEMR), which marks the 10th anniversary of our journal. The anniversary 

prompts us to reflect on what we have done and what the ways forward may be. During this first decade since 

our journalôs creation, we have published 197 papers written by 257 authors ï 65 per cent of whom were 

female researchers ï based in 33 countries (the top five being Poland, the UK, Norway, Romania and the 

Netherlands) and assessed by 262 reviewers, supported by 26 journal editors and 25 members of the advisory 

board ï to all of whom we owe an enormous debt of gratitude. 

The significance of our authorsô contributions and the journal quality were recognised in numerous 

international databases, including the ESCI Web of Science Core Collection (from 2020), Scopus and EBSCO 

(2021). Published in July this year, our first Impact Factor of the Web of Science database ï 1.7 ï shows the 

CEEMRôs importance and influence, which has been confirmed by the citation index CiteScore in Scopus 2.1, 

placing us in the second quartile of the best journals in the disciplines of óSocial Sciencesô, óDemographyô and 

óSociology and Political Sciencesô and meaning that we are in the group of 30+ per cent of the best outlets in 

this database. 

The mission of the CEEMR, inspired by Prof. Marek Okolski, at that time Head of the Centre of 

Migration Research at the University of Warsaw and its first editor-in-chief, Prof. Agata Gorny, remains to 

encourage and enable an academic discussion on texts and research related to migration into and within Central 

and Eastern Europe and to promote studies concerning this region and migrants from CEE. Our ambition is 

not only to show the specificity of migration processes concerning CEE but also to bring wider theoretical and 

methodological contributions to migration studies and to participate in current debates.  

The distinctive combination of features ï such as originality, significance, high quality and rigour, 

interdisciplinarity, diversity, openness and inclusiveness ï builds our identity. Operating on the principle of 

the Diamond Open Access (with no fees for publication for authors and entirely free access for all readers), 

the CEEMR provides a platform for exchange and discussion between researchers from different backgrounds 

and parts of the world (inter alia, supporting young scholars and authors from less-internationalised 

environments), gives inclusive access to publishing opportunities for researchers and free knowledge for 

readers (including those from outside academia). Our publication model is possible thanks to the stable core 

funding secured by the publishers ï the Centre of Migration Research, the University of Warsaw, and the 

Polish Academy of Science. This is supplemented by internal and external grants for development as well as 

the fantastic work of a dedicated team of people editing, producing and promoting the journal (to mention only 

two of them pivotal for these processes, Renata Stefanska ï CEEMR managing editor ï and Jenny Money, our 

editing mentor and proofreader). We believe it is crucial to enable inclusiveness and open science and to 

stimulate broad knowledge generating and sharing to fulfil the universityôs civic mission. 

With migration scholarsô focus of attention moving to CEE countries due to the war in Ukraine, 

increasing migration and integration pressures and the growing presence of migration topics in public and 

political discourses in this region, our journal provides timely and specialist knowledge. It gives local 

researchers and individuals with lived experiences a voice with which to share their perspectives and insights 

within and beyond CEE. Despite the occasional additional effort and resources needed to produce a high-quality 

output, we are committed to providing authors with visible original, significant and high-standard research 

findings with our publishing forum and support throughout the manuscript revising and publishing process.    

Due to political, social, cultural and conceptual changes and our aim to give a broader platform for 

knowledge exchange and discussion, we believe that the CEEMRôs geographical scope needs to be seen 



  

beyond the narrow post-communist lens. We draw on historical, geographical, social and cultural links and 

common elements leading to the understandings of Central Europe, which include countries such as Germany, 

Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein and even Slovenia or Croatia. Moving beyond the binary division of 

Western vs post-communist Europe allows new perspectives and narratives to be articulated and helps to 

challenge and change power relations in migration studies ï thus contributing to the decolonisation of 

knowledge. 

This extended volume of the CEEMR contains two important special sections. One section is intended 

to provide new approaches to integration and discuss this increasingly debated concept, while the other 

constitutes the first part of the collection of papers submitted for our call on the migration implications and 

consequences of the war in Ukraine. These special sections are followed by three individual articles on distrust 

and hope among Georgian migrant women in Greece, on foreign residentsô perceptions of public services in 

Poland and on the experiences of Polish professionals in Silicon Valley in the USA. The issue closes with an 

article on population ageing during migration transition, published in our special series óMigration Processes 

and Policies in Central and Eastern European Countriesô. 

 

 

 

Aleksandra Grzymağa-Kazğowska 

Editor in Chief 
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½  SPECIAL SECTION ONE  ½ 

Beyond Integration: A Re -Evaluation  
of Migrant and Host Society Relations  
Doga Atalay* , Umut Korkut* , Marcus Nicolson** , Peter 

Scholten*** , Maggie Laidlaw*  

This CEEMR special section examines encounters and interactions between migrants as newcomers and 

their hosts. Our exploration derives from harnessing, first, a sense of belonging and, second, social 

interactions as two interrelated processes of encounter. To the extent that the host develops a sense of 

belonging with the newcomers and cultivates social interaction with them as the others, the newcomers 

would become visible and encounters followed by meaningful interactions with them would be possible. To 

look at this from another perspective, the newcomers develop a sense of belonging with their hosts as they 

encounter them and engage in social interactions with them in their everyday. We note that there is ample 

research that takes a critical stance on integration and inclusion already but there is still space to explore 

encounters and interactions in greater detail and why they matter for newcomers and host societies to 

establish intimacies with each other. 

 

Keywords: migration, integration, narratives, nationalism, social inclusion 

  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0265-473X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0150-0632
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2593-7927
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5745-9531
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4244-1723


8 D. Atalay, U. Korkut, M. Nicolson, P. Scholten, M. Laidlaw 

Introduction  

This CEEMR special section examines encounters and interactions between migrants as newcomers and 

their hosts. Our exploration derives from harnessing, first, a sense of belonging and, second, social interactions 

as two interrelated processes of encounter. To the extent that the host develops a sense of belonging with the 

newcomers and cultivates social interaction with them as the others, the newcomers would become visible and 

encounters followed by meaningful interactions with them would be possible. To look at this from another 

perspective, the newcomers develop a sense of belonging with their hosts as they encounter them and engage 

in social interactions with them in their everyday. We note that there is ample research that takes a critical 

stance on integration and inclusion already but there is still space to explore encounters and interactions in 

greater detail and why they matter for newcomers and host societies to establish intimacies with each other. 

Within our criticism of existing integration research, we harness the contribution that encounter-and-

interaction-focused research could make to enable a deeper understanding of the sense of belonging and social 

intimacies that it can involve. Therefore, we foreground the everyday experiences of migrants and 

the significance of the narratives that these experiences produce when migrants and their hosts encounter and 

interact with each other. We first focus on the interaction between macro narratives of nationalism and 

integration and, second, micro and lived experiences of migrantsô lives to illustrate migration stories. In the end, 

we look beyond the existing discussion around indicator-induced integration research and practice. We 

contend that social inclusion processes can become a lot more complex when we propose a deeper elaboration 

on micro processes while keeping an eye on the importance of macro politics, narratives and specific 

discourses. We also note that the existing research underlines the importance of interactions between migrants 

and the host society. Yet, it does not reflect on, first, the essence and forms of such interactions and, second, 

on how people interact. 

In a nutshell, therefore, our special section proposes the following. The primary encounter between 

migrants as newcomers and wider society as their host takes place through their expressing their self-narratives 

to each other in everyday situations. Along with their verbal component, self-narratives can also relate to how 

we carry and present ourselves to wider society. 

We have selected five papers as well as an introduction and a conclusion. The discussion paper is a creative 

effort to involve a live discussion and reflection on the theme and studies of integration in this special section. 

It brings together Adrian Favell, Kesi Mahendran, Jenny Phillimore, and Jon Fox as established scholars and 

critiques of policy and research in the integration field in discussion with each other while queried by Peter 

Scholten. 

Special section overview 

This special section examines the concept of integration for migrant groups across Europe and beyond. Our 

exploration derives from our critical stance on (1) sense of belonging and spaces of encounter, (2) place-

making and inclusion initiatives, (3) negotiated identities and informal migration processes and, finally,  

(4) integration policy, practice and critiques. We develop this discussion over five articles, including  

a discussion with Adrian Favell, Jon Fox, Jenny Phillimore and Kesi Mahendran on their reflections of 

migration and integration studies. The special section brings together a fascinating array of studies covering 

the UK, Germany, Cyprus, Croatia, Italy, Austria, Malta, Slovenia, the Netherlands and the US. Our research 

covers both urban, rural and peri-urban spaces. We achieve this by bringing together a strong body of 

authorship comprising both junior and senior academics.  

Moving on from such empirical breadth and conceptual richness, we are critical of existing integration 

research and, instead, adopt multiple new perspectives to investigate the value that everyday narratives possess. 
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While we are criticising the theory of integration, therefore, we are supporting our approach through 

foregrounding the everyday experiences of migrants and the significance of narratives in social inclusion 

processes. We also focus on micro-level social interactions and the discourse and policies that influence them. 

In this manner, we seek to deepen our understanding of migrant trajectories in their new host society.  

Much of the integration literature has highlighted the importance of social interactions between migrants 

and the host society (Ager and Strang 2004, 2008; Phillimore 2012, 2020). However, the existing literature is 

not specifically dealing with how migrant individuals are interacting with host society members nor why these 

interactions need to take place. Furthermore, the existing integration literature often overlooks where migrantïhost 

social interactions may emerge and under what circumstances. These unanswered questions are the gaps in the 

integration literature that this special section elaborates on and addresses. 

What is its theoretical/conceptual framework? 

This special section builds on a theoretical interpretation of migrant social inclusion as a micro-level process. 

In so doing, we foreground the importance of everyday narratives and micro interactions to foster social 

inclusion. The articles in the special section draw from a wide range of theoretical standpoints, which 

ill uminate our understanding of social inclusion. In particular, we evaluate the roles of self-narratives and how 

these affect peoplesô engagements with the other in everyday relationships. The articles harness the small 

stories (Bamberg 2004) of individual migrants and their reflection on mundane everyday interactions.  

Our authors deal with these theoretical issues in a plethora of ways such as the importance of ólightô 

connections and relationships in lived spaces (Peterson); the accumulation of diverse experiences (Peristianis); 

the offering of free labour to practice good citizenship (Harper); and the roles that NGOs play in migrant 

reception and protection (Korkut and Fazekas). Moreover, the special section concludes with a critical 

discussion of integration with some of the key theorists in the field.  

How it builds on the state of the art and goes beyond this 

The main critiques on immigrant integration have only become manifest during the 2010s (Anderson 2010; de 

Genova 2010). This research has criticised the fundamental principles of integration (Dahinden 2016; Favell 

2019; Klarenbeek 2021; Schinkel 2018) while indicator-induced integration (III) remains an aspiration for 

policymakers. However, in this special section we argue that integration cannot be measured through such 

indicators. The authors within this special section contend that integration is not a measurable process. Rather, 

we turn to inclusion as  a more accurate term of reference and use social inclusion throughout the special 

section in order to explore those migrant narratives which mirror their interactions with the host society 

(Phillimore 2012). 

In our exploration of the everyday and informal essence of integration, we refer to a myriad of place-making 

and inclusion initiatives informed by volunteering (Reeger, Carla, Mattes, Lehner, Flarer and Psenner).  

Integration as a notion moved away from assessing immigrant integration from fitting into national models 

towards civic integration processes (Joppke and Morawska 2003). Integration approaches are prone to imply 

that the host society would have a superior position over migrants, organising integration as óthe inclusion [of 

individuals] in an already existing social systemô (Penninx 2019: 3) or integration as óa generations-lasting 

process of inclusion and acceptance of migrants in the core institutions, relations and statuses of the receiving 

societyô (Heckmann 2006: 18). 

However, our volume argues that integration is also a two-way process concerning the host society. Social 

interaction between migrants and host society members do matter (Ager and Strang 2008, 2010; Penninx 2019; 
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Phillimore 2012, 2020). In this special section, we explore how newcomers and their hosts interact with each 

other and the narratives that they generate amidst their interactions. In particular, we examine how mundane 

spaces, including sports and arts settings, work as environments of encounter and can facilitate these 

interactions. We also consider volunteering activities as an everyday mechanism through which migrant 

individuals and the host society can collect and share their experiences. This spatial element helps us to 

operationalise our theoretical approach to integration in everyday environments.  

What are the key issues it addresses? 

The integration of migrants matters but we hardly understand what integration entails. Neither policymakers 

nor integration scholars pay much attention to how the public, involving the host and the newcomers, 

experience integration. This special section focuses on processes of social inclusion and migration, involving 

topics such as a sense of belonging and social interactions, arts and sports encounters and informal interactions, 

negotiated identities and migration narratives, integration practice and critiques. Social inclusion is an 

everyday phenomenon that relates to the course of oneôs life in the new host country. We propose that we need 

to understand the narratives that this process involves and the intimacies that it generates.  

What are its objectives and how these will be achieved? 

Our objective is to re-imagine the concept of integration and further critical research in the field of migration 

studies. In particular, we believe that revisiting micro-level interactions can deepen our understanding of social 

inclusion processes for migrants. This special section builds on the strengths of both established and early-career 

scholars to re-examine integration from multiple perspectives. In particular, our special section addresses the 

following questions: 

¶ How do migrant individuals interact with host society members? 

¶ Why do these interactions need to take place? 

¶ Where do migrantïhost social interactions appear? 

¶ Under what circumstances? 

¶ How does discourse and policy shape migrantsô everyday lived experiences? 

The key societal question that this special section addresses is the integration of migrant individuals in host 

societies across Europe and beyond. Much of the debate on integration has focused on evaluable indicators, 

such as employment, housing, language acquisition and income. However, policy and indicator-orientated 

research is not confronting the everyday challenges that migrants face in the host country. We see these 

challenges expressed only if we pay attention to emerging narratives. The existing migrant integration literature 

often overlooks the importance of micro-level processes and encounters. The relevance of micro-level social 

interactions has been foregrounded in the wake of increased migration to Europe since 2015 (Pisarevskaya, 

Levy, Scholten and Jansen 2019).  

Firstly, we examine how individual migrants negotiate their own identities and the influence of migration 

narratives on their everyday experiences (Peristianis; Korkut and Fazekas). These identity negotiation 

processes are often informed by how the wider society perceives them as well as the most prevalent political 

discourse and narratives. Understanding identity formation processes is an important pre-requisite before 

examining everyday interactions. 

In light of the findings from above, we endeavour to make sense of the essence of migrant and host-society 

interactions through investigating narratives, sense of belonging and social interactions (see, among others, 

Peterson). We pay particular attention to everyday, mundane events and their effects on processes of belonging. 
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We also look at how disruptive interactions are affecting the self-narratives of migrant individuals. This can 

lead to the creation of counter-narratives or the upholding of master, national narratives of inclusion. 

In order to understand the potential for spaces of interactions ï including sports, arts and volunteering 

spaces ï to facilitate informal interactions, we use specific case studies (see, among others, (Reeger, Carla, 

Mattes, Lehner, Flarer and Psenner). These case studies build upon examples of local integration programmes 

from across Europe and beyond. We also look at the potential of art and sports programmes to develop intimate 

relationships across migrant and host-society groups. We position these as examples of social interaction 

between these two groups.  

The discussion section of the special section deals with integration practice and critiques. This includes  

a discussion on perspectives on integration by a number of leading scholars in the field (Jenny Phillimore, 

Adrian Favell, Peter Scholten, Kesi Mahendran and Jon Fox). This concludes our special section.  
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The Ruptures and Continuities  
in Hungaryõs Reception Policy:  
The Ukrainian Refugee Crisis 
Umut Korkut* , Roland Fazekas*  

This article reflects on the role that Hungary has played with respect to the Ukrainian refugee crisis. It 

elaborates on two issues. The first is Hungaryôs relatively amicable relationship with Russia and how the 

Hungarian political elite has approached the Ukrainian crisis in view of its domestic political goals. The 

second is the migration policy that Hungary adopted when faced with the arrival of irregular Middle 

Eastern refugees and the mitigations in this policy to respond to the Ukrainian arrivals. The paper discusses 

the evolution in the governance of migration in Hungary and the actors and the politics underpinning the 

Hungarian reception policy from the perspective of these two issues. In this context, it draws on the 

literature on leadership and how the latter affects political contexts and social realities, particularly with 

respect to migration politics.  

 

Keywords: migration, refugee crisis, Russian aggression, Ukraine, reception policies, Hungary  
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Introduction  

Europe faced another refugee crisis in 2022, soon after the one trigged by wars in the Middle East in 2015. 

Once again, the crisis was caused by a war ï but one that is on Europeôs doorstep. It is therefore closer to and 

taking place in what Europeans have long felt to be their óextended selfô rather than their óotherô. The war in 

Ukraine, which started after Russia invaded Ukraine on 24 February 2022, has seen millions of Ukrainians and 

third-country nationals (TCNs) cross into countries to the west and south of Ukraine, including Turkey. Due 

to the complexity of classifying the population, we use both the terms óUkrainian refugeesô and órefugees from 

Ukraineô interchangeably throughout this article. Hungary was one of the receiving countries; notably before 

the war Ukraine had a sizable minority of Hungarian speakers and ethnics in its western provinces. Beyond 

presumably feeling the need to protect a sizable Hungarian ethnic minority in Ukraine, however, what makes 

Hungary an interesting case study for the reception of refugees is its legacy of the security-oriented and 

exclusivist tone of migration politics ï at times putting it at odds and in legal battles with the European Union. 

A further notable issue that makes it singular is Hungaryôs difficult relationship with Ukraine since the latterôs 

first transition to democracy in 2014 and its problematic relationship with Russia since then. Unlike other 

countries in the region, Hungary has had normal, if not exactly friendly, relations with Russia that have also 

evolved into energy partnerships alongside bilateral trade expansion during the subsequent Fidesz governments 

since 2010. The war in Ukraine played a major role in helping Fidesz to win a fourth parliamentary election in 

2022 due to the scaremongering by the state media about how Hungary would join the Russian-Ukrainian war, 

if the opposition won the election, by sending troops and weapons to the frontline (H²rad·.hu 2022). Even 

though the opposition coalition stated many times that these claims were complete fabrications, the Fidesz 

media conglomerate bombarded the population with more and more claims about the oppositionôs (unspecified 

but suspicious) secret deals with Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky (Scheppele 2022).  

Considering the above, it becomes crucial to follow refugee politics and the formulation of reception 

policies in Hungary amidst the war in Ukraine. Inevitably this also relates to wider debates on the securitisation 

and politicisation of migration politics and, in this regard, our paper starts with a short reflection of such 

concepts in view of how they can relate to humanitarianism. We then shift our focus to the history of Ukrainian 

migration to Hungary. We also reflect on the relations between Ukraine and Hungary in view of the Hungarian 

ethnic minority in the country and the fact of Hungary having had an amicable relationship with Russia. After 

a summary of this background, we discuss the mitigations in Hungarian reception policy in view of the 

Ukrainian refugee crisis.  

Hungary is a crucial case through which to study continuities and ruptures in migration policies. The 

Hungarian reception policy has received much attention since the summer of 2015 (Gyollai and Korkut 2020), 

especially concerning the protection and reception conditions for refugees in the country ï not to mention the 

lack of support for their integration. What emerged as the governance of migration in that period was a highly 

securitised, legalised and controlling framework that sought to banish refugees from arriving in Hungary and 

to punish the NGOs working to assist in their protection, reception and integration. In view of this legacy and 

to assess the current mitigations of the Hungarian reception policy, we are interested in evaluating the 

governance of the Ukrainian refugee reception in Hungary, tracing the political narrative in effect and the 

actors involved. We thus foreground the racial bias in Hungarian reception policy while noting the shift in 

Hungarian governance practices from securisation during the Middle Eastern refugee crisis to the rather hands-off 

attitude of the Hungarian government in the face of the Ukrainian refugee crisis. In discussing this, we first 

look at the political and media narratives that surrounded both migration crises and at the roles of the respective 

actors of migration governance, considering the formal and informal functions that they have taken on.  
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The securitisation of an issue is always socially constructed in that its different influencers play a role in its 

construction at different levels, including the media, political elites or security professionals (Bigo 2002; 

Hampshire 2011; Tsoukala 2011). Securitisation discourses can wage a direct impact on the way in which 

polities and the public treat migrants. While elites construct discourses, discourses also speak through us  

ï through our human agency ï and thus privilege and shape certain ways of apprehending the world.  

A discursive frame could then become a deeply structured symbolic apparatus that we use to make sense of 

the world (Korkut and Eslen-Ziya 2017). According to Mumby and Clair (1997: 202), óthis frame provides the 

fundamental categories in which thinking [regarding socio-political challenges] can take place. [Frames] 

establish the limits of discussion and define the range of problems that can be addressedô. Securitisation 

narratives also unfold in a certain historical, social and political context, which the politicians can affect, 

inescapably determining the comprehension and interpretation (van Dijk 2008) of what external migration, in 

this instance, implies for the public. When securitisation narrative meets humanitarianism, however,  

a subsequent recontextualisation of humanitarianism for the self ï but not for the other ï legitimises strategies 

of migration control and exclusion. Furthermore, a reconceptualisation of human rights as the rights of citizens 

and of Christianity as a constituent of national/European identity ï and vis- -̈vis the migrant other ï abate 

humanitarianism and constrain its universal essence. Korkut, Terlizzi and Gyollai (2020) earlier showed how 

humanitarian rhetoric, albeit with an interpretation limited to protecting the self against the other, can be used 

to justify and legitimise the implementation of security measures. This would imply humanitarianism and 

securitisation as not necessarily representing two distinct logics but could also be conceived as a condition for 

humanitarianism if a streamlined common logic were adopted (Little and Vaughan-Williams 2017; Stepka 

2018; Watson 2011). In this respect, it becomes crucial to assess Hungarian reception policies during the war 

in Ukraine and the refugee crisis after 2015 that involved people coming from the Middle East. 

An overview of Hungarian minorities in Ukraine and the relationship of the neighbouring states to 

Hungary  

As two neighbouring post-communist countries, Ukraine and Hungary have had a history of cross-border 

movements. There is a historical kinship between the Western regions of Ukraine, particularly within the area 

of Transcarpathia, where many ethnic Hungarian-speakers live. This dates back to the aftermath of the First 

World War, when Hungary lost two-thirds of its former territory and its inhabitants. The Treaty of Trianon is 

one of the darkest chapters of Hungarian history and still constitutes a great tragedy for the country considering 

the substantial economic, political and social changes that it brought on the life of the nation (Romsics 2007), 

notwithstanding the feelings of injustice and the grievances widely shared among the Hungarian people. To 

this day, Trianon still resonates in Hungary and plays an essential role in the formation of Hungarian national 

identity and politics around it (Putz 2019). 

While, during the communist era in Hungary, Trianon was strictly off the agenda and ethnic Hungarians, 

torn away from the motherland and living in its neighbouring countries, were quietly ignored (Schºpflin 2022) 

the Fidesz government has managed to reconnect the Hungarian nation with its long-rooted grief with the 

Trianon Treaty by promoting 4 June as the Day of National Belonging. Since Fidesz gained a two-thirds 

majority in the 2010 parliamentary election, it extended voting rights to Hungarian ethnics in neighbouring 

countries by making them citizens. This has also largely contributed to its second consecutive electoral victory 

in 2014, as the Hungarian ethnic vote became an indispensable advantage for the government. The nationalist 

Fidesz party also promoted the togetherness of Hungarians in neighbouring countries, including the 

Transcarpathian region of Ukraine where an estimated 140,000 Hungarians live (Brzozowski 2019). 
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Indeed, the historical kinship between Hungarians and the ethnic Hungarian speakers living in Ukraine took 

on a new character after Hungary joined the EU in 2004 and the Schengen area in 2008. To achieve a link 

between Hungary and Hungarian minorities in its neighbouring states has been a political objective for Fidesz 

governments over a number of years (Scott 2018: 25). The Schengen-area accession of Hungary in 2007, 

alongside Slovakia and Slovenia ï where many Hungarian ethnics live ï has partially fulfilled this objective. 

Furthermore, the EU accession of Romania in 2007 and Croatia in 2013 and the removal of Schengen visa 

obligations for the citizens of Serbia and Ukraine respectively in 2009 and 2017 allowed Hungary to achieve 

a free-travel zone in its neighbourhood for its kin. The Fidesz government welcomed these developments, 

though it maintained a strict position on the need to have borders for other countries in Europe. The then-State 

Secretary for Parliamentary and Strategic Affairs, B§lazs Orb§n, indicated that ó[the Hungarians] do not like 

borders because it has separated them from one and other but not because (é) others from usô (Orb§n 2015: 

17). This sheds light on the key migratory developments in Hungary, particularly after the end of 2014, as it 

coincided with various refugee crises triggered by the political turmoil in the Middle East. In this period, Viktor 

Orb§nôs Fidesz government exploited borders both óphysically and symbolically in ways that resonate with 

fear of migrants and conservative scepticism of multiculturalism and open bordersô, while praising the 

enlargement of the Schengen area and the visa liberalisation between Ukraine and Hungary (Scott 2018: 26). 

Since joining the EU in 2004, we have seen, in parallel, Hungaryôs search for cross-border cooperation in Central 

and Eastern Europe alongside a ópolicy of border securitization, which essentially entailed a re-nationalisation of 

its border regime and its framing of the political border as a protective barrier against threats to national and 

European identityô (Lamour and Varga 2017 cited in Gyollai and Korkut 2020: 11; Scott 2018: 19).  

Amidst the nation-building process in Ukraine after 2014, the language question of ethnic minorities in 

Ukraine caused a stir in Hungary. The Fidesz government, in reaction to Ukraineôs 2017 laws that limited the 

rights of ethnic minorities, attempted to block the countryôs NATO and EU rapprochement process. Hungary 

justified its intervention by stating that the new law ï which was widely criticised (Denber 2015) as it restricted 

the right of minorities to use their mother tongue in education ï did not meet Western and European standards. 

The Fidesz narrative was later exploited by propaganda channels in Russia and by many disinformation portals, 

stating that the Kiev administration discriminated against minorities and was used to raise support in Russia 

against Ukraine by building a base for the current war as well as the war back in 2014 (Tak§csy and Szicherle 

2020). 

The war in Ukraine became a central element of the campaign in the 2022 general election in Hungary. The 

Hungarian governmentôs communication strategy mostly consisted of a plan to stay out of the Russian-Ukrainian 

war so that they could portray themselves as the protectors of the Hungarian nation and families to their 

electorate. The government did not condemn the Russian aggression extensively but stressed that Hungary 

should retain a good business relationship with Putinôs Russia in order to maintain affordable energy prices.  

A section of the Fidesz-controlled media even challenged the legitimacy of the Ukrainian government and 

mostly sided with Russia, condemning the conflict as a war provoked by the US and Ukraine. The role that 

Zelensky has played in this regard became highly politicised, while the Fidesz media appended its pre-existing 

anti-EU and anti-elite narratives to Zelenskyôs political personality. Furthermore, the media remained silent 

on the fact that the Hungarian government has been building close relationships with Russia and justified this 

with Hungaryôs quest to óprotect the Hungarian families, conservative values and the energy price capsô 

(B§konyi 2022). While most of the broadcasts on the war covered neutral footage, the undertone is usually 

anti-Ukraine (Keller-Al§nt 2022). 

The war in Ukraine also turned out to be considerably profitable for the Fidesz government. Amidst the 

instability in neighbouring countries, the government showcased Hungary as a beacon of stability despite the 

world-wide pandemic, the ongoing war and the continuously rising inflation. The Fidesz government also 
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pursued a narrative that óHungary must remain neutral in this warô ï while producing continuous smear 

campaigns against the opposition by stating falsely that óif the left-wing opposition wins, war between Russia 

and Hungary will start on the following day of the electionô (ORIGO.hu 2022). However, in the end, their 

tactical portrayal of Hungaryôs neutrality resulted in an overwhelming victory for Fidesz, with a renewed 

supermajority within the Hungarian parliament during the 2022 national elections (Taylor 2022); Hungary did 

not support most of the EU sanctions and tried to veto the developments to constrain Russia via economic 

regulations (Herszenhorn, Barigazzi and Moens 2022). The Fidesz partyôs communication emphasises that 

they must also protect the Hungarian people and families from Brussels, the US and Ukraine from rising energy 

prices. Interestingly, the list of óenemiesô this time does not contain migrants fleeing conflict, although 

xenophobia has been the flagship of all polarising Fidesz narratives in the past decade (Pepinsky, Reiff and 

Szabo 2022). In view of this political setting, we are looking, here, at how the war in Ukraine mitigated 

Hungaryôs reception policy by making it diverge acutely from its securitised racist undertones to its novel 

informal and hands-off reformulations. We argue that, while becoming less formalised, institutionalised and 

exclusivist, it is still ad hoc and determined by the domestic political priorities of the Fidesz rather than 

adopting a humanitarian scope that would follow a fully-fledged formal set of reception policies. In view of 

this, Orb§nôs political aims and narrative determine the course of Hungarian reception policy despite its more 

liberal scope towards the Ukrainians.  

Methods, data collection and conceptualisation of research questions  

This article uses Viktor Orb§nôs speeches regarding external migration and Europe after 2014, as that was the 

year when migration gained much relevance in Hungarian politics and reached its climax as a political issue 

as from 2015. This was due to the increasing irregular arrivals of migrants to Hungary, particularly from the 

Middle East and beyond, starting in mid-2015. Furthermore, in view of its external migration and the future of 

Europeanisation, Viktor Orb§nôs voice has gained traction not only in Hungary but also in the rest of the 

European Union (Josipovic et al. 2022 NOT IN REFS). The speeches sampled for this paper derive from 25 

major speeches that Orb§n gave on the issue of migration and Europe between 2016 and 2019. Hence, we 

present an overview of the most dominant themes in these speeches. While we could analyse the speeches of 

Viktor Orb§n from the 2015 refugee crisis, the Ukrainian migration crisis did not feature in Orb§nôs speeches 

as extensively, as it was governed by more-technical solutions that we list below. This means that the data 

collected for Ukraine rely only on the analysis of newspaper and journal articles. 

Since 2010, analyses on crisis and socio-political change in Hungary, the rule of law and Hungaryôs shifting 

geopolitical orientation, as well as migration governance, have featured extensively in Hungarian and Western 

academic and media debates (B§nkuti, Halmai and Scheppele 2012). Considering this debate, the empirical 

material of this article departs from Viktor Orb§nôs re-formulation of Hungarian conservatism ï which was 

originally associated with the ideas of J·zsef Antall, who served as the first prime minister of Hungary after 

1990 ï and national rather than European solutions to international problems such as migration featuring in 

Hungarian language political discussions and media outlets. Here, we refer to the conservative, centrist and 

liberal media outlets in Hungary in order to see how they have embedded narratives, slogans and tropes from 

Orb§nôs speeches. We also looked at opinion pieces such as editorials in conservative, centrist and liberal 

media outlets and used the simple keyword migraci· (migration) in order to collect as many examples as 

possible. During the period of the so-called migration crisis, between 2015 and 2018, we collected 431 pieces 

(91 in N®pszava, 232 in Magyar H²rlap and 108 from hvg.hu) and traced narratives, slogans and tropes in 

relation to migration embedded in political speeches. Finally, we selected 50 articles out of the 431 we 

collected which had a similar distribution from conservative, centrist and liberal outlets.  
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While noting that Viktor Orb§nôs leadership has been divisive both nationally and internationally on 

migration and other issues related to Europe, the article also underlines the deeply polarised nature of 

Hungarian politics. This environment generates concerns for researchers who need to account for full partiality 

when it comes to elaborating on political narratives and may compromise reflexivity in data collection. 

However, the reflexivity problem that this article notes should be understood from the perspective of the 

general concerns that discursive scholars face in their work on politically polarised contexts. There is value in 

delving deep into the context and building local knowledge around which research problems appear. This still 

leaves us with the issue of how to achieve impartiality in data collection in politically polarised contexts 

whereby the political stance of the analysts could determine the opinions that we analyse. Fairhurst (2009: 

1609) argues that ówithout the pressure to build generalizable theory, discursive scholars feel freer to embrace 

the context and, especially, its historical, cultural, and political aspectsô. Yet should a comprehensive 

elaboration of historical, cultural and political factors specific to the context preclude theoretical 

generalisations? While it goes beyond the remit of this article to offer comprehensive responses to these 

questions, it still underlines the fact that discursive studies gain from following changes in formal institutions 

and analysing political developments in tandem (Korkut et al. 2016). This is why the article offers a study on 

the making of the reception policy in Hungary during two refugee crises, considering both the discursive and 

the institutional aspects of this process conjointly.  

We refer to how the Hungarian media has circulated the Hungarian governmentôs migration narratives, 

looking at newspaper articles as well as direct quotations from political speeches. Those using newspapers as 

a resource for research should bear in mind the full control of the public media by the Hungarian government 

and how the media authority regulates the private media to prevent any anti-government voices. Overall, media 

freedom is extensively compromised in Hungary (European Federation of Journalists 2019) and this would 

possibly affect how institutional and discursive practices regarding migration politics have become represented 

in print and digital media in Hungary. As the International Press Institute stated, Hungaryôs public service 

media have been deformed into an audio-visual propaganda tool of the ruling party. Editorial independence is 

virtually non-existent for news programming on public radio and TV, which uncritically amplifies the Fidesz 

partyôs messaging. There are only a handful of left-liberal voices that could propose a critical reflection on 

politics, including Orb§nôs migration discourse. However, previous research has shown that even such voices 

in the media did not take a critical position on migration politics and discourse either but simply engaged with 

it, offering sometimes only alternative justification for the securitisation of migration (Gyollai and Korkut 

2020: 11). Therefore, despite the deep polarisation in the country between the conservative and the liberal 

factions, it does not look as though the latter could present an alternative discourse to displace Viktor Orb§nôs 

and his governmentôs eminence in the making of migration narrative. When it came to media analysis, while 

achieving impartiality in data collection in politically polarised contexts was our aim, this paper shows that 

conservative-centrist-left/liberal media outlets actually did not differ too much in their evaluation of how 

Hungarian politicians narrativised external migration. This, in a way, disqualified the need for impartiality in 

the face of the deeply entrenched partiality of the Hungarian media.  

Overall, our article makes ample references to Hungarian language discussions in order to portray Orb§nôs 

earlier narratives to allegedly defend Europe from external migration and moralise using executive control by 

leaving a narrow playing field for his left-liberal critics. It also elaborates on how the Ukrainian migration 

crisis mitigated this situation, as it provided another instrument for Orb§n to carve out a leadership role for 

himself exploiting insecurities ï this time beyond the migration crisis but which the general crisis around the 

war in Ukraine has fostered within the general population. The article investigates how leaders stimulate the 

processes by which their followersô understanding of the world is produced (van Leuuwen 2007: 95) to 

generate their audiences. The theoretical foundation of the article relies on leadersô social knowledge 
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production, legitimation and inculcation of such knowledge among their followers (van Leuuwen 2007) in  

a bid to foster an audience for discursive and institutional change for the allegedly sole purpose of responding 

to a crisis. The 2015 Middle Eastern and the 2022 Ukrainian migration crises have provided Orb§n with such 

tools.  

When debating legitimation, the leadership literature emphasises the importance of the social construction 

of context and social reality (Fairhurst 2009; Grint 2005) by the leader and sensemaking (Gioia and Chittipeddi 

1991; Weick 1995), visionmaking (Bennis and Nanus 1985) and cultural transformation (Deal and Kennedy 

1982) to qualify the leaderôs capacity. Leadersô change agency (Mabey and Freeman 2010) and their effect on 

their followers (Yukl 1999: 286) also matters. Thus, leadersô discursive tools persuade their followers that 

action is required to recapture safety and stability. Skilfully used, these discursive tools shift people from  

a previously comfortable environment to a less familiar one (Mabey and Freeman 2010: 512). Essentially, the 

social construction of the problem legitimises the deployment of a particular form of moral authority and limits 

alternatives to an extent that those involved begin to react supportively (Grint 2005: 1475).  

The media, opposition parties, political colleagues and activists construct certain ótruthsô about political 

leadership and leader effectiveness (Grint 2000, cited in Iszatt-White 2011: 119). The theoretical contribution 

of this article is to emphasise discursive processes in the making of migration politics ï but conjointly with 

formal institutional changes. As noted above, discursive processes operate in conjunction with institutional 

mechanisms in political contexts, qualifying the subsequent social processes and power relations (Korkut et 

al. 2016). Institutional mechanisms relate to collective rationality and identity construction (Pye 2005) for they 

enable the subsequent transmission and consolidation of political choices during crises. Therefore, while 

collective rationality is essential to the consolidation and operation of leadership in crisis contexts, its making 

requires both institutional and discursive tools. In view of this conceptualisation, we first reflect on Hungarian 

reception policy and its changes since 2015 from the perspective of both the Middle Eastern and the Ukrainian 

refugee crises.  

Hungarian reception policy changes since 2015  

Back in 2015, when a large number of Middle-Eastern refugees were approaching the southern borders of 

Hungary, the Fidesz government was unprepared for their protection and reception ï let alone their integration. 

While the same government was occupied with changing most of the cardinal laws of the country, including 

the Hungarian constitution, the laws and policies that governed migration remained untouched. A 2012 

UNHCR report on Hungary described the then-legislations on asylum as a policy óconsistent with international and 

European standards and contain[ing] essential safeguardsô. However, when millions of displaced Middle-Eastern 

refugees started their journey towards the EU, the Hungarian government bandwagoned its emergent 

scepticism with European federalism and multiculturalism to its politics, policy and narratives of border 

management that have long been manifest amongst other conservative circles in Europe. In the case of 

Hungary, however, this implied keeping migrants at bay and in transition spaces around the EUôs external 

borders ï making it impossible for them to settle down in Hungary by rejecting their protection. Therefore, the 

Hungarian migration regime followed a course that maintained a central role for nation states rather than 

accepting that the European Union play a central role.  

From summer 2014 to the end of 2015, the securitisation of migration in Hungary first started discursively 

but soon led to more fundamental legal and policy changes, beginning with the governmentôs announcement 

of a 175km-long fence along the Serbian border and Hungary suspending the Dublin III regulations in order 

to remain a zero-migration country. In order to consolidate its voters base, the government called for a series 

of nemzeti konzult§ci· (national consultation) on migration, which operated through letters sent to citizensô 



20 U. Korkut, R. Fazekas 

homes asking them to express their opinion on issues that the government deemed important. The language 

used in these consultations was symptomatic of the securitisation frame by Fidesz. At the same time, the 

government placed billboards all across the country with slogans such as óIf you come to Hungary, you need 

to abide by our laws/respect our cultureô and óYou cannot take away the jobs of Hungariansô. As Szalai and 

GŖbl (2015: 24ï25, cited in Gyollai and Korkut 2020) note, óThe billboards were clearly not targeting migrants, 

but the general population: they were all in Hungarian and used the informal speech register, which in this 

context suggested condescensionô.  

Boldizs§r Nagy (2016) considered the developments in this period in Hungary as ódenialô, ódeterrenceô, 

óobstructionô, ópunishmentô, lacking solidarity and breaching domestic, European and international law. 

Hungary has clearly avoided its obligations regarding asylum-seekers and portrayed itself as the óprotector of 

the EUô (Korkut 2020: 11). The government managed to keep most of the public in the dark through smear 

campaigns against migration based on forged or out-of-perspective imagery in order to influence public 

opinion. In hindsight, we can see that the Fidesz narrative paid well as their handling of the refugee crisis 

resulted in consecutive electoral victories. Since 2016, applications for asylum can only be processed at the 

transit zones and anyone apprehended crossing Hungaryôs borders at other points are sent back to the Serbian 

side of the border fence. Kallius, Monterescu and Rajaram (2016) noted the construction of a border fence and 

the transit zones at the border with neighbouring Serbia and Croatia as an attempt to ófabricate the political 

through processes of marginalisation and exclusion wherein a number of groups have at best a tangential 

relation to the political normô. Particularly, the creation of transit zones allowed the Hungarian government to 

culminate the securitisation of mobility and ófix (...) asylum-seekers in time and space and make them invisible 

to mainstream societyô (Scott 2018: 27 in Gyollai and Korkut 2020). These reception centres on the southern 

border of Hungary enabled the inhumane treatment of refugees by the authorities and resulted in a myriad of 

court cases for human rights breaches (Zalan 2017, in Gyollai and Korkut 2020: 11). Following the ruling of 

the Court of Justice of the European Union (2020) ï Joined Cases C-924/19 PPU and C-925/19 PPU ï case 

against Hungary, the reception centres were shut down all over the country. This contributed to one of the 

largest policy changes since 2015, although it made Hungary entirely unable to provide help for the arriving 

Ukrainian refugees in 2022.  

Overall, Hungarian migration policy was completely reshaped, starting in 2015, making it impossible for 

refugees to complete their migration journeys into Europe as the Fidesz government had turned Hungary into 

a country defending Europeôs south-eastern borders. Moreover, the Hungarian government also introduced the 

so-called óStop Soros Actô in May 2018, which comprised a legislative package with, inter alia, amendments 

to the Criminal Code that effectively criminalised NGOs and civil-society actors providing humanitarian 

support for asylum-seekers (Gyollai and Korkut 2020). While the conservative media picked up on the alleged 

role that Soros has played more extensively than did the centrist and left/liberal media, the latterôs criticisms 

and commentary on this law remained at best tepid (Korkut 2020). In the end, curtailing the functions of NGOs 

and removing opposition eventually opened up more space for the Hungarian government to manage migration 

politics without much opposition. In response to this, the European Union started an infringement process 

concerning the Sargentini report for the European Parliament, calling on the Council to determine, pursuant to 

Article 7(1) of the Treaty on European Union, the existence of a clear risk of a serious breach by Hungary of 

the values on which the Union is founded, leading to the current rule-of-law procedure launched against 

Hungary in early 2022.  

The refugee crisis unleashed in 2015 by the wars in the Middle East and particularly the civil war in Syria 

presented Orb§n with the possibility to consolidate his illiberal politics. Orb§n warned that migrants were 

watching the EU from Hungaryôs southern borders with what he called their ówolf eyesô. He introduced it as 

the Hungarian governmentôs duty to protect Hungarians from this very threat. Yet despite having stated that 
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migrants had ówolf eyesô watching from outside the borders of Europe, Orb§n did not decline the obligation to 

extend humanitarianism in certain circumstances. He stated that ómigrants have been lured into making such 

dangerous journeys with the promise of welfare at their destinations. It is those terrorists who exploit some of 

those migrantsô [legitimate] claims [and] migrant groups are full of conflictsô.1 Notwithstanding this 

humanitarian stance, Orb§n still upheld his warning to the Brussels elite, the European leaders and the 

Hungarian opposition, who allegedly advocated that óall people who come to Europe intend to live here 

according to [European] customs and laws. Yet, the facts are showing the oppositeô.2 Instead, an ideal Europe, 

with regard to the handling of external migration, would be one where [security forces] retain the duty to make 

sure that whoever comes follows national laws.3  

Orb§n also maintained that Hungary has been self-sufficient and that, when migration reached its doors, 

the country did not expect help from anyone; he also stated that Europe would have done better had it not 

rejected Hungarian solutions that were both operational and useful. Proposing that the European public needs 

to be heard, Orb§n stated that óWe donôt know what Europeans think about migration but we certainly know 

what their leaders thinkô.4 Once again, with his narrative, Orb§n sought to present himself and the migration 

politics of the Hungarian government as ópro-Europeanô, in an attempt to establish a direct link with the 

European public even while capturing a continent-wide disenchantment with the elite. Finally, Orb§n presented 

what the European elite has done on migration politics as óhurry-scurryô that led to chaos and suggested that 

European institutions,5 faced with the [migratory] movement of people, had resigned itself and accepted that 

migration could not be stopped and that they could not do anything against it. Yet, he suggested that it was 

rather ómore humanitarian not to accept them [those without refugee status] into the EU than having them on 

the European territory for a few years and to force removal in a few yearsô.6 Orb§n continued to state that óWe 

did not know what successful integration isô yet we knew that migration is the Trojan horse of terrorism. In 

the end, the EU needs to see sense.7 The future course of Europeanisation and the role that the member states 

can play in effect is then as follows. It is noteworthy that, regardless of ideological colour, all conservative, 

left-liberal and centrist media elaborated on the theme of the ódangerô that migrants and refugees posed to 

Europe too (Korkut 2020), making Orb§nôs discourse and politics to stop external migration so resonant and 

dominant in Hungary.  

The reception of Ukrainian refugees in Hungary  

There has been no significant change in recent decades in migration from Ukraine towards Hungary (KSH 

2022). The data suggest a decline in migration from 2009 up until 2014 (ErŖss, Kov§ly and T§trai 2016; KSH 

2022). The period of turbulence in the Eastern Ukrainian region which began in 2014 increased migration 

flows by 60 per cent, although the most popular migration routes were to Poland, Slovakia and Western 

Europe. Since Hungary is the only non-Slavic-speaking country among Ukraineôs Western neighbours, we see 

the migration towards Hungary being mostly of Hungarian-speaking people from the Transcarpathian region 

(ErŖss et al. 2016). Between 2009 and 2021, fewer than 10,000 people migrated to Hungary from Ukraine 

each year (KSH 2022).  

According to the EMMI (Ministry of Human Resources), more than half a million people had crossed the 

border from Ukraine to Hungary by the end of March 2022 (Magyarorsz§g Korm§nya 2022a) and the latest 

communications from the Hungarian government estimated the number of refugees in Hungary as more than 

a million (Mohos 2022). Unlike the securitisation narrative that qualified the 2015 refugee crisis, the Hungarian 

government pledged that, for the Ukrainian refugees óthey would do whatever it takes for all refugeesô in their 

first press release ï although reading the text further it becomes apparent that what they meant was all refugees 

arriving from Ukraine (Magyarorsz§g Korm§nya 2022a). Viktor Orb§n himself sent a video message for the 
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óStand Up for Ukraineô charity event stating óI would like to assure our Ukrainian friends that everyone fleeing 

the war will continue to find a safe haven in Hungary. We continue our support programmes, we take care of 

refugees and we continuously raise and provide the necessary financial resources. Hungary helps!ô 

(Magyarorsz§g Korm§nya 2022a). The óHungary Helps!ô narrative refers to the role that Hungary has adopted 

to protect Middle-Eastern Christians in their ancestral lands and make humanitarianism an aspect of their 

populist foreign policy (Hisarlēoĵlu et al. 2022). Despite a clear pro-Ukrainian stance, the Fidesz government 

still refused to uphold economic sanctions against Russia by emphasising that ó[they] could not help Ukraine 

by ruining [their] own economy and lives. That would be entirely pointlessô (Magyarorsz§g Korm§nya 2022b). 

Although the pro-Fidesz press and the government itself declared that Hungary was providing every possible 

help to the refugees, the only work that appeared to have been carried out was essentially done by local and 

national charities. As ErŖss (2022) states, in the first couple of days on the Hungarian side of the Ukraine 

border there was spontaneous help offered by locals to the arriving waves of mostly Hungarian citizens. After 

this, there were help centres opening where refugees were transported after crossing the border; these were run 

by aid organisations or local councils (ErŖss 2022). While there are no data indicating that the government has 

coordinated or contributed to the primary protection of refugees, evidently the government still sought to take 

all the credit for this. Therefore, in setting the governance of the Ukrainian crisis apart from the Middle Eastern 

crisis, the Fidesz government has pursued informal governance tools unlike the much formalised and 

institutionalised tools that it devised to handle the 2015 crisis. Yet, it did not necessarily put further 

institutionalisation in place to support its reception policy.  

Yet, the Temporary Protection Status for Ukrainian refugees, which was formally activated by the 2001 

directive by the Council on 4 March 2022, extended initial legal protection and certain rights to Ukrainian 

refugees. Moreover, Hungary, as a member state of the EU, played a part in providing immediate relief by not 

hindering the border-crossings of Ukrainian refugees ï in contrast to their migration policy towards arrivals 

from the Middle East since 2015. The Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade, P®ter Szijj§rt·, 

emphasised that: 

 

Illegal immigrants and those fleeing Ukraine cannot be equated. The Hungarian authorities have a lot of 

experience with the former (...) their actions are aggressive, they violate the green border, destroy the 

infrastructure, and attack the police. Ukrainian refugees, on the other hand, arrive legally, through border 

crossings, respect the rules and, if necessary, stand in line for hours or even days (Flori 2022).  

 

Nevertheless, to draw a parallel between the 2015 refugee crisis and the current migration towards Hungary 

from Ukraine, we can state that in neither instance did the refugees approaching the Hungarian border plan to 

stay in Hungary. The vast majority of them only wished to enter the Schengen area and to travel further to 

more developed countries within Western Europe (Gyollai and Korkut 2020). Out of the 500,000 border-crossings 

from Ukraine to Hungary, as of 15 June, only 24,615 applications were registered for temporary protected 

status, while other EU countries together received 3.2 million applications; thus the Hungarian participation in 

the EUôs efforts to accommodate refugees does not even reach 1 per cent (Mohos 2022). Even among those 

with temporary protection, we cannot know for certain how many stayed on in Hungary.  

The greatest difference between the 2015 and the 2022 crises is that the Hungarian government has left the 

Ukrainian border óunregulatedô in comparison to the over-regulated southern border, which is still guarded by 

a fence since the refugee crisis of 2015. While the Criminal Code was amended at this time to ensure that the 

óborder closureô was a successful policy against the waves of refugees (Gyollai and Korkut 2020) the Ukrainian 

border remained completely unregulated by the parliament. Undoubtedly, the Ukrainian refugees fit well with 

the conservative and Christian family values that Orb§n endorsed ï to provide for Hungary in particular and 
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Europe in general ï as they were mostly Christian and often Hungarian-speaking Ukrainian elderly people, 

women and children, whereas the arrivals through the southern border were alleged threats to such values. Still 

consistent with their anti-migration politics, the Fidesz government simply turned their heads away from the 

situation at the Ukrainian border and let the EU Directive and charity organisations attend to the issue of 

refugees rather than formalising a full-fledged reception policy ï in contrast to its neighbours. Therefore, unlike 

the Middle-Eastern refugees, Hungary tacitly facilitated the Ukrainiansô protection but did not put any 

institutions in place for their long-term reception. In this way, the reception conditions for Ukrainians are not 

much different from the earlier cases of refugees.  

Nevertheless, owing to the implementation of the EU Temporary Protection Directive, long queues were 

avoided at the border-crossings as the authorities required only very little evidence of residence or nationality. 

Ukrainian ID cards are accepted in those cases when someone is not in possession of a passport and the entry 

is given automatically without any need for further paperwork. However, in order for the arrivals to receive 

temporary protection status in Hungary, they are required to travel to a destination where their cases can be 

processed. In order for them to travel within Hungary, the Hungarian Railways Zrt. (MĆV) introduced 

solidarity tickets, which anyone from Ukraine can use free of charge. On the larger motorways, there were 

signs in Ukrainian and English so that refugees could travel more easily. Hence, the application of the EU 

Directive facilitated the reception of Ukrainian refugees, setting them apart from those from the Middle East. 

Yet, their status is not ascertained right at the border-crossing and they are obliged to make lengthy trips.  

Still, the securitisation of migration and the highly punitive tone of migration politics directed at NGOs 

have left a legacy, the impact of which is pretty acute, considering the informal underpinnings of Hungarian 

reception policy. This means that, even though local authorities and city councils pledged to provide temporary 

assistance to Ukrainians in the form of housing, clothes and food, the majority of support is provided by the 

many NGOs and charities. As the migration-related support system was completely demoted by the 

government during the period between 2015 and 2016, the Ukrainian refugees now face a crisis in Hungary. 

Firstly, 90 per cent of the refugees fleeing the Russian offensive are women and children (UNHCR 2022) as 

the current state of emergency in Ukraine demands that military-aged men remain in the country. This 

presented dangers such as human trafficking, smuggling, violence and sexual exploitation. There is also  

a housing crisis unfolding in Hungary, making it more difficult for refugees to find accommodation. In the 

current situation, the Hungarian state has not been able to provide housing on a massive scale, therefore this 

task has been left to NGOs and private individuals, although their capacity, too, is limited (Moravecz 2022). 

The other reason for the lack of housing options for Ukrainian refugees is that the Hungarian government 

closed almost all refugee accommodation during the period 2015 to 2016 in order to discourage asylum-seekers 

from entering the country.  

Despite its earlier critical discourse in view of the role that the European Commission has played in 

humanitarian assistance to refugees, the Hungarian government has, this time, endorsed using REACT-EU 

funds to assist the refugees fleeing the war. It has also been reported that the Hungarian government 

deliberately over-estimated the number of asylum-seekers in order to receive the largest share possible 

(Moravecz and Tarnay 2022) ï perhaps to compensate for their missing EU covid recovery funds over 

corruption and rule of law abuses in Hungary. However, Orb§n is looking for the countryôs earlier foes to 

blame for the war in Ukraine. In his most recent press talk, he stated that Gyºrgy Soros would ómake a fortune 

from a Ukrainian-Russian war, thus he wishes to lengthen itô (Mandiner 2022). As we noted above, the 

Hungarian-born American businessman and philanthropist has been a target of Fidesz in the past. The 

government previously alleged that Soros caused and funded the refugee crisis in 2015 (Than 2017) drawing 

parallels between terrorism and migration and inciting hatred against migrants. In the current political climate, 
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too, Viktor Orb§nôs references to Soros foreground yet again the oppressive and polarising narrative of the 

Fidesz party, which the country experienced during the 2015 refugee crisis.  

Conclusion 

Comparing the 2015 and 2022 refugee crises presents us with both continuities and ruptures in Hungarian 

reception policy. While, in terms of the protection and reception conditions, the Ukrainian border-crossing is 

significantly more humane ï mostly because the current migration wave includes Hungarian citizens and 

Hungarian ethnic minorities living in Ukraine ï in terms of facilities, the conditions have been limited. During 

the 2015 refugee crisis, the Hungarian government targeted NGOs which raised funds to help refugees and 

securitised the whole migration issue while, during the Ukrainian crisis, there was more of a laissez-faire 

attitude towards NGOs. Though their role was never formalised in the delivery of reception policies, the 

government did not interfere with their activities although it did try to take all the credit. In view of the legal 

foundations of the reception of refugees, the two cases also present differences, especially considering the 

racist and highly formalised institutionalisation of border closures and transit centres at the Serbian border and 

the crossing of Ukrainians into Hungary under the guidance of the EU Temporary Protection Directive. This 

despite the fact that Hungary did not support the extension of the EU Directive on Temporary Protection Status 

to Ukrainian refugees but had to accept it in the face of the binding European Council decision. As a criticism 

of this directive, Gergely Guly§s, Minister of the Prime Ministerôs Office, stated that Hungary did not support 

the EUôs initiative and commented that neither Hungary nor any other V4 countries supported the directive, 

which initially dated back to 2001 as a late response to the conflict in former Yugoslavian and Kosovo. He 

added that ethnic Hungarians living in Ukraine would not receive protection since they were citizens and 

Hungary would offer help to non-Hungarians in the long term (HVG.hu 2022). 

This cynical asylum policy took systematic discrimination against refugees to a new level in Hungary. 

While Hungary had to extend a special status enforced by the EU to refugees fleeing the Ukrainian-Russian 

conflict, the masses on the Serbian border remained vulnerable. Currently there are more than 4,000 Middle-

Eastern and African asylum-seekers camping on the Serbian side of the Hungarian southern border, with an 

almost zero likelihood of them receiving any recognised refugee status from the Hungarian authorities 

(Dragojlo 2022). This puts Hungary in violation of the Refugee Convention of 1951, in particular its Article  

3 requiring states to apply the provisions of this Convention to refugees without discrimination because of 

race, religion or country of origin.  

Despite the relatively humane treatment of refugees from Ukraine, however, its governance still resonates 

with the 2015 crisis. In both instances, the Hungarian government sought to moralise the role that Hungary has 

played ï in the earlier instance by defending the nation and Europe from the instability that foreign invaders 

would cause and, in the second instance, defending stability and energy security in Hungary in the face of an 

instability caused by external events. Hence, refugees were markers of a great instability that would put 

Hungarian families in peril. In both cases the government sought to affect their domestic audiences by 

scaremongering and seeking to consolidate their voter base by proposing to defend them from an invasion and 

war that had nothing to do with Hungary. This has repeatedly justified the governmentôs not providing the due 

reception facilities ï in the first instance even curtailing primary care and protection and punishing independent 

NGOs that attempted to provide them. In terms of the political underpinnings of migration governance, Orb§n 

and his governmentôs discourse set the tone of migration politics, affecting their legal aspects prospectively. 

In both instances, policies were ad hoc and reactionary rather than responsive, although what sets the Ukrainian 

refugee crisis apart is also its ad hoc legal composition. In terms of discourse, too, we see a significant 

difference between how Hungary received Ukrainian refugees and (mis-)treated the Middle-Eastern asylum-
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seekers. On the one hand, for the latter the message from the Hungarian government was loud and clear  

ï demarcated by the 175-kilometre-long fence along the SerbianïHungarian border, the slow application 

processing times and the inhumane conditions in which asylum-seekers were unlawfully held in detention 

centres. On the other hand, the current situation on the North-Eastern borders of Hungary is laissez-faire ï not 

obstructive but not fully receptive either. Therefore, Orb§n and his government retained their leadership intact 

in a bid to moralise the role that Hungary should play in the exclusivist discourses in effect in both crises by 

rejecting non-Europeans in the first instance and accepting only Europeans in the second.  
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The turn of the century has brought the issue of internal displacement to the forefront of the international 

agenda, recognising it as a matter of global concern. Scholarly research has also taken an interest, 

examining important aspects such as the integration of internally displaced persons into their resettlement 

areas. This paper examines the case of Greek-Cypriot órefugeesô, a population which has experienced 
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government and sharing a common language, religion and cultural practices with the non-displaced population, 

oral narratives collected and analysed in this study reveal a complex interaction with non-refugees during 

resettlement. These narratives highlight the challenges of internal displacement and emphasise that  

a shared ethnicity alone is insufficient to ensure social inclusion. In order to comprehend these 

complexities, the paper sought to engage with theories of refugee integration, with this engagement 

revealing the limitations of indicator-oriented conceptualisations in cases of internal displacement. The 

way in which these oral narratives contradict an observable indicator such as ethnicity is a point which we 
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Introduction  

The turn of the century brought the issue of internal displacement onto the international agenda and recognised 

it as a matter of worldwide concern. The dissolutions of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union served as prime 

examples of such mass forced migrations (Brubaker 1994; Cohen and Deng 1998; Djuric 2010; Mooney 2005). 

Over 20 years later, the European continent is witnessing a massive wave of internal mass displacement due 

to armed conflict in Ukraine. Scholarly research has rekindled its interest in issues like discrimination, 

marginalisation and the integration of the displaced in their resettlement areas (Pikulicka-Wilczewska and 

Uehling 2017; Uehling 2021; Sasse 2020). As the number of internal mass displacements due to armed conflict 

continues to rise and scholarly interest in these cases grows, examining past instances of internal mass 

displacement becomes more relevant than ever. This exploration sheds light on the experiences of these 

individuals and enhances our understanding of their predicament within scholarly research. 

This paper engages with the case of Greek-Cypriot órefugeesô, a population which has experienced internal 

displacement within its own country for the past 50 years. It is important to clarify at this point that, although 

commonly referred to as órefugeesô, signifying individuals forced to leave their own country, these Greek-Cypriots 

have not trespassed international borders and, in strict legal terms, should be classified instead as internally 

displaced.1 As Zetter (1994) has identified, however, the term órefugeesô was used as a convenient and realistic 

designation of their social status and identity. These individuals have retained full citizenship rights in their 

country and share a cultural affinity with the local population in their resettlement areas. Additionally, they 

have benefited from various governmental social provisions (Zetter 1991, 1994, 2021). However, an important 

aspect of the experiences of Greek-Cypriot refugees, specifically their interactions with locals in the areas 

where they resettled after their expulsion, has largely been overlooked in scholarly research or has been given 

secondary importance compared to general analyses of their social condition. This paper explores this 

interaction between internally displaced and local populations in Cyprus and examines how it intersects with 

other aspects of internal mass displacement, such as shared ethnicity and citizenship status. In seeking to 

comprehend this relationship, the paper engages with Ager and Strangôs (2008, 2010) well-known theory on 

refugee integration. However, the paper argues that relying solely on indicator-oriented conceptualisations 

often falls short in capturing the multifaceted nature of resettlement efforts, as social inclusion encompasses  

a range of experiences that may not be readily captured by such indicators. In the concluding remarks, the 

paper advocates for a narrative-driven approach as the most effective methodology with which to understand 

the experiences of refugees/displaced populations, shedding light on their predicaments. 

An important aspect of this paper ï and the overarching argument of this special section ï is the 

methodology employed to examine the experiences of refugees/displaced persons. Three decades ago, Roger 

Zetter (1991) contended that understanding the plight of refugees necessitates listening to their own voices, 

allowing them to exert control over their circumstances and define their experiences, rather than relying solely 

on programme outputs or policy assumptions. However, Bakewell (2008) argues that research on mass 

displacement, one of the most significant humanitarian crises of our time, has primarily been driven by policy 

concerns and general examinations of the legal and social conditions faced by the displaced. This paper 

challenges these tendencies by placing emphasis on the actual voices of displaced persons, exploring the diverse 

ways in which Greek-Cypriot refugees narrate their interactions with locals and how these narratives reflect 

their perceptions of their position within Greek-Cypriot society (Bruner 2002; Hammack 2011). The fact that 

these narratives often contradict or present a different perspective compared to observable indicators 

underscores the need for careful examination of contemporary crises of internal mass displacement, such as 

those currently unfolding in Eastern Europe and Ukraine. 
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This paper adopts an empirical approach, focusing on oral narratives regarding the experience of internal 

mass displacement. It was through efforts to understand these narratives and their connection to other aspects 

of internal displacement that the theoretical context of refugee integration was explored. Consequently, the 

paper follows a different structure compared to a typical theoretical paper. The first section discusses the 

methodology employed and the use of oral history. The subsequent section delves into the case of Greek-Cypriot 

internal mass displacement, providing a review of pertinent scholarly works. In the penultimate section, three 

examples of narratives from three Greek-Cypriot refugees are presented and analysed, while the discussion 

engages with Ager and Strangôs model of refugee integration and the complexities involved in applying such 

theoretical frameworks to actual experiences of internal displacement. In conclusion, the paper highlights the 

significance of narrative-oriented research as a methodology that amplifies the voices of those directly 

involved in the experience of mass displacement. 

Methodology 

Methodologically, this paper is based on oral-history interviews conducted between 2017 and 2018 with three 

female members of my extended family. These interviews were part of my doctoral research, which aimed to 

explore the memory of displacement and the significance of home within a Greek-Cypriot extended family. 

The only way to have insights into how family members remember the influence of displacement, however, 

was to study one. Due to the simultaneous presence of the personal experience and the socio-historical context 

that I intended to examine, I made the decision to focus my research on my entire maternal extended family. 

This encompassed a total of 28 individuals: 14 óhistorical eyewitnessesô who had experienced the Turkish 

invasion, two individuals from the ó1.5 generationô (Suleiman 2002), and 12 individuals born after 1974 and 

classified as ósecond generationô. The paper concentrates on the three most poignant testimonies from the 

historical eyewitnesses, covering both the early and the later stages of reception and adjustment. Additionally, 

it includes excerpts from testimonies given by other historical eyewitnesses and second-generation individuals 

to support its argument. 

Certain socio-economic characteristics of the family were relevant as they exemplified the historical 

process under investigation. Like numerous other Greek-Cypriot refugee families, my family was large and 

predominantly rural, relying on livestock and agriculture as their primary sources of income (Loizos 1981, 

2008). The experience of displacement had a profound impact on the lives of family members and their diverse 

paths in life reflect the societal changes that have transpired in Greek-Cypriot society since 1974. The 

resettlement of five out of the eight nuclear families in Nicosia serves as evidence of the widespread 

urbanisation after 1974. In terms of occupation, family members found employment in various sectors of the 

expanding post-1974 economy, with some working in the private sector and others in the public one. Moreover, 

the political affiliations of individual families and members mirror the political landscape of the post-1974 

Greek-Cypriot community. Some families lean towards ethno-centric political tendencies, while others lean 

towards the left ï and there are also those who remain apolitical. Even within a nuclear family, political beliefs 

can vary. 

As Holger Briel (2013) has documented, oral history is well-suited for capturing the diverse and sometimes 

contradictory memories and interpretations of events in Cyprus. Its emphasis on the subjectivity of memory is 

particularly crucial for the analysis presented in this paper, setting it apart from traditional historical writing. 

As famously stated by Alessandro Portelli (2006: 36), oral history ótells us less about events than about their 

meaningô, while Perks and Thomson (2006) emphasise that it provides insights into the meanings of historical 

experiences and the interplay between memory, personal identity and collective identity. Therefore, when 
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refugees recount past experiences and express their identities in relation to non-refugees in specific ways, it is 

essential to comprehend these narratives as processes and practices of becoming. 

The interviews themselves were designed to be semi-structured, aiming to capture the overall trajectory of 

individualsô past and anticipated lives (Rosenthal 1993). They commenced with a brief introduction and  

a request for participants to discuss significant facts and experiences that were of personal importance to them. 

Subsequently, an open-ended question was posed to explore the meanings of displacement as perceived by the 

participants. The purpose of this initial question was to encourage a narrative encompassing the diverse 

interpretations of displacement ï regardless of generation, age or gender. Following this, a combination of 

biographical and theme-specific questions was employed to guide participants in providing a chronological 

account of their lives based on predetermined themes such as extended family relations, post-1974 housing, 

employment opportunities or engagement with the refugee community. 

During the process of data analysis, I sought to apply Hollway and Jeffersonôs (2000) psychosocial 

perspective, which posits that individualsô inner worlds are shaped by their experiences of the outer world and 

that understanding these inner worlds requires an understanding of how they enable individuals to engage with 

the outer world. Embracing the psychosocial approach entails rejecting the notion that a narrative provides an 

exact representation of the narratorôs experience and, instead, recognising it as only one aspect of a larger 

whole. This perspective has implications for both the role of the researcher and the impact on the knowledge 

generated. According to the psychosocial approach, the analysis of narratives should take into account the 

biographies and personal histories of the narrators. Thus, I had to acknowledge the multiple levels of 

biographical similarity between the narrators and myself, which often influenced the construction of meaning 

within the interview setting. This process carried the risk of ódistortions and preconceptions of social realityô, 

particularly the danger of making assumptions based on prior knowledge and experiences (Kikumura 1986). 

This concern, commonly referred to as a óloss of objectivityô in social research literature, was a recurring issue 

during the fieldwork (Breen 2007). 

Moreover, these testimonies were shaped not only by the biographies of both myself and the narrators but 

also by our subjectivities. In the context of oral-history interviews, this is often evidenced by an increased 

awareness of how intersubjectivity influences the type of knowledge produced (Summerfield 1998). Due to 

the close family connections, I interacted with them on a daily basis outside the research environment, which 

continued even after the research was conducted. This relationship was a dialogic encounter in which our 

efforts to reconstruct the past enlisted both my and the narratorsô emotions and subjectivities (Roper 2004). 

Consequently, our reactions and feelings became integral to the analysis process, serving as a means to 

comprehend the content being conveyed and the underlying motivations behind it. 

The methodological section concludes with a discussion of the ethical considerations that arose during the 

research study. It is worth noting that the study received ethical approval from the University of Essex Ethics 

Committee. Among the practical considerations recognised was the issue of access, as there was no need for 

me to negotiate any form of admittance to a social space to which I was already a member. However, upon 

review of the proposal, the ethics committee identified a potential issue with informed consent, as the personal 

relationship between the researcher and participants could be perceived as ócoercing participationô. 

Furthermore, after the first interview, I observed that the informed aspect of consent was also compromised, 

as participants often signed consent forms without fully reading their content. To address these issues,  

I provided additional verbal information and affirmation of the voluntariness of participation before conducting 

the interviews. 

Other important ethical issues that must be addressed include anonymity and confidentiality. First, the 

names presented here are pseudonyms, despite the original study using participantsô real names. This change 

was made in accordance with a point in the consent form which stated that any separate academic publication 
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resulting from the study would not use the real names of the participants. In addition, due to the close 

relationship between the researcher and participants, the latter often disclosed personal information that they 

might otherwise have kept private. During the interviews, instances of deviant behaviour or other sensitive 

information about family dynamics were mentioned. I chose not to use any information that could put the 

participants at risk or jeopardise relationships, even though this meant sacrificing data that would have 

otherwise been valuable for the study. This was a conscious decision that recognised the need to prioritise the 

confidentiality of participants. 

The Greek-Cypriot refu gees 

As a result of the 1974 Turkish invasion of Cyprus, approximately 180,000 Greek-Cypriots living in the north 

of the island fled to the south, while around 50,000 Turkish-Cypriots migrated in the opposite direction. 

Displaced Greek-Cypriots have retained full citizenship of the Republic of Cyprus and have been entitled to 

several support schemes, such as a large rehousing programme and extensive social provisions (Zetter 1991, 

1994). While these government programmes have provided ongoing support to refugee families, they have 

also instigated a process by which those displaced were politically and economically excluded and privileged 

by turns; for example, while the large rehousing programme provided refugee families with affordable or even 

complimentary housing, it simultaneously segregated the refugee community in particular areas across Cyprus.  

After 1974, the Green Line dividing the ósouthô from the ónorthô became a militarised de facto border that 

separated the two zones along ethnic lines. As noted by Vassiliadou (2002: 461), the people had to live with 

ópolitical insecurity, fear of violence and potential warô on a daily basis. Bryant and Papadakis (2012: 2ï3) 

have described this social atmosphere as living óin the shadow of violence, where the anticipation of violence 

defines the boundaries of the communityô. Simultaneously, Greek-Cypriot society constructed an óofficialô 

narrative for the Turkish invasion, focusing on the representation of victimhood and evoking a wound that 

anticipates future healing (Bryant 2012; Roudometof and Christou 2016). Greek-Cypriot refugees were central 

to this meta-narrative and faced political pressure not to settle permanently in the south, as it would interfere 

with demands for return. The unity of all Greek-Cypriots in the face of perceived threats from Turkey was 

emphasised to foster national identification. As Loizos (2008: 57) asserted, óa great deal of what was written 

and said in Southern Cyprus for many yearsô relied on óthe story of the victimisation of the Greek-Cypriotsô. 

For 30 years, this was the reality for Cypriots. However, on 23 April 2003, the border between the ónorthô 

and the ósouthô opened, allowing members of the two communities to cross to the other side for the first time 

since 1974. According to Olga Demetriou (2007), this event brought about a transformation in political 

subjectivity and temporality in Cyprus, as it challenged the sovereignty of the political entity in the ósouthô and 

forced Greek-Cypriots to reconsider their relation to their state. Moreover, the crossings to the ónorthô for 

Greek-Cypriot refugees were accompanied by a tension between the remembered past and the present reality 

(Bryant 2010; Constantinou and Hatay 2010; Dikomitis 2012; Loizos 2008). Many encountered a different 

reality upon return, which diverged greatly from their memories. The opening of the border thus had a profound 

impact on the interpretations of Greek-Cypriot refugees regarding their relationship with the state, while 

simultaneously undermining the aspirations for return which many still held at the time. 

Studies on Greek-Cypriot refugees have traditionally examined various aspects of their experience, such as 

housing, employment, health and welfare (Demetriou 2018; Kliot and Mansfield 1994; Loizos 1981, 2008; 

Zetter 1991, 1994). Recent anthropological research has also highlighted the practices of home-making in 

exile, where refugees establish new homes and social networks that reflect their pre-1974 lives (Dikomitis 

2012; Jepson 2006; Taylor 2015). However, while the literature has predominantly focused on the loss of 

relationships due to displacement rather than the connections formed in exile, some studies have acknowledged 
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the complex dynamics between refugees and non-refugees. Zetter (1991) was among the first to address this 

relationship in the context of the housing programme, noting that refugees felt stigmatised and believed that 

non-refugees resented them due to the provision of housing. In a subsequent article, Zetter (1994) linked 

refugeesô reluctance to engage in community development with issues of trust and the prevailing mercantile 

social relations in the ósouthô. Additionally, Loizos (1981) observed that refugees insisted on not being 

understood by non-refugees, identifying this as an aspect of their emerging refugee identity. As this brief 

literature review demonstrates, the interaction between Greek-Cypriot refugees and non-refugees has often 

been encompassed within broader analyses of the social condition of refugees and the formation of a refugee 

identity. 

The case of Greek-Cypriot refugees exhibits several characteristics that may also be observed in other cases 

of internal mass displacement currently unfolding in Eastern Europe. These refugees benefited from several 

facilitators, such as a common language, religion and cultural practices with non-refugees, as well as the 

retention of full citizenship in the Republic and access to various support programmes. Despite their 

challenging circumstances, many refugees were able to achieve notable success in the post-1974 period. 

Therefore, establishing a connection between refugeesô personal narratives and the tangible aspects of their 

situation can be essential in comprehending their challenges and circumstances. 

óNarrating integrationô: oral histories of refugee and non-refugee interactions 

Before examining the three accounts, I provide a concise overview of the familyôs period of flight. The family 

originated from a village situated relatively close to the capital, Nicosia. During the month of August 1974, 

my grandparents and their six unmarried children fled the village, taking shelter in four different villages over 

the next year. First, they were hosted for a day by a friend of my grandfather. They were then hosted in  

a neighbouring village for approximately 40 days by a family they had never met before. Afterward, they 

squatted in a house amidst the mountain peaks of Troodos for a duration of three months. The family then 

headed to the village where my eldest married uncle lived, staying in his home for some weeks before renting 

a house in the same neighbourhood. Eventually, they were granted land in the village through a government 

self-build scheme, enabling them to construct a new house. 

Contradictory interactions and the use of labelling in the narrative 

Penelope was in her mid-20s at the time of the invasion in 1974. She was engaged to be married, with her 

fianc® being drafted during the Turkish offensive. They were married in 1975 but, unfortunately, her husband 

passed away in 1980. By 1978, the couple had already relocated to Nicosia and Penelope has remained there 

ever since. Despite becoming a widow, she achieved notable success in her career. She owned and operated 

her own private kindergarten school in the centre of Nicosia, which she eventually sold upon retiring. The loss 

of her husband had a profound impact on Penelope, leading her to become a devout Christian Orthodox. This 

added to the already significant importance that Eastern Orthodox Christianity holds in modern Greek socio-cultural 

identity (Roudometof 2011). Orthodox Christianity has played a prominent role in the self-perception of 

Greek-Cypriot refugees, offering a framework that gave meaning to their specific losses and provided a sense 

of comfort (Loizos 2008). 

Penelopeôs account provides insights into a range of interactions with non-refugees, which encompassed 

diverse experiences and emotional investments. Her narrative highlighted two contrasting ends of the 

spectrum: instances where non-refugees embraced her family as their own and instances of discrimination. 

These accounts reflected a conflicted societal position, aligning with Zetterôs (1999: 3) assertion that many 
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refugees perceive themselves to be óboth insiders and outsiders, incorporated yet excludedô. In the first of these 

experiences, Penelope recounted the meeting between her family and the family who hosted them in the second 

village during their flight. Her narrative conveyed a sense of appreciation and gratitude, indicating a mutual 

commitment between refugees and non-refugees to support each other during the challenging times that 

followed the invasion. 

 

We were in the car, and we stopped on a road and a woman comes and asks me: óWould you like to come 

to my house?ô We did not know what to say. It was a miracle. It was a miracle indeed! Miss XXX, this was 

her name, she tells me: óItôs been three, four days that cars filled with people are passing but my husband 

YYY was not allowing me to take them in. Now he has seen that you stopped here and he told me to come 

to ask you if you would like to come to our house?ô I have the shivers now that I am remembering it. Those 

people were truly our benefactors. We went, they loved us as if they were our relatives.  

 

The excerpt portrays both the chaotic situation that unfolded after the invasion and an instance where non-refugees 

chose to offer the family shelter and support, embracing them during these challenging circumstances. 

Penelopeôs narrative was filled with gratitude for the kindness shown by this family. She even interrupted her 

narration at one point to express her emotional investment in their kindness, emphasising that óshe had the 

shivers just recalling themô. Penelope named these individuals and acknowledged them as benefactors. In order 

to fully express her gratitude, she employed religious language and referred to them as a ómiracleô. In her eyes, 

the family took on a divine quality, bridging the gap between the natural and supernatural worlds through their 

actions (Papachristoforou 2014). However, the culmination of Penelopeôs narrative was the reimagining of 

their relationship as a familial one, the ultimate expression of affinity in Greek culture (Just 1991). The 

interaction between refugees and non-refugees in this case was so positive that the latter could even be 

considered kin. 

The second excerpt from Penelopeôs account presents a contrasting view of the interaction between refugees 

and non-refugees. It depicts an incident of discrimination against Penelopeôs mother while she was working 

part-time at a packaging factory in the village where they resettled during the late 1970s. The passage conveys 

a sense of resentment towards the way certain non-refugees treated refugees. 

 

(é) she was going as one [worker]; and sometimes they complained about her these ógentlemenô in village 

X and she would come home crying. She went to work in a packaging factory that packed carrots and that 

ógentlemanô from village Xé he saddened her. He told her: óYou should go to the orchards, do not come 

to the packaging factoryô. And she cried, she came home crying. Everywhere the refugee is discriminated 

against, even in their own place.  

 

The second excerpt from Penelopeôs account sheds light on the discrimination experienced by her mother, who 

was denied employment at a packaging factory due to her farming background and refugee status. Penelope 

interpreted this act as exclusion from the emerging manufacturing industry and discrimination against her 

identity as a refugee and farmer. It reflected the marginalised position that refugees from a farming 

background, particularly older individuals, faced in the job market following the invasion, contributing to their 

disadvantaged position in society. In her concluding remarks, Penelope extended this discrimination as  

a shared experience among órefugeesô, despite sharing a common ethnicity with non-refugees. It is worth 

noting that Penelope referred to those displaced as ópeopleô in the first excerpt but as órefugeesô in the second. 

This shift in terminology highlights a form of labelling, where Penelope goes beyond her personal experience 
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and creates a broader stereotype that not only encompasses the experience of displacement but also politicises 

it (Zetter 1991). The use of labelling is further discussed below. 

The ambivalence in Penelopeôs narrative is linked to the extreme nature of the interactions she described 

with non-refugees. While there were instances where non-refugees showed compassion towards refugees, such 

as opening their homes or willingly paying higher taxes to support them (Loizos 1981), there were also 

situations where this interaction was strained or even discriminatory towards refugees. These contradictory 

interactions reflect conflicting societal positions: a sense of partial inclusion and simultaneous exclusion. 

Similar perplexing positions have been observed in other scholarly sources as well. For instance, Brubaker 

(2010) argues that, while refugees may be óinsidersô in certain aspects, they resist considering themselves as 

full members of society in other domains. This is exemplified by the specific language and terminology used 

by refugees to distinguish between different social groups, as seen in Penelopeôs narrative. Similar patterns of 

narration were observed among other participants in the study, including those of the second generation. Ares, 

Penelopeôs nephew, described how local children in the village in which he was born and grew up would often 

speak negatively about refugees, even when it came to making friends at school. In his interview, he ironically 

imitated the way local students would talk about refugees at school: óAh look, there is the refugeeé We shall 

not hang out with them; they are not one of our own. They are foreign, they came from a different villageô.2 

Interestingly, Ares used the label órefugeeô himself when discussing how this discrimination eventually 

subsided, stressing that this occurred due to demographic changes rather than a change in attitude among locals: 

ó(é) because around my age and afterwards, there were many refugees born, we became more numerous in 

relation to localsé and we did not have these issuesô.3 Like his aunt Penelope, Ares projected the label 

órefugeeô through the narration in a way that suggests that his identity has been conditioned and takes 

precedence over a common ethnicity.  

Lynn Abrams (2016) argues that oral history not only provides factual information but also allows 

individuals to express their subjective experiences of the past through the lens of the present. It is within this 

context that we should interpret the significance of the labelling in the testimonies mentioned above. A label 

is not merely an identification of an existing object; it also shapes the identity and behaviour of the person to 

whom it is applied (Cole 2018). Penelope and Ares were not simply recounting their past experiences of 

displacement; they were actively defining themselves and others, drawing on their lived experiences over time. 

As Georgia Cole (2018: 17) explains, these labels óalongside describing individuals (é) and bestowing 

meaning, act as a repository, accumulating histories, ideas and connotationsô. 

The feeling of exploitation and the persistence of uncertainty 

Demetra was in her early 20s and working for the police department during the invasion. In the late 1970s, she 

married a fellow refugee who held a high-ranking position at a banking institution, moving to Nicosia soon 

after. Despite both being refugees, they achieved significant success in their careers, acquiring multiple holiday 

properties in addition to their self -built family home. This economic success might suggest successful 

integration but there is more to the story. Demetraôs oral history, particularly her recollection of the early 

reception of refugees, was filled with accounts of exploitation, while her overall narrative concerning her 

interaction with non-refugees was marked by uncertainty about the extent of refugeesô social acceptance. 

The first excerpt from Demetraôs account describes an experience in a village close to where they were 

hosted by a non-refugee family. When asked about the environment in the village in which they were hosted, 

Demetra said that it was such a small village that it lacked any shops. As a result, they had to walk to a different 

village to obtain any necessary supplies. 
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We were going to Kakopetria to buy something. We were going, I recall in a shop (é) we needed shoes. 

And we went to a shop to buy shoes. Since we did not have! And I recall, whatever old shoes that shop had, 

it put them out so we would buy them and at twice the price! They did not even think that we left and we 

did not have any money.  

 

There was a notable moment in Demetraôs narration that stood out. Her phrase ósince we did not haveô and the 

passionate manner in which it was expressed seemed to not only highlight the familyôs lack of basic needs but 

also to assert the validity of her claims. It was as if she believed that the situation she was describing was so 

extraordinary that reiteration was required, anticipating potential doubts. It was precisely this extraordinary 

situation that made it difficult for her to comprehend why shop-owners would not acknowledge their 

unfortunate situation. Instead of offering assistance, they sought to exploit them. This disbelief towards the 

behaviour of shop-owners underscored the narrative and revealed a deep mistrust of non-refugees and social 

relations in the south. Moreover, it was a disbelief that aligned with Zetterôs (1994) observation that refugees 

often criticised the prevailing mercantile culture in the south, where óeverything had to be boughtô. Therefore, 

Demetraôs disbelief of the shop-ownersô conduct reflects broader concerns about community development and 

highlights the conflicting values between refugees and non-refugees. 

The second excerpt from Demetraôs account provides details about the familyôs stay with a refugee family. 

In contrast to Penelopeôs narrative, Demetraôs depiction of events lacked the emotional expressions of gratitude 

that were prominent in her sisterôs account and was, instead, characterised by an unusual narrative focus. 

 

She was a very kind woman. We stayed for a month; her house was good but!... she had put more people in 

and she gave one room for each (per family). And she stayed in a room with her own children. She took her 

children out of their rooms; she gave a room to us, a room to another family and a room to another family. 

And she stayed in one room herself. We stayed for a month and afterwards, we could not anymore.  

 

The excerpt began by acknowledging the compassionate nature of the woman and her generosity towards the 

family. Demetra recognised how this woman had provided them with shelter and had a well-maintained house. 

Following from this, however, she interwove the generosity of the woman with its undesirable consequences. 

The extraordinary act of kindness of relocating her own children in order to accommodate more refugees 

became overshadowed by its negative aftermath, the overcrowding of the house. The shift in narrative focus, 

from highlighting the act of generosity to emphasising its negative impact, was peculiar. It suggested that what 

needed to be acknowledged in the historical record was the threat to the familyôs well-being rather than the 

benevolence of this woman. The act of kindness became secondary, serving as a context for Demetraôs 

description of her familyôs situation. 

Demetraôs narrative focus was quite unique as she depicted instances of both generosity and exploitation, 

highlighting the negative consequences of both. There was an underlying sense of uncertainty and doubt in her 

descriptions of interactions with non-refugees. She seemed to question the reasoning behind their actions and 

their collective values, even though some of them did help refugees. This reflects the resistance of refugees to 

fully perceive themselves as integral members of society, based on how they perceive the interactions between 

the two populations (Brubaker 2010). A similar narrative focus, with an emphasis on the dangers connected 

with the conduct of non-refugees, also characterised the testimony of Leon, Demetraôs husband. Unlike 

Demetra, however, Leon did not limit his narrative to the immediate period following displacement but spoke 

of exploitation and unfairness more generally. 
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They let them get rich at the expense of refugees. And that is why I say there was no even distribution of 

damages. Was I at fault and the person from Limassol or Larnaca or Nicosia wasnôt? (é) There was a war 

and 200,000 people left their homes and for them, no consequences. And you would go to buy a plot of land 

and they would ask for outrageous money. They took advantage of refugees, these people on this side. 

 

Leonôs perception of exploitation stemmed from his belief in an unequal distribution of damages among the 

Greek-Cypriot population after the invasion. He contested that, while some individuals had suffered greatly, 

others had not suffered at all. Furthermore, he expressed the view that refugees were exploited by residents in 

the south when it came to purchasing land. This claim is supported by Georgiadesô study (2009), which found 

that participants reported feeling exploited and treated as second-class citizens due to the inflated prices of 

properties. The notion of being treated as second-class citizens encapsulates the experiences of Demetra and 

Leon, as their accounts of interactions between refugees and non-refugees reflect a belief in an unfair and 

prejudiced treatment. The added element of exploitation in the context of land transactions further emphasises 

the sense of injustice in these circumstances. 

Developing belonging  

Aphrodite was in her early 20s when the invasion occurred. Following the war, she married Andreas, a local 

from the village where her family resettled. Both Aphrodite and Andreas had successful careers and were able 

to build a house in the village, as well as acquire an apartment in Nicosia and a seaside holiday retreat. While 

Andreas passed away in 2015, Aphrodite still resides in the village, despite her sisters urging her to move to 

Nicosia to be closer to them. Of particular relevance to this paper is a section in Aphroditeôs account where 

she described the reaction of the village community to her marriage, specifically focusing on the gossip and 

disapproval expressed by elderly female villagers regarding Andreasô choice to marry a refugee. 

 

Me, Andreas took me as his wife. It was a village and they were saying to my mother-in-law: óYou took in 

the refugee and she has nothingô. And my mother-in-law was listening to them. And they told her: óThey 

wonôt give you land so you can buildô. Andreas already owned land for a house, his own. óThey wonôt give 

you help so you can buildô. And my mother-in-law responded to them. You know, these old grandmothers 

who sit in alleys and gossip. My mother-in-law responded: óIf they do not give her, we will build the houseô.  

 

There are three possible interpretations of the way Aphrodite presented the gossiping of the elderly villagers 

regarding her marriage. The first interpretation views the gossiping as a form of defamation aimed at 

Aphroditeôs family, highlighting their perceived failure to meet the cultural expectations of providing a dowry 

house for the newly married couple. The villagers perceived this failure as putting Andreasô family at  

a disadvantage. In this reading, the gossiping serves as an affirmation of the values prevalent in rural Cyprus 

(Loizos 1981) and as a critique of Aphroditeôs family for not adhering to the established norms. It also 

establishes a symbolic boundary that separates the village community and asserts the undesirability of 

intermarriage between refugees and villagers due to the perceived inability of refugees to conform to the 

accepted cultural norms (Zinovieff 1991). 

The second interpretation of Aphroditeôs narrative emphasises the performative aspect of the gossiping 

which, along with its content, defined the boundaries of the village community. In this reading, it is noted that 

outsiders like Aphrodite were unable to engage in gossiping due to their lack of knowledge and experience of 

social life in the village (Zinovieff 1991). While her marriage to Andreas was the subject of the gossiping, 

Aphrodite herself was only able to narrate it through the perspective of her mother-in-law, as she did not have 
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the órightô to participate in the gossiping. Therefore, gossiping, both as a performative act and in its content, 

served to delineate membership within the group, distinguishing between óinsidersô and óoutsidersô. 

The third interpretation of Aphroditeôs narrative presents a contradictory perspective to the previous two 

interpretations but it is also the most critical. In the closing remarks of her narration, Aphrodite justifies the 

gossiping, acknowledging that, while it defamed her family and discriminated against her, it was also  

a common aspect of village culture. This understanding of gossiping differs from the previous interpretations, 

as it removes the notion of devious criticism and scandalisation, while still acknowledging it as a form of moral 

judgement. In this reading, Aphrodite recognises gossiping as a normal element of village culture, akin to  

a form of ósocial poeticsô where meaning is created through casual interactions in a social context (Herzfeld 

1991). She appears to accept the womenôs gossiping as an ordinary part of village life, almost ódefendingô 

them against potential criticism. By assuming an instructive tone in her remarks, Aphrodite indicated that she 

expected the listener to adopt this understanding of gossiping as well. 

This last interpretation holds significant importance, as it takes into account her personal history within 

village X. This village is where she was married, raised her son and continues to reside, even after the passing 

of her husband. Throughout their marriage, she received support from Andreasô family and relatives. This 

emotional connection and support from the village community is evident in her decision to remain there, 

despite the absence of her own relatives. These biographical details suggest that Aphrodite has developed  

a certain level of emotional attachment and involvement in the community.  

This emotional bond helps to explain the overall tone and narrative approach which Aphrodite took in 

recounting her experiences. She strove to position herself as a member of the village community while remaining 

true to her refugee background. While she acknowledged the tensions between refugees and non-refugees, she 

avoided assigning blame, recognising, instead, the inevitability of friction due to the fundamental alteration of 

the social environment. Aphroditeôs narrative reconstruction can be seen as evidence of an evolving belonging 

within the community. Unlike her sisters, who attributed blame to non-refugees for their treatment of refugees, 

Aphrodite reconstructs the gossiping episode in a way that mitigates the discrimination she experienced and 

absolves any culpability associated with gossiping as an óordinary element of village lifeô. This approach 

highlights her attempt to bridge the divide between her refugee identity and her desire for acceptance within 

the community. 

Aphroditeôs life story sheds light on the significant role that familial relationships between refugees and 

non-refugees play in shaping social connections within a community. This point is particularly highlighted in 

her testimony when she discusses her sonôs experiences growing up in the village. According to Aphrodite, 

ó(é) he was not considered a refugee, as his father was not a refugeeé The population was already starting 

to integrate, particularly us that we were not both refugees. One of his parents was native so he was not 

affectedô. The fact that her son had a parent who was not a refugee is understood as facilitating his integration 

into the community. Due to his ómixed originsô, he was not perceived as an óoutsiderô nor did he feel like one. 

This observation supports the argument that familial affiliations are crucial in establishing stronger social 

connections between refugees and non-refugees. It also suggests that, even in the early 2000s, there was still 

some stigma associated with being a refugee, although Aphroditeôs son did not personally experience it. 

An indicator -oriented concept of integration and Greek-Cypriot internal displacement 

The oral histories presented above provide insights into the interactions between Greek-Cypriot refugees and 

the non-refugee population following the 1974 Turkish invasion. These accounts depict a range of experiences 

and demonstrate how the narrators perceive and interpret these interactions in their own unique ways. When 

considering these accounts in relation to other observable aspects of the Greek-Cypriot experience of internal 
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displacement, several factors come into play. How do these accounts concerning the interaction between the 

two populations relate to other observable aspects of the Greek-Cypriot experience of internal displacement  

ï such as a common ethnicity, government social provisions and citizenship status for those displaced? What do 

these accounts tell us in relation to the refugeesô efforts towards (re)settlement and their belonging in Greek-Cypriot 

society? 

Seeking to address the aforementioned questions and to bring together the different characteristics of the 

Greek-Cypriot experience of internal displacement, I encountered Ager and Strangôs (2008, 2010) theory of 

refugee integration. Their ómid-levelô theory is amongst the most cited works dealing with refugee and 

displaced persons and has been applied in numerous research studies worldwide, including those examining 

mass displacement in Eastern Europe (see, for example, Alencar 2018; Alessi et al. 2020; Platts-Fowler and 

Robinson 2015). The model encompasses four domains: a) markers and means of integration such as education, 

employment, housing and health; b) foundational principles such as rights and citizenship; c) facilitators of 

integration such as language, cultural knowledge and safety; and d) the social connections which refugees 

establish in the host society with formal institutions, members of the dominant group and their own intra-group 

ties. As Ager and Strang (2008) note, the domains of facilitators and social connections mediate between the 

foundational principles of citizenship and rights and the public outcomes in housing, education and 

employment. 

Applying these domains to the case of Greek-Cypriot internal displacement may appear complex, given the 

ongoing and unresolved conflict that Cypriots have been living with for approximately 50 years (Bryant and 

Papadakis 2012). However, undertaking such an analysis can provide valuable insights into how relationships 

between different populations in war-torn countries impact on the resettlement and adjustment of those who 

have been displaced. To this end, Greek-Cypriot refugees share a common culture, religion and ethnicity with 

the non-refugee population, which can be seen as a facilitator for their integration. Furthermore, their retention 

of full citizenship rights in their country aligns with the foundational principles and citizenship indicator in 

Ager and Strangôs model. Additionally, the refugee population has benefited from various governmental social 

provisions that guaranteed rights such as housing, employment and welfare. The oral histories presented in 

this paper can be connected, in turn, to the domain of social connections and the different types of relationship 

between the two populations. As such, while Aphroditeôs account indicated a willingness to be seen as  

a member of her villageôs community, the negative experiences described by Penelope and Demetra suggested 

issues in the establishment of social connections between refugees and non-refugees. Does this mean that 

Penelope and Demetra remain óunintegratedô while Aphrodite has óaccomplished integrationô? Furthermore, 

what do these accounts tell us in relation to an important characteristic of internal displacement such as 

common ethnicity? 

The first question is connected to one of the most important criticisms of indicator-oriented concepts of 

integration and pertains to the way in which scholarly research tends to use the term óintegrationô as both an 

analytical concept and an empirical indication, thereby conflating categories of analysis and experience 

(Spencer and Charsley 2021). However, using the concept as both an analytical concept and an empirical 

indication neglects the fact that integration ï or the development of a feeling of belonging ï is a process rather 

than an end. For a proper designation of a personôs efforts to resettle, then, research should recognise the 

variations in results that these efforts can yield, rather than denote a normative condition. In the case of the 

accounts presented above, we cannot claim that Aphrodite is integrated while her sisters are not; instead, the 

data suggest a clearer development of a feeling of social inclusion and belonging in Aphroditeôs narrative 

compared to those of her sisters. This consideration regarding the parallel usage of the term óintegrationô is 

something upon which scholarly research should also reflect in their analyses of contemporary internal 

displacements in Central and Eastern Europe, as scholarship already employs the term in both of its uses, 
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blurring the actual experiences of those displaced with an idealised state of belonging (Pikulicka-Wilczewska 

and Uehling 2017; Sasse 2020). 

The second question pertains to an aspect of integration literature that can have significant implications, 

particularly in cases of internal displacement. More specifically, the integration literature often assumes 

homogenised notions of national belonging, a phenomenon known as methodological nationalism (Anthias 

and Pajnik 2014). However, in cases of internal displacement, this assumption takes on an interesting twist. It 

is often believed, particularly by policy-makers, that integration for internally displaced individuals will be 

ónaturalô since they are already óhomogenisedô with non-refugees (Harrell-Bond and Voutira 1992). As we 

have seen from the oral histories in this paper, however, an indicator such as a common ethnicity between 

refugees and the local population may not be sufficient to ensure a sense of social inclusion and belonging and 

can even result in negative perceptions of interactions with non-refugees. This aspect has already been 

acknowledged and discussed in the literature on Ukrainian internal displacement, where authors have identified 

various layers of óour-nessô in how the non-displaced population perceives different displaced populations 

based on their origin, such as whether they are from Donbass or Crimea (Bulakh 2020). 

The limitations of the Ager and Strangôs integration model in the context of Greek-Cypriot internal 

displacement raise the following questions: Is it redundant to discuss integration when examining cases of 

internal displacement? What is the broader role of the concept of integration in migration research? In 

answering the first question, we must first acknowledge the context in which Ager and Strang developed their 

model (refugees in Scotland) but, at the same time, we must question its applicability to all cases of 

displacement. In discussing internal displacement, the analysis of the paper suggested that relying solely on  

a common ethnicity as an indicator cannot guarantee integration or the development of belonging for those 

displaced. In fact, the paper demonstrates that the voices of the internally displaced can even challenge the 

importance of a shared ethnicity. 

Regarding the second question, some authors have proposed completely abandoning the concept of 

integration (Schinkel 2018), while others argue for more critical reflection in its usage (Dahinden 2016; 

Spencer and Charsley 2021). There are also authors who suggest that integration should be seen as a property 

of the system rather than of the individual migrant or refugee (Ferris and Donato 2020). Regardless of oneôs 

stance on this matter, it is crucial for migration research to further explore and examine the concept of 

integration, delving into additional issues and intersecting themes and topics, as this special section has aimed 

to do.  

Conclusion: the role of narrative in the experience of displacement 

By way of conclusion, I would like to highlight the significance of oral history and narrative in the study of 

refugees and displaced persons and their experiences. Writing in relation to German expellees in Canada, 

Andreas Kintzmann (2011) contends that law is able to provide only a false closure to survivors; by itself, law 

is incapable of bringing about reconciliation. This argument can also be applied to the case of displaced persons 

and their pursuit of integration and social inclusion, where the mere attainment of integration indicators may 

not necessarily lead to a genuine sense of belonging. This observation aligns with the views of Zetter (1991), 

who argues that normative policy assumptions often overlook what truly matters to displaced persons. Instead, 

these assumptions often result in a process of labelling and the construction of a bureaucratic/legal identity 

that diminishes the individuality of refugees and obscures their subjective experiences. 

In the case of Greek-Cypriot refugees, an impartial observer might argue that they are well integrated into 

Greek-Cypriot society as a whole. Many refugees have even achieved remarkable success and prosperity, 

reflecting the overall affluence of Cypriot society since 1974. Nevertheless, the narratives presented in this 



44 C. Peristianis 

paper have unveiled underlying issues regarding the level of social inclusion that would otherwise have 

remained concealed. These narratives reveal bitterness towards the treatment of refugees by non-refugees and 

uncertainty about whether the former have truly been accepted. At the same time, they confirm that the 

development of social inclusion is an ongoing process rather than a fixed outcome. 

Therefore, what the paper wishes to call attention to is the importance of narrative for the sake of refugees 

and displaced persons themselves. The oral histories presented herein do not intend to identify a órightô or  

a ówrongô nature of interaction; if anything, Aphroditeôs account demonstrates that such a binary distinction 

does not exist. Instead, narratives allow displaced individuals to express their own perspectives and unravel 

their subjectivities and experiences on the historical record. Through this process of unravelling, essential 

information emerges, shedding light on various aspects of their lives. This information is crucial for 

understanding the intricate and multifaceted nature of displacement. 

Notes 

1. Having clarified the usage of the term órefugeesô to describe Greek-Cypriot displacement, the paper 

will henceforth be using the term without apostrophes. 

2. Similar types of experience were recorded in high schools in Limassol and Larnaca even until the 

2010s. 

3. Aresô village had a large Turkish-Cypriot community prior to 1974 and many Greek-Cypriot refugee 

families resettled in houses there. This resettlement altered the demographics of the village. 
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Migrant integration remains a continuous challenge in many EU countries, as shown by the retreat from 

multiculturalism and the concerns regarding Muslim migrants. In recent years, the increase in asylum-

seekers has added further complexities to the issue. Meanwhile, volunteering is considered to be an 

important aspect of todayôs society and a thermometer of civic well-being. Bringing together the field of 

migration studies and research on volunteering, we investigate whether volunteering would foster 

processes of integration and intercultural relations. We do so by presenting an innovative empirical study 
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about a year in a specific setting that brought together EU and third-country nationals in volunteering 

activities in six European contexts. Thus, we are able to provide an in-depth account of volunteering 

experiences and their effects on intercultural relations and processes of integration. The research 

highlights how volunteering fosters social interactions, intersecting with dynamics of inclusion. It is  

a valuable tool that strengthens the community as well as the process of social integration, helping to 

overcome the tensions and conflicts that persist in European societies. At the same time, we argue that 

volunteering cannot make up for all integration challenges since the process of societal integration requires 

a more comprehensive approach which includes tackling discrimination in structural integration. 
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Introduction  

Migrant integration remains a continuous challenge in many EU countries, as shown by the retreat from 

multiculturalism and concerns regarding Muslim migrants. In recent years, the increase in the number of 

asylum-seekers has added further complexities to the issue. Integration is, indeed, a highly challenged and 

much-criticised term. If it is true that, in most immigration societies, there are certain ideas about how migrants 

are to be incorporated into society, what this process should look like in concrete terms and what is meant by 

the term integration, however, is diverse, undecided, often contradictory and dependent on the respective social 

and political situation. In this context, this paper contributes to the understanding of processes of integration, 

adopting a bottom-up perspective that focuses on the micro-level and individualsô experiences. In particular, 

we address processes of integration, looking at the social interactions and intercultural understanding between 

young people with and without a migrant background that occur through volunteering. 

Volunteering is considered to be an important aspect of todayôs society and a thermometer of a societyôs 

civic well-being (Bedford 2015: 464). Thus, volunteerism is supported by many European countries as well as 

EU institutions; indeed, it is estimated that around one third of EU citizens take part in some form of 

volunteering activity. Bringing together the field of migration studies and research on volunteering, we look 

at volunteering as one piece in the broader puzzle of the process of integration. We investigate whether and to 

what extent volunteering would foster processes of social integration and intercultural relations. Could 

volunteering facilitate community-building and bring young people ï both with and without a migrant 

background ï closer together? Could volunteering help people to feel part of a community and foster 

intercultural understanding and relations? What are the effects of volunteering experiences on interpersonal 

contacts, senses of belonging and processes of empowerment? Addressing these questions, our analysis 

highlights how volunteering is a form of positive social interaction, that intersects with dynamics of inclusion 

and helps to overcome the tensions, conflicts and problems that persist in European societies. 

We analyse the experience of a group of 30 young people (aged 18ï27), composed of EU and third-country 

nationals, who were selected to carry out volunteering activities in the realms of creative arts/culture and/or 

sports in six European contexts (Vienna/Austria, Rotterdam/the Netherlands, Zagreb/Croatia, Slovenia, 

Glasgow/Scotland and the Italian province of South Tyrol).1 In this way, we aim to provide an in-depth account 

of volunteering experiences, focusing on their effects on the participantsô intercultural understanding and 

relations, interpersonal contacts, sense of belonging and processes of empowerment. The analysis is based on 

data collected through self-administered online questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with the group 

of volunteers, conducted in two phases both prior to and towards the end of the volunteering experience. The 

volunteers carried out volunteering activities, in mixed-gender and intercultural settings in the framework of  

a volunteering association, for almost a year.2 Scholarship on volunteering/migrant volunteering rarely relies 

on this type of research design, preferring large surveys and/or analysis conducted at a single point in time.  

It should be noted that the analysis involves a variety of geographical contexts, representing a microcosm 

of the EU. Thus, it is necessary to highlight the differences between these contexts in terms of migration and 

volunteering experience. Indeed, they range from countries with a long experience of migration 

(Rotterdam/Netherlands, Vienna/Austria) to areas that have started to deal with it only recently 

(Ljubljana/Slovenia and Zagreb/Croatia). Furthermore, in South Tyrol and Glasgow/Scotland, recent 

migration patterns intersect with the presence of national minorities or peripheral nationalism. In some cases, 

like South Tyrol and Vienna/Austria, volunteering is a more popular, more structured and regulated 

phenomenon. Finally, some volunteering activities took place in large cities such as Vienna and Rotterdam, 

whereas others were based in smaller urban contexts like Bolzano/Bozen in South Tyrol.3 Before proceeding 

with the analysis, the next two sections delineate the theoretical approach and the methodology of the research. 
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At the intersection of integration and volunteering: Theoretical approach and state of the art 

Though the understanding of migrant integration has evolved over time, it remains a contested concept. Early 

conceptual models of integration predominantly assumed a homogeneous majority society and a relationship 

between an óusô and the óthemô, with distinctions based on cultural, religious or ethnic affiliation or nationality. 

Thus, built on nation-state epistemologies that downplay hierarchical power relations, these models perceived 

differences and foresaw a straight-line process of adaptation of those defined as ódifferentô in order to produce 

a whole (Dahinden 2016). More recently, civic integration has become a fashionable concept which requires 

migrants to prove their willingness to integrate into the host society by, for example, taking language courses 

and classes on specific features of the country (see Goodman 2014). Alternative ideas on integration focus, 

instead, on the notion of diversity, reflecting the increasing social complexity in immigration societies resulting 

from manifold processes of social, cultural, religious and economic heterogenisation in a globalised world. 

The introduction of the term óinclusionô as an alternative in the debate added to the complexity of the discussion 

but did not necessarily offer a solution. Both approaches ï integration and inclusion ï are concerned with the 

question of access to and participation in, inter alia, subsystems such as education, employment and housing. 

However, while integration places a stronger emphasis on the active participation of individuals, expecting 

them to have a desire to integrate, inclusion starts from the assumption that society is interested in ensuring it 

as kind of a societal obligation.  

Though contested, rather than discharging or substituting the concept of integration, we argue in this 

contribution for the necessity to highlight the complexity and multifaceted aspects of processes of integration. 

Indeed, as long recognised, integration is not only a two-way process of mutual adaptation that involves two 

types of actor (the migrant individual and society at large)4 but is also, as pointed out by Penninx and Garc®s-

Mascare¶as (2016), a multidimensional non-linear phenomenon. According to Penninx and Garc®s-Mascare¶as 

(2016: 14ï16), integration unfolds at different paces along three interrelated dimensions: the legal-political 

dimension, which concerns the recognition of migrantsô residence and political rights; the socio-economic 

dimension, which pertains to migrantsô access to socio-economic institutions such as the labour market, 

housing and education; and the culturalïreligious dimension, which refers to the culture and customs of 

migrants and the host society and their intersection. Similarly, Heckmann and Schnapper (2009: 10) 

operationalise the concept of integration in terms of óstructural integrationô (the acquisition of rights and access 

to core institutions) and ócultural integrationô (cognitive, cultural, behavioural and attitudinal change). In 

addition, the authors speak of ósocial integrationô, which concerns the private sphere and private relationships 

(social relationships, friendship, weddings, voluntary associations and so on), whereas feelings of belonging 

and identification compose the óidentificational integrationô (Heckmann and Schnapper 2009: 10; see also 

EFFNATIS 2001: 9). 

Building on these insights, we consider integration as an open process that reflects the fact that societies 

are never ófinished and completedô but in constant transformation (Salat 2013: 137) ï thus, how people form 

and become part of a society also changes over time. This process unfolds at the individual as well as at the 

societal level. The former involves, on the one hand, ósocial integrationô, which concerns an individualôs 

personal relations, social networks and civic and political engagement. On the other hand, individuals should 

enjoy óstructural integrationô which implies that they are able to access key areas like housing and the labour market. 

At the societal level, the focus is on society at large. Integration implies the commitment by society to pursue ósocial 

cohesionô with specific tools ï such as the recognition of civic, political and social rights, anti-discriminatory 

measures, diversity and multicultural policies and the promotion of civic activities. These different aspects are 

complementary and interrelated; a socially integrated individual might still struggle in a disintegrated society 

where s/he suffers from structural discrimination. In other words, we argue for the individualôs integration in 
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a society that is integrated; namely processes of integration should not be centred exclusively on the degree to 

which individuals become part of communities ï society as a whole needs to be integrated. 

Within this framework, we focus in this article on processes of integration at the individual level. In 

particular, we address individualsô experiences of integration at the micro level, focusing on volunteering 

activities. We trace how taking part in volunteering interacts with intercultural understanding and social 

relations between young people, both with and without a migrant background. Several studies have analysed 

the consequences of volunteering from different perspectives, e.g., measuring its economic value or 

considering its social, political and/or structural effects. Scholars have highlighted several benefits of 

volunteering, from enhancing mental and physical health, to strengthening self-esteem, increasing social 

contacts and gaining skills (e.g. Schmedemann 2009; Sherraden, Lough and McBride 2008). It has been noted 

how volunteering intersects with personal identity, peopleôs relationship with society, sense of mattering and 

processes of empowerment (Piliavin 2010; Wilson 2012). Studies on the impact of volunteering refer in general 

to the contribution of volunteering to different forms of individualsô capital ï i.e., human, cultural and social 

(Smith, Buckley, Bridges, Pavitt and Moss 2018; Smith, Ellis, Gaskin, Howlett and Stuart 2015). However, 

the extent of these benefits depends on the type of volunteering as well as on the specific features of the 

volunteer (Piliavin 2010).  

On the other hand, research on the interplay between volunteering and migration has produced manifold 

and, to some extent, ambivalent scientific findings. Indeed, the relationship between volunteering and 

migration has often been seen in problematic terms because the presence of migrants has been blamed for 

eroding social cohesion; erosion which, in turn, reduces the willingness of people to volunteer. Furthermore, 

migrants appear to be less involved in volunteerism, though their participation increases with the length of 

their residency; scholars have pointed out various factors hindering migrantsô decision to volunteer, such as  

a lack of language proficiency and cultural heritage and bureaucratic barriers (Khvorostianov and Remennick 

2017; Manatschal 2015; Voicu 2014). Finally, there is a tendency to see migrants mainly as passive recipients 

of volunteering activities (Ambrosini 2020: 11); alternatively, some scholars have criticised volunteering by 

migrants as a form of free work through which people have to prove their commitment to integrating, which 

has a negative connotation (Pasqualetto 2017).  

More positive perspectives on the interplay between volunteering and migration come from those scholars 

who call for the focus to be on migrantsô active volunteering experiences, which is considered as a form of 

active citizenship that fosters confidence and relieves social marginality (Ambrosini 2020; Slootjes and 

Kampen 2017). From this perspective, citizenship is not just the recognition of a juridical status from above 

but, rather, a process ï or better, a social practice ï through which people acquire rights, access to services, 

skills and recognition (Erminio 2022). Volunteering is an act of practicing such ócitizenship from belowô, 

which signals individualsô social competences and relations and their contribution to and participation in 

society (Ambrosini and Baglioni 2022: 16). In this regard, volunteering by migrants is seen as an indicator of 

their successful integration. Volunteering can provide several benefits to migrants, like lessening labour-market 

discrimination (Ambrosini 2020: 17; Baert and Vujiĺ 2016). In particular, as pointed out by Handy and 

Greenspan (2009), volunteering can attenuate the negative effects of the migration experience, fostering the 

social and human capital lost in the relocation process. Indeed, research shows that, among the reasons why 

migrants volunteer, gaining a foothold in the new place, socialising and enhancing their self-esteem and their 

skills all play an important role (Cattacin and Domenig 2014). Thus, volunteering can act as óa path leading to 

gradual social inclusionô (Khvorostianov and Remennick 2017: 353). Building on these insights, this paper 

intends to contribute to the understanding of the role that youth volunteering plays as a tool to strengthen the 

community and sustain social integration. 
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Methodology: Pre- and post-measurements through interviews and questionnaires 

This analysis is centred on the micro-level experience of a group of young adults, both with and without  

a migrant background, who volunteered with an association in the field of sport or creative art/culture in mixed 

gender and intercultural settings. The research adopted a holistic and temporal perspective in order to grasp 

the complexity of volunteering and its role on young adultsô intercultural understanding and relations, 

interpersonal contacts, sense of belonging and processes of empowerment (Hardill, Baines and 6 2007: 401). 

To assess and measure the effects of volunteering experiences, we used mixed techniques for gathering data, 

combining self-administered online questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with the volunteers who 

participated in the research.5 The interviews were given a more prominent role in the analysis. The 

questionnaires and interviews were first conducted between May and June 2019, before the beginning of the 

volunteering activity, whereas the second phase of data collection took place from March to April 2020, 

towards the end of their volunteering experience and at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic. Because of 

this latter and the related lockdown measures implemented in various countries, the second wave took place 

mostly online, without any physical interaction.6  

Both the interviews and the online questionnaire addressed issues related to the volunteering experience, 

interpersonal relations, sense of belonging and empowerment, lasting 45 to 80 minutes and 10 minutes 

respectively. In the second phase of data collection, questions were included on the participantsô subjective 

view of the perceived effects of their volunteering experience.7 Interviews allowed the researchers to delve 

into peopleôs feelings of belonging and their perception of being or not being part of a community and any 

potential changes in their networks of friends and social contacts. In this regard, a social mapping exercise was 

used as an analytical tool in order to trace peopleôs social networks (Greene and Hogan 2005). The first and 

second interviews were then summarised and coded ï using the computer-based analysis programme Atlas.ti 

ï and examined by applying thematic analysis (Nowell, Norris, White and Moules 2017). The questionnaires 

were developed with tested item batteries from established quantitative research and provided hints on changes 

over time and the extent of such changes. The questionnaire datasets of both waves were merged and analysed 

using the IBM SPSS Statistics 25 software and disaggregating the data by gender, EU/non-EU origin and the 

intensity of volunteering engagement. Both interviews and questionnaires were anonymised using an ID code. 

The data from the questionnaires and interviews were combined by triangulating the results.8 

The group of 30 young adults involved in the research included 17 EU citizens (EUN) (two of whom were 

born in a non-EU country) and 13 third-country nationals (TCN) with various legal statuses and lengths of 

residency in the country and born in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Eritrea, Iran, Myanmar, Nigeria, Somalia and 

Turkey. The group of volunteers was composed with an eye to respecting the gender balance ï with  

a prevalence of 18 women ï and reflected different levels of education and social class.9 Of the 30 young 

adults, three were volunteers in Glasgow/Scotland, four in Rotterdam/the Netherlands, five volunteers each in 

Slovenia and Zagreb/Croatia, six volunteers in Vienna/Austria and seven in South Tyrol. In these six contexts, 

they engaged in formal volunteering, defined as an activity carried out through an association or organisation 

willingly and without being forced or paid to do so (except for the reimbursement of expenses). It should be 

noted that most of the participants had already been engaged with volunteering associations in several fields 

and in various roles, including administrative tasks, teaching and translating, in sectors such as humanitarian 

aid, music and sport.  

For the purpose of this research, the volunteers collaborated with associations involved in the field of sport 

or creative art and culture, which provided a volunteering experience in gender-mixed and intercultural 

settings. Many of the associations represented a bridging form of volunteering, which ótargets members of 
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other social and ethnic groupsô (Khvorostianov and Remennick 2017: 338) and some of them addressed issues 

related to cultural diversity.  

The volunteers engaged in volunteering activities with varying degrees of commitment, ranging from a few 

hours every day, one day a week or a few times a month to an occasional engagement. Indeed, some needed 

time to find a suitable volunteer position, had to change their voluntary role and organisation or had to interrupt 

their volunteering engagement for personal reasons or due to time limitations encountered in the course of the 

project. Over a period of about a year, each of them spent on average 52 hours volunteering. Three out of four 

volunteers were involved on a regular basis, weekly or monthly, with an average duration of involvement of 

seven months, whereas seven participants volunteered for four months or less. 

Volunteering roles and activities varied between the participants and were decided in collaboration with 

the volunteers, the associations and the researchers, based on the individualôs personal skills, interests and time 

constraints. Activities ranged from training football (soccer) teams to collaborating in theatre performances, 

planning events and teaching circus skills to children, with fluent transitions between roles. It should be noted 

that, with the unfolding of the Covid-19 pandemic, volunteering activities were changed and adapted to the 

new conditions ï by switching to online mode ï or were ultimately stopped. 

Empirical findings  

In what follows, we examine the issue of whether these volunteering experiences offer the opportunity to 

promote social integration. Based on the responses of the 30 participants, we look in detail at the development 

of intercultural exchange and personal networks as well as the sense of belonging in the intercultural settings 

created in the various sites. Finally, we look at whether and how volunteering has influenced personal skills 

and empowerment. In practical terms, we proceed in the following manner: as an introduction, we start with 

an overview of the results from the self-administered online questionnaires. In the next step, we present the 

results from the qualitative in-depth interviews in each section. Here, we zoom into the statements of our 

participants, so to speak, in order to gain a fuller understanding of the different dimensions of social integration. 

Volunteering and intercultural understanding 

The results of the self-administered questionnaires show that the participants became more accustomed to 

dealing with cultural diversity during their voluntary engagement. The majority of the volunteers (25), 

regardless of gender or nationality, noted that their relationship with other cultures and their experiences in 

encountering difference changed positively whereas, for the remaining five persons, it did not change at all. 

No participant stated that the relationship with other cultures had changed in a negative way during 

volunteering.  

Obviously, the social encounters within the volunteering context allowed the participants to reflect on their 

own cultural habits and self-perceptions and to learn through personal exchanges and active listening about 

the points of view of persons with a different background. For example, as pointed out by a volunteer with  

a migrant background in Rotterdam, interactions during volunteering made her wonder ówhy people act the 

way they do, why they are different to me in what wayô and made her more aware of the Dutch customs she 

had unconsciously acquired. In addition to learning about other customs, cultures and traditions and how to 

deal with differences, volunteers highlighted the pronounced similarities with their counterparts since, as 

youth, they often share common goals and interests and experience similar life events. Thus, a volunteer in 

Croatia mentioned how she has only now realised how culturally similar she is to people of Bosnian descent. 
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Thus, the interactions during the volunteering activity helped people to recognise their intermediate status 

between different cultures, allowing some of them draw the best from each. 

A young woman of Armenian descent, born and raised in Turkey and who volunteered in Slovenia, explains 

how shared goals and activities in a multicultural setting made her feel quite comfortable and how she enjoyed 

this experience: 

 

The team was me and two other volunteers ï one from Turkey, one from Spain. One was helping in culinary 

tasks, in the kitchen; one was putting on cultural events and assisting, helping, like me. And the rest of the 

team was from Zimbabwe, Nigeria, India and Algeria. So, it was a very mixed space (é) and of course 

Slovenian. It was mixed and we were getting along so well. And we were not feeling any different, really. 

It was so nice actually.  

 

Concrete contacts in the volunteering environment offer the possibility to actually learn about the personal 

stories and hardships of, for example, refugees. At the same time, the potential tensions between the similarities 

and differences resulting from the mix of cultural backgrounds may come to the fore. These are well reflected 

in a statement by an Austrian volunteer who was born and raised in Vienna: 

 

So, what it means to be a refugee and to be repressed or expelled, is something that I could not have 

imagined before. And I mean, I would not say that I can imagine it now either, but at least now I certainly 

have a better insight. That has nothing to do with culture per se. Interculturally, I think, on the one hand, 

what has been confirmed for me is that the differences between people are not so big ï whatever culture 

they come from ï and, on the other, my understanding has its limits. For example, when we talk about 

things such as not letting girls play football (é) it depends on how you define understanding but I donôt 

think that that is okay; I lack understanding on the one hand and, on the other, I understand now where 

they [participants with a refugee background] come from, better. 

 

The quote provides a more nuanced picture of the issue of how diversity and cultural differences can be 

negotiated in the context of joint activities. Though this volunteer is not ready to agree that women should not 

play football, he at least tries to understand the reasons why, in other cultures, this view is widespread.  

The volunteering experience helped some participants to rethink their stance regarding intercultural 

cooperation. In that vein, a female volunteer in Glasgow, of Nigerian descent, stated that. 

 

I never knew I could enjoy working in a team. Then I knew I could enjoy goingé with, like, new people 

from different countries and all that stuff. So, itôs made me realise that maybe I actually love, you know, to 

be really open to all those culture(s) and I never realised that but now I do. 

 

Though most volunteers reported an increase in intercultural understanding, the specific context and the related 

opportunity structures affected volunteersô experiences. Indeed, from the interviews, different levels of 

familiarity with diversity and intercultural relations emerged. For volunteers who live in superdiverse cities 

like Rotterdam, Glasgow or Vienna, multiculturalism and intercultural relations were seen as the norm in their 

daily life as well as during volunteering; however, at the same time, volunteers in Vienna highlighted how 

migrants and refugees are actually on the margins of society. In a more positive direction, a volunteer in 

Rotterdam pointed out that  
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Rotterdam is a multicultural city. The volunteering place really mirrors that (é) Every time you enter it, 

you encounter different cultures... It is normal, that just happens here (é) we just know how to deal with 

each other and different cultures. That is the fun (é) That creates the mood at [the volunteering place].  

I find that very positive. We are rich in that sense. In that sense, I notice it, in a positive way. But it is not 

remarkable to me. 

 

In contrast, in countries with less experience of migration-related diversity, such as Croatia and Slovenia, 

volunteers pointed to a different scenario. In particular, volunteers in Croatia stressed the presence of tensions 

between the majority of the population and minorities, especially Roma and Muslim minorities. 

Volunteering and interpersonal relations 

Engaging in volunteering activities can be an opportunity to increase a personôs social networks, to meet people 

and to make new acquaintances and friends. In the questionnaires, we asked the participants whether or not 

they had gained new friends through volunteering and whether they think that these friendships will  last beyond 

the voluntary engagement. The majority (24 of the 30 volunteers) indeed met people with the prospect of 

lasting friendships. Participants with a migrant background appear to be more optimistic in this respect, with 

seven of them indicating that they are quite sure that they have made new friends.  

However, as emerged in the qualitative interviews, personal characteristics determine the social relations 

developed during the volunteering experience. In this regard, our participants can be divided into two groups. 

Those volunteers who were already socially highly active persons and engage in various social circles are not 

necessarily in need of establishing new ties, even though they did so. More-insular persons who find meeting 

new people and interacting with strangers quite difficult, appreciated the setting of the volunteering experience 

and associations since it facilitates social interactions. In particular, male third-country nationals seem to have 

benefited from the volunteering experience by gaining new friendships. Indeed, only six of the 30 volunteers 

did not spend time with their fellow volunteers outside the volunteering associations, while six of the eight 

male TCN participants met up with many people they had known through volunteering, apart from their actual 

activity. 

In the qualitative interviews we found examples of volunteering as an occasion to develop various types of 

social relationship, some of which can be perceived as deep as family ties, as a female volunteer in Austria 

who was born in Iran remarked: 

 

(é) Not that we are just a soccer group and that we meet and train every week, or twice a week but it is 

like a family. There are also exchanges between the coaches and players, we exchange opinions, we 

exchange memories or, now, especially in this corona crisis, especially the problems we have or everything, 

just everything. 

 

Other participants discussed the issues of time and space, arguing that the volunteering activity is one among 

many other spheres of encounter and activity, which leaves them to restrict the volunteering contacts to this 

sphere in particular. A female volunteer in Rotterdam whose parents came from Surinam explains: 

 

I always see them there and you have these deep conversations, which you do not have with just anyone. 

But these [people] are not necessarily friends that I am in touch with every day, but people who you share 

these conversations with, which you appreciate very much. 
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For asylum-seekers who find themselves in a completely new environment and who often lack social contacts, 

volunteering offered the opportunity to deepen their friendships and to find someone to share problems with, 

as the following example from South Tyrol shows:  

 

I met XY [there]. I knew him before, when we arrived in Italy you know, we arrived on the same day. But 

we were not as close before as we are now. Yeah, before Volpower we were (just) friends, playing soccer 

together, but now we are really friends and we tell each other things (é). Now, if I had something in Italy, 

at work or so (é) the first person I talk to would be him. It used to be my uncle or ZZ but now itôs him.  

 

Nevertheless, this asylum-seeker from Nigeria has a small circle of friends and describes himself as extremely 

shy. However, he argues that the voluntary engagement helped him to relate to other people, which also 

improved his relations with his colleagues at work. 

Volunteering and a sense of belonging 

In the self-administered questionnaires, we asked the participants to assess, in a very generalised way, changes 

in their sense of belonging to the country in which they reside. The question is whether or not the volunteering 

experience had any impact in this respect. Among the 30 participants, no-one actually reported a negative 

change. There are remarkable differences depending on the migration background: among the 15 participants 

with a migration background, the sense of belonging has developed in a positive way for nine of them, whereas 

non-migrants display more or less the reverse pattern, with the majority (again, nine out of 15) reporting no 

changes in their sense of belonging. This suggests that a voluntary engagement can have a positive effect on 

the sense of belonging, especially for newcomers. In addition, we were interested in other dimensions of 

belonging and again asked about them both before and after volunteering. This exercise revealed a more 

nuanced picture. Most of the volunteers confirmed that they had a high level of close bonds with family and 

friends, feelings of inclusion when with other people and, though slightly less strong, feelings of connection 

with and acceptance by others. On the other hand, there was at the same time a slight increase in the number 

of volunteers who claimed that they felt like an outsider, as a stranger, when together with other people, isolated 

from the rest of the world and not being considered by other people. However, it should be kept in mind that 

the situation of the Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown measures applied in many countries might have 

affected both peopleôs mood and the results of the second wave of the questionnaire, most notably the issues 

related to social isolation. 

By favouring social interactions, the volunteering experience has impacted on peopleôs sense of belonging, 

inducing volunteers to renegotiate such feelings. Indeed, many volunteers point out that, through volunteering, 

they developed a feeling of being part of a community. However, the extent of this feeling varies since 

volunteers note spatial and temporal factors affecting their attachment to and involvement in the volunteering 

community. For example, whereas a participant, after increasing his volunteering commitment, stresses that  

óI really am part of the community now (é) I realise I see it more as a second home than just a place where 

you are sometimesô, another volunteer from Vienna speaks of a ótemporary communityô in regard to her 

volunteering circle: óWell, itôs a community, definitely, but itôs what I would call a temporary community. So 

again and again, suddenly, full of community and then, again, fully awayô.  

In this vein, the volunteering sphere indeed only plays a small part in the lives of the participants, while for 

some it is very important and made a great deal of difference ï also in regard to belonging and feelings of 

being included. Others expressed a more negative assessment, like this young woman originating from Turkey 

and volunteering in Slovenia. She argues that there are spheres of a strong sense of belonging ï as in her 
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workplace ï but also spheres of exclusion, like discriminative attitudes towards people of colour in public 

places.  

 

I mean... I lived as a volunteer here, so what I felté I do not feel excluded but not super-included. Because 

if you say óbelongingô, I donôt think that I belong, I donôt feel I belong, but it doesnôt mean that I canôt stay 

hereé As I said, I have a life here, so I feel I donôt need to be 100 per cent included to stay in a place. 

 

Moreover, some volunteers express attachment to the places visited during the volunteering experience which 

helps them to build relationships and memories and which strengthens their sense of belonging, as can be seen 

from the statement of another volunteer in Vienna:  

 

Like where we had a match or where we trained or where we met, and that now reminds me that I have  

a lot of good friends here that I can meet or talk to, and this city is all of us together. That gives me a good 

feeling when I think that I also belong to it. 

 

The last quote includes feelings of empowerment when the participant talks about Vienna being óall of us 

togetherô. In the final section, we look into this notion in more detail.  

Volunteering, skills and empowerment 

Volunteering is an opportunity to take on new roles and, in this way, to acquire or improve personal skills. 

Interviewed volunteers highlighted the broad variety of skills which they had acquired during their 

volunteering engagement, both practical everyday skills as well as more specialised abilities. These range from 

organisational skills gained while collaborating in a theatre performance, to the communication skills 

necessary to participate in sporting activities, creative abilities developed in dancing or circomotricity activities 

and leading skills used to guide groups of people. For those who do not know the official local language well, 

volunteering also becomes an occasion to practice speaking it in an informal and more relaxed setting. This 

might also come in handy in other spheres ï like looking for a job ï or other situations related to spheres of 

structural integration.  

Turning from skills to empowerment, in the self-administered questionnaire we operationalised this 

complex issue by posing questions on self-determination and decision-making processes. Skills and 

empowerment are, of course, highly interrelated with individual competences, enabling the individual 

empowerment processes of young adults. Feeling in charge of oneôs own life situation diminishes slightly 

when comparing the assessment in the questionnaires before and after the volunteering experience. One has 

again to keep in mind the beginning of the sometimes quite strict measures related to the Covid-19 pandemic 

around the time when the second wave of data collection was taking place. These events left many individuals 

ï and not only young people ï with a feeling of loss of control.  

Nevertheless, the results of the qualitative interviews reveal that volunteering contributes to the 

empowerment of the participants, who point out that they have grown on a personal level by committing to 

and successfully pursuing a goal and showing perseverance even when the volunteering activity became 

difficult. Volunteering is a time-consuming choice that requires individuals to reflect on their priorities, 

become more aware of their own capacities and embark on new and challenging activities. As summarised by 

a volunteer active in Rotterdam, óthose are experiences that you take with you. I consider it a backpack that  

I take everywhereô.  
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Thus, volunteering is seen as a strategy enabling participants to work on their personal weaknesses and 

strengths, thus helping them to achieve their personal goals. The following quote by a participant in Rotterdam 

is proof of how empowering an activity may be, as young people need to leave their óinner comfort zoneô 

which might, at first, make them more vulnerable but which might, in the end, make them proud if they 

succeed, thus giving them more self-confidence:  

 

To stand for something and speak up. To feel confident. To go for what you want. That sort of stuff. Dance 

is personal growth too. It goes hand in hand. The show is one thing but the classes as such, you show 

yourself, which is quite vulnerable. That alone is a big step. But if people look at you and you learn 

something new, that is what you must get over. That is what I have learned from dancing but also music 

and culture. You can also find me in music studios. Show a bit of yourself, be vulnerable. It is scary but 

also powerful. I think I learned to do that better. That obstacle becomes smaller every time the more you 

do it.  

 

Other participants discussed issues of courage and confidence in relation to building networks and making 

friends. A volunteer in Glasgow, to give one example, felt at first that others rejected her because of her skin 

colour; however, she realised that it was partly her own lack of courage in trying to make new friends. 

Volunteering gave her the confidence to approach others and join in with new activities.  

Conclusions 

Our analysis of the volunteering experience in intercultural settings by a group of young adults both with and 

without a migrant background sheds new light on the role that youth volunteering plays in society and, more 

specifically, on how it intersects with dynamics of inclusion and processes of integration. Indeed, through an 

innovative approach which combined self-administered questionnaires and semi-structured interviews and 

foresaw pre- and post-measurements, the paper has provided an in-depth picture of formal volunteering and 

its effects, revealing how it influenced peopleôs intercultural understanding, positively changing their 

perceptions of difference. Furthermore, volunteering affects individualsô network of social contacts, providing 

opportunities to develop new friendships, believed to last over time. This seems to be particularly relevant for 

vulnerable groups, like the male TCN participants, who might have limited social networks. In this way, 

volunteering experiences prompt people to renegotiate their sense of belonging, improving their access to the 

community in which they live, though with variations related to spatial and temporal factors. Finally, through 

volunteering, individuals might acquire new sets of skills and increase their feelings of empowerment by 

becoming more attentive to their weakness and strengths and achievement of goals. The different contexts and 

countries in which the volunteering activities took place does not seem to have played much of a role, though 

a few differences did emerge, for example in regard to how living in a superdiverse city affects the volunteering 

experience. However, it goes without saying that it is not possible to make broader generalisations or develop 

proper comparisons due to the limited number of participants. Further research is necessary to evaluate the 

role played by specific ambit and contextual factors in the intersection of volunteering and processes of 

integration.  

To summarise, therefore, this contribution has highlighted the interaction between formal volunteerism and 

individualsô human, cultural and social capital, showing how it affects intercultural understanding and 

interpersonal contacts, a sense of belonging and skills and processes of empowerment. Thus, we point to the 

micro-experience of volunteering as an opportunity and a resource for social integration that fosters social 

intercultural interactions and sustains peopleôs empowerment, helping people to navigate in their daily life. 
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Volunteering can be seen as a bottom-up beneficial and valuable device that strengthens society and its 

members as well as the process of migrant integration.  

At the same time, the visibility of volunteers with a migrant background might help to change perceptions 

of migration and give a positive image of migrants ï presenting them as óone of usô, as active citizens who 

contribute to society ï rather than as a problem, as victims, as passive receivers of help or, worse, as a threat 

and as welfare abusers (Ambrosini 2020; Weng and Lee 2016). By favouring interactions and cultural 

exchanges among persons with different origins and cultural backgrounds, volunteering can support society in 

the process of its becoming more inclusive of people with different backgrounds.  

However, we recognise that volunteering has its limits, since it cannot make up for all the integration 

challenges ï such as those related to structural integration and the lack of social cohesion in society ï for 

example, for being excluded or discriminated in other spheres of life, such as access to housing and the labour 

market or having a weak legal status. This point was clearly highlighted by a male volunteer, born in Eritrea, 

who arrived in Slovenia through the EU relocation scheme. He points out the difficulties in finding 

accommodation and how he gets rejected by the lessor when making a phone call: óEvery day I feel 

comfortable. But when Iôm looking for a new apartment, itôs hard. When I call, they cannot accept meé they 

ask ñWhere are you from?òô In a similar way, a volunteering experience does not encompass the complexity 

of peopleôs sense of belonging. Indeed, how people negotiate belonging mirrors the different paces in the 

various dimensions of processes of integration. As emerged in our analysis, volunteering might have fostered 

feeling of inclusion in a specific social arena but people might still feel excluded in other settings. Mattes, 

Lehner, van Breugel and Reeger (2020) speak in this regard of óbubbles of belongingô to capture this complex 

scenario of feelings of inclusion and exclusion in different spheres (see also Lehner, Mattes, van Breugel, 

Reeger and Scholten 2022). Yet, apart from such limits, our research has highlighted the extent to which 

volunteering can sustain peopleôs social integration. 

To conclude, we are aware of some of the limits of our study. In particular, the analysed volunteering 

experiences concern a specific form of volunteering which we, as researchers, have supported along the way. 

However, we believe that the analysis contributes to the understanding of processes of integration in general 

and of social integration in particular, stressing the role that youth volunteerism could play in this regard. Thus, 

we call for further policies and measures to support youth volunteering and volunteering associations, 

addressing the particular challenges that might hinder the involvement of young migrants in an always more 

diversifying European society. 

Notes 

1. Regarding participants in Scotland, the terms óEU citizensô and óthird-country nationalsô refer to the 

period before Brexit. In the case of South Tyrol participants volunteered in the provincial capital 

Bolzano/Bozen and few others surrounding towns. In the case of Slovenia, volunteering activities took 

place in Ljubljana and surrounding areas. 

2. This volunteering experience was enriched with activities organised for the volunteers within the 

framework of the Volpower project, such as a social media workshop held in Zagreb.  

3. More detailed information on each context can be found in Volpower (2021).  

4. The European Commission has defined óintegrationô as a ódynamic, two-way process of mutual 

accommodation by all immigrants and residents of Member Statesô (Commission of the European 

Communities 2005: 5). See also OSCE (2012).  

5. The research design and data gathering in all settings had to comply with the respective national legal 

situation, as well as those set out by the research institutions participating in the Volpower project, the 
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EU research integrity and ethics guidelines and finally the óGuidance Note ï Research on Refugees, 

Asylum-Seekers and Migrant Refugeesô of the European Commission. Participants were informed 

about all steps in the project, had to give their informed consent and were guaranteed anonymity. 

Asylum-seekers and migrants were considered a particularly vulnerable group who needed strong 

safeguards in terms of research ethics. The procedures and safeguards followed in this project took 

this vulnerability into account and had been already approved as part of the projectôs award process. 

6. In this regard, it is necessary to keep in mind how the specific situation might have affected some of 

the participantsô answers in the second phase of data collection. 

7. The questions in both the interview and the questionnaire avoided terms such as migrant, foreigner, 

national, EU nationals, third-country nationals, etc. as far as possible because of the different 

interpretations these terms might be given by different interviewees. 

8. We used the traditional óconvergence modelô, which consists in the triangulation of the results of two 

datasets collected on the same phenomenon but using different techniques. The results were compared 

only in the interpretation phase to find convergences and contrasts. The data collection and subsequent 

analysis took place simultaneously but separately. The purpose of this model is formulating 

conclusions on a specific phenomenon, well corroborated by the use of more than one technique (see 

Creswell and Plano Clark 2007). 

9. For privacy reasons, we do not provide any additional information on the study participants. 
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Public Libraries and Spaces of Micro 
Connection in the Intercultural City  
Melike Peterson*  

Everyday spaces represent central platforms that provide opportunities for encounters marked by ethnic 

and cultural diversity, where transformations can be negotiated that rethink living together. The 

significance of these óthird placesô has been extensively researched. Yet, some spaces such as public 

libraries continue to be largely overlooked by geographers. Public libraries also remain under-appreciated 

within wider society despite their obvious social functions. Central here is that public libraries can be 

understood as dynamic and ólived spacesô that enable the emergence of transient connections and 

relationships. Such spaces are increasingly sparse within modern cities. This paper explores the potential 

of everyday spaces of encounter, specifically public libraries, to facilitate the unfolding of ólightô 

connections and relationships, nurturing more inclusive forms of urban togetherness and belonging in 

multi-ethnic societies and the significance that people attribute to these often mundane encounters and 

micro connections. In so doing, this paper combines findings from two research projects that investigate 

mixed or intercultural encounters in public libraries in Bremen (Germany) and Glasgow (Scotland). 

 

Keywords: public libraries, intercultural encounters, micro connection, shared spaces, belonging, multi-ethnic 
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Introduction 

The city is a shared place, where ethnic and cultural diversity and multicultural living are increasingly regarded 

as everyday and ócommonplaceô (Wessendorf 2014). Yet, cities are often also divided/dividing settings that 

are shaped by fragmentation, exclusions and parallel lives. Both trends are closely intertwined, with the tension 

between them posing new challenges for urban living as people continue to arrive, settle and live in Western 

cities. Accordingly, public discourse and policy debates continue to be interested in questions concerning 

which spaces the ethnic and culturally diverse city needs to thrive and whether there are spaces which can help 

to nurture more inclusive forms of living together. In this paper, I wish to draw attention to the relevance and 

value of a widely known yet seemingly underestimated urban space: the public library. Public libraries enable 

diverse practices, interactions and encounters to take place between people, with often-unforeseen 

consequences, that matter to a variety of groups in urban society. Specifically, I suggest that the modern city 

needs connecting spaces ï ordinary social spaces that provide opportunities for encounters and connections to 

emerge between people ï that foster progressive forms of urban togetherness, with the public library 

representing one of the crucial and increasingly sparse spaces of connection that exist in modern cities (Amin 

2008; Low 2006). 

Urban scholars have done significant work to accentuate the city as a site of óthrowntogethernessô (Massey 

2005) that is characterised by a ópermanent disequilibriumô (Wilson 2016: 453) and the ójuxtaposition of 

differenceô (Bennett, Crochane, Mohan and Neal 2016). This captures the city as made from encounters 

(Darling and Wilson 2016), instead of serving only as their backdrop, where connection and understanding 

meet tension and conflict. Everyday spaces represent central platforms that provide opportunities for 

encounters marked by diversity, where transformations can be negotiated that rethink living and being-in-the-world 

together (Oldenburg 1989). The significance of these óthird placesô has been extensively researched. Yet, some 

public spaces such as public libraries have been largely overlooked by geographers, who have otherwise 

carefully studied public institutions, including schools (Duveneck 2018), prisons (Moran, Turner and Schliehe 

2017) and asylums (Philo 2004). Emerging research has just recently begun to fill this gap (e.g. van Melik and 

Merry 2021; Hitchen 2019; Norcup 2017; Peterson 2017; Robinson 2020; Schloffel-Armstrong, Baker and 

Kearns 2021). Public libraries also remain under-appreciated within the wider society despite their obvious 

social functions (Aabß and Audunson 2012). This is surprising, given that public libraries are a central part of 

the urban social infrastructure (Klinenberg 2018). They serve as settings of óarticulated moments in networks 

of social relations and understandingsô (Massey 1991: 28) and represent critical spaces through which people 

can encounter difference in interactions with other people, ideas and knowledge, access information and build 

shared notions of belonging and social inclusion. This is particularly relevant in enabling more vulnerable and 

disadvantaged social groups, including migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers, to develop a sense of social 

well-being and connectedness to others and their surroundings (Johnston and Audunson 2017; Kosciejew 

2019).   

Research suggests that public libraries can play an important role in processes of inclusion and settlement. 

Understanding inclusion as an everyday process taking place in óordinaryô spaces of social relation and contact 

(Wessendorf and Phillimore 2018), public libraries ï due to their diverse social and educational functions  

ï emerge as critical platforms in the lives of many people but specifically in the lives of migrants and refugees. 

This is because public libraries can make inclusion processes óless traumatic for immigrants and nativesô 

(Varheim 2014: 68) by acting as ówelcoming places of refugeô (Kosciejew 2019: 90) and ófostering community 

for all individualsô, helping migrants and refugees to ónavigate the process of settlement into their new 

communitiesô (2019: 90). As people often have similar reasons for visiting libraries, contact between users can 

increase over time, allowing these groups to settle into and participate in the wider society. The literature on 
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conviviality emphasises how such social interaction may help to mediate and translate cultural differences, 

something which is particularly relevant for migrants (Meissner and Heil 2021). This can help to find óa mode 

of sociality that builds on difference rather than trying to erase or subjugate itô (Heil 2015: 323) and to manage 

urban multicultural and precarious modes of living together (Amin 2012; Wise and Noble 2016). Moreover, 

public libraries offer critical opportunities for migrants to expand and diversify their forms of contact with 

other people through library programmes (Johnston 2016), building and maintaining intercultural contacts and 

diverse social networks in increasingly multi-ethnic societies.  

Public libraries can also be understood as dynamic and ólived spacesô (cf. Lefebvre 1974) that specifically 

enable the emergence of ólightô connections and relationships. Since most libraries are shared or mixed spaces 

that accommodate multiple activities and practices, encounters of differing form, depth and duration can unfold 

here: from fleeting, banal and temporary interactions to more-personal, intimate and profound exchanges, 

(un)known others experience new, repetitive or one-time contacts that can feel (un)comfortable and emotional. 

Important here is that encounters are often chaotic, ambiguous and open-ended, with often unpredictable 

outcomes (Wilson 2016). The encounter literature also cautions against romanticising encounters and their 

effects, avoiding the ócelebratory diversity drift of convivialityô (Neal, Bennett, Cochrane and Mohan 2018: 

70). The fear here is that conviviality loses sight of the structural inequalities, insecurities, exclusions and 

harms of racism that also always shape encounters (Valentine 2008; Valluvan 2016; Vertovec 2015). Yet, 

more-recent work emphasises convivial encounters as both collaborative and conflictual moments (Meissner 

and Heil 2021) in which people (re)negotiate and (re)translate differences (Heil 2015) and build shared lives 

through difference (Wise and Noble 2016). Similarly, the scalability of encounters has been extensively 

discussed, a dominant argument being that only repetitive and in-depth ï or perhaps even engineered or staged 

encounters ï have the potential to disrupt stereotypes and prejudices of otherness, thus shifting stigmatising 

thinking in broader society (Amin 2002; Valentine 2008). Yet, a growing body of literature emphasises the 

value of óthe fleetingô in everyday life, arguing that a sense of feeling connected to others can also unfold in 

moments of everyday encounter where ódifferences are negotiated on the smallest of scales (é) [and] 

subjectivities are continuously (re)formedô (Wilson 2011: 646), inducing a sense of community and belonging 

(Blokland and Schultze 2017) and new modes of living with difference (Peterson 2019a). In this paper,  

I foreground the relevance of these ólightô encounters and emergent connections, since they transform the 

public library into a crucial site of social association and connection or ómicro publicô space (Amin 2002), 

where people can ódo togethernessô (Laurier and Philo 2006) and exchange ómundane acts of kindnessô (Thrift 

2005). Micro connections at public libraries, as this paper will show, are vital to develop a sense of conviviality 

and embeddedness in the city and in dealing with and/or overcoming crises.  

The concept of micro connections is also conceptually stimulating; inspired by Amanda Wiseôs (2005) 

notion of ómicro hopeô, I understand micro connections as óthe multiple and iterative points of connection that 

people foster in informal settings and their capacity to translate into wider notion of recognition, belonging, 

hospitality, comfort and multicultural exchange in societyô (Peterson 2019b: 5). Social interactions and 

encounters are key elements here. The concept of micro connections highlights them as an integral part of 

dealing with diversity and difference, as well as the open and gradual development of everyday urban living 

and togetherness. Taking seriously the warning by some of the encounter literature to not romanticise 

encounters and their effects (Valentine 2008), the concept of micro connections emphasises that moments and 

spaces of ólightô connection do matter, since it is then and there that people connect to the world in often 

profound ways. This speaks to literature that emphasises the politics of the everyday (Neal et al. 2018). It also 

emphasises that, since encounters and relations are scaled through the local to the global (Katz 2007), the 

connections which people forge in everyday spaces such as public libraries can enhance urban space and 

togetherness, shifting broader political imaginaries and discourse.  
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Living together is clearly not without its challenges and moments/spaces of encounter are always woven 

through with issues of non-belonging, exclusion and discrimination. Micro connections thus exist alongside 

micro aggressions (Sue 2010), the latter emphasising that unequal power relations, histories and forms of 

oppression and racism fundamentally shape past, present and future encounters (Valentine and Sadgrove 2014; 

Wilson 2016), laying open the ómicro-mechanisms of powerô (Foucault 1980 in Dirksmeier and Helbrecht 

2015: 488) ï the ways in which relations of power are always present in and shape human relations ï in 

moments of social interaction. This underlines the complexities of many encounters, bearing the potential for 

both (dis)connection, (dis)identification, (non)belonging and inclusions and exclusions. Crucial here is that the 

mutuality of micro connections and micro aggressions foregrounds mundane and mixed spaces as political, 

where living together unfolds as ónot only an active process but a shared oneô (Neal et al. 2018: 131) and where 

people negotiate their differences and similarities in often careful ways.  

This paper explores the potential of everyday spaces of encounter, specifically of public libraries, to 

facilitate the emergence of ólightô connections and relationships, nurturing more inclusive forms of urban 

togetherness and the significance that people attribute to these often mundane encounters and micro 

connections. In so doing, this paper combines findings from two research projects that explore public libraries, 

amongst other spaces, as key sites of intercultural encounter in the cities of Bremen, in Germany and Glasgow, 

in Scotland.  

Contexts and methods 

This paper builds on two research projects that investigate mixed or intercultural encounters in public libraries. 

The first project explores public libraries and peopleôs right to community and knowledge in the contemporary 

city, collaborating with local libraries in Bremen, Germany. The other project looks into everyday spaces of 

multicultural encounter as critical sites to nurture precarious yet progressive forms of living together in 

Glasgow, Scotland (Peterson 2019b). In Bremen, the participating public libraries include the large central 

library ï which serves a mix of more affluent and working-class neighbourhoods in the centre of Bremen  

ï and two smaller libraries located in the more peripheral neighbourhoods of Grºpelingen and Neue Vahr, both 

characterised by high ethnic and cultural diversity, lower incomes and lower education levels. In Glasgow,  

I explored a range of public spaces as key sites of urban diversity and multicultural living, including local 

caf®s, community centres and public libraries in the north and west of the city, with the researched local 

libraries including those in the working-class neighbourhoods of Partick and Maryhill.  

Adopting a qualitative methodological approach in both projects, this paper presents findings from my 

research in Bremen, Germany. The findings stem from ethnographic observations mapping the micro 

geographies of everyday life taking place in the participating libraries between September 2019 and October 

2021, qualitative collective mind maps collecting visitorsô experiences, stories and opinions of library life 

between September 2020 and February 2021 and initial results from in-depth interviews with diverse library 

users between June and September 2021. The Covid-19 pandemic emerged as a central research context, as 

public spaces ï including libraries ï suddenly had to close or adopt strict hygiene restrictions. Covid-19 may 

not only have contributed to the crumbling of public space (van Eck, van Melik and Schapendonk 2020) but 

also changed how people interact with and possibly view libraries as an important meeting place in the city, 

altering their relationship with public spaces in general. Methodologically, I attempted to account for these 

changed relationships as well as the hygiene restrictions by carrying out collective mind maps, where I asked 

library users to write down and collect their thoughts on specific questions on colourful sticky-notes, labels 

and slips of paper and to paste them onto movable pinboards. Since the mind maps were meant as a low-threshold, 

playful and creative way to engage with library users, no additional information on who participated was 
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collected. The boards were left standing in the libraries for a week for other visitors to see and add to the 

emerging mind maps, collecting and connecting a variety of voices. In addition, I interviewed 23 library users 

one-on-one in a private room offered to me by each library. Both methods explored the role of public libraries 

in dealing with crises, their significance in urban society, atmospheres and emotions felt and the importance 

of their design. These experiences have taught me that using different materials, objects and forms of display 

can be a creative and innovative manner in which to conduct fieldwork by enabling diverse forms of 

participation. This highlights the potential of creative and visual methods in qualitative research (Hawkins 

2015), which is perhaps even more relevant within strictly regulated research contexts. This paper also presents 

findings from my research in Glasgow, Scotland, where I spent time and observed the everyday happenings in 

the participating local libraries. I carried out 27 in-depth interviews, three focus groups and a closing event 

with diverse users of these spaces between September 2016 and October 2017.  

Inspired by a feminist ethic of care and responsibility (Edwards and Mauthner 2002), I tried to adopt  

a research practice in both projects that carefully considers óhow and what we do-and-write, think-and-feelô 

(Askins 2018: 1280). This included asking interviewees to describe their background to me, deciding for 

themselves which information to share and how their identities should be presented, including their age, 

gender, ethnic and cultural background and migratory histories. This was meant to guarantee peopleôs 

anonymity and, more importantly, foreground their voices. In terms of positionality, I often mentioned some 

of my own identities ï e.g. being a young woman with a mixed ethnic background or just recently having 

moved to Bremen at the moment of the research ï in order to connect with different people, building a rapport 

and trust and opening up new perspectives to discuss topics. A feminist approach to careful research also 

includes data analysis. Ethnographic observations were transformed into vignettes (Langer 2016) with óthick 

descriptionsô (Ponterotto 2006) detailing important observations, conversations overheard and situations I was 

part of while in the field. Similarly, I connected and organised the contents of the pinboards from the different 

libraries into one mind map per question, identifying often-mentioned themes and important verbatim 

quotations. I openly coded all interview material, looking for themes across interviews as well as for topics 

deemed relevant to specific groups or individuals, connecting themes with those collected on the mind maps 

and ethnographic vignettes, where fitting and helpful, to better understand peopleôs stories and narratives. 

Connecting spaces as platforms of urban conviviality and embeddedness 

Public libraries represent crucial connecting spaces that nurture progressive forms of living together. Being 

open to the public, libraries enable many different social groups and individuals to spend time together. 

Particularly, I suggest, the chance to observe others in libraries ï ópeople-watchingô ï provides important 

opportunities for visitors to feel closer to unknown others who also live in the city, express and receive 

emotional gestures and exchange small acts of sharing, care and support (Peterson 2017). Observing others 

was frequently mentioned by library users in both Glasgow and Bremen as one of the main and often ófunô 

activities made possible in public libraries, as indicated in the following statement by a Bremen-born middle-aged 

white woman in 2021): 

 

You can observe people ï without voyeuristic ulterior motives, mind you! [laughs] But you can just watch 

what others are doing, the kids running around, people browsing the shelves. (é) Everybody does it!  

I often see people watching others.  

 

This comment underlines people-watching as a fleeting encounter taking place at a distance that is still 

experienced as valuable and meaningful in its own right. As this woman engages with others through observing 
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them, I suggest that micro connections emerge as feelings of co-presence and familiarity with difference 

(Blokland and Schultze 2017). Since observing others means getting in touch with others who are part of the 

social fabric of society, people can come to terms with their differences and similarities and with diversity as 

commonplace (Wessendorf 2014). Some people, such as this East-Asian, Kong Kong-born young woman in 

Glasgow in 2017, also commented on the added value and significance of observing others:  

 

People-watching is a kind of socialisation as well [because] maybe you will smile at [people] and they will 

smile back. That is good enough for me already. That makes me feel less lonely.  

 

The light and temporary connections seem to enable this young woman to fight feelings of loneliness and 

disconnection, developing a sense of belonging in their place. This emphasises the significance of óthe fleetingô 

and encapsulates belonging as both a be-ing and a longing for attachments (cf. Probyn 1996). Fleeting 

encounters and transient connections as social relations, then, can have practical and affective consequences, 

specifically for migrants. As óweak tiesô, they can serve as ófirst steps towards social as well as structural 

integrationô (Wessendorf and Phillimore 2018: 130) as they provide ómuch needed information or even just  

a sense of humanity, which can be crucial to a migrantôs lifeô (2018: 134). The above-mentioned statement 

also indicates that fleeting encounters are often woven through with emotive elements and gestures, in this 

case smiling, that can fulfil a personôs yearning for sharing and receiving emotional responses from other 

human beings. These moments of sensed connection may be small and temporary; however, they can build up 

over the course of a day and have a ócritical flow-on effectô (Wise 2005) as people develop a sense of 

conviviality in the city that is felt beyond their immediate environment. The emotional and felt dimensions of 

encounters and their outcomes are the focus of a growing body of feminist research (e.g. Askins 2016; Everts 

and Wagner 2012; Smith, Davidson, Cameron and Bondi 2009). 

Another important characteristic of public libraries as spaces of micro connection is their ability to 

accommodate a myriad of activities and social groups, unthinkable in other urban spaces, that enable people 

to get in touch with and connect to others and to ódo identities togetherô (Peterson 2019a, i.e. forming new and 

shared identities around common interests and passions that better capture how people think of themselves. 

Since these activities and groups are often of no or low cost and repetitive in nature, different bodies are 

routinely brought together and into relation. I suggest that this opens up opportunities for people to experience 

more personal and intimate encounters and to identify points of commonality and difference (Iveson and 

Fincher 2011). Fostering these common interests and identities can contribute to a convivial atmosphere in 

shared spaces and lead to a sense of connection and understanding (Wiseman 2020) that moves towards more 

socially inclusive societies. A knitting group in which I participated in a local Glaswegian library illustrates 

some of the effects that can flow out of enacting these shared identifications:  

 

I am a knitter now! (é) When I first came to the library, I saw the knitting group ï the library is a big open 

space. I observed them. After some time, I walked over and talked to them about the knitting. They gave me 

some wool and needleséwe had tea. (é) I now sometimes see [two group members] at the supermarket or 

on the streetéwe will talk. I like that [because] it makes me feel more at home (Young woman, East-Asian, 

born in China, Glasgow 2017). 

 

This young woman touches upon the open and public sense of the library and the group enabling her to engage 

in this spontaneous encounter that seems to open up, re-work and shift her sense of self in relation to others 

and local communities. Feminist work emphasises the unequal relations of power that all bodies are embedded 

in (Butler 1993), some of which, I suggest, may be renegotiated and shifted in this moment of micro connection 
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as this young woman enacts the shared identity of óbeing a knitterô and realises that she can have a place in the 

local community. Materiality is an important element of the knitting-group encounters, as becomes clear in the 

following statement from this white middle-aged, USA-born female in Glasgow in 2017:  

   

I was terrified [the first time I attended the group] but I got here and they were just lovely people. (é)  

I have learnt a lot about their lives over time. I have talked about my life. (é) We work on our things, talk 

about what everybodyôs working on. I might say óOh, thatôs lovely. Who are you making it for?ô (é) or  

I can lean back and listen to what they are talking about. I hear about their lives, what theyôre doing.  

 

This woman emphasises how the groupôs engagement with the materials ï the needles, wool and crafted 

garments ï enables interaction and communication to emerge between them, as they discuss and comment on 

each otherôs work ï and the doing of it ï and share materials among them. This can create openings for fragile 

relations, identifications and connections to emerge between group members (Peterson 2019a). It can also ease 

feelings of uncertainty that are part of many intercultural encounters, as this woman talks about exchanging 

stories and gaining ï as well as giving ï insights into each otherôs personal lives while leaning back and 

participating in the groupôs convivial atmosphere. Central here is the fact that the resulting micro connections 

can serve as stepping stones towards developing a sense of embeddedness that stretches beyond the immediate 

group setting, enabling both women to feel connected to the city and óat homeô in the wider society. Especially 

for migrants, embedding in local communities is often a complex, dynamic and differentiated process (Ryan 

2018). Yet, when it came to discussing library group encounters, some interviewees ï like this Turkmenistan-born 

Central-Asian/German young woman in Glasgow in 2017 ï remarked on the possibility of groups becoming 

cliquey and potentially exclusionary spaces:  

 

Groups can start to feel like a clique. If you come to a group that is already established, it can be less 

flexible to accommodate new people. You can feel a sort of pressure to fit in amongst all the others. You 

start to ask yourself óWhere is my place?ô (é) A lot of places have certain images attached to them which 

can work against some people feeling welcome there. (é) That can give you a feeling of not belonging in 

a group or a place. You donôt look the same. You feel that you donôt fit in. (é) At the same time, it can 

create a bond between the people who always go there but it can exclude people who join later.  

 

While not mentioning a specific a situation or moment of exclusion, this woman comments on how groups can 

provide an opportunity both for bonding and identifying with others and also for excluding people, making 

them feel different, unwelcome and out-of-place. These processes depend on a specific groupôs dynamics and 

inner workings, yet show how groups meeting in public spaces, including libraries, may reproduce and deepen 

dividing lines of non-belonging and exclusion. Similarly, people understood that the óthrowntogethernessô 

(Massey 2005) of public libraries can pose challenges, for example by restricting certain practices or behaviour 

that may further push aside already marginalised individuals and groups and their needs. As this older white, 

Bremen-born gentleman said in 2021, these individuals and groups include the homeless or the young:  

 

It is not permitted to sleep here or to drink alcohol or to smoke, which doesnôt restrict most people. For 

some, it can be a problem. Like, I have seen somebody sleeping in the library (é) who, I think, was 

homeless. (é) Staff woke him up and told him thatôs not possible here. (é) Or some youngsters. They act 

out, push the limits. (é) Staff will rein this behaviour in and, most of the time, the kids quieten down. (é) 

They also donôt want to throw them out or put them off but itôs to ensure the collective good.  
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While public libraries are often spaces of care, inclusion and participation that can work against 

marginalisation, this statement illustrates that contestations of social power that include and exclude are also 

at work in the public library (Lees 1997). These contestations are experienced in tangible ways here, as this 

gentleman notes how a seemingly homeless man was woken up by staff and told that sleeping was out of place 

in the library. Likewise, he states that young people have to be óreined inô if their behaviour transgresses the 

arguably óproperô and ófittingô norms of the library. The willingness to comply with library policies and norms 

makes the library a common ground where all visitors are treated in more or less the same way yet, upon 

transgression, some become more visible than others and are positioned as ódisruptive minoritiesô (Cronin 

2002). Without going into too much detail here, it was interesting that, when mentioning these issues, most 

interviewees were quick to point out that the collective character of public libraries meant that a bit more 

acceptance and leeway for these groups and their needs was shown than perhaps would have been in other 

places in the city, indicating how these contestations of inclusion and exclusion are somewhat flexible and 

negotiable (Hodgetts, Stolte, Chamberlain, Radley, Nikora, Nabalarua and Groot 2008). Moreover ï and in 

terms of working against discrimination ï the increasing ethnic and cultural diversity of library staff was 

emphasised by interviewees such as this German-born white older woman in 2021:  

 

I mean, discrimination is everywhere [in society], so probably here as well [but] the library tries toé well, 

for example, different people work here. Some speak different languages [besides German]. That makes  

a difference. Seeing diverse people. (é) Everybody who comes here can talk to a member of staff who they 

feel comfortable with. (é) That can help, maybe, with feeling more comfortable when you are visiting the 

library and [to feel] that different kinds of people are welcome here.  

 

She touches on the diversity management of many public libraries, which attempt to diversify who works for 

libraries and is visible as a member of staff, to more aptly capture who lives in the city and calls it their home 

and to reflect the super-diversity of most societies (cf. Vertovec 2015). While diversity management should 

be regarded critically (e.g. Chan 2020), this woman sees it as an opportunity to give library visitors, many of 

whom are super-diverse themselves, a chance to feel recognised, seen and more in place in the library which, 

she suggests, might work against experiences of discrimination encountered elsewhere in the city. Crucial in 

this statement is the understanding that experiences of discrimination, exclusion and non-belonging are also 

part of library life for some people and echo social inequalities and insecurities at play in the wider society.  

Despite these difficulties and perhaps more-negative aspects of the processes ongoing in libraries, I suggest 

that public libraries represent critical nurturing grounds for urban togetherness and belonging, potentially 

shifting dominant understandings of these terms by opening up opportunities for experiencing transient 

connections and developing shared identifications and relations with others. This is particularly important 

when it comes to processes of inclusion, since even fleeting connections can challenge the fear of óthe otherô 

embedded in some migrant encounters and óopen up space for a low-stakes sort of inclusion where interactions 

are short livedô (Ye 2019: 484). This allows, according to Ye (2019: 485), for a óbreathable sort of diversityô 

that can foster everyday forms of inclusion. As such, public libraries are also a key social infrastructure in the 

urban context, understood here as óinstallations of possibilityô (Lossau 2017: 176, own translation), where 

cross-cultural interaction and social connectivity can unfold, contributing to a more social and just city. The 

latter has become particularly obvious in light of the continuing Covid-19 pandemic, with the following section 

examining the significance of public libraries as connecting spaces in times of crisis.  
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Connecting with others in times of crisis 

The Covid-19 pandemic has severely altered everyday life and public space, including public libraries. For 

those using libraries, these changes became very clear as óthe sudden changing social infrastructure of 

[libraries] as vital meeting sites of unfettered social interactionsô (van Eck et al. 2020: 374) temporaril y 

collapsed in March 2020. In Germany, media outlets reported feelings of outrage, fear and sadness at the 

closure of this important cornerstone of urban public life. Interestingly, the city of Bremen, as a city state, was 

able to keep its libraries open to the public by putting in place strict hygiene and social distancing rules ï their 

doors were only really shut during the first wave of the virus in early 2020. Consequently, the local media 

reported people willingly waiting in line to use libraries once they reopened in May 2020 (Messerschmidt 

2020) and emphasised libraries as important sites of social contact and connectivity during the pandemic (Knief 

2020). Nevertheless, the situation also emphasises the fragility of public space and publicness. Often taken for 

granted while being used, the importance of public spaces as social infrastructure is only really noticed and 

lamented when they break down (Latham and Layton 2019). Librariesô fragility in the face of the Covid-19 

pandemic thus begs the question of what happens to the micro connections emerging here, with their temporary 

break-down potentially deepening dividing lines in urban society.  

While the Covid-19 pandemic immediately comes to mind when hearing the word ócrisisô at present, the 

term is highly complex (Brinks and Ibert 2020). In the context of my research, I approach the term ócrisisô in 

an open and explorative manner, to capture peopleôs varied interpretations of the word and the role which 

public libraries may play in dealing with / overcoming different crises. This approach has proved useful, with 

people expressing a multi-faceted and complex understanding of the term. This understanding ranges from 

personal perceptions, e.g. depression, social isolation and loneliness, aging or becoming a parent, to more 

societal ones, including the órefugee crisisô, living together, migration flows or educationally distant groups. 

These findings deserve more-detailed discussion beyond the scope of this paper. Here, my intention is to focus 

on peopleôs reflections on the library as an inter-connecting space at a time of continuing crisis caused by the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Despite the strict regulations which public libraries in Bremen have had to put in place in 

order to remain open, the people I have spoken to for my collective mind maps emphasised their continued 

longing for social closeness, fleeting encounters and ósmallô moments of feeling connected to others, even 

given librariesô current reduced and more ósterileô state. Frequent comments on the collective mind maps 

included óThe library is a place where feeling and being close to others is still possible in some small wayô 

(Bremen, November 2020) and óThe library lets people be there for one anotherô (Bremen, February 2021), 

indicating that public libraries remain powerful inter-connecting spaces, although limited in terms of how 

(long) people can encounter others due to social distancing rules. Other visitor statements suggested that the 

current situation even strengthens the value that people attach to the now predominantly fleeting library 

encounters in an urban landscape with otherwise scarce possibilities for social contact. People mentioned that 

óSpending time and seeing people matters, even at a distanceô (Bremen, November 2020) and that óThe library 

is the only place where I can still see peopleô (Bremen, December 2020). Others highlighted that óThe library 

is a constant, stable place where everything is mostly the sameô (Bremen, November 2020), adhering to the 

micro connections experienced there which serve as a remnant of normality, reminding people of how they 

used to ódo togethernessô in urban settings now nearly rendered beyond recognition. As mentioned earlier, 

fleeting interactions and transient exchanges constitute a substantial part of how people come together and 

build connections in public spaces like libraries (Peterson 2017). In the context of the Covid-19 crisis, the 

above-mentioned statements suggest that togetherness emerges as a fleeting network of social connections that 

library users can tap into, giving them a chance to check in with the experiences of others who also live in the 
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city and, as one person argued, to ócollectively try to deal with Covid-19 and to look out for each otherô 

(Bremen, February 2021). 

Yet, not everyone agreed that the public library helped them to better deal with the Covid-19 crisis. In some 

interviews, people like this older German man in Bremen in 2021 mentioned that the continuing crisis has 

severely impacted on ónormalô library life, with the strict hygiene restrictions limiting library activities and 

routines:   

 

Unfortunately, [the library hasnôt helped me to better deal with the Covid-19 crisis] because opening times 

have been limited and because I come here to sit and read, which still isnôt possible. I miss that. Thatôs why 

the library isnôt that helpful to me during this crisis. [short break] But in principle, yes, because I can still 

come here and access my things. Sometimes I see known faces, talk to the staff. Both are important during 

this crisis.  

 

He touches upon feelings of frustration and perhaps a longing for óordinaryô library life, which were  

oft-mentioned emotions in many interviews, as people expressed feelings of stress, frustration and sometimes 

anger at not being able to access and use library spaces in the city as they used to do. This reveals the 

importance of public libraries as key social infrastructures (Klinenberg 2018) and as lived and felt places where 

emotions ï which shape how society feels to different people ï become known (Hitchen 2019). 

Simultaneously, this statement alludes to the significance of fleeting encounters and the impact of low-key 

sociality, touched upon earlier in this paper, in the context of the current crisis, with this gentleman remarking 

that short-lived interactions and passing encounters with other library users do matter. Interestingly, when 

discussing the disruptions to previous and ónormalô library life, a common trend across the interviews was that 

the same people often clarified that they experienced these disruptions as only temporarily and quick to 

overcome. Most interviewees connected this feeling to the efforts made by the participating libraries to 

guarantee access and activities, even though with added hygiene and distancing rules in place. As such, the 

above statement captures the ambivalence of how the library space is experienced and felt by visitors during 

Covid-19, indicating both how social relations are strained in this public space and how there can be hopeful 

and productive encounters that carve out ógeographies of possibilitiesô of relating to others (Ye 2016). I suggest 

that this also implies how the micro connections formed and forged in public libraries did not break down 

during the Covid-19 crisis but remained flexible and elastic (enough) forms of connection that continue to 

contribute to (the emergence of) sociabilities in diverse settings during crisis times. 

Moreover, I suggest that the emerging micro connections represent moments of opportunity for some 

visitors to develop a sense of resistance to the current crisis. On my collective mind maps, resistance emerged 

as a feeling of being competent and able to successfully manage uncertainties. Re-occurring phrases that people 

used to describe how libraries help them to handle the Covid-19 pandemic included óComing here makes me 

feel powerfulô and óThe library helps me to keep calm during stressful situations like Covid-19ô (Bremen, 

November 2020). I suggest that resistance may nurture a sense of óontological securityô (Botterill, Hopkins 

and Sanghera 2019) as people experience everyday and embodied forms of security. They also establish 

óanchor pointsô (Grzymala-Kazlowska and Ryan 2022) in local libraries, helping them to maintain and 

strengthen a sense of safety and stability while navigating the Covid-19-lanscape of increased uncertainty, 

stress, fear and anxiety. This sense of security may be small and óinward-lookingô (Philo 2012) and more about 

well-being and peopleôs emotions and everyday practices (cf. Giddens 1991) than protection and defence, yet 

it represents an important psychosocial strategy that people can use to resist the uncertainties of current urban 

life. Here, the role of emotions also became particularly clear as many people perceived the micro connections 

in public libraries as a way to enact feelings of hope and óhopeful affectô (Wise 2013). Visitors mentioned  
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óI can still come here, that gives me hopeô (December 2020) and óComing to the library is like a ray of light 

and makes me hopeful for our futureô (November 2020). The importance of experiencing hope-full encounters 

in dealing with feelings of fear and sadness provoked by the Covid-19 pandemic also became clear in some 

interviews: 

  

I was very scared at the beginning [of the Covid-19 crisis] when everything was closed. I thought óI canôt 

go anywhere. I canôt do anything, just sit at homeô. That made me very sad. But even then, I could book an 

online appointment at the library and tell them which books I wanted to borrow, [which] gave me a good 

feeling. (é) The library was also mostly open during the Covid-19 crisis. We could see people! [laughs] 

We donôt talk but even that gave me the feeling that óI am not isolated! There is still a place, where I can 

see peopleô. Seeing people is important. [laughs] We need it. We are social creatures. To feel that we arenôt 

isolated, that the social isnôt all broken but that social life continues. (é) Itôs a feeling of connection to 

other people. (é) It made me happy that the library was doing this for the people and the neighbourhood. 

(é) That really helped me with this feeling of fear. Made me less sad [smiles] (Middle-aged East-Asian 

woman, Bremen 2021). 

 

She touches upon how the disruption of the Covid-19 crisis has affected her daily life, with the public library 

ï as an important óeverydayô space of social contact and human connection ï being temporarily taken away 

from her, resulting in feelings of stress, fear and sadness. Importantly, she also underlines the impact which 

very low-level forms of social interaction, in this case seeing other people, can have in dealing with these 

feelings, evoking more positive emotions in their place. I argue that this illustrates how even small moments 

of felt connection can become crucial anchor points (cf. Grzymala-Kazlowska and Ryan 2022) when dealing 

with the Covid-19 crisis, perhaps contributing to the ósocial intimaciesô mentioned in the introduction of this 

special section and enabling people to maintain a shared and connected sense of place and belonging.   

Conclusions 

This paper set out to capture the importance of connecting spaces in the city, arguing that public libraries 

represent key urban settings of being together that are crucial to the development of a sense of conviviality and 

embeddedness in the city and the overcoming of crises. As such, this paper combined findings from two 

research projects that investigate mixed or intercultural encounters taking place in public libraries in the cities 

of Bremen in Germany and Glasgow in Scotland. Both follow van Eck et al.ôs (2020) call for geographers to 

engage with the lived experiences of public spaces as well as to question how their changing function as 

important social infrastructures might impact on the experience of shared urban communality. 

In attempting to do so, this paper used the conceptual framing of micro connections to shift attention to the 

importance of seemingly superficial, transient and ólightô encounters and connections and the spaces that make 

them possible, such as public libraries. This approach takes seriously the potential of these fragile connections 

between people, attempting to flesh out their effects on urban society: some of the effects touched upon in this 

paper include the development of a sense of familiarity with difference, a feeling of connectedness and shared 

emotionality with others and a notion of belonging across scales, connecting the local to the regional, the 

national to the global and back. In so doing, I have attempted to emphasise the gradual, step-by-step emergence 

of urban togetherness and belonging and the fragility of these processes as they form the connective tissue in 

urban society. This also adds to our understanding of social connections in everyday situations and spaces as 

key elements in processes of inclusion. 
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The emphasis throughout this paper was on a specific public space: the public library. This focus is 

deliberate, since there continues to be a lack of engagement with public libraries as vital spaces of encounter 

and connection in much of the geography literature. This paper thus adds to the growing interest of some 

geographers in this unique public space (e.g. Peterson 2017; Hitchen 2019; Norcup 2017; Robinson 2020; 

Schloffel-Armstrong et al. 2021; van Melik and Merry 2021). Turning geographic interest onto public libraries 

is also a worthwhile endeavour because the latter represent key spaces of social infrastructure (Klinenberg 

2018) that it is crucial to study in more depth if our understanding of the texture of urban life and what makes 

a ógoodô city (Latham and Layton 2019) is to be advanced. Increasingly put under pressure by the widening of 

neoliberal thinking in urban development and planning, public libraries are one of the ever-fewer urban settings 

that are still without commercial interests and are accessible, public and socially engaged spaces, where forms 

of low-key sociality and urban togetherness can unfold and be nurtured. Public libraries deserve more of our 

attention as they constitute essential platforms of social life where some of the lines that divide urban society 

may be bridged.  
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Introduction: thinking about citizenship and civic engagement 

Before Covid-19 forced New York City schools to close, our ParentïTeacher Association (PTA) president 

called for volunteers to run the afterschool programme, book sale, holiday dance and a writing campaign 

demanding that the city government provide more autonomy for public schools. Hands shot up. Permanent 

residents from Italy, Canada, Morocco, Japan and Romania agreed to run these programmes with US-citizen 

parents (both naturalised and native-born) and others with questionable immigration statuses. I knew some 

intended to remain permanent residents. Why would they invest so much energy when they were not citizens? 

My PTA meeting experience is neither new nor unique. Regardless of immigration status, there are countless 

stories of immigrants providing services. Certainly, immigrants provide labour; that is why many come and 

are paid. Of course, some immigrants come as religious officiants or forced (sexual and other) labourers or 

unpaid spouses, all of whose labour is often taken for granted. However, what is more curious is the donation 

of labour to build the community. In April 2021, President George W. Bush appeared on a television talk show 

to salute recently naturalised health-care workers. The former president asserted that these doctors, nurses and 

medical technicians óput their lives on the line for a country that wasnôt yet theirsô (Today with Hoda & Jenna 

2021). 

If the country ówasnôt yet theirsô, when would it be? Are they ócitizens-in-waiting?ô (Motomura 2006)? 

Why make sacrifices for the country? Stories about immigrant civic engagement and how it varies by race, 

gender, ethnicity and immigration status is well studied. These examinations appraise degrees of theoretical 

citizenness (Harper 2007) ï i.e., how well immigrants1 adopt local practices and participate in daily communal 

life ï presupposing a universal, unilinear and progressive immigrant integration path (Harper 2007). The 

foreigner-to-member adjustment follows the mastery of what Fortier (2017: 3) calls citizenisation, i.e., the 

óintegration policyô that requires non-citizens to acquire ócitizen-likeô skills and values when seeking 

citizenship or other statuses (e.g., settlement). This imagined trajectory tantalises policymakers and researchers 

alike as it promises simplicity and legibility to recalcitrant facts about immigrantsô settlement paths over time 

and space. It renders immigrants perennially in the process of arriving (Boersma and Schinkel 2018). It 

confirms the normalcy of settler migration, the rightness of the decision to immigrate and an unspoken subtext 

whereby receiving societies are inherently better than left-behind places. Simultaneously, it offers the image 

of migrants negotiating parallel lives (Orton 2010) until ótheô magic moment when migrant integration is 

completed, ostensibly concomitant with naturalisation (Harper 2007, 2017; Sayad 1993) and assume full rights 

and obligations. It suggests that immigrant civic participation marks successful attachment to adopted 

countries. It suggests that the process is visible, knowable and desirable even if none of those conditions are 

true (Boersma and Schinkel 2018). This perspective fixedly represents receiving-state expectations. The 

metrics capture what we can count or how natives imagine their own ógood citizenô behaviour. It ignores the 

fact that immigrants naturalise (or do not) for a spectrum of strategic or tactical reasons (Harper 2007, 2011, 

2017; Sredanovic 2022) and non-rational purposes of identity, social norms or attachment, among others 

(Harper 2007, 2011).  

 This article examines the connection between immigrantsô understandings of citizenship and their civic 

engagement. I explore how immigrants perceive that citizenship (whether they have naturalised, can naturalise, 

were rejected from naturalisation or have no interest in naturalising) affects their civic engagement. Citizenship 

can be understood here as naturalisation (the bureaucratic process) or what immigrants believe is constitutive 

with the lived experience of being a citizen. Following Isin (2019), I suggest that these performances of 

citizenship ï exercising, claiming and performing rights and duties and creatively transforming its meanings 

and functions ï is citizen-making, transforming the collective social meaning of ócitizenô. These acts of 

citizenship effectively refuse, resist or subvert orientations ï óéstrategies and technologies in which they find 
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themselves implicated and the solidaristic, agonistic and alienating relationships in which they are caughtô 

(Isin and Nielsen 2008: 38). Citizen-making transpires independently from formal process or status and 

whether immigrants are naturalised, can naturalise, are ineligible or are rejected from naturalisation. 

Naturalisation is not necessarily an outcome of citizen-making. Naturalisation is the stateôs formal process to 

render foreigners citizens. Naturalisation may not accord with what immigrants believe renders them citizens. 

I posit that immigrants construct their own notions of what citizens are and what formal citizenship does; by 

shaping the spectrum of what can be considered civic engagement, they remake the idea of citizenship. 

Immigrant subjects óconstitute themselves as citizensé as those to whom the right to have rights is dueô (Isin 

and Nielsen 2008: 2). As Hamann and Yurdakul (2018: 110) assert, immigrants óécontest and transform 

dominant notions of the nation-state, state control, national sovereignty, citizenship, and participationô. These 

definitions afford new opportunities for citizenship in the modern globalised polity (Isin 2019). Listening to 

immigrantsô thoughts about naturalisation informs us about contesting exclusion and the emergence of new 

citizen-outsiders in the state in which they are long-term residents (Byrne 2017).  

Governments make assumptions about immigrants and then craft policies based on those assumptions, 

anticipating effective naturalisation outcomes: state security and trustworthy citizens. Insufficient information 

about immigrant imaginations of citizenship and related civic engagement can have important policy 

implications. Naturalisations are the last security border protecting the country from unknown (and potentially 

dangerous) foreigners. Do those who cannot or will not naturalise and those rejected for naturalisation behave 

like those whom the state naturalises? Is naturalisation necessary for ógoodô citizenship? Naturalisation policy 

is known; it is published on government websites and pronounced through official rhetoric. Shifting the gaze 

to immigrantsô self-narratives of citizenisation offers prisms into integration and connections with citizenship. 

This study includes those who have naturalised or hold an immigration status necessary for naturalisation  

(i.e., those who can and will naturalise, those who can but do not want to naturalise, those rejected for 

naturalisation or those who do not meet eligibility requirements).  

I find that immigrants naturalise for different reasons and this informs their civic engagement. Sometimes, 

they naturalise to protect themselves from the state, yet naturalisation cannot protect them. Immigrants describe 

civic engagement or óacts of citizenshipô that are more expansive and sometimes narrower than ócollective or 

individual deeds that rupture social-historical patternsô (Isin and Nielsen 2008). Many actions are not 

revolutionary or intended to affect state power or politics. Some fit normal scopes of civic engagement or are 

paid. Many respondents would not call what they do óengagementô, even when it demands change from the 

state or society. Often, these actions are quiet but have the propensity to yield quality-of-life improvements.  

I question how state-designed naturalisation processes ignore immigrantsô perspectives and, thus, ineffectively 

select the citizens whom the state says it wants. Hopefully, this work on immigrant perspectives on citizenship, 

naturalisation and civic engagement will inform better state policies. States ignoring immigrant understandings 

of naturalisation and citizenship do so at their peril. 

Why does civic engagement matter? 

In their seminal work on participation and democratic practice, Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995: 1) assert, 

óCitizen participation is at the heart of democracyô. Naturalized citizens are legally and socially understood to 

be part of the democratic citizenry but what roles exist for potential citizens and how should they participate 

if political citizenship is not yet (or will never be) an option? The practice of active citizenship is a process, 

not an outcome. People learn, practice and transmit political knowledge and develop social networks through 

civic organisations (Verba et al. 1995). Participation serves as a base for mobilisation and social movement 

activity, to promote social mobility and social recognition (both inside and outside their communities), to 
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develop modes for political influence (Brettell and Reed-Danahay 2011) and to engage with political actors 

mobilising people already involved in community civic life (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). Civic engagement 

can have a meaningful effect on immigrant incorporation and political socialisation in different ways for men 

and women in both the receiving country (Ramakrishnan 2006; Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad 2008) and 

sending country (Jones-Correa 1998). Civic engagement can even lead to better mental health by promoting 

connections to others, sharing experiences and being considered members, thus generating a feeling of full 

citizenship. As Harper et al. (2017: 211) assert, engagement produces three kinds of benefit: óéa broad sense 

of participation and belonging through civic consciousness at a macrolevel, intermediate-level interactions 

with ñfamiliar strangersò in public spaces, and more intimate microlevel social connections through family, 

friendship, and institutionsô. They go on to posit that engagement yields important identity and solidarity 

connections which have the propensity to proffer feelings of belonging and well-being. These include the 

associational, social organisational and structural relationship connections that arise in encountering spaces 

from doing things and being with others (Cantle 2005; Orton 2010) and ósocial incidentalô relationships (Orton 

2010: 30) or superficial interactions with people (i.e., Harper et al.ôs 2017 ófamiliar strangersô) with whom you 

have regular but fleeting conversations. Civic engagement affects the quality of community life, as higher 

densities of civic associations reflect higher levels of interpersonal trust and the quality and alacrity of government 

services (Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti 1994). Putnamôs (2000, 2007) later work on social fragmentation and a lack 

of civic cohesiveness due to a lack of civic engagement are taken up in the tongue-in-cheek title of Ramakrishnanôs 

(2006) chapter óBut do they bowl?ô, questioning immigrantsô civic engagement and ability to be mobilised in 

group-based activities. Putnamôs (2000, 2007) assertion that diversity reduces social solidarity and social 

capital has been harshly taken to task for its attacks on social cohesion and ethnocultural heterogeneity (Portes 

and Vickstrom 2011). The search for a traditional communitarian mechanical solidarity built on cultural 

homogeneity and acquaintances is neither reflective of nor appropriate for the forms of organic solidarity built 

on heterogeneity, role differentiation and a complex division of labour which one finds in modern society 

(Portes and Vickstrom 2011).  

State expectations for civic engagement  

Eligibility requirements for naturalisation in both Germany and the US are time-, money-, presence-, 

knowledge- and behaviour-based. Effectively, states seek applicants who settle down, follow the law, submit 

to the regime, are financially solvent and are moderate in comportment and political expression (i.e., non-

criminal, non-extremist behaviour). The ógood moral characterô requirement is a retrospective evaluation of 

bad behaviour without considering good behaviour. Applications provide no place to cite volunteering, 

caregiving, participating in or leading associations or protesting in normal politics. Even at naturalisation 

conferral (normally a protracted private meeting with a civil servant in Germany or a public ceremony in the 

US) applicants are asked whether or not they lied on their application or committed reprehensible disqualifying 

acts since submitting the application. No one asks about good works. 

The stateôs goal is to exclude the bad but not necessarily admit the good. Naturalisation is the stateôs final 

security check, an administrative border to traverse before citizenship (Aptekar 2016; Harper 2017). The state 

demands that the applicant swear (or affirm) to the tenets in the German Basic Law or US Constitution, 

respectively. This lack of interrogation about civic engagement or good citizenship is perplexing, as the state 

celebrates and expects citizen participation following naturalisation. The United States Citizenship and 

Immigration Service (2020) considers participation in the community as an obligation of citizens to: 

¶ support and defend the Constitution; 

¶ stay informed of the issues affecting your community; 
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¶ participate in the democratic process; 

¶ respect and obey federal, state and local laws; 

¶ respect the rights, beliefs and opinions of others; 

¶ participate in your local community; 

¶ pay income and other taxes honestly ï and on time ï to federal, state and local authorities; 

¶ serve on a jury when called upon; and 

¶ defend the country should the need arise. 

The German government declares that civic engagement is óthe backbone of our societyô and that civic 

engagement and public service are óessential for individual participation, social integration, prosperity, cultural 

life, stable democratic structures and social tiesô (BMI 2020). The citizenship and naturalisation proposal from 

the Social DemocraticïGreensïFree Democrats coalition, the first new government in the post-Merkel era, may 

bring some recognition for participation.2 The (non-binding) coalition programme proposes easing naturalisation 

eligibility requirements (language requirements and dual nationality) by appreciating the contributions (ólifelong 

achievementô) to Germany and the structural barriers impeding naturalisation for long-standing immigrant 

guestworkers (the Gastarbeiter generation).  The idea of assessing integration and the value of contributions 

is not new. Austria, Denmark, France, Germany and the Netherlands have civic integration tests. The UK 

floated a scheme in 2010 for óearningô citizenship through volunteering, labour, language acquisition, 

citizenship tests, etc. The German construction Staatsangehºrigkeit erwerben (to earn or acquire citizenship) 

already reflects this reality linguistically.  

There is a functional expectation of future civic engagement practices without any previous history. 

Naturalisation requirements do not consider how immigrants imagine themselves as citizens or demonstrate 

citizen behaviour. Aside from being law-abiding residents, not engaging in extreme politics and (in the US) 

not becoming public charges, the state tolerates non-citizen-immigrants and makes few demands. There are 

few expectations of any kind for permanent residents, including those rejected for naturalisation or who do not 

meet eligibility requirements.  

My PTA experience and research findings suggest that diversity, citizenship and civic engagement 

interactions are complex. The variations in the idea of civic engagement are claims to rights and forms of 

activity that are explicitly outside those recognised by the institutions. The state-dominant narrative of 

immigrant óintegrationô that frequently shapes policy and research agendas often discounts the dynamic dance 

of inclusion and exclusion which morphs people, conditions and their relationships as they interact. This 

narrative often lacks portions of the spectrum of immigrant perspectives, like immigrants rejected for 

naturalisation or who do not meet eligibility requirements.  

Methods 

This article is part of a larger project on understanding citizenship, drawing on a dataset of 150 one-hour 

interviews with permanent residents and naturalised citizens in New York and Berlin in 2004ï2010 and 2016ï2020. 

Study eligibility required that participants held permanent residency (US legal permanent residency (LPRs, 

ógreen cardô) or its German (roughly) equivalent (unbefristete Aufenthaltserlaubnis), were able to 

communicate in the countryôs dominant language, had completed at least secondary education and had lived 

for at least five years in the country. These items were selected to match state-preferred criteria for citizenship: 

labour-force age, legal status, language competency, educational achievement and signs of settlement.3 I made 

initial contact through postings and outreach through community-based organisations (CBOs) and then 

snowballing. Discussions4 were convened in CBO offices, caf®s or an interview suite. Interviews were digitally 

recorded, transcribed and coded. Using an inductive method of constant comparison (Corbin and Strauss 2014) 
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in different rounds, I explored the emic experience of categorisation, liminal status, hierarchy of status and 

precarity of permanent residency. I interrogated differences over time. I coded the interview transcripts using 

Atlas.ti (a qualitative analysis programme) to uncover key themes for the dynamic interviewing process until 

theoretical saturation transpired. Throughout, I wrote dynamic theoretical memos about themes and mapped 

their relationships. I formally and informally shared my findings with colleagues, examining how immigrants 

imagine and practice citizenship. The project followed the ethical standards for human research in accordance 

with the CUNY Institutional Review Board.  

A key element of interpretive work questions researcher biases in data collection and interpretations. I am 

a US-EU (Republic of Ireland) dual national whose immigrant and refugee ancestors hailed from six different 

countries. I grew up hearing stories about immigrant settlement in New York. As an adult, I learned German 

and worked in Berlin as a Robert Bosch Fellow. Thus, I have some first-hand experience of the kinds of 

interaction with the state, natives, co-ethnics and others discussed by my interview partners. I married an ethnic 

German immigrant to the US and vicariously lived experiences described by my interview partners through 

him and my dual-national children. My positionality offered a unique purview as both an insider and an 

outsider. Commonly, my interview partners remarked that I was ónon-threateningô and óeasy to talk toô.  

I attribute this to my appearance as a middle-aged, phenotypically ambiguous, cis-gendered woman. I believe 

my interviewees spoke candidly since many recounted painful or embarrassing events. Like Fuji (2010),  

I recognise that people sometimes inaccurately retell stories and considered this in analysis. 

Naturalisation, citizenship and engagement  

How people viewed óbeing a citizenô (meaning, here, naturalising and experiencing what naturalisation would 

provide) affected civic engagement. Effectively, there were three main perspectives on citizenship. People 

could be political by nature, benefit-seekers or claims-asserters.5 In all cases, how they perceived what 

naturalisation would yield shaped their civic engagement. Importantly, thoughts about participation were the 

same regardless of what I will call their citizenship condition (i.e., whether they had naturalised, were ineligible 

for naturalisation or had been rejected for naturalisation or had no interest in it). As I will show later, actions 

differed by citizenship condition. Those who were political by nature perceived naturalisation only as a way 

to escape governmental bureaucratic interference in peopleôs private lives ï i.e., to facilitate border-crossing 

and eliminate visas. With or without naturalisation, they joined clubs, donated money, demonstrated, etc. In 

contrast, the benefit-seekers perceived citizenship as a path to economic and social benefits ï better jobs, 

apartments, spouses, sex partners and scholarships. They were unlikely to engage civically in the receiving or 

sending country except for limited activities (one-time event attendance, demonstrations, charitable donations, 

neighbourliness, remittances, etc.) Citizenship provided no connection to community life. Any participation 

transpired for social or justice reasons but only if engagement did not compete with their main focus ï which 

was to earn money, gain an education or care for their families. A third group, the claims-asserters, perceived 

citizenship as state compensation for immigrantsô dull, dirty and dangerous work or risk-taking when opening 

businesses. For them ï whether naturalised citizens, permanent residents who could naturalise or those rejected 

from or ineligible for naturalisation ï their labour sufficed as their contribution to the receiving state. They 

participated in events or groups with friends as social actions or worked to get benefits on behalf of family 

members. They were not motivated to engage in politics or civic affairs. Again, their labour was their 

contribution to the country and they saw no reason to give more through political participation. 
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Naturalisation affects modes of civic engagement 

A personôs citizenship condition did not affect thoughts or opinions about naturalisation or what it would yield. 

What did change was how actions were performed, meaning that naturalisation did not entice joining groups, 

helping neighbours or performing any action shown in Figure 1. People were as civically active both before 

and after naturalisation (if it transpired), unless some extraordinary event, a Zeitgeist, new personal or 

professional connections or their life circumstances changed. However, naturalisation psychologically 

buttressed senses of self and altered immigrantsô mode of civic participation. Naturalised citizens feared 

expressing an opinion publicly as permanent residents but, once naturalised, they spoke freely. Formal 

citizenship enabled public speech. Permanent residents ï trying to naturalise, unable to naturalise and not 

wanting to naturalise ï felt constrained about speaking their minds or making demands on government, thus 

matching the naturalised citizensô thoughts. However, their fear did not prevent participation, even in protest 

activities! Without citizenship, people might attend a demonstration by mixing in with the crowd. Once 

naturalised, they felt empowered to move to the front, to see and be seen. This behavioural change rationale is 

described as no longer fearing deportation, as evidenced by this German naturalised citizen from Gambia  

 

I was always politically involved. I was political in Gambia and then, even when I came here. I had to be. 

I still am. I have always done stuffé Community serviceé and politics, thatôs normal. Part of life, you 

knowé Before I was a citizen, I would go to a demonstration. I always went. All kinds of reasons. But  

I would stay in the back. I was afraid. I wanted to be there but hoped that no one would see me. But now,  

I stand in the front. I am not afraid. I will even carry a sign. [laugh] I will hold the banner and stand in the 

front. I am not afraid nowé Now that I am a citizen, I am not afraid of anyone.  

 

In contrast, the fear of losing everything curtailed participation. Immigrants who imagined citizenship as an 

intangible benefit to improve the quality of their lives and those who felt that citizenship was the reward for 

their labour, appraised the potential risks of political action as too dear. No idealistic or indirect goal was worth 

deportation or familial dissolution. One US permanent resident from India stated: 

 

Most immigrants are not wealthy people. Some came from real poverty. So, if they lose something, they 

lose a lot. I think, deport me if you must but, for many, itôs not like that. When you have less to lose, you 

can afford to do things that may jeopardise everything you worked for.  

 

The natural community-joiners engaged regardless of risk or citizenship status as it was intertwined with their 

identity.  

Of course, civic participation is not universal. The German government reports that about 40 per cent of 

the population is civically involved (BMI 2020). Commonly, people lack interest, exposure or free time. 

Negative views of home-country politics dampened participation. Other interests in sports, hobbies or family 

life take precedence. City life, satisfying basic needs or servicing remittance obligations exhausted some. 

Others lamented being too linguistically or culturally disconnected to grasp local issues. Permanent residents 

who had no interest in naturalising often wistfully revealed that their lives were óelsewhereô, in the origin 

country, as the locus of their lives. Except for one-time donations or helping neighbours locally, mobilising 

for civic actions and remitting to home countries for emergencies or ongoing support were origin-country 

exclusive.  
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Defensive citizenship ï when citizenship is not enough 

This research concurs with the literature (Chen 2020; Coutin 2003; Della Puppa and Sredanovic 2017; Godin 

and Sigona 2022; Harper 2011; Sredanovic 2022; Singer and Gilbertson 2003), that immigrants can perceive 

citizenship as a defensive mechanism protecting them from the state. Interview partners described their lives 

as precarious, rife with fears of deportation, family dissolution, loss of standing, time, financial investment and 

honour. Defensive citizenship goes beyond the psychosocial experience of óanchoringô (Grzymağa-Kazğowska 

and Brzozowska 2017: 104) or a search óéfor footholds and points of reference which allow individuals to 

acquire socio-psychological stability and securityô (feeling safe and free from chaos and danger) and to lead 

meaningful lives in the new country. In the different rounds of interviewing, the immigrants in New York and 

Berlin differed in their perception of the degree to which naturalisation provided protection. The fear of 

deportation remained highly salient among the Berliners, regardless of the legal órights to remainô (Bleiberecht) 

held by all permanent residents. An artist, a German resident from Iran who was too poor to qualify for 

naturalisation, lived in perpetual fear of familial dispersal:  

 

I would only become a citizen because it would make us sure to be together. I want my children to stay with 

me, for me to be with them. That is only sure, is the only way, if you are citizens. That is what makes me 

afraid. I never thought about citizenship, except for that one time. [Worrying about family deportations, 

she tried to apply but did not meet the income requirements.] After that, never. But now, I think, I am old. I want 

to be near my children. They can separate us. Make me leave. And then what? We are not a family any more. 

 

Naturalisation provided a protective shield against the state, as stated by this German naturalised citizen from 

Gambia: 

 

With naturalisation you have a few more rightsé I canôt be thrown out. I feel good. I wonôt be thrown out. 

I am relaxed. Nothing can happen to me now. 

 

First-round interviewing in New York revealed fears of state capriciousness vis- -̈vis immigrants motivated 

many immigrants to naturalise. Naturalisation connected immigrants to the state and secured their rights within 

the state. This US LPR from Afghanistan admits that:  

 

If I have a green card, I am scared. I have nobody over there to defend me. Maybe the government will one day 

say óThis is not your green cardô. Then what will I do? I came here for the whole life. I donôt want to go back to 

my country. I respect the law, culture, tradition and so I have to become a citizen. To feel more the good here. 

If youôre not a citizen, people ask you óWho are you?ô If I am a citizen, I felt inside that I am strong, inside and 

outside. When I become a citizen, I can defend myself... I will be just like other American citizens. No difference 

between me and US citizens. Abroad, they will look at me like American citizen. If I am American citizen, I have 

equal rights. I will be the same Hassina [pseudonym] but I will be óCitizen Hassinaô. 

 

Once naturalised, the state conferred legal and political integration, rendering immigrants ósafeô among the 

community of citizens. Even when immigrants suffered discrimination or xenophobia and felt on the periphery 

of society, once they presented passports or other citizenship documents, they reported being treated ólike other 

citizensô.  

In a fundamental shift, this perception of citizenship-as-protection and citizen-community membership 

morphed after 11 September 2001, as they reported that all people, native and naturalised citizens alike, were 
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suddenly suspect. Voicing opinions and protesting became dangerous for all citizens regardless of status as the 

government acted undemocratically, as this US-naturalised citizen from Ecuador claims: 

 

Itôs true for all citizensé So you see the people getting illegally arrestedé Instead of promoting freedom 

for the protesters, like they should, because itôs your right, [the police] arrest you. These people were just 

exercising their right. Weôre getting to a place where itôs like a totalitarian state and there is no way 

anymore to express my views. So, why volunteer if the government doesnôt allow you to voice an opinion 

or back something you believe in? 

 

Immigrants naturalised into the state. However, stateïsociety relationships have altered considerably in the 

US. Naturalisation may have protected immigrants against deportation but not against state actions because no 

citizen was safe. This is interesting because the immigrants perceived themselves to be entwined with citizens. 

In the subsequent round of interviewing in 2016ï2020 this changed. Citizenship progressively lost its 

protective value. Similar to what Chen (2020) describes an óenforcement eraô, US citizens recounted 

government officers subjecting naturalised citizens and their US native-born children to arbitrary actions. They 

asserted that immigrants were no longer grouped among the community of citizens but politically and socially 

classed among all immigrants (both legally and illegally present) and (tinged with racism) with deemed suspect 

co-ethnic (lower-status) citizens. Immigrants lamented the inability of locals to distinguish them from native-born 

minorities sharing similar physical traits, as experienced by this US-naturalised citizen from Zambia: 

 

Itôs very complicated here. I get lumped in with everyone elseé confused with African-Americansé but 

our way is very different from the Blacks hereé  

 

This issue was exacerbated among the immigrants interviewed in later rounds, during the Trump administration. 

The value of citizenship as a protecting element declined further, according to another US-naturalized citizen from 

Zambia: 

 

People denied it. Lots of people. Once the travel ban6 came in youôre not safe, even the citizens. Everyoneôs 

not safe.  

 

The fact that anti-immigrant policies officially targeted only non-citizens was immaterial. In contrast to earlier 

interviewing, both US-naturalised citizens and permanent residents felt unsafe, regardless of their citizenship 

status. The precarity of being immigrants trumped any security from being citizens: loyalty and belonging were 

questioned. It is unclear if this sentiment is temporary. Among the German group, Covid-19 limited recent 

access to the field; however, limited interviewing from 2015ï2017 (thus after the 2015 influx of refugees) 

revealed a new palpable fear of burgeoning anti-immigrant sentiment, regardless of their time in Germany, 

citizenship status or ability to naturalise. In contrast to the US experience, the interviewees asserted that the 

state was not peddling xenophobia; nevertheless, it was also not providing xenophilia for them. They lamented 

the inefficacy of the stateôs actions to help long-resident co-ethnics and criticised the stateôs óopen doorô and 

services for incoming asylum-seekers that were not offered to their (pre-1973 guestworker) families in 

Germany. There was a palpable concern about the growth of nationalist far-right actors. As one German-

naturalised citizen from Turkey explained: 

 

My passport doesnôt protect me on the street. No one sees it... It works at the [civil service] offices. I have 

to show it.  
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Critically, citizenship might provide safety from the German state but not from members of xenophobic 

organisations. Interestingly, none of the interview partners expressed any difference in their civic engagement 

practice, despite the increased precarity.  

Immigrant thought on civic engagement  

The literature on civic engagement generally comprises formal practices in organisational membership and 

leadership and performing social service, activism, tutoring and functionary work (Perez et al. 2010). 

Interviewees defined civic engagement as being both broader and narrower than these categories. Following 

findings from the inductive research process, interview partners defined civic engagement expansively to 

include community7 service and participation, volunteering, leadership, philanthropy, membership in social, 

neighbourhood, political or faith-based organisations with one-time (or multiple-time) actions that are intended 

to advance, improve or sustain community life (Figure 1). On the broader side, they constructed purposeful 

lives through neighbourliness and community engagement. They understood voluntary actions as purposive 

activities that offered the propensity for community well-being and opportunities for socialisation. Common 

political-science usage of terms do not always match the scopes of the actions which the interview partners 

described. I suggest they/we are still developing a vocabulary to describe the spectrum of óacts of citizenshipô 

(Isin and Nielsen 2008) that embody being a part of the body politic. Their thoughts, opinions and practices 

allow us to reconceptualise what citizens are, what naturalisation yields and what civic engagement can be  

(I avoid the ógood citizensô moniker here to avoid decrying non-participants as óbad citizensô). 

 

Figure 1. Modes of civic engagement 

¶ Volunteering 

¶ Serving in leadership roles  

¶ Neighborliness 

¶ Meeting in interest and voluntary 

groups/associations 

¶ Donating money 

¶ Participating in ethnic or other pride events 

¶ Transnational financial and social support  

ï remittances and infusions during emergencies 

¶ Tutoring/interpreting/coaching/serving as an 

intermediary 

¶ Service ï one time and repeated efforts for 

the greater good 

¶ Non-voting political actions (demonstrating, 

petitioning, social media, awareness raising, 

writing letters to officials, lobbying, etc.) 

 

 

ñó(C)ommunities of practiceò are like ñface-to-face units of sociality that immigrants come to experience  

a sense of belonging and citizenshipòô (Brettell and Reed-Danahay 2011: 79). For example, neighbourliness is 

a practice of citizenship and part of normal life, says this German-naturalised citizen from Syria: 

 

I canôt just sit on the bus and let an old man stand. Or an old lady. And that we have, that I have ité in me, 

and so on, [itôs] in us. That is everyday life. That is engagement, that is every day with usé 

 

Providing neighbourly care is civic engagement when modesty is perceived as an important purposeful, person-to-

person service to the community. Here, engagement is a social justice corrective action remedying a non-responsive 

state. Like the above interviewee, the women I interviewed frequently recounted this kind of engagement: 
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There are so many ways to become engaged with the community. For example, you cook something and 

share it with the poor (but in secret, so that you donôt shame the people). You donôt go and say óI am here 

to help the poor!ô  

 

Women tended to discount their parentïteacher association (Elternvertretung) participation as parental 

behaviour rather than active citizenship. They could voice opinions but not be perceived as aggressive by 

natives and immigrants alike. Fear that political views endangered their own or family membersô status and 

decried as inappropriate behaviour among co-ethnics was ignored because mothers are obliged to advocate for 

their children, as this German-naturalised citizen from Turkey explained: 

 

[Baking for a bake sale] was just something we did for the children of the school, to make sure that they 

got a good education, that the school was responsive to them. You know the schools donôt respond to the 

needs of our children. 

 

Actions and donations were intended to generate social justice. Charitable donations were modest (even 

considering the interview partnersô incomes) and aimed to correct social wrongs and, the most often, were  

a one-time donation outside of (rich) receiving societies, as this next interviewee from Turkey, this time  

a permanent resident in Germany, states: 

 

I gave some money once, but not for Germany! [points and grimaces] You have enough here. Once, my 

brother was working on a day campaign to raise money for Africa. For the poor people there and then we 

should pay what we could. I did that once for Africa, that poor children there should have something to eat.  

 

Narrating the self as responsible for others expresses power and connectedness, whether locally or 

transnationally. It reflects continuity in migrantsô lives: they are never divorced from their previous selves nor 

are they exclusively part of the new state. Times of migration exist simultaneously, consecutively and 

entwined. Migrants ódo not leave their origins and pasts behind; they take them with them; and by maintaining 

their networks, they begin to act as conduits between the two and more nations where they have connectionsô 

according to Koopmans et al. (2005: 109, as cited in SalamoŒska, LesiŒska, and Kloc-Nowak 2021). Through 

civic engagement, remittances for well-established immigrants solidified political, social and economic 

connections between sending and receiving societies. The translocal and the transnational meld, according to 

a US-naturalised citizen from Greece: 

 

If I had money, I gave it to the Church. I gave money for Greek journals, to dances and sports teams. To 

develop ethnic identity. Soccer clubs to help boys play soccer. I am a member of this group, itôs a social 

club, just Greeks. We talk. Play cards. We sponsored sports teams to get them to come to America and play. 

You have to help. Thatôs your country! 

 

Only those with firmly established transnational practices continually remitted. For the rest, one-time infusions 

for natural disasters to their sending communities served as financial displays of ócivic engagementô. 

Narrower perceptions of civic engagement 

On the narrower side, the scope rarely included military service or ócaring professionsô (i.e., healthcare 

providers, first responders, teachers, etc.). Even public-service workers described their contribution as a job, 
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identity, vocation or link to other people but not as a connection to the state or society or an expression of good 

citizenship. Healthcare workers and military personnel are paid for their service regardless of their intentions. 

Recruitment efforts recognise these multiple objectives, as shown in Photo 1 for the military recruitment of 

US LPRs and naturalised citizens. Historically, military service and citizenship intertwined8 and legal bars to 

service were rationales for exclusion from citizenship (Bredbenner 2012). Now, military service is service but 

a job ï not conscripted ï and connections between service obligations and citizenship rights are thinner. 

Increasingly, military service is not perceived as an óéexceptional form of public service (that deserves) 

commensurate rewardsô (Ware 2012: 234). Service members may be hampered from applying or ridiculed for 

gaming naturalisation as compensation (Ware 2012). Ironically, at one time the idea of citizen soldiers and 

public service in the national interest was at the core of modern citizenship (Bredbenner 2012). During the 

Covid-19 pandemic, residents lauded healthcare workers as saviours. The ówar on terrorismô and Covid 

lockdowns morphed civic engagement boundaries in the public discourse emphasising military service 

(especially in the US) and first responder/healthcare providers (in the US and Germany).  

 

Photo 1. Navy recruitment poster for permanent residents and citizens 

 

[ÉRobin A. Harper] New York City 2021. 

 

For some, the military is service and a job, as a US LPR from Jamaica explained before deploying to 

Afghanistan: 
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Thereôs nothing better for me than being in the army! I donôt worry about anything. My rent is paid. My 

family has health insurance. Everybody eats. The army takes care of my family. Everything is taken care 

of. 

 

To this low-income serviceman, the military was his life ï not a job or emotional connection to the state/nation. 

Deployment9 eliminated day-to-day worries about supporting his family. This service-as-locus-of-life 

sentiment was not unique. Like this US-naturalised citizen from India, immigrants across the socio-economic 

spectrum and ethnic background described their jobs as their vocation, comfort and support  

 

óAll I ever wanted to be was a doctor. I studied here so that I could be a doctor. Itôs how I make my living 

and itôs who I amô.  

 

Paid activities represent a fraction of potential civic engagement. Unpaid community-based activities, like 

those promoting social and political change or rooted in civic well-being, may be the initial or primary form 

of civic or political action available to immigrants, as most democratic states rarely bar immigrants from civic 

participation. Initial queries about participation in civic activities yielded: óI never do thatô or óI donôt have 

time for thatô. However, once discussing their children, their workplace or religious institutions, a flurry of 

explanations poured out about coaching teams, baking sales, providing food for sick neighbours, tending to 

local environments (picking up rubbish on pavements, sweeping streets, etc.), donating money, remittances, 

serving as interpreters/translators, signing petitions, protesting or demanding services. Contrary to their initial 

statements, their descriptions revealed that they did ódo thatô and óhad time for thatô. Regular participation and 

organised groups and activities, however, were off-putting. The infrequent civic actions still provided an entr®e 

into native, co-ethnic and immigrant local communities and meaningful modes of socialisation, while building 

skills and acquiring social capital. Even when performative citizenship did not make demands on the state or 

political arena, it modestly made actions for better lives.  

Few interviewees practiced formal organisational membership, leadership, etc. (Those few who did engage 

with  formal organisations historically had participated in their home countries and/or were stalwart 

ócommunity-affairs-joinersô). Regardless of citizenship status or rejection/lack of interest in naturalising, most 

participated through a pastiche of independent, quotidian, person-to-person, one-time actions for the sake of 

interpersonal relationships and community betterment such as informal leadership, participation, philanthropy, 

one-on-one caregiving, etc. They developed connections, knowledge about community issues and how things 

work, social capital, identity, self-esteem and demands-making skills through interpersonal relations. 

Expressions of connection to a unit larger than oneself, even if not in a formal structure or as a formal citizen, 

provide opportunities for social learning, social agency and lived experience (Brettell and Reed-Danahay 

2011).  

Citizenship perspectives change how immigrants participate  

Immigrants knew about opportunities for participation but worried about repercussions. They rattled off names 

of organisations, demonstrations, opportunities for donations, etc. but eschewed formal organisational 

membership, as they feared real or imagined threats of deportation from the receiving state and reprisals from 

home-country political factions and governments.10 Retribution loomed large in their thoughts, especially for 

those considering return migration, regardless of citizenship status. Naturalised citizens recalled fears as 

permanent residents and on-going concerns for non-naturalised family members. Lacking naturalisation 

constrained organisational civic participation, according to this German-naturalised citizen from Turkey: 
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After naturalisation I trusted myself more. Before, I was very reserved about getting involved in political 

affairs. Before, I was really afraid of repression by the Turkish state. Even hereé (I)t would have been 

used against me. By the Auslªnder11 office, it would have made some problemsé (Now?) When I want to 

do something then I donôt have this fear any more that I need to protect my immigration status or something. 

The fear is no longer there. I have equal rights before the law just like all other Germans. Only if I commit 

a crime can they do something to me but not because I am Auslªnderin. Thatôs what I mean.  

 

Civic engagement citizenisation catalysed permanent residents to naturalise, teaching them how to make 

demands on the state. A US LPR from Nigeria recounted how a chance encounter with an unscrupulous taxi 

driver convinced her to naturalise: 

 

There is no real difference to me between being a permanent resident and being a citizen. Look, there are 

practical differences, external things that change. When I am a citizen, I think I will feel a certain sense of 

entitlement and, maybe, like I am a real American... I had this experience in a taxiéThe driver wasnôt 

paying attention to what I was saying, driving all over the place. So, I wrote a letter to the [Taxi  

& Limousine Commission]. They gave me a court hearingé That is what America does: I am viable! 

 

She applied for citizenship shortly thereafter. Her self-narrative exposes evolution from subject to citizen. 

Practice in citizenship emboldened her to claim her right to citizenship, something she had not previously 

considered. Local community life informs how and whether immigrants civically engage. However, non-citizens 

may perform citizen acts precisely because they are part of the community, even when they are not members 

of the state. A German permanent resident from Turkey (financially ineligible for naturalisation and thus 

expected to have little interest in the long-term in the receiving society) explained that, even if immigrants 

came exclusively for money, over time they became enmeshed in the local (even if not the native) community: 

 

The Germans think we are only here for the money. They think we came only for money and we stay only 

for money. We are only here for money and work. But not that we want to be here. And itôs not true. Itôs 

really not true. People came for the money, maybe. But thatôs not why they are still here. Now we have 

families here, our children are here. We have lived here for a long time. 

 

His thoughts echo a critique of Putnam (2000, 2007) in Portes and Vickstom (2011) that people are already 

participating through their labour, daily living interactions, etc. Rather than thinking that the expected 

naturalisation spurs participation, the converse is also possible. Putnam, Portes and Vickstom (2011) argue, 

ignored directionality and what was actually generating what: Do citizens make engagement or does the 

engagement make citizens? These findings suggest that the latter is possible when the definitions of 

engagement depend on immigrantsô perspectives. 

What promotes civic engagement?  

There was a wide spectrum of political interest among those interviewed. People expressed intense, moderate 

and even no interest in political affairs. However, interest alone was not sufficient to promote action. 

Immigrantsô civic engagement depended on having community contacts, knowledge, practice, engaged 

friends, attitude and environment (Figure 2). Immigrants were mobilised or recruited through long-term 

interest, circumstantial opportunity or a catalyzing event. Very few engaged independently without  

a connection to others already involved. Following Bretell and Reed-Danahay (2011), the more points of 
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connection that people had through school, employment, religious institutions, unions, etc., the more 

frequently they participated, as they had multiple opportunities, contexts for participation and formal structures 

to join.  

 

Figure 2. Necessary elements for civic engagement 

Knowledge Interest in / knowledge about an issue 

Contact points Have multiple ótouch point connectionsô 

Know people who are engaged 

Practice Successful previous experience with engagement 

Home country experience 

Experience with receiving country institutions 

Attitude  Belief change is possible 

Belief you know institutions 

Belief you understand the issues 

Environment Motivating event (personal, political, scientific, 

environmental) 

Local action taking place 

Zeitgeist 

 

Interview partners ranged economically from cleaners and cashiers to businesspeople, artists and doctors, etc. 

Their participation does not seem to be related to income levels. Of course, some actions are more time- or 

financially intensive than others but, overall, any participation was informed by interest, situation, knowledge, 

Zeitgeist and knowing people who were already engaging. Whether this is generalisable to other contexts and 

times would require further inquiry. 

Initial participation was frequently associated with a motivating event, i.e., difficulty getting help for  

a disabled child in school, discrimination in housing or employment, unpleasant neighbourhood conditions, 

violence or natural disaster in the sending country, etc. This first experience provided knowledge, social benefit 

and connections to others. People made new friends through collective action, spurring subsequent activity 

through private voluntary organisations, community groups, social clubs, sports teams, etc. Once people met 

people through one community action, they joined others. If they had social success in engaging, they might 

be drawn into more formal organisations with more-public profiles. Positive and intense first experiences led 

to subsequent engagement. One-time or low-commitment efforts (petition signing, one-time donations, etc.) 

were not springboards for subsequent participation. People had to believe that change was possible ï that their 

actions could promote change ï and they understood how institutions worked. Civic volunteerism through 

social connections catalysed subsequent activities, as illustrated by this German-naturalised citizen from 

Turkey:  

 

óEverything began with the earthquake. Before, I never cared. Then, I felt like I had to do something!  

 

Similarly, a US LPR from Haiti observed: 

 

The first time? Trayvon Martinôs12 murder. I couldnôt just sit home. I had to go protest. I havenôt stoppedô. 
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Participation in civic groups and voluntary organisations can encourage subsequent social and political action 

(McFarland and Thomas 2006; Terriquez 2015). Participation can generate communal identities producing social 

benefits, especially when people engage through community service, representation and public forums (McFarland 

and Thomas 2006; Terriquez and Lin 2020). In this way, engagement shapes and is shaped by citizenship. 

Civic engagement is not a given. Home-country civic or political experiences were both a catalyst and  

a barrier to participation. Previous collective action provided skills and knowledge for engagement in the new 

state. Those familiar with negative repercussions from home-country participation were more hesitant to 

engage civically, especially as LPRs, citing fear of governmental repercussions or family dissolution. 

Association membership is often specific. Being a member in one context did not always engender carryover. 

Despite declines in organisational behaviour in both countries, private voluntary organisations (German 

Vereine) are part of normal social life and public-problem resolution. Respondents perceived non-immigrant-based 

groups to be less welcoming to non-natives and, on the whole, preferred immigrant- or religious-based groups. 

In both earlier and later interviews in Berlin and New York, immigrants participated in demonstrations and 

sometimes lobbying, with younger people reporting street protesting against war and income inequality and 

then, later, against racism.  

Perspectives on civic engagement and naturalisation 

From the stateôs perspective, naturalisation is the formal transition from foreigner to citizen-member. The 

literature on citizenship presents citizenship as membership, legal status, identity, rights and obligations and 

good community behaviour (Joppke 2010). However, as Bosniak (2000) reminds us, concepts are both labels 

and signals. Concepts both describe and legitimate social practices, granting them politically consequential 

recognition. The law treats citizens and non-citizens differently, as citizens are preferred, safe, insiders and all 

others are, by default, suspect and assumed to be dangerous. The state hierarchy of preferential treatment is an 

intended perk of citizenship; without it, citizenship is meaningless (Oldfield 1990). The disparate treatment in 

law generates alternate life trajectories for citizens and non-citizens (Shachar 2009), allowing non-citizens to 

sometimes be treated as less than human (Oldfield 1990). 

The state does not demand or pursue immigrants toward naturalisation or to reapply if rejected. Immigrants 

must initiate requests for citizenship. Engagement should follow naturally, as it is the demand experience (also 

a form of engagement), not the legal status, which makes citizens.  

From the stateôs perspective, non-citizens are functionally different from citizens and naturalisation imposes 

a meaningful border mediating permanent residency and citizenship (Aptekar 2016; Harper 2017). Increasingly, 

states employ dynamically morphing national borders to advance state policy and benefit citizen-insiders while 

excluding non-citizen-outsiders (Shachar 2020). Immigrants are, however, the same people before and after 

(if there is a naturalisation), entwined in a legal fiction. From the state perspective, naturalisation should 

empower permanent residents as they initiate the naturalisation process. However, do immigrantsô 

imaginations include this demarcating metaphysical border or a continuum? Do LPRs who were rejected or 

those who never applied for naturalisation (because they were not eligible or did not want to apply) civically 

engage like LPRs who can naturalise or naturalised citizens? Perhaps ógood citizenshipô and citizenship are 

not intimately connected from immigrantsô perspectives. The immigrant perspective reveals the limits of the 

legal fiction. Immigrantsô scopes of actions reimagine, elaborate, contract and rewrite what citizenship and 

civic engagement can be. In broadening and narrowing the definition of civic engagement, immigrants are 

excluding problematic items, while valuing contributions overlooked by the state and receiving society. In so 

doing, they develop a new definition and self-value as community members regardless of the stateôs 

determination of their belonging, attachment or inclusion.  
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Conclusion 

Immigrant imaginations of civic engagement are broader and narrower and their conceptions of citizenship are 

sunnier and darker than the thin state expectations. On the positive side, civic engagement is the everyday 

practice of citizenship. Naturalised citizens and permanent residents did not wait for states to tell them to 

engage civically but, to varying degrees, helped their communities and voiced opinions. Migrantsô actions can 

be perceived as preparation for their ófuture selvesô (Stingl 2021), rendering them ócitizens-in-waitingô 

(Motomura 2006). Naturalisation did not motivate participation. Lack of citizenship may have  dampened the 

vibrancy of participation. However, engagement offered an opportunity to exist outside of their immigration 

status ï that is, to be the giver and not the recipient of help; to stand up for their children and those less 

fortunate; to be a social person connected to others in their ócommunityô (however personally defined); to 

support issues of interest financially, socially, politically and emotionally with their thoughts, money and 

bodies as a mechanism to escape their migrant status and to feel valued as a human being. 

Naturalisation did not change whether people participated but how they participated. Participation depended 

on individual interest not citizenship status, as naturalised citizens and those who wanted to naturalise but 

could not or had been rejected described their civic engagement similarly. Citizenship allowed migrants to feel 

safer and thus be able to visibly voice opinions in public protests or make demands on government. If people 

believed that change was impossible or too costly, they ceased. Like the institution of citizenship, collective 

citizenship self-narratives are dynamic. Citizenship, at one time, made immigrants feel safe. This feeling is 

declining, as US national-policy approaches to immigrants are perceived as less welcoming and both German 

and US right-wing actors are emboldened to express xenophobia. These feelings of fear also affected and 

curtailed more political actions but did not affect non-political participation. 

Immigrants perform everyday practices of ógoodô citizenship to protect, care for and enrich community life, 

even when they shy away from terms calling them civically active. Rather, this quiet engagement works to 

reimagine what engagement can be and what a citizen is. In this way, the stateôs imperator is largely immaterial, 

as immigrants may participate in the full spectrum of voluntary and civic engagement regardless of their 

citizenship status. Those who naturalised and choose to naturalise, those who choose not to, those who cannot 

because they do not meet the eligibility requirements or those who were rejected, all describe their scopes of 

engagement similarly regardless of citizenship status. Those who do not participate are making their own 

citizen choice. Nobody in a democracy is ordered to perform ógoodô citizenship. They are merely exercising 

their rights not to participate. As the national political culture morphs, immigrant thoughts about how citizens 

are treated by the state or natives and other immigrants affect decisions about engagement.  

Self-narratives of ócitizen lifeô (including protest actions, neighbourliness and all other civic engagement 

actions described in this article) reflect abilities to perform citizenship, not their legal or political status. In contrast 

to integration schemes that demand sublimation to national values (Kostakopoulou 2010), these self-definitions 

showcase participation without a shadow of the dominant culture and its racism, the discounting of widespread 

inequalities and the structural barriers to full inclusion. If, as Theiss-Morse and Hibbing (2005) assert, 

voluntary organisation participation and other civic engagement do not necessarily prepare people for or lead 

them to democratic action, then immigrantsô previous civic action is unimportant for future citizen lives. In 

this case, both the stateôs expectations and the immigrantsô self-narratives are appropriate.  

One aspiration for the findings of this research is to think about the fear that colours immigrant citizenship 

narratives. Their self-narratives about precarious LPR time and, increasingly, the alienation experienced by 

naturalised citizens, do not match state imaginations or expectations for citizens. Even those who are by nature 

civically active may become afraid and recoil from the public arena. If this happens for long periods, they may 

forget how to be civically viable. This dark view of citizenship ï for native and naturalised citizens alike  
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ï suggests that, for immigrants, the stateôs imagination for óintegrationô culminating in naturalisation does not reflect 

their perspective at all. Citizenship is not a marker of belonging and civic engagement is not the process leading to 

attachment. Indeed, a stateôs imagined integration regimes are not borne out by immigrantsô self-narratives. Further, 

there are concerns about the precarious nature of citizenship as a whole. Perhaps these findings can initiate 

consideration about what makes a citizen suitable when seeking ógoodô citizens and how to make 

(non)citizenship less precarious? By not considering civic engagement practice in the naturalisation process, 

counting how people contribute to community life, voice opinions, make demands on the state or help their 

neighbours, the state may be excluding some possible full members to enrich democratic and community life, 

something the state expects of all citizens and celebrates as critical to democratic and community life. 

Immigrant self-narratives of citizenship and civic engagement can illuminate settlement experiences and 

perhaps inform new metrics and understandings of the whole citizenship experience. 

Notes 

1. Immigrantsô means here ópermanent residentsô ï potential citizens ï and ónaturalized citizensô. 

Temporary and undocumented migrants were purposely excluded.  

2. The proposal was issued on 24 November 2021. Prospects remain unclear. See óMehr Fortschritt 

Wagenô B¿ndnis f¿r Freiheit, Gerechtigkeit und Nachhaltigkeit. Koalitionsvertrag zwischen SPD, 

B¿ndnis 90/Die Gr¿nen und FDP. https://www.spd.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Koalitionsvertrag/Koali 

tionsvertrag_2021-2025.pdf (accessed 30 November 2021). 

3. There are no academic eligibility requirements for citizenship in either Germany or the US. I chose 

this list of preferential categories as it facilitated recruitment, comparison, and the statesô overarching 

intention. It is not a perfect proxy. However, in both states, there is an implicit preference for 

educational attainment even when there is no explicit requirement. For example, naturalization 

applicants must be literate, know about history and community practices, be able to study for 

examinations, and speak the national language, although in some cases people can receive a waiver. 

Further, both states have preferential categories based on exceptional educational/professional 

attainment.  

4. Interviews in Berlin were conducted in German. All German-English translations are mine. 

5. Additional citizenship frames are discussed elsewhere (Harper 2007, 2011).  

6. In 2017 the Trump administration imposed a travel ban for immigrants from certain countries. The 

Biden administration rescinded the order in 2020. 

7. Definitions of ócommunityô were broad: local, ethnic, transnational, national, religious, or neighborhood. 

8. In the US, LPRs may join the military with no expectation of naturalising. At times, people serving 

even one day could naturalise. Until 2016, citing security risks, even the undocumented could enlist. 

All male US citizens and all legally and illegally-present male immigrants between18ï26 must register 

for the peacetime draft (The Selective Service registration form states: óCurrent law does not permit 

females to register). The Bundeswehr reports that despite some recent proposals, noncitizens may not 

join or serve in the armed forces in any capacity (private correspondence 4-28-2021). 

9. The US military operates both active-duty and reserve units (civilian óweekend warriorsô). 

Increasingly, reserve units activate for overseas deployment. 

10. Some informants intimated clandestine activities but refused further elaboration, fearing retribution. 

11. Refers to the Immigrant Affairs office. Interview partners most commonly described themselves as 

óAuslªnderô (m) or óAuslªnderinô (f), meaning óforeigner.ô Germany began conferring birthright 
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citizenship in 2000. Prior, a German-born life-long resident could still be an óAuslªnderô. Despite 

ongoing official efforts to promote other terms it remains in the lexicon. 

12. An African-American teenager killed by a white vigilante became a cause c®l¯bre, spurring the Black 

Lives Matter movement. 
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Peter Scholten: I invite you all to make an opening statement on the conceptualisation of integration and the 

use of the concept of integration in the field of migration studies. 

 

Kesi Mahendran: The first publication that I wrote on integration was in 2013 in a book that Umut Korkut 

and I produced together entitled A Two-Way Process of Accommodation: Public Perceptions of Integration 

along the Migration Mobility Continuum. What I did in that work ï and, indeed, continue to do, is take official 

accounts of the concept of integration, put it on the table and enable citizens, irrespective of their own degree 

of migration, to debate the concept. 

When we asked everyone, whether they were a migrant or a non-migrant, to use that binary to talk about 

integration ï their own integration ï and, indeed, the very fact that such a concept should exist within the 

public sphere, interesting things happened: peopleôs experiences of integration did not necessarily relate to 

their degree of migration. We found people ï who had hardly any history of migration ï who openly admitted 

to not being particularly integrated, partly because they did not conform to the norms of the society or the city 

in which they lived. They were not married; they did not have children and so on. They described themselves 

as not particularly integrated. How confident they were about not being integrated. 

Of course, this raises a more psychological question. I started to build a team called the Public Dialogue 

Psychology Collaboratory. When we built that team, we began to look, over the last 10 years, at the idea that 

these official concepts were acting as idealised starting points.  

The last publication I produced, called óDialogical Citizensô Integration and the Possibilities of Diffractionô, 

is in a new book called Liberating Comparisons, released this month. In that text, rather than the concepts 

sitting as binary, I [explain why] when they get into official discourse and even the idea of a two-way process 

of mutual accommodation, which is the EUôs common basic principle of integration, [this] continues to sustain 

the binary. This is usually understood psychologically: a majority in a minority group seeking to enter into  

a two-way process to come together. I propose that the solution is to take the binary and create a lens, which 

diffracts it into a series of positions. I articulate those positions as a migration, [a] mobility continuum, which 

has 10 positions in it, from generational non-mobility through to serial migrants who have moved several times 

and fully intend to move again. 

 

Jon Fox: If we are going to work with the concept of integration ï and that is something I am committed to 

doing ï it requires a fundamental rethink to address many of the problems that have been identified with the 

concept in public policy [and] in academic discourse. I am working on a project right now where we are trying 

to do that. We are trying to develop a new approach to integration that we call óeveryday integrationô. That 

approach is a local, inclusive and bottom-up approach to integration, which we think addresses some of the 

problems with integration. 

It is local in the sense that it starts in the local context where the practices of integration occur. So, this is  

a practice-based approach. If we are interested in practices as opposed to ideologies or discourses, it makes 

sense to start locally, not just in terms of the more manageable size of the populations we are working with but 

more because we are closer to the ground where integration is taking place. This is the most important part  

ï or the most distinctive part ï of our approach. It is inclusive in the sense that we cannot make this about 

immigrants and refugees. So, integration needs to be something that involves all of us and fits more easily at 

a local scale than it does at a larger scale. If we are to get beyond the stigmatising and sometimes racialised 

discourses behind a duration policy or the nationalist discourses behind innovation policy, we need to stop 

seeing this as an óus and themô equation and we need to see it as an óusô proposition. So, this is something that 

involves all of us. It is bottom-up in the sense that it is practice-based. This is us doing the labour of integration 

in the routine context of our everyday lives, demystify[ing] the idea of integration. 
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It is not something that we need to take tests for, need to even measure, necessarily. It is something that we 

need to be allowed to do and we need to attenuate the barriers that get in the way of that. The problem with 

integration is not with us. The problem with integration is the barriers that get in the way of us doing the work 

of integration. 

 

Peter Scholten: Thanks, Jon. Adrian, can I invite you to take the floor?  

 

Adrian Favell: Thank you. I am here as a critic of integration as a concept. Although I would be sympathetic 

in some contexts with the focus on impact and local pragmatism, I am taking a hardline approach to talking 

about integration. In my work I focus on the history of integration as a concept, predominantly in a European 

context but also in relation to US and North American ideas of assimilation. I chart the revival of integration 

across Europe after the 1980s and its adoption in the UK and even the US. I focus on the cost of confusing 

different meanings and uses of integration that are bifurcated between muscular liberalism ï nation-state-

centred neo-nationalism ï which has really shifted the discourse a lot to the right over the last couple of 

decades. There is also the attempt to respond to this with an intercultural, EU version of integration, also linked 

to superdiversity ï- focusing on local-level processes and a celebrated, interactive version. 

This is what we used to call multiculturalism ï or other terms such as conviviality. Going back to the 1990s, 

integration is used to enforce a particular sort of political power in society, i.e. national sovereignty over 

society. I suggest that we ought to think about integration rather in terms of its long-term social theoretical 

meaning. This means retracing its roots and thought [via Parsons] through to people like Luhmann and then 

critiquing that usage when it is spelled out in terms of an actual social theory of society. 

I developed various ways in which we can critique this particular use of integration across the recent past, 

focusing on the way in which integration is used to continue to reproduce a theory of modern development in 

our societies. It is about both individuating and unifying society, which is the obvious side of integration, the 

production of citizenships and a new kind of multicultural society. However, it is also about bounding society 

and its links to how we identify lots of other populations ï mobile populations who are outside of the 

integration discussion, including those who are free to move and be globally mobile without ever really being 

subjected to integration. 

 

Peter Scholten: Thanks so much, Adrian. 

 

Jenny Phillimore: I have been researching integration for over 20 years with forced migrants, engaging with 

the voices of forced migrants, trying to understand how important integration is as a process to them. For me 

it is a non-normative set of processes of settling, of making home, belonging and also the kind of mutual 

accommodation that has already been raised by the other speakers. This idea of óusô, I think, is important  

ï and, as [Kesi Mahendran] says, not two-way but multi-way. 

Because I am a social policy analyst who also researches migration, for me it is really important to focus 

on policy and practice. It is not just about social interaction, social cohesion or social integration, which I feel 

is the direction that Adrianôs coming from. In my work, I question the idea of óthemô and óusô. In rethinking 

integration, we talk about the need to focus on óweô and óhowô everyone can live together and achieve our best 

lives. In migration studies, I think it is important to take a social policy perspective, to look at policy on 

integration but also the impacts of immigration policy on integration. 

Like many people, I note that there are multiple objections to the use of the term óintegrationô and Adrianôs 

terms, the muscular liberal approach to it, is quite offensive. But then, it is very successful as a concept in the 

public sphere. It has been successfully used in organising policy and practice, rather than in actually delivering. 



106 A. Favell, J. Fox, K. Mahendran, J. Phillimore, P. Scholten, U. Korkut, D. Atalay, M. Nicolson 

So, it is hard to displace it at policy level. What I have been arguing for is a more complex understanding of 

integration. I recently published a paper on integration opportunity structures, which is focused on context, 

locality relations, discourse, structure, initiatives, support and trying to shift the focus away from refugees and 

migrants. 

Just one last point. There was a debate, in the early stages of the conference, about whether we as academics 

should engage with policymakers on this issue and whether, by doing so, we are feeding into this kind of 

muscular agenda. I would argue that that dialogue is absolutely essential. Academics must dialogue with 

policymakers and push back against the dominant expressions of integration. If we do not engage with 

policymaking processes directly and do our best to ensure that they robustly refuse some of the ideas that 

Adrian set out, the danger is that we will move more to the right. I use the example of the indicators of 

integration but, if we are not careful, we will find the language of things like shared values, meaningful mixing 

and the idea of homogenous society being seen as the norm in all documents. We must not allow that to happen. 

 

Peter Scholten: We now start with questions. I have four questions lined up and one for each of you, but  

I also want to invite you to respond to each other. It is a dialogue after all. We have blocks of eightïnine 

minutes for a question, to make sure that all four are at least covered. 

Let me start with Question 1. Jenny, you talk about integration as a concept that is non-normative in your 

perspective ï you try to bring a more complex understanding of integration. My question would be: How does 

it line up with work on superdiversity, which is all about social complexity, complexity of diversity and the 

diversification of diversity? Is integration still a meaningful concept in the context of complexity? Who is 

integrating into what, in the context of social complexity? Can we still speak of processes like integration or 

incorporation? That is a part of the normative side, because you have covered that in your opening statements. 

In terms of your proposed use of the concept, does it help us to understand how people live together in 

superdiverse societies? 

 

Jenny Phillimore: I think the concept of superdiversity draws out the complexity of integration and shifts 

away from this idea of incorporation. The point about superdiversity is to express fluidity, to move away from 

groupism, from ethno-nationalism and to draw out transnational elements. 

One of the things that we rarely do in integration is think about integration in relation to transnationalism 

and, when we are thinking about óusô, the óusô also includes multiple connections. I work with refugees who 

have family in 15 different countries. [é] told us stories of how, when doing his work in Tilburg, he would 

do linguistic ethnography in someoneôs front room. The computer was permanently on, the screen is open. 

Skype is permanently running and the family elsewhere is joining in the conversation with the social worker. 

So, I think superdiversity draws that out of integration and can help us to push back against the idea that it is 

incorporation into something. 

Because the thing, whatever that thing is, is constantly changing. This is why I like to focus on processes 

and not on outcomes. It is the process of belonging, becoming and of homemaking that is fair for everyone. 

 

Peter Scholten: Does that not make integration a very broad concept, Jenny, because then integration is just 

like incorporation? Is that still the meaning of the concept of integration per se, if you make it so broad? 

 

Jenny Phillimore: Yes, I suppose it makes it quite relativist. One of the things that we have done in the past 

is focused, probably far too much, on the voices of refugees and trying to understand integration from those 

perspectives. 
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There is a lot more work to be done. And the work that [é] was talking about, of broadening out integration 

and talking to wider communities and individuals about what it means to them, is quite important. Does it need 

to be a narrow concept? Can it not be multithreaded? We are kind of stuck with it and I have taken Adrianôs 

point. We do not want to be using it to shore up these nation-state ideas but it can be done differently. And we 

have got a lot more work to do in that regard.  

 

Peter Scholten: Jon, Jenny made the perfect bridge to a question I had lined up for you. So, let me follow up 

immediately. Jenny comes with a broader, more everyday understanding of the concept of integration. So that 

brings it closer also to your work. 

You say that we have committed to the term integration in your projects and in the UK. If you look at some 

other European countries, the concept of integration is being upended. So, a question from the Dutch 

perspective would be: To what extent are we creating a scapegoat around the concept of integration ï for us 

integration is a concept that is from the 1990s and the early zeros? And since then, policymakers have already 

abandoned it. My question to you would be, do you really need it for your research, to make sense of those 

everyday practices that you are studying? Do you need the concept of integration and, beyond that, the relation 

with policymakers?  

 

Jon Fox: No. That is the short answer. I do not think that we need the concept of integration to make sense of 

the everyday practices that we are studying. But I do think that we need it to do the thing that Jennyôs talking 

about if we want to have the ear of policymakers. So that is great that the Netherlands has moved beyond it, 

but how have they moved beyond that? I have read a lot of different contributions on the Dutch case. It has not 

been, from what I can tell, a very linear trajectory. There has been a back and forth and thereôs been a lot of 

local approaches, local experimentation, progressive approaches and not so progressive approaches taken. 

In terms of the overall arc, I would like to be where Adrian is. I would like to be beyond all of this, put this 

into the dustbin of history and move beyond integration. But, as a journey, we are not there yet. That is the 

reality, at least that is the British reality. The Netherlands may appear a little bit different. But then the 

Netherlands may be a bit of an outlier in this case. There are plenty of countries [that] still very much operate 

with integration or other concepts or names that are doing the work of integration. 

So, if we want to have the ear of policymakers, if we want to talk about integration [in] ways that avoid the 

problems of integration, then we need to keep working with those concepts. There are so many things that we 

could call our project ï we do not have to call it integration. Most of the people working on the project have 

massive problems with integration. We are doing this [so we] can contribute to a shift in the way we think 

about these concepts of integration. It is the work that Jenny is doing as well, as she said, with the indicators 

of integration. If she is not there at the table then what are those indicators going to look like? We are not at 

the table yet. Because of that, we are starting with much bigger, more fundamental ideas. So those are going 

to be difficult to translate into some sort of policy but you have got to start somewhere and this is where we 

are starting. So sociologically, I am on board with Adrian and his critiques of integration. 

I just find it problematic. We are trying to abandon the kind of Durkheimian idea behind it, which puts us 

into these problematic concepts. Everybody agrees with us trying to move beyond those things. How successful 

we will be is anyoneôs guess. However, we are already having conversations with people about these things. 

We have got people listening or we hope to have people listening. And that seems to be the agenda with which 

we are going. 

I am glad that you did not ask me the question you asked Jenny though, in terms of talks and inflated 

concepts of integration. Our project wins that ticket completely. Jennyôs [project] has a much narrower 



108 A. Favell, J. Fox, K. Mahendran, J. Phillimore, P. Scholten, U. Korkut, D. Atalay, M. Nicolson 

understanding of integration than we do. So academically, I think it is problematic but I think it is important if 

we are going to have the ears of policy.  

 

Peter Scholten: Thank you. If somebody wants to come in with a follow-up, please do so. Otherwise, I will 

just continue. Adrian? 

 

Adrian Favell: I would be interested [in] both Jennyôs and Jonôs views about whether this shift to focusing on 

the more positive local dynamics of integration and then trying to reclaim the term in that sense, is an effective 

way of diffusing what is the dominant national policy-level understanding of the term? That reflects things 

like theé report in Britain, which was about imposing integration in a muscular way on issues to do with 

Islamic communities in societies and drawing the national line of what was tolerable and intolerable ï which 

is, of course, how it was debated in the Netherlands and other countries previously. 

There has been a shift away from trying to influence the national framing agenda. So, what I am particularly 

concerned about is how things have shifted from where Britain was in 2000 with the report on the commission 

on multi-ethnic Britain. There was a vision of a different sort of society that was really disintegrative of the 

national way of thinking and embracing a more diasporic vision of how a society works ï but it was trying to 

seize the national agenda. Of course, now we are living in a revived neo-national British empire type of project 

at the national level. I do not contest that good things are going on at the local level and the sort of observations 

of things that go on in Bristol or Glasgow but I am worried about this kind of mismatch with what I think is 

the dominant national position. 

 

Peter Scholten: I will follow up in a minute. First, you also want to come in at this point, right? 

  

Kesi Mahendran: I started as a policymaker first and then left government and became an academic. I would 

challenge the idea that policymakers, although they are moving faster than academics, require you to arrive 

with the same terms of reference they use. I think you can arrive and sit at the table, presenting new concepts. 

It is much harder if you arrive presenting critique, because it is so hard to work with critique when you are  

a policymaker. 

We need to say this to new researchers coming into migration in this area: there is a role for academic 

leadership. If you can put new concepts on the table ï certainly that is what we are trying to do ï then 

policymakers will work with them. Politically, too, they will work with that because political arenas are about 

newness and offering something that the other lot are not offering. That can lead in a post-national sense and 

lead other countries. So, we need to keep open the nature of the debate between academics and policymakers 

and politicians.  

 

Peter Scholten: Thank you. This academic leadership is an important point you make. I will come back to 

that in a minute. But let me now follow up with Adrian, which links to the previous debates. If you look at the 

conference and here today, we have four British commentators on the concept of integration. I followed up  

a little bit, studied last week, Googled developments in the UK. When it comes to the concept of integration, 

it has come up relatively late and we are one of the last countries in Europe to adopt the concept. 

Does this UK focus ï and often UK basis of criticism of the concept of integration ï not say something? 

Where does the criticism come from? If you look at the critics of the concept of integration, I see a lot of people 

from the UK and from the Netherlands ï the Dutch people are half British anyhow ï and the Dutch and the 

British are all influenced by the same literature tradition, which is very UKïAmerican. 
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I think also, Adrian, you mentioned the UKïAmerican tradition, thinking about concepts of assimilation, 

for instance. If I read some of the critiques of the concept of integration, whether I agree with them or not 

today, often when I substitute the term integration in those articles with assimilation, then it totally makes 

sense. It fits into a very long and deep tradition. If I then compare them with some of the work from [é] and 

from Germany in particular, then it does not really make that much sense to me. In the first instance, the 

connotation seems to be different and I need your help a little bit here to make sense of that. Do you also see 

that? I just perceive integration differently from the UK and North American traditions than from a German 

tradition ï what does that say of the youth? 

In a sideline, at the conference last week, I had a conversation with people from Germany and they said  

a little bit [of] what Jenny said, [in] my opening statement. They were very concerned that if the concept of 

integration went on the table, then it would leave the way wide open for German governments to no longer do 

anything for migrants and for diversity. That is the connotation. So my question to you, Adrian, is let us say 

[in] the AmericanïUKïDutch criticism of the concept of integration, is there a language bias in there? 

 

Adrian Favell: I hope you will give Jenny and Jon a chance to respond to the previous points after this but  

I spent a lot of time in my writings trying to make sense of this, the conceptual big picture. First of all you 

need to say that integration is a French concept. It comes from Durkheim and the most powerful formulations 

of integration, that solve all of the issues at both the national and local the level, were the French formulations 

of the 1980s, which then went on to completely shape the Europe-wide discussions on this. 

Britain was very late to the party on this but the French conceptions of integration, developed in the 1980s, 

are very close to the American concepts of assimilation, not understood as ethno-national white dominant 

nation-building but, rather, an assimilation more in the kind that emerged through the work of Richard Alba. 

The [é] volume, which I think is so crucial, is the comparative work of North America and Europe, [which] 

imposes integration as the single framework on all these cases. I understand that integration was seized upon 

as something we could work with progressively, in a pragmatic way, in research in the light of the refugee 

crisis. That is what you are referring to, I think ï in Germany, for example. There is masses of work going on 

around integration because that is the word that has enabled a certain sort of progressive reflection. What  

I tried to do is to suggest that this progressive integration is a kind of multicultural nationalist conception. 

The British case, which is the parent across all of Europe now, is a reflection of the dominance of the North 

American notion of building society out of immigrants and trying to deal with racial and ethnic diversity 

associated with immigration through coming up with this progressive vision of a nation that draws all of its 

strength from integration. This is what I call the integration nation. It is interesting that Britain is the vanguard 

nation in Europe, it has been for decades. It has been the place that people look to as the place that had the 

most sophisticated, developed ideas of multicultural nation-building. 

This is bound up with the strength around British nationalism, as a positive image of itself in the world. It 

is linked to post-colonial transformations. That is ultimately why I find it so problematic, because I think it is 

a colonial view of the world ï and, of course, Brexit has made it visible even more as a national project, of 

imposing a certain vision of the multicultural integration nation. I do not quite understand the contrast you are 

trying to draw between the Anglosphere and the continental European sphere, because I think all of these 

nations are operating in that sort of space. 

For me, the big alternative to this was the kind of post-national project of the European Union, which often 

stayed out of national immigrant integration issues [and] only really echoed them on a coordinating level but 

which did introduce into the equation all kinds of issues to do with post-national membership and rights and 

so forth. I think [these] were transformative of the question while they were still happening and transformative 

in Britain, until Britain decided it could no longer deal with these issues and opted out. 
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That is the response that I would want to develop to this question but I do think that there is consistency 

across Europe. Also, I think we ought to be looking at quantitative work. The quantitative studies of integration, 

which have proliferated in recent years, use a very standard model of immigrant integration. It is very close to 

theé model. That is really nothing like the integration models that Jon and Jenny are proposing. I unfortunately 

do think that we must be able to quantify what we are saying qualitatively, in order for it to make sense as  

a sociological model. And that is where I think things get difficult and default to a particular sort of integration 

nation model, as I am calling it. 

 

Peter Scholten: Before I go to the fourth question, which starts with Kesi, I would like to draw Jon into the 

discussion, because I heard you stating last week this connection between integration and ethno-nationalist, 

ethno-cultural conceptions of the nation, as you were criticising that automatic connection. 

I look at the German debates and the connection seems to be less there than in the Netherlands and that 

seems the case in the UK. So perhaps you would like to respond to the previous point of Adrianôs and clarify 

your points last week on the connection between integration and the culturalé 

 

Jon Fox: I think empirically, historically, this connection has been quite strong. So again, I am influenced by 

the work of Adrian and the work that he has done here. I do not disagree with our connection but, just like 

him, I see that connection as the problem. To move beyond that problem is to move beyond the kind of 

ógroupistô, culturalism case ï the focus on ethnicity, the focus on groups fundamentally, the focus on ethnicity, 

culture, multiculturalism, these sorts of things. 

I find it interesting, Adrian, that you equate the progressive approaches I would like to think myself a part 

of, with this multicultural nationalism. What we are doing in our project, not to sound defensive, is not talking 

about ethnic groups or immigrant groups or minority groups or groups at all. We are trying to move beyond 

that ï we decided we were trying to focus, without usurping agency from the people who are doing the work 

of integration, we were trying to think about the work that they do, not in groupist terms but in practice terms. 

The interventions we are trying to make are not with people but with the institutions, the structures, the 

processes, the practices that equate [to] integration. I do not know that we need to make this equation. What 

kind of progressive approaches, local approaches, pragmatic [approaches], the things that Jenny is trying to 

do, the things that I think I am trying to do with this multicultural nationalism? I certainly would make a very 

strong distinction between those things. Let us say that is not at all I am doing and, if it is, then I have got to 

stop doing it. So, we know that is the problem, right? If this has been the problem of integration, it has been 

so tightly entangled with this kind of nationalism. 

 

Peter Scholten: Jenny, can I invite you in, only related to this point ï integration being connected to 

nationalism? Could you reflect on that?  

 

Jenny Phillimore: I wanted to reflect back on the localïnational binary. Adrian has suggested that we need 

[to] work on and to contest national policy and the idea of a nationalistic state, which I completely agree with. 

That does not preclude the local. There are many academics and we have many perspectives. I think it is really 

important that people like Adrian continue to push the kind of thinking around integration and to push back 

against this nationalistic lens. 

There is still space to look at what is happening locally. We need to be able to connect the local and the 

national, which feeds into the multilevel governance ideas that Peter has talked about before and brings in  

a role for superdiversity. One of the main things that we have been trying to do through super diversity is to 

push back against groupism and this whole idea that you can put everybody in a group. We have moved now 
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to a more space-[based] approach, which is a great way of not looking at groups ï to look at what happens 

within a space. But then, of course, there is always a scale. Somehow, we have to try and bring the groups in 

the space together. So, we have moved from methodological nationalism to a methodological 

neighbourhoodism. We need to get somewhere in between. There is plenty more work to be done. 

Peterôs point about a German perspective on integration ï and that, if we do not have a national approach 

to integration then we will do nothing ï is valid. That is important because what we have done in the UK is 

made a few national pronouncements on that horrific case report and then we have said that it is all done. 

Integration happens at a local level. There is a shocking discourse coming out of the government now, which 

shapes public opinion but also governmentôs responsibility to provide welfare for everybody. 

We have the hostile environment ï which we need to contest a lot more ï but also there is evidence from 

existing work of a violence of abandonment. If the nation-state does nothing to support those who are within 

it, then unfortunately violence and harm [é]. 

 

Peter Scholten: Thank you. Let me also echo the point on a methodological localism. It also manifests in our 

own research in Rotterdam, where the concept of integration surprisingly re-emerged and was abandoned again 

two years later. That is a new line emerging that I have not fully made sense of.  

Let me continue to the fourth question. You rightly brought up the points on academic leadership. In the 

sidelines of last weekôs conversation, talking with some very young scholars, they asked for our academic 

leadership. What they said is that we understand that the concept of integration is flawed, that its 

categorisations are problematic ï whether they are ethnic, racial or cultural ï and even the concept of migrants. 

That is why migration studies is so incredibly hard but also why it is so nice to be in this field of study. You 

are dealing with an incredibly complex issue that really matters. There should be training for everyone in the 

field of migration studies to be able to reflect critically on essential context and concepts, because we have  

a lot of them. We hardly have any concepts that are not essential. 

They ask for our guidance ï what do we do as young migration scholars? We try to understand how people 

interact. Try to rise above the binary in your work, with a continuum from migration to mobility. Reflect on 

what lies beyond the concept of integration or inclusion and all the other concepts that we have on the table in 

migration studies. What shall we do beyond integration? What do you recommend to young scholars in this 

field to use as concepts, to try to make sense of this complex thing that you are studying, in a better, more 

ethical way? 

 

Kesi Mahendran: What I would say to people who enter this field is to pursue your analytical interests. That 

takes a certain degree of bravery because you do have to tune out some of the dominant policy discussions. 

You can get [caught in] the policy cycles very easily. 

We have a grouping within IMISCOE, which is the reflexivity in migration studies standing committee of 

which I am a member of the board. It is new so it is a great time to join it. This is a space where we do this sort 

of thing. There is a combination of things you need to do ï methods which are not dying and enable citizensô 

voices to come through. If you are listening to them and talking to them, they are the biggest creative resource 

that we have. 

I do not think that we go beyond integration. We go within it. We have moved far too quickly. I really 

support Jennyôs critical awareness and her critical realism about the conditions under which we are working. 

I do think it pressurises us to move slightly too quickly. What we have done is raise two policy indicators 

before we really dismantled some of the key concepts that exist within integration as a broad frame, the big 

one being migration itself ï migration as a movement. This is something that we need to do right across Europe, 

not least because we have freedom of movement as a pillar within [the] European Union project. 
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We need to understand degrees of migration movement, not least because it is analytically fascinating to 

understand why people move and why they do not move. When we speak to people who have not moved, their 

parents have never moved. Their grandparents have never moved. They tell the story of how they have never 

moved over generations. That is a really fascinating story. We find that the groups of people who have never 

moved, generationally, is a tiny group of people because, of course, people have moved for economic reasons 

for centuries. That would be my proposal ï for researchers to have the bravery to pursue your analytical 

interests. You would not use official statistics so easily, so do not use concepts so easily. Pursue them, get into 

the history of the concept. Go back to the 1930s [and] assimilation would have [been] viewed with suspicion. 

The very fact that people were assimilated ï I am thinking Jewish communities ï precisely used to say 

something quite different. So we need, I think, as researchers, as academics, to maintain rigour and 

independence.  

 

Peter Scholten: I really like your call for independence but also reflexivity. It is a broad term but it is an 

important one, especially in this field with the topics that we have at hand. It is important to the work that we 

do, to the training that we give people who enter the field. And it is important to our relations with 

policymakers. That is why I think it is a nice conclusion, because we are approaching the end of the session. 

Can I ask whether you would like to add any concluding [remarks]? 

 

Umut Korkut: I have one question for Adrian about class action, because clustering features in your research 

and you have been discussing [it] for the past few days. 

Class seems to be an issue which is waning. I am thinking about Scottish nationalism and about all the 

social justice claims that are embedded in Scottish independence movements, et cetera. I would imagine that 

most of the people in England, especially the north of England, would also consider themselves equally 

disadvantaged on the basis of the claims that are embedded in Scottish nationalism. 

[For] people here, there [are] certain feelings of injustice ï they do not necessarily feel like reaching out to 

people of Northern England or other, let us say, disadvantaged communities in England, in order to build  

a much stronger kind of class-oriented movement in order to stand up for their justice claims. When it comes 

to your research and your reflections on migration, you tend to argue that there is a difference between where 

we are on the hierarchy of migrants, such that ï if you belong to this group of cosmopolitans ï there is not 

much of an expectation to integrate. Whereas, if you do not belong to this group of cosmopolitans and then, 

depending on where we are on the class hierarchy, the integration demand increases on us at the same time.  

We also see reflections such as assimilation. For example, you may feel yourself assimilated, but it does 

not necessarily mean that people around you will look at you as assimilated. You may face these ruptures in 

your integration or where you are ï it is based on your mobility and your belonging. Considering the waning 

importance of class and considering how other people would assume where you are in terms of your mobility 

and integration, why do you think cluster matters in order to define peopleôs integration journeys? 

 

Adrian Favell: Integration, at some level, is about equality. It is interesting that we shift the discussion away 

from issues of equality, to issues of cultural understanding or mutual recognition. 

Scholars studying integration do want to see equality. It is really what it is about and the problem with 

integration is that you have got this dual issue. This building of internal quality at the national level is what 

integration is supposed to achieve. It is supposed to bring everybody up to parity of status within society. At 

the same time, it often reinforces the bigger inequality that is out there, which is global inequality. It is also 

striking in our discussion that we have not really talked about the basic issue of citizenship as the key defining 

inequality in the world. 
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So, we shift to a discussion about citizens having dialogues and so forth, without recognising that the major 

structuring factor is the citizenship that is given to these migrants who come through an integration path. They 

become full citizens who are naturalised and they are somehow going to blend into the nation on an equal level 

because they have that status. Integration then continues in other ways ï ethnic and racial relations, as we used 

to call it. It is fundamentally about class in this sense. I am very concerned about the ways in which integration 

is being used as a way of symbolically reaffirming the equality of the nation, our joint membership as equals 

in society, at a time when we have spectacular inequality and freedoms at one end of society that other people 

do not have because they are not mobile in the same way and are not subject to the same sort of integration 

pressures. There is this conjoined irony that we are projecting the core integration of the nation on these 

supposedly indigenous nations, working-class-type natives ï this myth that has arisen in the British political 

discourse ï who are supposed to embody the true integration of the nation. They presented [as] the group 

against which new migrants are going to be measured. We are expecting them to integrate into the same places 

they live and so forth, when these people themselves are absolutely not integrated. We do not live in an 

integrated society. We live in a disintegrated society that is using integration in order to reinforce the big 

disintegration of global inequalities as well. I have not answered your question directly but that lays out a little 

bit of thinking about your question. 

 

Peter Scholten: Thank you. 
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Setting the scene 

This short introduction presents the context and background information to the CEEMR special section 

analysing the migration dynamics, trajectories, everyday reality and policies in the context of Russian full-scale 

aggression against Ukraine. The special section contains the first group of articles dealing with the 

unprecedented migration consequences of military aggression against Ukraine, including air strikes on many 

Ukrainian cities, the use of indiscriminate weapons, killing and deportations as well as the economic 

consequences of protracted armed conflict. The intensity of the migration movement should also be explained 

by the quick opening by neighbouring countries of their borders to the incoming refugees. The exceptionality 

of the situation and high uncertainty about further developments led us to conclude that this special section 

should not follow any prior conceptual background but should be open to different perspectives and approaches 

in studying migration from/in/to Ukraine. 

It should be emphasised that Russian military intervention had already started back in 2014; although it did 

not cover the whole territory of Ukraine, it had a predominant influence on the migration patterns of 

Ukrainians. The beginning of the Russian aggression in 2014 had a series of direct and indirect consequences 

that affected the migration intentions of the population. In most cases, Ukrainian citizens who migrated to EU 

countries from the temporarily occupied territories between 2014 and 2021 did not receive refugee status, as 

most of the territory of Ukraine remained under the control of the Ukrainian government. As a result, the 

majority of those who left the occupied territories at that time chose mixed migration strategies, including legal 

and illegal employment, marriage and educational migration.  

Russian aggression in this period also affected labour migration from Ukraine in general, in particular with 

regard to its distribution among destination countries. Between 2014 and 2016, Ukrainians started travelling 

for a variety of reasons to the West more often. For example, according to the data from a representative survey 

conducted in Poland among Ukrainian labour migrants who left between 1991 and 2019, 77.3 per cent of the 

participants said that they first went to work in Poland in 2015 and later (Mikheieva and Susak 2019: 10). 

From 1991 to 2011, quite low rates of migration from Ukraine to Poland were recorded (a total of 10.5 per 

cent of respondents indicated that they had left in that period). Between 2012 and 2014, a revival of migration 

flows was noticeable (with 12.2 per cent of respondents leaving at that time). At the same time, there was also 

a change in the direction of the migration flows. From 2014, there was a decrease in the flow of labour migrants 

to Russia and an increase in the flow to EU member states and, above all, to Poland (Malynovska 2020). The 

internal geography of labour migration from Ukraine has also started to change. While, before 2014, the main 

contributors of labour migrants to Europe were the western regions of Ukraine, after that date almost all regions 

of the country gradually started to be included in the ówesternô vector of labour migration. In 2021, 1.57 million 

Ukrainian citizens received permits to stay in the EU, making them the third largest group of citizens 

representing non-EU countries (Eurostat 2022).  

The onset of full-scale aggression created a radically new situation. In February 2022, Europe received the 

largest number of refugees since the Second World War. As a result of the war in Ukraine, the number of all 

refugees living in the EU increased by 20 per cent (European Commission 2023). Millions of Ukrainians 

crossed the countryôs state border in the early days of the war in search of aid and asylum. In response to the 

scale and intensity of the refugee crisis and for the first time in its history, the European Union activated the 

Temporary Protection Directive ((TPD), which created a framework for managing massive refugee flows. TPD 

was adopted in 2001 as a lesson learnt from the Balkan wars, yet was not activated until the Russian full-scale 

invasion (European Commission 2022). 

According to UNHCR (2023) data, as of 1 July 2023, some 6,302,600 refugees from Ukraine were recorded 

globally (the figure recorded in Europe was 5,949,500 while, beyond Europe, it was 353,100). The main 
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countries hosting the largest number of refugees from Ukraine as of 31 May 2023 were Germany (1,111,590 

or 28 per cent of the total), Poland (991,375; 25 per cent) and the Czech Republic (340,090; 8 per cent) 

(Eurostat 2023a). 

Ukrainian forced migration in conditions of war: problems and challenges of research  

The beginning of Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014 and the full-scale invasion in 2022 led to an 

intensification of research on the forced migration of Ukrainians ï both academic and practical ï which focused 

on rapid implementation and practical response. The intensification of research interest in the number of texts 

related to the study of war-affected societies is important. However, at this stage of studying the Ukrainian 

situation, we see the prevalence of empirical over theoretical research and the conceptualisation of problems, 

which generally creates an oversaturation of details and facts with an insufficient level of understanding and 

assessment of what is happening.  

The situation when assessing the scale of forced migration of Ukrainians due to the war is complicated by 

the fact that many statistics on both the population of Ukraine and the number of migrants are approximate, 

incomplete and estimated. This applies to both statistical estimates of the population as a whole and of internal 

and external migration. The last census in Ukraine was conducted in 2001. Accordingly, data on the number 

of people in the country are approximate, vary due to the use of different methodologies and refer to different 

geographical areas (e.g. related to the inclusion or exclusion from counts and estimates of the territories 

occupied in 2014).  

Similar problems arise when calculating the number of labour migrants due to the existence of different 

models of labour migration (permanent, return, border, circular, etc.), to the partial preservation of its irregular 

nature and to different methods of calculation. As a result, there is a significant discrepancy between the data 

from the State Statistics Service of Ukraine, the National Bank of Ukraine and the International Monetary 

Fund on the number of labour migrants (Sushko, Kulczycka and Minicz 2019: 5). The same applies to internal 

forced migration after the start of Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014.  

Refugee and internal migration statistics are also processual in nature. The war continues while its duration, 

the scale of its consequences and the outcome remain in question. All this forms a situation with a high level 

of uncertainty. As a result, most of the surveys among Ukrainian forced migrants conducted in Europe today 

do not answer the question about the future of this migration, the prospects of peopleôs return or their 

integration into the local communities of the European host countries. The granting of protection in the EU is 

temporary and there are no clear guidelines for future decisions in this regard. On the other hand, the situation 

in Ukraine remains problematic. Ukrainian forced migrants associate their return to the country primarily with 

the end of the war. However, immediately after their security-related needs, they voice expectations related to 

the economy ï adequate salaries and higher standards of living in Ukraine. An important factor is also the 

restoration and availability of an infrastructure necessary for life (Vyshlinsky, Mykhailyshyna, Samoiliuk and 

Tomilina 2023). This configuration of expectations, in the context of an ongoing full-scale war, either 

questions the reality of return or postpones the decision indefinitely. 

Extremely problematic and important for an in-depth understanding of the situation with forced migration 

is the issue of the migration of Ukrainians to the Russian Federation after the beginning of the full-scale 

invasion. The forced passportisation of residents of the occupied territories and forced migrants from Ukraine, 

filtration practices, the restriction of the right to movement for people living in the territories occupied after 

2022 and the forced displacement (deportations) to the territory of the Russian Federation of vulnerable 

categories of the population ï primarily older people and children ï all raise questions about the assessment of 

the scale of forced migration from Ukraine to the Russian Federation. How can we divide those Ukrainian 
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citizens who voluntarily chose this migration and those who became victims of the aggressorôs actions and 

ended up in Russian captivity, in filtration camps or deported? A separate research issue may be the legal status 

of forced migrants from Ukraine to the Russian Federation. Who are they from the point of view of 

international law? Which state is responsible for them? Can the aggressor state be responsible for the citizens 

of the state that was attacked? 

Another important issue is the policies of different European host countries concerning Ukrainian refugees. 

Despite the existence of a common European space and common directives regulating the status of Ukrainian 

migrants in Europe, the situation in each individual country has its own specifics. For example, we can see this 

difference of approach in the top three countries ï Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic ï in terms of the 

number of Ukrainian refugees accepted. The German government is committed to providing temporary refuge-

seekers with a social package, including financial help for housing, health insurance, language courses and 

monthly payments; this generally creates conditions for the gradual soft integration of Ukrainian refugees into 

both local communities and the labour market. Poland and the Czech Republic do not have the same social 

packages for refugees as Germany but the migration from Ukraine in the context of a full-scale war relies 

heavily on the experience of previous migration, extensive local government and civil society support, the 

Ukrainian community in Poland and the cultural and linguistic proximity of the population of the two countries, 

which provides Ukrainians with faster integration and entry into the labour market. Also, as a recent Centre of 

Migration Research of University of Warsaw (CMR UW) survey demonstrated, the vicinity of the Ukrainian 

territory and extensive migration networks make it easier for the refugees to combine life in Poland with 

distance work and other transnational activities (G·rny and Kaczmarczyk 2023). The difference in contexts at 

the level of individual European countries and their administrative parts makes the nuanced processes related 

to the everyday life of forced migrants an important research issue. 

The peculiarity of post-2022 external forced migration from Ukraine is its high intensity and simultaneity. 

According to UNHCR data, from 24 February 2022 to 9 May 2023, some 21,496,802 people crossed the border 

out of Ukraine and 12,724,350 people crossed the border in the opposite direction. These statistics show the 

increased mobility of the Ukrainian population due to full-scale Russian invasion but do not show the real 

scale of forced external migration, as they contain information, among other things, on the movement of the 

same people to and from Ukraine. However, the dynamics of these crossings show that the largest outflow of 

people from Ukraine occurred in the first few months of the war. Thereafter, the intensity of border crossings 

remained more or less constant, comparable to the pre-war level (CReAM 2023). The same dynamics is 

confirmed by the figures for Germany, where 68 per cent of Ukrainian immigrants arrived in the first three 

months after the beginning of the full-scale aggression by the Russian Federation (Federal Statistical Office of 

Germany 2023). Overall, about 18 per cent of the Ukrainian population moved to Europe during the full-scale 

Russian aggression against Ukraine. 

Another important feature of Ukrainian forced external migration is its socio-demographic parameters. In 

contrast to other waves of refugees, Ukrainian migration consists primarily of women and children. The 

education factor also plays an important role. The majority of Ukrainians forced to migrate to the EU (66 per 

cent) have higher education. This significantly exceeds the overall figures for Ukraine (29 per cent) and the 

EU (33 per cent) (Federal Statistical Office of Germany 2023). The mass transition, as a result of forced 

migration, to low-skilled jobs with a general lowering of the usual standards of living has already created and 

will continue to create additional tensions in the host communities. Another important problem in the future 

will be the issue of the mental health of forced migrants. The trauma of war, forced displacement, difficult 

migration experiences and constant exposure to information flows of the ongoing war are factors that 

significantly affect the moral and psychological state of forced migrants. Mental reaction to trauma often has 

a delayed character and, accordingly, is one of the problems facing the future of both Ukraine and the EU. 
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Understanding these complexities in the study of Ukrainian forced migrations in war conditions is important 

both for researchers seeking to make a deep and multidimensional assessment of what is happening and for 

making informed political and managerial decisions.  

The migration and mobility of Ukrainians: short state-of-the-art  

One can distinguish several main topics related to migration from/in Ukraine in the existing studies. This short 

review should not, however, be treated as fully fledged state-of-the-art but, rather, as a contextual background 

to the presentation of the articles in this special section. 

A strand of literature that looks at the process of transforming Ukraine into a net immigration country, 

together with the forms, trajectories and narratives about labour migration, can be distinguished. Temporary 

labour migration (Pirozhkov, Malynovska and Homra 2003) ï which converted from ólocal mobilityô ï or 

different forms of transborder activities, including petty trade, began to be researched in the late 1990s and the 

early 2000s. As such, the Ukrainian case was not an exception from other post-communist Eastern and Central 

European countries (Vakhitova and Fihel 2020). One aspect of the relevant literature was dealing with the 

qualitative assessment of the phenomenon, taking into consideration the scarcity of statistical data (Prokhorov, 

Yablonskyy, Piontikivska, Ruda and Hamaniuk 2018). Other researchers were looking at the policies, 

migration networks, migrant anchoring and legal and other conditions in the receiving countries and, finally, 

the settlement practices of Ukrainian migrants (inter alia, Fedyuk and Kindler 2016; Fonseca, Pereira and 

Esteves 2014; G·rny, Grzymağa-Kazğowska, KňpiŒska, Fihel and Piekut 2007; Grzymağa-Kazğowska 2020). 

In particular, literature focusing on Ukrainian migrants in the EU depending on their legal status and contesting 

the simple contradiction between legal and irregular migration, access to healthcare, education and social 

security in the context of the EU laws and policy practices, can shed some light on current discussions of the 

legal status of Ukrainians in the EU (see the article by Ğysienia in this section).  

The second strand of literature is the studies on the Ukrainian diaspora and transnationalism. However, 

traditionally perceived as looking at the forms of cultivation of national language and culture, diaspora studies 

have situated research on Ukrainian migration in the realm of politics as well as civic and political activity 

(Dunin-WŃsowicz and Fomina 2019; Lapshyna 2019; Solari 2018).  

Last, but not least, an important strand of literature written after 2014 looks at the mobility consequences 

of the Russian occupation of Crimea and parts of Eastern Ukraine, studying both the security and the political 

context of external migration as well as a certain óinvisibilityô of forced displacement (Drbohlav and 

Jaroszewicz 2016; Sasse 2020). Finally, there are many extensive in-depth studies looking at internal 

displacement through the prism of social cohesion, national identity, geopolitical struggles, civil society 

activism or individual adaptation strategies (Bulakh 2020; Kuznetsova and Mikheieva 2020; Rimpilªinen 

2020). The article by Steblyna (in this volume) contributes further to this strand of literature. 

We can conclude that Ukraine as a country, represented by the existence of large historic diaspora(s), forced 

displacement and territorial changes after the Second World War, extensive labour immigration and also 

hosting emigrants, has received significant attention from migration scholars. In its volume and the diversity 

of its topics, the existing research cannot, however, be compared to those studying classic emigration countries. 

Another crucial challenge impeding the development of scholarship is the insufficient knowledge of 

publications in English about research written in other languages, particularly Ukrainian. An important issue 

that also hampers research is the lack of basic demographic data stemming from the fact that the last national 

census in Ukraine was conducted only in 2001 (see the second section of the introduction and also the article 

by Pozniak in this volume). At this stage of the study of Ukrainian forced migration, this set of problems results 

in the prevalence of qualitative over quantitative research. Also, as underlined by Fedyuk and Kindler (2016), 
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despite the fact that Ukrainians constitute one of the most numerous immigrant groups in the EU member 

states, their presence often went unnoticed among other Eastern and Central European migrant communities. 

Finally ï and this also a task that this special section attempts to address ï is an insufficient understanding of 

what the 2014 and 2022 Russian aggression meant for migration dynamics and a tendency to keep studying 

post-2014 mobility solely through the prism of labour migration. 

Introducing the papers 

This special section contains the first group of articles submitted in response to the CEEMR call for papers on 

the consequences, trajectories, policies, discourses on war and displacement, emergency practices and other 

aspects pertaining to the migration resulting from the Russian illegal aggression against Ukraine. All kinds of 

migration happening in the aftermath or in the context of the Russian aggression on the Ukrainian territory 

after 24 February 2022 remain within the scope of the current special section. Both the CEEMR editors and 

the special-section guest editors purposely did not specify any topics for possible contributions, leaving to the 

authors the choice of topics, theories and methods. At an epistemological level, however, the special sectionôs 

purpose was to give voice to Ukrainian and other researchers from ï or those studying migration from/to/within 

ï Central and Eastern Europe. The result reflected the perception that, particularly in times of war and conflict, 

those who personally experience the war and/or forced migration or present a closer perspective on the ongoing 

atrocities, should be heard first. Secondly, there is ample evidence that scholars from the region are under-

represented in social-science research ï including migration studies ï and thus more rarely participate in 

knowledge production at both a general level and a regional one (D¿vell and Lapshyna 2022; Mªlksoo 2022; 

Vorbrugg and Bluwstein 2022). This argument was not made only to point to the numeric unrepresentativeness 

of Eastern and Central European scholars but also to emphasise that many topics and perspectives could have 

gone untouched or unnoticed due to such a narrow generalist, rather than context-sensitive, knowledge 

production. Possible biases deriving from these knowledge gaps should be taken seriously in current debates 

about the Russian war against Ukraine (Artiukh 2022; Khromeychuk 2022; Mªlksoo 2022), Ukraineôs future 

and the consequences for migration and mobility in Europe.  

Despite such a broad range of topics, disciplines (political science, law, sociology, demography) and 

methods used by the authors of the articles in this special section, several topics appear repeatedly and are 

touched upon by almost all the authors. These include: 

¶ the different forms of struggle during the process of forced mobility and immobility caused by the armed 

conflict and related insecurities and emergency governance in times of war (at different levels ï pan-national, 

state, societal and, finally, individual); 

¶ the narratives, discourses and stereotypes that accompany Russian aggression against Ukraine and the 

related migratory movements;  

¶ the time, temporality and uncertainty in forced migration caused by the military aggression and methods 

of coping with this uncertainty; and  

¶ rights versus obligations in times of war at different levels ï the right to leave the country or to remain 

there and obligations towards the homeland experienced by migrants.  

The first article, by Nataliia Steblyna, was written before the full-scale invasion of 24 February 2022 yet 

it tackles the topic of internal displacement in Ukraine after the Russian illegal occupation of Crimea and the 

start of the armed conflict in Eastern Ukraine in Winter/Spring 2014. In 2015, the Ukrainian authorities 

reported approximately 1.5 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) which represented one of the largest 

displacement crises after the Second World War (UNHCR 2015). The literature pertaining to migration 

trajectories, the adaptation of IDPs to their new places of residence and the policies adopted towards them is 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=D%C3%BCvell%2C+Franck
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fairly abundant (Bulakh 2020; Ivashchenko-Stadnik 2017; Jaroszewicz and Grzymski 2023; Kuznetsova and 

Mikheieva 2020; Rimpilªinen 2020; Sasse 2020), yet Steblynaôs article offers a rarely adopted research 

perspective that looks at the social and political attitudes towards IDPs via the lens of the local press and local 

communities. With the application of a rigorous frame analysis of the local content of online media services 

in Kharkiv and Dnipro in 2015ï2018, the author offers a typology of the narratives pertaining to IDPs ï created 

or replicated by the local media ï and how they evolved over time. Steblyna differentiates between four main 

frames: ógeneralisationô (speaking of IDPs as an essentialised group, a mass), óvictimô, óhelp-receiverô, and óthreatô. 

A very valuable contribution by Steblyna is bringing time into her research, showing how less-favourable narratives 

of IDPs appeared over the years marked with prolonged military activities and related socio-economic 

consequences. By linking the existing literature on internal displacement in different geographical contexts  

ï where IDPs are often portrayed as helpless victims ï with the case of Ukraine experiencing the first phase of 

the conflict with Russia, the author also voices clear normative postulates calling for greater responsibility by 

local media in introducing migrants to new communities and fighting against biased narratives. 

The second article, by Oleksii Pozniak, óThe Situation of Forced Migrants from Ukraine in Europe after 

Russian Military Aggression and Problems of Migration Policy of Ukraine in New Conditionsô, was prepared 

in the first few months after the full-scale Russian aggression. The author, a demographer and researcher at 

the National Academy of Science of Ukraine, sought any possible data that could help to analyse the migration 

dynamics resulting from the external aggression but also put the data possessed in the wider context of the 

different types of migration movement of the inhabitants of Ukraine after 1991. Being mainly a quantitative 

researcher in a war situation where representative surveys cannot be conducted, Pozniak attempts to base his 

assessment on different auxiliary sources. These include data on the border crossings obtained from the State 

Border Guard Service of Ukraine (where possible compared against the data of the counterpart institutions of 

the destination countries and international organisations) as well as in-depth expert semi-structured interviews 

conducted between July and September 2022. In a somewhat rigorous demographic manner, Pozniak looks at 

the migration transformation which Ukraine is undergoing, both demographic and social, including the 

dynamics of attitudes of Ukrainian society towards those who have left the country. He studies the ongoing 

immigration through the prism of temporality but also the rights and obligations as seen within Ukrainian 

society. He concludes with recommendations for the Ukrainian government by positing that the impact of  

a full-scale war on the future demographic situation in Ukraine will be reflected primarily in migration losses; 

he thus calls for an active migration policy that encompass both maintaining relations with Ukrainians abroad 

and easing immigration for selected categories of foreigners ï for instance, foreign students.  

The next article, by Maja Ğysienia, touches upon different aspects pertaining to the policies and ósolidarityô 

practices of Poland as being the first country of entry for the majority of war refugees and still being one of 

the leading countries in hosting forced migrants from Ukraine. As such, her article adds to the growing 

literature studying the narratives and practices that followed activation by the EU of the temporary protection 

directive. This TPD allowed people fleeing Ukraine to enter, reside and obtain rights in the EU territory without 

hindrance, while also granting Ukrainian migrants solely with a temporary status and differentiating between 

Ukraineôs citizens and third-country nationals (Carrera and Ineli Ciger 2023; Klaus 2022; Motte-Baumvol, 

MontôAlverne and Braga Guimar«es 2022). Maja Ğysienia studies the compatibility between Polish and EU 

law, in particular the similarities and differences between the temporary protection directive and the new law 

that Poland adopted to offer rights to Ukrainian nationals and their family members. The originality of 

Ğysieniaôs research lies in the detailed legal analysis that assesses possible legal discrepancies across several 

dimensions, including: eligibility for temporary protection, residence permits, accommodation, family 

reunification, returns and measures after temporary protection ends and remedies. Her general conclusion is 

that the Polish law on temporary protection does not fully follow the temporary protection directive and lists 
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here the cases of non-Ukrainian children and dependent family members of Ukrainian nationals, Ukrainian 

nationals and their spouses who entered Poland in an irregular manner as persons excluded from the protection 

offered by the Polish legislation.  

Conclusions and avenues for further research 

Several quite straightforward and a few less-obvious conclusions that also encourage further exploration are 

forthcoming from this special section. One conclusion is that the ongoing full-scale Russian aggression puts 

the lives of millions of Ukrainians at direct risk of falling victim to military hostilities; it also means that they 

are in constant need of making decisions on their mobility/immobility based on their individual security 

calculations. Another important feature of the continuing atrocities is the high level of uncertainty as to when 

and how the war will end and when forced migrants will be able to rejoin their family members from whom 

they were obliged to separate. In such circumstances, the cognitive and physical barriers to the analytical 

comprehension of the Ukrainian experience of war and forced emigration are quite straightforward and result 

in the predominance of empirical exploration over theoretical understanding of the problems. Secondly, the 

necessity and importance of theoretical generalisations is directly conditioned not only by their heuristic 

potential but also by their practical value. The conceptual understanding of the problems is very important for 

an adequate and timely response to the challenges provoked by Russian aggression and full-scale war. 

What is clear, however, at both epistemological and empirical-analysis levels, is that Russian aggression 

against Ukraine shed a light on some severe blindspots in migration and refugee research ï resulting, among 

other things, from the insufficient presence of Eastern and Central European migration researchers in global 

knowledge production. To cure this problem, more and more-diversified research on Ukrainian migration is 

needed; however, researchers directly experiencing the war and its consequences should also be given the 

opportunity to make their voices heard. At the same time, the problem of giving voice raises a number of 

additional questions. To what extent can people who find themselves in a situation of direct threat to their lives 

and are forced to deal with issues of daily survival be expected to produce scientific knowledge that meets 

international standards and deadlines or perform highly intellectual work on a volunteer basis as part of their 

professional activities in peace time? Is there a real demand for local expertise or are Ukrainian experts 

perceived primarily as carriers of personal traumatic experiences that they can share with others? Also what is 

lacking is the research revealing postcolonial legacies in studying Eastern Europe and also examining 

migration from Ukraine from a long historical perspective, including the context of geopolitical and national 

identity struggles. The migration of Ukrainians is not only a story of labour migration.  

All the articles in this special section clearly demonstrate that forced migration is a research area within 

which contemporary Ukrainian migration should be conceptualised. Perhaps one of the most striking blind 

spots was the refusal, perhaps unconscious, by some academics, media and analytical institutions in 2014 to 

see the beginning of the war in Russiaôs actions towards Ukraine and in bringing refugee migration from 

Ukraine. Also, in many cases, we are not dealing with ópure formsô but with hybrid trajectories of forced 

migration ï when people start their journey with an IDP status, then continue as asylum-seekers before 

becoming labour migrants. The same hybrid trajectories can be observed now in the context of a full-scale 

Russian invasion, described, inter alia, by Pozniak in this section. Another issue is the trajectories of internal 

displacement and the policies of both the central government and local communities in adapting newly arriving 

co-inhabitants. In her contribution, Steblyna proposes a detailed in-depth analysis of biased narratives that may 

accompany internal displacement. What is still hampered by the absence of data and the inability to gather any 

on Russia are studies on the deportations and the óvoluntaryô migration of Ukrainian citizens to Russia.  
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Among the more detailed avenues for further research one could raise the issue of the assessment of the 

scale of forced migration (see Pozniakôs article in this section). Today there are many sources of statistical 

information on the number of people who were forced to flee the war, both inside and outside the country. 

However, the data from the different sources vary significantly. A number of migrant practices and strategies 

also remain essentially invisible to statistical records. For example, the statistical recording of IDPs in Ukraine 

after 2014 is complicated by the fact that some people preferred to avoid registering and obtaining official 

status due to specific perceptions of IDPs in society, stigmatising practices and restrictions on political rights. 

Today the situation with IDPs has changed drastically. It has become much easier to obtain status and 

assistance from the state. However, even in this case, there is the problem of taking into account the scale of 

internal forced migration, primarily because of its procedural nature ï people leave the war zones and return 

home whenever possible. Accordingly, in this case, the more important parameter for assessing the scale of 

migration is not the number of people who moved but the duration of their stay away from home. All this 

raises a number of questions for researchers on how to describe the situation of internal forced migration in 

statistical parameters. What criteria for assessing the situation are really informative? How can the scale of 

forced migration be estimated, given the high level of avoidance of official registration or floating data in  

a context where peopleôs forced mobility is processual in nature? 

In assessing the scale and forms of forced migration in the context of a full-scale invasion, there are also 

many aspects that are important for understanding the situation. At the initial stage, some Ukrainians crossed 

the EU border on the basis of the visa-free regime, which gives Ukrainians the right to stay in the EU for 90 

days in any 180-day period. This allowed some Ukrainian emigrants to stay in the EU legally but without any 

additional registration. Often people relied on the help of relatives, acquaintances and professional and 

spontaneous volunteers. Despite the existence of common policies towards Ukrainian forced migrants, the 

domestic context of each country has its own specificities and shapes the different everyday practices and 

strategies of migrants from Ukraine. At the policy level, a detailed and in-depth understanding of these 

experiences acquires particular weight for subsequent management steps to be taken in the context of 

competition for labour and for finding balanced solutions between the policy of integrating Ukrainian migrants 

into the labour markets of host countries and Ukraineôs desire to bring its citizens back. 

Ukrainian migration is a European and, in a sense, an EU phenomenon. Firstly, Ukrainian nationals 

constitute one of the largest foreign-nationals group in the EU member states. Secondly, since 2017, Ukrainian 

holders of biometric passports have been exempt from the visa obligation for short-term stay in the Schengen 

zone. Hence, many Ukrainians had personal experience in crossing the Schengen border which proved crucial 

when they decided to escape. Thirdly, Ukraine is also a multi-national and quite diverse society and many 

Ukrainian residents of different citizenships have also left the country as a result of war. In this context, much 

more research is needed to study the complex and fluctuating responses of the EU member states to forced 

migration from Ukraine and to de-centre this research by also examining the role of local communities, the 

Ukrainian diaspora and the civil society. Maja Ğysieniaôs article in this section shows how, in practice, the 

implementation of the EU temporary protection legislation into the national legislation looks like.  

Note 

1. Before the full-scale invasion, the Ukrainian government estimated the Ukrainian population 

(excluding the occupied territories of the Crimean Peninsula and parts of Donetsk and Luhansk 

Oblasts) at 37.3 million people (Ukrainska Pravda 2020). These data were obtained using the following 

methods: collecting anonymous information from mobile operators about the number of users and 

their location; collecting data from registers of children (Civil Registry Office) and pensioners 
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(Pension Fund); and ócalibratingô sociological surveys, i.e., clarifying how many sim cards there are 

on average per Ukrainian in different groups. The data only allowed us to estimate the approximate 

number of people but are not really a census. According to the State Statistics Service, as of 1 February 

2022, the population of the country was 41,167,300 people, excluding the occupied Crimea 

(Derzhavna Sluzhba Statystyky Ukrainy 2021). The difference in the figures is also due to the fact that 

the State Statistics Service data include the population in the territories of Donetsk and Luhansk 

occupied in 2014. According to Eurostat, the population of Ukraine as of 1 January 2022 was 

40,997,689 people (Eurostat 2023b). Eurostatôs calculations are based on data on the resident 

population of a country or, if this information is not available, on data on legal and registered residents. 

The long-term absence of a population census in Ukraine already makes it difficult to assess the scale 

of the demographic consequences of the war and forced migration (both internal and external) and is 

a future-oriented problem. 
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Refugees, IDPs or just Ukrainians? Local 
Online M edia and Perceptions of Donbas 
Internally Displaced Persons (2014ð2018) 
Nataliia Steblyna*  

The purpose of this paper is to define, through content and frame analysis, the peculiarities in the 

representation of Ukrainian internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Ukraineôs local media and to compare 

this case with previous findings about the general peculiarities of perceptions of IDPs in the mass media. 

Two Ukrainian news sites were studied (2014ï2018), giving a total 328 news items. My study revealed that 

the mass media do not differentiate between the terms órefugeeô and IDP and describe these latter as passive 

people (174 mentions as opposed to 77 mentions for active people). However, in the Ukrainian case, IDPs 

were in the top three of the most popular sources at the beginning of the resettlement (2014ï2015). Later, 

the coverage became an episodic one, with publications about the topic typically having only one source  

ï officials. The mass media preferred such frames as: ógeneralisationô, óvictimô and óhelp-receiverô. The 

óthreatô frame was less often used; however, some aggressive and manipulative phrases were disseminated. 

A ócriminalô frame was not at all popular. Thus, the local press may be an important forum for IDPs; 

Ukrainian journalists were interested in their stories although the coverage needs some improvement  

(a more óactiveô angle, clear reference to IDPs as IDPs and not refugees and stories of socialisation etc.).  
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Introduction  

Ukrainian IDPs are people who had to leave their homes because of the Russian-Ukrainian war, which began 

in February 2014.1 Since 21 November 2013, there have been Euromaidan (or Revolution of Dignity) protests, 

as a result of which the President of Ukraine, Viktor Yanukovych, fled to Russia and the Ukrainian parliament 

voted to remove him from power. The head of parliament, Oleksandr Turchynov, was appointed as Acting 

President. For pro-Kremlin propaganda, it was an opportunity to show Ukraine as a divided nation, with 

Donbas (the Donetsk and Luhansk regions) and Crimea being in the danger zone because of some mythical 

óMaidan Nazisô and the Ukrainian government seen as a ójuntaô. Any ódefense of Russian-speaking peopleô 

became a justification for the aggression. In February 2014, Russia annexed Crimea. In March, in the cities 

and towns of Donbas, numerous pro-Russian meetings were held and Russian-backed separatists proclaimed 

the formation of Donetsk and Luhansk as Peopleôs Republics. In April of that year, the separatists attacked 

and, in some cases, took over administrative buildings while Russian saboteurs seized several cities.  

The National Security and Defense Council of Ukraine declared an Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO).2 There 

was a debate in Ukrainian society about declaring war on Russia. However, an ATO was chosen in order to 

hold presidential elections. The ATO was conducted until April 2018, after which it was re-named the 

Operation of United Forces (OUF), with neither definition including the word ówarô. This also led to some 

speculation about the interpretation of the events and the roles of the different sides. For IDPs, it meant the 

uncertainty of their status. In Ukrainian society and the mass media, several terms were used: órefugeesô, 

ómigrantsô or just óDonbas inhabitantsô. Thus, it was not clear who these people were, how they and the locals 

could co-exist or whether they had any legal status. Nor was there an unambiguous understanding of their 

motives to leave: was it war, political persecution or possible repressions, economic motives (to get a pension, 

for example) or maybe even a degree of espionage for the separatists? Therefore it is important to discover 

how Ukrainian IDPs were represented, how their image was portrayed in the mass media and which frames 

were used by journalists in this situation of total uncertainty (not the war itself but an óoperationô). 

According to official data from the Ministry of Social Policy in March 2021, there were 1,461,822 

registered IDPs in Ukraine. However, the number of unregistered migrants was much higher. For Ukraine it 

was óan unprecedented exodus of civilians from the conflict-affected territoriesô (Ivashchenko-Stadnik 2017: 

26). Ukraine was a country with one of the highest numbers of IDPs (Sasse 2017). In Ukrainian legislation, 

migrants in Donbas and Crimea are defined as internally displaced persons (IDPs), with their rights and 

freedoms guaranteed. Article 14 of the Law of Ukraine óOn ensuring the rights and freedoms of internally 

displaced personsô forbids discrimination on the grounds of status. The mass media, especially locally, may be 

extremely helpful in their coverage of IDPsô rights and freedoms and their integration into new communities. 

Journalists may control local authorities, help IDPs with their resettlement and provide useful information for 

both IDPs and the local inhabitants who want to support them. However, according to several migration 

studies, journalists often portray migrants incorrectly through, for example, discrimination, stereotypes and 

even hate speech (Don and Lee 2014; Leudar, Hayes, Nekvapil and Baker 2008; Lueck, Due and Augoustinos 

2015; Mihelj 2004; Santa Ana 1999). In modern scientific discourse there is still a lack of research about the 

IDPsô representation in the mass media (Apuke and Tunca 2019) and, as a rule, not local but national mass 

media outlets are used. In my research, I study the representation of Ukrainian IDPs in the regional press. 

Additionally, with a relatively large corpus of texts (328 publications over five years) it will be possible to see 

how the image of Ukrainian IDPs was formed, which techniques to portray IDPs were used and whether they 

changed over time.  

It should be taken into account that Ukrainian regional journalism has some weaknesses. Ukrainian 

professional media organisations stress the local mass mediaôs violation of professional standards, dependence 
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on government and local authorities, lack of professional journalists, cases of pro-Russian propaganda and 

coverage of the dissemination of political advertising (see POID 2021), together with research by the mass 

media in Eastern and Southern Ukraine (IMI 2021). Therefore, it is important to discover whether the 

Ukrainian local mass media spread prejudices and stereotypes about IDPs or whether their coverage is correct 

and neutral.  

The Ukrainian case has somehow remained almost invisible to the Western mainstream press 

(Ramasubramanian and Miles 2018). Nor has it been studied in depth in scientific discourse; the current 

Russian-Ukrainian war, Russian propaganda and Russian geopolitical ambitions are more popular for scholars. 

Bearing this in mind, it is vital to observe IDPsô image formation and transformation over a significant period 

of time. Are there any changes in representation and framing? Additionally, the local press is the focus of this 

research, because it is a crucial in terms of community integration (Nielsen 2015). Therefore, the media may 

see IDPs differently (not international or all-national mass media, which are usually analysed by media 

researchers). Local media may introduce migrants as equal members of local communities or may deepen the 

division between them. As Ivashchenko-Stadnik (2017: 30) wrote: óIDPs need more support from the host 

community. In order to get access to more resources, they need credibility to be accepted by the locals. In that 

respect, host communities cannot be underestimated as potentially powerful agents of change in IDPsô new 

livesô. Of course, local mass media are also crucial for covering IDPs problems, encouraging host-community 

assistance and forming credible images etc. 

Thus, in this article, two popular local news outlets from Kharkiv and Dnipro ï atn.ua and 056.ua ï are 

analysed between April 2014 and December 2018 (328 news items). These regions hosted the largest numbers 

of the migrants, except for the Lugansk and Donetsk regions, where the war has been ongoing. In this article, 

I define some similarities between the Ukrainian case and previous research about the general peculiarities of 

the representation of IDPs (mass media attention to IDPs, definitions of IDPs, IDPsô roles). However, there 

are also some differences in their image: journalists often use them as news sources and give preference to the 

generalisation of IDPs as a ómassô, óvictimsô and óhelp-receiversô.  

Since 2014, the problem of IDPsô coverage by the Ukrainian mass media has been revealed predominantly 

in media critics and reports by Ukrainian NGOs. In some cases, content analysis was used and some important 

observations about the specifics of coverage were made. However, there is a lack of systematic research in 

which the mass media were studied over a long period of time, with several aspects of the coverage taken into 

account (the presence of the topic or particular instances of the violation of professional standards were 

reported as a rule). Therefore, this paper also aims to fill this gap and answer several research questions:  

¶ local mass media attention on IDPs ï Are there any changes over time in the local mass mediaôs 

attention to IDPs?  

¶ What definitions have been used for IDPs in the media both at the start of Russian aggression and 

later?  

¶ How are IDPs represented, what news sources are used and what frames were the most popular during 

2014ï2018?  

IDPs, state policies and the mass media 

Weiss and Korn (2006: 14), when comparing different types of migrant, call IDPs óthe most vulnerable of the 

vulnerableô. According to these researchers, people who cross an international border ï whether fleeing from 

war, from military conflict or from political persecution ï may feel safe, because they can gain refugee status 

and, as a result, international help; whereas IDPs remaining in the country may experience obstacles or even 

threats from their government (2006: 14). This is why state policy towards IDPs is extremely important. 
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Nowadays the governments are recommended to take 12 steps (Guiding Principles) to protect and assist IDPs 

(from collecting the correct data about them to designing a state policy and appointing special institutions and 

officials). However, there must be some pillars to uphold such the policy. 

Firstly, scholars propose the ósovereignty as responsibilityô principle (Cohen and Deng 2012; Weiss and 

Korn 2006). A state must be responsible for its citizens and IDPs in particular. óA state should not be able to 

claim the prerogatives of sovereignty unless it carries out its internationally recognized responsibilities to its 

citizens, which consist of providing them with protection and life-supporting assistanceô (Cohen and Deng 

2012: 7). A state should care about IDPsô needs (Korn 2001), regulate órelations between the displaced and the 

host communityô (Christensen and Harild 2009: 5), establish fair norms for IDPs in order for them not to ósuffer 

opprobrium and sanctionsô (Weiss and Korn 2006: 6) and be óperceived as the enemyô (Cohen and Deng 2012: 

6). The correction of ósocial injusticesô towards IDPs must be a priority (Koch 2015: 138). Of course, security 

problems for IDPs (threats to their well-being and even life) must also be resolved.  

Secondly, the óhumanitarian rights agendaô (Hoffman and Weiss 2017: 23) in the case of IDPs should be 

considered. Governments or volunteers may provide IDPs with basic needs ï nutrition, medicine, etc.; 

however, this is not enough. According to the statistics, óthe majority of the IDPs are women and childrenô 

(Korn 2001: 14) who sometimes cannot defend themselves. Thus, it is important for a state to be óresponsible 

for the human rights of its citizens [IDPs] as part of the essence of statehoodô (Weiss and Korn 2006: 3). 

Thirdly, it is the concept of ócritical humanitarismô which establishes relations óbetween the providers and 

recipientsô. The relations should be óbased on an ethic of care by the former that is recognized by the latterô 

(Hoffman and Weiss 2017: 25). Here, temptation may occur for óthe providersô to use IDPs for self-promotion 

ï to generalise IDPsô positive attitudes towards the government, politicians and volunteers and to ignore their 

real problems. 

Finally, it is a long-term policy or ódurable solutionsô (Christensen and Harild 2009: 12) for IDPs. There is 

a disputable issue of when the problem of displacement will be resolved. Often, internal migration is perceived 

as óa temporary problem, one that will disappear with the return or resettlement of the displacedô (Korn 2001: 

17). However, this is not true. Resettlement, the end of a military conflict and the return of the IDPs may not 

be solutions: displacement only ends when (former) IDPs or refugees no longer have needs that are specifically 

linked to their having been displacedô (Christensen and Harild 2009: 13).  

The attention of society, NGO activity and qualitative mass media coverage are extremely important in 

forming policy toward IDPs. In several countries, NGOs, volunteers and the mass media all drew attention to 

IDPs and their problems, whereas government responses were weak (Solodôko and Doronyuk 2015). Pressure 

from society is important in order to encourage politicians and officials to act ï and journalists should provide 

complete, accurate and objective information about a conflict and its consequences. Additionally, biased 

reporting of internal migration has óa strong potential to shape both civil and state responses to IDPsô situation 

and influence policy decisionsô (Bulakh 2017: 55). 

Hoffman and Weiss (2017) came up with several functions for journalists who cover conflicts: to inform 

about possible cases of disaster, atrocities, hostile forces and war criminals; to provide data about possible 

victims of forces and criminals, to report on the activities of volunteers, organisations and agencies who help 

vulnerable groups, block hate speech and reveal disinformation, fakes etc. However, the main objective for the 

mass media is óthe construction of the humanitarian narrative ï the stories about means and ends, successes 

and failures... [providing an explanation] why there is an ñemergencyòô and the logic driving humanitarian 

behaviour (Hoffman and Weiss 2017: 212). There may also be some problems in that the mass media may 

violate professional standards and use the topic of IDPs in their own interest: óto be markets of miseryô and óto 

profit from painô (Hoffman and Weiss 2017: 217). Sometimes the mass media were just not ready to cover 

these issues (Kacharava and Gvineria 2014: 23), which is why mistakes occur. However, sometimes it may 
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just be an unwillingness to perceive IDPs as equal human beings ï people who have the same citizenship, the 

same rights and the same obligations as the rest of society.  

Usually there are similarities between IDPs and locals because they are compatriots, thus empathy should 

be present in that the locals should know the context of the replacement and IDPsô motives for fleeing their 

homes. However, scholars who study IDPsô representation in the mass media of different continents and 

countries defined some bias and violation of professional standards. It is, of course, important to monitor the 

mass media for such violation, because it may lead to manipulative, incomplete coverage and, as a result, to 

discrimination against IDPs. Scholars from different countries highlight some basic violations in the topicôs 

coverage. In many countries the mass media focus on help-giving and an exaggeration of governmentsô 

assistance. óHelp-givingô reports dominated in Kenya (Apuke and Tunca 2019: 171) and Azerbaijan, where 

journalists mainly covered óthe government policies and measures taken to improve the living conditions of 

displaced personsô (Arslan, Bobghiashvili, Djafarova and Hovhannisyan 2018: 27ï28). Governments were 

also the prominent news source in the journalistic texts on the internally displaced persons from Swat (Hussain 

2016). According to the observations from Georgia, the countryôs mass media mostly failed to ófocus on 

context, which includes the terms and lived effects of assistance programsô, whereby, often, only pictures of 

help-giving prevailed (Koch 2015: 141). Additionally, political regimes may influence mass-media coverage. 

For instance, in Azerbaijan the state influenced the representation of the topic of IDPs (Makaryan and 

Chobanyan 2014). When describing occasions of help-giving, the use of images of IDPs in political  

game-playing may be observed. Scholars found that the coverage of of information on IDPs depends on mass-

media ownership. Government mass media more frequently quoted officials, whereas private media portray 

IDPs as óvictimsô (Apuke and Tunca 2019; Isola and Toba 2019). The private mass media may use IDPsô 

images in their own interests ï for instance, to harm government positive representations (Apuke and Tunca 

2021). Sometimes IDPs may be used to gain international financing (Koch 2012: 17), as óa tool for political 

maneuversô (Sammut 2001: 55) or to óexploit the displaced population as visual reminders of victimization, 

even at the cost of prolonging their hardshipô (Bacon and Lynch 2003: 66).  

Letôs differentiate the major peculiarities in the representation IDPs: 

1. The generalisation of the situation for IDPs and ignorance of their voices and perspectives are also 

observed. Journalists use generalisations and stereotypes (Dunkan 2005). There are many observations 

about the ignorance of the ódaily hardships of displaced personsô (Arslan et al. 2018: 27ï28) and their 

voice is not present in discussions about their future (Bruckner 2009); IDPs are not often quoted 

(Arslan et al. 2018). 

2. IDPs may be represented as victims: helpless and having diseases (Ibrahim and Gujbawu 2017). 

Images of ómiserableô IDPs and IDPs in need are used in official discourses (Gureyeva-Aliyeva and 

Huseynov 2011). As Bulakh (2017: 51) writes, compassion for IDPs as victims óovershadows the 

prejudice and stereotypes about themô. IDPsô passiveness is one more result of such a representation. 

If governments and other organisations are constantly shown as help-givers and IDPs cannot speak for 

themselves, their ópassive mentalityô is also portrayed in the mass media and society (Koch 2012: 19).  

3. IDPs are described as an obstacle. Journalists may refer to IDPs as óour compatriotsô; however, 

ómarginalization and exclusionô and óde-personalizationô were also observed (Arslan et al. 2018: 28). 

This occurred in some cases because of the assistance IDPs receive from the government and 

international organisations. For instance, in post-Soviet countries, where poverty was extremely high, 

IDPs receiving international and government assistance were criticised (Najafizadeh 2013). 

Sometimes IDPs were presented as an obstacle to the prosperity of communities in which they were 

settled, with journalism showing them as óa problemô for the community (Harris-Brandts and 

Sichinava 2021).  
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Researchers also mentioned some positive features of the topicôs coverage. In Ukraine, IDPs were perceived 

as ósemi-fellows and semi-citizensô (Ivashchenko-Stadnik 2017: 42) and óour fellow citizensô (Bulakh 2017: 

52). Thus, they were not óheavily labelled as distant or unknown Othersô (Bulakh 2017: 53), like migrants or 

refugees from distant countries. IDPs tended to benefit from ópowerful support within society by informal 

networks and volunteer groups, which united the efforts of locals and the displaced in an attempt to assist 

adaptation and new infrastructural challengesô (Sereda 2018: 128). 

However, there were some prejudices, too. The image of IDPs in society and in the mass media may 

transform the status quo ï for instance, at first some Ukrainians volunteered to help IDPs whereas, later, there 

were óunfavorable comments about IDPs, which was also the case in media publicationsô (Bulakh 2017: 51). 

Scholars also mentioned this transformation of how IDPs are perceived: from a positive perception of óIDPs 

as victims, they need assistanceô to negative ófake IDPsô (Rimpilªinen 2020: 483) or criminals (Bulakh 2017: 

54).  

After differentiating between the possible violations of the coverage of the topic of IDPs in the mass media, 

we now analyse the context of Ukrainian internal migration and the governmentôs action. Researchers claim 

that Ukrainian government support was óminimalô (Kuznestsova, Mikheieva, Mykhnenko and Gulyieva 2018), 

especially at the beginning of their resettlement. Afterwards, there was óa lack of systematic work and logicô 

and government officials failed to coordinate the actions of different organisations and institutions (Solodôko 

and Doronyuk 2015: 9). Furthermore, there was low trust in the government by IDPs; their negative 

experiences with official institutions were also mentioned (Mikheieva and Sereda 2015). The state did not play 

a leading role during the resettlement procedure and IDPs usually had to rely on their connections, friends and 

relatives (Mikheieva and Sereda 2015; Sasse 2017) and they did not influence state policy (Bazaluk and 

Balinchenko 2020; Solodôko and Doronyuk 2015). As a rule, the international and Ukrainian mass media 

simply ignored them (Sasse 2017). However, there were numerous problems to cover: 

¶ óMultiple forms of social exclusionô of IDPs in Ukraine were discovered (Kuznetsova and Mikheieva 

2020: 701); IDPs did not enjoy ófull citizenshipô (Urbinati 2021). 

¶ IDPs were not represented in legislative organs and were not able to take part in elections; there were 

obstacles to their free movement within the country, their document recovery, pensions and social 

payments; the mass media and other sources published no information about opportunities for IDPs 

such as international support; and local authoritiesô actions were not transparent (Platform of Civil 

Society Ukraine 2017). 

¶ There were cases of discrimination during the search for housing and employment (Mikheieva and 

Sereda 2015).  

¶ IDPs were paid less because of their status ï óthe average salary for displaced women was half that of 

non-IDP womenô (Kuznetsova and Mikheieva 2020: 691). 

¶ IDPs experienced óextreme difficulties in registering in their new place of residenceô, thus, it was 

almost impossible for them to gain access to secondary education and healthcare (Kuznestsova et al. 

2018: 10). 

¶ Special campaigns to promote the tolerant treatment of IDPs were organised (Smal and Poznyak 2016). 

 

Although IDPs were under-represented in state discourse, in the mass media they were perceived as a single 

ómassô and were generalised, i.e. óconstructed as a homogenous group rather than a diverse range of people, 

who face different issues and who have a wide range of needsô (Kuznetsova and Mikheieva 2020: 690). 

However, the most disturbing point concerned the mass mediaôs creation of a fake differentiation between 

locals and IDPs on the basis of the latterôs attitudes to the aggressor ï the Russian Federation. Sociologists 
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observed some recurring stereotypes (that IDPs were pro-Russian and believed in the so-called óRusskiy Mirô 

/ óRussian Worldô (Voytyuk 2019).  

As we know, the conception of the Russian world defines everyone who speaks the Russian language as 

being a part of this world: scholars define it as óan imagined community based on the markers of the Russian 

language, the Russian culture and the common glorious pastô, a concept of Russian ósoft powerô (Feklyunina 

2016: 773). Moreover, according to numerous statements by Putin and other Russian officials, Russia should 

ódefendô the Russian-speaking population, even outside the borders of the Russian Federation. Thus, the people 

of Donbas also suffered because of this. Russian aggression stole their homes and sometimes members of their 

families; however, in the territories controlled by Ukraine, they were perceived as members of the Russian 

world ï people who caused the war.  

There were numerous speculations about IDPs, who ówere not able to defend Ukraineô (Bulakh 2017: 54), 

who were ópotential supporters of the separatistsô (Kuznetsova and Mikheieva 2020: 690). IDPs and people 

from Donbas were perceived as óhostileô, in that Ukrainian society believed that Russian aggression was 

possible because of significant help from or collaboration óby the localsô (Ivashchenko-Stadnik 2017: 27ï28). 

Male IDPs, in particular, suffered because of such an attitude (Bulakh 2017: 54). State officials contributed to 

the creation of this ópro-Russian imageô by asking about IDPsô óinclusion in the national community when 

checking on their statusô (Urbinati 2021: 4ï5), putting óa marker of displacementô on them (Bazaluk and 

Balinchenko 2020: 11). IDPs (journalists in particular) mentioned to the sociologists that they did not feel part 

of a Ukrainian media nation (Voronova 2020). Thus, IDPs were the targets of the Kremlin information war as 

well. For years, Russian propaganda divided Ukraine into óRussianô and óWesternô territories and denied 

Ukrainian sovereignty. Donbas, in this imaginary scenario, was definitely óRussianô, which is why, sometimes, 

it was extremely hard for some Ukrainian mass media and members of Ukrainian society to see a different 

picture ï that of people from Donbas, who want to be Ukrainian citizens as well, who speak Ukrainian and 

share a Ukrainian identity. However, images of IDPs who may support separatists and are ready to ask Putin 

to save them, seemed to be more believable.  

Thus, internal displacement was a challenge for both óthose who have been ñon the moveò or resettled and 

an unparalleled challenge for those who remain rooted in the host communitiesô (Ivashchenko-Stadnik 2017: 

29).  

Where IDPs are compatriots, they usually prompt positive attitudes. However, these positive attitudes may 

change over time. Thus, for the mass media, it is important to verify cases of negative images, threat metaphors 

and the spreading of crime reports.  

There is always some exaggeration of government and officialsô assistance to IDPs, whereas IDPsô actions 

and their real problems are ignored. As a rule, óthe receiversô do not see the individual stories of IDPs and deal 

with them óen masseô ï i.e., lumping them together. Thus, there may be some problems with the balance and 

completeness of journalistic material: officials may be the newsmakers more often than IDPs. According to 

numerous observations, the governmentôs assistance was minimal in the beginning, so it is also interesting to 

see, now, whether official sources commented on the situation at the beginning and whether the number of 

these comments increased over time. Here, officialsô structural failure to solve IDPsô problems and cases of 

IDPs facing discrimination may not be so visible in journalistic outputs. 

Speculations about IDPsô pro-Russian orientation and government and mass-media intentions to 

differentiate locals and IDPs should also be scrutinised and the numerous approaches to show IDPs as passive 

victims should be observed.  

As for the mass-media representation of IDPs, especially in the local media, there is episodic systematic 

research. Moreover, at the same time, there are numerous examples of the violation of professional standards 

in journalistic texts on the topic that were observed by media critics and professional media organisations 



134 N. Steblyna 

(Institute of Mass Information, Detector Media published such pieces). Therefore, the contribution of this study 

is to define the peculiarities of the coverage of this topic in the Ukrainian local media.  

Of course, every case of internal displacement is different; however, some similarities between Ukraine 

and other countries may be seen. As previously mentioned, IDPs are rarely quoted in the mass media, although 

the Ukrainian case is different. Previous research has shown that, in the regions of Dnipropetrovsk and 

Kharkiv, which are closer to the ATO zone, the mass media quite often used IDPs as a source; however, in 

other Ukrainian regions (Odesa, Mykolayiv and Kherson), officials and locals prevailed (see Steblyna 2015a). 

Thus, distance may matter. In neighbouring regions, journalists more often perceive IDPs as óinternal othersô 

(Lueck et al. 2015), so the opinions of IDPs seem to be important. Approaches showing them as dangerous, as 

an obstacle, are rare.  

Research objectives and questions 

A review of the literature shows that there are some specifics of IDPsô representation in the mass media. IDPs 

usually get positive coverage ï with approaches showing them as dangerous being minimal ï and they are 

perceived as being quite similar to local inhabitants. However, some violations of professional standards may 

occur. There may be a tendency to show IDPs in a more negative context: as criminals or as obstacles, 

especially over time. Stereotypes, generalisations, a lack of context and a tendency to show them as helpless 

victims may also be used. To see the peculiarities of the Ukrainian case covered by the local press, these 

observations by scholars will be verified. Therefore, the research questions will be as follows:  

 

RQ1  Does the local mass media focus on IDPs only during the óhot phase of the military conflict?ô In 

Ukraine there were many ceasefire agreements. However, the óhotô phase was considered to be 

between 2014 and 2015, before the Minsk-2 agreements. 

RQ2  Does the local mass media differentiate between the types ï ómigrantsô, órefugeesô and óIDPsô? 

RQ3  Does the local mass media show IDPs predominantly as passive (ópeople who provided helpô, ópeople 

who need assistanceô)? 

RQ4  Do officials and locals dominate in news texts about IDPs? 

RQ5  Is the coverage of IDPs unbiased? As was mentioned earlier, there are basic violations of IDP 

coverage, which may lead to discriminatory or manipulatory coverage: the focus on help-giving, 

generalisations, the representation of IDPs as victims and obstacles (like criminals or a burden or other 

danger to communities, especially being ópro-Russianô and having some sympathy with separatists 

etc.). To answer this question, media frames and frequency will be taken into account: 

ógeneralisation/IDPs en masseô; óvictimsô; óhelp-receiversô, a óburden/dangerô and ócriminalsô. 

 

The research objectives will be as follows:  

¶ to analyse mass-media attention to IDPs between 2014 and 2018 (both before and after the Minsk-2 

agreements);  

¶ to explore mass-media definitions of IDPs; 

¶ to determine IDPsô roles as active or passive characters in mass-media texts; 

¶ to define leading news sources in texts; and 

¶ to distinguish IDPsô biased characteristics (with the help of the frames). 

 

As for the frames, several of them will be used, according to the specifics of the coverage defined earlier.  
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1. A help-giving frame, to check the objectivity of the local mass media in their coverage of óthe 

providersô ï how often the frame occurs, who is giving help (officials, volunteers, locals), how the 

IDPs are represented in a particular situation and can they comment on the situation of help-giving? 

Maybe IDPs are represented as people who are ready to help themselves? Here the most-common 

manipulations about IDPs will be analysed: their usage in so-called ójeansaô publications ï covered 

political advertisements. For ójeansaô identification, a Pylyp Orlyk Institute for Democracy (POID) 

methodology will be used, as designed by leading professional media organisations which monitor 

mass-media content in Ukraine (see POID 2021).  

2. Generalisation frame: to see if the local mass media are capable of solving the problem of the 

invisibility of IDPs ï are IDPs presented en masse or is the local mass media capable of perceiving 

them as individuals?  

3. Victim frame ï to discover the completeness of IDPsô representation. Yes, it is important to describe 

all the hardships of displacement; however, IDPs are not only passive victims who suffer ï they may 

have other roles, such as starting their life again in a new place.  

4. Burden, danger frame ï to analyse mass-media metaphors and comments about IDPs: are they 

represented as an obstacle to the community or do journalists see their successful socialisation? 

5. Crime frame ï how often are IDPs present in the crime chronical?  

 

With these frames it will be possible to check whether or not the local mass media were ready to overturn the 

most-detrimental cases of IDPsô representation. 

Material and methodology 

This study uses content and frame analysis, conducted between 6 April (the beginning of the ATO) and 31 

December 2018, based on two prominent local news sites in Eastern Ukraine ï Kharkiv and Dnipro. These 

regions hosted the largest number of IDPs (because of their closeness to the ATO), except for the  

state-controlled territories of Donetsk oblast (550,000) and Luhansk oblast (290,000). Kharkiv oblast hosted 

128,000 people and Dnipropetrovsk 75,000 (Slovo i dilo 2018). The news sites of Donetsk and Luhansk were 

not picked for the analysis because, at the beginning of the ATO, some editorial offices migrated from the 

occupied cities and pro-Russian separatists took over some offices.  

Some similarities may be found between the inhabitants of the Donetsk/Luhansk and Kharkiv /Dnipro 

regions. Eastern Ukraine is predominantly known as a Russian-speaking region. The former Ukrainian 

president Yanukovych and his Party of Regions had the largest number of voters there during the 2010 

elections. Ukraineôs integration into the EU was not so popular in Southern and Eastern Ukraine (only 31ï33 

per cent in favour), according to the results of an all-Ukrainian survey conducted in 2018 by Ukrainian 

sociologist organisations the Kiev International Institute of Sociology, Sociology Group Rating and the 

Razumkov Center (see Tolina 2018; and earlier research of this problem by the Ilko Kucheriv Democratic 

Initiatives Foundation 2016). Polls about attitudes towards Russia have shown that, in 2018, people of these 

regions had a predominantly positive attitude ï 62 per cent in Southern Ukraine, 70 per cent in Eastern Ukraine 

(Pravda.com.ua 2018). Therefore, we can suppose that mass-media perceptions of the migrants might be more 

positive there.  
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The characteristics of analysed outlets 

The criteria for the selection of news sites were their popularity, their focus on political and social news, 

publication of their content and whether or not they were created by staff journalists; relatively high marks 

were awarded for compliance with professional journalistic standards ï POID data between 2015 and 2018 

were used for the standards evaluation analysis (POID 2021). Two online media outlets were chosen:  

 

¶ Atn.ua (Kharkiv). According to Similarweb data, the highest number of visits per month in the last  

6 months was 323,000 (the population of the region was 2.6 million). It is the most popular local site 

in the region. The Ukrainian NGO Institute of Mass Information (IMI), in their media-ownership 

research, concluded that the site belongs to Arsen Avakov, the Ukrainian minister of Internal Affairs 

and a politician for the Narodnyi Front Party (Prokaeva 2015).  

¶ 056.ua (Dnipro). The highest number of visits per month was 462,000 (the population of the region 

was 3.2 million). It is one of the top five most popular sites. The site belongs to CitySites franchise 

and businessman Evhen Javtushenko is the Executive Director of the network (Vasina 2015). 

According to IMI research, politicians from the Party of Regions bought the franchise (the party 

belonged to the former Ukrainian president Yanucovych and is nowadays forbidden in Ukraine). These 

politicians influence the siteôs content (Sverdel 2015).  

The selection of journalistic texts (sample) 

As the period of this research is quite wide, the search option on the sites was used ï tags 

ópereselentsiô/ómigrantsô, óbizhentsiô/órefugeesô, óDonbasô and Google search (site:n). Texts about refugees or 

migrants from other countries and historical texts about Ukrainian migration were all excluded from the list. 

Texts of all genres were analysed (news, blogs, interviews etc) and 328 items about Ukrainian IDPs were found 

on the two sites.  

Methodology of the texts: content analysis 

To define the peculiarities of the representation of Ukrainian internally displaced persons in the Ukrainian 

local media, the method of content analysis was used. According to van Dijk (2018: 232), óTimes, Place, 

Participants in various identities and roles are importantô, as are segmentsô position in the discourse (headline, 

lead, background), modalities (ówhat migrants must or may doô), implications and presuppositions and actor 

and action descriptions. Thus, for this paper, mass-media attention was measured and IDPsô definitions, 

modalities and roles in the texts were defined. To achieve this aim, summative content analysis was used, as it 

helps óto investigate the usage of specific wordsô, óto discover underlying data meaning by quantifying wordsô 

(Hsiu-Fang and Shannon 2005: 1284).  

At first, the number of texts per year was calculated and compared with the dynamics of the events at the 

front lines. Unequal attention to the topic (the large number of texts about IDPs during the hot phase at the 

front 2014ï2015) means that they may be presented as a problem, as a burden to local communities. Little 

attention paid to them afterwards means that IDPs are under-represented in their communities.  

Some Ukrainian professional media organisations published reports about the situation; however, their 

research was episodic. The observation periods were a week, a month or several months. The Pylyp Orlyk 

Institute for Democracy (POID) has been monitoring the topic since May 2017. According to their data, there 

were only 1 per cent of texts on IDPs in the regional press and online prior to 24 February 2022 (POID 2021). 
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Another organisation, the Institute of Mass Information (IMI),  published several reports in 2016 and 2017. The 

authors concluded that, in 2016, 2 per cent of online and press reports, 4 per cent of TV broadcasts (IMI 2016) 

and, in 2017, 4 per cent of regional online texts and 5 per cent of TV broadcasts were about IDPs (IMI 2017a). 

Additionally, in 2015, research about IDPs was conducted by the Krym-SOS NGO in five Ukrainian cities and 

a few texts about IDPs were discovered (Prostir 2015). Thus, there is no research on the topic where large 

periods of time were studied; there are only a few observations about the little attention given to the topic in 

different Ukrainian regions during various periods of time. My research aims to solve this problem and to show 

the complete picture for at least two popular regional news outlets.  

After the number of texts per year was calculated, participants in the texts were revealed, news sources 

were identified and definitions of IDPs were studied (óUkrainiansô, óthe people from some Ukrainian regionô 

ópereselentsiô/ómigrantsô; óbizhentsiô/órefugeesô). The modalities were defined in general: either active IDPs  

ï who can solve their own problems and be a part of their new community ï or passive IDPs, who are unable 

to deal with their own problems and constantly rely on assistance.  

Again, there were observations about the roles, the news sources and definitions of IDPs. For instance, in 

2017, several Odesa mass-media outlets were studied and there were examples of both: 

ópereselentsiô/ómigrantsô and óbizhentsiô/órefugeesô. The IDPs were portrayed mostly as passive (Steblyna 

2017). The same problems were found in the Lviv region (Dovzhenko 2017). In 2015, the mass media in 

Southern Ukraine were studied: IDPs were not predominantly used as news sources, with IDPs from Crimea 

being the exception. The mass media from Kherson quoted their leaders, journalists and activists (Steblyna 

2015b). Krym-SOS monitoring also showed that IDPs were predominantly described as passive (Prostir 2015). 

Thus, there are observations for some regions and mass media, however any systematic research is lacking. 

Furthermore, the dynamics of the situation were not studied ï for instance, is there any difference in describing 

IDPs as active or as passive or are there any changes in the selection of news sources? 

Lastly, IDPsô characteristics were studied using frame analysis, which helped to distinguish any biased 

representation of IDPs in the mass media. There were also numerous observations, predominantly made by 

professional mass-media organisations, about violations of professional standards in the regional mass media:  

¶ IDPs were used in political propaganda or ójeansaô texts (Kolotvin 2017);  

¶ negative attitudes about IDPs were formed (they ócausedô price increases and a rise in unemployment 

ï Prostir 2015 ï and poor service in hospitals ï IMI 2016); some journalists spread fake news or 

provocations about IDPs (IMI 2017b); 

¶ hate speech was mentioned; however, here IDPs were in 12th position compared to other objects of 

violation (IMI 2015); and  

¶ there was speculation about IDPs receiving a lot of attention and help from different institutions, both 

international and local (Prostir 2015). 

 

Thus, just a few isolated examples of violations of professional standards were shown. Only in the  

Krym-SOS study were typical mass-media mistakes gathered and described; however, the period was 

relatively short: 16 Januaryï7 March 2015 (Prostir 2015). In my study, with the use of frame analysis, it will 

be possible to observe the main violations and their frequency from 2014 to 2018.  

To conduct the research, several categories for the analysis were defined: 

1. Number of texts per year.  

2. Definitions (ópereselentsiô/ómigrantsô and óbizhentsiô/órefugeesô, óthe people from a certain city, town 

or regionô or simply óUkrainiansô). The texts from the sample were coded according to the definition 

used. Some texts contained two definitions, in which case the definition which was used first was 

considered. 
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3. Modalities of the IDPs. Two modalities were differentiated: active or passive. The texts were coded 

according to which verb was used with the definition (active or passive voice). The verb which was 

used first was considered. 

4. Sources of information. The number of sources in the texts and the origins of the source were defined: 

officials ï government, local authorities (both regional and city officials); international sources 

(governments or institutes), politicians (all-Ukrainian or local), activists, the police or state emergency 

services, the military, the mass media, experts, local people, volunteers and IDPs. 

5. Frames. 

Frame analysis 

Here, frame analysis is understood as a form of content analysis, where frames (selection of certain phrases or 

characteristics) are elements of analysis. When studying the frames which were used and their frequency, it is 

possible to interpret the mass mediaôs perception of a topic.  

According to Entman (1993), framing is about óselectionô and ósalienceô: journalists prefer certain phrases 

and make these visible to their audiences using different techniques. However, some researchers claim that 

this popular definition leads to óa conceptual fuzzinessô and that, with this definition, it is hard to differentiate 

between framing, priming and agenda-setting. Thus, an alternative is proposed: to focus on óequivalence-based 

definitions that are more directly tied to alterations in the presentation of information rather than the persuasive 

value of that informationô (Cacciatore, Scheufele and Iyengar 2016). Therefore, the selection of certain news 

items is about agenda-setting and priming (Price and Tewksbury 1997). For instance, if the arrival of IDPs is 

considered to be newsworthy, this topic is published on the front page, whereas óa story presentationô or óthe 

ways in which choices are presented to peopleô (Price and Tewksbury 1997: 182) are about framing. For 

example, journalists select arguments for and against IDPsô arrival in a certain place. According to Kahneman 

and Tversky (1984: 346), framing is óa tool to demonstrate failures of invarianceô. Elites, presenting the 

arguments and the choices in terms of ó losses and gainsô, influence societyôs perception of an issue. The localsô 

perceptions of IDPs is crucial as the latter need resources, assistance from the local authorities, jobs and places 

to live, etc. However, local elites may frame the IDPsô arrival according to their own interests and stress only 

the losses which will affect the community. Other elites use IDPs for self-promotion, thus society may be led 

to think that IDPs already have all their needs met by politicians or local authorities. In times of information 

overflow and high competitiveness for the media content, the elitesô frames may just be accepted passively. 

Thus, a constant monitoring of such sensitive topics should be carried out to reconstruct the process of framing. 

This is why framing analysis is widely used in migration studies. As Lahav and Courtemanche (2012: 484) 

claim, such analysis óis key because immigration fears are often more subjective than objectiveô. Scholars may 

analyse ómetaphors, catchphrases, examples, visual images and statisticsô to show this (Dekker and Scholten 

2017: 208) and word choices and vocabularies are also discovered (Klein and Amis 2021). Collocates are used: 

ówords that appear near another word more often than could be expected by chance onlyô (Brouwer, van der 

Woude and van der Leun 2017). To identify frames, researchers study elements in the texts such as voices, 

problems, the attribution of roles, proposed solutions and calls for action (Roggeband and Vliegentha 2007: 

8ï9) or focus on language, reasoning or abstraction (Ransan-Cooper, Farbotko, McNamara, Thornton and 

Chevalier 2015). 

However, occasionally methodological problems may occur. With an increasing number of studies of 

framing, a frame has become óa quite abstract variable that is hard to identify and hard to code in content 

analysisô (Matthes and Kohring 2008: 258); thus, it is proposed to identify some elements of the frame (frame 

patterns) through hierarchical cluster analysis and not the frame as a whole. The researchers differentiate 
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between several frame elements: a problem definition, casual attribution, moral evaluation and a treatment 

(Matthes and Kohring 2008).  

One further problem of modern frame analysis is data relevance. Nowadays, with a variety of possibilities 

of computer analysis, it is possible to use more data for longer periods of time. For instance, with collocational 

analysis, it is possible to show óthe choice of words to be usedô ï óillegalô as an association with óimmigrantô, 

for example (Gabrielatos and Baker 2008). Another possible option is concordance analysis, where the 

concordance is a ólist of a given word or word cluster with its co-text on either sideô (Gabrielatos and Baker 

2008: 15). With the methodology of computer analysis, studies have shown the usage of ówater metaphorsô  

ï (flood, pour, stream) and their distribution to refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants ï and positive and 

negative treatments, according to the situation (Gabrielatos and Baker 2008: 22). Additionally, computer 

analysis helps to compare frames used in the mass media in different countries ï for instance, with 16 different 

frames, national media discourses in 5 EU countries were compared (Heidenreich, Lind, Eberl and 

Boomgaarden 2019). 

Thus, for text analysis, word selection was analysed (metaphors, IDPsô characteristics, words and phrases 

which appeared near IDPs in the texts, etc.) ï óa story presentationô (Price and Tewksbury, 1997: 182). Some 

of these findings may be used for future computer analysis (the role of IDPs, active/passive IDPs, news sources 

ï see Table 1) to process more news texts and to avoid the problems of frame analysis.  

 

Table 1. Word selection and frames for the analysis 

Word selection Explanation Frames 

ótons of foodô, ómillions of hryvniasô,  

ómillions/thousands of migrantsô; 

ónumberôof IDPs got ónumber/amountô of aid;  

typologies (several types of migrant got several 

kinds of something); phrases óall the IDPsô, IDPs as 

objects (IDPs will be checked/relocated) 

Not only aid or help but also 

emphasis on the size; 

Statistics about migrants  

without context, just facts and 

numbers 

ógeneralisation/ 

IDPs en masseô 

ópeople with TBô, ópeople who canôt help 

themselvesô, ópoor peopleô, ódesperateô, ósickô,  

speculations about certain needs (ócanôt afford 

breadô, ócanôt find a jobô), poor conditions 

Not just different people with 

different backgrounds but 

judgments about some 

imaginative general 

characteristics 

óvictimô/ 

ódebased peopleô 

local authorities transfer aid; locals organised  

a concert   

The most typical scenes of 

help giving/receiving 

óhelp-receiversô 

ówaveô, ófloodô, óburdenô, óoccupationô, óexplosionô, 

ópeople from Donetsk canôt behave properlyô;  

ópro-Russianô, óinadequateô, ósocial explosionô 

Generalisation metaphors;  

exaggerations; not just fact 

statement; speculations,  

judgments; typical threat  

metaphors 

óburdenô/ôdangerô 

óan IDP attacked a local inhabitantô Cases about crimes; mentions 

of IDP status without  

justification 

criminals 
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Word selection and frames for the analysis 

The matrix for the analysis is represented in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Matrix for the analysis  

Source: authorôs compilation. 

 

At first, definitions of IDPs in the text were considered, after which the roles of IDPs and sources of 

information were determined. Eventually, word selection was analysed for the identification of frames. Figure 

1 is an example of a text with the headline óIDPs occupy Odesaô; thus, the definition is óIDPô, the role óactiveô. 

In the text, a journalist refers to an officialôs decision, so the source of information is óofficialsô. As for word 

selection, the author uses óburdenô/ódangerô, generalisations and help-giving frames. As óburdenô/ódangerô was 

the first frame, it was considered for the general count.  

Thus, with both content and frame analysis, it should be possible to answer all the research questions and, 

in particular, to understand when texts about the topic were predominantly published, which definitions were 

used, which roles of IDPs were exploited and which news sources and frames dominated. With the results, the 

peculiarities of IDPsô representation will be revealed.  

Results: Ukrainian IDPs in online local mass media  

Nowadays the Ukrainian local mass media face many problems: Soviet traditions of dependence on local 

authorities, the lack of financing and staff and the questionable quality of journalistic publications. After the 

Russian aggression in 2014, with internal migration as its cause, several international programmes were 

launched for journalists to cover IDPsô problems, success stories and useful information. Nevertheless, initially 

journalists had to invent their own vocabulary to describe the new reality of war and of people from the Donetsk 

and Luhansk regions who were leaving their native lands because of bombing and persecutions. Of course, 
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mass-media professionals used to work with contradictable and overwhelming information covering both 

Russian aggression and internal migration. Let us begin with the analysis of text numbers and IDP definitions. 

IDPs: refugees or people? 

A significant decrease in attention paid to migrants as a topic between 2014 and 2018 can be observed (see 

Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Number of texts about migrants 

 

Source: authorôs compilation. 

 

During the óhotô phase, the mass media published the largest number of texts, so RQ1 is confirmed. 

Journalists covered the topic of when IDPs moved into their communities; however, the migrantsô problems 

afterwards are not so closely observed: 8ï13 texts per year in 2016 and just 1ï2 texts in 2018. So, we may 

suppose that the local mass media do not pay enough attention to internal migration as a long-term problem.  

As for definitions, with time, the IDPsô characterisation did not change much. Of course, both the 

annexation of Crimea and the war on Donbas were hard to predict, so Ukrainian journalists were not ready to 

write about the war and migrants. There were many discussions about suitable words and phrases. With the 

first ówaveô of the texts about IDPs in 2014, 056.ua predominantly wrote about IDPs as órefugeesô; however, 

between 2015 and 2018, all options were used by both sites (Figure 3). 
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