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Grandmothers Behind the Scenes: Subordinate Integration, Care
Work, and Power in Syrian Canadian Refugee Resettlement

Rula Kahil , Maleeha Iqbal and Neda Maghbouleh

ABSTRACT
Researchandpolicy concerning the SyrianCanadiandiasporahasnotprioritizedelders. This article adds to schol-
arship about the well-being of newcomers admitted via the Syrian Refugee Resettlement Initiative through a
focus on grandmothers resettled within their multigenerational families. Using interviews and qualitative field
research, we show how the authority and status these elder women once held in Syria may be undermined by
their comparatively subordinate integration in Canada. Althoughnew, post-migration configurations of power,
carework, and communitymay present someopportunities, the burdens and dependencies of subordinate inte-
gration mostly constrain these elders from reclaiming their authority and status.

KEYWORDS
elder refugees; aging; subordinate integration; women; claimsmaking; mattering

RESUMÉ
La recherche et les politiques concernant la diaspora syrienne au Canada n’ont pas accordé la priorité aux aînés.
Cet article contribue à la recherche sur le bien-être des nouveaux arrivants admis via l’Initiative de réinstalla-
tion des réfugiés syriens en mettant l’accent sur les grand-mères réinstallées chez leurs familles multigénéra-
tionnelles. À l’aide d’entrevues et d’une enquête de terrain qualitative, nous démontrons comment l’autorité
et le statut autrefois détenus par ces aînées en Syrie peuvent être ébranlés par leur intégration relativement
subordonnée au Canada. Bien que de nouvelles configurations post-migratoires de pouvoir, de travail de soin
et de communauté puissent présenter certaines opportunités, les fardeaux et les dépendances de l’intégration
subordonnée empêchent principalement ces aînées de récupérer leur autorité et leur statut.
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INTRODUCTION

A small, framed photograph hangs on the
wall of a newcomer family’s home on the
outer edge of Toronto, Canada. At first
glance, it appears to capture the happy wed-
ding of two couples: two brides stand-
ing beside two grooms. Upon closer look,
though, something seemspeculiar about one
of the brides: she has anxious, rebellious
eyes, pressed lips, and a flushed face. The
bride’s name is Bassema,1 and the photo
marks the day, 15 years ago, that Bassema
and her sister married two brothers in Syria.
At the time of this observation, Bassema’s
own mother, Jihan, had just arrived in
Canada and was living with Bassema and
her family in a duplex. Bassema shared that
Jihan had struck her face for refusing the
marriage that day. Jihan did not dispute
this, stating, “No girls of mine say no to me.”
Jihan expressed pride in her skills and power
in arranging marriages, including those of
her own daughters. She claimed that back
in Syria, she was recognized as a success-
ful matchmaker and was sought out by her
community as a vital expert and resource.
In the wake of war and forced migration,
Jihan shared that she was re-establishing
her vocation as matchmaker, only now as a
refugee and a grandmother, among other
Syrians—including her daughter Bassema—
in Toronto.

Across town, another multigenerational
Syrian family is reunited. Inside this apart-
ment, three generations huddle tightly on a
sofa. A baby dozes comfortably in his grand-
mother’s arms. The baby’s mother, Amina,
snuggles happily next to her own mother,
Zeynab, the more recent arrival to Canada.
Zeynab, the grandmother, has an expres-
sion on her face that brims with excitement,
hope, and eagerness. When Rula Kahil vis-

ited Amina at home, Zeynab excitedly took
over the conversation. She explained she
would build a future for herself and Amina
in Canada. She declared that when the baby
was old enough to attend daycare, mother
andgrandmotherwould return to school and
learn English. Zeynab announced––perhaps
more for Amina’s benefit than for Rula’s––
that she came to Canada to advocate for her
daughter and to take care of her grandson.
Zeynab was also proud that she successfully
brought her own mother, the baby’s great-
grandmother, to safety alongside them in
this new world. Zeynab grieved that her
other children, including two sons and their
families, hadn’t yet been able to get to
Canada. But, however partial, four genera-
tions were together once again in Toronto.
Zeynab, a matriarch proudly claimed by her
kin, feels needed and valued.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

Migrants aged 60 and older, like Jihan and
Zeynab, who arrived in 2016 and 2018,
respectively, make up less than 5% of the
44,625 Syrian refugees admitted to Canada
under the Syrian Refugee Resettlement Ini-
tiative (SRRI) (Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada [IRCC], 2022). But the
centrality and importance of elders and
extended kin in multigenerational house-
holds is a strong feature of many soci-
eties from which immigrants to Canada
hail, including the Arab world (Young &
Shami, 1997; Rabiah-Mohammed et al.,
2022). Despite their importance, the pres-
enceor absenceofgrandparents in the Syrian
Canadian diaspora is under-examined, espe-
cially in the context of war, forcedmigration,
and resettlement through programs like the
SRRI, which prioritize younger migrants and
nuclear (and heterosexual) families.

1All names used in this article are pseudonyms.

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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This article contributes to emerging schol-

arship about the lives and well-being of

Syrian Canadians admitted via the SRRI by

examining the experiences of grandmothers

resettledwithin theirmultigenerational fam-

ilies. For matriarchs in Arab societies such as

Syria, to “claim” and be found “claimable” by

kin or family is a primary platform through

which care work, gender, and age-related

identity roles are exercised (Joseph, 2012).

Grandmothers, especially in Africa, Asia, and

Latin America, are also recognized by pub-

lic health scholarship as “culturally desig-

nated and influential newborn advisors to

young mothers, and direct caregivers [for

their families (Aubel, 2021, p. 1). Less is

known, however, about Syrian grandmoth-

ers’ status and kin relations in settings like

Canada, where multigenerational families

may be differently reconfigured given post-

migration changes to the household, includ-

ing increased economic precarity and shifts

in gendered and age-related power dynam-

ics between family members. As noted by

Bragg and Wong, there is also regrettably

“scant” literature on how Canadian immigra-

tion policy affects the “work of grandparent-

ing” (2016, p. 50). We therefore contribute

a small-scale case study of two multigener-

ational refugee families in which one great-

grandmother, two grandmothers, their chil-

dren, and their grandchildren were resettled

as part of the SRRI. This case is part of a larger

research study that includes annual in-depth

interviews conducted over three years with

members of 53 Syrian newcomer households.

We supplemented our interviews with in-

person ethnographic observation in the fam-

ily’s homes and follow-ups with the grand-

mothers and their families via Zoom, voice

notes, and text messages.2

We argue that the grandmothers in our
study held amore secure status in Syria. They
were matriarchs around whom the home
and family revolved. Following the Syrian
war, their displacement and forced migra-
tion upended these roles, and their identi-
ties as elder matriarchs within their fami-
lies and new societies could no longer stay
the same. Through attention to their self-
reported sense of claimability and mattering
within the context of their pre- and post-
migration life histories, we show how these
grandmothers understand their own author-
ity and status as undermined in a Canadian
integration system that resettles them into
different and ultimately subordinate social
positions in their younger family members’
homes and into a society that, at large, allows
their younger family members more agency.
This case study is but one example of subor-
dinate integration, a concept that describes
the partial inclusion of certain newcomers
into the economic, social, and political life of
the receiving country. Those who experience
subordinate integrationmay not necessarily
experience downward assimilation: the inte-
gration of some immigrants into the under-
class of their host country due to low levels of
social and economic mobility. Yet, their inte-
gration into the host country is undermined,
limited, or incomplete compared with other
newcomers, co-ethnics, and even other fam-
ily members due to the negative evaluation
of their personhood or potentiality.

We show that since arriving in Canada, the
grandmothers in our study could not repli-
cate the matriarchal home that sustained
their status and sense of control in Syria.
Rather, subordinate integration and the dif-
ficulties of aging weakened the grandmoth-
ers’ roles within the family and rendered
them unable to make independent finan-

2In linewith COVID-19 provincial guidelines in Ontario, our research teamwas required to pivot to remote-only forms of research
and communication with participants starting on March 14, 2020.

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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cial decisions or contributions. This is due,
in part, to a Canadian policy context that
understands elderly migrants as drains on
social welfare and does not empower or
support their autonomous activities. But
it is also a reflection of how intergenera-
tional power and solidarity relationships are
changed through the process of migration.

How then do resettled Syrian grandmoth-
ers maintain a sense of power, mattering,
and claimability when their forcedmigration
and subordinate integration in a new Cana-
dian settingmay “erode the verybasis of their
claim?”3 The grandmothers in our study do
not passively accept their subordinate inte-
gration. Instead, they reorient their care
work towards others in their co-ethnic com-
munity and personal family circles and resist
being defined as burdens by settlement and
social assistance agencies. Although matri-
archal families exist across different condi-
tions and settings, we suggest that the sub-
ordinate integration of these elder women
in Canada mediates their former power as
matriarchs. This heeds the call by fem-
inist scholars to add to the “upsurge” in
work on Arab women’s public rights, identi-
ties, and political participation by also study-
ing dynamic changes in family life (John-
son, 2018, p. 467; Taha, 2020) as well as to
contribute to emerging knowledge in migra-
tion studies about Syrian resettlement in
Canada (Hamilton et al., 2020; Hynie, 2018;
Oudshoorn et al., 2020).

ARAB FAMILY STRUCTURE AND THE
“KIN CONTRACT”

The “connectivity” of “intimate selves in
Arab families,” as articulated by anthropol-
ogist Suad Joseph, requires scholars based
in the West to decentre taken-for-granted
notions of the self for more relevant cul-

tural conceptions whereby, in Arab families,
identities are forged through a “psychody-
namic process by which one person comes
to see himself or herself as part of another”
(Joseph, 1999, p. 121). Similarly, “the
family-centered culture of non-EU migrants,
which promotes interdependence [empha-
sis added] between familymembers, explains
the importance migrant women attach to
the presence of, and care by, their mothers”
(Wyss & Nedelcu, 2020, p. 356). Such inter-
dependence leaves “limited room for inde-
pendence and privacy” within Arab fami-
lies (Barakat, 1993, p. 106), and significant
expectations and obligations to one another
are held even across transnational distance,
whether by choice or force of migration.

The centrality of family and kin is both
a political and cultural frame: “The consti-
tutions of most Arab countries state that
the family, not the individual, is the basic
unit of society” (Joseph, 1996, p. 16) and a
major social structure (Harb, 2010). Being
the “first form of socialization,” Arab family
members learn “at an early age to accept the
traditionally established masculine cores of
authority: kinship and religion” (Harb, 2010,
p. 101). Yet, such notions of family and kin-
ship rights also comewith equivalent notions
of responsibility and obligation. While
Arab norms assign family power to men
and oblige them to be financially respon-
sible for their family, in the absence of
elder men, age-based kinship values in the
Arab world elevate elder women like grand-
mothers to matriarchs (Joseph, 1996). Arab
grandmothers are therefore “privileged” in
their status as family elders but also “con-
strained” by obligations to help raise their
grandchildren (Joseph, 2000, p. 123). This
web of relations has been described as a
“kin contract,” which includes “mothers’ and
fathers’ unconditional sacrifices for their chil-

3We thank sociologist Sylvia Fuller for sharing this phrase with us.

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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dren, children’s unwavering respect for their
parents,” and, importantly, “the love and
care of [other family members] many steps
removed” (Joseph, 2000, p. 116).

MIGRANT GRANDPARENTS AND
CAREGIVING IN CANADA

In recent decades, Canada has retrenched
funding for social welfare and caregiving
support for children, elders, and people with
disabilities (Cranford, 2020; Mathieu, 2019).
Following neoliberal shifts in policy, such
caregiving gaps are covered by unpaid fam-
ily and kin labour, or what Deneva calls “wel-
fare to kinfare” (2012, p. 118). This includes
grandmothers, who are treated as “family
savers” that enable parents, and especially
mothers, to work outside the home in con-
texts where childcare is required (Herlofson
& Hagestad, 2012, p. 27). Previous scholar-
ship has analyzed the crucial caregiving role
of grandmothers for the survival of transna-
tional families in a time of economic global-
ization (Abrego, 2014; Baldassar, 2007; Bal-
dassar &Merla, 2013; Brandhorst et al., 2020;
Merla, 2012), including grandmothers who
care for “left-behind” grandchildren as part
of an “international division of reproductive
labour” (Parreñas, 2015, p. 10; consult also
Fan & Parreñas, 2018; King et al., 2014; Nede-
clu & Wyss, 2020; Yarris, 2014) and “transna-
tional aging carers”whomigrate to and from
their homelands to assist adult children with
care obligations (Deneva, 2012, p. 105).

The grandmothers in our study are in
a somewhat different situation: they are
forced migrants who have been granted
permanent residency and have resettled in
Canada as refugees. Because the mobility
of elders is typically constrained by human
capital, health, and restrictionist migration
policies, our case study is somewhat atypi-
cal. Indeed, migrant-receiving countries like

Canada only maintain modest family reunifi-
cation programs with a Parents and Grand-
parents Program (PGP) component. Canada’s
commitment to PGP is relatively weak and
framed in a deficit model in which older
newcomers pose net negative economic out-
comes and require outsized social assistance
(Bélanger&Candiz, 2020, p. 3474). As argued
by Bragg and Wong, there exists a “popu-
lar discourse around the ‘burden’ of elderly
immigrants on Canadian social service sys-
tems,” which is a reflection of how “human-
capital theory drives the immigration pol-
icy agenda in Canada” (2016, p. 49). Bragg
andWongdocumenthowa three-yearmora-
torium on PGP family reunification (2011–
2014) disproportionately burdened immi-
grant mothers and negatively impacted fam-
ilies’ integration and belonging (consult Ney-
smith & Zhou, 2013).

Migrant grandparents who land in
Canada typically live as financial dependents
in their adult children’s homes but signifi-
cantly contribute to the household through
unpaid home care and childcare for their
grandchildren and the maintenance and
preservation of cultural traditions and fam-
ily solidarities (Milan et al., 2015; Neysmith
& Zhou, 2013; Tyyskä, 2015). That grandpar-
ents’ caregiving is necessary for family mem-
bers’ survival across national contexts yet also
restricted or undermined by prevailing immi-
gration policy is a contradiction that scholars
have noted (Wyss & Nedeclu, 2020, p. 358;
Zhou, 2018).

SYRIAN RESETTLEMENT IN CANADA
(2015–PRESENT)

The unique SRRI that began in late 2015 rep-
resents a major undertaking or “national
project” by the Canadian government and
civil society, accomplished at a rapid speed
and scale (for details, consult Bakard-

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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jieva, 2020; Hamilton et al., 2020). Integra-
tion, defined as a two-way process of inter-
action and participation in all domains of
social life for groups and individuals (Biles
et al., 2008, p. 272), has been identified by
policy-makers, academics, and other Cana-
dian stakeholders as the preferred outcome
to “confer the highest levels of psychologi-
cal health and sociocultural adaptation” for
newcomers (Wildschut et al., 2019, p. 1379).
It follows, then, that an emerging body of
research with SRRI newcomers attends to
their integration- related experiences and
outcomes (consult, for example, Hamilton et
al., 2020, Kyriakides et al., 2018, Taha, 2020).
We know less, however, about the expe-
riences of older adults in this migration
wave (Boutmira, 2021). The small subset of
grandmothers in our study who were reset-
tled through the SRRI thus offer a unique
window into opportunities and constraints
for older adult women who are resettled
alongside their families.

RESEARCH DESIGN ANDMETHODS

The broader research study from which this
article is drawn is a team-based project at
the University of Toronto in the Greater
Toronto Area (GTA): Refugee Integration,
Stress, and Equity (RISE).4 Toronto is a sig-
nificant location for research on Syrian reset-
tlement as nearly half of all SRRI newcomers
to Canada were initially settled in Ontario,
with the greatest proportion, nearly one in
two, in Toronto (IRCC, 2019b). RISE began
in 2016 as a two-wave interview pilot study
of 41 Syrian mothers in their first 5 to
13 months of resettlement. The goal of the
study was to explore identity- and stress-
related changes among Syrian families. The

project then expanded into a 2018–2023 lon-
gitudinal study also involving grandmoth-
ers and teenage children. The three fac-
ulty co-investigators identify as West Asian,
white, and East Asian; most other teammem-
bers are native Arabic speakers who identify
as first-, 1.5-, and second-generation Arab
Canadians and helped ensure the research
design and interview protocol were linguis-
tically and culturally appropriate.

Participants were recruited through three
local settlement-related organizations. The
full RISE sample (n = 148) reflects the par-
ticipation of 53 households. All migrated
to Canada through the SRRI program and
arrived in theGTAbetween 2015 and 2018 as
either government-assisted refugees (GARs,5

roughly three quarters of the study sam-
ple), Blended Visa Office-Referred (BVOR)
refugees, or privately sponsored refugees.

This article develops a small-N case
study from RISE data following Burawoy’s
“extended case method” (1998) and Small’s
theoretical and empirical justification for the
utility of single cases to identify “social sit-
uations,” including key types and relation-
ships (2009, p. 20). Here, we focus on two
elder women’s evolving identities and shift-
ing power dynamics in the context of their
forced migration to Canada. Only 2 of 53
households were distinguished by the pres-
ence of grandmotherswho arrived in Canada
as GARs. In this way, we also draw on Fitzger-
ald’s observation, citing Eckstein (1975), that
successful studies in migration often prior-
itize “the logic of the crucial case” (2006,
p. 14). Rula’s curiosity about grandmothers
“behind the scenes” was piqued when both
grandmothers were present in their daugh-
ters’ households during interviews; hence,
early observations of grandmothers’ pres-

4Human Subjects Approval protocol #00036436; further details about full study are available at http://www.RISETeam.ca.
5The Canadian government supports and grants GARs a one-year allowance (IRCC, 2019a), which they may use toward their

rental housing. After the resettlement allowance period, GARs must rely on the social assistance income, which is insufficient for
the existing housing market (Rabiah-Mohammed et al., 2022).

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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ence in the family were spontaneous and
inductive.

However, upon being invited to join
the research study, both Jihan and Zeynab
expressed keen interest to tell their sto-
ries to Rula as formal participants in the
research enterprise, an age-related dynamic
observed elsewhere (Bloemraad & Menjívar,
2022; Fukui & Menjívar, 2015). Thus, over
three years, Rula interviewed, observed, and
collected stories from both elder women.
Three annual in-depth interviews with each
grandmother were supplemented with par-
ticipant observation in the grandmothers’
homes and community. For example, at
Jihan’s request, Rula served as a transla-
tor for Jihan at a doctor’s appointment,
and Rula and Neda visited Zeynab after her
cancer operation. Throughout the dura-
tion of the study, weekly text messages
and phone calls were shared between Rula
and the grandmothers. Zeynab regularly
inquired about social assistance and updated
Rula about struggles between her and other
family members. After completion of the
study, Rula corresponded regularlywith both
grandmothers and their daughters via voice
notes and text messaging for two additional
months. This qualitative engagement forms
the core empirical basis of the article and is
supplemented with interviews with Jihan’s
and Zeynab’s younger family members.

Interviews were audio recorded and tran-
scribed into English from Arabic by research
assistants. NVivo was used to organize and
analyze interview transcripts, audio files, and
field notes. The analysis involved two phases
of coding: during the first phase, based
on questions in the interview guide, key
terms and concepts were flagged; during the
second phase, emergent themes from the
authors’ ongoing conversations about the
interviews were coded. Between phases, the

authors’ coding strategy informed follow-
up with each grandmother throughout the
analysis and write-up process.

In the next two sections, findings from the
grandmothers’ case studies are presented
separately. The findings stem from self-
reported experiences shared by the two
grandmothers and their respective daugh-
ters about their pre-migration lives in Syria,
including their social statuses and reputa-
tions, their displacement in Turkey, and reset-
tlement in Canada. We note that although
our observations and participants’ narratives
were counterchecked, whenever possible,
against information provided by other family
members, we are limited in our ability make
strong or definitive claims from this data.
Relatedly, thedatapresentedhere are largely
from observations and annual interviews
with respondents in their homes. We unfor-
tunately cannot provide the thick descrip-
tion and perspectival lens on newcomer fam-
ily psychosocial dynamics that an immer-
sive ethnography could. After discussing
each grandmother separately, we bring the
cases of Jihan and Zeynab together to
understand three themes in their narratives:
how Arab migrant family dynamics around
“claims-making” (Joseph, 2012) manifest in
forced migration contexts; how grandmoth-
ers’ identities, including their senses of mat-
tering and control, are challenged by reset-
tlement conditions; and how they navigate
subordinate integration into Canadian soci-
ety as refugee elder women.

TWO CASE STUDIES: JIHAN AND
ZEYNAB

In many ways, Jihan and Zeynab are sim-
ilar. Both are single mothers in their six-
ties, both raised eight children each, both
hold little formal schooling, andbothworked
in Syria handling food. Jihan worked as

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022
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a cook and Zeynab owned a grocery shop.
Both described themselves as active com-
munity members with strong interpersonal
skills that helped them build a rich social
network and good reputation among oth-
ers. They also described themselves as dedi-
catedmothers and caretakers. Due to the Syr-
ian war, their children and grandchildren are
nowdispersed acrossAsia, Europe, andNorth
America, including some in Canada.

Jihan’s Story

Jihan, a mother to seven daughters and one
son, and grandmother to 24 grandchildren,
arrived in Toronto in December 2016.6 In
Syria, Jihan worked as a cook for 35 years
preparing “Syrian delicacies” for privileged
families. She described having been a promi-
nentmatchmakerwho leveragedher author-
ity to match over “one hundred” couples
back home, including some of her daugh-
ters, as described at the start of this arti-
cle.7 Jihan characterized herself as an “illit-
erate” woman who married at the age of 13
and worked tirelessly to ensure her children
received a quality education and a better life:

I didn’t study in my country. They got me married

when I was 13 years old. I don’t know a school. Why

do you think I made suremy kids have an education?

Because I have been very upset with myself … and

Hamdillah [thank God], I taught them, I got them

married. … I arranged for their travel, Hamdillah.

In prewar Syria, her husband’s salary from his
job in the army could not sustain eight chil-
dren. Jihan utilized her social entrepreneur-
ship skills to provide for the family and
proudly shared that people heard of her

“by word of mouth and through God’s will.”
Jihan’s home in Aleppo was also the princi-
pal meeting place for her married daughters
and their families to cook and spend time
together.

In the early days of the Syrian civil war
(2011–present), Jihan escaped to Turkeywith
her unmarried son and daughter, but her
husband refused to leave with them. In
Turkey, Jihan worked as a matchmaker and
volunteered with organizations that helped
fellow Syrian refugees. It was here that Jihan,
her son, and two of her daughters applied
for refugee status through the UN Refugee
Agency (UNHCR).While her daughters’ appli-
cations were processed quickly, Jihan’s appli-
cation was delayed several times before it
was finally accepted; her son’s application
did not move forward at all. In 2016,
her daughters landed in Toronto, and Jihan
joined them that December, leaving behind
her other children and her husband.8

Once in Toronto, Jihan moved in with her
daughter Bassema and her family, totalling
six people. Bassema’s family was resettled
through the BVOR program in a unique cost-
splitting arrangement between private spon-
sors and the Canadian government. They
initially lived in an apartment secured by
Bassema’s family’s private sponsors; how-
ever, after threemonths in crampedquarters,
they rented a larger house with the agree-
ment that Jihan would live in their base-
ment for a small rental fee, available to her
through the one-year GAR allowance. But
Jihan found the basement uncomfortable,
describing it as a “grave,” and refused to
live there. After Jihan took over one of the

6Figure 1 and Figure 2 present a family tree for each grandmother. The grandmothers, Jihan and Zeynab, are highlighted in
black, and children and grandchildren resettled in Canada whose household the grandmothers joined are highlighted in grey. Due
to space limitations, and for ease of understanding, the family trees are abbreviated and prioritize thematrilineal mother–child ties
most germane to the data and analysis presented in the article.

7In the Arab world, matchmaking is traditionally practised by middle-aged women who seek single women andmen in the com-
munity to find them partners. Matchmakers are usually armedwith strong social skills and in-depth knowledge about single people
and their families in their jurisdiction.

8In one interview, Jihan briefly mentioned that her husband remarried and is still living with his new wife in Aleppo.
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Figure 1
Jihan’s Family Tree

upstairs bedrooms, her 11-year-old grand-
son moved into his parents’ bedroom, which
added to tension within the family. Though
Jihan mentioned that she did most of the
cooking for the household, Bassema offered
a different story in subsequent interviews,
stating that her mother never “lifted a nee-
dle” in her home but “has a lot of activity
outside the house.” Such activities, accord-
ing to Bassema, were oriented towards the
larger Arab Canadian community in Toronto.
Indeed, we know from our interviews with
Jihan that she created and participated in
local lending circles, matchmaking services,
and other forms of aid and advice. Jihan’s
activities within and orientation towards the
larger Arab community increased the tension
between her and Bassema.

Feeling like a burden to others, Jihan
believed having her own home would grant
her the power and honour she once had
in Syria. Given her limited finances, Jihan
applied for her own subsidized housing unit
through the City of Toronto’s centralized
waiting list. However, she complained the
process was slow and inconsiderate of older
people and feared she would “end up on the
streets.” According to Jihan, her daughter’s
BVOR sponsor group had provided practical

help and emotional care that Jihan, an elder,
had not received as a GAR. For example,
Bassema’s BVOR sponsor group rented the
family’s first apartment prior to their arrival
in Canada andofferedBassemaa cooking job
in one of the sponsor’s restaurants. Bassema
shared, however, that the most important
help from the BVOR sponsors was their con-
tinuous emotional support. In Bassema’s
words, “oneof them [the sponsors]was abet-
ter mother to me than my own.”

When we revisited Jihan the following
year, she was still searching for a home
and felt the government had abdicated its
responsibility to ensure her basic needs were
met. She outlined health problems ranging
from a hernia to diabetes and carpal tunnel
syndrome, which made it difficult for her to
work outside the home, as she explained to a
social assistance employee:

I went to the welfare [provincial social assistance

agency] and told them it [the money] is not enough.

They told me, “Go work.” I told them, “I have her-

nia, rheumatism and my nerves.” … This can’t get

straightened [points to one of her fingers]. At night,

I get painkillers.

Eventually, Jihan found other ways to
manoeuvre through the system. For exam-
ple, though she did not find employment,

© Kahil, R. et al. 2022



10 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Grandmothers Behind the Scenes

she found a place to live through the new
personal networks she established for her-
self in Toronto. Her journey to a new home
began when she joined an English-language
school in her neighbourhood. There, she
befriended many of the young Arab Cana-
dian women in her classes. According to
Jihan, she became something of a maternal
figure: women sought her advice on mat-
ters related to cooking, matchmaking, and
money management. Jihan described their
respect and affection for her, although this
was a claim we could not verify: “They love
me, really, they love me.”

Her efforts to build networks outside
her daughter Bassema’s household paid off
when conflicts between Bassema and Jihan
escalated during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Despite Bassema’s health-related objections,
Jihan continued to invitepeopleoutside their
household inside the family home to social-
ize. Bassema described to us her concern
that Jihan’s socializing jeopardized every-
one’s safety, especially Bassema’s husband,
who suffered from long-term health issues.
Several months into the pandemic, Jihan
left her daughter’s home to live with other
Arab newcomer women from the network
she built. Eventually, through her network’s
knowledge of the Canadian system, she was
advised to move into an emergency shelter
for the unhoused: a step that moved her
up the social housing waitlist and eventually
granted Jihan her own subsidized housing
unit.

Zeynab’s Story

Zeynab, a mother to 6 daughters and 2
sons and a grandmother to 40 grandchil-
dren and 9 great-grandchildren, arrived in
Toronto with her own mother, Rashida, in
2018. In Syria, Zeynab owned a grocery store
and was the main provider for her eight chil-
dren and sick husband, who passed away

from cancer 11 years prior to her arrival in
Toronto. Zeynab was proud that her shop
was not only a hub for her local commu-
nity but a significant landmark for anyone
passing through her town. Her nickname in
the neighbourhood was the “mayor,” which,
according to Zeynab, showed how much she
was respected, trusted, and well-known in
the community. In her private life, her home
was where immediate and extended family
congregated every Saturday for dinner and
leisure.

During the Syrian civil war, Zeynab was
forced to leave her home and business in
Aleppo and cross over into Turkey, where
she lived with one of her daughters and
sustained herself by selling groceries and
used clothing. After Zeynab’s mother fell
and broke her hip while she was back in
Syria, Zeynab went to retrieve her for med-
ical attention in Turkey. At the Syrian–
Turkish border, Zeynab sat her mother in
a cart attached to a rope and pulled her
towards the border. The Turkish border sol-
diers denied them entrance multiple times,
but ultimately, and as a condition to allow
them into Turkey, the soldiers dared Zeynab
to pull hermother’s cart with hermouth, and
without hesitation, she agreed. The soldiers
tied Zeynab’s hands back, stuffed the rope
in her mouth, and watched her pull the cart
towards theentrance. This resulted inher los-
ing all her front teeth. A group of human-
itarian aid workers witnessed the incident,
scolded the soldiers, and helped Zeynab and
hermother to ahospital. After two successful
operations for her mother’s broken hip and
pelvis, Zeynab smuggled her out of the hospi-
tal and into Turkey. In Turkey, Zeynab often
carried her ailing mother on her back and
sold cardboard boxes and empty bottles on
the streets to earn money. Zeynab was spot-
tedbyUNHCRpersonnel andoffered refugee
status and resettlement in Canada,where her
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Figure 2
Zeynab’s Family Tree

daughter Amina had been recently resettled.
Although Zeynab’s mother was also offered
resettlement, the remainder of her family
was not.

Upon landing in Toronto as a GAR, Zeynab
and her mother lived for a few months
with Amina and her husband, who had
recently welcomed their fifth child. Zeynab
and her mother eventually moved into their
own apartment in the same neighbourhood,
where in addition to caring for her frail
mother, Zeynab cared for her grandson, who
moved inwith them. Zeynabalso consistently
provided her daughter, Amina, with emo-
tional support and encouragement, which
we observed during our interviews:

Rula: (Addressing Amina) To what degree do you

feel that you are important in Canada in general or

important to your own small community? Do you

feel like you are worthy?

Amina: (Shyly) Kind of, not really …

Rula: Why?

Amina: Because … a little, not much.

Zeynab: Because she doesn’t go out. If she does,

she will become more confident about herself. If

she meets more people, she will be fine. When she

knows people and mingles more, then she will have

more worth in the society.

Rula: You are encouraging her.

Zeynab: Yes, of course. But now she is home with

the role of housewife and mother, but Inshallah

[God willing], Inshallah I will help her blossom like

a flower.

When Amina hesitated to answer our ques-
tions or had trouble finding the right words
to express her feelings, Zeynab stepped in
with strong and uplifting words. By caring
for her grandson, Zeynab also allowed her
daughter to address her own medical issues,
which included “a virus in the blood and liver
cirrhosis.” However, Zeynab had her own
serious medical problems as well. Other than
the oral health conditions and back pain she
lives with due to the ordeals she suffered at
the Turkish border, Zeynab was diagnosed
with breast cancer in Canada. The cancer
forced Zeynab, her mother, and her grand-
son to leave their apartment and move into
Amina’s basement in a small bungalow in
the outer suburbs of Toronto. For Zeynab,
moving back in with Amina meant she could
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receive help fromher daughter after her can-
cer operation and continue to provide her
daughter with emotional support. But she
disliked and distrusted her son-in-law, who
controlled Amina and discouraged her from
attending school or even leaving their home.
He also overcharged Zeynab for the base-
ment, requiring her to hand over most of her
social assistance income.9

Despite these limitations, Zeynab
remained proactive, positive, and resource-
ful in finding ways to improve her and
her mother’s living situation. For example,
Zeynab located different service provider
organizations (SPOs) that offered newcom-
ers free food, clothing, and household items,
as well as an SPO that helped them with
translation services, completing medical
forms, andobtaining furniture. Aftermonths
of searching, Zeynab also procured an elec-
tric wheelchair for her mother from a RISE
study research assistant. She continually
expressed hope and enthusiasm to find work
and become financially independent. How-
ever, due to her health conditions and care-
giving responsibilities, shewas unable able to
join school or learn the language that could
helphernavigate the systemmoreefficiently.
Two years after landing in Canada, her frus-
tration was evident:

Zeynab: The welfare [social assistance employee]

told me, “Why don’t you work?” I told her, “I have

cancer.” She toldme, “My dad is 85 years old and has

blood cancer and he works.” I told her, “Your dad

… like, doesn’t have house expenses … responsibil-

ity for the woman [her mother].”

Rula: Of course.

Zeynab: The man works. If I didn’t have responsibil-

ities, I would leave the house and go work. … Here,

there isn’t work you can do [without credentials]. In

Turkey, you can work in anything.

Although Zeynab was offered monthly assis-
tance from the provincial government, she
said it was insufficient to survive and have a
place of her own. In the future, she hopes
to find employment opportunities: “I can
work in anything. … I don’t find work to
be shameful. Work is important because
the government’s allowance is not enough.”
Recently, Zeynab’s living situation changed
once again after Amina separated from her
husband with her mother’s support. Thus,
Zeynab, her mother, Amina, and her new son
initially moved in with Amina’s newly mar-
ried adult daughter before finding their own
place. Amina’s four adult sons joined them,
and they now total eight in a small apart-
ment.

CLAIMS-MAKING, MATTERING, AND
SUBORDINATE INTEGRATION

In this section, we bring together the cases
of Jihan and Zeynab to understand three
major patterns: how Arab migrant fam-
ily dynamics around claims-making (Joseph,
2012) manifest in forced migration contexts;
how grandmothers’ pre-migration role iden-
tities, including their sense of mattering
and control, are challenged by the condi-
tions of their resettlement; and how they
ultimately navigate a subordinate integra-
tion into Canadian society as elder refugee
women.

We define claims-making as expectations,
entitlements, and demands of others with no
room for negotiation (consult Joseph, 2012).
This is a characteristic of patriarchal kin-
ship societies where “both women and men”
are claimed by each other and “always”
belong to someone (Joseph, 2012 p. 17;
Kanaaneh, 1995, p. 132). We define mat-
tering as the extent to which people believe
they are important to others and perceive

9Her son-in-law seized $1,100 CAD from Zeynab each month for the basement; the entire bungalow’s monthly rent was $1,700.
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their role in the world around them to be
significant (Elliott et al., 2004, p. 339; Rosen-
berg & McCollough, 1981). Claims-making
and mattering have different connotations
regarding the self; claims are imposed by an
external kinship system,whereasmattering is
an internal evaluation of oneself in relation
to society. However, both concepts arehighly
associated or fused in a Syrian cultural con-
text: tobe claimedbyothers and tobeable to
claim others implies that one matters in their
society.

In Syria, Jihan and Zeynab were matri-
archs; they were well-known and sought out
in their communities. As the main providers
for their families, they were “claimed and
claimable.” They held a secure status and
clear identity roles, owned their homes
where family gathered, and were produc-
tive, significant members of their communi-
ties. All of this provided them reciprocity of
claims from others and gave them a sense of
mattering in both their homes and commu-
nities.

Jihan’s and Zeynab’s forced displacement
and migration to Canada imposed roles that
challenged their pre-migration claimability
and sense of mattering (Figure 3).

To be sure, the grandmothers’ identity
roles and their sense of claimability and mat-
tering were likely also challenged at the
onset of displacement, including in-transit
places and refugee camps (consult Rabiah-
Mohammed et al., 2022). But because we
do not have a full picture of the grandmoth-
ers’ lives in Turkey, we focus here on their
lives in Canada. In Jihan’s case, her need
for independence but also validation from a
younger generationof Syrianwomen reflects
the kinship claim-bearing rules she carries
into the migrant home. From the onset of
when our research teammet Jihan in front of
the wedding photo, she claimed her position
as a powerful elder matriarch who was to be

obeyed and who could claim authority over
her kin through aggression or violence. But
in a new Canadian context, where Bassema
was now head of household, the imposition
of Jihan’s resettlement into her daughter’s
household in Toronto, andher ensuing strug-
gles with her daughter and grandchildren,
activated Jihan’s sense of loss over not being
claimed by them. Joseph asserts that in such
“relational contexts to be unclaimed is to be
outside of society” (2012, p. 19). Indeed,
Jihan repeatedly described how she felt like
an outsider in her daughter’s household fol-
lowing her resettlement; her role identity
and sense of mattering within her immedi-
ate familywereupended. In an interview, she
shared:

We decided to live together, but it is very difficult,

very difficult. I mean, I really need to live by myself.

… My soul [alternate translation: psyche] is tired.

I am alone. What do I want frommy girls? This one’s

husband is sick; she is following him. The other is fol-

lowing her kids. … I go to my bed. I cry, cry, cry, cry,

cry until I fall asleep.

Jihan’s understanding of the evolving rela-
tionship dynamicwith her daughter Bassema
reflects an “unbalanced reciprocity,” a term
used by Nedelcu and Wyss to describe
transnational parents’ experiencewhen their
“children’s recognition, gratitude and sup-
port are not reciprocated in equal measure
to their own contribution to domestic work
and childcare” (2020, p. 296). Jihan’s belief
that her pre-migration care and support of
Bassema in Syria and Turkey were not recip-
rocated resulted in her perception that she
did not matter. Indeed, the power dynamic
between Jihan and Bassema being upended
in Canada was perceived by Jihan as a lack
of respect and appreciation. From Jihan’s 10-
year-old grandson’s request not to interfere
with him to Bassema’s persistence on setting
her own rules in her household, Jihan’s sense
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Figure 3
Claims-Making and Mattering: Pre-Migration and Post-Migration

of worth and mattering within her imme-
diate family were challenged. This, in turn,
exacerbated Jihan’s need to move out of
Bassema’s home and rent her own apart-
ment. Jihan shifted her orientation away
from her daughter’s family and towards her
co-ethnic community, where she described
feeling loved. Jihan’s shift of her attention,
care, and sense of mattering away from her
immediate family, and towards the broader
Syrian community in Toronto, helps illustrate
some of the ways that forced migration can
upend pre-existing family dynamics and indi-
vidual identities.

While Jihan’s sense of claimability and
mattering shifted dramatically following
resettlement, Zeynab’s role and place within
her family stayed relatively intact. For exam-
ple, Zeynab’s caregiving and connection to
her family members extended into the new
migrant home. Since arriving in Canada, she
took over caring for her newborn grandson
and her elderly sick mother and assisted her
own daughter, Amina, in both material and
emotional ways, such as encouraging her to
keepupwithher English classes and leaveher
husband. In this way, Zeynab was once again
thematriarch claimed by her immediate fam-

ily members in the migrant home. How-
ever, Zeynab’s relational claimability, which
secured her identity role in her home coun-
try, could not be the exact same in Canada.
Given her difficult financial and health situ-
ations, which forced her and her mother to
move in with Amina’s family, and the rela-
tive power that Amina’s husband had over
the entire family’s financial resources follow-
ing resettlement, Zeynab was forced to nav-
igate what Joseph refers to as a “situational
shift of claim” (1996, p. 20). Due to her situa-
tion, Zeynab had to abide by and temporarily
accept her son-in-law’s rules and the subordi-
nation he imposed on them while they were
in his household. Her sense of claimability
shifted slightly and was incomplete.

Nonetheless, even with her own fragile
health, Zeynab continued to care for oth-
ers and advocate for her daughter’s inde-
pendence, which included learning English
and leaving home. Zeynab’s sense of reci-
procity also diverged from Jihan’s. After her
cancer operation, she expressed gratitude
for the care her daughter provided, reflect-
ing balanced reciprocity. This balanced reci-
procity was significant for the entire family,
as Zeynab’s advocacy for her daughter was a
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factor that empowered Amina to leave her
husband and begin divorce proceedings.

Jihan and Zeynab’s sense of claimability
and mattering in Canada were mediated by
what we term a subordinate integration
into Canadian society. Although they were
homeowners and working women in Syria,
both grandmothers became unmoored from
these roles and occupations following their
displacement and, later, upon landing in
Canada. Each grandmother was also forced
to relocate multiple times across the city,
in complicated arrangements that involved
their daughters’ households already reset-
tled in Canada. Along with health issues that
slowed their integration into Canadian soci-
ety, both experienced feelings of social dis-
posability following their prolonged unem-
ployment after resettlement and negative
interactions with social assistance workers.
Their inability to earn income in Canada
blocked both grandmothers from making
independent financial decisions, and this,
alongside the dispersion of their families
across the globe, made them unable to
reconstitute their former matriarchal homes
in Syria. Thus, as the grandmothers’ broader
social status deteriorated after displacement,
so did their claimability and sense of matter-
ing.

This dynamic is especially pronounced in
the case of Jihan, who was required to draw
on her social networks to secure a shared
apartment with newcomer women outside
her family before finally getting a subsidized
apartment of her own. During her first five
years in Canada, Jihan relocated three times
and, as a result, experienced three distinctive
household living arrangements that fell out-
side the cultural norms and values that char-
acterized her life before forced migration,
when she was a homeowner. Jihan’s unsta-
ble living situation was further compounded

by her unemployment and the small gov-
ernment allowance she received. Although
Jihan told us that she voiced her concerns
to a worker at a social assistance agency, a
claim we could not verify, she was nonethe-
less frustrated bywhat she perceived as a lack
of government assistance or advice that she
thought would help her improve her living
conditions.

Like Jihan, Zeynab too was forced to relo-
cate several times in Toronto. Zeynab’s
four different living arrangements were inti-
mately tied up with Amina’s difficult mar-
riage and caregiving needs, as well as her
own health complications and lack of for-
mal support systems. Despite being a home-
owner in Syria, Zeynab’s housing in Canada
was unstable and constricted by her unem-
ployment and insufficient social assistance
for rent. Like Jihan, Zeynab told us that she
raised these concerns to a social assistance
worker andwas unsatisfiedwith theworker’s
suggestion to find a job despite Zeynab’s
health conditions and other limitations. In
this way, bothwomen found themselves slot-
ted into subordinate roles in their new coun-
try’s resettlement regime. At the intersec-
tion of multiple marginalized structural posi-
tions as undervalued elder women and new-
comer refugees, Jihan and Zeynab experi-
enced changes to their roles and identities in
Canada that did not previously characterize
their lives in Syria.

CONCLUSION

Both Jihan and Zeynab were able to reclaim
some of their lost status by forming new
social networks and reaching out for infor-
mation and assistance beyond their imme-
diate families, easing their integration in
the process. Their experiences suggest how,
despite having very little in the way of
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material resources, both grandmothers con-
tributed essential forms of caregiving that
may have improved others’ lives and well-
being. In caring for her infant grandson
and offering her adult daughter the emo-
tional support needed to finally separate
from her controlling husband, Zeynab cre-
ated space for her kin to grow and adapt
to a new society following resettlement.
Jihan’s care work differed: although her
mutual aid, matchmaking, and other social
activities were not oriented towards her
immediate family, they may have strength-
ened the social networks and supportive ties
between others in her co-ethnic community.
Nonetheless, Jihan’s story also reveals amore
complicated and difficult story about how
grandmothers’ power and authority may be
enacted in familial relationships. Recall-
ing the vignette at the start of this arti-
cle involving a wedding photograph from
Syria, coercion and force were additional fac-
tors that contributed to Jihan’s authority and
matriarchal status in the household, espe-
cially regarding her daughter Bassema. In
this way, although migration disrupted the
matriarchal status both grandmothers held
in Syria, others in the family found increased
independence or status in Canada. With
the help of her sponsors, Jihan’s daughter
Bassema, who was forced by Jihan to marry
her husband,was able to secure a living space
and set different boundaries between her
and her mother. She even described find-
ing a new maternal figure in one of her
BVOR sponsors. Although small in scale and
inductive in approach, our case study lends
some additional evidence tomigration schol-
arship that describes and theorizes reversals
of power within migrant families, especially
those related to gender and age.

The experiences of elder refugee women
like Jihan and Zeynab therefore offer a win-
dow into how migration status, gender, age,

and other axes of difference can shift or
upend the sense of mattering, authority, and
status that newcomers bring with them to
new contexts of resettlement. We suspect
that the minimal incorporation of elders in
Canadian refugee and migration policy and
overall defunding of social welfare supports
only hastens such reconfigurations of new-
comers’ multigenerational family structures.
Again, we cannotmake representative claims
about the overall state of Syrian newcom-
ers or forced migrant elders in Canada from
our observations and interview excerpts.
Because we prioritize grandmothers’ own
narratives in this article, future work could
more thoroughly integrate the narratives of
other family members to shed additional
light on intergenerational care dynamics. We
also do not query social assistance employ-
ees, private sponsors, or other resettlement-
related service providers in the grandmoth-
ers’ worlds. Future research integrating per-
spectives from newcomer elders with reset-
tlement and social service providers may
strengthen academic and policy understand-
ings of the dynamics suggested in this arti-
cle. Finally, future studies could document,
differentiate, and theorize different forms
of subordinate integration, such as those
originating from newcomers’ initial displace-
ment versus those that originate from reset-
tlement in Canada or other receiving con-
texts specifically.
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ABSTRACT
This article mobilizes a Bourdieusian approach for analyzing the influence of social class on the exile pathways
of 20 Syrian government assisted refugee (GARS) families who arrived in Canada between 2015 and 2016. Our
results demonstrate the existence of heterogeneity in premigratory class positioning within the Syrian GARS
category, specifically with respect to the ability tomobilize and convert various types of capital (economic, social
and cultural) to access migration out of Syria while staying in the different asylum contexts of Turkey, Lebanon
and Jordan.
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RÉSUME
Cet articlemobilise uneapprochebourdieusienneafin d’interroger l’influencede la classe sociale sur les parcours
d’exil de 20 familles réfugiées syriennes prises en charge par le gouvernement canadien (RPG) et arrivées au
Canada entre 2015 et 2016. Nos résultats démontrent l’existence d’une hétérogénéité quant aupositionnement
de classe prémigratoire au sein de la catégorie des RPG syrien.nes, plus particulièrement en ce qui a trait à la
possibilité de mobiliser et de convertir divers types de capitaux (économique, social et culturel) pour accéder à
la migration hors Syrie et lors du séjour dans les différents contextes d’asile turc, libanais et jordanien.
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INTRODUCTION

Au cours des dix dernières années, près
de 13,4 millions de Syrien.nes furent con-
traint.es de fuir leur lieu de résidence afin

d’échapper à la guerre et à la destruction.1

Alors que la majorité d’entre eux furent
déplacé.es à l’intérieur de la Syrie, 5,6 mil-
lions se sont dirigé.es vers les pays voisins,
notamment la Turquie, le Liban et la Jor-
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danie (Operational Data Portal, n.d.). En
réponse à la crise humanitaire syrienne, le
Canada lança en novembre 2015 le Plan
d’opération pour la Syrie, visant la réin-
stallation de 25000 réfugié.es syrien.nes
sur son territoire. En date du 31 jan-
vier 2021, on comptait 44620 réfugié.es
syrien.nes réinstallé.es au Canada (Immigra-
tion Refugees Citizenship Canada, n.d.). À
ce jour, de nombreuses études ont doc-
umenté et analysé les profils sociodémo-
graphiques (Al-Kharabsheh et al., 2020; Han-
ley et al., 2018; Kaida et al., 2020), les pro-
cessus d’installation (Hamilton et al., 2020;
Oudshoorn et al., 2020; Operational Data
Portal, n.d.) et les différentes dynamiques
d’intégration des réfugié.es syrien.nes réin-
stallé.es au Canada (Hanley et al., 2018; Hau-
gen, 2019; Hynie et al., 2019;Walton-Roberts
et al., 2020). Néanmoins, bien que la sélec-
tion pour une réinstallation au Canada soit
faite dans un premier pays d’asile, souvent
plusieurs années après que les personnes
réfugiées y aient trouvé refuge (Hyndman
et Giles, 2016), nous ne disposons que de
très peu d’informations sur ces expériences
prémigratoires et les parcours d’exil ayant
précédé leur arrivée au Canada. Or, comme
le soulignent certaines autrices, ces expéri-
ences préalables peuvent avoir une incidence
déterminante sur les parcours d’intégration
et d’insertion des personnes admises en tant
que réfugié.es au Canada (Hynie et al., 2019;
Pearlman, 2020).

Les parcours d’exil des personnes
réfugiées se déploient à l’intersection d’une
foule de facteurs structuraux et identi-
taires. Sur le plan structurel, des études
se sont intéressées à l’influence des poli-
tiques nationales, subnationales et interna-
tionales sur les expériences d’exil ; (Baban
et al., 2017; Ilcan et al., 2018; Sanyal, 2018)
aux pressions néolibérales dans un marché
du travailmondialisé (Lenner et Turner, 2019;

Bélanger et Saraçoğlu, 2020); ou encore
au déploiement de dispositifs humanitaires
dans la gestion et la réception des popula-
tions en exil (Ritchie, 2018; Turner, 2021).
D’autres travaux ont documenté l’influence,
autonome ou croisée, du genre, de la race,
de l’âge, de la religion ou de l’orientation
sexuelle dans la modulation des expériences
d’exil dans les pays d’accueil, de transit et
de réinstallation (Bajwa et al., 2018; Canefe,
2018; Dağtaş, 2018; Gowayed, 2019, 2020;
Kivilcim, 2017; Lokot, 2018; Myrttinen et al.,
2017; Wringe et al., 2019). Au côté de ces
travaux, certaines autrices ont souligné le
manque d’analyses de classe dans l’étude
des parcours d’exil de réfugié.es (Pearlman,
2020; Van Hear, 2014; Operational Data Por-
tal, n.d.). Van Hear (2006) trait à cet effet
l’importance de réinvestir la classe sociale
comme angle d’analyse dans l’étude des
réfugié.es et de lamigration forcée, les trajec-
toiresmigratoires s’avérant selon lui fonction
du profil socioéconomique des migrant.es.
En continuité avec cette idée, cet article inter-
roge l’influence de la classe sociale sur les
parcours d’exil de réfugié.es syrien.nes pris
en charge par le gouvernement (RPG) et
arrivé.es auCanada entre 2015 et 2016. Cette
étude a pour spécificité d’explorer les dis-
parités de classe au sein d’une même caté-
gorie (RPG), de manière à complexifier les
analyses traitant des disparités entre les dif-
férentes catégories (Réfugié.es parrainé.es
par le secteur privé (RPSP) ; RPG). Cette dis-
tinction est au cœur de l’étude étant donné
que l’absence actuelle d’analyses intracaté-
gories suppose une homogénéité au sein des
différents groupes de réfugié.es réinstallés
au Canada et pose le risque d’influencer à
tort l’analyse subséquente des diverses tra-
jectoires d’insertion de ces derniers.

L’entrée en vigueur de la loi sur
l’immigration et la protection des réfugié.es
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au Canada (LIPR) en 2002 marquait un tour-
nant en ce qui a trait aux objectifs du pro-
gramme de réinstallation des réfugié.es au
Canada. La sélection, précédemment axée
sur la capacité d’intégration des individus,
fait désormais place à une mission de pro-
tection et d’assistance des plus vulnérables.
Alors que les RPSP peuvent être nommé.es
par un membre de leur famille résidant au
Canada ou par des organisations confes-
sionnelles, la sélection des RPG est fonc-
tion de leur vulnérabilité, évaluée dans les
premiers pays d’accueil selon les critères
du HCR. En ce sens, tout comme pour les
cohortes de réfugié.es précédentes, les RPG
et les RPSP présentent certaines disparités.
Les RPG syrien.nes affichent un plus bas
niveau d’éducation, une plus faible con-
naissance des langues officielles, se com-
posent de familles plus nombreuses et ont
en moyenne séjourné deux fois plus longue-
ment dans un premier pays d’accueil que
leurs analogues parrainé.es au privé (Hynie
et al., 2019). Ces disparités intercatégories
indiquent l’importance de prendre en con-
sidération les caractéristiques prémigra-
toires lors de la comparaison des proces-
sus d’intégration pour les différentes caté-
gories de réfugié.es (Hynie et al., 2019).
Or, cet article démontre que ces disparités
doivent être étudiées non seulement entre
les catégories d’admission, mais également
au sein même de ces dernières. Considérant
que l’étiquette « les plus vulnérables » util-
isée pour sélectionner les RPG à l’étranger
suggère un large éventail de possibilités
— vulnérable à quoi (Clark, 2007) —, et
que le renforcement ou la modification des
dynamiques de classe propres à une situation
donnée, en fonction des contextes d’asile, de
la durée des déplacements et des aspirations
subséquentes ne peuvent être démontrées
que par des enquêtes empiriques (Hammar,
2014), nous avons choisi d’explorer les dispar-

ités possibles au sein même de la catégorie
des RPG. Notre analyse se base sur vingt récits
de vie de familles syriennes réinstallées dans
la Ville de Québec entre 2015 et 2016.

Nos résultats démontrent l’existence
d’une hétérogénéité quant au position-
nement de classe prémigratoire au sein de
la catégorie des RPG, plus particulièrement
en ce qui a trait à la possibilité de mobiliser
et de convertir divers types de capitaux
(économique, social et culturel) pour accéder
à la migration et lors du séjour dans un pre-
mier pays d’accueil. Notre étude démontre
l’influence de la structure globale de cap-
itaux des familles sur leurs parcours d’exil,
notamment sur les modalités de la fuite, le
choix d’une destination et les conditions de
vie dans le premier pays de refuge. Notre
analyse de classe est située dans les différents
contextes d’asile turc, libanais et jordanien,
de manière à moduler l’importance des dif-
férents capitaux ; la capacité de convertir
ces derniers se trouvant à l’intersection du
positionnement de classe et des structures
d’accueil nationales. Les prochaines sections
présentent :

1. une revue de la littérature traitant de
migration et classe sociale ainsi que le
cadre conceptuel utilisé dans le cadre
de cette étude;

2. laméthodologie employée et la présen-
tation des participants;

3. une mise en contexte des dif-
férentes structures d’accueil nationales
libanaises, turques et jordaniennes;

4. et les résultats de l’étude qui démon-
trent l’hétérogénéité des expériences
d’exil en fonction de la capacité à
mobiliser et convertir divers types de
capitaux, lors de l’entrée dans l’exil
et au sein des différents contextes
d’accueil.
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REVUE DE LITTÉRATURE ET CADRE
CONCEPTUEL

Les analyses de classe réalisées dans le champ
de la migration forcée permettent, une
fois les destinations atteintes, d’aborder la
question des inégalités socioéconomiques et
de la mobilité sociale (Bidet, 2018; Card
et Raphael, 2013; Castles et Kosack, 1973;
Cohen, 1988; Hanley et al., 2018; Oliver et
Reilly, 2010; Però, 2014; Portes, 2010; Oper-
ational Data Portal, n.d.). Or, en amont
de cette (ré)installation, l’influence des dis-
tinctions socioéconomiques est également
déterminante. Certaines études démontrent
que le point de départ pour les personnes
exilées intégrant une société d’accueil est
souvent fonction du profil socioéconomique
prémigratoire des individus (Kleist, 2010;
McSpadden, 1999; Van Hear, 2006). Une lit-
térature ancrée dans une approche fémin-
iste intersectionnelle met en avant la diver-
sité présente au sein même des populations
exilées, notamment en ce qui a trait à la
classe sociale et au genre. À cet effet, Ayoub
(2017) démontre le lien entre l’émancipation
des femmes syriennes réfugiées en Égypte
et leur position socioéconomique ; l’accès
au logement dans des quartiers riches ou
pauvres permettant ou non une émancipa-
tion, en raison de l’accès possible au centre-
ville du Caire et de ses opportunités sociales
et d’emploi. D’autres auteurs illustrent
comment les conceptions des masculinités
spécifiques aux différentes appartenances
de classe influencent les trajectoires migra-
toires des hommes, leurs stratégies ainsi que
leurs motivations futures (Prothmann, 2018;
Sinatti, 2014). Certaines études démon-
trent pour leur part que les stéréotypes raci-
aux concernant les réfugié.es sont également
modulés par la classe sociale. Cette question
est notamment abordée à travers l’exemple
du traitement différencié des entrepreneurs

syrien.nes et des réfugié.es africain.es en Jor-
danie (Turner, 2020) ; la désirabilité ainsi que
la vulnérabilité desmigrant.es étant fonction
d’une appartenance de classe dans les États
néolibéraux (Rajaram, 2018). Conformément
à cette idée, Turner (2015) démontre que la
mise en campdes réfugié.es syrien.nes en Jor-
danie et au Liban est, entre autres, corollaire
de la classe sociale ; les marchés du travail des
différents États ayant des besoins de main-
d’œuvre (qualifiée versus non qualifiée) dis-
tincts.

Notre analyse de l’influence de la classe
sociale sur les parcours d’exil de réfugié.es
syrien.nes réinstallé.es au Canada s’inscrit
dans une perspective bourdieusienne. La
contribution de Pierre Bourdieu à la théorie
des classes sociales consiste à appréhen-
der le positionnement dans l’espace social
selon des rapports de domination, en fonc-
tion de la capacité des individus à mobiliser
des quantités distinctes de capitaux —
économique, social, culturel et symbolique
— afin de s’emparer d’un enjeu spécifique.
Dans le contexte de migration en temps de
conflit, cet enjeu est entre autres représenté
par la capacité à atteindre une destination
sécuritaire ou désirable. En fonction de leur
volume global de capitaux et de la structure
de ce dernier, c’est-à-dire du poids relatif
des différents types de capitaux détenus, les
individus occupent des positions différentes
dans l’espace social. En plus de leur réparti-
tion inégale et de l’importance relative des
divers types de capitaux, Bourdieu souligne
la possibilité pour les individus de convertir
un type de capital vers un autre, lorsque ce
dernier s’avère plus profitable à la défense de
leurs intérêts (Bourdieu et Wacquant, 1992).
Ce principe de conversion s’avère très utile
dans l’étude des migrations puisqu’il per-
met de comprendre, par exemple, comment
des individus disposant d’un très faible cap-
ital économique arrivent, via la conversion
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de leur capital social (réseaux) à accéder à la
mobilité (Bréant, 2015; Elrick etWinter, 2018;
Kim, 2018; Kofman, 2018).

Plusieurs études s’intéressent à l’importa-
nce individuelle de certains types de capitaux,
notamment, au rôle du capital social ou du
capital économique lors de la construction
des parcours migratoires ou de l’installation
dans un pays de destination. Ces études trait-
ent notamment de l’importance du réseau
pour accéder au logement ou à l’emploi,
ou encore des possibilités d’intégration en
fonction de la capacité d’investissement des
réfugié.es (Şimşek, 2020). Certains auteurs
signalent la pertinence de cette approche
de classe par capitaux pour l’étude de la
migration forcée et des réfugié.es. Pour Van
Hear (2014), le bien-fondé de cette approche
réside dans l’accroissement des restrictions
structurant le régime migratoire actuel qui
entraîne une hausse des coûts de la migra-
tion et, partant, une augmentation conjointe
de l’importance du profil socioéconomique
des individus pour accéder à la mobilité.
Les destinations atteintes par les migrant.es
seraient ainsi fonction de leur capacité à
mobiliser différents types de capitaux ; le
gradient de précarité socioéconomique des
individus se reflétant dans une hiérarchie
des destinations à atteindre. Introduire
les inégalités de classe dans l’analyse de la
dynamique des migrations internationales
permet de mettre à jour la pluralité des
ressources mobilisables par les migrant.es
(forcé.es ou non) en réponse à ces politiques
migratoires de plus en plus sélectives (Bour-
dieu, 1986). Bracking (2003) ajoute en ce
sens que l’attention considérable portée
aux personnes vulnérables dans le champ
d’études de la migration forcée nous fait
perdre de vue l’existence et l’expérience des
mieux nanti.es. Pearlman (2020) s’intéresse
à l’interaction entre la classe sociale des
réfugié.es en amont de leur exil et les

différents types d’engagements proposés
par l’Allemagne et la Turquie dans leur
accueil des réfugié.es syrien.nes. Cette étude
permet de complexifier les dynamiques de
mobilité ascendante et descendante une fois
installé.e dans un pays d’accueil ainsi que
les dynamiques migratoires propres aux dif-
férents profils socioéconomiques. Cette
relation entre contexte d’accueil et classe
sociale est également abordée par (Bélanger
et al., 2021) dans une étude croisant les
expériences d’exil d’hommes et de femmes
syrien.nes réfugié.es en Turquie et au Liban,
de manière à démontrer l’importance rel-
ative des divers types de capitaux com-
posant la classe sociale des individus et
leur mobilisation possible ou non en fonc-
tion des différents contextes d’asile. Sim-
ilairement, De Andrade (2020) analyse les
expériences d’exil et les stratégies de survie
mises en place en milieu urbain turc et
leur modulation en fonction du genre, de
la race et de la classe. Cette étude par-
ticipe à la déconstructiondes représentations
homogènes des réfugié.es comme victimes
passives (Agier, 2006; Operational Data Por-
tal, n.d.), en exposant les stratégies de survie
propres aux interactions entre les ressources
mobilisables par les réfugié.es et les relations
de pouvoir genrées, raciales et classistes.

En insistant sur l’importance des pro-
fils socioéconomiques prémigratoires, sur les
contextes de réception et les rapports de
pouvoir structurant les sociétés d’accueil, ces
études permettent de réitérer la pertinence
d’une approche de classe bourdieusienne,
qui permet de mettre au jour les distinc-
tions sociales en vertu d’expériences passées
et de contextes changeants. Notre étude, en
complexifiant les analyses de classe propre
au contexte canadien grâce à l’analyse intra-
catégorie des dynamiques de classe, s’inscrit
dans cette démarche, et pose pour ce faire la
question suivante : comment l’accès à divers
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types de capitaux façonne-t-il les parcours et
les expériences d’exil de familles syriennes
RPG et réinstallées au Canada après avoir
séjourné au Liban, en Turquie et en Jordanie
?

MÉTHODOLOGIE

Une série d’entretiens (20) a été réalisée
entre janvier 2017 et avril 2017 avec des RPG
syrien.nes réinstallé.es entre novembre 2015
et décembre 2016 dans la Ville deQuébec. Le
contact avec les participants a été établi via
l’implication bénévole de la chercheuse prin-
cipale au Centre multiethnique de la ville de
Québec ; organisme responsable de l’accueil
et de l’installation des RPG dans la capi-
tale nationale. Les rencontres, d’une durée
d’environ 90 minutes, ont eu lieu en per-
sonne au domicile des participant.es, princi-
palement situé dans la banlieue adjacente à
la ville de Québec. Les récits furent collec-
tés à l’aide d’un interprète agissant égale-
ment à titre d’intermédiaire pour faciliter
le contact avec les différentes familles et
constituer notre échantillon. La recherche
fut approuvée par le Comité d’éthique de
la recherche avec des êtres humains de
l’Université Laval et toutes les mesures furent
mises en place pour assurer la libre participa-
tion et le respect des participant.es. Le récit
de vie fut choisi comme méthode de collecte
dedonnées lors des entretiens. Les entretiens
furent orientés de manière à cibler préféren-
tiellement certains segments de la vie des
individus.

La première section de l’entretien con-
sistait à demander aux familles rencon-
trées de raconter leur vie en Syrie avant
l’éclatement du conflit. Cette section visait
en définitive à cerner la situation initiale de
la famille avant son entrée dans l’exil et à
faire l’état des ressources et capitaux acces-

sibles. L’information recueillie dans cette
section a permis, lors de l’analyse, de met-
tre en relation les expériences pré et post-
conflit dans les parcours d’exil et d’examiner
les conditions et expériences d’asile dans les
pays frontaliers en fonction d’une position
sociale initiale plus ou moins précaire. Les
trois principaux types de capitaux observés
et utilisés lors de cette mise en relation se
déclinent comme suit : capital économique
(lieu d’origine ; métiers occupés ; lieu et
type d’habitation en Syrie) ; capital culturel
(niveau d’éducation et métier ; passe-temps ;
habitudes migratoires préconflit) ; et capital
social (migration interne suite à l’éclatement
du conflit ; réseaux en Syrie et dans le
pays d’accueil ; soutien effectif des réseaux ;
présence de réseaux ailleurs dans le monde
; expérience de travail et de tourisme à
l’étranger) (Table 1).

La seconde section concernait l’entrée
dans la migration et l’expérience d’asile dans
le premier pays d’accueil. Les thèmes abor-
dés portaient sur l’expérience de la guerre en
Syrie, notamment les stratégies de survie lors
de cette période ; les déplacements internes
ayant précédé le départ vers un autre pays ;
le choix du pays d’accueil ; les modalités de
départ vers ce pays ; le passage de la frontière
; l’accès au logement, au travail, à l’éducation
et aux services de santé ; les réseaux ; les
temps libres ; le statut légal ; la discrimination
; la circulation à l’intérieur et à l’extérieur du
pays ; le processus d’enregistrement auprès
du HCR ; et le processus d’accès à la réin-
stallation. Enfin, la dernière section concer-
nait l’arrivée et la première année au Canada
et visait à cerner la situation actuelle des
familles dans leur nouveau pays d’accueil.
Cette section fera l’objet d’un prochain arti-
cle.2

Au sein de notre échantillon, six familles
étaient originaires de petites villes comptant

2Cette section fera l’objet d’un prochain article.
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Table 1
Types de capitaux et leurs composantes

Types de
capitaux

Composantes Fort capital Faible capital

Économique

Lieu d’origine Urbain Rural ; Banlieues

Corps de métier Étatique ; Entrepreneur ;
Commerçant

Ouvrier ; Paysan ;
Chauffeur ; Éleveur

Type d’habitation” Individuelle Familiale

Culturel

Niveau d’étude Collégial ; Universitaire Primaire ; Secondaire

Temps libre Vacances en province Consacré à la famille et
aux proches

Expériences
migratoires préconflit

Tourisme ; Opportunités
d’emploi

Travail contractuel
dans la région

Lieu d’origine Urbain Rural ; Banlieues

Social
Réseau interne Disposant d’un fort

volume de capital,
apportant un soutien
matériel et logistique

Disposant d’un faible
volume de capital, ne
pouvant apporter un
soutien matériel et
logistique

Réseau externe

moins de 80000 habitants (Nawa, Talbiseh,
Sedra, Kfar Zeit, Deraa), deux habitaient
une ville moyenne de 200000 habitants
(Raqqa) une résidait en banlieue d’Alep
et dix autres dans les principaux centres
urbains du pays (Alep, Damas, Homs et Lat-
taquié). Six des chefs de famille avaient ter-
miné leur 6e année et sept leur 9e année,
trois autres avaient complété le collège et
un détenait une formation universitaire en
comptabilité. Avant de quitter le pays,
ces derniers travaillaient soit comme chauf-
feur, ouvrier, boulanger, cuisinier, agricul-
teur, entrepreneur, libraire, comptable ou
fonctionnaire. Du côté des femmes, trois
d’entre elles avaient commencé une forma-
tion au collège, quatre avaient complété la
9e année, une la 8e, deux la 7e, quatre la
6e année et cinq autres n’avaient soit pas
complété ou jamais commencé leur scolar-

ité primaire. L’ensemble de ces femmes ne
travaillait pas à l’extérieur avant la guerre.
Neuf familles habitaient toujours au domicile
des parents, alors que dix possédaient une
maison individuelle. La moitié des ménages
comptait six membres ou moins, les autres
dénombrant pour leur part huit à onze per-
sonnes. Les passe-temps mentionnés par cer-
taines familles comprenaient des visites chez
la famille proche et les amis, des pique-niques
et des voyages enprovinceouà la ferme. Env-
iron lamoitié des familles amentionnépasser
trop d’heures au travail pour avoir des passe-
temps ou avoir le temps et l’argent pour
voyager. En ce qui concerne la migration
préconflit, douze des neuf familles avaient
préalablement voyagé hors de la Syrie à des
fins de travail (Liban, Jordanie, Irak, Algérie,
Grèce, Arabie Saoudite) ou de voyage (Jor-
danie, Arabie Saoudite, Liban, Turquie).
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Enfin, treize familles avaient effectué des
déplacements internes à l’éclosion du conflit
(séjours dans la famille proche ou indépen-
dants) avant de quitter pour la Turquie, le
Liban ou la Jordanie. Bien qu’une répartition
classique par classe n’ait pas fait l’objet de la
présente étude, il est possible de regrouper
les différentes familles en deux principaux
groupes, soit des groupes présentant, en
vertu des différentes composantes de capi-
taux (Table 1), une structure globale de cap-
itaux plus ou moins mobilisables en con-
texte d’exil. Les deux groupes se déclinent
comme suit : Familles détenant des capitaux
faiblement mobilisables en contexte d’exil :
1 ; 2 ; 4 ; 5 ; 6 ; 16 ; 17 ; 18 ; 20 (Table 2);
et Familles détenant des capitaux fortement
mobilisables en contexte d’exil : 3 ; 7 ; 8 ; 10
; 11 ; 12 ; 14 ; 15 (Table 3). Les familles 9
; 13 ; 19 présentent une structure médiane
(Table 4).

CONDITIONS D’ASILE DANS LES
PREMIERS PAYS D’ACCUEIL

Des 5,6 millions d’exilé.es hors de la Syrie se
trouvant dans la région du Sud-est méditer-
ranéen, 3,7 millions ont cherché refuge en
Turquie, 855000 au Liban et 666000 en Jor-
danie. Les contextes de réception des trois
principaux pays hôtes présentent des car-
actéristiques semblables et divergentes. Le
Liban et la Jordanie n’ont pas ratifié la Con-
ventionde1951et le Protocole de1967 régis-
sant le droit d’asile, et bien que la Turquie
soit signataire, elle maintient une limitation
d’ordre géographique, ne reconnaissant le
statut de réfugié.e qu’aux ressortissant.es
des États membres du Conseil de l’Europe.
Les politiques d’asile régissant l’entrée et le
traitement des ressortissant.es syrien.nes sur
ces trois territoires sont donc le fruit de poli-
tiques nationales développées indépendam-
ment (Turquie) ou en étroite collaboration

(Liban, Jordanie) avec le HCR (Kagan, 2011).
Bien que des camps officiels furent ouverts
en Turquie et principalement en Jordanie,
où la majorité des réfugié.es ont transité
par le camp de Zaatari, la grande majorité
des déplacé.es sont installé.es en milieux
urbains ou ruraux, hors des campements
officiels, dans des habitations formelles ou
informelles. En dépit de leurs politiques
d’accueil spécifiques, la Turquie, le Liban et
la Jordanie ont maintenu lors des premières
années du conflit syrien une relative ouver-
ture de leurs frontières face aux arrivées syri-
ennes, considérant ces derniers comme des «
invités » (Turquie et Jordanie), ou comme des
visiteurs (Liban). Par la suite, la prolongation
du conflit ainsi que l’augmentation du nom-
bre de ressortissant.es syrien.nes cherchant
à quitter la Syrie menèrent à une fermeture
progressivedes frontières des trois payshôtes
à partir de l’année 2014. Les trois pays se dis-
tinguent principalement sur les questions du
statut, de l’accès au marché du travail et de
l’accès aux services. En Turquie, les invité.es
syrien.nes bénéficient d’une protection tem-
poraire leur permettant d’accéder au travail
— en dépit de cette politique, la majorité des
emplois sont informels et très précaires — à
l’éducation et aux soins de santé (Bélanger
et al., 2021). Mentionnons que sous le sys-
tème de protection temporaire, les réfugié.es
sont assigné.es à une ville de résidence, ce qui
limite fortement leur possibilité d’accéder
à l’emploi et que tous ne parviennent pas
à bénéficier du statut d’invité.e sous le
régime de protection temporaire. Le Liban
pour sa part ne reconnaît pas le statut de
réfugié.e pour les ressortissant.es syrien.nes,
mais tolère sur son territoire les Syrien.nes
s’étant enregistré.es au HCR avant l’arrêt
complet des procédures en 2015, ainsi que les
Syrien.nes considéré.es comme travailleurs
et travailleuses migrant.es via le système de
parrainage (Kafala). Étant donné les hos-
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Table 4
Familles médianes

Famille Ville/Village Scolarité Métiers Migration
précon-
flit

Réseau dans le
pays d’accueil
et à l’étranger

Soutien
du
réseau

9 Kameshli H : 6e Ouvrier Aucune Famille Aucun

13 Alep H : 9e
F : 9e

H : livreur et
ouvrier
F : femme au
foyer

Aucune Famille Moral

19 Deraa H : 9
F :
collège

H : comptable
et ouvrier
F : femme au
foyer

Jordanie Famille Faible

tilités grandissantes face à la présence des
réfugié.es syrien.nes dans le pays, l’accès aux
soins ou à l’éducation est devenu, au fil des
années, de plus en plus restreint. Enfin,
la présence des travailleurs migrants étant
établie de longue date dans le pays, l’accès
au marché du travail informel demeure rela-
tivement aisé, toutefois, dans des conditions
d’exploitation et de grande précarité. Enfin,
en Jordanie les réfugié.es syrien.nes sont con-
sidéré.es comme des migrant.es temporaires
et ne bénéficient d’aucune protection spéci-
fique. L’installation hors camp est possible
uniquement pour les réfugié.es disposant
d’un garant (kafil) jordanien, ce dernier ne
permettant toutefois pas d’accéder à un per-
mis de travail (Doraï, 2015). Depuis 2016,
une nouvelle réglementation permet aux
réfugié.es syrien.nes d’obtenir plus facile-
ment un permis de travail. Quoi qu’il en
soit, des 200000 emplois espérés, seulement
37000 furent créés, dont une large part
résulte d’une simple régularisation de postes
informels (Doraï et Piraud-Fournet, 2018).
Comme le démontreront nos résultats, les
caractéristiques régionales et nationales
exposées ci-haut sont pertinentes pour com-

prendre l’importance relative de divers types
de capitaux une fois arrivé.e dans un premier
pays d’accueil.

L’ENTRÉE DANS L’EXIL

La « migration forcée », bien que par
définition involontaire pour les personnes
qui y sont contraintes, entraîne malgré
tout un important processus décisionnel et
implique d’importantes disparités d’accès à
l’exil (Lubkemann, 2008). Alors que ce n’est
pas le cas pour plusieurs déplacés internes en
Syrie, les familles rencontrées dans le cadre
de cette étude avaient toutes en commun la
possibilité initiale d’entreprendre unemigra-
tion vers un premier pays d’accueil. Si l’on
s’intéresse aux éléments qui ont conditionné
le départ des différentes familles rencon-
trées dans le cadre de cette enquête, on
constate d’emblée l’existence de logiques et
de rythmes distinctifs suivant leur accès dif-
férencié à divers types de capitaux. Pour les
familles plus pauvres, qui habitaient souvent
en milieu rural et qui avaient des revenus
moyens ou faibles associés à des emplois
plus précaires, les départs ont été principale-
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ment conditionnés par la faiblesse du capital
économique. Le travail se faisant de plus en
plus rare au sein des lieux touchés par le con-
flit, plusieurs chefs de famille ont dû partir
travailler seuls au Liban :

Les prix ont commencé à augmenter, il n’y avait pas

de travail et donc peu d’argent pour une famille

avec deux enfants… je n’ai pas travaillé de novembre

2011 à avril 2012, c’était une période difficile pour

moi. J’ai décidé de partir au Liban le 8 avril 2012.

[F5] .

Le départ des autres membres de la famille
avait lieu lorsque la situation dans leur village
ou leur ville devenait intenable, que les pos-
sibilités de déplacements internes en Syrie
étaient épuisées ou encore pour éviter les
passages fréquents et risqués à la frontière :

Les problèmes ont commencé à Raqqa seulement

un an après le début des événements, mais nous

sommes partis avant que ça n’éclate. La situation

était calme, mais chaque fois que je venais en vis-

ite, je ne me sentais pas en sécurité sur la route vers

Raqqa… je savais que si on se faisait prendre sur la

route on n’en revenait jamais… donc j’ai dit à ma

famille etmes parents de venir s’installer au Liban au

début de 2012, avant que la guerre ne commence à

Raqqa.

[F4] .

Pour les familles qui disposaient d’un cap-
ital économique plus élevé, souvent instal-
lées dans les principaux centres urbains et
dotées d’un capital culturel institutionnal-
isé (une scolarité plus avancée), l’épuisement
des options de déplacements internes ou
l’arrivée d’un événement important et sou-
vent traumatique a provoqué le départ. Il
pouvait s’agir de blessures, de menaces,
d’emprisonnement, de décès, de situation
de santé précaire, ou d’intensification des
frappes armées :

Un jour, l’armée syrienne est venue chercher mon

mari pour le mettre en prison. Il y est resté et a

subi de mauvais traitements pendant quatre jours,

puis ils se sont aperçus que ce n’était pas la bonne

personne… — Après être sorti de prison, j’ai appris

que la sécurité aérienne me cherchait, donc j’ai

décidé de quitter vers la Turquie, la situation était

insupportable — moi je ne pensais jamais quitter

la Syrie, mais après avoir perdu mon fils, puis avec

l’emprisonnement de mon mari… même une fois ils

ont voulu prendre mon autre fils aveugle… j’ai eu

très peur pour mes enfants et aussi de perdre mon

mari, c’était de l’injustice… pour cela j’ai décidé de

quitter mon pays.

[F15].

Pour l’ensemble de ces familles qui ont
été contraintes de quitter la Syrie, le choix
du pays d’asile a notamment été influencé
par sa facilité d’accès — le positionnement
géographique des différentes familles en
Syrie, en fonction des blocages routiers,
étant primordial dans la prise de décision
— ainsi que par la présence sur place d’un
réseau d’accointance (capital social) (Doraï et
Piraud-Fournet, 2018):

On a choisi la Turquie, car c’était proche d’Alep et

aussi mes beaux-parents étaient là-bas. Le Liban

était loin et la routemoins sécuritaire, il fallait passer

par l’armée syrienne.

[F7]

Je ne suis pas allé au Liban, même si c’est plus proche,

parce qu’on ne connaît personne là-bas. En Jordanie

il y avait ma fille et son mari.

[F14] .

L’existence et les capacités réelles du capi-
tal social dans le pays d’accueil sont observ-
ables de manière transversale dans plusieurs
aspects de l’expérience d’asile, qu’il soit ques-
tion, par exemple, de l’accès au logement ou
aumarchédu travail ou encored’accès au sys-
tèmedeparrainageouàun soutien financier.
L’ensemble des familles disposait d’un cer-
tain capital social dans le premier pays d’asile.
La différence s’exprime cependant au niveau
du soutien réel fourni par ce dernier. Pour
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les familles plus précaires, un faible capital
social signifiait un réseau incapable de pallier
lemanque de ressources lors de l’installation,
qu’il ait été question d’hébergement tem-
poraire ou encore de prêts monétaires pour
accéder à un logement décent :

Je savais que le frère de ma femme était au Liban,

mais je savais aussi que personne ne s’entraidait là-

bas… Quand je suis passé le voir, il était en coloca-

tion, c’était impossible de rester avec lui. Je lui ai

demandé si je pouvais lui laisser ma valise et mes

affaires le temps que je trouve autre chose… Je me

suis retrouvé à la rue. J’ai dormi dehors pendant env-

iron 4 ou 5 jours. Je n’avais nulle part où aller…

[F18] .

On constate d’emblée que pour les familles
plus pauvres, peu scolarisées et qui avaient
un faible capital social, les conditions de loge-
ment dans les pays d’accueil étaient beau-
coup plus précaires, les familles étant soit
confinées en camp ou dans des logements
réduits, souvent insalubres et peu sécuri-
taires :

Au Liban on habitait toute la famille dans une cham-

bre qu’on payait 250 USD par mois… la chambre

était en très mauvaise condition, il y avait beau-

coup d’humidité, même il y avait des rats à côté

de l’immeuble et les enfants dormaient dans la cui-

sine… Parfois je me disais qu’on aurait mieux fait de

rester en Syrie malgré la guerre avec toutes ces con-

ditions de pauvreté et de saleté.

[F16] .

En revanche, l’existence d’un capital
économique ou d’un capital social enmesure
d’apporter du support a jouéun rôledétermi-
nant pour les familles. Les ressources de ces
réseaux ont notamment permis d’accéder à
un logement convenable, souvent après une
période de cohabitation qui permettait la
recherche d’une habitation moins précaire :
« On a habité à Zarka pour un an, on louait
une maison, car on avait 6000 dinars jor-
daniens en réserve. » [F12].

…puis on est allés s’installer àMarsin, oùmes beaux-

parents habitaient… les 10 premiers jours, on a

habité chez mes beaux-parents, puis on a déménagé

dans une petite maison.

[F7] .

Bien que l’influence de la structure glob-
ale des capitaux détenus par les différentes
familles soit observable dans les exem-
ples précédents de manière transversale en
Turquie, au Liban et en Jordanie, l’accès à
certains types de capitaux, et la capacité
de les convertir lorsque nécessaire, démon-
trent l’importance de situer notre analyse
à l’intersection du profil socioéconomique
des individus et des structures nationales
d’accueil.

EXIL ET CONTEXTE D’ASILE

Les contextes nationaux et les politiques
nationales ont également eu des impacts
importants sur le rôle joué par les dif-
férents types de capitaux. Par exemple,
dans le contexte jordanien, où les procé-
dures d’enregistrements obligeaient un pas-
sage par le camp Zaatari, seules les person-
nes qui disposaient d’un réseau familial jor-
danien, qui pouvait jouer le rôle de parrain,
ont été autorisées à quitter les camps, une
chance inouïe pour tenter d’améliorer leurs
conditions de vie :

On s’est installés au camp Zaatari pour un an et

demi. Ils nous ont donné une tente pour la famille.

C’était une vie difficile, les conditions étaient mau-

vaises, particulièrement l’hiver quand il pleuvait…

on a même vécu une inondation… parfois je me dis-

ais que j’aurais préféré rester en Syrie avec la guerre

plutôt que de vivre là-bas…en juillet 2014 on a fait la

connaissance d’un des proches de la famille de mon

mari qui habitait en Jordaniedepuis longtemps. Il est

venu nous visiter au camp avec plusieurs voitures et il

est devenu notre parrain. C’est grâce à lui qu’on a pu

sortir du camp,même sans le demander, on ne l’avait

jamais rencontré avant c’était un geste très gentil de

sa part, comme un cadeau pour nous.
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[F12] .

Ainsi, chez les familles exilées en Jordanie,
la présence de famille proche ou éloignée a
été déterminante pour leur installation en
ville, et ce faisant, pour leur accès au loge-
ment et au marché du travail. Néanmoins,
certaines familles sont parvenues à pallier
l’absence de réseau grâce à leurs ressources
financières, de manière à contourner le sys-
tème de parrainage. Ce cas de figure con-
stitue un bon exemple de conversion de cap-
itaux, cette fois-ci d’un capital économique
vers un capital social :

Quand on est arrivés, on nous a amenés au camp de

réfugiés Zaatari à côté de Zarka. Nous sommes restés

seulement un jour. On était obligés de passer par le

camppour qu’ils enregistrent nos noms et commeon

était entrés illégalement en Jordanie, on a dû payer

de l’argent pour pouvoir sortir du camp… il y avait

beaucoup de monde, beaucoup de tentes, de mau-

vaises conditions… ce n’était pas une vie normale là-

bas. On a payé des Jordaniens au camp pour pou-

voir partir illégalement, je n’ai pas attendud’avoir un

parrain parce que ça prenddu temps. C’est lemari de

ma fille qui nous a aidés à sortir, il nous attendait à

l’extérieur du camp.

[F14] .

Pour les populations exilées, l’accès au
marché du travail est, entre autres, condi-
tionné par les politiques nationales régis-
sant le droit d’asile. Malgré la précar-
ité et l’exploitation documentées dans les
trois pays (Janmyr, 2016), des distinctions
sont apparentes dans les récits d’exil quant
à la possibilité de trouver de l’emploi et
aux conditions de travail associées. Au
Liban on remarque d’emblée qu’en dépit
d’une exploitation abusive, l’offre de travail
demeurait abondante pour la main-d’œuvre
syrienne bon marché :

J’étais toujours au travail, même parfois je travaillais

de 7 heures à midi, puis de 16 heures à minuit.

[F4]

Parfois, ils ne nous donnaient pas tout le salaire,

même au bas prix ! Au lieu d’avoir 20 USD par

jour, ils me donnaient 10 USD. Mais je ne disais rien,

j’endurais.

[F1] .

En Jordanie, au contraire, l’entrée sur le
marché du travail était beaucoup plus restric-
tive, et lorsque accessible, très abusive :

Puis j’ai commencé à chercher du travail, mais je

n’avais pas le droit de travailler. Les Syriens n’avaient

pas le droit au travail parce qu’il y a beaucoup de

chômeurs jordaniens.

[F14]

Mon mari et mes enfants travaillaient à peu près

gratuitement, ils ne gagnaient pas beaucoup, leur

salaire était beaucoup moins élevé parce qu’ils

étaient syriens. S’ils demandaient leur salaire, ils

se faisaient dire qu’ils insultaient le roi et on les

menaçait de les déporter en Syrie.

[F12] .

En Turquie, l’accès à l’emploi dans le secteur
informel était facile, et les conditions de tra-
vail, même simauvaises, étaient pour certains
plus favorables que dans les pays voisins :

Après avoir quitté l’hôpital, j’ai trouvé un autre

travail qui rapportait environ 1000 lires par mois.

C’était un travail de nuit, mais je me suis dit que

c’était peut-être mieux de travailler la nuit. C’était

une petite usine textile qui n’avait que quatre

machines. Comme c’est un bon métier, avec beau-

coupd’emplois dans le domaineet unbon salaire, j’ai

décidé de l’apprendre et d’apprendre aussi le turc.

J’avais apporté un livre et des CD qui enseignent

le turc, les mêmes que je vendais aux étudiants de

l’université d’Alep qui voulaient apprendre le turc.

[F8] .

En dépit des contextes nationaux, le fait
de détenir un capital économique sub-
stantiel a permis aux mieux nantis d’éviter
l’exploitation et la précarité au travail :

© Ouellet, M. et al. 2022



15 REFUGE : REVUE CANADIENNE SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS Classe sociale et contexte d’asile

Avant de quitter la Syrie, j’ai vendu une terre et mon

bureau et certaines autres choses. Je suis arrivé à

Antioche avec 7 millions de livres syriennes. Tout a

été dépensé pendant notre séjour en Turquie, car

je ne trouvais pas de travail. Même mes fils ont

cherché du travail, mais n’ont rien trouvé. Mon fils

Mohamad, vers la fin du séjour, a pu travailler à Istan-

bul comme forgeron pour 1000 LT par mois, ça nous

a beaucoup aidés. Mais un jour il nous a envoyé une

photo de ses yeux qui commençaient à rougir, les

conditions de travail étaient tropdifficiles, donc je lui

ai dit de revenir à la maison.

[F15] .

Enfin, plusieurs autres aspects de la vie en
exil ont révélé des expériences inégales en
fonction de la structure globale de capi-
taux des différentes familles, notamment en
ce qui a trait à l’accès aux soins de santé,
aux besoins d’assistance et aux expériences
de discrimination. Ici encore, les contextes
nationaux suggèrent une stratification des
expériences à l’échelle même des premiers
pays d’accueil. Mentionnons par exemple
que lamise en place, par certainesmunicipal-
ités libanaises, demesures fort discriminantes
pour les réfugié.es syrien.nes a considérable-
ment augmenté la précarité de certaines
familles déjà fragiles. L’imposition d’un
couvre-feu réservé aux réfugié.es syrien.nes a
entre autres limité les possibilités d’accès au
revenu étant donné la diminution des heures
de travail possibles :

Ça a été trois années très mauvaises pour nous, il fal-

lait qu’on rentre tôt à lamaison, car c’était interdit de

rester dehors après 20 heures. Il y avait des policiers

qui nous demandaient nos papiers.

[F1] .

C’était interdit de se promener après 20 heures le

soir. Une fois, l’État a tué un gars d’Idlib qui se prom-

enait à moto le soir.

[F20]

De la même manière, l’absence de législa-
tion spécifique à l’asile qui limitait large-
ment la distribution d’aides à l’installation,
adossée aux restrictions d’accès au marché
du travail ainsi qu’à l’obligation de transiter
par les camps situés à la frontière nord de
la Jordanie, exigeaient pour les réfugié.es
syrien.nes présents sur le territoire hachémite
la possession d’une large somme de capi-
taux pour avoir accès à des conditions d’asile
décentes dans le pays :

Ladélégationdenégociation visitait les familles pour

voir si elles avaient besoin des aides. Nous n’avons

pas bénéficié de ces aides […] bien qu’il y ait beau-

coup de familles dans le besoin, peu d’entre elles ont

pu en bénéficier.

[F14]

Puis j’ai commencé à chercher du travail, mais je

n’avais pas le droit de travailler. Les Syriens n’avaient

pas le droit au travail parce qu’il y a beaucoup de

chômeurs jordaniens.

[F14].

À contrario, la protection temporaire offerte
par le gouvernement turc, qu’il soit ici ques-
tion d’accès à l’emploi, à l’éducation, aux
soins de santé, aux centres urbains, ou
encore, de la présence de discrimination,
offrait des conditions d’asile largement plus
clémentes pour plusieurs familles exilées en
Turquie :

Son frère travaillait à l’usine à Istanbul et il nous a dit

que c’était sécuritaire ; il pouvait se promener à tout

moment de la journée et personne ne le dérangeait

jamais. Il nous a dit qu’il y avait beaucoup de Syriens

là-bas, et que les Turcs aiment les Syriens, ce genre

de choses. Mon mari était très enthousiaste, il a

demandé à son frère de lui trouver un travail comme

artisan et son frère lui a dit qu’il pourrait facilement

lui trouver un travail. Mon mari sait travailler dans

tout, donc il était très enthousiaste à l’idée de partir.

Je lui ai dit que nous devrions plutôt aller au Liban,

mais il m’a dit que la Turquie était une bienmeilleure

option.

[F10] .
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Enfin, on constate qu’en dépit d’une protec-
tion privilégiée, certaines familles exilées en
Turquie, mais qui disposaient de ressources
plus limitées, ont malgré tout été confron-
tées à un quotidien extrêmement précaire :

Tu dois travailler énormément… tu dois travailler

jour et nuit pour survivre… Je travaillais dans une cui-

sine. Nos enfants travaillaient également. Abdo et

Fouad avaient aussi des emplois. Nous étions obligés

de travailler, et un seul salaire n’était pas assez pour

toute la famille.

[F13] .

La mise en relation des profils socioé-
conomiques prémigratoires et de leur influ-
ence distincte en fonction des contextes
d’asile turc, libanais et jordanien démon-
tre la pertinence d’une analyse située à
l’intersection de la classe sociale et des con-
textes nationaux. L’étiquette « vulnérable »
qui conditionne la sélection de RPG au
Canada tend à obscurcir les disparités de
classes ainsi que leurs répercussions sur les
parcours d’exil. Les familles que nous avons
rencontrées avaient toutes en commun la
possibilité initiale d’entreprendre unemigra-
tion vers un premier pays d’accueil. En fonc-
tion des différents contextes d’asile, des cap-
itaux mobilisables — de la vitesse de leur
épuisement3 — et de la possibilité de conver-
sion de ces derniers, ces familles ont connu
des expériences d’exil très diverses, impli-
quant possiblement autant de diversité en ce
qui concerne leurs besoins et leurs capacités
respectives une fois arrivées au Canada.

CONCLUSION

Les parcours d’exil sont le fruit d’une plural-
ité de facteurs dont l’étude approfondie per-
met l’accès à une compréhension plus fine
des phénomènes migratoires. Dans le cadre
de cette étude, nous avons choisi d’aborder

la classe sociale selon une perspective bour-
dieusienne, de manière à comprendre com-
ment l’accès différencié à divers types de
capitaux — économique, social et culturel
— et la possibilité de les convertir, influ-
encent la capacité des familles à naviguer
les opportunités et les contraintes propres
au champ migratoire. En définitive, nos
résultats démontrent que l’appartenance à
la catégorie des RPG regroupe une multi-
tude de profils socioéconomiques associés à
des expériences d’exil très diverses en fonc-
tion des différents contextes d’asile. Cette
diversité mériterait d’être étudiée plus en
profondeur pour en comprendre les réper-
cussions sur les processus d’installation et
d’intégration une fois arrivé.e au Canada.
Cette étude démontre le faux fondement
de l’homogénéité supposée des catégories
de réfugié.es réinstallé.es au Canada (RPSP ;
RPG). Bien que les personnes réfugié.es sélec-
tionné.es comme RPG le sont en fonction de
facteurs communs de vulnérabilité, nos résul-
tats démontrent que ces dernières présen-
tent des profils sociodémographiques prémi-
gratoires distincts ; ces derniers risquant
d’influencer différemment leur processus
d’intégration et d’insertion, notamment
leurs besoins en termes d’accompagnement
et de soutien. La prise en compte de ces dis-
parités intercatégories permettrait d’assurer
un meilleur suivi personnalisé auprès des
familles réfugiées, notamment de prodiguer
un accompagnement adapté en fonction des
besoins propres aux différents profils.

Cette étude, en participant à la complex-
ification des dynamiques de classe à l’œuvre
dans le traçage des parcours d’exil, démontre
une fois deplus la pertinence analytiquede la
classe sociale dans l’étude des phénomènes
migratoires. Néanmoins, il importe de rap-
peler que la classe sociale fait partie d’un
ensemble de facteurs influant sur les par-

3L’épuisement des capitaux sera abordé dans un article à paraître.
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cours d’exil et qu’en ce sens, sa prise en
compte ne devrait pas obscurcir une foule
d’autres formes de différenciation sociale
que sont par exemple le genre, la race,
l’âge ou la religion, ou encore des contextes
structurels plus larges, tels que les cadres
juridiques nationaux, les contextes sociétaux
ou encore l’historique migratoire propre à
une région donnée.
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ABSTRACT
This study explores how teenage Syrian refugees use their social networks to copewith stressors. Through inter-
views with nine youth aged 16 to 18 living in Ontario, Canada, stressors related to pre- and post-migration
emerged. Family, peers, school staff, and organizations were identified as social networks, each having unique
reasons why they were selected. Coping was categorized as individualistic or collectivistic. Teenage Syrian
refugees draw upon social resources to navigate situations they are faced with, and cultural values influence
the stress and coping process. Findings have implications for mental health care providers and policy-makers
focused on migrant resettlement.
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RESUMÉ
Cette étude explore la manière dont les adolescents réfugiés syriens utilisent leurs réseaux sociaux afin de faire
face aux facteurs de stress. À partir d’entrevues menées auprès de neuf jeunes âgés de 16 à 18 ans en Ontario,
Canada, des facteurs de stress pré- et post-migratoires ont émergé. La famille, les pairs, le personnel scolaire et les
organisations ont été identifiés comme des réseaux sociaux, chacun ayant des raisons uniques pour lesquelles
ils ont été sélectionnés. L’adaptation a été catégorisée comme individualiste ou collectiviste. Les adolescents
réfugiés syriens s’appuient sur des ressources sociales pour traverser les situations auxquelles ils font face, et les
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INTRODUCTION

The 2011 Syrian civil war led to the displace-
ment of 5.6 million people into neighbour-
ing countries and 6.9 million internally; more
than half of them were under the age of
18 (UNHCR, 2022). For many, experiences
of war and migration are fraught with stres-
sors that impact mental health and well-
being (Almoshmosh et al., 2020; de Lima Sá
et al., 2022; Hassan et al., 2016). This includes
pre-migration stressors, such as thewar itself,
loss of loved ones, and exposure to violence,
but also post-migration stressors including
languagebarriers, culture shock, anddiscrim-
ination (Hassan et al., 2016; Scharpf et al.,
2021). Adolescent-specific migration stres-
sors include, for example, learning how to
navigate a new school system and fitting
into new peer group (Guo et al., 2019;
Scharpf et al., 2021; Sirin&Rogers-Sirin, 2015;
Walker & Zuberi, 2019). Syrian refugee youth
are arguably more vulnerable than adults
to developing negative mental health out-
comes from the effects of stressors occurring
during the sensitive development period of
adolescence, when many mental health dis-
orders emerge and certain psychosocial mile-
stones are to be met (Hassan et al., 2016;
Kessler et al., 2009).

For many Syrian youth, leaving their
country has also meant being uprooted
from their social networks, including
extended family, religious communities, and
friends (de Lima Sá et al., 2022; Hanley et al.,
2018;Hassanet al., 2016; Scharpf et al., 2021).
Social support is important in psychological
well-being as it buffers against stress and,
in doing so, plays a protective role (Coyne &
Downey, 1991; Dubois et al., 1992). Having
access to various forms of social support (e.g.,
familial, peer, community) provides an indi-
vidual with emotional support in addition
to practical and tangible supports, such as

financial assistance (Coyne & Downey, 1991;
Dubois et al., 1992). The fractured social net-
works among Syrian refugee youth have had
negative implications for theirmental health,
increasing risks of loneliness and even feel-
ings of survivor’s guilt (de Lima Sá et al., 2022;
Goveas & Coomarasamy, 2018; Hassan et al.,
2016). To mitigate these risks and promote
protective factors, an important considera-
tion in resettling refugees is the availability
of support networks. Several studies indicate
that among Syrian refugee youth, making
friends within school settings and being able
to rely on family constitute important social
support resources in the face of settlement-
related stressors (Alfadhli & Drury, 2018;
Alfadhli et al., 2019; Scharpf et al., 2021).

Literature on Syrian refugee youth men-
tal health connects resettlement experiences
and stressors (Guo et al., 2019; Hanley et al.,
2018; Massfeller & Hamm, 2019; Scharpf
et al., 2021; Walker & Zuberi, 2019). How-
ever, a paucity of research examines cop-
ing strategies among this population, and
therefore, further exploration may be help-
ful in understanding how to reduce negative
mental health outcomes and promote posi-
tive well-being. Coping can be described as
an individual utilizing specific behaviours to
manage demands of their environment that
they perceive to be taxing (Lazarus & Folk-
man, 1984). An individual may draw on sev-
eral coping strategies in response to stres-
sors, as some may be more efficacious than
others (Aldwin, 2007). Culture shapes the
way an individual views their world, what is
regarded as a stressor, and responses to stres-
sors (Aldwin, 2007; Chan et al., 2016; Kuo,
2010; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). This study
explores some of the coping strategies that
teenage Syrian refugees employ in the con-
text of stressors experienced, with a focus
on social support systems highlighted as a
method of coping.
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Theoretical Framework

Weemployed a qualitative researchmethod-
ology rooted in cultural phenomenol-
ogy (Csordas, 2015) to explore how teenage
Syrian refugees use social support systems
to cope with stressors. This approach seeks
to examine this phenomenon through the
individual’s lived experiences with meanings
attributed to them by their own cultural val-
ues (Csordas, 2015).

The main theoretical framework
employed in this study was the socio-cultural
model of stress, coping, and adaptation
(SMSCA) (Aldwin, 2007). The SMSCA posits
that stress and coping make up an interac-
tional process with embedded cultural val-
ues. This model has four distinct areas: the
stressor that occurs, the appraisal of the stres-
sor, the coping behaviours employed, and
the resources available to the individual (Ald-
win, 2007). The SMSCAmay help us to under-
stand how teenage Syrian refugees use their
social support systems to cope with stressors
by emphasizing how cultural values play a
role in their responses.

Interpretative phenomenological analysis
(IPA) was utilized as a guiding framework for
the interview guide and also for analyzing
the interviews (Smith et al., 2009). The main
goal of IPA is to gain an understanding of an
individual’s lived experiences through mak-
ing meaning of the shared account (Smith
et al., 2009). However, in investigating a
research question, IPA also recognizes the
significance of participants’ perceived differ-
ences regarding a phenomenon. IPA is rec-
ommended for smaller sample sizes, does
not centre on quantifying accounts, and,
due to the intersubjective nature and role
of the researcher, does not require a sec-
ondary coder (Smith et al., 2009). In the con-
text of the study, IPA worked well in helping
us understand how teenage Syrian refugees

use their social support systems to cope with
stressors.

MATERIALS ANDMETHODS

Participants and Setting

Participants were recruited using a com-
bination of purposive and snowball sam-
pling (Smith et al., 2009). Because of gov-
ernment restrictions due to COVID-19, var-
ious channels of recruitment were utilized.
Recruitment flyers were emailed to commu-
nity centres in Ontario that provide reset-
tlement support to Canadian newcomers or
actively engage with Syrian refugee youth.
The primary investigator contacted local reli-
gious and cultural community leaders who
she had personal ties with. Youth were
included in the study if they were between
the ages of 13 and 18, were living in Ontario,
were currently enrolled in secondary school,
and were living with their family. Poten-
tial participating youth had to be comfort-
able speaking English. In addition, potential
participants had to have arrived in Canada
within the one to three years of their par-
ticipation in the interview. Participants
who expressed verbal interest were pro-
vided information about the study, and once
they gave consent to participate, they were
emailed the consent form. Participants were
given opportunities to ask further questions.
Once their signature was received, they were
asked to schedule a time for the interview. As
all participants were 16 years old and older,
parental signatures were not required.

This research study was approved by the
Hamilton Integrated Research Ethics Board
(10596). The interviews were conducted in
April 2020, a month after Ontario’s public
health measures had been implemented due
to COVID-19.
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Data Collection

The interview guide was developed by the
research team,whohadextensive experience
with refugees, youth, and individuals with
varying levels of English proficiency. The
interview was informed by IPA, as the goal
was to facilitate an interaction where partic-
ipants could share experiences in their own
words (Smith et al., 2009). Semi-structured
interviews leave room for exploration while
remaining standardized through the inclu-
sion of core questions. Three areas of interest
were explored within the interviews: stres-
sors, social support, and coping.

The interviews were audio-only, con-
ducted through the videoconferencing plat-
form Zoom. Audio was recorded with each
participant’s permission, and the interviews
lasted 40 minutes on average. The inter-
viewer greeted participants, explained their
rights as researchers, and reiterated what
the interview entailed as a form of informed
and ongoing consent. Interviewees were
given opportunities to ask questions before
once again consenting to participate. Once
the interview started, they were asked basic
demographic questions and were asked to
complete an activity sheet. In this phase,
participants were invited to recall and note
down three stressful events they experienced
in the past. The activity sheet asked the par-
ticipants to identify who helped them and
what they did to cope during the stressful
events. After participants completed the
activity sheet, the interviewer asked them
about each event separately to ensure under-
standing and gather more detail. Due to the
potentially distressing content of the study
and to maintain ongoing consent, at sev-
eral points within the interview, participants
were asked if they wished to take a break
or continue participating. Participants were
compensated with $20 CAD and community

service hours, and they were given a resource
sheet listing available psychosocial services.

Data Analysis

The primary investigator transcribed inter-
views verbatim. The data were analyzed
through guidelines established for IPA by
the primary investigator alone (Smith et al.,
2009). First, the audio of each interview was
played to reacquaint the primary investiga-
tor with the content. Second, the interview
transcript was read over several times, and
during this process, similar to a free-textual
analysis, notesweremade regarding the con-
tent and language (Smith et al., 2009). As
the principal investigator is from a differ-
entmigration and ethnocultural background
from participants, she exercised bracketing
as a reflexivity practice by making notes to
acknowledge bias due to one’s own position-
ality and privilege. Third, notes were exam-
ined, and preliminary themes were extrap-
olated, along with related quotes that rep-
resented them. In this step, the themes
were mapped based on their interconnected
relationships and were clustered into hier-
archies that were superordinate or subor-
dinate (Smith et al., 2009). The next step
involved going through the other transcripts
following the same steps. Last, a final table
of themes was produced that encompassed
items from all interviews. The themes were
selected based not only on their frequency
but also on their capacity to help further
illuminate the participants’ understanding of
the experiences they shared (Smith et al.,
2009).

Limitations

The current study is not without limitations.
The participants made up a homogenous
group (e.g., migration status, religion, age
group, and geographical location) and, as
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such, may not be representative of other
Syrian refugee youth experiences in Canada
and beyond. While recognizing that the IPA
approach relies on smaller sample sizes to
focusondepth (Smithet al., 2009), the study’s
results may still be generalizable to similar
contexts. COVID-19 created other limitations
as the interviews had to be conducted online;
thus, access to the internet and an appropri-
ate device potentially prevented somepartic-
ipants from partaking in the study. As partic-
ipants took place in the interview from their
own homes, their abilities to be forthcom-
ing about certain experiencesmay have been
affected, in case they felt they were being
listened to by family members. For a more
in-depth account of the ethical and method-
ological challenges of thebroader study, con-
sult Salam, Nouvet, and Schwartz (2022b).

RESULTS

A total of nine participants (six male and
three female) were interviewed. All par-
ticipants were government-assisted refugees
between the ages of 16 and 18 and had been
in Canada for an average of three years and
five months.

From the interviews, a total of 9 main
themes and23 subthemes emerged (Table 1).
The themes and corresponding subthemes
are described in the sections below, along-
side related quotes from the participants.

Area 1: Stressors

Participants identified various stressors sit-
uated around pre-migration and post-
migration challenges. The three main
themes or stressors were the events of the
war, acculturation in Canada, and nav-
igating the Canadian education system.
Among these themes, related subthemes also
emerged. Each of these stressors is presented

below, in a chronological sequence frompre-
migration (the war) to post-migration (accul-
turation in Canada and navigating the Cana-
dian education system).

The Events of the War

Only two participants elected to share their
experiences of living through the Syrian civil
war as a stressful event. They discussed their
experiences and expressed that the war had
severely marked their lives, as exemplified in
the following quote:

So, like, the war I had to go through, like there is a

war in Syria right now. I was seven, so, like, I had

to leave my country when I was seven and a half, so

yeah. And I can’t forget the memories, people dead

and stuff, that I had to see. I feel bad for them.

(P9, 16 years old).

Two subthemes were identified within the
major theme of war: constant moving and
concern for those left behind. How and
through what specific impacts the events of
the war came to constitute stressors for the
participants becomes more apparent within
these subthemes.

Constant Moving

Two participants described how their experi-
ence of the war was a stressful event due to
having to constantly move. In the following
quote, a participant highlighted his safety
concerns in this context, which could be suc-
cinctly summarized by his use of the phrase
“you live today or die here.” He described
the cumulative effects of constantly moving
being mentally and physically stressful:

And plus, you are escaping because you are trying to

survive on your own, that’s why it was very stressful

because you don’t know when you’re going to die.

It’s literally either you live today or die here. That

was the one that was very stressful, just like the idea

ofmoving, it is bothmentally andphysically stressful.

(P8, 18 years old).
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Table 1
List of themes

Area explored in interviews Theme Subtheme

Stressors

The events of the war
Constant moving

Concern for those left
behind

Acculturation in Canada
Language

Discrimination

Navigating the Canadian
education system

First day of school

Quality of education

COVID-19’s impact

Social support

Family
Wisdom

Intuition

Exclusivity

Personal hesitancy

Peers
Shared identity

Experience

Rejection

School staff
Duty

Friendliness

Organizations Availability

Coping

Collectivistic coping
Managing impressions

Turning to God and Islam

Seeking comfort

Individualistic coping
Finding opportunities

Escaping reality

Letting go

A 16-year-old participant highlighted how

constant moving was a stressful experi-

ence because of its social implications. He

described himself as a social and outgoing

person, and therefore his inability to main-

tain friendships due to having to abruptly

move constantly was a particular source of

stress:

Not having many [friends], … like at school, every

school that you have to move to, like, after six

months you start making friends and then you have

to leave and go to a new school. And then try to

make new friends, … it started getting annoying,

and then I started not making many friends.

(P9, 16 years old).
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Concerns for Those Left Behind

In detailing his accounts of experiencing the
Syrian civil war, one participant reflected
on how memories of war remained present
in his thoughts because other family mem-
bers remained behind in Syria. Relat-
edly, another participant expressed concern
regarding “her people” after a classmate
said something negative regarding Syrian
refugees. This highlights how moving past
traumatic memories contributes to stress for
Syrian refugee adolescents who have come
to Canada:

Because, you know, all thememories. How could you

forget about them? Like, your family is still living

there. Right now, in Canada, I don’t have anyone

else but my parents and siblings, and I only have one

uncle in [REMOVED], so he lives far away from here,

and all the others live in Syria.

(P9, 16 years old).

I was so emotional, I cried, and so sad. ’Cause it’s my

people, they’re suffering in the country, and people

are talking bad about them.

(P3, 16 years old).

Acculturation in Canada

The most salient superordinate theme and
stressor shared by all participants related to
acculturation. Participants discussed how
adjusting to a new life in Canada brought
challenges for them. Acculturation includes
two subthemes: language and discrimina-
tion. Such difficulties were not experienced
by youth as trivial matters. In the following
quote, it is clear how stark a difference life in
Canada was to this participant:

Cause, you know, I didn’t feel comfortable, I didn’t

feel in my own, like, I didn’t feel safe. It’s not my

own country, like, it’s a completely different coun-

try from my home. A different language, different

streets, different culture, community. … Everything

is different.

(P3, 16 years old).

Youth described how such differences can

result in feeling uncomfortable to the point

where they do not experience a sense of

safety or security despite their arrival in anew

country.

Language

For all participants, learning English was

a predominant acculturation-related stres-

sor given their unfamiliarity with the lan-

guage. Many participants stated that this

stressor arose upon their entry into the Cana-

dian education system, given that the lan-

guage spoken by their peers and the staff

was English, and Englishwas the curriculum’s

language as well—a language unfamiliar to

participants upon initial arrival to Canada.

Such language difficultieswere an additional

stressor facing youth who had to adapt to

a new educational system. The following

quote indicates that not knowing English

made it difficult for this participant to nav-

igate the already-new environment of the

education system:

It wasn’t really an event, but when I first came here,

my worst stress was the language. I really didn’t

know any word in English, and when I went to

school, I didn’t know nobody there, and when the

teacher was talking to me, I didn’t understand any-

thing.

(P3, 16 years old).

This sentiment was echoed by the other par-

ticipants, who also shared that they felt like

they could not participate in their classes or

even make friends because of the language

barrier, contributing to a sense of isolation

and decreasing engagement in developmen-

tally appropriate activities.
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Discrimination

Three participants shared stressful events
that involved experiencing discrimination
in Canada. The common thread among
them was that these events were described
as targeting their Muslim faith and iden-
tities as racialized youth. Despite having
newly arrived, participants were able to label
racist acts and language that they and their
families had experienced and describe how
this contributed to increased isolation, a
decreased sense of safety, and a sense of
being “othered” in society. Participants con-
trasted this experiencewith their experiences
in the Middle East, where they did not expe-
rience the same kind of racism and discrim-
ination. One participant shared an instance
highlighting a time he was discriminated
against in a “racist act,” which involved him
and his family being singled out as Muslims
by his hostile neighbours:

OK, so event three was a racist act from a neigh-

bour. They—we, like, we are Muslims, and my fam-

ily is Muslim, and when we first, like, got here, …

one of our neighbours, they put a sign in the win-

dow that said, “Islam will fall.” So, we thought, like,

we thought, it was going to be dangerous, and we

did not knowwhat to do. So, we stayed at home, we

tried not to go out for, like, a week, and tried not to

get in touch with them or see them.

(P7, 18 years old).

Another participant stated that she was
aware of the negative sentiment towards
Muslims in Canada before she even arrived:

I was in Jordan and that kind of thing didn’t hap-

pen there, butwhenyou comehere, youheardabout

a lot of people having racist, like, other people had

racist people dealingwith them, and… like, had that

treatment for being Muslims.

(P4, 17 years old).

Navigating the Canadian Education
System

Given the participants’ ages and the impor-
tance of education in their lives, it is not
surprising that specific discussion of partici-
pants’ experiences in theCanadianeducation
systemwas a particular area of focus. In addi-
tion to the noted language barriers, youth
described challenges navigating the educa-
tion system in Canada. The fact that the edu-
cation system was different and that partici-
pants did not understand how the system in
Canada functionedwas identified as a source
of stress. Three subthemes emerged that
helped to clarify specific stressful aspects of
navigating an unfamiliar education system:
the first day of school, quality of education,
and COVID-19’s impact on education.

First Day of School

Participants recalled their first day of school,
either grade school or high school, as being a
particularly stressful experience. What con-
tributed most to this becoming a stressful
event for all was not having any friends. In
the following quote, it was clear that the lack
of friends was a “scary” thing for this partic-
ipant, making her experience of navigating
the education system quite difficult:

So, event two … was my first day in elementary

school. That day was so stressful because I didn’t

know the school. I didn’t know what was the dress

code at school. I had no idea how to speak anything,

I knew couple of words, but that wasn’t helpful to

interact with other people. And I had no friends,

that was the most scariest thing ever, like, you go

to a whole new country without, like, knowing any

friends, no family, you know what I mean? Like, you

feel stranger. That day was so stressful.

(P4, 17 years old).

Quality of Education

For some participants, one element that
made navigating the Canadian education
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system a stressful experience was the per-
ceived low quality of education itself. Two
participants reported being unsatisfied with
what was available in terms of academics
or extracurricular activities. Both felt they
needed to switch schools to reach their
future academic goals. In the following
quotes, participants describe important ele-
ments that were missing in their current
school:

For my other event, it was my guidance counsel-

lor, he didn’t let me join the academic math course,

which I wanted. Yeah, he claimed that there was not

enough space in the class. That wasn’t true.

(P6, 16 years old).

I didn’t want to stay in other schools because we

moved to a new house and it was too far from my

new house. So, as I told you I moved to [REMOVED]

a couple of months, yeah, but I didn’t like it there,

there were a lot of fights, and you know, the school

was too old, they didn’t have, I was trying to get into

the robotics team, and they didn’t have a robotics

team there. So, as I heard [REMOVED] had a robotics

program, … that’s why I went there.

(P1, 17 years old).

COVID-19’s Impact

Given that these interviews occurred during
the early months of the pandemic, it was
not surprising that two participants explicitly
mentioned how COVID-19 made their edu-
cational experiences stressful. These partic-
ipants’ source of stress stemmed primarily
fromdifficulties navigating the shift to a fully
online learning environment and the way in
which they perceived this to limit their aca-
demic success at a crucial time in their aca-
demic careers. The shift to online learning
created challenges in terms of both submit-
ting their assignments and getting the help
they needed from their guidance counsel-
lors to prepare post-secondary applications.
These students explained that they were in

their final semester of high school—a time
when a drop in performance could impact
post-secondary scholarships. The following
quotes indicate how online learning made it
difficult for these participants to fulfill their
goals to get certain scholarships:

So, he basically gave me a zero in the end. This was

crucial for my average because I had a 97 and that

brought me down to, like, a 94. And, like, yeah, I’m

aiming to keep up my average so I can get the schol-

arship I want in university. Yeah, that’s what made

me stressed.

(P5, 18 years old).

One of the things that also made me mad is

that I actually missed the deadline for applying

to [REMOVED] scholarship, because applying to

[REMOVED] scholarship helps a lot, like, with your

application to med school, because I want to apply

to become a doctor later on.

(P8, 18 years old).

Area 2: Social Support

During the interviews, participants were
asked to identify an individual they sought
support from regarding a stressor they had
experienced. Four groups of social supports
emerged: family, friends, school staff, and
organizations. Participants indicated rea-
sons why they sought the selected individ-
ual’s help and also described how that per-
son helped themnavigate the stressful event.
The importance of the perceived availability
of social supports cannot be understated, as
many participants indicated that the selected
helpful individuals played important roles,
such as providing guidance or resources. In
the following quote, it becomes apparent
that having someone to rely on during stress-
ful events provided this participant the sup-
port they needed:

I felt, like, relieved, when you talk to someone about

your problems, just like when you’re stressed out,

and you know that they’re there for you, and they
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support you. So, like, I felt better because I knowthey

care about me and support me.

(P2, 16 years old).

Family

Family was identified as a key source of
social support for many participants. It
is important to note that “family” did not
encompass one’s immediate family only but
included extended family members, such as
uncles, cousins, and grandparents. Partici-
pants attributed their close relationship with
their family member as a primary reason for
why it was easy for them to seek out sup-
port from that person. When describing
their experiences with their family, four sub-
themes emerged: wisdom, intuition, exclu-
sivity, and potential hesitancy.

Wisdom

When discussing the reason they had
selected a family member for support, par-
ticipants often used the word “wise.” The
following quote was a sentiment shared by
two other participants in reference to wis-
dom, as they believed that because of their
family member’s past experiences, that per-
son could provide appropriate and valuable
guidance: “’Cause they’re older than me and
they’re much more wiser. They can help me
through this stuff” (P6, 16 years old).

Intuition

In a similar but distinct subtheme, partici-
pants frequently mentioned that their fam-
ily member often “knew what was good for
them” in relation to why they decided to
seek out support from them. This indicates
that participants often deferred to the guid-
ance and instructions of their parentsmainly,
specifically valuing their insight. One partic-
ipant stated this in the context of why he

decided to ask his father for help: “Like,
I haven’t really had any problems, to talk to
anyone about, but if any kind of problem
I just tell thembecause they knowwhat’s best
for me” (P5, 18 years old).

Exclusivity

The subtheme of exclusivity emerged when
participants were asked about going to oth-
ers for help in the stressful event they were
describing. Participants said that some issues
were only reserved for their family members,
such as ones that were more sensitive, such
as “family problems.” One participant made
apparent that some problems that can only
be shared with family members:

Yeah, so whenever there’s school problems, I’d

always go talk to that counsellor for the office, guid-

ance counsellor, or if I have problemswithmy friends

or with my family, I would just go talk to them.

(P8, 18 years old).

Potential Hesitancy

Though participants discussed their family’s
important role as a source of support, they
also discussed how this was affected by their
family members’ experiences of war and
migration. Participants shared that they felt
that this could make it difficult to reach
out to family members. The subtheme of
potential hesitancy emerged, as participants
described that they did not wish to over-
burden their parents with their own prob-
lems. Rather than being seen as a shared
experience that would facilitate support, the
impacts of having experienced the Syrian civil
war led to a participant being more reluc-
tant to confide in his parents: “Probably not,
because they were going through the same
thing” (P9, 16 years old).
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Peers

For many participants, peers were an impor-
tant source of social support in helping them
navigate various stressful events related to
the school setting. Classmates, best friends,
and other friends fell under the umbrella of
peers. Subthemes of shared identity, expe-
rience, and rejection emerged in the experi-
ences participants described in seeking sup-
port from their peers. This group of peers
provided guidance in the form of advice.

Shared Identity

Participants implied that their peers were
selected because they also had Arab back-
grounds. Many indicated that this made it
easier for them to get along, especially in
terms of the language barrier, since these
peers could speak Arabic. One participant
was explicit in connecting a shared language
to a shared identity, which created an ease of
relating and made it easier for him to seek
support from these peers: “Yeah, you could
relate to them and speak Arabic if I was not
feeling comfortable speaking English” (P1,
17 years old).

Experience

Participants suggested that a key reasonwhy
they selected their peers as sources of sup-
port was a perception that these peers had
more experience than them regarding a cer-
tain situation:

Mostly friends because they were there with me in

the classrooms and everything. So like, also my best

friend, so I went to her for help because she’s been

here for years, she’s been doing it for years, she

knows everything. So, I went to for her help, and she

helped me a lot.

(P2, 16 years old).

Rejection

When participants were asked if they ever
worried about how their peers would react
when asking them for help, some indicated
that, yes, they were concerned. One partici-
pant described this in the context of having a
limited grasp of English:

Yes. This time yes, because, so, I thought that they

would be like, ‘Oh you don’t know English, oh blah

blah,’ or be, like, ‘Oh she doesn’t know anything.

(P4, 17 years old).

School Staff

The school staff category of social support
consisted of teachers, principals, and guid-
ance counsellors, who were approached in
relation to stressors stemming from school.
School staff provided support by sharing
resources and information. The two sub-
themes of duty and friendliness emerged.

Duty

When asked if it was difficult in seeking
support from school staff, participants often
said, “It’s their job,” indicating that it was
not difficult because they knew it was part of
their duties. This was mentioned in context
of a participant who asked for resources and
guidance:

You know, she gave me a couple of opportunities.

Yeah, and I chose the one I liked the most. She was

pretty happy with it. Like, it’s her job. So yeah, she

didn’t have any problems, you know?

(P1, 17 years old).

Friendliness

Many participants noted that it was easy for
them to seek out support from school staff
since they were friendly and approachable.
One participant shared how these qualities
were important to her in making her com-
fortable enough to engage with her teacher:
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“Some teachers are very open and you feel
very comfortable talking to them, but other
teachers are very strict, and you just want to
get out of their class” (P4, 17 years old).

Organizations

Two participants indicated that they sought
out support from organizations involved
in helping newcomers settle into Canada.
These participants only accessed support
through these organizations during their
first few months in Canada.

Availability

A subtheme of availability emerged as part
of their experiences with these organiza-
tions. When asked if it was difficult to seek
help from these resettlement service organi-
zations, both participants mentioned that it
was not difficult because they were always
available to provide help: “Because, like,
they’re there to help. They know everything,
so like, if we ask them about everything, they
would know. So I thought that was the best
way to get help” (P2, 16 years old).

Area 3: Coping

Participants described different ways they
had coped when dealing with stressful expe-
riences. Two themes of collectivistic and indi-
vidualistic coping strategies emerged. Col-
lectivistic coping often entailed emphasizing
the “other,” society or family, as a point of
reference. On the other hand, individualis-
tic coping strategies centred on focusing on
oneself to overcome the problem.

Collectivistic Coping

When participants shared coping strategies
they used, they sometimes alluded to oth-
ers’ responses as a reference point in con-
sideration of their selected approach to cop-

ing. Some methods of collective coping
were embedded within socio-cultural values,
which participants found meaningful when
coping as they felt connected to a broader
group they belonged to. Subthemes of man-
aging impressions, turning to God and Islam,
and seeking comfort from family emerged.
Participants were also asked if themethod of
coping they selected was also used by their
family or community, and many of them said
“yes,” a response that indicates that they ref-
erenced a collective when deciding on how
to engage with a stressor:

I guess … the community and my family really do

have a really good impact on the way I deal with sit-

uations. And they certainly taught me correct and

right ways to deal with them, in the best way that

benefits me and leaves me with the best results.

(P5, 18 years old).

Managing Impressions

Participants detailed experiences in which
they coped by maintaining social harmony,
not drawing attention to themselves. The
common thread among this form of coping
was that it was employed in situations in
which participants were actively being dis-
criminated against. Many mentioned that by
retaliating, they would be further ostracized,
and therefore they decided to tolerate vexa-
tious behaviours: “I didn’t like to start trou-
bles. If he was a bad person, I don’t want to
be a bad person and start troubles” (P3, 16
years old).

Turning to God and Islam

Two participants described that they found
meaning in coping by relying on their reli-
gious beliefs, teachings, and God. It was
evident that their religion was important to
them. The common theme among both par-
ticipants who used religion to cope was that
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it occurred in instances of perceived adver-
sity. For example, one participant described
how believing in God gave him hope that he
andhis familywould survive thewar: “Oneof
the ways … was we came to Canada and just
left all the war there, so that’s actually hope
and made us survive, like, believing in God.
He would help us” (P8, 18 years old).

Seeking Comfort from Family

Participants shared their experiences of cop-
ingwith certain stressors by seekingout emo-
tional support from family members. The
involvement of family highlights collectivist
values based on a cultural emphasis:

They helped me like mentally and like everything,

they supportedme, they gaveme support. … I didn’t

actually have anyone else to go for except my par-

ents.

(P2, 16 years old).

Individualistic Coping

Other participants mentioned exclusively
relying on themselves to cope. Within cer-
tain events, participants also framed their
own innate abilities to overcome the stres-
sors in which they employed these specific
behaviours. Subthemes of finding oppor-
tunities, escaping reality, and letting go
emerged as dimensions of individualistic cop-
ing behaviours.

Finding Opportunities

Participants discussed that they coped by
seeking out opportunities themselves to
overcome the stressor. This was the strat-
egy selected specifically in the context of
learning English. For this coping method,
many participants indicated that they relied
on themselves and felt that they were in con-
trol of overcoming the problem. The fol-
lowing quote shows one of the many meth-

ods participants used to overcome their lan-
guage barrier by actively seeking opportuni-
ties:

I ended up encouraging myself. I ended up fighting

the language and learning more English and inter-

actedwith other people so I can be taking from them

whatever it was, advantage or disadvantage, … like,

taking the language from other people and did help

myself by watching English movies, English music,

read English books.

(P4, 17 years old).

Escaping Reality

For some participants, disconnecting with
reality orusingdistractionwere copingmeth-
ods that felt the most appropriate. This was
mentioned by two participants in the con-
text of discussing their experiences of the
war and how theymanaged to cope through
entertainment. A participant described why
watching anime was a meaningful coping
method for him as it helped him escape real-
ity:

I got stuck with anime, … like, you’re actually escap-

ing life, which helped me a lot, too. So, living in a

fake world, and most of the anime thing, it’s a hero

that’s actually helping people, which [is] not actually

real life,… it’s just, like,making you live [in] your own

world, it’s … not our world now.

(P8, 18 years old).

Letting Go

Participants described “letting go” of worry-
ing about stressors as a form of coping. This
occurred in situations that they described
having no control over. Two participants
indicated that it was beneficial not to involve
themselves emotionally any further by wor-
rying too much about a stressor. One partici-
pant shared that stress brought on by worry-
ing could potentially have an impact on one’s
health and is not helpful: “It’s better than
stressing. Stressing leads to, uh, no solutions.
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It’s just, it’s harmful for your health, and … it
doesn’t give you any fruit, … like, solutions”
(P5, 18 years old). Both participants high-
lighted that they understood that they had a
decision about whether to worry or not, thus
indicating their awareness of their control in
the situation.

DISCUSSION

Through these interviews, a wide variety of
stressors, social supports, and coping strate-
gies were identified. Importantly, stres-
sors were not confined to the pre-migration
period alone but included post-migration
stressors that refugee youth face when arriv-
ing in a new country. Many stressors were
connected to the participants’ age, such as
stressors of adjusting to a new school envi-
ronment, facing the first day of grade school
or high school, and making new friends. The
stressors participants mentioned within the
present study are aligned with those docu-
mented in the literature for adolescent Syrian
refugees, specifically, but also generally for
migrant youth who are settling into another
country (de Lima Sá et al., 2022; Hassan et al.,
2016; Scharpf et al., 2021). One novel finding
from this study is how COVID-19, as a stres-
sor, has impacted teenage Syrian refugees,
specifically in jeopardizing their educational
futures because of the technical challenges
due to online learning and reduced access to
school staff.

The participants identified a plethora of
social support systems. Some were selected
due to socio-cultural values and norms. For
many participants, their family was a funda-
mental support system influenced by their
cultural upbringing (de Lima Sá et al., 2022;
Hassan et al., 2016; Kuo, 2010). Some indi-
cated that they relied on their family for
more “personal” issues, suggesting that cer-
tain topics may be off limits to friends (Ajami

et al., 2015). This contrasts with individu-
alistic cultures, where the peer group is the
primary social support source and the fam-
ily is secondary among adolescents (Brannan
et al., 2013).

Regarding peers, participants often
sought out individuals who belonged to the
same ethnocultural group as them. This is
understandable, as language is not a barrier
with peers from such a group. Participants
also highlighted that their selected peers
also were newcomers themselves; therefore,
they could guide them more appropriately.
This indicates that a shared identity was an
important factor for participants in seeking
support. Within the acculturation research,
newcomer youth often make friends with
those who are similar to them in terms of
identity (Alfadhli & Drury, 2018; Berry et al.,
2006).

An important genderdistinctionemerged,
as male participants relied on their fam-
ily members, school staff, and organizations
only. Male participants did not mention
friends as part of their identified social sup-
port systems. This is aligned with the lit-
erature that mentions that women cross-
culturally have larger social support net-
works (Dwyer & Cummings, 2001).

Last, school staff andorganizations played
important roles in helping teenage Syrian
refugees navigate their new lives in Canada
byproviding resources. The support of school
staff, which included teachers and guid-
ance counsellors, is important for helping
refugee youth resettle and flourish academi-
cally (Massfeller & Hamm, 2019; Salam et al.,
2022a). For many newcomers in Canada,
resettlement organizations play an impor-
tant role in helping provide vocational and
language training (Shields et al., 2016). As
indicated, participants understood that it
was the duty of social support networks to
provide them with necessary resources (e.g.,
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language support, finding a job, setting up a
bank account, etc.). This highlights how their
perceived availability became a facilitator in
seeking help (Simich et al., 2003).

The coping strategies that participants
mentioned were influenced by their socio-
cultural values, such as relying on faith or
acting in ways aligned with how they had
seen their family and community members
approach similar stressors (Kuo, 2010; Yeh
et al., 2006). Some coping strategies might
be contextually dependent, as some partic-
ipants indicated that they did not retaliate
when they were being discriminated against.
Within the cross-cultural stress and coping lit-
erature, this is described as forbearance cop-
ing, which is employed to maintain harmony
and not to draw attention to oneself (Yeh
et al., 2006). However, this may not be effica-
cious, as studies have found mixed results on
the outcomes among ethnic minority groups
experiencing discrimination (Noh & Kaspar,
2003; Noh et al., 1999).

Gender emerged as a factor that influ-
enced choice of coping strategy. Male par-
ticipants in the study stated that they used
avoidance-based coping strategies, while
female participants did not describe using
this strategy. This is consistent with exist-
ing literature regarding coping in male Syr-
ian refugee youth and is hypothesized to be
due to gender-based socio-cultural norms,
in which men are encouraged to suppress
their emotions (International Medical Corps,
2017). Avoidance-based coping strategies
have the potential to exacerbate stress
and thus lead to worse mental health out-
comes (Pineles et al., 2011). As such, atten-
tion to understanding gender-specific cop-
ing strategies are important to support Syr-
ian refugee adolescents’ mental health.

Problem-focused coping, or active
problem-solving, was common among par-
ticipants. This often occurred in situations

in which participants felt that they had con-
trol. This coping strategy is associated with
mastery of and overall positive outcomes
in psychological well-being (Aldwin, 2007).
Last, participants indicated that they relied
on family and friends for seeking emotional
comfort. This is an indicator of emotion-
focused coping, or regulating one’s emo-
tional response (Austenfeld & Stanton, 2004;
Dwyer & Cummings, 2001; Stanton et al.,
2000).

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study provides information for mental
health care providers (MHPs) in understand-
ing the lived experience of Syrian refugee
youth. The findings provide contextual infor-
mation for MHPs in ensuring they are pro-
viding culturally safe care by attending to
how cultural can contextualize experiences
of stressors and coping approaches (Moore
& Constantine, 2005). MHPs may consider
how to engage nonformal supports in deliv-
ering care, including the (extended) fam-
ily, school staff, faith organizations, and
language- or culturally specific supports. In
addition, MHPs may need to consider Syrian
refugee youths’mental health needs but also
appreciate how identity-based factors (e.g.,
gender) shape these needs.

The findings from this study also yield rel-
evant information for educators who work
with Syrian refugee youth. School environ-
ments have the capacity to become risk fac-
tors if appropriate supports are not put in
place, such as training in facilitating settle-
ment and resources for language acquisi-
tion. Specific attention must be given to
how school climates can foster inclusivity by
encouraging peer supports and strategize to
minimize racism, Islamophobia, and xeno-
phobia (Guo et al., 2019; Walker & Zuberi,
2019).

© Salam, Z. et al. 2022



16 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Coping with Stressors by Drawing on Social Supports

CONCLUSIONS

Teenage Syrian refugees are resourceful.
They are able to draw on social support net-
works that are appropriate and relevant to
the stressors they are encountering. The role
of culture should be highlighted, as socio-
cultural values play a salient role in shap-
ing their experiences within certain contexts.
To better support the mental health of Syr-
ian refugee youth and, more broadly, cul-
tural minority migrant youth, the nuance
that their socio-cultural backgrounds bring
must be highlighted and understood to help
them flourish and lead meaningful lives.
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Un geste d’hospitalité aux demandeurs d’asile. Une analyse de
la mobilisation du collectif « Bridges not Borders – Créons des
ponts »
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RÉSUME
Cet article s’intéresse à lamobilisation d’un collectif de citoyens, Bridges not Borders – Créons des ponts (BnotB), qui s’est
porté à la défense des demandeurs d’asile qui ont traversé de façon irrégulière la frontière canado-américaine
au chemin Roxham (Québec) depuis 2017. Le cas de BnotB contribue à la littérature sur les frontières en y appor-
tant une perspective qui s’intéresse aux dynamiques et mobilisations citoyennes venant en aide aux personnes
vulnérables le long de passages frontaliers. À partir d’une analyse documentaire et d’entretiens semi-dirigés,
nous présentons une action « par le bas », menée par des citoyens et citoyennes mobilisés par les enjeux migra-
toires, que nous définissons par le geste de l’hospitalité.
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ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the mobilization of a collective created by citizens, Bridges not Borders (BnotB), that has
been working to defend the asylum seekers that cross the Canada-U.S. border “irregularly” since 2017. The
case of BnotB contributes to the literature on borders by bringing a perspective interested in the dynamics and
mobilizations of citizens coming to the help of vulnerable persons across border crossings. Based on content
analyses and semi-structured interviews, this case study allows us to present a “bottom up” form of action, led
by citizens mobilized by migration issues, which we define under the gesture of hospitality.
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INTRODUCTION

En 2015 et 2016, l’accueil de plus de 40 000

réfugiés syriens mobilise le Canada (Hamil-

ton et al., 2020). Un élan de compas-

sion, de solidarité et d’ouverture s’empare

de la population canadienne, très favorable

à l’accueil des réfugiés syriens sélectionnés
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par le gouvernement fédéral ou parrainés
par des organismes privés et des individus.
Cette vaste opération s’inscrit dans une nar-
ration nationale légitimée par des expéri-
ences du passé réussies, notamment l’accueil
des réfugiés vietnamiens à la fin des années
1970 (Alboim, 2016). En 2017, l’arrivée de
migrants en situation irrégulière à la fron-
tière canado-américaine crée un dilemme
pour les autorités fédérales. Le pays a tou-
jours accueilli des demandeurs d’asile sur son
territoire à des points d’entrée terrestres et
maritimes, notamment les aéroports et les
postes frontaliers. Toutefois, vu sa situa-
tion géographique favorable, il a historique-
ment maîtrisé les flux migratoires à ses fron-
tières (Mountz, 2011). Le thème de la migra-
tion dite « irrégulière » va faire irruption
dans le débat public canadien. L’arrivée plus
soudaine de migrants à des points d’entrée
irréguliers – plus de 20 000 en 2017 (Immi-
gration, Réfugiés et Citoyenneté Canada
[IRCC], 2021) – va susciter des réactions de
la part des autorités gouvernementales et
de l’opinion publique. Le chemin Roxham,
petite route située dans la région de la Mon-
térégie au sud de Montréal, le long d’une
frontière parsemée de forêts et de terres
agricoles, va devenir le lieu d’une intense
activité politique et médiatique (Bourgeon
et al., 2017). Autour de cette frontière va se
développer une narration surtout sécuritaire
visant à protéger la souveraineté canadienne
d’un afflux de migrants irréguliers.

Cet article s’intéresse à mieux cerner les
actions d’un groupe de citoyens qui s’est
porté à la défense des demandeurs d’asile
à la frontière canado-américaine. Fondé en
2017, le collectif Bridges not Borders (BnotB) a
mis en évidence la situation de ces personnes
en situation de vulnérabilité et les politiques
restrictives à l’égard des demandeurs d’asile.

Constitué d’une quinzaine de mem-
bres actifs, la plupart habitant la localité

de Hemmingford (village tout proche du
chemin Roxham), BnotB a développé trois
axes principaux d’action, soit le partage de
l’information sur les enjeux des réfugiés, le
lobbying auprès des instances politiques au
niveau fédéral, provincial et municipal, et le
soutien des réfugiés à la frontière. Toutefois,
nous abordons trois aspects plus restreints de
ces axes d’intervention, que nous désignons
comme : la solidarité à la frontière, la surveil-
lance des pratiques frontalières et la sensibil-
isation politique et communautaire à l’enjeu
frontalier. Nous avons choisi d’étudier le
cas du collectif BnotB car il permet de met-
tre de l’avant une expérience de la fron-
tière comparable à celle de d’autres types
de mobilisations citoyennes dans des con-
textes frontaliers (Agier, 2016; Observatoire
des migrations dans les Alpes-Maritimes,
2020). Depuis 2015, la situation migratoire
mondiale provoque des mobilisations aux
frontières dites « sensibles », comme Calais,
Lampedusa et Lesbos (Le Blanc et Brugère,
2017). Au-delà des expressions plus mili-
tantes de groupes opposés à la dérive sécu-
ritaire du régime migratoire et favorables à
l’abolition des frontières, il est apparu dans
des espaces multiples, des organismes et des
citoyens mobilisés pour venir en aide aux
migrants (Bontemps et al., 2018). Notre
étude de BnotB contribue à souligner ce que
certaines mobilisations citoyennes révèlent
sur les façons dont des citoyen.nes peuvent
penser et agir par rapport à la frontière.
Elle permet de présenter une action « par
le bas », menée par des citoyen.nes mobil-
isés par la question migrante, engagement
que nous allons qualifier comme un geste
d’hospitalité (Agier, 2018; Boudou, 2021).
Nousmettons de l’avant que le contexte de la
« crisemigratoire » actuelle et la dégradation
des politiques nationales envers les migrants
ont donné à l’hospitalité un nouveau sens
qui désigne et articule une dynamiquemoins
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institutionnalisée de solidarité et d’accueil
des personnes immigrantes aux passages des
frontières.

SUR LA LIGNE DE LA FRONTIÈRE

Une vaste littérature existe au sujet
de la frontière et mobilise de nom-
breux champs des sciences sociales. Des
travaux s’intéressent aux mécanismes de
restrictionaux frontières, policières et admin-
istratives (Tyler et Marciniak, 2013). Ces
dernières années, l’option de sécurité est
mise de l’avant pour contenir les flux migra-
toires : zones de contrôle, murs, militari-
sation et camps deviennent des outils au
service des États (dell’Agnese et Amilhat-
Szari, 2015). Dans le contexte de la mon-
dialisation, des approches économiques
libérales mettent l’accent sur la circulation,
les flux transfrontaliers, la fluidité, le pas-
sage de marchandises, de biens et de per-
sonnes « désirables » (Hirst et al., 2009). Des
analyses sociologiques et politiques étudient
les enjeux de la migration par rapport aux
questions de la souveraineté et de la nation
qui placent l’étranger dans un rapport par-
ticulier, soit d’inclusion ou d’exclusion. La
frontière devient un marqueur complexe
de l’appartenance (Balibar, 2018; Dubet,
2019). Enfin des études s’intéressent à la
géographie de la mobilité : les frontières
sont extensibles, souples, épaisses ou fines.
Elles s’aventurent dans le territoire pour
s’assurer de contrôler les déplacements; elles
sont déplacées à l’extérieur de l’État-nation
pour freiner les migrants dans leur projet de
« monter vers le Nord ». Elles sont devenues
des paysages, des borderscapes (dell’Agnese et
Amilhat-Szari, 2015).

Notre analyse de BnotB s’intéresse aux
dynamiques et aux histoires humaines en

présence le long de la frontière, à ce que
l’Observatoire des migrations dans les Alpes-
Maritimes, en France, appelle un « manège
de la frontière » :

La frontière n’est pas seulement le lieu de

l’affrontement entre police et personnes en migra-

tion, mais aussi un lieu de savoirs professionnels

variés, ou le terrain d’action de multiples logiques

professionnelles, du domaine sécuritaires jusqu’aux

champs intellectuel et artistique en passant par le

secteur humanitaire .

(Observatoire des migrations dans les Alpes-Maritimes : p. 20)

Ce que la frontière dévoile c’est un ensem-
ble de protagonistes qui se croisent et lut-
tent pour des raisons différentes.1 Dans le
cas de la frontière entre l’Italie et la France,
mais comme sur beaucoup d’autres fron-
tières, celle par exemple entre le Mexique
et les États-Unis ou celle de la Méditerranée
entre l’Afrique du nord et l’Europe, la fron-
tière se dresse devant les « indésirables »
réfugiés et demandeurs d’asilemais demeure
un corridor plus fluide pour les person-
nes « désirables », immigrants économiques,
touristes et résidents (Cuttitta, 2015; Nicolosi,
2017). L’action du collectif BnotB rejoint
cette vision de la frontière, plus proche
des dynamiques de solidarité et d’entraide
aux migrants que des actions militantes et
activistes de groupes qui contestent le sys-
tème migratoire (Ataç et al., 2016; Skog-
berg Eastman, 2012; Della Porta, 2018). Ce
qui rapproche BnotB de multiples initiatives
citoyennes ce sont les gestes ordinaires de
personnes préoccupées par le sort de ces
personnes vulnérables et prêtes à venir en
aide pour améliorer les conditions de vie de
ces individus dans des contextes bien spéci-
fiques (Bouagga, 2018; Goudreau, 2019). On
y voit des actions individuelles de personnes
engagées dans leur milieu de vie.

1Consulter la série debalados Sur la frontièrede France Inter. Ce sont des illustrations d’histoires se déroulant sur lignede la frontière.
https://www.franceinter.fr/emissions/sur-la-frontiere

© Belkhodja, C. and Gratton, C. 2022



4 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Un geste d’hospitalité aux demandeurs d’asile

MÉTHODOLOGIE

L’étude du collectif Bridges not Borders présente
une lecture particulière de la frontière. Pour
y arriver, de nombreuses sources documen-
taires ont été considérées : le site web et la
page Facebook du collectif, les interventions
dans l’espace public, la couverture média-
tique des actions menées par le collectif.
Nous avons aussi effectué, via Zoom, des
entretiens semi-structurés avec trois fonda-
trices du collectif qui permettent de clarifier
et valider plusieurs informations sur le pro-
cessus de la formation du groupe. Notre
analyse s’est focalisée sur un corpus en par-
ticulier, soit 108 billets de blogs publiés par
le collectif du 16 novembre 2017 au 8 mars
2020, moment où le collectif a dû cesser
ces visites à la frontière au chemin Roxham
suite à la fermeture des frontières en raison
de la pandémie du Covid-19. Ces billets se
veulent des observations réalistes des visites
que des bénévoles du groupe effectuent au
chemin Roxham. Ces visites permettent de
se situer à la frontière et de mettre en relief
la réalité du passage de la frontière. Pub-
liés sur le site du collectif, les billets ont pour
but de démystifier les traversées autant pour
la population locale que pour les réfugiés
eux-mêmes. On les considère comme une
sorte de compte rendu des visites à la fron-
tière, qui peut servir de source d’information
pour les personnes cherchant à savoir plus
sur la réalité des traversées. Ils ont été col-
lectés, lus et analysés en portant une atten-
tion particulière à ce qu’ils révèlent sur le tra-
vail du groupe et sur les réalités à la fron-
tière. Des extraits serviront à développer
notre réflexion autour des deux premiers
axes d’intervention du groupe.

Notre analyse de BnotBpermet dedémon-
trer le contraste entre la frontière imaginée,
celle présentée par les grands médias, et la

frontière vécue, plus proche des considéra-
tions humaines caractérisées par l’émotion
et la symbolique du moment fort du pas-
sage de la frontière. La première section
présente une brève mise en contexte de
la frontière canado-américaine ainsi qu’une
lecture médiatique qui permet de relever les
éléments principaux narratifs entourant la
frontière canado-américaine durant la péri-
ode de 2017 à 2018. La deuxième sec-
tion analyse le collectif BnotB et comment
la nature de ses actions permet de mettre
en évidence une lecture de la frontière dif-
férente de celle plus souvent présentée. La
troisième sectionéclaire le casdeBnotBàpar-
tir d’une littérature foisonnante autour du
terme de l’hospitalité comme thème central
de l’expérience migratoire. Finalement, la
conclusion revient sur l’importance de faire
place à une autre narration de la migration
et des frontières.

CONTEXTE : LA FRONTIÈRE
CANADO-AMÉRICAINE

La frontière que le Canada partage avec
les États-Unis est la plus longue au monde,
s’étalant sur plus de 8 880 km (Statistique
Canada, 2012). Malgré sa porosité, elle a
fait l’objet de relativement peu de contro-
verses dans les dernières décennies (Bour-
geon et al., 2017). Toutefois, à l’été 2017,
cette frontière deviendra l’objet de réac-
tions au sein de l’opinion publique qui
perçoit l’intégrité (supposée) de cette fron-
tière comme fragilisée, voir menacée par
les arrivées irrégulières de migrants. Une
lecture alarmiste et sensationnaliste de ces
chiffres sera présentée dans les médias, avec
le déploiement d’un vocabulaire parlant d’«
afflux » (La Haye, 2017) ou encore de «
vague » (Lecavalier, 2017).

Plusieurs facteurs vont contribuer à aug-
menter de manière significative le nombre

© Belkhodja, C. and Gratton, C. 2022



5 REFUGE : REVUE CANADIENNE SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS Un geste d’hospitalité aux demandeurs d’asile

de personnes déplacées cherchant à par-
tir des États-Unis pour rejoindre le Canada.
L’élection de Donald Trump en novembre
2016, avec son discours et ses politiques
largement hostiles à l’immigration, y est pour
beaucoup (Paquet et Schertzer, 2020). Par
exemple, en juin 2017, le gouvernement
américain renouvelle pour six mois seule-
ment le programme de « Temporary Pro-
tected Status (TPS) » (Jordan, 2017). Ce pro-
gramme,mis enplace en2010 suite au séisme
qu’avait subi Haïti, offrait clémence aux
ressortissants haïtiens déjà présents en sol
américain. En novembre 2017, le programme
est finalement aboli. Ses bénéficiaires se
retrouvent donc menacés d’expulsion s’ils ne
quittent pas le pays d’ici 2019. Haïti sera le
premier pays de citoyenneté des demandeurs
d’asile arrivant au Canada en 2017 (Statis-
tique Canada, 2019). Parmi les autres pays
d’origine très représentés on trouve le Nige-
ria et la Colombie (UNCHR, 2018). De son
côté, le Canada présente un discours qui se
veut plus accueillant, illustré entre autres
par un tweet du premier ministre, Justin
Trudeau, déclarant « À ceux qui fuient la
persécution, la terreur et la guerre, sachez
que le Canada vous accueillira, indépendam-
ment de votre foi » (Trudeau, J. [@Justin-
Trudeau], 28 janvier, 2017), faisant suite au
décret présidentiel du 27 janvier 2017 de
Donald Trump, qui bannissait l’arrivée de
ressortissants de plusieurs pays musulmans.
De façon assez soudaine ce ton va changer.
Par la voix de plusieurs ministres du gou-
vernement Trudeau dépêchés aux États-Unis,
le Canada informe qu’il n’est pas une terre
d’accueil pour tout le monde et que le pro-
cessus d’admission est sélectif (Belkhodja et
Xhardez, 2020).

C’est par le chemin Roxham, près du vil-
lage Québécois de Saint-Bernard-de-Lacolle,

que traverseront la grande majorité des
migrants (consulter Figure 1). Cet endroit
offre l’un des passages les plus accessibles
le long de la frontière (consulter Figure 2).
En dehors de ce chemin tracé, il n’y a que
des grandes forêts et des terres agricoles.
Une grande partie de l’augmentation des
demandes d’asile s’explique par des arrivées
dites « irrégulières », c’est-à-dire desmigrants
qui viennent franchir la frontière canado-
américaine à pied entre deux postes frontal-
iers officiels. En 2017, la Gendarmerie royale
du Canada (GRC), le service de police fédérale
responsable des interceptions à la frontière,
en effectuera 20 593. Ce chiffre baissera
légèrement en 2018 avec 19 419 intercep-
tions (IRCC, 2021).

Cette manière de se présenter à la fron-
tière, entre deux postes frontaliers officiels,
s’explique par l’application entre le Canada
et les États-Unis de l’Entente sur les tiers
pays sûrs2 (Bourgeon et al., 2017). Entrée
en vigueur en 2004, elle a pour but de lim-
iter le phénomène du « venue-shopping »
en restreignant les déplacements de réfugiés
entre les deux pays. L’accord prévoit que
toute personne cherchant à demander l’asile
au Canada en passant par les États-Unis,
sauf pour quelques exceptions limitées, sera
refoulée, le pays étant considéré comme
« sûr ». Il existe toutefois une clause partic-
ulière dans cette entente : s’il est prévu que
toute demande présentée à un poste frontal-
ier sera refusée, l’entente ne s’applique
pas aux « personnes qui sont entrées au
Canada entre les points d’entrée » (Sécurité
publique Canada, 2020). En d’autres ter-
mes, si une personne parvient à traverser la
frontière autrement qu’en passant par un
poste frontalier officiel, elle sera en mesure
de déposer une demande d’asile. De ce fait,
beaucoup des réfugiés cherchant à rejoindre

2Il est à noter que cette entente sera prochainement revue par la Cour suprême du Canada, après avoir été d’abord invalidée par
la Cour fédérale en juillet 2020, puis jugée constitutionnelle par la Cour d’appel fédérale en avril 2021 (Dib, 2017).
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Figure 1
(IRCC, 2021) https://www.canada.ca/fr/immigration-refugies-citoyennete/services/refugies/demandes-asile/deman
des-asile-2017.html

Figure 2
Le chemin Roxham (Google Maps, 8 février 2021) https://www.google.com/maps/place/Chemin+Roxham
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le Canada depuis les États-Unis n’ont d’autre
option que de traverser la frontière hors des
points de contrôle réguliers.

L’utilisation de ce passage dit « irrégulier »
va faire l’objet d’une intense couverture
médiatique au Québec (consulter Figure 3).

Nous avons analysé 689 articles de jour-
naux, s’échelonnant sur la période de janvier
2017 à août 2018 et publiés par les princi-
paux quotidiens québécois, soit Le Devoir, La
Presse, le Journal deMontréal et TheMontreal Gazette.
Il s’agit de textes de nouvelles, d’éditoriaux
et de textes d’opinions (chroniques). Les
articles ont été récoltés à l’aide de mots
clés sur la base de données Eureka, classi-
fiés, puis lus afin d’en identifier les grandes
lignes. Cela nous a permis de cartogra-
phier les principaux acteurs gravitant autour
de cette frontière, mais également les prin-
cipaux thèmes du discours hégémonique
entourant cet enjeu socio-politique. Nous
avons mobilisé une méthode inductive afin
d’identifier les événements centraux et les
termes les plus utilisées, pour ensuite écrire
une synthèse des tendances discursives les
plus marquées pour chaque publication.

Le nombre d’articles augmente consid-
érablement en août 2017, lorsque que les
traversées atteignent un sommetmensuel de
5 530 nouveaux arrivants. Le Journal de Mon-
tréal se démarque des autres quotidiens par le
nombre d’articles consacrés aux événements
à la frontière.

Cette analyse médiatique sommaire nous
permet de dégager quelques grandes ten-
dances du portrait dressé par les médias con-
ventionnels. Premièrement, la légitimité de
la frontière est très rarement questionnée. La
nécessité de son existence est généralement
prise pour acquise, tandis que la légitimité
des demandeurs d’asile est rarement recon-
nue. Ainsi, on perçoit la frontière comme un
objet politique, tangible et intégral à l’idée
mêmede la nation. Par exemple, on rapporte

des mesures au niveau fédéral qui cherchent
à « assurer l’intégrité des frontières canadi-
ennes » (Bellavance et Pélloquin, 2017), sans
toutefois expliquer ce que cela peut vouloir
dire exactement.

Deuxièmement, la frontière est présentée
comme un outil de contrôle et de protec-
tion. Le discours exprimant cette vision tend
à simplifier les enjeux frontaliers et sures-
timer la capacité de la frontière à jouer ce rôle
protecteur. Par exemple, on note les aver-
tissements d’acteurs politiques selon lesquels
la frontière risque de devenir une « pas-
soire » face à un « afflux hors contrôle » de
« migrants illégaux » et qui soulignent les
risques que cela poserait à la société québé-
coise (Lecavalier, 2017). On critique la lenteur
de la réponse politique, qu’on accuse de
pas écouter la volonté de la « majorité des
Québécois » qui souhaiterait « voir refouler
cette masse de migrants à la frontière » (Par-
ent, 2017). On se concentre largement sur
son rôle théorique, tout en négligeant les
contradictions et les limites inhérentes à ces
attentes vu la réalité physique des frontières.

Finalement, on se concentre surtout sur les
conséquences que l’arrivée des demandeurs
d’asile peuvent avoir sur la société d’accueil.
En ce sens, les médias rapportent plusieurs
événement clés qui vont créer une certaine
anxiété collective. L’ouverture du Stade
olympique à Montréal comme refuge aux
migrants le 2 août 2017 (Garnier et Dumont,
2017) et l’arrivée de l’armée canadienne le 9
août 2017 près de la frontière (Payen, 2017)
pour aider à la construction d’installations
d’accueil seront largement couvertes. On
utilise des termes comme « afflux massif »
et on met largement l’emphase sur les coûts
associés à cet accueil et le poids que cela
représente pour le Québec. Les articles
sur ces événements font particulièrement
référence à la peur de l’envahissement et
à la perte de contrôle du système. Ces

© Belkhodja, C. and Gratton, C. 2022



8 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Un geste d’hospitalité aux demandeurs d’asile

Figure 3
Nombre d’articles au sujet des traverseés au chemin Roxham, janvier 2017 à août 2018

événements et la forte couverture qui les
entoure mettent l’emphase sur la capacité
d’accueil, considérant le scénario éventuel
d’un « trop-plein » d’arrivants au Québec.
Ces inquiétudes révèlent le contraste dressé
entre la frontière « normale », implicitement
perçue comme « imperméable », et celle
d’aujourd’hui, perçue comme menacée ou
défaillante.

En somme, la couverture médiatique de la
frontière contribue à tisser une trame nar-
rative où l’État demeure l’acteur central au
cœur de la gestion de cette frontière frag-
ilisée, et où la question de la sécurité est une
préoccupation majeure. Or, il apparaît que
ce discours tend à négliger d’importantes
dynamiques qui façonnent également notre
relation à la frontière. Afin de mieux saisir
cet aspect, et éclairer certains anglesmorts du
discours médiatique, nous nous intéressons à

lamobilisationdu collectif Bridges not Borders, et
ce qu’une action citoyenne permet de relever
d’une situation vécue à cette frontière.

LE COLLECTIF BRIDGES NOT BORDERS

Afficher sa solidarité et se mobiliser pour
les migrants, réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile
sont devenus des actions communes à
de nombreuses situations frontalières :
« L’engagement est motivé par une indigna-
tion très ponctuelle et locale, par la situation
des migrants » (Poinsot, 2018, p. 41). Fondé
en 2017, Bridges not Borders se mobilise pour les
personnes migrantes qui traversent la fron-
tière canado-américaine au chemin Roxham.
Sur la page d’accueil, on peut lire cet extrait :

Bridges Not Borders est un regroupement de person-

nes vivant à Hemmingford et les environs, près de

Roxham Road, en bordure de la frontière canado-
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américaine. C’est un lieu de passage ’irrégulier’

utilisé par des personnes en provenance des USA,

désirant obtenir le statut de réfugié au Canada.

Nous sommes préoccupés par leur bien-être et nous

voulons attirer l’attention sur les difficultés qu’ils

rencontrent pour entrer au Canada.

(http://www.bridgesnotborders.ca, About Us)

Le noyau fondateur de BnotB est constitué
de personnes engagées dans leur commu-
nauté, soit Hemmingford, Havelock, Sher-
rington et Saint-Bernard-de-Lacolle, localités
rurales dans la région de la Montérégie. Ces
résidents ont déjà participé à des mobilisa-
tions autour de plusieurs enjeux, tels que
la lutte contre les pluies acides au courant
des années 1980, le refus de l’agriculture
industrielle, la présence de porcheries dans la
région, etc. Ces actions s’inscrivent dans les
particularités d’une culture régionale façon-
née par plusieurs éléments, soit un peuple-
ment fondé sur des vagues migratoires, un
développement rural, un tissu communau-
taire anglophone, un activisme local et une
tradition d’entraide et de solidarité entre
les membres de la communauté (Kesteman,
2006).

Le besoin de se mobiliser et de venir en
aide aux migrants est au cœur de la for-
mation de BnotB. En mars 2017, une pre-
mière rencontre d’information est organ-
isée à Hemmingford par l’Église Unie (United
Church). On y retrouve des résidents de la
région, mais également des organisations
venues deMontréal, tels Solidarité sans fron-
tières, Action Réfugiés Montréal et Amnistie
internationale Canada. Comme le souligne
une membre fondatrice, cette rencontre va
permettre de poser les bases du collectif et
proposer des initiatives locales: « Out of that
came an opportunity for a whole bunch of us
to spend some time at the border during the
summerof 2017, just givingoutmuffins, juice
and sanitary pads and that sort of things to

people who were crossing in large numbers
» (Neigh, 2019). Ce projet s’est développé
suite àunedemanded’assistancede l’Agence
des services frontaliers du Canada du poste
de Lacolle pour fournir de la nourriture
au poste frontalier. Le 1juillet 2017, une
manifestation organisée à la frontière par
les groupes d’extrême droite, La Meute et
Storm Alliance (Agence QMI, 2017), mobilise
plusieurs membres du collectif qui consid-
èrent nécessaire de s’organiser et d’offrir
un message accueillant devant une hostilité
croissante à l’égard des migrants. L’impact
de cette présence sur le groupe est direct,
comme l’indique une membre du groupe:
« It was clear, because the far-right had a
second demonstration in September of that
year, that we couldn’t allow them to take up
all the oxygen of the media and to be the
only voice » (Entrevue 1, 20 janvier 2021).
Ce besoin de venir en aide aux migrants se
veut l’expression d’une communauté soudée
et engagée :

Dans le dernier bulletin, je vous parlais de Sue Heller

et du «Woolgathering» qu’elle organise depuis 25

ans. La fermede Sueest située sur le cheminRoxham,

à l’angle de James Fisher. Ce coin de notre pays a par

ailleurs beaucoup fait parler de lui depuis le début

de l’année (2017) à cause des milliers de deman-

deurs d’asile qui y traversent illégalement la fron-

tière. Inévitablement cette situationest péniblepour

les riverains de ce cul-de-sac qui, autrefois si calme,

s’est transformé en véritable autoroute pour auto-

bus et véhicules des services policiers et frontaliers.

Nuit et jour, ils sont importunés. Par contre, quand

on en parle à Sue, elle répond tout bonnement : «

Pourquoi je me plaindrais? J’ai tout et ils n’ont rien.

»

(Bleau, 2017, 17 octobre)

Devant l’arrivée de migrants à la frontière,
« faire quelque chose » revient souvent dans
le discours comme une raison pouvant expli-
quer la mise sur pied de BnotB. En d’autres
termes, les membres sont mobilisés par un
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besoin d’agir. Selon l’une des fondatrices
du groupe, la situation à la frontière semble
importuner certains résidents: elle entend
des propos désobligeants à l’endroit des per-
sonnes qui traversent la frontière (Ravens-
bergen, 2018). Les membres du groupe se
préoccupent de ce qui se passe dans leur
milieu de vie et réagissent aux enjeux plus
globaux qui s’entremêlent dans cette réal-
ité locale. Une bénévole du groupe explique
cet intérêt ainsi: « It just seemed to me the
right thing todoand very important, because
attacks on asylum seekers and migrants are
definitely part of the international picture of
the rise of authoritarianism and far-right ide-
ology » (Entrevue 1, 20 janvier 2021). En
novembre 2017, une seconde rencontre va
permettre de préciser des axes d’action et de
former des comités. La description d’une des
fondatrices résume bien l’esprit de commu-
nauté qui se dégage de cette rencontre et la
tradition locale dans laquelle elle s’inscrit :

We had a meeting in December, and it was a typi-

cal Hemmingford approach. I made a pot of lentil

soup, and invited people to come, and talk about if

wewanted tomake this a littlemore organized. And

the closer we got to the date, the more lentil soup

I realized I needed to make. And finally the evening

of, I was worrying about not having enough lentil

soup for everyone! And I thought, isn’t that a great

thing toworry about, right? Because somanypeople

seemed to be coming. People came, people brought

food! There was a potluck, like, it was so Hemming-

ford.

(Entrevue 3, 22 janvier 2021).

Suite à cette rencontre, et au fur et à
mesure des actions entreprises, le collectif
va développer ses différentes interventions.
Ici, nous nous concentrons sur trois aspects
du travail entreprit, soit la solidarité avec les
réfugiés qui traversent la frontière, la surveil-
lance des pratiques frontalières et la diffu-
sion d’informations aux concitoyens sur les

questions entourant les réfugiés.

SOLIDARITÉ À LA FRONTIÈRE

Le premier aspect des actions du collectif
sur lequel nous nous penchons est celui des
gestes de solidarité à la frontière. Cette initia-
tive d’une grande simplicité offre un soutien
aux réfugiés lors du passage de la frontière.
Laprésentationqui enest faitedans les billets
de blog révèle bien le sens et l’importance du
moment de la traversée.

À partir du mois de novembre 2017, une
fois par semaine, le dimanche après-midi, le
collectif traverse la frontière pour se situer
du côté américain. Les bénévoles passent au
poste frontalier de Saint-Bernard de Lacolle
pour rejoindre le chemin Roxham près du vil-
lage de Champlain dans l’état de New York
et y passer quelques heures. Cette activité
rejoint le travail d’un autre collectif améri-
cain, Plattsburgh Cares, qui se présente à la
frontière durant la semaine.3 L’objectif pre-
mier de cette initiative est simple : il s’agit
d’être là pour ceux et celles qui vont traverser
de façon irrégulière, de les accompagner.
Une membre du groupe explique le choix de
cette approche en soulignant « There’s a lot
going on for these people at that moment
in time, so we just wanted to be a friendly,
welcoming presence » (Entrevue 1, 20 janvier
2021).

Le collectif publie des descriptions de ces
passages avec l’intention de faire le récit
d’un trajet. En les lisant, nous retrouvons
des passages fort réalistes et émouvants qui
montrent une fragilité et une assignation
de l’étranger par les agents à la personne
qui traverse la frontière de façon irrégulière.
On comprend bien que ce migrant n’est pas
le bienvenu : il est assigné à une place de
« voyou » (Derrida et Dufourmantelle, 1997)

3PlattsburghCares est un regroupement de citoyens qui vient entre autres en aide auxmigrants qui viennent traverser la frontière
au chemin Roxham (https://plattsburghcares.org/).
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ou d’un « corps étranger » (Balibar, 2018).
BnotB souhaite au contraire apporter un
témoignage de l’humanité de ce parcours et
dumomentdupassage. C’est l’idéede rendre
visible les aspects de l’étranger moins mon-
trés, de le saisir dans sa fragilité et sa précar-
ité et de le présenter comme un être humain
qui agit dans un lieu particulier. Passer la
frontière est un long processus. Le migrant
arrive au bout d’un chemin. Son voyage a été
éprouvant et il débarque le jour et parfois en
pleine nuit par bus dans une station-service à
Plattsburgh dans l’état de New York. Il pour-
suit ensuite son périple vers le nord dans un
taxi ou un minibus. Il écoute ce que lui dit
un chauffeur de taxi, comment procéder à
la frontière, ce qu’il faut dire et ne pas dire
à l’autorité policière.4 Dans les billets, on
découvre ces traversées comme un moment
plein d’humanité, texturé par les émotions
vives et profondes ressenties par les réfugiés
qui arrivent à Roxham.

Certaines personnes, inquiètes ou mal
informées, hésitent à passer tandis que
d’autres se déplacent avec confiance pour
répondre aux questions des agents de la GRC.
En présentant et décrivant ces moments, le
groupe humanise ces personnes (Bailey et
Harindranath, 2005).

A total of eight people crossedover intoCanada. The

first was a Nigerianwoman in her 50’s who had been

living for some time in the US. She was very stressed

and in tears as she prepared to cross and very appre-

ciative of some warm things.

March 4th, 2018

She remained frozen in place for several more min-

utes and turned to us again. We repeated our

encouragement and she finally and very tentatively

took those few steps over the border. We felt so

badly that she had to go through what feels like a

kind of game, but for herwas clearly a terrifying step

to take on her own.

January 26, 2020

We speak first with a single woman in her 30’s from

the Democratic Republic of Congo. She holds the

hands of the volunteer. Her smile is beautiful and

sad as she shares how hard it is in her country. She

is afraid of to cross into Canada and be arrested and

yet brave at the same time.

October 14, 2018.

Ce portrait peint par les bénévoles de BnotB
contraste avec le narratif très présent dans
plusieurs médias selon lequel ces personnes
choisissent ce passage non par contrainte,
mais bien avec l’intention délibérée de « con-
tourner les règles ». Les blogs présentent
une réalité plus nuancée des traversées, qui
sont souvent semées de doutes, d’hésitation
et de peur. Certaines personnes rencontrées
expliquent aussi que la traversée relève aussi
moins d’un choix que d’une nécessité.

He was very polite with the police officer, reply-

ing ’yes sir’ and when he was told it was his choice

whether to cross or not he replied in accented

English: ”I have no choice. I need protection.”

October 6, 2019.

En plus d’assurer une présence, le groupe
offre régulièrement des petits cadeaux (ver-
res d’eau, mitaines et tuques, etc.) aux
réfugiés selon leurs besoins. Il donne égale-
ment un supportmoral significatif pour aider
les réfugiés qui doivent souvent traverser
seuls, ce qui demeure un moment assez
éprouvant et intimidant. Plusieurs billets
postés en ligne racontent l’aide apportée
par les bénévoles à plusieurs migrants qui,
une fois à la frontière, sont incertains de la
marche à suivre ou trop apeurés par la réal-
ité et la grandeur dumoment. Raconter cette
réalité offre aussi une vision plus complète
des différentes formes que peuvent pren-
dre ces traversées, qui sont parfois le résul-
tat de mauvaise information et très souvent
entourées d’incertitudes.

4Voir le développement d’une économie du taxi pour les migrants. Road to Roxham, CBC Shortdocs/Real Stories, 2020. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9EC6CZ1T5U
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She carried only a small backpack and was happy to

take mittens and a hat. When we let her know she

would be arrested she became terrified and started

to cry. We were able to reassure her she would not

be hurt and that this was temporary.

November 4, 2018

One spoke English and the other French and they

were overjoyed with the hats and mitts we offered.

They insisted on hugging all of us.

December 30, 2018

The young man from Yemen was made to wait in

front of thedoor to theRCMPbuilding for a fewmin-

utes. I waved at him and wished him good luck. He

waved back and put his hand on his heart. Our pres-

ence at the border, even if minimal and brief for the

people who cross, does make a difference.

September 16, 2019.

Ces textes font référence àdes gestes simples,
mais dotés d’une forte portée symbolique. Le
groupe cherchenon seulement à êtreprésent
auprès de ces personnes et assurer leur
bien-être; il souhaite également leur offrir,
avec générosité et douceur, des moments
d’humanité. On perçoit cet effet dans les
réactions décrites de plusieurs arrivants par-
fois figés devant la présence policière ou
devant les petits gestes du groupe. Toute-
fois, le travail du groupe ne se limite pas
à la scène de la frontière. Des pique-
niques seront aussi organisés afin d’inviter
des demandeurs d’asile ayant traversé à Rox-
ham à revenir à Hemmingford afin de ren-
contrer la communauté (Entrevue 3, 22 Jan-
vier 2021). Ces moments permettront encore
une fois d’humaniser et donc d’encourager
l’ouverture et l’écoute de la communauté
envers ces personnes. Au-delà de ce sou-
tien direct, par sa présence à la frontière
le groupe vise à améliorer les conditions du
contexte dans lequel les demandeurs d’asile
arrivent au chemin Roxham. Ces gestes de
solidarité à la frontière constituent un pre-
mier geste important vers une reconstruc-
tion de la frontière qui fait contrepoids au

tissu narratif habituel, en humanisant et sou-
tenant les réfugiés qui s’y présentent.

OBSERVER ET INFLUENCER L’ÉTAT

Par sa présence physique à la frontière, le
groupe développe également une expertise
qui lui permet d’exercer une certaine surveil-
lance à la frontière, qui consiste à observer
les comportements des officiers de la GRC
responsables de l’accueil des réfugiés. En ce
sens, le collectif pose des gestes de « sousveil-
lance » (Gill et al., 2013; Trucco, 2021). Alors
que les acteurs étatiques de la frontière (les
agents de la GRC) viennent surveiller et con-
trôler les réfugiés, les bénévoles de BnotB
occupent inversement un certain rôle de
surveillance de l’État en observant et prenant
note du comportement des agents envers les
réfugiés. Ils assurent une présence citoyenne
et un témoignage qui sert à garder l’État
redevable de ses gestes. Il ne s’agit donc pas
de questionner ou de confronter le rôle des
agents, mais plutôt d’assurer un respect des
règles et minimaliser les risques ou la souf-
france vécue par les réfugiés. Cette forme
d’activisme existe en complément du travail
de groupes plus militants (qui misent sur une
confrontation avec l’ordre politique) et invite
un questionnement et un examen plus atten-
tif des pratiques étatiques entourant le con-
trôle des frontières (Gill et al., 2013).

L’exemple le plus éclairant de ce travail
se trouve dans la manière dont le collectif
agit auprès de la GRC afin d’assurer et clari-
fier le respect d’un certainprotocoled’accueil
de la part des agents. Plusieurs billets du
blog soulignent que certains agents tentent
de dissuader les réfugiés de passer en leur
affirmant qu’il serait préférable pour eux de
passer par le poste frontalier de Lacolle (ce
qui est faux, pour les raisons expliquées plus
haut). Certains se font même insistants ou
agressifs. Or, ces propos, tels qu’expliqués
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par le groupe dans un billet, vont à l’encontre
duprotocoleque les agents de laGRCdoivent
suivre lors de ces interceptions. Normale-
ment, les agents doivent se limiter à avertir
qu’il est illégal de traverser à Roxham, que
si la personne souhaite traverser à un point
d’entré régulier elle doit se rendre à Lacolle,
et que si elle traverse elle sera mise en état
d’arrestation.

The RCMP officer repeatedly (4-5 times) told her to

go to the official border crossing at Lacolle and ques-

tioned her extensively about where she came from

how she knew about Roxham road, why she was

crossing at Roxham etc.

December 10, 2017

The taxi driver (who we have often seen at Roxham)

said that he had observed this sort of behavior a lot

he said ’They (theRCMP) arebeing rude to thesepeo-

ple. They won’t let them cross, that they are going

to get deported back to their country....and they are

telling families that. It’s getting worse again.’

March 18, 2018.

Suite à ces observations, le groupe aura des
rencontres avec la GRC. Pour soulever le
manque de constance, le groupe fera une
présentation afin de partager ses observa-
tions du comportement de plusieurs agents.
Ces efforts ne se font pas dans le but de
confronter la GRC et son rôle, mais bien
d’assurer et maximiser le bien-être des nou-
veaux arrivants. Comme l’explique unemem-
bre, « We just felt they needed to be treated
as well as they possible could » (Entrevue 2,
21 Janvier 2021). La GRC fera preuve d’une
certaine appréciation du travail effectué par
le groupe. Comme le souligne l’unedesmem-
bres, l’organisation semble recevoir ces infor-
mations « as a kind of informal quality con-
trol » (Entrevue 2, 21 janvier 2021) et promet-
tra notamment une meilleure formation des
gardes pour le travail particulier que la fron-
tière requiert. Ces rencontres porteront fruit.
Comme l’affirme une membre, « They did

start doing some training and in general the
quality of the behaviour improved a lot over
time » (Entrevue 2, 21 Janvier 2021).

Il ne s’agit donc pas seulement d’observer,
mais aussi d’appliquer des actions concrètes.
En ce sens, le groupe adopte également
une stratégie particulière à l’échelle locale
et communautaire qui contribue à faciliter
l’acceptation, la compréhension et même
l’accueil des nouveaux arrivants. On offre
donc non seulement un contrepoids au nar-
ratif collectif, mais aussi, d’une certaine
façon, à l’État lui-même en parvenant à
assurer un certain contrôle ou surveillance de
ses agents et de leurs comportements.

SENSIBILISER LE PUBLIC LOCAL ET
DÉBOULONNER LES MYTHES

Le troisième aspect du travail du groupe
que nous analysons est celui de sensibilisa-
tion. Le groupe adopte différentes straté-
gies afin de mieux informer la population
locale aux réalités vécues par les demandeurs
d’asile et de déconstruire l’idée que la traver-
sée de la frontière est illégale. La sensibili-
sation se fait à travers une présence média-
tique régulière à l’échelle locale, mais aussi à
l’aide des billets du blog, qui deviennent des
sources d’information sur les différents pays
d’origine des demandeurs d’asile, les poli-
tiques d’immigration en place, et le contexte
de la migration internationale.

La sensibilisation s’effectue aussi à travers
des gestes communs du quotidien qui se
veulent une réponse à l’apathie, voire à
l’hostilité, de la population locale à l’endroit
des migrants. Une membre nous explique
comment le collectif a procédé : au lieu de
confronter la population locale, notamment
les élus de la municipalité, il est préférable
de participer à des activités du quotidien, par
exemple, lors d’un retrait au guichet automa-
tique à la banque. On aborde amicalement
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pour expliquer la situation à la frontière. On
souligne également les difficultés d’un effort
plus organisé, car les personnes mobilisées
sont généralement celles déjà favorables à la
cause des demandeurs d’asile.

Ces efforts s’inscrivent aussi dans un
contexte plus global qui se caractérise par
l’émergence de discours extrémistes et
de mobilisations de l’extrême-droite, mais
également de militants et activistes de la
gauche. Le groupe cherche à se démarquer
de ses deux camps dans ses façons de faire.
Il ne s’agit pas nécessairement de dépolitiser
les actions posées, mais plutôt d’agir d’une
façon moins conflictuelle que certains autres
groupes. Devant des groupes d’extrême-
droite nativistes qui font acte de présence
dans la communauté à quelques reprises, la
stratégie du groupe est de demeurer ouvert
au dialogue lorsque possible. Ainsi, lors
d’une manifestation par ces groupes, BnotB
organisera un « tea party » sur la même
route. Le but est donc d’offrir un contre-
poids, mais tout en douceur, en présentant
une autre narration de la migration basée
sur l’ouverture, l’acceptation et l’échange.

Si le justificatif offert par l’État quant
aux bienfaits de l’immigration tend à
reposer largement sur des considérations
économiques, la vision proposée par le col-
lectif présente des idées plus humanistes et
sociales sur le rôle que le migrant joue dans
la société d’accueil. Il y a très peu de con-
sidération qui est donnée par le groupe à la
question de si la société d’accueil a « besoin
» ou non de ces personnes. On remplace ce
discours utilitariste pour se concentrer sur le
respect et la reconnaissance des droits de ces
personnes et sur les motivations ou les con-
textes expliquant leurs décisions de venir au
Canada.

Ces trois axes d’intervention constituent
les activités principales de BnotB. Bien que
distincts, ces « secteurs » d’intervention

se complémentent et valorisent des formes
d’engagement et de soutien différentes aux
migrants. C’est à partir d’une lecture du
terme de l’hospitalité que nous situons les
actions du collectif dans une compréhension
différente de la migration et de la frontière.
Cette lecture, plus nuancée et humaniste,
place les migrants au centre des préoccupa-
tions et des actions de ces citoyens mobilisés.

L’HOSPITALITÉ COMME TERRAIN DE
RENCONTRE AVEC LES EXILÉS

Afin de mieux cerner le rôle de BnotB au
chemin Roxham, nous introduisons le thème
de l’hospitalité qui, depuis la « crise migra-
toire de 2015 », est très présent dans le
champ des études migratoires et la couver-
ture médiatique : « Dans ce déferlement
d’hostilité, de murs et de dispositifs de con-
trôle, il s’est pourtant passé quelque chose
ces dernières années qui a pour nom ‘hos-
pitalité’ » (Brugère et Le Blanc, 2018, p.
51). Nous nous intéressons à une forme de
l’hospitalité, celle qui permet de réfléchir à
des situationsoùdespersonnes sont confron-
tées à la réalité migratoire et à la manière
dont certaines personnes se mobilisent
pour venir en aide aux migrants (Merikoski,
2021). L’hospitalitémise de l’avant par BnotB
se distingue des pratiques plus intention-
nalisées et conventionnelles des politiques
d’accueil et d’établissement des personnes
réfugiées, ce qui nous apparaît comme un
aspect peu étudié au Canada en comparaison
aux enquêtesmenées en Europe, quimettent
de l’avant des pratiques locales, associatives
et communales (Agier, 2018, p. 140).

L’hospitalité a une signification ancienne
et classique, soit celle d’un devoir éthique
envers un visiteur dans un monde inhospi-
talier et d’une relation entre celui qui arrive
et celui qui accueille (Derrida et Dufourman-
telle, 1997). Dans l’acte d’être hospitalier, il
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y a une dimension éthique et morale dans
le sens où des organisations et des indi-
vidus se sentent investis d’un devoir de venir
en aide aux plus démunis. On y voit un
geste inconditionnel qui rejoint un devoir du
croyant à venir en aide au démuni. Dans
l’étude desmobilisations citoyennes récentes
envers les migrants, plusieurs travaux soulig-
nent qu’il est nécessaire de se détacher de
cette vision abstraite et d’adopter une pos-
ture plus pragmatique et dynamique de la
solidarité et de l’hospitalité envers des pop-
ulations vulnérables (Boudou, 2021; Trucco,
2021). Il s’agit de faire avec l’étranger
une jonction/un rapprochement entre les
citoyens et les migrants, d’une inclusion
dans la communauté qui vise à considérer
la relation entre l’étranger et l’hôte (Mil-
let, 2019). L’hospitalité se présente par
des gestes du quotidien, de simples actions
d’individus marqués par le besoin de faire
quelque chose qui sort de leur vie ordinaire
et du cadre plus conventionnel de l’accueil
des migrants (Chamoiseau, 2017). Comment
lire un geste peu visible qui s’inscrit dans
la vie de tous les jours de personnes mobil-
isées par ce que Isabelle Coutant appelle des
engagements individuels aux résonnances
intimes (Coutant, 2018)?5 Dans cette façon
de penser, l’hospitalité, c’est la logique d’une
affirmation de ce que Brugère et Le Blanc
qualifient de « presque rien » : « Être hospi-
talier, c’est créer un milieu de vie dans lequel
le « presque rien » redevient possible » (2019,
p. 199). Dans sa manière de venir en aide
aux migrants à la frontière, BnotB pose un
geste du « presque rien » qui vise à ren-
dre visible et réel le passage de la frontière
qui contraste avec une approche gouverne-
mentale qui cherche à mettre en scène le
migrant comme un acteur « indésirable » et

dangereux (De Genova, 2017).
Dans le geste de l’hospitalité il y

a « l’événement qui marque tout le
monde » (Krafft, 2021) qui déclenche un
élan de compassion, par exemple, lors de la
« crise des réfugiés syriens » avec la photo
du jeune garçon Alan Kurdi échoué sur une
plage turque le 2 septembre 2015. Cette
image tragique mène à une réaction gou-
vernementale en Allemagne et au Canada et
de la part de nombreuses associations de la
société civile, mais des citoyens aussi, qui se
sentent appelés par cette tragédie humani-
taire (Belkhodja et Xhardez, 2020). Dans le
cas de la mobilisation de BnotB, c’est la situa-
tion à la frontière canado-américaine qui sus-
cite de l’inquiétude, notamment des histoires
de traversées risquées par grand froid durant
l’hiver 2017 à Emmerson au Manitoba (Gra-
bish et Glowacki, 2017).

Notre étude de BnotB permet de mon-
trer que l’hospitalité est également un geste
à connotation politique. Trois caractéris-
tiques nous semblent importantes à consid-
érer à cet égard. La première, c’est que
l’hospitalité répond à un déficit de poli-
tiques gouvernementales (Agier, 2018). Par
sa présence le long de la frontière, l’État
canadien cherche à dissuader les migrants de
traverser au chemin Roxham. Il cherche à
tromper la vigilance du migrant, à le piéger
pour l’envoyer ailleurs. Devant cette situ-
ation, des individus pratiquent l’hospitalité
pour répondre à l’inhospitalité/hostilité des
gouvernements, et l’action de BnotB et des
autres collectifs, va en quelque sorte au-delà
des pratiques étatiques afin de dévoiler les
manques d’unegestionde la politiquemigra-
toire.

La deuxième caractéristique, c’est que
l’hospitalité n’est pas uniquement une

5Il y a également des auteurs, comme Raphaël Krafft et Davide Enia qui explorent la relation entre l’écriture et l’engagement
pour les migrants. Dans Passeur, Krafft accompagne deux jeunes Soudanais dans leur projet de franchir la frontière entre l’Italie et la
France par un col montagneux des Alpes (Krafft, 2017). Enia raconte ce qui se passe sur l’île de Lampedusa lorsque des migrants se
retrouvent dans le paysage du quotidien (Enia, 2018).
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expression de compassion humanitaire
venant de la personne qui accueille, mais
doit être vue comme un processus qui per-
met auxmigrants et aux citoyens de dépasser
la démarcation entre les migrants et la
société d’accueil. Il ne s’agit pas seulement
d’accueillir l’étranger, de lui fournir aide et
assistance, mais de considérer la place que
l’étranger doit prendre au sein de la com-
munauté politique. On s’intéresse au dis-
positif qui permet au migrant de sortir de sa
différence et ne pas rester dans l’invisibilité,
dans une sorte de no man’s land à l’image des
migrants avant et après avoir traversé la
frontière. Dans ce lieu très symbolique du
passage de la frontière, il y a une première
apparition du migrant et un premier geste
de rapprochement par une organisation
citoyenne qui se trouve au même endroit.
C’est de lui apporter un soutien, un réconfort,
mais aussi de lui donner une appartenance.
Comme le souligne plusieurs auteurs, la dis-
tinction entre l’humanitaire et le politique se
brouille :

Même l’aide au franchissement de la frontière est

un répertoire difficile à classer et soulève plus d’un

dilemme au sein des groupes mobilisés : d’un côté,

elle réduit l’action à un soutien individualisé, par-

tiel et discret, renonçant à exiger des institutions une

réponse collective et généralisée, mais de l’autre elle

va dans le sens de l’autodétermination et de la sub-

jectivité politique des personnes migrantes en actu-

alisant le droit demouvement, et donne de la chair à

l’idéal radical d’un monde sans frontières.

Observatoire des migrations dans les Alpes-Maritimes , 2020, p.

130).

Enfin, le gestede l’hospitalité dévoile despra-
tiques citoyennes qui se distinguent des poli-
tiques institutionnelles et administratives de
l’accueil (Cusset et Cusset, 2019). En suiv-
ant la réflexion de plusieurs chercheurs et
observateurs, l’hospitalité pratiquée par des
collectifs citoyens devient une « interven-
tion démocratique », c’est-à-dire une activité

qui amène à se questionner sur des enjeux

de la société et à mettre de l’avant une

autre forme de mobilisation orientée vers le

principe du commun (Balibar, 2022; Tassin,

2017; Louis, 2021). Selon le philosophe Éti-

enne Tassin : « La migration change quelque

peu les formes et le sens du militantisme.

Il ne s’agit pas tant de la concevoir sous la

forme solidariste et assistancielle, mais de

déployer des formes inventives de copartage

ou de co-édification de mondes significat-

ifs soustraits par leurs combats aux logiques

intéressées du capitalisme » (Tassin, 2018,

p. 194–195). Tassin développait son pro-

pos à partir de la philosophie politique, prin-

cipalement à partir de l’œuvre de Hannah

Arendt, mais aussi sur le terrain dans son

intervention avec la réalité migrante, notam-

ment dans la « Jungle » de Calais (Tassin,

2018). Par cette forme d’intervention, la

frontière devient un lieu où peut se con-

struire une nouvelle relation entre les indi-

vidus. Il faut la voir tel un horizon démocra-

tique qui se caractérise par une impulsion

démocratique qui se fait dans une forme

d’agissement et de rencontre (Louis, 2021).

Selon cette perspective, l’acte politique de

l’hospitalité doit se dégager d’une politique

préfabriquée, des politiques publiques éta-

tiques et d’une gestion sécuritaire de la ques-

tion migratoire qui assigne le migrant à une

place. Il est plutôt nécessaire de valoriser

une politique dumonde commun, un univers

social où l’appartenance se déclare par le

fait d’habiter un territoire et non par le

titre de la citoyenneté. Cette vision sensible

et poétique d’appartenir à un monde com-

mun anime cette pensée de l’hospitalité qui

se retrouve dans la mobilisation de divers

groupes impliqués dans la réalité migrante

aux frontières (Trucco, 2021).
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CONCLUSION

Notre étude du collectif Bridges not Bor-
ders a permis de développer un autre regard
de la migration et de la frontière. Par des
actions ancrées dans des idéaux de solidar-
ité, d’engagement communautaire et de jus-
tice sociale, ce groupede citoyens s’estmobil-
isé pour la cause des migrants. Par le geste
d’hospitalité à la frontière, le collectif envoie
un message clair et chargé : il est là pour ces
individus qui ont besoin d’être accompagnés
et reconnus dans leur passage de la frontière.

Cette histoire particulière de la frontière
nous montre une caractéristique importante
d’une mobilisation citoyenne à la fois cen-
trée sur comment répondre à ce que peuvent
vivre des individus en situation de vulnéra-
bilité qui passent à un moment bien précis
dans leur localité, mais aussi l’engagement
de citoyens d’une localité qui défendent une
autre vision d’un monde commun plus juste
et humain. L’hospitalité n’est pas seulement
un acte de charité, mais une affirmation poli-
tique et sociale qui s’inscrit dans cette action
pour les migrants.

Dans le contexte de la pandémie du Covid-
19, la décision à la fin du mois de mars 2020
de fermer le point de passage au chemin
Roxham, pour des « raisons sanitaires », a
modifié les activités du collectif. Les mem-
bres se sont surtout préoccupés du sort des
personnes refoulées qui se trouvent sous la
menace des autorités américaines (Coletta,
2020). Le groupe a également développé
des collaborations avec d’autres groupes en
vue de partager et développer son expéri-
ence. Voulant être prêt lorsque la fron-
tière ouvrira à nouveau dans un contexte
politique incertain, le collectif entend tou-
jours poser le geste de l’hospitalité en tant
que pratique d’accueil et de reconnaissance
des personnes migrantes qui traversent la

frontière au chemin Roxham. Le 21 novem-
bre 2021, le passage est réouvert et les
arrivées augmentent à nouveau. Cette situ-
ation sera fort médiatisée avec la sortie du
gouvernement provincial demandant aux
autorités fédérales la fermeture du chemin
Roxham (Gagnon, 2022). Ce que notre
recherche démontre est l’importance de
l’hospitalité comme réponse à ces moments
où le discours se durcit. L’hospitalité peut
assurer une présence solidaire à la frontière
et, ultimement, un accueil plus humain pour
les arrivants.
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INTRODUCTION

Canada is a world leader in welcoming
refugees. In 1986, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
awarded “the people of Canada” the Nansen
Medal for their sustained contribution to
the cause of refugees (Beiser, 1999). More
recently, Canada’s positive response to the
Syrian refugee crisis won international praise
(UNHCR, 2017). The reality of Canada’s wel-
coming of refugees may not in fact be as
rosy as its reputation. The country’s his-
tory of being “unwelcoming” includes exam-
ples in which refugees in need of pro-
tection were denied (Scotti, 2017), where
refugees were selected for economic gain at
the expense of the most vulnerable (Cana-
dian Council for Refugees [CCR] 2009), and
where refugee claimants seeking asylum
at the country’s borders experienced luke-
warm reception (CCR, 1996). Still, the wel-
come of refugees on humanitarian grounds
has remained an enduring component of
Canada’s national immigration strategy (El-
Assal, 2015).

To distinguish newcomers admitted to
Canadaonhumanitariangrounds from those
arriving on economic grounds or through
family reunification, Canada created a des-
ignated immigration class for refugees in
1976. Since that time, themajority of refugee
newcomers have arrived through a proac-
tive resettlement processwhere refugees are
identified overseas and resettled in Canada
via three primary streams: as government-
assisted refugees (GARs), as privately spon-
sored refugees (PSRs), and through the
newer and smaller shared sponsorship pro-
grams (i.e., Blended Visa Office-Referred
[BVOR]; Joint Assistance Sponsorship [JAS]).
Others have come through the reactive
asylum process as refugee claimants who

seek asylum after arrival in Canada (Immi-
gration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada
[IRCC], 2017a). From 2010 to 2017, between
23,000 and 58,000 refugee newcomers were
admitted each year through these streams,
constituting 12% of all newcomers arriv-
ing within the country’s borders during this
period (IRCC, 2019b).

A system of support has unfolded over
time to aid refugee newcomers as they reset-
tle and begin the integration process in
Canada. For example, federal policy ensures
that resettled refugees are financially sup-
ported for their first year (whether by the
government for GARs or by private spon-
sors for PSRs). Local, community-based sup-
ports are also available to refugee newcom-
ers in the form of informal groups, ethnic
associations, and faith communities, as well
as professionalized service provider organi-
zations. Some organizations are devoted
to serving refugee newcomers by provid-
ing resettlement services, while others serve
all newcomers through settlement services
and/or all residents in the form of public ser-
vices. As part of the nonprofit sector, these
organizations are funded through different
levels of government, foundations, and pri-
vate donations. The federal government pro-
vides the main source of funding to the sec-
tor, allocating approximately $785 million
each year to supporting 550 newcomer ser-
vice provider organizations across the coun-
try (IRCC, 2020a). The federal government
views its investment in this system of sup-
port as helping newcomers to integrate and
succeed in their new life in Canada and con-
tributing to nation-building (IRCC, 2019a).

Despite this intentionality in resettlement,
Canada does poorly in assessing refugee
outcomes. There is a limited body of evi-
dence about how well refugee newcom-
ers fare after arriving in Canada and the
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effectiveness of available resettlement ser-
vices and supports (Wilkinson & Garcea,
2017). Past assessments have been spo-
radic and piecemeal, typically considering
limited dimensions of resettlement, such
as labour-market integration (Bevelander &
Pendakur, 2014), social integration (Simich
et al., 2005), language (Benseman, 2014),
and health (Dorman et al., 2017), or con-
sidering specific categories of refugees,
such as privately sponsored (Hyndman
et al., 2017), government-assisted (Citizen-
ship and Immigration Canada [CIC], 2011),
or refugee claimants (Jackson & Bauder,
2014). Other assessments have focused on
specific refugee groups or particular geo-
graphic locations (e.g., Alberta Association of
Immigrant Serving Agencies [AAISA], 2017;
IRCC, 2016b; Janzen, Leis, & Ochocka, 2021a;
Plasterer, 2011). Equally concerning is the
minimal use of evaluation data that do exist
among leaders of community-based pro-
grams, a fact that hampers the quality of
decision-making for local newcomer sup-
port (Diener & Thibedeau, 2019). While
one comprehensive evaluation of Canada’s
refugee programs was recently completed
by IRCC (2016a), it is unclear why, given its
global leadership role in refugee resettle-
ment, Canada has not played a similarly con-
sistent and robust leadership role in the eval-
uation of refugee resettlement programs.
Canada is not alone in this challenge, even if
there are many examples of individual reset-
tlement evaluations globally (Dumann & Tis-
sot, 2020; Dunn et al., 2021; Murray et al.,
2010). The studyofmigrationmoregenerally
lacks a clear vision about how best to evalu-
ate migrant well-being in a comprehensive
manner (Hendriks & Bartram, 2018).

The purpose of this article is to address the
current ad hoc nature of resettlement assess-
ment byproposing a system theory of change
that could serve as aholistic frameworkwhen

evaluating how refugee newcomers are sup-
ported. This theory of changewas developed
through a comprehensive review of the lit-
erature that identified outcomes related to
refugee resettlement and how these are cur-
rently being evaluated. This article describes
what a system theory of change is and how it
can frame the evaluation of refugee supports
within a given country. Next, the parame-
ters of the review are provided before detail-
ing the key components of a consolidated
system theory of change for refugee new-
comer support. A discussion of the con-
tribution of the system theory of change
for both the creation of evidence (conduct-
ing evaluation) and the use of evidence in
decision-making (mobilizing knowledge) in
policy and practice is provided. While the
article is grounded primarily in the resettle-
ment sector in Canada, it has implications for
other societies impacted by migration in the
twenty-first century.

SYSTEM THEORY OF CHANGE

A system theory of change has the poten-
tial to facilitate the comprehensive creation
and use of evidence in the resettlement sec-
tor. In the field of program evaluation, a
theory of change explains how the activities
of a given intervention are expected to con-
tribute to a chain of intendedoutcomes (Fun-
nell & Rogers, 2011). A theory of change
provides evaluators with a framework when
assessing the effectiveness of a given set of
activities (process evaluation) and the extent
to which the intended outcomes of these
activities are reached (outcome evaluation).

A system theory of change is an explana-
tion of interventions within a social system.
A social system can be understood as vari-
ous components (i.e., structures) functioning
together as a whole (i.e., process) with inten-
tion (i.e., vision) (Foster-Fishman & Behrens,
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2007; Janzen et al., 2012a; Kelly et al., 2000).
System components are therefore not seen
as self-contained units but as interconnected
and interdependent within a dynamic and
multi-layered context (Schensul, 2009). The
health of the system is dependent on devel-
oping and accessing resources that facilitate
system functioning (Trickett, 2009).

Applied to refugee newcomers, a system
theoryof change suggests that refugee reset-
tlement cannot be understood in isolation or
as a result of a single factor; rather, refugee
newcomers and their families are embedded
within layers of system components that can
both affect and be affected by their resettle-
ment (Janzen et al., 2021a). A system the-
ory of change identifies and links the activi-
ties and corresponding outcomes across vari-
ous ecological levels of the refugee system of
support. Ecological levels include the micro
(e.g., familymembers, sponsor groups, neigh-
bourhoods, faith community), the exo (e.g.,
resettlement organizations andother groups
in the communitywith resources and power),
and the macro (e.g., policy-makers, media,
and other influencers of dominant society).
A system theory of change provides a frame-
work for assessing how these various compo-
nents and their functioning can be improved
upon in order to reach desired outcomes.
Such a view is consistent with refugee liter-
ature in which resettlement is often framed
as a negotiation between local realities and
external influences that provide higher-level
direction to the flow of migration (Janzen
et al., 2021a).

METHODOLOGY

Our proposed system theory of change was
developed by conducting a review of the
literature identifying outcomes related to
refugee resettlement and how these are
currently being evaluated. The theory of

change was created by inductively categoriz-
ing outcomes found in the literature accord-
ing to the ecological level of impact and
according to how refugee outcomes change
over time. Throughout the process of the-
ory development, the emerging system the-
ory of change was shared with stakehold-
ers across the country for verification and
resonance. The detailed methodology used
in developing the system theory of change,
and the project in which it was embedded, is
described below.

The system theory of change was devel-
oped as part of an evaluation capacity-
building initiative led by the Centre for Com-
munity Based Research (CCBR) in partnership
with the University of Alberta. Funded by the
federal immigration department (IRCC), the
purpose of this initiative was to equip reset-
tlementorganizations andgroups to conduct
community-based evaluation to improve
supports and outcomes for newcomers who
come as refugees.

The national project was guided by an
intersectoral advisory committee represent-
ing various stakeholder perspectives that
included people with lived refugee experi-
ence, settlement service providers, sponsor-
ship agreement holders, newcomer umbrella
network leaders, academics, and the fed-
eral government (see http://www.eval4refu
gee.ca). Over the three-year project (2018–
2021), numerous capacity-building strate-
gieswere developed and implemented, high-
lighting the four phases of community-
based evaluation and its emphasis on being
stakeholder driven, participatory, and action
oriented (Janzen et al., 2016). Strate-
gies included introductory videos, evalua-
tion readiness tools, ethics support, in-person
workshops, a mentorship pool, recorded
webinars and online live events, and individ-
ualized coaching (see http://www.eval4refu
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gee.ca). Combined, these activities endeav-
oured to enhance the resources, knowledge,
and skills needed to implement community-
based approaches for producing and using
evaluation evidence and, in turn, to improve
Canada’s refugee newcomer system of sup-
port. A detailed description and reflection
of this capacity-building initiative is available
elsewhere (Gokiert et al., 2022).

One foundational activity of the project
was to conduct an ongoing literature review.
The purpose of the review was to develop
a comprehensive understanding of how
intended outcomes for refugee resettlement
are being conceptualized and evaluated.
Research team members from both part-
ner organizations (nine in total) searched
online academic journal databases and sec-
toral websites to identify studies related
to refugees, resettlement, evaluation, and
outcomes. The review included Canadian
and international academic research with
refugee newcomers and grey literature pro-
duced by community-based organizations,
as well as by government (including rele-
vant publications authored by IRCC). Arti-
cles included were compiled in an annotated
bibliography listing the identified refugee
outcomes, indicators of these outcomes,
and methods of data collection (Janzen
et al., 2020a). The annotated bibliography
included 46 Canadian-based articles and 39
articles from international research for a
total of 85 articles. Approximately half of
these were peer-reviewed journal articles,
while the remaining half were produced by
government and community-based organi-
zations. The majority of articles described
primary research or secondary analysis of
datawith refugee newcomers or community-
based organizations, with theoretical arti-
cles, literature reviews, and practice notes
making up a smaller number. Of the 85 arti-
cles included in the annotated bibliography,

16 were evaluations of programs, practices,
or policies designed to support refugee new-
comers. The vast majority of articles focused
on outcomes at the individual level, with a
few addressing community- or macro-level
outcomes.

Based on this annotated bibliography, the
research team then created an outcome
inventory document that conceptually orga-
nized the outcomes identified in the litera-
ture (Janzen et al., 2020b). Grounded theory
was used to inductively examine how the var-
ious refugee outcomes documented in the
literature could be meaningfully organized
as a whole. Outcomes were first organized
by their dominant attributes into categories,
referred toasoutcomedomains. Teammem-
bers further arranged outcome domains
according to ecological level of impact (indi-
vidual, community, macro), as well as tempo-
rally, according to the process of change that
refugee newcomers are expected to expe-
rience over time in their new home coun-
try (claim process, resettlement, settlement
and adaptation, integration, and wellness).
The outcome inventory used three tables to
display outcome domains, arranged by level
of impact and colour coded based on time
period. The tables elucidate each outcome
domain by listing sample outcomes from the
literature, and these sample outcomes were
cross-referenced to the annotated bibliogra-
phy. As a living document updated regu-
larly from recent publications, the outcome
inventory evolved over the three years of
the project to incorporate new insights on
refugee outcomes.

The system theory of change, described in
the following section, was grounded in this
outcome inventory document. Team mem-
bers synthesized the various dimensions of
the resettlement experience as outlined in
the outcome inventory into a coherent the-
ory of change capable of charting how inter-

© Janzen, R. et al. 2022



6 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Life Beyond Refuge

ventions to support refugee newcomers and
their given activities can contribute to a chain
of intended outcomes for refugee newcom-
ers (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). Various itera-
tions of the summary figure were discussed
by the nine members of the research team.
Member checking was completed by shar-
ing and discussing the theory of change fig-
ure with advisory committee members. In
addition, two other mechanisms were used
to invite broader stakeholder feedback in
refining the theory of change so that it opti-
mally reflected current contexts and reali-
ties in policy and practice. First, the the-
ory of change was presented and discussed
with participants of the Evaluating Refugee
Programs capacity-building workshops. In
total, 13 full-day workshops were held in
communities across the country. Over 300
participants attended these workshops, rep-
resenting community organizations, new-
comer umbrella networks, government, and
evaluators (whether academic or private con-
sultants). Second, the theory of change was
also presented and discussed at two online
live events that the project organized as it
shifted to a virtual platformduring theglobal
pandemic. In both cases, stakeholder reac-
tion to the theory of change added to the
iterative process of honing its conceptualiza-
tion, verifying its utility, and confirming its
resonance with stakeholder experiences.

RESULTS

The system theory of change represents
the dynamic and multi-layered context of
refugee newcomers’ system of support. As
a framework highlighting supportive inter-
ventions and corresponding intended out-
comes for newcomers arriving in Canada as
refugees, it articulates the ecological levels
where interventions occur and the time peri-
ods duringwhich the process of change from

“refugeeness” to “life beyond refuge” (Kyr-
iakides et al., 2018) takes place. Figure 1
visually describes these levels and compo-
nents while linking activities and intended
outcomes related to this process. The figure’s
title, “Life Beyond Refuge,” suggests that the
experienceof being a refugee is neither static
nor powerless. Instead, it is a process of
change where refugee newcomers can be
supported over time to achieve meaningful
outcomes in life during the claim process
(if applicable), during initial resettlement, in
settlement and adaptation, and ultimately in
attaining integration and wellness in Cana-
dian society. The “Life Beyond Refuge” fig-
ure pairs with the outcome inventory, where
a full list of outcomes found in the litera-
ture are organized. Below, we present and
describe the key components of the system
theory of change as summarized in Figure 1.

The figure organizes outcomes for
refugees according to the ecological level of
impact, organized vertically on the figure,
and period of time in refugee newcomers’
ideal process of change, presented from left
to right. Horizontal arrows show the time
period categories from the initial stages of
the refugee experience (claim process, reset-
tlement) to the ideal final outcomes where
integration and wellness are achieved. Eco-
logical levels of impact include the individual,
community, and macro levels. Bi-directional
arrows between levels indicate that a recip-
rocal relationship exists; system components
interact across levels to both affect and be
affected by corresponding components. The
figure includes activities of a given level and
time period and the associated outcome
domains. The dotted circle on the left indi-
cates that this period does not apply to all
refugee newcomers to Canada but only to
refugee claimants, while the bold circle on
the right represents outcomes ideally shared
by refugee newcomers, other newcomers,
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Figure 1
Life Beyond Refuge

and all residents of Canada.

Ecological Levels

Individual-Level Outcomes

Individual-, community-, and macro-level
outcome domains are organized vertically in
the “Life Beyond Refuge” figure. At the
top of the figure, individual-level outcomes
capture the intended impacts of refugee-
serving programs and supports on the lives
of individual newcomers who arrived as
refugees and their families. The figure
makes the point that intended individual-
level outcomes evolve and are shared over
time and among different subsections of
the Canadian population. At the heart of

the system, refugee newcomers can move
over time beyond their refugeeness in ways
that they share with other refugee new-
comers (through the claim and resettlement
process), with other newcomers (through
the settlement and adaptation process), and
with other permanent residents in Canada
(towards integration and wellness) (Cana-
dian Index of Wellbeing [CIW], 2016; Jed-
wab & Soroka 2014; Kyriakides et al., 2018).
Consequently, activities of the individual out-
come domains focus on supporting refugee
newcomers to achieve outcomes at each
time period (e.g., Alberta Association of
Immigrant Serving Agencies [AAISA], 2017;
IRCC, 2016b; Janzen, Leis, & Ochocka, 2021a;
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Plasterer, 2011). In contrast to the commu-
nity and macro domain levels, most litera-
ture discusses outcomes affecting refugees at
the individual level. The activities and out-
comes associated with the individual level of
impact interact with and influence aspects of
the community and macro levels while also
being shaped by them in turn.

Community-Level Outcomes

Located below the individual level of impact,
community-level outcomes are organized by
activities related to “welcoming community
attitudes” and “welcoming community prac-
tices.” Adapted from the Characteristics of a
Welcoming Community project (Esses et al.,
2010; Ravanera et al., 2013), these activi-
ties capture how elements of a local com-
munity such as its organizations, institutions,
local government, businesses, neighbours,
and ethnic, faith, and sponsor groups hold
attitudes and practices that influence the
degree of welcome and support shown to
newcomers in their community. Instead of
focusing on refugee newcomers themselves,
community-level outcomedomains highlight
the community context into which refugees
are placed, emphasizing the responsibility
for welcoming newcomers that is shared by
all members of the community and its local
institutions. Activities devoted to foster-
ing welcoming community attitudes create
the conditions for awareness of the refugee
experience, recognizing refugee newcom-
ers as members of the community (Atwell
et al., 2009), and favourable and accu-
rate media coverage. Similarly, welcom-
ing community practices create conditions
that foster relevant and meaningful employ-
ment and educational opportunities (Fang
et al., 2018), enhance intra- and inter-group
social capital (Im, 2018; Im & Rosenberg,
2016), and support the presence of ser-

vice provider organizations that effectively
meet the needs of newcomers. Additionally,
these conditions promote leadership skills
development (Im & Rosenberg, 2016); pro-
vide newcomer-friendly municipal resources
and services that address their needs; fos-
ter meaningful religious, political, and social
participation (Cheyne-Hazineh, 2020; Don-
aldson, 2017); ensure mandated services are
available and accessible; promote and main-
tain safe spaces; provide accessible and suit-
able health care; offer adequate and afford-
able housing (Rose, 2019); ensure child-
care supports are accessible and afford-
able (CIW, 2016; IRCC, 2019d) and provide
accessible transportation options (English et
al., 2017; IRCC, 2019d; Stewart et al., 2012).
Compared to the individual-level outcome
domains, much less attention is given in
the literature to community-level outcomes.
In particular, beyond the conceptual frame-
work on welcoming communities produced
by Esses et al. (2010), research offers little
additional insight on the activities or out-
comes related to welcoming community atti-
tudes.

Macro-Level Outcomes

Moving down to the bottom of the fig-
ure, macro-level outcomes capture how the
broader Canadian society can impact the
lives of refugee newcomers. Macro-level
system components include those entities
that influence broad societal conditions of
welcome/unwelcome, such as public policy
related to immigration and multicultural-
ism in particularco, media representations of
refugees, public institutions including educa-
tion and government bodies (Gouin, 2016),
and public opinion and discourse (Caidi &
Allard, 2005; Hinger et al., 2016). Conse-
quently, outcomes achieved at the macro
level have thepotential to reinforce and stim-
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ulate change at the individual and commu-
nity levels. Despite its critical role in support-
ing positive outcomes for refugee newcom-
ers, research related to macro-level system
components, and subsequently, refugee out-
comes at this level, is limited compared with
that of the other two levels.

Time Period in the Process of Change

At the individual level, refugee newcom-
ers can be supported to move beyond their
refugeeness following the process of change
they are expected to experience over time
in their new host country. There are four
main time period categories represented in
the figure: immediate claimprocess, immedi-
ate resettlement and settlement, intermedi-
ate adaptation, and ultimate integration and
wellness. These periods are organized hori-
zontally in the “Life Beyond Refuge” figure,
progressing from left to right.

Immediate Claim Process

For some refugee newcomers, the claim pro-
cess marks the initial stage of their engage-
ment with Canada. The dotted circle on the
left side of the figure represents intended
outcomes for those who arrive to Canada
seeking asylum as refugee claimants. The
circle is dotted to indicate that this domain
does not apply to all refugee newcomers to
Canada as the majority come as resettled
refugees through proactive refugee streams
(i.e., private sponsorship, government assis-
tance, or the smaller shared programs). Sup-
porting activities at this stage are primarily
intended to help refugee claimants through
the claim process. For example, specific
outcomes may include increased access to
legal support (Yu et al., 2007; Wilkinson
et al., 2017), decreased wait times for claim
decisions (Morantz et al., 2013), and more
just and efficient resolutions of claim appli-

cations (IRCC, 2016a). Experiencing posi-
tive outcomes in the claim process enables
refugee claimants to begin the transition to
resettling in their new host country as per-
manent residents. Despite the importance of
this stage in the lives of many refugees, dis-
cussions about claimant outcomes are under-
represented in the literature; only three arti-
cles in the annotated bibliography identified
outcomes associated with the claim process
(IRCC, 2016a; Morantz et al., 2013; Yu et
al., 2007).

Immediate Settlement and Resettlement

Proceeding right on the figure, all refugee
newcomers who become permanent resi-
dents can be supported to begin resettle-
ment in their new home country. Support
is aimed at achieving immediate resettle-
ment outcomes that are unique to the forced
migration experience of refugees. These out-
comes can be shared by all refugee new-
comers to Canada whether they arrived as
claimants or as resettled refugees via any of
the proactive refugee streams. As refugee
newcomers shift from a life of fleeing per-
secution or harm to one of resettlement,
establishing a new sense of safety (Esses
et al., 2010; Marks, 2014; Puma et al., 2018),
identity (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Kyriakides
et al., 2018; Silove, 2013; Steimel, 2017),
and agency (Atwell et al., 2009; Kyriakides
et al., 2018; Steimel, 2017) and developing
resilience after trauma (Broughton & Shields,
2020; Silove, 2013) are critical. Safety refers
to feeling safe from physical harm as well
as a psychological sense of economic, social,
and physical security (Marks, 2014; Panter-
Brick et al., 2018). In the resettlement
phase, identity outcomes for refugee new-
comers involve shifts away from being nar-
rowly framed as a victim in need of rescuing
to defining oneself according to the whole
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person, including their pre-conflict histories
and post-refuge aspirations (Kyriakides et al.,
2018). Agency describes refugee newcom-
ers as having the “ability to act” by mak-
ing decisions that shape their current and
future circumstances (Kyriakides et al., 2018).
As refugee newcomers begin to resettle, re-
claiming their authority tomake personal life
decisions “confirm[s] their eligibility to exist
beyond refuge” (Kyriakides et al. 2018, p. 70).
Outcomes related to developing resilience
after trauma include the ability to settle,
adapt, and prosper despite personal experi-
ences of trauma and ongoing post-traumatic
responses (Broughton & Shields, 2020; Silove,
2013).

Activities supporting these outcome
domains can foster positive immediate reset-
tlement outcomes for refugee newcomers.
A possible intended outcome of identity,
for example, may be a decreased personal
affinity with being a refugee as individuals
develop a stronger association with becom-
ing a permanent resident (Silove, 2013).
While more literature discusses outcomes
related to refugee resettlement than the
claim process, data for resettlement outcome
domains are also relatively limited.

Intermediate Adaptation

Continuing right on the figure, refugee
newcomers can be supported in ways that
are common for all newcomers to Canada,
whether their migration was forced (as in
the case of refugees) or voluntary (i.e., new-
comers arriving via Canada’s economic or
family classes). Corresponding outcomes
include those dealing with immediate settle-
ment as well as longer-term (intermediate)
adaptation to a new host society. Here is
where the majority of literature was found.
Activities at this stage support newcom-
ers to achieve outcomes related to receiv-

ing accurate and timely settlement infor-
mation (Agrawal & Zeitouny, 2017; Dor-
man et al., 2017; Veronis et al., 2018), find-
ing meaningful employment in their desired
field (Canadian Index for Measuring Inte-
gration [CIMI], 2017; Rioseco et al., 2017;
Shields et al., 2016; 1999) securing ade-
quate and affordable housing (CCR, 2011;
CIW, 2016; Hanley et al., 2018) developing
and improving language competency (Atwell
et al., 2009, Hyndman, 2011; IRCC, 2019d),
navigating shifting family roles and dynam-
ics (Balaghi et al., 2017; English et al.,
2017), achieving and maintaining standards
of physical health (Agrawal & Zeitouny, 2017;
CCR, 2011; Rioseco et al., 2017) and achiev-
ing and maintaining a positive state of men-
tal health (Cheyne-Hazineh, 2020; Mitra &
Hodes, 2019; Sirin et al., 2018). Addi-
tional literature supporting activities at this
stage included accessing quality educational
opportunities (Godin et al., 2017; Hynd-
man, 2011; Puma et al., 2018), building
social connections within and across ethnic
groups (Ager & Strang, 2008; AAISA, 2017;
Beaman, 2012) accessing public transporta-
tion options or acquiring means of trans-
port (Woodgate et al., 2017), and attaining
skills necessary for navigating a new cultural
and social environment (Puma et al., 2018).
Employment and language outcomes for
newcomers are especially well documented.
For example, numerous studies examine
newcomers’ labour force participation rates
(Bevelander & Pendakur, 2014;Mulvey, 2015;
CIMI, 2017; Wilkinson et al., 2017) or their
employment satisfaction (AAISA, 2017; Jack-
son & Bauder, 2014; Marks, 2014).

Integration andWellness

Finally, the system theory of change sug-
gests that the combination of individual-
level, community-level, and macro-level sup-
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ports are necessary if the ultimate outcomes
of integration andwellness, identified on the
far right of the figure, are to be attained.
Newcomer integration refers to the pro-
cess that immigrant and refugee newcom-
ers undergo as they develop a sense of
belongingand contribution to their newhost
country (IRCC, 2019c). In our system the-
ory of change, the notion of integration
was broadened to include life outcomes pur-
sued by all Canadian residents, both new-
comers andnon-newcomers alike. In Canada,
one common approach to assessing general
life outcomes of individuals is through the
construct known as well-being (CIW, 2016).
All residents, including refugee newcomers,
can pursue wellness through 10 domains
adapted from the Canadian Index ofWellbe-
ing (2016). These include having a sense of
belonging (CIMI, 2017; Hanley et al., 2018;
IRCC, 2019d) engaging in democratic activ-
ities (CIMI, 2017), becoming healthy peo-
ple (Esses et al., 2010; Hansen et al., 2016;
Hyman&Guruge, 2002), achieving andmain-
taining food security (CIC, 2011; IRCC, 2019d)
accessing leisure and cultural activities (Nake-
yar et al., 2018; Shields et al., 2016), attain-
ing an acceptable standard of living (Rioseco
et al., 2017), determining personal use and
designation of time, contributing to environ-
mental goals, pursuing spirituality (Rioseco
et al., 2017; Silove, 2013), and living indepen-
dently in Canadian society (Im & Rosenberg,
2016; Stewart et al., 2012). Each of these out-
come domains are further divided into spe-
cific indicators. For example, one indicator
of democratic engagement includes volun-
teer involvement through advocacy or polit-
ical groups (CIW, 2016). Little research has
been conducted to date on some of these
outcomes such as time use and environment,
while outcomes related to a sense of com-
munity or national belonging are more com-
prehensively documented in the literature

(CIMI, 2017; Hanley et al., 2018; IRCC, 2019d).

DISCUSSION

Although Canada is a leader in welcoming
refugees, the same level of intentionality
does not exist for evaluating the policies,
programs, and practices intended to sup-
port refugee newcomers in the process of
their resettlement. In general, a system the-
ory of change can be useful in addressing
this gap. The “Life Beyond Refuge” figure
illustrates the system theory of change for
those at the heart of the system by charting
refugee newcomers’ journey beyond their
refugeeness across ecological levels and over
time and identifying intended outcomes at
each stage. Consequently, this framework
holds potential to contextualize the evalua-
tion of resettlement supports within a given
host country. To begin, it provides a com-
prehensive yet flexible framework, capable
of engaging interdisciplinary researchers and
evaluators and useful for linking public pol-
icy with community-level practice. It is broad
enough to incorporate and synthesize dif-
ferent dimensions of the resettlement expe-
rience, drawing from the various available
indicators of immigrant settlement and inte-
gration (Esses et al., 2010; Jedwab & Soroka,
2014). Perhaps most importantly, as a sys-
tem theory of change, it is useful in guiding
assessments of complexity that seek to inves-
tigate lived experience and evaluate prac-
tice across multiple levels (Foster-Fishman
& Long, 2009) and across locations (Janzen
et al., 2007). In this section, we discuss
implications of the system theory of change
for systems actors, including policy implica-
tions at the macro level, practice implica-
tions at the community level, and interac-
tions between the macro and community
levels that can influence evaluation in the
refugee-serving sector. We conclude with
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implications for further research, including
gaps in the literature of refugee outcomes, as
well as the current methodology applied to
evaluating supports for refugee newcomers.

Implications for System Actors

Macro-Level System Actors

The system theory of change presented in
this article addresses the current gap in the
resettlement sector for a holistic framework
for evaluating outcomes of refugee support.
At the macro level, it provides a frame-
work for system-level research and evalu-
ation through public policy. The macro
level in this context includes funders of
all types that resource resettlement activi-
ties across civil society, including both gov-
ernment and non-governmental sources of
funding. Without such a framework to guide
policy in the refugee-serving sector, out-
comes to be evaluated and associated indi-
cators are often determined at the organi-
zational level, where processes of evalua-
tion and outcomes may vary widely (Thom-
son, 2010). Furthermore, even in cases
where funders require common outcomes to
guide evaluationwithin organizations, docu-
mentation and reporting remains piecemeal,
allowing organizations to selectively deter-
mine what evaluation data they share and
how the data are presented (Arvidson &
Lyon, 2014). Without evidence generated
and documented according to a consistent
framework of conceptualizing and report-
ing outcomes, it becomes difficult to identify
similarities or differences in outcomes across
the sector, which, in turn, hampers efforts to
develop or shift policy intended to support
the resettlement of refugee newcomers.

A holistic framework makes it possible
to establish a broadly cohesive yet particu-
larly flexible lens throughwhich to assess the
collective impact of system components in

supporting refugee resettlement. The sys-
tem theory of change demonstrates that out-
comes of each ecological level are interde-
pendent (Schensul, 2009), which should be
recognized by macro players as they create
evaluation guidelines and build evaluation
capacity to reflect this complexity. For exam-
ple, national-level funders of resettlement
support, such as IRCC in Canada, can apply
the Life Beyond Refuge theory of change
to guide and resource evaluations that col-
lectively assesses outcomes at various lev-
els (individual, community, macro). Such
a common evaluation framework can help
civil society to broadly gauge its performance
nationally, regionally, and locally. Granted,
there are limits to the macro-level utility that
this system theory of change offers. We are
not suggesting that it form the basis of a
monolithic evaluation strategy that is stan-
dardized; rather, it can serve as a general
framework for organizing and reporting on
evaluative evidence. It can also guide system
players in further examining and improving
their practice in a targeted way, ultimately
enhancing outcomes for refugee newcom-
ers (Ahad et al., 2020; Beiser, 1999).

Community-Level System Actors

At the community level, the system theory
of change can be applied to the evaluative
practices of local service provider organiza-
tions and networks. In response to the spo-
radic and piecemeal approach that tends to
characterize current evaluation practice in
the refugee-serving sector (Ahadet al., 2020),
the Life Beyond Refuge framework can act
as a compass for planning and conducting
multi-faceted assessments within local com-
munities. Specifically, this system theory of
change provides a useful menu of outcome
options to guide community-based evalua-
tion of individual programs, as well as inform
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the development of organization-specific or
community-wide theories of change (Janzen
et al., 2016). The Life Beyond Refuge frame-
work provides structure by identifying out-
comes common across the sectorwhile simul-
taneously being adaptable to the unique cir-
cumstances of each local organization and
initiative.

Including time periods and ecological lev-
els as components of the framework also
serves to influence evaluative practice. The
time periods within the process of change
highlight the similarities and differences that
exist between refugees, other newcomers,
and all residents of Canada, making it pos-
sible to align activities with target outcomes
for a particular group or groups. By recogniz-
ing the threeecological levels that can impact
refugee newcomers’ experiences of resettle-
ment and the interconnection of these lev-
els, the system theory of change also invites
local players to consider the extent of their
activities’ impact beyond their primary level
of focus (Schensul, 2009). Since the major-
ity of programs and practices tend to focus
on addressing individual-level outcomes for
refugeenewcomers (IRCC, 2016b), the frame-
work provides the opportunity to evaluate
the broader scope of impact by incorporat-
ing and synthesizing community- or macro-
level outcomes as well. In this way, the
creation of real-time evidence makes it pos-
sible for local organizations and networks
to view their role and location within the
broader community context, responding to
uncertainty in adaptive and innovative ways
and identifying new opportunities to sup-
port refugee newcomers’ journeys beyond
refuge (Janzen et al., 2012b; Suárez-Herrera
et al., 2009). Similarly, creating more accu-
rate evidence facilitates utilization of this evi-
dence to adjust or improve the practices and
programs of those supporting refugee new-
comers.

Indeed, we have already witnessed the
utility of this system theory of change in
informing community-level evaluative prac-
tice. Participants of the aforementioned
Evaluating Refugee Programs national
capacity-building workshops drew on this
system theory of changeas amenuofoptions
when developing their own localized the-
ories of change in their community-based
programs. Participants were able to con-
sider what methodologies would be best
to answer the questions they had about
their particular theory of change, even
while embedding their evaluation within the
broader system theory of change. Similarly,
we are using this system theory of change to
inform the building of an evaluation frame-
work for the private sponsorship of refugees
in Canada, and as a reference within an eval-
uation toolkit for the Global Refugee Spon-
sorship Initiative (see CCBR, 2022a; 2022b).
All three projects mentioned above were
funded by IRCC and demonstrate how the
system theory of change can be helpful in
designing community-based evaluations and
in linking these particular evaluations to the
broader resettlement ecosystem.

Interaction of Macro- and
Community-Level System Actors

When evaluating refugee-serving programs,
there is often the perception of compet-
ing agendas between a community-based
approach driven by the organization and a
standardized assessment process mandated
by funders. Community-based organiza-
tions face pressure to demonstrate evidence
of success according to top-down, funder-
driven measures that may be incongruous
with their bottom-up, particular theory of
change (Arvidson & Lyon, 2014; Liket et al.,
2014). Evaluation evidence generated in
these conditions runs the risk of lacking util-
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ity (Liket et al., 2014) and limiting the gen-
uine assessment of collective impact across
the refugee-serving sector. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that there is general agreement
among practitioners (Sherrell, 2017) and fed-
eral policy-makers alike (Donaldson, 2017)
about the pressing need for a system-wide,
coordinated approach to evaluation.

The system theory of change offers a com-
mon framework that can act as a shared
foundation for linking the macro and com-
munity approaches to evaluation. While
the challenges of imposing policy-level eval-
uation frameworks across community-based
settings have long been documented (Sehl,
2004), the Life Beyond Refuge theory of
change provides a common language to
describe outcomes for refugee newcomers
and a shared starting point for conceptu-
alizing integrated policy and programming
responses. Instead of continual attempts to
fit the square peg of local activities into the
round hole of funders’ requirements, fun-
ders and civil society can work together to
successfully implement their respective the-
ories of change. Cross-sectoral collabora-
tion in developing, implementing, and using
evaluations shares responsibility for evalua-
tion processes and outcomes, relieving fun-
ders of primary responsibility and empow-
ering civil society to produce useful, verifi-
able evidence that can be used to improve
practices and programs at the community
level (Janzen et al., 2021b). Such collab-
oration will require stakeholders to agree
upon common core elements of a system-
wide evaluation frameworkwhile also allow-
ing flexibility for unique community-based
elements (consult Janzen et al., 2006, for an
example outside of the resettlement field).

Adopting such a system-wide community-
based approach to evaluation requires
community-based organizations to possess a

shared understanding of their common sys-
tem theory of change and the capacity to
conduct effective evaluations (Janzen et al.,
2016). Recognizing the need for evaluation
capacity building among community-based
organizations in Canada (Lasby, 2019, 2018),
a multi-pronged strategy and correspond-
ing resources have already been developed
to provide expert guidance and enhance
collective evaluation knowledge and skills
across the refugee-serving sector (for exam-
ples, see http://www.eval4refugee.ca and h
ttp://www.evaluationcapacitynetwork.com
). By building capacity for evaluation and
adopting a shared approach to assessing and
synthesizing theories of change at both the
policy and practice levels through the Life
Beyond Refuge theory of change, transfor-
mative cross-sectoral changebecomes attain-
able.

The system theory of change can fur-
ther be applied to research by operationaliz-
ing well-known theories of refugee integra-
tion. For instance, Ager and Strang’s (2008)
Domains of Integration framework identifies
and describes the key contributors to suc-
cessful integration for refugees. According
to their framework, rights and citizenship,
safety and stability, language and cultural
knowledge, and social connections are crit-
ical to refugees’ integration experiences, as
well as for attaining employment, education,
and health standards (referred to as “Mark-
ers and Means” in the framework). Given
its expansive scope and inclusion of multi-
ple domains that contribute to the integra-
tion experience, this framework has been
widely applied to examining integration pri-
marily from a policy lens (Phillimore, 2012;
Pumaet al., 2018) and in relation toprograms
andpractices implementedat the community
level (Cheyne-Hazineh, 2020; Yohani et al.,
2019). Ager and Strang’s framework, how-
ever, offers less insight on how to achieve
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these domains of integration, leaving the
application of their framework open to inter-
pretation. Mapping the outcomes of the Life
Beyond Refuge theory of change onto the
Domains of Integration framework attaches
outcomes to Ager and Strang’s correspond-
ing domains, creating a more comprehen-
sive understanding of integration in theory.
The system theory of change can be applied
to other theories of refugee integration as
well, including the recently developed multi-
dimensional integration model that focuses
on the role and impact of receiving societies
upon integration outcomes for refugee new-
comers (Phillimore, 2021). In thisway, the sys-
tem theory of change is adaptable and canbe
applied to relevant theoretical frameworks
as they emerge or evolve.

Implications for Further Research

The process of developing the Life Beyond
Refuge system theory of change identified
gaps in the literature’s current knowledge of
outcomes for refugee newcomers and in cur-
rent evaluation methodology. We address
both of these gaps in turn below.

Gaps in Literature on Outcomes

The literature review revealed that docu-
mented outcomes to date primarily relate to
the individual level of support for refugee
newcomers (Agrawal & Zeitouny, 2017;
CCR, 2011; Marks, 2014; Puma et al., 2018)
with fewer articles describing community-
and macro-level outcomes. This dispropor-
tionately overemphasizes some outcome
domains and minimizes others. With lit-
tle evidence of welcoming community atti-
tudes and practices, for instance, or of sys-
temic and societal influences, it is difficult to
integrate these dimensions into local theo-
ries of change or resettlement assessments.
Similarly, at the individual level, outcome

evidence to date tends to be concentrated
within specific time periods in the process
of change. The literature review revealed
that the bulk of studies at the individual level
describe settlement outcomes that apply
to all newcomers (AAISA, 2017; English et
al., 2017; Kwon & Lee, 2018; Wilkinson et
al., 2017). By contrast, fewer evaluations
have examined the unique resettlement
experiences of refugee newcomers, and even
less pertain to refugee claimants. This gap
produces an incomplete picture of outcomes
related to the vulnerability in the refugee
experience. Perhaps more importantly, it
suggests a limitation in understanding how
refugee newcomers can best be supported
through that vulnerability in their new home
country.

Clearly, more evidence is needed to fill the
existing gaps in outcomes evidence. Informal
groups, organizations, and networks across
civil society can conduct more evaluations
of underrepresented aspects of the system
theory of change (i.e., claims process, reset-
tlement outcomes, community-/macro-level
outcomes) and share more widely existing
evaluations that can contribute to knowl-
edge of these aspects. Generating andmobi-
lizing evaluation findings where currently
few exist is essential to expanding under-
standing of effective refugee newcomer sup-
port for both policy and practice. With more
evidence comes a greater depth and breadth
of common outcomes and a clearer pic-
ture of the current state of supports offered
to refugee newcomers (Ahad et al., 2020).
In particular, studies that draw on socio-
ecological models (Bronfenbrenner, 1977),
that consider the multiple ecological layers
of resettlement, would be of particular rele-
vance. In sum, the literature review and sys-
tem theory of change illustrate where more
evaluative evidence is needed and how it can
be applied to system-level improvements.
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Gaps in Evaluation Methodology

From a methodological perspective, there
is also a gap in understanding of current
approaches to evaluating refugee supports.
The literature review indicated that evalua-
tion methods of policy, programs, and prac-
tices differ across the sector according to the
unique circumstances of each study. To date,
no comprehensive inventory exists to iden-
tify the various assessment strategies used
in the refugee-serving sector, which limits
knowledgeand implementationof best prac-
tices and prevents improvements and coordi-
nation of evaluation efforts. Further inves-
tigation of both quantitative and qualita-
tive assessment strategies is necessary to
understand how evidence is gathered, which
then can be shared broadly with relevant
stakeholders. Compiling and sharing data-
gathering methods used in evaluations of
refugee-serving supports will boost collec-
tive awareness and understanding of evalu-
ation in the sector and improve future eval-
uation processes and outcomes as a result.
Finally, a limitation of this system theory of
change is that it is primarily based on Cana-
dian literature. Future studies could expand
on or adapt this theory of change through an
examination of evaluations from other coun-
tries.

CONCLUSION

This article is timely given that Canada’s
recently released annual targets predict
refugee arrivals increasing from 43,000 in
2018 to 61,000 by 2023 (IRCC, 2017b; 2020b).
These numbers signal a strategic federal pol-
icy shift towards sustained growth across
all immigration classes, including refugees.
As the number of refugee newcomers wel-
comed to Canada increases, policy, pro-
grams, and practices across the refugee-

serving sector will have to expand propor-
tional to the increasing need. In these cir-
cumstances, it becomes especially impor-
tant to establish common outcomes and
a guiding theory of change at the policy
level, which can then be applied to prac-
tice among local organizations and networks
at the community level. The Life Beyond
Refuge system theory of change presented
in this article provides both. With Canada
as the world leader in refugee resettlement
on a per capita basis (Hyndman et al., 2017),
other nations are looking to its resettlement
model (Levitz, 2016), even as global refugee
flows are expected to increase due to climate
change (Epule et al., 2015; Brown, 2008). In
other words, this system theory of change
has the potential to both inform Canada’s
internal policy andpractice andallowCanada
to play a global leadership role in assess-
ing refugee outcomes. If Canada becomes
a leader not only in accepting refugee new-
comers within its borders but also in its coor-
dinated approach to evaluating resettlement
initiatives, it can drive a global shift towards
enhanced outcomes for refugee newcomers
in all nations of their resettlement and, in
turn, support their progress beyond refugee-
ness towards integration and well-being.
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The Mental Health of Male Sexual Minority Asylum Seekers and
Refugees in Nairobi, Kenya: A Qualitative Assessment

Lourence Misedah-Robinsona , Vanessa Schicka, Michael W. Rossb and Solomon

Wambuac

ABSTRACT
Very little information exists about the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees who are men who have sex
with men (MSM). Therefore, this study explores the psychological distress of MSM asylum seekers and refugees
in theNairobimetropolitan area. We collecteddata using in-depth interviews transcribed verbatim, codedusing
NVivo 12 Plus, and analyzed using the six-step thematic analysis framework. Four major themes emerged from
the study: psychological distress, traumatic stress symptoms, mental health care access, and coping strategies.
Although we did not use any diagnoses, the results indicate that MSM asylum seekers and refugees share men-
tal health problems with other refugees. However, MSM have specific needs that derive from their persecution
based on their sexual minority status. The results confirm extant findings, as seen in the discussion, and encour-
age more research. Further research will inform collaborative, culturally sensitive, and targeted interventions
that decrease adverse mental health outcomes for MSM asylum seekers and refugees in the Nairobi metropoli-
tan area.

KEYWORDS
MSM asylum seekers; MSM refugees; mental health

RESUMÉ
Peu d’informations existent sur le vécu des demandeurs d’asile et réfugiés qui sont des hommes ayant des rela-
tions sexuelles avec des hommes (HARSAH). Par conséquent, cette étude explore la détresse psychologique des
demandeurs d’asile et réfugiés HARSAH dans la région métropolitaine de Nairobi. Nous avons procédé à la
collecte de données en effectuant des entretiens approfondis dont les verbatims retranscrits ont été codés à
l’aide de NVivo Plus 12, puis analysés suivant une analyse thématique en six étapes. Quatre thèmes princi-
paux émergent de cette étude: la détresse psychologique, les symptômes de stress post-traumatique, l’accès
aux services de santé mentale et les stratégies d’adaptation. Bien que nous n’ayons utilisé aucun diagnostic, les
résultats indiquent que les demandeurs d’asile et réfugiés HARSAH partagent des problèmes de santé mentale
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avec d’autres réfugiés. Les HARSAH ont cependant des besoins spécifiques qui découlent de leur persécution
sur la base de leur appartenance à une minorité sexuelle. Ces résultats confirment ceux des travaux existants,
comme le démontre la discussion, et appellent à davantage de recherches. Des recherches plus approfondies
contribueront à l’élaboration d’interventions collaboratives, culturellement adaptées et ciblées afin de réduire
les effets néfastes sur la santémentale des demandeurs d’asile et réfugiésHARSAHdans la régionmétropolitaine
de Nairobi.

HISTORY Published 25 October 2022

INTRODUCTION

Sexual and gender minorities (SGM), includ-
ing men who have sex with men (MSM),
are at a higher risk of psychological distress
than their cisgender heterosexual counter-
parts (Semlyen et al., 2016). Some studies
have also linked sexual minority–based per-
secution with a heightened vulnerability to
depression, anxiety, and suicide compared
with the general population (Shidlo & Ahola,
2013). The minority stress model is a tool
that has long been used for understand-
ing stress in stigmatized and disadvantaged
groups (Meyer, 2003). According to the
model, certain environmental circumstances
or sexual minority status can result in various
stress processes. Such processes—for exam-
ple, the expectation of rejection—can result
in self-hate and fear of identity disclosure,
thus heightening stress and adverse health
outcomes (Meyer, 1995).

There is little research on the mental
health of MSM within East Africa. How-
ever, evidence indicates that MSM status
intensifies stress, trauma, and mental health
sequelae due to discrimination, violence, and
abuse. For example, a third of the MSM
in a study in Coastal Kenya met the crite-
ria for depressive disorder, with 42% report-
ing moderate to severe depressive symp-
toms (Secor et al., 2015). The distress rates
of MSM were thus significantly higher than

the estimated 4%among the general Kenyan
population (Ferrari et al., 2013).

Globally, many people flee their countries
of origin or residence because of persecu-
tion, war, and conflict. Consequently, many
experience traumatic events and stressors
throughout their migration life course that
may increase psychological distress (Henrick-
son et al., 2013). Ample evidence supports
the association between fleeing persecu-
tion and adverse mental health outcomes,
such as depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) (Porter & Haslam, 2005).
Numerous studies also suggest that pre-
immigration traumatic experiences and post-
immigration stressors contribute to the
adverse mental health of refugees (Steel
et al., 2017).

Because of discrimination, physical abuse,
and injuries, many MSM flee their home
countries, even crossing multiple borders
to seek protection from sexual orientation–
based persecution (Nilsson et al., 2020).
Unfortunately, the vast majority of per-
secuted MSM lack resources to travel to
countries with sexual orientation and gen-
der identity (SOGI)–based protections (such
as South Africa), and they flee to Kenya
instead (Johnson, 2014). However, sections
162 and 165 of Kenya’s Penal Code outlaw
same-sex acts. The violations can carry sen-
tences of up to 14 years in prison “for hav-
ing carnal knowledge… against the order of
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nature” (Laws Of Kenya, 2014; Meyer, 2003).
Although the laws are rarely implemented,
they are used to justify various human rights
abuses of SGM, such as housing and employ-
ment discrimination, violence, police harass-
ment, and extortion (International Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association
(ILGA), 2017; Kenya Human Rights Commis-
sion, 2011; Misedah et al., 2021b).

MSM asylum seekers and non-MSM
refugees may experience traumatic events
that cause them to flee. However, there
are important differences in their experi-
ences. For example, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
collaborates with various service providers
to increase refugees’ and asylum seekers’
access to reproductive health, HIV, and men-
tal health services. Nevertheless, MSM asy-
lum seekers and refugees are still most likely
to experience further persecution because of
societal, legal, cultural, and religious norms
and practices that outlaw same-sex prac-
tices (Misedah et al., 2021b; Ross et al., 2021).
The UNHCR acknowledges these disparities
and has released various guidelines on work-
ing with claims based on SOGI in 2008 and
2012, followed by a more comprehensive
report in 2015 (UNHCR, 2012; 2008; 2015).
Despite these guidelines, MSM and other
SGM continue to face persecution. In addi-
tion, unlike other refugees who may ben-
efit from support from refugee commu-
nities, MSM asylum seekers and refugees
are often alienated and physically abused
by other refugees and community mem-
bers where they live. For example, in 2016,
other refugees attacked SGM asylum seek-
ers and refugees at the Kakuma camp. As a
result, the UNHCR relocated SGM refugees
to Nairobi (Bhalla, 2019). Experiences of dis-
crimination can lead to distrust and fear of
disclosing same-sex behavior. Consequently,
providers can overlook SGM refugees’ and

asylum seekers’ specific needs and exacer-
bate their psychological distress (Bhugra
et al., 2011).

Some studies have found an association
between adverse mental health outcomes
among general refugees in Kenya. For exam-
ple, a study of Somali refugees in Kenya
found a high prevalence of comorbid com-
mon mental disorders (Antebi-Gruszka &
Schrimshaw, 2018; Im et al., 2022). How-
ever, the specific case ofMSMasylum seekers’
and refugees’ migration experiences and the
associated psychological distress have rarely
been studied. This study’s aimwas to explore
MSM asylum seekers’ and refugees’ mental
health in the Nairobi metropolitan area to
address this gap. Increased understanding
of the mental health needs of MSM asylum
seekers and refugees is critical to develop tar-
geted interventions, policies, and programs
to improve their health.

METHODS

Study Design and Setting

This study is a qualitative analysis of a
more comprehensive project exploring MSM
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ experiences
in the Nairobi metropolitan area. The
Nairobi metropolitan area includes the cities
of Nairobi, Kiambu, Kikuyu, and Kajiado.
The analysis focuses specifically on asylum
seekers’ and refugees’ psychological dis-
tress. The study adapted the life story inter-
view (LSI), a semi-structured interview guide
with various prompts to explore and col-
lect data on individuals’ past and present
lives (McAdams, 2007). In addition, we con-
ducted stakeholder mapping to ensure com-
munity involvement and the project’s suc-
cess (Newcombe, 2003). We brainstormed
to identify stakeholders and local partners,
including refugee service providers and SGM-
led refugee community-based organizations.
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We then mapped, grouped, and prioritized
them to identify those with interest and the
likelihood of contributing to the project’s
success. As a result of these efforts, we
collaborated with Community Support Ini-
tiatives for Refugees, the Refugee Organi-
zation for Security and Cooperation in East
Africa, the Nature Network, and the Commu-
nity Empowerment and Self Support Orga-
nization to conduct the study. The study
lasted for two weeks in the first quarter of
2020. Aspects of this research have also been
reported elsewhere (Misedah et al., 2021a,b).

Participants

The participants were MSM asylum seekers
and refugees. To participate, they had to
be (a) a refugee or asylum seeker, (b) 18
years of age or older, (c) a cisgender male,
(d) gay, bisexual, or other MSM, (e) able to
communicate in English or Swahili, and (f)
a resident of the Nairobi metropolitan area.
Participants also had to provide oral con-
sent. The interviewer collected oral con-
sent with Qualtrics using a laptop. In the
study, MSM referred to men assigned males
at birthwho engaged in sexual activities with
other males regardless of their identity. This
included sexual minority men who were gay
or bisexual men, men who have sex with
men and women (MSMW), and non-gay-
identified MSM. We only included cisgen-
der males in the study because research and
policies highlight that aggregating transgen-
der and gender non-conforming individuals
with cis men or women erases and ignores
their specific health needs, further increasing
health disparities (Minor Peters, 2016; Poteat
et al., 2016). As per the 1951; 2003 Con-
vention relating to the Status of Refugees,
we defined refugees as people who had
fled their country because of persecution
based on race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership in a social group, or political opin-

ion. SGM are recognized as members of
a social group based on the 1981 ruling of
the Dutch Judicial Department of the Coun-
cil of State (Jansen, 2013). Asylum seek-
ers included those seeking their right to
protection in the host country (Kenya) but
still awaiting a decision on their protection
claims.

Sampling Design

We used purposive sampling to select partic-
ipants (Tongco, 2007). Purposive sampling
is widely used in qualitative studies and is
appropriate for hard-to-reach populations,
including SGM refugees and asylum seek-
ers (Alessi, 2016; Alessi et al., 2017; Etikan
et al., 2016). We estimated our final sample
size of 19 respondents based on saturation.
The study team debriefed and conducted a
preliminary analysis focusing on duration of
stay in Nairobi and registration as refugees.
Nine participants had received their refugee
status in the last year. Therefore, we agreed
that there would be no major differences
and that no new information was emerging.
Thus, we ceased gathering new information
from the participants (Suen et al., 2014). We
therefore did not make further recruitment
attempts.

Data Collection

The identified community-based organiza-
tionpartners sentout emails or textmessages
to advertise the study. The study coordinator
followed up by contacting those interested.
Next, the study team screened the partici-
pants for eligibility. They also collected other
demographic data—for example, native lan-
guage, nationality, and education—using
Qualtrics. Next, the principal investigator
(PI) used an interview guide to administer
one-time anonymous in-depth face-to-face
interviews. Participants were encouraged to

©Misedah, L. et. al. 2022



5 REFUGE : REVUE CANADIENNE SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS Mental Health of Male Sexual Minority Asylum Seekers and Refugees

share their narratives with the interviewer
by asking follow-up questions and probes.
The interviews averaged 80 minutes (range:
32.32–115.20 minutes). Each interview was
audio-recorded using two recorders, one
as a backup to prevent data loss. Sev-
enteen of the interviews were in English,
and two were in Swahili. All interviews
were conducted at the participant’s resi-
dence or a private location to ensure each
participant’s security and comfort. Each
participant received 1,000 Kenyan shillings
(Kshs) (US$8.74) for each visit recommended
by the community partners. Participants
reported that they previously received a
stipend of 6,000 Kshs (US$52.63) a month
from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society
(HIAS) refugee trust of Kenya. This was con-
sistent with other researchers’ findings that
almost half of refugees earned below 10,000
Kshs (US$87.31) compared with the 2015
national average by Kenyans, estimated at
30,861 Kshs (US$262.69) by the government
of Kenya (Refugee Consortium of Kenya
(RCK), 2015; Kenya National Bureau of Statis-
tics (KNBS), 2015; Meyer, 2003).

Initial transcription was done with NVivo
transcription software. However, substan-
tive transcription errors occurred due to
dialect differences and certain regional
words. Therefore, the PI and an indepen-
dent consultant transcribed the remaining
interviews verbatim to Microsoft Word. The
consultant was a community member with
current knowledge of the local vocabulary
and helped translate the transcripts from
Swahili to English. All transcripts were then
checked and anonymized where participants
had shared any identifying information to
protect participants’ privacy. Because the
study was anonymous, participants were not
contacted for a follow-up interview to review
and give feedback on the research findings.
However, the researchers shared feedback

and findings with the community partners.

Data Analysis

Weuploaded the transcripts to NVivo 12 Plus
for analysis. The analysis was inductive and
guided by the study aim based on Braun and
Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis framework
to identify key codes and themes from the
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Kenya National
Bureau of Statistics (KNBS), 2015; Refugee
Consortium of Kenya (RCK), 2015). NVivo
assisted the researchers in efficiently coding,
sorting, and merging the data and offered
easy cross-referencing for clarity. The PI con-
ducted the coding using the following steps:

1. Familiarization : The PI read and reread
the transcripts and listened to theaudio
files to understand the data.

2. Coding: Each file was reviewed in
detail, highlighting key ideas, phrases,
and words grouped into initial codes.
Quotes were then added to exist-
ing codes, or new codes were cre-
ated. Finally, the transcripts were cross-
referenced with the interview audio
files to clarify and identify codes and
assumptions thatwerenot evident. The
PI also used NVivo’s query function to
search for common recurring words
that had emerged during initial coding.

3. Generation of initial themes: The
codes were assessed to identify pat-
terns and then grouped and sorted into
common themes.

4. Reviewing of themes: The initial
themes were reviewed. Then, sim-
ilar themes were merged into sub-
themes, and minor themes were col-
lapsed where necessary.

5. Defining and naming themes : The
themes were manually downloaded to
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a Microsoft Excel sheet. The codebook
identified the codes and themes and
the descriptions for each theme. It also
described when to use them and when
not to use them.

6. Write- up: The codebook was then
used to contextualize and write the
analysis.

The thematic analysis provided a flexible
approach that ensured a rich, detailed
account of the participants’ experiences. The
method also allowed a well-structured sys-
tem to summarize and prioritize the final
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Credibility is critical in qualitative studies
to demonstrate the truth of the findings (Lin-
coln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998). We used
variousmethods to ensure the credibility and
trustworthiness of the data. We pilot-tested
the interview guide and revised it to ensure it
was clear, relevant, and easy to understand.
We also usedmember checks, which are used
in qualitative studies to get feedback from
participants to ensure that data are accu-
rate and reflective of the participants’ nar-
ratives. In addition, we used triangulation
of sources to cross-check the data, including
written documents, meeting minutes, field
notes, and literature review (Cope, 2014).

Furthermore, the PI was a doctor of pub-
lic health candidate majoring in community
health, an MSM of Kenyan descent, and flu-
ent in English and Swahili. This enabled him
to conduct the interviews in both languages.
He also had a shared experience of fleeing
SOGI-based persecution and extensive train-
ing in working with diverse communities. As
a result, participants trusted the interviewer
and shared their stories. The interviewer only
asked the participants follow-up questions as
needed. The connectionwith the community
could have created researcher bias. However,

the research team and community mem-
bers, having diverse backgrounds and knowl-
edge in qualitative methods, as well as hav-
ing worked with marginalized and hard-to-
reach communities that include MSM within
the East and Horn of Africa, extensively dis-
cussed the data. Their reviews helped to
minimize research bias, thus enhancing the
trustworthiness and credibility of the analy-
sis. The data publication followed the ”Con-
solidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative
Research” (Tong et al., 2007).

Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the University
of Texas School of Public Health Institutional
Review Board (IRB Number: HSC-SPH-19-
1090). The larger study was approved by the
University of Minnesota Institutional Review
Board (IRB Number: 00000-8209). Although
the study was anonymous, the researchers
reviewed the transcripts to redact any partic-
ipants’ identifiable information.

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics

Theparticipants consistedof refugees (n=18,
95%) and one asylum seeker (n = 1, 5%). The
meanage for theparticipantswas 26.21,with
the largest group aged 18–24 (9, 47%), fol-
lowed by the 25–34-year (7, 37%) and 35–
44-year (3, 16%) age groups. Participants
were Ugandan (15, 79%), Sudanese (2, 11%),
Somalian (1, 5%) and Congolese (1, 5%).
The mean duration of stay in Kenya was
3.63 years, with the majority (13, 68%) hav-
ing stayed in Kenya for over four years (see
Table 1).

The themes and subthemes from the anal-
ysis are organized into three broad cat-
egories and subcategories, summarized in
Table 2.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Description n %

Age

18–24 9 47

25–34 7 37

35–44 3 16

Country of origin

Democratic Republic of the Congo 1 5

Somalia 1 5

Sudan 2 11

Uganda 15 79

Status

Asylum seeker 1 5

Refugee 18 95

Duration in Kenya (years)

1 6 32

4 4 21

5+ 9 47

Education

Primary or lower 4 21

High school 9 48

College (middle-level) 5 26

University 1 5

Table 2
Themes and Subthemes

No. Theme Subthemes

1 Psychological distress Asylum-seeking/refugee registration process
Separation from loved ones
Physical health

2 Traumatic stress symptoms Worthlessness
Sleeplessness
Suicidal ideation
Flashbacks

3 Mental health care access No subthemes

4 Coping strategies Avoidance
Substance use
Religion
Psychotherapy
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Psychological Distress

Participants mainly described traumatic
exposures, including the asylum-seeking
and/or refugee registration process, separa-
tion from loved ones, and physical health as
significant stressors in Kenya.

Asylum-Seeking/Refugee Registration
Process

All participants described asylum seeking,
refugee registration, and resettlement as
highly stressful. As per the 2006 Refugee
Act of Kenya, the Refugee Affairs Secretariat
(RAS) is responsible for registering and pro-
cessing refugees. Therefore, all persons seek-
ing asylum in Kenya must submit their asy-
lum applications to the RAS. They must then
attend an interview todetermine if they have
a well-founded fear of persecution based
on the categories provided by the 1951 UN
Refugee Convention. The RAS officers make
a recommendation to the refugee affairs
commissioner, who decides and sends an
acceptance or rejection letter. Participants
described various challenges upon reaching
Nairobi that increased their anxiety and dis-
tress. For example, some had to walk about
eight miles from the UNHCR offices in West-
lands to the RAS Shauri Moyo1 for registra-
tion. Often with no shelter, most were left to
camp outside the UNHCR offices, as partici-
pant 13 (24 years old) described:

First, my process, my process gives me a lot of stress.

Cause I did eligibility at UNHCR. The next time they

were to call me, they never called. I am the one who

went there. Uh, Iwish I could showyou somepictures

of wherewe slept outside the UN. Outside there, like

chokoras,2 you know? We went there and spent

about three weeks. So, you are like, now, where

should I go? Where should I find the government?

They are telling you to go to Shauri Moyo. Going to

Shauri Moyo, they cannot allow you to even step at

that door when you do not have an appointment.

Although the UNHCR has tried to expedite
claims, it only does so for themost vulnerable,
leaving others with a long resettlement pro-
cess. In addition, the UN General Assembly
Resolutions Statute mandates the UNHCR to
assist refugees’ resettlement3 to third coun-
tries (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), 2011). Resettlement
is essential for MSM asylum seekers and
refugees because some countries they seek
protection in criminalize same-sex practices,
making it challenging to integrate. The long
wait times, therefore, frustrated some MSM:

I think stress has come because of the delay in the

process because I always called the toll-free line.

But they [UNHCR] keep telling us that we must be

patient. Wait for your case at the UNHCR. You go for

the interviews. You sit for the interviews. Years pass,

and they do not even call you for resettlement inter-

views. They keep telling you about the same thing

for so many years. The same thing because you have

been around for so many years, you just get fed up.

It gives you stress, which is mental stress.

(Participant 4, 26 years old)

While the participants’ descriptions may be
like those of other refugees, many expressed
specific instances of ostracism and discrim-
ination because of their sexual orientation.
For example, one participant described his
experiencewhile at the Refugee Registration
Offices in Shauri Moyo:

Reaching Shauri Moyo, those people who work for

the Kenyan government, when they hear about

Ugandans, they know [assume] that we are all gay.

Iwas just bymyself, sowhen they said IwasUgandan,

they wanted to know the other people I went with,

but I refused to tell them. So, they told me I should

leave the compound or else go back to my country.

I had to sleep again outside in a place I didn’t know.

1Shauri Moyo is a neighborhood in East Nairobi City where the RAS is located.
2Chokora is a Kenyan slang word derived from Swahili. It is used to refer particularly to children experiencing homelessness.
3Resettlement is theprocess inwhich theUNHCR relocates refugees to a third countrywhen it is themost appropriate anddurable

solution.
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I slept outside, I waited for the next day, and then

I went. But they were asking me why I brought my

curses to their country.

(Participant 10, 23 years old)

Separation from Loved Ones

Separation from loved ones and the associ-
ated loneliness and isolation are common to
refugees in general. However, MSM did not
have support from their families, who were
most often theperpetrators of the abuse that
they fled from. As a result, they continued
to experience isolation and persecution and
were left with little or no support. For exam-
ple, one participant described his experience
when he reached out to his father:

Since the day they [my family] realized I am gay, they

disowned me. Even my dad, to see, to call me, noth-

ing. I was really suffering, and I called my dad and

told him, dad, I am dying. He told me that I [he] was

there, I would have helped you to die.

(Participant 7, 22 years old)

Another participant described the fear of
leaving his partner when relocated:

My processes are almost in the last stages. I was even

given a flight date … but the biggest challenge now

is my boyfriend. I feel so sorry for him. His case was

brought here in Nairobi in October, and it has been

so bad for us. I contacted UNHCR and told them to

put us on the same file. I even changed and said

I wouldwait for him. They said they couldn’t add our

files together. They also told me they didn’t know

how long his case will take and so I should leave my

case as it is. So right now, I might leave him behind,

and it’s really stressingme. But I pray for him andwill

continue to support him if I reach there [country of

resettlement].

(Participant 9, 36 years old)

Physical Health

Past traumatic events subjected some partic-
ipants to multiple stressors while in Kenya.
For example, one participant described how
his past gang rape led to his AIDS diagnosis
after prolonged periods without care.4 The
participant constantly worried about others
finding out about his AIDS status, leading to
distress and worry about his health:

I went to HOYMAS,5 and they tookmy blood, so they

toldme you have HIV.…My health is so bad because

they checked my CD4 count …, and they told me it

is 150. I have this stress because sometimes I can sit

there and cry because I know I am taking medicine

every time. So, I just sit there and cry. That is a big

problem for me. Sometimes I say I am not going to

have a future. Maybe I will die. So, I am just like

thinking. Sometimes I get malaria. I say, oh my God!

I am going to die like that. So that is the stress I have.

(Participant 11, 26 years old)

Traumatic Stress Symptoms

We did not seek whether interviewees had
received any diagnoses. Nevertheless, par-
ticipants described various symptoms that
indicate traumatic stress resulting from their
histories of persecution and lack of needed
mental health care.

Worthlessness

Participants reported feeling worthless or
hopeless because of their past persecution
experiences and rejection by their family and
other communitymembers. Some, therefore,
felt guilty and responsible for their current
plight as asylum seekers or refugees. Partici-
pant 6 (41 years old) described his frustration
with being unable to provide for himself and
others:

When I go back to my room, I sometimes blame

myself for being theway I am. I think back inmy fam-

4Even though the participant had started treatment, he reported that his CD4 cell count was still below 200 cells per millimetre.
5Health Options for YoungMen on HIV/AIDS/STI (HOYMAS) is a male sex worker led Community Based Organizationwhose aim

is to promote health and human rights of MSM sex workers, particularly those living with HIV.

©Misedah, L. et. al. 2022



10 REFUGE: CANADA’S JOURNAL ON REFUGEES Mental Health of Male Sexual Minority Asylum Seekers and Refugees

ily. I mean, I could be someone. Also, I look at myself

like I am useless to the community. First, I am not

sick. I should be a productive person. But from sun-

rise to sunset, I am in my room doing nothing, not

earning anything, not being productive. I am look-

ing at myself like I am useless.

Those with children were overwhelmed with
their inability to provide for themselves and
their children, who were also persecuted. A
35-year-old participant from Uganda (partic-
ipant 2) described the discrimination his chil-
dren underwent and his guilt for his inability
to provide for them:

I also feel guilty because even the mother ostracized

the kids because I broke the relationship. Even she

started dating someone else and started a new life.

So, the kids were left alone. Kids were now sent to

grandmother, to my mum. Personally, it is psycho-

logically affecting me. I did not even know the word

deadbeat dad until I realized many Americans [use

the word], you know. I am not into the kids’ lives.

I am never there. The worry is money, like where

they need school fees. They tell me theywant 90,000

Kenyan shillings. A refugee without a job, where am

I going to get 90,000, honestly?

The stories highlight how rejection and dis-
crimination of MSM asylum seekers and
refugees may intensify their feelings of guilt
and worthlessness. In addition, those with
families and children had heightened guilt
and self-hate and felt personally responsible
for the persecution of their loved ones.

Suicidal Ideation

Some participants who experienced trau-
matic events and feared facing further vio-
lence and discrimination reported having
suicidal thoughts or harming themselves to
escape their emotional distress. For exam-
ple, a 21-year-old participant (participant 8)
described trying to commit suicide on mul-
tiple occasions while experiencing rape for
about a year when he was between 14 and
15 years old:

I tried many ways to kill myself, but I failed. Then,

one day, I managed to go out of the camp. Because

they had told them, anyone who saw me trying to

escape this camp could, they should shoot him imme-

diately. So, I said let me run, and they shoot me, and

I die at once. It was also a way to be killed because

Iwas tired ofmy life. I was tired of living like thiswith

these people rapingme, beatingme, andmakingme

feel hungry for three days.

For other participants, dealing with
unknown health issues contributed to fur-
ther stress, increasing suicidal ideation. For
example, another participant expressed the
difficulty and stress he experienced before
being diagnosed with Hepatitis B. As a result,
he was unable to self-diagnose and get ade-
quate treatment. He thus thought his sick-
ness was a punishment for being gay. There-
fore, he contemplated suicide to escape the
internal conflict between his health, sexual-
ity, and spirituality:

Therewas somuch going throughmymind. You feel

the only way you can rest this problem is probably…

death starts becoming an option. When you die, you

are no more; you have peace. So that is the kind of

experience Iwent through. Deathbecameawonder-

ful option! When you start thinking through these

things, you wonder, are you alone, or is something

beyond human explanation eating you? Something

that surpasses human understanding. So that was a

difficult situation.

(Participant 2, 35 years old)

The participant experiences highlighted are
not unusual and underscore how multiple
intersecting social-political factors like cul-
ture and religion can contribute to MSM
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ vulnerability
to internalizing homophobia, which con-
sequently affects their health and well-
being. Furthermore, continued sexual vio-
lence while fleeing persecution and in the
host country, without adequate access to
treatment or needed services, led to contin-
ued untreated trauma, thus increasing some
participants’ suicidality.

©Misedah, L. et. al. 2022



11 REFUGE : REVUE CANADIENNE SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS Mental Health of Male Sexual Minority Asylum Seekers and Refugees

Sleeplessness

Most participants experienced homelessness
while fleeing persecution and after arrival in
Kenya. Therefore, they had a high risk of
harassment and feared for their safety. How-
ever, even those in safe houses that provided
shelter experienced issues such as lack of pri-
vacy and anxiety over past traumatic experi-
ences. One participant described the follow-
ing:

My life has not been that easy. It is hard for me to

sleep. I do rarely sleep. The beatings that I went

through, the sufferings and pain when they keep

coming into mymind, I fail to sleep. I must be awake

thewhole night. This tortures me a lot because I also

want to sleep and have enough rest, but I cannot.

I know this affects mymind or thinking ofmy past or

future, but I do not know what to do. Those behind

all those things in the camp, things when I was in

South Sudan, things when I was in Uganda, things

on the way, they are terrible!

(Participant 12, 22 years old)

Most participants struggled to meet their
basic needs, for example, rent and food.
Worries about this contributed to their sleep-
lessness:

Even sleeplessness. You think about what has hap-

pened up to now. You think about what happened.

Yeah. Sometimes, it reaches a time when you do not

have the money to pay the rent; heh, you cannot

sleep.

(Participant 1, 26 years old)

Participants’ descriptions highlight related
issues that affected their sleep. Thus, they
needed multiple approaches to address the
various underlying factors to improve sleep
quality and quality of life.

Flashbacks

Participants had flashbacks of their past trau-
matic experiences during their migration.
For some, their living environments triggered

involuntarily reliving their near-death experi-
ences, resulting in constant worry and sleep-
lessness:

These are the things whereby I never get enough

sleep. And in that not getting enough sleep, I usually

get flashbacks. So, I was getting flashbacks of what

happened. Those are the things whereby I am ever

thinking and thinking and thinking. So, it is hard for

me to be like I am not thinking about this.

(Participant 5, 26 years old)

Another participant described the psycho-
logical distress and social anxiety caused by
reliving the murder of his partner:

Also, um, why did I see my boyfriend being killed [by

my uncle] and seeing his body lying there. And this

being raped. I also have this, in French, they call it

trouble. Like I can be with you now as we are talk-

ing. Then, like I see my uncle shooting my boyfriend,

you do not know if what you see is true, and what

has happened?

(Participant 8, 21 years old)

Although not all memories of past trauma
are flashbacks, participants described how
some events adversely affected their health.
The stories underscore the need for a profes-
sional evaluation to ascertain the etiology of
the flashbacks for adequate care and treat-
ment.

Mental Health Care Access

Adequately addressing mental health prob-
lems requires sufficient resources to effec-
tively address individual mental health
needs. In addition, because participants had
unique needs, there was an even higher
demand for effective and culturally sensitive
services accessible to participants. For exam-
ple, most participants described one organi-
zation that provides mental health services
for refugees in Kenya as their point of men-
tal health care:
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There is a clinic or an organization for the

refugees. … The organization deals with refugees’

mental traumatization, where they sit them down

with the counselors. They talk them through their

situations, what they went back through at home in

Uganda, what they are going through [now] to see

how they can overcome [it].

(Participant 4, 26 years old)

Nonetheless, participants described that the
services were inadequate and not widely
available. For example, one participant
described the challenges he and others in
his shelter faced when one of their members
exhibited symptoms of psychosis. However,
the mode of communication and the typical
response from organizations was prolonged
and problematic, especially when partici-
pants needed emergency assistance, as par-
ticipant 16 (24 years old) shared:

And then another problem is health. We recently

had a friend of ours who ran mad, and then we con-

tacted UNHCR, but they did not offer any help. We

contacted HIAS6 and did not get any help. After

some … fighting and writing and writing, one of

them came out after a long time because we told

them this person was sick. They need to go to the

hospital.

Despite the general awareness about men-
tal illness among general refugee popula-
tions, participants’ stories highlight the ser-
vice gap and other challenges in accessing
mental health services. Furthermore, while
some of the safe houses utilized forms of
social support that were helpful to the par-
ticipants, they were not equipped to pro-
vide mental health care to their members. In
emergency cases, the care gap could result in
more anxiety and stress for an already vul-
nerable group and, additionally, significantly
affect participants’ quality of life.

Coping Strategies

In response to the experiences and dif-
ficulties of persecution, the participants
described various coping mechanisms, such
as affirmative church support through safe
houses, art, and psychotherapy. Others
included avoidance and substance use.

Avoidance

Some participants developed avoidance as
a coping strategy to deal with stressors.
For instance, participant 8 (21 years old)
described how not thinking about the past
traumatic experiences as an escape from the
past trauma affected his physical and emo-
tional well-being:

I could not share my story or the story of my life with

anyone. I did not want those things to come back to

my mind. Yeah, I started a good life. I started mak-

ing friends and laughing. I just wanted something to

make me forget what I had faced.

For some, it was uncomfortable to relive cer-
tain experiences during the interview. How-
ever, out of concern for their well-being, par-
ticipants were reminded to share whatever
they were comfortable sharing:

Some things happened that I cannot even mention.

I do not feel like saying now. When they keep com-

ing to my mind, I sometimes feel like I am losing my

mind. I do not. I feel like they really take me down—

okay—I just want to forget.

(Participant 12, 22 years old)

Participants’ denial or minimization of per-
secution led to various coping mechanisms
to decrease their stressors. Some, therefore,
had untreated trauma that could continue to
adversely affect their health and well-being.

6HIAS is global Jewish nonprofit organization that provides humanitarian aid to refugees and asylum seekers. Its African office
is based in Nairobi, Kenya.
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Substance Use

Some participants used drugs and alcohol to
cope with daily stressors. For example, one
participant expressed how the pressure of
being a community leader resulted in him
using marijuana to calm his social anxiety:

Sometimes your friends tell you to go to Kakuma

[refugee camp, to get assistance]where the sunshine

is likeGod is chasing the sun fromheaven, you know!

So that is whywe smoke. Likeme, I will not lie, some-

times I takeweed, but not because I like it, but some-

times I see it as the only thing which can make me

peace[ful]. Because, as a leader. I cannot cry and

make promises [to] them [other refugees and asylum

seekers]. So, I must hide somewhere. I do my thing;

I smoke, and I feel okay. I get guts. I be hard.

(Participant 13, 24 years old)

Although some participants described alco-
hol and drug use as a coping mechanism,
one participant notably showed resilience
abstaining from using drugs and alcohol:

Most of the time, people, my friends, have tried to

drink. They have tried to cope [by] drinking. I love

having fun, but I am like, I will not use drugs. I’m

not going to let this situation define me. I am a way

much better person.

(Participant 17, 24 years old)

Some participants also used opioids, particu-
larly for pain management, because of sus-
tained injuries from past persecution experi-
ences. For example, participant 12 (22 years
old) talked about how his head injuries had
resulted in pain killer dependency:

Should I say I am addicted to painkillers, because

that is a must I have to take every night to rest.

When it comes tomy head, my skull and this fracture

prompt me to take painkillers to kill the pain. I buy

painkillers just at a shop, but it is a clinic at that main

as you come to that place of ours. I just mentioned

painkillers, and they give me painkillers.

Participants’ stories highlight self-medication
using drugs and/or alcohol to deal with anx-
iety, stress, and other mental health symp-
toms. Participants also described how opi-
oid use for pain management could lead to
addiction and overdose if repeated over long
periods.

Religion

Although participants described religious
norms, practices, and attitudes as significant
sources of persecution, some highlighted
how religious practices, such as prayer, were
critical for dealing with past trauma and cop-
ing with stress. For example, one participant
shared howhis self-care included prayers and
forgiving his persecutors as an essential step
in his recovery:

So, for me, the people that I do love, God was the

first person whereby he is the person who did guide

me to run away from there then up to here in Kenya.

He was the first person and the friend who received

me here in Kenya. So, as God is the first, I tend to

go through prayers most of the time. So that may be

like, I can forgive. And then I bring people back to

me.

(Participant 5, 26 years old)

Participants talked about the Metropolitan
Community Church (MCC) in Nairobi. The
church provided an affirming, safe space
where all SGM felt welcome and connected
to other community members. One partic-
ipant expressed how he had previously dis-
connected from religion because of his nega-
tive experiences with homophobia and how
MCC assisted him in reconnecting to his faith:

The gay church is in town [Nairobi, Central Business

District]. It happens every Sunday from 2:00 to 6:00

p.m. So, yeah. It is an open church because the pas-

tor is gay. And then the other ministers are also gay.

Also, all the congregation, I guess so. So, it is like, you

go there, and you feel accepted because growing up,
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some issues made me leave the church. So, I feel like

a point where I am at good peace with religion.

(Participant 17, 24 years old)

Despite most participants’ negative experi-
enceswith religion and the trauma caused by
religious-based persecution, they described
religion as a source of motivation in dealing
with and healing from past traumatic events
throughout their immigration life course,
including forgiving persecutors (e.g., family
members). Participants also emphasized the
importance of affirming and accepting reli-
gious organizations in helping them recon-
nect with their religion. Additionally, some
participants described how prayer and shar-
ing with others provided the support they
needed to deal with daily stressors, leading
to more positive spiritual experiences, self-
awareness, and confidence, with no signifi-
cant differences for those identified as Chris-
tian or Muslim.

Psychotherapy

Culturally sensitive services that considered
various intersectional factorswere limited for
participants. Nevertheless, somewereable to
get psychotherapy from a local refugee ser-
vice organization:

Iwant to be far fromNairobi because it is not very far

from home. At any time, anything can happen. So

that is just stressing me out. So, I have been attend-

ing psychotherapy sessions. …At least they are help-

ing me slowly by slowly.

(Participant 10, 23 years old)

Another participant also expressed how the
sessions helped him overcome some of his
stressors over time:

I have been attending the [therapy] sessions to over-

comewhat I went through in life to be calm and for-

get about what I went through and start [afresh].

[The sessions] which help through talking are not a

one-day thing. It took severalmonths, but I amdone.

(Participant 4, 26 years old)

Most participants lived in safe houses and
shelters run by refugee organizations or as
part of a group of refugees who communally
contributed to the shelter’s upkeep. Partic-
ipant 16 (24 years old) expressed how the
safe house provided social support through
various activities and support systems that
helped him cope with his experiences:

But I thankGod now I have people aroundme to talk

to, you know, have psychosocial support sessions,

wherewe come, and share stories. These experiences

help us, you know, relieve our minds. Yeah.

Participants’ descriptions underscore the
importance of therapy and social support.
Because of the unique challenges partici-
pants faced, ever-changing policies, and per-
secution in Kenya, the participants required
culturally sensitive services that provided tar-
geted and flexible psychological support.

DISCUSSION

This analysis has aimed to contribute to
an enhanced understanding of the mental
health needs of MSM asylum seekers and
refugees. The results provide a link to pre-
vious work identifying the complex inter-
play of continued persecution exacerbated
by experiencing multiple layers of discrim-
ination due to sexual identity by numer-
ous actors: family, government, interna-
tional organizations, police, religions, health
care providers, gangs, non-gay refugees, and
neighbours (Misedah, 2021; Misedah et al.,
2021b). In our findings, we identified sim-
ilarities to other refugees’ experiences—for
example, distress caused by the asylum and
refugee application processes (Sinnerbrink
et al., 1997; Li et al., 2016). However, MSM,
particularly those who were Ugandan, faced
specific multi-layered challenges. They were
mostly assumed to be gay and thus faced fur-
ther challenges that significantly contributed
to their adverse mental health.
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Psychological Distress

Consistent with previous research, we found
multi-layered factors contributing to stress
amongMSM refugees and asylum seekers liv-
ing in the Nairobi metropolitan area. All
participants experienced financial stress and
described difficulties in meeting their basic
needs (e.g., food and shelter) while in Kenya.
Additionally, post-migration challenges, such
as the stressful asylum application process
and inadequate access to health care, can
lead to increased mental health distress.
Other challenges, including language bar-
riers, unstable housing, and discrimination,
can further increasepressure and stress (Nicol
et al., 2014).

Asylum and Refugee Application Process

All participants described the refugee appli-
cation process as one of their major stres-
sors. After travelling by bus for roughly 14
hours and facing language barriers because
they could not speak Swahili, they stated
that they had to navigate an unclear sys-
tem in unknown territories. Some studies
have linked language barriers to increased
distress for refugees (Hynie, 2018). Addi-
tionally, Kenya’s penal code still criminalizes
same-sex behavior (Laws Of Kenya, 2014,
s. 162(a), (c)), leaving MSM asylum seek-
ers and refugees prone to negative attitudes,
norms, and cultural practices that further
disenfranchise them. For example, partici-
pants said some local officers ostracized and
verbally abused and shamed MSM asylum
seekers and refugees for being gay. Pro-
longed psychological distress increases the
risk of other adverse health outcomes, such
as coronary heart disease (Cohen et al.,
2007). Although numerous studies have
found MSM to have higher depression rates
than their heterosexual counterparts (Ulanja
et al., 2019; Mulqueeny et al., 2021), lim-

ited research about the experiences of MSM
refugees and asylum seekers with depression
is available. Nevertheless, consistent with
other emerging research, our study indicates
the need to understand further specific men-
tal health disparities among MSM refugees
and asylum seekers in Kenya.

Additionally, while resettlement is one
durable solution most MSM hope for, unlike
refugee status, resettlement is not consid-
ered a right (UNHCR, 2011). Processing times
depend on various factors for host country
policies. Policies may limit the number of
refugees accepted each year. The time to
vet and relocate refugees after their resettle-
ment case submission may take two years or
longer (National Immigration Forum, 2020).
In our study, most refugees had been in
Kenya for over four years, highlighting the
long wait times before relocation. There-
fore, MSM asylum seekers and refugees
continue to experience prolonged persecu-
tion, increasing exposure to trauma and dis-
tress (Bentley & Dolezal, 2019). Other stud-
ies have also identified long wait times and
complicated resettlement processes as signif-
icant stressors for refugees (Leiler et al., 2019;
Silove et al., 1997; Steel et al., 2011).

Separation from Loved Ones

Evidence suggests that rejection negatively
affects the mental health of MSM (Jones
et al., 2010). The situation may worsen for
MSM asylum seekers and refugees who con-
tinue to be rejected and isolated in their host
countries by other refugees or the commu-
nities they live in (Pincock, 2020; Zomorodi,
2016) . For example, although family mem-
bers caused most participants’ early per-
secution experiences in our study, separa-
tion from oved ones caused anxiety and
stress. Other studies have also reported that
worrying about loved ones, including fam-
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ily or friends, is a significant stressor for
refugees (Miller et al., 2018).

Most researchers have also focused on
the MSM participants, not their partners or
children, and how their separation affects
their lives. Nevertheless, studies indicate that
many MSM also have sex with women. In
addition, somemarry because of cultural and
family pressure (Onyango-Ouma et al., 2005;
Smith et al., 2015; Tamale, 2014). Further-
more, those with (MSM) partners encoun-
tered a flawed system that did not pro-
cess their paperwork together. Therefore,
some participants had increased anxiety and
stress because of the loneliness caused by the
separation. Additionally, some participants
lost their families, witnessed loved ones’
deaths, or narrowly escaped death them-
selves. While not participants in our study,
the burning of two MSM at Kakuma refugee
camp in April 2021, which resulted in second-
degree burns, and the subsequent death of
one of the refugees a fewmonths later high-
light the constant trauma that MSM asylum
seekers and refugees continue to go through
in Kenya (Lavers, 2021).

Traumatic Stress Symptoms

We did not conduct any formal psychologi-
cal assessments or diagnoses. However, some
participants reported experiencing psycho-
logical distress, for example, depression. Our
data suggest that the refugee application
process and economic factors, such as unem-
ployment and sexual violence, were signifi-
cant stressors for MSM asylum seekers and
refugees. Our data also indicate that many
MSM asylum seekers and refugees suffer
from untreated cumulative lifetime trauma
that started in their teenage years and per-
sisted after arrival in Nairobi (unpublished
data). In addition, even though we did not
formally assess PTSD, some participants, par-
ticularly those who had experienced sexual

violence, described signs of PTSD as per the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-5) criteria for PTSD ( Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association, 2013). The crite-
ria include (a) stressors, (b) intrusion of symp-
toms, (c) avoidance, (d) negative alterations
in mood, (e) alterations in arousal and reac-
tivity, (f) duration, (g) functional significance,
and (h) exclusion. All study participants expe-
rienced heightened stress, resulting in more
psychiatric symptoms. Previous studies have
linked such experiences to ongoing trauma.
For example, one study found that refugees
resettled in Western countries were 10 times
more likely to develop PTSD than their age-
matched counterparts in their countries of
origin (Fazel et al., 2005). An assessment
of SGM asylum seekers from 29 countries
(including Africa) found that 66% with sex-
ual violence histories had more PTSD symp-
toms than those without sexual violence his-
tories (Hopkinson et al., 2017).

We found many incidents of suicide
attempts by participants (6/19). For some,
their persecution beganwhile in high school,
exposing them to early aggression. As a
result, many had adverse mental health out-
comes, including depression, suicide, and
self-harming behavior. In addition, because
of continuous heightened multi-layered per-
secution, some had a high risk of adverse
health outcomes while in Kenya. Our find-
ings are consistent with those of other
researchers who have reported increased sui-
cidal ideation among SGM refugees com-
pared with those who faced non-SOGI-
based persecution (Hopkinson et al., 2017).
Notably, during our data collection in
Nairobi, an MSM refugee committed suicide
outside the UNHCR offices in the Nairobi
office (Bhalla & Goldsmith, 2020). Even
though this person was not a study partici-
pant, his death highlighted the importance
of our study and the need for further studies
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to explore and understand MSM refugees’
mental health and asylum seekers in Kenya.

Health Care Access

Other researchers have previously docu-
mented that MSM did not seek services due
to fear of perceived or actual discrimina-
tion (Malebranche et al., 2004). Further-
more, although efforts are made to provide
therapy for SGM refugees, some researchers
have noted barriers to mental health access.
These include language barriers and, in some
instances, cultural norms that stigmatize
emotional expressions of distress (Kahn et al.,
2018). In our research, we found that par-
ticipants were less likely to seek care when
needed because of perceived and actual dis-
crimination inhealth care settings, increasing
their likelihood of poorer health outcomes
than their heterosexual counterparts; this is
consistent with findings from other studies
(e.g., Ogden et al., 2019).

Further research is needed on MSM
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ specificmental
health challenges and their broader effects.
Some researchers have found a significant
association between social support andmen-
tal health outcomes for SGM (Ross et al.,
2021). Notably, SGM without social support
or local social networks were found to have
poorer mental health outcomes than their
counterparts with more social backing, thus
underscoring the importance of social sup-
port in mediating mental health outcomes
for SGM (Cain et al., 2017). Additionally, evi-
dence suggests that participation in under-
ground ball scenes in African American ball-
rooms and house culture provided positive
affirmative spaces that helped SGM express
themselves and positively impacted their
lives. For example, some studies have found
that ballrooms and house culture helped
MSM become resilient and adhere to new
therapies (Kubicek et al., 2013). Notably, our

study found some forms of resiliency and

meaningful support from safe houses and

social support structures, as seen in some of

the ball and house cultures, with some orga-

nizations modelling their shelters following

house culture. However, further research

is needed to explore the impact on MSM
refugees’ lives and well-being.

Recommendations

Our findings suggest the need for cultur-

ally sensitive and targeted services that meet

the immediate needs of MSM asylum seek-

ers and refugees. Additionally, although

SGM and related refugee organizations pro-

vide some assistance to their members, they
are primarily underfunded and rely on sup-

port from friends and well-wishers. There-

fore, participants would likely benefit from

evidence-based interventions that address

MSM refugees’ and asylum seekers’ specific

mental health needs. The UNHCR (staffed

mainly by locals) and other Kenyan govern-

mental agencies may also benefit from fur-
ther diversity training, coordination, and sup-

port to ensure that MSM receive culturally

sensitive services during the registration pro-

cess, which the participants identified as a

significant source of stress. The providers

must also be awareof thediverse and individ-

ual needs of the participants to ensure they

are keen on various issues—for example, lan-
guage and cultural barriers that may affect

their health care access. MSM are also not

a homogenous group and may have varied

mental health challenges. Knowledge and

informed targeted services sensitive to vari-

ous needs would thus be critical in decreas-

ingmental illness symptomswhile enhancing

the psychological well-being of MSM asylum
seekers and refugees.
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LIMITATIONS

This study had some limitations. First,
the participants were purposefully selected
and were primarily urban Ugandan refugees
attached to the partner SGM asylum seekers
and refugee–led community-basedorganiza-
tions. Although many participants indicated
having gone to Kakuma refugee camp, some
differences existed between those who lived
in the camps and those who lived in urban
centres. For example, our study participants
lived in shared shelters with access to vari-
ous services from the Nairobi metropolitan
area rather than living in tents. They experi-
enced high vulnerability to physical violence
from other refugees and a lack of culturally
sensitive services. However, as our research
was qualitative, we did not intend the results
to be generalizable. Instead, the goal was
to explore and yield results transferable to
understanding the mental health of other
MSM refugees and asylum seekers. Second,
data were self-reported, and therefore recall
bias may have occurred. Furthermore, since
we did not conduct psychiatric evaluations,
we do not know if the participants met diag-
nostic criteria for psychological distress, for
example, anxiety, stress, or PTSD.

CONCLUSION

Limitations notwithstanding, this study is
one of the first to explore the mental health
of MSM asylum seekers and refugees. It
therefore adds to the emerging body of evi-
dence examining the mental health of MSM
asylum seekers and refugees. Our findings
provide proof of continued traumatic events
and post-immigration stressors experienced
across borders, leading to increased distress
for MSM asylum seekers and refugees. In
addition, MSM participants also had mental
health symptoms.

The results have implications for inform-
ing other urgently needed research to under-
stand the migration stressors of MSM asy-
lum seekers and refugees in the East and
Horn of Africa. In addition, further research
will equip various stakeholders, including
the government, service providers such as
the UNHCR, and their partners, to better
understand the health needs, make policy
changes, anddevelop targeted culturally sen-
sitive interventions to decrease psychologi-
cal distress and improveMSMasylum seekers’
and refugees’ well-being.
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ABSTRACT
PrintRights, a co-operative of undocumented asylum seekers in Amsterdam, manufactured facemasks during
the COVID-19 pandemic, first distributing them to undocumented migrants residing in the city’s emergency
shelter system and then selling them to the wider public. By distributing facemasks with messages, PrintRights
framed its action within the human right to freedom of expression to legally resist alienage law prohibitions
on employment. Engaging Judith Butler’s theory, this article analyzes the relationship between PrintRights’
resistance, vulnerability, and strategic engagement with human rights law. Drawing on fieldwork conducted
with PrintRights, I explore how vulnerability discourse in human rights law can support undocumentedmigrant
organizing.

KEYWORDS
undocumented; asylum seeker; vulnerability; resistance; COVID-19; freedom of expression; human rights;
migrant organizing; performative citizenship; everyday resistance

RESUMÉ
PrintRights, une coopérative de demandeurs d’asile sans papiers à Amsterdam, a confectionné des masques
pendant la pandémie de Covid-19, les distribuant d’abord auxmigrants sans papiers résidant au sein du système
d’hébergement d’urgence de la ville, puis les vendant ensuite à un public plus large. En distribuant des masques
avec des messages, PrintRights a inscrit son action dans le cadre du droit humain à la liberté d’expression pour
résister de manière légale aux interdictions d’emploi de la loi sur les étrangers. Mobilisant la théorie de Judith
Butler, cet article analyse la relation entre la résistance, la vulnérabilité et l’engagement stratégique de Print-
Rights avec le droit relatif aux droits de la personne. S’appuyant sur un travail de terrain effectué auprès de
PrintRights, j’explore lamanière dont le discours de la vulnérabilité dans le droit relatif aux droits de la personne
peut soutenir l’organisation des migrants sans papiers.

HISTORY Published 23 August 2022

INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 2020, a group of undocu-
mented asylum seekers1 residing in the shel-
ter system in Amsterdam began manufac-

turing facemasks with packaging that bore

human rights and political messages, such as

“Freedom of Movement in the City.” The

co-operative calling itself PrintRights started

CONTACT

a j.f.dez@vu.nl

Faculty of Law, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, Netherlands

1This group is composed of asylum seekers who are not currently in procedures. Either they have not succeeded on their initial
proceedings (including appeal), or they have an open “Dublin claim.” Dublin claimants are asylum seekers who have entered the
European Union (EU) through another member state and, under the EU Dublin Regulation No 604/2013, must wait 18 months to
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by producing 1,000 free reusable masks for
shelter residents. After this project, Print-
Rights went on to sell their masks, as well
as bags and T-shirts, to the public as “prod-
ucts linked to human rights.” Directly printed
on their products were messages such as
“Housing Is a Human Right,” “Migration Is
Not a Crime,” “United Against Racism,” “No
More Moria,”2 and “No More Blah, Blah,
Blah.” The printed messages served a dual
function—they communicated the group’s
political and human rights messages and
strategically engaged another human right,
the freedom of expression, to protect the
distribution of those masks. In the Nether-
lands, employers are legally prohibited from
employing undocumented migrants, includ-
ing engaging them as volunteers in an orga-
nization, and can incur a fine if they are
found to be employing migrants without
work authorization (Berntsen et al., 2022,
ch. 4). There are no employers of PrintRights,
which by its own terms is a co-operative of
undocumented migrants making and selling
their own products. However, as the mem-
bers of the co-operative are aware of the
usual prohibition on employment, the right
to distribute printed works (referenced in
the name of the group) is engaged to fur-
ther protect the members from deportabil-
ity, or the immobilizing fear of detention and
deportation (De Genova, 2002), by signalling
the legality of their work.

The case study of PrintRights engages
qualitative researchwith thegroupandpolit-
ical theory on rights-claiming to gain new
insight on the human rights of undocu-
mented migrants, the protection of which
is perennially inconsistent and insuffi-

cient (Crépeau, 2014; Inter-American Court
of Human Rights, 2003). Despite univer-
sal ambitions of human rights law, undoc-
umented migrants are not included within
the personal scope of application of all
human rights legal provisions and instru-
ments (e.g., exclusion of undocumented
migrants from social and economic rights in
the European Social Charter of the Council of
Europe) and struggle to access the rights they
have (Cholewinski, 2005; Dembour & Kelly,
2011). One way to motivate inclusion of
undocumented migrants within the scope of
legal protection is through judicial argumen-
tation based on vulnerability. For example,
as undocumented asylum seekers, the mem-
bers of PrintRights are members of a group
designated as “vulnerable” under European
human rights law, and this designation has
been utilized to argue for fulfillment of
their basic needs and protection of their
human dignity (e.g., Conference of European
Churches [CEC] v. the Netherlands, 2014;
MSS v. Belgium and Greece, 2011). Though
vulnerability discourse is a powerful motiva-
tor for human rights protection (Al Tamimi,
2016; Baumgärtel, 2019; Fineman, 2010; Per-
oni & Timmer, 2013), it creates a discursive
risk of reifying a group as definitionally vul-
nerable (Butler, 2016; Mayrhofer, 2020). The
case of PrintRights is unique in that it prob-
lematizesmonolithic understandings of both
vulnerability and human rights law.

With the aim of furthering the project of
Judith Butler, Gambetti and Sabsay’s edited
volume Vulnerability in Resistance, which
challenges the binary conception of vul-
nerability as passivity versus resistance as
strength/action, this article tracks the way

see if that state of entry will “take back” their asylum application before the asylum application can be lodged in the Netherlands.
As such, Dublin claimants do not have an active asylum claim. In this article, I use the term undocumented because this is the term
that this group uses to refer to themselves, and under Dutch alienage law, asylum seekers who have not succeeded in their claim or
do not have an active claim are irregular or undocumented migrants. I begin here with the term undocumented asylum seekers to
flag the discrepancy between formal use of the term and self-identification.

2“No More Moria” refers to the Moria refugee camp in Greece that was set on fire in the spring of 2020.

© Dez, J. 2022
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PrintRights’ political and legal mobilization
was entwined with different conceptions of
vulnerability derived from Butler’s essay in
that volume (Butler, 2016). This case study
problematizes Butler’s assertion that her the-
ory is incompatible with human rights law—
that “once groups are marked as ‘vulnera-
ble’ within human rights discourse or legal
regimes, those groups become reified as
definitionally ‘vulnerable,’ fixed in a polit-
ical position of powerlessness and lack of
agency” (Butler, 2016, pp. 24–25). The case
study of PrintRights demonstrates how But-
ler’s plural understandings of vulnerability
can indeed open up new possibilities for
harnessing vulnerability discourse to expand
the scope of legal protection for migrants,
including the rights that protect resistance.

Rather than merely reifying PrintRights in
embodied vulnerability, human rights law
framed its action (Leachman, 2013), uniquely
engendering its resistance in light of its
embedded vulnerability and vulnerability
to power, concepts that will be developed in
the following section. The right to distribute
printed works encompassed within the free-
dom of expression is inhabited by the group
as an organizing principle: to work within
and through the law to resist their embed-
ded vulnerability to poverty and homeless-
ness due to the prohibition on work, and
their vulnerability to state power through
deportability. Butler’s use of the word resis-
tance is broadand could include various prac-
tices of activism and rights-claiming. For
undocumented migrants, she notes, contin-
uing to migrate, live, work, and be present
are in themselves acts of resistance (But-
ler, 2016). This article will theorize the
organizing of PrintRights as engaging prac-
tices of “everyday resistance” (Johansson &
Vinthagen, 2019) and “performative citizen-
ship” (Isin, 2017). This article suggests that a
legal interpretation of the material scope of

the freedom of expression that is attentive
to undocumented migrants’ vulnerability to
power and embedded vulnerability could
include practices of everyday resistance and
performative citizenship within the scope of
protection.

This case study contributes to the
archive (Stierl & Tazzioli, 2021) of migrant
social movements (Chimienti & Solomos,
2020; McNevin, 2011; Nyers, 2010; Oliveri,
2016; Rygiel, 2011), particularly the strate-
gic use of law and human rights in undocu-
mented migrant organizing (Abrego, 2008;
Kawar, 2015; Nicholls, 2014). PrintRights
engages counter-hegemonic legal frames
in practices of performative citizenship to
challenge dominant legal narratives about
undocumented migrants (Abrams, 2014;
Bhimji, 2014). Following Turner (2021)
and other scholars (Anderson, 2008; Waite
et al., 2015) who challenge assumptions of
migrant victimhood, this article assumes the
capacity of undocumented migrant organiz-
ers (Bloom, 2017) as a starting point, without
understating structural disenfranchisement
through easy appeals to “resilience” (Bracke,
2016). With an eye on the legal and polit-
ical disenfranchisement of the undocu-
mented, this article aims to reinforce the
human rights legal protections for undoc-
umented migrant resistance by bridging
the rich traditions of socio-legal and soci-
ological inquiry on migrant social move-
ments with the burgeoning attention in
legal scholarship for the political rights and
political practices of migrants (Åberg, 2021;
Anthony & Sterkens, 2018; Bender, 2021;
Ziegler, 2017, 2021).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

I read Butler’s essay “Rethinking Vulnerabil-
ity and Resistance” (2016) as calling upon

©Dez, J. 2022
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three highly overlapping and interactive dis-
courses on vulnerability—embodied vulner-
ability, embedded vulnerability, and vulner-
ability to power—each of which uniquely
engages her theory of resistance. Apply-
ing this three-part vulnerability framework
to PrintRights not only reveals how vulnera-
bility discourse in human rights law canmoti-
vate protection when providing for mate-
rial, embodied needs but can also inform the
scope of human rights that protect migrant
resistance to their embedded vulnerability
and vulnerability to power.

First, similar to how legal scholar
Martha Fineman (2010) presents it in her
work, Butler presents vulnerability asembod-
ied. Humans share a universal bodily vul-
nerability and have a corresponding interde-
pendency (Turner, 2021) and dependency on
infrastructural support, experiencing vulner-
ability when unsupported. Butler connects
this embodied vulnerability to mobilizations
for the body’s needs:

We could certainly make a list of how this idea of a

body, supported yet acting, supported and acting,

is at work implicitly or explicitly in any number of

political movements: struggles for food and shelter,

protection from injury and destruction, the right to

work, affordable health care, protection from police

violence and imprisonment.

(Butler, 2016, p. 15)

This embodied vulnerability can be utilized
in legal discourse to engage the responsibil-
ity of the state as a duty-bearer of social and
economic rights to provide for economic and
social welfare of “vulnerable” subjects (Fine-
man, 2010). Embodied vulnerability does not
signify helplessness or lack of agency (Waite
et al., 2015) but, rather, is entangled with
resistance (Huerta & Mclean, 2021). But-
ler introduces here the idea of “supported
action”: the vulnerable subject has a depen-
dence on infrastructural support in order to

engage in resistance, including basic needs,
such as food and shelter, but also the infras-
tructure of protest, such as streets on which
to march. But the vulnerable subject is both
“supported and acting,” sometimes protest-
ing a lack of support itself, as seen in strug-
gles for shelter, labour rights, or health care,
or against police violence (Arendt, 1998; But-
ler, 2015; Fineman, 2010).

Second, embedded vulnerability draws
attention to the reality that embodied
vulnerability is not equally experienced
throughout the human population (Cole,
2016) but varies greatly based on social pro-
cesses, such as discrimination and racializa-
tion (Oliveri, 2018), and on legal processes,
such as the exclusion of undocumented
migrants from social protection that derives
from migration and alienage law (Fineman,
2010). The COVID-19 pandemic, for exam-
ple, while revealing a universal embodied
vulnerability, has had a disproportionate
impact on racialized people and undocu-
mentedmigrants (Hasan Bhuiyan et al., 2021;
Kumar et al., 2021; Niezna et al., 2021).
The embodied vulnerability to the virus is
exacerbated by the embedded vulnerabil-
ity of being undocumented. Embedded
vulnerabilities can also change the object
and strategies of resistance, as can be seen
through the specific examples of undocu-
mented migrant organizing during the pan-
demic. Migrants mobilize response not only
to the pandemic but particularly to the dis-
proportionate impact of the pandemic on
undocumentedmigrants (Irwin & Del Monte,
2020; López-Sala, 2021; Palma-Gutierrez,
2021). Performative citizenship (Isin, 2017;
Zivi, 2012) or “acts of citizenship” (Isin &
Nielsen, 2008) can be theorized as a form of
undocumented migrant resistance uniquely
tied to their embedded vulnerability. When
performing “acts of citizenship,” migrants
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resist the exclusions of migration law by per-
forming the rights and duties that would
traditionally be recognized with formal cit-
izenship. Excluded individuals harness per-
formative citizenship to present themselves
as members of a community whose identity
is premised on their exclusion (Zivi, 2012).

Third, Butler describes a vulnerability
to power, particularly state power, which
she illustrates by discussing public acts of
resistance and organizing where participat-
ing individuals are vulnerable to policing
when demonstrating in public. This concept
is particularly relevant for undocumented
migrants, who are definitionally vulnerable
to state power, a phenomenon captured
through De Genova’s concept of “deporta-
bility” or “the possibility of deportation,
the possibility of being removed from the
space of the nation-state” (De Genova, 2002,
p. 439). In light of this deportability, while
resistance can be conceptualized as a dra-
matic and confrontational event, acts of
“everyday resistance” can be “evenmundane
kind[s] of practices of accommodation and
non-confrontation” that are “neither indi-
vidual acts, nor public confrontations with
authorities” (Johansson & Vinthagen 2019,
pp. 2–3). Johansson and Vinthagen explore
this concept, for example, in the Pales-
tinian practice of Sumud, which they trans-
late as maintaining a permanent presence
on the land (Johansson & Vinthagen 2019,
ch. 9). This persistent presence is neither
direct confrontation nor passivity, but the
authors argue for a form of everyday resis-
tance. Awareness of vulnerability to power
and embedded vulnerability permeates the
resistance of undocumented migrants and,
as I will argue in this article, can be used
to understand the scope of the freedom of
expression for undocumented migrants, sim-

ilar to how embodied vulnerability discourse
informs an analysis of socio-economic rights.

METHODOLOGY

The article engages qualitative case study to
gain insight from the political and expres-
sive practices of undocumented migrants to
inform the interpretation of the scope of
freedomof expression for human rights legal
analysis (McInerney-Lankford, 2017; Web-
ley, 2016). I used triangulated data collec-
tion methods (Ayoub et al., 2014) involv-
ing participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, and document analysis to under-
stand how the members of PrintRights used
human rights in their claim-making. Par-
ticipant observation for this research took
place at thePrintRightsworkshop, at protests
against the closing of the emergency shel-
ter, and during webinars where group mem-
bers spoke. Documents reviewed included
PrintRights products, social media posts from
the group, public media about the group,
and internal communications regarding legal
strategy.

To contextualize my presence in the field,
in 2019, I began participating with the
Amsterdam City Rights organization as a
researcher. Amsterdam City Rights is a col-
laboration betweendocumented andundoc-
umented people in Amsterdam and is an
offshoot of the civil society organization
Here to Support, a citizen solidarity orga-
nization that will be discussed at greater
length in the “Data and Discussion” section.
PrintRights was originally organized during
the pandemic within Amsterdam City Rights’
weekly Zoom meetings. I was introduced
to PrintRights by a citizen supporter of the
group who worked with Here to Support
and Amsterdam City Rights (PR6).3 I for-

3Because the group of participants was small, in order to protect their privacy, I use only the indication “PR” (for PrintRights) with
the interview number (e.g., PR6) as pseudonyms of interviewees.
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mally requested permission from the Print-
Rights co-operative to conduct this research.
The members approved the research, and
thereafter they asked if I could come volun-
teer to address envelopes to mail facemasks.
Throughout fall 2020, I visited the work-
shop weekly to volunteer and conduct semi-
structured recorded interviews. The inter-
views were loosely structured on questions
based on how participants got involved with
the co-operative, how they conceptualized
their participation, and what they thought
about the different messages on the masks.
In December 2020, new cases of infection
spiked in the Netherlands. On December 14,
2020, the Dutch prime minister, Mark Rutte,
announced a lockdown period, which lasted
until the end of April 2021. During the lock-
down, I ceased coming in person to helpwith
mask distribution and instead interviewed
remotely. Five of the interviews were con-
ducted in person, four were via Zoom, and
one was over the phone.

PrintRights aims to keep its membership
to 10 people. I was able to interview six
active members (PR1–5 and PR7), two former
members (PR8 and PR10), and two citizen
supporters from Here to Support (PR6 and
PR9). PR6 and PR9 were active in strategiz-
ing the initial concept of PrintRights, includ-
ing engagement with the right to distribute
printed works. Among the interviewees, six
were men and four were women. Interviews
were conducted in English, except for one,
which was conducted in Amharic through a
translator. Except for one, the members of
PrintRights are from different countries in
Africa. The group is diverse in age, ranging
from young adults who came to Europe as
unaccompanied minors to one member over
age 50. The members identified themselves
as undocumented migrants, all of them hav-
ing had either a failed asylum procedure or

a pending Dublin claim. I reinforced aware-
ness of my role as a researcher by regu-
larly discussing the progress of the research
with members. While participating in the
group, I was never completely immersed;
I was never referred to as a member nor
included in the co-operative’s formal meet-
ings (Spradley, 1980). When I began the case,
I was not aware of the prominent role the
right to printed works played as an organiz-
ing strategy. This concept emerged during
the interviews. Similarly, the relevance of
Butler’s theory on vulnerability in resistance
emerged during data analysis.

DATA AND DISCUSSION

In the data on PrintRights, themes of vul-
nerability, resistance, and law interacted
with each other—discussions of vulnerabil-
ity flowed into narratives of resistance, and
law played a role in both creating vulner-
ability and protecting PrintRights’ organiz-
ing. I will begin discussing the data by
showing how the law contextualizing Print-
Rights interacts with different conceptions
of vulnerability and challenge Butler’s asser-
tion of reification in vulnerability by law
through the example of the right to printed
works being used to facilitate resistance.
The discussion then follows the temporal
arc of the case study. PrintRights’ initial
1,000 masks action is shown to be respon-
sive to the members’ deportability—a vul-
nerability to power. Aware of this vulner-
ability to power, in the second wave of
PrintRights, when the co-operative began to
sell products, it engaged practices of every-
day resistance and performative citizenship
under the right to distribute printed works
to respond to their embedded vulnerability
without making them increasingly vulnera-
ble to deportation and detention.
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Legal Context

The vulnerability and resistance of Print-
Rights is contextualized by multiple legal
orders, case decisions, and bodies of legisla-
tion.4 In this section, I discuss three aspects of
this legal context that are necessary to under-
stand the case.

The first is Dutch alienage law,5 which
throughout the 1990s became increasingly
restrictive (Van Walsum, S, 2011), starting
with the criminalization of undocumented
migrants’ employment through employer
sanctions (Wet arbeid vremdelingen, art. 2)
and culminating with the passage of the
1998 Linkage Act (Koppelingswet). The Link-
age Act coupled access to social program-
ming in the Netherlands to lawful migration
status (Zwaan et al., 2018, ss. 5.4.3, 8.8.1). The
goal of the act was to ensure that undoc-
umented migrants were discouraged from
remaining in the Netherlands by prevent-
ing them from “becoming rooted” (Ombuds-
man Metropool Amsterdam, 2021), pushing
undocumented migrants further to the mar-
gins of society (Slingenberg, 2021). Alienage
law also includes the deportation and deten-
tion of migrants. In addition to the incorpo-
ration of the EU Return Directive on migrant
deportation (2008/115/EG) into domestic
law and article 5 of the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights regarding migrant
detention, the Dutch Foreigners Law at arti-
cle 50, paragraph 1(a), states that “officials
charged with the supervision of aliens are
authorized to detain persons on the basis of
facts and circumstances which, measured by
objective standards, give a reasonable sus-
picion of illegal residence” (Zwaan et al.,

2018, s. 8.3.3). The Netherlands embeds
vulnerability in the status of being undocu-
mented by denying undocumented people
access to social programming and employ-
ment. Through detention and deportation,
and the migration policing that supports
it, undocumented migrants are further ren-
dered vulnerable to the power of the state.

Second, while the national government
of the Netherlands has trended towards an
increasingly restrictive alienage law regime,
municipalities have exhibited varying meth-
ods of providing services for migrants
residing within their cities, including with
the support of international human rights
law (Baumgärtel & Oomen, 2019; Durmuş,
2020; Oomen & Baumgärtel, 2018; Spencer,
2020; Spencer & Delvino, 2019). In an effort
to seek shelter and make themselves visible,
in September 2012, a movement of undoc-
umented migrants in Amsterdam called We
Are Here employed a strategy of squatting
and claiming public spaces in protest of
nationalmigration and alienage law (Hajer &
Bröer, 2020). Themunicipality of Amsterdam
responded to these protest actions in 2013
by providing an initial bed, bad, brood–, or
“bed, bath, bread”–style shelter to provide
very basic amenities to some of the We Are
Here participants (Ghaeminia, 2013; Kamer-
man, 2012). In parallel to this municipal pro-
vision, in 2013, the Diaconate of Amsterdam,
which had long organized in solidarity with
We Are Here, joined the Council of Euro-
pean Churches to lodge an ultimately suc-
cessful collective complaint with the Euro-
pean Committee on Social Rights against the
Netherlands for refusal to provide basic shel-

4Describing legal orders as “multiple” or “plural” is a response to Butler’s theoretical framing of law as reifying the subject in vul-
nerability. By elaborating law here in its plurality, I hope to then show how there is space in legal analysis for plural understandings
of vulnerability and that such plural understandings can inform a legal analysis of resistance. As this section is framed around But-
ler, I do not engage the literature on legal pluralism directly, though others have described the interplay between Dutch restrictive
alienage law and municipal shelter system in Amsterdam in the context of legal pluralism (e.g., Baumgärtel & Oomen, 2019).

5Alienage law refers to legislation that regulates individuals differently based on their citizenship, migration status, or undocu-
mented status (Bosniak, 2006; Shachar, 2020).
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ter, food, and clothing to undocumented
migrants under theEuropeanSocial Charter.6

The reasoning of the resulting CEC v. the
Netherlands decision relies on a human
rights discourse of embodied vulnerability
and human dignity to expand the restric-
tive personal scope of the European Social
Charter to adult undocumented migrants in
certain situations where human dignity is
threatened:

The persons concerned by the current complaint

undeniably find themselves at risk of serious

irreparable harm to their life and human dignity

when being excluded from access to shelter, food

and clothing … access to food, water, as well as to

such basic amenities as a safe place to sleep and

clothes fulfilling the minimum requirements for sur-

vival in the prevailing weather conditions are neces-

sary for the basic subsistence of any human being.

(CEC v. the Netherlands, 2014 , para. 122)

The committee’s decision in favour of the
complainants led to the creation of a nation-
ally funded shelter system—theNational For-
eigners Provision shelter system (Landeli-
jke Vreemdelingenvoorzieningen or LVV) in
major cities in the Netherlands. This 18-
month shelter program builds on the origi-
nal bed, bad, brood model but with a wider
scope and national funding. This legal con-
text is relevant for PrintRights because many
of its members resided in the shelter sys-
tem. This human rights intervention incorpo-
rates human rights argumentation based on
embodied vulnerability of homelessness and
particularly addresses the way this homeless-
ness is embedded in an experience of being
undocumented.

The third legal aspect of this case study is
the right to distribute printed material as a
facet of an individual’s freedom of expres-
sion. The relevance of this right emerges

from the field, originating with the orga-
nization Here to Support, which is a soli-
darity organization consisting of Dutch cit-
izens who originally organized to support
the work of We Are Here, described in the
previous paragraph. In 2015, Here to Sup-
port engaged legal counsel to explore open-
ings in the law that would allow undocu-
mented people to make money in a legal
way. They found that there is broad pro-
tection for “the right to sell and distribute
printed works.” This right falls under the
freedom of expression in both Dutch con-
stitutional law (art. 7) and European and
international human rights law (e.g., Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights, art. 10;
International Convention on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights, art. 19), which is also sometimes
referred to as the freedom of speech, or
speech and expression. The freedom of
expression protects “the freedom to seek,
receive and impart information and ideas of
all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally,
in writing or in print” (Pugach v. Belarus,
2015, para. 7.3). Undocumented migrants
are (at least formally) protected by this right,
though there is little to no caselaw on this
question in the international courts (cf. Sharif
Baban v. Australia, 2003). One of the citi-
zen members of Here to Support, who was
also active in PrintRights, recounts the initial
organizing initiative around this right:

We did extensive research for what was possible

for undocumented migrants to at least earn some

money in a legal way. I never talk about salary, or

income, because I think that is very difficult. … But

what undocumented migrants can do, is they have

the right to speak, they have the freedom of speech

and the freedom of press. … Nobody can stop you

frommakinga transaction if it’s about aprintedmat-

ter.

(PR6)

6Complaints before the European Committee on Social Rights can only be brought collectively by groups of organizations, not
by individuals.
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After employing this strategy in a success-
ful cookbook project to sell and create cook-
books with We Are Here in 2016, the idea
was given a second life during the pandemic
by PrintRights. The members of Here to
Support together with activists from We Are
Here served as “legal intermediaries” (Miaz,
2021), who interpreted and made use of the
freedom of expression in action and com-
municated this use of the right to the Print-
Rights co-operative. During the first wave of
the pandemic, when the members of Print-
Rights approached Amsterdam City Rights
initially to say that they wanted to make
masks for people in the shelter, Here to Sup-
port suggested organizing this action under
the right to distribute printed works, and
thus PrintRights was chosen as the name for
the co-operative and engaged as an organiz-
ing principle.

While migration and alienage law create
vulnerability to power, and social-economic
rights extend protection based on a dis-
course of embodied vulnerability, freedom
of expression (the right to distribute printed
works) was used strategically to protect
migrantmobilizing in away that was respon-
sive to their legal vulnerability. In this
way, the law has a plural relationship with
vulnerability—it causes embedded vulnera-
bility and vulnerability to power; it requires
the state to address the basic needs of
embodied vulnerability; but even more, it
protects the organizing practices of vulnera-
blemigrants to resist legal regimes thatmake
them vulnerable.

Mobilizing Vulnerability to Power
Through Supported Action and 1,000
Masks

It is against this backdrop that PrintRights
began to manufacture and distribute 1,000
facemasks within the shelter system during
the pandemic. Many of the members of

PrintRights were either residents in the LVV
shelter system (created through the CEC v.
the Netherlands decision, discussed above)
or a temporary emergency COVID-19 shel-
ter system that was designed to keep peo-
ple off the streets at night during the pan-
demic. In May 2020, the national govern-
ment announced that facemasks would be
mandatory on public transportation, which
made undocumented shelter residents more
vulnerable to detention and deportation:

Itwas far beyondprotectingourselves from the virus.

Because from the virus I know if youhavea facemask,

we can be okay, but if you don’t have a facemask

on the train, we could have a fine. We don’t even

have money to buy facemask. So, a fine and you get

in trouble with the police. Deportation. Your pro-

cedure will be disturbed. That was just the kind of

mechanisms I was thinking about, so we can create

something, we can use our own creativity to solve

these kinds of problems.

(PR10)

Themotivation for the 1,000masks project as
discussed by PR10 was primarily in response
to vulnerability to migration policing and a
lack of money to buy facemasks due to the
prohibition on employment. PR2 identified
the inability of undocumented people to buy
masks and conform to the regulations due to
the prohibition on employment:

In the end, there were some undocumented people

who didn’t have money to buy masks because they

were not receiving anymoney and they cannot work

as well. … So, we got approval from the Amsterdam

City Rights that we should makemasks, 1,000 masks,

that we can give to the people that are living in the

shelters, who cannot be able to buy this mask.

As discussed in the “Legal Context” subsec-
tion, the prohibition on employment creates
an embedded vulnerability by making a cer-
tain group of people unemployable, and is
also tied to vulnerability to power because
this is a state-enforced prohibition that is
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highly policed. In light of this vulnerabil-
ity, material and technical support were nec-
essary for the 1,000 masks action. Butler’s
concept of supported action is applicable
here, not to prescribe a teleological account
of resistance or as causation but, rather, to
reveal undocumented people’s need for sup-
port in order to organize given the extent of
their embedded vulnerability and vulnerabil-
ity to state power. To organize and fund the
initial action, the 1,000 masks project, Here
to Support facilitated start-up grants from
social organizations and from the municipal-
ity of Amsterdam.

The members of PrintRights secured
sewing machines, fabrics, and other sup-
plies; developed a pattern; and established
an assembly line. Space to set up its work-
shop was lent to the co-operative by differ-
ent community centres, though often on a
temporary (weekly or monthly) basis. The
first fabrics purchasedwereAfrican prints. As
recounted by most of the members, within
roughly one month, they manufactured
1,000 reusable masks and prepared detailed
usage instructions, which came in apamphlet
with the masks bearing the slogans “Right to
Mobility in the City” and “Freedom of Move-
ment in the City.” The legal technology of the
right to printed works is part of the infras-
tructure of support framing this action. As
discussed, it informed the group’s name and
the inclusion in the packaging of the politi-
cal claim to be able to move through the city
without fear of being detained. The mem-
bers distributed twomasks to each of the 500
residents of the shelter system. When asked
about the role of citizens working in solidar-
ity with the group, all undocumented mem-
bers of the group reacted positively: “They
have access that we need” (PR7); “They are
also working to serve the community” (PR5).
PR4 specifically emphasized the need for cit-
izen volunteers to contribute their language

skills for communicatingwith the Dutch pub-
lic while emphasizing that they do not inter-
ferewith the co-operative’s processes of deci-
sion making, task distribution, and growth
plans.

Embodied Vulnerability and the
Pandemic: Resistance as Performative
Citizenship

The story of PrintRights does not end with
the 1,000 masks project. After this initial
action, PrintRights decided to continue with
the production and sale of its masks. Print-
Rights reinvested half of its initial proceeds
in the co-operative, expanding toother prod-
ucts, such as bags and T-shirts, and distribut-
ing the remaining proceeds among themem-
bers. With money raised through the sale of
masks, PrintRights was able to rent its own
workshop to have a more permanent loca-
tion. This marks an important transition in
the strategy of the group—it went from dis-
tributing masks within the undocumented
community for free to selling products, par-
ticularly facemasks, to the greater public dur-
ing the first and second waves of the COVID-
19 pandemic. While interviewees identi-
fied that homelessness and lack of access
to health care due to their undocumented
status made them increasingly vulnerable to
COVID-19, embedding their vulnerability to
the virus in their undocumented status, they
also noted that they shared an embodied vul-
nerability to the virus with the wider Dutch
society. This shared embodied vulnerability
wasdiscussedas anequalizing force, one that
PrintRights responded to through performa-
tive citizenship:

My involvement with PrintRights started because

of [the] corona [virus]. After noticing that it is

something that is needed by the people. We are

doing it just for the sake of supporting the commu-

nity. … Corona doesn’t distinguish anyone, so every-

one wears the mask and likewise our human rights

advocacy work doesn’t distinguish a separate group,
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instead it’s for the whole community, for the whole

people in the Netherlands.

(PR5)

This new, shared vulnerability to the virus
created a demand for facemasks beyond the
shelter system. PR5 connected this univer-
sality of vulnerability to the universality of
human rights messaging on the masks (e.g.,
“Housing Is a Human Right”) and his service
to the community. PR5 discussed later that
everymaskhemadewas saving a life, empha-
sizing the superior craftsmanship of Print-
Rights’ double-layered masks. In the follow-
ing quote, PR3 also emphasized the service
PrintRights has been providing in a time of
universal embodied vulnerability:

We wanted to be part of the government to show

that even the migrant people, they care, and they

can also fight as the government, try to fight [the]

corona [virus]. We can team up together and fight

the disease, all of us because it [the virus] is involving

everybody, not only the Dutch, or the Dutch people.

It involves everybody, it is not specific for the white

people.

PR3’s and PR5’s quotations reflect a per-
formance of citizenship in response to this
wider embodied vulnerability. PR3 invoked
migrant contributions to the government
through the service they are providing, resist-
ing the prevalent reality of the govern-
ment’s exclusion of undocumented migrants
via migration and alienage law. Indeed,
PR3’s quote is heavy with civic duty, harness-
ing common embodied vulnerability while
acknowledging a prevailing narrative of sep-
arateness between the “migrant people” and
the “white” “Dutch people.”

This juxtaposition between the univer-
sality of embodied vulnerability with the
embedded vulnerability of being undocu-
mented is harnessed in a resistance through
performative citizenship. Performative citi-
zenship is engaged by the group to respond

to need within society and, in doing so, chal-
lenging negative narratives regarding the
undocumented. A recurring theme raised by
group members was tying the work of Print-
Rights to resisting the narrative that undoc-
umented migrants are criminals or are a cost
or liability to Dutch society:

Beyond being part of PrintRights, beyond being part

of this movement, my ultimate objective is to show

another face of the words undocumented migrant

or refugee. Because mostly, there is a kind of stereo-

type when this is used, people imagine mostly nega-

tive, youunderstand? But, if you can change this into

something more positive, it will maybe help people

to be more welcoming, help people to start life eas-

ier than what we go through. I am not fighting for

myself; I am fighting for generations to come.

(PR1)

Changing negative narrativeswas sometimes
identified by interviewees as the goal of
PrintRights’ work. One of the messages that
PrintRights printed on the handle of a bag
was “Migration Is Not a Crime,” because
“some people think we are criminals, but
we are not criminals” (PR3). This message
was identified by multiple members of the
group as the message that resonated most
with them. Along these lines, at one point,
when PrintRights was operating out of a
community centre, the groupmembers inter-
cepted the theft of a laptop from the cen-
tre. News of this interception came in the
paper andwaswidely circulated by the group
to promote their positive contributionwithin
Dutch society, directly countering the stereo-
type of their criminality.

Narratives that emphasize the deserving-
ness or merit of a group of migrants require
reflection, as they raise ambivalence for
their potential to exclude (Anderson, 2013;
McNevin, 2013). While these narratives can
create “niche openings” in the law through
regularization schemes for undocumented
migrants that appeal to the meritocracy of
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good potential citizens (Nicholls, 2013), this
technique can leave behindmigrants who do
not appeal to frames of deservingness (Chau-
vin & Garcés-Mascareñas, 2014; Fiorito, 2021;
vanMeeteren & Sur, 2020). However, deserv-
ingness narratives are not only legally pro-
ductive; they can also be politically pro-
ductive. The members of PrintRights saw
themselves as cast into the role of crimi-
nal migrants and challenged that frame not
through a typical trope of the hardwork-
ingmigrant, exploitable toneoliberal capital-
ism, but through a practice of civic engage-
ment. PrintRights emphasizes the assistance
they provide to the government, to citizens,
and to each other in a performance of civic
duty that refutes easy classification or dis-
missal. The “niche opening” in the law that
they inhabit is not a regularization scheme
for only a few meritorious migrant heroes;
rather, here it is a repurposing of the free-
dom of expression, to open up a political
space to challenge their embedded vulnera-
bility and vulnerability to power.

The “Nothingness” of Being
Undocumented as Embedded
Vulnerability: Work as a Practice of
Everyday Resistance

While the societal contributionof PrintRights
resisted negative stereotyping through per-
formative citizenship, the activity of work
itself can be theorized as a practice of every-
day resistance. The shelter system addressed
the immediate embodied vulnerability by
providing housing and food, but the shel-
ter could not address the embedded vulnera-
bility, the “nothingness,” which interviewees
said resulted from the combined prohibition
on work and the strict regulations regarding
the emergency shelter system, such as the set
times to leave in the morning and arrive in
the late afternoon, which limit their possibil-
ity for activity. As discussed in the “Legal Con-

text” subsection, human rights argumenta-
tion based on embodied vulnerability moti-
vated and justified the provision of shelter
to undocumented migrants in Amsterdam.
Having shelter is, of course, a vital support for
PrintRights. Nonetheless, even after the pro-
vision of shelter, a larger embedded vulner-
ability of the undocumented is conveyed by
interviewees. It is in this “nothingness” that
we can see the risk of reification in vulnera-
bility that Butler refers to. PR8 recounts this
as a lack of humanity and a rightlessness:

You just sleep, eat, it doesn’t matter where you sleep

and what you eat and what you dress, everything

doesn’t matter. When you do nothing in your life,

you are not human. That is why you cannot have any

rights.

The nothingness recounted by PR8 is con-
nected to a lack of activity, which she later
clarified was due to the prohibition on work.
Other interviewees connected this nothing-
ness to their lack of legal migration status
and minimal provision of shelter by the gov-
ernment. PR7 analogized the lack of status
and shelter system to imprisonment because
the lack of alternatives and choice leads to
suffering:

When you stay here without status, you are like in

jail, you are like in prison. The difference is, you are

just moving out of your house, go and explore, and

then come back to the prison. Because you don’t

have an alternative, but you are in jail. There is no

difference. So, we are here, we are suffering too

much.

PR7 and PR8 also expressed in their inter-
views the importanceof PrintRights for filling
this nothingness. This juxtaposition between
nothingness and activity is echoed by PR4:

The day is empty. Thinking in a negative way is

really bad. I saw people suiciding, trying to do stupid

things. But to be busy, every day at least two or

three hours, working, doing something nice, talking

with others, eating together or something, it really

changes things.
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For PR4, to be busy, and particularly, to
be busy in an activity in a group, “changes
things.” PR1 resisted the nothingness by cre-
ation, by making something:

Being an undocumented migrant is like a death sen-

tence. It is something very large to compare to, but it

is because there is a lot of things we can do, just with

amachine, a scissors, plastic little, little things, we are

able to provide over 4,000 masks.

This nothingness is both similar and dis-
tinct from Hage’s concept of stuckedness,
which describes an “existential immobility”
that can only be resisted through “wait-
ing it out,” for example, waiting out an
long-lasting asylum procedure (Hage, 2009;
McNevin, 2020) or waiting for a political
change that brings a general pardon or
large-scale regularization of migration sta-
tus. Stuckedness fits the description of Print-
Rights’ members in relation to their migra-
tion status, such as waiting for the Dublin
Regulation’s 18-month take-back period to
pass before lodging an asylum application.
However, thenothingness describedby inter-
viewees is not framed in terms of the tem-
porality of a horizon regularization; rather,
nothingness is presented as the counterpoint
of activity. PR1 and PR4 both recounted
that their simple daily activities with Print-
Rights addressed this imposed nothingness.
Rather than (re)joining a governmental tem-
porality of regularization through waiting,
PrintRights interrupted an imposed regula-
tory nothingness with creation, with coming
together, and even with eating together.

In this way, PrintRights also interrupts the
risk of reification of vulnerability in law. The
group engages the right to distribute printed
works as a practice of everyday resistance
to the nothingness of being undocumented
and, particularly, the prohibition on employ-
ment. In the following quote, PR8 identifies
the prohibition onworking as a fundamental
problem in the lives of the undocumented:

You know,with all of thesemessages, “NoMore Blah

Blah Blah,” “NoMoreMoria,” it just is amessage that

people want to hear from us. But if we go deep

in this situation, I mean, we need to do something.

We need to spend our time working. … And even if

you can buy one brood [bread] frommoney that you

worked for, it is not about money, it is about feeling.

Even if there is no money, just someone who brings

food for someone else, but we know we did some-

thing. This is what we eat now. It is ours. It is for us.

We did it. This is very important.

PR8 identified the dual nature of the politi-
cal messages on the facemasks; they commu-
nicate and advocate for a political message,
but more importantly for PR8, they also per-
formatively engage a right that protects the
members’ participation in PrintRights. The
problem of the prohibition on employment
goes “deep in this situation,” as PR8 stated,
and was one of the most frequent subjects
of discussion by interviewees, despite never
being asked about in interview questions.
Though the work of PrintRights is not pro-
hibited under Dutch alienage law because
it is not employment, the right to distribute
printed works offers an affirmative legal-
ity to a practice that is otherwise in a grey
area of the law. The co-operative has har-
nessed a freedom that is at the bedrock of
democracy and repurposed it to access the
socio-economic right to work. By engaging
the right to distribute printed works, Print-
Rights members respond to the nothingness
of being undocumented in a way that is
aware of their vulnerability to power.

Notably, the undocumented members of
PrintRights were consistent in not categoriz-
ing what they did as “work” and emphasiz-
ing that they did not do it for money. In
response to the specific questiononhowthey
characterized their involvement with Print-
Rights, I received responses such as “deliver-
ing messages,” “protest,” “creative protest,”
“creation,” and “service”:
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That is why I say, some people might take it as work,

but me, even if I come, I work, I don’t get anything

that is not a problem for me. Because, health-wise,

it is really helping. Waking up in the morning,

finding yourself in bed, doing nothing, and then

the next day another one, psychologically it is tor-

ture, it is totally torture. And having something to

do, whether having something or not, it has really

helped me.

(PR3)

This engagement in an activity that looks like
work but is not legally prohibited employ-
ment could be theorized as a practice of
“everyday resistance” (Bhimji, 2014; Johans-
son&Vinthagen, 2019). It is the performance
of the activity of work that fills the noth-
ingness of being undocumented and is also
highly responsive to this group’s vulnerabil-
ity to power. Bloom applies this idea fur-
ther in her theorization of vulnerability and
the challenge of the noncitizen, noting that
“in the case where a person’s rights, politi-
cal agency, and even being, are denied, even
mundane activities can be politicized and
challenging” (Bloom, 2017, pp. 136–137). By
framing their co-operative within the right
to distribute printed works, the members of
PrintRights have found a legal and political
space in which they can resist the alienage
law that makes them vulnerable. They access
a socio-economic right, the right to work,
via a civil and political right of the freedom
of expression. In this environment, where
employment is prohibited, engaging in an
activity that looks likework but is not prohib-
ited employment is itself a formof resistance.

CONCLUSION

The pandemic has exacerbated vulnerabili-
ties in the lives of undocumented migrants
in the Netherlands, and as demonstrated in
the case study of PrintRights, it has also cre-
ated new opportunities for resistance. The

members of the co-operative resisted their
increased vulnerability to policing by orga-
nizing the 1,000 masks campaign, a cam-
paign that illustrates Butler’s concept of
supported action. Though undocumented
migrants were disproportionally vulnerable
to the pandemic due to embedded vulnera-
bility, the pandemic heightened their aware-
ness of an embodied vulnerability shared
with Dutch citizens. They responded with a
performanceof citizenship. Themobilization
of the right to distribute printed works was a
means for undocumented people, who were
vulnerable to power through deportability,
to frame their resistance within a protection
from state power through the freedom of
expression. By framing their actions within
this legal right, their everyday action of per-
formingwork could be conceived of as politi-
cal speech—a more highly protected form of
expression than commercial speech (Perinçek
v. Switzerland, 2015).

The case study of PrintRights demon-
strates howembodied vulnerability discourse
in law can form part of the supports for resis-
tance by, for example, requiring the state
to provide for basic needs, such as shelter.
But there is also a truth in Butler’s critique
of vulnerability discourse in law—the mem-
bers of PrintRights recount a “nothingness”
of being undocumented and in the shelter
system that echoes Butler’s concept of reifi-
cation in vulnerability. The shelter system can
fix neither embedded vulnerability, due to
alienage and migration law, nor vulnerabil-
ity to the power of migration policing. But
laws, like vulnerabilities, are plural. Mem-
bers of PrintRights challenge their vulnera-
bility to migration and alienage law by per-
formatively invoking another, separate, legal
provision: the right to printed works. I have
argued in this article that this plural engage-
ment with human rights opens the possibil-
ity for a plural engagement with vulnerabil-
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ity discourse in human rights law. If protec-
tions of migrant rights to expression, assem-
bly, and association are contextualized to
the embedded vulnerability and vulnerabil-
ity to power that undocumented migrants
live in, the scope of these rights can protect
the contextualized resistance of the vulner-
able subject. For a group that is vulnerable
to migrant deportation, political expression
may look less like a speech at a rally andmore
like a message printed on a facemask. For
a group of undocumented migrants embed-
ded in vulnerability through the prohibi-
tion on employment and enforced inactivity,
resistancemay look like the act of work itself.
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Resettlement country language literacy facilitates integration and counteracts social and economicmarginaliza-
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predictors of language class participation for Syrian refugees, examining data from 1915 adult Syrian refugees
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RESUMÉ
L’alphabétisation dans la langue du pays d’accueil facilite l’intégration et réduit la marginalisation sociale et
économique. Ainsi, l’accès à l’apprentissage de la langue est une question de justice sociale. Les réfugiés réin-
stallés au Canada sont admissibles à une formation gratuite en anglais/français. Entre 2015 et 2017, le Canada a
réinstallé 47 735 réfugiés syriens. Nous avons exploré les prédicteurs de la participation aux cours de languepour
les réfugiés syriens, en examinant les données de 1 915 réfugiés syriens adultes dans des cours de langue financés
par le gouvernement en Colombie-Britannique, enOntario et auQuébec. Les facteurs entravant la participation
variaient selon la province et comprenaient le sexe, la santé physique/mentale, l’éducation, l’alphabétisation en
anglais/français et l’emploi. Des recommandations pratiques et politiques sont discutées.

HISTORY Published 23 August 2022

INTRODUCTION

Canada provides protection to refugees
from overseas through three different pro-
grams: the Government-Assisted Refugees
(GAR) program, the Private Sponsorship of
Refugees (PSR) program, and the Blended
Visa Office-Referred program (BVOR).
Regardless of program, all refugees reset-
tled by Canada are provided financial and
settlement support for the first year of set-
tlement. They are also entitled to recep-
tion, orientation, focused assistancewith lan-
guage training, housing, physical and men-
tal health supports, education, employment,
referrals to essential federal/provincial pro-
grams and settlement programs, and finan-
cial assistance (Hynie et al., 2019). Reset-
tled refugees are eligible for free Govern-
ment of Canada–funded language training
in English and French, delivered through Lan-
guage Instruction for Newcomers to Canada
(LINC)/Cours de langue pour les immigrants
au Canada (CLIC) or Quebec’s Linguistic Inte-
gration Program.

Myriad environmental forces shape the
short-term resettlement experience and
long-term integration of newcomers (Ives

et al., 2020). Settlement workers typically
adopt a holistic systems approach to practice,
and thosewhoworkwith refugees also incor-
porate an understanding of the importance
of context, particularly experiences in the
country of origin, during the journey to the
host country, and social and material factors
in the country of resettlement (Hynie, 2018).
In the resettlement phase, there is a particu-
lar focus on services that comprise “integra-
tion practice,” that is, “activities and perspec-
tives relating to long-term integration and its
processes” (Valtonen, 2008, p. 15). Integra-
tion is a contested term but has been defined
most broadly as economic and social inclu-
sion (Hynie et al., 2016; Phillimore, 2021).
Thus, services or activities that include con-
necting refugees to services that enable them
to improve their job marketability and pro-
vide opportunities for training and social
participation outside their cultural/linguistic
community are included in the conceptual-
ization of integration practice.

Competence in a resettlement country’s
official language(s) is a key component
of successful integration as it facilitates
labour market integration, access to neces-
sary information, and development of social

© Ives, N. et al. 2022
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capital (Boyd & Cao, 2009; Ertorer, 2016;
Nawyn et al., 2012; Wilkinson & Garcea,
2017). Official language literacy is also
important for refugees’ overall well-being.
It enhances communication and relationship
building with the broader society in the long
term (Ives & Sinha, 2010; Tip et al., 2019) and
addresses the loneliness and isolation that
can result from limited to no proficiency in
the official language(s) (Casimiro et al., 2007;
Choudhry, 2001).

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (IRCC) funds language training ser-
vices outside of Quebec for both of Canada’s
official languages, English and French; these
are delivered in multiple formats, includ-
ing classroom, online, and blended formats,
although 94% receive their training in a
classroom (IRCC, 2017a, s. 5.5). Language
assessments are conducted to assess clients’
language skills (in English or French) for
placement in a language training program
using tools based on the Canadian Language
Benchmarks (CLB) or the Niveaux de com-
pétence linguistique canadiens. Language
training clients receive, on average, about
215 hours of training (IRCC, 2017a). The
language programs are administered provin-
cially and are usually provided by local service
provision organizations (SPOs).

Between November 4, 2015, and July
31, 2017, Canada resettled 47,735 Syrian
refugees (24,410 were 18 years or older)
(IRCC, 2017b), creating a unique opportu-
nity to evaluate this resettlement effort. As
noted, a key aspect of successful integration
is proficiency in the resettlement country’s
official language(s), but newcomers’ ability
to access language training may be shaped
by municipal and provincial policies and the
extent to which they accommodate refugee
newcomers’ diverse needs. Thus, we asked:
What are the predictors of language class
participation for Syrian refugees resettled

in Canada? This article examines participa-
tion in government-funded language classes
in a sample of Syrian refugees during their
first years of resettlement and, specifically,
barriers and motivators in relation to dif-
ferent service provision systems across three
Canadian provinces: British Columbia (BC),
Ontario (ON), and Quebec (QC).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study was informed by critical inte-
gration theories (Grzymala-Kazlowska &
Phillimore, 2018; Phillimore, 2021). These
theorists argue that integration discourses
andgoals areoftendrivenby the state’smoti-
vation to minimize disruption to the prevail-
ing social systems. In this framing of integra-
tion, success is determined by how quickly
refugees are able to transform themselves to
find employment, learn the language(s), and
adopt the values and customs of the region
into which they settle, with little reflection
on refugees’ priorities (Farrugia, 2009). Many
refugeesmay indeed bemotivated to quickly
find work, learn the language, and accustom
themselves to local practices. But critical inte-
gration theories questionwhoactually deter-
mines newcomers’ primary integration goals.
Moreover, they note that despite an increas-
ing shift to defining integration as a process
of mutual change between newcomers and
the society into which they settle, integra-
tion is still typically operationalized andmea-
sured in terms of changes within newcomers
alone (Phillimore, 2021; Strang&Ager, 2010).

Focusing solely on changes that refugee
newcomers make does not acknowledge
the ways in which policies, institutions, and
social environments produce social and struc-
tural barriers to integration. Our goal was
to underscore the multi-faceted adaptation
involved in integration, purposefully mov-
ing away from conceptualizations of inte-
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gration that result in “strategic integration”
of refugees and immigrants from racialized
backgrounds into “bare life” existence and
towards a place where the onus to inte-
grate, adjust, and change falls not just on
refugees/immigrants but also on the dom-
inant host society (Hynie et al., 2019). At
the same time, limited or no language pro-
ficiency in the host society’s language(s)
poses barriers in multiple facets of integra-
tion, depleting the capacity for developing
social networks and political power, achiev-
ing educational goals and meaningful liveli-
hoods, and participating in the broader com-
munity (Hynie et al., 2016; Morrice et al.,
2021). The absence of English or French lan-
guage in Canada, particularly for racialized
refugees, practically assures that a resettle-
ment experience is characterized by ongoing
poverty, under-/unemployment, and over-
representation in low-income, underserved
neighbourhoods, which deepen colonial/ra-
cialized and gendered inequalities.

METHODS

This article reports on data collected in the
first year of a four-year study on Syrian
refugee integration in Canada (SyRIA.lth).1

The larger study compared integration out-
comes for government-assisted and privately
sponsored refugees resettled as part of
Canada’s response to the Syrian conflict. The
purpose of this article is to examine how
resettlement programs in three Canadian
provinces and six cities support long-term
social integration pathways for refugees via
access to official language learning pro-
grams.

PARTICIPANTS

Between January 2015 and June 2017,
approximately 9,585 adult Syrian refugees
were resettled to Ontario, 6,055 Syrian
refugees were resettled in Quebec, and
4,000 Syrian refugees were resettled to BC
(IRCC, 2017b). Participants were recruited
from six urban centres in three of the largest
immigrant-receiving provinces in Canada:
British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec.
Ontario study sites, comprising Toronto,
Kitchener, and Windsor, had 865 partici-
pants, representing 9% of the total adult Syr-
ian refugees in Ontario. Montreal was the
only survey site in Quebec, with 692 respon-
dents representing approximately 11% of
those resettled in the province. BC study
sites, Vancouver and Okanagan Valley, had
280 participants, representing 17% of those
resettled in BC.

The six cities represented the largest
city in each province: Vancouver, BC, with
2,737,698; Toronto, ON, with 6,555,205;
and Montreal, QC, with 4,364,189. These
are large, ethnically diverse cities that are
the primary destinations of many immi-
grants into each province. The three other
cities were also sites for the resettlement
of GARs but had smaller populations. In
Ontario, the Kitchener–Waterloo metropoli-
tan area has a population of 593,882, and
Windsor’s population is 356,880. In BC, we
also worked in the Okanagan Valley, whose
largest city is Kelowna, with a population of
222,748 (Statistics Canada, 2021). Although
larger cities have a broader range of employ-
ment opportunities and more access to cul-
turally and linguistically diverse services,
smaller cities have lower housing costs and

1SyRIA.lth is composed of Adnan AlMhamied, Arman Hamidian, Anas Issa, AnnaOda, Ben C. H. Kuo, Branka Agic, Carolyn Beuke-
boom, Farah Ahmad, Jennifer Hyndman, Jill Hanley, Jonathan Bridekirk, Joanna Anneke Rummens, Kashmala Qasim, Kathy Sher-
rell, Kwame McKenzie, Lana Saad, Lina Abdullah, Mahi Khalaf, Marcela Diaz, May Massijeh, Michaela Hynie, Mona Awwad, Neil
Arya, Nicole Ives, Oula Hajjar, Rabih (Fakhri) Jamil, Rana Mohammad, Riham Al-Saadi, Rosemary Georges, Susan McGrath, Yogen-
dra Shakya and MHD Youssef Demashkieh. The team can be reached at syrialth@yorku.ca.
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more access to work in factories or trades
that may not require linguistic fluency and
are generally less precarious thanwork in the
sales and service sector. The Okanagan Val-
ley is a unique setting among the six cities in
that it has a thriving tourism industry with
opportunities for employment in that sector.

The study aimed to enrol at least 10%
of the anticipated 18,000 adult PSR and
GAR arrivals between January 2015 and June
2017. Inclusion criteria were as follows: Syr-
ian refugee (GAR, PSR, or BVOR), having
arrived in Canada between January 2015 and
June 2017, and 18 years of age or older.
Recruitment occurred over four months in
2017 through a non-random snowball sam-
pling method, and announcements, flyers,
and direct requests at settlement and com-
munity agencies, food banks, and in build-
ings and neighbourhoods with high concen-
trations of Syrian refugees. A maximum of
six participants were interviewed from each
household. A total of 1,915 adult Syrian
refugees representing 854 households par-
ticipated in the first year.

MEASURES

The survey contained 245 questions address-
ing multiple aspects of settlement, migra-
tion experiences, and integration. Prior-
ity was given to standardized scales that
have been validated with Arabic-speaking
populations. Professional English-to-Arabic
translation was obtained for additional sur-
vey questions. The survey was also piloted
with 24 recent Syrian refugees. Only ques-
tions related to socio-demographic informa-
tion, language, and health are addressed in
this article, including sponsorship status, age,
length of stay in Canada (months), educa-
tion level, need for an interpreter, gender,
employment, presence of children under 18
years of age, and physical andmental health,

as well as attendance in language classes.

PROCEDURES

All participants provided informed con-
sent prior to the participation. They were
also given a modest honorarium. Sur-
vey responses were collected through face-
to-face interviews in Arabic with peer
researchers. Each survey took approximately
an hour to an hour and a half to complete.
Because language programs are provincially
funded and implemented, we also consulted
service providers working with refugees in
settlement contexts in each province. We
consulted with one to two community and
settlement agency staff who provided or
oversaw language class provision at each
study site to facilitate interpretation of find-
ings. Additionally, research team members
also provided contextualization regarding
provincial settlement policies.

DATA ANALYSIS

Descriptive statistics provided the sample’s
socio-demographic, health, and settlement
characteristics by city.

Two sets of binary logistic regressions
were used to examine differences in lan-
guage class attendance across the provinces.
The first logistic regression analysis was an
omnibus test conducted for the entire sam-
ple, entering province as dummy-coded vari-
ables in the first step and participant socio-
demographic characteristics in the second
step. The second set of logistic regres-
sion analyses were then used separately
within each province to assess the associa-
tion between socio-demographic character-
istics and language class attendance to deter-
mine whether there were differences by city
for each province. For logistic regression,
attendance was coded as 1 for attending

© Ives, N. et al. 2022
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and 2 for not attending. Among the predic-
tor variables, the following were entered as
categorical variables: city, gender, employ-
ment, and having young children. The
remaining variables were treated as numeric
variables. Assumptions of multicollinearity
were not violated, as variance inflation fac-
tors between all variables within the logis-
tic regression models were less than a value
of 2. To facilitate interpretation of the
regressions, p values are reported. However,
these should not be taken to indicate signif-
icance of patterns in the population of Syr-
ian refugees as awhole because the sample is
not randomly selected; the p values are being
used descriptively (Amrhein et al., 2019).

ETHICS APPROVAL

Ethics approval was obtained at each
research site affiliated with the study (York
University, University of Windsor, McGill Uni-
versity, and the Centre for Addiction and
Mental Health).

RESULTS

Descriptive data are presented by city in
Table 1.

Overall, the majority of research partic-
ipants were enrolled in language classes
(71.9%), with consistent participation across
cities and provinces (ON= 72.4%, QC = 70.7%,
BC = 74.4%). On average, Syrian refugees
have been in Canada for 13.5 months
(SD = 5.45); this was similar across cities.
Just over half of participants (51.5%) were
women, and this was also fairly consistent
across sites.

Some important differences did emerge
across the sites. In Toronto, Kitchener, and
theOkanaganValley, the proportionofGARs
was between half and two-thirds of the sam-
ple. In Windsor and Vancouver, it was over

80%, while in Montreal, it was just over 9%,
consistent with the ratio among the city pop-
ulation overall and a provincial decision to
direct GARs to smaller centres. Given that
GARs and PSRs tend to differ substantially in
basic education and language ability, partic-
ularly among the Syrian refugee cohort, this
may affect language needs and class atten-
dance (IRCC, 2016a, 2016b). Indeed, pat-
terns of educational completionmirrored the
distribution of GARs and PSRs. The propor-
tion of respondents with primary school edu-
cation or less was only 13.9% in Montreal
but ranged from 29.5% to as high as 41%
in Kitchener. This is particularly important
given that it may indicate issues with literacy
in their first language, and this can impede
language learning. Similarly, those in the two
highest education categories, who had com-
pleted at least some university, represented
almost half of the Montreal sample (47.7%)
but only 10.7% of those in Vancouver, 16.4%
of those in Kitchener, and between 22.2%
and 23.9% of those in the other cities.

Consistent with the pattern of education
and migration pathway distribution across
sites, the proportion who reported always
needing an interpreter ranged from about
28% in Montreal and the Okanagan Valley
to 43.3% in Kitchener and almost half (47%)
in Windsor. The need for an interpreter also
showed some of the expected relationship to
employment. Employment rates were par-
ticularly low in Kitchener (12.2%) and very
high in the Okanagan Valley (41.3%). The
Montreal sample also differed in terms of
the average age, being somewhat older than
other cities (42.1 years, whereas the average
in the other five cities ranged from 35.4 to
37.0 years) and less likely to have young chil-
dren at home (only 44.1% had young chil-
dren, compared with between a half and
three quarters of respondents in the other
cities).

© Ives, N. et al. 2022
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Table 1
Demographic Information by City

Measure
Toronto, ON
(n = 501)

Kitchener, ON
(n = 134)

Windsor, ON
(n = 230)

Montreal, QC
(n = 692)

Vancouver, BC
(n = 234)

Okanagan Valley,
BC (n = 46)

n (%)
Currently attending
language classes (yes)

358 (71.5) 97 (72.4) 166 (72.2) 489 (70.7) 177 (75.6) 34 (73.9)

Sponsorship
GAR 313 (62.5) 86 (64.2) 185 (80.4) 65 (9.4) 186 (79.5) 24 (52.2)
PSR 187 (37.3) 48 (35.8) 45 (19.6) 627 (90.6) 48 (20.5) 22 (47.8)

Gender
Male 243 (48.5) 62 (46.3) 114 (49.6) 323 (46.7) 124 (53.0) 22 (47.8)
Female 256 (51.1) 72 (53.7) 116 (50.4) 368 (53.2) 110 (47.0) 24 (52.2)

Children under 18 years
(yes)

351 (70.0) 95 (70.8) 162 (70.4) 305 (44.1) 151 (64.5) 35 (76.1)

Currently employed
(yes)

104 (20.8) 24 (1) 28 (12.2) 193 (27.9) 61 (26.1) 19 (41.3)

Education level
Very low: elementary

school or less
148 (29.5) 55 (41.0) 72 (31.3) 96 (13.9) 84 (36.0%) 16 (34.8)

Low: middle school 101 (20.2) 35 (26.1) 59 (25.7) 75 (10.8) 68 (29.1) 15 (32.6)
Moderate: high school 136 (27.1) 22 (16.4) 48 (20.9) 191 (27.6) 56 (23.9) 4 (8.7)

High: university 45 (9.0) 9 (6.7) 25 (10.9) 144 (16.5) 12 (5.1) 5 (10.9)
Very high:

post-graduate
71 (14.2) 13 (9.7) 26 (11.3) 216 (31.2) 13 (5.6) 6 (13.0)

Need interpreter
Always 183 (36.5) 58 (43.3) 108 (47.0) 197 (28.5) 82 (35.0) 13 (28.3)

Continued on next page
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Table 1 continued

Measure
Toronto, ON
(n = 501)

Kitchener, ON
(n = 134)

Windsor, ON
(n = 230)

Montreal, QC
(n = 692)

Vancouver, BC
(n = 234)

Okanagan Valley,
BC (n = 46)

Sometimes 200 (39.9) 55 (41.0) 92 (40.0) 235 (34.0) 122 (52.1) 16 (34.8)
Never 118 (23.6) 21 (15.7) 30 (13.0) 260 (37.6) 30 (12.8) 17 (37.0)

Perceived physical health
Excellent 93 (18.6) 23 (17.2) 62 (27.0) 115 (16.6) 29 (12.4) 21 (45.7)
Very good 34 (18.8) 22 (16.4) 44 (19.1) 138 (19.9) 37 (15.8) 8 (17.4)
Good 151 (30.1) 46 (34.3) 68 (29.6) 255 (36.8) 79 (33.8) 13 (28.3)
Fair 115 (23.0) 31 (23.1) 39 (17.0) 153 (22.1) 62 (26.5) 4 (8.7)
Poor 48 (9.6) 12 (9.0) 17 (7.4) 31 (4.5) 27 (11.5) -

Perceived mental health
Excellent 90 (18.0) 14 (10.4) 65 (28.3) 119 (17.2) 33 (14.1) 24 (52.2)
Very good 112 (22.4) 17 (12.7) 36 (15.7) 146 (21.1) 37 (15.8) 7 (15.2)
Good 144 (28.7) 61 (45.5) 70 (30.4) 249 (36.0) 74 (31.6) 11 (23.9)
Fair 116 (23.2) 35 (26.1) 47 (20.4) 149 (21.5) 62 (26.5) 4 (8.7)
Poor 39 (7.8) 7 (5.2) 11 (4.8) 28 (4.0) 28 (12.0) -

M (SD)
Length of stay in
Canada (months)

13.1 (5)
(min. = 1,
max. = 30)

13.4 (5.5)
(min. = 1,
max. = 33)

12.7 (5.4)
(min. = 2,
max. = 24)

13.8 (6)
(min. = 1,
max. = 35)

14.1 (4.6)
(min. = 3,
max. = 30)

12.6 (5.7)
(min = 1,
max. = 19).

Age 37 (13)
(min. = 18,
max. = 82)

35.4 (12.1)
(min = 18,
max = 82)

36.6 (12)
(min. = 18,
max. = 76)

42.1 (15.2)
(min. = 18,
max. = 90)

35.8 (12)
(min. = 18,
max. = 70)

35.6 (11.6)
(min. = 18,
max. =61)

Note. ON = Ontario; QC = Quebec; BC = British Columbia; GAR = Government-Assisted Refugees; PSR = Private Sponsorship of Refugees; M= Median; SD = Standard Deviation.
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In terms of perceived health status, there
was a cluster of cities where between 16.6%
and 18.6% of residents reported excellent
health (Toronto, Kitchener, Montreal), with
Vancouver slightly lower at 12.4%. A much
larger proportion of respondents did so in
Windsor (27%) and the Okanagan Valley
(45.7%). In terms of poor health, numbers
were low in all cities, ranging from 0% and
4.5% in Okanagan and Montreal, respec-
tively, to between 7.4% (Windsor) and 11.5%
(Vancouver) in the other cities.

In terms of mental health, the pattern was
similar. Mental health was rated as excel-
lent by 28% of those in Windsor and over
half (52.2%) of those in Okanagan, while the
other cities ranged between 10.4% (Kitch-
ener) and 18% (Toronto). No respondents
in the Okanagan Valley rated their mental
health as poor. In the other cities, rates were
mostly low, ranging from 4% in Montreal to
7.8% in Toronto, with a slightly higher rate of
12% in Vancouver.

LOGISTIC REGRESSIONS

The first regression analysis, which was
the omnibus test for the entire sam-
ple, explored whether differences existed
between provinces in language class atten-
dance. At step 1, the regression model was
not significant (X2[2] = 2.27, p = 0.321) and
accounted for < 1% of the variance (Nagelk-
erke pseudo R2) in class attendance. As
shown in Table 2, there were no significant
differences between provinces regarding
language class attendance at step 1. When
individual characteristics were entered in
step 2, the regression model was significant
(X2[10] = 98.17, p < 0.001) and accounted
for 8% of the variance in class attendance.
There was still no difference by province, but
thosewhowere less likely to attend language

classes across provinces were PSRs, never
needed an interpreter (i.e., had better lan-
guage skills), were women, were employed,
did not have children under age 18, had
poorer perceived physical health, and had
better perceived mental health. Overall,
all 12 variables in our regression analysis
accounted for 8% of the variance in class
attendance (X2[12] = 100.45, p < 0.001).

The next three analyses explored what
factors influence language class attendance
within each province. For Ontario, at
step 1, the regression was not significant
(X2[2] = 0.04, p = 0.979) and accounted for
< 1% of the variance in class attendance. As
seen in Table 3, there were no significant
differences between cities in Ontario regard-
ing language class attendance at step 1.
When individual characteristicswere entered
in step 2, the regression model was signifi-
cant (X2[10] = 84.56, p < 0.001) and accounted
for 14% of the variance in class attendance.
There was still no difference by city, but
those who were attending language classes
across cities were less likely to be younger,
women, and employed; have no children
under 18; always need an interpreter; and
report poorer physical health. Curiously,
those reporting poorer mental health were
more likely to attend language classes. Over-
all, all 12 variables in our regression analy-
sis accounted for 14% of the variance in class
attendance (X2[12] = 84.60, p < 0.001).

For Quebec, which included only one city
(Montreal), the regression was significant,
(X2[10] = 46.77, p < 0.001) and accounted for
9% of the variance in class attendance. As
seen in Table 4, four factors predicted lan-
guage class attendance here. Those who
were less likely to attend language classes
were older adults who had lower education
levels, were employed, and reported poor
physical health.
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For BC, at step 1, the regression was not
significant (X2[1] = 0.06, p = 0.804) and
accounted for < 1% of the variance in class
attendance. As seen in Table 5, there were
no significant differences between cities in
BC regarding language class attendance at
step 1. When individual characteristics were
entered in step 2, the regression model was
significant (X2[10] = 32.18, p < 0.001) and
accounted for 16% of the variance in class
attendance. There was still no difference by
city, but those who were less likely to attend
language classes were women and were
employed. Overall, all 11 variables in our
regression analysis accounted for 16% of the
variance in class attendance (X2[11] = 32.24,
p = 0.001).

FEEDBACK FROM SETTLEMENT
WORKERS

In addition to individual interviews with
refugees, we consulted community and set-
tlement agency staff across all six sites. To
ensure confidentiality, no organization or
agency is individually identified.

As facilitators to integration, settlement
workers reported that language classes
offered participants opportunities to break
their isolation by getting out of their homes
andminglingwithin Canadian society. Work-
ers also noted that the availability of settle-
ment resources and of settlement workers at
language learning sites increased language
learning attendance. However, they empha-
sized the challenges they saw that refugees
faced. Their focus was on the class atten-
dance difficulties faced by women, generally
around transportation, childcare, and lan-
guage course format.

In BC and Ontario, women were less likely
than men to attend language classes. Set-
tlement workers reported that men’s educa-

tion was prioritized and that some women
found community classes intimidating and
were not comfortable with men and women
being together. Many stopped going to
school because of pregnancy or having new-
born children. Many women preferred to
stay home to care for young children, and for
those who did want to attend classes, access
to childcare was an issue. Across sites, set-
tlement workers reported that the presence
of preschool children interfered with moth-
ers’ attendance at language classes. This did
not emerge clearly in the regressions, how-
ever, with only Ontario showing a signifi-
cant effect of young children in the home.
Settlement workers also highlighted that
employed refugees faced difficult choices
between “work and family” and “work and
school.” They noted that some clients indi-
cated work and school would prevent them
from spending time with family, particularly
young children.

Settlement workers reported that trans-
portation costs were an issue for Syrian
refugees in Ontario and BC, particularly dur-
ing the first year. Settlement agencies offer-
ing LINC are not allowed to give bus tick-
ets to GARs during their first year of settle-
ment as they are already receiving a travel
allowance in their monthly stipends. How-
ever, these stipends are modest and difficult
to live on, particularly given rental housing’s
high costs. If they have resources, settlement
agencies offering LINC can give bus tickets
to low-income families on income assistance
through the provincial government, which
wouldbeafterGARs andPSRs finish their first
year of settlement. Colleges that offer LINC
classes are able to offer students subsidized
monthly passes and GARs, and PSRs are eligi-
ble for this subsidy during their first year in
Canada, making themmore attractive.

There is a strict absence policy for LINC; no
more than 25% of class time per month can

© Ives, N. et al. 2022
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be missed (although some programs did try
to be flexible). Settlement workers reported
that while participants had good reasons for
missing classes, such as a sick child or a medi-
cal appointment, some did not feel comfort-
able enough to call the programand let them
know they would not be attending. When a
student loses their program spot, they return
to the waiting list for admission, creating an
added layer of difficulty for parents to com-
plete classes.

Settlement workers identified the lack
of information regarding language learn-
ing options available within communities as
a barrier to class attendance. Workers in
Ontario and BC saw a shortage of evening
and weekend sessions for those who were
employed or studying full-time. On the other
hand, the Kitchener–Waterloo site (ON) has
been exemplary in recognizing the power of
a local response. A task force of community
agencies was formed to identify and address
barriers to accessing language services. They
created an infographic of locally available
language program options and circulated it
to frontline service providers.

DISCUSSION

Research in resettlement countries has con-
sistently shown that a lack of proficiency
in the host society language limits integra-
tion and the potential for livelihood (Hynie,
2018; Okyay, 2017; Valenta & Bunar, 2010).
However, the socio-political context in which
refugees settle generates the policies, insti-
tutions, and social environments that can
create social and structural barriers to inte-
gration. This underlines the importance
of understanding integration as a two-way
street, with policies and institutions needing
to make integration goals possible by ensur-
ing that services are accessible. Indeed, some
have argued that the definition of social

inclusion requires considering not only eco-
nomic and social inclusion but also access to
services (Bhalla & Lapeyre, 1997).

In this study, we found that most Syr-
ian refugees were in language classes in
their first year of settlement, suggesting that
these classes are largely accessible. However,
the analyses suggest that these classes are
not equally accessible for all, in particular,
women and older adults, although this was
not the case in every province.

Great strides have been made in the
development of language learning oppor-
tunities for those who cannot attend con-
ventional classes. The Kitchener–Waterloo
site in Ontario initiated a program with vol-
unteer tutors who went to the homes of
women who were not attending the classes.
This program was well received by partici-
pants. They had ties to members of the host
community who provided useful settlement
information in addition to language learn-
ing. Thewomen’s participation in the agency
programs also increased, demonstrating the
value of community outreach. BC’s Immi-
grant Settlement Services offers a program
to newcomers at CLB level three to improve
their English and become more engaged in
the community. The program, Learning in
Action, provides one-on-one outings with
volunteer partners on evenings or weekends,
with opportunities to join other participants
and volunteers for fun group outings and
activities.

Ironically, poor ability to speak and under-
stand the host language was a factor that
limited attendance at language classes.
Research has shown a major barrier to set-
tlement is the lack of proficiency in the host
language (Boyd & Cao, 2009; Ertorer, 2016;
Nawyn et al., 2012; Wilkinson & Garcea,
2017). Settlement workers typically link
newcomers to information about language
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assessment and language classes, but per-
haps the process is too difficult for those
who have little or no command of the host
language. As settlement workers noted, the
first level of language classes may prove to
be too difficult, resulting in discouragement
and withdrawal. In Quebec, people with
lower education levels were those not access-
ing classes. People with low literacy in their
native language are not being supported
within the current system. A British study
found that refugees

were not benefiting from the ESOL [English for

Speakers of Other Languages] classes because the

classes were designed for literates who had some

knowledge background and could basically read and

write in their mother tongue and have some English

background as well.

$, 2019, p. 392

Research by Holm and Dodd (1996) indicates
that illiteracy in one’s first language poses
significant limitations on that person’s abili-
ties to ever be fluent in a second language.
Some people may be discouraged from try-
ing; more needs to be done to reach those
with the most limited literacy who are strug-
gling with learning a new language in reset-
tlement (Casimiro et al., 2007).

Employment was also a factor limiting
attendance at language classes across all
sites. Getting a job is typically an urgent goal
of working-age refugees. A small number
do have competency in the host language
andmay be better positioned to securework.
While their English- or French-language skills
may be sufficient to get a job, it is unclear
what the level of fluency is, whether they
would benefit from further language train-
ing, and whether the job is appropriate to
their skills and experience. Our results were
consistent with Hauck et al.’s (2014) finding
that for refugeeswho need further language

learning, working can limit the time available
to attend classes.

Being able to access affordable, quality
childcare was a barrier in Ontario. In Wind-
sor, only five LINC sites had childcare for
infants older than six months, and only one
site had childcare for infants older than
three months. According to an IRCC study
(2017a), 11% of newcomers who received
referrals to IRCC-funded or co-funded lan-
guage classes were waiting for admission.
Reasons included the following: no spaces
available in classes at the appropriate CLB or
skill level, no classes offered by the client’s
preferred SPO, and no classes available at the
client’s preferred schedule or timeslot. Moth-
ers also reported their preference to behome
with their young children. Limited support
services such as childcare and transportation
were also issues (IRCC, 2017a).

A vast majority of both GARs and PSRs
in Quebec did not consider childcare a bar-
rier to accessing education, as paid childcare
costs, up to a maximum of $25 per day per
dependent child, could be reimbursed in that
province. Although this amount is sufficient
to pay for private daycare where available,
this policy does not address parents’ finan-
cial ability to pay fees first and be reimbursed
later. While students who attend part-time
French classes receive no financial assistance,
they may be eligible for financial aid to help
reduce childcare expenses for a dependent
child, set to $7 per day of training.

In Quebec, newcomers also receive finan-
cial incentive for attending language classes.
Unlike countries such as the United States,
which provide only tuition-free language
courses (Government of the USA, 2018), in
addition to tuition-free language courses,
full-time students also receive a participation
allowance of $141 per week, regardless of
immigration category within eligibility crite-
ria. They are also eligible for a transportation
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or commuting allowance, if applicable. Hav-
ing financial support that includes childcare
subsidies allows parents with younger chil-
dren to access language courses. Bothgroups
(GARs and PSRs) are eligible for both Canada
and Quebec child benefits, thus increasing
the family income.

In Ontario and Quebec, those who per-
ceived poorer physical health were less likely
to attend language classes. The presence of
ability and/or mobility issues could make it
difficult for participants to travel to and sit
through classes. The IRCC Outcomes Report
(2019) notes that hearing problems were
a common ailment of Syrian refugees and
there was a need for specialized services such
as sign language classes. A significant barrier
in Montreal was health status; nearly 25% of
PSRs and nearly 45% of GSRs reported fair
or poor physical health. Physical and men-
tal health status can influence the extent to
which one is able to participate effectively in
language courses (Finn, 2010; Gordon, 2011).

CONCLUSION

Different issues emerge across provinceswith
regard to specific populations struggling
with accessibility to language learning. A
major concern is that thosewho had the low-
est scores in their ability to speak and under-
stand English in Ontario were least likely to
take classes. This group is at risk of integrat-
ing poorly if at all. Employment and health
issues also reduced participation. These find-
ings suggest that language class accessibility
may be susceptible to provincial policies that
limit or facilitate access.

Although there appear to be provincial
differences, a number of strategies could
be pursued to promote access to language
classes. For some, classes held only in the
host language may not be accessible; par-
ticipants may benefit initially from having

instructors who can speak their language.
Using their home language in language
classes can encourage and empower new-
comers as they draw upon their first lan-
guage skills (Tadayon&Khodi, 2017). Adding
lower levels to the LINC curriculum could
also facilitate access. The needs of those
with lower literacy levels can be addressed
through less formal ways of learning in con-
versation circles. A major message from set-
tlement workers in Ontario was “Don’t take
literacy for granted” as literacy is founda-
tional to all integration elements.

As shown in Quebec, access to high-
quality affordable childcare can improve
access to language learning classes, especially
for women with young children. In Ontario,
there is limited childcare for infants, and
waitlists can average a year for toddlers and
beyond. To increase women’s participation
in language learning, funding must be allo-
cated to increasing access to childcare as well
asmore outside-classroom learning opportu-
nities, especially for those with infants.

Efforts to pursue settlement opportunities
should not be hindered because of access
barriers. We urge those working in set-
tlement programs and overseeing language
learning programs to review integration-
focusedpractices andpolicies in light of study
findings. Resettlement country language lit-
eracy facilitates integration and counteracts
social, political, and economic marginaliza-
tion. A recent evaluationof theCanadian set-
tlement program called for a review of the
language training program that would do
the following: consider the needs of differ-
ent groups of learners and respective deter-
minants of success; build on the strengths
and weaknesses of existing approaches (cur-
ricula, modes of training, etc.); leverage best
practices from adult education theory and
practice and the field of teaching English and
French as a second language to adults; and
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“consider new and innovative approaches
to language training for adult immigrants”
(IRCC, 2017a, p. vii).

Our research with Syrian refugees in their
first two years in Canada strongly supports
such program revisions. Immediate and
ongoing investment in host country lan-
guage learning for resettled refugees con-
tributes to sustainable economic and social
integration.
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ABSTRACT
In February 2017, the city ofMontreal adopted a policy entitledAccess toMunicipal ServicesWithout Fearwith
a view to allowing non-status migrants to access some municipal programs and services without fear of being
arrested and removed from Canada. This article offers a critical analysis of the city of Montreal’s policy. We
discuss the main barriers to implementation, namely, the limited jurisdictional power and authority of the city
in migration matters and the municipal police’s refusal to comply with the policy. We draw on the conceptual
framework of the sanctuary city to argue that the municipality crafted creative solutions to barriers as part of
its bid to make the city more inclusive.

KEYWORDS
Montreal; Canada; sanctuary city; nonstatus migrants; jurisdiction; police

RESUMÉ
En février 2017, la Ville de Montréal a adopté une politique intitulée accès aux services municipaux sans peur
dans le but de permettre aux migrants sans status d’accéder à certains programmes et services municipaux sans
craindre d’être arrêtés et renvoyés du Canada. Cet article propose une analyse critique de la politique de la ville
de Montréal. Nous discutons des principaux obstacles à la mise en œuvre,à savoir le pouvoir juridictionnel et
l’autorité limités de la Ville en matière de migration et le refus de la police municipale et de se conformer à la
politique. Nous nous appuyons sur le cadre conceptuel de la ville sanctuaire pour soutenir que la municipalité a
élaboré des solutions créatives aux obstacles en vue de rendre la ville plus inclusive.
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Board of Canada [IRB], 2020). The vastmajor-
ity of thesemigrants made their way toMon-
treal at least temporarily, where they claimed
asylum or moved on to other cities such as
Toronto. While some migrants had com-
munity networks in Montreal, most chose
Canada due to the anti-immigrant rhetoric
and changes in US asylum policies (Smith,
2019).

On January 31, 2017, Denis Coderre, then-
mayor of Montreal, announced in a tweet:
“Montreal proud ‘Sanctuary City’ Newcom-
ers and refugees are welcome. Diver-
sity is our strength and part of our DNA.”
(Coderre, 2017). The tweet was directed to
the US president. On February 20, 2017,
in a unanimous declaration, the Montreal
city council made the “sanctuary” designa-
tionofficialwhen it committed to “ensur[ing]
the protection and access to municipal ser-
vices to whoever does not have a legal sta-
tus and lives in the city” (Ville de Montréal,
2017, para. 1). A formal Access to Municipal
Services Without Fear policy was adopted
in June 2019, with a view to allowing each
Montreal inhabitant to benefit from munic-
ipal services, regardless of their immigration
status. Another aimof the policy is to address
the marginalization and abuse of non-status
migrants and alleviate their fear of arrest and
deportation (Ville de Montréal, 2019c).1

The second largest city in Canada after
Toronto, Montreal has a population of about
2 million. It is a major destination for immi-
grants in Quebec and a diverse city (Ville
de Montréal, 2020), where more than 120
cultural communities are represented (Immi-
gration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada
[IRCC], 2019). The figures about non-status
migrants are unknown.2 It is estimated

that about 50,000 people without status live
in the city (Mary, 2018). In the last two
decades, Canada’s in-land refugee policy has
become increasingly restrictive and its tem-
porary worker programs have expanded sig-
nificantly. These developments have con-
tributed to an increase in the number of
non-status migrants in Canada (Ellis, 2015;
Goldring et al., 2009).

Non-status migrants suffer from poor-
quality living and exploitative work condi-
tions (Berinstein et al., 2006; Hanley & Wen,
2017). Montreal City Mission (Mission Com-
munautaire de Montréal, MCM) Solutions
Justes, a legal clinic observed that non-status
migrants it served lived in financial precar-
ity and suffered from health issues, and in
some cases, domestic violence (MCM Solu-
tions Justes, 2018). Access to health care
has generally been a major challenge (Ruiz-
Casares et al., 2010). According to Doctors of
the World (DoW), a non-profit organization
that runs a frontline general medical clinic
for the uninsured in Montreal since 2011,
13%of non-statusmigrants served have lived
in Canada without insurance for over 10
years (Équipe de recherche sur l’immigration
dans le Québec actuel [ÉRIQA], in collabora-
tionwithMédecins duMondeCanada, 2020).
Canadian children born to non-status par-
ents had no access to health care (Pro-
tecteur du citoyen, 2018). A major reform
entered into force in September 2021 to rem-
edy this issue (Moratille, 2021). Similarly,
many non-status children were excluded
from primary and secondary education (Mel-
oni et al., 2017). After a public campaign
led by activists and mobilization by civil soci-
ety organizations, legislative measures were
taken in 2013 to ensure children’s access to

1This article draws on some of the findings published in Atak (2021) .
2In Canadian law, there is no reference to the non-status migrant concept. Instead, the Immigration and Refugee Protection

Act (IRPA) defines the categories of individuals with an immigration status—such as permanent resident (s. 21(1)), protected per-
son (s. 21(2)), and temporary resident (s. 22(1))—who are entitled to reside, study, or work in Canada. Those non-citizens without
immigration status are considered non-status migrants.
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education. However, it has been reported
that implementation gaps still exist (Solidar-
ity City—Collectif Education Sans Frontières,
2019).

The fear of being turned over to immigra-
tion authorities drives non-status migrants
to avoid or delay seeking education, health
care, and other services (Ives et al., 2014),
as well as using existing legal remedies to
denounce exploitation or abuse (Walsh et al.,
2016). Cases of brutal police arrest, arbitrary
detention, and deportation have heightened
this fear (Nyers, 2010, p. 134; Radio-Canada,
2019). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the
precarity of non-status migrants has been
increased by isolation, limited access to food
banks, income loss, and lack of governmental
support (Hudson et al., 2020).

Despite this reality, Canadian govern-
ments characterize non-status migrants as
“abusers” of the immigration system, if not
“criminals” or “threats to national secu-
rity” (Atak et al., 2018). Measures have been
implemented to deter and punish unautho-
rized migration with little regard to inter-
national or constitutional rights, much less
principles of humanitarianism and equality
embedded in our immigration laws (Hudson,
2018). The local approach contrasts with the
federal government’s stance on non-status
migrants. This article offers a critical analysis
of the city of Montreal’s Access to Municipal
Services Without Fear policy (AMSWFP). We
draw on the conceptualization of the sanctu-
ary city as an expression of a municipality’s
claim to an extended responsibility in how
migrants are treated. Access of all city resi-
dents, including non-status migrants, to fun-
damental rights and basic services, is consid-
ered a matter of justice and a principle to be
implemented for the greater good of the city
(Ridgley, 2008, p. 56). Accordingly, the mere
fact of residing in a city entitles inhabitants
to certain rights and services (Paquet et al.,

2021). However, sanctuary city policies are
in tension with the primacy of the federal or
central government’s jurisdiction in manag-
ing borders and regulating immigration and
citizenship policy.

We argue that since the 2017 declara-
tion, the city of Montreal has shown a gen-
uine interest and commitment in promoting
access to municipal services for Montreal’s
non-status inhabitants. As with other sanc-
tuary policies across Canada, though, the
city’s limited jurisdictionprevents it fromcon-
tending with the complex and multi-scalar
barriers faced by non-status migrants. But
Montreal stands out in several respects. On
the one hand, it does not see the reorder-
ing and reformulation of municipal admin-
istration as the centrepiece of its policy.
In fact, its policy only applies to libraries,
food assistance, sports and recreation, and
fire services. On the other hand, it has
advanced innovative solutions to the central
impediment to accessing services of any kind:
fear of detention and deportation. Enjoy-
ing sizeable funds, Montreal has subsidized
co-implementation strategies in partnership
with community organizations as a way of
bypassing limited jurisdiction over privacy,
provincial policy, and policing. While in a
pilot phase, and at present flawed, these
projects have the potential to enhance access
to courts, rights tribunals, criminal justice,
and, under the right conditions, a greater
range of provincial services than in other
sanctuary cities in Canada.

We aim to contribute to the scholarship
on sanctuary city policies in Canada draw-
ing on documentary research, including aca-
demic and grey literature, policy documents
(e.g., action plans, resolutions, motions, dec-
larations, training guides), and reports. In
addition, we conducted 10 semi-structured
interviews with 12 stakeholders in Montreal
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in May 2019.3 The participants were selected

to capture the role and diversity of the

actors involved in policy formulation and

implementation. This article reports on the

insights and perspectives of three city offi-

cials, four practitioners and researchers, four

representatives of civil society organizations

(CSOs), and one member of the City of Mon-

treal Police Service (SPVM).4 Furthermore,

from June to August 2021, virtual follow-

up meetings were organized with five rep-

resentatives from the city of Montreal, one

SPVM representative, and two CSO partici-

pants to discuss the progress and limitations

in policy implementation during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Ethics Approval from the

Research Ethics Board of Toronto Metropoli-

tan University (formerly Ryerson University)

was granted for the collection and analysis of

field study data.

First, we discuss the conceptual frame-

work that informsour research. We thenpro-

vide an overviewof the formal policy to high-

light its scope as well as its top-down and

incremental nature. Third, we analyze the

main obstacles to effective implementation,

with a focus on the municipal police’s refusal

to take part in the policy. In fact, as dis-

cussed below, the SPVM, continues to inquire

into immigration status and to transfer non-

status persons to the Canada Border Services

Agency (CBSA), the federal agency respon-

sible for border protection and immigration

enforcement. Last, we examine the ways

in which the city of Montreal has claimed a

greater role in matters that concern its non-

status inhabitants’ well-being, despite the

obstacles.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK:
SANCTUARY CITY

There is no uniform understanding of sanc-
tuary. However, many relate it to “urban citi-
zenship,” “urban belonging,” or “citizenship
as inhabitancy,” according to which mem-
bership in a political community is based
on presence in the city or engagement with
community rather than national legal sta-
tus (Varsanyi, 2006). As Isin (2012, p. 109) has
remarked, presence has the capacity to artic-
ulate a political subjectivity and its expression
to rights. But even short of an urban citizen-
ship approach, sanctuary policies empower
the civic engagement of non-status migrants
and the democratic potential of local insti-
tution (Ridgley, 2008). They have historically
emerged as a grassroots approach aiming to
create a culture of justice and hospitality at a
local level (Friese, 2010). They are also part of
a broader push by municipalities for greater
political and economic independence from
national and provincial/state governments
and of resistance to the deliberate weaken-
ing municipal government (Valverde, 2021).
Indeed, migration flows, border control, and
border enforcement are inseparable from
global policy domains over which cities are
increasingly involved, including the environ-
ment, foreign investment, real estate, labour,
and technological innovation.

In Canada, the crosscutting nature of sanc-
tuary is reflected in solidarity between local
migrants’ rights, anti-poverty, and anti-racist
and anti-colonialism advocates, who have
been instrumental in promoting more inclu-
sive practices. Immigration status barriers
have been a rising concern for addressing
poverty and marginalization in major Cana-
dian cities. InMontreal, Solidarity Across Bor-
ders and self-organized committees of non-

3Out of these 10 interviews, 2 had two participants each.
4Participants are referred to as P-1, P-2, and so on, in the chronological order the interviews were conducted.
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status migrants and refugees have mobi-
lized against detentions and removals (Nyers,
2010, p. 129). They have pressured the
federal government to regularize non-status
migrants (Lowry & Nyers, 2003). Debates on
access to education, shelters, and health care
have helped frame the topic as a social justice
issue and sensitize the public to the plight of
this population.

Around the 2010s, some local govern-
ments in Canada started to take action. In
2013, Toronto became the first sanctuary
city in Canada to enable all residents to
access municipal services. As of 2022, seven
Canadian cities (Toronto, Hamilton, Vancou-
ver, Ajax, Montreal, Edmonton, and Lon-
don) have official sanctuary or access with-
out fear policies. They aim to allow non-
statusmigrants to access somemunicipal pro-
grams and services without fear of being
arrested, detained, or removed from the
country. In some cities, policies include
“non-co-operation” with the law enforce-
ment authorities or “don’t ask, don’t tell”
policies, whereby the city does not require
their staff members to ask about an individ-
ual’s immigration status and commits to not
sharing any personal information with the
police (Hudson et al., 2017).

According to Bauder (2017), sanctuary ini-
tiatives challenge criminalizing and exclu-
sionary policies and discourses against non-
status migrants. They contribute to iden-
tity formation by transforming political iden-
tities and subjectivities as well as reimagin-
ing the city as a space of belonging. Sanc-
tuary city initiatives can also be interpreted
as an attempt to rescale migration policies
and practices from national to urban scales.
While non-status residents have not received
explicit consent from the nation-state to
enter and remain within the state, they are
receiving consent to remain in the cities that
are enacting these local policies (Varsanyi,

2006, p. 240). Local spaces and institu-
tions become a strategic site for develop-
ing a transformative and prefigurative poli-
tics (Russell, 2019, p. 991). Montreal’s experi-
ence illustrates aspects of this process, within
the clear political and economic limitations
municipalities find themselves in (deGraauw,
2021).

AN EVOLVING FORMAL POLICY

Montreal’s sanctuary policy has been refined
and renamed three times since its inception.
The 2017Declaration to DesignateMontreal
a Sanctuary City directed the city to develop
an action plan that would notably identify
“opportunities to improve, for persons with-
out legal status, access to services offered
by the City and its partners, without fear
of being denounced or deported” (Ville de
Montréal, 2017, para. 4a).

The declaration directs the Public Safety
Commission to work, in collaboration with
the SPVM, to ensure non-status migrants’
access to municipal public safety services
without fear, ”except if a person is subject to
a specific compliance order stemming from
judicial proceedings, especially pertaining to
criminal or safetymatters” (Ville deMontréal,
2017, para. 5).

The sanctuary policy is coordinated by the
Office for the Integration of Newcomers in
Montreal (Bureau d’intégration de nouveaux
arrivants à Montréal [BINAM]), a unit, cre-
ated in March 2016 as a response to the
reception and integration needs of some
4,000 Syrian refugees resettled in Montreal
from 2015 to 2016 (Global Migration, 2017,
p. 56). BINAM has been allocated an ade-
quate budget and dedicated staff to under-
take long-term policy planning, and to coor-
dinate, and implement the city’s operational
activities for the settlement of newcomers
(Ville de Montréal, 2019a, p. 16).
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It collaborates with the SPVM and the
main CSOs working with precarious status
migrants in Montreal. Several focus groups
and regular consultations with stakeholders
have been organized since 2017.

In December 2018, the “sanctuary city”
label was replaced by “responsible and com-
mitted city,” following the criticism by actors
that the label was misleading and endan-
gering non-status migrants’ safety (Solidar-
ity Across Borders, 2017). The new major,
Valérie Plante, who took office in November
2017, stated that the change aimed ”to set
things straight. It’s about being very trans-
parent and not to make false promises to
people who are alrady vulnerable because of
their status” (Scott, 2018).

The new title was carried over into the
city’s December 2018 action plan, enti-
tled Montréal Inclusive 2018–2021, which
included measures to “accelerate the socio-
economic integration of people from immi-
grant backgrounds” (Ville deMontréal, 2018,
p. 2). The action plan was geared to set-
tlement, integration, and general migration
policy issues and was not restricted to sanc-
tuary. It acknowledged the vulnerability
of people without legal immigration status
and the challenges they face to gain support
and access to services. The action plan con-
firmed the desire of “the City of Montreal, as
a responsible and committed city, … to pro-
tect [this population] from abuse, injustice
and crime” (Ville de Montréal, 2018, p. 9).

The current version of the policy,
AMSWFP, was adopted in June 2019. It
aims to protect persons with precarious or
no immigration status living in the city. The
policy directs city employees, administrative
units, and partners to ”(a) make the neces-
sary changes to the identification require-
ments to access their programs and services;

(b) raise employees’ and service providers’
awareness, improving their knowledge by
training them about the different migration
statuses and the issues arising from them;
and (c) adapt the interventions with this spe-
cific clientele” [our translation].

The programs and services made available
to everyone regardless of legal status are slim
when compared to the range of services the
city administers, aswell aswhen compared to
other sanctuary cities, like Toronto and Van-
couver (Hudson et al., 2017). As stated pre-
viously, these programs and services consist
of libraries, Bureau Accès Montréal (BAM)—
311 (an information and service request line),
food assistance services, sports and recre-
ation programs, and the fire department.
However, the city showed its determination
to implement the AMSWP by defining it as a
“strategic operation,” thus making it binding
on all administrative units—that is, the cor-
porate services and the boroughs of the city
of Montreal5—that provide municipal ser-
vices and partner organizations funded by
the city to provide services (Charter of Ville
de Montréal, metropolis of Québec, CQLR, c
C-11.4, s. 57.1).

MAIN OBSTACLES TO EFFECTIVE
IMPLEMENTATION

Jurisdictional limitations have been a sig-
nificant barrier to Montréal’s sanctuary pol-
icy. In Canada, municipalities do not have
autonomous constitutional powers, being
created and empowered by provincial legis-
latures (Constitution Act, 1982, Schedule B to
the Canada Act 1982 (UK), 1982, c 11, s. 92.8).
Matters related to the settlement and inte-
gration of migrants have been managed col-
laboratively by provincial and federal gov-
ernments through conventions, customs, and

5The Council of Ville de Montréal (the city) consists of 19 boroughs, city territorial subdivisions, that make up 88% of the total
population of the Island of Montreal (Charter of Ville de Montréal).
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intergovernmental cooperation. In this pro-
cess, provinces play a more prominent role
in the policy design and implementation in
socioeconomic matters such as health, edu-
cation, housing and employment (Paquet,
2019). The city of Montreal, like other Cana-
dian cities, has no direct authority over these
matters. The authority held by the City is del-
egated by the province of Quebec.

Furthermore, ”legal residence” in Canada
is a core eligibility criteria for the services
funded by the federal government. Thus,
non-status migrants are excluded from these
services. In a similar vein, the city is not
allowed to use provincial funds for services
provided to non-status migrants. In this juris-
dictional context, the municipal sanctuary
policy dependson the collaborationbetween
the different orders of government or, more
discretely, the informal circulation of funds
and resources by local public institutions.

This is perhaps why the Council of Ville de
Montréal asked the government of Quebec
to ”review its policies regarding provincially
funded services for non-status residents in
order to promote access to health care, emer-
gency services, and housing.” We have been
told that BINAM has engaged with certain
provincial ministries or institutions, including
the Ministry of Education and the Regional
Directorate of Public Health (P-2). These
efforts intensified during the pandemic and
have yielded some limited results. A case in
point is the Regional Directorate of Public
Health’s support of the medical clinic for the
uninsured run by the DoW (P-12). Neverthe-
less, due to the limited nature of the munic-
ipal jurisdiction, many vital services such as
health care, education, work-related protec-
tions, and housing support remain unavail-
able to non-status migrants who still suffer
from socio-economic and legal marginaliza-
tion. Fear of being identified by the munic-
ipal police and turned over to the CBSA

exacerbates this situation. As mentioned
above, the SPVM decided to not take part
in the AMSWFP. This validated the concerns
of CSOs that the SPVM would be neither
a reliable partner nor independently com-
mitted to the rights of non-status migrants.
What’s more, according to figures obtained
by HuffPost Québec, after the city declared
its sanctuary policy, the SPVM continued
to report non-status migrants more than
any other municipal police force in Canada
(Robichaud, 2018, 2019). The main reason
why the SPVM officers contact the CBSA
was immigration status checks of non-status
migrants (Robichaud, 2019).

The SPVM has been known for participat-
ing in immigration enforcement although
this is not part of its mandate. It investigated
a person’s immigration status at routine traf-
fic stops, including cases such as jaywalking,
riding a bike without a reflector, or being a
passenger in a stopped car (P-9; P-11; P-12),
before sharing information with the CBSA.
The SPVM also reported the presence of non-
status migrants to the CBSA when they inter-
vened in family disputes or domestic violence
incidents (AQAADI, 2018, p. 14). The Que-
bec Immigration Lawyers Association (Asso-
ciation québécoise des avocats et des avo-
cates en droit de l’immigration [AQAADI])
pointed to a risk that calls made by the
SPVM to the CBSA would be based more on
issues of racial and/or socio-economic pro-
filing than on real security considerations
(AQAADI, 2018, p. 17).

Faced with increasing pressure from CSOs,
Mayor Valérie Plantewhen deciding to aban-
don the term sanctuary city in favour of
responsible and committed city, acknowl-
edged that the SPVM had continued to col-
laborate actively with the CBSA and report
non-status migrants (Corriveau, 2018).

In order to address the issue, the 2018
action plan called upon the SPVM, among
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frontline services, to train their employ-
ees to adapt their services [formation en
adaptation des services] when interacting
with non-status migrants. Overall, aware-
ness raising and adequate training for pol-
icy implementers—in particular, frontline
staff—are crucial for making municipal ser-
vices and programs accessible to all city
inhabitants. However, to our knowledge, lit-
tle training has occurred for frontline staff
and municipal police officers.

To summarize this section, the municipal-
ity of Montreal has limited jurisdiction to
deliver on two key aspects of sanctuary poli-
cies: access to services and protection from
inland border enforcement. Lacking control
over eligibility criteria formost social services,
the city has been confined to offering access
only to a narrow range of local services. At
the same time, it lacks the jurisdiction toman-
date the cutting of ties between local police
and federal authorities. However, Montreal
has found creative ways around these limi-
tations, in good part by situating sanctuary
policies in broader fields and discourses that
are jurisdictionally looser and aligned with
the democratic history and potential of local
government.

EFFORTS TO OVERCOME BARRIERS

By promoting a right to access basic ser-
vices, based on mere presence in the city
rather than legal status, Montreal’s sanctu-
ary policy expresses a moral responsibility
on the part of the municipality to ensure
the well-being of its residents. This is visi-
ble in the 2017 declaration designatingMon-
treal a sanctuary city, in which city coun-
cil referred to Montreal’s values of “being
open, just, fair and supportive” (Ville de
Montréal, 2017, p. 1) and to its commit-

ment to an anti-discrimination and rights-
oriented policy framework.6 The then-mayor
Coderre’s 2017 tweet illustrates how Mon-
treal’s sanctuary city policy encapsulates an
effort to distinguish Montreal from federal
US politics, which have been deemedmorally
reprehensible. Coderre’s choice to use the
term sanctuary city, which he encased in
quotes, also reflects an expression of soli-
darity with US cities engaged in decades-
long resistance to exclusionary and vindictive
immigration policy. At the time, Coderre did
not express a clear stanceonCanadianmigra-
tion and border policies.

The city staff we interviewed adopted
a different perspective, associating sanctu-
ary policy with what they perceived to be
long-standing local commitments to anti-
discrimination and rights and not a “flash-in-
the-pan” symbolic gesture to growing anti-
Trump sentiment. A senior city staff noted
that

[the municipality has] a duty to protect the people

who are on our territory and to offer them services.

… It is a notion that refers to important concepts of

protecting rights of vulnerable people. …And being

agovernment of proximity allows… theopportunity

to do so. (P-6)

The city’s pledge for such politics is evidenced
by the initiatives undertaken to overcome
the abovementioned obstacles.

BINAM has been engaged nationally and
internationally in this endeavour. It initi-
ated informal, ongoing dialogue with other
sanctuary cities in Canada, aimed at shar-
ing best practices and lessons learned (P-
1; P-2). BINAM has formed a particularly
close relationshipwith the TorontoNewcom-
ers Office, which is unsurprising given their
mutual mandates over sanctuary policies as
well as settlement and integration. The lead

6This includes the Declaration for Cultural Diversity and Inclusion (2004), the Montreal Charter of Rights and Responsibilities
(2005), and the Declaration on Living Together (2015).
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staff at BINAMhas also engagedwithmunic-
ipalities globally.7

Generally, BINAM has been effective at
engaging with community partners, which
has served it well inworking around the city’s
jurisdictional limits. Montreal’s city council
has not engaged the province or the fed-
eral government on policy alignments. Local
organizations have shouldered this respon-
sibility with the support of BINAM. To illus-
trate, $378,000 was allocated, in the city’s
2019–2021 operating budget, to meeting
“the urgent needs of community organiza-
tions who collaborate with BINAM as part of
the ‘sanctuary city initiative”’ (Ville de Mon-
tréal, 2019a, p. 16). Since 2017, BINAM has
subsidizedMCMSolutions Justes andDoW to
support them in providing services to non-
status migrants in areas such as health care
and legal aid that normally fall outside the
city’s jurisdiction. To illustrate, MCM Solu-
tions Justes led a project to provide legal
information, socio-legal support, and medi-
cal support to 300 non-status migrants and
migrants with precarious status (MCM Solu-
tions Justes, 2018). The city of Montreal cov-
ered some $30,000 out of the $45,719 total
budget for this project.

During the pandemic, as most city ser-
vices were closed or operated remotely, the
city allocated additional funds to CSOs to
support non-status workers. These efforts
emphasized that the vast majority of non-
status migrants work precarious but essen-
tial jobs and suffer from situations such as
income loss, lack of access to public health
services, and pandemic financial assistance.
The city organized consultations with the
SPVM, AQAADI, and other community part-
ners to explore ways to mitigate the adverse

effects on non-status migrants of the curfew
declared on 9 January 2021 (Ville de Mon-
tréal, 2021b, p. 4).

These efforts led to a motion adopted
unanimously by the Council of the Ville
de Montréal on 23 February 2021, which
underlined that the public policies imple-
mented in response to the COVID-19 pan-
demicmust ensure equal treatment and non-
criminalization of all persons regardless of
their immigration and citizenship status. The
motion called upon the federal government
to regularize non-status migrants and asked
the government of Quebec to grant them
access to the special pandemic programs
available for asylum seekers, to health care
and social services, and to support from
emergency services and relief (Ville de Mon-
tréal, 2021a).

The city’s efforts to provide non-status
migrants with an identification (ID) docu-
ment have been part of the initiatives to mit-
igate the effects of the SPVM’s noncompli-
ance with the sanctuary policy. Several orga-
nizations in Montreal supported the idea of
a municipal ID card and suggested that it
would counter excessive control by the police
in cases of minor offences or municipal con-
traventions, thereby reducing a non-status
migrant’s risk of being turned over to the
CBSA (AQAADI, 2018; TCRI et al., n.d.). Mon-
treal’s municipal ID card initiative has been
informedby theexperiences of someUS cities
(P-1; P-2; P-6). In 2018 and 2019, some Mon-
treal city and SPVM officials met with their
counterparts in New York, including repre-
sentatives from the New York Police Depart-
ment and officials in charge of IDNYC, a
government-issued identification card (P-6).

7The city has been instrumental in the establishment, in September 2018, of the Mayors Mechanism within the Global Forum of
Migration and Development, which aims to provide the local authorities with, inter alia, an opportunity to find solutions to shared
problems. Another example is the involvement ofMontreal in the pilot project run by the International Organization forMigration
and aimed to develop Local Migration Governance Indicators to foster dialogue on migration between national governments and
local authorities.
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The ID card initiative has undergone
changes since its inception. In September
2019, the city of Montreal started to run
a third-party referral pilot program in col-
laboration with DoW, which agreed to pro-
vide non-status migrants with a certificate of
identity and residence (carte d’identification
et de résidence [BINAM card]) (Ville de Mon-
tréal, 2019b). The card allows anyone with-
out immigration status or whose immigra-
tion process is in progress, unable to pro-
vide proof of identity and address for them-
selves and their children, to access munici-
pal services and programs: namely, public
libraries, swimming and sports facilities, chil-
dren’s summer camps, food supports, and
school registration.

A second phase of the project funded by
the city of Montreal started up in December
2020 and was scheduled to go until the end
of 2021. Over 130 BINAM cards have been
issued as of July 2021. According to a DoW
representative, the cards have been gener-
ally accepted for COVID vaccination book-
ings (P-18). This participant emphasized how
the pandemic had made it difficult for DoW
to reach precarious and non-status migrants
who were no longer in contact with their
community partners. The funds allocated by
the city were also used to hire two commu-
nity outreach workers who work with DoW
to establish links and outreach to communi-
ties who would need BINAM cards. As this
card is not accepted for identification pur-
poses by the SPVM, DoW disseminated flyers
advising cardholders not to use the card to
identify themselves to the police (DoW, 2021;
P-18). Research participants from the city
of Montreal and CSOs stressed the impor-
tance of making the municipal identification
card readily available to all residents, and
not exclusively for non-status migrants, who
could otherwise be stigmatized and lose trust

in the initiative (AQAADI, 2018; P-3; P-6; P-
12).

Another notable development has been
the SPVM decision to centralize the calls
made by its officers to the CBSA at rou-
tine police stops (interpellations poli-
cières) (Pouliot, 2020). The new pol-
icy appears to be part of the measures
announced by the city of Montreal chief
of police in July 2020 as a response to the
criticisms by CSOs about the calls made to
the CBSA and, more broadly, racial profiling
(Armony et al., 2019; SPVM, 2020).

According to our interviewwith the SPVM,
a street-level police officer can no longer
directly make status checks with the CBSA
but must contact their supervisor for prior
approval. At the time of writing, a central
unit within the SPVM is in charge of transfer-
ring the call to the CBSA if the criteria for con-
tact are met. The three recognized grounds
for contacting the CBSA are (a) to verify the
existence of a federal arrest warrant, (b) to
protect the lives or safety of persons from
an articulable risk, and (c) to verify a driver
with a foreign license satisfies provincial resi-
dency rules. Simple status checks are prohib-
ited according to this policy.

The SPVM representative noted that a reg-
istry has been established to collect data
on the number of calls made to the CBSA
and the reasons for each call. The registry
enables them to identify discrepancies in calls
made through official channels and calls doc-
umented by the CBSA. Data are reviewed
weekly, and noncompliance can result in dis-
ciplinary action. The procedure would have
resulted in a 70% decline in calls by the SPVM
to the CBSA, according to city officials (P-13).
The SPVM participant observed a decrease
from an average of 10 calls a day to 2 since
the procedure came into effect in Novem-
ber 2020. However, it is difficult to estab-
lish a causal connection between the new
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SPVMpolicy and these figures, as COVID lock-
down measures surely played a role. Few
migrant and community organizations are
aware of the changes (Ville de Montréal,
2021, p. 3). The SPVM and BINAM represen-
tatives noted that they meet regularly and
collaborate to address the issue of immigra-
tion status checks and calls made to the CBSA
without valid reasons. It remains to be seen
whether these efforts will have an impact on
the reporting of non-status migrants to the
CBSA.

Perhaps the best example of BINAM’s
facilitation of community/provincial rela-
tionships is its new Intervention and Protec-
tion Unit (IPU) initiative. The IPU is sup-
posed to help non-status migrants interact
with local and provincial authorities respon-
sible for investigating victimization, wrong-
doing, and crimes. It is coordinated by the
Centre for Assistance to Victims of Crime
(Centre d’aide aux victimes d’actes criminels
de Montréal [CAVAC]), a non-profit organi-
zation that provides intervention processes
and psychosocial and judicial expertise in 16
locations on the Island of Montreal. This
project offers “information, guidance, aswell
as referral and support services” to victims
of labour law violations, landlord abuses, or
crime (CAVAC, 2019). The IPU coordinates
the mobilization of these supports among
local and regional institutional partners.

As a pilot, it is unclear whether or how
CAVAC will be able to protect the privacy of
non-status migrants, especially with respect
to police. While non-statusmigrants can pro-
vide anonymous tips as witnesses, victimswill
have to be identified by police for charges
to be laid. The legal requirements of inves-
tigations need to be clarified further in the
context of labour or landlord–tenant com-
plaints. Assuming there is a legal basis for
protecting privacy, relationships of trust are
of utmost importance, with respect paid to

CAVAC and both non-status migrants and
relevant provincial personnel. Some commu-
nity representatives were critical of the pro-
gram, highlighting that non-status migrants
already have special relations of trust with
select community organizations. In the view
of some, the IPU should be more polycen-
tric, including organizations other than (but
including) CAVAC. It is alsoworth noting that
many of the legal rights and proceedings
notionally made available through this sys-
tem fall exclusively under provincial jurisdic-
tion or that of local institutions other than
the municipality. This means the city cannot
provide safe space on the physical premises
of courts, tribunals, or public offices, as is
done in San Francisco, with the assistance
of sanctuary state laws. This underlines the
need for provincial sanctuary policies or buy-
in from non-municipal local institutions.

CONCLUSION

At the time of writing, implementation of
a sanctuary city policy in Montreal has just
begun, but the pace of change has been
commendable. Facing a complex jurisdic-
tional environment, the city has benefit-
ted from significant funding and continued
political engagement; both have enabled
BINAM to launch and support important ini-
tiatives. These initiatives indicate the city’s
concern, as a government of proximity, with
local governance in the context of migra-
tion, as well as supporting rights advocacy.
The theme of proximity to residents is impor-
tant to underline here. It reflects an under-
standing that provision of local services in
the context of migration is not to be taken
as an assertion of authority over the gov-
ernance of migration. To the contrary, the
city can proceed with inclusive policies pre-
cisely because it need not concern itself with
the national scale, including the suite of eco-
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nomic, legal, and political causes and conse-
quences of irregular migration.

Indeed, Montreal’s sanctuary city policy
speaks to the robustly democratic nature of
municipalities while at the same time engag-
ing with broader issues of racism, poverty,
community health, criminal justice, hous-
ing, and children’s rights. The work of co-
implementation and collaboration with local
public institutions working in these fields has
enabled the city to exert influence without
treading into a mire of jurisdictional con-
flict. Like other sanctuary cities in Canada,
Montreal has developed relationships with
school boards, health units, courts and tri-
bunals, and other local institutions. Unlike
other cities, though, it seems to have made
some headway with local police and has the
potential to assuage fear and distrust of local
government.

Our research into Montreal shows that
the city does not emerge as a viable alter-
native to national or provincial government
simply by default. It does not yet consti-
tute a novel reforming and reorganization
of political community as described in urban
citizenship literature, but neither is the city’s
role reduced to its constitutional status as a
mere “creature of the province.” It occupies
a more liminal, ambiguous space, where seri-
ous work can be done through local part-
nerships that span institutional and juris-
dictional divides. In the case of Montreal,
sanctuary policies are powerful because they
align with a historic set of democratic val-
ues that are incongruent with the populist
and neoliberal mindset of the provincial gov-
ernment. Sanctuary cities have an interest
not only in disavowing exclusionary federal
policies but also in challenging or reshap-
ing provincial policy. This interest is very
much rooted in the broader process through
which cities are claiming greater political and
economic independence; migration is one

among many fault lines in this struggle.

The work of implementation accordingly
tends to be circuitous. The choice of Mon-
treal to focus on co-implementation strate-
gies with community organizations signals
a creative but necessary strategy of bypass-
ing legal limits to its powers over eligibil-
ity criteria for services and, more pointedly,
its control over privacy and data. Informal
relationships between CSOs and their net-
works in provincial administrative bodies will
help, but legal uncertainties abound, pro-
viding space for provincial interventions and
counterinfluences.

In kind, the limitations of sanctuary cities
are attributable in no small part to the
local presence of national sovereignty in the
form of urban securitization: the role of
local actors in the management of perceived
threat to state and citizen (Hudson, 2019).
Co-operation between the SPVM and the
CBSA loom over all aspects of Montreal’s
sanctuary policy. Without jurisdiction over
the SPVM’s operational choices, the city has
tested the feasibility of municipal ID cards,
but the cards are exclusive to non-status per-
sons and don’t provide access to the most
important social services.

Against this background, the impact of
the city’s initiatives to overcome barriers is an
open question. The flaws of some of these
measures are a reflection of the limited juris-
diction of the city but also of a persistent
misrecognition of the unique problems that
non-status migrants face. Comprehensive
staff training and citywide engagement with
community groups that have established
relations of trust with non-status migrants
would broaden and deepen staff engage-
ment in implementation beyond a select few
specialized BINAM leads. The SPVM’s co-
operation is critical for the policy’s success;
and so is the continuity of the political sup-
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port by Montreal’s mayor on sanctuary mea-
sures.
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et rapidement, la discrimination, l’oppression
en raison de l’appartenance à un groupe
minoritaire et les incidents tels que la vio-
lence policière mettant leur vie en danger.

Actuellement, de nombreux réfugiés dans
le monde se retrouvent en déplacement pro-
longé. Une tragédie qui en découle est que
les réfugiés sont souvent piégés dans les villes
pendant une période prolongée sans droit
au travail, ou n’ont pas accès à l’éducation
et à des soins de santé de bonne qualité. À
Hong Kong, par exemple, les réfugiés quit-
tent leur pays d’origine pour s’installer dans
cette société d’accueil sans droit au travail, et
ils reçoivent une protection et une assistance
formelle très minimales. Le HCR, ou l’Agence
des Nations Unies pour les Réfugiés, a tra-
vaillé d’arrache-pied pour trouver des solu-
tions durables, telles que le retour volontaire,
la réinstallation et l’intégration des réfugiés
lors de leurs voyages de demandeurs d’asile.
ChungkingMansions est un exemple de zone
pour les réfugiés à Hong Kong. Il est situé sur
Nathan Road, Tsim Sha Tsui (Kowloon), qui
est le principal quartier d’affaires et touris-
tique de Hong Kong. Ouvert pour la pre-
mière fois en 1962, cette structure délabrée
de 17 étages est remplie de maisons d’hôtes
bon marché, de commerces de détail et de
gros et de restaurants. Chaque jour, des
gens de différents pays entrent et sortent du
bâtiment, abordent les problèmes d’argent
dans ses bureaux de change, se rassemblent
dans ses stands de nourriture, négocient à
ses comptoirs de téléphonie mobile, utilisent
des ordinateurs dans ses cybercafés et se
promènent dans ses couloirs. Mais la plupart
des réfugiés ne vivaient pas dans Chungking
Mansions. L’un de leurs objectifs était d’aller
à Christian Action pour obtenir une aide ali-
mentaire et financière. Christian Action offre
aux réfugiés un espace social pour établir et
étendre leurs réseaux afin d’accroître leurs
moyens de subsistance.

Selon une entrevue menée par Shum,
l’un des demandeurs d’asile a déclaré que
trouver un logement à Hong Kong était
vraiment difficile, non seulement en rai-
son de la discrimination de la part des Chi-
nois de Hong Kong, mais aussi en raison
de leurs propres ressources financières lim-
itées. Certains réfugiés ont donc trouvé du
travail illégal ou informel auprès de per-
sonnes de différentes nationalités en util-
isant leurs réseaux de relais. En raison du
faible tauxde justification, les réfugiés se sen-
tent souvent désespérés quant à leur avenir.
Plusieurs réfugiés ont exprimé leur volonté
de retourner volontairement dans leur pays,
car ils n’avaient guère de choix à Hong Kong.

La situation des réfugiés à Bangkok est dif-
férente. Ils ont été convoqués pour des entre-
tiens par le bureau du UNHCR, qui déter-
mine leur sort. En conséquence, des mil-
liers de réfugiés à Bangkok se retrouvent en
déplacement prolongé. L’une des tragédies
auxquelles ils sont confrontés est qu’ils sont
pris au piège sans droit au travail ni liberté
de mouvement. Contrairement aux réfugiés
à Hong Kong, cependant, les réfugiés à
Bangkok vivent dans un contexte de régle-
mentation plus stricte par le gouvernement
et les organisations internationales. À leur
arrivée, les réfugiés doivent être autonomes,
car le gouvernement ne leur fournit aucune
aide financière et matérielle. Les réfugiés
urbains sont généralement dispersés, non
dénombrés et non gérés, vivant en marge
de la société urbaine. Les réfugiés vivant
au cœur de Bangkok ne font pas excep-
tion. Ils mènent une vie discrète et ten-
tent d’éviter d’être détectés par le bureau
de l’immigration en attendant leur prochain
déménagement. À l’instar de ceux de Hong
Kong, les réfugiés de Bangkok sont égale-
ment isolés socialement, sans droit légal de
travailler. En tant que tels, ils sont marginal-
isés par leur statut illégal. À Bangkok, ni
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le certificat de demandeur d’asile ni les doc-
uments relatifs au statut de réfugié - tous
deux délivrés par le HCR en Thaïlande - ne
servent de garantie contre l’arrestation, ce
qui rend les réfugiés vulnérables à la déten-
tion. La vie des réfugiés à Bangkok est façon-
née par l’incertitude, l’insécurité et la peur
persistantes. En raison de la position stricte
du gouvernement enmatière d’immigration,
les réfugiés à Bangkok doivent assurer leur
subsistance tout en évitant constamment
les agents d’immigration qui peuvent les
arrêter et les détenir, voire les rapatrier
de force dans des pays où ils craignent
d’être persécutés. En tant que groupe
«d’immigrants illégaux» en Thaïlande, les
réfugiés ont développé diverses stratégies
pour se soutenir les uns les autres, y compris
le partage de logements et d’informations,
le prêt et l’emprunt d’argent et l’offre
d’un soutien émotionnel. Les réseaux soci-
aux développés à partir de l’expérience
du déplacement et de l’immobilité révèlent
les caractéristiques transnationales de ces
réfugiés, qui s’engagent dans divers espaces
transnationaux dans lesquels ils recherchent
de nombreux types d’assistance, comme
aider à nettoyer lamaison et livrer de la nour-
riture.

Asylum Seeking Journeys in Asia. Refugees in
Hong Kong and Bangkok, par Terence Chun Tat
Shum, regorged’expériences personnelles de
réfugiés. Ce livre proposait des comptes ren-
dus ethnographiques détaillés examinant les

liens sociaux sous-jacents à la formation de la
diasporade réfugiés. Les histoires de réfugiés
issuesde leurs entretiens illustrent clairement
que le «réfugié» est un statut temporaire et
légalement non reconnu dans les deux villes.
Hong Kong ou Bangkok ne sont jamais des-
tinées à être un foyer permanent pour les
réfugiés. Ce ne sont que des lieux de refuge
temporaires. Hong Kong et Bangkok, en tant
que premiers ports d’asile, sont un espace-
temps de dislocation.
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Guest House for Young Widows: Among
the Women of ISIS by Azadeh Moaveni
(2019) is a captivating piece of immersive
journalism that follows the narratives of 13
women affiliated with the Islamic State (ISIS)
at the height of its occupation. Moaveni
portrays the lives of ISIS women spread
out across the United Kingdom, Germany,
Tunisia, Syria, Turkey, Libya, and Iraq as
they attempt to migrate towards Syria. The
author converts her qualitative interviews
with the women directly into gripping his-
torical prose. She emphasizes that this book
does not justify the terrors of ISIS but, rather,
intends to deconstruct the stereotype of the
female jihadist. This is exemplified by the
way many young people were manipulated
by tactful propaganda that called for aid in
the fight for religious equity and social jus-
tice. Moaveni explains, “These stories do
not tell the comprehensive story of all ISIS
women … the context is there to illuminate

not to justify” (p. 335). Though the intervie-
wees’ names and identifying information are
altered to maintain anonymity, as a reader,
I could not help but see parts of myself in the
text as a young woman: in Nour’s passion,
in Asma’s intellect, in Rahma’s stubborn will,
and in the infamous vulnerability of theBeth-
nal Green girls.

Simultaneously, Moaveni emphasizes that
the women in these stories share more com-
monality with the men among them than
with women of other countries (p. 329).
Although I would be quick to categorize
this as a piece of academic feminist research,
readers are reminded that Western feminist
movements have repeatedly been exclusion-
ary to Muslim women (p. 327). Traditional
academia creates a disconnect between the
global understanding of ISIS and the qualita-
tive perspective of ISIS women’s lived experi-
ences, and it is evident that Moaveni intends
to fill this gap. While she panders to the
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empathy of the Western reader, the larger
underlying theme is how Western culture,
and ever-present Islamophobia, has con-
tributed to the rise of ISIS.

The stories in Guest House for Young
Widows are divided into five parts, which
are bookended by a prelude and epilogue
of ethnographical accounts. Parts one to
three describe the socio-political lives of the
female characters prior to the Syrian civil war.
The book subtly highlights how their lives
were always politized. For example, at a
young age, Nour and Asma struggle, in dif-
ferent ways, with understanding how and
if they should outwardly display their reli-
giosity. At the same time, Lina and Emma
seek escape from oppressive forces in their
lives and embrace their search for auton-
omy. A real strength of these sections is how
Moaveni captures the way ISIS capitalized on
the feeling of “otherness” and vulnerability
felt by many youngMuslims in the post-9/11
world. By doing so, the book challenges
the discourse that these women arrived at
extremismdue to “hard childhoods,” lack of a
moral upbringing, or some desire to become
ISIS brides (p. 322). On the contrary, we see
that many of the women’s lives included lov-
ing families, higher education, and economic
stability. What truly led them to extrem-
ism had more to do with the socio-political
events and structures of the time (e.g., the
Arab Spring).

The book’s first few sections are at times
confusing, as the stories jump around geo-
graphical place and time. However, Moaveni
holds the reader’s hand by effortlessly
stringing major themes and commonali-
ties throughout each story. Another strong
theme within the book is the instrumentality
of social media in the recruitment and rise
of ISIS. It is fascinating, yet unsurprising, that
platforms such as Tumblr, Twitter, Facebook,

YouTube, and WhatsApp were used to pro-
pagandize resistance narratives and provide
a community for which many young Muslim
people longed. The author states, “Joining
ISIS was not unlike joining a rebellion,” and
with the string of anti-Muslim hate crimes
on the rise in the West, rage among young
Muslim people amplified feelings of victim-
ization and misunderstanding that, Moaveni
explains, ISIS used as a call to action (p. 114).

The latter parts of the book showcase the
grim reality of the ISIS occupation and how
it troubled the lives of many of its mem-
bers. For those residing in Syria at the time,
the city shifted to an economy that oper-
ated on an ISIS-first basis, while the polic-
ing of civilian lives increased. The al-Khansaa
Brigade, a harrowing all-female branch of
the police, enforced rules on dress code and
punished those who did not abide. Moaveni
tells of friends whipping friends for wearing
abayas that were too tight, and we see how
the women married to ISIS soldiers suddenly
become widows as quickly as they became
wives. While this is a turning point for many
of thebook’smain characters, it also exempli-
fies the level of perceived power and casual
justification for torture that ISIS used. It was
at this point that many ISIS women began
to notice what we, as readers, know com-
fortably in hindsight: ISIS was blatantly disre-
garding the tenants of Islam; its rise to power
was never really about religious equity but
about control.

As the book enters its conclusionary
stages, we read of the “guest houses” that
operated for ISIS widows. These were real,
hostel-like residences where ISIS widows
resided in a limbo state, waiting to remarry.
The guest houses in the book function as
an overarching metaphor for the female
experience within ISIS. It is explained that
“the guest house for widows was a place
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of such deliberate torment and inhabitabil-
ity that few women could stay long without
going mad. This was precisely the intention”
(p. 251). Living within the ISIS occupation
was much like residing in a guest house: you
either withstand the horrors or you comply
with the wishes of ISIS. The unsettling, and
real, conclusion to the book leaves many of
the women’s stories with echoes of grief, iso-
lation, judgment, fear, and uncertainty.

Guest House for Young Widows: Among
the Women of ISIS is a heart-breaking and
brilliantly researched book that humanizes
the experience of ISIS affiliates. Moaveni’s
fierce writing demands the respect of the
reader and provides a controversial perspec-
tive that others would likely shy away from.
What truly carries her writing to excellence
is how likable, relatable, and critical these
women’s vignettes are. This book debunks
stereotypes, leaving the reader with the
eerie realization of what mainstream media
sources often leave out: the rise of extrem-
ism and the “War on Terror”were largely due
to oppressive global, social, and political poli-

cies. Moaveni expertly dives into these big-
picture realities through the captivating lives
of everyday women. Expertly investigated
and comprehensively written, Guest House
for Young Widows would appeal to inter-
national researchers, policy-makers, histori-
ans, and those interested in an alternative
perspective on the global rise of the Islamic
State.
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Engaging in a historical-sociological analy-
sis, Home Rule: National Sovereignty and
the Separation of Natives and Migrants
(2020) is a provocative intervention that
thinks through the contemporary produc-
tion of global order that Nandita Sharma
terms “the post-colonial NewWorld Order of
nation-states.” Sharma explores the colonial
and the post-colonial, belonging, nativeness,
movement, andmigration to offer a series of
timely contributions across disciplinary fields.

Home Rule begins by thinking through
the “separation” of natives and migrants as
a “legacy of imperialism” and this separa-
tion’s entwinementwith themovement from
a world order of imperial states to one of
nation-states. Drawing out themodern post-
colonial world as deeply interconnected, the
book builds on both historical and contem-
porary examples fromvarious geographies to

identify a governmentality of control, exclu-
sion, assault, and oppression as a founda-
tional component of the modern logic of
nation-states’ governance. Conceptualizing
the nation-state as “the new racist typology
andNationals thenewsuperior race” (p. 279),
Sharma rejects the idea of nation-states as
desired horizons as it situates them at the
core of the production of global inequalities,
destruction, and genocide.

Home Rule consequently argues that the
“decolonization” movements of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries and the
resulting establishment of nation-states are
a reproduction of the colonial order under
a different guise where the same content of
exclusion across physical, social, and juridi-
cal scales were maintained and worsened.
Sharma rejects the understanding of col-
onization as limited to “foreign rule” and
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invites a rethinking of what colonization
(and decolonization) means beyond cate-
gorical interpretations of the native and the
foreigner. Based on ample argumentation
that is theoretically and empirically informed
by transnational case examples, Sharma
offers an extensive critique of twentieth-
century decolonization’s transformation into
a “racist typology” of national sovereignty
(p. 240). Consequently, Sharma rejects con-
temporary and ongoing liberation struggles
pursuing the formation of an independent
“nation.” Argued to be reproducing the
underlying rationale of contemporary gover-
nance and the legitimacy of this rationale on
a global scale, such decolonization struggles
are in fact articulating the continued repro-
duction of contemporary hegemonic global
power structures from capitalism to anthro-
pocentrism.

Consequently, decolonization’s undeliv-
ered promises of a society of equals, of
“development,” and of social justice, Sharma
advances, remain undeliverable so long as
sovereignty and nationalism shape “resis-
tance.” Home Rule, in this sense, systemat-
ically argues that national liberation has sti-
fled andmade impossible thedreams and the
demands of people across the globe rather
than achieving them. The global threat from
the continuous reproduction of this suppres-
sion is one of this book’s most prominent
arguments.

Another key theme running through the
book regards movement and immigration.
Working through a historical-sociological
approach, Sharma argues that contempo-
rary discourses around migration (and anti-
migration) need to be traced back to the
imperial discourses of autochthony, where
the construction of “a people of a place”
forms the founding condition of claims and
rights making. Particularly troubled by the

growing portrayal of migrants as coloniz-
ers and as the blameworthy root of various
nation-states’ failures and problems across
theGlobal South and theGlobal North today,
Sharma works to disentangle the conditions
of possibility on which such portrayals are
(re)produced and to situate such conditions
within imperial discourses binding a specific
idealized set of people to space and spatial-
ized power.

While Home Rule acknowledges the plu-
ral forms of current Indigenous politics, it
argues that such politics are consistently
structured and reproduced by a colonial
logic of hierarchical exclusion. In this sense,
Sharma presents a scathing rejection of the
ideology where migrants and “foreigners”
are excluded, or even constructed as “for-
eign,” and calls for a radical delinking from
such discourses and practices. Home Rule
additionally, and aptly, warns that narra-
tives of sovereign indigeneity unwittingly
legitimize racist and exclusionary discourses
across the globe, including right-wing and
white supremacist claims to autochthony
across Europe.

In line with her argument that the crises
facing the world today are global in nature,
Sharma holds that resistance must itself be
global. Here, the need to denationalize
“society” and the challenges it faces emerges
as a key intervention across Home Rule,
where a shift in thinking both contemporary
problems as well as solutions beyond identi-
ties, borders, and geographies is vehemently
advanced. In her concluding chapter, Sharma
describes the desired politics of “postsepa-
ration” where we would refuse “to confuse
categories of rulers with the people placed
within them” (p. 268).

While Sharma’s book gives little space
to sketching alternative futures, it presents
some notes on how such a futuremight (not)
look. A key feature in this respect is the
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abolition of nation-states, which Sharma sees
unfolding through the abolition of borders.
In line with this, sovereignty and differenti-
ating political identities would also be abol-
ished. Both “home” and “rule” are conse-
quently radically excluded, as imagining a
state form—a form of rule—appears impos-
sible.

It is here, however, where the book’s
key limitation lies: Home Rule does not
offer a substantial engagement with the
various modes of governance that have
long existed, and continue to exist, beyond
the various guises of Eurocentric modern/-
colonial logic(s) it very justly critiques. In
doing this, it seems to miss what these
forms of governance mean across various
epistemes and cosmologies, at times reduc-
ing difference to the same and to a sem-
blance, even a mimicry, of Europe. Ulti-
mately, it seems to miss and dismiss much
in sub-alternized knowledges and epistemes.
In this sense, its depiction and engage-
ment with practices of sovereignty, nation-
hood, and belonging across the world’s col-
onized peoples—from the Kanyen’kehà:ka
(Mohawk) to Palestinians—remains wanting.
Further, the book’s ability to offer or con-
struct possible alternative futures aligned
with theworld views of such peoples remains
significantly limited. With its unsatisfactory
conceptualization of modernity and capital-
ism, ones that requires a potentially longer
durée historicization traced back to 1492,
these absences leave much to be rethought.

Much in Indigenous quests of homogene-
ity and national sovereignty is indeed prob-
lematic, as Sharma aptly shows. Yet these
pursuits also hold much that is deeply dissim-
ilar from the modern/colonial understand-
ing. From the very conception of politics to
the imagination of belonging itself, the (het-
erogenous and plural) epistemes that under-
write various anti-colonial and anti-imperial
struggles must not be hastily dismissed or
reduced to a pure reproduction of Eurocen-
tric oppressive structures. From the relation
to land/earth to the ethics of relating to oth-
ers within various Indigenous colonized spir-
itualities, a serious engagement with such
knowledges on their own terms would have
greatly developed, nuanced, and reinforced
Home Rule’s many pertinent and timely cri-
tiques and contributions.
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Refugees and Higher Education: Trans-
National Perspectives on Access, Equity,
and Internationalization (2020) addresses an
important gap in the literature on refugee
education. This collection, organized by
scholars affiliated with Boston College’s Cen-
ter for International Higher Education, pro-
vides fundamental insights into issues of
higher education (HE) access and equity in
numerous displacement and (re)settlement
contexts.

Part 1, “Framing the Landscape,” begins
with a short chapter by the editors setting the
scene for the book project in light of increas-
ing forced migration and limited research
on HE for refugee populations. The second
chapter provides useful background with a
concise but somewhat dated review of the
literature on barriers to HE for refugees in
displacement and resettlement countries and

several initiatives to increase access. Chapter
3 examines ethical issues in refugee research
and calls for increased research in the devel-
oping countries hosting the majority of the
world’s refugees and asylum seekers.

Part 2, comprising the bulk of the vol-
ume, provides regional and national perspec-
tives on the topic. Its first section consists of
three chapters set in Latin America. Chap-
ter 4 offers detailed information about the
Venezuelan crisis and educational challenges
and then speculates about possible exam-
ples from Turkey’s and Europe’s responses
to the Syrian crisis that could be applied in
Latin America. Next, an exploratory qual-
itative study reports on barriers to HE for
Venezuelans in Colombia, analyzes institu-
tional responses, and offers recommenda-
tions. Chapter 5 gives an informative but
concise glimpse into national and interna-
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tional initiatives in the competitive Brazilian
HE sector.

The next section focuses on three distinct
issues pertinent to migrants in the United
States. Chapter 7 illuminates the policy con-
text as well as financial, humanitarian, socio-
political, and psychological issues and sup-
ports for Syrian students in the US. Chap-
ter 8 offers a powerful depiction of the edu-
cational difficulties Latin American migrants
face and the blurred boundaries between
status categories through a qualitative study
focused on permanent residents from the
Dominican Republic. Chapter 9 wraps up
the section with a content analysis study of
HE institutions in Maine and Idaho, conclud-
ing that a cohesive response for equal access
and treatment of refugees is lacking despite
many small-scale initiatives.

Section 3 moves to Europe, the nexus
of the ongoing “refugee crisis.” Chapter
10 provides an informative summary of ini-
tiatives in Germany and Europe more gen-
erally responding to the needs of Syrian
refugees and asylum seekers, including schol-
arships and credential verification processes.
Chapter 11 focuses on vocational training
and recertifying and upskilling programs in
Germany and Sweden, intended to support
refugees’ economic integration. Next, Chap-
ter 12 describes Ireland’s shifting migration
patterns and legal frameworks and high-
lights related tensions regarding refugees’
access to HE.

Asia and Oceania are each represented by
one chapter in Section 4. First, Chapter 13 cri-
tiques Bangladesh’s provisions for stateless
Rohingya refugees using Hannah Arendt’s
conception of human dignity and taking a
more conceptual approach than other con-
tributions. For the Australian HE context,
Chapter 14 provides interesting insights into
policy oversights and suggestions for needed
improvements.

The volume dedicates Section 5 to
Ethiopia, led by an informative picture of
national HE strategies and challenges in a
little-known but important refugee con-
text in Chapter 15. Chapter 16 offers a
very interesting and informative outline of
challenges and supports for self-financed
Eritrean refugee students in Ethiopia.

Turkey, the host of the largest number of
refugees in the world, receives due atten-
tion in Section 6. Chapter 17 takes an asset-
based approach to report the experiences
of 60 Syrian immigrant and refugee stu-
dents in Turkish HE and offers a series of
useful recommendations to stakeholders in
Turkey and other host countries for assessing
and responding to refugee students’ needs.
Chapter 18 focuses on Turkey’s multi-stage
policy response and HE strategies, drawing
on data from surveys with Syrian univer-
sity students and workshops with Syrian aca-
demics working in Turkish universities.

Part 3, titled “The K–12 to University
Pipeline,” seeks to tie together the insights
provided by these regional and national
cases. Chapter 19 is packed with informa-
tionaboutpolicy challenges, immigrant iden-
tity, and effective instructional practices in
the US K–12 context and provides a number
of speculative recommendations for apply-
ing these insights to HE. Chapter 20 closes
the volumebyexaminingdisparities between
refugee- and non-refugee-background stu-
dents in the US and offering recommenda-
tions to improve experiences and outcomes
in both K–12 education and HE.

The casesmakingupPart 2 reveal common
themes, including structural barriers to HE,
xenophobia and discrimination, and inade-
quate national policy, but the book is miss-
ing a conclusion that draws together the var-
ious threads explored in the chapters. There
is some repetition in contributions’ discus-
sions of international policy frameworks as
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well as larger-scale initiatives. Although it
would place more of a burden on editors, it
would have been useful to concentrate the
relevant background information in an intro-
ductory chapter and then devote more space
to detailed examinations of the particular
cases. In addition, the geographical distribu-
tion of cases is noticeably uneven, a common
issue in edited volumes thatmight have been
ameliorated by casting a wider net beyond
the Boston College community. For example,
most sections encompass entire regions such
asNorthAmerica or Europe, but Ethiopia and
Turkey each have separate sections, which
could have been combined under the Mid-
dle East and Northern Africa for consistency.
Moreover, while the book provides useful
insights into numerous refugee and asylum
settings, due to the contemporary nature of
the issue, some of the information is already
out of date. For instance, Chapter 15 cites
UNHCRdata from2014estimating that 1%of
refugees are in HE, but this number has since
tripled.

However, several contributions address
the gap established in the framing chapters
of research on HE for refugees in displace-
ment and asylum countries such as Colombia,

Ethiopia, and Turkey. These chapters provide
important and timely insights into relevant
challenges and responses and will help build
the knowledge base for future research. As
such, the volume is a valuable resource for
scholars of refugee education, secondary and
tertiary administrators and faculty hoping to
better support refugee students, and other
stakeholders developing policy and practices
to increase access and equity for displaced
young adults.
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Paper Trails: Migrants, Documents, and
Legal Insecurity (2020) is an edited vol-
ume that traces how migrants conceptual-
ize borders and the process of bordering
by way of legal inscription practices within
states, specifically high-income, traditionally
migrant-receiving countries located in the
Global North. Seeing documentation as a
prism for understanding how migrants com-
ply, co-operate, interact, and resist govern-
mental authorities, the authors demonstrate
the shifting power dynamics between states
and migrants by way of eight contributions,
an introduction by Sarah B. Horton, and a
conclusion by Josiah Heyman.

The chapters are subdivided into three
sections. The first conceptualizes how
legal documentation, or lack thereof, influ-
ences perceptions of time and space among
migrants. The second section traces hyper-
documentationpractices and the subsequent
production of migrant categories as racial-

ized and/or undesirable. Migrant agency,
and the right to exercise mobility despite
the state-cantered administrative monopo-
lies that govern movement, is central in the
volume’s third section.

The authors discuss inscription processes
from a longue durée perspective, the incep-
tion of documentation procedures, as well
as migration law and practice. Nandita
Sharma, for instance, examines how the end
of slave labour led to the establishment of
documentary practices among imperial sub-
jects during the nineteenth century in Chap-
ter 1. Her contribution is especially perti-
nent in relation to the production of migrant
categories that rendered labour migrants,
thosewithout permanent residency status, as
replaceable and unequal, in terms of access-
ing social rights and public services. Sharma
further illustrates the triad legacy of forced
labour, the regulation of mobility, and the
categorization of people into un/desirable
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migrants. Recruiting labour migrants from
British India was considered indispensable to
(re)supply the slave labour force. And yet,
labour migrants from the subcontinent were
“negatively racialized” as unassimilable (44)
and thus unwanted.

Sharma’s research on the need for
labour migrants and simultaneous inclina-
tion to regulate and constrict movement
among un/desirable migrants is fruitful
in thinking through other cases in which
labour-intensive industries relied on labour
migrants, while governing authorities, politi-
cians, and/or society resisted the incorpora-
tion of migrants into the fabric of national
host societies. For example, the regulatory
Rotationsmodell in post–Second World War
Switzerland or Germany serves as a case in
point here. While Turkish and Yugoslav
labour migrants did not travel to Switzer-
land and Germany as (post-)imperial sub-
jects, they were subject to inequality in terms
of unequal access to citizenship and access
to rights, especially when compared to the
intra-European Union migration regime.
Time and temporality, as identified by Brid-
get Anderson in Chapter 2, is thus a critical
factor in this equation. Framed inAnderson’s
words: “We can start to connect the control
of themovement and labour relations of con-
temporary migrants … with the movement
and labour relations of the labouring poor of
the past” (67).

Authors of the volumehighlight the nexus
between the act of drafting legislature, cul-
tural/temporal proclivities, andhowordinary
people enact the state’s roles in compliance
with the law. In Chapter 6, Cecilia Men-
jívar illustrates the extent to which hyper-
documentary practices shape everyday expe-
riences ofmigrants in Phoenix, Arizona. Rou-
tine activities, including, for example, open-
ing bank accounts, renting property, or pur-
chasing goods with a credit card, require

documentation, which renders salespeople,
bank tellers, and realtors appendices within
the executive power of the state. As a result,
the law, as one learns from the chapters by
way of informants, does not reflect objective
criteria. Instead, as illustrated by Susan Bibler
Coutin in Chapter 4, legislation appears as a
form of “legal craft.”

With the burgeoning of bureaucratic
inscription practices, belonging to a state
is tied to the papers one carries. As such,
the reader learns that interviewees live in a
hyperaware state of the law. Menjívar illu-
minates this hyperawareness poignantly by
way of quoting Adriana, a Latina immigrant
interlocutor: “I used to be able to showwith-
out embarrassment my Mexican documents
at the bank, at a store, anywhere. And now?
If I do that, people immediately think I’m
undocumented. Why? Because I’mMexican”
(166). This includes individuals who reside
in the state on a temporary protected status
visa, or else on a permanent/legal basis.

Yetmigrants also resist classification. Juan
Thomas Ordóñez identifies, in Chapter 8,
how migrants not only reject bureaucratic
taxonomies but alsomakeuse of their ethnic-
ity tomove “unnoticed” across borders. Trav-
elling as musicians and/or merchants from
Ecuador and Colombia to places such as Rus-
sia, Georgia, or Italy, interviewees in Chapter
8 disclose that, for instance, “police, immigra-
tion officers, and even bank tellers really do
not check” the identity of “indigenous per-
sons” (223). As such, migrants move within
networks to trade identity documents that
enable and facilitate mobility. This is a very
welcoming perspective as one learns that
migrants utilize their racialization and/or
ethnicization to navigate travel across inter-
national borders, as opposed to merely sub-
mitting to hyper-documentation practices.

Overall, the longitudinal analysis imparts
on the reader how documentary practices
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changed over time, and how migrants
co-operate and resist the ways in which
hyper-documentation shapes one’s sense of
belonging. Finally, the synthesis prefacing
each of the three sections provides the audi-
encewith critical insight about how the eight
chapters speak to each other. Paper Trails is
an important contribution for students and
researchers in migration studies, as well as
practitioners in the field.
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Rena Lusin Bitmez’s debut documentary Do
You ThinkGod Loves Immigrant Kids,Mom?
explores the daily struggles of four Arme-
nian children—Ruzanna Babaian, Antranik
Yedigarian, HasmikVertersian, andHarutyun
Bogosian—who migrated with their families
to Istanbul. Filmed over the course of eight
years, the documentary depicts an intimate
portrait of the children’s lives. This includes
not only their immigrant struggles but also
their day-to-day interpersonal relationships.

The film starts by showing Antranik and a
slightly older boy, Suren, as they take a casual
walk on the seaside. Their conversation lays
out the central themes of the film: economic
instability, uncertainty of the future, long-
ing for the home country, fear of deporta-
tion, and, most importantly, the importance

of education.

The children attend a makeshift school

located in the basement cafeteria of an

Armenian church. Their educators are vol-

unteer instructors. Classes include Armenian,

English, literature,music, and folk dance. The

school remains the children’s sole connec-

tion to the outside world, where their mobil-

ity is restricted because of fears of deporta-

tion. Besides school-based instruction, more

socially situated, informal forms of learn-

ing also exist within the home environment.

Antranik’s mother, a former journalist and

volunteer school instructor, teaches children

howtodraw, for example. Similarly, Ruzanna

is practising on the musical keyboard with

her mother.
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Theprospect of educationoccupies almost
all discussions among children. At times,
we see them connecting with their friends
back home, through Skype, and exchang-
ing details about their educational pathways.
Other times, conversations are dominated by
complex trade-offs between income-earning
activities and schooling. For instance, one
conversation demonstrates the children’s
desperation regarding university acceptance
in Turkey. The children strive to make up for
the formal education they would normally
be receiving in Armenia, and the uncertainty
as to how long they would have to be living
as immigrants is adding to the problem.

Armenians began to immigrate to Turkey
after Armenia’s declaration of independence
in 1991 (Körükmez, 2013). The country’s
political turmoil, corruption, and economic
hardship triggered by the Soviet Union’s
dissolution worsened around this period,
and despite all the negative connotations
associated with Armenians in Turkish main-
stream media, migrating to Turkey is often-
times seen as a more viable economic option
than migrating to countries such as Russia,
Europe, or the United States, due to the ever-
decreasing currency rate in Turkey since the
mid-2010s.

Armenians are not the only immigrant
group in Turkey. However, the discussions
surrounding them differ from those of other
migrant groups, as Turkey has an official
minority of Armenians. Media and public
representation of Armenians in Turkey are
loaded with negative attributions. Nonethe-
less, the particularities of being Armenian
in Turkey are nowhere to be found in this
documentary. The film has no interest in
opening a discussion of the events of 1915
or the treatment of Armenians in Turkey
in the present. Its focus is strictly on the
lives and struggles of these four characters,

who happen to be immigrant Armenian chil-
dren. The children’s families do not inter-
act with the minority Armenian population
either. In an interview conducted with Bit-
mez (personal communication, February 6,
2021), she pointed out that the immigrant
Armenians have no connection whatsoever
with theminority Armenians living in Turkey.

Similarly, characters are not seen interact-
ingwith Turks at any point in the film, except
for the short conversations Hasmik’s mother
has with vendors at the neighbourhoodmar-
ket. It appears that no socializing happens
and no new relationships are formed in the
host country. At school, for instance, chil-
dren receive English lessons but not Turkish.
The narrative makes clear that these individ-
uals are not there to stay but to return. The
building they reside in is a temporary shelter,
a home away from home where the children
spend some years of their lives, hoping to go
back sooner than later.

Stylistically, Do You Think God Loves
Immigrant Kids, Mom? charts a course
distinct from many prominent documentary
films centring on forced migration. This is
due to the fact that Bitmez’s earlier work
consists mainly of scripted television content.
She has also extensively worked with promi-
nent Turkish directors known for their fic-
tional work. As such, Bitmez builds her docu-
mentary’s narration by way of dramaturgical
construction, allowing the viewer to develop
attachment towards its characters in a sim-
ilar way as happens in fiction. There are
no interviews with the subjects, no voice-
over narration, and no trace of the filmmaker
within the universe of the film in any form.
Using a cinema verité style, the camera sim-
ply records the action unfolding in front of it
without any intervention. The use of camera,
especially inside the home, is almost entirely
static. Instead of following the characters
around, the camera allows them to move
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freely in and out of the frame. A sense of inti-
macy is created as families have accepted a
film crew into their private space. The cam-
era practically lives with the children, even
capturing such private moments as Harutik
taking a bath and Hasmik getting lectured
by her mother. However, this very same
absence of boundaries does not make the
viewer uncomfortable in any way. To the
contrary, this intimacy is createdwith respect,
through physical distance and minimal cam-
era movements.

We see the children at an outside location,
other than their street or their schoolyard, at
only a few moments in the film. The major-
ity of the 90-minute documentary takes place
inside the multi-storey building where Has-
mik, Ruzanna, and Harutyun live. The few
shots that show the outside world comprise
the children sitting in front of the house, the
children playing in the school’s backyard dur-
ing recreation, and, most recurring of all, the
view of the street from their windows and
tiny balconies. The building’s staircases are
both the children’s playground and the con-
nection between their homes. Running up
and down the stairs is their main entertain-
ment. It is from the stairs that they call out
to one another to play, to share a meal, and
alsowhere they get yelled at by the adults for
being too loud. The stairs that lead to the
main entrance of the building are the most
appealing. The door that opens out to the
street is one ofmystery, fear, and excitement.

Do You Think God Loves Immigrant Kids,
Mom? does more than document the strug-

gles of Armenian immigrants. The film places
its subjects in amechanism of narrative story-
telling, where the viewer forms an intimate
relationship with the film that goes beyond
understanding and caring about its charac-
ters. The viewer becomes a part of their
close-knit community. This closeness, com-
binedwith the subtlety of its narrationand its
conscious preference not to delve into polit-
ical discussions, is what makes Do You Think
God Loves Immigrant Kids, Mom? stand out
among countless representations of “adult-
ness” inmigratory experiences. It is a humble
yet utterly sincere invitation to the world of
Ruzanna, Antranik, Hasmik, and Harutyun.
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