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Refugees and asylum seekers’ emotions in migration studies

Basem Mahmud!

Abstract: This paper reviews the theoretical and empirical studies on emotions in migration
studies to determine the state of the art as well as to identify gaps. In addition to the three main
approaches to understanding forced migrants’ emotional lives (extraordinary, everyday
encounters, and therapeutic), this paper identifies different types of empirical research informed
by these theoretical perspectives. They focus on: the impact of the context of migration, emotions
during a specific stage of the journey, and the emotions, values, and traditions that forced migrants
bring with them to the destination country. This literature review led to determining the most
relevant tendencies and considerations. Due to the dominance of the therapeutic and
extraordinary approaches, there is a need to (1) explore further the role of emotions in forced
migration; (2) look at how forced migrants construct their emotions without losing the context
(where, why and when); (3) investigate other functions of emotions or to ask how forced migrants
make sense of their experience of violence, torture...etc.; (4) take into consideration the whole
journey from beginning to end; (5) develop a theory based on empirical data which explains the

interaction between emotions and belonging.
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Las emociones de los refugiados y solicitantes de asilo en
los estudios de migracion

Resumen: Este articulo revisa los estudios teoricos y empiricos sobre las emociones en los
estudios de migracion para determinar el estado del arte, asi como para identificar brechas.
Ademas de los tres enfoques principales para comprender la vida emocional de los migrantes
forzados (extraordinaria, encuentros cotidianos, y terapéutica), el presente articulo
identifica diferentes tipos de investigacion empirica informada por estas perspectivas
teoricas. Se centraran en: El impacto del contexto de la migracion, las emociones durante
una etapa especifica del viaje, y las emociones, valores y tradiciones que los migrantes traen
al destino. Esta revision de la literatura llevo a determinar las tendencias y consideraciones
maés relevantes. Debido al dominio de los enfoques terapéuticos y extraordinarios, es
necesario (1) explorar més a fondo el papel de las emociones en la migracion forzada; (2)
observar como los migrantes forzados construyen sus emociones sin perder el contexto
(donde, por qué y cuando); (3) investigar otras funciones de las emociones o preguntar como
los migrantes forzados hacen sentido de su experiencia de violencia, tortura ... etc.; (4) tener
en cuenta todo el viaje de principio a fin; (5) desarrollar una teoria basada en datos empiricos

que explique la interaccion entre las emociones y la pertenencia.

Palabras Clave: sentimientos, sentirse en casa, pertenencia, migracion forzada.
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1. Introduction

Migration is generally studied using macro-structural or micro-rational approaches
(mostly focused on migration decision-making) rather than subjective experiences such as
psychological and cultural dimensions, emotions, values, and social interactions. However,
all of us have seen pictures and videos in the news covering the so-called refugee crisis (after
2014), of people attacked in their homes by the repressive apparatus of their ‘nation-state.’
Thousands were killed, and others were forced to flee ‘home.” Those who arrived in Europe
were received in different ways; sometimes with welcome, sympathy, or solidarity and others
with persecution and discrimination. As a migrant, all of this directed my interest in the
forced migrant’s emotions (e.g., perception of empathy/or humiliation) and its impact on
his feeling of belonging toward the places and society from which he fled (among them
home) and those where he settled. This is how I became interested in studying the
experiential dimensions of the forced migration phenomena. This paper aims to examine
how migration literature addresses forced migrants’ emotions. In general, forced migrants
are treated as a mere subgroup of "migrant” and this applies as well to research on their
emotions. When a distinction is made, refugees are presented as being more traumatized
and in need of help. Therefore, this paper divided in four sections: The first two sections
review emotions in migration studies in general, and explores insights on forced migration
within this broader framework. The last two sections deal specifically with the literature
dedicated exclusively to cases of forced migration. As a whole, this research shifts the
attention toward more research on forced migrants’ emotions and its role in integration by
looking at the broader functions of emotions beyond the therapeutic approach. It therefore
provides useful information for researchers, policymakers, and professionals who seek to

better understand forced migration and resettlement in the destination country.

1.1. The neglected emotional dimension in classical migration theories

Since the end of the nineteenth century, migration studies have not only increased in
volume but also the perspectives have changed over time and have used different concepts
to understand why international migration occurs. For example, there are economic theories
based on a macro-analytical perspective. These focus on structural issues related to objective
conditions that function as ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors for migration and examine questions like
labor demand or differences in wage rates and employment conditions between countries.

These include classical and neoclassical macro-economics (Lewis, 1954; Ranis & Fei, 1961;
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Todaro, 1969), dual market labor theory (Piore, 1979), and world systems theory
(Wallerstein, 1974). However, this approach failed to explain migration between countries
with similar economic development or to answer questions about the volume of migration
from a particular country to a specific country (e.g., Moroccans in France), or why a country
with similar structural conditions to another country has significantly less migration. Also,
it leaves no room for human agency (see Boswell, 2002; Castles et al., 2014, p. 31;

Wimalaratana, 2016).

Micro-level theories focus on the individual and his desires and expectations. Here, the
decision-making has to do with rational calculation (benefit vs. costs of migration), as in
Sjaastad’s (1962) neoclassical economics approach. The value-expectancy model focuses on
the values people ascribe to an expected outcome (De Jong et al., 1983; De Jong & Fawcett,
1981). There are also behavioral models which are concerned with the personality of the
individual and its interaction with triggers or stimuli (Courgeau, 1995). These theories help
to observe the agency of the individual, but they ignore the structural issues. Furthermore,

they are focused on rational action, not on affective action.

Meso-level theories attempt to integrate the micro and macro levels. By focusing on social
ties or networks, it links structures with individual decision-making. Network theory argues
that people migrate based on their previous contacts; they go where they already know
someone (Boyd, 1989; Massey et al., 1993). Network theory was able to provide more insight
into the push factors and explain different aspects of migration phenomena; choice of
destination (Banerjee, 1983; Faist, 1997); conflicts or tensions in social ties in home
countries as a reason for migration, or families encouraging some members to migrate

(Hugo, 1981, p. 196).

Therefore, the interest in emotions during the migration process was absent because the
focus was either on structural issues or rational choice theories. Social ties are studied in
relation to decision-making and adapting process (Hagen-Zanker, 2008; Richmond, 1988),
without exploring in-depth the emotional dimension of migration. The question of the
significance of emotions for understanding migration has been therefore neglected in these
theories. However, the attempt to classify migrants has led to some interest in migrants’
emotions. Researchers tend to define the types of migration, in general, based on the degrees
of autonomy in decision-making processes: Richmond (1988) developed a typology of

migration where he considers the decision-making process alongside socio-political factors;
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Proactive migrants include retirees, transients, returnees, family reunions, and emigrants.
Reactive migrants include refugees, forcibly-displaced people, slaves, forced laborers, exiles
and mass expellees. Between these two extremes, there is a variety of people who cross
borders having low degrees of autonomy but, to some extent, having both the time and
possibility to choose their destination. Petersen (1958) distinguished between forced and
impelled migrants; the latter having some amount of power to leave or not to leave, while
the former is expulsed by an external power such as a state. Kunz's kinetic model (1973)
distinguished between two different forced refugee movements; anticipatory and acute.
Anticipatory asylum seekers leave to some extent prepared because they anticipate the
threat and danger and leave before the total deterioration of the situation. They also know
their destination. However, the acute asylum seeker leaves amidst an already deteriorated
condition, e.g., under military pressure, usually has not prepared for their departure and
their destination is not clear. They are continuously looking for a safe place and arrive at the
final destination after time spent inside their own country first (in some cases) and later in

other asylum-countries (possibly neighboring countries).

Kunz's kinetic model highlights the issue of emotion during a specific period of this
process. In the midway-to-nowhere scenario, the asylum seeker has found shelter and is
now in a “spiritual, spatial, temporal and emotional equidistant no man’s land of midway-
to-nowhere and the longer he remains there, the longer he becomes subject to its
demoralising effects” (Kunz, 1973, p. 133). While these demoralizing effects grow, the asylum
seekers face three crucial possible decisions; return home, stay in the first asylum-country,
or seek out new land. Nevertheless, over time these three options may become just two or
perhaps one (no choice): while the reasons for fleeing the country remain, the material
means of existence are limited. Depending on the asylum seeker's positive or negative
interpretation, even the smallest sign or piece of news could foster great hope or
disappointment, which in turn influences their decision-making; to return, stay, or move to
anew place. However, the role of this experience in the refugee’s future settlement still needs
to be explored. Some scholars have demonstrated the vital role of specific emotions; e.g., the
role of grief among Lithuanian refugees (Baskauskas, 1981). Jensen (1966, p. 58) insists on
the importance of understanding the emotional state of the refugee upon arrival in the
asylum country (hate, anger, fear...etc.) as it pertains to his country of origin because it could
play a role in resettlement. These early considerations of refugees and asylum seekers’

emotions point out the critical role of emotions in the forced migration experience. However,
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in these theories, emotion was not used as an analytical concept to study the forced
migration experience. That will happen later with the consolidation of the transnationalism

approach.

1.2. Transnationalism and translocality: home and belonging as key concepts in the

migrant’s emotional lives

The definition of transnationalism in migration studies appeared for the first time in the
work of Glick Schiller, and Blanc-Szanton; Transnationalism: A New Analytic Framework
Jor Understanding Migration (1992). Transnationalism is defined as “the process by which
immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their society
of origin and settlement” (Basch et al., 1994, p. 7). At approximately the same time, the
affective turn took place in the social sciences (early to mid-1990s). The traditional image of
migrants changed. Here, the migrant is neither viewed as a person who leaves his land and
comes to another to find a new “home” nor as a person who only comes to work temporarily
to return at a later point in time. In the framework of transnationalism, he is seen as a person
who develops networks, connections, patterns of living, and activities beyond both the
country of origin and destination. In this way, the construction of belonging and the
emotional attachment to the home country and destination started to become a central issue

in migration studies.

Many studies have demonstrated the close connection between emotions and belonging
in migration, both explicitly and implicitly. Emotions are essential for understanding
various social phenomena: emotional labor performed by transnational workers,
transnational childhoods, transnational care, return migrant visits, transnational family
reunions, longing, and the emotionalized “national” family and migration writings
(Herrero-Arias et al., 2020; See Skrbis, 2008). Furthermore, emotions are necessary for
understanding migrants’ subjectivities, as Walsh (2012) demonstrates in her research about
British migrants’ emotions in Dubai. Wang’s (2016) study about first-generation Chinese
migrants in New Zealand shows that in migration, emotions and home-construction interact

2

with each other in an “amplified and more dramatic way.” The term ‘emotional
transnationalism’ appeared in Diane Wolf’s work (2002) There's No Place Like 'Home':
Emotional Transnationalism and the Struggles of Second-generation Filipinos. This
concept “reflects emotional attachments and belonging to the nation of ancestors”

(Chaloyan, 2017, p. 41).
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More recently, a new approach emerged which argues that the transnationalism approach
should be reviewed. The newer approach, ‘translocality,’ is defined as ‘groundedness’ during
movement, which includes everyday movements that are not necessarily transnational (K
Brickell & Datta, 2012, p. 4). It therefore becomes necessary to understand the local-local
connections, instead of only focusing on the ‘national’ scale. Translocality is useful for
understanding the everyday life of transnational migrants; by drawing attention to the local,
it is possible to observe translocal relationships that usually remain, to some extent, invisible
when the analysis operates at the level of the nation-state (as is the case with the
transnationalism approach). However, it should be made clear that translocality is not
opposed to transnationalism. There is no inherent contradiction between them, and in
general, translocality can be understood as an intent to move toward more territorialized
notions of transnationalism; small-scale transnationalism (Burrell, 2003) or

deterritorialization (Appadurai, 1996).

The concept of ‘home’ as a personal and intimate place has become a central issue in the
debate. Wolf's work on ‘emotional transnationalism’ appeared as a section in a book titled
The Changing Face of Home: The Transnational Lives of the Second Generation (2002).
Many researchers have engaged other questions about ‘home’; what is it, is it ‘there’ related
to the country of origin or ‘here’, or here and there (Al-Ali & Koser, 2003; Bonifacio, 2017,
p- 89; Falicov, 2005; Kochan, 2016; Leith, 2006; Parsell, 2012; Vaqari, 2020). Translocality
led researchers to focus on “the traditional space of the home, family, community, and
neighborhood, which are often the immediate site of encounters with ‘otherness’ and where
notions of belonging and attachment are produced.” (Brickell & Datta, 2012, p. 16) That is
to say, to the most significant places, boundaries and spaces for the migrants, with which
they must deal in everyday life. Researchers who work within this theoretical approach are
keen to consider home as translocal in that, “it is shaped by consumption, remittances, and
social networks; by actual home-building, and by a range of connections to other homes in
other localities. These homes are the sites where cultural difference and ‘otherness’ is
constructed, lived, and negotiated through the ambiguous relationships between mobility
and migration.” (Brickell & Datta, 2012, p. 14). Liangni Sally Liu’s study about new migrants
from the People’s Republic of China found that identity, senses of belonging, and
conceptualization of home are ‘intimately connected’ (Liu, 2014). With this perspective,
belonging comes to be understood not just through a negotiation based on global-local

connections, but also through local-local attachments along the migratory route (Datta,
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2011, p. 74). With this in mind, we can ask how migrants build a home, that is the “building

%

of the feeling of being ‘at home™ (Hage, 1997). Emotions play a central role in this process
(Antoniadou, 2019). For Hage, home building is based on four affective blocks: security,
familiarity, community, and a sense of possibility or hope. Also, he argues that nostalgia
could be used by migrants to engage in home-building in the here and now, and only when
faced with difficult conditions which make home-building impossible, could it convert into

homesickness (Hage, 1997).

Based on this dynamic transnational approach, many researchers focus on migrants’
agency to observe how they “come up with new concepts of home and belonging, enter into
a constructive dialogue with host societies, (attempt to) participate in political discourses as
equal partners, and produce innovative cultural artifacts that challenge static concepts of
race, national identity, citizenship, gender, age, and other categories of collective
identification.” (Klager & Stierstorfer, 2016, p. 5). However, in the case of forced migrants,
it necessary to review these concepts carefully. Catherine Nolin (2006) found that in the
Guatemalan context, the deterritorialization of everyday life is a reality, but a
“deterritorialized nation-state” is not. This is the result of the totalitarian regime's ideology
that excludes Guatemalan refugees and opponents from the nation-building process. They
are not considered as citizens who live outside of the national territory. Mayan groups were
socially constructed as being ‘less than human’ (Nolin, 2006, p. 50). This situation is not an
isolated case; many states from which refugees and asylum seekers are coming are
controlled by totalitarian regimes, or where nation-state building projects have failed, and
other local identities may have had a more important role than the national. Furthermore,
refugees in many cases traverse different lands and societies, spending months or even years
somewhere else before reaching their destination. They develop different relations to
different places, and they face different migration policies, organizations, human smugglers,
and of course meet and encounter different societies and local communities. Thus, in the
case of transnational refugees, we need to consider the whole journey (Yildiz, 2017, p. 7), or
we will lose useful information for understanding how people construct their feelings of
belonging in mobility. All of this indicates that home and belonging are two keywords for

understanding forced migrants’ emotional experience.

1.3. Three approaches to investigate forced migrants emotions; extraordinary,
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therapeutic, and everyday encounters

As I explained in the previous lines, with the emergence of transnationalism theory, the
image of the migrant changed. Furthermore, this change raised more questions about
migrants’ emotions because now they are seen as people who live connected both to the place
of the family and home, as well as to the new place. Nolin’s ‘refugee transnationalism’
incorporates political violence into the concept of transnational migration. It suggests two
key shifts; (1) from a focus on connections to a focus on ‘ruptures and sutures’ of belonging
and identity. (2) From ‘community identity’ to ‘transnational social fields’ and multi-scaled
social relations (Nolin, 2006, p. 182). Also, it should not be limited to the pathological
approach that focuses on the mental health problems caused by those emotions that
accompany violence — such as shame, humiliation, anger, anxiety, guilt, etc. In a study
conducted in Western Australia, Val Colic-Peisker and Farida Tilbury (2003) found that
medicalization of the refugee experience may have negative results by pushing refugees into
a passive “victim role.” Talal Asad (2003) suggests that pain and suffering could also play an
essential role in the construction of the actor’s agency. Another approach which looks at
what people do with emotions could provide a rich understanding of their construction of
the sense of belonging; the experience of self-transcendence related to agony or violence
leads to new values and value commitments (Joas, 2000). This is due to the close
connections between emotions and values or moral judgment, as many scholars argue

(Eisenberg, 2000; Haidt et al., 1993; Vishkin et al., 2020; Von Scheve, 2015).

A recent work entitled Belonging and Transnational Refugee Settlement: Unsettling
the Everyday and the Extraordinary (2017) questions belonging by focusing on ‘the
everyday’ and ‘the extraordinary’ in the refugee’s experience. In this book, Marlowe (2017)
defines ‘the extraordinary’ as those experiences that often sit “beyond the everyday and
which are not necessarily shared by the wider society” (Marlowe, 2017, p. 36). Everyday
practices seem to be hidden because they are related to the mundane, ordinary and routine
actions of both locals and refugees. The extraordinary, on the other hand, which refers to
specific cases of the refugee’s experience, becomes an issue of interest for media and public
debate as well as much research on migration. This extraordinary representation may
become an obstacle to their integration and participation in society. This is because they are
often represented as traumatized people. However, this does not mean that the

extraordinary cannot provide any benefits for the refugee, especially for their claim of
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recognition (Marlowe, 2017, p. 37). What is essential here is to take into consideration these

two different kinds of experience.

Early phases of migration are to some extent full of these extraordinary experiences, but
once the refugee is settled the everyday practices predominate. Seen in this way, I agree with
Marlowe that refugee resettlement is about protection, while the settlement is about
belonging (2017, p. 25). People make sense of their experience, and the extraordinary may
still accompany them. The question is how they interpret it during the settlement and how
these interpretations interact with their feelings of belonging. Thus, to understand refugees’
experience we need to consider the whole story from beginning to end. Furthermore, it is
necessary to understand who is defining, what is extraordinary, what is not, and how
refugees respond, resist or challenge. That is because these definitions impact the refugee’s

representations and his life (Marlowe, 2017).

Based on what we have seen until now, we could say that there are three main approaches
to investigating forced migrants’ emotional lives; (1) the everyday-encounters approach
which looks to everyday life to develop questions such as how people give meanings to the
world around them, reinterpret it, and make sense from their experience; (2) the
therapeutic, where the main interest is the consequences of trauma — which is almost a
predefined concept — on the forced migrant's life after the flight; and (3) the extraordinary,
which ignores everyday life to focus on the extraordinary, i.e. specific events which refugees
and asylum seekers do not share with the society of destination. The last two approaches are
the most dominant, and the commonality between them is that they both contribute to the

presentation of forced migrants as a ‘strange’ or ‘traumatized’ person.

To summarize, I have demonstrated the existence of an early interest in emotions in
migration studies in connection with an interest in the forced migration experience.
However, many factors have prevented the development of solid theoretical knowledge
about forced migrants’ emotions. This includes the tendency to approach forced migrants
under the umbrella of migrants, and the domination of therapeutic or extraordinary models.
Transnational and translocal approaches brought considerably more interest in the
emotional lives of the migrants and demonstrated the central role of belonging. In this way,
belonging and emotions became essential concepts for understanding the experience of
forced migrants. However, the relationship between them remains unclear. As Halse (2018)

argues, “emotions play an important part in constructing belonging and social collectivities.
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But emotions-as-belonging can have risky, even dire, effects because emotions can circle
back on themselves in ways that reinforce and entrench boundaries, contestation and the
politics of belonging” (Halse, 2018, p. 14). Therefore, it is imperative to study the different
functions of emotions in constructing belonging/(non)belonging. Even though there is no
unified theory, the three approaches presented here are helpful when used critically.
Furthermore, some relevant empirical studies could spark new ideas, hypothesis, or

questions about this interaction.

1.4. The intersection between emotions and belonging in forced migration

In her research about fear among Colombian forced migrants, Pilar Riano-Alcala (2008)
found that fear is “experienced as a continuum that operates as an emotional regime and a
structuring feeling that situates the individuals within an economy of affect where powerful,
anxious, and sometimes contradictory feelings of uncertainty, anxiety, and hope mediate
both the process of reconstructing their lives, and their interactions with the forced
migration regime and the host society” (Riafio-Alcal, 2008, p. 16). At home, they fear
violence from the state or other armed forces. Along the way, they fear border guards,
authorities in neighboring countries, the risks of sea-travel, militant attacks (bandits along
their paths), smugglers, and separation from family. Once they arrive to the destination
countries, the fear comes from their inability to communicate due to language deficiencies,
from media and the discourse of the political right, as well as from migration policies
(Blazyté et al., 2020; Parker, 2020). All of this is associated with emotions of shame,
embarrassment, or humiliation. Their emotional management becomes oriented toward
protecting the self or family members from these emotions (Wettergren, 2013, p. 136). It is
therefore necessary to give special attention to forced migrants’ interaction with power;
armed groups, police, professionals, smugglers, etc. These are not interactions with ‘equals’,
and are generally related to claiming rights and needs. However, this does not mean that
they do not establish meaningful relationships during this process. Indeed, there is also
solidarity, empathy, and sympathy (which can be found even with the smugglers who share
with them the same boat and destination). Though empathic emotions are essential for
belonging (Kale et al., 2020), belonging also depends on feeling safe, feeling at home, and
feeling welcome (Eltokhy, 2020; Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018; Vuolteenaho & Lyytinen,
2018). The question is therefore how these emotions and the strategies employed to

overcome insecurity and fear influence their construction of belonging after leaving home. I
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found four types of empirical studies which investigate forced migrants’ emotions and
belonging while giving more attention to specific phases of the forced migration journey:
context in the home country, on the way, the midway-to-nowhere scenario, and context in

the destination country.2

The first focuses on forced migrants’ lives in the destination country with specific
interests in their emotions, values, and tradition (mostly based on the therapeutic and/or
the extraordinary approaches); here, refugees are seen as people who suffer from mental
health problems because of traumatic events. Their values, religion, and tradition are
generally seen as a wall which separates them from the host society. Therefore, I situate this
type between therapeutic and extraordinary. Recently, more voices are challenging this
view; values and religion are useful for coping with trauma and could be helpful to construct

feeling at home in the new society.

A second type focuses on the midway-to-nowhere scenario and raises questions about
the emotional state of the asylum seekers once he is in a safe place in transit. It anticipates
important changes in his emotions and feelings of belonging. The main interest here is in
providing him with psychological support after fleeing a dangerous situation and
understanding those changes which occur in his emotions and belonging, especially toward
the home country (because at this time, he is still unable to develop a sense of belonging in
the new place). Therefore, I situate it between the everyday encounters and therapeutic

approaches.

The third type gives special attention to the period during which people move toward a
final destination. Here, the focus is mostly on border control, smuggling, and the traumatic
experiences which accompany the refugees along their path. Also, this approach is interested
in the meaningfulness of this experience in the formation of forced migrants’ identities.

Therefore, I situate this type between extraordinary and everyday encounters.

The fourth and last type is the contextual. It gives great weight to the context of migration

in the home country (we might think about forced migrants who left home after a popular

2 If the midway-to-nowhere scenario is about finding a temporal shelter after leaving home (mostly a camp in a
neighboring state), the on-the-way scenario refers to moments after leaving home and before finding this

temporary shelter or after losing/moving from it toward the destination country.
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uprising or war as distinct from those who left a stable totalitarianism regime) and/or to the
context in the destination country (e.g., higher levels of racism mean more ghettos or
maintenance of boundaries). In this way, emotions and belonging may differ among people
from the same ethnic group or nationality who migrate in different contexts. Despite this
vital emphasis on structural issues, many contextual studies have considered the individual
and his subjectivity in the process of migration. These generally use any of the three
theoretical approaches to study forced migration; everyday encounters, therapeutic, and
extraordinary. Figure (1) shows the relationship of each type with the theoretical approach.
In the following lines, I present these types in more detail and look at those studies that
enable us to make assumptions about the interaction between emotions and belonging even

when they are not explicitly mentioned.

Figure 1. Four types of empirical research to investigate forced migrants’ emotional

lives

Extraordinary

OWS: On the way scenario
CON: The context of migration
MNS: The midway-to-nowhere scenario

EVT: The Emotions, Values and Tradition which accompany the

Source: Prepared by the author
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1.4.1. The socio-historical contexts of the country of origin

Many studies show how different socio-historical contexts of migration lead to various
emotional attachments to home (Brown, 2011; Galasinska, 2010; Trew, 2010). Brown (2011)
compares two groups of Polish immigrants: one migrating during the post-WWII period and
the other after Poland’s joining the EU. She found that the emotional connection with the
homeland differs between these two groups. There are two different kinds of nostalgia;3
restorative nostalgia in the post-war group, and reflective nostalgia among the post-
accession group. These differences arise from the different role that their country of origin
(Poland) played in their life. In a similarly comparative way, after adding a third group (post-
1989/pre-enlargement immigration), Aleksandra Galasinska (2010) demonstrated how the
different socio-historical conditions of migration have influenced the sense of self of Polish
migrants who settled in Britain in different periods and how they express their emotions in
different ways. She found that gossip became a means of expressing emotions to create
boundaries with other groups, or to build an attachment to “our” group, even though they
acknowledge the other group as Polish. These roles of emotions in group formation in
diaspora become more apparent in the context of conflict. Devlin Trew (2007), in her study
about Protestant immigrants from Northern Ireland in Britain, demonstrates how a specific
political and historical context such as the Northern Ireland conflict influences the
construction of identity among the refugees in the destination country in two directions.
First, most of his respondents felt that this conflict “was a significant factor in how they were
defined by others.” Second, the diaspora space became a place where rival Protestants and
Catholics, from the North and South, could meet and interact. For many respondents, this
was the first opportunity to meet or discover the other and, almost in all cases, she found a

substantial impact on the participants’ identities.

3 Restorative nostalgia is about the nostos [return home] and could be understood as a kind of transhistorical
reconstruction of a lost home. Whereas reflective nostalgia is grounded on algia; the longing itself, where return
home is delayed. As Boym (2007) explains, “Nostalgia of the first type [restorative] gravitates toward collective
pictorial symbols and oral culture. Nostalgia of the second type [reflective] is more oriented towards an
individual narrative that savors details and memorial signs, yet perpetually defers homecoming itself.” (Boym,

2007).
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Thus, socio-historical conditions of migration impact migrants’ construction of emotions.
In the case of refugees and asylum seekers, the conflict plays a central role in how they
defined themselves and how others define them. However, there are some questions which
arise from this view and should be explored in more depth; how does this construction of
emotions (e.g., different types of nostalgia) intersect with their construction of belonging?
How do these socio-historical conditions affect the construction of other emotions (e.g.,
empathy)? Here, it is vital to keep in mind that context matters; to understand the
interaction between emotions and belonging we should consider the context in which the
forced migration occurs because it has an essential impact on their construction of emotions

after fleeing.

1.4.2. The midway-to-nowhere scenario

In addition to the socio-historical context, researchers of forced migration have also tried
to understand decision-making and its implications for displacement and resettlement.
They point to the refugees' perception of threat and danger in their home country (Jensen,
1966; Kunz, 1973). Seen from this perspective, refugees are pushed out; they do not move
because of pull factors, at least in the case of those refugees who did not anticipate danger
early. As a result, they move to search for a safe place, where they may spend a long time
waiting. Chan and Loverridge's (1987) analysis of the psychological and the emotional life of
Vietnamese in a refugee camp in Hong Kong, found that this period is significant in
determining the initial orientation of the asylum seekers to the new country and the
resettlement process. It contains fundamental changes in the life of asylum seekers. They
explain: “If we are able to help people come to terms with their past - and thus with their
present - we need to understand the part played in their current responses to themselves
and the world around them by their experiences in the transit centers.” (Chan & Loverridge,
1987, p. 757). Other studies demonstrate that this period depletes the emotional resources
severely and the coping ability of the refugee (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2003, p. 73). Usually,
they start their journey by entering (illegally) a neighboring country, which has poor
conditions, after which they tend to move to another country with better conditions. A good
example is the case of those refugees who go to Indonesia and then to Australia or those who
go to Turkey or Libya to arrive at a European country with good conditions. Exploring this

period more profoundly leads to a better understanding of the newcomer’s experience.
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Moreover, it should not be studied as a separate phase; it is a continuous process of flight

and adjustment (Chan & Loverridge, 1987; Lam, 1991).

Concerning belonging, many studies argue that it is during the midway-to-nowhere
period that asylum seekers cannot develop a sense of belonging to the new place because of
the uncertainty and the concentration only in the present without having a future plan (De
Genova, 2002; Fuglerud, 1997). For Lam (1991), the refugee in this period is overwhelmed
by a sense of non-belonging (Lam, 1991, p. 6). If the asylum seeker arrives with emotions,
such as hate, anger, or fear toward his country of origin - as Jensen (1966) supposed - and if
the psychological changes which occur in the ‘transit’ phase is fundamental for the whole
process of resettlement, then what role do these emotions and changes play in resisting or
pushing him toward belonging/or non-belonging once he arrives at his final destination, and
in which directions? How does he make sense of this experience of being pushed out by the
political regime or other groups that were supposed to offer him protection or at least
consider him a citizen? Also, how does he remember, deal with, and value the past before
flight?

1.4.3. On the way scenario

The first step after moving from the ‘transit’ process toward a new destination is to take
transportation. Those in a good economic situation are more likely to gain a visa and
therefore to enter the destination country directly and with relative ease. However, most
refugees, especially the acute ones, in the words of Kunz (1973), lack these privileges. The
only way to move is illegal. Thus, they are not only obligated to risk their lives and the lives
of their family members, but they also become extremely vulnerable to smuggling networks.
However, Hoffman's (2016) findings may challenge the view about the smuggler as a person
who reaps advantages from their ‘customers’; a small number of his informants have a
positive view of their smugglers. They mention how some of them helped the asylum seekers
to find a safe place, treated them with humanity and considered the safety of their customers
as equal to their safety. This is especially common when the smugglers who accompany them
are from their own country. What seems to be more questionable are the attitudes of the
governments that focus on ‘opportunism’, rather than on compassion and empathy, as
Nakhoul (2011) explains, “wishing to see a disaster unfold, in the hope of using it as a decisive

deterrent to asylum seekers and smuggler alike” (As cited in Briskman & Dimasi, 2016, p.
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264) or as Devetak (2004) describes the situation at the border where governments “wage a

war” against the asylum seekers.

The on the way experience may become central for the construction of identity and
memory in the diaspora. Interviews with survivors of Janga (a boat of asylum-seekers which
sank off of the Australian coast) show how difficult it was for those survivors to go to the
place of the tragedy; they did not wish to return there (Briskman & Dimasi, 2016). Nguyen’s
(2016) study about Vietnamese who fled by boat demonstrates; “the sea and the boat, as
sites of oceanic spatiality, enable Dinh and Le to (re)examen and construct definitive
moments in Vietnamese/diaspora history in which identities, relationships, and belonging

(2016, p. 77).

are determined ‘not by blood but by water’””

Thus, I argue that more attention be given to social interaction which occurs on the way
-- with the geographical location (particular spaces), police forces, NGO-workers, locals,
other asylum seekers, passengers, and even with smugglers -- in order to understand its role
in the subsequent process during the settlement. These interactions may have significant
impacts on their interpretation of this experience because of the feeling of vulnerability,

insecurity, and uncertainty that asylum-seekers live in these moments.

1.4.4. Reception conditions in the destination country

Many researchers reveal how reception conditions, or the way in which newcomers are
treated after they arrive at their destination countries, including the “welcome” they receive,
affects their emotions and sense of belonging whether it comes from state (Jenkins, 1991),
media, or from their interactions with locals (Berry, 2012, p. 20; Wurie Khan, 2013, p. 119).
A lack of empathy “increases the incomers’ experience of non-belonging” (Svasek, 2010, p.
873, 2012, p. 9). Due to the feeling of exclusion and lack of sense of safety, scholars found
that many Somali families do not feel that they belong to Denmark and they may embark on
another migration (Valentine et al., 2009). Researchers also focus on the process of control
in borders (Devetak, 2004; Marcu, 2014; McDermott Hughes, 1999), camps, or removal
centers. They are also interested in the contact between locals, employees and professionals,
objects on the one hand and asylum-seekers and refugees on the other; Sigfrid Gronseth
(2012) found that the amulets, strings and ritual utensils which Tamils brought with them
became objects that inspired new ways of belonging and participation in their new place.

They make clear the problem of communication and how the needs of asylum-seekers are
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not always met due to misunderstanding from locals (Hall, 2012; Radford, 2012). Radford
(2012) demonstrates how health-service providers are often ill-equipped to deal with their
patients' emotional needs4. She also argues that many of the asylum-seekers feel that they
have entered a “world populated by potential enemies, in the guise of social workers, doctors,
legislators and government” (2012, p. 49). Hall (2012) analyzes the relationship between
staff and newcomers in a British Immigration Removal Centre. She described the camp as
“a place of emotions, politics and resistance, where fear and contempt are rife, but where
empathy is never wholly effaced” (2012, p. 31). Focusing on encounters between
refugees/asylum-seekers and more settled residents in Newcastle/England, Key Askins
(2016) developed the concept ‘emotional citizenry’ as a “process, embedded in the
complexities of places, lives and feelings, beyond claims to and exclusions from nation-
statehood.” Central issues in this process are social reciprocity (belonging relies on

reciprocity) and the ‘quest for recognition’ (Askins, 2016).

However, the dynamics and outcomes of these interactions are more complicated than
they appear and thus require more careful exploration (Bell, 2010; Rai, 2002): welcome,
hospitality and solidarity are about power and superiority. They may challenge the
construction of the forced migrants’ feeling of belonging and raises the question about their
perception of it, as well as their reactions. In addition, length of residence — one of the six
factors which Antonsich (2010) considers vital to formulate the place-belongingness — may
clash with personal experiences. The expression of comfortability and vulnerability in a
place is not only related to the refugee's previous experience in this place (where negative
social interactions occurred), but also in a similar place in their life experience (see Cuba &
Hummon, 1993; Sutherland, 2017). The material heritage or collective historical narrative
may play a central role in evoking a sense of belonging and specific emotions; Finaly (2015)
found ‘belonging as feeling at home’ among the Moroccan diaspora in Granada-Spain,
mainly because of southern Spain's material (e.g., architectural) heritage. Still, he found
emotions of loss and shame because of the way in which Granada is presented in religious

history and collective memory. The role of memory and nostalgia could lead towards two

4 Need is theorized in different ways, but usually it refers to an existing gap between the patient’s actual state and
the optimal level of health (see Vivar & McQueen, 2005). Emotional needs are an essential part of the care
process (Halpern, 2003, p. 673), and they are related to culture and personal history. Displacement creates new

needs because of the loss of status, alienation and marginalization (Radford, 2012, p. 39).

44



Revista Internacional de Estudios Migratorios, 2021, Vol. 11(1), pp. 27-58.

opposite directions, as Rishbeth and Powell (2013) explain, “Memory appears to have a role
in supporting an ongoing recognition and working out of how one might belong in a new
place. Experiences of remembering landscapes can sometimes exacerbate the negative shock
of the new, but can also be a restorative means of envisaging how everyday life continues

beyond the strangeness” (2013, p. 175).

1.4.5. The emotions, values, and tradition that accompany the refugee

The most common approach to interaction with the new place and society comes from
focusing on the forced migrant’s mental health with a pathological or therapeutic
perspective (see Albrecht, 2016; Wernesjo, 2014). This approach does not aid in accounting
for the refugee’s agency in this process. Refugees are portrayed as traumatized people
motivated by their suffering of shame, humiliation, and anxiety, etc. Furthermore, this is
based on predefined concepts without considering the migrants’ interpretations and the
meanings they give to their experience. This view makes it difficult to understand the
specific needs of a subgroup of refugees which may arise from specific historical, cultural,
and contextual challenges (Hsu et al., 2004). In addition, the presentation of refugees as
traumatized people has negative implications for their future relations in the new place.
Some researchers paid attention to the personal perspectives of the refugees and asylum
seekers concerning their mental health status caused by their experience of trauma (Keyes
& Kane, 2004; Lyytinen, 2017; Pineteh, 2017; Watters, 2001; Whittaker et al., 2005). Keyes
and Kane (2004) found that, in their new place, refugees search for empathy and reciprocity

to “determine genuineness, trustworthiness, and to validate a sense of belonging.” (2004, p.
819).

In addition to emotions, refugees bring with them their values, religion, and traditions.
In general, when these issues are presented in forced migration studies, the interest is in its
role in conflict settings and the politicization of religious identity or its role in coping with
trauma (Gozdziak & Shandy, 2002). For first-generation migrants, religion plays an
essential role in social division (Daley, 2009) but also in providing the individual with an
instrument for dealing with critical personal or situational challenges; what psychologists
call Religious-Spiritual Coping (Ai et al., 2003; Bryant-Davis & Wong, 2013). Forced
migrants’ traditional gastronomy provides a kind of connection through food (Brightwell

das Gracas, 2015). Some researchers found that religiosity, tradition, and values are also
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helpful for opening spaces of belonging in the new society (Chafic, 2010; Gozdziak & Shandy,
2002; Taylor, 2009)

Therefore, I argue along with Albrecht (Albrecht, 2016, p. 29) that “aiming for the study
in the field of a sociology of emotions that focuses on the general functions of emotions in
interactions during the process of migration, none of the research done so far on this subject
goes far enough. The potential of an accordant perspective has not been fully tapped yet.”
That is because emotions are not merely “convenient and occasional resources” which help
to explain the transnational family, but are themselves “constitutive of the transnational

family experience itself” (Skrbis, 2008, p. 236).

2. Conclusion

Unlike economic migrants or other kinds of voluntary migration, forced migrants decide
to leave their country because their lives or the lives of one or more family members are
threatened. This might be the result of war or political persecution at the hands of a
totalitarian regime for example. However, even after leaving, this feeling of being threatened
often remains. Sometimes this is because they have had to leave family members behind,
who might remain in a dangerous situation, or who are subject to harassment by the state
or other armed groups as a means of putting pressure on those who have escaped the
country. The journey itself is often dangerous, and the refugee might have to attempt the
journey numerous times before reaching his or her final destination. Many of them have
experienced prison, torture, starving or other personal and extreme experiences. Perhaps
they prefer to keep silent or avoid the verbal expressions of some emotions which accompany
certain actions (such as shame or humiliation). Thus, exploring emotions among them is not

as easy a task as it may appear.

When they arrive at their destination, they face various obstacles to reaching a new
position in a new society. These obstacles might not only relate to the conditions of the host
country itself but also the different rules of the game between ‘there’ and ‘here.” Ignorance
of these rules leads to exclusion. Familiarization of the unfamiliar becomes the most
important strategy to overcome this strange or unknown situation or place, where the
habitus has lost its ability to provide useful recommendations. Furthermore, ‘capitals’ are
essential for participation in the new society. Emotions and values, which accompany forced

migrants, are linked to the embodied cultural capital which is inherited (see Bourdieu,
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1986). Its modification takes time and effort because it is related to the socialization process.
However, managing it becomes a central issue for constructing a home in the new place.
What we can learn from migration studies about forced migrants’ emotions could be

summarized as follows;

1. They agree on the fundamental role of emotions in migration, something that classical
theories have failed to do. Sociologists, therefore, need to develop more empirical
research to obtain a better theoretical understanding of contemporary migratory
movements.

2. They give more analytical prominence to the individual and his subjective sense in
the process of immigration than in classical studies.

3. They usually put voluntary migrants and forced migrants in the same framework.
When differentiating between them, mostly, they tend to study the emotions of forced
migrants from a therapeutic or pathologic perspective (i.e., seeing them as
traumatized people).

4. Most of the research on forced migration emotions and belonging could be described
as fragmental and/or therapeutic; (1) the fragmental perspective looks at a specific
phase of the migration journey, mostly, related to home and/or destination country.
As a result, the consequences of the midway-to-nowhere and on the way, phases are
almost ignored. (2) The therapeutic perspective tries to understand the implications
of emotions, either in a specific step or in the whole experience of migration, for the
forced migration engagement in the new destination, but are generally stuck with
pathological or therapeutic perspectives. As a result, they ignore other functions of
the forced migrant’s emotions and contribute to enhancing the representation of
refugees and asylum seekers as traumatized people, and herby depriving them of their
agency.

5. They are fragmented; there is no integrated theory that explains the interaction
between emotions and the constructed feeling of belonging after leaving home. While
there is evidence that empathy influences the feeling of belonging in migration
positively, we do not know how it happens; in which way and under which conditions
it happens (see Wernesjo, 2014). A recent study based on ritual theory found that
activity and practices in dance clubs fail to develop solidarity and sense of belonging
because, interviewees valued a different style of involvement and interaction and they

expressed otherness rather than solidarity (Peperkamp, 2018). In summary, more in-
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depth research is required about the way in which forced migrants perceive their
situation, as well as their involvement, interactions, and other factors that intersect
with this perception. More attention should be given to the path a specific emotion
follows to contribute to producing a feeling of belonging; values are strictly related to
emotions and forced migrants’ values are usually approached as something that
restricts belonging in the host country. This could be attributed to the dominance of
the ‘clash of the civilizations’ theory among research on the Arab and Islamic world;
countries from which most of the refugees and asylum seekers in Europe come
(Robila, 2018). There is still little research on the role of emotions in shaping the
values and value commitments in forced migration context and their feeling of

belonging.
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